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To those whom in life we dearly cherished

and in death we cannot cease to love.
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INTRODUCTION: SEARCHING FOR A LOST QUEEN


‘Unable are the loved to die, for love is immortality.’

Emily Dickinson

IN SEPTEMBER 2022, A CURIOUS spectacle played out in the streets of London. Over the course of six days, 250,000 people gathered in an extraordinary, 10-mile-long queue. It started at the doors of the Palace of Westminster then stretched out like a snake, winding through the city. Along the River Thames, past the National Theatre, London Bridge and out towards Southwark Park in the east. The country was captivated: ‘How long is the queue now?’ was the highest trending Google search in the United Kingdom that week.

What caused this phenomenon? Were these people queuing to grab music tickets or audition for a TV show? Nothing of the sort. These were mourners – ordinary people – deeply moved by an unprecedented event: the death of a beloved queen, Elizabeth II.

After a record-breaking seventy years on the throne, Queen Elizabeth died on 8 September 2022, at Balmoral in Scotland. In the days that followed, her body was taken to Edinburgh, where a vigil was held at St Giles’ Cathedral, after which, she was brought 400 miles south to London. First to Buckingham Palace, then to Westminster Hall. Here, the public were welcomed to pay their respects.

On Thursday 15 September 2022, at 10.12 a.m., I joined the throng. I took a day off work and became part of ‘The Queue’. My companions were Len, a smartly dressed octogenarian veteran who travelled up from Cornwall that morning; Rachel and Jane, two beauticians from Merseyside; and Leo, a French student from UCL, with a large flop of black hair.

For eight hours we shuffled along the riverbank, leant against railings and fetched food for one another (though Len, the Cornish veteran, had ham sandwiches packed by his wife). We watched the Thames rise and fall with the tide, chatted about everything and nothing and zig-zagged through fencing. All of this, to spend time in the presence of the late Queen’s body. To inhabit the same space – for just a moment – before being ushered out the door and back into the streets.

But why?

For Len, the Queen had been a constant comfort over his long life: ‘I remember watching the coronation as a boy,’ he laughed, ‘and we all piled into the only house in the village that had a television. It was one of the most exciting days of my life.’

For Rachel, it was Queen Elizabeth’s values – duty, faith, optimism, humility – that she so admired: ‘She felt like a kind of distant grandmother, a woman of real conviction and character. She always did what was right, not what was easy – unlike me!’

Leo was fascinated by the history: ‘We don’t have the royal family in France. So it is very cool for me to see all the royal ceremony and traditions continue in Britain.’

By the time we arrived at Westminster Hall, it was dusk. We were ushered in and suddenly – after hours of anticipation – I was hovering on those famous stone steps and gazing upon one of the most important, oldest rooms in British history, built in the eleventh century. Under this immense hammerbeam roof, King Charles I was put on trial and condemned to die. Here, tables had groaned with the feasts of coronation banquets and the great and good had listened with anticipation to the speeches of world leaders.

We split into two lines. The Queen’s coffin lay ahead in the centre of the hall, draped with a Royal Standard and surrounded by an armed guard wielding swords. The room wasn’t noisy as such, but there was an eerie, unearthly sound as hushed whispers and shuffling steps danced around the great stone walls, writing their own mournful lament as they went. It seemed to come in waves, a crescendo in volume that naturally lulled, as if we – this body of mourners – were breathing in and out together.
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In ‘The Queue’ opposite the Palace of Westminster. Photo taken by Rachel, the hairdresser from Merseyside.
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The Queue outside the Palace of Westminster.

After tentatively descending the steps, I arrived at the coffin. How strange it was to think that Elizabeth II was in there. This wasn’t her image on a postage stamp or on a £10 note, but the woman herself. This was her very flesh and blood, just metres from me – and in that fleeting moment, I was one of the closest to her in the whole world.

Out of Westminster Hall, I bade goodbye to Rachel and Jane and helped direct them to Westminster tube station. ‘Goodbye, Len!’ I cried, seeing his frail figure shuffle into the distance, swallowed by the crowd. ‘Safe journey home!’ I didn’t see Leo again.

And just like that, after eight hours together, our little group disbanded, carried in different directions like leaves in the wind. I sometimes think of them. Are Rachel’s daughters through university yet? How is Len getting on with his garden, with a view of the sea? Would he remember me? Is he still alive?

It was an intimate thing, to share this experience with strangers. To be united in camaraderie by this slightly odd process of memorial. The day was like a dream. After centuries of hibernation, the ways of the medieval world – with vigils and sacred shrines – had been awakened. It was as if the clock had been wound back and I’d walked arm in arm with the pilgrims of Chaucer’s day. It was a surreal, strange blur – and one that called for a drink.

I sauntered in a daze along Whitehall, through Trafalgar Square and settled into the Lamb & Flag in Covent Garden. As I recounted my experience to a friend, Alex, we watched the live stream of mourners on a fuzzy TV screen. We considered how the history books might remember The Queue and how it would be written up during the passage of British history.

Of course, Elizabeth II is not the first royal woman whose passing provoked an outpouring of public grieving. Princess Diana’s sudden death in 1997 sent many into a frenzy, verging on mass hysteria. For days and days, mourners gathered to lay a sea of flowers near the palace. One million people gathered in London to line the route of the funeral procession.

Almost a century earlier, on 2 February 1901, the funeral of eighty-one-year-old Queen Victoria unfolded at Windsor Castle. Pretty much every member of European royalty travelled to be there, many of whom would soon be fighting one another in the First World War. Or what of the funerary procession of sixty-nine-year-old Elizabeth I in 1603, to Westminster Abbey? The chronicler John Stow reported that there was ‘such a general sighing, groaning and weeping as the like hath not been seen or known in the memory of man’.

There was one queen, however, whose death was commemorated with more extravagance than any other British royal: Eleanor of Castile, the Queen Consort of King Edward I. When Eleanor unexpectedly died in a Nottinghamshire village on 28 November 1290, her body was taken to Lincoln, where it was embalmed, before being carried to Westminster Abbey in London. It was an epic procession, almost 200 miles long, through rushing rivers and along icy roads, where overnight vigils were held at towns like Grantham, Stamford, Dunstable and St Albans.

Eleanor’s husband, King Edward I – one of the most formidable warrior kings of British history – was beside himself with grief. As he withdrew into isolation in the weeks that followed, he wrote the heartfelt words of his late wife: ‘who in life we dearly cherished and who in death we cannot cease to love’.

Following this, Edward set out to commemorate her and her funerary journey with an extraordinary gesture. Twelve glorious stone monuments – the Eleanor Crosses – were erected in each town the procession stopped, from Lincoln to London. The final cross was at the hamlet of Charing (now central London), giving us the name Charing Cross. These were revolutionary in their scale and design, pioneering the new Gothic style in Britain. Never before or since have we seen such an ode to love, marked in stone.

Edward and Eleanor’s marriage was famed for Arthurian tournaments, Crusades, castle building and fighting the Welsh. But it was forged – unusually for royal medieval marriages – by deep, respectful love and acts of true devotion. It is the great unsung love story in the history of the British monarchy, and the Eleanor Crosses – an architectural tribute to that – are England’s answer to the Taj Mahal, the magnificent mausoleum in Agra, India, built by Mughal Emperor Shah Jahan in memory of his favourite wife, Mumtaz Mahal.

But what can you tell me about Eleanor of Castile? I wouldn’t be surprised if your answer is ‘not much’ or ‘nothing’ or ‘never heard of her’. She’s pretty D-list when it comes to Britain’s historical figures and is probably confused with an earlier queen, Eleanor of Aquitaine (to clarify, this is not a book about Eleanor of Aquitaine). Our Eleanor of Castile has never been honoured with a bodice-ripping TV drama, a place on the history curriculum or even a fridge magnet (something to look into, @EnglishHeritageGiftShop?).

Eleanor was one of England’s most remarkable queens and most strikingly overlooked – perhaps because there are few contemporary sources that give us a clear sense of her character. Luckily – by pulling a few strings – I’ve managed to secure an interview (the first for more than 700 years). Here is Eleanor, from the horse’s mouth. The transcript is as follows:

ALICE: Eleanor – s-sorry – Your Majesty – thank you so much for your time. I know you’re incredibly busy.

ELEANOR: No problem. I’ve only got a few minutes, so keep it short, please.

ALICE: Of course! Your childhood, tell me a little about that.

ELEANOR: My father was the Castilian king, Ferdinand III, and my mother – a fabulous woman – his second wife, Jeanne. It was a joyful childhood, all in all, but quite a difficult time for my parents. It was the 1240s, you see, the time of the Reconquista, the military conquest of Al-Andalus – now in Spain. The Christian north had been fighting the Muslim south for years and years, so my father was away, always on campaigns, always fighting. I can’t remember him much.

ALICE: And what about your marriage to King Edward, in 1254?

ELEANOR: Well, I was twelve years old, almost thirteen. He was fifteen. I didn’t know anything about him, except he was Prince Edward of England and one day he’d be King. And I’d never been to England before. The marriage was a political arrangement between our parents – a diplomatic precaution for both England and Castile against France. Luckily for me, turns out we were a good match.

ALICE: An understatement, I think – you were the love match of the century! The new Arthur and Guinevere, as people often put it. Do you have any tips for a successful marriage?

ELEANOR: Teamwork is key. Edward and I have always been a partnership. And we’ve had to overcome some really difficult times. In our early marriage, civil war was raging – the Barons’ War, they called it – and Edward and I were both taken captive. There was a low point where I had just suffered the terrible loss of my first child and I was alone and imprisoned in a foreign land. It was really tough.

ALICE: It must have been incredibly difficult. Presumably you found some solace in your new family in England. Did you get on well with them?

ELEANOR: Old King Henry, I was fond of. He was a good man, no doubt, but a terrible king. I mean, an actual civil war broke out – doesn’t that tell you everything you need to know? Then there’s Edward’s mother, Eleanor of Provence. Well . . . where to start. Between you and me . . . she was always jealous of Edward’s devotion to me. We never got on, unfortunately. Every family has its drama, you see.

ALICE: Indeed it does – but you seem to be incredibly resilient. You’ve travelled the length and breadth of Europe on royal business, on Crusade, and all the while you’ve been managing a property portfolio in England that has made you financially independent. And throughout all this, you were pregnant sixteen times, which is over a decade total. Asking for a friend . . . how do you do it?

ELEANOR: I’m hard-working – always have been, always will be. That St Albans monk once said that I was ‘by sex a woman, but in spirit and virtue more like a man’, which I rather like.

ALICE: And do you ever have time to relax? To switch off?

ELEANOR: Absolutely. People misunderstand me, I think. They think I’m unfriendly or aloof – but I’m just being professional. I’m at work. Behind the scenes, when I’m with the royal court, I’m quite different. We once had a party where we danced so much the floor collapsed. But, listen, I must go – I’ve got to read this tenancy agreement before noon.

ALICE: Of course, and I’ll send a copy of the book when it’s out.

ELEANOR: Thanks. If you need help with printing, get in touch with my household. You can use my scriptorium. Goodbye – BEEEEEEP

Today, she’d be winning prizes for Women in Business, photographed in a no-nonsense power suit surrounded by her brood of children. She’d write books like How Women Really Can Have It All. She’d be a judge on Dragons’ Den, throwing out snappy remarks like, ‘Your numbers are off, the presentation is sloppy. For that reason, I’m out.’

The Victorians liked to remember her as ‘Eleanor the Faithful’, the devoted wife of King Edward, but perhaps ‘Eleanor the Feisty’ or ‘Eleanor the Formidable’ or ‘Eleanor the No-Nonsense’ would be a better sobriquet.

More importantly, for you and me, Eleanor introduced some basic daily necessities within her court: carpets on the floor, tiles in the bathroom, forks at dinner. She adored gardening and was an enthusiast for water fountains and courtyards, like those of her Castilian youth.

She also loved to read. Eleanor was an early devotee of the Romantasy genre, particularly tales of King Arthur. Taking this obsession to new levels, in 1278 she and Edward took part in the reburial of (what was thought to be) King Arthur and his beloved Guinevere. Just imagine the scenes in the candlelight of Glastonbury Abbey, as the ancient bones of Arthur and Guinevere were wrapped in silken cloth and placed in a tomb of black marble.

Despite being immensely capable, perhaps it’s not surprising that Eleanor’s story has been all but forgotten. For centuries after the medieval period, write-ups of the womenfolk of Britain’s past were largely overlooked. History was seen as a series of grand narratives of war, dynasties, bishops, kings and crusading knights of the day – like watching a succession of Russell Crowe films, one after the other.

It was only in the nineteenth century – perhaps inspired by the advent of eighteen-year-old Queen Victoria’s reign – that things began to change. In light of Victoria’s ascension to the throne in 1837, the sisters Agnes and Elizabeth Strickland began writing a collection titled Lives of the Queens of England. In the decade that followed, the historian Mary Anne Everett Green published Letters of Royal and Illustrious Ladies of Great Britain, shining a light on medieval noblewomen. Next, she compiled short biographies of princesses: Lives of the Princesses of England, from the Norman Conquest.

In the twentieth century, some historians began to explore women’s social history, such as Eileen Power, author of Medieval English Nunneries, published in 1922. It’s only since the 1970s that medieval women’s history has really kicked off as a major field of study.

Despite this, our perception of medieval women is still skewed. Sometimes, we view them through the lens of Victorian Pre-Raphaelites: tragic, passive, fairy-tale figures. Damsels in distress, who dangle long hair from tower windows and befriend twittering forest birds. On the other side of the coin, a focus group helping the British Library prepare their exhibition ‘Medieval Women’ were asked what they supposed such an exhibition would include. The results were a picture of domestic drudgery: ‘cooking, linen clothing, witch trials, housewives, basket-weaving and modesty’.

In reality, the lives of medieval women were neither the stuff of romance nor never-ending housework. And these women were far from sidenotes to the story of their husband, father or sons. Though women were at a disadvantage – for example, married women were legally forbidden to own land – some commanded castle garrisons, negotiated international trade agreements and managed great estates.

By her eighteenth birthday, Empress Matilda had been in charge of Italy and, had the throne not been snatched by her cousin, she would have become the first queen regent some 400 years before Mary I. In 1190, Eleanor of Aquitaine took the helm of England when her son, Richard the Lionheart, joined the Third Crusade. Margaret of Anjou was a leader of the Lancastrians in the Wars of the Roses. And Eleanor of Castile . . . well, you’ll soon find out.

All of this ran through my mind as I waited to pay my respects to Elizabeth II. And I wanted to know more. Who was Eleanor? And what kind of woman was it that inspired these crosses to be built? As I considered this, a thrilling idea came to mind and a plan began to form.

Two years later, in the final weeks of 2024 – more than seven centuries after Eleanor’s death – I walked the route of Eleanor’s funeral cortège: almost 200 miles from Harby, the village where she died, to London, on the corresponding dates in November and December. It was an epic adventure that ended up being one of the most fascinating experiences of my life.

In doing so, I was following in the footsteps of Edward’s grief. I hoped, on this journey, to get to know Edward and Eleanor. I wanted to discover why her death provoked this flowering of memorials and I wanted to make sense of what these memorials meant, not just to Edward, but to ordinary people. I also wanted to know why they had been forgotten. By experiencing the same physical challenge, I hoped to catch a glimpse of the most elusive and thrilling of things – the innermost workings of the medieval mind.

This book is a record of that journey. It is – as far as I know – the first of its kind. There have been cycle rides in the summer, such as the Queen Eleanor Cycle Ride each August bank holiday, which raises money for homeless charities. But this is the first time someone has completed the journey by foot on the exact dates of the medieval procession and written up an account of it. An historic moment!

Retelling this is no simple task, however. It is a complex story and there are several lines of investigation interwoven throughout each chapter. As we travel from Lincoln to London, here are the threads we’ll pull together:

– The life of Queen Eleanor (1241–90), the Castilian princess who married King Edward I.

– The procession of December 1290, when Eleanor’s body was carried from Lincoln to London. We can’t be sure of the exact route of the cortège, step by step, but it was probably around 170 miles long, although if you consider the possibility of unrecorded diversions and pit stops then the likelihood is that it was a few miles longer.

– The construction of twelve stone crosses, commissioned by Edward and erected within five years of her death (1291–95). It’s important to remember that when the funeral cortège passed through the towns in December 1290, the crosses were not yet built. The crosses were a later commemoration of the journey – not a guide.

– The dramatic lives of the crosses in the centuries since. Though twelve were built, only three still stand; the rest were destroyed during the turbulence of the Reformation and Civil War. They became such potent political symbols of royalism or Catholicism that mobs rushed to pull them down and others desperately resisted.

– My own experience of walking from Harby to London in November and December 2024. Though I set off with a route that was about 180 miles long, factoring in winding footpaths, the occasional retracing of steps and lunch stop detours, this ended up at almost 200 miles and half a million steps along tarmacked roads, winding paths and waterlogged fields.

– Along this route, the ways in which the points above have been commemorated afresh, by artists and craftsmen in our own time.

– I’ve also visited a few interesting figures and historic sites in relation to Eleanor’s incredible story, which I will share with you.

So you’ll understand that this is no dusty biography of Queen Eleanor, nor an architectural record, nor a classic walking book with anoraks and blister plasters. It is a mix. This is a tapestry of a life and its legacy. Along this journey, we will meet artists and stonemasons, funeral directors and schoolchildren, roofers and deans. They are a varied bunch, united by one thing: they do their bit to keep Eleanor’s legacy alive.

This legacy comes in many surprising forms. Exquisitely beautiful stone monuments created with utmost care, which were later subject to vicious iconoclasm. The walls of a tube station, adorned with woodcut prints. A statue in a shopping centre, later used to promote dental hygiene. An enormous mural, painted by a local artist. A grand painting violently cut out of its frame in the dead of night, never to be seen again. A roundabout, romantically named ‘Queen Eleanor Interchange’.

Talking of roundabouts, another message I hope you take from this book is the immense richness of history to be found in Britain, hidden in plain sight: obelisks surmounted by teapots, strange lumps and bumps in fields, yew trees growing in churchyards. This journey is not a curated walking tour, designed to max out on picturesque views and picnic stops. This is a warts-and-all route, through pretty villages and industrial estates, past stately homes and high-rise office blocks, across green fields and deafening motorways. But there is history every step of the way and it is this random cross-section that makes it all the more exciting.

One of the towns we will visit is Dunstable. In 1821, a history of Dunstable was published, titled Dunno’s Originals. It opens with this pertinent question: ‘If men of talent will not write/Shall our old Towns be buried quite/In dark Oblivion’s gloomy shade?’ I am not a man and my talents are questionable, but I hope these observations may do just that: bring history out of the gloomy shade and inspire you to uncover the stories that lie in your town, wherever in the world that may be. These are stories to be celebrated, cherished and passed down through the generations.

As we untangle the history that awaits, slashing through the brambles of mythology and legend, we will trace the shadows of a bygone, medieval world. One where churches were adorned with brightly coloured paintings. Where the tolling of bells sounded across vast fields, devoid of hedges or walls. A landscape peppered by priories and monasteries, abbeys and cathedrals. A world that only leaves a few clues – peeling wall paintings, crumbling ruins, strange earthworks.

But it was also an alien, wacky place, where a book was more valuable than a house. Where accidently eating a purple frog, then throwing it up, was considered a miraculous blessing.

As we peel back the layers of time, there are many curious questions to answer. How did medieval people navigate without a map? How did travellers keep their feet dry? Was the climate different from today? Where does the word ‘medieval’ come from? What about ‘Gothic’? How did embalming work? Did our medieval ancestors feel love and grief in the same way as us? How can a man be two opposing things at once – to some, a tyrant who ‘troubled the whole world by his wickedness’, but to his wife, a kind, devoted husband? Stay tuned to find out.

I hope this might also inspire anyone who is hiking-curious. I’m not a serious walker – more a rambler from pub to pub. To prepare, I paid a few visits to Mountain Warehouse, subscribed to Ordnance Survey Maps Premium and (I can hear the sharp intake of breath from keen walkers, for this is the cardinal sin of walking) walked most of the route in brand-new boots, not yet worn in.

Perhaps this was wholly irresponsible. It certainly made it exciting. Things were touch and go, believe you me. I had no idea if I would make the 200 miles from Lincoln to London. This was testing the limits of my ambulatory potential. I was venturing into the rambling abyss.

Along the journey, I was struck by how uplifting it all was, even in bitter winter. It wasn’t just the fresh air that was so invigorating. While walking over fifty hours through unfamiliar territory, I began to think with increased clarity. Lightbulb moments became more regular, spurred on by being curious about the changing surroundings.

Small, surprising details – a tombstone, an information sign hidden in the reeds, a clank of a gate – began to jump out at me. Step by step, the threads of history emerged, forming a rich tapestry. It was only by walking, by travelling at the natural human pace, that these unexpected revelations arrived. I saw so many things that I wouldn’t have done from a bike, car or library desk.

Many of these threads tell the stories of ordinary people. Because that’s what history is. University lecturers might analyse great movements and monarchies, rebellions and regimes. Podcast hosts will debate whether bad weather or rusty ammunition was a greater contributing factor in terrible wars. But it all comes back to the same thing – people. The common denominator is the human condition. Protagonists are motivated by innate emotions, deep within us: fear, hunger, jealousy, love.

I find this comforting. The past is full of ordinary people like you and me, driven by the same emotions. Have you ever felt the desperate ache of unrequited love? Or the deep humiliation and sorrow on realising a partner has been unfaithful? Perhaps a particular scent catches you off guard, bringing memories of a loved one, no longer around. All these emotions we share with ancestors past. These are moments of vulnerability that bind us across time.

Remember this, as we consider the story of King Edward I and Eleanor of Castile, and consider them in the context of their own time, too. They may have lived a life of royalty, within a world that seems alien to us, with strange customs and uncomfortable values. But they were also people: fragile and raw and vulnerable, who were thrust into unprecedented situations. Eleanor still felt pangs of sadness for the children she lost in miscarriages, stillbirths and neonatal death – little Katherine, Joanna, John, Henry, Alphonso, Berengaria and those children who were never named. King Edward – though a powerful, sometimes cruel man – wasn’t the two-dimensional baddy that Braveheart would have us believe. He still carried the deep, heavy burden of grief after the loss of Eleanor. In the Eleanor Crosses, we see his ‘action-focused’ grieving process immortalised in stone.

The adventure we are about to embark on is one of twists and turns, highs and lows, and plenty of surprises. On one level, it is a joyful saunter through the English countryside. On another, it is an elegy to the great passion in my life: history – and a history that isn’t a distant, bygone, irrelevant thing, but alive and changing and something that we all play a part in.

So this book is also a celebration of love, in all its glorious forms. Whether that be a warrior king who writes a mournful letter about his late wife or a stonemason who devotes care to carve a memorial of immense beauty or a stranger who offers a rambling walker a welcome cup of tea.

It is also a tale of loss. But this is uplifting – comforting, even. It is moments of darkness in our lives, of grief, that make the light shine brighter. As Queen Elizabeth II once wrote: ‘Grief is the price we pay for love.’ Such lights and shadows are the contours of our humanity, of what it means to be human.
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1. POMEGRANATES AND PURGATORY


‘Our dead are never dead to us until we have forgotten them.’

George Eliot

THE START OF MY VENTURE into Eleanor’s world – but not yet the walk itself – began at King’s Cross train station. Thursday 28 November 2024. It was a crisp winter’s morning and London sparkled in the sunlight. I arrived half an hour early with a ticket to board the 08:06 on a London North Eastern Railway Azuma service of five coaches. The destination was a magnificent medieval city, 140 miles north: Lincoln.

King’s Cross is not a bad place to wait, cup of tea in hand. It is an impressive building: a marvel of the Victorian age, with iron-ribbed glazed roofs and London stock brick. The new Western Concourse – which opened in 2012 – has a striking ‘diagrid’ roof, akin to a giant beehive. And inside, every day, 150,000 humans pass through, buzzing about from place to place.

As I began my mission to untangle Eleanor’s story, I headed for the platform. Platform Number . . . 0. Zero! Nought! How could a platform have no quantity or number? I was entering into nothingness! Disappearing into a black hole!

The reason for this is one of mundanity, I’m afraid. To increase station capacity, a new platform was added and numbered Zero to avoid renumbering the rest. Nonetheless, I stepped into the time-travelling void, lost in the mists of time.

The adventure had begun.

As the train left King’s Cross far behind, the urban sprawl thinned into open countryside, where fields glistened with frost, melting in the morning sunlight. We whizzed past the rolling hills of Hertfordshire, then the marshy fenland of Cambridgeshire. Over the coming days, all this land, field after field, I would retrace. Somewhere, in that mass of brown and grey and green, would be a small figure in a purple anorak, battling the elements.

About an hour into the journey, I caught a glimpse of Peterborough Cathedral. One of the highlights of this Gothic masterpiece is the tomb of Katherine of Aragon. Like Eleanor, she was born a Spanish princess and, through marriage, became an English queen.

As I thought of Katherine, I tucked into my breakfast. The Pret fruit salad in front of me felt like an auspicious choice. Among the tropical fruits of mango, kiwi and blueberries were – of course! – pomegranate seeds. The pomegranate was Katherine of Aragon’s emblem, as an ancient symbol of fertility and regeneration (a cruel irony, when only one of her six children survived to adulthood). On my journey up to Lincoln, this was – I felt – Queen Katherine’s blessing. Her way of saying ‘Good luck!’ (or ‘Buena suerte!’).

Though an exotic luxury to most people of medieval England, for Eleanor, the sweet tang of the pomegranate seed was a taste from childhood, which she had spent in Castile – a powerful kingdom that covered most of modern Spain. Her father was the Castilian king, Ferdinand III, and her mother, his second wife, Jeanne, Countess of Ponthieu.

As a young girl – when Eleanor went by ‘Leonor’ – she enjoyed the luxuries of the Castilian court. There she would skip through exquisite palace gardens and splash in the fountains of cool water, which no doubt offered a welcome relief in the scorching heat, before feasting on oranges, lemons, figs and pomegranates. Sometimes she played boardgames with her older brothers – perhaps Henry or Sancho – or else studied under the wary eye of her governor, who oversaw a rigorous education fit for a prince. She was also taken on visits to the beautiful towns of Cordoba and Seville, dazzled by the beauty of buildings, with columns built of jasper, granite and marble.

Outside this luxurious bubble, however, Eleanor’s childhood – and her parents’ lives – was dominated by war, when Catholic kingdoms in the Iberian Peninsula sought to recover regions lost to Muslim control. For little Leonor, this meant visiting her parents in campaigning tents or running through the halls of great defensive castles (castles that were the namesake of the Kingdom of Castile).

So, from the very start, Eleanor was exposed to a model of monarchy that lay hand in hand with the rigours of warfare. It was also one where royal women – such as Eleanor’s mother, Jeanne – were known to join military campaigns and stay in military camps. A habit that Eleanor would continue with enthusiasm in her adult years.

When Eleanor was eleven, her father, King Ferdinand, died. The crown passed to Eleanor’s half-brother, who became Alfonso X. Soon after, Alfonso made negotiations with King Henry III of England for Eleanor to marry his son and heir, Prince Edward. It was a diplomatic precaution to bolster England and Castile against a mutual adversary, France.

On 1 November 1254, at the monastery of Las Huelgas, in Burgos, a tiny figure – twelve-year-old Eleanor – processed through the vast stone arches. Within the church, a fifteen-year-old boy – lanky, confident and with a slight lisp – awaited her. Was Eleanor scared of Prince Edward as she gazed up at his mop of tousled blonde hair?

In October 1255 (still only thirteen years old), Eleanor arrived in England for the first time. With Edward fulfilling his new duties as the Duke of Gascony, she travelled without him. Sailing towards Dover, with white cliffs looming ever closer, the sea breeze whipping at her hair and saltwater spraying on her face, Eleanor set eyes on the land that would become her new home. As she stepped down on the shore, wrapping thick furs around her, local fishermen whispered among themselves: ‘You really think that little thing will be up to the task? Of being Edward’s queen?’

The fishermen need not have worried. England was in safe hands. Over the coming decades, she proved to be eminently capable: a trusted advisor and devoted wife to King Edward, a caring mother and hard-working queen who took her duties seriously.

So it was uncharacteristic – in the 1280s, with Eleanor in her late forties – that this powerhouse seemed increasingly frail. As she gave commands, her voice – usually so firm, so authoritative – quivered. As she signed documents for the transfer of lands, her hands wavered. Her ladies noticed a difference in her behaviour. She slept a little longer and found it harder to sit upright.

There are a few clues that hint at Eleanor’s declining health. From April 1289, a silver vessel was provided for her household, ‘wherein to place the Queen’s syrups’ (the equivalent of a pill organiser). The following year, in 1290, her regular hunting expenses – costs of feeding and entertaining the hunting party, of paying the huntsmen and hawkers – suddenly stopped. Had the rigours of the sport become too taxing?

By February 1290, a court goldsmith was making images of the Queen for intercessions – an aid for those praying for the Queen’s health. Perhaps most tellingly, Eleanor made arrangements for her own death, giving £100 to the Dominican priory of the Black Friars, in London, to prepare for the burial of her heart.

That year she also visited Thurrock, in Essex. Here lived a man named William Torel, a skilled goldsmith who would make the bronze effigy on Eleanor’s Westminster Abbey tomb. Did she drop in to Torel’s house, perhaps, to firm up arrangements for her own memorial? Giving instructions like: ‘Whatever you do, don’t mess up my nose!’

Even so, Eleanor soldiered on. ‘Don’t fuss!’ she might have snapped, if anyone suggested she take a break. In the summer of 1290, she was busier than ever. In light of her worsening condition, weddings of her children were hastened, their futures secured.

The royal brood was made up of twenty-year-old Eleanor, eighteen-year-old Joan (known as ‘Joan of Acre’, as she’d been born during Eleanor’s crusading years), fifteen-year-old Margaret, eleven-year-old Mary (who had become a nun at Amesbury Priory), seven-year-old Elizabeth and six-year-old Edward (the future King Edward II).

With five royal princesses and only one little prince, Eleanor’s brood was certainly girl-heavy. Think the Bennet sisters, if a younger brother was added to the mix. What did those princesses think, knowing that little Edward would one day rule over them all?

In April, the royal sisters were in a flurry of excitement, as Princess Joan prepared for her wedding. She was betrothed to Gilbert de Clare, a powerful English noble thirty years her senior. That spring, the betrothal – which had taken five years to negotiate – was abruptly put into action. There wasn’t even time for new dresses to be made – much to the disappointment of the princesses, no doubt. But why the rush? Was it Eleanor’s impatience to see Joan’s marriage completed, knowing her own health was failing?

The wedding took place on 30 April in Westminster Abbey, the glittering new church built by Edward’s father, King Henry III. A fortnight later, the same King Henry took his final position among the stones.

Though he’d been dead for two decades, on 11 May, his corpse was transferred from his temporary burial to a permanent resting place, beside the shrine of the Anglo-Saxon king and saint Edward the Confessor. This was common practice: monarchs were temporarily housed in crypts or vaults, while an elaborate tomb was created.

How strange it must have been for Eleanor to see the body of her father-in-law again (and apparently with a healthy beard still intact). As she gazed on – perhaps stifling her own cough or clutching the arm of a daughter for support – it would likely have been a reminder of her own imminent fate. ‘Will it be my body in the coffin’, she must have wondered, ‘in months to come?’

A second wedding came not long after, on 8 July. This time, Princess Margaret to the Duke of Brabant, who been betrothed to Margaret since she was three years old. Finally – suddenly – they would tie the knot. The wedding was a splendid affair (and in an extra snub to Joan, rather glitzier than the first wedding of the summer). Princess Margaret arrived at Westminster Abbey glittering with pearls, rubies and sapphires. Her sister, Princess Eleanor, dazzled in an outfit with 636 silver buttons. Their little brother Edward attended with eighty knights. The groom had two outfit changes.

As parties thronged the streets, the young royals continued with an after-party at the palace, where minstrels, harpists and trumpeters fuelled the cheer. But amid such revelry, a dark cloud sullied the merriment: the sad reality of a dying mother.

In the final weeks of Eleanor’s life, she pushed on with a tour of the country: Buckinghamshire, Bedfordshire, Northamptonshire, Nottinghamshire, Rutland, Derbyshire, Cheshire. In October, she was at Clipstone, the old hunting lodge of King John, nestled in Sherwood Forest. Here, a parliament took place and great men of the realm gathered with the King, as they did twice a year. Though parliaments were held across the country, Westminster was the usual location. Was it Eleanor’s ill health that prevented further travel?

During the Clipstone parliament, one of the foremost issues on Eleanor’s mind was the prospective marriage of six-year-old Prince Edward. His bride-to-be was Margaret, ‘Maid of Norway’. By strange circumstance, Margaret – the seven-year-old daughter of a Norwegian king – was the rightful inheritor to the Scottish crown, through her mother, who had died giving birth to her. As such, she was a perfect match for the heir to the English throne. The betrothal would have effectively united the Scottish and English kingdoms some 300 years before the Union of the Crowns under King James VI and I, in 1603.

In the autumn of 1290, a Norwegian fleet brought Margaret to Scotland. The Scottish magnates assembled at Scone, in anticipation of their new queen. Meanwhile, the Clipstone parliament expected to receive news of her safe arrival. But the good news never came. Instead, a messenger arrived reporting that Margaret had fallen ill on the crossing and had died at Orkney, no doubt sending shockwaves rippling through the royal court.

It was in light of this omen – the death of a future Queen of England and Eleanor’s successor – that the October parliament closed and Eleanor weakened further. The royal party left Clipstone and headed for Lincoln, perhaps with the intention to pray for the Queen’s recovery at the cathedral. As Princess Joan headed to London, going her separate way, it must have struck Eleanor that – if things turned for the worse – she might never see her again.

The 20-mile journey to Lincoln – usually a day’s ride – proved taxing. Eleanor – accompanied by Edward and probably her eldest daughters, Eleanor and Margaret – travelled at a snail’s pace – sometimes 2 miles a day, with a day in between to recover. Seven miles from Lincoln, near a village called Harby, the Queen’s condition took a serious turn for the worse. On the evening of Monday 20 November 1290, a messenger was sent to the largest house he could find: a stone building surrounded by a moat.

This was the manor house of a knight, Sir Richard de Weston. As Sir Richard dozed off and considered the day ahead – ‘I must sort out that leak in the moat’ or ‘I mustn’t forget to order the boar’s head for Christmas’ – he was interrupted by a loud, urgent rapping at the door. Imagine the dramatic scene . . .

Hurrying downstairs, with only the flickering of a candle to light the room, the locks were unbolted and the great oak door creaked open. In whipped the freezing November air. Through the blast, Sir Richard squinted to see a pink-cheeked man dressed in royal livery. ‘Sir, I bring a message from the King,’ he announced breathlessly. ‘Queen Eleanor is gravely ill. She will be here imminently. You must prepare her room. Make haste, sir, make haste!’

As Sir Richard’s household scrambled to prepare for this unexpected visit, in piled a retinue of royal servants: almoners and yeomen, dairymaids and clerks. They carried furniture and chests, wooden spoons and copper pots. Next, an enormous figure filled the threshold, silhouetted in the moonlight. Sir Richard gasped, knowing immediately who it was. He bowed as the terrifying figure of Edward Longshanks thudded into the hall, his face ashen, his brow furrowed.

In Edward’s arms was a large bundle of fur, oddly shaped, from which came a cough. On realising this was the formidable Queen Eleanor, Sir Richard’s jaw dropped in disbelief. She was desperately frail – far from the mighty queen he had heard so much about.

Over the following days, Eleanor lay in Sir Richard’s bed, weakening by the day. The question historians have long grappled with is this: why was Eleanor so ill? Some have pointed to tuberculosis, which was a big killer in medieval England. You could get it from drinking infected cow’s milk or the bacteria could spread through talking, coughing, sneezing or singing. It might settle on dust, remaining infectious for several weeks.

Perhaps it was tuberculous cervical lymphadenitis – better known as scrofula. This was an infection of lymph nodes, which makes your neck balloon. Symptoms included the usual suspects – coughing up blood, fatigue, weight loss, fever and, for the unlucky ones, death. It would have been ironic had Eleanor perished so, for the disease was known as the ‘King’s Evil’, believed to be cured by the touch of a monarch.

Another possibility was some kind of malarial infection. Though you might associate malaria with tropical climates, throughout English history it was endemic. In low-lying marshlands in Essex, Kent, Sussex, Somerset, Yorkshire and Lancashire, the dangerous Anopheles mosquitoes lurked. Malaria went by the name of ‘marsh fever’ or ‘ague’ (from the Old French word meaning ‘severe fever’).

Plenty succumbed to agues over the years. King James I died of a stroke and an attack of dysentery, complicated by malarial infection. It’s thought Oliver Cromwell may have suffered from marsh agues after visiting the Fens in the summer of 1658; he died the following year. Even as late as 1877, the newspapers reported the terrible effects of ‘swampy undrained land’ that formed a ‘malarious atmosphere’ and ‘hotbeds of pestilence to both man and beast’. The modern term, malaria, arrived in the nineteenth century – mala aria in Latin is ‘bad air’.

The disease was incurable, but herbal potions and bark from ash trees could bring some relief. Opium was widely considered ‘the antidote to the effect of the noxious vapours’ and, in Fenland areas, patches of poppies were a familiar sight in cottage gardens, where they were harvested for poppy tea. Alcohol was another alternative – to the detrimental effect of congregation numbers, as one Kent clergyman vexed: ‘the poor do not attend church from the use of spirituous liquors which the bad air seems to render necessary as a protection from agues.’ (You’ve got to admit, it’s a great excuse – ‘I’m not an alcoholic, I’m just batting off marsh fever.’)

Another factor to consider relates to Eleanor’s family medical history. Both her father, Ferdinand III of Castile, and her grandfather, Alfonso IX of León, had coronary problems, which would mark them as high risk today.

We can’t be sure of the cause of Eleanor’s death, but it may have been a combination of factors. A heart problem made worse by malarial infection – picked up at home or on Crusade. Or a nasty bout of tuberculosis, which became deadly with underlying coronary weakness.

Either way, by Friday 24 November 1290, she had ‘become infirm’. It wasn’t now a question of if Eleanor would die, but when. Messengers rushed from Lincoln and London, ‘on account of the Queen’s illness’. For days, Eleanor tossed and turned, while Edward paced up and down, praying for some sign of her recovery.

Whatever treatment was dispensed at that manor house in Harby was a far cry from A&E today. In the thirteenth century, medical practice derived from theories of ancient physicians – the likes of Hippocrates, the Greek philosopher, or Galen, a Roman surgeon who learned about anatomy from treating injured gladiators. Their works – after being translated by Islamic scholars – survived the centuries and filtered into the medieval world.

Their medical understanding revolved around one idea – that the universe is made up of four elements: fire, earth, water and air. There were, they posited, four corresponding humours of the body – yellow bile, black bile, phlegm and blood – and the four qualities of hot, cold, wet and dry. Though it was thought everyone has a natural excess of one of the humours (and this created character), an excessive imbalance of these – perhaps caused by old age – caused illness.

The four humours theory was believed to alter mental state, too. Too much yellow bile (also known as choler) and you’d become ‘choleric’. Too much phlegm would make you ‘phlegmatic’, while too much black bile gave you ‘melancholia’. Too much blood and you’d be ‘sanguine’. Choler gave courage, but phlegm produced cowards. Women’s bodies were cold, weak and moist, while men’s were hot, strong and dry.

If Eleanor was deemed to have an excess of blood, she might have endured bloodletting – cutting into a vein or applying leeches to her flesh. If an overabundance of phlegm was deemed to be the culprit – demonstrating characteristics that were cold and wet – she would have been given a treatment that was hot and dry, such as eating a spicy pepper. Alternatively, if the diagnosis was a high level of yellow bile, which was hot and dry, she might have been balanced out with some cold water: ‘Sir Richard!’ the physician would have called. ‘Fetch me a bucket of icy water from the moat!’

One of the best ways to keep track of humour balances was examining urine. Before the seventeenth century, when William Harvey recognised circulation of the blood, it was believed that food converted into blood during digestion. This blood was always running out, so had to be constantly replenished by a supply of food. Mothers of the medieval period might have said to their children: ‘Eat your greens, young man – you don’t want to run out of blood.’ Urine, it was believed, would indicate the balance of humours and the status of digestion.

If the royal doctor believed Eleanor’s illness was caused by miasma or poisoned air, Sir Richard’s house may have been adorned with bunches of sweet-smelling herbs and flowers. They might also have brought birds into the house, whose flapping wings would circulate the air.

‘She’s not got long to live,’ some of the household might have murmured, looking at the night sky, ‘not with the planets as they are.’ Indeed, astrology was another point of reference, as it was believed the movements of planets provoked changes to bodily organs. Mercury was attached to the brain, Jupiter the liver. In 1348, the University of Paris wrote a report on the Black Death, concluding: ‘The distant and first cause of this pestilence was and is the configuration of the heavens.’

On the following Tuesday, it was clear the end was nigh. A priest was present, William de Kelm, as was the Bishop of Lincoln. The room, filled with the scent of incense and the soft glow of candlelight, became a sacred space. Day waned and night set in. Eleanor’s breath slowed and her heartbeat softened to a quiet thud.

Antiphons and psalms were chanted: ‘Lord,’ the verses ran, ‘come down to heal my daughter before she dies.’ With this mournful accompaniment, Eleanor received her last rites and a final chance to confess any wrongdoing before her eternal fate was decided. She took her final communion and extreme unction was performed: a blessing with holy oil.

With the prayers complete, it must have been a moving scene: Edward sitting at Eleanor’s bedside, holding his beloved’s hand for the final time. He looked down upon the face he knew so well: her rounded chin, her upturned mouth, that slim, long nose and those large, almond-shaped eyes with arched brows. He caressed her long greying hair and traced the lines of her olive skin – lines formed from years of laughter.

He remembered their life together, how they’d first met in adolescence, when they had adult responsibilities, but were still children in their hearts. The happy days hunting, when Eleanor’s eyes lit up as the falcon swooped down on her arm. Her delight at exploring new gardens, of tasting the first fruits from her orchard.

There were moments of difficulty, moments of adventure – the thousands of miles they’d travelled together, criss-crossing Europe, Africa and the Middle East. There were also moments of deep sadness, when, time after time, another of their beloved children died.

But at every point, Edward had coped, for Eleanor had been there by his side. How was he to survive without her? This great and terrible king would now – for the first time in thirty-six years – face the world alone.

And what of the royal children? The records don’t give us their whereabouts, but it’s tantalising to think: were her daughters, Eleanor and Margaret, in the room, sitting beside their mother in those final moments, sobbing at the unbearable prospect ahead?

As darkness fell, Eleanor’s breathing slowed. A candle flickered and she took her final breath. Her body was still, her eyes blank. ‘Decessus Regine’, it was recorded in the household account: ‘Death of the Queen.’

As Eleanor’s soul departed this life, the chants continued, to pray for her journey through purgatory: ‘Hurry, saints of God,’ the quivering lament cried. ‘Make haste, angels of the Lord, who are taking her soul and offering it in the sight of the Most High.’ A bell tolled to mark Eleanor’s departure. As it sounded throughout Sir Richard’s manor and across the fields, the people of Harby held still, their hearts heavy, their prayers offered up in mourning.

There was another mourner who joined them, many years later. On 28 November 2024, 734 years since Eleanor passed away, a woman arrived at Sir Richard’s manor to pay her respects. That woman was me.
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