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Introduction


    The marriage of King Edward IV to Elizabeth Woodville was highly controversial even from its humble beginnings in a hermitage in the sleepy Northamptonshire village of Grafton Regis. A beautiful widow with two young sons, Elizabeth was considered a commoner, and a highly unsuitable match for the Yorkist King. She and her Woodville relations were unpopular with many of the great and noble families in the country who resented their steep and sudden ascent to power that resulted from her marriage. Labelled upstarts and social climbers, it is a reputation that is still attributed to them even today. Her father, Richard Woodville, was a mere soldier who had served in France under the Duke of Bedford. The fact that through her mother’s side she was descended from one of the most distinguished families in Luxembourg, the Counts of Saint Pol, and that her mother, Jacquetta, had once been married to the very same Duke of Bedford that her second husband had served, making her, at one point, one of the highest ranking Ladies in England, was overlooked by those wishing to disparage her.

    On 1st May 1464, Elizabeth Woodville made what many deemed a fortuitous marriage to the Yorkist King of England, Edward IV, although for Elizabeth and Edward it was simply a love match. They made their vows in secret, at her home, with only Elizabeth’s mother taken into their confidence. The marriage was not revealed publicly for almost four months, until during a council meeting at Reading in September that year, Edward had been questioned on his choice of future bride and had revealed that the discussions were unnecessary, he was in fact already married. In later years it would be said that Elizabeth had enchanted him into marrying her and she would be accused, albeit not formally, of witchcraft. Her mother would also have to officially defend herself against accusations of sorcery and enchantment.

    But despite their detractors, Edward and Elizabeth were married for eighteen years. Having only ascended to the throne himself in 1461, deposing the old King, Henry VI, by defeating him and the Lancastrian army on the battlefield at Towton, Elizabeth was by his side for the majority of his twenty-one-year reign.

    During their marriage they had ten children together. Three of these were boys of whom one, George Duke of Bedford, did not survive past the age of two, dying in 1479. Their other two sons, Edward, Prince of Wales, and Richard, Duke of York, would grow up and become known to history as the ill-fated Princes in the Tower. Their story is still one of the great unsolved mysteries; their disappearance from the Tower where they were housed after the death of their father whilst awaiting Edward’s coronation as Edward V, remains unexplained to this day. The usurpation of the throne by their uncle Richard, Duke of Gloucester, who went on to become Richard III, led many of his contemporaries and historians across the subsequent centuries to suspect that he had a hand in their disappearance. No definitive proof survives of his involvement and convincing arguments have been made asserting his innocence and apportioning the blame in the direction of others, including Elizabeth’s brother-in-law and close associate of Richard, the Duke of Buckingham, and Margaret Beaufort, the mother of the future King Henry VII. Pretenders at the later Tudor Court would insist they were the lost Princes, with one of them, known to history as Perkin Warbeck, presenting a highly convincing case that perhaps one of the two Princes of York did manage to escape their imprisonment. The fate of the two boys may now never truly be discovered, although bones found in 1674 by workmen at the Tower of London, digging below the stairs that led from the Royal Apartments to the White Tower are purported to belong to two young boys. The bones were reburied in Westminster Abbey by Charles II. Further DNA testing has not yet been allowed and may never be.

    As well as George, Richard and Edward, the King and Queen were also parents to seven girls. It wouldn’t be unmerited to say that most of the York Princesses fared better in their lives than their unfortunate brothers did, although Thomas More writing in his history of Richard III laments that ‘the division and dissension of their friends’ had unarmed them and left them destitute’. Certainly, during their early years, all the royal siblings led a charmed existence, adored by their parents and safely ensconced within court life. Three of the oldest girls, Elizabeth, Mary and Cecily, had been born and would have been caught up in the tumultuous period of 1470-71, when their father was forced to flee abroad, and their mother took sanctuary in Westminster Abbey, fearing for her life, but at this point the girls would have been only four, three and one year respectively, so it is likely that only the eldest Elizabeth, if any, would have had memories of this time.

    Describing Christmas at court in 1482, the writer of the Croyland Chronicle remarks that the royal court presented an appearance that ‘fully befits a most mighty kingdom, filled with riches and boasting of those sweet and beautiful children, the issue of his marriage with Queen Elizabeth’. Certainly, the young princesses and their brothers at this point in their childhood would have been thriving, feeling safe and secure within the royal family and sure of their destinies. For Edward Prince of Wales, he was being raised as the future King of England, his brother Richard his loyal supporter, who would perhaps follow in the footsteps of his uncle, Richard, and become a powerful magnate in the north, assisting Edward in ruling the Kingdom. For the young princesses, their future was not to rule England, but to attain suitable marriages, ideally to Princes of other Kingdoms where they would rule alongside their husbands or at the very least to one of the noble men of the realm.

    But then in 1483 fortune’s wheel turned, as it is liable to do, and in April of that year the sudden and unexpected death of their father ended life as they knew it. What should have inevitably been a sad occasion followed by a time of celebration as their elder brother rightly took his place on the throne of England, turned into what could arguably be described as the worst moments of their young lives. Under threat from their uncle, Richard, and with their family thrown into turmoil, they were forced to flee into sanctuary with their mother – the second time Elizabeth Woodville had had to run with her children into the safety of Westminster Abbey.

    From 1483 onwards, the York princesses had to adjust to a different way of life, initially having to come to terms with the deaths of their father and the subsequent disappearance of their brothers as well as their new bleak living surroundings, confined as they were to lodgings within the Abbey. As time passed and the dust began to settle, they were then required to navigate the new court of their uncle, Richard III, having to adjust to new and unexpected futures that would have been completely different to what had been planned for them as royal children.

    With the exception, perhaps, of Elizabeth of York, who was the eldest York girl and who went on to marry Henry Tudor to become the first Queen of the Tudor age, the lives of the remaining daughters of Edward and Elizabeth fade into the annals of history. But these women grew up, lived and even thrived into the Tudor years, marrying, having children and bearing witness to other events that happened that we read about in our history books today.

    This book is a brief discussion of each of their lives. By necessity, some of the chapters are longer than others, as some of the sisters have left only a brief mark in the historical records. Also, by necessity, the chapter on Elizabeth of York, is shorter than it could be as due to her elevated position as Queen of England, numerous accounts of her life survive and whole books have been dedicated to her. But I hope that using the sparse information we can find on these seven women, I have been able to bring them to life once more and to tell their stories in a way that is deserving of the Princesses of York, women who were close to the throne throughout their lives and who ultimately survived the period known as the Wars of the Roses.

  



  
Edward IV’s First Reign – In a Nutshell


  To appreciate the early lives of the Princesses of York, it is useful to have an understanding of the world that they were born into, the background of events that led to the reign of their father, and the conflicts that occurred during his first reign as King of England, much of which happened before they were born. Edward’s first reign began in March 1461 and ran to October 1470, and by the end of this period, his three eldest daughters were mere toddlers. The years 1455 to 1485 are known to us now as ‘The Wars of the Roses’, as the House of York, symbolised by the White Rose, pitted itself against the House of Lancaster, the Red Rose. Whole books have been written on the period, and the battles, the political intrigue, and not forgetting the human stories from that time, keep historians enthralled as they discuss, debate and dissect the events that occurred, the motives of those involved and the outcomes which shaped the future of the history of England.

    The young princesses of York were all born into this era, and their early lives certainly were shaped by the conflict between the House of York and the House of Lancaster.

    The ruling house prior to Edward IV’s reign had been the House of Lancaster, so called as they descended from the third son of Edward III, John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster. On the death of Henry V in 1422, his nine-month-old son ascended the throne of England as Henry VI. A regency council was formed to rule in the King’s name until he was old enough to do so himself, headed up by his uncles, John Duke of Bedford, who oversaw the ongoing war in France, and Humphrey Duke of Gloucester, who remained in England to lead the country on behalf of the young King. Incidentally, it was this John, Duke of Bedford, who would marry a seventeen-year-old Jacquetta, daughter of the Count of Saint Pol, and who would go on to become Elizabeth Woodville’s mother in later life.

    In 1437 at the age of fifteen, Henry VI took over the reins of Government. Eight years later, he would marry Margaret of Anjou, a niece of the French King, in order to procure a peace with France. Whether the couple were compatible is debatable, but her loyalty was never in doubt; in later years Margaret would fight fiercely in defence of her husband and her throne.

    The couple’s first child whom they named Edward was born at the end of 1453. Just before she gave birth to her son, however, King Henry VI had mysteriously fallen into a depression or stupor. The royal physicians were at a loss to diagnose his condition, which came on suddenly and rendered him into a coma-like state – awake but completely unresponsive. As such, he was unable to communicate, let alone effectively rule. January 1454 saw Queen Margaret making a case for her to rule in his place until such time that her husband was recovered. She needed to safeguard herself and her new-born son, whom the King had so far not even been able to acknowledge as his own. But England was not yet ready for a female ruler and her case was rejected, the council instead electing to make the Duke of York (Edward IV’s father) Protector of the Realm until such time as Henry VI was well again. And so began the Wars of the Roses, or the Cousins War as it was known at the time.

    Richard Plantagenet, the Duke of York, also had a claim to the throne of England; he was descended from Edward III, through two lines of descent. His father was the son of Edmund, the 1st Duke of York and fourth son of Edward III, and his mother was a great granddaughter of Lionel, Duke of Clarence, the second of Edward III’s sons.

    It soon became clear that Henry VI’s mental state was not improving, and many began to consider him unfit to rule. From 1454 onwards battle lines were drawn, and the most powerful men in England began to take sides. The Duke of York’s most prominent supporter was his nephew, Richard Neville, the Earl of Warwick, an influential magnate and military man. The pair made a formidable team and from 1454 to 1460, they plotted and schemed and fought together against the Lancastrians for the cause they believed in, which was to depose Henry VI in place of the Duke of York.

    However, disaster struck in December 1460 when the Duke and his second-born son, Edmund, were killed at the Battle of Wakefield. The Duke’s eldest son, Edward, Earl of March, wanted revenge and after a bloody battle on the snow-covered fields of Towton in March 1461, the Yorkists emerged triumphant and Edward was proclaimed Edward IV, King of England. The old King, Henry, was captured and placed in the tower; his wife Margaret and their son Edward fled abroad.

    For the first few years of his reign Edward concentrated on establishing himself firmly on the throne with the support of his family and his cousin, friend and advisor, Warwick, the ‘Kingmaker’. He was a hugely popular King with the common touch, and as More tells us ‘he was a godly personage, and very princely to behold; of heart courageous, politic in counsel; in adversity nothing abashed, in prosperity rather joyful than proud; in peace just and merciful, in war sharp and fierce; in the field bold and hardy, and nevertheless no farther than wisdom would adventurous’.

    But in 1464, his marriage to Elizabeth Woodville caused a split between Edward and Warwick, which over time seemed to widen until the chasm became too large to heal. The Earl had created a King, but soon found he couldn’t control him.

    As the 1460s were coming to an end, the disaffected Earl of Warwick began causing trouble. He and Edward IV had been on a collision course for a while. Edward’s next youngest brother George, Duke of Clarence, was also falling under Warwick’s influence, causing a rift between the two brothers. Ostensibly handsome and charismatic, and certainly indulged by his older brother, George was also spoilt and easily led. As early as 1467, Warwick had broached the idea of a marriage between George and his eldest daughter, Isabel Neville. Perhaps sensing a collusion between his wayward brother and the powerful Warwick was a dangerous idea, Edward flatly refused to even consider the notion. But then on 11th July 1469, in a direct violation of Edward’s ruling, the pair went ahead and married anyway in the port of Calais. But this was no love match. With Edward having not yet borne a son, if they could get him out of the way, (although Warwick may have been unsure at this stage how exactly they were going to make that happen), George would be next in line to be King with Warwick’s daughter as his Queen. George, seeing a route to untold riches and power and likely bored of being an underdog to his elder brother, went along with the plan.

    The year 1469 had begun with organised uprisings and skirmishes in the north, engineered by Warwick and his men, which Edward was startlingly slow at responding to, perhaps considering them inconsequential at the time. But by the end of June, Edward realised he would have to deal with the troubles, and leaving Elizabeth on progress in Norwich, he and his men headed towards Fotheringhay, issuing a demand for Warwick and Clarence to join him. As he waited for them in Northampton, he had no idea that the pair had left the country for Calais, where they remained for five days to witness the wedding of Isabel and Clarence. After the wedding, Warwick issued what could only be described as a rebel manifesto to Edward, signed by himself, Clarence and Archbishop George Neville, pledging their support to the rebels and accusing members of the Queen’s family as well as others around the King of allowing the realm to ‘fall in great poverty of misery…. Only intending to their own promotion and enriching’.1 Clarence and Warwick then returned from France and began marching north with the intention of joining the rebels. By that point, Edward had reached Newark, where he received notification of Warwick and Clarence’s treachery. Meanwhile the Earls of Pembroke and Devon who had risen up in support of their King, met up with the rebels on Wednesday 26th July, where in a surprise attack, which later became known as the Battle of Edgecote, the Yorkist forces were routed. In a horrific turn of events for the Woodville family, Earl Rivers and John Woodville, the Queen’s father and brother, were captured and beheaded at Kenilworth, on the orders the Duke of Clarence and Earl of Warwick.

    For his next move, Warwick made a doomed attempt at taking control of the King. Hearing the news of Edgecote, many of Edward’s men fled, and he was captured at Olney and taken to Warwick Castle. However, without a firm plan, of how to dispose of the King, it seemed that the Earl could not raise enough supporters to remove Edward from the throne. Without their King, the country descended into chaos and Warwick found himself unable to regain control. Unable to bring himself to commit cold-blooded murder on his King and onetime close ally at this time, he embarrassingly had to let Edward go. Edward returned to London at the end of 1469. Edward ‘in peace just and merciful’ forgave Clarence and Warwick and they returned temporarily to the fold.

    But behind the scenes they were still plotting and causing trouble, and in March 1470 Warwick and Clarence chose to openly rebel again. A private feud between two Lincolnshire Lords began to spill over, and Edward riding with his men to control the situation, discovered that some of the troublemakers were openly aligned with Clarence and Warwick. By May of that year, the pair realised that their treachery would not be forgiven so easily this time, and they fled to France, where the men of Calais, remaining loyal to their King, this time refused to allow them to dock. During this sea journey, Clarence’s wife, Isabel, gave birth to a son, in what must have been horrendous conditions below deck. Eventually making shore further down the coast, Warwick met with Margaret of Anjou and made a deal that he would help restore her husband to the throne, if she agreed to a marriage between her son Edward and his youngest daughter Anne Neville, making Anne the next potential Queen of England. Margaret agreed and Warwick began preparations to sail to England with an army.

    The vain and arrogant Clarence at this point began to suspect that his importance in these schemes was waning, now that the Earl was fighting to put Henry back on the throne rather than himself and Isabel. He was also under pressure from his family to remain loyal, particularly from his two sisters and no doubt his mother. Whilst still appearing to support Warwick on the surface, the Duke was ‘quietly reconciled to the King by the mediation of [their] sisters, the Duchesses of Burgundy and Exeter’. The former, from outside the kingdom, had been encouraging the King, and the latter, from within, the Duke, to make peace.2

    Warwick, having made his pact with Margaret of Anjou, set sail back to England and headed for London, his mission to free Henry VI from the Tower of London. October 1470 found Edward trapped, surrounded by rebels in the north and Warwick’s army marching up from the south. He was faced with no choice other than to flee abroad himself with his most loyal supporters, including his youngest brother, Richard, Duke of Gloucester and William Hastings, his trustworthy friend and Lord Chamberlain. Queen Elizabeth, on hearing the news and heavily pregnant, fled into the confines of sanctuary at Westminster Abbey, taking her mother and three young daughters with her. Warwick returned to London, and in a period known as the re-adaption of Henry VI, briefly restored the old King to the throne. For the next six months, the House of Lancaster was back in charge of the country.

    Edward returned to England’s shores six months later, determined to win back his throne and restore his family to power. Landing in the north of England, several cities weary of trouble refused to admit him. As he had only a few loyal supporters with him, Edward knew he was not yet a match for his enemies and so declared himself loyal to Henry VI, and claimed he was only back in England to reclaim the York title that was rightfully his after the death of his father and elder brother. He began a slow march down the country, collecting men in support along the way. Hastings, had ridden ahead to his homelands in the Midlands and by the time Edward had reached Leicester, Hastings had gathered an army of over three thousand ‘stirred by his [Hastings] messages sent unto them, and by his servants, friends and lovers, such as were in the country’.3

    At this point the Earl of Warwick was in Coventry and when Edward reached there, he refused to engage in battle, awaiting as he was for Clarence to come with reinforcements. Edward bypassed him and continued his march south, meeting up with Clarence in Banbury, where George fell on his knees and begged forgiveness from his brother. Edward hugged him and immediately forgave him. The pair and their armies returned to Coventry but Warwick, presumably at this point realising he had lost the support of Clarence, still refused to engage. Edward’s men left him there and began to march on London to reclaim the capital.

    It is worth a mention at this point that unlike Edward’s wayward brother, Clarence, his younger brother, Richard, had remained one of Edward’s most trustworthy supporters throughout of all the troubles, and would remain so throughout the rest of his life. By his side in exile and in battle, it is this that makes his future actions in 1483 (discussed throughout the rest of the book) all the more perplexing.

    On Tuesday 9th April 1471, the City of London was aware that ‘Edward late King of England was hastening towards the city with a powerful army’. At the same time, Warwick was writing and urging the City to remain steadfast in support of Henry VI. With the Aldermen of the City in confusion and unsure of what they were supposed to do, the mayor, John Stockton, retired to his bed due to the stress and could not be persuaded to leave it!4

    Archbishop George Neville who was in London at the time, made a last-ditch attempt to persuade the people of London to remain loyal to Henry, by parading him through the streets. But the difference between the two Kings was striking – the old and fainthearted Henry VI, looking shabby in his old gown was no match when compared to the youthful, strong and popular Edward, and when Edward finally reached London, the gates were opened to admit him.

    After greeting his wife and family and new-born son, born during his months in exile, and sending Henry back into imprisonment in the Tower, Edward was back as King of England. The Battles of Barnet and Tewkesbury a few weeks later saw the deaths of Warwick and Edward of Lancaster, the son of Henry VI and Margaret of Anjou. Margaret was also captured and taken to London and shortly after his return to the Capital after Tewkesbury, Henry VI was found dead in his room in the tower, supposedly of natural causes although undoubtedly few believed this official version of the story. For Edward and his family to be safe, the Lancastrian threat had to be removed once and for all.

    Edward’s second period on the throne of England was hard fought for, but by removing the threat from his enemies, he secured himself and his family a much more peaceful and secure reign from that point forward, albeit peppered with a few family squabbles. The years 1471 onwards encompass the childhood years of the York princesses, and are therefore discussed in more detail throughout the rest of the book.

  



  Chapter One

  Elizabeth of York

    1466 to 1503

    
    Elizabeth, whose fortune and grace was after to be queen, wife unto King Henry the Seventh and mother unto the Eighth.

    Thomas More

    

    On 11th February 1466, just under nine months after her coronation, Elizabeth Woodville gave birth to her first child with Edward IV, a daughter whom they named Elizabeth. The infant princess was born in the Queen’s apartments in the Palace of Westminster, relatively new rooms in the rambling old palace which Edward had begun building for his Queen sometime after their marriage in 1464. Not long after her birth, the young Princess was baptised in St Stephens Chapel, Westminster, by Archbishop George Neville, a brother of the Earl of Warwick. Although she was a girl, and not the much longed-for son and heir that every King desires, she was, according to Agnes Strickland, baptised ‘with as much pomp as if she had been the heir apparent of England; indeed the attention Edward IV bestowed upon her was extraordinary’.1 Ever the proud father, Edward rewarded his wife for delivering him a beautiful daughter with a gift of a jewelled ornament, purportedly worth over £60,000 in today’s currency to mark the occasion.2

    As the eldest daughter of York, Elizabeth differs slightly from her sisters in that there is a wealth of source material on her. Although her destiny was ultimately very different from what her family originally planned for her, she would nevertheless go on to become the first Tudor Queen and thanks to her status, her life has been documented much more than the rest of her female siblings. Detailed and fascinating biographies have been written about her by authors such as Alison Weir, Amy Licence and Arlene Okerlund, amongst others, and for an in-depth look into her life they are certainly worth a read. For her chapter in this book, I intend to give a brief account of her life, focusing on some of the more intriguing details of her story.

    After her christening, the royal trio settled into family life, with Elizabeth gaining two further sisters in 1467 and 1469 – Mary and Cecily. The Queen was yet to produce the much-required son and heir but was proving herself fertile. However, although life may have been rosy on the domestic front, outside events were beginning to disturb the equilibrium and by Elizabeth’s fourth birthday her father’s throne was in serious trouble. The danger to their family and the Yorkist dynasty as a whole may not have been fully understood by the young Elizabeth but she almost certainly would have been aware that something was not quite right – perhaps as grown-ups whispered in corners and her parents themselves appearing worried or distracted.
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