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  Innocentia Veritas Viat Fides Circumdederunt me intimici me (circa Regna tonat – around the throne, the thunder rolls)




  Who list his wealth and ease retain,




    Himself let him unknown contain.




    Press not too fast in at that gate




    Where the return stands by disdain,




    For sure, circa Regna tonat.




    The high mountains are blasted oft




    When the low valley is mild and soft.




    Fortune with Health stands at debate;




    The fall is grievous from aloft,




    And sure, circa Regna tonat.




    These bloody days have broken my heart.




    My lust, my youth did them depart,




    And blind desire of estate.




    Who hastes to climb seeks to revert.




    Of truth, circa Regna tonat.




    The Bell Tower showed me such sight




    That in my head sticks day and night.




    There did I lean out of a grate,




    For all favour, glory, or might,




    That yet circa Regna tonat.




    By proof, I say, there did I learn:




    Wit helpeth not defence too yern [eager],




    Of innocency to plead or prate.




    Bear low, therefore, give God the stern,




    For sure, circa Regna tonat.




    Sir Thomas Wyatt









  Chapter One




  The Makings of a Courtier 1490–1519




  Sir Francis Bryan was a man of many talents; jouster, poet, rake and hell-raiser, gambler, soldier, sailor, ambassador and one of Henry VIII’s closest companions. He would serve his king all of his life and unlike many of the other men who served Henry VIII he would keep his head and outlive his sovereign. Loved by some, detested by others, he navigated his way through court life and diplomatic intrigue, a man for all seasons, weathering the king’s storms and steering his way to safety.




  Bryan came from a family who had served the Crown for generations. His grandfather Sir Thomas Bryan was Chief Justice of the Common Pleas in the reigns of Edward IV, Richard III and Henry VII. It is not surprising then that his son, Bryan’s father, Sir Thomas Bryan of Ashridge, Hertfordshire, followed his father into service and became knight of the body to Henry VII and Henry VIII who knighted him in 1497 for his part in the suppression of 2000 Cornishmen who marched on London. He would later become vice-chamberlain to Katherine of Aragon, Henry VIII’s first queen.




  Sir Francis’ mother Lady Margaret Bryan, nee Bourchier, was descended from the Plantagenet king Edward III through her great grandmother Anne of Woodstock, Countess of Buckingham. After her mother’s second marriage to Thomas Howard, 2nd Duke of Norfolk, Margaret was raised with her half siblings including Elizabeth Howard, the mother of Anne Boleyn and this connection would link her son Francis Bryan to both Anne Boleyn and Catherine Howard, two of Henry’s later queens. She also committed herself to royal service as a lady-in-waiting to Katherine of Aragon and would become governess to Henry VIII’s children.




  Bryan’s parents married around 1487. His birthdate is obscure but we can narrow it down to somewhere between 1490 and 1496 in the early years of their marriage. A first son Thomas died young but Francis as well as two daughters, Margaret and Elizabeth, would survive to adulthood. The children probably grew up at Marsworth Manor, near Cheddington, in Buckinghamshire, not far from the border with Hertfordshire, a property left to their father in their grandfather’s will, who had owned the manor and the surrounding land since 1489. There had been a moated manor house at Marsworth since 1328, once granted by King Edward III to his shield-bearer, Thomas Cheney, ancestor of the Cheneys of Drayton-Beauchamp. It had been updated by the time it came to the Bryan’s and as well as the manor there were outbuildings, gardens and a fish pond. It was a country retreat away from the trials of court life and an idyllic place to grow up.




  As was normal children would often be raised in another household and it is possible that Bryan was sent to the household of Sir Thomas Parr of Kendal, Westmoreland, in Northamptonshire as he would later refer to him as his special patron. Sir Thomas Parr was also descended from Edward III and his family too had served their sovereigns. Parr was made a Knight of the Bath around the time of Henry VIII’s coronation and was close to the new king. His home place, Kendal Castle, was in a state of disrepair and so the Parr’s chose to live in Blackfriars, London, from 1512. Sir Thomas would become the father of another of Henry’s queens, Katherine Parr, who was born at this time. Through all his connections Francis Bryan was well and truly linked to life at the Henrician court.




  We know little of his education. Parr believed, as did Thomas More, Henry’s councillor and a known humanist and philosopher, that boys and girls should be educated together and Lady Maud Parr, a well-educated lady herself, would later be responsible for running the royal school at court which taught French, Latin, philosophy, theology and the Classics. Lady Parr was fluent in French and taught all her children to read and write at a young age so we can assume that Bryan was also given a solid education during his time in their household of which he had fond memories.




  Wood’s Athenae Oxonienses indicates Bryan went to study at Oxford University but the date given in its companion volume Alumni Oxonienses 1500–1714 sees him attending in 1522 by which time Bryan would have been at least in his mid-twenties and serving the king. Boys typically entered the college between the ages of fourteen and seventeen. We do know however that Bryan was well educated and had learnt French as his diplomatic and military career will show.




  Bryan would later say that he came to Henry’s court ‘very young’.1 Whether through his mother or his patron, he must have been at court frequently. Soon he was part of a close group of friends that the young king had gathered around him – his ‘minions’ who included Charles Brandon, Thomas Grey, Thomas Knyvett, Henry Guildford and Nicholas Carew. His sisters Margaret and Elizabeth would also attend court at an early age and both would marry the king’s companions. Margaret was the first to marry being the eldest and around April 1512 she wed Henry Guildford, son of Sir Richard Guildford. It must have been a court affair as the king’s sister Mary gave the couple a gift of 6s. 8d. Henry gave them manors in Byner, Lincolnshire, and Hampton-in-Arden, Warwickshire but they made their home at Benenden in Kent and later Leeds Castle.




  This was the young king’s heyday, full of the pleasures of what life could bring from jousting, dancing, hunting, masques and pageants. With his band of brothers around him Henry was determined to shake off the shackles of his last years with his father when it was said he was kept as close as a girl and well-guarded. But he was also determined to wage war on France – England’s ancient enemy since 1066 – in his sights from the moment he was crowned. The Venetian ambassador had described Henry as magnificent, liberal and a great enemy of the French and his minions would all take roles in the coming hostilities.




  On 17 November 1511 Henry signed the Treaty of Westminster with King Ferdinand II of Aragon (Katherine of Aragon’s father) which was an agreement to attack France by the end of April 1512 and war was duly declared on Henry’s enemies. In August 1512, Edward Howard, the new Lord Admiral, attacked the French fleet near Bertheaume Bay. Howard headed a flotilla of twenty-five English warships in Henry’s prized new ship, the Mary Rose, closely followed by Sir Thomas Knyvett and Sir John Carew in the Regent and Charles Brandon and Sir Henry Guildford in the Sovereign. On 10 August, the Battle of St Mathieu commenced and disaster struck.




  Now the enemy had suffered no small amount of damage, and the English were not far removed from coming out on top, when in the middle of the fight, either because the despairing enemy did not wish to die unavenged, or because of some mischance, a great fire broke out on the French ship and spread to the English one. Then the fighters were surrounded by flames and quickly turned from fighting to putting out the fire. But since the ships were chained together, the fire could not be extinguished by any human power before it consumed both ships, together with their crews. This was the most piteous sight in human memory, as the fire consumed men and the water swallowed them. But most plunged into the latter to avoid the former, and a number were rescued by their mates. So the fight was equally fatal and deadly to both sides, and nobody gained the victory. More than six hundred Englishmen perished, including Thomas the ship’s captain. The French losses were greater, and it is said that more than 1,000 men were lost. The reason for this great catastrophe was that because of the all-consuming flames the battle was almost ended before it began, and so neither side could come to the aid of their doomed men.2





  Henry’s close band of brothers had lost its first member, Sir Thomas Knyvett. As the king and his companions mourned, Edward Howard, Thomas’s brother-in-law as well as his friend, swore to revenge his death.




  In April 1513, the Lord Admiral, was in command of a twenty-four ship fleet containing 5000 sailors and 3000 soldiers sweeping the channel in preparation for continuing a new season of war with France. Bryan’s first official role came as captain of the Margaret Bonaventure, a 120 ton supply ship capable of carrying 100 men engaged to provision the warships. There is no record of him having any naval experience before this and so to be made captain was an honour indeed but also probably one that was overseen by the ship’s previous captain, Richard Berdisle.




  Bryan was to meet the navy at Brest to revictual them but did not engage in the fighting that ensued days later. However the men were grateful for the supplies. Edward Echyngham reported to Wolsey:




  And so we made about unto them, sailing through the Broad S[ound] 10 miles out of our course, and came into the Treade the same day, t[o the] Kyng’s most royal army being in Brest water with the vytlers, in m[y] company; and then I came aboard to my lord admiral. And then I trow there was never knight more welcome to his sovereign lady [than] I was to my lord Admiral and unto all the whole army, for by [cause that] I brought the vytlers with me. For of 10 days before there was no [man] in all the army that had but one meal a day and once drink.3





  But on 25 April 1513, disaster struck. The lord admiral launched an assault on the French flagship Cordelière. Boarding the vessel, his own galley came adrift, leaving Howard and his men to the mercy of the enemy’s sailors. Howard threw his admiral’s gold whistle overboard, a symbol of his rank, and was either forced off the ship or jumped to his death, drowning in the salty water, weighed down by his heavy armour.




  Henry assuaged some of his anger by invading France. Bryan helped ferry 25,000 men to Calais in ongoing trips across the Channel. His brother-in-law, Nicholas Carew, was one of several who accompanied the king and Henry Guildford went over too commanding one hundred men of the king’s ward. In June Thérouanne and Tournai were taken. The king’s minions had seen their first losses and those that remained would become closer to the king.




  In 1514, there were rumours that Bryan’s younger sister Elizabeth, had become the king’s mistress. As their mother was working in Katherine of Aragon’s household it seems Bryan’s younger sister was also living at court. Charles Brandon mentioned her in a letter to Henry and since he had not long married the king’s sister Mary it could have all been a game of courtly love. He told Henry ‘I beseech your grace to tell Mistress Blount and Mistress Carew the next time I write to them or send them tokens, they shall write to me or send me tokens again’.4 He could have been courting Elizabeth but it is unlikely and he was probably acting as Henry’s go-between seeing as Henry would definitely take Bessie Blount as his mistress.




  Elizabeth would marry Nicholas Carew this year and have her first child at the tender age of thirteen. Henry attended their wedding and may have even arranged the match. He was certainly generous with his gifts to Elizabeth giving her and her new husband lands in Wallington, Mitcham, Carshalton and Woodcote worth forty marks a year to make up a part payment of fifty marks as their marriage portion, a 6s 8d wedding gift and presents of ‘many beautiful diamonds and pearls and innumerable jewels’5 which had belonged to the queen. There were also expensive presents of cloth and furs over the next two years that point to the king being enamoured of Bryan’s sister although there is no definite proof she was his mistress.




  There was also a story that when Francis Bryan had shown interest in one of the ladies at court who was also Henry’s mistress, although unnamed, that the king ‘gave over the lady ever after to him’.6 It certainly wasn’t Bessie Blount as the celebrations at New Year’s Eve made clear. During a masque, the king, Charles Brandon, Nicholas Carew and Lord Fellinger partnered Bessie Blount, Bryan’s sisters Margaret and Elizabeth and Lady Fellinger. There ‘were four ladies in gowns, after the fashion of Savoy, of blue velvet, lined with cloth, the Velvet all to cut, and mantels like tippets knit together all of silver and on their heads bonnets of burned gold, the four torchbearers were in satin white and blue. This strange apparel pleased much every person, and in especial the Queen, and thus these four lords and four ladies came into the Queen’s chamber with great light of torches, and danced a great season, and then put off their visors, and then they were well known...’7 It was also well known that Henry had partnered Bessie throughout the performance.




  Bryan and Carew were becoming firm favourites of the king’s. For the May tournament of 1514 the king lent horses and armour to them both for jousting. The tilt yard at Greenwich had become Henry’s permanent play area. Close to the Palace of Placentia, Henry had added extra stables, an armoury, a gallery and a five-storey tower for viewing. Such was Henry’s delight in the joust the Spanish ambassador commented, ‘The King of England amuses himself almost every day of the week with running the ring, and with jousts and tournaments on foot in which one single person fights with an appointed adversary... The most interested in the combats is the king himself, who never omits being present at them’.8 The king may have excelled at the joust but Nicholas Carew shone as the star of this tournament. He became so popular and so skilled that Henry gave him his own tilt yard at Greenwich in 1515. Carew and Bryan were both also charged with teaching the art of chivalry to ‘encourage all youth to seek deeds of arms’9 and pass on their skills to a younger generation. On 19 April 1515 there were entertainments at Richmond, jousting and a banquet, in honour of Louise of Savoy, Regent of France and the renewal of the Treaty of Paris. Signed originally in 1514, the treaty promoted peace between the two countries and included the marriage of Henry’s sister Mary to the French king Louis XII who had died in January. Mary would soon be on her way home with her new husband, Charles Brandon, who for once was not at the joust. Instead Bryan and Carew rode out with the king again. Henry paid for his friends coats of blue satin embroidered with white satin including ‘48 yds. blue satin, at 7s. 8d. a yd., for coats, trappers and saddlery for Bryan and Carew’.10




  For the celebration of May Day at Shooters Hill, Henry took part in a masque based on the story of Robin Hood, one of his favourite themes. Eighty-seven yards of green satin were needed for Bryan’s and Carew’s coats and Arnold, the queen’s embroiderer, made hawthorn leaves for their headpieces. The king himself was dressed ‘entirely in green velvet, cap, doublet, hose, shoes and everything’.11 Henry had with him a band of archers and a hundred noblemen who were joined by Queen Katherine and her ladies to watch an archery contest. Afterwards Henry asked his queen whether she would ‘enter the greenwood and see how the outlaws lived’12 and when Katherine said she was content to, he led her into the woods to an area decorated with floral bowers and where tables were laid out with a feast. Bryan was also at the Christmas entertainments at Eltham when the king’s chapel master William Cornysh devised a castle pageant.




  For all the pleasure, there was also work to do and in 1516 Bryan became the King’s cupbearer, serving him when he dined, which brought him in even closer contact to the king both officially and personally. His mother too, who had been Katherine of Aragon’s lady-in-waiting, now became the newly born Princess Mary’s governess, a position that earnt her £50 a year for life. Bryan’s father died sometime in 1517 or 1518 and was buried at Cheddington. By the time of her next payment in 1519 his mother had remarried one David Zouche, son of John Zouche of Codnor, Derbyshire, who little is known about.




  In July 1517 to mark the signing of the Treaty of Cambrai – a peace accord between France and the Holy Roman Empire – a tournament and banquet were held. Bryan jousted again on the king’s side at Greenwich and was clothed at the king’s cost. Sir Henry Guildford, now Master of Horse, led the king’s men against Charles Brandon, the Duke of Suffolk, head of the challengers. The king and Brandon jousted that day like ‘Hector and Achilles’.13 The ‘king and the duke ran fiercely together, and broke many spears, and so did all the others, that it was hard to say who did best’.14 But Carew stole the show starring as the ‘Blue Knight’ and carrying a huge lance 12 feet in length, 9 inches in diameter ‘to the extreme admiration and astonishment’15 of all.




  Bryan was also on the rise and in October he received a large payment of £66 13s 4d which must mean that his appointment of Master of the Toils began this year or more likely the end of 1516 to receive a year’s salary rather than the often quoted 1518. As Master of the Toils he was in charge of the upkeep of Henry’s hunting grounds, keeping them supplied and looking after the ‘toils’ – the canvas and nets used for directing and corralling deer and other game for which he was paid £33 6s 8d every half year and an extra payment every time he moved deer into the king’s hunting grounds including Greenwich and Rayleigh Park.




  Carew and Bryan were also stated as ‘cipherers’ in the records at this time which has been posited as another term for cupbearers rather than the more modern use, but as they were so close to the king they could also have been charged with working on his correspondence. Henry VII definitely used ciphers (coded letters) and Katherine of Aragon would use them to communicate with her father so it is not hard to imagine that Henry would have begun to employ people to treat his correspondence accordingly. And who best to help him write personal letters than his closest friends?




  Cardinal Wolsey, a butcher’s son from Suffolk who had risen to the position of Lord Chancellor, had quickly gained power at Henry’s court. Educated at Magdalen College, Oxford, he was ordained around 1498 and became chaplain to the Archbishop of Canterbury and then Henry’s father. In 1514 he was made Archbishop of York and was appointed both Lord Chancellor and Cardinal in 1515. He could see how close the king was to his friends and he was becoming exasperated with this band of minions and their influence over Henry. He felt they had become too close for comfort and had far too much control over their sovereign. Control that Wolsey wanted to negate. He succeeded in having Bryan’s brother-in-law Nicholas Carew exiled from court but he was back by March 1518. Pace reported that ‘Mr. Carew and his wife be returned to the King’s grace, too soon after my opinion’.16 Pace, as one of Wolsey’s men, knew his master’s thoughts on Bryan, Carew and their companions.




  But Wolsey couldn’t break their bond – at least not yet – and in September 1518 many of his minions were given an even closer position to the king. Bryan received £6 13s 4d as constable of Hertford castle and was made gentleman of the privy chamber – a new post – as one of Henry’s closest attendants along with Nicholas Carew, William Coffin, Edward Neville, Henry Norris and Arthur Pole. But Bryan would soon be combining his role at court with more diplomatic duties.




  When a French embassy arrived to sign the Treaty of London – a non-aggression pact between Europe’s major powers – great celebrations ensued. Francis I had succeeded his father-in-law Louis XII in January 1515. Bryan, as one of the king’s men, was paired with one of Francis I’s courtiers to attend processions and joined the French ambassadors at the joust, feasting and dancing that followed. The Venetian ambassador reported peace was proclaimed at St Paul’s and afterwards:






   ... the Cardinal of York was followed by the entire company to his own dwelling, where we sat down to a most sumptuous supper, the like of which, I fancy, was never given either by Cleopatra or Caligula: the whole banqueting hall being so decorated with huge vases of gold and silver, that I fancied myself in the tower of Chosroes, where that monarch caused divine honors to be paid him. After supper, a mummery, consisting of twelve male and twelve female maskers, made their appearance in the richest and most sumptuous array, being all dressed alike. After performing certain dances, they removed their visors. The two leaders were the King and the Queen Dowager of France, and all the others were lords and ladies, who seated themselves apart from the tables, and were served with countless dishes of confections and other delicacies. Large bowls filled with ducats and dice were then placed upon the table for such as liked to gamble. Shortly after, the supper tables being removed, dancing commenced, and lasted until after midnight.17





  A large contingent of knights and noblemen including Bryan and headed by Charles Somerset, the Earl of Worcester and the king’s chamberlain, made a return visit to the court of Francis I, arriving in December. Worcester had his work cut out for him. He was commissioned to arrange the marriage of the Dauphin and Henry’s daughter Princess Mary, receive the French king’s oaths on the marriage of his son and the peace treaty, return Tournai on payment of 50,000 francs and discuss the problem of Scotland with him. But there was still time for pleasure and Francis I laid on many entertainments including a spectacle at the Bastille.




  

     On 22 Dec. the banquet was held in the Bastille. The large space in its centre was squared, and floored with timber, three galleries being raised all round, one above the other; the whole being covered in with an awning of blue canvas, well waxed, which prevented the rain from penetrating. The canvas was painted to represent the heavens, and Latin and French mottoes were suspended about the hall. White and tawny cloth was hung under the galleries, and the floor was carpeted with the same. There was an immense number of torches in sconces and in chandeliers, each torch weighing three pounds, throwing a marvellous blaze of light on the starry ceiling. In the four corners of the hall were cupboards filled with gold and silver vases. The platform was overhung by a bower of evergreens. Tables were placed at the extremity of the platform, and down the sides, the guests being seated inside. Below the platform were two tables, extending the whole length of the place, at which gentlemen of the English embassy and Frenchmen were seated alternately with ladies. The company danced to trumpets and fifes till the third hour of the night. Then supper commenced, which lasted two hours, and consisted of nine courses: each course was announced by a flourish of trumpets. After supper several companies of maskers made their appearance, amongst them the King. Then came a collation of confections, served by ladies dressed in the Italian fashion, chief among whom were the daughters of Galeazzo Visconti; and by degrees the company dispersed...18





  The spectacle was followed by a day of jousting and then Worcester and the other ambassadors got down to work but Bryan and his friends were obviously bored, taking to the streets of Paris ‘throwing eggs, stones and other foolish trifles at the people’.19 They returned home in February 1519 ‘all French, in eating, drinking and apparel, yea, and in French vices and brags’.20




  Wolsey was furious to hear the reports of their bad behaviour and was still worried about Bryan and his friends influence on the king. Wolsey ‘who, perceiving the aforesaid to be so intimate with the King, that in the course of time they might have ousted him from the government, anticipated them under pretence of their being youths of evil counsel’21 and called them before the Privy Council.




 

    Certain young men in the king’s Privy Chamber, disregarding his estate or degree, were so familiar and homely with him, and played such light touches with him that they forgot themselves: which things although the king of his gentle nature suffered and did not rebuke nor reprove of: yet the king’s council thought it not suitable to be suffered for the king’s honor, and therefore they altogether came to the king, beseeching him all these enormities and lightness to redress. To whom the king answered, that he had chosen his council, both for the maintenance of his honor and for the defense of all things that might blemish the same: wherefore if they saw any about him misuse themselves, he committed it to their reformation. Then the king’s council called before them Nicholas Carew..... with diverse others also of the privy chamber, which had been in the French court, and banished them from the court for diverse considerations, laying nothing particularly to their charges...which discharge out of the court grieved the hearts of these young men who called the king’s minions.22





  Henry’s band of friends had to leave court and were replaced by more senior men but the king missed his companions and by September they were back in favour and attending the not so subtle masque of age and youth at New Hall, near Chelmsford, Essex. Bryan was back by his king’s side and it was a bright place to be.
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