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Preface





  The Woodville family have, in the most part, received a lot of criticism since Elizabeth, their eldest daughter, became the first commoner to take a giant leap up the social ladder to become Queen of England. The tale of the widower Elizabeth, waiting under an oak tree to speak with the passing Edward IV, only to have him fall in love with her is up there with the best of romances.




  But the royal marriage was hugely unpopular from the start and the anti-Woodville propaganda began almost immediately. Described as upstarts and ruthless social climbers, Edward’s new and very large extended family were seen to be taking advantage of their new proximity to the king. Even before Elizabeth’s coronation, advantageous matches to desirable heirs and heiresses were beginning to be arranged for Elizabeth’s siblings, some of which greatly offended the nobility of the realm. In truth Edward IV who would certainly have had to agree, if not suggest these matches, was quite sensibly attempting to keep himself and his crown secure by making as many alliances as possible. This was a time when marriages were very much made to forge allegiances, and by marrying his wife’s siblings into important families, Edward achieved a loyal band of supporters which would have been of vital importance during these turbulent times. However, one marriage in particular – the union of the twenty-year-old John Woodville to Katherine Neville, the Dowager Duchess of Norfolk, who was well into her 60s – did little to help dissuade the bad feeling amongst the nobility towards the Woodville family. The marriage was scathingly described by the chronicler, William Worcester, as a ‘maritagium diabolicum’1 and perhaps in hindsight was not the smartest way of endearing his new family to his peers. But there is no evidence that the Dowager Duchess objected to the marriage, and Edward was not in the business of trying to please people. Somewhat ironically, the duchess outlived her young spouse by nearly fifteen years, last being seen at the coronation of Richard III.2




  Over the centuries that followed, the ‘Woodville’ clan have been discussed as if they were a single entity, giving the impression that each one of them had designs on climbing the social ladder in search of riches and power. But to judge them as a collective is unjust and unreasonable.




  Elizabeth’s siblings would, by way of normal human behaviour, have had differing thoughts and emotions about their sister’s sudden rise to queenship and about their own arranged marriages that stemmed from this rise into royal circles. For the Woodville men it would have been a huge opportunity to advance themselves, and for John Woodville, married to someone he may have been completely incompatible with, it would have been much easier, as it was much more acceptable, in fact even expected, for men to take mistresses. But for Elizabeth’s sisters, as was expected of all women of the period, their role in society was to obtain a good marriage, to look after their husband and to take care of his every need as well as run the household, the estate and of course the most important role of all, motherhood. By reason of probability, we can assume that some of Elizabeth’s sisters fared better than others in their new lives but were they, as history suggests, all cut from the same cloth? In truth, like any large family, the Woodvilles were a group of individuals, each with their own personality, thoughts and opinions. Indeed, some of her siblings were still children at the time Elizabeth became queen. For the six-year-old Katherine Woodville and ten-year-old Jane Woodville for instance, it must all have seemed like a huge adventure and it is highly unlikely that they were plotting and planning their way to the upper echelons of society at such a young age.




  With the popularity of Elizabeth, ‘The White Queen’ in modern fiction, the story of the Woodvilles has reached new audiences. Elizabeth’s life has been well-documented and alongside her the fortunes of her parents and male siblings. This brief history concentrates on the females of the family.




  Precisely because they were female, they do not feature heavily in the documentary evidence left to us today and sadly their voices, thoughts and emotions are forever lost to us. The earliest historians were men and they wrote about men, if women did feature it was often the briefest of mentions. However, by looking at the few documentary pieces of evidence that do exist concerning these women, the men they married, the families they married into and the places they may have lived, we can piece together a small part of their stories, against a backdrop of the events at the time. With a little imagination we can bring them to life again and gain a tiny glimpse into their worlds. The women of the family, who had much less power than their male counterparts, were likely just normal women of their time, whose sister happened to marry into the royal family, a decision over which they would have had no control, but which irrevocably shaped the course of their lives.










  



  
Introduction





  Now win who may, ye lusty folk of youth, this garland fresh, of flowers red and white, purple and blue, and colours full uncouth, And I shall crown him king of all delight!




  May Day 1464 – as dawn breaks a young woman rises from her bed. Taking care not to disturb the rest of the household, she leaves the house and proceeds to a nearby hermitage. Accompanied only by her mother, she arrives at this pre-arranged destination to find her husband-to-be waiting for her. A short marriage ceremony follows, presided over by a priest and witnessed by her mother and at most two other witnesses, all who have been sworn to secrecy. No pomp, no ceremony, just a dawn meeting of lovers. As the sun rose, and the month of May began, a union was forged that would remain unbreakable for the next nineteen years. And on that early May morning, the young woman changed the fortune and destiny of her family forever. For that woman was Elizabeth Woodville, daughter of Richard Woodville, a lowly knight, and his wife Jacquetta of Luxembourg. And her new husband was Edward IV, King of England.




  It was not until September of that year that the marriage was announced publicly. Whether Elizabeth’s siblings became aware of their new brother-in-law before then is unknown – maybe the secret was shared with some of her elder or closest siblings? After months of meeting in secret and what must have been an anxious time for Elizabeth, Edward finally announced their union at the council of Reading. He was unable to consider a foreign bride, he declared, as he was already married to the Lady Elizabeth. The announcement was met with shock and disbelief by most of the council. The Earl of Warwick, the ‘Kingmaker’ who had played a huge role in Edward’s journey to the throne, had been in the process of negotiating a French bride for Edward and was furious that he had not been involved in this decision. This could arguably be the point where their relationship started to deteriorate. The Woodvilles were only minor gentry and Edward had been expected to marry a foreign bride, who would have bought with her huge benefits including a large dowry and sealed an alliance with a European power. Elizabeth’s marriage bought no benefit to the crown or country and not only was she of questionable class, she was also a widow with two young sons.




  Elizabeth’s sisters, from hereon in were thrown into a different world, one of pomp and pageantry, husbands and children, political intrigue and court revelry. For Jacquetta, Anne, Margaret, Mary, Jane and Katherine, their sister had catapulted them into the history books as sisters to a queen, and as they grew into womanhood each had to carve a life out for themselves. This book is a brief discussion of their lives.




  Note: The dates of births of all of Elizabeth’s siblings are often disputed, with different sources giving a variation of birth order and dates. In her book ‘The Woodvilles’ by Susan Higginbotham, the author evidences a note written in the 1580s by Robert Glover, Somerset Herald (below). It would seem a good fit and a highly possible scenario of the birth order of the Woodville family. It is often debated whether Elizabeth or Anthony was the eldest Woodville child – both were probably born between sometime between 1437 and 1440. John Woodville was described as twenty years old when he married the Dowager Duchess in 1465 and Katherine, as the youngest sibling, has a birth date of around 1458. The other girls fall in between these two dates. For want of any other concrete evidence, this is the order I have followed in this account. (See Appendix One.)




  Richard Erle Ryvers and Jaquett Duchesse of Bedford hath yssue Anthony Erle Ryvers, Richard, Elizabeth first wedded to Sir John Grey, after to Kinge Edward the fourth, Lowys, Richard Erle of Riueres, Sir John Wodeuille Knight, Jaquette lady Straunge of Knokyn, Anne first maryed to the Lord Bourchier sonne and heire to the Erle of Essex, after to the Erle of Kent, Mary wyf to William Erle of Huntingdon, John Woodville, Lyonell Bisshop of Sarum, Margaret Lady Maltravers, Jane Lady Grey of Ruthin, Sir Edward Woodville, Katherine Duchesse of Buckingham.




  Note on spelling: I have used the modern version of their surname throughout the book as it is more commonly seen today, but Woodville is not a version they would have recognised in the fifteenth century and was first used in the sixteenth century. Although there are many variants of spellings, the family would likely have used Wydeville, Widville or Widvile.










 



  
Chapter One Jacquetta Woodville, Lady Strange





  To do this according to her right she must conduct herself with such wisdom, that she will be both feared and loved




  If, as discussed in the previous introduction, we accept Robert Glover’s chronology for the birth order of the Woodville siblings, Jacquetta Woodville was most likely born c.1446 as she is named just after John Woodville who was said to have been twenty in 1465, giving him a birth date of 1445. This makes Jacquetta the eldest of Elizabeth’s sisters. For Jacquetta and her other siblings, we can only assume that their birthplace was the family manor of Grafton, their country home in Northamptonshire. This is likely to have been the case as their mother, Jacquetta, would most surely have returned home for her confinement, unless circumstances prevented that. When Richard Woodville and his new wife, Jacquetta, returned home from France in late 1436, early 1437 they were in service to the Lancastrian king and queen, Henry VI and Margaret of Anjou. The recently widowed Jacquetta had been married to the Duke of Bedford, the king’s uncle, and although the newly married couple made Grafton their home, Jacquetta was often with the queen, serving as one of her ladies, and apparently struck up a good friendship with her. Sir Richard was also often away from home, serving in Calais until 1456 and then being posted to Rochester Castle in 1457. Jacquetta went with him on this posting. It may be, therefore, that some of the Woodville children were born elsewhere. However, Grafton is where they spent their childhood and in the absence of firm evidence, we will assume they were all born in their family home.




  After the marriage of their eldest daughter Elizabeth to the Yorkist king, the process of matching Elizabeth’s many siblings with advantageous spouses, the subject of much controversy, began. The young Jacquetta, however, was not part of these proceedings as she was already married and has been since an early age to John Lestrange, 8th Lord Strange of Knockyn.




  The Lestrange family (variants of the name are Le Strange, Lestraunge) were an ancient family whose lineage has been traced back to a Roland Lestrange in the 12th century.1 The name is of French origin and John Lestrange descended from the elder line of the family who titled themselves Lords of The Manor of Knockyn. The pedigree of the Barons of Strange of Knockyn shows that a John Lestrange (V) was first summoned to Parliament on 29th December 1299 as the 1st Lord Strange of Knockyn and the title then passed down through the family.




  Jacquetta’s chosen spouse was born on 20th May 1444 and was just five years old when he succeeded his father, Richard Lestrange, to the title. An entry in the calendar of patent rolls, dated March 27th 1450, grants the manor of Midlyngton (now known as Middleton Stoney) ‘to John Lestraunge and Jacquetta his wife and the heirs of their bodies’.2 This would indicate that by 1450, Jacquetta was already John’s wife – she would have been about four and he about six years old.




  Unusually for the second eldest daughter, it seems that Jacquetta’s marriage was arranged before her elder sister Elizabeth’s. This may be simply due to the proximity in ages of the pair, Elizabeth would have been eight- or nine-years John’s senior and therefore may not have been deemed a suitable match. Also, why the marriage was arranged so early, or the connection between the two families, is unclear.




  John was the product of his father’s second marriage to Elizabeth Cobham in 1439. Richard was already of advanced years when they married (he was the same age as her father!) and Elizabeth was his second wife. His first marriage produced no issue. When Elizabeth gave birth to John, Richard was in his early sixties – he died in 1449 before his only son and heir reached his sixth birthday.3




  Elizabeth Cobham was the daughter of Sir Reynold Cobham, Knight, (1381 to 1446) and it is a possibility that either Richard Lestrange or Sir Reynold had served in France at some point with the Duke of Bedford. John, Duke of Bedford was, of course, the first husband of Jacquetta’s mother, Jacquetta of Luxembourg. With her father, Earl Rivers, also serving in France, perhaps acquaintances were made and that is how a connection between the families came about.




  Incidentally, John’s mother, Elizabeth, was sister to the infamous Eleanor Cobham, the mistress and then wife of Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester. Humphrey was younger brother to John, Duke of Bedford, and Jacquetta would have known her former sister-in-law. Although tenuous and probably not the connection that led to the marriage of John Lestrange and the younger Jacquetta, it illustrates another family connection to the Cobham family. Eleanor was famously arrested on charges of witchcraft in 1442, accused of commissioning a horoscope that predicted Henry VI would suffer ill health. Witchcraft was an extremely dangerous accusation levelled against women and once made, it was almost impossible to prove your innocence. Eleanor was sentenced, without trial, and her husband, Duke Humphrey, who had once had his first marriage declared unsound so he could marry her when she was his mistress, declared that their union had been bought about by sorcery. Eleanor was forced to do penance, parading through the streets barefoot and in her undergarments to be shamed in front of the gathered crowds, before being imprisoned. She spent the rest of her years incarcerated, dying in 1452.




  Whether the terms of the marriage were begun by Richard Lestrange before his death in 1449 or whether it was John’s mother Elizabeth who arranged the match for her son, either way the young John and Jacquetta found themselves wed at extremely young ages. This may seem extraordinary to us in the 21st century but was a perfectly normal custom of the time, when alliances between families were forged by the marriage of their children, particularly as marriages nearly always involved a financial settlement. In canon law marriage was legal when the individuals came of age which was usually considered twelve for girls and fourteen for boys. A marriage ceremony could be performed at an earlier age, usually when the child had reached seven or more. However, amongst the nobility the children may have been younger even than this, particularly in situations where the child was an heir or heiress. Jacquetta’s future nephew, Richard Duke of York, was married to Anne Mowbray when he was only four years old (and Anne was five) and her youngest sister, Katherine, was married to the Duke of Buckingham at around the ages of seven and ten respectively. The marriage would not be consummated though until it was felt the couple were ready, which again was generally considered to be in their early teens. There are accounts of young girls giving birth at very early ages though, Margaret Beaufort being one such example, who gave birth at the age of thirteen.
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