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More Praise for Black Tudors


‘The book is based on impeccable research in a rich array of sources. But Dr Kaufmann wears her learning lightly and tells a series of fascinating stories with an elegance and wit that should appeal to many readers.’


Dr Clive Holmes, Emeritus Fellow and Lecturer in History,
Lady Margaret Hall, University of Oxford


‘Miranda Kaufmann’s Black Tudors, grounded in extensive and impeccable archival research, presents an evocative and convincing picture of the lives of real men and women of black African descent in Renaissance England. Concentrating on ten strikingly varied individuals – from a royal trumpeter to a silk-weaver – Kaufmann persuasively argues that Africans who came to England in this era were able to find a meaningful place in English society, not only in London, Southampton and Bristol but also in rural areas. Drawing on parish records, legal cases, letters, visual images and her broad knowledge of Tudor-era economic history and global mercantile expansion, she dispels the myth that the black Britons of this era existed only at the very upper or lower margins of society. Each of her ten individuals, who are cleverly linked to the records of many others, is vividly brought to life through a discussion of their goals, their labour and their vicissitudes, and set within the complex social, political, economic and religious history of the period. The book is a brilliant example of how to use the most detailed kind of archival data to present a broadly accessible picture of the past, and one which has enormous relevance to the present controversies about immigration and diversity.’


Paul Kaplan, Professor of Art History,
State University of New York


‘Who knew that a diver from West Africa worked to salvage Henry VIII’s flagship the Mary Rose? Based on a wealth of original research, Miranda Kaufmann’s Black Tudors restores the black presence to sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England in all its lively detail. Africans lived and worked not as slaves but as independent agents, from mariners to silk weavers, women and men, prince and prostitute. Black Tudors challenges assumptions about ethnic identity and racism in Tudor England. It will be required reading for anyone interested in new directions in Tudor history.’


Dr John Cooper, Senior Lecturer in History,
University of York, and author of The Queen’s Agent
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For my husband Olivier, my shelter from the storm.


My lover is an olive tree whose roots grow by the sea.


Jeanette Winterson





Introduction


IN APRIL 1645 Sir John Wynter burnt his home to the ground rather than see it fall into Parliamentary hands. White Cross Manor, built at the zenith of the Tudor age, had been destroyed by the Civil War that marked the nadir of the following century. The Wynter family featured the sorts of characters that traditionally appear in Tudor history books: Sir William Wynter commanded the Vanguard in the fight against the Spanish Armada and his son, Sir Edward, sailed with Sir Francis Drake. The Reformation unleashed by Henry VIII had forced the family to practise their Catholic faith in secret. But White Cross Manor was also the scene of an unknown episode of Tudor history. For it was there, in the last decade of Elizabeth I’s reign, that a Black Tudor, known as Edward Swarthye, alias ‘Negro’, whipped an Englishman named John Guye.


Despite the insatiable appetite for all things Tudor, from raunchy television series to bath ducks modelled as Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn, the existence of the Black Tudors is little known. The popular concept, as dramatised in the Opening Ceremony of the London Olympics in 2012, is that people of African origin first arrived in England when the Empire Windrush docked at Tilbury in 1948. It’s quite a jolt to consider that there could have been Africans in the crowd gathered at those very same docks when Elizabeth I galvanised her troops to face the Spanish Armada three hundred and sixty years earlier. There were Africans present at the royal courts of Henry VII, Henry VIII, Elizabeth I and James I, and in the households of famous Tudors including Robert Dudley (Earl of Leicester), Sir Walter Ralegh, Sir Francis Drake, William Cecil (Lord Burghley) and his son, Robert; and across England from Hull to Truro. Black Tudors played fascinating roles in the famous stories of the Mary Rose and the Golden Hinde, as well as in a host of other untold stories, like the whipping at White Cross Manor.


Once people learn of the presence of Africans in Tudor England, they often assume their experience was one of enslavement and racial discrimination. This attitude is neatly summarized by the only three entries in the Guardian Black history timeline for the period: ‘1562: First English slave trade expedition’, ‘1596: Elizabeth I expels Africans’ and ‘1604: Shakespeare and Othello’.1 It is true that John Hawkins masterminded the first English transatlantic slaving voyages in the 1560s, but he was, in an awful sense, ahead of his time. After his final voyage returned in disarray in 1569, the English did not take up the trade again in earnest until the 1640s. Elizabeth I did not ‘expel’ Africans from England in 1596; rather her Privy Council issued a limited licence to an unscrupulous merchant named Caspar Van Senden, who was only allowed to transport individuals out of England with their masters’ consent: a consent that he utterly failed to obtain.2 And although much has been written on the question of racism in Shakespeare’s Othello, we mustn’t forget that it was a work of fiction designed to entertain, and so must be set alongside archival evidence of how Africans were treated in England’s churches, households and law courts.


The misconceptions surrounding the status of Black Tudors are part of a wider impression that any African living outside Africa before the mid-nineteenth century, be it in Europe or the Americas, must have been enslaved. When most of us think of a slave, the image that appears in our minds is of an African. There is more than enough visual material to draw upon, from films such as 12 Years a Slave and television series such as Roots, to the exhibits at museums such as the International Slavery Museum in Liverpool and the ‘London, Sugar and Slavery’ gallery at Museum of London, Docklands.3 Often the first and only mention of Africa in the school curriculum is when children are taught about the slave trade. They see Africans reduced to one of a series of commodities traded in a triangle, packed into ships in chains. Equal attention is not given to the extensive history of Africa before the Europeans arrived there and to examples of collaboration between Europeans and Africans, or to the free Africans living in Europe.


Not all slaves were African. The word ‘slave’ itself comes from ‘Slav’, referring to the Slavonic peoples of Eastern Europe, who were enslaved in great numbers by the Holy Roman Emperor Otto the Great and his successors from the tenth century onwards.4 And more than a million white Europeans were enslaved in North Africa between 1530 and 1780, having been captured from the shores of England, Ireland, France, Spain and Portugal by the Barbary pirates.5


Contemporary concerns naturally shape the questions we ask about our past. It is difficult for us in the twenty-first century to push aside the nationalist myth of the Tudors created by nineteenth-century imperialists and imagine an England before the emergence of the British Empire. Tudor England was a small, relatively weak kingdom on the edge of Europe, which had not yet experienced the full horrors of the transatlantic slave trade and colonial plantation slavery. These abominations, alongside the imperialism and scientific racism that followed, cast their shadows across almost every discussion of the history of Africans in Britain. Today, immigration and the question of whether institutional racism is endemic to society bedevil political discourse. These issues may be the source of our questions, but they cannot be allowed to shape our conclusions about the past.


The answers are complex, but the questions that most commonly spring to mind about the Black Tudors are simple: why and how did they come to England? How were they treated? What were their lives like?


To understand how and why Africans came to England, we must look to the dramatic developments going on in the wider world. In a century dominated by the Spanish and Portuguese, England was small fry on the global stage. Following Columbus’s discovery of the Americas in 1492, the Iberian powers carved up the world between them in the Treaty of Tordesillas in 1494. Spain laid claim to the New World of South America and the Caribbean, while Portugal looked to Africa and the East Indies. Their empires were united from 1580 under the rule of Philip II. Strangely enough, it was the death of the young Portuguese King, Don Sebastian, on African soil, at the Battle of Alcazar in 1578, that allowed Philip of Spain to annex the Portuguese crown and become the dreaded ‘universal monarch’, establishing a global dominion ‘on which the sun never set’.


The Portuguese had been the first Europeans to visit Africa, en route to India, in the fifteenth century. They brought the first enslaved Africans to Europe in 1444.6 From then, a substantial black population developed across southern Europe, with smaller numbers appearing in the more northerly parts of the continent. By 1502 the transatlantic slave trade had begun, and over the next century more than 370,000 Africans would be transported to the Spanish Americas.7 With people of African origin scattered across the early modern world, Black Tudors could arrive in England not only directly from Africa, but also from Europe, the Americas and places in between. The fact that they had often travelled through the Iberian world is reflected in names such as Catalina or Diego.


Understanding the world of the Black Tudors means becoming familiar with the sixteenth-century mind-set and its ideas about religion, politics, life and death, so very different from our own. When the Black Tudors encountered Tudor Englishmen, they found a people who, though certainly xenophobic on occasion, were deeply curious about the world beyond the seas. Most English men and women knew little or nothing of the world beyond their parish boundary. A ‘stranger’ was simply someone from outside the parish. Tudors were far more likely to judge a new acquaintance by his or her religion and social class than by where they were born or the colour of their skin, though these categories did on occasion intersect.


How Africans were treated by the church tells us a lot about where they stood in Tudor England. This was a deeply religious society, in which life after death was no abstract ideal but the foundation of daily life. Death was impossible to ignore; high child mortality rates and a range of gruesome, incurable diseases conspired to impose an average life expectancy at birth of just thirty-eight years.8 Was a Black Tudor’s acceptance into a parish community through the rituals of baptism, marriage and burial an effacement of African identity, or was the promise of eternal life the greatest gift a Christian society could bestow?
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Many of the hundreds of Africans in Tudor England are only recorded in tantalizing one-liners, such as this 1630 burial record for ‘Anthony a pore ould Negro aged 105’, from the parish register of St Augustine’s Church, Hackney.





Social class governed society. Everyone, from the King (who ruled by divine right), through the aristocracy, to the gentry, yeomen and husbandmen, down to the lowliest vagrant, occupied a particular place in the ‘Great Chain of Being’. When Africans arrived in England as ambassadors, they were treated as such, but when they arrived aboard a captured ship, they found themselves at the bottom of the pile. Those who had skills, such as musicians, sailors or craftsmen, fared better. In many ways, their lives were no worse than those of the vast majority of Tudors: ‘nasty, brutish and short’, but this was the result of having no social standing, not of having dark skin.9


In 1772, Lord Chief Justice Mansfield heard the landmark case of James Somerset, an African whose former master wished to transport him forcibly to Jamaica for sale. One of the lawyers defending him cited as precedent a court ruling from 1569. In the same year that Hawkins’s final slaving venture returned, it had been pronounced that ‘England was too pure an air for a slave to breathe in’. Somerset’s lawyer argued that ‘the plain inference from it is, that the slave was become free by his arrival in England’.10 The idea that setting foot on English soil conferred freedom was so widespread in the Tudor period that it reached the ears of Juan Gelofe, a forty-year-old Wolof from West Africa, enslaved in a Mexican silver mine belonging to one Francisco Ginoves. In 1572 he told an English sailor named William Collins that England ‘must be a good country as there were no slaves there’.11 His conclusion, like the knowledge that Edward Swarthye whipped John Guye in Elizabethan Gloucestershire, confounds modern assumptions about the lives of Africans in Tudor England.


For all who thought they knew the Tudors, it is time to think again . . .





1


John Blanke, the Trumpeter


He gripped the horse tightly with his thighs, steadying her against the shock of the trumpet’s blast. It had taken a while to master the art of playing the trumpet on horseback but now he was doing just that, as one of the King’s trumpeters at the Westminster Tournament. King Henry had decreed two days of jousting to celebrate the birth of a son to his wife, Katherine of Aragon. He had also commissioned the heraldic artists of the College of Arms to record the proceedings on vellum. As Blanke watched the King charge towards his opponent, he considered that the artists might need to use a bit of licence when they recorded the scene for posterity. Best to show the King in some feat of great chivalric prowess, such as breaking a lance on the helm. It didn’t really matter whether it had actually happened. He wondered how he would appear in the vellum roll – on horseback amongst the other trumpeters, of course, dressed in the royal livery of yellow halved with grey. The artists would enjoy painting the brightly coloured tasselled banners, with their quartered fleur-de-lys and lions, hanging from their trumpets. The instruments themselves would be flecked with gold. But would they remember his turban, which set him apart from his bareheaded companions? And how would they depict his dark skin? It was not a pigment they would be accustomed to using. Indeed, it might be the first time anyone had painted a Black Tudor.


THE TWO IMAGES of John Blanke in the 60-foot-long vellum manuscript known as the Westminster Tournament Roll comprise the only identifiable portrait of an African in Tudor England.1 It’s the most popular image of all those kept in the vast collection of the College of Arms and it shows that Africans were present in England from the earliest years of the sixteenth century. Seeing him for the first time provokes a visceral reaction: often surprise, followed closely by curiosity. His presence at the Tudor court raises as many, if not more, questions than it answers. Was he the only African in England at this time? What brought him to London? What were the circumstances of his arrival, decades before the English began engaging in direct trade with Africa, or in the slave trade? How much about his origin or religious beliefs can we deduce from the fact that he wears a turban? His striking image is regularly used to demonstrate that Africans were present in Tudor times, without much further interrogation of his story, or the existence of any contemporaries.


Histories of the early Tudor period, when England was just emerging from the shadow cast by the Wars of the Roses, are often focused on domestic politics, or relations with other European powers. John Blanke forces us to consider the country’s relationship with the wider world. In the early sixteenth century England did not have strong, direct links with the world beyond Europe. The Englishmen John Tintam and William Fabian had contemplated a voyage to Guinea in 1481 but the Portuguese complained to Edward IV about the intrusion into João II’s imperial dominion, and the expedition was abandoned. In 1497, Henry VII commissioned the Italian explorer John Cabot’s voyage to America, yet few Englishmen came forward to follow in his footsteps.2


Any connections with Africa, Asia and the Americas were mediated through southern Europe. In 1535, Andrew Boorde sent Thomas Cromwell ‘seeds of rhubarb’ from Catalonia, explaining that they came ‘out of Barbary’ and were considered ‘a great treasure’ or delicacy by the Catalans.3 Africans themselves tended to arrive in England via Portugal, Spain or Italy.


John Blanke is described as ‘black’ and depicted with dark skin and wearing a turban in the Westminster Tournament Roll, but that is the extent of our knowledge as to his origin. Given his youthful appearance in the Roll, and the extent of the African diaspora in the early years of the sixteenth century, we can posit that he was born in North or West Africa, or in southern Europe to African parents, in the late fifteenth century. The turban suggests an Islamic heritage, and its relatively flat shape is reminiscent of North African or Andalusian styles. That said, Henry VIII enjoyed dressing himself and his courtiers in Turkish or Moorish fashion and may also have chosen to dress John Blanke in this way.4 As musical knowledge was often passed, like any trade, from father to son, John Blanke probably came from a musical family.5


The first record of wages being paid to ‘John Blanke the blacke Trumpet’ dates from December 1507.6 One wonders how his name was coined, and whether it was thought humorous to use the French word ‘blanc’, in the same spirit that Robin Hood’s tall friend was called Little John. It seems to have been a joke with wide appeal: an African slave named ‘Juan Blanco’ appeared in Granada in 1565.7 Blanke was paid 20 shillings (at a rate of 8d a day) for his work that December and he continued to receive monthly payments of the same amount through the following year.8 His annual wage of £12 was twice that of an agricultural labourer and three times the average servant’s wage.9 Blanke joined a group of seven existing trumpeters retained by Henry VII. A position at court was the best any musician could hope for; it brought high status and a regular wage, as well as board, lodging and a clothing allowance.


Music echoed through the corridors of Tudor palaces. No architect of the time would have countenanced designing a Great Hall without a minstrels’ gallery. The Crown employed a man whose sole purpose was to marshal the court musicians, ensuring they were in the right place at the right time, prepared to entertain the King and his household with their ‘blowings and pipings’ at ‘meats and suppers’.10 Trumpeters played a vital part in royal entries, tournaments, funerals, executions, banquets, weddings, coronations, battles and sea voyages, as well as the annual grand festivities over Christmas and New Year. They were required to ‘blow the court to supper’ and to make music ‘at the king’s pleasure’. They heralded the King’s arrival: ‘The King’s coming, I know by his trumpets,’ Lavatch says in All’s Well That Ends Well. Henry VII even commissioned a pair of stone trumpeters to stand either side of the gateway leading to the inner court at Richmond Palace. At the wedding of Katherine of Aragon and Prince Arthur in 1501, the largest court festival of the first Henry Tudor’s reign, the trumpeters were ordered to ‘blow continually’ from the moment the Spanish princess left her lodgings until she reached the altar. After the ceremony, the court travelled down the Thames to Greenwich by boat. Their journey was accompanied by the music of a host of instruments, including ‘the most goodly and pleasant mirth of trumpets’. The sound of all this on the water was unlike anything that had ever been heard before.11


It is unlikely that court trumpeters at this time could read music, but some might have read plainsong and other unmeasured notation, such as the fashionable basse danse tunes. They could play quite intricate pieces: the double-curved instruments John Blanke and his fellows are shown playing in the Westminster Tournament Roll, now known as cavalry trumpets, were able to do much more than the straight busine designed for military-style fanfares.12 The craft of trumpet-making was well established in the City of London, centred near the Guildhall in a road now known as ‘Trump Street’.13


Trumpets have been used to mark power, status, military might and even divine power in civilisations across the world. The walls of Jericho tumbled down at the sound of trumpets. The Jewish New Year, Rosh Hashanah, is also known as the Feast of the Trumpets, because the Torah stipulates the day should be marked with trumpet fanfares.14 Silver and bronze trumpets inscribed with the names of military gods were found in the tomb of King Tutankhamen. In some northern Nigerian kingdoms, the capture of the royal trumpets effectively signalled a coup d’état, while on the South Pacific island of Rarotonga, the word for a conch-shell trumpet is the same as that used for a chief, ruler or priest.15


As symbols of royal authority, trumpeters sometimes served as messengers or envoys, roles that could lead them into dangerous territory. When Francis I sent a royal trumpeter to impose order on the rioting students of Paris in 1518, they broke his instrument and cut off his horse’s ears. Worse, in 1538, when the Prince of Parma, general of the Spanish troops, sent his trumpeter as a messenger to Ypres while he held it under siege, the captains and magistrates of the town burnt the letter and hanged the trumpeter. Because trumpeters acted as messengers, they were supposed to enjoy diplomatic immunity, allowing them free passage through foreign, and often enemy, territory. This left them open to suspicion of espionage: in 1560, the Duke of Norfolk wrote to William Cecil that a Scottish trumpeter had arrived with letters, but ‘more to spy than otherwise’.16


The court musicians of Europe were highly cosmopolitan, hailing predominantly from Flanders, France and Italy. Henry VII’s court was no exception. The marshal of his trumpeters, Peter de Casa Nova, was Italian.17 German drummers, the Prince of Castile’s taberet, a French organ player, Dutch and French minstrels and some musicians simply described as ‘strange’ all played for the King.18 Henry had spent much of his youth at the court of Duke Francis of Brittany, and some time in France, so no doubt he continued to enjoy the familiar continental style of entertainment. More importantly, it was fashionable and prestigious to employ an international troupe of musicians.19


African musicians had been playing for European monarchs and nobility since at least the twelfth century, in a tradition that owed much to medieval Islamic courts from Spain to Syria. In 1194, turbaned black trumpeters accompanied the Holy Roman Emperor Henry VI on his triumphal entry into Palermo in Sicily.20 In Renaissance Italy, trumpeters worked on board royal ships. Martino, a ‘black slave’, was purchased by Ferdinand, King of Naples, in 1470, to play on the royal ship Barcha. An African trumpeter travelled with Cosimo I de’ Medici of Florence on his galley in 1555. In Portugal ten black musicians played the charamela (a wind-instrument) at the court of Teodosio I, Duke of Bragança.21


Closer to home, James IV of Scotland employed a Moorish drummer in the early years of the sixteenth century. This musician, who is known only as the ‘More taubronar’, not only played the tabor drum but was something of a choreographer. He devised a dance with twelve performers in black and white costumes for the 1505 Shrove Tuesday celebrations at the Scottish court. This may have been a boisterous event, resulting in some wear and tear to his instrument, because the following month he was given 28 shillings ‘to pay for the painting of his taubroun’.22


The ubiquitous presence of black musicians at European courts is echoed in the artwork of the time: a dark-skinned trumpeter in French livery appears in a tapestry depicting part of the festivities at the Field of the Cloth of Gold in 1520.23 A group of African boys making music with a variety of wind and brass instruments, including a trombone, are featured in The Engagement of St Ursula and Prince Etherius, commissioned in 1522 by Eleanor, Queen of Portugal, to adorn the St Auta altarpiece in the Convent of Madre de Deus, in Lisbon.24


When John Blanke arrived, England was a relatively weak kingdom on the edge of Europe. Henry VII was still trying to cement the legitimacy of his new Tudor dynasty. Like the marriage he negotiated between his son Arthur and the Spanish Infanta, emulating other European rulers by employing an African musician at court was a way of enhancing his prestige on the European stage.


There is no record of exactly how John Blanke came to be working as a trumpeter at the Tudor court. However, trumpeters were the most mobile of musicians, used as messengers and required for diplomatic exchanges and ceremonial affairs. They accompanied rulers and their representatives on foreign journeys, giving them the opportunity to jump ship and remain as a permanent employee in the court they were visiting. So it proved for John de Cecil, a Spaniard who played for Archduke Philip the Handsome in Brussels in the 1490s. By 1496, he had returned to Spain, and was chosen to accompany Katherine of Aragon to England for her marriage in 1501. In January 1502 he was issued with a banner in England and began to receive a monthly wage of 20 shillings from Henry VII, the same rate at which the King was to pay John Blanke. De Cecil continued to travel around Europe. In 1511, he accompanied Lord Darcy on a diplomatic mission to the court of Ferdinand of Aragon, while in 1514 he attended Henry’s younger sister Mary on her journey to become Queen of France. He does not appear in the English records after that date, which suggests he found permanent employment in the French court.25


Like John de Cecil, John Blanke may well have arrived in England with Katherine of Aragon in 1501. She certainly brought a group of trumpeters with her; Henry VII’s Treasurer of the Chamber paid a reward of £4 to ‘9 trumpets of Spain’ shortly after her arrival. In January 1502, a reward of 20 shillings was paid to ‘the new trumpet,’ who remains anonymous.26


It was certainly possible that one of Katherine’s trumpeters was African and skilled enough to attract the attention of Henry VII. Music thrived at the Spanish court of Ferdinand and Isabella and the number of musicians employed increased dramatically during their reign. Princess Katherine and her siblings were taught music by the famous composer Juan de Anchieta in the royal chapel, and each had their own troupe of household musicians.27


By this time, growing numbers of Africans were living in Spain; a consequence of the growing Spanish empire. This was a newly arrived population, in contrast to the North African Moors who had ruled parts of Spain since the eighth century. Between 1441 and 1521, an estimated 156,000 Africans arrived in Spain, Portugal and the Atlantic islands, mostly from the modern-day West African nations of Guinea-Bissau, Guinea-Conakry, Senegal, the Gambia and parts of Mali and Burkina Faso. By 1550, they made up 7.5% of the population of Seville and in 1574 Melchor de Santa Cruz described the city as a ‘giant chessboard containing an equal number of white and black chessmen’. But while some gained their freedom, most were enslaved.28


Seville was one of the regular haunts of the peripatetic Spanish court, which travelled between the principal cities of the kingdoms of Castile (Seville, Valladolid, Toledo and after 1492, Granada), and of Aragon (Barcelona, Zaragoza and Valencia).29 Katherine’s mother, Isabella of Castile, and her husband, Ferdinand of Aragon, had at least one African in their entourage in the early years of their reign: in the summer of 1475 a black slave was amongst those who died of thirst while they travelled around Castile.30 Not all royal slaves were African; people of many ethnicities were enslaved in Spain at this time. Indeed, one of the two individuals enslaved in the Spanish household of Katherine of Aragon was a native Guanche from the recently colonised Canary Islands. A slightly later African presence at the Spanish court was depicted by the German artist Christoph Weiditz in 1529. When he accompanied Charles V through Aragon and Catalonia that summer, he included a picture of an attendant African drummer amongst his sketches of the progress.31 As Africans were increasingly present in royal and aristocratic households across Europe, especially in the Italian states, Spain and Portugal, it’s easy to imagine that one of the trumpeters Katherine of Aragon brought to England in 1501 was of African origin.32


There was some debate between Katherine’s parents and her future father-in-law as to how large a household she might be allowed to bring with her to her new home. Ferdinand and Isabella wrote to Henry VII in October 1500 with a list of fifty-eight names. The list did not include John Blanke but did mention ‘two slaves to attend on the maids of honour’. Henry, no doubt considering the cost of feeding and clothing all these Spaniards, insisted the future Queen of England would be better served by a more modest household of some twenty people of English stock. When Katherine disembarked in Plymouth on 1 October 1501, her entourage numbered close to sixty.33 Her new father-in-law’s advice had evidently fallen on deaf ears.


The journey across Spain to the Atlantic port of La Coruña had begun from Granada, where Ferdinand and Isabella had been obliged to go to deal with the revolt of the Moors of Ronda. The Moorish kingdom of Granada had only submitted to Spanish rule in 1492 and the aftershocks were still being felt. The princess’s retinue would have been used to travelling with the court around Castile and Aragon but many would be unfamiliar with the most northerly reaches of the peninsula, and would have been glad of the opportunity to call en route at the shrine of Santiago de Compostela in Galicia. They would have been considerably less enamoured of what, for most of them, would have been their first sea voyage. The weather was so bad the first time they set sail from La Coruña that they were forced to return to port. They finally made landfall in Plymouth, then continued the journey to London by road. King Henry and Prince Arthur met them at Dogmersfield in Hampshire on 6 November and the travellers reached the capital a week later.34


Thomas More witnessed Katherine’s entry into London. In a letter to his friend, John Holt, he described her retinue as ‘laceri, nudipedes pigmei Ethiopes’ (hunchbacked, barefoot Ethiopian pigmies). It would be tempting to take this description as confirmation that some were African but it smacks of rhetorical exaggeration. Just as the ladies are thought to have been wearing sandals, and so appeared to be barefoot, More was most likely commenting on the darker features of the Spaniards rather than recording their true ethnicity. Other accounts only mention that the Spanish women were ‘not of the fairest’.35


One woman who accompanied Katherine probably was dark-skinned. Catalina, born in Motril, Granada, was presumably from a Moorish Muslim family, though she would have had to convert to Christianity to become part of Katherine’s household. In all likelihood, she was one of the two ‘slaves to attend on the maids of honour’ listed in Katherine’s entourage in 1500. It was her duty to ‘make the Queen’s bed and attend to other secret or private services of her Highness’s chamber’. She was in attendance on both of Katherine’s wedding nights, in 1501 and 1509, making her a sought-after witness when Henry VIII began divorce proceedings and the question of whether the first marriage, to Arthur, had been consummated became a live issue. Catalina was one of a handful of people who knew the answer. By this time, she had gone back to Spain, where she married a Moorish crossbow-maker named Oviedo. After his death, she returned to her native Motril with their two daughters.36


While Ferdinand and Isabella may have considered the people they chose to wait on their daughter’s maids of honour as ‘slaves’, this was not a recognised status in England. Henry VII had made the distinction clear earlier in his reign, when he set free Pero Alvarez, an African man who had come to England from Portugal. This act of manumission, and its validity in his kingdom, was confirmed by King João II of Portugal in 1490.37 When the question arose in an English court of law in 1569, it was resolved ‘that England has too pure an Air for Slaves to breathe in.’ As William Harrison put it, in his Description of England some twenty years later:


As for slaves and bondmen, we have none; nay such is the privilege of our country by the especial grace of God and bounty of our princes, that if any come hither from other realms, so soon as they set foot on land they become as free in condition as their masters, whereby all note of servile bondage is utterly removed from them.38


Although Harrison’s text is designed to show England in the best possible light, there is a ring of truth to his theory. It is echoed in many of the experiences of Africans in England, as well as in the absence of legislation establishing the status of slavery under English law. Parliament never issued any law codes delineating slavery to compare with the Portuguese Ordenações Manuelinas (1481–1514), the Dutch East India Ordinances (1622), France’s Code Noir (1685) or the codes that appeared in Virginia and other American states from the 1670s.39 Of course, the absence of a written law would not make it impossible for Africans to be treated as slaves in practice.40 If they were referred to as slaves, bought and sold, subjected to brutal whippings and other harsh physical punishments, and did not receive any payment or other compensation for their labour, it would be fair to conclude that they were enslaved. But we know John Blanke was paid wages like the rest of the court musicians. Catalina was later described as ‘esclava que fue’, literally the ‘slave that was’, suggesting she had been enslaved in Spain, but became free in England.41


The status of John Blanke, Catalina and any other Africans in Katherine’s retinue was certainly better in England than in Spain, where African slaves were sold on the Cathedral steps in Seville, alongside goods such as tapestries and jewellery.42 John Blanke’s musical skills earned him a decent wage at the Tudor court, and in England he was free. Or, at least, freer. His status was as much dictated by his class as his colour; very few Englishmen could be said to be truly ‘free’ in this period. Some, known as ‘villeins’, were still legally unfree. Villeins were men bound either to a personal lord or to work on a manor: a feudal legacy. In 1485, at least four hundred manors in thirty English and Welsh counties still had villeins. By the 1560s, this figure had fallen to one hundred manors in twenty-one counties.43 Villeins were in the minority but far more English people were severely limited by their circumstances. Two-fifths of the rural population and between a half and two-thirds of those in cities were in service, working in husbandry, or as apprentices or domestics.44 That said, other servants could move around more freely and had families to support them in times of trouble. John Blanke did not have that luxury.


In Spain, Blanke would have been one of many Africans, but in Henry’s England he would rarely encounter a fellow countryman. Only a handful of Africans appear in the records before the age of Elizabeth: Pero Alvarez met Henry VII in the late 1480s; in 1522, Peter Blackmore, ‘a moren borne’, was listed among ‘bill men’ ready to fight in St Petrock, Exeter; and one ‘Thomas Bull, niger’ was buried in Eydon, Northamptonshire in 1545. As we will see in the next chapter, Jacques Francis, born off the Guinea coast, was living in Southampton in the late 1540s. At least one ‘blakemor’ was among the entourage of Philip II when he came to London to marry Mary Tudor in 1554, and chroniclers relate that an African needlemaker operated in Cheapside during her reign.45 The paucity of records can partly be explained by the fact that it only became compulsory for parishes to keep registers of baptisms, marriages and burials in 1538, and few survive from before 1558. Although some Africans might have come to England unrecorded in this period, it is safe to say that there were far fewer in England than in southern Europe.


More Africans were recorded in Scotland than in England in the first half of the sixteenth century. The drummer who played for James IV was one of at least seven Africans, male and female, living at or visiting the Scottish court. Some we know by name: Peter the Moor, present in 1501 and 1504, was paid a pension by the King and travelled to France and back, as well as journeying around Scotland with the court. Perhaps John Blanke heard about him from the trumpeters at the English court who accompanied Margaret Tudor to Edinburgh for her marriage in 1503? Margaret and Elene (or Helenor), probably the ‘More lasses’ who arrived in 1504, formed part of the household of Margaret Stewart, James IV’s illegitimate daughter. They were well looked after and regularly provided with new clothes and shoes.46 Others are recorded without a name. On St Valentine’s Day in 1506, a nurse brought ‘the Moor’s bairn [child]’ to show the King. Two ‘blak More freirs’ (friars) were James IV’s guests at court in 1508. In 1512, an African servant of Andrew Forman, Bishop of Moray, was paid a reward of 14 shillings for bringing a present to the king. Mary of Guise distributed bread to ‘moors’ at Stirling Castle each day throughout 1549,47 and in March of that year she received a letter from Lady Home recommending a ‘Mour’ who was billeted at Hume Castle, Berwickshire, as being ‘as sharp a man as rides’.48


The position of members of Katherine’s household in England soon became precarious. Just five months after her marriage to Prince Arthur at St Paul’s Cathedral, he was dead. The widowed Katherine became a pawn in the game of diplomacy played out by the rulers of Europe, and her household suffered. As Henry and Ferdinand squabbled over her dowry, Katherine was forced to sell or pawn some of her possessions to feed herself and her household. In 1506, she complained that she had only been able to buy two new dresses since her arrival in England five years earlier. After arriving to replace the unsatisfactory ambassador González De Puebla in 1508, Don Gutierre Gómez de Fuensalida reported to the Spanish King that ‘never was such cruelty inflicted on a captive in the lands of the Moors as the princess is subjected to here’.49 His choice of simile is striking. Certainly, in these years, Katherine was hardly in a position to employ a trumpeter, and so, if he had not already done so, this would have been the time for John Blanke to transfer to the royal household.


Although the consensus is that John Blanke arrived in England with Katherine of Aragon, there is another possibility. On 15 January 1506, Katherine’s sister Juana of Castile and her husband Philip the Handsome were shipwrecked on the Dorset coast while en route to Spain from the Netherlands to claim the throne of Castile following the death of Queen Isabella. This left the royal couple in the hands of Henry VII, who detained them until April while he wrung various political concessions from Philip.50 Two musicians arrived at the Tudor court in this way; a minstrel named Bartram Brewer and a lute and viol player named Matthew de Weldre, so it is not unthinkable that Blanke also came via the Burgundian court.51


In April 1509 Henry VII died. John Blanke, and the other court servants, were issued with new black outfits for the funeral.52 They followed the cortège over two days as it proceeded from Richmond to St Paul’s Cathedral then onwards to Westminster Abbey, where the first Tudor king was laid to rest beside his queen, Elizabeth of York, who had died in childbirth in 1503. The trumpeters passed through the City of London, behind the sword bearer and vice-chamberlain of London, the Masters of the Bridge House and the King’s messengers. After the trumpeters came the ‘Florentines, Venetians, Portingals, Spaniards, Frenchmen, and Easterlings’.53 They were near the front of a very long line of dignitaries, gentlemen and courtiers. The streets of London were packed with onlookers, with representatives of all the City Guilds and Companies prominent among them.54 John Blanke was at the centre of a great royal spectacle.


A few weeks later, this time sporting a scarlet livery, John Blanke played at the joint coronation of Henry VIII and his new Queen, Katherine.55 Scarlet cloth was reserved for the higher-ranking royal servants, those at the level of yeoman usher and above, while yeomen, grooms and pages wore red. Ideas about the fabric and colour of clothes reflecting status had existed since at least 46 BCE, when Julius Caesar restricted the use of the colour purple. England’s first sumptuary law appeared during the reign of Edward III, and two hundred years later Henry VIII was also keen to regulate dress, passing four ‘Acts of Apparel’ between 1510 and 1533.56 John Blanke was given 4½ yards of scarlet, above the average gift of 3 yards, which he presumably used to make a gown and a hood.


The coronation ceremonies stretched over three days. On Friday, Henry held vigil at the Tower of London, on Saturday the court proceeded from the Tower to the Palace of Westminster and on Sunday, which was Midsummer’s Day, the royal couple walked from the palace to Westminster Abbey to be crowned. There followed a grand banquet where ‘at the bringing of the first course, the trumpets blew up’ and a tournament, where ‘the trumpets blew to the field the fresh young gallants’.57


Henry VIII was still a teenager when he came to the throne, and his youth and vigour brought a new atmosphere of gaiety and exuberance to court life. The early years of his reign were filled with festivities, tournaments, banquets, ‘disguisings’, dancing and other revelry. In January 1510, he and eleven nobles, disguised as Robin Hood and his men, burst into the Queen’s chamber where they danced and ‘made pastime’ with Katherine and her ladies. In February, during the Shrovetide celebrations, he and the Earl of Essex appeared dressed ‘after the Turkey fashion’ with torchbearers dressed ‘like Moriscos, their faces black’. Some of the ladies dressed as Egyptians, their faces, necks, arms and hands painted black so that they ‘seemed to be nygrost [negroes] or blacke Mores’.58 The services of his trumpet players were in constant demand. In the first year of his reign, Henry increased the number of royal trumpeters to fifteen.59


The King loved music. He employed more than fifty musicians, and he himself played the organ, the lute, the virginal and the recorder. He even enjoyed sight-reading songs with his courtiers. The Venetian ambassadors heard the King play and sing for them when they visited in May 1517. Henry was also an amateur composer. Although there is no evidence that he wrote ‘Greensleeves’, he did write other songs, such as ‘Pastime with good company’, ‘Helas Madame’, motets and masses.60 An inventory compiled towards the end of his reign shows that he owned an unusually large variety of richly decorated musical instruments. His court supported musicians and poets including Skelton, Wyatt, Robert Fairfax, William Cornish, John Heywood and the Earl of Surrey.61 Music-making at court was such that, while visiting Thomas More in 1509, the Dutch theologian Erasmus remarked that ‘the English challenge the prerogative of having the most handsome women, of being the most accomplished in the skill of music, and of keeping the best tables’.


Henry was not above recruiting from abroad to ensure he had the best musicians around him. In 1516 he poached Dionysius Memo, formerly the organist at San Marco in Venice, who became a firm favourite, not least in the eyes of the young Princess Mary. The Venetian ambassador reported that he ‘played... to the incredible admiration and pleasure of everybody, and especially of his Majesty, who is extremely skilled in Music’. Another organist, Benedictus de Opitiis, arrived from Antwerp the same year. Not all foreign musicians found favour, however. Zuan da Leze, a harpsichordist from Cyprus, was so disappointed with his reception at court in 1525 that he hanged himself.62


The start of a new reign was a time of fluctuating fortunes. For some, like the unpopular royal councillors Richard Empson and Edmund Dudley, it signalled a trip to the Tower and, ultimately, death. For others, it was an opportunity for swift promotion. One of Blanke’s fellow trumpeters, the Italian Dominic Justinian, had recently died, and Blanke took the chance to petition the new King for a pay rise.63 The petition survives amongst a pile of similar documents from the early years of Henry’s reign. Although it was written by a clerk and is somewhat formulaic, it is the closest we get to hearing John Blanke’s own voice echoing through the centuries:


To the King, our sovereign Lord,


In most humble wise beseecheth your highness, your true and faithful servant John Bla[n]ke, one of your trumpets. That whereas his wage now and as yet is not sufficient to maintain and keep him to do your Grace like service as other your trumpets do. It may therefore please your highness in consideration of the true & faithful service which your servant daily doeth unto your Grace and so during his life intendeth to do, to give and grant unto him the same room [position] of Trumpet which Dominic deceased late had, to have and enjoy the said room to your said servant from the first day of December last passed during your most gracious pleasure, with the wage of 16d by the day. And that this bill signed with your most gracious hand may be sufficient warrant and discharge unto John Heron treasurer of your Chamber for the payment of the said wage accordingly. And he shall daily pray to God for the preservation of your most noble and royal estate long to endure.64


Reading between stock phrases such as ‘true and faithful servant’, the petition shows that Blanke was ambitious and keen to grasp the opportunity for promotion that the death of his fellow trumpeter provided. There also seems to be some rivalry with the other trumpeters: he wants to live in the same style as his peers and claims that his previous wage of 8d a day was insufficient for this. As we know, he was not the only trumpeter paid at this rate. John de Cecil was paid the same in 1502, and other trumpeters were still being hired at the rate of 8d a day in the 1540s. Many of the payments to trumpeters were made to them as a group, so it is not possible to be sure how much each individual received. If the payments were split equally, then the main group of trumpeters were each receiving 16d a day. However, from December 1509 to July 1512, a group of four to six additional trumpeters were each being paid at a rate of 12d a day.65 So wages varied, depending on experience, skill or length of service. On this basis, having been at court for at least two years, Blanke could justify a rise.


What did Blanke want, or need, that 8d a day would not cover? Like other court servants, he had his livery, board and lodging paid for by the King. However, when the court travelled, servants often had to pay for their own accommodation and transport. In 1518, the poet William Cornish made ‘a merry supplication unto the King’s grace for a bucket of hay and a horse loft’ in which to lodge while the court was at Abingdon. Like Cornish, Blanke may also have been responsible for keeping his own horse, which might cost him some five shillings a week.66 Perhaps Blanke wanted to buy more expensive clothing; like actors, minstrels were exempted from the Acts of Apparel that forbade people to wear clothes above their station.67


The phrase that suggests that the King’s signature will suffice to grant the rise was standard for these petitions and was designed to minimise the amount of time and effort required from the King in response. Blanke’s petition obviously hit the right note, as his request was granted. It was clearly not too much to ask from a musical king who was hiring new instrumentalists. The trumpeter’s wage had doubled.


* * *


On New Year’s Day, 1511, word spread around Richmond Palace that Katherine of Aragon had given birth to a prince. Thanks were given to God for providing England with a male heir, bonfires were lit and free wine was distributed to ‘such as would take thereof, in certain streets in London’.68 But John Blanke and his fellow trumpeters couldn’t spend too much time celebrating; they were soon hard at work. The arrival of a male heir to the throne required a series of official ceremonies and festivities in which their services would be vital.


At his baptism on 5 January, the boy was named Henry, like his father and grandfather. Louis XII of France and Margaret of Savoy were named as godparents, alongside William Warham, Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Howard, Earl of Surrey and Katherine, Countess of Devon, one of the younger daughters of Edward IV. The ceremony was attended by ambassadors from the Pope, France, Spain and Venice, who afterwards visited and congratulated the Queen before writing dispatches to their sovereigns.69


The same day, a letter arrived, purportedly from the Queen Noble Renown of the realm of Coeur Noble. News of the birth gave her ‘the most Joye and comfort’ and in honour of the young prince’s arrival, she would send four Challengers from her kingdom to ‘accomplish certain feats of Arms’. They would take on all comers at Candlemas next. The letter, known as the Westminster Challenge, was typical of the allegorical, romantic documents that were produced at this time to announce a forthcoming jousting event.70


The Westminster Tournament was held in February. The two days of jousting, pageantry and merry-making were particularly onerous for the King’s trumpeters, who were called upon to sound fanfares, retreats and more from dawn till dusk. They were amply rewarded for their labours, receiving ten times their usual day’s pay for their services.


Henry, ‘being lusty, young, and courageous, greatly delighted in feats of chivalry’, and particularly favoured jousts, where he could parade his sporting prowess.71 Taking part in this violent competition was dangerous: King Henri II of France was fatally injured during a tournament in 1559 and Henry VIII himself suffered some nasty blows later in his jousting career, notably on one occasion in 1524, when he forgot to lower his visor. As well as showcasing the King’s virility and bravery, the military spectacle broadcast loud and clear the message that England was a power to be reckoned with. The Westminster Tournament of February 1511 was by far the most splendid of these events. The Great Chronicle of London concluded that the two-day event was the most ‘excelling joust’ England had ever seen.72 The King cut a resplendent figure in his rich costume, but the cost of the festivities exceeded all others in living memory.


The entire event, carefully accounted for by Richard Gibson, Master of the Revels, cost nearly £4,400.73 This was a staggering amount; almost two hundred times John Blanke’s annual wage. Ostensibly a celebration of the birth of a prince, the Tournament was part of a larger agenda. Just as nations today use major sporting events such as the Olympics or the World Cup as promotional vehicles, Henry saw this tournament as an opportunity to make his mark on the European scene. It was designed to match, even excel, the most extravagant displays from the time of Philip the Good, Duke of Burgundy, or René d’Anjou. The tilting yard outside Westminster Hall, located roughly where Parliament Square is today, was transformed into a scene from a chivalric romance. The magnificent display would be reported to Europe’s rulers by their ambassadors at the English court. The new King was, quite simply, buying European prestige.


On Wednesday 12 February, John Blanke rose early, donned his royal livery of yellow and grey and carefully wound his green and gold turban around his head.74 He and the other trumpeters were going to have to work hard. The tournament was to begin with an elaborate ceremonial entry, and each arrival would require a fanfare from the fifteen trumpets. They would also play after the announcement of the rules, as a signal to the combatants to begin and again to announce the victory.


John Blanke was accustomed to court ceremonial and pageantry. But even he, a seasoned performer, would have been impressed when a great castle, made of gold paper, appeared before the crowds. An artificial forest, 26 feet long and 16 feet broad, built of hawthorn, oak, hazel, maple, birch, fern, broom and fir, enveloped the castle. The whole wheeled edifice was drawn into the tiltyard by a golden lion and a silver antelope, led by four ‘wild men’ in green silk. Like beauty queens in a modern-day carnival procession, ladies dressed in russet and blue damask rode each of these fantastic beasts, while perched high on the castle’s ramparts, a maiden dressed in blue satin fashioned a garland of rosemary and other herbs for the Queen.


The trumpets sounded as each of the four costumed Challengers from the realm of Coeur Noble issued from the castle: Sir William Courtenay as Bon Valour, Sir Edward Neville as Joyous Penser, Sir Thomas Knyvet as Valiant Desire and finally the King himself as Coeur Loyal. Henry’s choice of alias may seem unsuitable in light of his later marital history but it was entirely fitting in the optimistic early years of his reign.


Next, a dozen Answerers to the four knights’ Challenge entered, to the accompaniment of trumpets and drums. Presided over by Thomas Wriothesley, the Garter King of Arms, both Challengers and Answerers signed their names on the Tournament Challenge in black ink. The Challenge was then hung in one of the artificial trees. This ritual, celebrated in the chivalric literature of the troubadours, followed the ceremonial of jousts traditional since the thirteenth century.75


The lords and ladies of the court looked on eagerly from the crowded stands as the jousts began. The Queen had the best seat in the house, or rather the best bed. Six weeks after giving birth, she was made comfortable on a large ornate couch, on a dais hung with cloth of gold.


There was no rest for the trumpeters. Each new champion entering the lists required a fanfare to announce his arrival. As Chaucer’s Knight put it in his tale to the Canterbury pilgrims:


Now the loud trumpets, and the clarion


Ring out; and on the east side and the west


In go the spears, couched firm for the attack,


In go the spurs, sharp in the horse’s side.


We’ll soon see who can joust, and who can ride!76


Over two days, each of the four Challengers faced multiple opponents. The King himself entered the lists twenty-eight times. One chronicler recalls the ‘lusty leaping, bouncing and mounting and flinging of the jolly and lusty four riders’.77


The second day brought further ceremonial, as there were new contenders to announce. Charles Brandon, the King’s favourite jousting partner, arrived disguised as a hermit imprisoned in a tower, a ‘long and full-grown beard reaching down to his saddle bow’. Led into the arena by a gaoler holding a large key, he petitioned the Queen for the right to joust. On receiving her blessing, he ‘cast from him hastily his clothing, beard and hat, and showed himself in bright harness . . . smote his horse with the spurs and rode a lusty pace unto the tilt’s end’. Other Answerers also came in disguise: Sir Thomas Boleyn and Henry Guildford, Marquess of Dorset, arrived as pilgrims from Santiago de Compostela, their black velvet costumes decorated with gold scallop shells.78


The scorecards, or ‘jousting cheques’, from the tournament survive: a sheaf of paper for each contestant with strange markings that record their performance. They show the King did well. He broke 12 lances and scored 9 attaints, or hits, on the body and one on the head. However, he did not break a lance on the helm, as he is depicted doing in the flattering central scene of the Tournament Roll. At the end of the first day, Queen Katherine awarded the prizes (worth 200 crowns each), to Valiant Desire (Sir Thomas Knyvet) on the Challengers’ side and Richard Blount on the Answerers’. The second day’s sport ended with prizes for Coeur Loyal, the King, for the Challengers and Edmund Howard for the answerers. As the winners were announced and the prizes collected, the trumpets, inevitably, sounded once more. The heralds then issued the cry ‘a l’hostell’ to a final fanfare.79 This signified the end of the day and invited the assembled company to proceed away from the field towards the hospitality that awaited them.


North of the border, tournaments at the Scottish court were being influenced by the African presence at James IV’s court. In June 1507, the Scottish King disguised himself as a wild or black knight in ‘the jousting of the wild knight for the black lady’. This ‘black lady’ was almost certainly one of the African women then present at court. The entertainment was so popular that it was repeated again in May 1508, and inspired William Dunbar’s poem to Ane Blak Moir. His description of the lady has been described as ‘venomous’, ‘shocking’ and ‘uniquely bad’. These are modern reactions to his references to her ‘thick lips’, ‘short cat nose’ and ‘mouth like an ape’. But these lines must be seen in the context of the Scottish tradition of ‘flyting’, or poetic insult, which was equally rude to all its targets. Dunbar traded poetic insults with another court poet, whom he addressed as ‘Cuntbitten craven Kennedy’. Kennedy in return called Dunbar an ‘Ignorant elf, ape, owl irregular’ and many worse things besides.


Having described the lady, Dunbar explains that:


Who for her sake with spear and shield


Fights most mightily in the field


Shall kiss and embrace her


And from thenceforth her love shall wield


My lady with the thick lips


And who in field receives shame


And tarnishes his knightly name


Shall come behind and kiss her hips


And never to other comfort claim:


My lady with the thick lips.80


The black lady played a central part in this spectacle, sitting in a ‘chair triumphal’ decorated with red Flemish taffeta, and taffeta ‘flowers and pansies’. According to the Scottish chronicler Pitscottie, the tournament lasted forty days, and the black knight (James IV) was victorious throughout. One wonders whether he did indeed kiss the black lady in the way that Dunbar describes. Once the jousting was over:


The king caused to make a great triumph and banquet in Holyrood House which lasted the space of three days, beginning at 9 in the morning and lasting till 9 at night . . . between every course there was a farce or play, some spoken, some necromancy, which caused men to see things appear which were not. And so at the . . . play upon the third day there came a cloud out of the roof of the hall, as appeared to men, which opened and collected up the black lady in the presence of them all that she was no more seen, but this was done by the art of necromancy for the king’s pleasure [by] one called Bishop Andrew Forman who was a magician and served the king at such times for his pastime and pleasure.81


The Westminster Tournament was also followed by a banquet, held in the White Hall. The resident ambassadors were guests of honour and lavish entertainments were staged to impress them. These took the form of ‘disguisings’, a sort of fancy-dress pageant; a forerunner of the masque. That night’s theatrics, entitled The Golden Arber in the Archyard of Pleasure, began with John Blanke and the other trumpeters welcoming the arrival of the extravagant pageant car. It held a ‘golden arbour’ of trees and flowers, and was inhabited by six ladies and six lords. The edifice was so heavy that it had fallen through the floor at the Bishop of Hereford’s palace during rehearsals. The twelve performers, the King and a bevy of courtiers, wore the Tudor colours of white and green, their costumes adorned with the letters ‘H’ and ‘K’ in yellow. In a flash of bawdy humour, Knyvet (Valiant Desire) sported the word ‘Desyr’ in gold on his codpiece.82


When the pageant car was put to one side to accommodate the ensuing dancing, the ‘rude people’ suddenly ran towards it, each wanting a piece of its costly decoration: the car was completely torn to pieces. The King was in danger of a similar fate when, later in the evening, the ladies, gentlewomen and ambassadors were encouraged to pluck the gold letters from his person ‘in token of liberality’. Things got out of hand, and the rest of the crowd joined in, stripping him and his companions down to their hose and doublets. Even the ladies were ‘spoyled’, and the King’s guard had to be called in to fend off the ravening crowd. The King retired to his chamber with the Queen and her ladies, where ‘all these hurts were turned to laughing and game’, and so the night ended with ‘mirth and gladness’.83 After two long days, John Blanke and the attendant trumpeters were finally able to retire.


A mere ten days later, on 22 February 1511, the infant Prince Henry died. He had lived for only 53 days. The Queen, ‘like a natural woman, made much lamentation’. Henry played tennis and dice to distract himself, and by the end of April had issued a new Challenge for jousting in May. When this failed to prove distraction enough, he set about making preparations to declare war against Louis XII of France.84


John Blanke soon had his own cause for celebration; he married in January 1512. We do not know whom he married, but it seems probable, given the dearth of Africans in England at this time, that she was an Englishwoman. To marry in a Catholic ceremony, both parties had to have been baptised. Hence, while he may have been born into a Muslim family in North Africa or Spain, and despite the turban he wore at the Westminster Tournament the year before, by 1512 John Blanke was a Christian, at least on paper.


The court had spent Christmas and New Year at Greenwich Palace, built by Henry VII on the site of today’s Old Royal Naval College. Henry VIII was born there and it was the younger King’s favourite residence until the rebuilding of Whitehall in the early 1530s. The Palace had its own chapel, at the eastern end of the complex, but this was mostly used by aristocrats and so is unlikely to have been the site of the Blanke wedding. Men of the trumpeter’s status were more often married at the local parish church of St Nicholas.85


Henry VIII himself footed the bill for John Blanke’s wedding outfit. At Greenwich, on 14 January, the King ordered a gown of violet cloth, and also a bonnet and a hat, which was ‘to be taken of our gift against’ the marriage of ‘our trumpeter’.86 Gifts of clothing were a common wedding present, and violet was a popular colour for the cloth.87 On the same day that he authorised the gift to John Blanke, the King also signed a warrant in favour of Richard Mayre, a yeoman of the Ewery; he was to receive ‘for his wedding apparel, a gown cloth of violet containing four broad yards and as much black Irish lamb as will suffice to fur the same, also tawny chamlet for a jacket, and for his wife three broad yards of violet cloth for her gown’.88 This was a more substantial gift. Mayre was in charge of the Ewer, a vessel which carried water, as well as all the royal napkins and basins, and so was responsible for washing the hands of the King and his guests, and shaving the King every morning. This was a position of great responsibility, with personal access to the King, hence the larger gift. Other servants received similar or lesser gifts to Blanke. William Toke, page of the laundry, received a gown, jacket, doublet and a bonnet at the time of his marriage, while John Hethe, yeoman almoner of the King’s chamber, was given broadcloth for a gown before his wedding.89


The record of John Blanke’s wedding present is the last mention of him in the royal records. Although his petition had stated that he intended to serve the King for the rest of his life, he is not named in the next full list of trumpeters dated 31 January 1514.90 People at court came and went, of course, and musicians in particular frequently exchanged one European royal master for another. It is also possible that Blanke’s marriage heralded a change of direction. It was not uncommon for court servants to marry a widow and take on her former husband’s trade in the City.91 A more morbid conclusion is that Blanke’s court career ended with his death. He could have perished in the fire that consumed the living quarters of the palace of Westminster in 1512, or he might have met his death at either the Battle of the Spurs in France or the Battle of Flodden against the Scots the following year.92


The trend for employing Africans at royal courts continued after John Blanke’s time, both in England and across Europe. As well as making music, they also worked in the stables and the kitchens. Others went on to greater things, such as João de Sa Panasco, who began as a court jester in Lisbon, went on to become a gentleman of the household, King’s valet, a soldier who participated in Charles V’s campaign in North Africa in 1535 and finally a member of the prestigious Order of Santiago. At the English court, Elizabeth I paid for an outfit in white taffeta with gold and silver detailing for a ‘little blackamore’ in 1575.93 Anthony Vause, a ‘black-more’ trumpeter, was employed at the Tower of London by James I in 1618. Both King James’s wife, Anne of Denmark, and his son, Charles I, appear in paintings in which their horses are attended to by African grooms.94


John Blanke was not the last African to serve King Henry VIII. As a French diplomat remarked to his English counterpart in the summer of 1545: ‘King’s hearts are in God’s hand and he turns them as pleases him from peace to war and from war to peace’.95 During his final war with France, instead of a skilled musician King Henry required the services of a man versed in an art that was at this time little practised by Europeans, but which people from West Africa were taught from birth: swimming and diving.
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Jacques Francis, the Salvage Diver


Jacques plunged into the sea, and the cold engulfed him. It was so different to the warm waters where he’d learnt to swim and dive as a child. He took a series of deep breaths, allowing his lungs to inflate with air and take precious oxygen into his blood, and dived beneath the waves. As he reached the depths, he began to make out the shape of the wreck through the murky water. He had heard the tale of how this proud warship had met her doom. The men of the town didn’t agree on exactly what had caused her to sink, but they well recalled the spectacle of her quick, cruel disappearance beneath the waves. The screams of the drowning men were loud enough to reach the shore. Their skeletons would be waiting for him among the sunken timbers. Hundreds of onlookers, including King Henry himself, had watched, helpless, as the ship went down. The Mary Rose; that was what they called her. And now that splendid ship lay lifeless before him in the water. Her side was studded with guns of iron and bronze, the latter marked with the royal crest. That was why he was here, why the King had hired his master: to salvage the expensive weaponry. The Venetian could not dive this deep himself and so he’d found Jacques, and the other divers in his team, and brought them to this cold island to perform a miracle for the English King.


FEW OF US know that there were attempts to salvage the Mary Rose in the Tudor period, still fewer that some of the men qualified to undertake the job came from Africa. How did they manage to retrieve objects from the sea floor centuries before the invention of modern diving equipment? Why was it that Africans were so skilled in diving when most Europeans couldn’t even swim? How did Jacques Francis’s expertise affect the way he was viewed and treated by Tudor society? Most of what we know about him comes from precious evidence preserved in the records of the High Court of Admiralty. Jacques was the very first known African to give testimony before an English court. But how would his words have been received? Yes, he was an eyewitness, but according to the prosecution he was also an infidel and a slave.


Jacques Francis was about eighteen when, in 1546, he began working for a Venetian named Peter Paulo Corsi. Corsi, who had been in Southampton since about 1539, was one of a considerable, though dwindling, number of Italians based in the port.1 There had been a strong Venetian, Florentine and Genoese presence in Southampton in the medieval period. The merchants of these powerful city-states had come there since the thirteenth century to satisfy northern Italy’s demand for English wool. The wool trade was central to the English economy, its importance symbolised by the fact that, since the reign of Edward III, the Lord Chancellor sat on the Woolsack in the House of Lords, as the Lord Speaker does today. As the geographer Richard Hakluyt put it in 1584: ‘for certain hundreds [of] years ... by the peculiar commodities of wools, and of later years by clothing of the same . . . [England] raised itself from meaner state to greater wealth and much higher honour might and power than before’. Southampton was also the chief centre for the export of Cornish tin, since Henry VII had established a staple, or exclusive market, for metals there in 1492. But by the 1540s the port was in a terminal decline brought on by the increasing dominance of the capital, with fewer and fewer Italian visitors.2
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John Speed’s map of Southampton in 1611.





Like John Blanke, Jacques Francis arrived in England before regular, direct trade with Africa began. Francis was born in the 1520s, on an island off the coast of the part of West Africa known to the Tudors as ‘Guinea’. We do not know the exact route by which he came to Southampton. Corsi may have hired him directly from Africa through a Portuguese intermediary, or perhaps they met in Corsi’s home city, Venice. After Spain and Portugal, the next largest African population in Europe was in the collection of states that today make up modern Italy, of which Milan, Naples and Sicily were ruled from Madrid after 1535. Most came via Portugal, the country that initiated the import of Africans into Europe in the 1440s; the trade partly financed by Italian investors. The largest numbers of Africans were in the south, especially in Sicily, but in the sixteenth century there was a growing presence in the northern cities of Mantua, Milan, Ferrara and Corsi’s Venice. This was where Isabella d’Este, Marchesa of Mantua, sent her agent in 1491 when she was looking for a girl ‘as black as possible’ to serve her. The presence of enslaved Africans in Venice was certainly a truism by Shakespeare’s time: in The Merchant of Venice (c. 1596–1598) Shylock tells the Venetians:


You have among you many a purchased slave,


Which, like your asses and your dogs and mules,


You use in abject and in slavish parts,


Because you bought them.


And of course, Othello was employed by the Venetian state.


Although most Africans had arrived as slaves, some were manumitted and found employment. It was not uncommon to spot a free African in command of a gondola, gliding along the Grand Canal beneath the Rialto Bridge. The first hereditary Duke of Florence, Alessandro de’ Medici (d. 1537), was said to be the son of an African woman, named either Simunetta or Anna, who may have been a former slave.3


At least one African had come to Southampton from Italy before Jacques Francis’s arrival. In 1491, Richard Hortensell, beadle of God’s House hospital, was fined for his involvement in a fight with ‘a black man that was a taboryn in the galley of [South] Hampton’. This galley, a low ship powered chiefly by oars and favoured in piracy and war, was probably part of the Florentine or Venetian state fleet, as both used Southampton as their English base at that time.4 The ‘taboryn’ was a drummer, a musician like the Scottish ‘More taubronar’ or John Blanke, who would usually play alongside a piper, setting a beat for revellers to dance or, to in this case, keeping time for the strokes of the oarsmen.


In the summer of 1545, England was under attack. Two hundred and thirty-five ships bearing 30,000 Frenchmen spoiling for a fight were on their way across the Channel.5 Two years before his death, King Henry VIII was once again at war with the foe of his youth. His navy gathered at Portsmouth and set sail on a calm, sunny July day; the Mary Rose one of the vessels leading the fleet. Henry had built this four-masted, 400-ton battleship in the first years of his reign and she had given good service, particularly in the sack of Brest in 1512, on the eve of the better-known 1513 victories at Flodden and the Battle of the Spurs. After an extensive refit in 1536, the ship was ready to attack the French once more. Loaded with ninety-one guns and packed with some five hundred men, she set out to meet the enemy in what was to become known – before being largely forgotten – as the Battle of the Solent. Yet, before she was able to engage the French, in fact while she was still in full view of the harbour, the Mary Rose sank. As Jacques Francis would have heard from those recounting the tale, the piercing cries of the drowning men echoed across the water to the shore. Fewer than thirty men survived.


The lack of wind had lulled the crew into a false sense of security. The sea was so calm that no one thought it necessary to close the gun ports before setting sail. When the wind suddenly picked up and the Mary Rose attempted to tack, water poured into the open gun ports. Once the ship began to heel, the heavy cannonballs and ballast slid to the starboard side and gravity did the rest. The last recorded words of the ship’s commander, Sir George Carew, which he called out to his uncle, Sir Gawen Carew, close by on the Matthew Gonson, were ‘I have the sort of knaves I cannot rule’. But the disaster was hardly the fault of the crew. From his vantage point on top of Southsea Castle, Henry VIII could only look on in horror as the ship where he had dined earlier that day keeled over and sank before his eyes and comfort Lady Carew, who fell into a faint as she watched her husband sink to his certain death, along with most of his crew.


Most Tudor sailors did not know how to swim. It was thought unlucky, and of little use, as ships were not in the habit of changing course to rescue those who fell overboard; better to drown quickly. Those aboard the Mary Rose had the extra impediment of the anti-boarding nets, which now kept the sailors in, instead of keeping the enemy out.


The loss of the Mary Rose was not a unique disaster. Just two weeks earlier, the French flagship the Carraquon had also sunk. If the English Achilles’ heel was the changeable weather, the French weakness was their stomachs. Before leaving Le Havre, the French King, Francis I, and his men, together with the ladies of the court, had eaten well over the course of several hours aboard the flagship. Late in the afternoon, a fire broke out in the galley. It spread rapidly to the gun deck, where the heat caused the loaded guns to explode, bombarding the surrounding vessels. The Carraquon took several down with her. In an almost farcical turn of events, the ship that Admiral D’Annebault chose as a replacement, La Maitresse, also sank before she reached the Solent.


As sinking ships were not altogether uncommon, there were men who specialised in recovering them. Despite the continuing threat of French invasion, Henry VIII lost no time in ordering that the Mary Rose be brought back up. The ship itself was valuable, but it was the loss of the guns that would be most costly. In 1552, it was estimated that the ordnance lost on the Mary Rose was worth £1,723; about £2 million today.6


A group of Venetian salvage operators, led by Petre de Andreas and Symonde de Maryne, were deployed in August 1545. Their team comprised thirty-one Venetians, one of whom was a carpenter, with some sixty English sailors supporting them. They required plenty of equipment: fifty pulleys, sixty ballast baskets, 40 lb of tallow, or animal fat, ‘a great quantity of cordage of all sorts’ and two large ships, the Samson and the Jesus of Lubeck, which were to be spared from the King’s fighting force.* The plan was to heave the Mary Rose upright by pulling on her masts, then run cables from the two larger ships under the hull and pull them taut, thus raising the vessel from the sea bed to a level where she could then be pumped out and floated. Despite early optimism, the wreck proved beyond their expertise, and having broken the Mary Rose’s mast they called it a day. The fact that 35,904 pints of beer were consumed by the salvage team in less than a month – an expense duly billed to the crown – cannot have helped. While the Tudors avoided drinking water for fear of disease, and it was considered normal for a man to drink up to eight pints of weak beer a day, the team had each consumed more than fourteen pints a day while working on the project!7


Nonetheless, the ordnance was too precious to be left on the ocean floor and, once the French threat had receded, a smaller salvage operation began. Lord Admiral John Dudley, Viscount Lisle, hired Peter Paulo Corsi to bring up as much of the Mary Rose’s valuable weaponry as possible. Corsi duly ‘caused certain instruments to be made for the only intent and purpose’ to retrieve ‘certain gear’ out of the Mary Rose.8 As well as equipment, the job required specialist divers. He assembled a team of eight men, including Jacques Francis, John Iko and George Blacke. Iko and Blacke may also have been of African origin, given their names and their diving skills.


Corsi was now on the royal pay roll. In 1547, Edward Vaughan, Captain at Portsmouth, was reimbursed by the Treasurer for Marine Causes for £37 11s 5d he’d paid Corsi for the recovery of ‘certain anchors and ordnance out of the Mary Rose’. The register of the Privy Council records further payments made to Corsi: £20 via Sir John Williams on 17 May 1547 and £50 by ‘Mr Carew’ on 3 August 1549. This was not of course the George Carew who drowned in the Mary Rose, but Sir Wymond Carew, Treasurer of the First Fruits and Tenths. The money Carew paid to Corsi had been ‘imprest of the relief of spirituality’, that is, it came from a clerical tax revenue that had previously enriched the Pope, but was redirected into the royal coffers by Thomas Cromwell in 1534. The total cost of the salvage attempts over four years, from 1545 when the Mary Rose sank until 1549 when Carew made the final payment, amounted to nearly £560. About a fifth of that was paid to Corsi, who, with his team, had succeeded in taking ‘certain guns out of the ship drowned’.9


The Mary Rose was not the only wreck Jacques Francis and Corsi’s team worked on during this period. On St Martin’s Day, 11 November 1546, the Sancta Maria and Sanctus Edwardus suffered a ‘great mischance’. She had set sail from Southampton bound for the Italian ports of Livorno, Messina and Venice laden with the typical exports of woollen clothing, kerseys (woollen cloth) and Cornish tin, plus cottons, leather and lead. Before she left Southampton Water, a fire broke out on board and the ship sank some two miles from shore.10


The Sancta Maria and Sanctus Edwardus belonged to Francesco Bernardi of Venice, but she was carrying merchandise belonging to various prominent Italian merchants. One was Domenico Erizzo, who had been elected consul of the Venetians in London in 1533. The Florentine Bartholomew Fortini, who made a fortune supplying the King with saltpetre and brimstone for the royal arsenal, also had goods on board. Another, Niccolo de Marini, came from a large mercantile family with business interests in Southampton. He was born in West Hall, one of the town’s largest mansions, in 1509, but went back to Genoa as a boy and grew up there before returning to his birthplace in 1526, aged 17.11 A fourth, Angelo de Milanes, was originally from Florence. These men were all anxious to recoup what they could of the goods lost when the ship went down.


Nothing could be done in the immediate aftermath of the shipwreck, due to the weather. Diving was a seasonal business; Francis himself said that the month of May was the best time for salvage work, while Erizzo commented that winter ‘was ever too cold and out of fashion and season’.12 The merchants hired Peter Paulo Corsi and his team to bring up the lost goods the following summer. For the months of July, August and September 1547 they were paid 2s 4d a day, and the cost of their ‘victualling’, that is their food and drink, was also covered. These meals, which included the luxury of meat, were taken at the Dolphin Inn, the principal inn of the town, which is still in business today.


As the summer drew to an end, a lack of results caused relations with their employers to sour. Around Michaelmas (29 September), Corsi was detained and taken before the Mayor of Southampton, Thomas Beckingham. He was accused by two of the merchants, Domenico Erizzo and Bartholomew Fortini, of stealing their goods from the wreck of the Sancta Maria and Sanctus Edwardus. It was alleged that Corsi and his team went ‘craftily in the night time’ and stole two pieces of tin worth at least £20 together out of the wreck, one belonging to Erizzo and the other to Fortini. Corsi had, they claimed, then stashed one piece of tin under a bed in one Mr Pope’s house in Gosport, near Portsmouth. The whereabouts of the tin was reported to Niccolo de Marini, the Genoese merchant who had also lost goods aboard the ship, and he sent a servant to retrieve it. ‘After many words’ with Mr Pope, the servant found the piece of tin and carried it to the house of Edward Vaughan, the Captain of Portsmouth. Vaughan was, of course, already acquainted with Corsi, having paid him on the government’s behalf for his labours on the Mary Rose. It seems he had developed a rapport with the diving operator, because when Corsi claimed he’d simply found the tin on the seabed, away from the wreck, Vaughan took him at his word.
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