

[image: image1]




RICHARD III

AND THE DEATH OF CHIVALRY




RICHARD III

AND THE DEATH OF CHIVALRY

DAVID HIPSHON

[image: images]



First published in 2009

The History Press
 The Mill, Brimscombe Port
 Stroud, Gloucestershire, GL5 2QG
www.thehistorypress.co.uk

This ebook edition first published in 2011

All rights reserved 
© David Hipshon, 2009, 2011

The right of David Hipshon, to be identified as the Author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyrights, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights, and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

EPUB ISBN 9780752469157
MOBI ISBN 9780752469164

Original typesetting by The History Press





CONTENTS

                 Acknowledgements

   One        The Shadow of Agincourt

   Two       Childhood Dangers

 Three       The Cloak of Royalty

  Four        Adolescence and Uncertainty

   Five       Shoulder to Shoulder

    Six        Feud

Seven       In Memoriam

 Eight       The Hope of Glory

  Nine       The Death of Chivalry

                Notes

                 Select Bibliography





ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



I owe a debt of gratitude to far more people than I could possibly mention here, but hope I may be able to repay some of that debt in the course of time. Meanwhile, space allows me to mention but a few. I would especially like to thank Rosemary Horrox for her kindness, understanding and willingness to help when I despatched random plaintive emails. She unwittingly sowed the seeds for this book by bringing the Stanley-Harrington feud to my attention during a supervision in my MPhil year at Cambridge. I apologise to Rosemary for the anguish she may suffer when she glances at the result. I would also like to thank Martin Lubikowski for his ever-optimistic encouragement and help in the early days. My colleagues and pupils at St James all deserve medals for having to put up with me in general, but I would particularly like to thank David Marshal and Peter Crompton for reading and commenting on some of the early chapters. I would also like to thank my good-humoured and enthusiastic sixth-formers for their interest and support, particularly in making suggestions for these acknowledgements. My eldest daughter Emma was ever-willing to read drafts and give sound advice. I would like to thank her and the rest of the family, and especially my wife Sarah Jane for her unfailing presence. Finally, my father brought home a copy of Paul Murray Kendall’s book on Richard III when I was a boy. I still have that book: it was the first history book I read from cover to cover. It sparked a life-long interest in Richard III and the search for truth in history. This book is dedicated to the memory of my father and his quest for truth, not only in history, but in life itself.
 

ONE

[image: images]

THE SHADOW OF AGINCOURT

On 22 August 1485 Richard III, by the Grace of God King of England and of France and lord of Ireland, wearing a specially-made golden crown fitted around his helmet, spurred his horse and charged into battle. By his side were his knights of the Body, his friends and loyal servants who had worked with him, lived with him and fought with him over many years. As the trumpets and drums were sounded and the stocky war-horses began to canter, the royal standard was unfurled and held aloft for all to see. It bore the cross of St George, patron saint of England and of soldiers, the white rose encircled by the rays of the sun representing the house of York and the white boar of Richard himself. Woven into the design was the royal motto, Dieu et Mon Droit, ‘For God and My Right’. The man entrusted with the honour of bearing into battle this heraldic symbol of majesty was James Harrington, friend, counsellor and retainer of the king. Around them were Harrington’s kinsmen and associates, colleagues and comrades, the Dacres, Parrs, Middletons, Huddlestons and Pilkingtons. These men were bound together by ties of family, history, culture and aspiration. They were intensely loyal to their lord and master, Richard III, and were willing to fight for him even unto death.

As their horses began to gallop down the slope, with armour and swords glinting and ringing in the dank dawn air hanging over the Leicestershire fields, the lives of these men rose up from the mundane to the sublime, entering a sphere in which the heroic deeds of legend, myth and history could be emulated in a reality that they had each striven to realise. They were to be tested in battle and with their education and training behind them, their true characters would now be revealed. In this moment lived the hope of everlasting glory, fame and honour. Wedded to the service of their lord by oaths of fealty, and to each other through their shared values and kinship, this troop of the royal household, the knights of the Body, armed with swords, flails, hammers, axes and lances, presented a spectacle of power, courage and unity which would never be seen again on English soil. As the hooves of several hundred horses thundered across the battlefield, an ancient code of ethics and loyalty, of honour exemplified in action through religious and physical sacrifice, was charging to an impelling convulsion. This last charge of knights in English history was more than the last throw of the dice for a beleaguered king: it was also the end of an era and the death of chivalry.

As the king and his knights, several hundred strong, swept in a panoply of power past the vanguard of the duke of Norfolk to their right, they may have known already that the loyal duke had been killed, and that the royal men-atarms in the marshy ground were being pushed back and were on the point of breaking. To their left stood the troops of Cheshire and Lancashire under the command of Thomas lord Stanley and his brother William. Ahead lay the isolated and vulnerable target presented by the rebel earl of Richmond, Henry Tudor, and his contingent of Lancastrians, exiles and French mercenaries. He had been moving towards the Stanley forces to encourage them to abandon King Richard and join him in his attempt to gain the throne. The tidal surge of horse and man pouring across the valley prevented that meeting and separated the untrustworthy Stanley brothers from the Tudor’s troops. Before the king lay his prey, the inexperienced Henry Tudor with a group of knights uncertain and untested in quality. Richard’s household troops crashed into the Tudor’s guard and began to force their way forward towards him through a melee of flashing maces, axes and swords. At that moment when all hung in the balance and the life of Henry Tudor lay at the mercy of the last Plantagenet king of England, William Stanley made his move. In an act of calculated treachery he threw his men into the fray and hurled them at the backs of the royal knights. Within feet of his quarry, Richard, having killed Henry Tudor’s standard bearer with his own hand, was surrounded and hacked to death, crying, ‘Treason! Treason!’

[image: images]

Richard’s death after a short reign of just over two years ushered in the Tudor era and, with it, the inevitable vilification of Richard and the destruction of his reputation. Richard was the most controversial king in English history even without the work of the Tudor propagandists. When his brother, Edward IV, had died in 1483, he had left his eldest son, twelve-year-old Edward V, as his successor. Within weeks the boy, with his younger brother, Richard, had been taken to the Tower of London from whence they never emerged. These two boys, the famous Princes in the Tower, were believed to have been murdered on the orders of Richard III, their uncle, so that he could become king instead. In a shocking and swift coup, Richard had seized power against all expectations, sweeping aside political opponents, ancient conventions and formal legalities. It is hardly surprising that the Tudor historians, keen to shore up the shaky credentials of Henry Tudor, should have had such an easy time in blackening Richard’s name and thereby justifying the accession of Henry VII.

The mystery and continuing controversy surrounding the usurpation of Richard and the fate of the Princes in the Tower, has led many to assume that what happened at the battle of Bosworth Field was a direct consequence of those events. They argue that Richard’s criminal actions in disposing so wantonly and callously of his nephews and taking the throne for himself, backfired in a reaction which brought him retribution and death. He received his just deserts, they say, and was killed at Bosworth because he could not rely on the loyalty of key men who had qualms about his stealing the crown, were shocked by the horrendous extinction of two innocent boys and felt morally obliged to rise up and oppose him. As we examine these events a little more closely, however, we will see that what happened at that battle had less to do with Richard’s usurpation and the disappearance of the princes than it had to do with the threat his kingship posed to the Stanley family and to the earl of Northumberland. When William Stanley betrayed Richard at Bosworth he could not have cared less about the legalities of the usurpation or the whereabouts of Richard’s nephews. What mattered to him was the wonderful opportunity presented by that magnificent charge of knights. By Richard’s side was James Harrington, a constant thorn in the side of Stanley ambitions in the north-west, along with his kinsmen and supporters, many of whom shared Harrington’s enmity of the Stanleys. Richard’s rule seriously threatened the expansion of Stanley power because he supported these men and disliked the Stanleys. If Richard made a mistake it was to alienate such powerful men and to invest so heavily in the goodwill and friendship of the northern gentry that formed his affinity. Bosworth was important because it was the beginning of the end of such factionalism. The Tudor dynasty monopolised power and destroyed the medieval regional and personal bonds upon which it had been founded. That Richard was unable to rise above the partisan loyalties and conflicts which led to his betrayal had much to do with his character, his beliefs and the events that shaped them in the years before he took the throne.

Historians have struggled to free British history from the shackles of 1485. It was not the battle of Bosworth Field that brought the end of an era, they argue, but events and shifting cultural currents on a broader sea. The medieval world, which we associate with damsels in distress being rescued from picturesque castles by knights in shining armour, had already been brought to an ignominious conclusion by the advent of gunpowder and artillery. The world of illuminated manuscripts, village pageants and monasteries was approaching its denouement as the twin forces of the Renaissance and the Reformation swept all before them. The printing press and improvements in navigation were changing the world in ways that could scarcely have been imagined a generation earlier. The true end of the Middle Ages, they argue, was 1453 when the Ottoman Turks finally took Constantinople and the Byzantine Empire came to an end. Or, they suggest, perhaps it was 1492 when Columbus set sail for the New World. Either way, it had little to do with a muddy spat on the border between Leicestershire and Warwickshire in 1485.

The extraordinary events at Bosworth, however, cannot be so lightly dismissed. It was unusual enough for a king to die in battle. This event itself was sufficiently rare to expose 1485 to the glare of historical scrutiny. The only other occasion in English history in which a king was killed fighting for his throne and dynastic ambitions was in 1066. In that year two kings met their deaths on English soil: Harald Hardrada of Norway and Harold II of England. Other kings had died in the pursuit of martial exploits – William the Conqueror had been thrown from his horse while on campaign in Normandy and Richard the Lionheart had died from wounds received at a siege – but none had actually died in battle. It was a rare and unusual event. Before the Conquest in 1066 Edmund Ironside had died shortly after the battle of Ashingdon in 1016 but we have to go into the murky depths of the Anglo-Saxon past, before England emerged as a political entity, to find similarly dramatic ends to the reign of kings. In those days, when kings were expected to lead troops in battle, violent death was something of an occupational hazard. Ethelfrith of Northumbria, killed in 616, set a trend in the northern kingdom and was followed in similar style by his three successors, Edwin, Oswald and Oswy, all duly killed fighting their neighbours. Penda of Mercia met his death in battle and Edmund of East Anglia was killed by the Vikings in 868. All these kings were expected to fight and to face death if necessary. With so many kingdoms jostling for position on such a small island, casualties were inevitable. The Viking invasions made the situation worse, of course, but they also cleared away several kingdoms and reduced the number of rivals to a manageable level. By the time William the Conqueror had arrived, much of the business of kingship could be accomplished in councils and banquets. For Richard to die in battle was unusual enough, but to die at the head of his household knights in a flurry of sword strokes after a thunderous charge, four hundred years after the battle of Hastings, was positively anachronistic.

It certainly never happened again. Two years later at the battle of Stoke, Henry VII kept a safe distance from the action and was never in danger. Henry VIII in the sixteenth century toyed with the idea of war but had learnt from his father the benefits of profitable posturing and diplomatic grand-standing. War was expensive and rather risky. Kings became adept at delegation when it came to these tricky matters. Elizabeth famously braved her own body in war against the Spanish, but only as far as reviewing her own troops at Tilbury before sitting back to receive news of the defeat of the Spanish Armada. Charles I found himself with plenty of fighting to do in the English Civil War of the seventeenth century but left it largely to his nephew, Prince Rupert. James II was present at the battle of the Boyne in Ireland but had enough good sense to allow himself room to escape when things got nasty. William III was brave enough but also fortunate to win over John Churchill, the first duke of Marlborough. With the greatest commander on the planet at one’s disposal it is safer to spend one’s time dodging mole hills at Hampton Court and letting the professionals fight it out on the battlefields of Europe. The last king of England to be present at a battle was George II, at Dettingen in 1743, but he was kept safely in the background while he displayed his warrior credentials to his own grandiloquent satisfaction, marching his horse about in fine style.

After the twelfth century hereditary succession had become well established and this meant that the military skills were not an essential qualification for the job of monarch. The lottery of birth would determine the martial abilities of the king, and this could hardly be relied upon. There were easier and more conventional ways of solving disputes. If fighting war was necessary then it should be left to those whose business it was. It was not in a king’s best interests to place himself in unnecessary danger and present an easy target for his enemies. Only in extreme circumstances would he do so. He might, however, place himself at the head of his army and invoke an ancient royal obligation to conquer enemies and lead his warriors to fame, wealth and victory, but in order to do so he would have to be the sort of man who bought into that concept and had the ability to sustain it. There were such men, and their reigns were lauded by the people in songs, chronicles and folklore. The ideal was still very much alive in Richard’s day in the memory of the great English conquests in France under Henry V. His victory at Agincourt in 1415 was still bright in the memory of many of those who fought at Bosworth, kindled and kept alight by the knowledge of their own family traditions and their forebears who were there on that glorious day.

As it happens, Richard would dearly have loved to be fighting another Agincourt, with the flower of French chivalry arrayed before him, rather than Henry Tudor with his motley collection of rebels, disaffected Lancastrians and international mercenaries. Ten years earlier, on the sixtieth anniversary of Agincourt, Richard, as duke of Gloucester, had been at that very place in France where the battle had taken place. Leading his men to battle he had eagerly anticipated invoking the spirit of Henry V and crushing the perfidious French beneath the heroic onslaught of English arms. Unfortunately for Richard, and to the disappointment and disbelief of a considerable number of his men, King Edward had other ideas. He had led the expedition to France, but was only too keen to be paid off by the French king and to return home again. Two years later their sister, Margaret, duchess of Burgundy, had appealed to them for help as Louis XI of France ravaged her dowager lands. Richard was desperately keen to help but was again thwarted by his more pragmatic and circumspect brother.1 Now that he was king himself it would only be a matter of time before Richard turned his attention to reviving hostilities against France. Indeed it was this very fact that had enabled Henry Tudor to receive the backing of the French king. Richard’s father, the duke of York, had been the last Englishman to achieve military success in France and everyone knew how keen his son was to emulate him.

The duke of York, also called Richard, had his own reasons for wanting to keep the flame of Agincourt alive. His own father, Richard earl of Cambridge, the grandfather of Richard III, had been executed by Henry V for his treasonable involvement in the Southampton Plot, on the eve of the expedition to France. This had left the four-year-old Richard in a difficult situation. As his mother had died giving birth to him he had become an orphan. His uncle, Edward, duke of York, went on to fight with Henry V at Agincourt and was killed, leaving no children. In view of this praiseworthy service, and out of pity for the small boy, Henry adopted Richard and gave him his uncle’s title and lands. The fortunes of the house of York were rescued by the great king and Richard, duke of York, began his life-long obsession with retaining, defending and finally retrieving Henry’s conquests in France. He had died, ironically, on English soil fighting against Henry V’s son. His own son, Richard III, was now king of England and was well aware how much his house owed to Henry V. As Richard faced Henry Tudor’s forces at Bosworth Field he, like Henry V before him, wore a crown of gold around his helmet.

There were other echoes of Agincourt at Bosworth. In his final hours, as he readied himself for battle, Richard was surrounded by a close-knit band of men whose ancestors had won renown at Agincourt. These men had been his indentured retainers when he had been duke of Gloucester and had found him to be a good lord. Thomas Dacre was ready to fight for the king in the same way that his grandfather had rendered service to Henry V at Agincourt. His cousins, the Harrington brothers, owed much to Richard and were with him as he charged to his death. Their grandfather had borne Henry V’s banner at Agincourt. Thomas Pilkington, related by marriage to the Harringtons, survived the battle of Bosworth but died fighting Tudor nonetheless, at the battle of Stoke. His uncle and great-uncle were at Agincourt. Another cousin of the Harringtons, John Huddleston, was also with them. Incredibly enough, his father had fought at Agincourt. Seventy years might not seem so far distant to these men, about to risk everything for their anointed sovereign.

There was one huge difference, however. Richard may have been surrounded by fiercely loyal knights, but he was not so fortunate in his magnates. John Howard, the duke of Norfolk, was heroically killed fighting with his troops at the front of Richard’s army, but the other two magnates present on Richard’s side did not share his loyal spirit. There is something immensely admirable about Howard’s faithful and mortal service. It provides a stark contrast to the dissembling, self-interested treason of Thomas lord Stanley, his brother William and the earl of Northumberland, Henry Percy. These three were to cost Richard his life and his throne. At least two out of the three had previous convictions. The Stanleys were past masters in the art of fence-sitting at battles. They usually ended up on the winning side. Their rise, through calculated acts of betrayal and disloyalty, is almost a paradigm of the age. Their grandfather, like the Harringtons, had fought for Henry V.2 Through carefully and adroitly shifting their loyalties according to the prevailing political wind, his grandsons had learnt to profit from England’s internecine warfare while their rivals, particularly the Harringtons, had remained loyal to the Yorkist cause and gained far less. It was Richard’s championing of the Harringtons and their friends, and his determination to reward their loyalty and service, which provides the most significant backdrop to the battle of Bosworth. Richard disliked the Stanleys, and they knew it. The hidden story at Bosworth is the tale of how, seventy years after the glorious triumph of a close-knit band of staunchly patriotic men, bound in fidelity to their king, their descendants were punished for their loyalty. Treachery, cunning, dissembling and ploy won the day at Bosworth, and trampled the older virtues into the mud. As our story unfolds we will see that Richard must take a portion of the blame for what befell him and his supporters at Bosworth. His promotion and support of his northern retainers was a considerable threat to the Stanley interests, and was intended to be so. Richard, unlike his brother Edward, and also Henry Tudor, found it difficult, if not impossible, to forgive disloyalty.

In a strange and perverse way it is a disservice to Richard to compare his behaviour at Bosworth with that of Henry V at Agincourt. Henry may have become the archetypal chivalric warrior-king, but he won that reputation while huddled behind his archers. He did not lead a charge of knights in the way Richard did. The famous longbow defeated the French, cutting them down in droves as they attempted to reach their enemy and fight it out in the traditional manner.3 The lesson of the Hundred Years War was that superior technology invariably wins battles. Henry V didn’t even want to fight the French at that stage. He was cornered like a bedraggled rat. He didn’t meet his death in battle either; he died of dysentery, leaving the colossal task of holding on to his conquests to his infant son, who made the task impossible by turning out to be an imbecile. Even Henry V’s motives for reviving the conflict with France raise questions. He was able to conveniently bury the shaky foundations of his own legitimacy, his father having usurped the English throne, by turning everyone’s attention elsewhere and claiming the French one. Let us not be too churlish and cynical, however, lest we deafen our ears to the clamour of adulation Henry inspired in his own day. What people loved about him, apart from the wonderful opportunities he provided to build a reputation, gain honours and make a fortune, was his kingliness. Kings conquered people, won battles, distributed largesse and behaved in a transcendent, royal way. There was something extraordinary about Henry, whether it was his self-belief, his imperial ambition, his ability to inspire others, or just his determination to be a great king. Above all else he was a unifier. All ranks knew where they stood with him and responded with hope and endeavour.

When Richard arrived at Bosworth, he could not dream of bringing such a reputation with him. It was not just his own usurpation that had muddied the waters of royal governance; the disastrous reign of Henry VI had damaged sovereign power immeasurably. What was needed was a king who could unite factions and stand above the partisan squabbles of lesser mortals. Richard was quite unable to do this. It says a great deal about his elder brother Edward, that despite some ghastly mistakes, particularly his potentially ruinous marriage to Elizabeth Woodville, he was able to put aside sentiment and act in the best interests of the greatest number. He usually had his eye on the bigger picture. Richard brought baggage with him to Bosworth and in the end it fell on top of him.

One bundle he carried with him was an antique, old-fashioned, somewhat romantic concept of chivalry. Take that charge of knights, with Richard at the head, galloping towards the enemy and an early grave. If Henry V, seventy years earlier, had found conquering France best accomplished by bows and sieges, what on earth was Richard doing? Even the great victories of Edward III, at Crecy and Poitiers, were gained by the longbow. English archers had consistently destroyed knightly formations throughout the Hundred Years War. Charges of knights were not only a thing of the past but also had a pretty poor historical track record. Richard must have been crazy or suicidal to launch one in 1485. There are certainly those who believe he was one of these or both, but the evidence shows that Richard’s mounted strike was a viable option at the time and almost paid off. It had been used to considerable effect by King Ferdinand of Castile at the battle of Toro as recently as 1476, and Richard may have heard about this.4 He certainly didn’t have to worry about the longbow. That remarkable weapon had already been superseded.

The French had turned their fortunes around by learning how to overcome the longbow and by inheriting a couple of good kings. When Charles VI had been their king, Henry V had been able to exploit the political turmoil caused by his insanity. What goes around comes around, or vice versa. By marrying Katherine Valois, daughter of Charles VI, Henry conveyed the mental instability of the French monarchy to the English. His own son, Henry VI, the son of that union, had calamitous bouts of insanity. The great medievalist, K.B. McFarlane, said of him ‘second childhood succeeded first without the usual interval and under him the medieval kingship was in abeyance.’5 His misrule, not surprisingly, coincided with a French revival. Charles VII was more competent than his predecessor in France while comparisons between Henry V and Henry VI are simply unkind. But all this change in fortune caused by the lottery of hereditary succession would have counted for little if it had not been for the French ability to overcome the threat posed by the longbow. Its English users, incidentally, never called it a longbow. It did not receive this appellation until the sixteenth century and was known merely as ‘the bow’ by contemporaries. The French called it ‘the bent stick’, when they were being polite about it. At Formigny in 1450 they had shown that it was possible to neutralise the threat posed by this formidable weapon by outflanking the archers. Archers could only be effective if their firepower was concentrated, and preferably against a concentrated enemy. Surrounded and facing different directions they were a liability. If the writing was on the wall by then, and plate armour worn by dismounted knights had already reduced its impact, then the game was well and truly up three years later at the battle of Castillon in 1453.

At Castillon the French built a palisade behind a massive ditch. It stretched seven hundred yards long and was an enormous two hundred yards across. If the attacking archers found the defenders beyond their range, that was nothing compared to the onslaught they faced themselves. The French blasted them to pieces with three hundred guns. They not only used cannon, with a range of four hundred yards, but also hand-guns. John Talbot, earl of Shrewsbury, had led the combined Gascon-English army with courage and skill but became trapped under his horse when it was hit by one of the diabolical new projectiles, and was beheaded with an axe.

The bow, French import in any case, was finished. Archers had probably priced themselves out of the market anyway. An ordinance of 1285 had decreed that one archer was owed by all those in possession of property valued at 40 – 100 shillings per annum. This was not an aristocratic holding and hit the pockets of the rising class of gentry landholders. When it was also decreed that the landholder could hire the archer himself, rather than rendering the service personally, it became just another expense to resist in the long and noble tradition of tax avoidance. At sixpence a day the archer could earn the equivalent of a skilled artisan’s annual salary in just twenty weeks; he was very expensive. He may have had a remarkable influence on events for almost four hundred years but his number was up. Oddly enough, this was not the case for the mounted soldier. This was partly because guns were difficult to manoeuvre and took so long to become reliable. Mobile artillery does not appear until Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden wheeled it from success to success across Europe in the early seventeenth century.

A charge of mounted knights in 1485, therefore, was not as foolhardy as one might at first think. Without archers to shoot him down and little or no manoeuvrable artillery as yet, Richard was actually deploying a formidable and legitimate battle tactic. It came remarkably close to success. Its failure may owe something to another French import, again developed to counter English battle tactics in France: the pike. The French had discovered that a sharp piece of metal fixed on to the end of an eighteen foot long spear was not attractive to rapidly approaching cavalry. The horses disliked them, they tended to avoid them, and they became discouraged and dispirited when driven towards them. When deployed in three ranks, the lower pointing upwards and the other two above them, in hedgehog style, horses found themselves confronting a bristling wall of sharp spikes. Horses cannot be trained to commit suicide: a method had been found for stopping them in their tracks. Historians are not certain whether pikes were deployed at Bosworth or not, but their presence, even in relatively small numbers, might account for the survival of Henry Tudor. They would have necessitated the dismounting of Richard and his household troops, if this had not been their intention in the first place. Dismounted, the knight was less formidable than he was charging into foot soldiers.6 Richard, however, faced an altogether different threat at Bosworth. He faced a weapon so lethal that, at the crucial moment when he was at his most vulnerable, dismounted and in the midst of the enemy, it caused him to be surrounded, overwhelmed and hacked to death. Richard was betrayed.

The betrayal of Richard at Bosworth caused his death and changed the course of English history. He was not defeated by superior weaponry or tactics, or by a more formidable opponent. Thomas lord Stanley and his brother William decided the outcome of the battle by joining Henry Tudor’s side just as Richard’s charge passed in front of them. They had done exactly the same thing – influencing the outcome of a battle by changing sides at the last minute – on previous occasions. It made perfect sense because it not only ensured that they survived but it also gained them rewards of gratitude from the victor. Minimising risk and maximising profit was the family business so successfully run by the Stanleys throughout the Wars of the Roses. Who can blame them? Their defenders point out that if we expected them to behave according to an aristocratic code of honour and fidelity, we expected too much. They argue that such a code, call it chivalry if you will, never truly existed. At the heart of all human activity is self-interest. If there ever was a chivalric code it had been invented by an aristocratic elite to defend its status and provide a gloss for its oppression. This may be so, but educating self-interest and investing it with a religious idealism can create a culture with the power to influence thinking, conduct, aspiration and ambition. The code of chivalry which still haunted the massive great halls in the castles inhabited by Richard in his youth may have been irrevocably eroded during his own lifetime but it could nevertheless find a resonance in his heart. It was based on the power of a relationship which might transcend kin. At its centre was an ancient concept of loyalty and lordship which has always existed in some form in most societies. It pre-dates the Norman Conquest and has always had two sides to it: the ideal and the reality.

The Venerable Bede tells us about a thane called Lilla who, in the early seventh century, flung his body in front of the king to take the blow from an assassin’s blade. He died in order to save King Edwin’s life.7 The same society produced a royal thane who stabbed King Edward to death. While King Alfred the Great was burning cakes in Somerset and the Vikings were burning his towns and villages, ealdorman Wulfhere surrendered to the enemy while ealdorman Odda, without even knowing whether King Alfred was still alive, defeated the Vikings in Devon and captured their famous raven banner.8 No doubt it would have been difficult to predict their behaviour in advance. Would their friends and acquaintances have been able to predict that Odda would behave heroically and faithfully while Wulfhere would take the road to infamy and disgrace? At the Battle of Maldon in 991, ealdorman Brihtnoth died fighting in defence of his country.9 His king, Ethelred the Unready, was too incompetent and cowardly to do any fighting himself, but that’s another story.10 The poet who left us a dramatic and evocative account of the battle, and may have been present himself, was struck by the contrast between the thanes of ealdorman Brihtnoth who surrounded his dead body on the battlefield and continued to defend it until they too had been killed, and the thanes who simply ran away. There seemed to him no accounting for the difference.11 He thought it marked the end of an era and perhaps he was right, but it is just as likely that the disparity between advantage and service had become too great. The ethical code always worked best when advantages both material and immaterial were close at hand.

Such a code existed in medieval times and was called chivalry. The term was adopted from the French chevalier in the late twelfth century, meaning simply a horseman. At its heart was an oath of fealty, binding a man in service to a lord and placing him under both subjection and protection. When he took his oath he performed homage and became a vassal. He devoted himself to his lord even unto death. His lord swore also, to protect him and to be his ‘good lord’. The ceremony was conducted in a church and had significant religious implications. The system worked to the mutual advantage of both. Good service from the vassal might be rewarded in innumerable ways: money, land, titles, offices, opportunities. The lord would gain labour, support, local influence and expertise. The relationship was essentially based on land tenure. With it went rank, class and the whole raft of inherited values and customs so essential for the self-definition of an aristocratic elite. It enshrined within the boundaries of service and patronage the unvoiced assumption that human society was a vehicle for the fulfilment of God’s will on earth. A few might set their sights higher still and, through emulation and inclination, seek to realise in themselves those Christian virtues that defined civilization.

From the time of the First Crusade in 1095 the Church had endeavoured to channel the energies of the warrior class into activities that would promote Christian virtues and benefit the Church at the same time. Knights going off to fight in crusades were called milites Christi, the soldiers of Christ. The military orders from which were recruited the knights needed to garrison the castles in the Holy Land were part monk, part knight. The Templars, the Hospitallers and the Teutonic Knights were highly-trained military divisions in the service of Christ. The Knights Hospitaller, for instance, took vows of celibacy, poverty and obedience exactly as they would if they were monks living in monasteries. They served God and their communities, guarding the pilgrim routes and providing state-of-the-art medical facilities in the great hospital of St John in Jerusalem.12 When the English became as enthusiastic about crusading as their continental counterparts, under Richard I at the end of the twelfth century, ordinary knighthood was transformed into a profession of arms with a strict code of ethics attached to it. The bonds of allegiance that had previously had a purely mercenary and military imperative now encompassed a culture of obligation and moral conduct which transformed them into honourable and elevating ties.13 Knights on crusade were offered the hope of salvation simply by undertaking the difficult journey to the Holy Land, before they had even lifted a sword against the enemies of the Church. Knighthood could reap eternal rewards.14

While all this was happening the physical world around them was being transformed as well. The Norman cathedrals, rather like their castles, built to demonstrate power and strength, with their characteristic semi-circular arches known as ‘Romanesque’, were being rebuilt with the new Gothic pointed arch. Open spaces and greater elevation provided soaring naves and sublime vistas; brute force was replaced by a more restrained strength. The flying buttress which concealed the support for bold and dramatic structures mirrored the training and austerity of the new knight as he conquered his barbaric tendencies and reached towards the aristocratic ideal.15 Beauty of form, created out of correct forms adhering to aesthetic values, was reflected in the premium now placed on beauty of conduct.

The process was informed by a growing body of literature celebrating the virtues of chivalric behaviour. The Romanesque language of the aristocracy exposed the island of Britain to the continental world of romance, minstrelsy and ballads. When Geoffrey of Monmouth produced his version of the Morte d’Arthur it was an instant hit. Arthur and his knights of the Round Table may have become the staple of the courtly entertainments provided in continental Europe, but he was, after all, a very local hero. English kings with military aspirations and ability were quick to adopt him as their own. Edward I had the putative bodies of Arthur and his queen, Guinevere, re-interred at Glastonbury in 1278 and held ‘round table’ pageants. His grandson Edward III instituted the Most Noble Order of the Garter in 1348 to unite the great men of the day in honourable service to the king. Arthur himself was the pattern of chivalry: noble, courteous, magnanimous and just.

These heroic ideals were still alive in Richard’s day. His brother had built St George’s chapel at Windsor to provide the knights of the Garter with their own sanctuary, both royal and sacred. Thomas Mallory’s prose version of the Arthurian epic was written in the 1470s and first printed by Caxton during Richard’s reign. Caxton dedicated his edition of the Order of Chivalry to Richard himself.16 Richard’s concern for justice for the common man was a feature of Arthurian conduct, along with an unyielding loyalty to his faithful servants.

At a more mundane level the system provided the means to advance, to ‘get on’. A vassal would expect to receive a grant of land, his fee, in return for the future service he would render. In the fifteenth century, as they had done in the eleventh, contracts based on rent and wages got business done at grass-roots level. If the business was fighting, then a tenant rendering service to a lord might contract that service out by hiring ‘indentured retainers’. These men formed the bulk of the armies slogging it out in the civil wars of the fifteenth century. They might enjoy chivalric tales and expect a certain standard from their lords, but then again they might not. The major crack appearing in the structure of this polity in the fifteenth century began to emerge as the tectonic plates of gentry influence and magnate power clashed. It was the rising class of powerful and influential knights, known as the gentry, who might serve the king directly and see him as their lord, rather than an aristocratic intermediary, that challenged, and ultimately changed, the feudal structure. It was at Bosworth that the rumbling earthquake finally struck. Stanley betrayed his king because that close-knit band of household troops around Richard, charging with him to share his destiny, was not a chivalric aristocratic elite, but a group of knights whose ambitions directly threatened Stanley. The gentry had, in a sense, arrived. Unfortunately they suffered a serious setback at Bosworth, but the main reason the battle must be seen as a turning-point is because it showed that the king could no longer rely on the medieval structure of allegiance and service. If members of the gentry could serve him directly, and become powerful in doing so, magnates could still trump him by leading their own retainers against him. A new structure was needed and the one that was to emerge would enable a new ‘middle class’ to flourish.
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In the meantime William Stanley got his calculations absolutely right. His timing was impeccable, his intervention decisive. Seeing Richard and his cavalry charging towards Henry Tudor’s standard, he flung his troops into the fray and ambushed the dangerously isolated king. Richard surely knew that Stanley might spoil the party in this way. In fact he was so distrustful of him that he held his son, the mysteriously named Lord Strange, as a hostage in his camp. Stanley was actually married to Henry Tudor’s mother, Margaret Beaufort. His defection was perfectly judged. When Henry became king he rewarded Stanley with an earldom. It seems inconceivable that Richard failed to recognise that Stanley’s impressive record of treachery was likely to be extended at Bosworth. Either Richard was guilty of a serious misjudgement of character or a catastrophic military miscalculation – perhaps both.

There is another possibility, although it by no means precludes elements of the above: that Richard, already aware that Norfolk was losing the main battle and that Henry Percy, earl of Northumberland, was unreliable and unlikely to commit his troops, made a decision which only he could have made. To understand it we will have to hear the whole story, but let it suffice to say for the moment that footling concerns about Stanley’s credibility were not one of his major preoccupations at this hour of need. Whether Richard made a misjudgement or not, in the end he was entirely true to himself. His brother had fled from a potential battle when he had seen that he would lose, and eventually returned from exile to reclaim his throne. This is something Richard had never done, and never would do. He trusted in his own ability, he trusted in his own destiny, and perhaps he trusted Stanley too much. While he had begun to exert pressure on Stanley’s power in the northwest, as we shall see, their old rivalry had been between magnates. Now that Richard was king, Stanley owed him allegiance.

Stanley’s supporters, few though they be, and Richard’s detractors, too many to number, are keen to exculpate Stanley from the charge of treason. His action, they argue, was amply justified by the crimes committed by Richard. Stanley’s soul, they say, has been vindicated in the court of history and enjoys the delights of the blessed. All he did was look after his own interests and who can condemn a man for that? Did Richard take such great care to avoid breaking an oath of allegiance when he imprisoned his nephews? Was not one of those nephews a king? For Richard to expect one of his magnates to keep faith when he himself had betrayed the trust of his brother, Edward IV, by ignoring his will, and then committed regicide by causing his nephew, Edward V, to ‘disappear’, for such a man to take the moral high ground against Stanley would be a bit rich.

Richard had usurped the throne, of that there can be no doubt. His nephew Edward V had sufficient right to inherit the throne from his father and it required swift action, violence and hastily-crafted counter-claims to dislodge him. We shall return to those dramatic events in due course, but for the present consideration it should be noted that Edward V, for all his assumption of regality, had not been crowned. Richard had broken his oath to young Edward, having initially accepted him as king and sworn to be his Protector, but he had not sworn an oath of allegiance to Edward as a crowned king. Indeed he had been determined to avoid that eventuality. The difference lay in the belief that the coronation service, and particularly the anointing of the king with holy oil, set that man apart. He was no longer what he had been. God now had a hand in his destiny. The oath taken by his magnates on that day, and Stanley had been one of the first to swear to King Richard, was sacred and inviolate. Whatever crimes Richard committed in order to displace his nephew, the accusation that he broke his oath to the anointed king could not be levelled at him. He, though, had been anointed. What is more, Richard had evidence to suggest that Stanley might remain loyal. During the storm created by Buckingham’s rebellion in 1483, Stanley, remarkably, did not join the rebels, one of whom was Henry Tudor. Certainly on the spur of the moment, in the heat of battle, it might be presumed that Stanley would hesitate sufficiently for Richard to get the job done. What did not help Richard at Bosworth was the resilience of Henry Tudor’s defences. Those pikes perhaps? Even then he was within feet of achieving his objective. He personally killed Henry’s standard bearer, William Brandon, according to Polydore Vergil, the historian of choice for the Tudors. It must have been frightfully close from Henry’s point of view. Richard having lost that decisive initiative, the Stanleys did the rest. It would be going too far to suggest that Richard misread the Stanleys and did not expect them to betray him, but he probably thought that the speed of his action would render them impotent. Stanley’s intervention turned out to be critical. Richard had staked everything on disposing of Tudor before Stanley made a hostile move. He failed. There was a huge element of risk in what he set out to do and in the end the gamble did not pay off.

Richard was just thirty-two when he was savagely cut down in the mire, and had reigned for less than two years and two months, yet his untimely end ensured that his reputation would forever be tarnished by the dark rumours of the fate of the Princes in the Tower. Like the dirt sticking to his bleeding and mutilated corpse, he had not had time to wash away the manner of his throne-taking. Bosworth ensured that Richard’s reign would always be remembered for the disappearance of two innocent little boys, and not much else. They certainly provided enough scandal to last over five hundred years, and will no doubt continue to invoke the sympathy of generations to come. What we have to be careful to avoid is concluding that Richard’s fate at Bosworth was a verdict on his reign. It was not, and we do not know how history would have remembered Richard if he had been given time to prove himself a good king. Previous usurpations had pretty much been accepted at the bar of history, having been followed by reigns more competent than those they supplanted. Henry IV had had Richard II murdered in prison in Pontefract. He may have spent the rest of his reign looking over his shoulder for ‘new broils commenced in strands afar remote’ and have left the impression of being ‘shaken’ and ‘wan with care’, but he at least ruled competently, whereas Richard II had not. Edward II met a gruesome end, despite the attempts by a recent historian to suggest that he escaped.17 His successor, Edward III, was not only a reasonably good king, but also the son and heir of the deceased Edward II. Young though Edward III was, he came as a blessed relief after the pathetically partisan incompetence of his father and his father’s historians.

Richard III’s case, however, was rather different. His nephew Edward V, aged twelve, had not had time to prove himself deficient. It could not be argued that he had forfeited his right to rule by his lack of ability. Nor did age bar him. The rule of a minor, though somewhat fraught and undesirable, was a constitutional option for which there were several precedents. One historian has pointed out that it worked ‘perfectly well’ in the cases of Henry III, Richard II and Henry VI, while conveniently ignoring the fact that these three had calamitous reigns that ended in civil war, rebellion and the murder of two of them. If one was going to use the argument that minority rule had been tried and tested then one would also have to ignore the fact that it had somehow managed to produce the worst possible kings. Why that should be is anybody’s guess. The same thing happened later when Edward VI succeeded Henry VIII. How many people lost their heads in order for that errant youth to sit uncomfortably on the throne? Minority rule was an option, but not, it has to be admitted, a perfect solution. That still does not exonerate Richard from the charge of illegally and brutally disinheriting his nephew in order to reign himself. We will consider that dark and sinister episode later, but for the time being we must be careful not to assume that the participants at Bosworth were passing judgement on the legitimacy of Richard’s rule. Many historians have fallen into this trap. Richard lost, they say, because his followers were reluctant to support him. They either stayed away from the battlefield in droves or, being present, they switched allegiance. They were shocked and affronted by Richard’s usurpation and unenthusiastic about fighting for him. Some argue that his short reign had been sufficiently partisan and discomforting for many of his subjects, and that they voted with their feet at Bosworth.

These arguments are founded on false premises. Support for the king was not overwhelming and perhaps, from Richard’s point of view, a little disappointing, but he had the wherewithal at Bosworth to get the job done. Henry Tudor’s support across the country was pathetic and certainly should not have caused regime change in 1485. His claim to the throne was risible. Bosworth was not the product of a groundswell of revulsion against Richard; on the contrary, it was a shock defeat, an unexpected result, an unlikely outcome. Everything hinged on the behaviour of the Stanleys; their defection changed the course of the battle and brought Richard an early death.

Nor can it be argued that the Stanley betrayal was symptomatic of a general malaise. Of course the fighting between the houses of York and Lancaster in the thirty years preceding Bosworth had weakened the bonds between lords and kings, between kings and subjects, but Stanley was no product of this weakening; rather, he was one of its chief causes. As a protagonist in the civil strife of a generation he had refined the art of disloyalty. Stanley killed Richard not because he felt that Richard needed replacing because his claim to the throne was weak or unjustified, not because he felt that Richard’s rule had not benefited the people of England, not because he feared the future consequences of that reign for the people, not because he disliked Richard’s foreign policy, domestic policy or religious policy. He killed Richard because he stood to gain far more from his death than he ever would from his continued reign. This was intensely personal. Richard, in part, brought this upon himself, as we shall see, by conducting himself in such a way as to alienate Stanley. We shall also see that he did this, not so much as a matter of misguided policy or an underestimation of the consequences of that policy, but as a matter of character. As we discover more about Richard’s character, his death at Stanley’s hands will make more sense.

Richard was not alone when he died. One man died with him whose story has never been fully told. James Harrington, knight of the Body, faithful servant of the Yorkists in general, and Richard in particular, mortal enemy of Thomas lord Stanley, was killed with his master. Richard had threatened Stanley’s local interests and paid a heavy price for it. The man whose cause he championed in the region was James Harrington, and the man who took James Harrington’s estates when he died was Thomas lord Stanley. To have both within his grasp in the melee at Bosworth must have presented an irresistible temptation to Stanley, and William did not hesitate. All talk of Richard’s past crimes, of his lack of support, of his panicky and suicidal final charge, must fade into the background while the story of James Harrington is told. His feud with Stanley, evolving as it did into a struggle for hegemony in the north-west, cost Richard his throne and his reputation - now almost impossible to salvage from the carnage of Bosworth.

None of the chronicles mentions James Harrington at Bosworth. One account of the battle, possibly based on an eyewitness account, The Most Pleasant Song of Lady Bessie, describes the heroic behaviour of ‘Sir William Harrington’, undoubtedly a mistake for either James or Robert. As with all accounts of the battle it is full of invention, supposition, rumour and error. The earliest transcription of the song dates from 1600 and had no doubt acquired some popular embellishments by then. Ironically enough it describes Harrington saving the life of Stanley’s son, the hostage Lord Strange. The ballad states that Richard ordered George Stanley, son of Thomas lord Stanley, to be beheaded but that Harrington made an excuse to avoid doing the deed, without Richard ever knowing.18 Given that Edward Stanley, George’s younger brother, is said to have poisoned James Harrington’s illegitimate son, John, in order to grab his property, and was also to disinherit Robert Harrington’s children, we can but hope that a Harrington had not intervened to save a Stanley at Bosworth. The other accounts of the battle do not give sufficient detail for Harrington to warrant a mention.

Naturally they describe Richard’s death. John Rous, currying favour with the new Tudor dynasty by portraying Richard as the Antichrist, suspends his vitriol for a space in order to report what everyone knew: Richard died bravely:


For all that, let me say the truth to his credit: that he bore himself like a gallant knight and, despite his little body and feeble strength, honourably defended himself to his last breath, shouting again and again that he had been betrayed, and crying ‘Treason! Treason!’19



Jean de Molinet, a contemporary French chronicler, disliking Richard and delighting in the fact that he had ended his murderous days ‘iniquitously and filthily in the dirt and mire’, cannot fail to admit that Richard ‘bore himself valiantly’.20 Polydore Vergil, an Italian humanist and Renaissance scholar, doing his best to write proper history, using sources unrelentingly hostile to Richard, described him deserted on the battlefield and, ‘alone was killed fighting manfully in the thickest press of his enemies.’21 The Croyland Chronicle, probably written within a year of the battle by a well-informed cleric, and once again notably critical of Richard, joins in the universal admiration for the manner of his death:


As for King Richard, he received many mortal wounds, and like a spirited and most courageous prince, fell in the battle and not in flight.22



The chroniclers also agree that his naked and mutilated body was exposed for all to see. The Croyland Chronicle tells us that Richard’s body ‘having been discovered among the dead … many other insults were offered’. The detail of what these insults might have been is supplied by others. Jean de Molinet tells us that his body was put on a horse and carried, ‘hair hanging as one would bear a sheep’, to the entrance to a village church where it was ‘displayed to the people naked and without any clothing’. The Great Chronicle of London, another Tudor product, probably that of Robert Fabyan, sheriff of London in 1493–4, gossipy and full of contradictions but containing some first-hand knowledge, delights in Richard’s ignominious end:


And Richard late king, his body despoiled to the skin and nought being left about him so much as would cover his privy member, was trussed behind a pursuivant called Norroy as a hog or other vile beast, and so, all bespattered with mire and filth, was brought to a church in Leicester for all men to wonder upon, and there lastly irreverently buried.23



The chronicler is either being deliberately disingenuous in his reference to the hog, or has fortuitously hit upon a very apt similitude. Richard’s emblem, the white boar, was known colloquially as the hog. Richard had chosen this because it symbolised the city of York, known in Roman times as Eboravicum. The boar, as it happened, was reputed to be a noble creature that, despite its ferocity and fearsome demeanour, only attacked in order to defend itself or its dependants. To be described in death as a hog may not have dismayed Richard’s soul as much as Fabian might have hoped.

Polydore Vergil has his pennyworth too:


The body of King Richard, naked of all clothing, and laid upon a horse’s back, with the arms and legs hanging down on both sides, was brought to the abbey of Franciscan monks at Leicester, a miserable spectacle in good truth, but not unworthy for the man’s life, and there was buried two days after without any pomp or solemn funeral.



This display, and probably the authentic accounts of his death also, were both necessary for Henry to expunge any hope Richard’s supporters may have entertained of reviving his cause. Richard has no known burial site. Whatever we think of him, his body warranted a burial. Even if one takes the view that he was a monstrously bad man, he had worn the crown of England. King John, almost a caricature of a bad king, is buried in splendour in Worcester Cathedral; Edward II, similarly bad, at Gloucester. When Richard II was murdered, Henry IV, his murderer, so like Henry VII in many ways, neglected his body but when Henry V became king almost the first thing he did was to bring that body from Pontefract to Westminster Abbey where it rests to this day. Even if one believes the king to have reigned unjustly, his proper burial is still necessary to protect the sanctity of his office. The monks at Worcester were keen to get John’s body because he had been an anointed king and therefore his remains would bring honour and prestige upon their house. William Rufus was an atheist who terrorised the Church but his body lies in the middle of Winchester Cathedral.

So where is Richard? Henry paid £10 1s in 1495 to have a tomb built for the body, in Leicester. A dispute between contractors then seems to have ensued and whether it was built or not is not known. If it was, Henry VIII destroyed its likely resting place, Grey Friars, Leicester, in the dissolution of the monasteries. Richard is thus unique in the annals of English history in possessing no grave, no tomb, no earthly resting place, certainly since poor old Harold lost everything at Hastings. Even Harold was sufficiently honoured by William the Conqueror, despite William considering him a usurper, to have the high altar of Battle Abbey built on the spot he died. It stood in that place until, inevitably, Henry VIII had his way. A plaque commemorates the spot.

Richard has an unlikely epitaph, however, in the poignant and unvarnished entry written by a secretary recording the minutes of the York City council meeting on the day after the battle:


Were assembled in the council chamber, where and when it was showed by diverse persons, and especially by John Spooner, sent unto the field of Redemore to bring tidings from the same to the city, that king Richard late mercifully reigning upon us was through great treason … piteously slain and murdered to the great heaviness of this city…24



The unfeigned love of that city expressed in those words invites us to consider what it was that they thought they had lost and what the real Richard was like.


TWO
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CHILDHOOD DANGERS

Richard Plantagenet was born at Fotheringhay on 2 October 1452. He was the youngest son of Richard, duke of York and Cecily Neville. His father was one of the most powerful members of the nobility and had a direct claim to the throne of England. At the time of Richard’s birth, the Yorkist line represented by his father was beginning to look like a viable alternative to the incompetence of Henry VI’s administration, at least in the eyes of the Yorkists themselves and their not inconsiderable number of supporters. His father, the duke of York, a simple and straightforward man of courage and integrity, was certainly beginning to consider the possibility of pressing his claim to the throne in the early 1450s, but England would be dragged into a violent civil war before this claim could be prosecuted fully. It was far harder to remove an anointed king than he imagined, even a bad one, especially if that king was the son of the great Henry V. In the end the duke of York never became king but he died in the attempt, and two of his sons, Edward and Richard, were to be crowned.

When he was born, however, there would have been universal astonishment at the suggestion that in a little over thirty years Richard, the youngest son of the duke of York, would be king. He had three older brothers who survived to adulthood, each of whom would have a better claim to the throne if such a claim was ever advanced. Their children would all take precedence over Richard, the junior cadet. He was destined for a life of aristocratic privilege in the peripatetic household of a great magnate with titles and honours befitting the status of the youngest son of a man descended from King Edward III.1 This would, in the normal course of events, have meant the inheriting in due course of a few good estates, the possibility of augmenting them through a good marriage and perhaps the title of marquis, viscount or even earl. He could expect to see royal service of one kind or another, perhaps on the council, and further opportunities for wealth and aggrandisement if he proved astute and competent. Even at the outset of his life the difference between his status and that of his older brothers was made clear by the granting of separate household establishments for Edward and Edmund, with governors and tutors, while Richard and his brother Clarence stayed with their mother at Fotheringhay.

There were worse places to stay. His mother knew her worth and lived the life of a senior ranking aristocratic lady of great taste, piety and refinement. Indeed, she cost her husband a fortune. She had at one time been friendly with the queen herself and did not brook rivals when it came to keeping up appearances. The Duchess Cecily, the daughter of Ralph earl of Westmorland, was herself the great-granddaughter of Edward III through her grandfather John of Gaunt. She was famous for her beauty, known as ‘the Rose of Raby’, and had married Richard of York when she was fourteen and he eighteen.2 They did not have children until she was twenty-four but she then produced thirteen in sixteen years, seven of whom survived childhood. She was thirty-seven when she gave birth to Richard and went on to have another child, Ursula, when Richard was three, but this little sister did not survive. Cecily was to live to see her daughter Margaret become duchess of Burgundy and her sons Edward and Richard become kings of England. She outlived her youngest son and not only witnessed the dramatic events of his usurpation and short reign, but also played some indiscernible part in shaping his destiny. In the end the fate of her male relatives provides a stark illustration of the turbulent times through which she lived: her husband and two of her sons were killed in battle and the third executed.

The world that Richard inhabited as a small child was an idyllic oasis of opulent calm. His eldest sister Anne had already left the nest to marry the duke of Exeter but Elizabeth was eight years old, Margaret six and George four when Richard was born. His two older brothers, Edward and Edmund would provide Richard with glimpses of adolescent knighthood at the great religious feasts and family celebrations he was allowed to witness in his early years. When Richard was six his eldest brother Edward reached the age of knighthood, and the following year Edmund followed suit. Those seven years, the gathering storm clouds of dynastic conflict and bloody violence darkening the end of the decade, gave Richard the rudimentary elements of the aristocratic beliefs, values, education and skills of his class in a relatively peaceful environment. All took place under the protective shadow of his grand but distant father.

Fotheringhay itself was a bustling community of soldiers, courtiers, stewards, officials, traders, servants, guests, musicians and priests. The castle possessed a great hall and apartments, kitchens, storerooms and recreation areas all in the shadow and protection of the great stone keep. One of Richard’s earliest memories would have been the view from the nursery across the winding River Nene and the gently undulating landscape of the woods and green pastures of Northamptonshire. The keep itself sat atop a huge earth mound, a Norman motte, and dominated the eastern part of the county. Climbing the staircases to the battlements at the top Richard could see for miles and sense the power and security the fortress still afforded. While the river meandered slowly in snake-like curves below, it was too deep and too wide to be forded by a hostile army. A wide moat allowed the castle grounds to resemble an island with a massive gatehouse barring the entrance.

A short distance away to the north stood the large and impressive collegiate church which Richard’s great-uncle Edward had founded for twelve priests. They had living accommodation, a library, cloisters and a refectory. The main purpose of such a college, apart from the training of priests and the advancement of learning, was to provide continual prayers for the souls of the founder and his dependants. Edward, the second duke of York, killed at Agincourt, was buried there. Richard’s father, the third duke, enlarged it and paid for its restoration and renovation while Richard’s brother, when he became King Edward IV, had the church almost completely rebuilt in grand style. The impressive nave and the beautiful octagonal tower still survive. The colourful medieval pulpit with the royal coat of arms on the back, was a gift from the same king. Supporting the royal shield are symbols representing his two brothers: the black bull of Clarence and, on the right, the white boar of Richard. This church meant a great deal to the Yorkists, and to Richard in particular. It was here that Richard stood as chief mourner at the delayed and emotionally charged reburial of his father in 1476.

When Henry VIII disbanded the college at the Reformation, the church, like so many subject to the wanton vandalism of that period, fell into disrepair. When Henry VIII’s daughter, Elizabeth I, paid a visit to Fotheringhay she was shocked by what she saw and paid for its restoration. Thanks to her, the memorials to Richard’s ancestors still stand on either side of the altar. She was well aware that these were her ancestors too. Henry VIII’s mother was Elizabeth, the daughter of Edward IV and the niece of Richard. He may not have cared much about it but Henry VIII was fifty per cent Yorkist. His daughter knew how important her Yorkist blood had been in shoring up the shaky credentials of the Tudor dynasty. The tombs of two dukes of York and of Cecily were restored.

The castle was not so fortunate and little now remains of it apart from the base of the keep, the sweep of the moat and the level ground where the great hall stood. The castle was deliberately destroyed, ironically enough, by Elizabeth’s successor James I. It was at Fotheringhay in 1587 that Elizabeth’s cousin, Mary Queen of Scots, was beheaded for treason. Mary was James’ mother and he had the castle ‘slighted’ for its part in her death. In the seventeenth century such impressive symbols of medieval power were worth more for the dressed stone they afforded than for any security they offered. Cannon balls had made them obsolete and peace had done the rest. The stone of Fotheringhay was eagerly snapped up by enterprising locals in the reign of Charles I. The Talbot Inn at nearby Oundle boasts a quantity of that once proud rock. It is perhaps fitting, but certainly not surprising, that Richard, with no known burial site, should share the windswept, forlorn ruins of his birth place with the Mary Stuart Society’s memorial to a queen whose head was severed from her body in the same place. Perhaps the spot was cursed. At least the local pub, where Ricardians can ruminate while drowning their sorrows, is named after a symbol of the dukes of York, the Falcon.

Richard was born in an archetypal medieval castle and died almost thirty-three years later in a classic charge of medieval knights, but the world into which he was born was changing rapidly. Richard was the last medieval king of England and something in him, aware perhaps of the shifting sands of time, longed for a return to the reassuring certainties of the age of chivalry. The changes that would sweep that world away were well advanced beyond the English horizon. In the same year of his birth Leonardo da Vinci was born in Florence. Italy was bursting with artistic talent, imagination and creativity. While Cosimo de Medici tightened his control over the republic of Florence, the Renaissance was being fostered by the profits from his bank. At the time Richard was born, the great sculptor Donatello, the first to produce a freestanding bronze statue since classical times, was producing his late masterpieces. Filippo Lippi was at the height of his powers while a young Botticelli was dazzling with his precocious talent.

While Richard was trying his first sword for size in the castle courtyard, Henry the Navigator was introducing sugar and coarse pepper to Europe: valuable preservatives. The Portuguese ruler, a grandson as it happens of John of Gaunt through the marriage of his daughter Philippa to John the Great of Portugal, had sent expeditions as far down the eastern coast of Africa as Sierra Leone. At his community in Sagres on the southern coast of Portugal mathematicians, astronomers, chart makers, shipmasters and translators were poring over Greek, Latin and Arabic texts while experimenting with ship design. The new caravel Henry produced, a synthesis of Classical and Arabic ideas, was especially suited to long voyages. The first set of latitudinal tables was produced there and improvements made to astronomical and navigational instruments. The New World awaited and while Spain and Portugal were dividing it between them England exported sheep’s wool to the Netherlands.

While Richard was learning to get to grips with a mace and trying to shoot rabbits with a bow and arrow, Ming dynasty China was putting the finishing touches to the reconstruction of Beijing. Ghengis Khan had destroyed the old one, as was his wont, and despite the efforts of his grandson Kublai, work was needed. The Temple of Heaven, the great avenue known as the Spirit Way with its sculptures of warriors and exotic beasts, and the blue, gold and silver imperial palace in the Forbidden City all survive today as reminders of a highly sophisticated fifteenth-century urban culture. The Ming emperors also promoted a somewhat puritanical absolutism and a distrust of outsiders which has always lingered over Chinese culture, but they were trading in tea, silk and porcelain while the English were bargaining over fleeces. They were also reading novels and newspapers a few hundred years before the rest of us.

Closer to home a colossal struggle was being waged between the Ottoman Turks and the Christian world. Sultan Mehmed I, appropriately known as ‘the Conqueror’, brought the Roman Empire finally to an end by taking Constantinople from the Byzantines a year after Richard was born. It was to be the new capital of the Ottoman Empire. The Sultan’s ambitions were not satisfied with this dramatic conquest and he turned his attention and military might on eastern Europe. As Richard, at the age of four, was learning the Lord’s Prayer and his father was grappling with Henry VI’s unsteady administration, John Hunyadi of Hungary was leading resistance to Sultan Mehmed at the siege of Belgrade. The Turks’ advance was halted. While a dynastic conflict between the supporters of the Lancastrian Henry VI and the Yorkist duke Richard was brewing in England, a head-on collision was taking place in eastern Europe between two great powers with opposing religions, histories, cultures and traditions. Matthias Corvinus, son of John Hunyadi, and a hero, autocrat, humanist and nation-builder, was defending European civilisation from the Turks while the young Richard was play-fighting with his brother George. Matthias founded the brilliant international university of Buda in his spare time while the English were seizing each other’s property.

As Richard looked in fascination at the brightly-coloured, illuminated initial letters painted on to the parchment of his mother’s bible, Johan Gutenberg was printing a bible in Mainz. Printing reached Paris in 1470 and England in 1476 when William Caxton printed Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales at his workshop in Westminster. The changing world was beginning to reach the court of Edward IV but Richard always seemed keen to hold on to the old. The year after he was born the English had been blasted out of France by new-fangled artillery and Richard’s father built his political career on claiming that the war had been conducted incompetently. His ultimate goal was a restoration by arms of English conquests on the Continent. His youngest son, Richard, growing up listening to tales of his father’s successful campaigns, hearing the daily prayers sung for his great-uncle Edward who died fighting in France, and possibly even hearing his father in person grumble about the incompetence, cowardice and lack of martial vigour now in England, developed a distinctly conservative attitude towards the French. It was an attitude steeped in the past, nurtured at Fotheringhay and owing much to his father.

While Cecily was giving birth to Richard, his father was in the midst of a grave political crisis. In the two years preceding his birth the polarisation of the political class into what might loosely be called Lancastrian and Yorkist had begun. Failure abroad and disorder at home created the dry tinder of discontent and faction. The king’s inability to deal effectively with his problems not only exacerbated the very real grievances of those suffering injustice, but also provided opportunities for the unscrupulous, or the lucky, to make gains. The king’s favourite, Edmund Beaufort, duke of Somerset, had returned from France having lost Anjou, Maine and Normandy. Only the fortress of Calais remained in English hands in the north and Gascony was under threat in the south, and yet the king would not hear criticism of Beaufort. There was considerable discontent and disturbance in England, fuelled by high taxation and the disgruntled returning soldiery. At the same time Somerset was waging his own political war against York.3

A serious rebellion in Kent in 1450, led by Jack Cade, was being blamed on York. The duke was worried that he might be indicted for treason and that the presence of Somerset by the king’s side was dangerous both to himself and to the country at large. York had presented the king with a bill for reform, ‘after the Comouns desyre’ in 1451. The king prevaricated, declining to give York authority to establish order and promising a settlement of his grievances ‘in schort tyme’. All York could get the king to agree to, was to give him a place on the council. He left London, a year before Richard’s birth, to gather support.4

York paid a visit to the holy shrine at Walsingham and then travelled to Norwich to converse with the duke of Norfolk. There were only four adult dukes in England and with Somerset and Exeter against him York needed Norfolk. He then went to visit the shrine of St Edmund at Bury St Edmunds in Suffolk before raising support in the Midlands and the Welsh marches. Advancing on London he was determined to have a greater say in events. He coordinated his entry into the capital with Norfolk who followed the next day. As York entered, surrounded by a considerable retinue of armed guards, he had his ducal sword borne upright before him, a gesture of profound, almost regal, significance.

During the course of the next few months the duke was outmanoeuvred by Somerset. The king began to rely once again on his household rather than a council and this meant York was excluded from the king’s company. So averse was the king to the presence of the duke of York that he went from the capital into Kent with the duke of Somerset and 3,000 men to restore order there. York was helpless and isolated. Popular though he no doubt was he was not astute enough when it came to political machination. He could not get the ear of the king and he could not win over a majority of the lords. Even his eldest daughter’s husband, the duke of Exeter, was more interested in getting his hands on the duchy of Lancaster and befriending the Percys in the north. The Percys were in almost continuous conflict over their northern interests with the Nevilles, who were York’s chief supporters. Weakness at the centre and misgovernance of the realm at large provided opportunities for men like Exeter. York, with his programme of ‘reform’ was a nuisance, not to say a threat. This was another legacy the young Richard was to inherit from his father: impatience with opposition, self-righteousness and an inability to calculate the self-interest of the leading magnates.

While he was in Kent the king was arresting trouble-makers and discovering to his increasing anger that they were largely the supporters of York. No doubt goaded on by Somerset he had men executed for talking against the king and ‘havyinge more favyr unto the Duke of Yorke thenne unto the kynge’. The king became convinced that rebellion was afoot and that York lay behind it. He was determined to discipline the duke and to neutralise him. York was forced into a humiliating climb-down at Dartford, having to beg for pardon and swear his allegiance to King Henry. With Somerset in the ascendant York retreated to his estates to lick his wounds.

In a letter to the city of Shrewsbury, written a few months before Richard was born, his father explained that he was in danger from the duke of Somerset who ‘laboreth continually about the King’s highness for my undoing, and to corrupt my blood, and to disinherit me and my heirs, and such persons as be about me’.5 Another inherited characteristic can here be detected; the duke of York was not only proud of his high birth and conscious of his noble inheritance, but also keen to ensure that his blood was not corrupted – that is, his royal blood should not be attainted. Accusations of treason could undo everything and York had only just escaped such an accusation by the skin of his teeth. With Somerset determined to strengthen his grip on power at York’s expense, the storm clouds of civil war were gathering.

Whether, during his troubled sojourn at Fotheringhay in the autumn of 1452, York popped along to the nursery to view the new arrival is not recorded. Whether he thought he was an ugly, scrawny, smelly thing to be avoided at all costs or a delightful, innocent little treasure in whose company solace could be found must remain a matter for speculation. He already had three healthy sons with whom the ducal inheritance might be guaranteed and the influence of the dynasty rescued, cherished and advanced. Richard was a minor insurance policy. Few would have been bold enough to predict that one day Richard would be king of England. A contemporary poet was even unsure whether the baby would survive. A verse rather tersely comments ‘Richard liveth yit’, having mentioned that a brother born before him, called Thomas, had died. These words could be taken to suggest that Richard was sick in his infancy and not expected to continue long in this world. Six of Cecily’s thirteen children did die; the poet was simply being realistic. In the outcome his pessimism was confounded by Richard’s survival.6

Richard was in his first year when the climactic events of 1453 unfolded. The fall of Constantinople was to have an effect upon England over time. Scholars, escaping from the city as the likelihood of destruction loomed, brought Greek philosophy and literature with them into Europe. The defeat of John Talbot at the battle of Castillon, and the loss of Gascony, had a more immediate impact. York’s concerns about the way the war in France was being conducted were vindicated and Somerset’s position, certainly in the long term, became untenable. News of the defeat began filtering through in early August, but before then two dramatic events closer to home changed the political landscape profoundly. At the very end of July 1453 Henry VI lapsed into serious mental illness and two months later the queen gave birth to a boy.

The first consequence of Henry’s insanity, possibly brought on by the disastrous news from France, would be to force the duke of Somerset to accept a wider consensus. He could no longer pretend to be enforcing the will and policy of the king. York would have to be admitted to the council. The second was to introduce complete uncertainty into the heart of the body politic. The king spent long periods gazing into space and saying nothing. If this was embarrassing at first it was a disaster soon enough. It was not only that the normal functions of the courts, of parliament, of commissions, of domestic and foreign policy, and the whole range of government business required the oversight, the assent, and the physical instrumentality by the use of the royal seals of the person of the king; the whole direction and morale of the country was predicated on a living, acting, purposeful royal human being at its centre.7 To have a vacuum at the heart of power was to cut off the blood supply to the rest of the body. Even a bad king was better than no king at all. At least you could attempt to secure a better future if the king’s will was known. You could work around it, keep a low profile, manipulate it to your advantage or rebel against it. Henry’s insanity removed all certainty. No one knew whether it was temporary or permanent. No one was willing to lift a hand against a non-entity. Treason might be justified if the monarch had behaved cruelly or unjustly, but if he merely stared innocently into space there was nothing of which to accuse him. Furthermore he was an anointed king and the son of the great Henry V. In the upshot Henry’s insanity was not the main dynastic problem. In the flexible, pragmatic way the English have for dealing with constitutional emergencies a workable solution was found in the creation of a Protectorate. The duke of York, in March 1454, came in from the cold and was proclaimed ‘Protector of the Realm and Chief Councillor’.

Margaret’s baby was an altogether different matter. With the birth of Edward, Prince of Wales, Henry VI had an heir. The duke of York’s claim to be the rightful successor of the king vanished. Furthermore, and far more problematic, the queen herself, as is the way of queen mothers, began to take an active interest in affairs. Not only was she keen to take a greater part in government now that her husband was incapacitated, but she was also resolutely determined to secure the interests and the succession of her son. Her intervention, hatred of York as the perceived threat to the interests of her child and partisan fanaticism for the rights of her infant led, tragically but inevitably, to her son’s death in battle. York may have been able, indeed initially had been able, to accommodate the new political reality. He may have been capable of renouncing his ambition to succeed Henry VI and may perhaps have been willing to act as Protector until the new king reached maturity, but all was scuppered by Queen Margaret’s distrust of him. She was convinced that the duke of York posed a threat to her son and, as a consequence, peaceful solutions evaporated.8

York, it is true, can hardly claim to have acted impartially himself. During his first Protectorate he imprisoned Somerset in the Tower of London and appointed the earl of Salisbury, his own brother-in-law, as chancellor. This was the most important office of state as the chancellor was the keeper of the Great Seal, the instrument by which all government acts were validated. A position of such trust was traditionally given to a leading churchman. Cecily’s brother was many things but a notable ecclesiastic he was not. However well or otherwise this may have turned out, another dramatic twist threw everything into confusion again. On Christmas Day 1454, Henry VI recovered his wits. To the astonishment of the whole company he began to recognise those around him and to speak lucidly. Margaret rushed to bring her son to him and presented him with the boy he had not yet acknowledged. He asked its name and when he was told it was called Edward he wept for joy. Edward was the name of his favourite saint, a king only marginally more competent than Henry himself. Another king to revere the memory of Edward the Confessor had been Henry III, a king as dreadful as any, whose reign had ended in civil war. All three left fine buildings: Edward the Confessor built Westminster Abbey, Henry III rebuilt it – the building we see today is largely his recreation – and Henry VI built Eton College and King’s College Chapel in Cambridge.

From York’s point of view it would have been better if King Henry had remained incapacitated. Whatever it was that caused him to lose his wits, it continued to affect him when he recovered them. His judgement was poor, his mind weak and his personality susceptible to influence: all that was undesirable in a medieval king.9 There was now the added danger of Queen Margaret. The king was wholly under her control and that of Somerset. This was starkly revealed in March 1455 when Henry dismissed York from the Protectorate, Salisbury from the chancellorship and released Somerset from the Tower. In a Great Council held at Greenwich, Somerset was declared innocent of all charges made against him. No one knew how long the king’s fragile sanity would last but all knew that Somerset’s position depended on it. He acted swiftly while he could, meeting with his supporters in April and agreeing on a strategy that would ensure his influence could survive another bout of royal debilitation. Confident of support among the nobility, he called a great council to meet at Leicester. York, Salisbury and Salisbury’s son, Warwick, were not invited. York knew that if this council met it would be packed with peers hostile to him and would lead to his impeachment. With Salisbury, he retired to his northern estates to raise troops. His aim, as a matter of survival, was to prevent the great council from meeting.

The stage was set for a showdown. As soon as Somerset realised that York was raising troops he sent out summonses far and wide. York and the Nevilles moved south while the king left London to proceed to Leicester. It was only when Somerset was informed that York had passed Leicester that he realised that his enemy was intent on preventing the king from reaching the council. Somerset ordered his supporters and their levies to join him at St Albans where the king would be stopping for the night. Those around the king began to realise that York might actually attack the royal party and they hastily dismissed Somerset from his office of constable, appointed a third party, Buckingham, and attempted to negotiate. The two camps met in the town. Buckingham opened negotiations with York but York wanted Somerset arrested again on charges of conspiring to influence the king against him and this Buckingham could not do; the king had already pardoned Somerset at the Greenwich council. Buckingham stalled for time while more royal troops were arriving. York had to act quickly.

It was the morning of 22 May 1455 and, as it became clear that negotiations had failed, the royal standard was unfurled and set up in the marketplace, next to the king’s tent. All those who advanced against it would be guilty of treason. It was the king’s battle standard. York and his supporters were all traitors now. They had threatened the king and the least they could now expect was execution and forfeiture. There was no going back and the ensuing murderous débâcle has acquired the dubious honour of being considered the first battle in the Wars of the Roses. It wasn’t much of a battle in truth. There were no more than two thousand Lancastrian supporters of the king and slightly more Yorkists. As York and Salisbury attempted to break through the gates of the town, heavily defended by Lord Clifford, Northumberland and Somerset, Warwick crossed over a ditch between the gates and soon found himself in the marketplace with the royal tent in front of him and Lancastrian troops still putting their armour on. An alarm bell sounded to warn that the king was in danger; hurrying to his aid, Northumberland and Somerset abandoned the gates. They were too late and had put themselves in the line of fire. Warwick’s troops let fly a volley of arrows, wounding Buckingham’s son and killing Clifford and Northumberland. Somerset fled to the Castle Inn where he was cornered. History has a duty to record that Edmund Beaufort, duke of Somerset, realising that he was about to be captured, decided to brave it out and die fighting like a true knight. Tradition says that he killed four men before he himself was hacked to death. He may have brought the country to the very brink of civil war but he died nobly.10

There were only about a hundred casualties at the first battle of St Albans but many of them were high-profile lords. As the vicious storm of arrows struck the Lancastrian camp the most high-profile of the lot was also struck. Henry VI, king of England, was hit in the neck and wounded. He was a fraction of an inch away from death. History hinges on such fractions. If Henry had been killed, Richard of York would no doubt have claimed the throne as Richard III. That would not have been the end of the civil war, one suspects, but would have made a difference to the career of his son Richard. As it happened Henry survived. Bleeding from his brush with death, he hid in a tanner’s house where he was discovered by York’s men. To their credit they attended to his scratch and took him into the nearby abbey where, on bended knee, they professed their allegiance and sought forgiveness.

It would have been easy to finish Henry off and make a new start. We tend to assume that with the crown within their grasp medieval aristocrats with royal blood in them would not hesitate to seize it. At the first battle of St Albans in May 1455 they did precisely the opposite. Respect for royal authority, the importance of legitimacy and the sanctity of the anointed all contributed to the universal abhorrence of regicide. At the subsequent crown-wearing ceremony at St Paul’s cathedral on Whit Sunday it was York, at the specific request of the king, who placed the crown on Henry’s head, rather than Archbishop Bourchier.11 A few days after the battle, John Crane wrote to his kinsman John Paston with news of the fighting: ‘As for our sovereign lord, thanked be God, he has no great harm.’ There was no appetite for dynastic change. Because the legitimacy of Henry was never challenged or questioned, he could not be brushed aside.12

York did not even seek to profit from the victory overmuch. The fighting had served its purpose in getting rid of Somerset. The Nevilles, Salisbury and Warwick, who were Cecily’s brother and his son, and the Bourchiers who were York’s sister Isabel’s husband and brothers-in-law, all gained the lion-share and mostly at the expense of the Percys of Northumberland. York called a Parliament where he made a profuse declaration of loyalty to the king and the house of Lancaster. He was content to accept the honorific title of constable of England. His feelings towards the Lancastrian king were rather different five years later when he was quite prepared to do away with Henry and take the throne himself. The reason for the contrast was the behaviour of Margaret of Anjou, Henry’s wife, in the intervening period.

Although Somerset was now dead, Margaret resented his demise and allied herself with his son and the sons of the other lords killed at St Albans. She cultivated the friendship of those hostile to York, particularly the earls of Wiltshire and Shrewsbury, and single-mindedly sought to destroy him. He posed a threat, not only to her husband, but also to her beloved son and heir. Given that York could easily have disposed of her husband in a tanner’s shop in St Albans, but had refrained from doing so, and given his suppression of violence subsequently and his adherence to constitutional norms, it ought to have been possible to live peaceably with him. If this had been achieved, the first battle of St Albans may have been the last and not the first in a civil war. It might be remembered as a bloody aristocratic affray, if it was remembered at all, rather than the beginning of the Wars of the Roses.

Margaret moved to the Midlands, taking Henry with her, and for the next four years England was governed from Coventry. The routine bureaucratic functions of government were still discharged from Westminster. Royal authority could only be hampered and diminished by this arrangement and York increasingly pushed into opposition. York had briefly exercised a second Protectorate at the end of 1455 when it became clear again that Henry’s mental health was deteriorating. If the news of Castillon and the realisation that he had succeeded in losing almost all of his great father’s conquests in France had tipped him over the edge in August 1453, then perhaps the stress of the battle of St Albans had a similar impact in the summer of 1455. He was nevertheless well enough in February 1456 to dismiss York, or, more accurately, to accept his resignation. Margaret, replacing Somerset as the power behind the throne, was one headache for the council: John Bocking, writing to John Paston at this time described her as ‘a grete and stronge laboured woman’ and John Benet, a contemporary chronicler, said that she ‘greatly loathed’ both York and Warwick, but York’s programme of reform was another.13 The peers were simply not prepared to accept the resumption of their lands by the crown. York knew that Henry had plunged the monarchy into financial crisis by granting too much land to magnates. Retrieving it was a prudent and sensible option but impossible to effect without serious and powerful opposition. It was opposition that Margaret was only too keen to exploit. York was up against forces beyond his control. Because he was not king, everything he tried to do in the king’s name could be construed as partisan, as exploiting royal authority, as seeking to pervert the administration of the realm for his own ends. Even his talk of the ‘common weal’ could be misconstrued. It had connotations associated with the mob, with violence and with lawlessness. The truth was that neither Margaret nor York was ultimately to blame for the descent into civil war; the problem was the king.

It was impossible for the government of England to function for any period of time in the Middle Ages without effective kingship. It is all very well considering Henry VI as a feeble but unfortunate and much-maligned king. His reign was a disaster for everyone. Thousands died because of it, fighting their fellow countrymen, their neighbours and their kinsmen. All they wanted was an authority strong enough to be impartial and careful enough to bind them all together. Instead they were exposed to the dreadful vicissitudes of arbitrary whim: weakness at the centre which could only bring ruin to all. Some consider Henry VI a saint, a man whose birth cost him the religious solitude he craved. Be that as it may, his craven ineptitude damaged England and many of those who had the misfortune to be born during his reign. It might have been better if scruples had not intervened in the tanner’s house at St Albans.

Even though an uneasy political truce existed from 1455–1459 between York and Margaret, it is unlikely that Richard saw much of his father at Fotheringhay. York was still the most powerful magnate in England and doing his best to quell widespread disturbances. Feuds and lawless violence, the symptoms of weak kingship, were rife in Devon, Kent, Northumberland and Wales. James II of Scotland had to be seen off too. The primary duties of a king, peace at home and security on the borders, were so badly neglected that minor tensions anywhere could escalate into violence. York spent his time based at Sandal in west Yorkshire when in the north, Ludlow in Shropshire when in the west or Sir John Fastolf’s mansion when in London. His London residence, Baynards Castle, had been taken by Margaret in 1453 but he seems to have re-acquired it by 1458. The occasional visit to his family – York always valued Cecily’s advice and company – and the news constantly arriving at his household would have been full of the talk of dangerous queens, weak kings, foreign humiliations and the old royal blood of England. If all this meant nothing to Richard as a sixyear-old boy, it is possible that it began to mean something to him as he turned seven. At that rather impressionable age his life was turned upside down.

In 1458 it was becoming clear to York that Margaret was gathering her forces to challenge him. He was losing offices such as stewardships and wardenships to her supporters. Government by council and noble cooperation was not in her interests as it sustained York’s authority. As her control over the king increased so the role of the council diminished. In March 1458 the council had engineered a display of reconciliation between the Yorkists and the heirs of the Lancastrians killed at St Albans. This so-called ‘Loveday’ was hijacked by Margaret who turned it into a spectacle in which she and the king paraded with the rival magnates who walked through the streets of London holding hands. The queen herself walked beside York. She, who had no constitutional right to legal authority over the magnates, made herself the equal of York. All this contrived ceremony demonstrated was that two equal factions existed among the nobility, and that the queen controlled the king. Both sides now knew that cooperation in an impartial council was impossible. The king had a beatific smile on his face as he left St Paul’s, as if this was the end of all his troubles.14

Margaret realised that time was of the essence. Warwick had a powerful garrison at Calais and York’s strength was growing. In June 1459 she summoned a great council to meet at Coventry. York, Salisbury, Warwick and the Bourchiers were not invited. It was clear that she was going to have them indicted. York knew he was in danger and gathered his family and retainers at Ludlow. The shadows and swirling mists of intangible forces which had hardly disturbed Cecily’s household at Fotheringhay now assumed the rude and noisy forms of hurried packing, galloping horses, glints of steel and barked commands. The duchess and her children made haste across the west Midlands and into Shropshire. Everywhere they went the signs of musters could be seen: groups of infantry, cavalry and archers making their way to their rendezvouses.

At Ludlow Richard would have seen soldiers gathering, messengers racing, defences raised, weapons readied, worried faces and servants bustling everywhere. His father presided gravely but purposefully over all. The two oldest boys, Edward and Edmund, were in their father’s counsels and had their own bristling retinues. Ten-year-old George no doubt wished he had the same. He, closer to Richard than the others, would have transmitted his fears, excitement and anticipation to his younger brother. The news was that their uncle, the earl of Salisbury, was making his way towards them from Yorkshire, with his northern retainers armed to the teeth, being shadowed by Lord Audley and a hostile royal army. Their cousin, Warwick, had just arrived with his forces after being pursued all the way across England by the young duke of Somerset, who was no doubt eager to settle a few scores. Warwick had part of his Calais garrison with him, though not as much as the duke of York would have liked, when he arrived unscathed at the end of September. Ludlow was getting crowded.

Not crowded enough as it happened. Margaret was assembling the royal host and determined to get rid of York once and for all. He was badly outnumbered and needed Salisbury to get to him quickly. Salisbury did his best but was unable to slip past Lord Audley and, a few miles west of Market Drayton, he was confronted by a vastly superior force of Cheshire levies under the colours of Margaret’s son Edward, Prince of Wales. At Blore Heath the two armies clashed. If St Albans had been a short, sharp affray, Blore Heath was a real battle. Salisbury had 5,000 men and was outnumbered by a Lancastrian force of at least 10,000. The decisive difference between the two armies, however, was not in their numbers but in their commanders. Audley had some experience of fighting in France, but not much, while Salisbury was a seasoned campaigner of great ability and experience. Audley was also hampered by his strange orders from Margaret to take Salisbury prisoner. How he was expected to do this was anyone’s guess. In the end the attempt cost him his life. Audley’s force was mainly cavalry and Salisbury’s archers spent much of the morning shooting their horses from under them. When the Lancastrians dismounted, fierce hand-to-hand fighting ensued which the Yorkist infantry were better equipped to handle. Audley’s death saw the remaining Lancastrian cavalry disappear and Salisbury’s route to Ludlow open. Unfortunately for the duke of York however, Salisbury’s victory had been too hard won. A glance at the casualty figures tells us everything. Salisbury had two thousand men killed while Audley lost only five hundred. It had been a classic pyrrhic victory. So battered were Salisbury’s troops that he allowed many of the survivors to return to their homes in the north, including his two sons, Thomas and John Neville.15

While the battle had been raging, troops from Lancashire led by Thomas lord Stanley and his brother Sir William Stanley stood idly by. They had been commanded to join Audley by Margaret. They both disobeyed that order. Thomas watched events and then sent a congratulatory letter to Salisbury, while William changed sides and joined the Yorkists. After the battle Salisbury’s sons and Thomas Harrington with his own son James were ambushed at Acton Bridge and imprisoned in Chester castle. They had either been pursued on their way back to Yorkshire or, more probably, had themselves been pursuing Lancastrian stragglers and been outnumbered. The fate of the two Stanleys, who profited by betraying their sovereign, and of the Harringtons who suffered because of their fidelity to York, presaged events a quarter of a century later at Bosworth Field. At that battle these two Stanleys would act in exactly the same way once again. Thomas would withhold his forces from the king while William would throw in his lot with the king’s enemies. That king would be Richard, now just over a week away from his seventh birthday and waiting for news in Ludlow. James Harrington, faithful to the Yorkist cause and now suffering for it in Chester, would pay the ultimate price for his life-long devotion to the Yorkists and die at Bosworth by Richard’s side. His father, Thomas, in Chester castle with him, was to die by the side of the duke of York in a little over a year’s time.

As Salisbury arrived at Ludlow with his battered and blood-stained troops, his main concern would have been the fate of his sons and their Harrington companions. Even if Richard had overheard these conversations, their meaning would surely have been lost in the ferment and anxiety all around him. The evidence of danger and alarm was everywhere: the wounded and exhausted soldiery billeted in the town, their captains in the castle, his father’s own realisation that his forces were insufficient, Cecily’s consternation and fear for the safety of the family, Warwick’s concern for the safety of his captured brothers. The names of Stanley and of Harrington would have meant nothing to Richard then but they were to relive the parts they played at Blore Heath with uncanny accuracy and calamitous consequences at Bosworth Field. If Richard had been old enough to understand what had happened at Blore Heath, if he had been able to learn the lessons it taught, he might have saved his life at Bosworth. In the event the seventh anniversary of his birth was spent in spiralling confusion and incomprehensible danger.

If York’s aim had been to gather sufficient protection to negotiate from strength, rather as he had done before at St Albans, his plan had miscarried. Margaret was not going to make the same mistake twice. The king would not be caught off-guard this time. For two weeks both sides licked their wounds and waited for the dust to settle. Then, on 9 October, the king summoned Parliament to meet on 21 November at Coventry. The ‘St Albans Three’, Warwick, Salisbury and York, were not invited. It was clear that the purpose of the Parliament was to impeach the three lords and pass acts of attainder against them. Almost at the same time as the summons was being issued, the bishop of Salisbury arrived at Ludlow offering a royal pardon to the Yorkist lords if they would surrender themselves to the king. Having not been summoned to Parliament, Warwick replied to the bishop that their safety was compromised. If they were in the king’s custody and Parliament declared them traitors, as was clearly Margaret’s intention, they were doomed. In any case, as York pointed out, for what were they being pardoned? To accept a pardon was to accept their guilt.16

As the bishop left Ludlow, York, Salisbury and Warwick led their armies swiftly to Worcester. They had felt trapped at Ludlow and needed to move closer to their Midland estates where reinforcements might be found. As if to illustrate the determination of Margaret to pin them down and prevent them from escaping her clutches, they were met at Worcester by Garter Herald who solemnly declared them traitors. They persuaded the herald to accompany them to Worcester Cathedral where, at the high altar, they declared their allegiance to Henry. They then signed a letter for him to take to the king explaining that their military defiance was simply self-defence. This was any man’s prerogative, and few could deny that their lives were in danger. There was no question that the Yorkists were in a battle for survival. York turned south, perhaps hoping to make it to London. In the event he was confronted by a Lancastrian army near Tewkesbury and, knowing he was outnumbered, he returned once again to his stronghold at Ludlow without giving battle.

In a field outside the town, across Ludford Bridge, York established his camp, fortified his position as best he could, and awaited the royal army. The whole family, watching from the castle heights, could see the armies taking up positions in the field. On the horizon the king’s forces were arriving. Richard would have been aware that his uncle, cousin, father and eldest brother, Edward, were facing a hostile army which was heading towards the castle and the town of Ludlow. If those pillars of manhood failed to defeat that army then Richard, his brothers George and Edmund, his sister Margaret and their mother Cecily would be in mortal danger. Only his sisters – Elizabeth, married the previous year to John de la Pole at the age of fourteen, and Anne, married to Exeter – would be out of harm’s way. His father was outnumbered something like three to one. Catastrophe seemed inevitable.

The armies manoeuvred into position and as dawn broke on the 12 October hurried preparations were made for battle. York had managed to obtain several cannon and they fired intermittently, randomly and to little effect into the Lancastrian lines. Before York were three hefty contingents lead by Humphrey Stafford, duke of Buckingham, whose son had been wounded at St Albans, Henry Percy, earl of Northumberland, whose father had been killed at St Albans, and Henry Beaufort, Duke of Somerset, whose father had also been killed at St Albans. These men were on a mission. They were hell-bent on revenge. Even more worrying from York’s point of view was the fact that they were accompanied by fourteen other lords and their retinues. Bringing up the rear, at a safe distance this time, were the king and queen. As the day wore on heralds approached the Yorkist ranks and offered a royal pardon to all those who deserted. The royal standard was once again unfurled, as it had been four years earlier at St Albans. York, Warwick and Salisbury spent the afternoon rallying their troops who showed distinct signs of recalcitrance. They had little enthusiasm for a battle against their own king, especially as no one seemed to know what would happen if the king were to be defeated. York was not claiming to be king. If his problem was the threat to his own life then perhaps it might be better if he rode off into the night and saved everybody else’s lives along with his own. In the end this was precisely what he did do.

At some point in the evening, Andrew Trollope accepted the king’s offer of a pardon and led his crack Calais troops over to the Lancastrians. Others followed suit. Outnumbered now more than ever, it would have been suicidal for the Yorkists to engage in battle. At about midnight York, Warwick and Salisbury went back to Ludlow castle. There they took their leave and fled. York, with his son Edmund, earl of Rutland, by his side, sped through Wales, destroying every bridge they crossed to evade any pursuit, and took ship for Ireland. Warwick, Salisbury and York’s eldest son Edward, now earl of March, fled abroad too and ended up in Calais. Cecily and the three youngest children, George, Margaret and Richard, were abandoned to their fate. One chronicle speaks of Cecily standing in the marketplace at Ludlow, her children beside her, trusting to the mercy of the Lancastrians. For their part, finding on the morning of the 13 October that their opponents had abandoned their battle standards and their troops, the surprised Lancastrians accepted the surrender of their equally bemused opponents and contented themselves with looting, plundering and ransacking Ludlow. The battle, with virtually no casualties, became known as ‘the Rout of Ludford Field’.

It is difficult to assess the danger Cecily and her younger children faced. No one lifted a finger against them and she was permitted to remain at Ludlow for the next few weeks. When her husband was duly attainted at the November Parliament in Coventry, known to Yorkists as the Parliament of Devils, she lost everything, including Ludlow itself, and threw herself on the king’s mercy. He granted her a pension of 1,000 marks a year and handed her over to the keeping of her sister Anne and her husband, the duke of Buckingham. Cecily, the young Richard still in tow, probably ended up in the not inconsiderable grandeur of the duke’s palatial residence at Maxstoke castle in Warwickshire. Due largely to her former friendship with Margaret, Cecily and her little innocents were safe, and York knew as much.

Nevertheless, Margaret was appallingly bad at controlling her troops and the Ludlow riot might well have led to some accidental deaths. It certainly cannot have been pleasant for York’s family to have been witness to the violence and the ransacking of their own home. A London writer, William Gregory, heard that


the king’s gallants at Ludlowe, whenn they hadd drokyn i-nowe of wyne that was in tavernys and in othyr placys ... robbyd the towne, and bare awaye bedding, clothe and othyr stuffe, and defoulyd many wymmen.



This writer also describes Cecily going to the king at Coventry where she ‘submyttd hyr unto hys grace’. We are told that the king ‘fulle humbely grauntyde hyr grace, and to alle hyrs that wolde come with hyr’.17 The Coventry Parliament confirmed her grant of a pension for ‘the relief of her and her infants who had not offended against the king’. The whole episode can only have been a harrowing experience even if we do not accept William Gregory’s view that the duke of Buckingham and his lady, Anne, Cecily’s sister, kept her ‘fulle strayte and many a grete rebuke’. She had lost pretty much everything. Richard was the youngest son of a traitor who had lost all his lands and possessions, had fled from a battlefield and had abandoned his wife and small children to go into exile.

Cecily and her offspring spent six months with Humphrey, the duke of Buckingham, and the duchess Anne. Humphrey was a Lancastrian in so far as he would not fight against the king. He had been with the king in his tent when Warwick had unleashed his volley of arrows at St Albans, and was wounded in the subsequent melee. His eldest son, also called Humphrey, was also wounded in the battle. This son had died sometime between the battle and the arrival of Cecily, leaving a son named Henry, who was now the heir of the first Humphrey. The duke was an honourable man who did his best in the most difficult of circumstances. Cecily was his sister-in-law and, despite William Gregory’s supposition, there is no evidence that he mistreated her or her children. His character was such that it is highly unlikely that he would have tolerated any insult to so high-born a lady and a kinswoman. Even though her husband had fought against him, he was the sort of man Cecily would happily have trusted. He had tried to remain friends with York despite the deteriorating political situation, and was to be killed at the battle of Northampton, defending the king. His heir, his grandson Henry, was just four years old when Richard came to stay. When Henry grew up he was to help Richard take the throne in 1483. Richard placed enormous trust in him then, a trust that proved to be horribly misplaced. Perhaps he trusted Henry Stafford, second duke of Buckingham, so much because Henry’s grandfather had been such a rock when Richard’s whole world was falling apart after the rout at Ludlow. In a world where treachery, self-interest and duplicity were becoming the armoury of survival, where civilised conduct and civil strife seemed opposed, Humphrey Stafford, duke of Buckingham, stands out as a man of integrity, probity, dignity and honesty. Two decades later his heir proved to be the opposite. Richard was to miscalculate the character of Henry Stafford with disastrous consequences. If he thought he would be like his grandfather he was hoping for too much. Men like Humphrey belonged to a different world, the world of Richard’s childhood, the world, perhaps, of his father.

The duke of York spent his time in Ireland gathering men, money and support. He was still technically lieutenant there, despite the fact that Margaret had ‘appointed’ Wiltshire to that post. He was reasonably safe, with considerable Anglo-Irish support. The Gaelic Irish were fighting their own civil war in the north and west, but York confined his movements to county Meath and Dublin where he was considered a good lord. Warwick visited him in Dublin and, on returning to Calais to join Edward and Salisbury, he issued a manifesto, in June 1460, setting out all their grievances. The propaganda duly disseminated, with York and the Calais lords claiming to be the saviours of the realm (which York probably believed) the time had come to act.18

Warwick and his father Salisbury, with Edward, earl of March, and two thousand troops, landed at Sandwich at the end of June 1460. They pushed on to London which opened its gates to them, to their considerable relief. The mood in England had changed. There was sympathy for York and concern about the arbitrary way Margaret was running affairs. Warwick and Salisbury found it much easier to raise troops than before. The retainers of many of the twenty-six lords in exile with York were about to demonstrate their loyalty. Too many family traditions, ancient and recent favours, personal memories and local interests linked these men to their lords. Margaret’s replacements would disrupt their common purpose and carefully-managed local stability. As the Calais lords marched north, the men from their regional affinities flocked to their banners and were joined by a considerable number of their friends. Salisbury remained in London to besiege the Tower, which was still held by the Lancastrians, while Edward and Warwick moved swiftly through the south Midlands.

The king and queen were still at Coventry and taken by surprise at the speed and size of the earls’ advance. Reaching Northampton, Margaret had about 10,000 men. Commanding her troops, establishing a strong defensive ditch and placing artillery in position to await the coming Yorkists was none other than Humphrey, duke of Buckingham. Protecting Cecily’s three youngest children in his Warwickshire castle, he was about to die fighting her eldest son. His story is a small illustration of the appalling tensions and conflicts caused by civil war. The battle of Northampton on 10 July 1460 exposed many of the ugly vices unleashed by internecine warfare. Fissures in the laboriously-constructed web of courtly and political conventions became crevices and benign blemishes became brutal ruptures. The Yorkists secured an overwhelming victory largely because Lord Grey of Ruthin, leading the Lancastrian right wing, changed sides and joined the Yorkists. The Lancastrians were thrown into complete confusion and the battle lost in thirty minutes. Rain had affected the artillery and casualties amounted to no more than three hundred, mostly Lancastrian. Lord Grey, made earl of Kent in 1465 by a grateful Edward IV, showed how treachery could pay in a civil war. On foreign soil national honour was at stake and faithful service against the king’s adversaries and the enemies of the realm could bring the just rewards of virtue and valour. In a civil war all became confused, distorted and indistinct. Fidelity was weighed against injustice, friendship against advantage and sacrifice against security. Against a foreign enemy the chances of the nobility being taken alive and brutally done to death were slight. Ransom was far more valuable than a carcass. At Northampton, the duke of Buckingham, the earl of Shrewsbury, Viscount Beaumont and Lord Egremont were all taken alive; all were executed on the spot. The king was found, as usual, in his tent, where the Yorkist lords, as usual, knelt down before him and paid homage. Margaret escaped with her son, Prince Edward.

Cecily and her three small children were taken by servants of her eldest son, the victorious Edward, earl of March, to London to stay in the large mansion that had belonged to Sir John Fastolf. The moated house, across the Thames from the Tower, was vacant, as the good Sir John had just died, and London was safe in Salisbury’s hands. The news was exhilarating, the journey to London triumphant and the relief palpable. Richard was safe, his family alive and expectant, his brother Edward’s star rising and the return of his father from Ireland imminent.

In fact nothing was certain. The king was still the king and, feeble though he was, he was no less rightful a monarch than he had been before. Warwick was rather enjoying issuing edicts under the Great Seal and instructing councillors to go about his business. Margaret was still at large, probably in Scotland, and if her husband should be deposed she had the rightful heir to the throne with her. York was coming from Ireland, he landed at Chester on 13 September, but what he would do was not clear to anyone. Had he come to claim the throne? Would he be accepted as king while Henry was still alive? Would there have to be more fighting? As Richard passed his eighth birthday, enjoying the large garden by the river in Southwark and being visited by his warrior brother Edward every day, he could not have suspected that the turmoil of the previous year would seem a distant tremor in comparison to the earthquake that was soon to hit the house of York. Richard’s childhood was about to be disturbed again.
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