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. . . let us sit upon the ground

And tell sad stories of the death of kings –

How some have been depos’d, some slain in war,

Some haunted by the ghosts they have depos’d,

Some poison’d by their wives, some sleeping kill’d,

All murder’d – for within the hollow crown

That rounds the mortal temples of a king

Keeps Death his court . . .

Shakespeare, King Richard II: III, ii




A NOTE ON NAMES

It would be impossible to style all the foreign names consistently. I started off determined to use the indigenous styles, because in seeking books on foreign subjects I suffered from inconsistencies such as Joanna, Joan, Jane, Jeanne and Giovanna for one woman, a queen of Naples. It was not too difficult until I reached the chapter on Russia, when it occurred to me to ask: surely it was ridiculous to write about Piotr the Great, Ekaterina II and Nikolai II? At that point I thought of changing every name already written, to put it into a familiar English form: Knud to Canute, Henri to Henry etc. Then I thought of King Umberto of Italy and King Ludwig II of Bavaria: Kings Humbert and Lewis?

So the names in this book are a compromise: foreign where possible (Ivan – not John – the Terrible) but the English form where that seemed sensible (William – not Willem – the Silent).


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Thanks are due, as ever, to the staff of the British Library, the British Library’s Colindale Newspaper Library and above all the London Library; also to Jon Henley of the Guardian, who has kindly supplied me with information on Sweden, for the last chapter, and finally to my mother, who has typed some hundred thousand words.


INTRODUCTION

In March 1982, I attended a party at which her Majesty the Queen was the guest of honour. While the Queen circled the room, occasionally pausing to speak to one of the guests, I stood chatting (with some awe) to a famous naturalist. He was well known to members of the royal family and had a piece of news for the Queen about some recent phenomenon of British bird life. When the Queen approached, he stepped forward, and as he did so, three men suddenly appeared at our left and right and from behind the Queen. With a slight wave of her hand, the Queen halted them, and she and the naturalist conversed for a few minutes before she moved on.

For the first time, I appreciated the vigilance of the Queen’s bodyguards. It seemed to me that royal security was admirable. I was mistaken. Despite the fact that, the previous year, there had been two IRA plots to kill the Queen, and a man had fired at her as she rode to the ceremony of Trooping the Colour, royal security was still lax. In June 1982 a man was able to enter Buckingham Palace unobserved on two occasions and even to invade the Queen’s bedroom. He was not an armed assassin but he might have been.

Royal security has tightened considerably since then, but Elizabeth II still lives with the knowledge that at any moment, at home or abroad, she may be killed by a ‘madman’ – or by a terrorist. So far, there have been only threats and false alarms but the Queen can never be entirely certain of her safety. Today or tomorrow she may again become the target of bomb or bullet. And her fears for herself are compounded by those for her children and grandchildren.

Although the British queen is by no means the only head of state to need protection from would-be assassins, in recent years the threat to monarchs and members of their families has in fact diminished as power has been transferred to elected representatives of the people. Between 1898 and 1913 four European kings, a queen and an empress were assassinated, and there were attempts on the lives of several monarchs and members of their families; in 1914 the heir to the Austro-Hungarian Empire was assassinated; in 1918 the Russian Tsar, his wife and his children were murdered. Since then, only one European king has been assassinated (in 1934). However, attempts on and threats to the life of Spain’s King Juan Carlos, by ETA, the Basque terrorists in the 1990s show that the danger remains.
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Royal murder is older than recorded history, for legend told of it long before reliably factual history was recorded. The Bible has instances, and so do the records of several pre-Christian era cultures. However, this chronicle of Europe’s royal murders begins in the Middle Ages, as it seems wise to avoid the uncertainties of ancient history. There is one important omission: the Byzantine Empire. So numerous were the murders of (and by) Byzantine emperors and of (and by) members of their families that recounting them might double the length of this book. In fact, the eighteenth-century historian Edward Gibbon filled several volumes with The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, which traces in detail the lives of Byzantium’s rulers to their fifteenth-century demise.

Not all royal murders have been assassinations. The term ‘assassination’ means the killing of a public figure for a matter of principle. ‘Murder’, on the other hand, encompasses a range of personal motives: anger, hatred, revenge, jealousy, greed etc.

The royal murders perpetrated before the sixteenth century were largely committed by people with personal motives – usually the usurpation of a monarch’s power; only a few can be called ‘tyrannicide’, the killing of a tyrant, which does qualify for the term ‘assassination’.

In the sixteenth century, the killing of prominent figures – monarchs, statesmen, noblemen – had a new motive: religion. After the European Reformation, it was widely regarded as heroism to kill a Protestant or a Catholic monarch, depending on one’s own religious convictions. Inventive theology blended with the medieval philosophy of tyrannicide to justify acts that were generally the work of fanatics.

Tyrannicide resurfaced in England in the seventeenth century, in France in the eighteenth, with Kings Charles I and Louis XVI brought to trial, convicted and executed. While their judges justified the kings’ deaths as punishment for crimes, those deaths have also been called ‘judicial murder’ – a debatable point.

‘Death to the tyrant’ was also a slogan of the nineteenth-century revolutionaries, but their aspirations sometimes included the ending of the monarchical system as well as the killing of individual monarchs. Political murders – assassinations – proliferated in the late nineteenth century, during the last years in which European monarchs wielded real power in government.

However, the term ‘royal murder’ has two faces: not just the murder of monarchs but murder by monarchs and members of royal families. Often the two overlap, when one king is murdered by – or by order of – the man who takes his place: in England, for example, in the fifteenth century, with the murders of two (arguably three) kings by their successors. But there are also monarchs who have been accredited with murder on a large scale, and none more famously than Ivan ‘the Terrible’, Tsar of Russia, who was responsible for the death of thousands of men, women and children, many of them personally supervised by the man who delighted in the most hideous forms of torture ever devised.

For centuries, the extent of a monarch’s power was so great that it is no wonder that claimants fought for crowns, usurpers killed for them. And it is no wonder that, over the past couple of centuries, it has been thought unreasonable that one person, a monarch, should wield power that is denied to millions of people. Monarchs have clutched so fiercely at their cherished power that in many countries it has had to be prised from them by violent means. Even those who are today ‘constitutional monarchs’, some mere figureheads, have been threatened by those who resent their personifying the power of government and of an ‘establishment’ that jealously hoards its privileges, refusing to share them with those not born among the elite. As long as there is such inequality of power and wealth – and it is impossible to envisage its ending – there will be people who regard monarchs as personal enemies or as ‘enemies of the people’. It seems unlikely that the last royal murder has been committed.
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’I love a good murder,’ say the readers of detective fiction, and the inventive genius of the crime writer is untiring. But in factual history there are stories that rival any fiction ever written. Some are whodunits, some why-dunits; some have a twist of motive or means or the murderer’s temperament that adds a thrill of surprise or horror. And when these historical murders are those of monarchs – of men and women whose lives have the glamour of power, wealth and fame – they may affect the life and well-being of a nation. In the context of royal murder, mere names in history books, associated with wars and laws, ceremonial and pageantry, are transformed into people with recognisable personalities, as victims of murder or themselves murderers.

These stories, reflecting changes of motive and means as the centuries pass, may be viewed as relating the development of monarchical government and of the opposition to it, but they also present a compendium of the human emotions and aspirations that have caused men and women to challenge ‘the dread and fear of kings’.


CHAPTER ONE

SWORD AND ARROW

To anyone who lived a thousand years ago (and for several centuries afterwards and certainly in all the centuries before), modern Britain would seem like a heaven of peace, inhabited by angels.

For centuries, life was held cheaply: murder was committed frequently and not only in the course of a robbery or rape but deliberately, for the avenging of a wrong or to hasten an inheritance, and heedlessly, in a rage of anger. As to punishment for crime, beheading was the least to fear, a quick and thus merciful end reserved for the elite. Hanging might be supplemented by the drawing of entrails before death, the dreadful plunging of the hand into flesh to extract the heart; then the body was quartered, each limb tied to a different horse and the four driven apart; those quarters would be sent to various parts of a city, county or even country, depending on the magnitude of the crime or the fame of the criminal, to serve as a warning to others. On river bridges and city gates, severed heads were set on poles, to meet the gaze of passersby; birds pecked out the eyes, and the flesh rotted to reveal the skull. Public executions and punishments were popular forms of entertainment.

There were many royal murders in the Dark Ages and Middle Ages,* usually the work of a claimant to a throne. A ruler’s combination of power and wealth was a temptation irresistible to those who had – or believed they had – a claim to the throne. The main danger was the transfer of power at the death of a ruler, when rival claimants might dispute – and fight. A disputed succession divided a kingdom’s loyalty, raised civil war and left the kingdom a prey to outside enemies. The succession of father to son thus emerged in the Middle Ages as being the safest way of ensuring a crown’s peaceful transition. Monarchs (notably Henry VIII, King of England) went to extraordinary lengths to ensure a father-son transfer of power.

Revenge was also frequently a motive: one murder might beget another. King Radomir of Bulgaria was murdered by his cousin Jan Vladislav in 1015: Jan Vladislav had a claim to the throne, but he was also the son of a man whom Radomir had had murdered. As king, Jan Vladislav had Radomir’s immediate family killed too; that was a way of ensuring that there would be no one to seek revenge in the future.

Some monarchs did not need an excuse for murder, only the power to avoid retribution. Clovis, King of the Franks, has generally been accounted a great king, from the evidence of his conquests and the admiring words of Gregory of Tours, his chronicler, but even Gregory had to admit that Clovis had consolidated his kingdom by killing off relatives and appropriating their lands. Clovis extended his borders by guile as well as conquest. In the first decade of the sixth century he persuaded Chlodoric, son of Sigebert ‘the Lame’, King of the Rhineland Franks, to kill his father. When Chlodoric had done so, he went through his father’s treasure chest to find a reward for his friend Clovis, but as he bent over the chest, one of Clovis’s men came up behind him and split his skull with an axe. Clovis informed the Rhineland Franks that Chlodoric had killed Sigebert and had himself been killed, and he offered himself for the kingship. Needless to say, he was accepted.

Meagre as Gregory’s history of Clovis’s reign may be, it is more than can be found for the majority of monarchs of the period. Many of the stories of kings, saints and warriors that have come down to us are mere legend – and they were the only people of interest to storytellers. It was only very gradually that ‘real history’ emerged from fictionalised accounts of a nation’s heroes, and the transition is too blurred for the two to be distinguished.
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The Danes were fond of stories. Their sagas may stretch back hundreds of years beyond the identifiable points of their early history. One such story is that of Prince Amled – and it may sound familiar.

Once upon a time there were two brothers, Horvendel and Fenge, who were co-rulers of Jutland. Fenge killed Horvendel, in order to rule alone, and he married Horvendel’s widow, Geruth. Horvendel’s only son, Prince Amled, was afraid that Fenge would kill him too, to prevent his challenging for the crown, so he pretended to be mad – and thus harmless. But Fenge still suspected Amled and sent him off to England, with two companions, to deliver a letter to the King of England. Amled was wary: he killed the two men sent to watch him and opened the letter. It requested the King of England to kill Amled. So he destroyed the letter and, still journeying on to England, stayed there for a year. On his return to Jutland, Amled was welcomed with apparent pleasure by King Fenge. After the celebration banquet, when the King’s warriors were lying around drunk, Amled covered them all with carpets and set light to them. Then he went into Fenge’s chamber and ran him through with his sword. At a gathering of the people the next day, Amled was proclaimed king.

This story was, of course, the basis of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, the archetypal tragedy in which ‘the stage is littered with bodies’.

In fact, Scandinavia produced more medieval regicides than any other country. In the Dark Ages, it was the rule rather than the exception for a king’s reign to end in his violent death, and as the Middle Ages opened, with the Vikings’ incursions into western Europe and the British Isles, little changed.

For example, there was the killing in the mid-ninth century of the Viking warrior Ragnar Lodbrok, condemned by Ælla, King of Northumbria, to die in a snakepit, after he had been taken prisoner in the aftermath of battle. In 867, Ælla was himself defeated by Ivar, son of Ragnar, and he was sentenced to the most painful of ritual deaths: the outline of an eagle was carved in the flesh of his back, the skin turned over to reveal his bones, and salt rubbed into the wounds. Ivar was also responsible for the murder, in 869, of St Edmund, King of East Anglia, who was tied to a tree and shot full of arrows. In pagan defiance of Christianity’s insistence on burial, Ivar had Edmund’s corpse beheaded and the head cast away in the woods. According to legend, when Edmund’s men went out searching for it, the head called out to them until they found it and took it for burial.

After some two centuries of armed incursions into England, in 1016 Knud (Cnut or Canute), King of Denmark, became King of England. He left his Norwegian brother-in-law Ulf to govern Denmark while he was in England. During one of the King’s visits to Denmark, he and Ulf had a disagreement over a game of chess, and rather than admit defeat, Ulf got up and left the game unfinished. Knud called him a coward; Ulf retorted that it was Knud and his Danes who were the cowards, in their recent war with the Swedes, reminding Knud that a Norwegian fleet had rescued the Danes from a sea battle. Knud brooded on the insult and the next morning sent a man to kill Ulf as he knelt at the altar rail in St Lucius’ church. Later the King repented what he had done, and he paid his widowed sister Estrid the ‘bloodfine’ due from a murderer to the victim’s family.

A century later, Ulf’s grandson Nils was king of Denmark and, as was usual, he employed various members of his family to rule the provinces that made up his kingdom. His nephew Knud Lavard governed the province of Slesvig – and governed it so well that Nils’ son Magnus was jealous, certain that Knud Lavard would be chosen as the next king, as there was still no automatic father-son succession to the Danish throne. In January 1131, Knud Lavard was on his way home from spending Christmas with the King when Magnus caught up with him, resting in a wood, and murdered him. Three years later, Knud Lavard’s death was avenged when his half-brother Erik Emune killed Magnus in a battle at Fotevig. King Nils fled, but he made the mistake of seeking shelter in Slesvig, where Knud Lavard had been popular. As the King had the gates of the castle bolted behind him, he heard bells peeling out from the nearby town. They were the bells of the Guild of St Knud, of which Knud Lavard had been master and whose members were all sworn to avenge the death of a murdered brother. They took the castle and killed King Nils.

In the thirteenth century, four Danish kings in succession were murdered, three of them within a decade of each other. The first was King Erik ‘Ploughpenny’ (named from his taxation of peasants by the number of ploughs they owned), who ruled between 1241 and 1250. He was allegedly killed at the orders of his brother Abel, who had festering grievances against Erik. Abel’s knights beheaded Erik and threw his body into the River Sli, loaded with chains so that it would sink the more easily. Abel not only swore to his people that he had not killed Erik but had twenty-four knights support him on oath; but apparently no one believed the perjurers. Nevertheless, when Abel was killed two years later, it was not in revenge for his brother’s death but for the wrongs he had done a wheelwright, Hans of Pelvorm, who accosted him on the road and killed him with a sledgehammer.

Erik and Abel’s brother Christoffer was the next king, reigning between 1251 and 1259. He resented the wealth accumulated by the Danish Church and the privileges that his predecessors had granted to the clergy; in his attacks on the Church, he went so far as to imprison the Archbishop of Copenhagen, bringing down a sentence of excommunication on himself and his council. Some of the Danish clergy continued to administer the Eucharist to the King, however, in defiance of the Church but probably in fear of their lives. When Christoffer died suddenly, on 29 May 1259, it was widely believed that he had been given a poisoned wafer at Mass by Abbot Arnfast – who significantly became a bishop on the Archbishop’s release.

Christoffer’s ten-year-old son Erik, who succeeded him, had scarcely any peace in his kingdom throughout his entire reign. The Church continued to challenge royal power; so did the King’s cousins, with their claims to independent power in their provinces. At last, in 1286, even Erik’s own retainers turned against him. Resting in a barn on the night of 22 November, after a hunt, the King was set on by men who left fifty-six stab wounds in his body.

In most of these Scandinavian murders, the murderer – or the man who ordered the murder – came to power through his crime. Not so in the case of King Erik. His son, another Erik (aged eleven), succeeded him, and his murderers were proclaimed outlaws and were forced to flee. They took refuge in strongholds along the Danish coast and became virtual pirates by their preying on shipping. It was many years before Denmark was free of them, some dying of natural causes, others captured and brought to justice.

In view of the high proportion of Scandinavian royal murders that were family affairs, it is a wonder that any man could trust his brother, but apparently the princes Erik and Valdemar of Sweden had no suspicions when, in 1317, their brother King Birger invited them to spend the Christmas holiday with him at Nyköping. He said that his castle there was too small to accommodate their servants – the well-armed retinue without which no nobleman travelled. So Erik and Valdemar were left unprotected when Birger had the gates of his castle locked and the drawbridges raised. When the princes’ friends heard that they had been imprisoned, and began to gather an army to demand their release, Birger neither panicked nor prepared to make a stand against them. He simply abandoned the castle, throwing the keys into the water of the moat. Erik and Valdemar were left to starve before their friends arrived. And Birger’s motive for killing his brothers? Some years earlier, they had forced him to sign over to them a great measure of independence for the provinces they governed under him. Although Birger regained power there through his brothers’ deaths, they resulted in a national uprising. Birger’s (innocent) son was executed in revenge, and he died in exile.
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The stories of Scandinavian royal murders show how common was murder within royal families there. Almost every European royal dynasty can also offer an example of murder by a brother, a cousin or even a wife. Thus it is not surprising that the murder of England’s King William II in the year 1100 has been attributed to his brother, who became King Henry I, despite the ostensible ‘facts of the case’ presented by the chroniclers.

William II, King of England, who reigned between 1087 and 1100, was, according to the chronicler William of Malmesbury, a ‘well set’ man, ‘. . . his complexion florid, his hair yellow; of open countenance; different coloured eyes, varying with certain glittering specks; of astonishing strength, though not very tall, and his belly rather projecting; of no eloquence but remarkable for a hesitation of speech, especially when angry’. Another chronicler, Gaimar, wrote: ‘. . . he was always happy and creating mirth. He had a red beard and blond hair, on which account and for which reason he had the surname of “the red king”’ – or William ‘Rufus’.

Gaimar’s account of William is full of praise for the justice he meted out and the peace he established in England: ‘This noble king, through great courage, held his kingdom with honour.’ Another chronicler, Ordericus Vitalis, disagreed: ‘He was liberal to his military men and foreigners, but the poor natives of his realm were severely oppressed and he exacted from them what he so prodigally bestowed on foreigners.’ William of Malmesbury was in two minds:


Greatness of soul was pre-eminent in the King, which, in process of time, he obscured by excessive severity; vices, indeed, in place of virtues, so insensibly crept into his bosom that he could not distinguish them. . . . At last, however, in his latter years, the desire after good grew cold, and the crop of evil increased to ripeness; his liberality became prodigality, his magnanimity pride, his austerity cruelty. He was . . . of supercilious look, darting his threatening eye on the bystander and, with assumed severity and ferocious voice, assailing such as conversed with him.



From a much greater distance in time and with the benefit of scholars’ analysis of plentiful evidence, William II appears to have been an extremely competent king, who exercised masterful control over his kingdom; stood no nonsense from the Church, whose higher clergy were always on the lookout for means of extending their power; bought off the elder brother who might have made trouble; and made his mark on the Continent, where he conquered the French county of Maine.

The elder brother was Robert, Duke of Normandy. He had been passed over, for the crown of England, in the will of their father, William I, but since the principle of primogeniture – the transition of property from father to eldest son – was not in force in the English royal succession, William II had no fear that Robert would oust him on a point of law. As long as William kept control of England and its nobles, he was safe from any pretension of Robert’s. In fact, after a bout of arms, the brothers had come to an agreement: Robert mortgaged Normandy to William in return for the money that would outfit his army for a crusade in the Holy Land.

Had the third brother, Henry, not been ten years younger than William and only twenty when their father died, he might have put forward his own claim to the throne, for he was the only one of William the Conqueror’s sons to have been born after the Norman duke seized the English throne. Thus Henry could claim the throne by ‘porphyrogeniture’: he was ‘born to the purple’, the son of a king. Still, as William II was unmarried, Henry had only to wait for him to die and he would inherit the throne. Or would Robert challenge for the throne should William die? In the summer of the year 1100, it was known that Robert was on his way back to England; he had just married; would he one day claim England for himself and his heirs, as a rival to Henry?

So if anyone had a motive to kill William II in 1100, it was his brother Henry, anxious to establish himself on the throne before Robert of Normandy came home.

Tradition records that it was one Walter Tirel who was said to have fired the fatal arrow, though it is not easy to establish a motive for him to have done so. In fact, the chroniclers of the period generally agreed that Tirel killed the King accidentally, when William was struck by an arrow that Tirel had fired at a deer. However, according to Suger, Abbot of St Denis in France, ‘I have often heard him [Tirel] assert on his solemn oath, at a time when he had nothing either to fear or hope, that on that day he was neither in the part of the forest where the King was hunting nor saw him at all while he was in the wood.’

Walter Tirel was lord of Poix in Ponthieu and was one of the foreigners whom Ordericus Vitalis noted were so attractive to William, though in fact all England’s nobles were foreigners after the Norman Conquest, when William I had divided up his new kingdom between his relations, allies and vassals. Tirel was the brother-in-law of Roger and Gilbert de Clare, both of whom were in the hunting party in the New Forest on Thursday 2 August 1100, when William II was killed. So was the King’s brother Henry.

It has been suggested that the Clare brothers were employed by Henry to engineer the death of the King. It seems unlikely that Tirel was their confederate. More likely, they used him as a scapegoat, perhaps ensuring his safe escape from England but not defending him from the charge that Tirel obviously knew to be untrue – that he had fired the arrow that killed the King. And was it the Clares who saw to it that the story of Tirel’s loosing the arrow became established as ‘fact’ by such frequent repetition that the chroniclers came to record it, even though Tirel himself denied it? Who did fire that arrow must remain a matter for conjecture.

Some quarter-century after the death of William II, William of Malmesbury wrote of that afternoon of 2 August 1100:


The sun was now declining when the King, drawing his bow and letting fly an arrow, slightly wounded a stag which passed before him and, keenly gazing, followed it, still running, a long time with his eyes, holding up his hand to keep off the power of the sun’s rays. At this instant, Walter, conceiving a noble exploit, which was while the King’s attention was otherwise occupied to transfix another stag which by chance came near him, unknowingly and without power to prevent it, oh gracious God!, pierced his breast with a fatal arrow.



Gaimar wrote:


The King was in the thick part of the forest near a marsh. An inclination seized him to shoot at a stag which he saw go into a herd; he dismounted near a tree; he himself had his bow bent. The barons dismounted in every direction and beckoned the others who were near. Walter Tirel also dismounted; he was very near the King; close by an elder tree, he leaned his back against an aspen. As the herd passed by and the great stag came in the midst of it, he drew the bow which he held in his hand; by an unhappy fate he drew a barbed arrow. It happened that it missed the stag. It pierced as far as the heart of the King. An arrow went to his heart but they knew not who bent the bow; but the other archers said that the arrow came from the bow of Walter. There was an appearance of this, for he fled immediately . . . .



Ordericus Vitalis wrote: ‘. . . a stag suddenly running between them, the King quitted his station and Walter shot an arrow. It grazed the beast’s grizzly back but, glancing from it, mortally wounded the King, who stood within its range. He immediately fell on the ground and, alas, suddenly expired.’

Whatever Tirel did or did not do, the hue and cry was raised against him. Even as he was riding hell for leather to the coast, Henry was taking possession of his brother’s treasury, in nearby Winchester, and then making for Westminster, where he had himself proclaimed king. Everything went so smoothly that it is easy to believe that Henry had made his plans before his brother’s death.

However, there is another version of the story of the death of King William II, one that does show Walter Tirel as the murderer but which also has William as a willing victim. This is the version that was offered by the anthropologist Margaret Murray in her book The God of the Witches, published in 1933. She propounded the theory that William II was a pagan, a member of that Old Religion that survived in England long after the coming of Christianity (see pp. 73–4). As king, William was also high priest, and he was the sacrifice to the Nature gods whose death would bring his people good fortune: his blood, falling on the earth, would fertilise it to bring rich harvests. Margaret Murray supported her theory with ‘proof’ chosen from the chroniclers’ stories, notably an incident in which William gave Walter Tirel his arrows, remarking that ‘. . . the sharpest arrows should be given to him who knows best how to inflict mortal wounds with them’ (Ordericus Vitalis). The chroniclers disagree about what happened after the arrow struck the King. According to Ordericus Vitalis, he ‘. . . fell to the ground and . . . suddenly expired’, but Gaimar has a devoutly Christian William calling out to be given the Holy Sacrament – calling out four times, in fact, but without hope, for the hunters were too far from any church; one of them gave him ‘herbs with all their flowers’ instead (which may have some pagan significance). But William of Malmesbury, the first of the chroniclers to record the death of William II, has his own story: ‘On receiving the wound, the King uttered not a word but, breaking off the shaft of the weapon where it projected from his body, fell upon the wound, by which it accelerated his death.’ He may have done so to spare himself the pain of a long-drawn-out dying or it may have been part of the ritual of sacrifice.

The fact that the death of William II is still being treated as a ‘whodunit’ nine centuries later either speaks well of the efficiency of his murderers or testifies to a general unwillingness to treat any sudden death as an accident.
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It would be tempting to characterise all medieval European monarchs as brutal, vicious, merciless, but there were degrees of evil even in their natures. The Angevin dynasty, for example, was renowned for its members’ hasty tempers and spur-of-the-moment violence, where others might be more coolly and deliberately cruel.

Legend has it that the counts of Anjou, whose offspring sat on the thrones of England and Jerusalem, were descended from a man who brought home from his travels a beautiful wife, whose origins no one knew. Soon people began to notice that she never stayed in church throughout the Mass but withdrew at the last moment before the consecration of the host. One day, a knight deliberately trod on the hem of the Countess’s gown, and she was detained long enough to witness the elevation of the consecrated host – whereupon, with a terrible shriek, she flew out of the window, never to be seen again. She was the Devil’s daughter, Melusine, and her descendants were renowned for their fiendish tempers.

King Henry II, half Angevin by birth, had the Angevin temper. It was demonstrated in his dealings with his own family: he kept his wife, Eleanor of Aquitaine, imprisoned for years (see p. 27), and when he died, he was in the midst of a war against his sons. But Henry’s chief infamy was the murder of his Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Becket, which was done for his benefit if not at his command.

Becket was a remarkable man on many counts. In an age in which the highest offices of state and the highest ranks in the Church were almost entirely the prerogative of the nobly born, Becket, the son of a merchant, became both Chancellor and Archbishop of Canterbury. He became Chancellor in 1155, just a year after Henry II’s accession to the throne, when the King was gathering able men for his government, and he used his position as a powerbase, to gain access to the whole spectrum of power: he even rode to war with the King and mounted military campaigns on his own account, though he had spent the first twenty-odd years of adult life as a priest, scholar and lawyer.

When, in 1162, Henry appointed him archbishop of Canterbury, Becket prophesied that it would be the end of their friendship, for the interests of Church and State were certain to clash. Not only did he change in externals (wearing a hairshirt, becoming a vegetarian, spending hours in prayer) but he began to place loyalty to the Church’s interests above loyalty to the King. He insisted on the Church’s full rights: Church land confiscated by the King must be restored; men convicted by Church courts must not be sentenced in lay courts; taxes from which the Church had been granted remission should not now be demanded. The mounting tension between the King and the Archbishop ended with Becket’s being named a traitor, in 1164, and fleeing to France. In retaliation, Becket excommunicated his enemies – notably those bishops who had resented his leapfrogging them to become primate of England. Eventually papal envoys managed to patch up the quarrel, and on 1 December 1170 Becket returned to England.

King Henry was in France that month, and news began to come in that in England the newly returned Archbishop of Canterbury was excommunicating everyone who had ever opposed him – even that he was gathering an army. These reports came largely from the Archbishop of York and the Bishops of Salisbury and London, who had themselves been excommunicated and were making a last-ditch attempt to unseat Becket before he managed to regain control of the English Church. The reports were untrue, but Henry II believed them. With a show of the notorious Plantagenet temper, he roared ‘Will no one rid me of this turbulent priest?’

Among those who heard Henry were four knights, Reginald FitzUrse, William de Tracy, Hugo de Morville and Richard le Brito. They entered Canterbury on the morning of 29 December and went, unarmed, to confront the Archbishop at home. After high words, they left. In the darkness of the midwinter afternoon, they entered the cathedral; now they were in full armour, and they carried swords. The Archbishop stood at the altar of the chapel of Our Lady. Words were exchanged but soon enough the swords were at work: Becket was struck down, his skull cleft by a heavy blow.

When the news reached King Henry, he shut himself away for three days; when he emerged, he was wearing sackcloth, the marks of ashes on his head. Later he sent word to the Pope that he had played no direct part in the murder, but he was willing – almost eager – to accept the penance that Alexander III imposed: to finance 200 crusading knights, to acknowledge the ancient rights of the Church and restore its property, and in future always to recognise the rights of the English Church and Papacy.

The murder of Thomas Becket, apparently at his command, obviously frightened Henry II at the time, but it did not make a saint of him. Becket, on the other hand, was canonised as St Thomas of Canterbury in 1173.
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John, King of England, the youngest son of Henry II, succeeded his brother Richard on the throne in 1199 and reigned until 1216. Traditionalist history books have always vilified John, because the chroniclers of his time were all against him: the chroniclers were churchmen, and John was excommunicated by the Pope in 1208 and England laid under an interdict for six years. Admittedly King John did much to earn his bad reputation, but there have been worse kings whose reputations have been enhanced rather than blackened by the historians of their reigns. John is remembered as the ‘wicked prince’ of the Robin Hood stories and as having rebelled against his father; then there was the challenge to his rule posed by his barons, and his capitulation to them in granting Magna Carta; and finally, John is remembered for having had his own nephew murdered. This incident, immortalised in Shakespeare’s eponymous play, is King John’s ultimate condemnation.

When King Richard died, his heir might have been his nephew Arthur, Duke of Brittany, son of the late Duke Geoffrey, who was senior to John. However, the strict laws of inheritance were not yet in force in England, and the mature John was obviously a more desirable king than Arthur, who was only thirteen years old. Besides, had the crown been offered to Arthur, John would have been sure to challenge for it. Inevitably, Arthur grew up resenting the loss of his ‘rights’; in 1202 he did homage to the King of France, Philippe Augustus, for French counties that in fact belonged to his grandmother, Eleanor of Aquitaine, showing his uncle John that he would know no peace in his French domains while France was Arthur’s ally.

When the octogenarian Queen Eleanor heard that her grandson Arthur and his small army were heading towards her, she left the abbey of Fontevrault, where she had expected to live out her last years in peace, and headed for the fortifiable town of Poitiers. But Arthur was close; Eleanor had to seek refuge in the castle of Mirebeau and, when Arthur took the town that surrounded it, she became a virtual prisoner. However, before his arrival, she had managed to send a message to her son John, and now he arrived with his army to relieve her. Eleanor was released, Arthur captured. That was in August 1202; for the next nine months, Arthur was held a prisoner in Rouen. The King ordered his captor, Hubert de Burgh, to blind and castrate the Duke, but he refused.

On Maundy Thursday, 3 April 1203, King John was staying in Rouen. That night he got drunk and, whether because of his state or needing it to give him courage, he killed his sixteen-year-old nephew with his own hands. He and another man went out in a boat on the River Seine and, having tied a heavy stone to the body, to make it sink, threw it into the river.

The veracity of the story can scarcely be doubted. John’s companion that night was William de Braose, and the chronicle in which the story first appeared was written in a monastery in Margam, in Glamorgan, of which William was a patron. Further, when William de Braose fell from royal favour, some five years later, and the King demanded that he send his young sons to be hostages, William’s wife Matilda refused, saying that she would not entrust them to him because he had murdered his nephew.

Of course, it was suspected that the King was responsible for Arthur’s death, but there was no proof. The body had risen to the surface of the Seine when it became caught in a fisherman’s net, and had been taken away for secret burial, but only someone with inside information could have been as certain as Matilda de Braose seems to have been. She, her husband and their children fled to Ireland, but in 1210 they fell into the King’s hands. John allowed William to go to his French estates to try to raise money for a ransom, but before he could return, Matilda and their eldest son died in prison. Report had it that they had been deliberately starved.

Many other deaths were credited to John. In May 1194 he had had 300 captives beheaded at Evreux, after a rebellion. In 1212 he hanged twenty-eight Welsh boys whom their fathers had given as hostages for their obedience to the Crown. Nevertheless, repulsive as such acts may be today, such things happened in every European country in the early Middle Ages – and in some places long after. It was not these incidents but the interdict imposed by the Papacy on the English Church between 1208 and 1214 that really shocked the monk-chroniclers and ill-disposed them to King John. They told, with relish, not only the story of how the King forced a Jew of Bristol to reveal the hiding-place of his treasures, by having one of his teeth knocked out each day until he spoke, but also such tales as that of the loaf illicitly baked on a Sunday (the holy day and holiday) which ran with blood when a knife cut it. The more colourful details of many a medieval royal murder may also owe something to a monk’s imagination.
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On the night of 9 September 1238, a man gained access to the palace at Woodstock in Oxfordshire by climbing through the window of the King’s bedroom. He was carrying a knife and was intent on killing Henry III, King of England. Fortunately, the King was not in his own bed but in that of his wife, in another room. Also, one of the Queen’s ladies was still awake: Margaret Bisset, ‘a holy maid’, was singing psalms by the light of a candle. When she heard the man moving about – and actually ‘asking in a terrible voice where the King was’ – she raised the alarm by screaming. The King’s attendants came running and broke open the door to the Queen’s room, which the man had just bolted.

The King and his attendants recognised the man immediately. He had presented himself at Court only the previous day and had been thought to be mad, because he had said to the King, ‘Resign to me the kingdom which you have unjustly usurped and so long detained from me.’ There was, in fact, no doubt about Henry’s right to the throne, and he had been ruling more than twenty years already, so he could afford to be merciful: he prevented his men from inflicting any violence on the madman. After the murder attempt, however, the man had to be taken more seriously. He confessed that he had not come to kill the King on his own account but had been sent by one William Marsh.

Now the King understood the motive. William Marsh was the son of Geoffrey Marsh, who had been in the royal service until April 1234, when he had been suspected of and executed for killing Richard de Burgh, the Earl Marshal – or at least he had been made the scapegoat for the killing. William Marsh had sworn vengeance on the King for his father’s execution and had taken to piracy, based on Lundy island, off the Devon coast. Although Marsh’s hired assassin was, of course, immediately executed, he himself was not brought to justice until 1242, when he was hanged, even though he claimed not to have been guilty of the attempt on the King’s life.

One interesting point about this story, as retailed by the contemporary chronicler Matthew Paris, is the sentence, ‘He . . . confessed that he had been sent there to kill the King, after the manner of the Assassins . . . .’ This term was not a generalisation but referred to a Middle Eastern sect that specialised in the murder of specific victims, named by their leader and selected either for the sect’s own benefit or because someone had paid them to ‘do the deed’.

There has been some controversy over the origin of the word ‘assassin’. On the surface, it seems to derive from ‘hashish’, alias marijuana, thought to have been used by the sect. More likely, the name derived from the Arabic ‘assasseem’, ‘guardians’, for members of the sect claimed to be guardians of the secrets of Paradise.

The story told by European travellers – including the famous Marco Polo – was as follows. The sect controlled the mountainous region south of the Caspian Sea. Its leader, called ‘The Old Man of the Mountains’, had young men brought to his castle, drugged into unconsciousness and carried through a secret passage to a garden in a beautiful valley, in which they were treated to a brief experience of a sensuous paradise. Emerging from the dream, back in the Old Man’s palace, initiates were told that they could earn eternity in Paradise by obeying him implicitly: they were to be trained to kill, at his command, and if it so happened that they were themselves killed, they would go immediately to the Paradise for which they now craved.

Whatever the incentive offered by the Old Man, his followers were certainly highly motivated and well trained: they were taught not only skill in the use of all sorts of weapons but foreign languages, the art of disguise and the background knowledge of foreign lifestyles and beliefs that would help them pass unnoticed when they travelled abroad. This was doubtless a late development in the Assassins’ system, for at first they were a purely local force. They were, it is said, founded in 1090 as a ‘hit squad’ for the Shi’ite sect of Islam, against the Sunni Muslims. However, they moved onto a broader stage with the coming of the Christian Crusaders, in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, striking at them from a new base in Syria.

The first Crusader ‘assassinated’ was Raimond, Count of Tripoli, in 1129. The most important was Conrad of Montferrat, murdered in Tyre in 1192. The story goes that Conrad, who in 1190 had married Isabelle I, Queen of Jerusalem, was preparing for his coronation as King of Jerusalem in his own right. When granted this honour, he had fallen on his knees and begged God to take the crown from him if he was not worthy of it. Before he could be crowned, on 28 April 1192, Conrad was murdered in Tyre by a band of Assassins disguised as monks.

Two years later, the Old Man himself died, and his successor (who took the same title) sent a fulsome apology for Conrad’s murder to Henri of Champagne, who had married the widowed Isabelle and become King of Jerusalem. The new Old Man entertained Henri in his citadel and gave him a demonstration of the Assassins’ obedience: on his orders, one man after another killed himself, until Henri begged the Old Man to cease. When he left, the King was loaded with gifts and carried with him the assurance (unasked-for) that the Old Man would have the Assassins kill anyone he cared to name.

In 1232 the Assassins sent warnings into the West that the Mongols were coming. The terrifying Oriental Horde was flooding westward, conquering everything in its path. In 1238 the chronicler Matthew Paris reported that the Assassins were actually soliciting Anglo-French aid against the Mongols, who were threatening their strongholds. When Louis VIII, King of France, went on crusade in 1250, he and the Old Man exchanged gifts, and subsequently they formed an alliance against the Sunni Muslims; but they could not hold back the Horde. The end came when the Mongols and the Mameluke Sultan of Egypt joined forces. By the 1270s Assassin castles in Syria were in Egyptian hands. The sect broke up and within a few years was heard of no more in the West.

Before that, however, a couple of attempts left a last and lasting impression on Europe. The first was successful: in 1270, Philippe de Montfort, Lord of Tyre and Toron, was murdered while at prayer. The second failed, but its story has come down in English history because of the picturesque part in it played by a Spanish princess. In 1272 an English Crusader prince, the future King Edward I, was in Tyre. When an attempt was made on his life by an Assassin who penetrated the royal apartments and stabbed Edward, it was fortunate that his wife, Eleanor of Castile, was with him: she immediately sucked the wound, lest the knife had been poisoned. Perhaps it had, for Edward was ill for months afterwards; but he survived.
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Civil wars and foreign invasions were implicit in an unsettled succession to a throne. Such disorder afforded noblemen a welcome opportunity to rule their lands unfettered by royal authority; to the peasantry, it was a curse, their farms plundered by foreign armies, their sons taken away from ploughing and harvest to serve as soldiers.

However, even before a succession struggle began in Hungary in 1290, such anarchy was not new. King Lászlo IV was unable to control his nobles, who took advantage of the breakdown of central authority to increase their own power. At the same time, the Cumans (Kuns), semi-nomadic people who had been absorbed into Hungary over the past century, felt free to plunder where they would, safe under the King’s patronage, for his mother was a Cuman. But in 1290, for nothing more than a personal quarrel, some young Cumans turned on Lászlo and murdered him.

The King had no son to succeed him, and the throne passed to his cousin Endre – King Endre III. But there were other claimants to the throne, chief among them the Angevin dynasty who ruled in Naples. In 1301 Endre was preparing to do battle with the Neapolitans when he suddenly died. It was said that he had been poisoned by a cook secretly in the employ of the Neapolitans. If that was so, they had no benefit from the murder, for now the Hungarian nobles took the initiative and offered the crown not to any of the Angevins but to the thirteen-year-old Prince Václav of Bohemia. The boy was sent to Hungary and crowned there, and a council of Hungarian and Bohemian nobles attempted to rule on his behalf, but they had to contend with the Neapolitan challenge and with a revolt of the Cumans. In 1305 the King of Bohemia recalled his son, and in 1308 the Neapolitan claimant took the throne, becoming King Robert Karolyí.

Soon after his return home, the redundant Václav inherited from his father both Bohemia and Poland.* But he did not live long enough to make anything of his inheritance: on 4 August 1306, at the age of eighteen, he was murdered.

Back in Hungary, there was a lull in the kingdom’s troubles while two generations of Angevins ruled – Robert Karolyí and Lajos ‘the Great’. But as Lajos’s reign drew to a close, he could foresee a renewal of war and civil war, for he had no son to succeed him. Time and again, throughout Europe, such a situation was the ruin of a kingdom’s well-being. One solution for a king who lacked a son was to marry his daughter to the cousin most likely to challenge for the throne, or he might marry her to a man who (or whose family) had sufficient military might to uphold his wife’s claim against all-comers. Without such male support, ensured by marriage, a queen regnant was easy prey to predators.

In the last years of his life, when he realised that his wife would not give him a son, Lajos, King of Hungary, betrothed his daughter Mária to Sigismund of Luxembourg, son of the Holy Roman Emperor Karl IV, who was also King of Bohemia. Then Lajos strengthened Mária’s position by having her cousin Carlo of Durazzo, King of Naples, take an oath that he could recognise her as heir to Hungary (see family tree, p. 33). To the medieval mind, such an oath was a weighty matter, but Lajos was king not only of Hungary but also of Poland, and it was altogether too tempting an inheritance for Carlo to renounce. Thus, when King Lajos died in September 1382, and his daughter Mária was crowned Queen of Hungary and Poland, she did not wear the crowns for long.

First the Poles rebelled, mainly as a protest against having Mária’s husband Sigismund of Luxembourg as their ruler. The Queen Mother, Erzsébet of Bosnia, offered them a compromise: her second daughter, Jadwiga, would come to them as queen, and she would marry Wladisław Jagiello, Duke of Lithuania, their own choice as king.

Then, in 1385, Carlo III, King of Naples, marched on Hungary. Sigismund’s armies came too late to prevent his seizure of the kingdom and its young queen. She and her mother were forced to attend his coronation, which they thoroughly spoiled with their noisy weeping.

That was in December 1385. In February 1386, while Carlo – in Hungary, King Karolyí – was engaged in putting down Hungarian rebellions, the Queen Mother invited him to meet her, to discuss a truce. Seated, his attention held by Erzsébet’s words, the King was suddenly struck from behind and then carried away, unconscious, to the fortress of Vis^egrad, where he was strangled.

Croatia, where the insurrection on behalf of Carlo of Naples had begun, was the first region to oppose the government set up by the Queen Mother on behalf of her daughter. Unwisely, the two Queens followed the army sent against the rebels: they were captured and imprisoned. When Hungarian forces came up to lay siege to their fortress prison, in an attempt to rescue them, Erzsébet of Bosnia was murdered – strangled in the presence of her daughter.

Queen Mária survived her imprisonment and in March 1387 saw her husband crowned King of Hungary and Bohemia. With the power of those kingdoms behind him, Sigismund was elected King of the Romans and, in 1411, Holy Roman Emperor. It was for power of that magnitude that medieval monarchs fought, killed and sometimes violently died.
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Although it was generally kinship that encouraged claimants to fight to gain a throne, it meant very little in personal terms: the royal murders that caused a crown to pass from victim to killer were usually family affairs. But even when a crown was not at stake, and even when a murderer could not hope to profit by his crime, the tensions of life under a monarch who was also a relative might provoke an outburst of violence.

This was the case with the murder of Albrecht, Duke of Austria and King of the Romans, in 1308.

On 1 May 1308 King Albrecht crossed the Swiss River Reuss, on his way to join his army at Rheinfelden. His escort watched the King’s eighteen-year-old nephew Johannes cross the river first, with his own entourage, then the King, with a single attendant. While the rest of the party embarked, those who had crossed first rode on. The late-comers included Albrecht’s son Leopold. Later that day he caught up with his father, whom he found on the point of death, obviously the victim of an attack by swordsmen.

By then, Johannes of Habsburg was in fast flight southwards, his three fellow-murderers with him. The Swiss refused to shelter them, so Johannes rode on into Italy. There he threw himself on the mercy of Pope Clement V, confessing that he had killed his uncle because Albrecht had withheld his inheritance. Absolved from his sin, he retired to a monastery, but in 1312 a new King of the Romans, Heinrich VII, imprisoned him; in 1313 he died. How could he ever have expected to get away with his crime? It must have been committed in the heat of a quarrel with his uncle.

Albrecht’s sons executed the only one of Johannes’ fellow-murderers who was captured; the other two evaded justice, so the Austrians took vengeance on the families and retainers of the guilty men. A thousand people were said to have paid the price of the murder of Albrecht of Austria.

* Generally accepted as AD 410–800 and 800–1492 respectively.

* Poland derived from his father’s marriage to the daughter of the late King Przemysław II of Poland, who had been murdered in 1296.


CHAPTER TWO

A WOMAN’S WEAPONS

Very few women have committed – or are alleged to have committed – royal murders. For one thing, in the centuries in which the main motive for murder was a transfer of power, few women sought it for themselves: when power was at stake, a woman might murder to have her son the beneficiary, rarely herself. Of course, the motives of hatred, revenge and jealousy also feature in the chronicle of murders by – or instigated by – women, but such motives must have been intense to have outweighed the natural fear of the risks involved.

Lacking a man’s physical strength or expertise in weaponry, a woman contemplating murder had either to employ a man to commit the crime on her behalf or resort to ‘the woman’s weapon’: poison. In the context of a man’s powers, poison has been called ‘the coward’s weapon’, but understandably it has been the first resort of the woman who must rely on her own resources.

The scorn in which poisoning was held is shown in a story from central Europe.

The Hungarian king Mátyas Hunyádi, who reigned between 1458 and 1490, went to war with [image: images]iri of Pod[image: images]brady, King of Bohemia. Unable to defeat him by force of arms, Mátyas was willing to listen to a man who offered to attack [image: images]iri personally, engaging him in armed combat. But the man found that [image: images]iri was always surrounded by bodyguards; any attack on the King must be by stealth. When the would-be killer returned to King Mátyas to admit defeat, he suggested that he might try poisoning the Bohemian king. Mátyas was shocked. ‘We fight with arms,’ he said, ‘not with poison.’ At once he sent a message to [image: images]iri warning him to beware: to have all his food and drink tested before he consumed it. Obviously, it was ‘not good form’ for a man devoted to the ideals of chivalry to resort to underhand means to kill an enemy.

Perhaps murder by poison has been associated with women because for so long women were held to lack that code of honour by which ‘gentlemen’ lived. For honour’s sake, a man must face his intended victim and give him a chance to defend himself – at least, that was the ideal. The fact that men, as murderers, were rarely so honourable and that there have been male as well as female poisoners dispels that myth.

[image: images]

In the year 567, Alboin, King of the Lombards (a people whose lands lay in what is now Slovakia), defeated and killed Cunimund, King of the Gepids (who lived further south, their territory stretching through parts of modern Romania and Hungary). Among Alboin’s spoils of war was Cunimund’s daughter Rosamund, whom he married. Perhaps to save her life, she never let him know how much she hated him.

Another of Alboin’s trophies was the skull of Cunimund, which he caused to be set in metal as a cup. One night in 573, when he was roaring drunk, he called for the cup, filled it, drank and then refilled it and passed it to Rosamund. She raised it to her lips and pretended to drink from it but in her mind she was cursing her husband.

Rosamund blackmailed a man into agreeing to kill Alboin. When her husband lay in a drunken sleep, she unbolted the door of their chamber and admitted him. Alboin awoke and reached for his sword, but Rosamund had already fastened it to its scabbard. The King picked up a stool and tried to fend off his assailant but fell beneath his spear.

Rosamund failed to persuade the Lombard army to accept her lover, Helmichis, as their King, and together they were forced to flee. At Ravenna they were given shelter by the governor of the city, Longinus, another man dazzled by Rosamund’s beauty. Needing Helmichis no longer and anxious to take advantage of Longinus’ interest, Rosamund procured a draught of poison, which she presented to Helmichis disguised in a drink. However, its taste alerted him to the danger, and although he had already drunk enough to kill him, Helmichis used the last moments of his life to ensure that Rosamund did not go unpunished. His dagger at her throat, he forced her to drain the cup, so that she too died.
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That story, from the border-time of legend and history, is one of a very few stories about women that have survived from the centuries of the Dark Ages, beyond those of the Eastern and Western European empresses who were at the pinnacle of society. Even the wives of kings had only a ceremonial role in public life, unless, as widows and the mothers of young sons, they were accepted as regents. This was the case with the Frankish queens Brunhilda and Fredegunde, who were so remarkably evil that in France their story has been told with horror – and a little relish – ever since.

The tale begins with the death of King Chlothar I in 561, when his kingdom was divided between his four sons. One of them, Sigebert, married Brunhilda, daughter of the Visigoth king of Spain; his half-brother Chilperic separated from his wife Fredegunde in order to marry Brunhilda’s sister, Galswintha. Relations between the brothers were not ideal even before the sudden death of Galswintha, found strangled in her bed. When Chilperic took Fredegunde back, soon afterwards, Brunhilda was not the only person to suspect her of Galswintha’s murder. However, it was not this but a territorial dispute that sent Chilperic and Sigebert to war against each other, though Fredegunde was again blamed when King Sigebert was axed to death on his way to do battle with Chilperic in 575.

The murder of King Chilperic, in 584, was followed by a power struggle between Brunhilda and Fredegunde and a series of family wars of immense complexity, overflowing into the next generation. Both queens employed killers to rid them of all who opposed them. Fredegunde (who died of natural causes in 597) murdered a stepson, thus ensuring that her own son would become king: Chlothar II. Pursuing the old feud, in 613 he made Brunhilda his prisoner. For three days the elderly queen was tortured, then she was led through the ranks of the Frankish army on a camel, before being tied by her hair and one arm and leg to the tail of an unbroken horse, which was turned loose to trample her to death.
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English history can boast no story to rival France’s of Fredegunde and Brunhilda. However, it does repeat the archetypal tale of a stepmother resorting to the murder of her stepson in order to put her own son on the throne.

When King Edgar ‘the Peaceful’ died in 975, his heir was the thirteen-year-old Edward, son of his first wife, and he was accepted as king, even though his stepmother, Elfrida, tried to persuade the Witan (Parliament) to choose her son Ethelred. Disappointed, Elfrida retired to Corfe Castle in Dorset.

One version of Edward’s murder has him visit Elfrida to reprove her for some misdeed of which the local people had complained. Having heard him out, presumably with some resentment, she stabbed him to death. Another version has Edward hunting in the neighbourhood and, ‘gasping with thirst’, riding to Corfe Castle, ‘unattended and unsuspecting, as he judged of others by his own feelings’. Elfrida came to meet him in the courtyard and gave him a ‘stirrup cup’, before he had dismounted. While he was drinking, one of her people stabbed him. Though dreadfully wounded, the King escaped, riding off to seek his friends, but he could not stay in the saddle and, with one foot caught in a stirrup, was dragged by his horse along forest paths. His corpse was found by the huntsmen.

The result of this murder was, as Queen Elfrida intended, the accession to the throne of her ten-year-old son, Ethelred. He was the wrong king for the time, coming to earn the name Ethelred ‘the Unready’ or ‘Redeless’, meaning that he lacked resources within himself to deal with the problems of his reign. The main problem was the repeated invasions of England launched by the Danes, who in 1013 caused Ethelred to flee the kingdom. He was recalled to reign in 1014 but had failed to regain a grip on government by the time of his death in 1016.

Given the magnitude of the problem, could Edward, had he lived, have done better?
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Medieval chroniclers, especially those who afforded the most colourful stories, were not always careful to check their facts, and once one of them had recorded a false story, others, using the earlier chronicle when compiling their own, would repeat that story until it came to have the force of truth. So, through the centuries, someone may be left with the reputation of having been a murderer until a modern historian uses other sources to check the facts and finds that the alleged murder could not possibly have happened. This is the case with the story of Eleanor of Aquitaine, wife of England’s King Henry II, and ‘the fair Rosamund’, Henry’s mistress.

Eleanor was duchess of Aquitaine in her own right, and she had been queen of France for some fifteen years, as wife of Louis VII, before the couple divorced and she married the future King Henry II of England (reigned 1154–89). Despite these dignities, it would have been unreasonable for Eleanor to have expected fidelity from her second husband: fidelity was rare in medieval royal marriages, and Henry II was not one of the few royal saints. However, the open parading of a woman as the King’s ‘companion’ was another matter.

Henry II’s affaire with Rosamund Clifford apparently began in about 1166, the year in which Queen Eleanor gave birth to her last child. After that, she and Henry were rarely together; generally the Queen was to be found in southern France, administering her own lands.

‘The fair Rosamund’ was remembered in legend long after her death, in 1176, and the most persistent of the stories concerned its cause. It was said that Queen Eleanor had gone to the palace of Woodstock, where Rosamund was living in Henry’s absence; the Queen had found her way through a labyrinth or garden maze, at whose centre Rosamund had gone to shelter when she heard of Eleanor’s arrival. It seems that Henry had the maze erected for Rosamund’s protection against this very eventuality; after all, no royal servant would dare refuse to lead the Queen to Rosamund if her whereabouts were known, so the secret place had been planned to shelter her. Yet somehow Eleanor found the way through the maze. One story has it that Rosamund had a reel of thread in her hand when the news of Eleanor’s arrival was brought to her, and that as she ran through the maze she left a trail of it behind her, which the Queen followed. At the centre of the maze the Queen confronted Rosamund, offering her a choice of poison or a dagger as a means of death. Rosamund chose the poison.

In fact, Rosamund died at a convent at Godstow, near Woodstock, apparently of natural causes. And Eleanor had long since found a much more satisfying way of avenging herself on her husband. In 1173 she had encouraged her eldest son to raise a rebellion against his father, over in Normandy, in alliance with the King of France. But when, in the autumn of 1174, a treaty was arranged to end the family war, Eleanor was not present to bargain for terms: for the past year she had been her husband’s prisoner – and a prisoner she was to remain for the next fifteen years, until Henry II’s death. So she could not have hounded ‘the fair Rosamund’ to her death in 1176.
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The hatred that Isabelle of France felt for her husband, Edward II, King of England, resulted in his murder in 1327.

In 1308, aged sixteen, Isabelle had married the 23-year-old King, who had only recently come to his throne. The couple lived together in apparent amity for more than a dozen years, and they had four children. However, in the early years there was a person whose presence in the inmost circle of the Court must have infuriated Isabelle. This was Piers Gaveston, companion of King Edward from their earliest childhood, now chamberlain of his household and also his homosexual partner. In the reign of the King’s father, Edward I,* Gaveston had briefly been exiled from England, presumably to break up their intimacy. When Edward II came to the throne, Gaveston was immediately called home and created Earl of Cornwall. Though he was loathed by Edward’s nobles, who were on the worst possible terms with the King over long periods, Queen Isabelle was apparently complaisant. Then, in 1312, Gaveston was captured by a coalition of noblemen and murdered.

King Edward’s second ‘favourite’ is thought not to have had any sexual relationship with him, but the King was certainly as dependent on Hugh Despenser as he had ever been on Gaveston, and as generous to him. By 1322, Queen Isabelle had become alienated from her husband; in September 1324 much of her property was confiscated, ostensibly because she was a Frenchwoman and there was the prospect of war with France – perhaps reasonable enough, but it was Hugh Despenser and his equally hated father who had suggested it; to cap it all, Despenser’s wife was placed in Isabelle’s household, to act as her husband’s spy. The Queen remained calm. Her husband still trusted her sufficiently to allow her to go to France, in March 1325, on a peace mission to her brother, King Charles IV.

In France, Queen Isabelle found a coterie of Englishmen thoroughly disaffected from the Despenser-dominated regime. Among them was Roger Mortimer of Wigmore, who had escaped from the Tower of London in 1323. He became her lover.

Isabelle’s diplomacy – or an outline of her secret long-term strategy – induced the French king to agree to return Edward II’s French territories, but on condition that he render homage for them. Charles – and Isabelle, of course – must have known that Edward would not leave England in its then parlous state to do homage in person; it was a plausible and effective ploy to persuade the King to send his heir, another Edward, to do homage in his place.

It was about this time that Walter Stapledon, Bishop of Exeter, who had accompanied the Prince to Paris, took note of the relationship between Isabelle and Mortimer. Hastening home, he reported to the King. But when Edward summoned Isabelle back to England, she refused to go: she said that she dare not, for she knew that Despenser had designs on her life.

Isabelle had her son as a hostage and pawn, but she was disappointed if she had expected to return to England at the head of a French army. Denied aid by her brother, she and Mortimer and their new partisans found a more generous ally in the Count of Hainault, largely by betrothing her son to his daughter. Using a substantial down-payment on the girl’s dowry, Isabelle bought herself an army and on 24 September landed in England, near Harwich.

As the Queen’s army moved westward, Edward and Despenser fled before it. There was no need for Isabelle to threaten London with her forces: Londoners made clear their opposition to the King. In mid-November Edward and Despenser were captured. Despenser was executed at Hereford.

On 15 January 1327, a week after Parliament had opened, the Archbishop of Canterbury announced that Edward II had been deposed. Before the month was out, his son, the fourteen-year-old Edward III, had been crowned.

The ‘Articles of Deposition’ that summarised Edward II’s misdeeds were brief and succinct: he had shown himself incapable of personal rule and had refused all good counsel: he had lost power over Scotland (of which his father had been acknowledged overlord) and control of parts of Gascony and Ireland; he had attacked churchmen and noblemen, killing some, imprisoning others; he had sold justice for his own profit; he had ruined the realm and shown himself incorrigible, beyond any hope of reformation.

It was, of course, too much to hope that Edward II would be allowed to live out a natural lifespan in anything like comfort and freedom, now that he had been removed entirely from government. On 21 September 1327 it was announced that the King had died of natural causes in his prison in Berkeley Castle in Gloucestershire. Soon afterwards, it was being said that he had been murdered.

Unfortunately, the best of the stories cannot be believed. This was the one that said that Adam Orleton, Bishop of Hereford, had sent a message to Berkeley saying, ‘Edwardum occidere nolite timere bonum est’, which could be read in two ways, depending on the presence and placing of a comma before or after ‘timere’, which would give alternative translations: ‘Do not kill Edward; it is a good thing to fear’ or ‘Do not fear to kill Edward; it is a good thing.’ In fact, Orleton was in France at the time of the murder and can have known nothing of it until it was accomplished. Several chronicles tell how the former King’s gaolers killed him: by inserting a red-hot rod in the anus and thence through his body, so that there should be no mark on him to show that he had been murdered.

The order for the King’s death must surely have come from the Queen. On who else’s authority would Lord Berkeley and his men have acted? Yet Queen Isabelle joined her son at her husband’s funeral, in St Peter’s Abbey, Gloucester.

Together Isabelle and Mortimer were now in control of both king and kingdom. They were scarcely a success: war with Scotland threatened again, but rather than face the armies crossing the border, the Queen and her lover conceded everything the Scots demanded. At the time, none of the English nobles opposed the Anglo-Scots Treaty of Northampton, but it was a major factor in their disaffection from Isabelle, along with hatred of the Queen’s lover, resenting his unprecedented power.

At some time in 1330, the young King’s cousin Henry, Earl of Lancaster, made contact with him, and together they planned Mortimer’s downfall.

In October the Court was at Nottingham for a meeting of the royal Council. Isabelle and Mortimer had somehow been alerted to the probability of revolt, and they locked the castle gates and set guards everywhere. However, the constable of the castle was in connivance with the conspirators, and he showed them an underground passage that led right inside the castle. The King himself joined them as they entered. Bursting in on Mortimer, they had him in their power when the Queen came in, begging her son to have mercy on ‘gentle Mortimer’, to no avail.

A few weeks later, Parliament declared Mortimer a notorious traitor and he was sentenced to be hanged, drawn and quartered. He died on 29 November 1330.

Queen Isabelle was not even imprisoned. The considerable income she had claimed in recent years was much reduced, but her allowance was still generous and no restraint was placed on her freedom; nor was she ostracised by the royal family. She died in 1358, wearing the habit of a Poor Clare nun, and was buried in the Newgate church of the Poor Clares’ brother Franciscans in London. Perhaps she had repented.
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Poison has always been associated with late-medieval Italy – and especially with Italian women. The very name Lucrezia Borgia conjures up lurid stories of sudden death by poison. For centuries, that daughter of Pope Alexander VI has been reviled.

In England, the legend of Italy’s sophisticated methods of murder must have begun to circulate when Lionel, Duke of Clarence, second son of King Edward III, died in Italy, where he had married Violante Visconti, daughter of the Lord of Milan. The wedding took place in June 1368: four months later Lionel died – of a fever, it was said; of poison, it was rumoured: most likely it was food contamination that killed him. Why his English attendants should have blamed the Viscontis is unclear: after all, the family had been proud of the match with English royalty. Nevertheless, so certain were Lionel’s English attendants that the Duke had been murdered that they attempted to raise an army from the numerous English mercenaries employed in the Italian states. Milan was subjected to the rioting and looting of some 2,000 Englishmen before the more organised force of the Viscontis drove them out of the city.

Violante Visconti’s brother, Giangaleazzo, Lord and later Duke of Milan, gained a reputation as an arch-poisoner, based initially on his reputed murder of his uncle Bernabo, co-ruler of Milan. In 1385, Giangaleazzo mounted a coup, defeated Bernabo, imprisoned him and allegedly had him poisoned. (Bernabo was then aged seventy-six; perhaps the defeat and captivity were themselves enough to kill him.)

In 1387 Giangaleazzo Visconti’s daughter Valentina was sent into France to marry Louis, Duke of Orleans, brother of King Charles VI. It was unfortunate for her that Charles’s wife was her cousin Isabeau of Bavaria, granddaughter of Bernabo. The French King was prone to bouts of madness; Isabeau looked to her brother-in-law for support in government and took him as her lover. In 1396 the Queen put out the story that Valentina was a witch, using her black arts to poison the King (which explained his madness, said Isabeau), in order to gain the throne for Louis of Orleans. The Queen’s propaganda inflamed the volatile Parisian mob, and Valentina was forced to depart from Court, leaving Isabeau and Louis to enjoy each other (see pp. 40–41).

Borgia, Visconti, Sforza, Gonzaga, Farnese, Orsini, d’Este, de’ Medici: scarcely one of the great ruling families of Italy lacked some story of a murderer or victim in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Poison and the dagger were the preferred weapons, and the motives, as ever, were power and revenge. The word ‘vendetta’ is, after all, Italian.

Caterina Sforza, illegitimate daughter of Galeazzo Maria Sforza, Duke of Milan, was the wife of Girolamo Riario, Duke of Forlí. When Girolamo was murdered in 1488, Caterina escaped but had to leave her children behind, prisoners of the murderers. When she fortified the city of Forlí against them, they threatened to kill the children if she did not submit. Caterina mounted the battlements and, in full view of the enemy camped around the city, lifted her skirts high: she was unmistakably pregnant.

‘Fools!’ she cried. ‘Look! I can make more children!’

It was said that Caterina Sforza was a witch, for she was so beautiful that only witchcraft could account for it. She was also a ruthless killer: when her lover was murdered, she had not only his murderers killed but also their entire families – some forty men, women and children.
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Of all the Italian women who reputedly combined beauty and evil, Giovanna I, Queen of Naples, ranked highest. She reigned between 1343 and 1380.

Giovanna’s grandfather, King Roberto ‘the Wise’, proclaimed her his heir in 1330, when she was about six years old, and in 1333 he betrothed her to her cousin Endre of Hungary, in an attempt to end the Hungarian royal family’s claims to the throne of Naples. Unfortunately, not only did Giovanna and Endre grow up to hate each other but Giovanna showed so little interest in governing Naples that her husband’s Hungarian staff gained control.

On the night of 18/19 November 1345, the royal couple were staying at Aversa but preparing to leave for Naples the next day. It was on that night that Endre was found hanging from the balustrade of a balcony, a silk cord round his neck, a glove stuffed in his mouth to stifle his cries.

Giovanna, six months pregnant, denied any part in the murder and appealed to the Pope for help; he sent a bishop and cardinal to govern in her name. Apparently the Pope believed the Queen innocent of the crime, but many others did not. Not that she could have killed Endre herself, of course, but she had friends who had been his enemies. There was Giovanna’s former governess and present confidante, Filippa da Catania, and her family; there was Giovanna’s great-aunt-by-marriage, Caterina, Princess of Taranto, who wanted the crown to devolve on her branch of the family – it was rumoured that she was sheltering the probable killers, Giovanna’s chamberlain and his son, neither of whom was seen again after the murder; then there was Carlo, Duke of Durazzo, husband of Giovanna’s sister Maria but also another of their first cousins, with a claim to the throne rivalling that of the Tarantos. In fact, Carlo forestalled accusations by himself accusing Giovanna of having instigated the murder. He had Filippa and her family arrested and tortured. The old lady died before her execution; some members of the family were hanged, others burned alive.
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A further factor in the complex power-struggle was Hungary – the cousins who had agreed to Giovanna’s keeping the crown if she married Endre of Hungary. Now Endre’s brother, King Lajos of Hungary, became another of Giovanna’s accusers, and he backed his words by sending an army against her. In August 1347 Giovanna married her cousin Luigi, Caterina’s son, and he stood by her, but his brothers went over to the Hungarian side, as did Carlo of Durazzo. With the Hungarian army surging into Naples, in January 1348 Giovanna was forced to leave her kingdom.

However, Lajos, King of Hungary, who now arrived in Naples, placed little faith in the Italian cousins who apparently welcomed him. At Aversa, he made Carlo of Durazzo show him the place where his (Lajos’s) brother Endre had been murdered. He accused Carlo of having taken part in the murder and, though Carlo denied it, stood by while a Hungarian hacked him down with a sword.

In March 1348 Giovanna had reached Avignon, which, though in France, was part of her patrimony. At that time the Pope was living there, and before his court and in the presence of Hungarian envoys, the Queen conducted her own defence and was acquitted. In June, she agreed to sell Avignon to the Papacy and with the gold from that transaction bought an army which she dispatched to invade Naples. Victorious, on Whit Sunday 1351 Giovanna and Luigi were crowned there together.

That was by no means the end of the Queen’s trials. She married twice more, she saw plague – the Black Death – leave thousands of Neapolitans dead in its wake as it surged through Europe, and there was intermittent rebellion throughout the kingdom. In 1380 Giovanna was excommunicated by Pope Urban VI for having supported the ‘anti-Pope’ Clement VII at Avignon, and so her throne was declared forfeit. With Urban VI’s support, one of the Durazzo family, a younger Carlo, was made king.* In March 1382 Giovanna became his prisoner in the castle of Muro, and there, on 22 May, while she was praying in the chapel, she was strangled to death. Since she had been excommunicated, there was no funeral; the whereabouts of her grave is unknown.
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Ines de Castro was the mistress of Pedro, heir to the throne of Portugal, and bore him three children before their secret wedding on 1 January 1355. Since Pedro’s father, Affonso IV, King of Portugal, was at that time hoping to marry his son to a foreign princess, Pedro’s refusal to comply alerted his father to the marriage to Ines, whom Affonso mistrusted as a Spaniard and whose kinsmen were known to exert a strong influence on the Prince. In fact, King Affonso had good reason for his concern: it was not unlikely that, when Pedro came to the throne, he would set aside his legal heir, son of his former wife, in favour of Ines’s eldest son, thus setting the scene for a civil war between the half-brothers for possession of the crown of Portugal. Such civil wars, fought between brothers or cousins, were the bane of medieval Europe.

So it was that King Affonso sent three armed men to kill Ines de Castro at the Villa of Tears, as her house was later known.

Affonso had not reckoned with the rage that accompanied Pedro’s grief. The Prince gathered his followers and prepared for war against his father, so frightening Affonso that he agreed to banish the murderers. However, at Affonso’s death in 1357, Pedro drove a bargain with the King of Castile by which he returned Castilian prisoners in exchange for two of the murderers who had found shelter in Castile (the third had escaped to Italy). Inevitably they too were killed, but not until the King had enjoyed the torments they suffered in various tortures.

Another expression of King Pedro I’s grief was the honour paid to his late wife. Her body was taken from its grave, robed in scarlet and ermine and carried to Coimbra Cathedral, where the corpse was solemnly crowned Queen of Portugal. Members of the Court filed past it, kissing the fleshless hand. Then, at night, with flaming torches lighting the way, the Queen’s body was carried to the monastery of Santa Maria in Alcobaça, to be laid in a tomb still to be seen today, on which the effigy of Ines de Castro lies as if asleep, opposite that of her husband, Pedro I, King of Portugal.

To return briefly to the reign of Affonso IV: in 1328 his daughter, Pedro’s sister Maria, married Alfonso XI, King of Castile. Theirs was one of the least successful of the arranged marriages decreed by affairs of state. The King of Castile was devoted to his mistress, Leonor de Guzman, who travelled everywhere with him and presented him with several children, while Maria was left neglected in a provincial castle, the mother of just one son.

In March 1350 Alfonso of Castile died, a victim of the plague called the Black Death that was then devastating Europe. His heir was Maria’s son, Pedro I, still in his early teens. Immediately, Queen Maria had Leonor de Guzman imprisoned in the castle of Talavera; she was subsequently strangled. Certainly Maria must be blamed for the murder; whether the young King Pedro shared the responsibility is not certain.

Enmity and friendship were fickle commodities in medieval Spain, and it was not long before Pedro I was faced with a rebellion whose leaders included not only his half-brothers but his mother. For four years he was in the power of those unlikely allies before he managed to escape. When Pedro laid siege to the town of Toro in 1355, his mother was there, and she summoned the help of Leonor de Guzman’s sons, but it was her own son who won the day. When Maria went out to meet Pedro and submit to him, she was accompanied by the noblemen who had supported her, among them her lover, Don Martín de Tello. As they approached the King, Martín and three others were struck down by men armed with maces.

In 1356 Maria was allowed to leave Castile for her father’s Court in Portugal. When she died, in 1357, it was said that she had been killed by the order of her father, who was disgusted by her ‘licentious passions’. Since Affonso IV, King of Portugal, was known to have killed his daughter-in-law, Ines de Castro, why not his own daughter too?
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‘Good Queen Bess’: the English monarch whose face is more familiar than any other’s and whose fame is remembered when school history lessons are long forgotten. In her ‘finest hour’, when the Spanish Armada threatened England in 1588, Elizabeth Tudor had reigned thirty years and was secure in her people’s loyalty. In September 1560 she was less than two years into her reign, and only twenty-seven years old, when she was implicated in a suspected murder that threatened to ruin and depose her.

On 9 September 1560 Elizabeth’s courtiers and councillors learned of the death of Lady Robert Dudley at her house at Cumnor in Berkshire. Even before details could be added, there was avid speculation that she had been murdered. Lord Robert Dudley cared nothing for his wife; he cared very deeply for the consort’s crown he would gain when, as a widower, he married Queen Elizabeth. His wife’s death was convenient.

Too convenient. Everyone recognised Dudley’s ambition and the Queen’s love for him. They had known each other since childhood; when Elizabeth’s half-sister Mary was on the throne, both had been prisoners in the Tower, Elizabeth suspected of treason, Robert Dudley convicted of that crime after his father had persuaded Jane Grey to usurp Mary’s throne. Perhaps it was a common fear of the block and axe that had drawn them together. Dudley was already married then, but after Queen Mary’s death, when Elizabeth came to the throne, Lady Robert Dudley – better known by her maiden name, Amy Robsart – never went to Court. Dudley was known to be the Queen’s ‘favourite’, suspected of being her lover; it was everywhere whispered that only the existence of his wife prevented their marrying.

The news of Amy’s death created a furore of scandalous gossip and rumour. Of course, it could not be said that Dudley himself had killed his wife. In modern terms it would be called ‘a contract killing’. But with so strong a motive for ridding himself of his wife, he would find the man to do it for him. Rumours such as that caused Dudley to retire from Court, though only to his house at Kew. His enemies, resentful of his influence and fearful of his potential power, did not wait to hear the coroner’s jury’s verdict before condemning him. It was inevitable that the Queen was suspected of having been a party to the murder; or at least, hearing of it, had she suspected Dudley, challenged him, heard his confession and sought to protect him?

In fact, it had been known for a fair while that Amy had a ‘malady’, which was probably cancer, in one breast. Had she died after weeks of pain, surrounded by doctors, clergy and servants, the rumours of murder would have evaporated. But she had been found lying at the foot of a staircase, her neck broken.

One solution to the mystery was not overlooked: that of suicide. If Amy knew she was suffering from cancer and could not face the agony that must end her life, she might well have killed herself. The fact that she had sent her servants out that day, to a local fair, suggests such a plan. Her own maid insisted that Lady Robert Dudley would never do such a thing, but she had spoken of overhearing her mistress praying that God would ‘deliver her from her desperation’. Was it the cancer or her husband’s neglect that drove her to despair? Did the despair cause her to commit suicide?

Inevitably the coroner’s jury returned a verdict of accidental death. There was no evidence of murder, after all. But that did not prevent the dangerous gossip and speculation which not only spread through the kingdom but became the substance of foreign ambassadors’ reports to their masters. At the scandal’s peak, rumour had it that the Queen’s suspected part in the murder would cause her to be deposed. Would she and Dudley end their lives under the axe after all?

Queen Elizabeth survived. Dudley survived, returning to Court, still high in the Queen’s favour, apparently still the man most likely to become her husband. But of course Elizabeth could never marry him now: if she did, suspicions of their complicity in murder would revive, with possibly fatal consequences. In 1562 the Queen contracted smallpox and was for a while on the brink of death; her first act, on recovery, was to nominate Dudley to be ‘Protector’ of the kingdom in the event of her death, until her successor could take the throne. Two years later, the Queen created him Earl of Leicester, apparently with an eye to sending him to Scotland to marry the Scots queen Mary. Whether Elizabeth really intended to sacrifice her closest friend – or lover – to the cause of Anglo-Scottish peace was never tested, for Mary married another man, without Elizabeth’s approval. And in 1578 Leicester married – also without royal approval – the Queen’s cousin Lettice Knollys, the widowed Countess of Essex. His disgrace did not last long and when he died, in Armada year, Elizabeth was devastated. When she died, in 1603, and a little casket by her bed was opened, it was found to contain a parchment marked ‘His last letter’.

Leicester was long credited with the murder of his first wife – and of others who stood in his way over the years, and as long as he was suspected, Queen Elizabeth was viewed as a possible party to the crime. However, it is now known that breast cancer causes the spine to become so brittle that even the slightest jar can cause the neck to break. Was that what killed Amy Robsart?

* English kings are numbered from the Norman Conquest of 1066; thus Edward I reigned in 1272–1307, though there had been two Anglo-Saxon kings named Edward before the Conquest.

* He subsequently became King of Hungary too; see p. 20.
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