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PROLOGUE

Today I saw Lady Jane Grey walking in a grand procession to the Tower. She is now called Queen, but is not popular, for the hearts of the people are with Mary, the Spanish Queen’s daughter. This Jane is very short and thin, but prettily shaped and graceful. She has small features and a well-made nose, the mouth flexible and the lips red. The eyebrows are arched and darker than her hair, which is nearly red. Her eyes are sparkling and reddish brown in colour. I stood so near her grace that I noticed her colour was good but freckled. When she smiled she showed her teeth, which are white and sharp. In all a gracious and animated figure. She wore a dress of green velvet stamped with gold, with large sleeves. Her headdress was a white coif with many jewels. She walked under a canopy, her mother carrying her long train, and her husband Guildford walking by her, dressed all in white and gold, a very tall strong boy with light hair, who paid her much attention. The new Queen was mounted on very high chopines to make her look much taller, which were concealed by her robes, as she is very small and short. Many ladies followed, with noblemen, but this lady is very heretical and has never heard Mass, and some great people did not come into the procession for that reason.



Baptista Spinola, 10 July 1553




ONE

FOREBEARS


Eighth Henry ruling this land,

He had a sister fair …

And being come to England’s Court,

She oft beheld a knight,

Charles Brandon nam’d, in whose fair eyes,

She chiefly took delight.

Song of an English Knight (The Suffolk Garland)



On a spring day in the year 1533 Henry Grey, marquess of Dorset, and the king’s niece Lady Frances Brandon were married in the chapel at Suffolk Place, London, the home of the bride’s parents. There is no reason to suppose that any romance was involved. Marriages at this level were, with very rare exceptions, strictly business arrangements, planned with financial and/or dynastic advantage in mind. In this case, however, the existence of a long-standing bond of friendship and shared experience between the Brandons and the Greys makes it likely that the young people concerned – Frances was not quite sixteen, Henry Grey about a year older – would have had more opportunity than many such couples of getting to know one another before the knot was tied.

At first glance it might have seemed a somewhat unequal match for the bride, with her impressive royal connections, but the Greys – their name is said to derive from the castle of Croy in Picardy – were an ancient and well-respected family with royal connections of their own. Recorded as being settled at Rotherfield in Oxfordshire shortly after the Conquest, their first mention in Dugdale’s Baronage concerns Henry de Grey who received a grant of land at Thurrock in Essex from King Richard Lionheart in 1194 and, according to Dugdale, it was from the sons of this Henry that the numerous Greys of Wilton and Ruthyn were descended.1 Edward, eldest son by a second marriage of the third Lord Grey of Ruthyn, married the heiress to the barony of Ferrers of Groby in Leicestershire and it was their son, Sir John Grey of Groby, who, in the middle of the fifteenth century, took to wife Elizabeth, the daughter of Richard Woodville of Grafton near Stony Stratford. This marriage was more or less contemporaneous with the early stages of that long-drawn-out, murderous family quarrel between York and Lancaster, conveniently known as the Wars of the Roses, and John Grey was killed fighting on the Lancastrian side at the second battle of St Albans in 1461. Three years later his widow, a beautiful but designing lady, so captivated the impressionable Yorkist king, Edward IV, that he married her – an unpopular misalliance widely held to have contributed to the eventual downfall of his house.

Elizabeth Woodville, as she is always better known, was notorious for the strength and tenacity of her family feelings, and she worked hard to promote the interests of her sons by her first marriage. Thomas, the elder, was created marquess of Dorset by his stepfather and looked to be all set for a secure and prosperous future. Then, suddenly, in April 1483 Edward IV was dead. By the end of the summer the throne had been seized by his brother Richard of Gloucester and his two young sons – ‘the little princes in the Tower’ – had disappeared from public view. That autumn there was an unsuccessful counter-coup led by Henry Stafford, duke of Buckingham, and supported by, among others, the Woodvilles and the Greys. The attempt to unseat King Richard collapsed and Buckingham was executed, but Thomas Grey and his young son escaped to Brittany where Henry Tudor, earl of Richmond, the last surviving male representative of the house of Lancaster, had been living in precarious exile for the past twelve years. Also among the select band of political refugees now gathering across the Channel were the brothers William and Thomas Brandon from East Anglia.

Unlike the Greys, the Brandons could not claim ancient or noble lineage, their immediate forebears having been small merchant traders based around the Norfolk port of Lynn. They were, however, on their way up. Their father, having made a good marriage and been fortunate in his business ventures, had invested in landed property, acquired a knighthood and set himself up as a prominent and ‘worshipful’ member of local society. The family had always been Yorkists loyal to Edward IV – William and Thomas had both been members of his household – but in 1483 they appear to have gambled on the overthrow of Richard Crookback and were consequently obliged to leave the country in a hurry.

That Christmas Henry Tudor made his celebrated solemn vow ‘that so soon as he should be king he would marry Elizabeth, King Edward’s daughter’, after which his assembled followers did him homage ‘as though he had been already created king’.2 But the New Year was not a happy one for the Lancastrian/Tudor cause. Henry himself only narrowly avoided being handed over by his Breton hosts and was forced to make a dash for the frontier to seek the protection of the king of France – so perhaps it was hardly surprising that some members of his entourage should have begun to have second thoughts. The marquess of Dorset in particular had been receiving some very tempting offers from England, so that ‘partly despairing for that cause of Earl Henry’s success, partly suborned by King Richard’s fair promises, [he] departed privily in the night time from Paris, and with great journeys travelled into Flanders’.3 This had serious implications for the exiles, as Dorset knew all their secrets, and he was pursued and ‘persuaded’ to return.

It was presumably this display of untrustworthiness that led to the marquess being left behind as one of the sureties for loans received from the French government when Henry Tudor finally set out to make his historic bid for the English throne. But the two Brandons were members of the little expeditionary force which sailed from Harfleur on 1 August 1485 and William Brandon, acting as Henry’s standard-bearer, was to die a hero’s death at Bosworth, struck down in the thick of the battle by King Richard himself.

Dorset was called home and became one of the new king Henry VII’s councillors but suffered a brief eclipse at the time of the first Yorkist rising in 1487 when the king, remembering that worrying episode in France, ordered him to be placed in preventive detention in the Tower, although the order was accompanied by a fair message ‘that he should bear that disgrace with patience, for that the king meant not his hurt’ – his lordship was, after all, the new queen’s half-brother. He was released after a few months with, it seems, no hard feelings on either side and two years later was given a command in Henry’s only foreign war. Thomas Brandon, meanwhile, continued to serve the king as a councillor and increasingly on diplomatic missions abroad, but it was William’s son – born, according to one authority, during his father’s exile and christened Charles in honour of the king of France – who would be responsible for the family’s rise to semi-royal grandeur.

Sponsored by his uncle, young Charles had begun his career at court in unspectacular fashion as a humble esquire of the body, and it was not until the accession of the second Henry Tudor in April 1509 that his fortunes took their dramatic upward turn. The new king of England was still a teenager and the nation, in particular the property-owning classes who had been finding the old king’s regime increasingly oppressive and expensive, went wild with delight over their ‘natural, young, lusty and courageous prince and sovereign lord King Harry the eighth’. The intelligentsia, too, were in transports over the appearance of this ‘new and auspicious star’, this charismatic Christian prince who spoke so earnestly about his love of learning, his respect for justice and virtue; while foreign observers almost ran out of adjectives in their efforts to describe his liberality, his magnificence, his amazing good looks, physical presence and personal charm.

Thanks to old Henry’s statesmanship and prudent housekeeping, young Henry had succeeded unopposed to a secure and solvent throne – an advantage not enjoyed by an English monarch for very nearly a century – and throughout that first carefree summer the court was given over to a season of ‘continual festival’. Revels, tilts and tournaments, pageants, banquets and ‘disguises’ followed one another in a non-stop, glittering, extravagant stream and conspicuous among the crowd of light-hearted, boisterous young men eager to help the king enjoy himself was Charles Brandon. It is probable that they were already friends, drawn together by a shared interest in sport, for Charles, like Henry, was a fine all-round athlete, tireless in the hunting field and a skilful and courageous performer in the jousts – that elaborate medieval war game so beloved by the English nobility. A cheerful, good-natured extrovert, without very much in the way of intellectual equipment, he made a perfect foil for his resplendent sovereign lord to whom he offered an uncritical, dog-like devotion. Henry found him excellent company and before long Charles was recognised as a leading member of the charmed circle of royal intimates.

The perquisites of this favoured position were well worth having, and Charles Brandon quickly became Marshal of the Household, Master of the Horse, Keeper of the important royal estate of Wanstead in Essex and Ranger of the New Forest. He was knighted, showered with stewardships, receiverships, wardships and valuable licences to export wool, leather, lead and tin – and it was pretty clear that this was only the beginning.

By the winter of 1512 the king was busy preparing for his first military adventure overseas. England had recently joined an offensive league of European powers aimed at containing French expansion in northern Italy and Henry was impatient to prove his manhood on the field of battle where, naturally, his best friend would fill a major supporting role. Everyone expected the king to confer a title on Brandon before they crossed the Channel, but as it happened his first step in rank came, ironically enough, via the Grey family in the person of his eight-year-old ward and affianced wife Elizabeth, daughter and heiress of the late John Grey, Viscount Lisle, and great-granddaughter of Edward Grey, Baron Ferrers of Groby.

By now in his late twenties, Charles Brandon already had quite a colourful matrimonial career behind him. Back in 1505 or thereabouts he had become engaged to Anne Browne, daughter of the Governor of Calais. The couple were betrothed per verba de praesenti, thus entering into a contract regarded as binding in canon law even if no church ceremony followed the exchange of vows. But it was not uncommon for an unprincipled man to repudiate his fiancée if someone better turned up, even if cohabitation had taken place, and this is what seems to have happened here. Certainly Charles and Anne had slept together without benefit of clergy, for she bore him a daughter some time in 1506. The faithless Charles, meanwhile, had married Margaret Mortimer, a wealthy widow approximately twice his age, prompting a Venetian observer of the English social scene to comment caustically on the mercenary habits of young men who were willing to marry for money ladies old enough to be their mothers. This union, though, was short-lived, being annulled, possibly as a result of action by the Browne family, on the grounds of the groom’s pre-contract and cohabitation with his previous partner. Charles and Anne then went through a public marriage ceremony and another daughter was born in the summer of 1510. Anne Browne died shortly afterwards and in December 1512 her widower acquired the wardship of Elizabeth Grey.4

Under English law the wardship of any minor child who inherited landed property passed automatically to the Crown, which normally gave (or, more usually, sold) it back to the relatives of the child concerned or some other favoured applicant. The guardian was then free to enjoy the income from the property until the minor came of age – by which time he would either have sold his ward’s marriage to the highest bidder or else have arranged a marriage ensuring that control of the inheritance remained within his own family circle, so no one was surprised when, in the spring of 1513, Charles Brandon announced his engagement to Elizabeth Grey. On 15 May Letters Patent were issued creating him Viscount Lisle in right of his ‘wife’ and a few weeks later the new Lord Lisle accompanied the king to France as ‘marshal of the host and captain of the fore-ward’ with three thousand men under his command.

The rest of the summer was spent playing soldiers in Picardy, where both Henry and Viscount Lisle duly established their reputations as fighting men and the king astonished everyone by his courage and endurance in the face of the enemy. It is true that the enemy proved disappointingly elusive and it was bad luck that Henry should have missed the best bit of action – a scrambling cavalry skirmish near Guinegate, later dignified with the title of the Battle of the Spurs. But on the whole it was a very nice little war and Henry, firing a cannon with his own hands, dubbing knights on the field of battle and riding round the camp at night in full armour, enjoyed himself so much that he quite failed to notice that the two frontier towns of Therouanne and Tournai, captured by the English army, were of value only to his ally, the Hapsburg Emperor Maximilian.

Autumn found both the friends at Lille in southern Flanders as guests at the court of Margaret of Austria, Regent of the Netherlands, and, encouraged by the king, Lord Lisle embarked on a playful flirtation with his hostess. Unfortunately, what had begun as a bit of a joke became the subject of gossip and rumours of an impending marriage had to be hurriedly denied by embarrassed diplomats. Lord Lisle might be an important figure at the English court – he and the king’s almoner, a rising cleric named Thomas Wolsey, were said to govern everything between them – but by no stretch of the imagination could he be regarded as husband material for a Hapsburg princess accustomed to being wooed by reigning monarchs.

All the same Charles Brandon was about to take a giant step up the social ladder when, on 1 February, he was created duke of Suffolk, a title previously held by the great Yorkist family of de la Pole. This sudden and startling elevation of the king’s favourite – there were currently only two other dukes in England – raised eyebrows and hackles in establishment circles. ‘Many people considered it very surprising that Charles should be so honoured’ observed the contemporary historian Polydore Vergil. There were, of course, some quite sound political reasons for the move. Apart from sending an unmistakable message to Richard de la Pole, the last significant Yorkist claimant still at large on the Continent, the new duke, allied with Wolsey, would help to counter the influence of the powerful Howard family and their faction at the council table. But there seems no reason to doubt that Henry was also motivated by a genuine affection for his ‘dearest Brandon’ and a desire to reward and encourage him.

If 1514 marked a decisive stage in the saga of the Brandon family, it was also notable for an abrupt change of direction in English foreign policy. The king had fallen out with his European allies, having belatedly realised the extent to which they had been making use of him for their own ends, and that summer he concluded an alliance with France to be sealed by the marriage of his sister Mary to the French king, Louis XII.

Nineteen-year-old Mary Tudor, the youngest surviving child of Henry VII and Elizabeth of York, was the beauty of the English royal family – with her elegant figure, perfect complexion and wonderful red-gold hair, she was generally conceded to have been one of the loveliest women of her day. High-spirited, wilful and more than a little spoilt, in the five years since her father’s death she had been enjoying a most unusual amount of fun and freedom for an unmarried princess; but the king was fond of his sister, who shared his exuberant delight in dancing, party-going, dressing up and showing off, and he liked having her around and encouraged her to play a full part in the hectic social life of the court. The dangers inherent in this sort of permissiveness were obvious enough – it was not for nothing that royal brides were normally shipped off to their husbands the moment they became nubile. Mary was a warm-blooded young woman surrounded by the pick of the eligible men in the kingdom, and inevitably she had formed an attachment of her own, the object of her affections being no less a person than the controversial new duke of Suffolk. She would, of course, have known him from a distance since childhood, but by 1514 what may perhaps have begun as a little girl’s hero-worship for one of her brother’s lordly friends had ripened into something altogether more mature.

There was no scandal. No gossip linking the princess’s name with the duke had yet reached the outside world, but within the family the affair seems to have been a pretty open secret. Mary herself had confided in her brother, telling him that she loved Charles Brandon and would only agree to marry the king of France – a widower in his fifties and a martyr to gout – on condition that, as soon as she was free again, Henry would allow her to make her own choice as her own heart and mind should be best pleased. ‘And upon that your great comfort and faithful promise’, she wrote later, ‘I assented to the said marriage; else I would never have granted to, as at the same time I showed unto you more at large.’5

On this understanding, it seems, the bargain was struck and Mary sailed from Dover at the beginning of October, slightly cheered by the magnificence of her trousseau. Her beauty and charm made an excellent impression on the French, and at her first meeting with Louis he threw his arms round her neck and ‘kissed her as kindly as if he had been five-and-twenty’. Not surprisingly such an ill-assorted couple were made the butt of unkind jokes in some quarters – in Spain it was being predicted that his young wife would soon be the death of a bridegroom in his dotage. To the outward eye, however, Louis appeared very jovial and in love. He had temporarily quite thrown off his invalidish habits, boasting that on his wedding night he had ‘crossed the river’ three times and would have done more had he chosen. Apart from a brief unpleasantness over the dismissal of some of Mary’s English attendants, he proved an indulgent and generous husband and by the time Charles Brandon paid a visit to France in November the newly-weds had established quite a cosy relationship.

Suffolk had come over with Thomas Grey, 2nd marquess of Dorset, who had succeeded his father back in 1501. A military man and another notable performer in the jousts, he and the duke were to take part in a tournament celebrating Mary’s forthcoming coronation, but Suffolk had also been entrusted with certain confidential matters to be discussed with the French in private. He had an audience with the king and queen at Beauvais, where he found Louis lying on a couch with Mary sitting beside him, and was able to report ‘that never queen behaved herself more wisely and honourably, and so say all the noblemen of France’.6 Charles Brandon was clearly impressed by her dignity and restraint which, he told Henry, ‘rejoiced me not a little’, adding significantly, ‘your grace knows why’. It sounds rather as if he had been afraid Mary might embarrass him in public, but he need not have worried. The queen of France knew what was due to her position and she received her brother’s envoy with perfect sangfroid.

Mary’s marriage to King Louis lasted for just eighty-two days and when he collapsed and died on New Year’s Eve 1514 her situation changed abruptly. Much to her dismay, she found herself obliged to endure the forty days of strict seclusion imposed by French custom – a period of mourning or, more accurately, quarantine, designed to ensure that if a widowed queen proved to be pregnant, there should be as little doubt as possible as to the paternity of her child. Mary’s protests that to the best of her knowledge she was not pregnant were disregarded, and she was bundled off to the Hotel de Cluny to spend six weeks behind drawn curtains in a stuffy, black-draped mourning chamber. Here, cut off from the outside world, she began to panic in case Henry might already be planning another foreign match for her while she was helpless to stop him. Terror that he meant to break his word is apparent in every line of a letter written from Cluny in January:


Sir, I beseech your grace that you will keep all the promises that you promised me when I took my leave of you by the waterside. Sir, your grace knoweth well that I did marry for your pleasure at this time and now I trust you will suffer me to marry as me liketh for to do … wherefore I beseech your grace for to be a good lord and brother unto me.7



Exactly what the king was planning for his sister’s future remains a trifle unclear. If he did not intend to honour his famous promises of the previous autumn, it was perhaps not very wise to appoint the duke of Suffolk as head of the mission charged with the task of winding up her affairs in France. But Henry trusted his friend. He had no reason not to do so. Charles Brandon was, after all, his own creation, dependent on royal favour and bounty for his very existence. He did, however, take the precaution of asking the duke for a solemn undertaking that he would keep his relations with Mary on a strictly formal basis while they were abroad. There may quite possibly have been some kind of understanding that if he succeeded in extricating the queen dowager on satisfactory financial terms, the king would be prepared to give them his blessing – rumours of a marriage were already going round – but Suffolk was probably less concerned just then with thoughts of romance than with the daunting prospect of having to drive a bargain with the French over Mary’s plate and jewels and dower rights. He was, therefore, seriously taken aback when he arrived in France at the end of January to discover that the new king, Louis’s big foxy-faced cousin François d’Angoulême, apparently knew all about his personal affairs.

Brandon’s first interview with Mary was even more unnerving. As soon as they were alone together the distracted widow proceeded to unloose on him all the pent-up emotion of the past few weeks. The more she thought about it the more convinced she had become that his mission was a trap to lure her back to England to be forced into another loveless political alliance and she would rather be torn in pieces – either that, or his enemies on the council would find some way of preventing their marriage. Nothing her harassed sweetheart could say would pacify her, and in floods of tears – according to the duke he had never seen a woman so weep – she presented him with an ultimatum: either he agreed to marry her there and then, while they had the chance, or he ‘might never look to have the same proffer again’. With his promise to Henry weighing heavily on his conscience, Suffolk tried to evade the issue (or so he said later) but his protests were swept aside. Mary reminded him that she had her brother’s promise that next time she might marry as she pleased and they might never have such an opportunity again. She would almost certainly have added that he couldn’t really love her if he was not willing to take so small a risk for her sake.

All this put Charles Brandon in an appalling quandary. His whole career had been founded on his commitment to the Tudor family and now he was fairly and squarely caught between the Scylla and Charybdis of Tudor passion and Tudor despotism. He was genuinely devoted to his sovereign lord and stood in very healthy awe of him, but it is hard for any man to stand like a stone while the loveliest princess in Europe is literally begging and praying him to take her to his bed. And there was something else. Although it was not tactful to draw attention to it, the fact remained that after nearly six years of marriage Henry’s Spanish wife Catherine of Aragon had not yet given him a living heir. It was by no means impossible that his younger sister might found a new royal line and visions of fathering a future king of England must surely have passed through Suffolk’s head – for all his bluff, easy-going exterior he was an ambitious man. Forced into the unaccustomed exercise of thinking on his feet, Mary’s tears and intimations of dynastic immortality overcame considerations of trust and honour, self-restraint, even of self-preservation, and on an undisclosed date in February 1515 Charles Brandon and Mary Tudor, queen of France, were married very quietly indeed in the chapel at Cluny, with only a handful of the bride’s personal servants as witnesses.

Confession could not long be postponed. By the beginning of March reports of that furtive ceremony at Cluny were circulating freely in Paris and on the 5th of the month Charles Brandon sat down to write a difficult letter to his friend Thomas Wolsey, now archbishop of York, explaining that ‘the queen would never let me be in rest till I had granted her to be married. And so, to be plain with you, I have married her heartily, and have lyen with her, insomuch that I fear me lest she be with child. My lord,’ he went on, ‘I am not in a little sorrow lest the king should know of it and be displeased with me, for I assure you I had rather have died than he should be miscontent.’ He ended by begging for Wolsey’s ‘especial help’ in breaking the news to Henry, for ‘I have as heavy a heart as any man living and shall have till I may hear good tidings from you.’8

There followed a fortnight’s painful suspense and Wolsey’s reply when it came was not encouraging. The king’s first reaction had been one of utter disbelief that the man he had loved and trusted best could have so wantonly betrayed his confidence. Wolsey had had to show him Suffolk’s letter before he would give it credence and now he was bitterly hurt and angry. ‘Cursed be the blind affection and counsel that hath brought you hereunto,’ wrote the archbishop grimly, ‘fearing that such sudden and unadvised dealing shall have sudden repentance.’ Let Charles Brandon make no mistake, by his acts and doings he had put himself ‘in the greatest danger that ever man was in’.9

Shaking in their shoes, the culprits now hastened to throw themselves on the king’s mercy, acknowledging their fault and beseeching forgiveness. ‘Sir, for the passion of God’, cried the duke, ‘let it not be in your heart against me, and rather than you should hold me in mistrust, strike off my head and let me not live.’10 For her part, Mary did her best to take the blame on herself. She knew she had constrained my lord of Suffolk to break his promise, but it was only because she had been thrown into such terrible ‘consternation, fear and doubt’ that their marriage might somehow be prevented. She, too, begged for forgiveness, ‘and that it will please your grace to write to me and to my lord of Suffolk some comfortable words’.11

No such words were forthcoming, but all the same it was soon obvious from Wolsey’s letters that Henry’s wrath could be assuaged at a price – and a heavy financial penalty was imposed on the lovers, who were ordered to repay all the costs of Mary’s first marriage – her dowry, her trousseau and her wedding journey. Suffolk also had to surrender his wardship of Elizabeth Grey (he had broken off his engagement to her some time in the previous year) but he was allowed to keep his other offices and estates.

It was the beginning of May before Mary and her new husband were finally free to return to England and they had a grand wedding at Greenwich on the 13th in the presence of the whole court, apparently fully restored to royal favour. The Venetian ambassador was amazed and hesitated to offer congratulations until he was quite sure they would be acceptable. But in spite of all the accounts of his dire displeasure relayed by Thomas Wolsey, it is pretty clear that the king had never intended to proceed to extremes against his best friend and his favourite sister. It is true that some of the older, more conservative members of the Privy Council disapproved of the marriage, but Suffolk’s genial good fellowship and athletic prowess made him a popular figure and, apart from his political rivals, few people seriously grudged him his good fortune. Few people, after all, could resist a romance, especially one with a happy ending – a rare enough event in royal circles. No one denied that it was an unequal match, but the general feeling on this aspect of Mary Tudor’s love story was neatly summed up in the quatrain which appears beneath the portrait of the happy pair painted at about the time of their marriage and said to have been composed by the bridegroom himself:


Cloth of gold, do not despise,

Though thou be match’d with cloth of frieze.

Cloth of frieze, be not too bold,

Though thou be match’d with cloth of gold.



In February 1516, after a long history of miscarriages, babies stillborn or living only a few weeks, Queen Catherine of Aragon finally gave birth to a healthy child – a girl, christened Mary. The king was apparently delighted, saying to an ambassador who ventured to commiserate with him over the baby’s sex that ‘if it was a daughter this time, by God’s grace the sons will follow’. A month later the Suffolks’ first child was born – a boy, christened, naturally, Henry. The king’s daughter survived, but his nephew did not, dying some time before his fifth birthday. The duchess of Suffolk (or the French queen, as she continued to be styled by everyone, including herself) went on to produce two daughters – Frances, born on St Francis’s Day, 16 July 1517, and Eleanor two years later – then, in 1522, another son, also christened Henry. But there was still no prince of Wales and it was clear by this time that the queen would have no more children. All the same it was another five years before Henry first applied to Rome for a divorce or, more accurately, an annulment of his marriage, convinced, so he said, that he and Catherine were living in incestuous adultery and that was why God, whom he always regarded very much in the light of a senior partner, was refusing to give him sons. Quite a number of his subjects were equally convinced that the king’s famous scruple of conscience had more to do with his infatuation for one of his wife’s maids of honour, the fascinating brunette Anne Boleyn, than with any very pressing anxiety over the succession.

The divorce, or the king’s Great Matter as it became known, was to dominate the English political scene for the best part of a decade and its ramifications would destroy the lives of many good men and women (Thomas Wolsey, cardinal archbishop, was one of its first casualties), but the Grey and Brandon families were not at first directly affected. Thomas Grey and Charles Brandon were both, of course, committed king’s men, although the Suffolks were believed privately to disapprove of his proceedings and the French queen in particular was known to sympathise with her unfortunate sister-in-law. But by 1527 the Suffolks were themselves beginning to worry in case the legality of their own marriage might be called into question. The duke’s erstwhile ward and fiancée, Elizabeth Grey, had died in 1519 but Dame Margaret Mortimer, the same who had once lived briefly as Brandon’s wife, although a very old lady was still alive, and if now the legitimacy of the king’s daughter and heir presumptive were to be challenged, the status of the Suffolk children would become a matter of considerable constitutional and personal importance.

The duke therefore consulted canon lawyers, who applied to Rome for a ruling on the matter and in May 1528 received the answer they wanted – a papal bull ratifying the original sentence of the archdeacon of London’s court given in 1507 annulling the Brandon–Mortimer marriage. Margaret Mortimer died about this time, thus helpfully tidying up any loose ends; all the same in August 1529 the Suffolks took the additional precaution of having the new decree notorially attested before the bishop of Norwich and a posse of official witnesses.

The anxious parents could now begin to look round more confidently for husbands for their daughters. Their first choice for Frances was the duke of Norfolk’s son Henry, earl of Surrey, but the Howards turned down the match because, it seemed, the dowry offered was too small. Then, in October 1530, Charles Brandon’s old friend and comrade in arms Thomas Grey, marquess of Dorset, died, to be succeeded by his fourteen-year-old son Henry. The earl of Arundel was in the bidding for the wardship of the young marquess with a view to marrying him off to his daughter, Lady Katherine FitzAlan; but for reasons not disclosed, the young marquess chose to reject Lady Katherine and consequently Arundel withdrew from the competition. This opened up a window of opportunity for the duke of Suffolk and, with the king’s approval, he stepped in to acquire the wardship for himself and with it a husband for his daughter.12 Frances’s future was thus honourably secured and her wedding, marking the union of two of England’s leading families, was a suitably grand affair.

It also marked the last public appearance of Mary Tudor, the French queen. Mary had been very little at court during recent years, preferring to spend most of her time at Westhorpe Hall, the Suffolks’ principal country seat in East Anglia, some 12 miles from Bury St Edmunds. Her absence seems to have been partly due to a natural reluctance to yield precedence to Mistress Anne Boleyn, and partly to her increasingly poor health. So as soon as the wedding festivities were over, she travelled back to Westhorpe alone with her younger daughter. Her husband was too busy running the king’s errands to go with her and, although he paid a brief visit to his ailing wife some time early in May, he does not seem to have been with her when she slipped quietly away between seven and eight o’clock on the morning of 25 June. She was thirty-eight years old and the exact nature of her long wasting illness, of which the only recorded symptom was a pain in the side, is not known. It may have been cancer or, perhaps more likely in view of the Tudor family’s medical history, tuberculosis.

In normal circumstances the wedding of the king’s niece and the death of his sister might have attracted rather more public notice, but everyone’s attention just then was focused on the unfolding drama of his majesty’s own domestic problems, for in the spring of 1533 the bitter six-year battle for the divorce was reaching its climax. In spite of the fact that Queen Catherine was still stubbornly refusing to accept her relegation and that still no ruling had come from Rome, it was an open secret – in court circles at least that Henry and his lady had been married in a very private ceremony at the end of January, and most people now knew that Anne Boleyn was pregnant. No one, therefore, was surprised when, late in May, Thomas Cranmer, the newly enthroned Archbishop of Canterbury, pronounced the king’s first marriage to be null and void and his second good and lawful. Preparations were already well advanced for Queen Anne’s coronation, scheduled to take place on 1 June, with the duke of Suffolk acting as High Constable for the occasion and as Steward for the feast that would follow. Small wonder then that he had been able to spare so little time for visiting Westhorpe.

As was customary, Charles Brandon did not attend his wife’s funeral but every detail of the ritual pomp and ceremony due to her exalted station was meticulously observed. The coffin lay in state at Westhorpe for nearly a month before being removed to the abbey of St Edmundsbury for committal. At the head of the cortège walked a hundred poor men in black hoods and gowns and carrying wax tapers. Then came the domestic chaplains with the Westhorpe chapel cross, escorted by a contingent of barons, knights and gentlemen and followed by the officers of the household, Garter and Clarenceux Kings of Arms, and a representative from the French College of Heralds, all mounted on horses trapped to the ground with black. The hearse, or funeral car, was drawn by six horses and draped in black velvet with the late queen’s motto, La volonté de Dieu me suffit, worked in fine gold, while over it was a rich canopy borne by four mounted knights. On the coffin itself lay an effigy of Mary arrayed in the state robes, the crown and panoply of a queen of France, while on either side hung banners painted with the proud escutcheons of her arms as a princess of England and queen dowager of France. Immediately behind the hearse and leading the family mourners rode Frances Grey, marchioness of Dorset, supported by her new husband and her eleven-year-old brother Henry, earl of Lincoln. There followed a cavalcade of noble ladies, each attended by a running footman, two mourning wagons or coaches and, bringing up the rear, the waiting women, yeomen and lesser servants on foot.

The ‘right high and excellent princess and right Christian Queen Mary, late French Queen’ was laid to rest in the great abbey church at Bury St Edmunds on 22 July and a handsome alabaster monument was presently erected over her tomb. Both abbey and monument were to be destroyed during the period of the dissolution of the monasteries, when so much else of the world Mary had known dissolved into rubble and firewood and shards of broken glass, but her coffin was saved and re-interred in the nearby church of St Mary. In 1784, when it was moved to a new resting place in the north-east corner of the chancel, the coffin was opened and the embalmed corpse was found to be in an amazingly good state of preservation. The teeth were complete and undecayed and the hair, almost two feet in length, had retained its red-gold colour – so much so that ghoulish souvenir hunters hurried to cut tresses from it.13

Mary Tudor, queen and duchess, had never been more than a minor figure on the historical stage and nothing in her life had affected the mainstream of great events. All she had ever asked for herself was a measure of personal happiness, and in that respect she had been more fortunate than most women in her position and century. Certainly the girl who had defiantly insisted on her right to be allowed to marry the man she loved never seems to have regretted it, and she can scarcely be blamed for failing to foresee the deadly inheritance, compounded of her own royal blood and her brother’s capricious favouritism, which she had created for her innocent posterity.

The year 1533 continued to be an eventful one for both the Tudor and Brandon families. Barely two months after Mary’s death Charles Brandon had married again. Rapid remarriage by both sexes was not unusual, but the fact that the duke of Suffolk’s latest bride was the same age as his younger daughter – fourteen to his forty-eight or nine – and was already promised to his son gave the affair enough ‘novelty’, as one observer put it, to attract the attention of some political commentators.

Suffolk’s fourth wife was another of his wards, the daughter and heiress of Lord Willoughby of Eresby, an important landowner in Suffolk and Lincolnshire. The duke had invested some £2,500 in the wardship of young Catherine Willoughby, who had been living under his roof for the past five years or so, being educated with his own daughters. She was a good-looking girl, healthy, intelligent and high-spirited, and he may very likely have been fond of her, but his motive for marrying her was pretty certainly a financial one. Frances’s wedding had cost him over sixteen hundred pounds and Eleanor’s was still to come, while Mary’s outstanding debts to the Crown were yet to be finally settled. In the circumstances a rich wife (and the gossipy author of The Spanish Chronicle heard that the duchess of Suffolk, a baroness in her own right, was worth 15,000 ducats a year) would obviously be desirable. Young Catherine was conveniently ready to hand and the duke saw no reason to waste her on his son, who could be matched elsewhere easily enough. As it happened, Henry Brandon died the following spring, leaving the gossip-mongers to insinuate that his untimely end was due to grief at having been so heartlessly deprived of his fiancée.

Suffolk appears to have survived this second bereavement with tolerable equanimity and his new marriage was proving a success, the duchess providing him with two healthy sons in the space of two years. The king’s domestic affairs, however, continued to be worryingly unsatisfactory. Henry had made powerful enemies both at home and abroad, and had ruthlessly manipulated the accepted laws of God and man in his determination to ensure that Anne Boleyn’s child – the child which, he had convinced himself, would surely be a son – was born in wedlock, and all he had got for his pains was another useless girl. The birth of Elizabeth Tudor in September 1533 was a black disappointment for both her parents, but a good face had to be put on it before the world. A solemn Te Deum for the queen’s safe delivery was sung in St Paul’s in the presence of the city dignitaries and the new princess was given a suitably grand christening in the Friars Church at Greenwich. The following spring parliament at Westminster passed an act making it a treasonable offence to question the validity of the king’s divorce and second marriage and settling the succession on the lawfully begotten children of his ‘most dear and entirely beloved wife Queen Anne’, while Mary, his elder daughter and ex-heiress presumptive, was in future to be regarded ‘but as a bastard’. Almost simultaneously the Pope in full consistory at Rome finally gave judgement on the matter of the royal divorce, pronouncing the marriage between Henry and Catherine of Aragon to have been good and lawful from the beginning.

The Brandon and Grey families had continued publicly to support the king throughout his various marital difficulties – Suffolk had been present at Elizabeth’s christening and the dowager marchioness of Dorset officiated as one of the godmothers. The young Dorsets meanwhile were beginning their married life, dividing their time between London and the court and the family estates in Leicestershire. The 2nd marquess had begun to build a fine new mansion at Bradgate Park, three miles north-west of Leicester and about a mile and a half from the village of Groby on the edge of Charnwood Forest. The house, which was completed by his son, was a large, low, red-brick building, in the form of a square, decorated with turrets and an imposing gatehouse, and surrounded by a park six miles in circumference. John Leland, who visited Bradgate in the 1540s, remarked on its good and vigorous water supply and the well-wooded country round about; but for the Dorsets, who like most of their contemporaries were passionately addicted to field sports, its principal attraction was doubtless the abundance of game available on their doorstep.

Unlike his father and grandfather, the 3rd marquess showed no inclination for a career in soldiering or public affairs, and this was perhaps just as well, for in the 1530s public affairs were a more than usually dangerous pursuit. The parliament of 1534 had enacted a programme of revolutionary change codifying the English Church’s breach with Rome and effectively privatising its enormous wealth, and in the spring of 1535 the king had officially assumed the title of Supreme Head of the Church of England with power to ‘reform and redress all errors, heresies and abuses in the same’. It now became high treason ‘maliciously’ to deny this startling addition to the royal style and that summer Sir Thomas More and John Fisher, bishop of Rochester, paid the price of refusing to recognise Henry Tudor as their supreme earthly authority on matters spiritual.

In 1536 Queen Anne Boleyn was tried on charges of committing adultery with ‘divers of the king’s familiar servants’, of incest with her brother George, of despising her marriage and ‘imagining’ the king’s death. The trial was, of course, a mere formality and Anne was duly convicted of treason and beheaded on Tower Green on 19 May. Not content with killing the woman who had once been his great love, Henry had insisted on obtaining a decree of nullity and Thomas Cranmer obediently pronounced their union to have been invalid from the start, thus bastardising and disinheriting the two-year-old Elizabeth in her turn.

Within a matter of weeks the king had taken his third wife. A widower twice over – Catherine of Aragon having died at the beginning of the year – this marriage would be indisputably legal and Henry had every hope that the demurely respectable Jane Seymour, who came herself from a large family, would soon provide him with the male heir now so urgently needed. A second Act of Succession was passed in June ratifying the annulment of the Boleyn marriage and officially declaring Anne’s daughter illegitimate. The succession was therefore to be vested in the issue of the king’s third marriage but, just in case such issue were not forthcoming, it was enacted that Henry should be given the power to appoint an heir by will or letters patent – an extraordinary provision which indicates how acute the problem was becoming.

The marquess of Dorset was not having much luck in begetting a male heir either. Frances had given birth to a son and a daughter who both died in infancy but in 1537 she was pregnant again and another daughter was born who seemed likely to survive. The actual date of Jane Grey’s birth is not recorded, although the month is said to have been October, but interest in the arrival of Lord and Lady Dorset’s daughter was naturally eclipsed by the excitement over the birth at Hampton Court in the early hours of 12 October of a son to the king and Queen Jane Seymour. Te Deums were sung in St Paul’s and every parish church in the city. Bells pealed, 2,000 rounds were fired from the Tower guns, bonfires blazed and everyone shut up shop and came out to celebrate. Impromptu street parties were organised as bands of musicians went about playing and singing loyal ballads in honour of the occasion and the prince’s health was drunk in the free wine and beer which flowed in profusion from the conduits and from hogsheads provided by the civic authorities and by other prominent citizens. All that day, through the night and well into the next day the capital rocked and clashed in a great crescendo of relief and thanksgiving that at long last England had a prince of Wales. Messengers were dispatched to ‘all the estates and cities of the realm’ to spread the glad tidings and the whole country became almost hysterical with joy. As Bishop Latimer wrote to Thomas Cromwell from his Worcester diocese: ‘Here is no less rejoicing in these parts from the birth of our prince, whom we hungered for so long, than there was, I trow, at the birth of John the Baptist … God give us grace to be thankful.’

The christening of England’s Treasure, ‘Prince Edward that goodly flower’, took place three days after his birth in the chapel at Hampton Court amid scenes of suitable splendour. The dukes of Norfolk and Suffolk and Archbishop Thomas Cranmer were godfathers, the Lady Mary, godmother. The baby’s other sister was also present, bearing the ‘richly garnished’ chrysom, or christening robe. This burden proved rather too much for the four-year-old Elizabeth, so ‘the same lady for her tender age’ was carried in the procession by Queen Jane’s elder brother. The Grey family, however, was not represented. Old Lady Dorset had been appointed to carry the prince to his christening, but had been obliged to send her excuses because of sickness in the neighbourhood of her house at Croydon; and Frances Dorset was presumably still lying-in up at Bradgate with her husband in attendance. Their new daughter had been named in honour of the queen but she, poor soul, did not live to appreciate the compliment. A few days after Edward’s christening she became so ill that the last sacraments were administered. She rallied briefly but by 24 October she was dead, killed most probably by puerperal sepsis, the scourge of all women in childbed. She was given a state funeral at Windsor, with the Princess Mary officiating as chief mourner and this time both Dorsets were present, the Lady Frances, as she was still generally known, riding in a chariot with other noble ladies. As it turned out, Jane Seymour was the only one of Henry’s wives to be buried as queen and perhaps that was fair – she was, after all, the only one who had truly fulfilled her side of the bargain.

Jane had been buried and her son and her namesake baptised according to the familiar rites of the Catholic Church, but both these children were born on the cusp of that great social and spiritual upheaval known to history as the English Reformation, which was destined profoundly to affect the course not only of their lives but those of every other man, woman and child in the country. To say that had the Pope not been so disobliging over the matter of the king’s divorce from his first wife there would have been no break with Rome is greatly to over-simplify the situation, but although Henry may not have intended to start a revolution that, in effect, is what he had done. There was in England a long tradition of anti-clerical feeling and smouldering religious radicalism going back to John Wyclif and the Lollards of the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries, which in the 1520s had received fresh impetus from Lutheran doctrines coming in from Germany, so that the king’s Great Matter and the consequent schism served as the catalyst for a chain reaction that was to prove unexpectedly difficult to control. It is sometimes said that Henry’s church remained Catholic without the Pope, but that is another over-simplication.

Changes were made, and some new ideas considered and experimented with. In 1537 the first English Bible, the so-called Matthew Bible, went on sale, followed in the spring of 1539 by the better known Great Bible, based on the translations of Tyndale and Coverdale. This quickly became a best-seller, running through six further editions in the next two years, and its effect on an increasingly literate and sophisticated public was electric. To the average concerned and educated citizen it meant that he and, for that matter, she were now, for the first time, in a position freely to study and interpret the word of God for themselves, which led in turn to the exhilarating realisation that it was possible for an individual to hold direct communion with God without having to depend on a priest to act as intermediary; and a conviction was growing among thoughtful men and women that priests could offer no scriptural authority for their claim to be the only channel through which the laity could hope to receive divine grace.

These revolutionary ideas took time to penetrate rural Leicestershire where little Jane Grey and her younger sister Katherine, born in 1539, were receiving the early training proper for children of their rank. Life at Bradgate when the family was in residence was lived on a grand scale. When Lord and Lady Dorset dined in public the Great Hall could accommodate some 200 persons and the meal would be served with almost as much ceremonial as that observed at court – each course being brought in to a flourish of trumpets. Foreign tourists were always amazed at the amount of food and drink the English seemed able to put away. ‘They eat very frequently, at times more than is suitable,’ remarked an Italian visitor, ‘and are particularly fond of young swans, rabbits, deer and sea birds. They often eat mutton and beef, which is generally considered to be better here than anywhere else in the world.’14 Nursery fare, however, would not have included the rich treats available to the grown-ups and consisted mainly of broths, jellies, custards, omelettes and other so-called ‘white meats’. Nor would the little girls have had much share in their parents’ social life. They do not seem to have accompanied their mother when she paid her ceremonial visits to the town of Leicester, where she would be received as befitted her status. There are entries in the town books recording the expenditure of 2s 6d by the mayoress and her sisters ‘for strawberries and wine for my lady’s grace’. On another occasion 4s was paid for ‘a gallon of Ippocras, that was given to my lady’s grace by mistress mayoress and her sisters, the wives of the aldermen of Leicester, who gave besides wafers, apples, pears and walnuts at the same time’.15

Although the Dorsets were regarded as princes by their neighbours, and certainly expected to be treated as such, little or nothing is known about their daughters’ early years, which must be assumed to have followed the usual pattern for young noblewomen. The Ladies Jane and Katherine would have learned all the basics of good manners, and the feminine virtues of docility, passivity and obedience would have been inculcated at a very early age. When encountering their parents they would be expected to kneel and ask a blessing, and their parents’ word was law. In the opinion of Luis Vives, the Spanish scholar invited by Catherine of Aragon to draw up a plan of studies for the Princess Mary, it was vitally important that a young girl’s upbringing should be ‘pure and chaste’. As soon as she was able to talk and run about, her companions should be other girls of her own age, and they should be supervised either by mother or nurse who could rule their play and pastimes and ‘set them to honesty and virtue’. A young girl, too, must be allowed no opportunity to learn any ‘uncleanly words, or wanton, or uncomely gesture when she is yet ignorant what she doth, and innocent’ lest she should do the same when she was grown bigger and of more discretion; and parents must be careful never to allow any ‘uncomely deed’ to pass uncorrected, for it was in these first years that a child’s character was formed.16

Lady Jane’s formal education would most probably have begun about the age of four or five. It is possible that she would have learnt her alphabet – from letters printed on a horn book, a sheet of paper mounted on a wooden tablet and protected by a thin sheet of transparent horn – from her nurse Mrs Ellen, or from one of the waiting gentlewomen in the household. She may even have been taught to read by one of these ladies. Latin and religious instruction would have been the responsibility of Dr Harding, the domestic chaplain, and there would have been visiting masters for writing and possibly French. Music was important, as was dancing, both probably taught by members of the household, and, of course, needlework, at which every lady was expected to be proficient.

The principal adult pastimes at Bradgate were hunting and hawking, but the Dorsets would certainly not have spent the whole year in Leicestershire. The marquess, a man ‘neither misliked nor much regarded’ by his fellows, was nevertheless one of the leading peers of the realm with political and social duties that would have brought him to London during the winter season, which lasted roughly from November to the beginning of Lent, and although he held no actual office of state under Henry VIII, there would certainly have been other times when it would have been wise for him to be at court. Frances Dorset, too, who was undoubtedly the dominant member of the partnership, liked to keep on the move, paying regular visits to friends and relations such as her cousin Princess Mary, her father and stepmother, now mostly living on their estates in Lincolnshire, or to Dorset’s sister Lady Audley or the dowager marchioness at Croydon. To what extent the children were included in these journeyings we do not know, but it seems pretty certain that their eldest daughter would have been introduced to her royal relations at the earliest possible moment. Frances was an ambitious woman, and although disappointed of sons – another daughter, Mary, was born in 1545 – even daughters could be useful in advancing family wealth and status.

By the early 1540s it was looking increasingly unlikely that the king would survive until his son came of age, and already the factions were beginning to jostle for position in the next reign – manoeuvres which inevitably became inextricably involved in the religious and domestic convolutions of the current regime. The progressive party, led originally by Thomas Cromwell and Archbishop Cranmer, which favoured closer links with Lutheran Germany, had suffered a serious setback with the execution of Cromwell in the summer of 1540 – a misfortune usually attributed to Henry’s displeasure at being pushed into marriage with his fourth wife, the dowdy German princess Anne of Cleves. It was, of course, rather more complicated than that, but Cromwell, the hard-working, ruthlessly efficient parvenu, had acquired powerful enemies among the conservatives on the Council, led by the old duke of Norfolk and Stephen Gardiner, the right-wing bishop of Winchester, who were only waiting for an opportunity to pounce. The conservatives, too, received an additional stroke of luck just then in the shape of the king’s infatuation with Norfolk’s teenage niece Katherine Howard, and while her brief ascendancy lasted the Howards and their friends were riding high.

Unhappily for Katherine tales were soon being told, not only of her various premarital sexual flings, but of her very probable adultery with one of the gentlemen of the bedchamber, and after little more than eighteen months as queen she had shared the fate of her cousin Anne Boleyn. The Howards retreated in temporary disarray and the progressives, who now included such up-and-coming men as Prince Edward’s uncle Edward Seymour, earl of Hertford, and John Dudley, Viscount Lisle, seemed once more to be enjoying royal confidence – especially since the king’s sixth and last wife, the widowed Lady Latymer of Snape Hall, better known by her maiden name Katherine Parr, was also known to favour the friends of the Gospel. But it was never wise to take the king’s favour for granted. As long as it seemed politically expedient he had encouraged (or, at any rate, had not seriously discouraged) a certain amount of progressive thinking and had given his blessing to a moderate programme of liturgical reform. He remained, nevertheless, a true conservative at heart and insisted on retaining all the basic elements of Catholicism in his new national Church. These had been set out in the Act of Six Articles, the so-called Whip with Six Strings, which went through parliament in 1539 and made it a capital offence to deny transubstantiation, or the Real Presence in the Eucharist. At the same time communion in one kind for the laity, the celibacy of the clergy, the permanence of vows of chastity, the continuance of private masses and auricular confession were all made mandatory.17 Henry had also begun to have doubts as to the wisdom of making the English Bible so generally available and another act, for the Advancement of True Religion, was passed in 1543, restricting its use to noblemen and gentlemen, substantial merchants and gentlewomen. This does not seem to have had very much effect for, two years later, in a speech to parliament, the king was ‘very sorry to know and hear, how unreverently that most precious jewel the word of God is disputed, rhymed, sung and jangled in every alehouse and tavern, contrary to the true meaning and doctrine of the same’.18 Generally speaking, though, his policy was to hold a balance between the rival factions and he would, with splendid impartiality, hang Catholics for treason and burn Protestants for heresy. All the same, during the mid-1540s the progressive party looked to be having things pretty much their own way. Very few prosecutions for heresy were brought in 1544 and 1545 and in London especially, the law was being openly flouted.

The climate began to show signs of change in the autumn of 1545. The duke of Suffolk had died in August and his death was held to have been a grievous loss to the reformers. While it is true that the duke had become closely associated with them in recent years, it is not easy to visualise Charles Brandon, that hardbitten old courtier-soldier, in the role of born-again Christian. More plausibly, the impetus behind his patronage of the New Religion can be seen as coming from the duchess. Although still only in her mid-twenties, Catherine Suffolk had developed into a personality to be reckoned with: ‘a lady of a sharp wit and sure hand to thrust it home and make it pierce where she pleased’.19 As well as her sarcastic tongue and a tendency to ‘frowardness’, much deplored by her masculine acquaintance, my lady of Suffolk possessed a good brain and a lively enquiring intellect, eagerly receptive of new ideas. Together with Margaret Radcliffe, countess of Sussex, Joan Denny, Anne Herbert, Lady Lane, Jane Dudley, Lady Hertford and other like-minded ladies, the duchess of Suffolk had joined an influential group at court which studied and discussed the Gospels and listened to discourses by avant-garde preachers such as Nicholas Ridley, Nicholas Shaxton and Hugh Latimer – a group which met under the sponsorship of the new queen, Katherine Parr.

In spite of their privileged position, the queen and her friends were treading on dangerous ground. Stephen Gardiner and other hard-line bishops, such as Bonner of London, were by no means a spent force and they had an ally in the Lord Chancellor, Thomas Wriothesley. By the end of 1545 they were becoming increasingly disturbed by the spread of religious dissidence, especially in London and the south-east, and had no doubt who to blame for the growing strength of radical views in high places. A vigorous anti-heresy drive was under way by the spring, but Gardiner and Wriothesley remained convinced that the key to the situation lay with the queen, and that the way to bring down the progressives was to attack them through their wives. In the summer of 1546 a promising opportunity presented itself in the person of Anne Kyme, better known by her maiden name of Anne Askew, a notorious heretic already convicted and condemned, who was known to have close connections with the court. Two of her brothers were in the royal service and it seemed highly probable that she had attended some of the queen’s bible study sessions – she was certainly acquainted with some of the queen’s ladies. If it could be shown that any of these ladies – perhaps even Katherine herself – had been in touch with her since her arrest; if it could be proved that they had been supporting her, then the Lord Chancellor would have ample excuse for an attack on the queen.

Anne was therefore transferred to the Tower and examined by Wriothesley and his henchman the Solicitor General, Richard Rich, about the identity of the other members of her ‘sect’ but, apart from admitting that she had received small gifts of money from servants wearing the liveries of Lady Denny and Lady Hertford, she told them nothing useful. Exasperated, Wriothesley ordered her to be ‘pinched’ on the rack. This was not only illegal without a warrant from the Privy Council, it was also counterproductive. Anne either would not or could not (probably could not) provide her tormentors with any further information and, as soon as the story of her ordeal got about, she became a popular heroine.

Having failed with Anne Askew, the queen’s enemies were obliged to fall back on charges of a more general nature, such as the possession of banned books which they felt pretty certain would be found in her apartments, or which could always be planted there. A list of charges had, in fact, been drawn up by early July and the stage set for the queen’s arrest. But Henry, who had become sufficiently irritated lately by some of his wife’s freely expressed progressive views – she had on one recent occasion been unwise enough to forget that in any debate, especially theological debate, the king must always win hands down – that he had been willing to listen to hints being dropped about her dangerous opinions so ‘stiffly maintained’. Now, though, he evidently decided matters had gone far enough and he allowed Katherine to be warned of what was being prepared for her. She quickly seized her chance to explain that she had only been bold enough to seem to engage in argument with her lord and master in order to distract him from the pain of his ulcerated leg and also that she herself might profit from hearing his learned discourse. An affecting reconciliation followed and when Wriothesley arrived with forty yeomen of the guard at his back and a warrant for the queen’s arrest in his pocket, he was greeted with a tirade of royal abuse and sent packing with his tail between his legs. This at any rate is the traditional story, as related with much glee and a wealth of circumstantial detail by John Foxe in his best-selling Book of Martyrs (reference: John Foxe, Acts and Monuments, ed. S.R. Cattley and G. Townsend, Vol. V, 553–6).

Although Anne Askew went to the stake for her beliefs, her martyrdom and the collapse of the plot against the queen marked the end of the brief conservative resurgence. By the autumn the reactionary Catholic party had suffered a virtual death blow with the disgrace of the duke of Norfolk, followed by the sudden removal of Bishop Gardiner from the list of executors of the king’s will. The ruin of the Howards seemed complete. Norfolk’s arrogant soldier-poet son, the earl of Surrey, was executed for the technical treason of quartering his arms with those of Edward the Confessor, and the old duke himself only escaped a similar fate by the skin of his teeth. As for Stephen Gardiner, Henry would give no reason for excluding him from the projected Council of Regency, except to say that ‘he was a wilful man and not meet to be about his son’.

The motives behind this sudden, savage assault on the conservatives remain somewhat obscure, but one thing is certain – that the driving force came directly from the king. Henry may well have doubted whether either Norfolk or Gardiner, both old-fashioned Catholics at heart, could be trusted to be entirely sound on Royal Supremacy. This was a point on which the king was always ultra-sensitive and may account for the fact that in the closing months of his life he personally ensured that in his son’s reign the balance of power would be tilted in favour of those who advocated a more far-reaching programme of church reform than anything he had previously been prepared to countenance; but with men like the earl of Hertford and John Dudley in the driving seat there would at least be no danger of England returning to papal domination.

Edward Tudor and Jane Grey both celebrated their ninth birthdays that autumn: the fair, pretty, clever little boy who would soon have to step into his father’s enormous shoes, and the freckle-faced, clever, solemn little girl who was about to become a pawn in the deadly game of power politics played in the grown-up world. For both children childhood was coming to an end and both, in their different ways, were to find the grown-up world a hard and bitter place.
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