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1

Brittle Fortune

The ladies could hear carousing in the distance, excitement and nerves drawing closer until the two were indistinguishable. Inside the chamber, Princess Catherine of Aragon was as ready for her wedding night as they could make her. The room itself had taken several hours to prepare – quite why is unclear – and now the freshly made bed stood in its candlelit centre like a solemn symbol of duty, a threat and promise alike. The room was full of ladies-in-waiting, from Jane Vaux, Lady Guildford, one of Queen Elizabeth of York’s attendants, to teenager María de Salinas, raised in the Castilian royal household and sent with the princess to England. Women were at the heart of this, the most significant of national events, as they were for every intimate occasion at court.

The chamber door opened to reveal Prince Arthur, who had been carried bodily from the hall by a host of raucous young men of dubious sobriety. The wedding breakfast, hosted by the Bishop of London in his palace next to St Paul’s Cathedral, had lasted all afternoon and most of the evening. While the ladies had been readying the princess, the men had continued to roister. Now, both Catherine and Arthur were placed together in the bed and blessed by bishops. Spiced wine was passed around – though whether the male members of the party really needed any more alcohol was questionable – and then the ladies and gentlemen retired to their own chambers, leaving the royal couple to their duty.1

It had been a long day, and an even longer road to this wedding. When it had first been planned twelve years ago in 1489, Jane Vaux had not been long married herself. Her husband was Sir Richard Guildford, one of Henry VII’s most trusted advisors. But Jane’s own court pedigree was substantial without him. She had been raised and educated in the household of the king’s mother, the formidably intelligent Lady Margaret Beaufort, and had served Queen Elizabeth of York before becoming Lady Governess to the latter’s two daughters, Princesses Margaret and Mary.2 Now, at almost forty years of age, she knew Henry VII’s court, its personnel and its ceremonies intimately. Small wonder that she had been chosen to go to Plymouth with other noblewomen to meet Princess Catherine and escort her to London.

This damp, muddy, autumnal progress through the lush green English countryside was the first opportunity for the princess and her household to begin to learn how things were done here, how to follow the small unwritten social rules of a new court and avoid faux pas, all things that ladies-in-waiting were supposed to teach a new queen or princess. Cultural differences were already apparent. The food, particularly, would take some getting used to; there was more meat here and less fruit, especially citrus, and the spices were different. Even their clothes marked them out. The Spanish wore the verdugado, a hooped skirt like an early farthingale, and platform shoes called chapines, to lift them clear of street dirt. Jane, in her more closely fitted gowns and flat-heeled shoes, would have found them strange.3 Language was a more immediate issue. None of Princess Catherine’s women could speak English, and neither Jane nor any of her colleagues could speak Spanish, but there were workarounds, and this might have been why Jane was there. As the daughter of a French lady-in-waiting, Jane could speak French and Latin as well as English.4 Queen Isabella of Castile’s court was more of a hothouse for learned women than almost anywhere in Europe, and so the Spanish were not behindhand with languages. The queen had famously struggled hard to learn Latin as an adult, and she provided tutors not only for her daughters but for all the ladies-in-waiting.5 The English had not welcomed a foreign princess for a royal marriage for over fifty years, and, helped by this mixture of languages, they did so now in style, with local nobility and dignitaries on hand to escort her ceremonially everywhere she went.

On the way to London, Jane would have met María de Salinas, one of Princess Catherine’s young Castilian attendants. Around sixteen years old, the same age as the princess, María could speak to Jane in Latin, and probably French as well. Not much is known in English scholarship about María or any of her Spanish colleagues. Even María’s parentage is routinely mistaken, but Spanish sources reveal that she had been steeped in the tradition of royal service since birth just as much as Jane.6 María’s father, Juan de Salinas, had been secretary and chamberlain to Catherine of Aragon’s older sister Isabel, Queen of Portugal, and her mother, Inés de Albornoz, one of her most senior ladies-in-waiting. When her father died in 1495, María and two of her sisters had moved into the royal household with their mother, serving first Queen Isabel of Portugal, then her short-lived son Prince Miguel, and finally Queen Isabella of Castile.7 The family were not titled, but they were certainly professional courtiers of considerable standing, trusted by the Castilian royal family, and so María’s social status was as good as that of most of the women in service at the English court, and her education arguably better.

While Princess Catherine had known since childhood that she would one day cross the sea to England and probably never return, María hadn’t had nearly as long to ready herself materially or emotionally for the journey. A list of the household was first made in October 1500, a mere seven months before departure, and there were only fourteen women listed by name, though most of these would have had their own female servants to swell the ranks. María, listed as ‘the daughter of Inés de Albornoz’, was placed near the bottom in a position akin to what would later be called the ‘maids of honour’ in England, young, adolescent women at court to finish their education and make a good marriage.8 Perhaps María was excited at the prospect of foreign travel, or perhaps not – the evidence doesn’t say – but in either case her sojourn in England was not likely to last forever. Most foreign ladies-in-waiting returned home eventually.

As an unmarried woman, María might not yet have known the details of what her mistress would undergo in the bedchamber deep in the Bishop of London’s palace, but she knew how important it was to the futures of both countries. Nobody braved the Bay of Biscay so close to winter unless for a good reason. Driven back once by bad weather, their ships had taken five wet, freezing, nightmarish days to cross the sea amid ‘great hugeness of storm and tempest’.9 María was used to travelling – the Spanish court routinely covered far more ground in its peregrinations between palaces than the English court did – but she had never attempted it in an English autumn before. Their progress from Plymouth was not slow, but it was not as fast as King Henry VII liked. He waylaid them at Dogmersfield in Hampshire: he would see the princess, he insisted, even if she was in bed. This went against Spanish protocol, but since they weren’t in Spain any more there was nothing to be done. The prince and princess were introduced and spent an awkward, but pleasant, afternoon together. That evening, someone called for music, and the ladies came to life: it was not yet appropriate for the couple to dance together, even if they had known the same dances, and so Jane partnered the young prince while a Spanish lady – perhaps María – danced with the princess.10

Lying in bed in the bishop’s palace, María could still smell London. It was inescapable. Even before travellers entered the city walls they were engulfed by the stench of rotting meat, sewage and all manner of dangerously disgusting things dumped into ditches, back streets and the river. The flat, sprawling metropolis was twice the size of most of the cities that María knew, and the dampness of the air made the stink all the worse.11 The city authorities had tried to clean up the main thoroughfares for the princess’s entry. The unevenly paved streets had been laid with gravel and sand, and barriers were erected to keep the common people – and perhaps the city’s free-roaming pigs – away from the procession.12 The many liveried servants, attending their gorgeously apparelled superiors, did distract the eye, and the cold November light made gold embroidery and polished weapons glint. María and the other Spanish women wore their black lace dresses, their hair loose, but were quite literally outshone by the English ladies decked out in shimmering cloth of gold. They rode in pairs, one English lady to each Spanish, but side-saddle in England was the opposite way round to that in Spain and so it looked as though the ladies were deliberately facing away from one another, back to back against the press of the crowd.13

Amid the sea of faces was a young lawyer, eagle-eyed and sharp-tongued. Writing afterwards to a friend, he compiled a deeply unflattering list of the Spanish entourage: ‘hunchbacked, tattered, barefooted, Ethiopian, pygmies’, remarks that at least partly referred to those of African or Arab origin in the princess’s household.14 Slavery existed formally in Spain in a way that wasn’t yet the case in England. María had grown up with enslaved people; her family owned several. The household list made for Princess Catherine in 1500 included ‘two slaves to wait upon the maids of honour’.15 Their inclusion in the princess’s retinue was most likely considered by the Spanish monarchs to be an advertisement of Spanish military achievements. That the marriage between Catherine and Arthur was a means of enlarging the black population in England was probably not something that had been foreseen by contemporaries, and the young lawyer’s attitude was, alas, a forerunner of widespread racism.

The wedding itself might have been an anticlimax after the overwhelming sounds and sights of the entry into the city and its welcoming pageants, but the crowds at St Paul’s were just as vast. A platform had been erected for the prince and princess so that everyone might see them exchange their vows. María and the others were dressed in the Spanish fashion, with farthingales over their skirts and wide, pleated sleeves that soon became all the rage in England.16 Walking slowly two by two along the raised walkway behind the princess’s white satin train, they could see only a wall of faces in every direction. Ten-year-old Prince Henry, escorting his sister-in-law, was dressed in silver with gold roses, and – characteristically – he glittered nearly as much as the ostentatious display of jewel-encrusted gold plate that surrounded the high altar. The vows were exchanged during the customary matrimonial mass, and then as minstrels played joyful music everybody of significance processed back to the Bishop of London’s palace for the feast.17

It had been a tiring day, and many of the princess’s attendants must have been glad to retire to their own beds and leave her alone with Arthur. At least, we assume that they were left alone. Ladies-in-waiting were chaperones as much as confidantes, and there’s some evidence to suggest that under previous monarchs a royal servant may have stayed in the bedchamber while the king and queen lay together, presumably to ensure that marital relations were indeed taking place.18 Jane would have known about this; her own mother may even have performed this service in her capacity as one of Queen Margaret of Anjou’s closest ladies. So far as the record shows, nobody did this for Catherine and Arthur. That consummation occurred was – at the time – taken on trust.

María may have known better. Jane, Lady Guildford would much later testify that she had been there that night, had left the couple in bed together and returned in the morning to find them there still; but she did not have access to Princess Catherine’s chambers over the next few days.19 The mood there was sombre. Prince Arthur might have left the room boasting about his night ‘in the midst of Spain’, but the women did not share his confidence.20 Francisca de Cáceres, another of María’s colleagues with whom the princess was close, told the rest of the women derisively that Arthur hadn’t been able to perform. For the whole day, Catherine remained in her chamber with her Spanish attendants, granting access to nobody.21

This wasn’t necessarily an immediate disaster. Both were young. English ladies at court spoke significantly to one another about the five or so nights that the pair did spend together.22 After the majority of the Spanish party returned home on 29 November there was more serious discussion. Prince Arthur must return to Ludlow Castle on the Welsh border, to act as an extension of the Crown there as Prince of Wales. Should Catherine and her women go with him? Or should she stay in London?

There was disagreement even within her own household. The people in charge – mayordomo, or Lord Steward, and the camarera mayor, head lady of the bedchamber – were a married couple: Don Pedro Manrique and his stern, proud wife, Doña Elvira Manuel. She relished her position of power and did not think she would be able to hold onto it if the princess’s household merged with the prince’s. In company with King Henry VII, she also did not think too much sex was good for adolescent boys. María, as a much more junior member of Catherine’s establishment, would not have been asked for her opinion, but the prospect of travelling to Wales was probably not one that appealed. In the event, the princess herself convinced the king that separation would be cruel.23 Regardless of Doña Elvira’s frowns, they were sent together to Ludlow Castle. María and the other Spaniards went too; Jane, Lady Guildford remained with the royal household in London. Some English women, though, did join the princess’s establishment. Margaret Plantagenet, Countess of Salisbury, long-faced with sharp black eyes, a wry smile and a royal pedigree to rival the Tudors’, was the wife of the prince’s Lord Chamberlain, and so it made sense for her to join the household.

If England had seemed cold and damp thus far, this was nothing compared with a winter on the Welsh Borders. The castle was set on a hill overlooking the town. The walls were thick, the apartments made as cosy as possible in the innermost part of the castle, but even so it must have felt very isolated; unsurprisingly, Princess Catherine and Countess Margaret became close friends over long winter evenings spent in front of the fire. What María made of Ludlow is not recorded, but for Queen Isabella of Castile it was ‘that unhealthy place’, and so it proved.24 In March 1502 sickness struck, and it struck with unusual virulence. Both the prince and princess were taken ill, but anxiety soon turned to tragedy: Prince Arthur weakened and died within only a few days. So many others were still ill that his funeral at Worcester Cathedral in early April 1502 was poorly attended.25 Princess Catherine, weak, convalescent and heartbroken, was eventually fetched back to London in a litter sent by her solicitous mother-in-law, the equally heartbroken Queen Elizabeth of York.26

What now? To be a widow at sixteen was a harsh fate, but María, almost the same age and fresh from a Ludlow winter, must have wondered whether this might not be a blessing in disguise. Royal widows did not usually remain in their marital country. They were sent home, that their parents might direct their dynastic duty in a new direction. If that happened, Princess Catherine’s Spanish ladies would return home too. Soon, perhaps, she would see Castile again.

It was not to be. In December 1504, María de Salinas was still in England, still with the now-dowager Princess Catherine, still under the dictatorial household management of the unbending Doña Elvira Manuel, and terrible news had just arrived: Queen Isabella of Castile was dead.

Those in England already felt abandoned by the Spanish monarchs, and now it could only get worse. After Prince Arthur’s death, Princess Catherine had been installed at Durham House in London. Doña Elvira had put the household into full Spanish mourning and kept them largely isolated from the royal court. Both the English and Spanish monarchs had been keen to hold onto their alliance in order to keep France at arm’s length. By July 1503 Catherine was betrothed to Prince Henry, now heir to the throne at twelve years old, and the marriage was due to take place on 28 June 1505, the day that Henry would turn fourteen, which meant that María and the others could not go home yet.27 But things were not secure. Catherine’s dowry for her marriage to Arthur had not been fully paid by her father King Ferdinand of Aragon, and so King Henry refused to allow her access to her jointure, the income set aside to support her in the event of her widowhood. Who, then, should pay for her household in England? As María would write home a little later, ‘the king our lord says that the king here has to provide it; the king here says that the king our lord has to provide it. So in this way we stop.’28

‘Stop’ they had. The £100 that King Henry allowed them per month did not go far for a princess who had obligations of patronage and magnificence to consider as well as feeding, clothing and paying her staff; Queen Elizabeth of York had three times as much to spend.29 Under such difficult conditions the household became quarrelsome. Doña Elvira Manuel ruled the establishment with a rod of iron and a hefty streak of self-interested interference. Her husband, though nominally also in charge, was evidently not a man of comparable force. Not surprisingly, the other Spaniards resented this, and resented the Spanish monarchs’ continued insistence that everybody must do as Doña Elvira ordered.30 Princess Catherine – still only a teenager – was unable to control them. In the summer of 1504 she had even asked her father-in-law King Henry to intervene, which he wisely forbore to do.31

Though Doña Elvira was trusted by the Spanish monarchs, she had her own agenda, and it wasn’t the same as theirs. It’s easy to think of a foreign princess’s household as divorced from politics back home, as though the geographical separation were mental and emotional as well as physical. This was emphatically not the case. Doña Elvira came from a family with strong links to Philip, Duke of Burgundy, who was married to Catherine of Aragon’s elder sister Juana. With Queen Isabella’s death, Juana would now inherit the crown of Castile. Queen Isabella had stipulated that King Ferdinand of Aragon should rule as governor on Juana’s behalf, because of her ‘fragile’ state of mind. Duke Philip, naturally, wanted to use her as a puppet and rule in her stead. Between 1504 and 1506, therefore, Castile became the centre of a power struggle between Duke Philip and King Ferdinand.

Doña Elvira was well aware of this. Her brother, Juan Manuel, was Duke Philip’s advisor on Castilian matters.32 This put her in a difficult position. She did not want to lose her influence in England, or at the Spanish court, and must have feared that this would happen if King Ferdinand remained in power in Castile; if her brother’s activities on behalf of Duke Philip were known, she herself would no longer be trusted. For her own and her family’s sake, therefore, Duke Philip must win. Elvira now began encouraging her mistress, Princess Catherine, to support Duke Philip against her own father King Ferdinand. Catherine – young, impressionable and very much under the older woman’s thumb – soon became extraordinarily pro-Burgundian.33 Encouraged by Doña Elvira, in August 1505 she proposed a meeting between Henry VII and Duke Philip.34 Doña Elvira and her brother knew that if such a meeting took place an alliance would likely be concluded. Catherine, in an unusual display of density, apparently did not realise that this would be to the detriment of her father and by extension to herself. For if King Ferdinand no longer controlled Castile, Catherine’s own inheritance would be lessened and her value on the marriage market would plummet: why should King Henry VII uphold her betrothal to Prince Henry under those circumstances?

Others were quicker than Catherine. Spanish ambassador Dr Roderigo González de la Puebla was appalled. He tried everything to prevent the princess sending a message to Henry VII about the proposed meeting, but to no avail. He then confronted Doña Elvira. In the face of his wrath at the potential ruin of years of his work shoring up the alliance between Henry and Ferdinand, she promised to prevent the princess from sending the message; but, away from him, immediately broke her word. Puebla felt that he was left with no choice. Tears streaming down his face, he went to the princess and told her everything. Horrified, she wrote a letter to King Henry at his dictation, and he ordered his messenger to overtake hers. Wary of Doña Elvira, Puebla then warned Catherine to continue to appear eager for the meeting, lest news to the contrary reach Duke Philip. He wrote to King Ferdinand with the whole story, asking the king not to trust the advice of Doña Elvira.35

King Ferdinand was already well aware of the Manuels’ duplicity, as he saw it. He had written to Henry VII back in June 1505 warning him not to confide anything to Elvira, because she could not be trusted: her brother Juan was a traitor to both of them.36 Doña Elvira has been labelled a villain, as so many women of strong character are. But the surviving sources give us only others’ impressions and not her own voice. She was also a victim of the complex loyalties facing ladies-in-waiting. Elvira was not acting in Spain’s interests or in Princess Catherine’s interests, but in a world where women’s interests rarely counted for much, one can hardly blame her for trying to capitalise on the connections that she had elsewhere in her life. She wasn’t seeking to change the course of diplomacy for its own sake, but for her own and her family’s gain, and in that she was no different from any other courtier.

By early December 1505, Doña Elvira’s departure from Princess Catherine’s service was in train, though who arranged this is unclear. Catherine herself was given an excuse: Elvira told her that she needed to go to Flanders in order to see an eye specialist to save her sight, which was failing. As Catherine said, ‘if she were blind she could not serve me’, and so acquiesced to her leaving.37 Later she returned to Castile with her husband, but there’s no evidence that she ever served in a royal household again. Some ladies-in-waiting proved themselves too dangerous – too intelligent, and too influential – to be allowed near the centre of politics.

María de Salinas was desperate. ‘I am the loneliest person in the world without him,’ she wrote to her brother-in-law. ‘He’s one of the most honest people I have ever seen in my life … I had no other pastime but to see him come every day with stories of the English to tell us, and he’s so measured and so sincere that he made me laugh with pleasure.’38 It sounds like a love affair, but it wasn’t romantic love that made her write this way. The man she referred to was a letter bearer, most probably a merchant or low-ranking courtier come from Castile to England on business, bringing letters from home to María and the other Spaniards marooned in Princess Catherine’s household. It is a pity that we don’t know his name. That his mere presence brought such joy paints a correspondingly sad picture: María and the other ladies-in-waiting were so bored and so lonely that even a humble messenger was a bright spot in their lives.

It was 1507, and things had only got worse. Though the death of Philip, Duke of Burgundy at the end of 1506 had unexpectedly placed Castile back into the hands of King Ferdinand of Aragon, he was so preoccupied with his new wife Germaine de Foix and with holding onto his Italian territories that he had no time or inclination to spare for his daughter in England and he remained utterly blasé about settling his debts with King Henry VII. Princess Catherine’s dowry remained unpaid, she remained unmarried, and King Henry had stopped paying for all but the most basic food and lodging for her household, knowing that the louder she complained to King Ferdinand the more likely it was that the dowry would be paid.39 In 1505 she wrote in desperation that she was forced to borrow money or starve. The next year she was ‘in the greatest anguish, her people ready to ask alms, and herself all but naked’.40 It’s sometimes thought that she was exaggerating for effect, to bounce her father into a response, the more so since these are years in which we are relatively archivally ‘blind’ in England where the princess’s household is concerned. There are no surviving financial accounts for her establishment, and those for the king’s yield only sparse information. We are usually forced to rely on the princess’s own letters.

Yet she was not the only one to pick up a pen. Most of the Spaniards probably wrote home, but unlike most – so far as we currently know – some of María de Salinas’ letters have survived, tucked away amid other family papers in Spain.41 Unused by English-speaking historians, and underused by Spanish scholars, they reveal María to us as a vibrant, straight-talking, astute young woman. They also give us a new lens through which to see these otherwise shadowy years. María is usually described as the epitome of the loyal lady-in-waiting, at her mistress’s side through thick and thin. That might have been true later, but it wasn’t true in 1507. María was desperate to leave.

Most of her letters were written to her brother-in-law Ochoa de Landa, who was treasurer in the household of Catherine’s older sister Juana, Queen of Castile.42 They weren’t formal petitions but frank, engaging epistles, full of in-jokes, snide remarks and even an occasional upbraid, all written in her own round, somewhat sprawling hand. María’s letters show that the princess was not the only one who was suffering, and she was not exaggerating. In July 1507 María explained that ‘since we have come to this land we have never been paid for our living, in which I think you would marvel at the way we support ourselves’.43 The princess herself was repeatedly and vocally concerned about the plight of her ladies-in-waiting. In 1505 she asked her father to pay María de Salazar, because she was unable to, and noted that six of her women had served her devotedly without any remuneration.44 In 1507 she again pleaded with Ferdinand for money for them, explaining that by now she had only five women in her service and that ‘they have never received the smallest sum of money since they were in England [… I] cannot think of them without pangs of conscience’.45

Their increasingly tattered clothing was at odds with the glory of their surroundings. In response to Princess Catherine’s plea for money, King Henry had reduced her household and moved them into his newly built palace of Richmond, both part of and yet separate from the rest of the royal court.46 María had seen Richmond before; the court had celebrated there in the days after the wedding of the prince and princess in 1501. It was a triumph of modern architecture and the pride of the king’s heart. Built in white stone, the skyline of the new lodging range was a mass of endless towers, each topped with a dome and gaily decorated weathervane. The Tudor rose, Beaufort portcullis and Henry’s red dragons and greyhound badges were in evidence everywhere that the eyes might rest. Inside were costly tapestries, curtains, cushions and carpets, the furniture the best that craftmanship could offer or money buy.47 María and her colleagues could walk in the gardens, or under the covered galleries that encircled them if it rained. They could play cards – though probably not for money, given their straitened circumstances – sing, dance and sew. Needlework was a comfort. It was calm, peaceful, familiar and it brought them together. They could gossip, or pray, or read aloud as they worked intricate ‘Spanish blackstitch’ patterns onto collars and cuffs.48

But for María and the other Spanish women, Richmond must have felt like a gilded cage. Their household was kept in comparative isolation even from others living in the palace, and there was little to do but wait for the tides of fortune to turn.49 Not surprisingly, she was desperate to return home. She reminded her brother-in-law Ochoa repeatedly that she had no intention of remaining in England after her mistress’s marriage, and declared that ‘this is not a land to stop [in] unless necessary’.50 She was so unhappy that she could not bear to contemplate the glory of going home in case it did not come true: ‘I want my departure so much that I cannot receive it except as a mockery.’51

Part of her desperation was homesickness. Most of María’s letters contain complaints that her relatives did not write frequently enough and that she didn’t receive family news in a timely fashion. Sometimes she gave her sharp tongue free rein, writing with biting sarcasm that her brother Juan had done no more for her than if he were dead.52 On another occasion she wrote of her joy at hearing news of their youngest brother Alonso, and about her sister Inés’ betrothal, but was annoyed that Juan hadn’t bothered to tell her these things himself, exclaiming ‘I find on my own account that I am the most loving of you all.’53 Though she berated them from time to time, it’s clear that María’s family network was close and strong. She remained in individual contact with her older brother Juan, brother-in-law Ochoa and sisters Isabel and Inés, was eager for information about their youngest brother Alonso, asked her nun sister Teresa to pray for her, and regularly sent her good wishes to their grandmother. In the face of English intransigence she held fast to her Spanish identity, insisting that ‘I am as Spanish as the first day I came to this land’, even though Ochoa teased her about adopting English customs: ‘I say it because you always send me to make you kiss my mouth.’54 Though nowadays the English are usually thought reserved and not particularly tactile, this wasn’t the case in the sixteenth century, when commentators from other European countries were both horrified and amused by the English propensity for kissing; Dutch philosopher Erasmus wrote that ‘When you go anywhere on a visit, the girls kiss you. They kiss you when you arrive. They kiss you when you go away. They kiss you when you return. Once you have tasted how soft and fragrant those lips are, you could spend your life there.’55

María must have devoured letters from home. Her own make it clear that there was not much affection to be found in the English court. Though they spent every day in one another’s company, she and the princess were not especially close. She mentioned Catherine frequently, but it was usually in somewhat hopeless relation to her marriage to Prince Henry: it will be after Easter, before Christmas, ‘the princess is not yet married, nor do we know when’.56 María did occasionally mention some of the girls who served with her, but not in overtly positive terms. She had tried to stay in touch with María de Rojas, for instance, who had gone home to marry in 1506, but was annoyed that she’d received no reply to her letters.57

Perhaps she’d hoped for advice. There was only one way for María to get out of England and return home: marriage. In Spain, ladies-in-waiting received a dowry from their royal mistress when they married. For many, including María, it was the reason they went into service in the first place.58 Princess Catherine, unable even to feed and clothe her household adequately, was consumed with anxiety over this. Ordinarily she could have expected marriages to occur between her women and the English nobility, for this was one way in which women acted as peace-weavers, strengthening alliances between countries. Back in 1504 it had looked as though María de Rojas would go down this path, having attracted the young and extremely wealthy heir to the earldom of Derby, and both she and Catherine were pleased because it would allow Rojas to continue to serve at court.59 This, alas, had been stymied by the interfering Doña Elvira, who had wanted Rojas to marry her own son.60 The dismissal of Elvira and her family had meant that this did not happen either, and finally Rojas’ family arranged a Spanish marriage for her in 1506.61 The rest of the princess’s women were reliant on the goodwill of King Ferdinand, and on their own families.

Therein lay María de Salinas’ problem. For a while there was talk of a match with a man from a wealthy Castilian merchant family.62 But arranging marriages was a complex business even when all parties were in the same country. The family member who should have dealt with this for her was her oldest brother Juan, who since the death of their mother and uncle in 1503 had been the nominal head of the family. Unfortunately, he was either subject to continual bad luck where his sisters’ marriages were concerned, or he simply wasn’t very good at this. María wrote scathingly of his inaction, asking her sister to make sure that nobody furthered the negotiations ‘until they write of his person and what he has’, because the honour of the family was at stake – apparently she did not trust Juan to guard it properly.63 She was absolutely clear that it was no good marrying somebody who was not suitably well off and of good birth, and this was not María being mercenary: her future standard of living and social status would depend upon those of her husband.

María tried sarcasm on her brother: ‘Pray God for those well married, whoever they have for husbands.’64 She badgered the rest of her family for information. She even asked the interfering Manuels, Doña Elvira and her husband, for help, and Juan apparently protested, probably because the Manuels had come back to Spain in such disfavour with King Ferdinand. María reassured him that she knew what she was doing and implied that in fact she had no choice, since Juan himself told her so little about what was going on. Impatient, she effectively told her brother what to do, revealing expert knowledge of Spanish officials and patronage ties despite her absence: ‘And if for this, my lord, you have need of help, we think that they will help you, and since Juan López is so much your lord, and this is by way of discharge, you should put it in his hands.’65 López, in charge of the king’s payments, could indeed expedite any warrant for remuneration.

When her sister Isabel was married to Ochoa de Landa in May 1506, María took immediate advantage of having another adult male in the family. Soon she was writing frankly to him, telling him all of her doubts and worries about her marriage, her future and her brother’s uselessness. In 1507 she begged him to be blunt with her, suspecting that those involved now thought the match unsuitable but didn’t dare to tell her.66 He may have done so; the one-sided nature of the surviving correspondence means that we can only infer his replies from María’s own. The wealthy merchant was mentioned no more.

By the end of 1507, María was in greater despair than ever. This was a difficult year all round. Princess Catherine’s marriage to Prince Henry at first looked plausible: King Ferdinand was once more in nominal control of Castile, which meant access to funds for her dowry, but then less so; he remained in Naples until June 1507 and couldn’t meet the original deadline, asking for a delay in payment.67 King Henry VII betrothed his youngest daughter Mary to Ferdinand’s nephew and heir to Castile, the future Charles V; what use for the marriage between Catherine and Henry now? And yet he refused to cancel it entirely. The princess’s spirits and circumstances fluctuated accordingly. María was undoubtedly affected by the tense atmosphere and frustrated by the lack of progress on her own marriage. In a letter filled with despair, she told Ochoa defiantly that she would either return to Spain with the proper honour or not at all, no matter what her brother Juan did or did not arrange: ‘Do what you will, for I will choose what is best for me, and with this I console myself.’68


2

So Much Loyalty

María de Salinas was suspicious. Francesco Grimaldi was hounding her for an answer that she wasn’t convinced she wanted to give. Every day he told her there was a messenger ready and waiting to carry her consent to her family in Spain. Every day, so far, she smiled and dissimulated and concealed her thoughts, and wrote home demanding more information. Grimaldi wanted to marry her, and it was getting harder to hold him at bay.

He had arrived in February 1508 with the new Spanish ambassador Don Gutierre Gómez de Fuensalida, both of them commissioned to conclude the financial arrangements for Princess Catherine’s marriage with Prince Henry. Ambassador Fuensalida was to lead the negotiations; Grimaldi, a banker originally from Genoa, was to put up the money for the rest of the dowry on behalf of King Ferdinand of Aragon.1 Apparently he had another, more personal, mission on his mind. He was on the hunt for a wife, and María’s letters reveal for the first time that she was his target. In fact, her brother-in-law Ochoa de Landa had suggested the match to Grimaldi before he ever left Spain. Ochoa was a royal treasurer and Grimaldi a financier; they knew and worked with one another. Ochoa had extolled María’s virtues, had shown Grimaldi her letters – she wasn’t pleased about this – and evidently told him to go and see for himself. But Ochoa had told María nothing about any of it. Faced now with Grimaldi’s ardent proposals she felt blindsided, her trust in her family shaken. Maybe Ochoa had thought it would be best to let Grimaldi speak for himself and win her over, but if so he reckoned without María’s quick intellect and courtier instincts.

In April she took up paper and ink to ask Ochoa what he had done behind her back – ‘you are the beginning of this business’ – and told him frankly that for her to say yes there would need to be more family discussion and she would need to be part of it.2 It was true that there was much to recommend him. Despite his Italian origin, Grimaldi must in some ways have been a reminder of home. He had long been involved with the Spanish court in matters of finance, and King Ferdinand trusted him, insofar as King Ferdinand trusted anybody where money was concerned. He could speak to her in Spanish; he knew her family. Though not noble or a courtier, he was respectable. And María was still desperate to find a way to get home.

Thus she prevaricated. With Grimaldi, she played a game of doublethink. She knew that he knew that she knew that he had spoken to her family, that marriage was under discussion, but she played her cards close to her chest. She wrote briskly to Ochoa that ‘he is very willing to do it [marry], and I conceal everything from him as I tell you’.3 She was careful with correspondence and letter bearers, telling Ochoa not to forward her letters to Grimaldi and to use a different route and courier to send his replies, because she did not want them to come into Grimaldi’s hands. With her family she played the role of dutiful sister, anxiously trying to do what was best for their collective honour. The acerbic, pointed remarks that she dripped into her letters, though, show that this was not the whole truth. She was annoyed at the position they had put her in, writing a little waspishly, ‘I am forced to do what was given to you gentlemen’, meaning that she had to deal with Grimaldi personally instead of referring him to a male relative.4

Trust was in short supply at royal courts, and María was a courtier to her bones. She sensed that her family was hedging its bets, perhaps waiting for her to make a decision, and she was extremely wary. Her uncle and sister had both written to her promoting Grimaldi’s suit, but she knew that they did this only because Ochoa told them to. She asked for more information, for an explicit instruction to go ahead, but despite her relatives’ recommendations she continued to behave as though she had not received this. While her normally anxious tone was surely not fabricated – this must all have been intensely stressful – it bought her time to work out just what was going on and where her own loyalties should lie.

Part of the problem was that she didn’t trust Grimaldi. She didn’t even like him very much. She said nothing complimentary about his person or personality, only that ‘he seems to me to be good for the little that I know of him’.5 Her considerations were of a purely practical nature, focusing on the things that would affect her the most as his wife; she noted approvingly, ‘of everything else, as I am told, both in lineage and in property, he is not lacking’.6 She was also concerned, or chose to appear concerned, about Princess Catherine’s reaction. When Ochoa suggested she speak to Princess Catherine she was loath to do so, ‘because I did not know the manner in which it was to be carried out’, and because she did not want to go to the princess ‘without some cause that I could put before her, telling her that you had already arranged the marriage for me and showing her the letter in which you told me so that she would do it willingly’.7 María was not going to go to the princess with a ‘maybe’.

Her instincts proved unerringly accurate. Grimaldi, though intense, had a short attention span. He wanted to marry a lady-in-waiting, probably because he thought that this was a good way to gain influence at the royal court, but he was not particularly fussed about which one. Princess Catherine’s household had become a place of power struggle once more, and this time the source was her charismatic, conniving, domineering confessor, Fray Diego Fernández. At this point in her life Princess Catherine was clearly someone who responded willingly, even blindly, to moral authority, however dubiously contrived, and the friar amply filled the gap left by the departure of the similarly dictatorial Doña Elvira Manuel. He wanted the princess’s entire loyalty and resented those who claimed any part of it. Particularly he disliked the lady-in-waiting whom he perceived to be her closest confidante, Francisca de Cáceres. According to Ambassador Fuensalida, Francisca saw Fray Diego for what he was; suspicious of his ‘ambition and pride and lightness’, she tried to mitigate his influence with the princess.8 Marrying Francisca off would get her out of the way, and there was Grimaldi wanting a wife. If Fray Diego knew about the match between Grimaldi and María, he did not care. He turned matchmaker and brought the princess on side.

Fuensalida wrote nothing about Francisca’s feelings, but it’s likely she was as desperate to leave England as María was. We know almost nothing of her family situation in Spain, which may well mean that her parents were not of very high status or favour. A good marriage would have been difficult to arrange and Grimaldi’s offer too good to turn down. Francisca is usually presented as domineering and scheming purely because she chose to marry a man instead of remaining with her mistress.9 But loyalty was difficult for all of these women, and for Francisca especially, because Francisca was a spy. She sent news to the Spanish monarchs through letters written in cipher. According to an account written by her descendants, her skill at Latin meant that she acted as the princess’s secretary, and was thus privy to more information than the other women. But her position came at a cost. She would wait in dread ‘for hours’ lest her letters be discovered, and she was allegedly threatened by Prince Arthur when he suspected her of writing about the princess.10 It’s easy to think of this as a betrayal of the princess’s trust, and to paint Francisca as a villain. We prefer to think of ladies-in-waiting as entirely dedicated to their mistresses. But what had loyalty to Princess Catherine brought Francisca, María, or any of them? Seven years, so far, of poverty and isolation.

And so when Grimaldi flirted with Francisca over long summer days in 1508 she returned his attentions, and it was probably at this point that the match between him and María died a death. María’s suspicions about Grimaldi were well founded, for he proved more than willing to turn the situation to his own advantage in a way that ultimately cost Francisca her position. When pushed to propose, Grimaldi asked Fray Diego how he was supposed to marry Francisca when he did not yet know what her dowry would be? The friar, most reprehensibly, told him to simply make out a warrant for however much he wanted, the princess would sign it and all would be well. Grimaldi thought he might as well try it on, and a warrant for 4,000 ducats was duly signed.11

Fuensalida was horrified. The princess’s mother Queen Isabella, he said, had never given more than 2,000 ducats to any lady-in-waiting as dowry.12 Francisca then wanted to have the wedding at court, as befitted her status as one of the princess’s ladies. Fuensalida thought this was not such a good idea, since the princess didn’t have the means to host those sorts of celebrations, and suggested that they have the wedding at his lodgings in London instead, which they did. This went down poorly with Fray Diego. He and Francisca had a stand-up row in public in front of the princess. Francisca then refused to make her confession to the friar, choosing instead to confess to Henry VII’s own chaplain, an extremely public snub.13

This so infuriated the princess that she dismissed Francisca that very day. In her own version of events the princess claimed that the marriage had taken place against her will, and that Grimaldi had threatened to take her own dowry money if she did not promise an unusually large sum to Francisca.14 Whether this was true or not is debatable. Grimaldi would have found it difficult to explain his actions to King Ferdinand had he done this, and evidence shows that he only ever received 1,000 ducats of the 4,000 promised.15 Regardless, María had skilfully sidestepped an extremely volatile situation. If she had said yes to Grimaldi it might have been she facing the princess’s wrath, not to mention finding herself married to such an unscrupulous opportunist. And yet this was cold comfort through another lonely winter. She had been deprived of yet another potential route home. Like her mistress, María was still unmarried; like her mistress, she was losing hope.

The wheel of fortune never did remain steady, and by 1510 María thanked God for it. The long, dark winter of 1508 had been King Henry VII’s last. April 1509 had seen the kingdom rejoice at the accession of his son, the golden prince, King Henry VIII. The sticking points over Princess Catherine’s dowry had only ever been plays for time; finally, she and her women could have their happily ever after. Even the sudden and violent rainstorm that soaked their gowns during the procession from the Tower of London to Westminster for the coronation could not dampen their spirits for long, for by now they were used to taking their blessings with a little salt.16 The coronation ceremony – unfamiliar to María and the other Spaniards, since coronations had not been performed in Spain since the fourteenth century – had gone without a hitch.17 Under the vaulted ceiling of Westminster Abbey, amid the soaring voices of the choristers and singing men, they knelt as one to their new queen, weighed down by their heavy crimson velvet gowns. The crowd were asked whether they would accept their new king and queen; shouts of ‘Yea, yea!’ filled the air. It must finally have sunk in that they were going to be ladies-in-waiting to the queen of England, fulfilling the role for which they had been sent here all those years ago.

Within a month, the many years of poverty were like a bad dream. King Henry VIII paid £840 in wages to ‘the Spaniards’, as well as £1,000 for the queen’s debts.18 The queen’s household swelled to include English ladies-in-waiting, many of them very experienced. Having spent years moving between the many royal female households during King Henry VII’s reign, they knew English court ceremony, factions and administrative processes inside out. While Catherine of Aragon and her Spanish women had eked out a miserable existence waiting for their lot to improve, her sister-in-law Princess Mary had been the principal royal woman at court, taking in many of her mother Queen Elizabeth of York’s ladies after the latter’s death in 1503. Now Queen Catherine’s household took that place, and many of those same ladies-in-waiting came to join her.19 Female experience like this played a vital role in the formation of a new queen’s establishment. Catherine and her Spanish women were not entering this new phase blind and unaided.

By 1510 the household was no longer really Spanish at all. María herself had written in 1507 that she had no intention of remaining in England after the princess was married, and clearly others were of the same mind.20 The majority of the Spaniards departed shortly after the coronation.21 María’s colleague Inés de Vanegas, daughter of the queen’s old governess of the same name, remained, but almost immediately married an English nobleman, William Blount, Lord Mountjoy. This was a positive move – Henry VIII wrote to King Ferdinand of Aragon that he considered it ‘very desirable that Spanish and English families should be united by family ties’ – but it did mean that Inés most probably left the queen’s service.22 Another, Catalina Fortes, went home to become a nun in early 1510.23 The only Spanish names routinely found amid ladies-in-waiting from this point are ‘Elizabeth’ Vergas – probably originally ‘Isabel’ – and María de Salinas herself.24

We don’t know why she stayed. None of her letters from this period have survived. If her family were still trying to arrange a marriage for her in Spain, it did not materialise. Being one of so few Spaniards left placed María in an intimate position with the new queen. At this point there were three ranks of ladies-in-waiting, corresponding broadly with social status: the ‘ladies’, usually peeresses; the ‘gentlewomen’, who might be the wives of knights or gentry; and the ‘chamberers’, the lowest status and most menial position, usually women of gentle but not aristocratic status.25 María was among the gentlewomen.26 While we might expect a queen’s closest friends (insofar as a queen could ever enjoy simple friendship) to be her highest-status ladies, this wasn’t necessarily, or even usually, the case. María and Queen Catherine don’t seem to have been especially close before 1509, but now it was a different story. Shared experience bound them together. María was one of the few women left who could remember Catherine’s mother, and indeed Catherine probably remembered María’s parents too. They could reminisce in Spanish, teach the English women their intricate ‘blackwork’ embroidery and, as wardrobe accounts show, María could tell English tailors and seamstresses how to make a proper pair of Spanish sleeves.27

Such intimacy could open ladies-in-waiting to deeply traumatic experiences. The winter of 1510 was a severe one, and even in palace rooms cocooned in woollen tapestries, carpets, velvet cushions and fur-lined coverings it was difficult to keep out the sharp frost. Ladies-in-waiting like María routinely shared a room and sometimes a bed with their mistress the queen when the king was not with her, especially in seasons of such icy cold. In the small hours of 31 January 1510 María found herself woken by groans of pain. Queen Catherine appeared to be in labour; but this was all wrong. She was only about seven months pregnant.28 She hadn’t even withdrawn into confinement yet, so nothing needful was ready. The queen’s confessor later wrote that it was kept secret, and that the only people who knew of it were himself, the king, a physician and two Spanish women, one of whom was almost certainly María.29 This means it must have happened overnight, before the queen rose in the morning, before there was anybody else to see her in pain and distress. This was just as well. For queens, miscarriages and stillbirths were shrouded with shame. What good was a queen who could not birth a live child? Such things were always her fault, not her husband’s, and were considered suggestive of physical or even moral or spiritual defect.30

The court was at Westminster, and the queen’s chambers were on the opposite side of the palace from the king and the rest of the court.31 Nobody would hear or see anything that they should not, but this also meant there was some distance to go for help. No doubt the three women consulted in panic, and one flew for the physician. María must have been terrified. As an unmarried woman she had probably never witnessed a birth before, never mind known what to do. What would happen if they were the only ones present and the queen of England died?

It was kept secret. Only the king was told. ‘Her Highness brought forth prematurely a daughter,’ her confessor Fray Diego would write later, but what happened next was almost as heart-breaking.32 Catherine’s belly remained round and so she was told, and believed, that she was still pregnant with a twin of her lost daughter, a fiction that remained in place even though her periods resumed. Either Catherine didn’t know enough about her own body to realise how unlikely this was, or she was so desperate to give birth to a healthy child, and probably so traumatised by her recent experience, that she was willing to convince herself that this was a fact.

In the midst of this, María had other pressures. Her elder brother Juan had come to England on business and to visit his sister. They hadn’t seen each other in nine years, or even corresponded much. In 1507 she had written sarcastically, ‘I hope that you will give me six years of patience to repay me all in one; Lord, you were willing to write to me at length.’33 By 1510, things had apparently improved. Juan travelled first to Tours, was in Bruges by November, and warned their brother-in-law from there that he thought his business in England would keep him longer than originally intended.34 Some of this business may have included María; the family had been dealing with various inheritance disputes for a number of years. By 6 February Juan had reached the royal court, then at Richmond. Awed, he described the white and gold turreted palace as ‘a pleasure place of this king’s’. He was, he said, ‘feted’ with many celebrations at his sister’s behest, and was impressed by the esteem in which she was held, even as he was wary of spies reading his letters.35 For her part, María was an accomplished actress. Juan wrote nothing of the queen or her situation because he clearly knew nothing to tell. María kept her mistress’s secret even from her brother.

Nobody knew until May, when it became clear that Queen Catherine was not still pregnant and clear, therefore, that the storm must break. Even the Spanish ambassador – not Fuensalida any longer but Luis Caroz de Villaragut, who had arrived in the summer of 1509 – had not heard. He waxed scornful in a long letter to King Ferdinand’s secretary. How Queen Catherine presumed herself still pregnant when her monthly bleeding had resumed was a mystery to him. Why on earth she had been made to go through the formal process of withdrawing into confinement to await the birth he could not fathom. What would happen now was anybody’s guess. Royal councillors were directing their anger and frustration at ‘the bedchamber women who gave the queen to understand that she was pregnant whilst she was not’, rather than the queen herself or her male physicians, and perhaps Caroz was not surprised, having contemptuously described both the English and Spanish women in the queen’s household as ‘rather simple’.36

Much of Caroz’s anger stemmed from his own feeling of impotence in the face of the all-powerful Fray Diego, the queen’s conniving confessor, who was still in England by her side. Caroz had struggled since his arrival to get accurate information about what was going on in the palace, or to advise the queen or get her help for Spanish concerns, and he blamed the friar for this. It was a feeling shared by many. Francisca de Cáceres, having married financier Francesco Grimaldi and been summarily dismissed, had not regained her position. She remained in London, but without her husband, who was on his way back to Granada. Caroz knew all about Francisca’s former situation as a Crown agent, but he didn’t see this as a division of loyalties. He wrote that she was not only ‘the most devoted’ to the queen, but ‘the most skillful for whatever suits the Queen or the King our Lord’. ‘The friar’, he noted grimly, ‘fears her more than can be said.’ Caroz wanted Francisca back in the palace, whether in the queen’s service or not, for ‘as soon as she is in the palace, she herself will recover her place, and even if she does not recover it, she will render the greatest services’. Without Francisca, he said plaintively, ‘I do not know, as I ought to know, what passes there.’37

Queen Catherine, though, was an expert at holding a grudge. Even three years later, when Francisca was still in London and still seeking to regain her position in royal service, she would not have her back, and she would not help her former friend to enter anybody else’s service either. In 1510 Caroz had wondered whether perhaps Francisca could serve King Henry’s younger sister, Princess Mary. In 1513 this was still a possibility; Princess Mary, betrothed to Charles, Prince of Castile, would need to learn Spanish. Alternatively Francisca could perhaps go to Margaret, Duchess of Savoy. King Ferdinand thought either of these a good idea, no doubt because he wanted Francisca’s skills as a loyal courtier.38 But Queen Catherine refused to give Francisca a recommendation. She did not trust her, writing that ‘she is so perilous a woman that it shall be dangerous to put her in a strange house’.39 Queen Catherine expected complete fidelity from her ladies-in-waiting and nothing less would do, even if it was for the ultimate service of the Spanish Crown. In the end, Francisca’s husband returned to England and took her and their son home to Granada.40 Queen Catherine did not want her devotion.

1510 was a year of many lessons of loyalty, if the queen’s women chose to learn them. The new regime of King Henry VIII took time to settle, and even without Francisca gossip spilled out beyond the palace. In May 1510 Caroz had more to report. Among Queen Catherine’s ladies were two sisters of royal ancestry: Elizabeth Stafford, Lady Fitzwalter and Anne Stafford, Lady Hastings, first cousins of the late Queen Elizabeth of York, both in their twenties. Elizabeth was a courtier of long standing and she took her role seriously. She had been at Queen Elizabeth Woodville’s funeral in 1492, had served Elizabeth of York and her daughter Princess Mary, and had moved seamlessly into Queen Catherine’s household, leading the rest of the women through the coronation ceremony in 1509.41 Her sister Anne was less experienced, having married early and lived away from the royal court. By 1510 she had been widowed and married again to a man with stronger court connections, so she joined the queen’s household as a visiting peeress in ‘extraordinary’ (as opposed to ‘ordinary’) service. Where Elizabeth was serious, Anne was light-hearted and took her fun where she could find it. King Henry thought this an excellent idea. Elizabeth was not so sure. The spring seemed to have got into Anne’s blood; she was behaving in a way that did not befit a married woman. What, Elizabeth wondered, did one do when the king, a married man with a pregnant wife, was illicitly courting one’s sister, a married woman?42

Elizabeth’s loyalty to her family won out. She spoke to their brother, Edward, Duke of Buckingham. It’s often assumed that the families of women who caught the king’s eye were flattered, or gleefully anticipating material gain. Not so the Staffords. The duke was not pleased. Stafford girls were not whores, even for the king of England. If the honour of the family was not to be dragged through the mud, this must be stopped.

It was decided that the duke would go and talk to Anne and find out the truth of the matter. But while he was in Anne’s rooms, they were interrupted: William Compton, the king’s most intimate attendant, arrived to speak to Anne in his capacity as go-between for the king. The duke erupted, and the quarrel between the two men was vicious, the duke reproaching Compton ‘in many and very hard words’.43 Inevitably, the king heard of this, and the duke was severely reprimanded. Unwilling to simply accept the situation, the duke played his trump card: Anne’s husband George, Lord Hastings was informed. The very same night, Hastings removed his wife from court and placed her in a convent sixty miles away, the early modern equivalent of being told to go and stand in the corner and think about what you had done.

Henry was, predictably, incandescent with rage. That rage was directed at Elizabeth Stafford, whom he saw as a self-righteous, interfering gossip. A day later he turned her and her husband out of the palace. Had Elizabeth told the queen what she suspected, and did she also act out of loyalty to her mistress? For the queen’s rage matched Henry’s. Caroz didn’t specify whether Catherine was angry about the dismissal of one of her favourites, or at her discovery that her husband was being unfaithful, but it may well have been both. For Henry it was all about the perceived power of women’s eyes and tongues. He was angry at the brouhaha caused, as he saw it, by Elizabeth, but he was also paranoid. ‘Believing that there were other women in the employment of the favourite,’ Caroz wrote astutely, ‘that is to say, such as go about the palace insidiously spying out every unwatched moment, in order to tell the Queen [stories], the king would have liked to turn all of them out, only that it has appeared to him too great a scandal.’ 44

Elizabeth’s Stafford’s ban was not permanent. She returned to court for various events in later years.45 But she probably didn’t serve the queen in ‘ordinary’, daily service again, and nor did her fun-loving sister Anne. We don’t know whether Anne and Henry ever did carry their affair to its logical conclusion, but in either case she gained more by it than the king’s fancy alone. Over a decade later in 1527 it transpired that she and William Compton, the king’s go-between in this affair, had developed a close relationship as a result, so much so that Cardinal Wolsey denounced the pair of them for adultery.46 When Compton died a year later, he left money in his will specifically to pray for Anne’s soul as well as those of the king and queen, and he also left her the income from certain manors, which would have given her a small amount of financial independence.47

All women knew that this was worth having. Even Queen Catherine had suffered long and hard for lack of money, a pawn in the hands of men. If she felt bitter about her many years of misery under the late King Henry VII, former lady-in-waiting Jane Vaux, Lady Guildford was no whit behind her. Her late husband Richard Guildford had been one of Henry VII’s most loyal and trusted supporters. He’d suffered attainder for him; been in exile with him; invaded England, fought many battles, kept the nation safe with his networks of spies. But he was a poor financial manager, and this was the one thing that Henry VII refused to overlook.48 Jane had raised the royal children, taught them right from wrong, taken them to their marriages, mourned Prince Arthur’s death along with his family, but such loyalty was worth nothing now. Richard Guildford, disgraced and removed from office, had embarked on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem and died there, far from home, in 1506. Jane had been left to deal with the fallout.

Four years later, in 1510, things were a little less desperate. Her connections with the king’s mother Lady Margaret Beaufort had meant she’d been able to borrow money, and she’d inherited a substantial sum from that lady after her death the previous year.49 Like Anne Stafford, Jane had been wise in making friends wherever she could find them, and one of those she found was the king’s master of the horse, Sir Thomas Brandon. Sir Thomas’s court service and royally sanctioned marriages with two wealthy widows had made him rich. His favourite house in Southwark was set back from the road amid private orchards and parkland on the major route into the south of the city of London, and he had plenty of time to enjoy it when he fell sick in 1509.50 Jane did not care that he already had a wife. She sent her own servants to nurse him. As María tried to comfort the terrified, labouring queen on that freezing January night, Jane mourned: Sir Thomas had died.

But his death had also set her free. Sir Thomas didn’t appear to care that he already had a wife either. His will provided for her dutifully, but, that out of the way, he focused his attention on Jane. She inherited all of his plate not otherwise bequeathed. She was to have the revenues of his estates in Norfolk and Suffolk, and others in Kent. Her servants were rewarded, her priest forgiven his debts, and the crowning glory: the beautiful house at Southwark was hers, with all of its priceless hangings, beds and carpets.51 If Sir Thomas’s will raised any eyebrows, Jane ignored them; she had learned to take any advantage offered to her. Jane planned carefully. Sir Thomas’s heir was his nephew Charles Brandon, a close friend of the new king’s, and it would not do to alienate him. He wanted to live in the family house, and she decided to let him – for a costly rent.52 That would keep the wolf reliably from her door.

Still, like many others, she could not have thought of the late king’s financial rapacity without anger. Two men in particular had been
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