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Prologue
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The Shadow of the Crown

The wind swept across the River Thames, causing the banners above the palace towers to flutter restlessly. Behind the thick walls, hundreds of candles burned, their light reflected in gilded mirrors, polished suits of armour and the tall windows overlooking the wintry landscape. It was an evening like so many others at the English court, where splendour and pomp were the daily reality, but where behind every smile a calculated motive might lurk and behind every courtesy a hidden enmity might lie.

In one of the rooms, a young woman sat by the light of a fireside, absorbed in a book. Her posture was upright, her gaze attentive, and her face was illuminated only occasionally by the dancing flames. She wore neither a crown nor a royal mantle. No one who had seen her at that moment would have suspected that, centuries later, her name would be better known than that of virtually all the monarchs who had preceded her.

Yet her life had been intertwined with power from the very beginning.

Not because she had asked for it, but because she had been born into a family in which power determined everything.

Long before she ascended the throne, long before her portrait was hung in palaces and her name was spoken with respect by foreign ambassadors, she had been a child who had to learn to live with uncertainty. She had grown up in a world where people’s fates could be altered by a single signature, a single accusation or a single shift in the king’s favour. In that world, love, loyalty and friendship were often secondary to ambition, and even blood ties could offer no protection against political interests.

History would later remember her as the great Queen Elizabeth, the Virgin Queen, the woman who led England through one of the most significant periods in its existence. Poets would sing her praises, artists would depict her as an almost timeless symbol of power, and statesmen would regard her reign as a golden age. But the reality was more complex than the legend that emerged after her death.

For behind the image of the self-assured monarch lay a woman who lost her mother before she could remember her, who feared for her own life on more than one occasion, and who had to constantly navigate a web of enemies, allies and family members who were sometimes barely distinguishable from one another. Her life was shaped by the same uncertainties experienced by so many others, but in her case those uncertainties were magnified by the crown that ultimately fell to her.

The England into which she was born was a country in flux. Old certainties were crumbling and new beliefs were vying for prominence. The power of the Church was being challenged, the position of the monarchy was changing, and the consequences of these developments reached every corner of the kingdom. At the Tudor court, these tensions were felt even more keenly. There, everything revolved around the wishes of one man, a king who sought to shape his country in his own image and who was prepared to pay virtually any price to do so.

That king was her father.

His decisions would determine not only the fate of England, but also that of his daughter.

Even before she spoke her first words, her future was already the subject of discussion. Even before she understood what a crown meant, her name was already linked to the hopes, fears and expectations of an entire dynasty. And even before she was old enough to understand the world around her, she would discover how quickly power could turn into vulnerability.

When one looks back on the life of Elizabeth Tudor, it sometimes seems as though her fate was sealed from the very beginning, as though history had chosen her to accomplish great things. But those who knew her in her youth would never have believed that. To them, she was merely a girl trying to hold her own in a dangerous environment, a girl who was often underestimated and who, on more than one occasion, found herself on the brink of oblivion.

That is precisely why her story is so remarkable.

For it does not begin with triumph, but with uncertainty. Not with a crown, but with a child. Not with power, but with the constant threat that hung like a shadow over the Tudor court.

To understand how Elizabeth grew to become one of the most famous monarchs in European history, we must go back to the time when no one thought she was anything special, to the years when her future was far from certain, and to the court where her life began. There, amidst the splendour of gilded halls and the dark corridors where secrets were whispered, begins the story of a woman who would define her era and whose name still lives on centuries later.

That is where the story of Elizabeth Tudor begins.
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The Birth of Elizabeth and the Expectations Surrounding Anne Boleyn

In the final months of the year 1533, the attention of the English court was focused on a single woman. Whilst courtiers normally filled their days with political intrigues, diplomatic negotiations, hunting parties and endless discussions about power and influence, everything now revolved around Queen Anne Boleyn and the child she was carrying. After all, the future of the Tudor dynasty seemed to lie in her hands.

Less than ten years earlier, no one would have imagined that Anne would ever ascend the English throne. She was born into an ambitious noble family and had spent much of her youth at foreign courts, where she had received a refined education. Unlike many English noblewomen, she spoke fluent French, was familiar with the latest European ideas on art, religion and politics, and possessed an intelligence that even her opponents found hard to deny. Yet her path to the crown had been anything but straightforward.

When she first caught Henry VIII’s attention, England was still a staunchly Catholic kingdom and the king was married to Catherine of Aragon. Their marriage had endured for years, but the absence of a living son had cast a shadow over the dynasty’s future. Although Princess Mary was healthy and intelligent, many of her contemporaries believed that only a male heir could guarantee the stability of the realm. The memory of the civil wars of the previous century still lingered in the minds of the nobility, and no one longed for another struggle for the throne.

What began as a king’s personal desire to end his marriage eventually escalated into a conflict that threw the whole of Europe into turmoil. Henry longed not only for a son; he also longed for Anne. When the Pope refused to annul his marriage, the king decided to embark on a path that his predecessors had never dared to tread. Ties with Rome were severed and the Church of England came under his own authority. Friends became enemies, alliances fell apart and clergymen were forced to choose between their conscience and their loyalty to the crown.

For Anne, the price of her victory had been high. Although she eventually became queen, she knew that a large part of the country viewed her with suspicion. Many regarded her as the woman who had ousted a revered queen and plunged England into religious turmoil. Some called her ambitious, others dangerous. There were even those who openly hated her. Anne therefore understood better than anyone that her position depended on one thing: she had to produce a son.

In the summer of 1533, her pregnancy became apparent and tension at court mounted. Everyone was talking about the child’s arrival. Ambassadors sent messages to their sovereigns reporting on the mood in England. Astrologers were consulted. Predictions were circulating. Some claimed that the stars heralded a prince. Others pointed to omens which, in their view, indicated the birth of a future king.

Henry himself seemed to harbour hardly any doubt as to the outcome. His confidence was so great that preparations were made that were suitable only for a male heir. Official documents were drawn up using wording that referred to a prince. Festivities were organised, and various courtiers were already beginning to make plans for the future of a boy who had not even been born yet.

Anne smiled when people spoke of these expectations, but deep down she felt the pressure mounting. She knew how important this birth was. More than once she had seen how quickly the king’s favour could change. Although Henry still loved her, she knew his character well enough to understand that love alone would not be enough if she could not give him what he desired above all else.

On 26 August, Anne was taken to the royal palace at Greenwich to prepare for the birth. According to tradition, a pregnant queen withdrew from public life for a time. Her chambers were carefully furnished, heavy curtains kept out the daylight, and priests recited prayers for a safe delivery. Servants moved silently through the corridors, whilst doctors and midwives were on constant standby.

During the first few days of September, the tension grew almost by the hour. The king regularly visited his wife’s quarters and constantly enquired after her condition. Although he continued to appear confident in front of others, his impatience betrayed just how much was at stake for him. Not only his marriage, but also his political choices and his break with Rome would ultimately have to be justified by the arrival of a son.

In the early morning of 7 September 1533, the labour began.

For hours, the outcome remained uncertain. Outside the chambers, courtiers waited in tense silence. Some paced restlessly through the galleries. Others prayed quietly. No one knew how the birth would go, but everyone knew that its outcome could determine the future of England.

Shortly after three o’clock in the afternoon, the child was born.

A healthy daughter.

The news spread quickly through the palace, but the reaction was different from what many had expected. There was relief that mother and child had survived the birth, but at the same time a noticeable silence fell. The long-awaited prince had not been born.

Henry received the news with more composure than some had feared. Outwardly, he expressed his satisfaction and stated that a healthy daughter was a blessing from God. To his closest confidants, he is even said to have remarked that he and Anne were still young enough to have sons later on. Yet no one could deny that the joy was less exuberant than it would have been had the child been a boy.

The girl was named Elizabeth, a name that referred to both her paternal and maternal grandmothers. Within a few days, she was officially recognised as a princess of England and her own household began to take shape. As was customary for children of royal descent, she was assigned carers, governesses and servants who were responsible for her upbringing and well-being.

Anne often kept her daughter close to her during the first few weeks after the birth. Although she was aware of the disappointment felt by some, she seemed genuinely attached to the child. Several contemporaries noted that the Queen showed great interest in Elizabeth’s health and development. Perhaps she hoped that the birth of a daughter would be merely the beginning of a larger family in which sons would eventually be born as well.

The months that followed were relatively peaceful. The court resumed its normal rhythm and the political tensions that had dominated the previous years temporarily receded into the background. Yet the question of succession remained ever-present. Any queen’s pregnancy was important, but in Anne Boleyn’s case it had become a matter of life and death.

No one spoke of it openly in her presence, but many realised that her future was still uncertain. She had become queen because the king believed she would bear him a son. The birth of Elizabeth had not fulfilled that hope, but merely postponed it.

Whilst the little princess lay in her cradle, oblivious to the expectations weighing upon her family, the whole of England looked ahead to what was yet to come. The king expected an heir. The court expected an heir. Even foreign monarchs waited to see whether the Tudor dynasty would finally be assured of a male successor.

No one could have guessed then that this very girl, born under a veil of disappointment and uncertainty, would one day become the greatest monarch of her family. For the time being, she was merely the daughter of Anne Boleyn, a princess whose fate lay entirely hidden behind the mists of the future. The kingdom’s expectations were focused on the son yet to be born, whilst history was quietly preparing for a very different outcome.
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The Fall and Execution of Anne Boleyn

When Princess Elizabeth reached her first birthday, her mother still appeared to be one of the most powerful women in England. As queen, Anne Boleyn sat at the king’s side during official ceremonies, received ambassadors and maintained a court that aroused both the admiration and envy of many. Her influence extended further than that of most queens before her. She spoke out on religious reforms, patronised scholars and had access to the thoughts of a monarch accustomed to imposing his own will. Yet, behind the glittering façade, a reality was slowly beginning to emerge that was becoming increasingly dangerous for her.

The birth of Elizabeth had not fulfilled the court’s expectations. Although the king officially recognised his daughter as heiress and appeared satisfied in public, the need for a son remained. England needed certainty, and in the eyes of many nobles, only a male successor could provide it. Anne understood this better than anyone. She knew that her position rested not solely on her husband’s love, but above all on her ability to give him an heir.

In the years that followed, she became pregnant again. Each pregnancy sparked a wave of hope, not only within the walls of the court, but throughout the kingdom. Each time, courtiers, diplomats and clergy waited with bated breath. And each time, that hope ended in disappointment. Some pregnancies ended prematurely, whilst other children did not survive. For Anne, these were not merely personal tragedies; they were also political defeats that further weakened her position.

Meanwhile, the king’s attitude began to change. The passion with which he had fought for her for years seemed to be slowly waning. The same man who had ignored papal orders, sacrificed old alliances and unleashed a religious revolution in order to marry her was beginning to grow more distant. People at court noticed it in small ways: a less warm gaze, fewer visits to her chambers, longer conversations with other women.

Among those women was Jane Seymour, a young noblewoman who, at first glance, had little in common with Anne. Whereas Anne was lively, sharp-witted and outspoken, Jane was known for her calm and modest nature. She did not involve herself in political discussions and seemed to have no interest in power. It was precisely this that made her an attractive contrast to the queen.

Anne noticed the change. She was intelligent enough to understand what was happening and knew her husband better than most people. After all, the history of his first marriage was still fresh in her memory. Once Henry decided that a marriage no longer served his purposes, not even a queen could feel safe.

In early 1536, the situation became even more serious. In January, Catherine of Aragon, the woman who had been Anne’s greatest rival for years, died. At first glance, this seemed like good news for the queen. The king’s former wife was gone, and her daughter Mary was becoming increasingly isolated. Yet that same month brought a new disaster.

Anne suffered a miscarriage.

According to several contemporaries, it was a male foetus.

Whether that was entirely accurate remains uncertain, but it made little difference to Henry. Once again, the long-awaited son had failed to materialise. The king was now in his mid-forties and was beginning to realise that his time was limited. This only made the need for an heir all the more urgent.

From that moment on, events unfolded at a staggering pace.

In the spring of 1536, rumours began to spread through the court. Some were so absurd that they seemed scarcely credible. It was whispered that Anne had committed adultery with several men in her circle. Among them were courtiers, musicians and even her own brother, George Boleyn.

To modern readers, such accusations sound implausible, and many historians are convinced that they were largely fabricated. Nevertheless, Anne found herself in a perilous position. The king wanted to be rid of her, and once a monarch such as Henry VIII had set his sights on a target, few dared to contradict him.

On 2 May 1536, Anne was arrested.

She was in Greenwich at the time when she was suddenly confronted by members of the royal council. The charges were read out to her, and shortly afterwards she was taken to the Tower of London. The very fortress into which she had proudly sailed a few years earlier in preparation for her coronation now became her prison.

Witnesses described how Anne initially tried to keep her composure. At times she laughed nervously, at times she wept, and at times she spoke as if she could scarcely comprehend the gravity of her situation. Perhaps she hoped the king would change his mind. Perhaps she still believed that the truth would protect her.

But events had already gone too far.

The men accused alongside her were also arrested. During their trials, some denied the allegations, whilst others, under pressure, made statements that strengthened the case against the queen. The outcome was, in effect, a foregone conclusion before the court proceedings even began.

On 15 May, Anne herself appeared before a court of nobles. Among them were men who had once admired, supported or feared her. Now they had to pass judgement on her life.

The queen defended herself with remarkable intelligence and dignity. She pointed out contradictions in the charges and sought to expose the absurdity of some of the allegations. But her words were no match for the political reality in which she found herself. At the end of the hearing, she was found guilty of adultery, incest and high treason.

The punishment was death.

For Anne, that moment must have felt surreal. Just a few years earlier, she had been the most sought-after woman in England. Kings and diplomats had spoken of her. The future of the country had revolved around her. Now the same fate awaited her as had befallen so many others who had fallen out of favour with Henry VIII.

In the days that followed, she prepared for her end. Unlike many condemned to death, she remained remarkably composed. She prayed, spoke with clergy and tried to keep her fear under control. At the same time, her marriage to the king was annulled, as if it had never existed.

This also altered her daughter’s status.

Little Elizabeth, not yet three years old, lost her status as a legitimate princess in one fell swoop. Just as had happened to her half-sister Mary before her, she was now officially declared illegitimate. She would only come to understand the consequences of this later, but her future was radically altered by it.

On the morning of 19 May 1536, a small crowd gathered inside the Tower. At the king’s request, a French swordsman had been brought to England. An execution by the sword was considered quicker and more dignified than beheading with an axe.

Anne appeared dressed in a dark gown with a cloak draped over her shoulders. Eyewitnesses described her as remarkably calm. She addressed those present, declaring that she wished to speak no ill of the king and asking the onlookers to pray for her soul.

She then knelt down.

One of her ladies-in-waiting blindfolded her.

A few seconds later, the executioner brought his sword down.

With a single blow, the life of the woman for whom a king had transformed his kingdom came to an end.

Whilst her body was taken away for a simple burial within the Tower, life at court continued almost immediately. Less than two weeks later, Henry VIII married Jane Seymour. The speed with which the court adapted to the new reality showed just how little room there was for sentiment in the world of the Tudors.

For Elizabeth, who was not yet three years old, little remained of her mother other than stories, rumours and the memories of others. She would never truly know Anne Boleyn. Yet her mother’s shadow would follow her throughout her life. Friends and foes alike would remind her time and again of the woman who had divided England, seduced a king and ultimately lost her head.

Anne Boleyn’s downfall did not merely mark the end of a queen. It also signalled the beginning of a new and far more uncertain phase in her daughter’s life. For whilst the court focused on Jane Seymour and the hope of a male heir, Elizabeth grew up in a world where she was no longer a princess, but the illegitimate child of a dead mother and an unpredictable king. That realisation would shape her character and teach her that survival was sometimes more important than being loved.
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