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Historian’s Note

This narrative has been crafted using a vast array of primary source evidence that detail events as they happened, both from within Elizabeth Barton’s inner circle, the royal courts, and official proceedings. I have accessed court documents, including the Act of Attainder, a parliamentary statute that allowed the Tudor court to act as judge and jury on Barton’s legal case, in addition to the transcripts of speeches at various court assemblies. I’ve drawn on the official sermon preached about Elizabeth Barton, which in itself was based on the testimonies and confessions from the nun and her adherents. For a first-hand insight into Barton’s life I turned to the pamphlet written by Edward Thwaites, titled ‘A Marvellous Work done of Late at Courteup Street . . .’, while a partial unpublished manuscript written by her Spiritual Father provides an intimate insight into Barton’s life as her fame grew.

Anne Boleyn’s narrative is taken from the various written testimonies of those who knew her and her family during their time at the royal court, as well as insider information passed between courtiers, ambassadors, visiting diplomats, and letters to the rulers of Europe. Please see the full list of primary sources in the bibliography. I’ve aimed to ensure that both women’s narratives are a faithful recreation of the evidence that remains in the archives. All speech has been written using direct quotes from letters or testimonies, and I explain within the individual references when I have modernised a quote for ease of reading or have adapted to first person for the sake of narrative flow. Elizabeth Barton’s words and actions have been reported in numerous primary-source letters from those who either knew her or interrogated her, resulting in what I believe is an accurate, balanced, and fair representation of her life. Yet, as I present the evidence, I encourage the reader to draw their own conclusions as to her true motivations.

And so, let the investigation begin . . .




Preface

The Housemaid, the King, and his Mistress

How extraordinary, how marvellous a sight! For a young, inconsequential former housemaid such as she, to be stood before the mighty King Henry VIII. To have his mistress, the woman they called Anne Boleyn, standing by, ready for a moment alone with this curious girl to speak with her, plead with her; beg her to intervene with God and pray for her forgiveness, or some kind of miracle. Yes, Anne Boleyn was in need of a miracle right now, and heaven knows, this lowly servant girl could help her on that score. For the new visitor was not lowly at all, but oh so hallowed and venerable. Touched by heaven, they said, but she wasn’t one to brag. Still, it was true, the young girl had been conversing with the angels and had delivered stunning messages from God. Now, she stood before the monarch and had his rapturous ear as she spoke her mind boldly – menacingly, some would later grumble – with a faintly sinister air about her words. Yet the girl refused to shrink herself in the presence of the king; to bow and scrape and make herself small. No, she held her head high and met his gaze, noting that his eyes were wide and unblinking. It was almost as if he feared her. His body trembled slightly as he held himself still, making sure that his furs did not rustle and his chair did not creak, not wishing to miss a word of her prophecy. She could have been a sage and respected royal chaplain for the rapture she evoked in him, a mature and revered man offering counsel, rather than the slight girl of twenty-two years of age that she was.

How had life brought her here, to this fantastical moment in the year of 1528? Who was she to stand face to face with a king, not even as his equal, but as his Godly superior? Poised to confront Anne Boleyn, his controversial mistress. For so much of her life, she had been no one and nothing. Until this incredible moment, summoned before the king for a second time, she had merely been a novice nun, doubted by sceptics, questioned by critics, dismissed by non-believers who whispered that she should return to being plain old Elizabeth Barton. Worthy only of waiting on privileged families, washing their delicate clothes, and serving them sumptuous feasts before retreating to the shadows, invisible to the world. There she had been passed by, talked over, barely seen, let alone heard. Oh, but she commanded attention now, and the girl was determined she would never return to that life again. It was time for her voice to be heard. She had become the hallowed chosen one, more respected than Anne Boleyn, the mistress who this king wished to make his wife. Anne, who the people called a whore, was floundering now, failing in her quest to unseat the Queen of England, while she, Elizabeth Barton, rose to an eminence that Anne Boleyn could only dream of. Now, it was her words, her visions, her prophecies from God that the most formidable monarch of the sixteenth century had requested to hear.1 And she was getting through to him, Elizabeth could feel it. This meeting was the breakthrough she had prayed for. Henry VIII had requested her presence here again today because he was on the brink of abandoning his sinful quest for divorce from his Catholic wife, Catherine of Aragon – it’s what everyone said. That the king was poised to give up his desire to replace her with that heretic reformist, Anne Boleyn. And it was all down to her, Elizabeth Barton.

The young girl had the vague sense that she should have wilted under the awe of it all; felt self-conscious as the guards around them strained their ears, breath held in collective anticipation. Yet everything about her that marked Elizabeth as an outsider gave her the strength to stand her ground. The torn and muddied hem of her dress lent an air of Godly humility. She didn’t covet jewels and luxuries, as this king before her so clearly did, and this allowed a comforting and self-righteous superiority to envelop her. She had been emboldened by God and imbued by the angels, fated to stand before the monarch and reproach him for his plans to divorce.

Elizabeth cleared her throat and stepped forward.

‘The angels decreed that I should go to the king, that infidel prince of England, and command him to amend his life,’ she declared, her voice strong and unwavering.2 Several guards within the cavernous chamber gasped in shock, choking on the dry air as a rustling of uniforms emanated from every corner like panicked mice. ‘They say you are to remove none of the pope’s authority, and instead destroy these new reformists who set out to unseat him. And if you marry the lady Anne Boleyn,’ the young girl paused before delivering the final blow, ‘the Angels say the vengeance of God will plague you for eternity.’3

All who witnessed her speech that day braced themselves for the fallout – the monarch’s insult and anger. But the vengeance of God was already plaguing this king. Henry VIII was fully aware that he had sinned by marring Catherine, his older brother’s widow. He had cursed himself and suffered the consequences, the might of God’s displeasure now weighing heavily upon him. He knew that he had to correct it and set this misdeed right. It was why he had been pushed to such extreme measures, why he ignored every royal adviser who warned him against his plans for divorce, who threatened a war with Rome, and an uprising from his own people. But the evidence spoke for itself: year by year, the lack of a son and heir in almost two decades of marriage to Catherine was beginning to crush him. It was all the proof Henry needed that the Almighty was displeased. His chaplains had warned him against it back then, saying the dispensation he requested in order to marry his brother’s widow was wrong and sinful.4 At the time he had scoffed at their concerns and brushed them aside like pesky fleas, thinking himself so mighty and untouchable. He was the King of England, after all.

He would not make that mistake again, which is why he had been trying to escape the chains of this marriage long before Anne Boleyn came to his attention.5 He did not pursue this divorce for her – though he would never let Anne hear that and would hide the evidence of it for as long as he lived. No, Henry was pursuing the divorce for his own salvation. Which is why he had initially agreed to an audience with this young visionary who was being hailed as a vessel of God by all of Kent. So why did this girl, with her decree from the angels, berate his wish to correct his sin and call for annulment? She was a fake, surely; there could be no other explanation for it. She was a fraud, a desperate girl in search of celebrity and infamy. She would not be the first and, he was sure of it, not the last. But then, the most respected ecclesiastics in the country and now Tudor court believed her. What if her claims, her so-called prophecies, were indeed heaven-sent? It was hard to ignore now that she had the ear of his chief royal advisor, the mighty Cardinal Wolsey, who had been thoroughly convinced by her visions. Henry had suffered the consequences for not heeding the spiritual warnings issued at the start of his marriage – what if this girl had been sent to save him from making yet another disastrous decision at its end? What if – just what if – this girl was right?

Off in an antechamber, waiting in the wings, the floorboards creaked as the king’s controversial new fiancée, Anne Boleyn, fidgeted restlessly. Her future reign or downfall at court hinged on this meeting, and her belly knotted with angst at the thought of it. Because of this girl’s smear campaign, the people of England were turning on Anne before she had even been given a chance to prove her worth. She’d scarcely had the opportunity to show the country the good she planned to do. Because of this one girl, the most powerful men surrounding the king were standing firm against his desire to marry her. Anne couldn’t let all she had fought for slip away. Too much had been lost already. Anne was now at war with her family, who opposed her marriage to Henry VIII, terrified it would ruin them all – none of them realising that this young nun looked set to destroy her before Anne’s quest to be queen would have the chance to bring them down.

But it wasn’t just this nun, was it? It was her whole corrupt circle of enablers, those who gathered haughtily about her now as though she was their most prized possession; a sacred talisman being used to achieve their underhand, self-serving schemes. Anne knew how men at court used women as their pawns, raising them to glory until they became too powerful and were thrown to the wolves. The sacrificial lamb who must take the fall, serve as a distraction for their failings and blunders and schemes gone wrong. Well, Anne had a scheme too, an almighty plot to bring them down and save this girl from herself. If she succeeded, then her marriage to the king would go ahead, and she could at last enact her most ambitious plan of all, one that no Queen of England had attempted before.
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Introduction

Envy and Resentment: A Potent Motivator

I

Everyone was looking to be saved. All were in search of a reprieve from what life had become. The days were relentless and unforgiving, each one a fight for survival. Angst wracked the body whilst the threat of death, destruction, or destitution hung, ever-present, overhead. This was as true for Tudor courtiers in their cut-throat world as it was for the townsfolk, those who begged and bartered and hustled. And so the relief that came with the promise of salvation in the afterlife was hankered for with the ravenous hunger of a street urchin. The assurance that someday, in a heavenly kingdom some place far from here, things would be better than this. And if eternal bliss could be achieved by the simple touch of a holy relic or deliverance of a miraculous prophecy, all the better; a short pilgrimage to prove their devotion, a prayer uttered by rote at a certain time each day. The urgency to find the next spiritual fix, like a hit of serotonin, was all-consuming.

It wasn’t that Tudors in the sixteenth century were averse to work and wanted a quick patch remedy; rather that everyday life brought a hardship and struggle so that even the toughest amongst them were exhausted. In damp, mould-capped and creaking homes, their bodies endured aches and pains without sufficient medical intervention: a rotting tooth, an infected wound, menstruation with only rags to quell it. The indignity of it all mottled like bruises upon the skin, a permanent discomfort to be tolerated. Beds of hardened straw were shared with lice and fleas, and there were just herbs and oils to hide the stench of daily life. That was to say nothing of the brutality of a society that had learned to be hard, to be tough and unyielding like a rusting lock. It was a dog-eat-dog world. The downtrodden were relentlessly exploited. Debt, illness, and famine tore through villages all too often, devastating families and destroying livelihoods. Violence was used to maintain order and instil compliance: children were beaten in the school room, servants whipped at work, and floggings, brandings, and executions in the streets were commonplace. This barbarity was not just a form of punishment but a way to ensure everyone remained submissive. If the people did not learn to be ruthless, this savage era would crush them and consume them whole.

All the while, over their heads hung the threat of damnation: that this life was not the worst of it but a test. If they should fail, a lifetime in hell awaited them – or, as for most, a very uncomfortable stint in purgatory while the final decision was made. And so they were not to mess with the powers that be: He who watched over them all, who gave them life and could snatch it back in an instant – and all too often did.

Yes, it had been drilled into them in sermons and whipped into them at Mass, that God was omnipresent and could strike them down if angered. Natural phenomena was all the proof they needed that He was very real and not to be trifled with. Meteors and shooting stars, eclipses, storms, rainbows, even a simple dream were all interpreted as signs from God of His power and might, indicating that there was something beyond this life, and it was to be feared. From the moment they could speak, the people had heard tales from the Bible of God’s wrath, of just how horrific it would be to face your maker, having displeased him here on earth. And according to the preachers, there were many ways in which you could displease God – reading the Bible in a language other than Latin being chief amongst them. Eating meat on the wrong day of the week could undo all one’s charitable endeavours. If life on earth was a toil, a misery that some days was too much to endure, then most did not reckon their chances in the lower realms of the afterlife. So it was with an urgent desperation that the Tudor people jumped at all and any opportunity to please the Almighty. Not a day could be wasted – after all, one never knew when one’s time would come to scuttle off this mortal coil. Plagues and pestilence, treacherous carriage rides, and sub-zero winters all brought with them the risk of death. Therefore, people could not take their chances in missing a day of prayers and of proving their devotion to God. When a new preacher would appear, promising to erase their sins with the sale of his new ‘indulgence’ – that is to say, a potent ‘forgiveness’ issued for the right donation to the church – it was embraced with fervour.

The people’s desperation made stars out of preachers and visionaries, those who claimed to heal, or relay messages from the angels; anyone who appeared to have a closer connection to God than they, who could say a prayer, or put in a good word. Indeed, there was great money to be made from people’s fears. If the preachers could fuel a self-loathing amongst their flock, the more inclined people would be to seek out a remedy for their failings, rather than focus their resentment on those who were manipulating them. But there was a catch. As it turned out, no amulet could erase all sin. No one prayer could ensure that a person bypassed purgatory and received a guaranteed fast-track entry to heaven with a pat on the back from Mary Magdalene as they went. This was what fuelled the miracle industry – for in the Tudor era that is what it had become: a thriving, endless business, the summit of which no one could ever successfully conquer. People were always hunting for the next new thing, the prayer that was most potent, the relic that could erase more sins, the pilgrimage that could heal all ailments, the incantation that could bring a pregnancy to full term, ensure a thriving business, rid them of a nuisance neighbour. And if it didn’t work, well then, the person was to blame, not the cure. The sinner was not sufficiently cleansed, and so the cycle continued.

However, by 1517 people began to see a chink in the church’s armour. They did not doubt God, but, rather, started to question those who used His name to peddle their divine remedies, those who preyed on the vulnerable whilst offering false promises of salvation. It was Martin Luther’s Ninety-five Theses that dared to assert that no man on earth could bring one closer to God, that only the good Lord could forgive a sin.1 And, perhaps most controversially of all, Luther asserted that the Bible should be written in English, as opposed to Latin, so that even the unlearned could have their own relationship with Jesus without (mis)interpretation from any priest or preacher – whether accidental or intentional, in order to fearmonger and manipulate a desperate congregation.

Unfortunately, an industry built on fear is not so easily dismantled, and many people were unwilling to risk their salvation to take a punt on this ‘new thinking’. Luther’s arguments may have been rational, may have made perfect sense, even, but what if these ‘reformists’ were wrong? Surely it was safer to stick with what they knew and not upset the order of things. After all, what if this Luther fellow was the devil in disguise, testing their devotion?

Yet the discontent could not be subdued and try as the authorities did to quell the growing insurgence, the reformists’ concern rumbled on, stirring until, like an oncoming storm, it broke overhead. Meaning that when Martin Luther’s ideas reached England, shaking the country in the grips of its tempest, it caused a vital position to open up within the miracle industry – an opportunity arising for the right Godly creature to counteract this religious Reformation with prophecy, prayers for sale, and hallowed holy relics straight from heaven. Such a girl was to come to them in the summer of 1526, a time when even the most devout Catholic began to suspect the clergy of an endless cash-grab and yearned for Christian honesty to renew their faith in the comforting rituals of Catholicism. Amidst the upheaval and uncertainty, this seemingly innocent visionary appeared like the antithesis of every crooked preacher that the reformists were naming and shaming. Like the Virgin Mary, she was unpolluted by the world and uncorrupted by its people – or so she seemed.

At a time of national unrest and antipathy, when the Tudor court and country at large were so easily seduced by the showmanship of this girl and her ‘celebrity managers’, the men who plotted and schemed to raise her up as a holy saint for their own self-serving benefit, was it unreasonable to expect anyone to remain unsullied and pure? Or was it only natural that the Tudor people – even those as young and unworldly as this angelic new visionary – would eventually become as rotten as the world around them?

II

Most did not notice the snaking envy pulsating through their veins until it was all-consuming. Even then, the resentment felt towards the lucky privileged few, for whom life was joyous and prosperous, was hard to recognise. Like all the best poisons, it had the ability to seep in undetected before it set to work altering the mind, warping perceptions of good and evil, and causing one to abandon morals in pursuit of a better life.

In Tudor England, the disparity between the rich and the poor, the glorified and the downtrodden, was so jarring it was impossible to be an impassive bystander. To witness royalty, nobility, gentry, and bishops enjoy comfort and safety, to see them coddled away from the brutal winters and drudgery of hard labour caused a discontent that was not only the backdrop to but also a driving cause behind the Reformation. If we are to tell the most infamous story of Tudor cons and corruption, then we must also consider how it came to be. What world bred people capable of such a cruel hoax that impacted so many? No one lives in a vacuum; everyone is a product of their society.

For those who served the wealthy, and toiled on their land like the young girl in our story, catching a glimpse of how the other half lived was cruel and taunting. To witness them feasting in gilded chambers within sprawling estates, gorging on meats braised in wine and spices, after which their plump limbs would sink into silk cushions and dreamless sleeps, uninterrupted by fears of debt and the ever-present threat of plague and illness that ran rampant on the rat-riddled streets was sickening. One would have to be a holy saint – or their inanimate likeness carved in wood – to be at peace with the injustice of it.

It is easy to see, then, how in such a climate of misery the antipathy grew, mouldering and fetid; how a heartless hustle culture began to form, pooling like oil within what was undoubtedly one of the most religious times in history, full of purity and Godly sacrifice. With the pressure of living up to such puritanical standards, you might wonder then how we embark on such a staggering story of immorality and greed, of coveting wealth and fame and glory. How did the anti-heroes who wound up at the centre of the miracle industry rationalise their misdeeds, if not to themselves, then to their God?

As we will discover, each despicable scam never began as an outright con, an intention to hustle and swindle as many unsuspecting victims as possible. Like most underhand schemes the archives bear witness to, it started in earnest: an innocuous way to earn a little extra, allow oneself a momentary reprieve from the endless scrimping and saving. Consider the innkeeper who watered down wine sold at full price for higher profit, the young priest who cut gold shavings from coins donated by his
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