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My New Boss

Over twenty years I’ve had a ringside view of our changing relationship with King Henry VIII, and it’s been a rollicking ride. He’s gone from a king we love – to a king we love to hate.

His two feet, firmly planted far apart in the arrogant pose captured by Hans Holbein the Younger, seem to bestraddle the palace of Hampton Court.

The west or entrance front of the home Henry loved best is the most recognisable Tudor façade in England. But it’s not a sight the king himself would often have seen.

Most visitors approach the palace today through the delicate ironwork of Trophy Gate, and up the long straight avenue to the moat bridge and the Great Gatehouse. The turreted gatehouse, flag flying aloft, was once even more outrageously impressive than it is today, because since Tudor times the top two of its original five storeys have been lost. But splendid though it is, the Great Gatehouse is in fact only the tradesmen’s entrance.

In the 1530s, when Henry moved in, this best-known view of Hampton Court wasn’t even visible. What’s now the green grassy sward before the moat was crowded with messy little buildings: a ‘scalding house’ for preparing chickens, a woodyard, a bakehouse and, later, an inn. This was a functional area, serving the needs of the hundreds of servants who inhabited the palace during the busy weeks, and occasionally months, when the monarch moved in.

During these brief and colourful moments, the palace would burst into life. But soon the king, queen and court would move on, leaving the palace empty once again. The royal cavalcade had to keep moving like this from house to house because with hundreds of people to accommodate, the toilets overflowed, the food was all eaten up, and the palace itself grew filthy, standing in dire need of what the Tudors called ‘sweetening’.

To travel to Hampton Court, Henry VIII himself used the most comfortable means of transport available before the building of the railways: the boat. He’d land, and slip into the back door of the palace.

A thousand years ago, long before the palace even existed, an Anglo-Saxon farming settlement at Hampton occupied this generous curve of the Thames. A ‘ham’ is a place at a bend in a river, and a ‘ton’ is a settlement. This particular bend was favoured because it stands at the confluence of three rivers, the Thames, the Mole and the Ember. The Anglo-Saxons liked to slide silently by boat up and down these watery highways.

Cross the river by the Hampton Court bridge on a foggy morning and you’ll see the palace’s roofline dissolve into the sky, while water vapour muffles the sound of the traffic. In damp weather, the restless river once again becomes the most compelling sight in the neighbourhood.

Five hundred years later, the farm at Hampton had become a rich manor, occupied from 1514 by Henry VIII’s chief minister, Cardinal Wolsey (c.1473–1530).

The cardinal had worked his way up to power, riches and increasing rotundity through talent and hard work. The Church offered exciting opportunities for non-noblemen like Wolsey, whose father had been a butcher. But in a Tudor political establishment that favoured blood, not brains, how long could he remain at the top? One way he thought he could extend his influence was to build magnificent facilities for entertaining the people who mattered.

And so Wolsey began to transform his old manor house at Hampton Court into a palace.

Wolsey invited the king to visit his new property soon after he acquired it. Two years into his building project, Wolsey’s home already contained a room he called ‘The King’s Dining Room’. It was clear what Wolsey was doing here: he was courting his master, and bolstering his own status too, through mortar and red bricks.

But Wolsey had two bosses, both of whom he had to please. He saw himself not just as a councillor to the English king, but also as a Prince of the Church. He wanted to impress his fellow cardinals across Europe, who, like him, reported to the pope in Rome.

This meant that many of Wolsey’s reference materials for his new palace at Hampton Court were European.

Across the English Channel, well-informed palace builders were incorporating the columns and laurel wreaths of the ancient Romans into the design of even modern buildings. Wolsey wanted Roman culture to be likewise reborn – or to have its Renaissance – in England. So he added Roman features, moulded in terracotta, to his splendid new Long Gallery. He also ordered the construction of row after row of bedchambers, so that his palace could act as a sort of hotel for visiting diplomats and dignitaries. This palace was intended to correct any assumptions they may have had that the turbulent little country of England, wracked for thirty years in the century just past by the Wars of the Roses, had nothing to offer but fighting and rain.

The secret of Cardinal Wolsey’s success as the king’s chief minister was knowing exactly how to give Henry VIII what he wanted, which was: a good time.

With Wolsey to look after business for him, Henry could concentrate on life’s pleasures, and what he saw as the vital kingly activities of hunting and playing sport. Wolsey, on the other hand, was addicted to work. As a contemporary put it, ‘all his felicity and inward joy, hath ever been to exercise that angel’s wit of his’.1 When necessary, Wolsey could put in twelve-hour sessions at his desk, beginning in his nightcap at 4 a.m. All day long, he ‘never rose once to piss, ne yet to eat any meat but continually wrote his letters with his own hands’.2

But while he himself prioritised business, the cardinal also understood the vital place in court life occupied by pleasure.

Acknowledged as a ‘gay finder-out of new pastimes’, Wolsey knew that to hold on to Henry’s attention, he needed to provide the king with feasts, gardens, sporting facilities.3 Wolsey could tell his strategy was working when, in 1521, the king visited Hampton Court three times, usually arriving by river and coming in quietly through the gardens. The most important visitors to any palace have always flitted in and out like this, out of the sight of watching eyes.

This was the sunny morning of Henry VIII’s life. Wolsey’s visitor was still the golden-haired young prince, six foot two, who’d taken the throne in 1509 at the age of seventeen, ‘young, lusty and courageous’, and rather proud of his excellent legs.

Had the king of France good legs, Henry once asked someone who’d been to the French court?

‘Yes,’ came the answer.

‘Look here!’ Henry said huffily, opening his doublet and slapping his thigh. ‘I also have a good calf.’4

He was so much more magnetic than his dour, battle-hardened father, Henry VII, who had seized the throne at Bosworth in 1485, and had worried about losing it again for all the years of his life to follow.FN1 Ambassadors noticed that despite his heavy expenditure on fine clothes and jewels, the ageing king just couldn’t conjure up the charisma he longed for. ‘He likes to be much spoken of, and to be highly appreciated by the whole world,’ wrote one of them, but ‘he fails in this because he is not a great man.’5

His son would be different. ‘Prudent he was in council and forecasting; most liberal in rewarding his faithful servants,’ ran one encomium of Henry VIII, ‘he was learned in all sciences, and had the gift of many tongues, he was a perfect theologian, a good philosopher, and a strong man at arms [. . .] He was undoubtedly the rarest man that lived in his time.’6 The handsome boy-king also had a young and golden-haired queen: the Spanish princess Catherine of Aragon (1485–1536).

These two were both Wolsey’s frequent guests, so much so that Wolsey began to suspect that Henry VIII might fancy having his riverside residence for himself. When royal people desire something, they have a habit of being given it. Wolsey was already familiar with this situation. Henry had once complained that his cardinal’s choir sounded better than his own royal one. Shortly afterwards, ‘young Robin’, the star among Wolsey’s choristers, was to be found singing his ‘good and crafty descant’ in the king’s choir instead.7 The Tudors subscribed to the idea that His Majesty ‘owned’ all his subjects’ houses anyway. So, in the 1520s, Wolsey bowed to the inevitable. Hampton Court became Henry’s. Wolsey had invested hugely in his palace, but really he’d been investing in his relationship with the king. He was probably quite glad to give it up. Mission accomplished.

In 1530, Henry made seven separate visits to Hampton Court, totalling nearly three months.

People are sometimes surprised to learn that Henry VIII didn’t really ‘live’ anywhere, but was constantly on the go. His medieval predecessors had formed this habit of travelling round the country, partly because their physical presence would help keep the peace. Also, the royal household would place an enormous strain on the resources of a neighbourhood. Several hundred courtiers descending upon a castle would soon exhaust the local food supplies. Then, this rudimentary form of tax having been paid, it was time for the Knight Harbinger to travel ahead to the court’s next destination, there to decide which courtier would get which room.

Even in more peaceful times monarchs have kept up this restless pattern, and it still survives in the royal family to this day: they’re to be found at Buckingham Palace for ‘work’, at Balmoral for a Scottish summer, at Sandringham for a Norfolk Christmas. Henry VIII had more than fifty palaces, including the Tower of London and the palace of Whitehall in Westminster. But his movements show that his preference among them was Hampton Court.

And Henry VIII would dominate the early part of my twenty-one years of royal life, because – at least back at the beginning – at Hampton Court he was the main topic of conversation.

Over time, this focus would shift. ‘Great Men’ were falling out of favour, and visitors wanted to know more about his queens, his servants, and his wider world. Behind the scenes, our charity’s manifesto for curatorial work had to shift too. Once, we’d emphasised the ‘status and dignity’ of a palace. But we came to want to be good at telling stories about its human inhabitants too, all of them, high and low.

But Henry himself is so much larger than life; he’ll always have a place at Hampton Court. As I began to grow more intimate with his biography, I came to think that the earlier part of it often gets overlooked. Because things turn so thrillingly dark later on, when Henry becomes (in Charles Dickens’s phrase) a ‘blot of blood and grease upon the History of England’, it’s easy to forget that for a while, at least, he was sunlight after shadow. And that England in this new sixteenth century of his seemed to be embarking on a time of stability and joy.

Despite his physical vigour, Henry wasn’t just a jock. He also had the habits of an intellectual: reading, writing, music, walking on the roof at night with a friend to study the movements of the stars. He took a technical interest in the making of maps and the design of weapons.

Yet he was also in touch with his feminine side. This was partly because until he reached the age of ten, Henry wasn’t the heir, but only the spare. It was Henry’s older brother, Arthur, who was destined for the throne, and who would take on their father’s mantle as a warrior.

The rather bookish education Henry himself received was perhaps intended to prepare him for a life in the Church. Or maybe for a younger son’s role of cultural leadership, giving his father’s harsh new Tudor regime a friendlier face. The earliest picture we have of Henry is an illustration, in a manuscript, that shows him as a sobbing, sensitive eleven-year-old. His mother, Henry VII’s queen, Elizabeth of York, had just died in childbirth at the Tower of London. Her weeping son kneels by her empty bed, which is draped in mourning black, his face buried in his arms, his body convulsed. Henry’s youth was in fact a succession of losses: at ten his elder brother Arthur, at eleven his mother, and then his father at seventeen. Left bereft, Henry was an unstable compound of bravado and grief.

This was a young man who would go a long way to find love.

But when Henry came to the throne in 1509, he thought it vitally important to follow in his father’s footsteps and establish himself as a war leader. ‘It was his duty’, Henry decided, ‘to seek fame by military skill.’8 He did this by starting a pointless war with the French. And he was also now a man in the sense that he’d got married. Six years older, his Spanish bride Catherine seemed pleasingly mature, and pleasingly pretty too. Not at all stereotypically Spanish in appearance, she was short, plump and blue-eyed. Milky-white of skin, she had full cheeks lapped by sleek auburn hair, and a small pink mouth.

So Catherine was crowned alongside Henry in Westminster Abbey in June 1509, and their reign began magnificently.

But there were indications of troubles to come. Catherine lost a child in utero, another at seven weeks old, and a third in his cradle. She was thirty by the time she gave birth to her healthy daughter, Mary. This was not the son the couple really needed for the continuation of the Tudor dynasty. Yet Henry was still only twenty-four; there would be plenty of time. Down at Hampton Court, after taking it for his own, he started planning new wings for the numerous children he very much intended to have.

Although you have to use your imagination to bring back the brightness of its hues, which have faded over half a millennium, Tudor Hampton Court was the opposite of minimalist.

In fact, it was almost outrageously colourful.

Its materials form a building historian’s paradise. Years of intense study have created the ‘Hampton Court Brick Typology’, which allows you to deduce any particular brick’s age. Generations of archaeologists created it by patiently relating payments to the workmen in the Tudor account books to rooms that can still be identified, and through an awful lot of measuring bricks. For example, a 1571 statute decreed that bricks must henceforth be a minimum of 9 inches in length after firing, longer than they were before.

The names of the colours the archaeologists use to describe Hampton Court’s bricks remind me of delicious foods or drinks. They range from white, dirty white, cream and salmon to pale sand, buff, orange, rose, light red, plum, brown, rich brown, wine and black. To hold a Tudor brick in your hand is to cradle a piece of history. Look closely, and you can sometimes see the marks of the straw upon which it rested before its journey into the kiln, or the imprint of Tudor fingers or knuckles.

After being strenuously rubbed into shape with sandpaper, some bricks were formed into the twisting barley-sugar chimney stacks that give Hampton Court its unique skyline, the visual equivalent of a fanfare of trumpets.

Working under the Master Bricklayer, Thomas Abraham, the bricklayers of old had gruff and workmanlike names for their materials: Rough Stocks, Grizzles (‘somewhat tender and only fit for inside work’), Red Kentish Ornamentals and yellow Malms. In the eighteenth century, the palace would grow paler. As new additions and repairs took place, rich Tudor red gave way to fashionable Georgian yellow, as London Stock bricks began to appear, their golden skins the result of the brickmakers adding salt to their recipe.

But despite the solidity of its brickwork, Hampton Court Palace in its early Tudor glory-days was a surprisingly fragile thing.

Shakespeare in The Tempest describes a stage set that’s been made for a masque, a magical but momentary construction run up for one performance, then taken down with the departure of the actors. It has something in common with Hampton Court. When Prospero talks about his ‘cloud-capp’d towers’ and ‘gorgeous palaces’, he warns us that they shall all, in time, dissolve:

 

And, like this insubstantial pageant faded,

Leave not a rack behind.

 

It’s easy to miss it today, because we think of buildings as lasting forever, but he was making an important point about Tudor courtly architecture. It wasn’t permanent. None of the great Tudor palaces was big enough to accommodate the entire royal household, and whenever the queen and king came into residence, some members of their entourage had to occupy temporary wooden pavilions run up for the occasion, or even magnificent tents.

The most splendid Tudor courtly entertainment of all took place in what was effectively a temporary city in northern France, at the Field of Cloth of Gold.

This event was supposed to serve as an international peace conference between Henry VIII of England and Francis I of France. But it also had many of the characteristics of a giant party. It took place in a field outside Calais in 1520. Over several days, Henry and his frenemy Francis engaged in friendly competitions such as jousting on horseback, wrestling each other (Francis won) and competitive banqueting.

They were also engaged in a semi-secret, informal contest to have the best-looking female courtiers.

One notable young lady of about twenty – upon whom Henry VIII possibly first set eyes here – was Anne Boleyn (c.1501–36). Her father, an ambitious courtier and landowner, had sent her away from the family home at Hever Castle in Kent to serve a courtier’s apprenticeship by working as a maid of honour to Francis’s wife. This meant that, despite her birth, Anne appeared at the Field of Cloth of Gold in the ranks not of the English court, but of the French. The temporary city also featured a fountain that flowed with wine, and a replica of it takes pride of place in Hampton Court’s courtyard to this day.

Unfortunately, the Field of Cloth of Gold as a peace initiative was completely useless. Just a few years later, England and France were once again at war.

The tents themselves, which gave the field its name, lived on much longer in memory, for some of them were made from fabric incorporating actual golden thread. There was a special team within the royal household, the wonderfully named department of the ‘Tents and Revels’, that was responsible for commissioning, transporting and storing the two hundred royal tents, and other props needed for entertainment, such as the costumes required for plays at court.

The inventory of their stores included, for example, a ‘pavilion of 26 panes of cloth of gold and purple velvet’, embroidered with Henry and Catherine’s initials. There was clothing too, such as seven ‘disguising’ hats with wigs attached: ‘Tartary fashion, of yellow and red sarcenet, with eight hairs curled to serve them.’ Then there were stage-scenery bushes with green satin leaves, and silk blossoms so realistic that ‘they seemed very flowers’. This was just the sort of thing Henry needed, for example, when he astonished his queen and court by appearing in disguise as – say – Robin Hood, before revealing his true identity to gasps of pleasure and amazement.9 Catherine excelled at pretending not to recognise her husband in these situations until just the right moment came.

And the philosophy of conspicuous consumption seen so clearly at the Field of Cloth of Gold was applied to Hampton Court too.

It was endlessly swelling and expanding, sprouting new courtyards, apartments, suites and ranges, as Henry’s ambition demanded and his purse allowed. Much of the crimson and azure and violent green has faded from the tapestries, many of the patterns created by combining bricks of different hues have gone, but you can still experience the rich glow of the Tudor high life in the Chapel Royal’s blue ceiling with its gold stars, or in the painted palace background to the celebrated Tudor painting The Family of Henry VIII.

By the 1530s, though, this golden early phase in Hampton Court’s story had come to a close.

After the party, or the conference, or the court visit, the tents were taken down, the tapestries were rolled up to be carried to the next royal residence, and the cushions were returned to the central London depot where the Royal Wardrobe of soft furnishings was stored.

As Prospero finishes:

 

We are such stuff

As dreams are made on, and our little life

Is rounded with a sleep.
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The Bloody Tower (1483)

In my early years at Historic Royal Palaces, we used an email system that wouldn’t let you send a message it believed to contain a swear word. This meant that communicating with colleagues about plans for the Tower of London’s ‘Bloody’ Tower was quite challenging.

Standing between the water-gate entrance known as Traitors’ Gate and the heart of the fortress, the Bloody Tower is penetrated by an arch through which nearly all visitors pass.

And it’s here – according to tradition, at least – that the ‘mystery’ of the Princes in the Tower unfolded.

An incredible frenzy of excitement and speculation erupts at every single mention of the murder of these two little boys, the nephews of King Richard III (1452–85). Even as I write these words, I imagine I can hear the scraping of armchairs being drawn up for detectives to get to work.

Just in case you’ve somehow managed to miss what’s been going on: the issue is whether or not Richard III was responsible for the deaths of his two nephews in 1483. These boys, aged twelve and nine at the time of their disappearance that summer, were the sons of Richard’s older brother, Edward IV.

When Edward IV died from disease in April, the elder of the two boys, named for his father, was expected to become Edward V.

But before he could be crowned, his Uncle Richard had the boy taken to the Tower of London. For his comfort and safety, it seemed. Young Edward was later joined there by his yet younger brother. There’s a report that in June the two boys were seen ‘playing in the garden of the Tower’.1 But then, we hear, they were taken ‘to the inner apartments of the Tower proper’. This might well mean the building that became known, in much later times, as the Bloody Tower. But we’re not completely certain.

What we do know is after that, ‘day by day’, they ‘began to be seen more rarely behind the bars and windows, until at length they ceased to appear altogether’.2 The boys had disappeared, never to be seen again, missing, and presumed dead.

So who took the throne?

Why, by an extraordinary coincidence, it was their Uncle Richard.

For a few years we had a display in the Bloody Tower, which presented visitors with an information panel outlining the evidence for what happened in 1483. They were then invited to press a voting button. Based on the evidence presented – or possibly on their own preconceptions – they could judge Richard either ‘innocent’ of murdering his nephews, or ‘guilty’.

He was overwhelmingly condemned.

Crowd-sourcing the solution was a clever way of dealing with the problem, but it’s hardly a reliable way to conduct historical enquiry. What might be better?

People often talk about the ‘evidence’ and the ‘suspects’ in the ‘case’ of the missing Princes in the Tower, and treat the whole business as if it’s a murder investigation.

But professional historians roll their eyes at the very notion of treating these events as a ‘mystery’, or a parlour game. And I’m often struck by how little the practitioners of prince-speculation seem to be aware that they’re being massively influenced by the conventions and structures of detective fiction.

In particular, by the 1951 novel by Josephine Tey, The Daughter of Time.

It’s highly entertaining, but this book would have an extraordinary and pernicious effect on how the princes would be talked about for the next seventy years. In it, a policeman passes a dull convalescence in hospital by ‘re-investigating’ what he thinks of as a ‘cold case’. Scotland Yard’s Inspector Grant decides that Richard III was innocent. But contrary to what one would hope to be standard police procedure, even in 1951, he starts from the basis of a facial analysis of his suspect.

Judging from his portrait, Grant thinks, Richard III does not look like a criminal. And from there the whole story flows.

Josephine Tey’s novel makes a compelling case for Richard’s innocence, and I think I can partially glimpse why some people are so invested in the idea that he didn’t ‘do it’.

We all know that history gets written by the victors. The usurping Richard, of course, didn’t last long as king. He went on to lose his crown again at the Battle of Bosworth (1485), making way for Henry Tudor (1457–1509), who would found the dynasty that would trample all over the next hundred years of British history. Obviously the Tudors were keen on blackening the reputation of the man from whom they’d seized the throne. The worse Richard III had been, the better the Tudors looked.

Sir Thomas More’s account of the killing, written during the reign of Henry VIII, became the best-known, and he certainly paints Richard III as a villain. This then got amplified by Shakespeare, who used More as source material for one of his best-known plays. Richard comes out guilty as sin.

There are other reasons too to suspect that Richard III might have been dealt with unfairly.

Some sympathise with him because he was from the north of England, rather than the south. His slight scoliosis of the spine meant contemporaries wrongly drew a line from his imperfect body to an imperfect character. He was an outsider, not an insider. I totally get that part of it. The historical profession, where the consensus is that Richard was ‘guilty’, can be enormously condescending to people it despises.

Personally, though, I think you’re overcompensating for perceived Tudor bias if you discount More as a source. However, if you believe Richard III was innocent, it would be convenient to be able to argue that someone else killed the boys instead, wouldn’t it? This is where things get considerably weirder.

You sometimes hear people putting the case for the guilt of other ‘suspects’: the Duke of Buckingham, even Henry Tudor. Yet the whole idea that there might be a ‘closed circle’ of suspects comes straight out of detective fiction, not the messy realpolitik of regime change in the Wars of the Roses.

One popular ‘suspect’ you hear talked about a lot these days is Margaret Beaufort, mother of Henry Tudor. The idea that she was behind the murder has gained traction not because of any historical evidence. It’s grown popular because on the one hand we like the idea of restoring female agency to figures from the past, and on the other because a character believed it in Philippa Gregory’s influential 2013 TV series, The White Queen. Again, fact and fiction are getting mixed up.

Of course, if you believe that Richard III didn’t do it, you might also believe that no one did it: that the princes somehow mysteriously survived their imprisonment, were released from the Tower, and lived quietly to adulthood.

During the reign of Henry Tudor, now King Henry VII, there was a rebellion that had as its figurehead a young man called Perkin Warbeck. His supporters believed that he was in fact the younger prince, the Duke of York, who’d escaped from the hands of his Uncle Richard and gone into hiding, and who was now coming back to claim the crown as his birthright. This rebellion was defeated. And another, earlier rebellion had been led by one Lambert Simnel. His supporters claimed for a while that he was ‘really’ the Duke of York.

You may have seen on the telly or read in the press about ‘discoveries’ in recent years in archives abroad that ‘prove’ the princes were alive even after 1483.3 References have been found in later years to the ‘son of King Edward’ and to the ‘Duke of York’, as if they still lived.

It would be wonderful to imagine that the boys did survive. Sitting on the window ledge of the upper chamber of the Bloody Tower on a quiet evening, malevolent shadows moving slowly across its rough whitewashed walls, it’s truly horrible to think of the tale unfolding as More tells it: the children in bed, their uncle’s men stealthily climbing the stairs, the strong hands pressing pillows down hard over little mouths.

But to argue that the children survived to take part in rebellions later on seems to me to wilfully misunderstand the nature of the evidence.

The supporters of the theory that Richard III did not kill his nephews refer to these post-1483 documents found in France as ‘proofs of life’, therefore proving that there was no murder.

But if you want to raise a revolt against the Tudors with a frontman who – you’re going to pretend – is the true son of Edward IV, of course you’re going to talk about him, as these sources do, as the ‘son of King Edward’.

Ah, but Richard III’s supporters might argue at this point, how can you prove that Richard III actually killed anyone? Where is your evidence?

Firstly, I’d ask why anyone would expect the fifteenth century to be able to provide us with the sort of evidence that would be used in a murder trial in the twenty-first century.

Secondly, though, I find the reason for the lack of a paper trail proving Richard III’s guilt to be blindingly obvious. If you’re going to murder your political enemies, it’s extremely poor murderous practice to leave a record showing that you’ve done it. Did Lenin leave a paper trail when his regime slaughtered Russia’s previous ruling dynasty, the Romanov family? No, he did not.FN12

There’s a legitimate question to be asked about why the first account firmly pinning the blame upon Richard III is More’s, penned thirty years after the event. Why don’t sources closer in time to 1483 record the testimony of James Tyrell, for example, the supposed murderer, whom More reports at second-hand as having confessed to doing the deed?

But on this issue, I’m convinced by the explanation proposed by historian Tim Thornton.4 He argues that you have to look at the context: England in the 1480s was in a state of civil war. People were frightened, people were dying. Doing an oral history project to settle old scores wasn’t top of anyone’s to-do list.

People wanted the Wars of the Roses to be over, and one way to achieve that was to try to forget the grievances that lay behind the violence.

Thomas More investigated the events that took place in 1483 by recording the words of witnesses who, with the passage of time, felt safer to speak. The same pattern, where the written record lags a generation behind the oral testimony of survivors, follows more recent atrocities such as the Holocaust, or the Troubles in Northern Ireland.

But then, major political upheavals like the Troubles, or the Russian Revolution, just aren’t the parallels that usually come to mind when we talk about the Princes in the Tower.

It’s more fun – I’ll say it again – to treat this not as regime change, but as a parlour game.

Is there really any problem here? Maybe not: the controversy surrounding the princes has motivated ever so many people to get involved in archival work, to compile sources and take their first steps as historians. And you could say the only thing that’s worse than talking constantly about the fifteenth century is not talking about it. I wrote an article to this effect in the Guardian in 2013.

But things have changed in our own world and in our own politics in the decade since, and the passion for believing Richard III innocent in defiance of all logic seems now to me to shade into something darker. You might even call it a conspiracy theory.

We now live in an age where lots of people are willing to believe that Hillary Clinton was operating a paedophile ring out of the basement of a Washington pizza parlour. That’s fake news. A lot of what you’ll read about Richard III is fake news too.

And I believe that fake news – whatever fun form it might take – is dangerous, and undermines trust in what historians have to say.
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‘Bloody’ Mary (1516–58)

In the triforium, the high gallery overlooking the nave of Westminster Abbey, lies the most extraordinary object.

It’s a wooden carving of a naked woman’s body.

This effigy in oak was once placed on top of the coffin that carried Mary I (1516–58) to her funeral. Dressed in her clothes, it presented the illusion to the people crammed into the abbey that they were getting one last look at their queen, granddaughter of Richard III’s nemesis Henry VII. By the time of her burial ceremony, Mary’s real human body was beginning to decay. Her wooden body, though, which represented her, would live on forever.

Mary’s wooden body is just one among the abbey’s extensive collection of royal funeral effigies made in wood or wax.

But the reason I think that hers might be history’s most intriguing lump of wood lies in the fact that it has a hugely swollen stomach. I’ve long wondered if this object is an accurate representation of Mary’s corpse, and if it therefore throws any light upon the disorders of her reproductive organs that dogged Mary’s reign. They helped to give it its unfairly disastrous reputation in the history books.

Mary I has long been called ‘Bloody’ Mary in popular history, but her nickname’s merely the result of centuries of knee-jerk anti-Catholic feeling.

People often unthinkingly call her ‘cruel’ or ‘fanatical’ without realising that they’re expressing a deeply Protestant view. Catholics did not, do not, see her so. Mary has a ‘bloody’ legacy that’s taken far too long to undo, and I’ve always felt she’s the Tudor whose record most needs setting straight.

Poor Mary’s life got off to a terrible start. When her father, Henry VIII, decided to live apart from Catherine of Aragon, he also separated Mary from her mother.

Exiled from court, Mary was kept in conditions close to imprisonment. She was placed under enormous pressure, including threats of physical violence, to recognise her father as head of the Church of England. This also implied the admission that her parents’ marriage had been illegal, that she herself was illegitimate, and the loss of her place in the line of succession.

Her friends thought the king’s plan was to break her mentally: to isolate and stigmatise her, condemning her to ‘utter desolation and wretchedness’.1 The Duke of Norfolk, sent to see if Mary was willing to submit to her father’s wishes, found her resistance extremely frustrating. He said that if she were his own daughter, he’d bash her head ‘so violently against the wall’ it would become as mushy ‘as baked apples’.2

But the king’s cruelty had the unforeseen effect of making Mary ever more stubbornly committed both to her mother’s claim to still be rightfully married to her father, and to her mother’s religion of Roman Catholicism.

Eventually, though, Mary felt she could resist no longer, and, under duress, she signed her rights away.

The years of living in fear had their effect on her health. In her teenage years she had to live with ‘melancholy’ – or what we might today call depression. It took physical form in headaches, tearfulness, and occasional disordered eating. It’s important to realise, though, that Mary had enormous mental strength. She worked hard, using secret networks, to maintain alliances with her friends. When she had the opportunity, she liked socialising, gambling, and giving and receiving gifts.

When her father’s throne went to her Protestant half-brother, Edward VI, he too decided that Mary should never be queen. In his will, Edward left his throne to a cousin once removed, Lady Jane Grey. Like Edward, and unlike Mary, she was also Protestant.

Passed over for the crown once again, Mary decided to act.

She gathered 15,000 supporters in the Catholic heartlands of East Anglia, ready to march upon the supposed Queen Jane in London. In the end, though, no one needed to fight. The groundswell of opinion in Mary’s favour caused the weak new Protestant regime to collapse. Mary had now become the only sixteenth-century member of the famously fiery Tudor dynasty who actually raised an army to seize the throne.

In person, Mary’s hair was as red as her father’s, her eyes blue, and her nose pronounced. She had ‘a wonderful grandeur,’ wrote the Venetian ambassador, and ‘neither in adversity nor peril did she ever display or commit any act of cowardice.’ But he also suggests that the contemporary portrait of Mary by Antonio Moro, which gives her a tense, anxious, strained face, accurately showed her habitual expression. Her face was often ‘very grave’, the ambassador said, and she had ‘wrinkles, caused more by anxieties than by age, which make her appear some years older’.3

Mary’s next challenge was to get herself crowned. But, as our first-ever female monarch, she had to redesign the coronation ceremony. It wasn’t appropriate for a queen, as opposed to a king, to join in the usual purification ritual the night before the ceremony, because it involved taking a naked bath at the Tower of London. She delegated this to one of her earls to do on her behalf. And on the day itself, she had to walk into an abbey packed full of men: men who were likely asking themselves, as a contemporary cleric did, ‘if women be not permitted to rule in inferior office, make yourselves judges, whither it be mete for them to govern whole realms?’

Many in Britain were doubtful about Mary’s ability, as a woman, to reign.

But there was one part of Europe where people had confidence in her and where she got consistently good press: her mother’s native Spain.

If you turn to the Spanish sources about Mary, which anglophone historians have traditionally failed to do, you’ll be amazed at how generously she’s treated. Take, for example, the Spanish Jesuit priest Pedro de Ribadeneira’s 1588 biography of Mary. He gives what is to British people an unfamiliar perspective on her reign. He praises her for pragmatic moderation in her religious policies – for example, because she decided it would be best not to reverse the redistribution of land carried out in the Dissolution of the Monasteries.

Yet even a warmly friendly voice like Ribadeneira’s commented adversely on Mary’s appearance, claiming she’d lost whatever looks she’d had, and describing her voice as low and rough. Reading his description of her voice, though, I understood immediately that Mary must have cultivated her deep tones. A woman trying to exert her authority over men tries to sound more like them.

Everyone assumed that Mary would, of course, get married. Ferocious negotiations went into the contract she eventually entered into with Philip of Spain, eleven years younger than Mary and very handsome too. It tried to limit the power he’d have as the Queen of England’s husband. He wasn’t allowed to change English laws, for example, and if Mary died first, the throne would pass only to their potential children, not to Philip himself.

But when her subjects saw two heads – his and hers – on the coins that had previously featured Mary’s head alone, they must naturally have assumed that Mary had given half her power away.

And to some extent, she had.

Through her gender, through her marriage, Mary’s authority was diminished. This did not stop her from carrying out some parts of her agenda, which included the restoration of her mother’s form of Roman Catholicism to England.

And of course, many people would tell you that she – or at least, members of her regime – carried out a devastating campaign of burning the Protestants who refused to submit to it.

However, a couple of points about this seem unfairly overlooked.

Catholic Mary had the misfortune to have her reign documented by a brilliant Protestant propagandist, John Foxe. This was despite the fact that he was living in exile, and that the stories of the various martyrs he recorded were only relayed to him at second or third hand. Foxe’s masterwork, which is generally known as his Book of Martyrs, had the added benefit of powerful woodcut images. They show the flames leaping up, the undressed victims crying out in pain, their friends in the crowd heartbreakingly traumatised by the unfolding horror. The livid scenes of torture and death described in the book lived on in the minds of the many Protestant families who owned and cherished it.

And secondly, while Mary’s activities in this area were uniquely well-recorded, they were not unique.

Her father, Henry VIII, brother Edward and sister, Elizabeth I, executed not wildly incomparable numbers of people in religion’s name. This was the nature of rule in sixteenth-century Europe.

We find it so hard to enter the mindset of sixteenth-century religion that we think the burnings must have been motivated by sadism or cruelty, when in fact it was quite the opposite.

The people in charge at any given moment thought that society would be safer without the plague of heresy, however they personally happened to define it. Mary’s contemporary Spanish biographer Ribadeneira understood this, and praised Mary for her diligence in persecuting heretics. A modern comparison might be praising a leader for being tough on human trafficking, or for waging a war on terror.

Mary wasn’t an outlier in Europe – it’s just our British exceptionalist mindset that makes her seem so.FN13

But being queen did not improve Mary’s health.

When her medical problems began to catch up with her, she was forced to delegate her religious agenda to other people. Earlier in her reign, she had showed some sensitivity to the politics of burning, taking care that cruelty or passion played no part in decision-making. Mary seems to have had a moderating effect on the activities of her supporters. But as she grew older and less physically able, they began to take religious repression further, and faster.

At the same time, Mary’s sadness seemed to deepen. The tragedy of her life took a new twist when she thought she was going to become a mother. She was relatively late to it, in contemporary terms, and had long lived a lonely life with those various debilitating ailments. But now she had her fine young husband, in whose company she genuinely seemed to find comfort and companionship.

So imagine her joy when, at thirty-seven, she fell pregnant.

Perhaps the happiest part of her whole life took place at Hampton Court when, in April 1555, she withdrew from the rest of her court for her confinement before the birth. Plans had been made. Press releases were written, announcing the child’s arrival, with a gap left for the date of delivery and the gender to be completed when they were known.4 Even Mary’s half-sister, the twenty-one-year-old Elizabeth, was summoned to Hampton Court. Elizabeth was of course an object of intense suspicion to Mary, for many Protestants wanted Elizabeth to inherit the throne, the sooner the better, rather than any Catholic baby Mary might have. Better to have Elizabeth under close control, especially at this dangerous, delirious time, when Mary might have the great joy of becoming a mother or might also quite feasibly die in childbirth.

Elizabeth was taken by torchlight through the gardens to Mary’s apartments; and in Mary’s darkened chamber the two sisters talked, perhaps more intimately than ever before.

On St George’s Day, the male members of her court walked in a great procession through the palace to the chapel, and Mary stood at the window of her apartments to show that she was alive, and well. She turned sideways to show that she was big with child. Down below, Philip and her courtiers sent her a tidal wave of love and approval.

The month of May came, and with it the expected birth of the baby.

And yet nothing happened.

‘Is everything in suspense, and dependent on the result of this delivery,’ reported the Venetian ambassador.5 ‘Everything in this kingdom depends on the Queen’s safe deliverance,’ wrote the ambassador to the Holy Roman Emperor, conscious that if Mary died, or failed to reproduce, England’s future as a Catholic country was uncertain. ‘If God is pleased to grant her a child, things will take a turn for the better,’ he wrote, ‘if not, I foresee trouble on so great a scale that the pen can hardly set it down. Certain it is that the order of succession has been so badly decided that the Lady Elizabeth comes next, and that means heresy again, and the true religion overthrown.’6

One of the most poignant things I’ve ever heard is the fact that the pages of Mary’s prayer book in the British Library with special prayers for a woman approaching labour are nearly worn out, so often did she read them.7

But May turned into June, and Mary neither gave birth nor came out from her rooms.

Her mental state became gloomy. She fell into apathy, and ‘spent long hours sitting on her floor with her knees drawn up to her chin’.8 And now the ambassadors grew sceptical about what they’d been told. Where was the expected baby? ‘All this makes me doubt’, wrote the Spanish one, ‘whether she is with child at all.’9

In June, the court tacitly gave
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