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​The Twilight of the de Veres: Politics, Scandal, and the Last Earl of Oxford 

For five and a half centuries, the earls of Oxford held the most ancient title in England, and for five and a half centuries, they were destroyed by it. The Twilight of the de Veres traces the extraordinary arc of one of England's greatest noble dynasties, from the Norman knight who appeared in the Domesday Book of 1086 to the last English earl who died in a Downing Street house in 1703, the premier earldom extinct for want of a legitimate heir.

At the centre of this story stands Aubrey de Vere, twentieth Earl of Oxford, a man raised in Friesland, forged in the Dutch professional army, returned to a kingdom in civil war, and shaped by decades of royalist conspiracy, Tower imprisonment, Restoration scandal, and constitutional crisis. He built the Oxford Blues. He refused a king's demand on grounds of conscience and paid the price. He chaired the Hungerford conference at the hinge of the Glorious Revolution. He deceived a woman in a chandler's shop with a fraudulent wedding ceremony. He carried the sword of mercy at four coronations and never recovered the hereditary office that was his family's oldest distinction.

Drawing on contemporary sources including the diary of Samuel Pepys, The Twilight of the de Veres is narrative history at its most intimate, the biography of a name that began in conquest and ended in conscience.
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​Chapter 1: The Third Penny, Origins of a Norman Dynasty
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In the autumn of 1066, the world turned on a hillside near Hastings, and nothing in England would ever again be quite as it had been. The death of an Anglo-Saxon king on a field of mud and arrows is one of those events that historians are tempted to treat as a hinge of history, and in most respects the temptation is justified. But hinges do not move by themselves. They move because someone applies pressure, and the pressure applied to England after 1066 came in the form of several hundred Norman families who arrived with William the Conqueror and who proceeded, over the following decades, to remake the kingdom's landscape of power from the ground up. Among these families was one that would prove more durable than almost any other: the de Veres, who would hold the earldom of Oxford for five and a half centuries, longer than any other peerage in English history, and whose final representative of that first creation would not die until 1703, by which point the world that had produced the family bore almost no resemblance to the one into which it had been born.

This is a book about that final representative, Aubrey de Vere, the twentieth Earl of Oxford, a man whose life intersected with the Civil War, the Restoration, the reign of James II, and the Glorious Revolution, and whose personal conduct, by turns courageous, scandalous, mercenary, and at one crucial moment, principled beyond what anyone might have expected of him, makes him one of the more vivid minor figures of seventeenth-century English history. But to understand Aubrey de Vere, and to understand why his death represented not merely the end of a life but the extinction of an institution six centuries in the making, it is necessary to begin not in the seventeenth century but in the eleventh, with a Norman knight whose name was also Aubrey, and whose arrival in England set in motion a chain of inheritance, obligation, and identity that would not break until his eighteenth-generation descendant lay dying in a house in Downing Street.

​The Conqueror's Settlement

The Norman Conquest was, among other things, an enormous exercise in property redistribution, and it is in the ledgers of that redistribution that the House of de Vere first appears in the historical record. The man historians call Aubrey de Vere I, sometimes rendered in the Latinate form Albericus, was not among the most prominent of William's companions. He does not appear in the chronicles as a commander of divisions or a confidant of the king in the way that figures like William FitzOsbern or Odo of Bayeux do. But he was present, he was rewarded, and the rewards he received were substantial enough to establish his family among the second tier of Norman settlers, not the great magnates whose holdings rivaled those of princes, but a tier just below, the sort of family that could, with sufficient luck and sufficient marriages, eventually rise into the first rank.

The vehicle by which historians can trace this initial settlement is the Domesday Book, that extraordinary survey commissioned by William in 1085 and completed with bureaucratic thoroughness in 1086, which set out to record, manor by manor, hide by hide, the landholdings of England as they stood twenty years after the Conquest. The Domesday Book is many things, an instrument of taxation, a snapshot of an economy, a monument to Norman administrative ambition, but for the historian of aristocratic families, it is above all a baseline. It tells us where a family stood at the moment the new order had settled into something resembling permanence, after the initial chaos of conquest and rebellion had given way to a more stable distribution of land. And what the Domesday survey tells us about Aubrey de Vere I is that he had done, by Norman standards, rather well.

His holdings, as recorded in 1086, were spread across four counties: Essex, Suffolk, Cambridgeshire, and Huntingdonshire. This geographical spread is itself worth pausing over, because it was characteristic of Norman land settlement and it had consequences that would echo through the centuries that followed. The Conqueror and his administrators did not, as a rule, grant their followers single consolidated blocks of territory. Instead, holdings were typically scattered, a manor here, a few hides there, an estate in one county and another in the next, a pattern that historians have sometimes interpreted as a deliberate strategy to prevent any single follower from accumulating the kind of geographically concentrated power base that could become the foundation for rebellion. Whether or not this was a conscious policy, its effect was to create noble families whose identity was not rooted in a single ancestral heartland in the way that, say, an Anglo-Saxon thegn's family might have been rooted in a particular shire, but who instead held a portfolio of properties across a region, properties that needed to be administered, defended, and eventually consolidated.

For the de Veres, this scattered portfolio across the eastern counties, what we would now think of as the broad arc of East Anglia and its borderlands, would become the geographical core of the family's identity for the next several centuries. Essex in particular would emerge as the heartland, the county where the family's principal residence would eventually be built and where its name would become, in time, almost synonymous with the local aristocracy. But in 1086, this was not yet apparent. What existed was a portfolio, a list of manors and their values, the raw material out of which a dynasty might be built but not yet the dynasty itself.

​The Third Penny

Among the privileges that came to be associated with the de Vere holdings, one in particular deserves attention, both for what it tells us about the nature of Norman lordship and for the symbolic weight it would carry across the centuries that followed: the grant of what was known as the "third penny of the pleas."

To understand what this meant requires a brief excursion into the administrative geography of Norman and early Plantagenet England. The basic unit of royal administration below the level of the kingdom itself was the shire, governed nominally by a sheriff but presided over, in matters of justice and finance, by the shire court, an institution with roots stretching back into the Anglo-Saxon period but which the Normans adapted and, in many respects, intensified as an instrument of royal control. The shire court was where pleas were heard: disputes over land, accusations of crime, the whole grinding machinery of medieval justice. And justice, in this period, was not merely a service the crown provided to its subjects. It was also, and perhaps primarily, a source of revenue. Fines, forfeitures, amercements, the penalties imposed by the courts flowed, in large part, into the royal coffers.

The "third penny", the tertius denarius, to use the Latin term that appears in the relevant documents, refers to a portion of this revenue, specifically one-third of the proceeds of justice within a given shire, which the crown could grant away to a favored magnate as a mark of particular distinction. This was not a grant of land in the conventional sense. It was a grant of income derived from the operation of royal justice, and as such it represented something more than mere wealth. It represented a formal entanglement between a noble family and the apparatus of the state's authority, a recognition that this family's fortunes were, in some structural sense, bound up with the crown's own exercise of power.

The de Veres' association with the third penny, most explicitly attached to the family in the context of the earldom of Oxford that was created for the family in the mid-twelfth century, when Aubrey de Vere III was raised to that dignity by the Empress Matilda during the chaotic years of the civil war known as the Anarchy, would become one of the family's most cherished hereditary distinctions. It was the kind of privilege that meant relatively little in terms of day-to-day income by the time later generations held it, but that carried an enormous freight of symbolic meaning. It said: this family is not merely wealthy. This family is woven into the fabric of how justice itself is administered in this shire. This family's relationship to the crown is not the relationship of a tenant to a landlord, but something closer to partnership, however unequal that partnership might in practice have been.

It is worth dwelling on this point because it establishes a pattern that will recur throughout this book in various forms. The de Veres, from their earliest documented history, understood themselves, and were understood by others, as a family whose significance lay not merely in the extent of their landholdings but in their formal, ceremonial, and constitutional relationship to royal authority. This is a family that would, over the following centuries, accumulate offices and honors that were valuable precisely because they were rare, because they connected the holder to the sacred and administrative center of the kingdom in ways that mere wealth could not. The third penny of the pleas was an early instance of this pattern. It would not be the last. And as we shall see, the gap between the symbolic weight of such honors and their practical financial value would, by the time we reach the seventeenth century, become one of the defining tensions of the family's existence, a family rich in ceremonial significance and, by the 1620s, often desperately poor in cash.

​Stone from Barnack

If the third penny represented the de Veres' entanglement with royal justice, the family's physical presence in the landscape, the most visible and durable expression of their arrival as a power in England, was Castle Hedingham, the great Norman keep that would stand, in one form or another, as the family's principal seat for over five hundred years, and which remains standing today, a monument not merely to Norman military architecture but to the particular ambitions of the family that built it.

The precise dating of Hedingham's construction has been a matter of some scholarly discussion, but the consensus places the building of the great stone keep, the structure that still dominates the site, in the years following the initial Conquest settlement, likely in the early decades of the twelfth century, under the second or third generation of the family's tenure in England. What is not in dispute is the ambition the building represents. A stone keep of this scale and quality was not a modest undertaking. It was a statement, both to the local population and to the family's peers among the Norman aristocracy, that here was a lineage intending to put down roots, and intending those roots to be visible from a considerable distance.

The choice of building material tells its own story. The keep at Hedingham was faced with Ashlar stone, finely cut, smoothly dressed blocks, as opposed to the rougher rubble construction that was cheaper and more common, and this Ashlar stone was not local. Essex is not a county blessed with good building stone; its geology is dominated by clay and gravel, materials suitable for brick-making in later centuries but useless for the kind of fortress architecture the Normans favored. The stone for Hedingham's keep was instead brought from Barnack, in Northamptonshire, a quarry that had been worked since Roman times and that supplied stone for some of the most significant building projects of the medieval period, including, eventually, the great cathedrals of the East of England. Transporting this stone to Essex meant moving it overland and by water across a considerable distance, at a cost that would have been substantial even by the standards of major aristocratic building projects.

There is something worth lingering on here, a detail that might seem incidental but that in fact tells us a great deal about how this family understood itself from its very first generations in England. The de Veres did not build with what was to hand. They could have built a perfectly serviceable fortress using local materials, as many of their Norman contemporaries did, constructing keeps of rubble and mortar that served the essential defensive and administrative purposes a Norman lord required. Instead, they chose to import, at considerable expense and logistical difficulty, the finest available stone, the kind of material associated with the great ecclesiastical and royal building projects of the age. This was not a decision driven by structural necessity. It was a decision driven by a desire to project a particular image, permanence, refinement, an association with the most prestigious building traditions of the kingdom, and it is the first recorded instance of a pattern that would recur throughout the de Vere family's history: a willingness to spend beyond what circumstances strictly required, in the service of an image of magnificence that the family considered essential to its identity.

It is tempting, writing six and a half centuries after the fact, to see in this choice of imported Ashlar a kind of foreshadowing, and the temptation should not be entirely resisted, though it should be handled with care. The family that built Hedingham's keep from stone carried at great expense from Northamptonshire was a family establishing itself, flush with the rewards of conquest, making decisions about how to project an image of permanence into a landscape that, for them, was still new. The family that would, five and a half centuries later, find itself unable to maintain that same keep, having sold it along with the bulk of its ancestral lands, was a family whose income had long since ceased to match the scale of the image its ancestors had built. Between these two points lies the entire arc of this book: a dynasty that began by building its identity into stone, quite literally, at a cost that exceeded what was strictly necessary, and that would spend its final centuries discovering, with increasing urgency, that an identity built in stone does not generate the income required to maintain it.

​The Shape of Things to Come

It would be a mistake to read too much inevitability into these early chapters of the de Vere story. The family that emerges from the Domesday survey and the construction of Hedingham's keep was not yet the House of de Vere in the sense that later centuries would understand it, the holders of the premier earldom of England, the hereditary Lords Great Chamberlain, the family whose head carried ceremonial objects at coronations and whose marriages and scandals occupied the diaries of figures like Samuel Pepys. That family would take shape gradually, through marriages, through royal favor, through the slow accumulation of offices and honors across generations, and through the no less significant accumulation of debts and obligations that would, eventually, outpace the family's capacity to meet them.

But the foundations were laid in these earliest decades, and they were laid in a particular way that would shape everything that followed. The de Veres entered England not as the very greatest of the Conqueror's followers, but as a family with sufficient holdings, sufficient royal favor, and sufficient ambition to begin building, in land, in office, and in stone, an identity that exceeded their immediate material circumstances. They were granted a share in the revenues of royal justice, a privilege whose value lay less in its cash return than in what it signified about the family's relationship to the crown. And they built, as their first great monument, a fortress whose stone had to be carried across half of England because the local material was not good enough for the image they wished to project.

This is the pattern, prestige outrunning income, identity outrunning solvency, that would define the House of de Vere across five and a half centuries, through the Magna Carta barons and the Plantagenet favorites, through the Tudor poet-earl who would sell Hedingham itself, through mercenary captains dying on continental battlefields, and finally through Aubrey de Vere, twentieth Earl of Oxford, a man born into the premier earldom of a kingdom he had never seen, who would spend his life navigating the consequences of a dynasty that had, from its very first generation, built itself a magnificence it could not always afford. The stone from Barnack still stands at Hedingham today, weathered but essentially intact, having outlasted the family that built it by more than three centuries. There is no better image with which to begin this story.
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​Chapter 2: Barons of Runnymede, The de Veres and Magna Carta
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There are moments in history that become so encrusted with subsequent meaning that the effort of seeing them clearly, as they actually were rather than as they were later understood to be, requires something close to an act of deliberate imagination. Runnymede in June 1215 is one such moment. The meadow by the Thames, the great barons gathered in something between negotiation and armed threat, the king who had spent his reign alienating every constituency that might otherwise have supported him, these images have been polished by eight centuries of constitutional mythology until they gleam with a significance their participants almost certainly did not fully appreciate. The barons who confronted John at Runnymede were not, for the most part, constitutional theorists. They were landlords with grievances, military commanders with debts, men who had watched the crown abuse its fiscal and judicial powers for years and who had concluded, with the clarity that comes from direct financial injury, that something needed to change. The document they forced the king to seal was, in its immediate context, a set of specific concessions wrung from a specific king by a specific coalition of magnates, not the founding charter of English liberty, a status it would acquire only gradually, and not until after it had been revised, reissued, and invested with layers of retrospective significance that its original drafters would likely have found puzzling.

And yet. The document was, even in its immediate context, something more than a list of baronial grievances. The principles it articulated, that even a king was bound by law, that the crown could not arbitrarily imprison its subjects, that taxation required consent, were principles whose implications extended far beyond the immediate circumstances of their articulation. They could not, once stated, be easily unstated. They entered the political vocabulary of England and became available to subsequent generations as a language in which to frame their own conflicts with royal power. In this sense, whatever the intentions of the barons who gathered at Runnymede, the document they produced had consequences they could not have foreseen and would perhaps not have desired. It became, over the centuries, a resource, a reference point, an authority, a piece of constitutional furniture that could be invoked in circumstances utterly unlike those that produced it.

For the House of de Vere, the significance of Runnymede was not merely constitutional in this abstract sense. It was also genealogical, heraldic, and, in the precise meaning of the term, mythological. Robert de Vere, third Earl of Oxford, was one of the twenty-five barons appointed to enforce Magna Carta's terms, and his participation in that event became, for his descendants, a point of pride that grew in proportion to the document's growing constitutional significance. By the time Aubrey de Vere, twentieth Earl of Oxford, was navigating the constitutional crises of the 1680s, Runnymede had become part of the family's identity, not merely something an ancestor had done, but something the family, as a family, stood for. Understanding how that mythology was constructed requires understanding what the third Earl actually did, and why, and in what context.

​King John and the Structure of Royal Power

To understand why the barons rebelled, it is necessary to understand what they were rebelling against, and to understand that requires a brief account of how royal power actually operated in the England of the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries, an account rather different from the simplified picture of medieval kingship that is sometimes offered.

The kings of England in this period ruled through a combination of personal authority and institutional machinery, and the relationship between these two elements was neither stable nor clearly defined. The institutional side, the treasury, the chancery, the courts of common law, the sheriffs who administered the counties, had been developing since the Norman Conquest and had, by John's reign, reached a considerable degree of sophistication. England was, by the standards of the medieval world, a well-administered kingdom, with regular systems of taxation, a functioning royal judiciary, and administrative records of an extent and quality unmatched in contemporary Europe. This administrative capacity was, in many respects, the Angevin kings' greatest achievement, and it was also, paradoxically, one of the principal sources of baronial grievance, because a well-administered kingdom was a kingdom capable of extracting money and service from its subjects with a thoroughness that a less organized monarchy could not have managed.

John had inherited from his father, Henry II, and his brother, Richard I, a monarchy with an enormous appetite for revenue. The crusading ambitions of Richard's reign had drained the treasury with remarkable efficiency, and the subsequent wars in France, the long, losing struggle to recover the Angevin lands that John had, with a combination of bad luck and worse judgment, allowed to slip from English control, demanded resources that the kingdom's ordinary revenues could not supply. The mechanisms by which John sought to meet these demands were, almost without exception, deeply unpopular with the baronage. Scutage, the payment made in lieu of military service, was imposed at rates and frequencies that barons regarded as extortionate. The feudal incidents, the payments due to the crown on the inheritance of an estate, the wardship of minor heirs, the control of aristocratic widows' remarriages, were exploited with a systematic thoroughness that went well beyond what custom and precedent sanctioned. The royal courts were, under John, used as instruments of political pressure, with favorable judgments available to those who could pay and withheld from those who could not.

None of this was entirely new. Henry II and Richard I had also pushed the boundaries of royal fiscal power. But John did it with less political skill, less compensating military success, and in circumstances, the loss of Normandy in 1204, the disastrous campaign of 1214 that ended at Bouvines, that stripped the monarchy of much of its prestige and left the baronage with grievances that accumulated without the safety valve of military victory to release them. By 1214, the patience of a significant portion of the English baronage had run out.

The rebellion that followed was not, initially, a movement with clear programmatic aims. It began as the kind of armed pressure that English magnates had periodically applied to their kings since the Conquest, a show of military force intended to extract concessions, operating within the implicit understanding that the king's position was not in itself being challenged, only his conduct. But as the crisis deepened through the early months of 1215, it acquired greater clarity of purpose, partly because among the rebels and their advisors were men with genuine intellectual interests in the question of how royal power should be limited, and partly because the logic of the situation, a king who had repeatedly made promises and repeatedly broken them, created pressure toward a more durable and formal settlement than a mere exchange of oaths.

​Robert de Vere and the Twenty-Five

Robert de Vere, third Earl of Oxford, who had been born around 1173 and who would die in 1221, was by 1215 a man in his early forties, an experienced magnate, a substantial landowner in Essex and the surrounding counties, and a figure who had been navigating the complexities of Angevin court politics for at least two decades. His family had, by this point, held the earldom of Oxford for three generations, since his grandfather Aubrey de Vere III had been raised to that dignity by the Empress Matilda during the civil war of the 1140s. The earldom brought with it the office of Lord Great Chamberlain of England, the hereditary dignity that gave the de Veres their most formal and ceremonially significant connection to the crown, an office whose holder was responsible for managing the royal household at moments of particular solemnity, most notably the coronation ceremony.

It is worth noting this hereditary connection to the crown's ceremonial life even at this early stage, because it illuminates something about the position the de Veres occupied in the baronial politics of the period. They were not outsiders to royal power, not a family whose relationship to the crown was purely adversarial. They were, in a formal and hereditary sense, embedded in the structures of royal ceremony in ways that gave them both a stake in the monarchy's dignity and a perspective on its internal workings that not all magnates possessed. Robert de Vere, as Lord Great Chamberlain, was not a man who regarded the crown as something alien to his family's interests. He was a man whose family's highest dignity was defined by its relationship to the crown. His participation in the baronial revolt of 1215 should be understood in this context: not as the act of a man opposed to monarchy as such, but as the act of a man who believed that the specific behavior of this specific king was incompatible with the proper functioning of the institutions, including the institution of the Lord Great Chamberlain, through which the crown's legitimate authority was exercised.

Robert's precise role in the events leading to Runnymede is not recoverable in any great detail from the surviving sources, which are, for the most part, narrative chronicles written after the fact and focused on the broad outlines of events rather than the specific contributions of individual barons. What is clear is that he was numbered among the rebel barons who renounced their homage to John in May 1215, the formal legal act of defiance that transformed what had been a negotiating posture into an outright breach, and that he was subsequently appointed as one of the twenty-five barons designated by the terms of Magna Carta itself to serve as the enforcement body for the charter's provisions.

This appointment was itself a significant constitutional innovation, and it deserves more attention than it typically receives in popular accounts of the charter. The twenty-five barons clause, the so-called "security clause," or clause 61 in the standard numbering of the charter, was the document's attempt to solve the problem that had defeated all previous efforts to constrain royal power: namely, how to make a promise made by a king binding on that king when the king himself was the ultimate source of legal authority within the kingdom. The solution was, in essence, to create a body of barons with formal authority to distrain the king's property and make war on him if he violated the charter's terms, a provision that its drafters must have known had no real precedent in English constitutional practice and that amounted to a formal authorization of baronial coercion of the crown.

The twenty-five were not a random selection. They were chosen from among the rebels' leadership, and their composition reflects the political geography of the rebellion, the particular regions, lordships, and networks that had provided its driving force. Robert de Vere was among them as a representative of the Essex and East Anglian baronage that formed the core of the rebel coalition, a regional block whose holdings were concentrated precisely in the area where the de Vere family's own lands were strongest.

​The Charter and Its Silences

Magna Carta, as sealed at Runnymede on June 15, 1215, was a document of sixty-three clauses, or, in the various reissues that followed in 1216, 1217, and 1225, a somewhat shorter and in some respects simplified document, as the more politically contentious provisions, including the twenty-five barons clause, were quietly dropped from subsequent versions. This process of revision and reissue is itself historically significant, because it means that what came to be known as Magna Carta, the version that was repeatedly confirmed by later medieval parliaments and that entered the constitutional mythology of England, was not precisely the document sealed at Runnymede, but rather a somewhat sanitized descendant of it, from which the most radical implications of the original had been carefully pruned.

The clauses that survived and came to define the charter's reputation were predominantly those that addressed procedural rights, the protections against arbitrary imprisonment, the requirement that justice not be sold or denied, the stipulations about due legal process, rather than the more specific fiscal grievances that had driven the majority of the rebel barons. This filtering process, by which the charter's procedural and principled elements were preserved and amplified while its more immediately transactional aspects receded, was partly the work of later interpreters, common lawyers of the Tudor and Stuart periods, in particular, who found in Magna Carta a language with which to frame their own constitutional arguments. But it was also, in a sense, an effect of the document's own internal logic. The principles, once stated, proved more durable than the specific grievances that had prompted them.

What this means for the de Vere family's relationship to Runnymede is that the significance of Robert's participation in the events of 1215 grew over time rather than diminishing. In the immediate aftermath, Magna Carta's practical impact was limited, John repudiated it within weeks of sealing it, the pope declared it null and void, and the barons responded by inviting the French king's son to claim the English throne, precipitating a full-scale civil war. Robert de Vere continued to fight against the crown through this conflict, which ended only with John's death in 1216 and the subsequent restoration of baronial loyalty to the young Henry III under the guidance of William Marshal. None of this was especially glorious, and the document that had supposedly justified the rebellion was already being set aside and revised.

But as the decades and centuries passed, and as Magna Carta acquired its retrospective aura as the foundation document of English liberty, the significance of being among the twenty-five barons appointed to enforce it became correspondingly greater. The list of those twenty-five names was preserved, copied, and cited, and membership in that group became a form of constitutional pedigree, a claim that a family had been present at the origin point of English constitutional history. For a family like the de Veres, whose identity was constructed so heavily around their relationship to the crown and to the great ceremonial and constitutional moments of English history, this pedigree was invaluable. It was, in a sense, the document of their deeper legitimacy, the evidence that their significance to English public life was not merely a matter of royal grant but was woven into the history of how England had come to understand what legitimate government meant.

​Mythology and Memory

There is a particular kind of family history in which specific events become symbolic beyond their immediate significance, events that subsequent generations return to, not merely as incidents in a genealogy, but as statements about what the family is for, what role it exists to play in the life of the nation. For the de Veres, Runnymede was such an event. It was not the family's only constitutional moment, later chapters of this book will trace other episodes in which de Vere family members found themselves at or near the center of the conflicts that shaped England's political development. But it was the first, and in many respects the most paradigmatic, because it established the template: a de Vere, at a moment of constitutional crisis, on the side of the barons against an overreaching king, participating in the creation or defense of the structures within which royal power was supposed to operate.

This template would be invoked, explicitly or implicitly, across the subsequent centuries. The 9th Earl's catastrophic entanglement with Richard II would represent, in retrospect, a cautionary inversion of it, a de Vere too close to the king, too much the instrument of royal will rather than its check, and destroyed as a consequence. The 13th Earl's service at Bosworth and his subsequent treatment by Henry VII would raise questions about the costs of loyalty. And Aubrey de Vere, the 20th Earl, facing James II's demand that he appoint Catholics to military and public offices in Essex, would find himself at a moment structurally analogous to Runnymede, a moment at which the question was whether the authority of conscience and constitutional precedent outweighed the immediate demands of a royal master.

That the twentieth Earl's response to that moment was, by most accounts, consistent with the best traditions of his family's history, that he refused James's demand and accepted the consequences, is a fact whose significance was not lost on his contemporaries, and should not be lost on us. A man could argue, of course, that a family mythology is not a reliable guide to actual conduct, that people invoke their ancestors' principles most loudly when they intend to violate them. The de Vere family's history includes examples of both kinds. But the Runnymede mythology was real as mythology, real in the sense that it shaped how the family understood itself, what it believed it owed to its history, and what kind of conduct it regarded as consistent with the dignity of the name.

​The Political Costs of Principle

It is important not to romanticize the events of 1215 or the family's role in them. The barons at Runnymede were not, as has already been noted, primarily constitutional theorists. They were men with grievances and the military power to press them, and the document they produced, whatever its subsequent significance, was in immediate terms a weapon in a political struggle rather than a philosophical statement. Robert de Vere's participation placed him on the winning side of that struggle in the short term and on the losing side in the immediate aftermath, when John's repudiation of the charter and the subsequent French invasion made the rebel barons' position extremely uncomfortable. The costs of political engagement of this kind were real, and they were borne not merely by the individuals who made the choices but by their families, their tenants, and their dependants.

This too is part of the de Vere family's inheritance from Runnymede: not merely the prestige of constitutional principle, but the understanding that such principle carried costs, and that those costs were not always distributed according to the deserts of those who bore them. The family that built its identity around its relationship to the great constitutional moments of English history was also a family that absorbed the financial and material consequences of being on one side or another of those moments, consequences that would compound, generation by generation, into the accumulated financial distress that would define the family's later centuries.

​From Runnymede to Downing Street

The distance between Runnymede in 1215 and Downing Street in 1703 is not merely geographical, and not merely temporal. It is the distance between a world in which the de Vere family was a rising power in the kingdom's aristocratic hierarchy, represented on the enforcement committee of the most important constitutional document in English history, and a world in which the last representative of that family's English line was dying in a rented house, the premier earldom of England about to become extinct for want of a legitimate male heir.

Between those two points lies everything that this book sets out to trace: the long rise and the longer fall, the moments of magnificent intervention and the moments of catastrophic misjudgment, the marriages contracted for money and the ones contracted for passion, the colonels and the courtiers and the dueling students and the mock wedding in a chandler's shop. But the arc of the story is already present in embryo at Runnymede. A family that builds its identity around constitutional principle must live with the consequences of that identity, including the financial consequences of the political choices that principle requires. A family that understands itself as one of the fixed stars of English public life must navigate the reality that stars, over a long enough timescale, do not remain fixed. And a family whose identity is constructed around its relationship to royal power, as Lord Great Chamberlains, as Privy Councillors, as holders of offices that exist only in relation to the crown, must grapple, in every generation, with the question of what that relationship demands and what it permits.

Robert de Vere at Runnymede in 1215 was, as far as the record allows us to see, a man who answered that question in a particular way: by insisting that even a king's demands had limits, and by using the collective power of the baronage to enforce those limits in a formal and legally binding document. It was an answer that would be remembered, invoked, and in the fullness of time transformed into family mythology, a mythology that would shape, in ways both obvious and subtle, the conduct of his descendants across the centuries that followed. Whether that mythology was ultimately a burden or a resource, a constraint or a liberation, is one of the questions this book sets out to answer.
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​Chapter 3: The Lord Great Chamberlain, Office, Honor, and Hereditary Right
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There is a category of historical institution that is difficult for modern readers to take entirely seriously, and the hereditary great offices of medieval England fall squarely into it. The Lord Great Chamberlain, the Lord High Constable, the Earl Marshal, the Lord High Steward, these titles, with their grandiose nomenclature and their associations with coronation ceremonies and feudal ritual, can appear from a sufficient distance to be essentially decorative, the kind of thing a medieval kingdom accumulated the way an old house accumulates furniture: objects of uncertain provenance and debatable utility, kept because they have always been there and because getting rid of them would require more energy than leaving them in place. This impression is not entirely wrong, but it is not entirely right either, and the difference between what it gets right and what it misses is precisely what makes these offices worth examining in some detail.

The office of Lord Great Chamberlain of England, which became attached to the earldom of Oxford in the mid-twelfth century and which the de Veres held, with varying degrees of security and contentment, until the line expired in 1703, was not merely decorative. It was, in the periods when it retained genuine administrative content, an office of real power, power over access to the king's person, power over the physical spaces in which royal authority was exercised, power over the ceremonies through which that authority was publicly displayed and legitimated. And even in the later periods when its practical administrative content had largely drained away, leaving only the ceremonial residue, it retained a significance that was real in a different register: not the significance of power over events, but the significance of identity, of what it meant to be the kind of family that held this office, and what was lost, financially, psychologically, dynastically, when it was finally taken away.

That loss, which came to Aubrey de Vere in 1661 when Charles II granted the office to the Earl of Lindsey rather than restoring it to the family that had held it for five centuries, is one of the defining wounds of the twentieth Earl's life. To understand why it mattered so much, why it mattered enough that de Vere would spend decades attempting to recover the office, and would never fully reconcile himself to its absence, requires understanding what the office was, how it had become bound up with the de Vere identity, and what it meant for a family to hold such a thing and then to lose it.

​The Origins of the Great Offices

The great offices of England did not spring into existence fully formed. They developed gradually, across the decades following the Norman Conquest, out of the practical necessities of running a royal household that was simultaneously a domestic establishment, an administrative center, and the principal theater in which royal authority was performed for the benefit of those who needed to witness it. The Conqueror's court was not the elaborately ceremonial institution it would later become. It was, in many respects, a military headquarters that happened also to be the center of government, a pragmatic arrangement in which the distinction between the king's private domestic life and his public political function was far less clear than it would become in later centuries.

The household offices that administered this court, the chamberlain who managed the king's private apartments, the steward who oversaw the household's provisioning and servants, the constable who commanded the military establishment, the marshal who kept order among the mounted men, were, in this early period, genuinely functional. The men who held them were not performing empty rituals. They were doing the work of running a complex institutional establishment in a period before the development of the more elaborate bureaucratic machinery that would eventually take over many of their functions. The early chamberlain, for instance, was responsible for the physical management of the king's chamber, the inner rooms of the royal residence that were restricted to those with particular access, and for controlling who entered and who did not. This was, in a court where proximity to the king was the principal currency of political influence, an office of real and immediately practical power.

Over the course of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, as the English royal administration developed in sophistication and as the various functions originally concentrated in household offices were progressively transferred to specialized bureaucratic institutions, the chancery, the exchequer, the common law courts, these great offices underwent a transformation that is characteristic of institutions in this situation: their practical administrative content diminished as their ceremonial and symbolic significance expanded. The chamberlain ceased to be, in any day-to-day sense, the manager of the king's private apartments, because the private apartments had acquired their own staff and their own administrative arrangements. But the office of Lord Great Chamberlain, elevated by this point to the "great" distinction that marked it off from the more workaday subordinate chamberlains of the expanding household bureaucracy, retained, and indeed intensified, its ceremonial role in the great set-piece moments of royal life: the coronation above all, but also the opening of parliament and other occasions when the full panoply of royal dignity was publicly displayed.

​The Vere Chamberlainship

The attachment of the Lord Great Chamberlainship to the de Vere earldom dates from the mid-twelfth century and is associated with the family's elevation to the dignity of earls of Oxford. The precise circumstances of this elevation connect the family to one of the most turbulent episodes in early medieval English history, the civil war between King Stephen and the Empress Matilda, known to later historians as the Anarchy, which consumed England for much of the 1130s and 1140s and which created, in its chaos, opportunities for ambitious magnates to extract concessions from competing royal claimants that they might not have obtained in more settled circumstances.

Aubrey de Vere III, the family member who would become the first Earl of Oxford, had been navigating this conflict with a pragmatism that might charitably be described as flexible and less charitably as opportunistic. He had served Stephen, then transferred his allegiance to Matilda, and it was in Matilda's service, or more precisely, in the context of her attempt to build a coalition capable of pressing her claim to the throne, that he received both the earldom and the chamberlainship. Matilda needed supporters, and one of the resources she had available to attract them was the distribution of titles, offices, and honors. The grant of an earldom was the highest honor she could bestow, and the attachment of the Lord Great Chamberlainship to it made the package still more attractive, because it gave the de Veres a formal, hereditary role in the central ceremonies of the kingdom.

Whether Matilda fully appreciated what she was granting, whether she understood that by making the chamberlainship hereditary rather than a personal grant, she was potentially committing all future English monarchs to accepting a de Vere as Lord Great Chamberlain regardless of the family's political reliability at any given moment, is unclear. The legal doctrine of hereditary office was not, in the 1140s, entirely settled, and the Anarchy itself was precisely the kind of context in which grants made in haste were later contested and revised. What is clear is that the de Veres understood the grant as hereditary, defended it as such, and successfully maintained that understanding against subsequent challenges for the next five hundred years.

The significance of heritability cannot be overstated. A non-hereditary office gives its holder influence for the duration of that holder's tenure, but the influence dies with the holder, or more precisely it dies with the royal pleasure that originally conferred it. A hereditary office is different in kind, not merely in degree. It removes the office from the normal economy of royal favor and makes it, in a meaningful sense, the property of the family rather than the gift of the crown. The family that holds it does not need to earn it in every generation. It does not need to ingratiate itself with each new monarch, does not need to demonstrate its usefulness, does not need to compete with other families for the king's approval. It holds the office because it holds the office, because the law of inheritance, reinforced by generations of precedent, says that this is what this family does.

This is an enormously powerful form of security, and it helps explain why the great hereditary offices were so fiercely contested and so jealously guarded by the families that held them. In a political world where everything else was contingent, where lands could be forfeited for treason, where royal favor could evaporate overnight, where a family's position at court depended on the accidents of personality and the shifting tides of political alliance, a hereditary office was one of the few genuinely fixed points. It was something the family could count on regardless of political weather, a formal constitutional anchor in a sea of contingency.

​What the Office Entailed

The ceremonial content of the Lord Great Chamberlainship crystallized, over the course of the medieval period, around a relatively well-defined set of functions, most of which were associated with the coronation ceremony. The coronation was, by any measure, the most significant ritual event in the life of a medieval English monarchy, the moment at which a new king was formally invested with the sacred and political authority of the crown, in a ceremony that combined religious rite, feudal obligation, and public spectacle in proportions that varied over time but that consistently aimed to impress upon all who witnessed it the gravity and legitimacy of what was taking place.

The Lord Great Chamberlain's role in the coronation was not a single action but a cluster of responsibilities that extended across the preparations, the ceremony itself, and the feast that followed. In the preparations, the Chamberlain was responsible for dressing the sovereign, for the actual physical act of helping the new monarch into the coronation robes, an intimate service that, in a court culture where access to the king's body was freighted with political significance, was itself a statement of extraordinary trust and proximity. During the ceremony, the Chamberlain carried and displayed the regalia, the physical objects, the sword, the spurs, the orb, the scepter, that constituted the material expression of royal authority and whose proper handling required knowledge of a specific protocol developed and refined across generations. After the ceremony, the Chamberlain waited on the king at the coronation banquet, again performing the intimate service of attending to the sovereign's person in the presence of the assembled nobility.

These functions were, by the later medieval and early modern period, largely symbolic, the king did not actually need help getting dressed, at least not from the Lord Great Chamberlain, and the carrying of a sword or a pair of spurs was not a task that required any particular skill or strength. But the symbolism was the point. The coronation ceremony worked by making visible, in a form that the assembled spectators could witness and remember, the relationships and obligations that constituted the political order. The great officers of the realm, each carrying their specific object or performing their specific service, were not merely decorating the ceremony. They were enacting it. Their presence, and the precision with which they performed their assigned roles, was part of what made the ceremony work as a ceremony, what made it a genuine coronation rather than a mere formal acknowledgment of succession.

For a family like the de Veres, whose identity was so deeply invested in their relationship to royal authority, this ceremonial role was not trivial even when it was purely ceremonial. It was the most public possible statement of what the family was and what it was for. When the Earl of Oxford carried the sword of state at the coronation of a new monarch, he was not performing a function that had any practical administrative content. But he was performing a function that placed him, literally and visibly, at the center of the most significant ritual enactment of royal authority in the kingdom. He was saying, in a language that everyone present understood: my family is part of this. My family belongs here. My family's presence at this moment is not contingent on royal favor or political circumstance but is itself a constitutional fact, woven into the fabric of how England marks the passage of sovereign authority from one person to the next.

​The Office as Identity

It is worth spending some time on what it meant, at the level of family identity and self-understanding, to hold an office of this kind across multiple generations. The Lord Great Chamberlainship was not merely something the de Veres did. It was, in a meaningful sense, part of what they were. The connection between the earldom and the office was so long-established, so repeatedly confirmed, so deeply embedded in the family's legal documents, heraldic traditions, and genealogical self-presentation, that the two had become, for practical purposes, inseparable. To be the Earl of Oxford was to be the Lord Great Chamberlain. To be the Lord Great Chamberlain was to be the Earl of Oxford. The office and the title defined each other, reinforced each other, and together constructed an identity that was richer and more historically rooted than either alone could have provided.

This kind of identity, constituted through the long exercise of a specific institutional role, is something rather different from the kinds of identity that modern readers are more familiar with, and the difference matters for understanding how the loss of such an office was experienced. The Lord Great Chamberlainship was not, to the de Veres, a perk of their position, an attractive addition to the family's portfolio of honors, something that could be relinquished without fundamental damage to what the family was. It was constitutive of their position. Losing it did not merely make them less wealthy or less influential. It altered what they were, stripped away one of the layers of meaning through which they had, for five centuries, understood their own existence.

This is not, it should be said, an analysis that the de Veres would have expressed in these terms. They did not have access to the vocabulary of identity construction that modern scholarship has developed. What they would have said, what they did say, in the legal petitions and personal correspondence that survive from the period of the dispute over the office in the 1660s, was that the chamberlainship was theirs by right, by law, by inheritance, by the confirmed customs of five centuries. They argued in the language of legal entitlement rather than psychological identity. But the ferocity with which they pursued those legal arguments, and the depth of the wound that the loss of the office inflicted on Aubrey de Vere throughout his subsequent life, suggests that what was at stake was not merely a legal right but something closer to a sense of self.

​The Symbolic Economy of Hereditary Honor

The distinction between symbolic and practical power is one that historians of aristocratic culture have frequently drawn, and it is in many respects a useful distinction. But it can also be misleading if it is taken to imply that symbolic power is somehow unreal, or that it operates in a separate sphere from the practical business of politics and wealth and influence. Symbolic power is real power, operating through different mechanisms and in different registers, and in a society as deeply shaped by questions of honor, precedence, and ceremonial status as aristocratic England, it could translate with considerable directness into practical consequences.

The Lord Great Chamberlainship translated into practical consequences in several ways. Most directly, it provided income, in the form of traditional fees and perquisites associated with the office's exercise, payments for specific services rendered at coronations and other great occasions, rights over specific objects and materials used in the ceremonies, customary dues of various kinds. These were not, by the seventeenth century, enormous sums, and they would not have made a significant difference to a family with substantial landed income. But for a family in the de Veres' circumstances, their landed income severely reduced by the depredations of the 17th Earl and the subsequent military careers that had absorbed rather than increased the family's resources, even relatively modest fees and perquisites were not negligible.

More significantly, the office translated into social and political capital, into the kind of influence that came from being visibly, formally, constitutionally embedded in the highest level of the kingdom's ceremonial life. The Lord Great Chamberlain was not merely present at coronations. He was one of the essential actors in the ceremony, one of the people without whom the ceremony could not properly be performed. This gave the holder of the office a relationship to the new monarch that was established not through the contingent channels of political favor but through the formal requirements of constitutional ritual. And in a political culture where relationships with the monarch were the fundamental currency of aristocratic life, a relationship established by constitutional necessity rather than political contingency was a particularly durable and valuable kind.

The loss of this office in 1661, when Charles II granted it to the Earl of Lindsey despite the de Vere family's ancient claim, was therefore a blow that operated simultaneously on multiple levels: it removed an income stream, however modest; it removed a formal constitutional relationship to the crown; it removed the family's most visible public statement of its historical identity; and it forced a renegotiation of what it meant to be the Earl of Oxford when the office that had defined that earldom for five centuries was no longer attached to it.

​The Wound That Would Not Heal

Aubrey de Vere's response to the loss of the chamberlainship was, characteristically, a mixture of legal persistence and emotional intensity. He did not accept the grant to the Earl of Lindsey as final. He pursued his claim through the courts and through petition, arguing that the hereditary right established by five centuries of de Vere occupation of the office could not be extinguished by royal grant to a competing claimant. He was not without legal argument, the de Vere family's title to the chamberlainship was, on any reasonable reading of the relevant precedents, at least as strong as Lindsey's claim. But the legal strength of a claim and the political will to enforce it are different things, and Charles II, who had his own reasons for preferring the Lindsey settlement, was not disposed to revisit the question.

What the twentieth Earl did recover was the ceremonial residue of the office, the right to carry the curtana, the sword of mercy, at the coronations of Charles II, James II, William III, and Mary II. This was not nothing. The curtana was one of the most symbolically loaded objects in the coronation regalia, the sword with its blunted tip, representing the mercy that tempered royal justice, and carrying it placed de Vere visibly among the principal actors in the ceremony, marked him as a man of constitutional significance rather than a mere spectator. But it was not the chamberlainship. It was a fragment of what the chamberlainship had been, a shard of the identity that had defined his family for five centuries, preserved in the amber of ceremonial tradition while the substance of the office had been transferred elsewhere.

He carried the curtana at four coronations and never recovered the office. He outlived two of the monarchs whose coronation ceremonies he attended, and was still pursuing the claim, in one form or another, in the final years of his life. The wound never healed, not because
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