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This Cardinal,

Though from an humble stock, undoubtedly

Was fashion’d to much honour from his cradle.

He was a scholar, and a ripe, and good one;

Exceeding wise, fair spoken, and persuading:

Lofty, and sour to them that lov’d him not,

But, to those men that sought him, sweet as summer.

And though he were unsatisfied in getting,

(Which was a sin), yet in bestowing—

He was most princely: ever witness for him

Ipswich and Oxford! one of which fell with him,

Unwilling to outlive the good that did it;

The other, though unfinish’d, yet so famous,

So excellent in art, and yet so rising,

That Christendom shall ever speak his virtue.

His overthrow heap’d happiness upon him;

For then, and not till then, he felt himself,

And found the blessedness of being little:

And, to add greater honours to his age

Than man could give him, he died fearing God.

Shakespeare, Henry VIII




Part One

‘He was a scholar, and a ripe, and good one’




Chapter 1

1482

Tom was trying to concentrate. All around him, boys – most of them fifteen, four years older than he – were busy at their studies, but he was distracted by the noise of building works going on beyond the mullioned windows, and it was hard to drag his attention back to the Latin translation on which he was supposed to be labouring, for he was too busy thinking about the construction of the new buildings and wondering how such a project would be managed. How did one get all those men and materials in the right place at the right time? But the approach of the master, beak-nosed, cane in hand, had him bending, squinting, to his book and vigorously dipping his quill in the inkwell.

The master paused, peering over his shoulder, then nodded and passed along the form, presumably seeking out other victims. Tom had already seen how quick he was to lash out with that cane.

His translation was soon finished, but the other boys were still scratching away with their quills. Tom pretended to be reading over the passage, but in reality he was deciphering the graffiti carved into the desk, doubtless by past pupils steeped in misery. Learning, he thought, should be a pleasure, but the prospect of four years of this stern regime was daunting.

He had been so thrilled to be awarded a place at Oxford, had fallen in love at first sight with the city, its ornate colleges, its quads and spires and its teeming student population. He had yearned with a passion to delve deep into its famous libraries and immerse himself in the knowledge of centuries. But now he felt that the vibrant life of the university was passing him by, and he wondered if he would ever truly be a part of it.

The day yawned ahead. It was not yet seven o’clock, when they would all troop meekly to daily Mass, which would no doubt be followed by an interminable sermon exhorting them to virtuous behaviour. Then there would be lectures until commons, where the fare was invariably beef broth, pottage and weak ale, and after that, private study or tutorials until bed, which was at eight o’clock in winter and nine o’clock in summer. It was like being in a monastery, although monks and friars probably had more freedom.

It was just his luck to end up at an Oxford college run by a religious fanatic who was determined to purge boys of their natural instincts. It was all very well for Bishop Wayneflete. The old greybeard’s juices had long since dried up, and he had apparently forgotten what it was like to enjoy the rough and tumble of life with a horde of lads just on the cusp of adulthood, all eager to laugh, jest and play pranks. Tom doubted that Wicked Wayneflete had ever played a prank in his life. No, he just enjoyed making their existence as miserable as possible, with his petty rules and his abhorrence of levity of any sort.

Tom had been shocked to find that he and his fellow scholars were not permitted to speak their mother tongue, apart from on feast days. They were made to converse in Latin, and woe betide any who lapsed into English. He winced at the memory of a beating he had received during his first week, when he had not quite realised how important the rule was. Of course, it wonderfully concentrated the mind. If they wanted to communicate effectively, the boys had to learn Latin quickly. Tom was deeply grateful for his innate talent for languages. Thanks to his grammar-school education, and his own quick mind, he was competent in Latin and fluent in French.

He had been beaten too for swearing. He had not thought he could be overheard, but the masters seemed to have ears like hunting dogs, always on the alert for transgressions.

The other boys had taken pity on him, for most were older than he was. When, at the end of his first arduous day, he had retreated to the dorter, ready to enjoy his limited leisure time, and taken his dice from his travelling chest, they had stared at him in horror.

‘Put them away!’ one boy cried. ‘We are not allowed to play games of chance. Old Beaky could look in at any time.’

‘And you should cut your hair,’ another said.

‘I know,’ said Tom. ‘They told me that when I arrived last night, but I haven’t had a chance.’

‘You should not delay. If they see you with long hair, you’ll get the whip,’ a slight youth said. ‘I’ll cut it for you.’

Tom was appalled to find himself quickly shorn of his chestnut locks, hacked none too tidily into obedience.

He’d been told off when he whispered to his neighbour during a lecture, and again for finding Caesar’s commentary on the Gallic Wars funny.

‘No laughing in lectures!’ the master thundered, then rounded on a boy who had arrived late, waving his cane at him.

‘Sorry, Sir, I was sick, Sir,’ the boy faltered, looking terrified, and a little green.

‘You look perfectly well to me!’ rapped Beaky, and gave him six lashes on the hand. Tom could see that the boy was trying not to cry.

When he himself had asked to be excused attendance in chapel because of a headache that had suddenly descended, it was refused. ‘It is mandatory that you be there,’ he was told. ‘Don’t ask for leave of absence again. If you absent yourself, you will be flogged.’

Tom had bowed his head, trying to ignore its throbbing, and done his best to perform his devotions. He felt bruised, not wanting his masters to think him eager to miss chapel, for he loved God and desired to serve Him to the best of his ability.

But it was so easy to commit a transgression. Even now, after several weeks at college, he found himself breaking one of the many rules. Yesterday afternoon, he had left a beautifully illuminated manuscript from the college library open while he went to fetch more paper. Seconds later, there was Beaky, looking over his desk with a face like a storm.

‘It is forbidden to leave costly books open!’ he barked.

Tom shrank into himself, apologising profusely and anticipating a beating. But a miracle happened: the master let him off. ‘Don’t do it again,’ he commanded.

Tom was relieved to get to bed that evening. Lying beside his restless companion – boys under fifteen had to share a bed – he could not stop thinking of home. He supposed he was lucky and ought to be grateful, but right now he wished he was back in Ipswich.

His parents’ inn was not a poor abode by any means. It was solid, timbered, warm and welcoming. Father was a busy man who could, and often did, turn his hand to anything. He was the proprietor of both the inn and a butcher’s shop, and a yeoman farmer. He owned land out at Sternfield, where he grazed his animals. Ships from Ipswich carried his wool to the English market at Calais, where it was sold on to Burgundy, a trade that had made Ipswich prosperous. Tom had acquired an early understanding of how important the wool business was to England; it had been drummed into him. But Father was not a member of a guild, or a man of the standing of Uncle Edmund. Tom’s mother’s brother was a very important man, a rich merchant and a burgess who represented Ipswich in Parliament itself. Indeed, if it had not been for Uncle Edmund, Tom would not be here now, lying on a thin mattress in this chilly dorter. Robert Wolsey, by contrast, was too irascible and uncompromising to win the confidence of influential men. And for as long as Tom could remember, he had been in and out of the courts.

For all his faults, though, Tom loved his father, who clearly wanted the best for him, his older brothers, sickly Rob and sweet-natured William, and who was not above showing them affection. Impatient with others, he would take the time to teach them how to milk a cow, chop meat or reckon bills; or he would take the whole family to the markets and fairs that were held on bustling Cornhill, where they lived. But Tom loved his mother more. He had heard it said, by people who probably thought he wasn’t listening, that Father had married above him, and he supposed it was true, for Mother’s family, the Daundys, were wealthy and influential yeoman stock from Thetford. Mother was not quite gentry, but she had gentle ways and there was a daintiness about her that other town wives lacked. She was kind, devout and generous-hearted. Tom adored her.

Both she and his father were eager to see him do well, and Uncle Edmund was always there, saying that such a brilliant young mind must be nurtured.

Father knew the value of getting on in life. ‘Education is the way to advancement,’ he often said, and while he was not rich, he had somehow found the fees of 8d a quarter to send Tom to the grammar school in Ipswich. ‘You’re a bright and industrious boy,’ he’d told him. ‘I expect great things of you. All my hopes lie in you, for your brothers won’t make half the man you’ll be one day.’

It was more or less an order, for Father was an ambitious and strong-willed fellow who liked getting his own way. He cared little about what others thought of him. When he brought his animals from the farm to be slaughtered and sold in his butcher’s shop, he let them run wild in the street, unheeding of complaints that they were a nuisance and spread dung and disease. The town council, fed up with his defiance of their increasingly angry demands that he fence the beasts, had finally summoned him before the mayor’s court, which had fined him – not that he paid much notice. He’d been fined too for letting his house be used as a gambling den, for selling bad meat and short measures of ale, and for charging prices above those decreed by law. Tom had long suspected that this was why his father had never been made a freeman of Ipswich.

But he was fond of his difficult parent, was willing to turn a blind eye to the haphazard, insanitary way the inn was run, and found it easy to please him. An inquisitive boy with a quick mind, he was eager to learn, and it was no trouble to apply himself to his studies. Every day he took the short walk from his home to the schoolhouse by the gate of the Blackfriars, behind St Peter’s Church. The grammar school had been founded by the guild of merchants to educate their sons, and it had such a fine reputation that the local nobles – who were of a class not noted for an interest in education – sent theirs there too. Under the benevolent yet stern auspices of Master Squyre, the head, Tom learned the alphabet and the basics of Latin. He came to know the psalms by heart and developed such a love of music that he was appointed one of the choristers who sang when the whole school congregated every morning at six o’clock for the Mass of Our Lady in the Blackfriars’ church.

When he got home in the afternoons, he helped his father in the inn. He was well liked by the customers and good friends with an elderly neighbour, Edward Winter, who shared the building that housed the inn, and its well too. More than once, in his cups, Edward told Tom that he would go far.

‘Heducation,’ he slurred one evening, as Tom brought him a fresh mug of ale. ‘Assa key to it, boy. They could do with brains like yours at Westminster.’

‘Go on with you.’ Tom had smiled, surprised that Master Winter was so keen on learning when he had had so little of it himself.

‘No, don’t be like me, boy. Had my chance and didn’t take it. Had to stay at home and look after my old dad. Don’t you end up like me.’

‘You’ve not done so badly,’ Tom said kindly. It was a mystery to him what Master Winter actually did for a living, but he seemed to lead a comfortable existence.

‘Coulda done better,’ the old man grunted. ‘But you – you’ll go far!’

‘He won’t if he doesn’t wash up those dirty flagons,’ grinned Robert Wolsey, stomping into the bar with a tray of new-baked pies.

Tom wrinkled his nose. The meat smelt off. Father was up to his old tricks.

It had been a good life, Tom reflected now, as he tried to find a comfortable position in the narrow dorter bed. He could not stop thinking back to the days when he had enjoyed accompanying his father to the cattle markets in Cornhill, and laughing at the travelling showmen and the bull-baitings held there. Once, he had witnessed a hanging, and had been horrified by the bulging eyes of the struggling wretch and the time it had taken him to die, writhing and kicking as the life was choked out of him. He would never forget it. He preferred to dwell on his small pilgrimages to the shrine of Our Lady of Grace in Lady Lane, where he could gaze in wonder at her beautiful jewel-encrusted statue, her radiant face and the golden-haired babe leaping in her arms. Best of all were the colourful processions to mark the annual guild feasts, and the tables set out in the streets so that all might partake of the festive fare. He always gorged himself until he felt sick! How he missed it now, that old life, in which everything was safe and familiar. Looking back, it seemed like a golden time.

He had been fortunate. He knew that. The Lord Bishop of Norwich, who was a great man in the service of King Edward, had always taken an interest in the grammar school, and Master Squyre had told him how Tom excelled at his lessons. When the Bishop next visited the school, he had summoned Tom to stand before him and tested him on his catechism and his Latin, prompting him to ever greater efforts. At length, he had nodded sagely and turned to Master Squyre. ‘The boy’s learning is exceptional. I have never known one so young to be so erudite. How old are you, Master Wolsey?’

‘Eleven, my lord,’ Tom replied.

‘Hmm.’ The Bishop considered for a moment. ‘It so happens that I have in my gift four places annually at Magdalen College School in Oxford. You will know of it, I am sure, Master Squyre. It was founded by my lord Bishop Wayneflete of Winchester about a dozen years back as a feeder school for Magdalen College, his other foundation. If the boy’s family can meet the fees, I am happy to put him forward for one of the places.’

Tom had stared at him, amazed at the prospect. To go to Oxford! Young as he was, he knew that a university degree could open the door to any number of successful careers.

‘By a happy coincidence,’ Master Squyre was saying, ‘my brother Laurence teaches at Oxford, and he has nothing but praise for Magdalen College. Master Wolsey, this is a wonderful opportunity for you, and you should be sensible of the favour shown you by my lord Bishop.’

‘Oh, I am, my lord, I am! I am most grateful,’ Tom cried, but he was in trepidation, fearing that his father would not be able to afford to send him to Oxford. ‘Might I ask what the school fees are?’

‘They are four pounds per annum.’ The Bishop smiled. ‘Do you think your father can afford that?’

Tom’s hopes plummeted. ‘Oh, yes,’ he managed to say. ‘I’m sure he can.’ It was a lie, for he knew that such a large sum might well be beyond Robert Wolsey’s means. But Father would have to find the money somehow – he must! So much depended on it.

‘The Church has need of brilliant minds like yours,’ the Bishop said. ‘Most scholars at Oxford go into the Church. Indeed, most take holy orders in preparation for it. And if you do well, there are limitless opportunities. Even boys from humble backgrounds, like yourself, can rise to the highest offices in the land. Did you know that half the King’s Privy Council are bishops?’ He paused and looked out of the latticed window to the empty courtyard beyond. ‘Now, Master Wolsey, I see that the other pupils have left. Go home to your father and tell him what I have said. Ask if he can afford the fees. Then let Master Squyre know if you would like me to put your name forward. I am sure that I can persuade the school to accept you.’

Tom had run home at the speed of a Greek athlete, determined to convince his father that it would be money well invested. He would tell his parents the good news first, that he had a chance of a place in Oxford. Then he would make his plea.

Father and Mother were so nearly bursting with pride that even the prospect of expensive school fees did not deflate their joy. Of course, Uncle Edmund had to be summoned, and a council of war was held.

‘It is clear that the Bishop thinks Tom is destined for the Church,’ Father said, as they sat around the big table in the inn.

‘And how do you feel about that, my boy?’ Uncle Edmund enquired.

‘I like the idea, Sir,’ Tom replied. ‘It could lead to advancement for me and prosperity for the family.’

‘Indeed it could! And are you prepared to work hard to ensure a successful career in the future?’

‘Oh, yes, Sir,’ Tom said fervently. ‘I would consider myself unbelievably fortunate to have the opportunity.’ In his mind’s eye, he could see Oxford beckoning, shining like some great golden city of myth.

‘There can be no doubt that he has the will to succeed, and that Oxford is the right place for him,’ Uncle Edmund said. ‘The question is, Robert, can you afford to send him there?’

Father frowned briefly. ‘I have been doing some sums and thinking about where I can make savings.’

‘You could stop suing people and taking them to court,’ Mother said tartly.

Father glared at her. ‘I have to do that to get paid and protect my rights,’ he growled.

‘What you are saying, I believe, is that to send Tom to Oxford, you would need to make sacrifices,’ Uncle Edmund said.

‘I am willing to do that,’ Father told him.

‘There is no need,’ Uncle Edmund replied, clapping him on the shoulder. ‘I myself will pay the boy’s fees. I have a strong feeling that he will make his mark in the world.’

So Tom had gone to Magdalen College School, liked it and thrived there. Yes, the master had been strict – what master wasn’t? – and academic expectations high, but despite having to work hard, he and his fellows had had fun. There had been many opportunities for making mischief, and he tried not to smile when he remembered what they had got away with. The head never had found out who had broken the window in the chapel with an ill-judged throw of a ball, or daubed a rude message on the wall of his house. It hadn’t been Tom, but he’d been there when the crimes were committed, splitting his sides with his laughing friends. That was when he hadn’t been slaving away at Latin and the classics. Well, ‘slaving’ was perhaps the wrong word, for he had always thrived on hard work, and he enjoyed immersing himself in the works of the ancient Greeks and Romans. He liked rhetoric; he shone at grammar. His master, habitually critical, had been full of praise for him, declaring he had never had so apt a pupil, and one so forward for his age.

‘Not many boys of eleven have a fine brain like yours,’ he’d told him.

Yes, Tom had loved Magdalen College School, but his time there had been all too short. He had studied there for just two terms when the head informed him that his progress had been so outstanding that they were sending him up to the university.

‘You must decide whether to study for a Bachelor’s degree in theology or canon law,’ he said.

Tom was reeling. Leave this school, when he had only just settled in and begun to make friends? He had thought that university would be three or four years in the future. And yet, deep inside him there was a thrill of excitement. He had justified everyone’s hopes, and far exceeded them. He was good enough to go to university earlier than most boys. He would study theology; he was fascinated by the Scriptures, and he loved debate. A glorious future beckoned.

Lying in the dorter now, he tried hard to recapture the feeling of euphoria that had overwhelmed him when he first arrived in Oxford, yet it was difficult. He had never dreamed that life here would be so gruelling, coming to this half-built college and finding himself the youngest among a thousand scholars. But he must put up with it, work hard and make the best of things if he wanted to fulfil his family’s hopes and expectations – and indeed his own. If this was what it took to build a bright future, he would do it, and he would not falter.




Chapter 2

1486

As time passed, the rigours of university life became less important because the beckoning future seemed so bright and worth striving for. Tom had proved himself to be an outstanding scholar, and his tutors were delighted to have such an apt student. At fifteen, he was awarded his degree – which was almost unheard of – after which his admiring fellows, and even the masters, took to calling him the ‘Boy Bachelor’.

When he rode home that summer and told them the news, his parents were overjoyed, and a proud Uncle Edmund laid on a great feast in his honour, which was attended by half the town, it seemed. But Tom’s pleasure in the praise being heaped on him was diluted by concern for his brother Rob, who was sitting at the end of the high table, toying with his food. At twenty-five, Rob should have been helping their father with his many businesses, yet he had never been robust and was now wasting away with a hacking cough. Their mother made light of it, but Tom could see the fear in her eyes, and wondered if he should tell her that he had noticed spots of bright blood on Rob’s kerchief. She must know, he told himself.

As the remains of the food were removed and goblets were replenished, Rob got up, smiled a discreet farewell and disappeared, bent as an old man. It had to be faced: his brother could not be long for this world – and what would happen then? Thank goodness for William, now twenty-three and next in line. The last thing Tom wanted was to follow in his father’s footsteps. He had ambitions of his own.

He dragged himself back to the present. The talk at table had turned to the new King, Henry VII, who had defeated King Richard last year at the Battle of Bosworth.

‘I don’t care what Parliament says.’ Robert Wolsey was in full flight. ‘His claim to the throne is weak. He won’t last.’

‘That’s treason, my friend,’ Uncle Edmund observed. ‘I’d watch your tongue. Besides, the King has married the heiress of York.’

‘She’s the rightful Queen!’ Mother declared.

Uncle Edmund chortled. ‘We can’t have a woman ruling, sister!’

‘Heaven forbid!’ Father echoed.

‘A woman might make a much better job of it than some of the kings we’ve had,’ Joan retorted. ‘King Richard had his nephews murdered. King Edward had his women. King Henry before him was mad. I rest my case.’

‘We don’t know that King Richard had his nephews murdered, Mother,’ Tom put in. ‘It’s mere gossip.’

‘Then where are they?’ she retorted.

‘I don’t know,’ he had to admit. ‘Maybe they are still in the Tower.’

‘It’s unlikely,’ Uncle Edmund said. ‘I personally believe that they were murdered. What choice did Richard have? They were always a threat to him.’

‘But the rumours that he killed them were a worse threat,’ a town councillor said. ‘They lost him vital support.’

‘Well, I hope this new King will bring stability to England,’ Edmund replied. ‘But with all this talk of a pretender, who knows what will happen?’

‘There wouldn’t be any talk if Elizabeth of York was queen,’ Joan declared.

‘Hush your mouth, woman,’ Robert muttered. ‘You’re not qualified to have an opinion.’

Tom was growing weary of the conversation. He liked what he had heard of Henry VII and wished him well. It was a view not shared by many at Magdalen, for the late King Richard had been a friend to the college – and generous. But one could not judge him on that alone, Tom felt. And Magdalen had already benefited from King Henry’s bounty.

Anyway, the talk had drifted away from the reason why they were all gathered here – his own achievement. It was time to bring it back.

‘Magdalen is now one of the richest colleges in Oxford,’ he said. ‘Its library is splendid, thanks to the beneficence of Bishop Wayneflete. He was much mourned when he died this year, and I have many reasons to be grateful to him.’

‘You’ll miss university life, Tom,’ his mother said.

‘Not at all,’ he smiled, ‘for I am going back to take my Master of Arts degree. It’s all arranged. If, of course, Uncle, you can continue to support me?’

Mother had looked a little crestfallen, but Father rose splendidly to the occasion. ‘Of course, my boy. You must capitalise on your success.’

‘Indeed you must,’ Uncle Edmund added. ‘One day, I feel sure, the name of Wolsey will be famous. We’re all counting on you, Tom.’

Tom smiled, contented again. ‘Thank you, Uncle. I will try to live up to your expectations.’

It was after midnight when they returned to the inn, with Father staggering along the cobbled street and Mother tutting her disapproval. ‘I don’t like the boys seeing you like this, husband!’

‘Oh, shut your mouth,’ Robert slurred.

Once inside the building, William disappeared upstairs. Mother huffed off to the kitchen. Tom declined his father’s offer of a nightcap and climbed the stairs himself, wincing when they creaked, for he was sure that Rob would be asleep. But when he entered the chamber they shared, the candle was still burning and he could see, in the light of the dancing flame, his brother’s staring eyes.

‘Father! Mother!’ he cried out. ‘Come quickly!’

He would never forget his mother’s screams when she saw the lifeless body of her firstborn.

Of course, he could not return to university until after the funeral. When he did get back, he was glad to meet up with those of his fellow bachelors who were staying on with him. In their nightly forays to the inns and stews of Oxford, which often ended in their returning to college after the doors were locked, then having to scale the wall to get in, he could forget his grief, forget the memory of his brother’s pale, shrunken body lying in the bed.




Chapter 3

1496

Tom read the letter from Master Winter with mounting dismay. He was to come home, for his father was ill. His mother was asking for him.

He stared unseeing through the window of his room, which overlooked the quad. His first concern was that she would expect him to stay in Ipswich and take over from his father, which was the last thing he wanted. He was twenty-five now, and the university was his life. He did not intend it to be so for ever, as he was ambitious and his mind was set on higher things, but he was contented here and had done well, although not as well as he had hoped.

He had gone back to Magdalen College and obtained his Master of Arts degree three years later. Since then, he had remained at the university, continuing his studies in theology, and last year he had been made a fellow of Magdalen.

Yes, he had done well, but it wasn’t what he wanted. He longed for advancement, for an outlet for his capabilities in organisation and administration, which could not be given full rein in the rarefied world of the university. His ambition was to gain high public office in some capacity, and the best way to achieve it was through the Church. At eleven, that had seemed the obvious choice, but he had not then been of an age fully to understand what the vows of the priesthood would mean. Now he was a man and had tasted the sweet joys of the flesh. When the students were up, the brothels of Oxford did a brisk trade, of which he had sometimes availed himself. And since his graduation, he had acquired a liking for the finer things in life, through eating with the fellows, who kept a good table and lived in some comfort.

By doing the odd bit of tutoring, and spending some of the money kind Uncle Edmund regularly sent him, he’d been able to afford the occasional good meal in the better kind of inn, and to furnish his spartan room with painted hangings and small items of plate. He did not want to swear vows of chastity, poverty and obedience, did not want to surrender his will to a superior. He had not yet been able to bring himself to take that final step and enter the Church.

But his family clearly longed for him to do so.

‘It’s what we had you educated for,’ his father had said plaintively on his last visit home, and he had looked so old, so diminished, that Tom had felt deep pangs of guilt, especially when he saw Uncle Edmund nodding at him sadly.

‘You’re past twenty-four now,’ he said.

Tom nodded. He was aware that they had expected him to be ordained at twenty-four, the earliest age at which a young man could be accepted into the priesthood.

But it wasn’t their life or their decision! And why should his father worry? Tom was confident that, in time, he would attract the interest of an important patron and begin to rise in the world without having to take holy orders. King Henry, by all reports, was keen to promote ‘new men’, men of ability rather than of noble birth. One day, Tom told himself, that could be him. Why not?

Yet now that prospect seemed to be fading from view. Was he really destined to give up all the pleasures of the world to find some preferment of which his father would approve? And if he refused to become a priest, would he be compelled to come home to spend his days running the inn? Was all his learning destined to go to waste?

His father was bedridden when he got home, his mother tearful and clingy. He was gratified to see that his brother William was running the inn, the farm and the butcher’s shop quite competently. His young sister, Bess, was helping their mother keep house. His family didn’t need him, and they clearly didn’t want him interfering.

He sat beside his father’s bed, marvelling at how skeletal this once big, brawny man had become.

‘I have made my will,’ Robert Wolsey croaked. ‘I want to be buried in the churchyard of Our Lady St Mary of Newmarket, beside your brother Robert, and I want the church of St Nicholas to have my painting of the Archangel. Your mother is to have all my lands and goods, and they will come to William on her death. As for you, Tom . . .’ He paused to gather his breath. ‘You know how I have longed for you to enter the Church, for it is the quickest route to advancement.’ Tom’s heart plummeted, but his father remained oblivious. ‘I have provided that if you be ordained a priest within a year of my death, and sing Masses for me for another year, you shall have for your salary ten marks.’ Tom drew in his breath. It was a staggering sum; he had not known that his father had that kind of money or dreamed that he so wanted him to enter the Church. ‘And if you will not be a priest,’ Robert went on, ‘then I have willed that another honest priest shall sing Masses for me and receive payment for it. You must wait for your mother to die before you get any more of my bounty.’

The old voice was fading. A change was coming over the weary features. Thomas jumped up.

‘Mother!’ he shouted. Then he turned to his father. But it was too late to make any promises.

After the funeral, he went back to Oxford with Joan Wolsey’s blessing. He was resolved to defer any decision on joining the priesthood. For now, he would continue to pursue his academic career and study for a doctorate in theology. It was a relief to return to his rooms in the shadow of the rising Magdalen Tower, to get together for convivial dinners with his fellow dons and to exult in the heavenly singing of the choir in the chapel. He did not mind the constant shouts and hammering of the workmen building the new cloister; it would be an oasis of peace once it was finished, although he did wonder if he would still be at Oxford by then.

It was not long before he was offered the post of master of Magdalen College School, which he accepted eagerly because of the opportunities it offered to win patronage, for it was becoming fashionable for the gentry and nobility to send their sons to Oxford. All he needed in order to take that first vital step to a brilliant career was just a single influential patron.




Chapter 4

1498–9

Tom could not sleep. Tomorrow he was going to take the momentous step of entering the priesthood. He was still not sure that he was doing the right thing. His flesh continued to stir with the natural lusts implanted by God. He was unwilling to embrace chastity or poverty, still less obedience, and he often wondered why God required such sacrifices. But this was the way to advancement in the Church – and to claim his father’s legacy. The old man would be pleased, he reflected. God would be pleased, even though He must know that His servant was not wholehearted in his commitment. Mother was certainly pleased. She had sent a small gold crucifix on a chain as a gift to mark Tom’s ordination. It must have cost her a lot of money, as it contained a piece of the True Cross.

The longed-for patron had never materialised. No noble lord visiting Oxford had looked on the master of their son’s school and seen his potential. They must have thought him entrenched in the university, fulfilled by his office and perhaps lacking in ambition. All his efforts to make himself noticed had come to naught. So now here he was, not getting any younger, and with no choice but to take the only road left open to him.

At one point, tears threatened. It was like a bereavement, giving up the old life and surrendering his freedom to a higher authority. With a mighty effort, he controlled himself. He would do what was necessary, put the past behind him and do his best for God. He would try to master his instincts. He suspected, though, that he would be fighting a lost battle.

He knelt beneath the great chancel arch of St Peter’s Church in Marlborough. Before him, framed by the huge stained-glass window through which the March sun was blazing, sat enthroned the Bishop of Lydda, my lord Bishop of Salisbury’s suffragan. A laying-on of hands, some fervent prayers, and then the vows he had agonised so long about taking. When he stood up, he did so as the priest his father had wanted him to be.

His ordination made very little difference to his life. Lacking a patron, he had no avenues towards preferment in the Church. He returned to Oxford, where they appointed him the college’s bursar. He welcomed the chance to learn more about the administration of the college’s funds. He found he was very good at it. As bursar, he got involved with the completing of the great college tower, but then he was accused of misappropriating funds and was dismissed from office. It was unfair and unjust, for he had thought it quite legitimate to use the money for the works, and he had not taken any for himself, as some would have done. It had been an honest mistake, nothing more, and so he had vehemently argued, facing the college authorities across a table. In the end, they had acknowledged his innocence and allowed him to keep his fellowship and his post as master of the school, but the incident left him burning with humiliation. He threw himself into teaching and wrote to every bishop he could think of, urging that he be given some sort of ministry, however minor. He hoped he didn’t sound too pleading.

When he received the letter offering him the office of rural dean of Norwich, he was pleased rather than elated. It would bring in a stipend, even if it would not cover him in glory, and his duties would not be onerous, for all he had to do was act as a liaison between the local clergy of the diocese and the Bishop. He could carry that out from Oxford, riding out once or twice a month, or exchanging letters. He would do well, he would make sure of that, and make the Bishop notice him, and then promotion might just, finally, be in his sights.

In the meantime, he went about the college as if he had not a care in the world, taking pains to ensure that no one could see his discomfiture. He hosted dinners in his rooms for his friends and soothed his bruised pride with the occasional whore, not troubling his conscience with remorse. His priestly status had made little difference to his life at Magdalen College, and he was only occasionally called upon to take Mass in the chapel, for there were many fellows in holy orders. Sometimes, he found it hard to remember that he was a priest – and when he did, he felt a sense of disappointment, it seemed that nothing had changed. He was still at the university, stagnating.

Despite everything, Tom enjoyed teaching. It was deeply satisfying to know that he was influencing the minds of the next generation and, indeed, the future ruling classes. For in his charge were various little noble sprigs; some were insufferable spoiled brats, but others had obviously been taught the proper courtesies and deference due to their elders. Among the latter were John, Leonard and George Grey, the three youngest sons of Thomas Grey, my lord Marquess of Dorset. The Marquess, an affable, handsome man with fair hair and a fine reputation as a jouster, was eager to place his trust in Tom. He was a good father, a frequent visitor to the school, and always exhorting his boys to be virtuous and diligent in their learning.

He ranked only second after the mighty Duke of Buckingham among the peers of the realm, yet he treated Tom as an equal. Unlike Buckingham, he could boast no royal blood, for he was merely the son of the late King Edward’s widow by her first husband. Yet he was half-brother-in-law to King Henry, and uncle to the royal children. Here, Tom prayed, was the patron he had longed for.

When the Michaelmas term ended in December 1499, the Marquess came in person to Oxford to take his sons home. Having inspected their work, and professed himself delighted with it, he accompanied Tom to his study for a goblet of wine and they fell into easy conversation.

‘I’m building myself a great house, Master Wolsey,’ his lordship revealed. ‘It’s in Bradgate Park, in Leicestershire, but the foundations aren’t even down yet. The delays are frustrating, but it will be worth the wait, I don’t doubt. In the meantime, I’ve had Astley Castle refurbished, where my lady is busy planning the Christmas festivities.’ He smiled. ‘I was wondering, would you consider joining us at Astley for Yuletide? The boys, I am sure, would love to have you. You’ve made quite an impression on them, and I feel I owe you some reward for what you have done for them.’

Here it was, the patronage Tom had longed for.

‘It would be an honour,’ he said, without hesitation.

As he hurriedly stuffed his clothes into a leather bag, he could barely contain his elation. To be asked to keep Christmas in a lordly household was an honour indeed. Who knew where it might lead?

He made time to dispatch a messenger to Ipswich, where his mother and her second husband were running the farm, having left William in charge of the inn. Bess was now twelve and of marriageable age, but Tom doubted whether she was ready for a husband, being small for her years, and hoped it would be some time yet before one was found for her. He was sorry not to be able to be with his family at Christmas, and he knew his mother would be disappointed, but she would understand, for she had always wanted to see him getting on in life.

That done, he hastened downstairs to join the Marquess’s retinue.

Astley Castle wasn’t so much a castle as a fortified manor house surrounded by gardens and parkland, all shrouded by snow. It had been a long, arduous journey and Tom was relieved to see flares lighting their way to the big house. He smiled as the boys slid off their horses and raced ahead, whooping, to greet their mother, who was waiting by the mounting block.

After hugging them and kissing her lord, Cecily Bonville, the Marchioness, welcomed Tom warmly. He was a little in awe of her, for she had been famed as the wealthiest heiress in England when Dorset married her, yet there was no false pride in her as she showed him to a bedchamber the likes of which he had never seen. It contained a handsome tester bed with hangings of fine red wool, a capacious carved chest for his belongings, a high-backed chair with an embroidered cushion, and a painting of the Virgin and Child. A ewer of wine and a goblet stood on a small table and there was stained glass in the diamond-paned windows. Warm coals crackled merrily in a brazier. Pulling aside the counterpane, Tom saw that the bed was made up with a soft feather mattress, bleached linen sheets and a plump bolster. Here was luxury indeed! He had never been housed so comfortably.

The castle was even more splendid downstairs. When he joined the family for supper in the great parlour, he could not but marvel at the fine furniture, the tapestries, the gold and silver plate and the plentiful choice fare that was served to him. He thanked God that good manners had been drummed into him, so that he knew how to conduct himself in lordly company.

He had never spent such wonderful days. After the austerity of the university, the feasting, the jollity and the entertainments were balm to his stifled soul. He joined in with the rest as the Yule log crackled merrily on the fire and everyone in the household – masters and servants, with the barriers of rank cast down – threw themselves into the games and festivities. When he saw his three pupils wide-eyed at the sight of their zealous master letting down his guard and romping with the rest, he laughed out loud.

He felt very privileged when the Marquess bade him sit beside him at the high table as if he was the most honoured guest, and talked to him as if they had known each other for years.

‘I have not always been in high favour at court,’ he told Tom, ‘and I’m not sure that I even am now!’ He laughed self-deprecatingly. ‘Everything seemed set fair for me when the Queen my mother was married to King Edward. But when he died and King Richard usurped the throne, I felt I had to take some action, because of the way he disparaged my mother and declared my half-brothers bastards.’

‘And did worse, if rumour speaks truth,’ Tom ventured.

The Marquess bent to his ear. ‘I believe it does, and that he had the boys murdered in the Tower. It was regicide, no less! That was why I joined the Duke of Buckingham in rebellion against Richard. When that failed, I fled across the sea to Brittany to the Earl of Richmond, our present King Henry of happy fame. No one rejoiced more than I did when the usurper was killed at Bosworth Field and Richmond took the crown. And I rejoiced too when he married my half-sister Elizabeth.’

‘As did we all.’ Tom nodded. ‘I was but fifteen, yet I well remember the celebrations in Oxford.’

The Marquess refilled their goblets and sighed. ‘Alas, the King is a suspicious man, and he made it clear early on that he does not trust me. He had me imprisoned when the pretender Lambert Simnel made his bid for the throne – as if I would have done or countenanced anything to displace my sister! Even after I was freed, I was required to give guarantees of my loyalty to the King and make my son Thomas his ward.’

‘But you have prospered since,’ Tom observed, flattered to be discussing such important matters with a great peer of the realm.

‘I have indeed.’

‘Then, my lord, that is all that should matter now.’

The Marquess clapped him on the back. ‘Do you know, Master Wolsey, you speak truth!

That Christmas, surrounded by the good cheer and luxury of a noble establishment, Tom felt a deep inner yearning to live in such splendour. For a moment, no more, he could see himself presiding over such a household, then had to laugh at his presumption. But as he chatted to his host, he could not help but wonder if the Marquess was preparing to extend to him his patronage. If not, he surely had influential contacts at court. Would he be willing to approach them on Tom’s behalf? Would it be appropriate to ask? Why not? Whatever he did, it must wait until Christmas had passed. For now, he was going to enjoy himself!




Chapter 5

1500–1

‘I am well contented with the way you have tutored my sons,’ Dorset said on the last evening of Tom’s visit. Twelfth Night had been riotously celebrated, and now the decorations were down and the new year already felt flat.

Tomorrow morning, Tom would be departing for Oxford, and so far nothing had been said about opportunities for preferment. Now he was seated at table with the Marquess and Marchioness, the board had been cleared and the cards and dice lay before them. Soon, there would be no time left for him to make his suit.

‘It is an honour,’ he said. ‘My lord—’

But Dorset interrupted him. ‘Indeed! You have pleased me so well that I wish to reward you.’

Tom’s heart began to beat faster.

‘I have a benefice in my gift, the parish of Lymington, which is currently vacant, and I would like you to have it, Master Wolsey, in reward for your diligence. When my boys go to school in the Michaelmas term, they will have a new teacher, for you shall be installed as rector of Lymington. It’s a pleasant living, for it is a prosperous market town in the New Forest and St Thomas’s Church is right in the centre. There’s an annual fair and the coast is nearby, so it’s a busy port. You will be comfortable there, I have no doubt, and having your own parish will give you the independence you lack at Oxford.’

It was not what Tom wanted. He yearned for a place at court, to be at the centre of things, to have a role in which he could use to the full his knowledge, his talents and his administrative skills. Stuck out at Lymington, far from London, he would have little chance of making the contacts that were so vital to his ambitions.

He made himself smile and thank his beaming patron profusely. Then he knocked back the rest of his wine to drown his disappointment.

‘With your leave, my lord, I must go to my room and pack, for I have an early start tomorrow.’

He fled upstairs, feeling dangerously near to tears.

Life resumed its usual monotonous course. He taught, he studied, he made two journeys home to Ipswich, saying nothing about Lymington, for he knew his family would urge him to take it – and be pleased for him. He burned with frustration. He even thought about turning down the Marquess’s offer, reasoning that he stood a better chance of getting the preferment he wanted at Oxford. Yet how long had he been here now, since his graduation? Fourteen years, and not a patron in sight until now. He would be better off going to Lymington and proving how capable he was. It might fortune that the Bishop of Bath and Wells would take notice of him and offer him something more suited to his abilities. Tom was not a vain man, but he knew his worth.

The months dragged by, but finally it was October. He left Oxford with few regrets; he had been there too long and regretted wasting his young years living an almost monkish existence. He had enjoyed his studies, and teaching, but it was time to move on. He had been honing his administrative skills in running the school, and was itching to put them into practice in a wider capacity. He bade farewell to his colleagues and his pupils with a light heart, and set off on his way south, his possessions bundled up on a sumpter mule that dutifully trotted behind his horse. The weather was fair, the leaves turning all kinds of glorious shades of red or gold. Despite his reservations, he felt a sense of anticipation.

The Marquess had been right. Lymington was a comfortable parish. Once he had been instituted as rector and shown the ropes of his new living, Tom was able to look around himself with some satisfaction. The rectory was well appointed and spacious, standing in pretty gardens near the church. That was a fine edifice, thanks to the bounty of the pious dead who lay entombed within it. He found he enjoyed taking services, administering the sacraments, getting to know his parishioners, charming the chief among them – even the stern sheriff, Sir Amyas Paulet – and winning their trust. He began tutoring their sons for a small fee. Soon, he began to realise that getting on in life was not all about preferment to high office, but also about helping people, particularly at times of crisis, and making them aware of God’s love.

Sitting at his desk by the latticed window, he wrote to the Bishop, trying without boasting to inform him that he had improved the living and was running it efficiently. Yet still he craved advancement.

Tom had been at Lymington for nearly a year when a letter arrived. He read it in disbelief. The Marquess of Dorset, his good patron, had departed this life. The news gave him a jolt and left him feeling rudderless. Trying to get his head together, he took stock of his situation. Much depended, of course, on whether the new Marquess was disposed to look kindly on him. He prayed that would be the case, as the young man was a prominent courtier and could do much for him. Besides, Tom had nowhere else to go.

He was in turmoil. He could not quieten his anxieties. Needing some distraction, he threw on his cloak and went out. The autumn fair was in progress and the town was busy. He wandered among the stalls, his ears assailed by sellers crying their wares, the lowing of the cattle brought for sale, and the hubbub of the crowds. He pushed through them, unheeding of their greetings and the surprise on their faces when he ignored them. He had rarely felt so low. Was he destined for ever to strive for preferment and not be given it? Had all those years at university been in vain?

The smell of fried fish from a pan over a fire made him feel sick. At the stall where a vintner was selling fine wines from France, he paused to accept a small cup to taste. It was strong and heady, and immediately made him feel better, so he paid for a large goblet and downed it in a few gulps. Then he had another, and another. Dabbing his mouth and feeling a satisfying sense of well-being, with his troubles now seeming insignificant, he began to make his way back to the rectory, none too steadily. Weaving through the throng, he found himself bumping into people, who turned irately, then stared when they recognised him.

He did not see the stone in the road that sent him flying. What he did see as he crouched there on stinging knees, his cassock covered in dust, was a pair of leather boots. His eye travelled upwards to find that the figure looming over him was none other than a glowering Sir Amyas Paulet.

‘Shame on you!’ he growled. ‘Call yourself a priest? You’re a disgrace. My lord Marquess will hear about this!’

‘No, I pray you,’ Tom begged, hauling himself to his feet, instantly sober. ‘I will lose my living.’

‘It’s no more than you deserve,’ barked Sir Amyas.

‘I just heard that his old lordship had died,’ Tom gabbled. ‘I was so downcast I chose to drown my sorrows, but I am not used to strong wine. I beg your forgiveness, and all of yours.’ He spoke to those who had gathered to stare. He felt utterly humiliated.

Sir Amyas was impervious. ‘It is unbecoming in one of your calling to behave in such a gross manner. I will not let this go unpunished.’

He summoned the constable, and, to his mortification, Tom was hauled back to the marketplace and clapped in the stocks, his abasement complete. The shoppers closed in around him, some of them jeering. But others had heard what he had said to Sir Amyas and they were having none of it.

‘Give the poor man some grace!’ cried one. ‘He wasn’t to know how potent the wine was. It could happen to any of us.’

‘Aye,’ chimed in the vintner. ‘It is strong. I wish now I’d warned him.’

‘He’s a good man, Father Wolsey,’ a woman declared angrily to Sir Amyas, who was standing sentinel by the stocks. ‘He takes care of our souls unstintingly and he teaches our children.’

‘It’s not Christian to treat him like this!’ cried another.

Sir Amyas was seen to be wavering. The mood of the crowd was getting ugly. Someone threw a piece of offal, not at Tom in the stocks, as would have been expected, but at the sheriff himself, who stared aghast at the bits of gristle adorning his fine black gown.

He turned to the constable. ‘Release him,’ he snapped. ‘And you, Rector, go home and remember well the lesson I taught you!’

As Tom was set free, the people cheered, even those who had booed him at first.

He was never more pleased to reach the sanctuary of his house. Leaning against the front door, he felt his heart pounding as indignation vied with embarrassment in his mind. He would have a nasty headache later, he knew. One day, he vowed, he would get even with Sir Amyas Paulet.




Chapter 6

1502

Tom had not needed to worry. The new Marquess evidently never learned of the events at the fair. In fact, he must have had good reports of Tom, for he proved as good a patron as his father had been. But advancement, strangely enough, did not come through him. It came from Oxford, where one of the fellows, meeting the Archbishop of Canterbury when the Primate visited Magdalen College, learned that his Grace was looking for a new chaplain, and recommended his industrious old friend, Father Wolsey. Soon, Tom was catapulted to the centre of national affairs, dividing his time between Canterbury and Lambeth Palace. He was able to make only the occasional visit to Lymington, which he was entitled to retain. It was not unusual for a priest who held more than one church office to be absent, and he soothed his conscience – which was nagging him for virtually abandoning his loyal flock – by telling himself that his new duties were far more important. Not only was he serving as spiritual adviser to the Archbishop, but he was also playing an active part in dealing with the many administrative matters that came to his attention.

He liked the amiable Archbishop Henry Deane immensely. Deane was sixty, twice Tom’s age, but he was an Oxford man and they had much in common, although the Archbishop had studied law rather than theology. Like Tom, he had come from a modest background, but he had risen through the clerical ranks to enjoy a distinguished career in politics, and had only recently been consecrated to the highest position in the English Church. He was highly regarded by the King, who had made him Lord Keeper of the Privy Seal.

Tom was in awe of this formidably able, yet humble, man, for whose soul he was now responsible. He watched and took note as Deane set vigorously about his administrative duties, and learned a great deal from scrutinising the plans for his many building projects. What must it be like to have the means to accomplish such works, and to live in extravagant splendour, as the Archbishop did? Tom could not suppress pangs of envy. Yet he owed Deane much, especially when, in March, he was taken to the court at Westminster and presented to the King himself. He thought himself in Heaven as he entered the presence chamber and saw the monarch enthroned at the far end. This was where he wanted – and was destined, he was sure – to be.

On first sight, King Henry VII was unimpressive. He was tall and gaunt, with wispy grey hair and suspicious eyes. A monkey sat on his shoulder. ‘Father Wolsey,’ he said in a dry voice, ‘I have been hearing good things about you. If my lord Archbishop can ever bear to part with you, there will be a post for you here at court.’

Tom took just a moment to craft his reply. ‘I thank your Grace,’ he murmured. ‘Truly, I would be torn, for I know not where else I would ever find two such distinguished patrons.’

‘You have a honeyed tongue,’ the King commented, smiling at last. ‘Are you a flatterer, Father Wolsey?’

Tom felt himself flush. ‘I should hope not, your Grace. I ask only to serve where I am best needed.’

‘Such humility is rare,’ the King observed.

‘Father Wolsey is a talented and able man, indefatigable in getting things done,’ the Archbishop told him.

‘I am sure he would have been useful in assisting you in negotiations for this Treaty of Perpetual Peace we have just signed, and with arrangements for the two royal weddings.’

‘Aye, Sire. His help would have been invaluable.’

Tom knew all about the treaty, which it was hoped would bring a lasting peace between England and Scotland. It had been sealed in January by the marriage of the King’s daughter, the Princess Margaret, to King James IV. He wished he could have been involved in those negotiations, and with the arrangements for the wedding of Arthur, Prince of Wales, the heir to the throne, to the Spanish Infanta, Katherine of Aragon, which had been lavishly celebrated, by all accounts, last November. He perceived that these alliances were triumphs of diplomacy, and burned to know more about how such treaties were negotiated and formulated. He felt sure that, in bringing his own organisational skills to the table, he could be more than useful in a diplomatic role.

The King rose from his throne
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