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For Julia

Birth, marriage, death – ploughing, seedtime and harvest – all move in tune and the cosmic relationships are mirrored in the human relationships.

GEOFFREY WAGNER on Lewis Grassic Gibbon,
Essays in Criticism, 1952
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Note on Units of Currency

In citing units of currency, the old sterling denominations of pounds, shillings and pence have been retained. There are 12 old pence in a shilling (modern 5p. or US 10c.), twenty shillings in a pound (£1 or US $2), and so on. Equivalents for Tudor gold and silver coins are: noble (modern 45p. or US 90c.), angel (33p. or US 66c.), royal or rose noble (50p. or US $1), sovereign (100p. or US $2), groat (1.6p. or US 3c.). A mark is 13s. 4d. (66p. or US $1.25). One hundred marks is £66 (US $135). Rough estimates of modern values for sixteenth-century units of currency can be obtained by multiplying all the numbers by a thousand. Equivalents for European denominations are worked out from ‘Money and Coinage of the Age of Erasmus’, in CWE 1, pp.311–47, and P. Spufford (ed.), Handbook of Medieval Exchange (London, 1986).


Prologue

EARLY ONE MORNING in August 1535, during the wettest year that anyone could remember, a twenty-nine-year-old gentlewoman and her maid boarded a wherry from a wharf outside their riverside home at Butts Close, Chelsea, and were rowed three miles along the River Thames to London Bridge. It was the most convenient, if expensive, way to travel: the fare was two shillings, three if the oarsmen had to row against the tide, the equivalent of a week’s wages for a bricklayer or the price of six whole salmon or a dozen hens. This summer, it took courage to leave the sweet fresh air of the countryside for the foul smells and contagion of the city, since flooding and overflowing drains had triggered recurrent outbreaks of plague. Hundreds of Londoners were to die, encouraging the wealthier citizens to shut up their houses and evacuate their families to the countryside until the epidemic abated. Henry VIII, now forty-four, beginning to put on weight and ever fearful of death and disease, had already left with his queen, Anne Boleyn, for a summer of hawking and hunting in the Severn Valley in Gloucestershire. His chief minister, Thomas Cromwell, accompanied them with his greyhound, but had no time for sport. His priority was paperwork, not pleasure.

London Bridge was one of the city’s major landmarks. Spanning twenty stone piers, each sixty feet high and thirty feet thick, it stood on the site of an ancient timber river-crossing first established during the Roman occupation of Britain and rebuilt by the Anglo-Saxons, when it was supported by piles and broad enough for two wagons to pass each other. The later stone bridge, begun in 1176, had taken thirty-three years to complete. Continuous structural repairs were needed because of storms and fires and the excessive weight of more than a hundred shops and houses crowding in over the carriageway. In 1481 a house toppled over the side, drowning five men. Since the bridge doubled as a fortress protecting the city from rebels or invaders, it boasted a tower on each side of its disused central drawbridge with a portcullis and fortified gatehouse at its more vulnerable southern end.

When the wherry reached its destination, the women paid the oarsmen and climbed the thirty or so wooden steps up from the river towards the fish market. They attracted no attention; so hazardous was it for boats to pass under the arches of the bridge given the rapid currents and the narrowness of the gaps between the piers, passengers routinely disembarked here, if necessary continuing their journey from the other side.

The gentlewoman was dressed in a black gown more suitable for winter than summer. She had large brown eyes, a haunting sorrow and looked ten years older than she really was. Everyone would have guessed she was in mourning. Her wedding ring, clearly visible, was set with a ruby, and she may have worn her favourite pectoral or medallion, in which case passers-by would have made out the image of St Michael, the keeper of paradise, fighting with Lucifer in the shape of a dragon. The maid carried her mistress’s purse and a basket, not surprisingly since they seemed to be about to purchase fish.

Except that the women turned onto the bridge and kept walking until they reached the north tower before the drawbridge. Looking up, they would have noticed four stones with ‘Jhesus’ carved on them in large antique lettering. However, their gaze was fixed to the dozen or more skulls on poles protruding from a ledge of the parapet, parboiled and coated with tar to protect them from scavenging by the circling, screaming gulls.*

This wasn’t the gentlewoman’s first visit; she’d been here perhaps as many as a dozen times recently. When she’d first come, she’d recognized several of the skulls. One belonged to John Houghton, Prior of the London Carthusians, another to Bishop John Fisher of Rochester. Both had been executed for treason after refusing to swear an oath to the legitimacy of Anne Boleyn’s marriage to Henry and after denying the king’s revolutionary new claim to be the Supreme Head of the Church in England. For his loyalty to Rome, Pope Paul III had created Fisher a cardinal a month before his trial. His red hat had arrived at Calais, awaiting delivery across the Channel. Henry, spiteful, vengeful, indignant at the news, placed an embargo on the hat. Then, laughing uproariously, he promised Anne Boleyn that he’d teach Fisher a lesson once and for all. ‘Let the Pope send him a hat when he will,’ he exclaimed, ‘but I will so provide that whensoever it commeth, he shall wear it on his shoulders; for head shall he have none to set it on.’

The maid knocked at the bridge-master’s door, which opened to admit the women. After a brief conversation, the maid unclasped the purse and handed over some coins. In return, she received a skull, gently wrapping it in a linen cloth before placing it in the basket. The women immediately left and returned to Chelsea.

The gentlewoman was Margaret Roper, her maid Dorothy Colley, and the head they had surreptitiously recovered that of Sir Thomas More, Margaret’s father, executed just over four weeks earlier. More, famous for his wit and charm, had won a European reputation as the author of Utopia. Henry had invited him to Court to serve as his secretary and intimate adviser before turning vindictively against him. Like Houghton and Fisher, he’d been interrogated by Cromwell and tried and convicted of high treason by a special court commissioned by Henry to destroy men he’d come to regard as enemies of the state. The difference was that, whereas Houghton and Fisher had contradicted the royal supremacy and Fisher had campaigned openly against Henry’s divorce from his first wife, Katherine of Aragon, Thomas More had kept silent. He’d neither defended the papal supremacy nor denied the king’s. He’d even offered to acknowledge Anne Boleyn as the lawful queen (but not Henry’s lawful wife) and her children as heirs to the throne. He’d been a conscientious objector, holding fast to his opinions, but as far as the official record went, always keeping them to himself, staunchly professing his loyalty to the king as head of state. The closest he came to the abyss before his trial was to say: ‘in my conscience this was one of the cases in which I was bounden that I should not obey my Prince, sith [i.e. since] that whatsoever other folk thought in the matter … yet in my conscience the truth seemed on the other side.’

After More’s execution, his head too had been boiled and tarred and set up on London Bridge. The custom was that it would remain there for between a fortnight and six weeks, when it would be taken down to make room for other heads. The bridge-master, as for everything else he did, had a system. As new heads arrived, he moved the old ones along the row until, when they reached the end of the line, he threw them into the river. Margaret had been carefully watching their progression. She tracked her father’s skull along the row, identifying it by a missing tooth. As she stared up at these heart-rendingly gruesome relics of people she had known, she couldn’t but have realized the bitter irony of the lines in the Latin grammar book she’d been reading with her children. The book by Robert Whittinton, a friend of one of her father’s early mentors, set the following translation exercise:


More is a man of an angel’s wit and singular learning. He is a man of many excellent virtues … I know not his fellow. For where is the man … of that gentleness, lowliness and affability. And as time requireth, a man of marvellous mirth and pastimes, and sometime of sad gravity, as who say ‘A Man for All Seasons’.



And yet, just two pages later, the students were asked to translate:


Upon London Bridge I saw three or four men’s heads stand upon poles … it is a strange sight to see the hair of the heads disappear away, and the gristle of the nose consumed away.

 

When Margaret arrived back in Chelsea, she lovingly unwrapped the skull and packed it with spices to preserve it, intending to take it with her to the grave.

Cromwell returned to London in October. Hearing of her visit to the bridge-master, he summoned Margaret before the Privy Council, where she was accused of attempting to propagate a cult and of concealing her father’s papers. She ably defended herself, replying: ‘I have saved my father’s head from being devoured by the fishes with the intention of burying it, and I have hardly any books and papers, except a very few personal letters, which I humbly beseech you to allow me to keep.’ She was permitted to leave unharmed.

Her husband William Roper had been frantically writing to his younger brother, Christopher, a lawyer and building-surveyor in Cromwell’s household. Not content with letters, William sent a messenger every other day to see if his brother could be traced. He couldn’t understand why Christopher wouldn’t use his influence to mitigate the forfeiture of the More family’s estates, for William wasn’t of the stuff that martyrs are made, swearing Henry’s oath and sitting on the jury for the trial of two Middlesex priests accused alongside Prior Houghton, a fact he strove for ever afterwards to conceal.

Margaret Roper never cared much for possessions. Always her father’s favourite child whom he educated to become one of Europe’s leading women intellectuals, she dedicated her life and talents after his arrest to helping him conquer his physical and mental fears and emerge morally victorious over a tyrant. But along the way there would be casualties. Henry’s marriage to Anne Boleyn would result in cataclysmic political changes splitting families asunder, and the Mores would be no exception. For as long as she could remember, Margaret’s aunt and uncle, Elizabeth and John Rastell, had been as close as anyone to her father other than his own wife and children, and ever since they’d known each other her father and uncle had yearned to reshape society and their world. Both had utopian visions of the future, but their friendship was to collapse in tatters when Rastell introduced draft legislation into Parliament seeking to overthrow some of his brother-in-law’s most cherished beliefs. And even the internationally renowned Erasmus of Rotterdam, the most illustrious and charismatic of her father’s friends whom Margaret had known since he’d stayed at her home when she was four, would all but abandon him, lacking his inner steel. ‘Mine,’ said Erasmus in a rare bout of candour, ‘was never the spirit to risk my life for the truth. Not everyone has the strength needed for martyrdom.’

Deserted by his sons-in-law, and especially by William Roper, and visited in the Tower only once in fifteen months by his wife Lady Alice, Thomas More was too gregarious, too emotionally dependent on those dearest to him, to face Henry’s wrath alone, because, for all his outward assurance, he was prone to fear and doubt. Margaret, at first tentatively and unconsciously, and then with increasing confidence and ingenuity, would step into the breach. And when at last her father became a victim of Henry’s tyranny, she came again to his rescue. One of the main underlying themes of this book will be her role in achieving her father’s fame. Without her, a dossier of letters compiled while he was a prisoner in the Tower could not have been created and preserved. Without it, we could never have heard his own voice not just whispering across a prison courtyard to his ‘dearly beloved Meg’, but speaking openly to us across the centuries, telling us why he felt he had to die in a moral cause and why he felt so strongly and passionately about it.


While her father’s place in history is secure, Margaret’s has generally been less so. Although a character in Robert Bolt’s feature-film version of A Man for All Seasons, she was largely confined to the domestic scenes at Chelsea and omitted from the public ones, for she had long before been airbrushed out of the political events by her father’s official Catholic biographer Nicholas Harpsfield, for whom a woman’s independent role was anathema. A truly heroic figure did not need a woman’s support. A martyr was supposed to go to his death confidently, not reluctantly. He wasn’t meant to have had his own inner demons as Thomas More did, and even if doubts were expressed, they were not meant to be shared with a woman.

Bolt saw Thomas as a man with an adamantine sense of his own self. He knew where he began and where he left off, what area of himself he could safely yield to his enemies, and which to his friends and those he loved. While this is partly true, it is not wholly so, for in the Tower he almost collapsed under the weight of his fears and without Margaret talking and praying with him as often as she could in that cold, bleak cell, it is far from certain that he would have been able to do what he did. ‘You alone,’ he said as they kissed and embraced for the very last time, ‘have long known the secrets of my heart.’

Margaret lived in a patriarchal society, where gender stereotypes required women to be ‘chaste, silent and obedient’. Besides shockingly contravening that stereotype shortly after marrying William by writing and publishing a book, a step by itself as dramatic and inflammatory in its own day as anything said by her father in Utopia, her later interventions in her father’s cause were rightly seen as a threat by men like Cromwell, fully aware of the danger to Henry if she were ever allowed to tell the whole truth. In spite of prudently dissembling, saying that she had hardly any of her father’s books and papers, her enduring achievement would be to make sure that these very same materials, and a great deal more, would one day be published, so that everyone could know the story of the man who’d kept silent. Without hearing his and her voices so vividly, so distinctly, so authentically as we do in his wonderful letters to ‘Meg’ and her own soul-rending letter to her stepsister Alice Alington, which even more than Utopia would be Thomas More’s political testament, the story would have been impoverished and her father become just another footnote in history.


PART I

Margaret’s World


1

A Child is Born

MARGARET, THE ELDEST CHILD born to Thomas More and his wife Joanna,* would always remember her first home, the Barge at Bucklersbury. A sought-after location, Bucklersbury lay off the east end of Cheapside, one of London’s grandest, broadest thoroughfares and most popular processional routes. Some 500 yards north of the Thames, it was noisier and less exclusive than the area around Guildhall, where the Court of Hustings met and the Mayor and Aldermen sat in Common Council, but closer to the main food markets. What had always struck her father most about this district was its sheer bustle and excitement: the din, the quarrels, the thousand enticements, the feigned love and honeyed poisons of smooth flatterers trying to sell their wares. ‘Wherever you turn your eyes,’ he once exclaimed, ‘what else will you see but confectioners, fishmongers, butchers, cooks, poulterers, fishermen, fowlers, who supply the materials for gluttony and the world!’

Just round the corner, a stone’s throw away, was the Stocks Market, where meat, poultry and fish were sold and the waste products thrown into the adjacent Walbrook stream. So often had this stream become blocked (with consequent noxious smells) that a civic ordinance banned the owners of the neighbouring houses from connecting private latrines to it, forcing them to install cesspits in their gardens. A particular irritant was the keeping of poultry and pigs which often roamed the streets. Ducks and hens caused little inconvenience besides noise, but pigs were a recurring nuisance. And when one enterprising resident built his pigsty directly over the stream so that the excrement could be swept straight into it, the Common Council stepped in and ordered these pigs to be removed.

Opposite the east end of Bucklersbury, where it intersected with a street called Walbrook and on the far side of the junction, stood the parish church of St Stephen Walbrook, built in limestone with a fine timber roof covered in lead, its nave 100 feet long. A majority of the parishioners were grocers or sold pepper and spices; the rest were medical practitioners or apothecaries. In fact, the character of the district changed discernibly during Margaret’s lifetime. Once mainly populated by grocers, the parish came to be dominated by apothecaries, whose stocks of fresh and dried herbs may have gone some way to counteract any residual smells from the stream.

The Barge was a ‘great mansion’, built of stone and timber, set back from the road behind a gatehouse. Until 1495 or thereabouts, it had been a commercial property: a public weigh-house, operated on behalf of the civic authorities by the Grocers’ Company, containing the ‘great beam’ or balance used by wholesalers for weighing the heaviest bales of spices and other dry foodstuffs. Larger than the average single dwelling, it was the last house on the south-east corner of Bucklersbury, overlooking St Stephen’s. At the rear were stables and a delightful south-facing garden which, until the stream had been partly covered with paving, was accessible by barge, hence the house’s name. The freehold was owned by the Hospital of St Thomas of Acre in Cheapside, meaning to all intents and purposes the Mercers’ Company, which elected the Master and managed the hospital’s affairs. On recovering vacant possession from the grocers, the mercers had divided up the Barge into tenements, converting them for residential occupation. When the Mores first moved in, they had a lease for a part of the property only, and it took Margaret’s father eight years and some trouble and expense to obtain a forty-year lease of the whole site.

We can go some way towards reconstructing the architectural and physical setting at the Barge. A decade or so after Margaret’s death, two witnesses in a lawsuit gave evidence including full inventories of the rooms and their contents, explaining that all the bulkier, heavier items of furniture and many of the interior decorations had hardly been touched since the Mores had departed. So much so that in the list of items remaining in the study, we find ‘a table’ (meaning a panel portrait) ‘of Sir Thomas More’s face’ still hanging where someone had left it.

The main access for visitors after they walked past the gatehouse was through the great hall, where dinner was normally served. Here ‘a great map of all the world’ and four gilded escutcheons or armorial shields took pride of place on the walls. A buffet or ‘great cupboard of wainscot’ stood on the dais near to the fireplace, displaying ‘five Venice glasses’ – more likely bowls or vases than wine glasses. A window, maybe a bay or oriel window providing a convenient recess for private conversation, would have offered guests a view into a courtyard. In winter it was hung with a curtain of yellow buckram, lined with canvas, to keep out draughts.

A staircase beyond the lower end of the hall enabled the family and servants to reach a first-floor gallery where a mechanical clock of gilt-metal with a chain and weights hung from the wall. A number of doors led off the gallery: one was to a bedroom containing a bed and a great chest or coffer of cypress wood which, on lifting the lid, was seen to contain a set of smaller boxes or inner compartments. In a closet or alcove was ‘an image of Christ’s head’, maybe a panel painting of Christ wearing the Crown of Thorns. Suspended from a hook was a large bassoon-like instrument with a deep bass tone known as a serpent: made of wood, covered with leather and formed with three U-shaped turns, it lay conveniently at hand for use at the family’s Christmas or Twelfth Night revels, when itinerant minstrels or ‘waits’ would entertain everyone in the great hall, singing and playing from the gallery above.

Next along from here was a maid’s room where napkins, sheets and other household items were stored. Still at first-floor level, a narrow corridor led to Thomas More’s study, his inner sanctum that his children were rarely allowed to penetrate. Anyone entering would have gazed in wonder at the extraordinary number of bookcases, reaching from floor to ceiling, the shelves carefully spaced to accommodate volumes of different sizes from the smallest octavos to the largest folios. One of the family traditions is that Thomas rose at two or three o’clock in the morning to write. It almost seems as if, to obtain inner peace and a sense of personal fulfilment, to justify his very existence, he had to write something every day. He’d begun with impromptu speeches for family revels, once casually mentioning to an old schoolmaster the ‘additions’ he’d made to a comedy about King Solomon. About the time Margaret was born, he wrote (and went on later to publish) a slapstick poem entitled A Merry Jest how a Serjeant would learn to play the Friar. Writing came naturally to him; it was a vital outlet for his creative energies. He once described himself as swept along by a spontaneous urge to write: everything came pouring out of his head onto the page.

Strikingly, he kept a four-poster bed with a tester or canopy in his study, suggesting that he often spent the night here, working late and rising early, surrounded by his precious books and papers, taking pleasure otherwise only in a few portraits of his friends and family, a set of a dozen or so stained or painted glass roundels of a type specially favoured by Renaissance artists, and a prized collection of Roman coins and antique gems.

Further along the passage was a ‘closet’ or antechamber with a section partitioned off, known as ‘the counting house’. In most Tudor households, we should expect to find a locked iron chest here containing ledgers and ready cash for such items as food purchases, the servants’ wages and other daily running expenses, but not in this one, where the counting house was crammed with overflow piles of books.

Immediately off the closet was a private chapel, one of the main focal points of the family’s daily life, with two brass candlesticks, ‘a great Crucifix’ and a set of portable images of the saints on the altar. Otherwise sparsely furnished, the chapel was small, although not wholly austere. Members of the family sat on low stools when listening to Bible readings and knelt on cushions while they prayed, also resting their books on cushions placed on their reading desks.

Still on the first floor but closest to the upper end of the hall was the grandest, most formal room, the great chamber. It could also be reached via a spiral stone staircase built into the wall behind the dais at the upper end of the great hall, the route that guests were expected to take after dinner. Doorways at both ends of this room had elaborately carved portals to signify that it was the principal reception area. Inside, apart from the usual collection of chairs and stools, stood a buffet with open shelves for exhibiting silver or pewter, two desks to display rare books, a great wainscot chest and a fireplace with an oversized grate. Adorning the walls while the Mores still lived here, but removed to various ground-floor storerooms by the time the inventories were compiled, were several large wall-hangings on painted cloth. Such tapestry substitutes, intended for families who were comparatively affluent, but still couldn’t afford the real thing, generally depicted classical or biblical scenes painted on canvas or linen. Leading off the great chamber was a smaller, more intimate parlour or withdrawing room, reached through a door in the panelling, maybe used for conversation or entertaining relatives and close family friends.

After visitors had returned downstairs and back through the screens at the lower end of the great hall towards the main entrance, they would have noticed along the passage a flight of stairs down to a cellar containing firewood, coal and cooking oil. At ground-floor level, this passage led on round a corner to the service quarters: the pantry, larder and finally the kitchen. A side door for the use of the servants led to the stables and garden. Next to the larder window around the side of the house was a chicken coop, guaranteeing a ready supply of the fresh eggs that Margaret’s father is known to have particularly enjoyed.

Elsewhere on the ground floor was a spacious summer parlour with garden access for the family’s use, the equivalent of a modern conservatory. Not far from the pantry and the larder stood the laundry with its tubs and scrubbing boards, with living quarters for half a dozen indoor servants scattered in between a run of storage rooms. According to the inventories, the storage rooms were stuffed full of broken furniture, old planks and decaying building materials left over from when the Grocers’ Company had leased the property. ‘A great tackle’ or hoist took up part of the space in the front courtyard, the remnant of the time when the Barge had been a public weigh-house.

The site’s crowning glory, perhaps the reason the family chose to extend their lease to include the whole of the property, was the garden, one of the largest in London still in private hands, occupying some 4,000 square yards. Here, despite living at the very heart of the restless, overcrowded city, the family was able to enjoy the seclusion of no fewer than three shady arbours with fruit trees, flowers and shrubs. Most likely Thomas and Joanna had planned and built them, for Thomas liked nothing better than to sit there relaxing on a hot summer’s evening, eating his supper in his doublet and hose without a ruff or collar. The most remarkable garden feature was a vast pergola containing an aviary or ‘great cage’ made of wood and wire-netting, housing the family’s collection of exotic birds. A street map of London drawn between 1561 and 1570 shows the garden with its pergola still standing, by which time the aviary and east wing of the house had disappeared. The inventories do not record when the Mores built their aviary, what species of birds they chose, and where they came from, but the relative importance to the family of their outdoor space is proved by the valuation of the arbours and aviary, together amounting to £20 and around an eighth of the value of the freehold of the site.

Margaret was born at home, some time between late August and the beginning of October 1505. Her mother, whom an uncle’s evidence in a newly discovered lawsuit shows to have been just eighteen, endured a painful, protracted labour, proved by the fact that she made a special thank-offering to God at St Stephen’s shortly afterwards, and by her choice of the baby’s name, usually significant if it didn’t already run in the family. Names were linked to patron saints and St Margaret was the patron saint of childbirth. In Latin, margarita means a pearl which is shining white, small and powerful, after Margaret of Antioch, one of Christianity’s earliest women saints, disowned by her father and cruelly tortured by the Roman prefect. The climax of her legend is a prison confrontation with the devil in the shape of a hideous dragon. He assails her and would have devoured her in a single gulp, but she makes the sign of the cross, causing him to vanish. The prefect then tries to burn her alive in a furnace, then to drown her, all to no avail. Finally, he orders her decapitation, but after appealing for a brief respite, she is allowed to pray for her tormentors, adding a prayer that any woman who invokes her aid when suffering a difficult labour will give birth to a healthy child.

Before Margaret was eight days old, she was carried by the midwife across the street to church to be baptized. Rarely, if ever, did a mother attend her own child’s baptism, since canon law forbade newly delivered women from entering a church until they had been ritually purified. About three weeks afterwards, Joanna would have stood at the church door wearing a veil and holding a candle in order to be sprinkled with holy water by the priest and readmitted into church.

At the christening itself, Margaret’s godparents would have promised to protect her ‘from fire and water and other perils’ until she was seven, and teach her the Lord’s Prayer, the ‘Ave Maria’ (or ‘Hail Mary’) and the Creed. Taking her gently in his hands, the priest would have immersed her three times in the font, once for the Father, once for the Son and a third time for the Holy Spirit, then dipped his thumb in holy oil, making the sign of the cross on her forehead, shoulders and breast, before wrapping her in a white linen christening robe as a symbol of purity and, more practically, to prevent the holy oil from being rubbed off. According to the Church’s teaching, baptism exorcized the guilt of original sin but did not remove its stirrings. If Margaret subsequently committed a sin other than a venial one which might be expiated by repeating the Lord’s Prayer or saying the rosary (150 ‘Hail Marys’), she would forfeit the goodness conveyed by baptism until she confessed and was absolved.

After the ceremony everyone would have gathered in the great hall at the Barge, where wine and sweetmeats would have been served. Even at comparatively frugal christening parties, two gallons of claret and several quarts of sweet white wine would be consumed. Family members and godparents would bring presents, often money or a silver christening cup. The guests would then have trooped upstairs to see Joanna, either in her bedroom or in the great chamber, where she would have greeted and embraced them. They would then have withdrawn downstairs again to the hall, laying out their gifts on the open shelves of the ‘great cupboard of wainscot’ on the dais beside the fireplace for others to admire.

The party over, the midwife handed Margaret to a wet-nurse, almost certainly the wife of Thomas Giggs, a man featuring in legal testimony as occupying a small dwelling adjacent to the Barge. ‘Mistress Giggs’ had lately given birth to a daughter herself, another Margaret. Joanna, as was then the norm for mothers wishing to conceive again quickly, would have breast-fed her child until the day of the baptism, but afterwards paid someone else to feed her, perhaps for a year or more. And who better than a neighbour?

Although Margaret couldn’t have remembered much about the time she spent next door, her young namesake was soon destined to become her foster-sister and dearest, lifelong friend. When ‘Mistress Giggs’ sadly died not long after returning her young charge, the Mores decided to adopt her own bereaved daughter, a step considered to be perfectly normal at the time, much to the relief of her worried father, the indoor servant of a mercer, often sent on errands abroad to help with cloth exports and unable to cope with bringing up a child on his own.

No toys are mentioned in the inventories of the Barge, but we can catch a glimpse of how Margaret’s father would have amused her and Margaret Giggs when they were toddlers in the late winter afternoons or in the garden in the heat of the summer. He always remembered with love and affection his own childhood nurse, ‘Mother Maud’, telling him animal stories from Aesop’s Fables, and would have wanted to do the same for his own children. In later life Margaret still knew by heart all these stories, which were full of wonderful talking lions, apes, asses, foxes, wolves, cats, dogs, birds, rats and weasels. When she and Margaret Giggs were in the nursery, they would have sat spellbound on her father’s lap as he picked his (and their) favourites, improvising all the appropriate gestures and intonations to hoots and screams of delight. Her father’s own favourite stories were those of the fox and the grapes, the ass in a lion’s skin, the dog and his shadow, the goose that laid the golden egg (except that for Thomas More it was always a hen, because he would insist on telling the story from a Latin edition of the Fables rather than using Caxton’s popular translation), the sheep and the wolves, and the snail and her shell. All of Aesop’s Fables have a moral point to ponder when the laughter fades, which is why Thomas More thought them ideal for children and adults alike. ‘There is almost no tale so foolish,’ he goes out of his way to say, ‘but that yet in one matter or other, to some purpose it may hap to serve.’

Most parents began with such simpler, shorter tales as those of the nightingale, and the fox and the wolf. Finding a sparrow-hawk, a bird of prey, devouring her chicks, a nightingale at length obtains relief from a hunter who catches the sparrow-hawk in a net, carrying him off. ‘He that oppresseth the innocents shall have an evil death,’ is Aesop’s moral, which listeners likened to the biblical tale of Cain and Abel. As to the fox, his malice and envy cause his downfall, for when he approaches a wolf ’s lair ostensibly on a friendly visit, his secret intent is to steal. Thwarted in his nefarious plan, the fox calls on a nearby shepherd to inform him of the wolf ’s whereabouts, only to be torn apart himself by dogs.

Of all Aesop’s Fables, it was the tougher, political tales that stuck in Margaret’s memory. A quarter of a century later, when her father was a prisoner in the Tower of London, one of those she remembered was about a flatterer and an honest man who decide to visit a distant country ruled by apes. The King of the Apes has them brought before him. Sitting like an emperor on his throne beneath his cloth of estate with all his apes about him, he demands of them who he is.

‘Thou art emperor and king, the fairest creature that is on earth,’ says the flatterer, stepping forward.

‘And who be these about me?’ asks the King of the Apes.

‘Sir, they be your knights and your subjects for to keep your person and your realm.’

‘Thou art a good man,’ answers the king. ‘I will that thou be my great steward of my household and that every one bear to thee honour and reverence.’

When the honest man hears this, he naively supposes that if only he tells the unvarnished truth, he will be even more highly rewarded. So when the king turns to him, he answers: ‘Thou art an ape and a beast right abominable. And all they which be about thee are like and semblable to thee.’

The furious king orders the apes to tear the honest man into tiny pieces with their teeth and claws. ‘And therefore,’ concludes Aesop, ‘it happeneth often that the liars and flatterers be enhanced and the men of truth be set low and put back. For often times (for to say) truthful men lose their lives, the which thing is against justice and equity.’

When Margaret first heard this story from her father, she could scarcely have imagined that, one day in a bleak stone cell in the Tower, they would pace up and down, repeating to one another this and other fables, adapted to suit the case of Henry VIII and his councillors. In her childhood innocence, she simply revelled in the tales, made all the more compelling by the fact that her father brought home a monkey as a pet. A friend of her father’s, staying with the family at the Barge, describes it. After accidentally injuring himself, the monkey was permitted to run loose around the garden to hasten his convalescence. And by then, there was a rabbit pen fixed to a wall at the bottom of the garden, besides the chicken coop. A weasel came to attack the pen, steadily gnawing away at it from the rear in the hope of prising it from the wall. The monkey, watching nonchalantly until the weasel at last toppled the pen, leapt forward in a flash, replacing it so expertly that a human couldn’t have done it better. The rabbits were saved, but in their ignorance happily kissed the weasel through the fence.

The story may be apocryphal, and yet through it we catch a flavour of the precious laughter, love and tenderness that enveloped Margaret in her childhood years, and which is unobtainable from the grittier archival sources, however visceral and intriguing they may otherwise turn out to be.
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Family Matters

THREE MONTHS AFTER MARGARET was baptized, her grandfather, John More, summoned as many of the family as he could muster to his second wife’s funeral. His house lay at the north end of Milk Street off Cheapside, less than half a mile from Bucklersbury and to the north-east of St Paul’s Cathedral, close to Guildhall. The street took its name from the milk wholesalers who once lived there, before a disastrous fire cleared the way for property speculators to move in. Buildings little more than sheds or shops, with living quarters above, were lavishly renovated and extended outwards and upwards, three, four or five storeys high, creating some of the ‘fairest’ houses in the city, complete with cheekily carved corbels and eaves nudging each other mischievously across the narrow street almost blocking out the sun.

Marrying a wealthy widow, Joan Marshall, six years before at the age of forty-eight, and within six months of the death of his first wife, had dramatically transformed John More’s fortunes. Up until then, he’d been modestly successful, but hardly prominent. A lawyer practising at Lincoln’s Inn, he was something of a Jekyll and Hyde figure. He could be bluff, genial and witty, full of disarming candour and merry jests; at other times opinionated and dictatorial. A sturdy, prudent, practical man with sharp, penetrating eyes and a ruddy complexion, he condoned actions for the forfeiture of lands and the recovery of rents or debts in his legal practice that were little short of predatory. This may have been unavoidable in a professional capacity, where his list of clients included Edward Stafford, Duke of Buckingham, the greatest and richest nobleman in the country. Despite this, an acquisitive impulse coloured his private transactions, one that cannot be disguised, and which he couldn’t have suppressed even if he’d tried.

Thomas More later described his father as ‘a civil man, pleasant, harmless gentle, pitiful, just, and uncorrupted’. ‘Pitiful’ meant compassionate; when amplified by ‘just’ and ‘uncorrupted’, it extols John More’s qualities as a judge at the end of his career. ‘Harmless gentle’ more accurately describes his carefully rehearsed domesticity; the phrase is respectful, while still being consistent with his character. He’d seen his second marriage as an opportunity to secure his status in the social hierarchy, choosing the widow of a rich mercer and fellow parishioner, John Marshall, who’d died leaving shops and houses in London, with manors and lands in several southern and Midlands counties. His widow was to enjoy a life interest in the profits of half of these estates; the rest were given to charities. Her children would inherit her share after her death, but were to have nothing while she was alive. John More therefore became the immediate beneficiary of the will by right of his second wife, even if his new stepson didn’t care for the idea. We know that, in fact, he didn’t care for it at all. To prevent his son from contesting the will, John Marshall had inserted a special clause threatening to disinherit him for ever.

John More’s second marriage wasn’t made in heaven. Handwritten testimony from Margaret’s uncle, John Rastell, who’d married Elizabeth, Thomas More’s younger sister and Margaret’s favourite aunt, enables us to dig down deeply into the family’s affairs. Joan Marshall was ‘choleric and fumous’, a woman ‘of such nature’ that she ‘could neither patiently suffer her husband’s sayings nor words’, nor would she let anyone else get a word in edgeways. John More lived ‘in fear’ of her. He ‘durst not’ contradict her; in particular, he daren’t pay out money she hadn’t authorized. John More had married for money, so now he must suffer patiently his domineering wife’s stings and taunts.

Throughout his life, Margaret’s grandfather loved to joke about wives and women. ‘Every man,’ he used to say, ‘is at the choice of his wife.’ Picking wives is like a man dipping his hand ‘into a blind bag full of snakes and eels together, seven snakes for one eel. Ye would, I ween, reckon it a perilous choice to take up one at adventure, though ye had made your special prayer to speed well.’ If he happened to overhear husbands chiding their wives or calling them ‘shrews’, he’d say: ‘they defame them falsely. For he sayeth plainly that there is but one shrewd wife in the world, but he sayeth indeed that every man weeneth he hath her.’ This wasn’t at all a compliment: the pun had few, if any, of the more positive connotations it has today. ‘Shrews’ were scolds: malicious, vexatious, evil women who railed incessantly at their husbands. Their ‘shrewdness’ was the ‘craft’ or ‘cunning’ of the serpent in the story of Adam and Eve.

John More was in something of a bind. Although the conventions of his time required him to be master in his own house, his worldly ambition had to be funded by his cool-headed speculations on the marriage market. Margaret’s father gives us our best insight, telling us his family came to be held in ‘honest esteem’, even if it wasn’t ‘famous’, and explaining what this meant. ‘Let us now consider,’ he writes, ‘good name, honest estimation, and honourable fame … a good name may a man have be he never so poor.’ Anyone could be judged to be a person of good character, and the ownership of property didn’t come into it, whereas ‘honest estimation, in the common taking of the people, belongeth not unto any man but him that is taken for one of some countenance and havour [sic], and among his neighbours had in some reputation.’

It was this ‘havour’ and ‘reputation’ that John More coveted. The word ‘havour’ is from the French avoir, denoting material substance or wealth. Those who have it acquire social status and recognition; this relates particularly to the landowning middle class. In fact, the bigger the landholding, the greater the ‘reputation’ of its owner. Thomas went on to distinguish ‘honest estimation’ from ‘honourable fame’, deriving from ‘the renown of great estates, much and far spoken of’.

The status hierarchy was rooted in the ownership of land. Birth or titular rank were meaningless without it; wealth earned by trade or in the professions lacked comparable prestige. Lawyers like John More, who rented chambers in the Inns of Court and earned their livings in the royal courts at Westminster Hall, were titular gentry, but unless also landowners, their place in the social hierarchy would be inconsequential. His own father had been a baker; his first wife’s was a tallow-chandler, boiling the carcasses and intestines of animals in huge smelly vats to make candles and soap. John More knew his position in society would always be inferior if he didn’t conform to the stereotype. Like every London-based lawyer, he yearned to possess a substantial manor or manors within a day or so’s riding distance that he and his extended family could enjoy during the hot summer months, and which he could pass on to his son, and then his grandchildren. He’d inherited a small plot called Gobions at North Mimms in Hertfordshire, seventeen miles north of London. The land had been acquired by his grandfather, and after his second marriage John More began purchasing the neighbouring fields, using his legal skills to get the best deals and doubling the size of his estate. He sent in builders to improve the manor house, which he redesigned and surrounded with a deer park, erecting a fence, or palisade, around the four acres nearest the living quarters, creating a vista from his house onto the park, which he stocked with twenty deer ‘for his pleasure’.

The solemn dirge and requiem to which, in the throes of an unusually cold winter, John More summoned his family were held at the parish church of St Lawrence Jewry, beside the gateway to Guildhall just round the corner from the north end of Milk Street. Built in the late twelfth century, St Lawrence’s was a local landmark, its tall square tower with pinnacles at each corner clearly visible against the skyline. The windows were glazed, and in the last thirty years the spacious interior had been transformed by the generosity of Sir Geoffrey Boleyn, a Norfolk merchant who’d come to London to make his fortune, rising to be Lord Mayor and leaving generous bequests to pay for an exquisitely carved rood-loft and screen dividing the nave from the chancel and two side chapels in the choir. On top of the rood-loft stood a great crucifix flanked by images of the Virgin Mary and St John, illuminated by lights burning continually, the oil lamps and candles replenished daily by silent figures who climbed hidden stairs. Painted on the lower panels and on the central doors of the screen were rows of brilliantly coloured saints, their azure and vermilion mantles trimmed with gold leaf, their haloes with miniature pearls, iridescent in the light.

Hanging from a stone pillar by an iron chain towards the back of the nave, two objects as spiritually haunting, if incongruously macabre, caused generations of parishioners to gape. One was the tooth of ‘some monstrous fish’, maybe from a whale stranded at low tide on the shore of the Thames; the other a gigantic shin-bone, doubtfully said to be a man’s, maybe an elephant’s from the royal menagerie at the Tower. Symbols of the cadaver and skull, of death and mortality, Thomas More knew them well for this was the church in which he’d worshipped with his family as a boy. Such ‘grisly apparitions’, he said, evoke the ‘very fantasy and deep imagination’ of our own deaths, for it was only ‘by the feeling of that imagination in our hearts’ that we would humble ourselves before God.

Lit by wax torches and candles and with everyone dressed in black from head to toe, John More’s second wife was buried alongside her first husband in the stone and alabaster tomb he’d built for them both in the Lady Chapel. But scarcely had the tomb been sealed before tongues would have been wagging throughout the parish, because everyone had to return again to church for John More’s third wedding. With his characteristic alacrity where money and status were at stake, he proposed to a second wealthy widow, another Joan, also lately married to a mercer, Thomas Bowes, who was buried in the church of St Mary Aldermanbury, less than five minutes’ walk from Milk Street.

Although Thomas Bowes had owned little in the way of land, he’d left a vast stock of merchandise, and cash and jewellery hoards. A third of everything came to his widow outright, a third went to charity, and a third was put into trust for his teenage children, who were to receive equal shares at twenty-one, or when they married if that was earlier. These children, unlike Joan Marshall’s, caused no ripples, and for his part, John More did not pause. Continuing to spend heavily on improvements at Gobions, he took possession of his new wife’s assets, suing her debtors and maximizing her assets, while putting the finishing touches to his new house and deer park, which he could afford to complete in exactly the way he’d envisaged.

Not everything, however, went so smoothly. Conspicuously absent were Margaret’s aunt and uncle, Elizabeth and John Rastell. Seven years earlier, Elizabeth had married Rastell, a versatile law student of twenty-one, predicting a bright future for himself as an entrepreneur, his head teeming with exciting, original ideas. But Rastell was soon quarrelling with his father-in-law. John More, despite giving his blessing for the wedding, had insisted that Rastell live at Milk Street with his wife and in-laws for five years. Beneath his mask of affability lay a thrifty, sparing, miserly instinct that told him he could exploit their youth and inexperience to save money. In fact, he charged the Rastells the arbitrarily high rate of £10 a year for their board and lodging, to be deducted in advance from Elizabeth’s dowry of £100, so reducing his cash outlay by half. He readily had his way, because both Rastell’s parents were dead. Elizabeth’s dowry was to be paid directly to Rastell, who agreed to provide his wife with jointure lands worth £10 a year. This was the income she and any young children she might have were expected to live on if Rastell unexpectedly died.

The Rastells had tolerated the arrangement until tempers flared after Joan Marshall’s arrival. Elizabeth’s marriage settlement, signed at the time of her betrothal, had included a clause allowing the Rastells to recover the full proceeds of the dowry in cash if John More remarried, but when Joan Marshall refused to honour it, Rastell and his wife’s stepmother came close to blows. As soon as Rastell had qualified at the Middle Temple and was able to earn an independent living as a barrister, he and Elizabeth decided to cut their losses and move out, taking their two servants and a few small items of furniture and setting up house at Coventry in Warwickshire. Thus it was that they had declined to make the three-day journey south for their old adversary’s funeral, or return for John More’s third wedding.

Happily the focus had shifted by the spring of 1506, when Margaret’s mother knew she was expecting her second child. Her pregnancy was going smoothly, so Thomas decided to visit Coventry and see his sister and brother-in-law. Perhaps he hoped to reconcile his father to them, but more likely went to act as a godparent to their latest child. His sister was to have three surviving children: John, her eldest, born in or about 1501, Joan in 1506, and William in 1508. Thomas would have been an obvious choice as godfather to his niece, for he and his sister were always particularly close.

During the next two years, Margaret’s younger sisters, Elizabeth and Cecily, were born. Elizabeth was named after her aunt, Rastell’s wife; Cecily after St Cecilia, the patron saint of music, for by now the family at Bucklersbury owned a variety of musical instruments and Joanna More was learning to sing while accompanying herself on the lute. According to his descendants, Thomas himself sang (if badly) in the church choir.

When Cecily was a year old, Thomas decided to visit the universities of Paris and Louvain, near Brussels. Describing his trip, lasting for no more than six to eight weeks, he confessed laconically that he’d done his best to discover what each university taught and in what ways: ‘I have so far discovered no reason, either in what I heard while I was there or in what I learnt since I left, why … I ought to prefer either one of them to Oxford or Cambridge for the education of my own children, for whom I want strictly the best.’ He must, of course, have been thinking exclusively about the principles of education, as he could hardly have overlooked the fact that women would be denied entry to every university in Europe for centuries to come. But plainly, his mind was on the topic of education, because Margaret, now three, had already started learning to read. One can imagine her holding up, to her father’s delight, one of the easier English translations of Aesop’s Fables with their graphic woodcut illustrations, ‘sounding and saying’ the individual vowels and letters to build simple words and phrases, and pointing to the pictures in the way children were taught then.

But his biggest surprise on returning home from the Continent was learning of the imminent return of the Rastells to London. They’d already leased a tenement near Fleet Bridge, a wooden crossing over the Fleet ditch (really an open sewer) opposite land just north of the river belonging to the Hospitallers of Clerkenwell, an area ripe for redevelopment where prices were affordable. Not that Rastell was poor any longer, as a rich aunt living in Coventry had died. After a small bequest to her goddaughter, the bulk of her estate came to Rastell, enabling him to plan a future for himself as a printer as well as a part-time barrister. For he intended to unleash his imagination and put his novel ideas into practice; to use the new printing technology developed by Caxton and his successors to make English law, hitherto the sole preserve of arcane specialists who worked mainly from crabby notebooks, accessible to everyone. Always the budding entrepreneur, he even had a business plan. He would begin by selling reference works and student cribs for which a secure market existed, and when he had sufficient turnover, move on to more ambitious translations, compilations and abridgements, and much more besides.

Rastell would have taken a year, perhaps two or three, to establish his press. A shorter timescale wouldn’t have been feasible, because printing in London was a cut-throat business. Its practitioners were notoriously protective of their craft, passing on their founts of type and other tools of the trade from father to son, or selling them at a hefty premium to reflect their scarcity value. Rastell had to make a journey to France to secure an adequate stock of type, finally purchasing it from a printer of books of hours in Rouen.

After Thomas had returned from the Continent, his priority was to earn some money. He began taking on the cases of litigants in the civic courts of London, quickly building up a list of regular clients. His descendants claimed many years later that he built up a legal practice worth £400 a year, but even for the ablest, most experienced lawyers this was rare. Many advocates were earning under £150 after twenty or more years in the profession, and John Rastell, admittedly part-time, reckoned
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