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    CHAPTER 1

  


  
    Year of Our Lord 1521


    



    There was a half-moon bathing the forest in a frosted silvery light. Moonbeams filtered through the chestnut trees, creating an almost magical scene of tranquil serenity. But looks could be deceptive and everyone knew the forest at night was no place for the fainthearted.


    The gamekeepers and forest verderers were the least of your worries. Ghosts and goblins wanted to drink your blood, sprites and spooks tried to steal your soul and take you to the underworld; it was a labyrinth of danger. Only the brave and resourceful survived.


    Poaching was not their occupation of choice. Claire and her two older brothers were simply putting food on the table for the rest of their family. Since their father died, almost a year ago now, times had been hard for their mother and the seven siblings.


    A rustle of leaves from a scurrying squirrel was cause for a moment of consternation but an uneasy silence descended once more, and they quickly resumed their felonious undertaking.


    Checking rabbit snares was their mission tonight, but it was best to be prepared for the unexpected.


    Caution was paramount. If their snares had been discovered by the game wardens, they could easily be lying in wait, ready to pounce on the unsuspecting poachers.


    As the night progressed, a soft enveloping mist spilled into the forest from the nearby river, creating a sinister, malevolent atmosphere. The mist was a blanket for sound, and it reduced the already diminished visibility to a handful of yards.


    Claire was the youngest, but she was the unofficial leader. Her brothers deferred to her judgement in all nefarious nocturnal matters. She could move with silent stealth, hear the slightest noise and had a sixth sense when danger was in the air.


    That sixth sense was coming into play now. Everything was still and quiet, but her finely tuned senses detected that it was far too quiet. The forest at night had sounds of its own: the flap of an owl’s wings, the scuttle of a field mouse, the cry of a nightingale.


    She was not one to worry unnecessarily but she was worried now. Having waited as long as she thought prudent, she decided to call her brothers into a close huddle.


    “Something is amiss. It’s far too quiet. How many snares do we still have to check? I make it three by my reckoning.”


    “That’s my count as well,” her older brother, Tom, replied.


    “I say we call it a night and head home now. I have a feeling we’re walking into trouble.” Claire’s voice was tense and full of concern.


    Tom looked across at his brother, Henry, but was unable to read the expression on his face through the gloom. It wasn’t necessary to get his opinion in any event. Claire’s intuition had saved them on more than one occasion.


    “Right, let’s be for home, but we’ll go by the long way in case we’re followed.” In many ways Tom was like their father. A gentle giant, he was calm, dependable and wholly devoted to his family.


    Moving carefully, they began retracing their path through the dappled moonlight, alert for the slightest sound.


    Claire was very familiar with this patch of the woods. Her mother was the village healer, like her mother before her, and Claire was well on her way to becoming a respected healer herself. She had been helping her mother collect herbs since before she could walk.


    The skills and knowledge needed to be a competent healer took years to acquire, but Claire’s knowledge and ability was fast approaching her mother’s; all she lacked was the reputation and experience gained from treating young and old for all manner of illnesses and injuries for years on end.


    Herbs were the most important ingredient for most poultices and salves, and the ability to find the right plants at the right time of the year was crucial to providing help to those who needed it. But collecting herbs during the day was a very different proposition to poaching at night.


    The forest verderers usually turned a blind eye to a healer collecting the ingredients needed to help treat the sick and injured, but there was no possibility they would look the other way if they caught anyone poaching animals.


    It was a calculated risk. There were thousands of acres of forest — a hopeless task for gamekeepers to effectively control, which was why anyone who was caught poaching would be made an example of.


    If they were lucky, they would just be imprisoned. If the judge was feeling merciful, he could just order that they be blinded or maimed by cutting off a hand to signify they were thieves. By contrast, if the lord or bishop who owned the land on which you were poaching was determined for you to receive a punishment commensurate with the crime, he could order you to be sown inside a deer skin, taken into the forest and hunted down by vicious dogs.


    With the fate that awaited them should they be caught foremost in their minds, they knew that they couldn’t afford a single misstep and made every move with exaggerated care.


    They had gone perhaps a hundred yards when Claire hissed at them to stop.


    The brothers obeyed her instantly, they had done this far too often not to trust her judgement implicitly. Nothing moved, the forest seemed to be holding its breath, a surreal sense of expectation prevailed, but silence maintained a smothering blanket. The moon slid behind a bank of puffy clouds, plunging them into an ominous inky darkness. A slow minute ticked by but still Claire did not move.


    Then they all heard what Claire had sensed, the soft rustle of leaves from the direction in which they had just come. It wasn’t the furtive scurry of a small animal but a heavier tread, a wild boar perhaps, but more likely man-made or something more sinister — something from the underworld.


    Time seemed suspended, they were caught in an illusory quagmire of anticipation, but Claire knew that if you didn’t move, you didn’t make any noise. The damp earthy smell of rotting leaves momentarily pervaded all else, but then a soft murmur of voices carried to them through the murky gloom. Man-made. Gamekeepers. Time to make a decision.


    “Quietly, back the way we came,” Claire instructed.


    They began to retrace their path through the forest but hadn’t taken a dozen steps when Henry trod on a dead stick, snapping it in half. He may as well have fired a cannon.


    “Stop! Halt in the name of the King!” The shout echoed through the undergrowth, cancelling all thoughts of stealth.


    The trio took flight like startled deer, pelting through the undergrowth, heedless of the scratches inflicted by needle-sharp brambles and thorns. They were young and used to hard work, but it wasn’t long before their lungs were heaving and their legs grew heavy, struggling to maintain the gruelling pace.


    The brothers could easily have outpaced their younger sister and left her far behind, but that was not their way. They were a family infused with loyalty and instilled with a strong commitment to stick with each through thick and thin.


    They ran as if their lives depended on it, which truth be told, they very likely did. The pursuit would be relentless. There would be no easy escape tonight.


    Tom skidded to a halt, his brother and sister doing their best not to collide with him in the darkness. Blind panic could just as easily end in disaster. Sucking huge gulps of air into his heaving lungs, he forced himself to think clearly.


    “Why have you stopped?” Henry was barely able to form the words.


    Heavy footfalls crashed through the forest behind them, but they had created a small buffer, which was fortunate because they now had another problem to deal with.


    Their flight had carried them close to the edge of the forest, but the shouts of their pursuers were getting perilously close.


    Claire was grappling with what could well be a life and death decision, whether to leave the trees or stay in the forest.


    Between the forest and the village where they lived were open fields of pasture, ploughed ground, a smattering of crops and an apple orchard.


    There was a strong likelihood there would be men waiting just outside the edge of the forest, ready for them to run headlong into their waiting arms, like fish guided into a net. Even if there weren’t, they had to cover more than a mile of open ground to reach the safety of their home. That was a slim hope without being sighted by the gamekeepers hard on their heels.


    The two brothers looked to their sister for an answer. They would follow her lead whatever she decided.


    She was bent over, hands on her knees, sucking in great gulps of air, but forced herself to stand straight and push her exhaustion aside.


    “We stay in the trees for now. They’ll be expecting us to leave the forest close to the village. We’ll go in the opposite direction, away from the village. If we’re gasping for breath, so must they be. Let’s see how keen they are for a long chase.”


    “Right, then. Let’s be on our way.” Tom turned on his heel and headed off into the gloom. His brother and sister close behind.


    Gone was the frantic, headlong flight. Instead, he settled into a steady, loping stride, which allowed him to manoeuvre between the bushes and brambles without suffering as many cuts and scratches on himself or his siblings following close behind.


    Their focus was dodging trees, jumping over rocks and swerving around bushes, but always just behind them were the shouts and noise of the relentless pursuit.


    Minutes seemed like hours, but they stumbled on, their only motivation the fate that awaited them should they be caught.


    Nearing the limits of their endurance, barely able to lift their feet and with their lungs on fire, Claire realised they needed to do something decisive before they fell flat on their faces, completely exhausted.


    With her legs shaking like a newborn foal and barely managing to emit a strangled croak, she made her brothers aware that she wanted them to stop. They floundered to an ungainly halt for another hurried conference, but Claire had already made up her mind.


    They could double back into the forest, but their pursuers were still too close to outrun, every step the young poachers took would announce their presence to all and sundry.


    Claire was too breathless to speak a word, so she motioned to her brothers, barely distinguishable in the greyness, but they had been expecting it.


    Up, climb, she signalled. Get into the concealing branches of the nearest tree. It was the only remaining ploy they could use to escape a horribly gruesome fate.


    Hurriedly, they made their way to the trunk of the closest chestnut tree. Tom bent his back and clasped his hands together to make a stirrup for Claire to step into. She was boosted by his strong, work-hardened grip onto the branch above her head and then climbed by feel into the higher reaches of the tree.


    The brothers then followed their sister, hauling themselves into the tree, before clambering higher to put more distance between themselves and their pursuers on the ground.


    Experience had taught them that patience was their best friend. They made themselves as comfortable as possible, settling down for a long wait.


    The sudden silence alerted the gamekeepers that the fugitives had stopped running and must be hiding nearby.


    The minutes ticked by as they listened to the pursuers prowling backwards and forwards, seeking their elusive quarry. After searching fruitlessly for a time, the wardens decided to light their lanterns, hoping they would illuminate the surrounding forest sufficiently to reveal the hiding place of the poachers.


    At times they came close to the tree where they were concealed but, as was always the way, the pursuers focused their attention within the circle of light cast by their lanterns, concentrating on the ground in front of them, never thinking to look into the dark leafy canopy above their heads.


    Eventually, the voices of their pursuers carried to them through the night as they came together to discuss their predicament.


    “I could have sworn they were around here somewhere,” a gruff voice complained.


    “I’m sure they were, but they must have slipped past us somehow,” another replied.


    “We’ll not waste any more time this night. I’m for my warm bed.” Apparently the third voice was their leader.


    They listened with some relief to the noisy departure of the game wardens, but they suspected it could be a ruse to draw them from their hiding place. They weren’t so naive as to carelessly blunder straight into a trap, so they continued to sit quietly in their leafy haven. It wouldn’t be the first time they’d spent a night in a tree, but it would definitely be their last if the verderers got their hands on them.


    



    They were tired and uncomfortable; their muscles were sore and legs were numb, but light was finally beginning to banish the darkness as a tinge of pink and apricot coloured the eastern sky. The sun slowly crept over the horizon, but still they remained concealed in their leafy hideout.


    They could see each other clearly now but their caution was rewarded when they heard, through the trees, the sound of distant voices and footsteps retreating through the forest. The game wardens had indeed been waiting. If they had climbed down from the tree any earlier, they would have walked straight into the arms of the cunning forest verderers.
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    CHAPTER 2

  


  
    



    



    King Henry VIII strode into the room with all the arrogant self-assurance that comes from being God’s anointed ruler on Earth. As always, his arrival created a flurry of activity, with servants scurrying in all directions.


    He was tall and naturally imposing, with an impressive frame conveying the strength and masculinity of the warrior king he so desperately wanted to be. Having inherited the good looks of his grandfather, Edward IV, his auburn hair, fair skin and blue eyes made him a very handsome monarch.


    As King, image was everything. It was vital that the monarch exude power, prestige and authority. His subjects demanded it, his enemies expected it, and he would be considered weak and vulnerable if he did not display it.


    His father’s claim to the throne had been tenuous at best but Henry VII had held onto the kingship through a combination of bravery, tenacious resolve and the ability to master men and events.


    Fortunately, young Henry had inherited many of his father’s best traits and ruled as if he were born to be king. This was despite the fact he had been the spare, not the heir.


    His older brother, Arthur, had been destined to inherit the throne but the dreaded sweating sickness didn’t discriminate. It claimed members of the nobility as easily as it took a commoner and Arthur’s death at the age of just fifteen was a brutal blow for the Tudor family.


    Even more grievous was that just five months earlier, he had been married to the Spanish princess, Katharine of Aragon.


    The young couple had wed in a lavish ceremony in St Paul’s Cathedral before starting their married lives together in Ludlow Castle, on the Welsh border. The young princess had also been struck down with illness but, demonstrating the resilience and fortitude which would be seen throughout her life, she fought off the malady and returned to full health.


    The timing of Arthur’s death could hardly have been worse and was to have far-reaching consequences for all concerned for years to come.


    



    Flush-faced and smelling of horses from his morning exertions, Henry ran a hand across his sweaty brow.


    “I need to wash and wine. I need wine!” he bellowed.


    Servants hastened to carry out his wishes. One appeared carrying a jug of rose water and a bowl which he offered for the King to wash his hands in. Another proffered a towel after his majesty had hastily splashed some water on his hands and face.


    An intricately engraved silver goblet containing the finest French wine, balanced on a matching tray of ornate silver, was then presented to the monarch, who unceremoniously grabbed the goblet and drained it in a single gulp.


    Cardinal Wulcy, Henry’s Lord High Chancellor, who had been waiting for nearly an hour, merely raised an eyebrow at his monarch’s unseemly arrival.


    If Henry was remorseful at having kept the second most important person in the kingdom waiting, he hid it well.


    Depending on who you spoke to, ‘second most important’ may not have been strictly true. There was good reason Wulcy was called alter rex, ‘the other king’.


    



    At first glance, Wulcy was an unimpressive-looking man. Short in stature and growing more corpulent as the years progressed, he still managed to convey a strong sense of power and authority.


    His high office and close association with Henry had earned him many enemies, particularly amongst the ‘old nobility’ who resented him usurping their influence and authority.


    He was good at his job and over the years he had accumulated vast wealth, another source of annoyance to his enemies, although most of his fortune had come from his church offices.


    He spent lavishly but as Henry’s chief minister, he was expected to entertain foreign dignitaries in fine style, with sumptuous banquets, impressive tournaments and opulent accommodation.


    Not that he was shy about spending money on himself. He enjoyed an extravagant lifestyle and owned numerous castles and estates, although it was often overlooked that he was charitable and personally financed many diplomatic missions.


    Behind his back, his enemies referred to him as the ‘butcher’s cur’, but they were careful to mutter their insults under their breath. Only a fool was openly hostile to Wulcy.


    Thomas Wolsey (or Wulcy) somehow managed the impressive feat of serving two masters at once. As a cardinal, his efforts and obedience were owed to his Pope, Leo X. As Lord High Chancellor of England, his loyalty and allegiance were pledged to his monarch, King Henry VIII.


    It must have been akin to going backwards and forwards across rapids by stepping from one slippery stone onto another; one misstep would have disastrous consequences.


    So far, he was negotiating the dangers and hazards with apparent ease, but how long that would continue was the subject of much discussion, particularly amongst the ‘old nobility,’ who detested this pompous little upstart with a passion.


    His ability to manage the realm with scrupulous efficiency, negotiate with the Vatican and foreign rulers and handle the power struggles of the nobility, all while suffering from a chronic stomach ailment was something even his detractors had to acknowledge was a truly remarkable accomplishment.


    Assuming that Wulcy would be interested in his recent exertions, Henry informed him, “I’ve been running the rings with Charles.”


    He was referring to his best friend and brother-in-law, Charles Brandon, 1st Duke of Suffolk.


    “I trust you found it invigorating, Your Majesty.”


    “Most enjoyable. We were practising for the upcoming tournament. I trust the preparations are well in hand?”


    It was typical of Henry to assume that Wulcy would know every detail of every matter he could possibly enquire after. The young king loathed the trivial, mundane, day-to-day administrative tasks required to keep the kingdom functioning but, fortunately for him, Wulcy was more than capable of performing all that was asked of him.


    “The invitations have been dispatched. There is nothing for you to concern yourself with, Majesty.”


    “Excellent. I am greatly looking forward to it. But to business, what tedious matters of state require my immediate attention today?” Henry commenced pacing about the room. He had too much energy to sit still for long.


    Wulcy ignored the sarcastic tone in his monarch’s voice, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to detain Henry for long. The King was notoriously intolerant of matters he considered beneath his dignity.


    With this in mind, Wulcy had already prioritised the items he wished to discuss.


    “You may recall at our previous meeting I raised the issue of the disputed Earldom of Ormond?”


    “Has that not yet been determined? I was under the impression you had resolved the matter.” Henry’s tone was brusque and dismissive.


    “I suggested that I may have a compromise, but I feel it will require your support for all parties to become amenable.”


    “Very well, what is this compromise you propose?”


    Wulcy assumed Henry would have little to no knowledge of the quarrel, so thought it would be prudent to give a brief history of the dispute.


    “As you know, Thomas Boleyn, who has been a good and faithful servant, first to your father and more recently to yourself, is in dispute with his cousin regarding the title and lands of Ormond.


    “In 1515, Thomas Boleyn’s grandfather, Thomas Butler, the 7th Earl of Ormond, one of the wealthiest noblemen in England and holder of two peerages being also the Baron of Ormond, died with no male heirs.


    “For some time, Butler and his father before him have been absent from their Irish estates fighting in the cousins’ wars1. In their absence, the estates were managed by their cousin, Sir James Butler, who has come to regard the estates as his own. His son Piers and, in due course, his son James therefore consider themselves the rightful heirs.


    “They also argue, with some validity, that a title cannot pass to a woman, whilst the Boleyns argue that it can skip a generation and that Thomas Boleyn should inherit the titles.


    “The legal complexities are somewhat tedious, but the crux of the matter is that the Ormond title was entailed to ‘heirs general’, not just male heirs. This means that according to the letter of the law, Margaret Boleyn and her sister Anne are the rightful heirs.”


    “Why is the Crown concerned with the outcome of this dispute?” Henry all but admitted that he had no understanding of the factors at play.


    “We want to reward Boleyn for his faithful service, but we need to maintain the Butler family’s support in containing the troublesome Irish factions. The Irish lords have sided with the Butlers and can become extremely fractious if they feel they had been ill-treated. There is also the consideration that there is significant property involved — seventy-two manors in total.”


    Henry looked thoughtful for a moment but quickly decided to hand the problem back to Wulcy.


    “What is the resolution you propose?”


    “Rather surprisingly, the Duke of Norfolk has put forward a suggestion.”


    Henry’s face registered surprise at the mention of Norfolk’s name.


    “Norfolk, you say. Are you sure?”


    “Indeed, I was surprised as well. The man can lay no claim to intellectual potency, yet his suggestion has merit.”


    “What warrants his interest in this matter?”


    “His sister Elizabeth is married to Thomas Boleyn, making them brothers-in-law.”


    “Of course, and what is his solution to this dilemma?”


    “Butler has a son and Boleyn has a daughter.”


    Henry appeared thoughtful, before a look of puzzlement came over his face. “You know Boleyn’s daughter is already married.”


    Henry was more than familiar with Mary Boleyn; she had been his mistress for three years. She was married to one of his favourite courtiers, William Carey. If the arrangement troubled his moral scruples, he did a good job of hiding it.


    “He has another daughter, Anne. You met her at the Field of Cloth of Gold summit last year.”


    Henry looked thoughtful as he strained his memory for the face of the young lady in question.


    “She was in the service of Queen Claude.” Wulcy tried to remind him of the occasion. “She speaks French like a native born and was acting as a translator for much of the summit.”


    “Ah, I think I remember. There was something different about her. She has a quick wit and a sharp mind but is not so handsome as her sister.”


    “I thought you would remember her. She has had an excellent education and is quite accomplished. She would be a good match for James Butler, if a little old.”


    Henry nodded thoughtfully as he paced about the room but did not venture his opinion. Eventually Wulcy was forced to ask, “Are you in favour of the proposal?”


    “Is she still in France?”


    “Yes, she is still Maid of Honour to Queen Claude.”


    “Bring her home but do not proceed until I have given the matter more thought.”


    Wulcy was surprised at Henry’s reticence. His first thought was that his monarch might want to make her his mistress before she was married off to Butler, but marriage had never been an impediment to his previous dalliances and, as Henry had just remarked, she was “not so handsome as her sister”. What was Henry playing at?


    “Very well. I shall instruct her father to summon her back to England. I will use the deteriorating political situation between ourselves and our French neighbours as the pretext. It may take a little time. We should be mindful that she has been with Queen Claude for many years; the French Queen may be reluctant to release her from her service.”


    “I’ll leave the arrangements up to you.” Henry waved a dismissive hand. “I’m not feeling inclined to further business, it’s too splendid a day to remain indoors. I should like to go hunting.”


    With that, he turned and strode from the room.


    Wulcy knew better than to try and stop him. Once he made up his mind, nothing was going to change it.
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    CHAPTER 3

  


  
    



    



    Catalina of Aragon nearly didn’t make it to England. Her journey from Spain was beset with difficulties and setbacks.


    On 21st May 1501, she set out from her home in Granada for the Port of Corunna. Her entourage reached the coast two months later but had to wait nearly another month for favourable winds.


    Finally, on 17th August, they set sail for England, but just four days into their voyage, her flotilla encountered a fierce storm. The ships were battered and lashed for hours. It was easily the most frightening experience of Catalina’s life and she recounted later that she was sure they were all going to die.


    The ships were so badly damaged by the tempest that they were forced to return to Spain for extensive repairs.


    Her second departure took place on 27th September and, fortunately, this time the journey went smoothly. The arrival of the young princess at Plymouth on 2nd October was occasion for great excitement and the noblemen of Devon and Cornwall formed an escort to convey her to Exeter, where she was to spend the first night in her new country.


    



    Katharine was the youngest daughter of the formidable Queen Isabella of Castile and King Ferdinand of Aragon. Their own marriage had united Spain, bringing together the kingdoms of Castile and Aragon to form a powerful and united Spain.


    Henry’s father had undertaken years of prolonged and intensive negotiations with the powerful Spanish monarchs to bring about the marriage of his eldest son Arthur to their youngest daughter Catalina.


    Henry VII desperately needed the support of the Spanish to enhance his standing amongst his own people and, more importantly, to stave off the threat of French invasion.


    Katharine as her name was pronounced in English, had been betrothed to Prince Arthur when she was just three years old. Consequently, she had been given an education befitting the queen she was destined to become. She was intelligent, politically astute and although short in stature, possessed a steely determination that some would later describe as bordering on self-destructive stubbornness.


    



    They were both fifteen years old when she wed Prince Arthur on 14th November 1501. His death barely five months later, left her a widow at the age of just sixteen.


    She was in a foreign country, with only a tenuous grasp of English, no family and very little support. Through no fault of her own, she suddenly found herself in an extremely precarious position.


    The death of Arthur so soon after having wed Katharine created a myriad of problems Henry VII could well have done without. Katharine’s dowry had been agreed at 200,000 gold ducats, a considerable sum by any measure.


    The arrangement was that 100,000 ducats be paid at the time of their nuptials, which had been done and that the remaining 100,000 be paid after they had been married for a year. Clearly this was no longer possible, but both sides were loath to waste the first 100,000 ducats.


    There were also political consequences to consider. Ferdinand and Isabella were anxious not to lose the English alliance and instructed the Spanish ambassador to negotiate for a marriage between Katharine and Prince Henry.


    King Henry was also keen to maintain their alliance, so in 1502 negotiations for a new treaty commenced. There was also the thorny religious issue of Henry marrying his brother’s widow. A papal dispensation would be required, as canon law prohibited such a union.


    That obstacle shouldn’t prove too burdensome, as Pope Alexander, a member of the Borgia family, had gained a notorious reputation built on greed, corruption and his open acknowledgement of having fathered several children with different mistresses.
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    A bank of ominous black clouds, sinister and brooding, were bearing down like ships of the line, ready to unleash nature’s fury. Rolling thunder and bolts of lightning gave fair warning to seek a safe haven or prepare to be battered into submission. A fitting end to a tumultuous day, Claire thought to herself.


    There was a large oak tree about half a mile further along the road which would offer the best shelter she could hope to find before the storm swept over the cowering countryside.


    Her mind returned to the unfortunate events of that morning. Perhaps she should have foreseen how things would unfold, but it was doubtful there was anything she could have done about it in any event.


    Her father had been the village smithy and he had instilled a strong work ethic in all his children, teaching them to be honest, hardworking, versatile and able to improvise when necessary.


    To help the family keep the wolf from the door, she had taken any work she could find. This included doing the washing and cleaning for the widower Mr Wilkins, even though he had an unsavoury reputation.


    She had been conscious for some time that she was leaving the awkward, ungainly phase of her childhood behind. Her blossoming beauty was as big a surprise to herself as it was to those around her, but evidently her fuller figure, shimmering blonde hair and sparkling blue eyes had not escaped the notice of the lecherous old widower either.


    He had been increasingly more direct with his advances but today as she was changing the bed linen, his petting and grasping had culminated in a clumsy embrace, causing them to fall onto the bed in an untidy tangle of arms and legs.


    Freeing herself from his unwanted affection had been an ordeal like no other, and ultimately to escape from his debauched clutches, she was forced to kick him between the legs as hard as she could. The bellow of pain and blasphemous curses which chased her from the house ensured there would be no return.


    Her mind was jolted from these disturbing recollections by a commotion behind her. The pounding of hooves and the jingle of harnesses heralded the approach of a carriage and accompanying men-at-arms. It was immediately apparent that the carriage and its entourage belonged to someone of great wealth and position.


    Hever Castle, the stronghold of the Boleyn Family, lay no great distance further along the road and it took no powerful deduction to realise this was its intended destination.


    She recalled that Mrs Samuels, whose sister was head cook at the castle and generally regarded as the biggest gossip in the village, had been telling anyone who would listen, not two days hence, that Lady Anne had been summoned home from France where she had been attending Queen Claude these past seven years.


    Evidently she had been recalled by Cardinal Wulcy himself and was to marry James Butler. Apparently, the reason for this had something to do with ending a dispute over the inheritance of titles and substantial lands. How Lady Anne felt about the arrangement probably didn’t bear repeating but like as not, she would have no say in the matter.


    The approaching party were almost upon her when her attention was drawn to the horses pulling the imposing carriage and, in particular, the near side grey which was favouring its right hind leg.


    It had likely picked up a stone that had lodged in its hoof, but she knew it should be attended to before it worked itself deeper and caused the horse to fall lame.


    As the carriage came within earshot she called up to the driver, “The grey is favouring its right hind leg, it should be checked before you travel any farther.”


    If the driver heard her warning, he gave no indication and the party continued with no check in its progress. As the carriage drew level with her, a regal face, framed with exquisite pearl earrings and matching necklace appeared in the window, and she realised with a start that this must be Lady Anne.


    Her knowledge of noble etiquette was rudimentary at best, but she knew when a curtsy was required and quickly affected her most respectful display. When she looked up the carriage had passed on and the face had withdrawn from the window. She watched on in helpless frustration until a bend in the road took it from view.


    She felt sorry for the horse, it was obviously in pain and that would only increase the longer it was forced to draw the carriage.


    A roll of thunder announced that the storm was almost upon her so she hastened after the noble party, although it would be a close-run thing if she were to reach the shelter offered by the oak tree before the first fat drops of rain began to fall.


    She hurried along the road, conscious her surroundings had fallen ominously still and silent, the calm before the storm, as her father used to say. The first cold wet splash on her face brought the realisation that her fears had been confirmed and a thorough drenching was imminent and unavoidable.


    To her surprise, as she rounded the bend in the road the carriage reappeared, and it was apparent she would not be alone when the heavens opened.


    The carriage and its entourage had evidently decided that it would be prudent to stop after all, although whose decision that had been she thought she could guess.


    The lady with the regal face was at that moment remonstrating with the driver of the carriage, who in turn was trying to calm the obviously distressed grey horse as it reared in its traces.


    He was yelling at the injured horse and waving his whip around like a demented madman, which only served to frighten the already distressed animal.


    Without conscious thought she found herself rushing to help the agitated horse, shouldering the hapless coachman out of the way in the process.


    “Get out of the way, you great oaf. Can’t you see you’re only making things worse!”


    It took only a minute to calm the agitated beast with soothing words and a gentle hand. A few moments later and it stood quietly and allowed her to place her arms around its neck and press her cheek against its soft, smooth hair.


    When she felt she had the animal’s trust, she turned to ask for someone to hold the bridle, only to find that she was the centre of attention, and that the young noble lady in particular was regarding her with frank openness.


    “Forgive me, my lady, my intention was kindly, and I was only trying to help.”


    “Not at all.” She gave the coachman a withering stare. “It would appear that you are far more competent than those who are actually charged to perform their duties. Pray continue whilst I try to preserve this dress from the elements.” A final scornful glance was directed at the driver as she was assisted by her footman and maid back into the shelter of the carriage.


    The rain had finally arrived in earnest, and Claire had to raise her voice to be heard.


    “Someone hold the bridle while I check the hoof.”


    She continued patting the animal and speaking in quiet reassuring tones as she moved behind the horse and bent to lift its leg. She let the hoof rest on her knees, as she had seen her father do countless times before.


    A quick inspection confirmed her suspicions when she located a small stone embedded in the soft part of the horse’s hoof. Water was streaming down her face and her coarse dress was nearly soaked, but she put that out of her mind and called for someone to pass her a small knife.


    One of the men-at-arms pulled a knife from his belt and handed it to her. It was the work of a few moments to prise the stone loose and lower the hoof to the ground.


    The animal gingerly put some weight on the sore hoof but showed no apparent discomfort, so she turned to the driver.


    “Are you going to Hever Castle?”


    “What’s that got to do with you?”


    He obviously still had his nose put out from being reprimanded by his mistress, but that was of no concern to her.


    “I think if I lead by the bridle and walk beside him, you’ll be able to make the castle without having to send for another horse.”


    She felt it might be best to try and restore some of the man’s lost dignity, so she added, “If you find that agreeable of course.”


    He seemed on the point of refusing her offer, but she quickly glanced in the direction of the carriage, and this soon changed his mind. “All right then, but we’d best not be stopping again.”


    We’ll stop if I say we have to stop, you ignorant dollard, she thought to herself, but in the interests of equanimity, she kept her lips pressed firmly together.


    She trudged along, cold and wet but content that she had saved the poor horse unnecessary pain and suffering.


    The rain was so heavy she felt as if she was pushing her way through a wall of water. Thunder and lightning were reinforcing nature’s authority, but it barely registered as her mind was working feverishly to turn this unexpected encounter to her advantage.


    In due course, the castle, sitting squat and indomitable, appeared through the trees. It was normally an idyllic location, nestled in the bottom of a gently sloping valley, but the deluge of water from the storm had emphasised that the land in front of the castle was mainly boggy marshland.


    No doubt when the castle had first been built, this had served as a good natural defence against attack from the south. Likewise, for defensive reasons the rear of the castle backed onto the banks of the tranquil Eden River. The location had been chosen with care, because in Norman times, the surrounding forest had been a good place to avoid. It had been named ‘Andredswald’, which roughly translated means, ‘the woodland where no man dwells’.


    Even the King’s map makers knew of its notoriously lawless reputation and dared not enter it.
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    The year 1503 did not start well for King Henry VII. On 11th February, Elizabeth of York, his wife of seventeen years, died on her thirty-seventh birthday. She was in the royal apartments in the Tower of London, where she had given birth to her eighth child, a little girl a week before.


    Unfortunately, the child did not survive long, and now her mother had joined her in heaven.


    Henry and Elizabeth had enjoyed a particularly strong and loving marriage, and the King was totally bereft following the death of his tall, blonde, fair-skinned, kind, gentle and dutiful wife.


    He withdrew from court for some time but, when he returned, his demeanour remained downcast and dejected. Those who knew him well felt he never recovered from the loss of his beloved wife.


    He briefly considered marrying Katharine himself after the tragic death of his wife, but this, along with other prospective matches to Margaret Archduchess of Austria and Joanna of Naples, did not eventuate.


    



    The following year a new treaty, to be consolidated by the future marriage of the young Henry and Katharine was formalised. The wedding was scheduled to take place in 1505, when Henry was 14 and Katherine nearly 20.


    Initially things progressed smoothly, with the young couple formally betrothed by the Bishop of Salisbury.


    Katharine was finally able to discard her mourning black and appeared dressed in white for the first time in years.


    For Katharine, that was where the good news ended. The next several years were a particularly difficult time for her. Unfortunately for her, the treaty negotiations were tangled and drawn out, and she became little more than a political pawn.


    In 1503, Ferdinand and Isabella of Spain and Henry VII of England wrote to Pope Alexander VI to obtain a papal dispensation allowing Prince Henry to marry Katharine of Aragon. This would turn out to be quite a protracted affair, not just because the pope died on 18th August that year.


    To make matters worse, in 1504 Katharine became gravely ill and was confined to her bed for much of the summer. She was subject to fever and shivering and it was feared that she might die.


    That same year the new Pope, Pius III, wrote to Henry VII informing him that he needed more time to examine the request for a dispensation. This proved to be problematic, as the new pontiff died after just twenty-six days in office, one of the shortest pontificates in papal history.


    Eventually, on 18th August 1504, exactly one year on from the death of Pope Alexander, Pope Julius II, the third pope in a year, sent the papal dispensation that allowed the young couple to marry.


    Events were further complicated when, on 26th November, Katharine’s mother, Queen Isabella I of Castile, died. This changed the political dynamic in Spain, and Henry VII was no longer as interested in a Spanish alliance now that Spain was not as powerful as it had been previously.


    Henry felt he could find a more favourable match for his son and stopped paying Katharine’s allowance.


    By 1505 Katharine had been forced to sell most of her possessions and now had no money of her own for the upkeep of her household. She had appealed continually to King Henry to honour his obligation to support her, and he belatedly came to her aid.


    Henry graciously decreed that Durham House, the Bishop of Durham’s town residence on The Strand, be placed at Katharine’s disposal. The dowager Princess of Wales took up residence with an almost entirely Spanish entourage under the supervision of Dona Elvira as duenna, but payment of her allowance remained intermittent and hopelessly inadequate for her needs.


    Late in 1505, as mistress of her own court at Durham House, Katharine was faced with severe financial hardship. After protesting to Henry VII, she was instructed to give up Durham House and join the English court.


    Katharine’s financial position continued to be extremely difficult, but her position improved temporarily with the impending visit of her sister Juanna.


    Not wanting to appear a cold-hearted miser, King Henry provided her with new clothes for the festivities celebrating the visit of Juanna, the nominal Queen of Castile and her husband Philip the Handsome, Archduke of Austria.


    



    By the autumn of 1506, Katharine’s health began to improve, although she was still anxious about her future. She and Prince Henry had started spending time together and they found that they greatly enjoyed each other’s company.


    Katharine had encountered some difficulty learning English, but she was becoming more proficient, and Henry was pleased to be able to further her improvement.


    When the King found out that Henry and Katharine were becoming quite close, he ordered Katharine and her attendants to move to Fulham Palace. The pretext he used was that the country air would be more beneficial for her health.


    Just over five miles from the centre of London, it hardly seemed far enough to make a difference, but it was sufficient to keep young Henry and Katharine separated, which was all that was intended.


    Over the ensuing months Henry made increasingly blunt demands of Spain that the remainder of Katharine’s dowry be paid. He would set a deadline but when it was not met, he would extend it again in the hope that Ferdinand would finally comply.


    In 1507 her father made the surprising and rather controversial decision of appointing Katharine ambassador of the Aragonese crown to England. This appointment made her the first female ambassador in European history, but he still refused to provide her with any support, financial or otherwise.


    Her position as ambassador elevated her status at court and provided her with an opportunity to demonstrate her intelligence, considerable political prowess and display the virtues which made her extremely suitable as a royal wife.


    After years of her sending requests for money, Ferdinand finally sent Katharine 20,000 ducats, but it was a pittance compared with what she had borrowed and still owed the money lenders.


    Her financial situation remained dire.


    



    Ash Wednesday fell on February 21 in 1509. For the faithful, it was a day of special significance, marking the beginning of Lent in the lead up to Easter. It also marked in Henry’s mind the realisation that he didn’t have long to prepare himself for God’s judgement.


    His health was in rapid decline and barring a miracle, his days on this earth were numbered.


    Henry VII had always been punctilious with his religious observance, but now there was real, fearful urgency.


    His confessor, Richard Foxe, the Bishop of Winchester, was summoned and the King made confession with all diligence and great repentance. Henry had felt the hand of death and feared that God would judge him as harshly as he had judged others.


    The bishop comforted him and assured him that it was not too late, with the Church’s guidance, to make his peace with God.


    The King’s devotions now became more ardent and sincere. When he undertook penance, he wept and sobbed by the space of three quarters of an hour.


    When he took communion, he knelt, removed his hat, and crawled to receive it. When he could no longer swallow, he kissed the foot of the monstrance in which the consecrated wafer was held, with much knocking and beating of his breast.


    Evidently his troubled conscience dictated the need for a great deal of repentance.


    



    The King’s final agony lasted — it was reported with grim precision — “by the space of twenty-seven hours together”. Henry VII succumbed to his afflictions and what is ultimately thought to have been tuberculosis on the night of 21st April 1509. He was fifty-two years old, having reigned for twenty-four years.
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    The life of the young boy who would become King Henry VIII changed irrevocably when he was ten years old. The death of his older brother meant that he was now his parents’ only surviving male child.


    As heir to the throne his father had risked so much to obtain and clung to with tenacious resolve, taking risks was no longer part of young Henry’s life. He was effectively wrapped in swaddling and every moment of his day was closely monitored.


    When he inherited his father’s crown at the age of seventeen, Henry thought he could cast aside his shackles and live the kind of life a young king was born to enjoy. Alas, being King was not everything he had imagined.


    He was still new to kingship, but even so, the glamour, romance and chivalry he had envisioned were in very short supply. Rather, scheming, ambition and greed were the order of the day. He was surrounded by people craving power, authority and wealth, when all he really wanted to do was enjoy himself, hawking, hunting and feasting.


    



    Henry’s reign had started with a great deception. For two days, news of the death of his father, Henry VII, was withheld from all but a select few. Young Henry carried on as if nothing was amiss, even celebrating St George’s Day as if he was still the Prince of Wales. The motive behind this deception was to gain valuable time for young Henry and his advisors to plan his succession and solidify his position as the unquestioned heir to the throne.


    There were those who had been waiting for an opportunity such as this and in 1509, young Henry Tudor was not the only candidate being mentioned as a potential ruler for the kingdom.


    Prominent members of the House of York, Edmund de la Pole and Edward Stafford, Duke of Buckingham were considered by some ‘grett personages’ as possible claimants. There was no shortage of potential rulers, but these two in particular had the wealth, position and influence to turn their ambitions into reality. Like his father, Henry was always looking over his shoulder, never as secure on the throne as he made it seem.


    For many people, potential rivals to the throne notwithstanding, Henry was the answer to their prayers. Lord Mountjoy, a noted patron of the highly respected scholar Erasmus, wrote “Heaven smiles, earth rejoices; all is milk and honey and nectar”. His was not the only voice singing Henry’s praises, it was a veritable chorus of adulation.


    A handsome, vibrant, charismatic, athletic young leader was just what the kingdom craved after the dull, staid and restrictive rule of his father.


    Henry was keen to distance himself from his father’s reputation and carve his own path as ruler. His courtiers and advisors were quick to support his efforts to create a more opulent and extravagant courtly atmosphere.


    Where Henry VII had ruled with the help of a few trusted individuals, Henry VIII was open to flattery and accepted praise from all comers, due or not.


    



    



    Early in June, members of the Privy Council urged young Henry, now Henry VIII, to marry Katharine. He visited her in her private apartments and after dismissing her servants, he asked her to marry him. She was pleased to accept his proposal and finally put an end to the years of anxiety, uncertainty and hardship.


    On 11th June 1509, seven years after the death of her first husband, Katharine married his younger brother, Henry. She was twenty-three years old while he was seventeen. It was necessary for the marriage ceremony to be a subdued affair as Henry was still in mourning for his father. Archbishop of Canterbury, William Warham, conducted the service in the Church of the Palace Friary at Greenwich.


    It had been a long, difficult and emotionally draining journey, but Katharine’s determination, staunch resolve and fierce determination had prevailed.


    She was now Queen of England.


    



    



    Access to the new King was much easier than it had been in the previous reign. In reality, Henry’s advisors were steering him in the direction they wanted — but it would come at a price. Young Henry would never command the same level of respect and loyalty as his father and when he felt betrayed, his vengeance would be ruthless and brutal.


    Not that you needed to upset the new King to find yourself imprisoned in The Tower. His desire to be loved and admired by his subjects meant that anyone was fair game if it benefited Henry’s image. Sir Richard Empson and Sir Edmund Dudley were the first, but certainly not the last, that could attest to this.


    Three days after Henry VII’s death, Empson and Dudley were arrested and taken to The Tower. They were accused of plotting to hold, guide and govern the King and his Council by assembling men to undertake a rebellion. This was manifestly untrue; they were merely convenient scapegoats for having been the administrators of old Henry’s bitterly unpopular tax regime.


    Both men had been unscrupulous when it came to raising money. Nothing was off limits. They sold pardons for treason, sedition, murder and riot among other things. Lucrative wardships could be purchased, as could licences to marry, offices of importance and positions at court.


    As chancellor, Empson relentlessly strove to increase King Henry VII’s revenue. He raised rents, cancelled rebates, pursued debtors, imprisoned those who refused to pay fines, investigated feudal dues — in short, he left no stone unturned. Both of them used threats, extortion, false charges and imprisonment. Nothing was beneath them.


    There can be no doubt that both men profited greatly from their roles as Henry VII’s tax collectors, but all they did was sanctioned and even encouraged by the King — they were truly their King’s loyal and faithful servants. Their tyranny lay at his door as much as their own.


    On 17th August 1510, Sir Richard Empson and Sir Edmund Dudley were beheaded on Tower Hill after being found guilty of treason, and the people rejoiced.


    



    Despite his best efforts to convince his subjects that he was not in favour of his father’s style of kingship, Henry still quietly maintained most of his policies and retained most of the old council.


    From the start of his reign, Henry made it clear that he wanted to go to war. This was not just the immature whim of a young man who had suddenly found himself endowed with enormous wealth and power.


    Nothing made a king look better than victory in battle. Political control was best consolidated by success on the battlefield. Henry VII had survived three serious attempts to remove him from the throne and stamped out numerous rebellions before they had time to gather momentum.


    If young Henry was going to successfully carry forward the dynasty his father had created, the best way to do this was to create an image that portrayed uncompromising power, unmatched strength and endless determination.


    In essence, he needed to win a war.
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    The castle’s appearance coincided with an abating of the storm, although a few recalcitrant drops still harassed the drenched and beleaguered party.


    The clopping of the horse’s hooves as they crossed the drawbridge into the castle announced their arrival. Servants came spilling into the courtyard, scurrying around the carriage like chickens at feeding time.


    Claire found herself unceremoniously pushed out of the way as grooms took charge of the horses and servants started unloading the luggage. She felt hopelessly out of place as everyone seemed intent on their given task and studiously ignored her.


    The head steward was assisting Lady Anne from the carriage, and it was immediately apparent why Lady Anne had been concerned to protect her dress.


    Claire hadn’t had much opportunity to notice it earlier. Now that she had time to study it more closely, it was quite simply the most gorgeous thing she had ever seen. Rich wine-red in colour, trimmed with black fur and made of shimmering satin damask. It must have cost more than she could hope to earn in a lifetime – and this was just for travelling.


    On reflection, Lady Anne had undoubtedly wanted to make a good first impression upon her arrival, and she had certainly achieved that.


    The steward was prattling away with effusive expressions of welcome. “It’s so good to see you looking so well, my lady. Your room has been prepared for you and the luggage you sent ahead has been unpacked and aired.”


    Claire was standing lost and forlorn, like a scarecrow in a freshly ploughed field, when mercifully Lady Anne spied her through the confusion of servants.


    Interrupting the steward, she announced in a voice full of authority, “We owe this young lady a debt of gratitude. We would still be stranded on the roadside were it not for her decisive actions. Make sure she is properly recompensed for her efforts.”


    The steward looked at Claire as if she were a piece of odious garbage and seemed intent on ridding her from his presence at the earliest opportunity.


    “Of course, my lady. I’ll take care of it immediately,” he replied in a voice dripping with disdain.


    Fortunately, Lady Anne intuitively sensed his intentions and issued further instructions before he could proceed.


    “Take her to the kitchen and allow her to dry before the fire, provide her with a warm meal and reward her for her services. I think a crown would be adequate.”


    The steward looked like he had swallowed a sour prune. “A crown, my lady, surely that’s far …”


    “Don’t leave her standing there cold and wet, see that it’s done at once,” Lady Anne continued as if the steward had not spoken, and he bowed his head in submission and to hide the look of annoyance on his face.


    Before she could be hustled away, Claire put into action the plan she had formed whilst she had been trudging through the downpour.


    “I beg your pardon, my lady, it is bold of me to speak this way, but is there any possibility that I might find some position in your service?”


    The steward could contain his annoyance no longer and blurted a hasty reply. “We have no need of common help in the castle.”


    Lady Anne had seemed about to say much the same, but the steward’s outburst had obviously annoyed her, and she turned on him with barely concealed anger.


    “Do not presume to speak on my behalf. Keep to your place or you shall not have one.”


    “Of course, I humbly apologise, my lady.” Once again, he bowed obsequiously, whilst still conveying his displeasure.


    “What is your name, child?”


    Claire was slightly bemused at being called a child but was not going to make the same mistake as the steward. “My name is Claire Jackson, my lady.”


    “And how did you come to be so familiar with horses?”


    “My father was the village smithy, my lady, and I often used to help him, especially with the shoeing and the horses who were skittish. He said I have a special touch with animals.”


    “It would seem that you do, but you said ‘was the smithy’. What happened to him, did he have an accident?”


    “No, my lady, he died of the sweats.”


    “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. The sweating sickness has affected a great many families, both great and poor.”


    “Indeed, my lady, it’s a curse upon the land.”


    “Can you read and write?”


    “Oh yes, I went to school as much as I could — although I would like to have gone more often,” she added, lest it sounded as if she was being too boastful.


    Lady Anne looked her up and down, as if trying to picture her in a different light.


    “I suppose if we got you out of that sack and tied your hair back …” She continued to contemplate the bedraggled form in front of her, assessing the possibilities.


    Claire glanced down at her worn but serviceable smock. It was made from the loosely woven brown cloth called bure, worn by most of the peasant class. She realised it was not the height of fashion, but it was clean and neatly mended. Calling it a sack was bordering on outright rudeness, but she knew she was in no position to take offence.


    “I am myself just returned from France. I am intended to marry some uncouth barbarian and live in a vermin-infested swamp in the wilds of Ireland. If you tie your fortunes to me, it could be a perilous journey you undertake.”


    “Anne, you were always prone to exaggeration.” A smiling young man, carrying a lute and affecting a carefree countenance, walked up to Anne, enfolding her in a warm embrace.


    “George, I’m so pleased to find you at home. I had thought you would be away at court with father.”


    “I only returned yesterday. I thought you would appreciate a friendly ear.” Again, that disarming smile and mischievous twinkle in his emerald-green eyes.


    “Mother is at her prayers but is being informed of your arrival and will join us shortly.”


    “You are a sight for sore eyes but before we share our news I must decide if this young lady is to become my new under-maid.”


    George turned to look at Claire as if he had not noticed her before. “My apologies, young lady, I did not intend to intrude on your business.” He bowed politely and took a step back to allow the ladies to conclude their negotiation.


    At least my standing has improved from a child to a young lady, she thought to herself.


    “Well, Claire, what say you, are you determined to sail into the unknown on my ship of uncertainty?”


    “Think carefully, Claire, it is no idle boast, I can vouch for her incertitude.” George grinned mischievously before retreating from Anne’s threatening countenance.


    There was really no decision to be made. Her family desperately needed the money she would earn and living in the castle would mean that there was one less mouth to feed, not to mention avoiding the wrath of the gamekeepers and the lecherous Mr Wilkins.


    “My lady is most generous, and I would be very pleased to voyage on your ship of uncertainty.”


    Anne smiled warmly at Claire’s confident reply. “Well, it’s decided then. Tomorrow is St Stephen’s Day. You can start the day after, if that suits you well enough. But I must warn you there will likely be much travel ahead and you will be away from your family more often than not.”


    “I understand, my lady, and that suits me well enough.”


    “So be it. Now, off to the kitchen so you do not die of cold before you even enter my service.”


    She motioned for the steward who had been standing unobtrusively nearby to escort Claire to the kitchens and carry out her instructions.


    Turning to her brother, Anne offered her arm in a playful reversal of etiquette. He gave a mock bow and linking arms with her, they headed towards the entrance of the great hall with a gaggle of servants trailing in their wake.
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    Early in his reign, Henry was desperate to demonstrate his noble attributes. As leader of his kingdom, he needed to be courageous, resolute and ambitious. The best way to achieve this was to go to war.


    Henry thought invading France would be the perfect opportunity to showcase his kingly abilities. Following his coronation, he swore a public oath to revive the conflict with France and reclaim the lands that rightfully belonged to England.


    His council, however, didn’t share his enthusiasm and within nine months an agreement had been made to extend the peace his father had established with the French.


    Treaties, alliances and promises of loyalty were as fickle as the wind and over the next couple of years, developments on the European political stage eventually presented the opportunity Henry had been looking for.


    Alarmed by Louis XII’s successes in northern Italy and by his efforts to depose Pope Julius II, a grand alliance of European states, including Spain, Venice, the Pope and belatedly, the Holy Roman Empire, formed a ‘Holy League’ against France.


    Henry was encouraged by foreign monarchs to win ‘praise and glory’ by invading France and reclaiming his inheritance.


    The advisors who had retained their influence over foreign affairs at the start of Henry’s reign, represented particularly by Thomas Howard, Earl of Surrey, didn’t think it was a good idea and neither did Wulcy — at least, not at first.


    Where Henry saw an opportunity, it didn’t take long for Wulcy to see one as well. Gaining the trust of the young King early in his reign would be a crucial step in solidifying his position as a key advisor. There was no shortage of people keen to ingratiate themselves with their young monarch but telling him what he couldn’t do was not the way to do it.


    Some of the younger nobles at court, notably Edward and Henry Guilford, Charles Brandon, Thomas Knyvet and Edward Howard, were advocating for Henry to take a more aggressive position towards Louis XII.


    Using his position and influence, Wulcy was able to manipulate the council and parliament into supporting Henry’s invasion plans. He argued that the sooner Henry could announce himself as a powerful and ambitious monarch, the sooner England could become a force to be reckoned with on the international stage.


    In 1512, England invaded France. It could hardly be termed a success. It certainly didn’t justify the effort or expenditure, but it gave Henry the opportunity he had been longing for.


    Henry undertook to attack Guyenne, landing 10,000 men at Hondarribia in the Basque Region in June.


    The army was conveyed in a flotilla led by Admiral Edward Howard and commanded by Thomas Grey, 2nd Marquess of Dorset, while Henry remained in England.


    They marched to Fuenterrabia, where the plan was that an Anglo-Spanish force would capture Aquitaine. This suited Ferdinand of Aragon’s desire to deter the French from invading Northern Spain.


    The English remained in camp until August 1512 but the promised


    

    

    

    

    

    
  









