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Praise for Hunting the Falcon

‘Combines meticulously researched history and contemporary voices with narrative flair . . . They reframe the story in the context of continental European politics, in contrast to the parochial English exceptionalism that pervades writing about this era. The authors have uncovered a fair bit of new material in their scouring of the archives and libraries of Europe, the most interesting relating to Anne’s teenage years on the Continent’ Gavanndra Hodge, Sunday Times

‘The vivacious Anne Boleyn comes alive in this impressive study . . . In Hunting the Falcon, the husband-and-wife team John Guy and Julia Fox have returned to the contemporary sources to place the marriage in its European context . . . Improves our understanding of “the marriage that convulsed a continent” and revitalises the biography of Anne . . . In Hunting the Falcon we see [Anne] quick, bright in flight, her eyes still keen and her talons sharp’ Leanda de Lisle, The Times

‘A fierce, scholarly tour-de-force. The authors, a husband-and-wife historian team, are a dream pairing. There is an intensity to their research – the sleuthing through water-damaged documents hiding in musty collections; the reinterpreted ciphers and signatures in Tudor missives singed by fire; the telling marginalia in manuscripts and folios; the pithy asides from courtiers in disregarded journals . . . Hunting the Falcon brilliantly shows how time, circumstance and politics combined to accelerate Anne’s triumph and tragedy’ Tina Brown, New York Times Book Review

‘Traces the diplomatic threads of the story with skill . . . Guy and Fox do Anne the courtesy of taking her seriously as a political agent – even if a disastrously unsuccessful one . . . A serious and compelling study’ Rowan Williams, New Statesman

‘[Hunting the Falcon] is an attempt, and a successful one, to reintroduce [Anne] as a player on the European political stage . . . Guy and Fox’s research has also produced significant new evidence on the complex web of European negotiations surrounding Henry’s efforts to shake off one wife and marry another. The diplomatic world springs vividly to life here’ Sarah Gristwood, Literary Review

‘Provides the most cogent narrative reading of the evidence to date. It leaves us in no doubt of the momentous consequences of Henry’s pursuit of Anne Boleyn . . . Fox and Guy achieve this by emphasising the influence of France on the formation of Anne’s personality, her ideas and even on the circumstances of her fall. This they set against the backdrop of international alliances’ Mark Bostridge, Spectator

‘The authors’ extraordinary scholarship in every possible historical source, as well as the vibrancy of their writing, delivers the seemingly impossible: a genuinely fresh interpretation of the marriage that produced Protestant England and the greatest of all the British monarchs, Elizabeth I. With a paranoiac court where mild flirtation could lead to torture and disembowelment, the story still has the power to shock’ Andrew Roberts, author of Churchill: Walking with Destiny

‘A necessary corrective to the old, broad-strokes story that paints Henry as a fickle child and Anne as the essential Boleyn-dynasty machiavel’ Daniel Brooks, Sunday Telegraph

‘Amends and clarifies the record and gives new, well-directed impetus to that seemingly endless fascination with Anne of the thousand days’ Glenn Richardson, The Tablet

‘Thoroughly researched, up-to-date and scrupulous in providing answers to matters of debate . . . Anyone interested in the facts behind the numerous fictional riffs on the Henrican court could not do better than to read this work’ Times Literary Supplement

‘The book is executed with consummate skill. As an exercise in storytelling, it is a formidable achievement . . . Hunting the Falcon is a splendid read, a remarkably well-told account of the rise and fall of Anne Boleyn’ George W. Bernard, History Today

‘John Guy and Julia Fox have turned Henry VIII’s second marriage into a sumptuous drama of lust, intrigue and betrayal, underpinned by the harsh reality of politics. Enriched by a trove of fresh material, Hunting the Falcon offers a new and richer interpretation of one of the most turbulent periods in British history’ Amanda Foreman

‘Compelling, absorbing . . . A wonderfully rich book, thoroughly researched, with a wealth of detail and a fair-minded approach to its story’ Allan Massie, Wall Street Journal
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Sir Thomas Boleyn, son of Sir William Boleyn and Margaret Butler; father of Anne Boleyn; later Viscount Rochford, Earl of Wiltshire
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Sir James Boleyn, brother of Sir Thomas Boleyn, uncle of Anne Boleyn and her chancellor as queen

Elizabeth Boleyn, wife of Sir James Boleyn; one of Anne Boleyn’s ladies-in-waiting

Anne Boleyn, daughter of Sir Thomas Boleyn and Elizabeth Howard; second wife of Henry VIII

Mary Boleyn, sister of Anne Boleyn; married (1) William Carey; (2) William Stafford

George Boleyn, brother of Anne Boleyn; later Viscount Rochford

Jane Parker, wife of George Boleyn, daughter of Henry Parker, Lord Morley; one of Anne Boleyn’s ladies-in-waiting

Lady Anne Shelton (née Boleyn), Anne Boleyn’s aunt, mother of Mary and Margaret Shelton, custodian of Princess Mary

Henry’s Court

Anthony Anthony, groom of the king’s chamber, Surveyor of the Ordnance in the Tower

Sir Thomas Audley, Lord Keeper of the Great Seal in succession to Thomas More; Lord Chancellor from 1533

William Benet, church lawyer, diplomat, ambassador to Rome

Gertrude Blount, second wife of Henry Courtenay; close friend and lady-in-waiting to Katherine of Aragon

Charles Brandon, Duke of Suffolk; married (1) Anne Browne, daughter of Sir Anthony Browne; (2) Henry VIII’s younger sister Mary, widow of Louis XII; (3) Lady Katherine Willoughby

William Brereton, groom of the privy chamber, chamberlain of Chester; dominant royal servant in Cheshire and North Wales
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Dr William Butts, royal physician

Sir Nicholas Carew, gentleman of the privy chamber, diplomat, supporter of Princess Mary; brother-in-law to Sir Francis Bryan

William Carey, husband of Mary Boleyn, gentleman of the privy chamber; died of the sweat

Sir Thomas Cheyne, gentleman of the privy chamber, early protégé of Anne Boleyn

William Compton, groom of the stool until 1526; died of the sweat

Henry Courtenay, Earl of Devon, Marquis of Exeter; eldest son of William Courtenay, Earl of Devon, and Katherine, sister of Elizabeth of York; nobleman of the privy chamber

Thomas Cranmer, Cambridge scholar and early protégé of the Boleyns; Archbishop of Canterbury from 1532

Thomas Cromwell, self-trained lawyer and servant of Wolsey; parliamentary manager, Master of the Jewels and principal secretary to Henry VIII; later Vicar-general and Lord Privy Seal

John Fisher, friend of Thomas More, Bishop of Rochester

Sir William Fitzwilliam, courtier and privy councillor; diplomat, treasurer of the royal household in succession to Sir Thomas Boleyn; half-brother of Sir Anthony Browne

Edward Foxe, Cambridge scholar and early protégé of the Boleyns; diplomat, later Bishop of Hereford

Stephen Gardiner, Wolsey’s secretary, briefly Henry VIII’s secretary; diplomat, Bishop of Winchester from 1531, ambassador to France

Cornelius Hayes, goldsmith and jeweller to Henry VIII

Sir Thomas Heneage, gentleman usher and trusted servant of Wolsey; gentleman of the privy chamber; replaced Henry Norris as groom of the stool
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Thomas Howard, Earl of Surrey, 2nd Duke of Norfolk, victor of Flodden; father-in-law of Sir Thomas Boleyn

Thomas Howard, Earl of Surrey, 3rd Duke of Norfolk, Anne Boleyn’s uncle, brother of her mother Elizabeth Howard

Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey, courtier, poet; son of Thomas Howard, 3rd Duke of Norfolk

Lord Thomas Howard, lover of Margaret Douglas; a leading contributor to the Devonshire Manuscript; younger brother of Lord William Howard; stepbrother of Thomas Howard, 3rd Duke of Norfolk

John Husee, court agent to Viscount and Lady Lisle

Sir William Kingston, Constable of the Tower of London

William Knight, royal chaplain, archdeacon of Richmond, prebendary of St Stephen’s Chapel, Westminster; one of Henry VIII’s secretaries

Edmund Knyvet, eldest son of Sir Thomas Knyvet and Muriel, daughter of 2nd Duke of Norfolk; kinsman of Mary Shelton

Henry Knyvet, minor courtier, younger brother of Edmund
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Prologue

Shortly after dawn on Friday 19 May 1536, Sir William Kingston, Constable of the Tower of London, left his quarters near the eastern perimeter of the fortress and set out around the west side of the White Tower. Passing through the Coldharbour Gate, the great tower and gateway built by Henry III in around 1240 to guard the entrance to the royal apartments, he gained admission to the innermost ward. Arriving at the queen’s lodgings, he mounted the stairs at the south end of the building, and then passed through the recently rebuilt Presence Chamber. After he reached the door of the more intimate privy chamber, he gently knocked.1

A lady-in-waiting opened it, and beyond was a slim, thirty-five- or thirty-six-year-old woman of average height with dark, flashing eyes and a long, slender neck – Queen Anne Boleyn, second wife of King Henry VIII. This was not the first time that Kingston had visited her at this hour. She had sent for him early in the morning on Thursday, after keeping an anxious vigil since 2 a.m., kneeling in prayer with John Skip, her trusted almoner. Under sentence of death, she had summoned Kingston while she received the holy sacrament of the Mass and protested her innocence of the heinous crimes of which she was accused: incest, quadruple adultery and plotting to kill her husband. Swearing twice on the sacrament that she spoke God’s truth, she declared that she was ‘a good woman’ and had never been unfaithful. Her belief was that she would die shortly after 8 a.m., the customary hour for such executions. Steeling herself to walk to the scaffold, she had spent many long hours of waiting that night, reconciling herself to what was to come.2

She so readied herself, because one of the four former ladies-in-waiting whom her husband had redesignated as her custodians and whom she detested – possibly her aunt, Lady Elizabeth Boleyn – had informed her that she would die that day. It was a cruel misunderstanding. The date and time of execution had not yet been fixed.3 When nothing happened, she became sorely distressed. Sending for the Constable again, she said ‘Master Kingston, I hear say I shall not die afore noon, and I am very sorry therefore, for I thought then to be dead and past my pain.’ Unbeknown to her, Henry would not approve her death-warrant until later that same Thursday. When the writ was finally sealed, it instructed Kingston that ‘immediately on receipt of these presents, you bring the said Anne upon the Green within our Tower of London, and cut off the head of the said Anne, and in this omit nothing.’4

There were other reasons for a delay. During daylight hours, the gates of the Tower were left open to permit visitors to access the outer ward. Not wishing to arouse suspicions, but keen to restrict independent reports of the manner of Anne’s death from travelling abroad, Thomas Cromwell, the king’s principal secretary and chief enforcer, had ordered Kingston to expel some thirty foreigners from the Tower precincts before the execution could begin. Cromwell appointed his staunch ally, the merchant-banker Richard Gresham, soon to be Lord Mayor of London although he was one of the most hated men in the city, to take charge of security and make sure only those whom the king wished to see his wife die should be allowed to enter ‘because of [the] wondering of the people’. Equally, Henry, who was planning everything from afar in the minutest detail, intended everyone who mattered to be there. Given the initial uncertainty as to the date and time, Kingston worried that ‘if we have not an hour certain [as it may] be known in London, I think here will be but few and I think a reasonable number were best.’ On that score, he need not have feared.5

A man not without some human sympathy, Kingston tried to divert Anne’s attention from the muddle over the timetable. ‘It should be no pain,’ he answered, ‘it is so subtle.’

‘I heard say’, she replied, ‘the executioner was very good, and I have a little neck.’ At this, she ‘put her hand about it, laughing heartily.’ All through her life, she had never lacked courage and it did not fail her now. ‘I have seen many men and also women executed,’ Kingston informed Cromwell, ‘and all they [i.e. all of them] have been in great sorrow, and to my knowledge this lady hath much joy and pleasure in death.’ With her marriage and her reputation destroyed, Anne had put her faith in a redeeming Christ.6

By Friday morning, everything was ready. Anne had spent a second night with Skip, kneeling in prayer, too exhausted to sleep. As dawn broke, Kingston reappeared to tell her she would die that day and to give her a purse containing £20 which she was to distribute, according to tradition, as alms before her death. Sometime after 8 a.m., he returned: the moment was approaching.7

Anne dressed herself with the greatest care for her final appearance on a public stage. As a teenager at the court of Queen Claude of France, she had learnt about the power and symbolism of beautiful clothes. The occasion demanded sobriety, not flamboyance, and so today she chose a gown of grey damask lined with fur, over which she wore an ermine mantle. Her choice is telling, because dark or neutral shades of silk or satin rarely found a place in her wardrobe. She had never worn grey or black: colours too closely associated with her predecessor as queen, Katherine of Aragon. She then tied up her still lustrous dark brown hair, over which she wore an English gable headdress, another unusual choice for her as she tended to prefer the more fashionable and flattering French hoods. We should not overlook the significance of her hood. Anne had been a Francophile from a young age: her tastes and values were radically different to those of previous royal consorts – but this was an occasion to protest her loyal Englishness.8

Attended by Lady Boleyn and the three other ladies, she left her privy chamber for the last time and went downstairs into the open air. Crossing the inner courtyard of the palace area out of the queen’s lodgings, she passed through the Coldharbour gate and around the White Tower to arrive at the Green before the ‘House of Ordnance’. This was the place where the king’s soldiers often practised archery and shooting, and where a ‘new scaffold’ had been hastily erected – for today the killing would be real.9

No more than three feet high, the scaffold was mounted by four or five steps.10 It ought to have been draped in black canvas, but whether the Tower officials had managed to do this in time is uncertain. Around it ranged rows of hastily constructed seating for the more important spectators, notably Anne’s stepson, the seventeen-year-old Henry Fitzroy, Duke of Richmond, the king’s illegitimate son, perhaps there to represent his father. Anne had treated Fitzroy badly, and he was going to enjoy seeing her die. Close by sat the Duke of Suffolk, Sir Thomas Audley (the Lord Chancellor), Cromwell and most of the king’s privy councillors, supported by members of the House of Lords. Behind them sat the Mayor and Aldermen of London, with the leaders of the city’s livery companies, headed by the Master and Wardens of the Mercers’ Company, further back craning for a view.11 A Tower official noted that many of the London contingent brought their wives and that, despite the strict prohibition, some ‘strangers’ (i.e. foreigners) had managed to slip through the cordon.12 One of Cromwell’s future servants said, with pardonable exaggeration, that a crowd of a thousand had gained entry. More likely it was around half that number.13

Once Anne reached the foot of the scaffold, Kingston led her up the steps. By now it was almost 9 a.m., and as was the usual protocol, he gave her permission to speak briefly. Audiences had fixed opinions as to what condemned prisoners should say. They were to make peace with their accusers and the world by confessing their faults, trusting in the mercy of God, asking the crowd to pray for them and then dying bravely. Obedience to the king’s will and submission to his justice was expected. No one was allowed to question the justice of their sentence or impugn the king – indeed, it was customary to praise him as a just and gracious lord. Above all, they should acknowledge that they were sinners, as all mortals were in the sight of God, and that they deserved to die.14

Anne was not someone to conform blindly to the rules if she did not feel they were right. Barely three weeks before, she had been the most influential woman in the country. Advancing to the edge of the scaffold ‘with a goodly smiling countenance’ to address the crowd, she unburdened herself of the lines she had carefully prepared:


Good Christian people, I am come hither to die, for according to the law and by the law I am judged to die, and therefore I will speak nothing against it. I am come hither to accuse no man, nor to speak anything of that whereof I am accused and condemned to die, but I pray God save the king and send him long to reign over you, for a gentler nor a more merciful prince was there never: and to me he was ever a good, a gentle and sovereign lord. And if any person will meddle of my cause, I require them to judge the best. And thus, I take my leave of the world and of you all, and I heartily desire you all to pray for me. O Lord, have mercy on me, to God I commend my soul.15


What stunned the crowd into silence was not what she said, but what she failed to say. She offered no public admission of sin, no confession that she had wronged her husband, not even a hint that she was guilty of the crimes against God and nature of which royal justice had convicted her. One seventeenth-century reader, after transcribing her words in the Bodleian Library, Oxford, annotated them as ‘The queen’s oracular and ambiguous speech.’16

The speech over, Anne’s ladies removed her mantle but left her wearing her gown. This was possible because the fashionable low square neckline would not have impeded access to her neck. Taking off her gable headdress herself, she tucked her hair into a coif. She next fastened ‘her clothes about her feet’, ensuring that if her skirts moved, her legs were not visible. She then ‘knelt down upon her knees’. Her only visible sign of emotion was to glance over her shoulder several times.17 Was this an understandable moment of fear, perhaps that the headsman would strike before she was ready? Or was it more poignant? She had previously told Kingston that though she had been harshly treated at the time of her arrest: ‘I think the king does it to prove me.’18

Did she hope against hope for a last-minute reprieve? Was she looking over her shoulder for a messenger? Henry had the power to spare her – if he chose to. Although she had been in France at the time, she cannot but have heard of the king pardoning some 400 prisoners taken after the so-called ‘Evil May Day’ uprising in London in 1517, when the houses of Italian and other foreign merchants were looted and burned. While twenty men were sent to the gallows, the rest, dressed only in their shirts and with halters already around their necks, knelt before the king in his full majesty in Westminster Hall. When they begged for mercy, Henry allowed himself to be persuaded into granting it. He waited until the last possible moment and would do the same a mere six days after Anne mounted the scaffold in the case of a friar known as ‘Peretrie’. It had already been decided to pardon him, but, theatrically, Henry ordered that ‘the law should proceed upon him even till the last point of execution.’ Only as the hangman was about to kick the ladder away from the gallows would a messenger arrive with the letters of pardon. But if Anne dreamed that her former lover would save her, she barely knew him.19

There was no need for a block since Anne was to be killed not with an axe, but with a two-handed sword in the French manner.20 For a beheading to go smoothly, it needed someone skilled enough to sever the head with a single blow. In Henry’s England, unlike in France, the common hangman wielded the axe. Because such men had more experience with the grislier tasks of hanging and ‘drawing’ (i.e. disembowelling) their prisoners before cutting off the head and quartering the corpse, they often bungled beheadings, leaving dying victims in agony until a final stroke killed them. Commonly the hangman used his axe as a meat-cleaver to hack through the more obstinate sinews.

Anne did not have to face these horrors. Possibly as a last concession to the woman he had once called his ‘own sweetheart’, or perhaps as a sardonic reminder of her love of France, Henry had sent to Calais for a specialist headsman said to be an expert with a two-handed sword. At a price of 100 gold crowns of the sun (over £23,000 in modern values: see Dates, Spellings, Units of Currency), the man would not come cheaply.21

While one of her ladies placed a blindfold over her eyes, Anne said repeatedly, ‘To Christ I commend my soul; Jesu, receive my soul.’22 Those words were the executioner’s cue. On hearing them, his sword hissed through the air and he sliced off her head with a single blow. Sir John Spelman, one of the royal justices present, who confided his impressions to his private notebook, says, ‘He did his office very well … the head fell to the ground with her lips moving and her eyes moving.’ A French report adds the blow came ‘before you could say a paternoster [Lord’s Prayer]’.23 Nothing is said about the crowd’s reaction beyond that she died ‘boldly’, but it is hard to believe they did not gasp. Anyone who harboured doubts had to mask them. No one dared grieve openly for the dead queen lest they share her fate. Henry’s conscience was clear: she had paid, quite rightly, for her wickedness and treachery.24

As soon as her head was off, one of the women threw a linen cloth over it, while the others wrapped the body in a bedsheet.25 They then carried the body with the head some seventy or so yards along the path to the Chapel of St Peter ad Vincula at the north-west corner of the site. Inside the chapel, Anne’s clothing was stripped off – the Tower officials claimed her valuable fabrics as perquisites – before the women laid the corpse in an elm chest which had once contained bow staves destined for Ireland. Someone had perhaps forgotten, or more likely not dared, to attempt to measure Anne for a coffin, so the elm chest became a substitute.26

At noon, the coffin was buried without ceremony under the floor of the chancel in the chapel beside the high altar.27 There she lay undisturbed until 1876 when, during restoration works at the Tower first approved by the late Prince Albert in the 1850s, human remains said to be hers were exhumed. The idea was to identify the bodies buried in the chancel and reinter them with name plaques. At a depth of two feet, bones were uncovered, said to belong to a woman in the prime of life, and of moderate height. The forehead and lower jaw were small and well formed. The skeletal vertebrae were unusually petite, especially one joint (the atlas) next to the skull, which the onlookers said was testimony to Anne’s ‘little neck’.28

Henry famously had six wives: ‘Divorced, beheaded, died; divorced, beheaded, survived’ is a jingle that schoolchildren learning about them chant around the world. Why, of all these relationships, does this one bear fresh scrutiny? Part of the answer is personal and political: with none of his other wives would Henry rekindle the intense passion, and genuine respect, he felt for this one woman. For the love of Anne, he alienated his family, many of his courtiers and his subjects; for her he destroyed and even killed men whom he had once regarded as his supporters and friends; for her he broke with the pope, used Parliament to enact matters that affected people’s faith, ended centuries of tradition and risked war in Europe.

The other part of the answer is cultural and psychological: none of Henry’s queens is etched into the popular imagination so deeply as is Anne. Her story exerts a perennial fascination and is the inspiration for countless biographies and works of fiction, for plays, poems, films and websites, even for a Donizetti opera. Anne Boleyn costumes, dolls, necklaces and rings are sold online. Hever Castle’s shop offers an Anne Boleyn rubber bath duck in a French hood. Hers is a story that everyone thinks they know; and yet, do we fully comprehend who she was and what she stood for, and if so, how do we set about understanding why a man who was so besotted that he could hardly bear to be away from her for more than an hour could calmly summon a swordsman to strike off her head and believe himself to be in the right?

Too often it is forgotten that Anne and Henry’s relationship, far from being a one-dimensional story of passionate love followed by a failed marriage, was dynamic and multi-layered, evolving over a period of nine or so years, six of which came before they were able to marry. For this reason, this book gives more attention than is conventional to their backstories and early lives, notably to the seven eventful years Anne spent in France before setting foot in the English court.

Moreover, fresh archival discoveries, along with sources hidden in plain sight, deepen and enlarge our understanding of their relationship. Some of these relate to the composition of Anne’s side of the royal court as queen and especially to the women around her. Others help us to dispel lingering and latently misogynistic assumptions about Anne which anachronistically presumed that a sixteenth-century woman could exert little to no influence on the politics and beliefs of a patriarchal society. Hints of this were present from the very beginning of their affair when Anne was briefly allowed to conduct a parallel diplomacy to his. And as their relationship blossomed, his letters to her began to place her on a par with, and then above, his most trusted male advisers. He never wrote to Katherine in this way and never did so again to any of his other wives.

Most of all, however, further new archival discoveries illuminate for the very first time the scale, depth and inner workings of the game Henry and Anne played out on an international stage. We learn for the first time not simply of Anne’s love of and commitment to France, but how she took the powerful women she met there as role models, and how far her outlook was shaped by the ideas, especially religious ones, to which these women introduced her. Her Francophile tendencies worked greatly to her advantage in the early stages of her and Henry’s courtship, only to rebound when attitudes changed.

Throughout our research we have gone back to the archives, deciphering the handwritten letters of the leading characters, the reports of councillors and ambassadors, the records meticulously compiled by small armies of secretaries and clerks. Wherever possible, the aim is to let Henry and Anne speak for themselves, to reconstruct how and why they acted as they did, but also to recreate their world, and to consider why the stories of some of their contemporaries are so strikingly different from those of others about the very same events.



1 Henry: Childhood and Adolescence

Henry VIII was not born to be king. He was a second son, the spare, not the heir: it was his elder brother, Prince Arthur, who was meant to rule. But on the morning of an idyllic Midsummer’s Day in 1509 it would be Henry who, just a few days short of his eighteenth birthday, was crowned and anointed King of England in a ceremony of glittering pomp in Westminster Abbey. His wife of barely two weeks, the Spanish princess Katherine of Aragon, was crowned beside him. At that moment Henry – handsome, precocious, supremely gifted, with a round, beaming face and mop of ginger hair – seemed to be the king of dreams, of fairy tales, of chivalry, of honour, of justice. He certainly looked the part going by the measurements of his first suit of armour, standing at least six feet one inch tall but with no less than a forty-two-inch chest measurement and a waistline of thirty-five inches. The Venetian ambassador described him as ‘magnificent, generous and a great enemy of the French’.1

The new king’s parents were Henry Tudor, Earl of Richmond, and Elizabeth of York. A descendant of an illegitimate child of Edward III’s son, John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster, by Katherine Swynford, Henry Tudor grew up in a hard school, forced into exile in 1471 during the turmoil and bloodshed of civil wars. These wars, better known as the ‘Wars of the Roses’, began in 1455 after Richard Plantagenet, Duke of York, sought to oust the weak and ineffectual Henry VI. In 1460, Richard was slain in battle, but within a year his son was crowned Edward IV, only to lose his position in 1469 before recovering it two years later. With Edward on the offensive after his return to power, Henry Tudor, who had his own small claim to the throne, sought refuge in Brittany and France.

When in 1483 the sybaritic Edward suddenly died, his calculating brother Richard, Duke of Gloucester, sprang into action, imprisoning his two young nephews, the uncrowned Edward V and his younger brother Richard, now the Duke of York, in the Tower from where they shortly disappeared. Usurpers came cheap in the fifteenth century. When Gloucester made himself king as Richard III, Henry Tudor’s opportunity arrived. The result, with French aid, was the Battle of Bosworth in August 1485, which left Henry triumphant and Richard lying dead upon the field. A York–Tudor marriage had been secretly mooted since the closing days of Edward IV’s reign. Now plans could be made in earnest. Edward’s eldest daughter, Elizabeth of York, had better dynastic credentials than Henry: by marrying her three months after he was crowned king as Henry VII, he could recast himself as the true heir to the throne. As a chronicler remarked, the ‘red rose’ of Lancaster became the avenger of the ‘white rose’ of York.2

Despite beginning as one of convenience, the marriage was soon to prove much deeper. The couple came to like, even love, one another. They were two very different personalities. Henry was astute, wary, prudent, indefatigable, ruthless: a tyrant in the making whom it was dangerous to cross. Elizabeth was as cultured, intelligent and sophisticated as she was beautiful. Affectionate, accessible, charming, a peacemaker, she brought harmony to the royal family and was the perfect counterpoise to her distant, dispassionate husband.

Prince Henry was born on 28 June 1491 at Greenwich, five years after his elder brother Arthur, and baptised in the adjacent Franciscan friary church. The palace was then little more than a Thameside manor house, but once rebuilt in brick with a suitably regal riverside range for feasting and entertainments, chapel, stables, library and tiltyard it would end up as the child’s favourite home. Henry scarcely knew Arthur, since long before he was fully weaned and learning to walk, his brother would be made Prince of Wales and installed in his own household. Queens and noblewomen alike sought to govern their children’s early years, but royal protocol dictated that the king alone had charge of the heir to the throne. Arthur, whose very name invoked the ancient prophecies of Merlin, left the royal nursery at the tender age of three, when male tutors and servants were first assigned to him. Only Henry and his sisters Margaret, two years older, and Mary, five years younger, stayed in their mother’s care, attended by her gentlewomen, nurses and rockers.3 In this at least, the young Henry was blessed: he gained from Elizabeth of York the stability and affection he always ruefully remembered and would forever crave, and with her he was happy. Later in life, it would be said of him that ‘he frequents ladies’ company for mirth as a man nurtured among them.’4

These years with his mother, whom he adored but who cosseted and spoiled him, shaped Henry psychologically. As late as age twelve, he still lived in the royal nursery with its attached schoolroom in Eltham Palace, a short ride from Greenwich. His first tutor was the poet and satirist John Skelton, but it was his mother who taught him to read and write. His schoolroom copy of Cicero’s De officiis (‘On Duties’), printed in 1502, contains an ownership inscription in his bold, clear, highly distinctive handwriting which reads ‘Thys Boke is Myne, Prince Henry’, and the letter forms are almost identical to Elizabeth’s own.5

Under Skelton’s tutelage, Henry studied French and Latin grammar, history and chronicles, poetry, and tales of chivalry and courtly love. This had been the model for princely education since 1468, when Edward IV’s sister, Margaret of York, married Duke Charles the Bold of Burgundy. Famously, the fifteenth-century Burgundians wrote the rules for courtly etiquette and manners throughout Western Europe. Their court prized luxury, ritual, magnificent dress, art patronage and book and manuscript collecting; music, dancing and ceremonial display; hunting and outdoor sports. Urban centres such as Bruges, Ghent and Brussels boasted grand palaces designed to host tournaments, banquets, masques and ‘disguisings’. By the 1490s, Franco-Burgundian language and literature, dress styles, pageantry, art and interior decoration were as integral to English vernacular taste as Geoffrey Chaucer’s works.

From a young age, Henry was a particular fan of Jean Froissart’s thrilling Chroniques de France et d’Angleterre, a work he ordered as king to be translated into English. From it he learned much about the Hundred Years’ War against the French – about Edward III’s fabled victory at Crécy and Henry V’s at Agincourt, leading in 1420 to the famous Treaty of Troyes by which Henry was to marry Princess Catherine de Valois and be recognised as heir to the French throne. All of this helped to give him something of a phobia about France as a country. While revelling in Franco-Burgundian culture and its richness, he regarded the kingdom of France, certainly the areas of northern France most recently occupied by Henry V, as part of the rightful, hereditary possessions of the kingdom of England.6

Where chivalry and honour were concerned, Skelton urged his young pupil to think of himself as a knight of King Arthur’s Round Table. Whether he gave him Sir Thomas Malory’s Morte D’Arthur in Caxton’s monumental 1485 edition to read is uncertain, but there was in any case no need, as Henry already had access to multiple versions in manuscript of the Arthurian stories in his father’s library at Richmond Palace. For an impressionable young pupil, this was the stuff of romance. According to the legends, after winning the throne with the help of his magical sword Excalibur and uniting Britain through a series of bitterly fought wars, the teenage King Arthur’s first action is to marry the incomparably beautiful Guinevere. He fights the Romans when they demand tribute and, when victorious, is himself crowned emperor by the pope. Later chapters tell the stories of Sir Lancelot, Sir Tristram and Sir Galahad, showing how Lancelot becomes the greatest knight in the world, fighting battles, slaying dragons, rescuing maidens, seeking the Holy Grail and playing ‘games of love’ with the women of the court. He is Guinevere’s favourite and champion in the lists: the final stories in the sequence chart the catastrophe of his fatal love affair with her.7

In 1502, when Henry was eleven, Skelton was replaced by John Holt, a brilliant Latinist and highly experienced schoolmaster steeped in the new values of the Italian Renaissance. Almost certainly it was Holt who first turned his pupil’s mind towards the works of Cicero and ancient philosophy, and to the study of classical rhetoric (or the art of speaking persuasively), theology, geometry and astronomy. It would be partly thanks to his teaching that Henry, as an adult, became a keen amateur theologian and mathematician, and an ardent astronomer.8

Meanwhile, in the French lutenist, Gilles du Wés, the young prince had a tutor who taught music and conversational French to all the royal children for some thirty or so years. With him, Henry first tried his hand at keyboard instruments, before taking up the recorder, flute and cornet, which he studied with one ‘Master Guillam’, his ‘schoolmaster at pipes’. As king, he presided over a court where music and dancing occupied most winter evenings. He built up a large collection of musical instruments and sought out star performers from as far away as Venice and southern Spain.9

Always a passionate sportsman, Henry rode, hunted and hawked, and would become an accomplished jouster. He played tennis, learned to shoot a crossbow and to pole-vault. His father, ever cautious, refused to allow him to learn how to joust until he was seventeen, and even then, only to do what was known as ‘running at the ring’ – to practise catching a suspended metal ring on the point of a lance while running down the lists on horseback. His grandmother, the redoubtable Margaret Beaufort, who ordered and paid for his earliest saddle and harness, came to watch him perform in the tiltyard.10

Henry did not study or play competitive sports by himself. When he was eight or nine, his mother recruited her chamberlain’s stepson, William Blount, Lord Mountjoy, as a mentor. He was thirteen years older than Henry, but boys closer in age were brought in too: William Fitzwilliam, who spoke fluent French and was the scion of a noble family on his mother’s side, arrived at the age of ten, later joined by his younger stepbrother Anthony Browne. Throughout their lives, the pair stayed close to Henry. Elizabeth of York’s nephew, Henry Courtenay, heir to the earldom of Devon, was another young recruit. The prince’s cousin and ‘one who hath been brought up as a child with his grace in his chamber’, Courtenay would still be jousting, playing tennis and shovelboard* or throwing snowballs with Henry when they were in their twenties.11

A chance encounter gives us an insight into Henry’s earliest priorities. Erasmus of Rotterdam, the most stellar intellectual north of the Alps, had tutored Mountjoy in Paris, and in 1499 his former pupil arranged for the great scholar to visit the prince’s schoolroom, accompanied by a lawyer friend, Thomas More. Erasmus, a sound judge of character, was instantly struck by Henry’s adolescent charm and ‘kingly demeanour’ and when, after the visit, he composed a Latin ode of 150 lines to present to him along with a dedicatory letter, he addressed him as if he – and not his brother – was heir to the throne, advising him that only heroic individuals who were also men of letters could win immortal fame. Erasmus – himself no shrinking violet – had discerned that the quest for fame would be what motivated Henry as an adult.12

Despite his luck at Bosworth, Henry VII’s hold on the crown was shaky. That nobody knew for certain whether Elizabeth of York’s two brothers were dead or how they died left an open door for disgruntled Yorkists to promote the cause of imposters. The first, Lambert Simnel, was defeated and captured before Prince Henry was born, but the second, Perkin Warbeck – who posed as Richard, Duke of York, the younger of the two missing princes in the Tower – proved more threatening. To counter Warbeck’s claims, Henry VII knighted the three-year-old Prince Henry, declared him to be the ‘true’ Duke of York and conferred on him the offices of Lord-Lieutenant of Ireland and Warden of the Scottish Marches. But Warbeck could be bewitchingly persuasive, and his supporters infiltrated the king’s inner circle. So great was the danger that, during the Cornish Rebellion in June 1497, when Henry was six, his mother rushed him and his terrified sisters to their grandmother’s house in London, then to the safety of the innermost ward of the Tower for five days – a crisis that ended only when Warbeck paid for his ambition with his head. That no king could be complacent about dynastic security was a chilling lesson for the pampered prince. He would never forget it.13

Prince Arthur’s marriage in 1501 offered his brother a chance to steal the limelight. When searching for a wife for his elder son, his father turned to Spain, choosing Katherine, the youngest daughter of Queen Isabella I of Castile and King Ferdinand II of Aragon. For Henry VII, such a marriage brought prestige and legitimacy to his fledgling regime and a ready-made ally against both France and future imposters. What made Ferdinand and Isabella doubly attractive to their contemporaries, if not to us, was their ‘Crusade for the Catholic faith’ to expel Muslim Moors and Jews from their country. Katherine had been on campaign with her parents while scarcely more than a babe in arms. At the age of six, she was with them when they defeated Abu Abdallah Muhammad XII, the last Nasrid ruler of Granada, and made their triumphal entry into the Alhambra, his red-walled citadel. To obtain such a bride for Arthur was a major coup, especially as Katherine came with a generous dowry.

Once Katherine was fifteen, her parents decided that she was old enough to begin her new life. Central to the celebrations, which began soon after she landed at Plymouth, was the ten-year-old Henry. Here was no self-effacing younger son, but a needy extrovert striding across his brother’s stage. In arrangements masterminded by Bishop Richard Fox, Katherine was escorted from Kingston upon Thames to St George’s Fields in Southwark by Edward Stafford, Duke of Buckingham. But it was Prince Henry’s task to accompany her when she entered the city of London.14 It was the first time he met the woman he would himself later marry.

On Friday 12 November 1501, the young Henry led Katherine ‘in the most royal wise’ over London Bridge and through the streets of the capital.15 Riding confidently at her right hand, he waved to the crowds, stopping every so often to admire the carefully choreographed tableaux which the citizens laid on. It entirely eluded him that the people were marvelling at Katherine, not him; praising her for her soft, ‘sweet’ face and yielding lips and for her composure and refinement as she rode perched uncomfortably on a mule with her fair hair hanging down about her shoulders. Like her elder sister Juana, with whom her portraits are often confused, Katherine’s nose was long and straight, her blue eyes large, deep and soulful, her mouth an almost perfect cupid’s bow, her fingers slim and delicate. She had stage presence, and Thomas More found her entrancing: ‘Take my word for it,’ he said, ‘she thrilled the hearts of everyone. She possesses all those qualities that make for beauty in a very charming young girl.’16

The following Sunday brought Henry another task: to escort Katherine into a packed St Paul’s Cathedral for her wedding.17 Then, after the marriage, he attended the nuptial Mass in the sanctuary, before walking Katherine back to the bishop’s palace across the churchyard and to the threshold of the bridal chamber, where Arthur awaited her. Amongst those watching as the couple were ceremonially ‘put to bed’ was the twenty-eight-year-old William Thomas, one of the grooms of Arthur’s privy chamber whose tasks included helping their master to dress and undress and guarding him at night.18

Henry was too young to compete in the ‘jousts royal’ which shortly followed. He was restricted to watching from the cloth-of-gold-draped stands as the Duke of Buckingham took centre-stage as ‘challenger’ in the lists, and as a seventeen-year-old esquire
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