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			Epigraph

			With the end of each generation, the lives that submerged here were absorbed again. With each death, the air of the place had thickened.

			– Elizabeth Bowen, Bowen’s Court (1942)
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			Introduction

			As it has done for centuries, Hampton Court Palace draws thousands of visitors every year – as far back as the reign of Elizabeth I, staff were supplementing their income by offering tours to visitors and the fascination shows no signs of dwindling. I began this account of Hampton Court during the lockdowns of 2020 and, as soon as it was possible to do so, I returned to visiting it in 2021 and 2022. In writing about Hampton Court and the different people who lived there, or visited, in the decades between 1495 and 2016, I fell a little in love with this extraordinary place. There were so many important and interesting moments at Hampton Court that it would be unfeasible to include them all without producing a book hefty enough to perform double duty as a doorstopper. Some, however, could not be excluded. Having previously written a biography of Henry VIII’s fifth wife, Queen Catherine Howard, whose downfall began at Hampton Court in 1541, I wanted to avoid repeating too much of what I had already covered. However, Catherine’s tragedy is so inextricably linked to the history – and mythology – of Hampton Court that it would have been absurd to leave it out. Where the relevant sections in that biography, Young and Damned and Fair, look closely at the actions of the accused and the accusers, this book’s chapter on 1541 shifts the focus to explore how those two weeks appeared to the palace’s other residents – those outside the scandal, such as Lady Margaret Douglas, who tried to piece together what was happening as the arrests and rumours multiplied.

			The aesthetics and construction of Hampton Court play an important part in this narrative. When referring to buildings or locations in the palace, I have used the name most familiar to modern visitors – such as the Anne Boleyn Gate, an eighteenth-century name for a sixteenth-century tower. This is not an architectural history; that was done twenty years ago with Simon Thurley’s brilliant Hampton Court: A Social and Architectural History. The Palace is a history of the people who lived and died at Hampton Court, of the monarchy and countries that they shaped, the glories they achieved and the horrors that they inflicted.

			After spending two and a half years on this book, I left with a greater sense of awe at how far-reaching Hampton Court’s impact has been. Reflecting on the personal importance of history to the historian is difficult and many do not think it has a place in works of non-fiction. Generally, but not absolutely, I agree. While writing Chapter 12, it occurred to me that the Hampton Court Conference of 1604 – at which King James commissioned the translation of the Bible that now bears his name – has shaped, or had an influence on, many of the major milestones of my life and many others’. Its translations were the words read out at my christening, at the christenings of my siblings, and at the funerals of our loved ones. The precise grammar and wording chosen by the translators for their version of the Epistle to the Ephesians were the last words we chose to be read aloud to my grandfather as he lay on his deathbed in hospital, and his firm squeezing of my mother’s hand as he heard them was the last unambiguous sign of consciousness he gave before he passed away. In a Sunday School eleven miles outside Belfast, my early concept of religion was shaped by the King James Bible, as we memorised its words along with the catechism. Dr John Rainolds, who features in this book, would have despaired at my student theatre days; he also sat on the committee that translated the Book of Job into the version my grandmother read when she was unwell. Finally, the words of the King James translation were the last I read to my father, who was ill before and throughout the writing of this book, and who passed away shortly before it was edited. From a king sitting among a group of bishops in a drawing room at Hampton Court in 1604 sprang a translation of an ancient text that has shaped countless millions of lives in the centuries since. It is that sense of history, flowing in and out of Hampton Court, that remains the strongest impression that I have taken from writing its story.

			From 1529 to 1760, Hampton Court was an ark of monarchy, revolution, politics and religious turmoil, with the Tudor, Stuart and Hanoverian dynasties using it to augment their prestige. Through its people, the palace offers the opportunity to study power, faith, hubris, courage, brilliance, cruelty and folly as the British state and the Anglican church emerged – and the royal line changed four times. The country’s torturous experiment with the Divine Right of Kings was born and buried at Hampton Court and the only English republic started its march into the grave there. Its apartments, halls, orchards, gardens, chapels, kitchens and drawing rooms have been home to sexual scandals, controversies and personal drama as much as they have been to royalty, Welsh ladies-in-waiting, English pageboys, Scottish knights, Irish barons, chocolatiers, exhausted mathematicians, Spiritualists, divorced marchionesses, clergymen and retired jesters.

		

		
			Prologue

			The Queen and The Duke of Edinburgh, accompanied by The Princess Margaret, were present this evening at a Ball at Hampton Court given by Officers of the Household Brigade.

			– The Court Circular, 30 May 1953

			In the late afternoon of 29 May 1953, in one of the 775 rooms of Buckingham Palace, Elizabeth II dressed in a rose-coloured crinoline gown to attend a ball at Hampton Court. Five feet four inches in height, with her mother’s ‘wonderful blue eyes’, her father’s dark hair, and a chin and cheekbones that advertised her descent from the House of Teck via her paternal grandmother, Elizabeth had not changed much in temperament since a journalist described her as a child who was ‘happy-natured but serious’.1 She was helped into her ballgown by her dresser Margaret MacDonald, 49-year-old daughter of a Scottish railway worker. MacDonald – nicknamed Bobo by Elizabeth – had joined royal service as a nursery maid when Elizabeth was born in 1926 and never left.2 A dresser’s title was ‘a bit misleading’, thought one of MacDonald’s successors. With corsets and hoops consigned to the past, a dresser’s job was, by 1953, comparable to a stylist’s – ‘[our] role is to lay everything out for her and sometimes help zip her up or fasten a tricky piece of jewellery’.3 Outside, from just beyond the palace perimeters, the Queen and MacDonald could hear the sounds of revellers celebrating Elizabeth’s forthcoming coronation, due to take place three days later.

			The 26-year-old Elizabeth II, who had acceded to the throne following her father’s death from cancer fifteen months earlier, had spent the first part of her day with a bedsheet tied to her shoulders as a stand-in for the robes she would wear on 2 June. Her movements – the coronation was as much choreography as it was theology – were perfected with the help of tape on the Buckingham Palace floors, marking out the space she would process through in Westminster Abbey. As she rehearsed, Elizabeth listened, over and over again, to audio recordings of her father’s coronation sixteen years before. Afterwards, the Queen held two audiences. First, she welcomed Haiti’s new ambassador to Britain, who was accompanied to the palace by his secretary, Gerard Baptiste, and his attaché, Adaline Maximilien; afterwards, the Queen met with Sir William Strang, Permanent Under-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs.4 Then it was upstairs for a change of dress, which ended with MacDonald fastening the clasp of ‘a heavy diamond and ruby’ necklace and fixing a diamond tiara into Elizabeth’s hair.5 The ball was being thrown in the Queen’s honour by officers of the Household Brigade to celebrate her imminent coronation. It would also be the first time in 193 years that Hampton Court Palace had hosted its sovereign for a major event.6

			Both of the palaces that hosted Elizabeth II that evening owed their current status to the actions of her four times great-grandfather, King George III. Buckingham Palace had become indelibly associated with the public image of the British monarchy after George III bought it for £21,000 from the Duke of Buckingham’s son in 1761 as a wedding gift for his German wife, Charlotte of Mecklenburg-Strelitz.7 At the same time as he was turning Buckingham House into a palace, George III consigned Hampton Court to oblivion as a royal residence. He opened its gardens to the public and subdivided its abandoned apartments into living quarters for revolution-fleeing royal cousins, down-on-their-luck bishops’ widows, and retired servants.

			Dressed for the ball, the Queen joined her husband and her sister in a Rolls-Royce that drove out the gates of Buckingham Palace. Following in a second car was Elizabeth’s lady-in-waiting for the evening, Lady Margaret Hay, accompanied by her equerry, 29-year-old Captain Johnny Spencer, Viscount Althorp, who three decades later would become father-in-law to Elizabeth’s eldest son through the marriage of his daughter Lady Diana Spencer. In her car, Elizabeth sat next to her 22-year-old sister Princess Margaret, described by their mother as having ‘large blue eyes and a will of iron’.8 Their grandmother judged Margaret ‘more complicated and difficult’ than Elizabeth, summarising her as espiègle, meaning intelligent and wild without necessarily intending to be bad; one of her mother’s friends called Margaret ‘naughty but amusing’. Gore Vidal thought she was ‘too intelligent for her role in life’ as a member of the royal family, as did the Tory politician Norman St John-Stevas, who considered the princess ‘one of the cleverest women I’ve ever met’. Far less impressed was the courtier’s wife who thought that Margaret’s ‘nature was to make everything go wrong. Nice one day – nasty the next … She had everything and then she destroyed herself.’9 In the decades ahead, Princess Margaret would become one of the most unpopular members of the royal family, nicknamed ‘Her Royal Lowness’, criticised by politicians and journalists for her extravagance, then pilloried and impersonated by comedians who lampooned her as haughty, arrogant and useless.10 As of 1953, she was still admired as young, beautiful and stylish, and there was a great deal of sympathy for her at the grief she felt after her father’s sudden death.

			Ahead of the sisters in the car sat Elizabeth’s husband Philip, Duke of Edinburgh, who thirty years earlier had been born on a kitchen table in Corfu as his parents fled a coup that pushed his uncle off the Greek throne. Boarding at a school in Germany run by a reliable royalist who had served as secretary to the last chancellor under the old German monarchy, Prince Philip had come to Britain when his Jewish headmaster had to flee a Nazi arrest warrant in 1933.11 He completed his education at the school his headmaster founded in Scotland, joined the Royal Navy, served in the Second World War, became a British citizen, and fell in love with the King’s eldest daughter not long after victory.12 Their wedding took place in November 1947, just after Philip was created Duke of Edinburgh, Earl of Merioneth and Baron Greenwich by his future father-in-law, King George VI. The Duke of Edinburgh was tall, blond, energetic, handsome and eye-wateringly tactless. In conversation with a friend, Elizabeth’s Private Secretary, Sir Alan (‘Tommy’) Lascelles, summarised Philip as ‘rough, ill-mannered, uneducated and would probably not be faithful’.13 The swipe about his education was made because Philip had attended the newly established Gordonstoun boarding school in Scotland rather than the sacred bastions of old money at Eton, Harrow, Winchester or Marlborough (Lascelles’ alma mater).14

			Philip – who regarded Lascelles as chief in the cabal of insufferable palace snobs, the grim-faced ‘men with moustaches’ as Margaret dubbed them – proved how prepared he was to ruffle feathers in his quest to modernise the monarchy, particularly after he was appointed to the chair of the committee that organised his wife’s coronation. In that capacity he had waged a successful campaign to allow cameras into Westminster Abbey to make the ceremony the first televised coronation in history. The BBC was so thrilled by the decision that they installed two new television transmitters – one in County Durham, the other just outside Belfast – to improve coverage across the United Kingdom for the big day. It proved a worthwhile investment: the coronation inspired a revolution in British television ownership, which surged from 1.2 million to 3 million households, enabling an estimated 27 million – in a population of 50 million – to watch the ceremony’s live broadcast.15

			In the hour or so that it took Elizabeth, Philip and Margaret to travel from the newer Buckingham Palace to the older Hampton Court, Elizabeth’s image gazed back at them again and again. They drove beneath celebratory arches, tons of red, white and blue bunting, and past shop windows, lamp posts, private homes, factories and government buildings decorated with royalist slogans like Happy and Glorious, God Save Our Gracious Queen, God Save The Queen, Rule Britannia, Vivat Regina, Long Live The Queen and God Bless You, Ma’am. Tabloids were posting front-page countdowns to the ceremony, including the left-leaning Daily Mirror, which on the day of the coronation itself would break the record for daily sales of a British newspaper with 7 million copies.16

			The monarchy’s critics were either bemused or offended by the intensity of the public’s devotion to Elizabeth II. Few sceptics were concerned with criticising the Queen directly, since – at that stage – she was largely an unknown quantity. Criticism tended instead to focus on attitudes to the monarchy itself, which they felt had been elevated into something approaching an ersatz religion. The British former spy turned journalist, Malcolm Muggeridge, argued that the monarch, as an idea, upheld the class system – ‘The impulses out of which snobbishness is born descend from the Queen at the apex of the social pyramid, right down to the base … If it is considered – as I consider – that such a social set-up is obsolete and disadvantageous in the contemporary world, then the Monarchy is to that extent undesirable.’17 For others, like the playwright John Osborne, the spectacle of monarchy was being used as a grotesque opiate for the British people to distract themselves from economic difficulties, diplomatic decline and political stagnation. Eight years earlier, the United Kingdom had emerged from the Second World War victorious yet bankrupt. Far from the promised land of plenty, living standards had fallen in victory’s aftermath; rationing had still been in place two years later when Princess Elizabeth married Prince Philip. The empire was dead by the time Elizabeth II came to the throne – a fact obvious to all but its most blinkered supporters, some of whom gravitated to far-right pressure groups like the League of Empire Loyalists, founded two years after the coronation.18 The economy was only just beginning to stabilise and was a long way from prospering, and Britain had been thoroughly eclipsed in terms of global power by her former allies in the United States and the Soviet Union. To Osborne, the millions celebrating the coronation and cheering the royal family were performers

			in the last circus of a civilisation that has lost faith in itself and sold itself for a splendid triviality, for the beauty of the ceremonial … When the Roman crowds gather outside St Peter’s [at the Vatican], they are taking part in a moral system, however detestable it may be. My objection to the Royal symbol is that it is dead; it is a gold filling in a mouth full of decay … It distresses me that there should be so many empty minds, so many empty lives in Britain to sustain this fatuous industry; that no one should have the wit to laugh [the monarchy] out of existence or the honesty to resist it.19

			Equally philosophical were some of the monarchy’s supporters, such as psychoanalyst Ernest Jones and author C. S. Lewis, the Oxford professor and theologian best known for his seven-part biblical allegories for children, The Chronicles of Narnia.20 Defenders of monarchy in Britain typically identified the institution as a constitutional bulwark against dictatorship, a custodian of stability and nationhood, and a preventative against party politics infecting the role of head of state as much as they did day-to-day government. For Jones and Lewis, as much as for Muggeridge and Osborne on the opposite side of the issue, the question of monarchy ran deeper. Where those like Osborne saw the Crown as a distracting and harmful panacea that got the crowds punch-drunk on patriotism and tacky sentiment to distract them from issues that mattered, Lewis presented the monarchy as not just constitutionally but culturally essential – almost an evolutionary necessity – by giving people something to focus natural human emotions on that was more edifying and less harmful than the emerging craze for celebrities or the cults of personalities surrounding elected demagogues. In his 1943 article ‘Equality’, Lewis argued, ‘We Britons should rejoice that we have contrived to reach much legal democracy (we still need more of the economic) without losing our ceremonial Monarchy. For there, right in the midst of our lives, is that which satisfies the craving … Monarchy can easily be “debunked”, but watch the faces, mark well the accents of the debunkers.’ Lewis characterised anti-monarchists as ‘men to whom pebbles laid in a row are more beautiful than an arch … Where men are forbidden to honour a king, they honour millionaires, athletes, or film-stars instead – even famous prostitutes or gangsters. For spiritual nature, like bodily nature, will be served – deny it food and it will gobble poison.’21

			Yet the monarchy could no longer be as separate from the media as Lewis might have liked. For better and for worse, Elizabeth II’s reign was illuminated by a camera flash; Elizabeth understood that or, as she put it, ‘I have to be seen to be believed.’22 A crowd – some of them waiting for over two hours to see her – had gathered to cheer as Elizabeth’s car reached the bridge that linked Hampton Court to the local train station. The Queen ordered the car’s interior light switched on so that they could see her – a technique pioneered by her mother, whose detractors nicknamed her ‘Grinning Liz’ thanks to her seemingly insatiable appetite for public applause. Elizabeth II waved, the crowd cheered, and a photographer for the Daily Mirror caught the moment for tomorrow’s front page with its headline ‘The Queen goes to an all-night ball’. The Mirror’s usual banner in socialist red had temporarily been replaced with gold to announce, ‘Three Golden Days to June 2!’ The accompanying photo of the Queen and Princess Margaret covered more than half the front page, sharing space with adverts for a special Mirror commemorative book on the coronation and another for Cadbury’s Milk Tray chocolates.23

			After crossing the bridge, the Queen’s car turned right, passing through the gates of Hampton Court and driving towards the palace that loomed ahead of them, a colossus in red brick at the heart of a large estate, with the Thames to the right. In its heyday, Hampton Court had been as inextricably linked to the monarchy as Buckingham Palace would be after it. For a brief moment in 1953, it looked as if those days had returned. Every room, even those seldom used and emptied to their fragile floorboards, was illuminated for the ball as Hampton Court’s reflection shone over the river. One reveller thought, ‘A world that had vanished … lived again for the night.’24 The royals were driven across the palace’s stone bridge, dating from the reign of Henry VIII and traversing a now-drained moat. From their car windows, the Queen, the Duke* and the Princess could see the bridge’s stone yales, panthers, unicorns, lions and dragons, in the respective hoofs, paws and claws of which were clasped the heraldic shields of the Beaufort, Plantagenet, Seymour, Stuart and Tudor families. These carved beasts had the appearance of antiquity; in fact, they were a tasteful restoration carried out under the auspices of Elizabeth II’s grandmother Queen Mary, Britain’s queen consort from 1910 until the death of her husband in 1936.25 Queen Mary had passed away two months before the Hampton Court ball, with specific instructions that her death was not to disrupt the scheduled coronation.

			The royals passed under a large red-brick gatehouse erected on the orders of the sixteenth-century churchman, Cardinal Thomas Wolsey, and into a large courtyard that they crossed before passing through the Anne Boleyn Gate, a clocktower named in honour of Henry VIII’s second wife. It sported a famous clock showing a pre-Galilean solar system with Earth at its centre; the hours of the day, days of the week, months of the year, signs of the Zodiac, cycles of the Moon and tides of the Thames spun around it. The two cars came to a halt in the smaller courtyard on the other side of the gate. The Queen – after gathering the white fox-fur wrap selected by Margaret MacDonald – stepped out onto the cobblestones, turned left with her husband, and walked up a flight of stone steps. Her sister followed. Their mother was not with them. The 52-year-old Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother had stayed in London to be guest of honour at the Royal Auxiliary Air Force Officers’ Coronation Dinner and Ball at the Savoy Hotel.26 The Queen Mother’s absence also meant another figure was missing from Hampton Court, as she had requested that one of the two people to accompany her to the Air Force dinner at the Savoy was the Comptroller of her Household, Group Captain Peter Townsend.27 Choosing him as one of her attendants made sense, since Townsend was a Royal Air Force veteran who had been decorated for his bravery, ‘leadership, determination, and skill of the highest order’ against the Luftwaffe at the Battle of Britain in 1940. After leaving the forces, he had become an equerry to King George. The family liked Townsend so much that, following the King’s death, the new Queen Mother asked him if he would become her comptroller as she established her household as a widow. However, the Queen, the Duke of Edinburgh and Princess Margaret might have been forgiven if they suspected that the Queen Mother had requested Townsend’s presence at the Savoy to make sure he was not dancing at Hampton Court with the Princess.

			A few months earlier, Margaret and Townsend had told her mother that they were in love and that Townsend had sued to divorce his wife, Rosemary, so that he and the Princess could marry.28 Up until that point, the Queen Mother, like most of Townsend’s colleagues in the royal household, assumed that the breakdown in the Townsends’ marriage had been a consequence of Rosemary’s affair with John de László, son of the famous portraitist. The Queen Mother worried that Margaret would be required to renounce her place in the succession, which would mean sacrificing her income from the Civil List, followed by a possible stint of living abroad, all for a match that seemed forged in the midst of grief. After the initial shock wore off, the Queen Mother fell back on her default position of acting as if nothing unpleasant had happened – and hoping that things would soon resolve themselves if nobody caused a fuss. It therefore seems very possible that she picked Townsend as her attendant to the Savoy ball in May 1953 to keep him away from Hampton Court and speed along the point where the romance would fizzle out – or ‘peter out’, as one wag put it.

			At the top of the stone stairs, the royal party stepped into the Great Hall. King James I’s three-century-long ban on smoking had been rescinded to suit Margaret, who was seldom seen at parties without her fashionable cigarette holder. An official struck his staff on the floor to announce, ‘Her Majesty The Queen and His Royal Highness The Duke of Edinburgh.’

			It had been 600 years since the first monarch – Elizabeth’s nineteen times great-grandfather, King Edward III – arrived at Hampton, and 450 years since her fourteen times great-grandmother had been entertained on the spot where Elizabeth entered ahead of her husband and sister.29

				
					* Philip was not referred to as a prince between 1947 and 1957. He ceased using his title as a Greek prince after becoming a naturalised British subject. He was created a Prince of the United Kingdom by his wife in February 1957, after which he was officially His Royal Highness The Prince Philip, Duke of Edinburgh.

				

		

		
			PART I

			THE HOUSE OF TUDOR
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			‘Well,’ said the King, ‘let make a cry, that all the lords, knights, and gentlemen of arms, should draw unto a castle called Camelot.’

			– Sir Thomas Malory, Le Morte d’Arthur (1485)

		

		
			1

			Star of the Sea
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			God is where He was …

			– Elizabeth of York, Queen of England (1502)

			Five centuries before the Tudors climbed onto the English throne, Hampton had been Hammtonne (Anglo-Saxon for ‘the place/settlement on the bend of the river’). There had been settlements in the area since the Bronze Age (c. 2500–700 BC) and aristocratic estates during Roman Britain (AD 43–410). The site’s early importance derived from its convenience to the river, its correspondingly fertile soil, and later its proximity to significant royal events, such as a Church synod in 838, attended by the King of Wessex, and the coronation at nearby Kingston in 925 of Æthelstan as the first king of a united England.1 Prior to his death in 1062, the manor of Hammtonne had been held by Ælfgar, Earl of Mercia, courtier to the saint-king Edward the Confessor and son of Lady Godiva, the noblewoman who entered English popular culture thanks to the colourful – and almost certainly apocryphal – legend that she rode naked through the streets of Coventry to shame her avaricious husband into lowering taxes on the beleaguered townsfolk.* Ælfgar of Mercia had the good luck to shuffle off the mortal coil four years before the invading Norman armies swept through England, all but obliterating the Anglo-Saxon nobility as a class.2 In the land redistribution free-for-all that followed, William the Conqueror, England’s king from 1066 to 1087, granted Hampton to his cousin and companion in arms, Walter de St.-Valery.3 Later generations of the St.-Valerys served successive Norman and Plantagenet kings and fought in the Crusades, where Reginald de St.-Valery encountered the warrior-monks of the Order of the Knights Hospitaller of St John of Jerusalem.4 Under the protection of the wealthy St.-Valerys, the Knights Hospitaller began renting land at Hampton for an English chapter of their order.5

			In the long run, those monks proved more enduring than their patrons-cum-landlords. Bernard de St.-Valery, who fell fighting for the Third Crusade at the Siege of Acre, was called dilecto familiari nostro (‘a beloved familiar of ours’) by King Richard the Lionheart, but Bernard’s son and heir Thomas eventually joined the insurrections against the Lionheart’s brother and nephew, kings John and Henry III, supporting the rebellions against them until defeat in 1217. In a desperate scramble to save Hampton before it was confiscated in retaliation by the Crown, Thomas’s daughter Annora took half of the estate with the help of her husband, while the rest was tactically gifted to a family friend, a merchant called Henry of St Albans. Two generations later, the Knights Hospitaller bought the estate from their descendants, and held Hampton for the next two and a half centuries.

			The Hospitallers beautified the manor to serve as a place of ecclesiastical hospitality for courtiers, who could take advantage of the Church’s hospitality as they travelled, but who were expected to make some sort of financial gesture when they continued on their way. This practice became particularly lucrative for Hampton in the early fourteenth century when aristocratic footfall increased thanks to Byfleet, a riverside residence belonging to Edward II, who ruled from 1307 to 1327. Hampton was en route to Byfleet, which made it a natural spot for well-heeled visitors to halt their journey for a night or two. A long-standing legend has it that Byfleet was built on King Edward’s orders as a gift to the man he loved, Piers Gaveston, Earl of Cornwall.6 Unfortunately, there is no extant documentary evidence confirming that Byfleet was created for Gaveston, although he did own it; Edward seems only to have begun spending a significant amount of time near Hampton after 1312, the year Gaveston was lynched by his enemies.7 Edward II’s son, Edward III, king from 1327 to 1377, possessed the happy combination of his father’s good looks with none of his bad luck.8 The King stayed at Hampton himself, as evidenced by the royal household’s payment for a roof damaged by fire that broke out when the court was in residence. However, after Edward III’s great-grandson, Henry V, dismantled Byfleet as a royal manor, Hampton slipped into decline.

			For the rest of the fifteenth century the manor was lucky to escape much of the chaos that engulfed England during the Wars of the Roses. The conflict began with the mental breakdown of King Henry VI, head of the royal House of Lancaster, and the resultant opportunistic bid for the crown by a distant kinsman (his second cousin, once removed), the Duke of York.9 Over the next three decades, the conflict scythed through the royal family tree – leaving one king, a prince of Wales, and a duke of York dead on different battlefields, along with thousands of their countrymen. Kings Henry VI and Edward V were murdered in the Tower of London, as was the latter’s younger brother, likewise after being moved there ostensibly for his own safety.10 A queen died in exile, a king was forced to publicly deny accusations that he intended to poison his wife in order to marry his niece, noblemen were dragged from council meetings to be murdered on the spot, unpopular advisers were lynched, women of the royal line were accused of adultery, witchcraft, or both in order to conveniently disinherit their children and thereby clear the path for whichever relative wanted to replace them in the line of succession, and royal men were targeted with arrows of bastardy and bigamy to the same purpose.† Pliant parliaments performed legislative acrobatics to legitimise the latest rearrangement of the dynastic chessboard, the last of which came when Henry Tudor, Henry VI’s nephew, emerged as King Henry VII over Richard III’s corpse at the Battle of Bosworth in 1485.11 This would have spelled disaster for Hampton Court’s most recent lessee, Sir John Wode, a loyal supporter of the Yorkist cause. He had been Speaker of the House of Commons under King Edward IV and later a vice-admiral for Richard III. Like Earl Ælfgar long before him, Wode died with perfect timing, twelve months before his benefactor King Richard was killed at Bosworth.12

			For the last year of Richard III’s rule and the first ten of Henry VII’s, the prior of the Knights Hospitaller in England seems to have used Hampton Court as his country retreat. During that decade or so, the order does not appear to have invested much of their own money into Hampton, allowing the house to go a little to seed. An opportunity then presented itself for them to make the manor as profitable as it had been in days gone by. Like Edward II two centuries earlier, Henry VII upped Hampton Court’s value on the property market by building a new royal residence further upriver. This was the palace of Richmond, described by an admiring contemporary as an ‘earthly and second paradise of our region of England’.13 With the creation of Richmond Palace, Hampton Court again became useful to courtiers. The two palaces were built on the banks of the Thames – given the state of late medieval roads, those who could preferred to travel by water.

			Its revived appeal brought Hampton Court to the attention of one of Henry VII’s favourites, Giles Daubeney, 1st Baron Daubeney who, in 1495, began renting the estate from the Knights Hospitaller. Under the terms of the lease, Daubeney had to maintain the order’s chapel at Hampton, including funding a priest to celebrate Mass and sing requiems on the absent Knights’ behalf. Since it was an eighty-year lease, in practical terms it functioned more like a freehold, empowering Daubeney to ‘take, alter, transpose, break, change, make and new build at their proper cost any houses, walls, moats, ditches, works, or other things within or about the said manor’. Armed with this permission, Daubeney halted Hampton’s slow rot through his series of renovations, the majority of which seem to have been carried out from 1495 to 1500. Tall, thin, in his early forties, and described by another courtier as ‘a good man, prudent, just, honest, and loved’, Daubeney had served the Yorkist kings during the Wars of the Roses before crossing the floor, and the Channel, to join Henry Tudor’s cause while the future monarch was still in exile.14 After participating in a failed plot against Richard III, Daubeney admittedly had very little choice. It was either flight or death. About half a dozen of his servants had sensibly absconded with him.15 Since pledging his loyalty to Tudor, Daubeney had proved so devoted that his notoriously suspicious master never doubted him, refusing to credit tall tales of tentative treason concocted by Daubeney’s few enemies. He had returned to the British Isles with Tudor’s armies, triumphed with them at the Battle of Bosworth, helped dress Henry on his coronation day, and become a privy councillor, then co-Master of the Mint, Master of the Hart Hounds, and Lieutenant of Calais, the city on the northern French coast which remained under English control as the rump of its once-vast medieval empire in Europe. Henry VII had Daubeney inducted into the Order of the Garter, the highest chivalric honour in England, and raised him to the peerage as a baron. He became Lord Chamberlain, the most senior official in the running of the royal household, and he returned to the battlefield to help suppress early uprisings against Tudor rule. He acquired a fortune through royal grants of land that gave him estates in Devon, Dorset, Hampshire, Wiltshire, and especially in Somerset, the Daubeney family’s ancestral county.16 Through this, Giles Daubeney became the greatest landowner in the south-west. In 1497, the Duchy of Milan’s ambassador to England identified Daubeney as one of the three most influential men in the country, a view seconded by the Princess of Wales who told her father that Daubeney was the courtier who possessed the greatest private sway with King Henry.17

			Unquestionably and unquestioningly loyal, Lord Daubeney’s competence was, regrettably, a more fruitful topic for critique. Earlier in his career, his bravery had been exceptional, even by the standards of a martial age. While leading his men to attack the Flemish siege lines at Dixmude in 1489, Daubeney had launched himself into the thick of battle rather than commanding from a distance, wading through ditches until the water reached his armpits. He did not always successfully navigate the proverbial tightrope between bravery and foolishness. At the Battle of Blackheath in 1497, Daubeney had very nearly lost the day for the Tudor armies by leading the charge too early and getting himself briefly captured by the rebels, until his own men rescued him.18 That embarrassment may have stymied Daubeney’s valour in the field because, two years after Blackheath, he had allegedly proved ‘slack’ in dispersing another rebel force.19 He continued to enjoy Henry VII’s trust, however; after he completed his first major set of changes to Hampton Court, Daubeney received the honour of hosting the King for several days in October 1500. Aware of how much it cost nobles to host a royal visit, Henry VII sometimes attempted to ameliorate the expense by contributing with a grand version of ‘bring your own bottle’. In preparation for his stay at Hampton Court in 1500, 312 caskets of expensive malmsey wine had rolled into the manor, all paid for by the royal household. Once the barrels were drained and the King had departed, Daubeney embarked upon eighteen months of further changes to the house.

			So much has changed at Hampton Court in the intervening centuries that it is hard to imagine it as it was in Lord Daubeney’s lifetime. We can gain some limited visual idea of how it may have looked from its surviving near contemporaries, like Oxburgh Hall in Norfolk or Layer Marney Tower in Essex, both of which also display the architectural aesthetics popular in the early Tudor period.20 Set within a grand yet comfortable medium-sized country estate, bifurcated by the River Thames with recently imparked fields on one side and its red-brick manor house on the other, Hampton Court’s garderobe (lavatory) turrets, its chimneys, and the roof of Lord Daubeney’s new Great Hall were visible to the river traffic shuttling between palaces, manors and the capital. The manor was a testimony to the prosperity and influence that had accrued to Daubeney in the long peace following the Wars of the Roses. Another testament was the number of servants needed to run the household, for the man who had once fled for his life with half a dozen retainers had come to employ dozens.

			Most of his servants were at Hampton Court as its chapel bell tolled to wake them in the chilly second week of January 1503. Or, as most of the manor’s residents would have dated it, 1502. Prior to 1752, the British Isles piously started the new calendar year on 25 March, in homage to the great beginning marked on that day by the Feast of the Annunciation, when the Archangel Gabriel had appeared to the Blessèd Virgin Mary with the gospel that she would give birth to the Messiah.21 England was a country shaped by its Catholicism, even more so than by its recent experiences of civil war. Whether under Henry VI, Edward IV, Edward V, Richard III or Henry VII, the cock crowed at dawn’s first light as servants rose from their bedding to say the Our Father, the Hail Mary, the Glory Be or the Apostles’ Creed – or, as they were referred to in Latin even by those who did not speak it, the Pater Noster, the Ave Maria, the Gloria and the Credo.

			Staff in most great English houses like Hampton Court slept in communal spaces, with pillows and blankets on top of rushes scattered across the floors. Our understanding of this way of life has been immeasurably improved in recent years by the research of British social historian Ruth Goodman, who decided to test our certainty that the lives of those in the 1500s must have been an unending litany of the uncomfortable and the foul. By recreating the recommendations from contemporary guides to domesticity, Goodman found that the rushes would most likely have been gathered in bundles. Once laid about six inches deep, they prove comfortable enough as places to sleep. Arranged thus, they also fail to snag on the hems of robes or gowns. If sprinkled with water, very lightly and occasionally, they retain a ‘fresh, cucumberish smell’ for months.22 This also prevents the rushes from becoming too much of a hazard via an errant spark from a candle or a fireplace. Even at the bottom layer of the rushes, after half a year of heavy use, Goodman found that ‘there was no mould, mildew, slime or gunge of any sort’.23

			After the servants’ sleeping mats, covers and headrests were tidied away, they cleaned themselves with clear, cold water. Most people used wet cloths to wash their bodies, and privacy in the servants’ sleeping quarters was almost non-existent. After that, they slipped into their linen undergarments, which were to be sent regularly to the laundresses since they acted as protective barriers between the body’s sweat and less frequently cleaned outer outfits.24 Dental hygiene was typically taken care of with another cloth or with the finger; clean soot was the most effective. Chalk or salt could be used at a pinch.25 At the time, many English Christians wore, for talismanic protection, roundels bearing the words In Principio erat Verbum et Verbum erat apud Deum et Deus erat Verum, the opening verse of St John’s Gospel.26 Besides these and medallions bearing the images of saints, other popular devotional tokens were coins bent in half in promise that the grateful bearer would one day make a pilgrimage to a particular shrine where they would offer the coin to the interceding saint.27

			Washed in water, soot and prayer, the male servants streamed into the manor’s courtyard. Women, then the minority in domestic service, arrived from their separate sleeping quarters while the household priests bustled to the chapel to celebrate Prime, the first service of the day.28 The maintenance of these priests was among Lord Daubeney’s contractual obligations and so, whether he was in residence or not, this Liturgy of the First Hour was the first of nine canonical ‘hours’ which framed the day through religious services, as it did in churches throughout England.29 Within Hampton Court’s chapel, the gentle face of the Virgin Mary, rendered in wood, gazed out in the carved company of her Son, with St John the Evangelist and St Nicholas the Wonderworker nearby.30 Two pews faced a painting of the crucifixion and the small red glow cast by the tabernacle light, flickering in fulfilment of instructions given by God to Moses.31 The tabernacle’s illumination could be augmented by that of the votive candles lit in supplication before the statue of the Virgin. Devotion to the Mother of God bit deeply into the souls of English Christians – Richard II had consecrated his kingdom to Mary, Henry V had begged for her protection of his armies on the eve of the Battle of Agincourt, and the whole country was popularly nicknamed ‘Our Lady’s Dowry’.32 Mariology had kept active the minds of Christianity’s most gifted theologians since the dawn of the Church, as well as inspiring widespread popular devotion, the latter being reflected in the many sobriquets accorded the Virgin. One of those, Stella Maris, ‘Star of the Sea’, was inscribed onto the twenty-four-year-old chapel bell that roused Hampton Court’s servants from their sleep. The bell-imprinted prayer read Stella Maria Maris Succurre Piisima Nobis (‘Mary, Most Gracious, Star of the Sea, come to our assistance’). It is unclear how a bell carrying a prayer to the Virgin more obviously associated with sailors or fishing villages ended up at a manor house in a landlocked county.33 As the morning Psalms wafted heavenward from the manor’s chapel, the other servants made their way to their duties, many of them wearing the Daubeneys’ livery of a red shield with four silver lozenges.‡

			Some of the staff crossed over to the kitchens which, of all the buildings constructed on Lord Daubeney’s orders at Hampton Court, are the ones that survive and can be visited in the present.34 The Great Kitchen was a bustling place, hot on cold days and suffocating on warm ones; according to a later Spanish visitor, the Great Kitchen in full working order on a summer’s day was as close to the open gates of hell as he could imagine.35 The Hampton Court kitchens were a place of effort and sweat. Servants turned the spits, roasting meats in one of the two cavernous fireplaces, while in a smaller one nearby their colleagues boiled fish and meat, made stews, and marinated sauces. The pots and cauldrons used in the latter were scrubbed clean, ‘both within and without’, by the scullions in the scullery, while the buttery helped dispense the food, ale and wine to staff, the differing amounts allocated on the basis of the recipient’s rank in the household’s hierarchy.36 Administrative offices were nearby, from which the officers were supposed to keep a careful record of the kitchens’ bills, since aristocratic households at the time spent nearly one-quarter of their considerable expenditure on food.37 For the servants working there in January 1503, their workload was about to increase hugely thanks to the week-long visit to Hampton Court of Henry VII’s wife, Elizabeth of York. She arrived on 7 January aboard her ‘great boat’, commanded by her bargemaster Lewis Waltier.38 Waltier and his rowers had brought the Queen from a Christmas at nearby Richmond Palace which, with her interest in architecture, she had a hand in designing.39

			Elizabeth of York was beloved by many of her husband’s subjects. In part, her popularity stood as testament to the Queen’s personal virtues. The contemporary Annals of Ulster records Elizabeth’s continent-wide reputation as ‘a woman that was of the greatest charity and humanity from Italy to Ireland’.40 It also reflected public gratitude for the role her marriage had played in ending the Wars of the Roses after Bosworth. Elizabeth was the eldest daughter of Edward IV, the king who had overthrown Henry VI. The lasting dynastic realignment in the Tudors’ favour was supported by many former Yorkists after their senior princess, Elizabeth, married the new king, thereby uniting the two previously warring sides of the royal line. At the time of her wedding in 1486, Elizabeth was considered the most beautiful princess in Europe – hardly surprising given that her late father was remembered as a man ‘of visage lovely, of body mighty’, while her mother Queen Elizabeth Woodville was once described as ‘the most beautiful woman in the island of Britain’.41

			In the seventeen years since becoming queen consort, Elizabeth of York had continued to prove herself invaluable to the nascent Tudor regime, often by balancing some of her husband’s weaknesses. Elizabeth had seen her father and brother deposed and had twice fled into sanctuary with her mother, while Henry VII had also endured a childhood brutally shaped by the Wars of the Roses. Unlike Elizabeth, who never travelled outside England, those vicissitudes had compelled Henry to a maturity acquired abroad. Born in Wales two months after his father died of plague in a Yorkist prison, Henry’s birth had nearly killed his thirteen-year-old mother; as her confessor had put it, ‘It seemed a miracle that of so little a personage anyone should have been born at all.’42 The wars saw him separated from his mother as a child and then entrusted to the care of a guardian who was himself beheaded in the aftermath of yet another battle.43 After his uncle Henry VI lost the throne for the second and final time, young Henry, then aged fourteen, was evacuated through secret passageways running beneath the streets of the Welsh port of Tenby to be bundled into a fishing boat. He and his uncle Jasper escaped on the vessel into the Celtic Sea, where storms drove them to the temporary safety of a Breton harbour.44 Henry spent the next fourteen years as an exile in Europe, returning to the British Isles in 1485 having spent half his life – and all of his adulthood – in foreign countries. In some important ways, this proved of benefit to him after he became king. His education abroad had given him the strength of an outsider’s gaze. Not only was Henry VII attuned to the nuances of international politics, but he shrewdly and dispassionately analysed his English and Welsh nobles’ scheming. That was one of the reasons why he knew plotters would concoct lies to try to separate him from loyal men like Lord Daubeney. In other areas, the years spent in exile had given the King less helpful attitudes – the Spanish ambassador to London, Don Pedro de Ayala, thought that, left to his own devices, Henry VII would have dispensed with Parliament altogether to rule like the French autocrats who had sheltered him as a young man and from whom he descended on his father’s side.45

			His queen seems to have softened some of those impulses. In partnership with her remarkable mother-in-law Margaret Beaufort, Elizabeth of York helped turn Henry’s court into a theatre of monarchy. Both women understood the utility of splendour and the importance of pomp in conveying a sense of political stability which, in its turn, was interpreted by onlookers as proof of the providential. In an era when God spoke through the events of men, Henry VII’s cause was regarded as having first been blessed by the victory given to him at the Battle of Bosworth, then by his defeat of every rebellion subsequently mounted against him. Heaven’s blessing had been confirmed by some helpful paperwork courtesy of Pope Innocent VIII, who sanctioned Henry’s peace-buying wedding to Elizabeth, which he followed with a helpful supplementary threat of excommunication against anyone who challenged Tudor rule.46 Having won peace for her compatriots in this life, Queen Elizabeth then set herself to winning similar blessings for them in the next; she interceded with the Pope to grant English Christians a pardon if, each time they heard a church bell toll the Angelus,§ they recited the words uttered in the Bible by the Queen’s patron saint, Elisabeth, when she first beheld the pregnant Virgin Mary: ‘Blessèd art thou amongst women and blessèd is the fruit of thy womb.’47

			Celestial approval for the devout queen and the victorious king again expressed itself through the many children God sent into their royal nursery. By the time she disembarked at Hampton Court’s wharf on 7 January 1503, the 36-year-old Elizabeth was seven months pregnant with her eighth child – among the staff who accompanied her to Hampton Court was one of her midwives, Alice Massey.48 The Portuguese ambassador described Elizabeth as stout and large-breasted, while a Venetian traveller in London wrote home that the Queen of England was ‘a very handsome woman’.49 She was not, however, a happy woman. True, she had successfully delayed the wedding of her eldest daughter to the King of Scots on the grounds that the princess, having just celebrated her thirteenth birthday, was too young for wedlock. In this, Elizabeth had again allied with her mother-in-law, who knew from personal experience the agony inflicted by labour at thirteen. However, this triumph came not long after the Queen buried her youngest and eldest sons within two years of each other. Baby Edmund had died during a summer outbreak of the plague in 1500, and in 1502 the Queen had been awoken by her servants in the dead of night to the devastating news that the heir, Prince Arthur, had also died, fifteen years after his birth and six months after his wedding. What caused Arthur’s passing is still debated, with undiagnosed cancer or tuberculosis suggested by different historians. The plague had also been active in the countryside around Ludlow Castle, where Arthur had been in residence, and his Spanish widow was ill enough that she had to be moved back to London in a slow-moving litter.50 Queen Elizabeth tried to remain strong in the face of her husband’s grief, rushing to his bedchamber where she urged him to trust in God who ‘had left him yet a fair Prince, two fair Princesses, and that God is where He was, and we are both young’. She had held herself together until she returned to her own apartments, where ‘natural and motherly remembrance of that great loss smote her so sorrowful’ that her ladies-in-waiting sent for the King, who comforted Elizabeth with the ‘true gentle and faithful love’ she had just shown him.51

			She conceived again within a few months of her eldest son’s death. There were signs – not least in her decision to retire to Hampton Court the day after festivities for the twelve days of Christmas ended at Richmond – that the Queen was finding her latest pregnancy particularly difficult. She and her husband shared a devotion to the Virgin Mary, and an anxious Elizabeth had sent for a relic of the Virgin to be brought from Westminster Abbey to accompany her during her forthcoming labour.52 She dispatched one of her chaplains, Father William Barton, on pilgrimage to the great shrine to Our Lady of Walsingham in Norfolk to make offerings on the Queen’s behalf.53 She sought refuge too in astrology. Although later generations of Christians would more often regard astrology as essentially pagan, Elizabeth of York’s contemporaries believed that God indicated His intentions through the stars as clearly as He did through battles and bloodlines, citing the star-guided journey of the Magi to Bethlehem as biblical proof that astrology was a decipherable code from the heavens.54 That Christmas, the royal astrologer had tried to soothe Queen Elizabeth’s nerves by predicting that she would live into her eighties.55

			As wine was decanted and meats shorn from the kitchen spits, musicians and minstrels performed for the Queen and her ladies. It was not her first visit to the Hampton Court estate – that had taken place in 1501, eighteen months after her husband’s stay and Daubeney’s second set of improvements. In 1503, she stayed for a week. Each day, the chapel bell tolled the nine canonical hours, winning remission of a sin for those souls who, upon hearing it, recited St Elisabeth’s words to the Virgin Mary and thereby took advantage of the indulgence won for them by their Queen. Each night, the bell fell silent, the pregnant Elizabeth retired to her chambers, while the servants unfurled their sleeping bags in the halls and dormitories. After an uneventful seven days which, as it transpired, would be Elizabeth of York’s last as a guest in a private home, she and her retinue boarded her ‘great boat’, which slipped into the current to carry her back to Richmond; from there, after a few days, it would bring her to London and the labour that would kill her on her thirty-seventh birthday.

				
					* We also owe the phrase ‘Peeping Tom’ to the legend of Lady Godiva, or Godgifu, to use her original Anglo-Saxon name. The story runs that the people of Coventry, touched by Godiva’s gesture to humiliate herself on their behalf, agreed to turn away or keep indoors as she rode by, with the exception of a curious adolescent, Tom, who peeked from an upstairs window. Variations on the legend have him being stricken blind by God in punishment or murdered by his enraged neighbours.

				

				
					† A common trope in discrediting a royal was to spread the story that they were the illegitimate child of a lowly-born foreigner. With subtle alterations, the rumours were reinvented for Richard II, Henry IV, Edward IV and Elizabeth I, the occupation of the putative father shifting from a clerk in Bordeaux, to a butcher from Ghent, an archer based in Rouen and a Flemish musician.

				

				
					‡ A diamond shape on heraldic shields.

				

				
					§ A prayer commemorating the Incarnation of Christ, traditionally accompanied by a ringing of the church bell at six o’clock in the morning, at noon, and at six o’clock in the evening. In practice, the Angelus often functioned like a call to prayer for Catholics.
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			Turrets and Towers

			[image: ]

			Building royally,

			Their mansions curiously

			With turrets and with towers,

			With halls and with bowers,

			Stretching to the stars

			With glass windows and bars;

			Hanging about the walls,

			Cloths of gold …

			– Fr. John Skelton, ‘Colin Clout’ (1522)

			James Butler had a limp. The young Irish nobleman had taken a French bullet in the thigh fighting in the wars of Elizabeth of York’s second son, who succeeded to the throne as Henry VIII aged seventeen in 1509 when tuberculosis ended the life of Elizabeth’s widower, Henry VII.1 The same war that testified to the increasing popularity of artillery in battle, which limited James Butler’s mobility, had also launched into orbit the career of Butler’s future master, Oxford graduate and priest Father Thomas Wolsey. England’s campaigns against Scotland and France allowed Wolsey to showcase his extraordinary organisational skills, for which Henry VIII, who was bored by the minutiae of such things, proved gratefully impressed and impressively grateful. According to a palace servant, it was after the wars of 1513–14 that Henry ‘called [Wolsey] more unto him and esteemed him so highly that his estimation and favour put all councillors out of their accustomed favour that they were in before’.2

			Prior to that, Wolsey’s trajectory had been respectable if comparatively unremarkable – bursar at his former college, Magdalen,* tutor to two of Elizabeth of York’s nephews, then a chaplain to Henry VII.3 He had helped organise an archbishop of Canterbury’s funeral in 1503 and was an occasional member of diplomatic missions to Scotland and the Hapsburg empire for the old king. Among the courtiers Wolsey had served on his way up the social ladder was Sir Richard Nanfan, a deputy of Lord Daubeney. It is unclear if Wolsey saw Hampton Court while he was on Nanfan’s payroll, but in January 1515, not long after his rapid rise in Henry VIII’s favour, Wolsey secured the transfer of Hampton Court’s lease from Giles Daubeney’s son, Henry. The old Lord Daubeney had passed away in May 1507, whereupon his loyalty to the Tudors received its final reward with the honour of a tomb at Westminster Abbey.4 The new Lord Daubeney came of legal age in December 1514 and the speed with which he sold Hampton’s lease to Wolsey suggests either a desire for the money or a lack of affection for the manor.5

			Thomas Wolsey felt neither ambivalence towards his new home, nor any timidity about spending money. He could certainly afford it. A cavalcade of honours, sacred and secular, flowed from the young King’s favour. Wolsey became Bishop of Lincoln for a few months in 1514 before the death of the Archbishop of York created a more prestigious prize, which became Wolsey’s, along with a cardinal’s hat from Pope Leo X, in 1515.6 Hampton Court was transformed as magnificently and quickly as its new occupant’s career, to the point that the splendour of one became symbiotic with the success of the other.7

			Usually a master in the art of networking, Wolsey leaned on his friend Thomas Docwra, Prior of the Knights Hospitaller, who approved the transfer of the lease from the Daubeneys but would not yield to the Cardinal’s desire to make the manor a freehold. The Church’s newest prince had to content himself with a 99-year lease which, like Giles Daubeney’s tenancy before him, left him free to transform the manor as he saw fit. Wolsey was especially pleased with Hampton Court’s performance in a game of architectural tit-for-tat with his rival William Warham, Archbishop of Canterbury who, around the same time as Wolsey started his refurbishments, began a similarly expensive series of changes to the archiepiscopal palace at Otford.8 The transformation of Otford may have commenced first and the two competing palaces quickly became surrogates for the clergymen’s politesse-laced feud, in which they tried unconvincingly to mask their one-upmanship with Christian concern for one another. Once Warham was satisfied that his palace had been ‘magnificently enlarged’, he humbly invited Wolsey to visit him at ‘my poor house at Otford’.9 Wolsey, on discovering that Otford had a reputation for mild damp, professed worry about Warham’s health – surely it would be better if Warham spent some time at Wolsey’s ‘most wholesome Manor of Hampton Court’, with its ‘high and dry grounds’.10 Warham installed a new courtyard that was larger than Hampton Court’s.11 Wolsey spent more money on artisans and architects.

			By 1522, Hampton Court had definitively outsparkled its south-eastern rival. Otford may have been sufficiently splendid four years earlier to host a visiting Italian cardinal, but it was Hampton Court that was picked to entertain the Hapsburg Emperor, Charles V, in June 1522, at the end of his second state visit to England.12 A contemporary thought that Hampton Court had become one of the ‘great palaces without comparison, most glorious of outward sight, and within … more like unto a paradise than an earthly habitation’.13 Eight emperors had appeared in the palace’s courtyards since Wolsey took over the lease, but Charles V would be the first to be present in person. The previous summer, Tuscan sculptor Giovanni da Maiano had submitted his expenses for completing work on gilded terracotta heads of eight Roman emperors, as well as separate pieces depicting Julius Caesar and Cleopatra VII.14 The terracotta pharaoh, the dictator and the eight emperors seem to have been installed in Hampton Court’s new and second courtyard, subsequently called its Base† Court.15 The creation of this new courtyard was part of a transformation that also saw a new westward-looking entry, capped by a five-storey gatehouse, that opened onto the Base Court.16 The manor’s original courtyard, henceforth accessed through the Base, was extended with bricks in the same red hue as those used by Lord Daubeney’s men. The Base was ringed by new lodgings that could accommodate many more guests than had been possible in Daubeney’s lifetime. South-facing sun-catching gardens bloomed on the land reclaimed through the relocation of the gatehouse and its correspondingly obsolete moat. Two orchards were planted, surrounding tiled banqueting houses for summer entertainments. Hampton Court’s well-stocked fishponds proved useful for its residents’ dietary needs when eating meat was forbidden by the Church, such as on Fridays and Saturdays, on the eves preceding the major feast days dedicated to the Virgin Mary and to any of the Twelve Apostles, during the four weeks of Advent preceding Christmas or the forty days of Lent preceding Easter.‡ The Hampton Court carp and shrimp were apparently delicious enough to be appreciated as gifts by members of the elite.17

			With its bell, bearing the invocation to the Virgin Mary as Star of the Sea, reinstalled in a new belltower, the old chapel had been demolished to make way for a much larger replacement, with room for four side altars and a great organ.18 There, every day when he was in residence at his favourite home, Wolsey’s household chapel celebrated a High Mass, devoted to whichever feast day or commemoration was prescribed in the Church calendar, along with the daily Lady Mass in honour of the Virgin Mary, sunrise’s Prime, and sunset’s Vespers with Compline. It was possibly only on holy days that Matins and Lauds, the services held between dusk and dawn, were sung by Wolsey’s choir, which was judged by some to be in finer collective voice than the King’s.19 Although the Cardinal attended all of a day’s devotions only infrequently, he was present for at least one church service daily. At Hampton Court, he prayed in a chapel dominated by a large crucifix and the stained glass he had commissioned depicting the crucifixion. St Mary Magdalene, patroness of Wolsey’s alma mater, was shown weeping at the foot of the cross, while adoring in prayer were stained-glass images of Wolsey himself, St Thomas Becket, St Paul and St Peter, the latter of whom, according to Catholic tradition, had been the first Pope and Prince of the Apostles.20 On the opposite side of the great window knelt King Henry VIII, his Spanish wife Katherine of Aragon, and their daughter Princess Mary, ushered into Christ’s presence by their patron saints and, in the King’s case, also by England’s patron St George.21

			Wolsey’s changes employed teams of architects, masons, carpenters, gardeners and bricklayers, all of whom were overseen by the best and brightest in their respective fields. Among those who transformed Hampton Court under Wolsey were men who had worked on Henry VII and Elizabeth of York’s tomb, on completing Eton College and King’s College, Cambridge, or on the royal renovations at the Palace of Westminster and Windsor Castle. The little town of Hampton, just outside the estate’s walls, had become one of the most cosmopolitan places in Tudor England. Craftsmen from the Italian states, the Netherlands, France and the Holy Roman Empire§ settled there while they worked on the many alterations to Hampton Court between 1515 and 1522. The chapel’s stained-glass windows, for instance, were installed by a team headed by Wolsey’s master glazier, Englishman James Nicolson, and probably designed by Erhard Schön, Nuremberg-born protégé of Albrecht Dürer.22

			A large house required a commensurate staff and Hampton Court, in Wolsey’s time, ran on a princely scale. The chapel alone retained a dean and his deputy, ten chaplains, ten clerks and ten choristers, who went with Wolsey as he moved from one house to the next.23 Its Master of the Choristers, Richard Pygott, was an admired composer in his own right whose works were performed at Hampton Court, where the Cardinal gave Pygott time and space to develop his own music while in service. Frustratingly, only one of Pygott’s works survives intact. The devotional Quid petis, o fili? (‘What are you seeking, O Son?’), a reflection on the Nativity and specifically on the Virgin Mary’s maternal love for the Christ Child, has been recorded by modern choirs whose work gives us an idea of what Pygott’s audiences heard at Hampton Court in the 1520s. Among the choirmaster-composer’s pieces that survive in fragmentary form are a hymn to the Virgin Mary, one about St Thomas Becket, a lullaby, and a hymnal prayer for the dead.24

			On the secular side, the estate required many more gardeners, cooks, scullions and cleaners than it had in the previous generation. Wolsey was also attended by many young men from the English, Irish and Welsh elites, whose parents sent them to live in the chief minister’s household in the hope that he would promote them when they were older or, at the very least, afford them the chance to make valuable connections with other prominent families. James Butler was one such satellite – after his war wound, they called him Séamas Bacach (‘James the Lame’) back home in Ireland, a nickname that exaggerated the extent of James’s injury; another was the Earl of Northumberland’s eldest and heir, Lord Henry Percy. The greater the number of young blue-bloods who were attached to a household, the greater the importance of the household’s head. Their attendance was a testament to Wolsey’s influence and they were expected to enhance his current prestige as much as he would their future prospects. Partly inspired by how they interpreted verses in the Bible that exhorted ‘any one [who] aspires to the office of bishop’ to be ‘dignified, hospitable … and [manage] his own household well’, clergymen were held to have a duty to show hospitality to those who crossed their threshold.25 As did many of his churchly contemporaries, Wolsey took that point and ran with it, and he expected everyone in his establishment to augment his glory through hospitality. One of his gentlemen-ushers in 1522 – who had the job of standing in attendance to announce visitors or turn away the unwelcome – was George Cavendish, who turned twenty-eight during the Emperor’s visit. Cavendish was a Cambridge drop-out, a talented writer
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