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Inside the
mindof
Richard II1

What made England’s most controversial
king tick? Was he vain, voluble, a spendthrift?
And did he love his wife? Chris Skidmore,
who's been investigating Richard’s secret life
for a forthcoming book, reveals all
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Richard liked

the finer
things in life

Details that survive from R.ichard’s court su_ggest l‘hat_rhe
king was 0o po-faced ascetic but a spendthrift who enjoyed
fife’s luxuries.

Richard had his own troupe of players and minstrels,
while he ordered that one of Edward Vs own servants be
retained, for “his expert ability and cunning in the science
of music,” ordering that he “take and seize for us and in our
name all such singing men and children”.

Richard also seems to have appreciated good fashion
sense. In 1484 he sent the Irish Earl of Desmond a parcel
including gowns of velvet and cloth of gold “to show unto
you... our intent and pleasure for to have you to use the
manner of our English habit and clothing”.

The king’s extravagance excited comment from the most
unlikely of sources. Thomas Langton — who served as
bishop of St David’s, Salisbury and Winchester — praised
the king in a letter written shortly after his accession to the
throne in the summer of 1483, describing how “he contents
the people where he goes best that ever did prince... on my
troth I liked never the conditions of any prince so well as
his: God hath sent him to us for the weal of us all”,
However, in the final line, the bishop added a note
of caution; “Sensual pleasure holds sway to an
increasing extent, but I do not consider that
this detracts from what I have said.”
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He was generous

(when the mood took him)

The Crowland Chronicle — writ-
ten in Lincelnshire’s Crowland
Abbey from the 7th to 15th
centuries — describes how
Richard intended to “pass over
the pomp of Christmas” in 1483.
Yel this terse assessment contra-
dicts surviving contemporary
records, which tell us that the
king spent £764 17s 6d {the
equivalent of over £380,000
today) for “certain plate... for our
year’s gifts against Christmas last
past and for other jewels,” while
he gave £100 (£50,000) to “our
welbeloved servants the grooms
and pages of our chamber... fora
reward against the Feast of
Christmas”,

Ata Whitehall banquet to
mark the epiphany celebrations
ol 6 January 1484, Richard gave
the mayor and aldermen of
London a gold cup “garnished
with pearls and other precious
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stones” 1o be used in the chamber
of the Guildhall, These were
displayed at a council meeting

a weck later, where it was also
declared how Richard “lor the
very great favour he bears
towards this city, intended to
bestow and make the borough of
Southwark part of the liberty of
the City, and also to give £10,000
{£5m) towards the building of
walls and ditches around the

said borough”.

Intriguingly, this huge
financial gift never materialised
—and the aldermen of London
failed to raisc the matter again,
Did the evening’s festivitics
inspire Richard to make this
magnanimous gesture — only to
conveniently forget about it in the
cold light of day?
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The dispute over where Richard’s
remains should be interred has
made it all the way Lo the high
court this year. Bul can confem-
porary sources shed any light on
where the king himselfwished to
be buried?

Perhaps they can. Though the
king is known to have supported
several religious institutions —
including St George’s Chapel at
Windsor, and his own founda-
tions al Middleham in Yorkshire
and Queen’s College, Cambridge
—he does scem to have placed
parlicular emphasis on his
relationship with York, and its
famous Minster.

In one document, Richard
described the “great zeal and
tender affection that we bear in
our heart unto our faithful and
true subjects the mayor, sheriffs
and citizens of the city of York”,

Shortly after his coronation, he
travelled northwards to the city,
holding a spectacular ceremony
in the Minster, to which he
donated a “great cross standing
on six bases. .. with images of the
crucifixion and the two thieves,
together with other images near
the foot and many precious
stones, rubies and sapphires”.

Richard’s greatest display of
affection to the city came on
23 September 1484, when he
unveiled plans for a chantry
foundation at York Minster,
which would house a hundred
pricsts to support the Minster,
and practise the “worship of God,
our Lady, Saint George and Saint
Ninian”. The massive project
invalved the construction of six
altars for the king’s chaplains,
together with a separaic building
to house them.

Several months after his
original grant, however, Richard
was forced to write a letter to the
authorities of the Duchy of
Lancaster, Unpublished and
unremarked upon by historians
who have written on Richard’s
plans for a foundation at York,
the letter states that in spite of
giving to the dean of the Minster
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Heregarded himself
as aman of York

and its authorities “our special
power and authority to ask,
gather and levy all and any sum
of money for the time” in order to
“sustain and bear the charge of
the finding of a hundred priests
now being of cur foundation,”
the priests still remained unpaid
for their services.

Richard now demanded that
they be paid from the Duchy of
Lancaster. “We not willing our
said priests to be unpaid of their
wages, seeing by their prayers we
trust to be made the more
acceptable to God and his saints.”
'I'he connection between
Richard’s establishment of the
foundation at York and the
salvation of his own soul could
hardly be any clearer. Could this
indicate that Richard’s real
intention in creating this new
religious institution was to follow
the growing trend for 15th-cen-
tury aristocrats across Europe to
establish their own chantry
foundations and ultimately
mausoleums? Richard, Duke of
York, had done just that at
Fotheringay, Northamptonshire,
and Edward IV was to follow suit
at Windsor.

After Richard’s death, the
archbishop there remembered
fondly how “our most Christian
prince, King Richard I11...
founded and ordained a most
celebrated college of a hundred
chaplains, primarily at his own
expense”. The foundation was
not to last long, however. By 1493,
“timber from the house con-
structed by King Richard II1
fram the establishing of chantry
priests” had been broken up

and sold.

He loved
his wite
(atleast, that's
what he claimed)

Unlike his brother Edward TV, famed for his debauchery
and mistresses, Richard seems to have been a devout
family man. He was fond of his only legitimate son,
Edward, whom he described as “our dearest first born son
Edward, whose outstanding qualities, with which he is
singularly endowed for his age, give great and, by the
favour of God, undoubted hope of future uprightness™

Edward’s prematurc death in April 1484 proved
devastating to both Richard and his wife, Anne, The news
clearly came unexpectedly, for, according to the Crowland
Chronicle, “on hearing news of this, at Nottingham, where
they were then residing, you might have seen his father
and mother in a state almost bordering on madness, by
reason of their sudden grief”,

Several months later, in September 1484, when wrap-
ping up payments for the prince’s disbanded houschold,
Richard continued to describe Edward as “our dearest son
the prince”. When Anne herself dicd on 16 March 1485,
rumours swirled that Richard had planned to poison his
wife. Yet the records show a very different side to the king
who, just days before her death, xefers to her as “our most
dear wife the queen™.

The king professed in his proclamations his distaste of
“horrible adultery and bawds, provoking the high
indignation and displeasure of God,” instead preferring
“the way of truth and viriue,” and even declared to his
bishops that “our principal intent and fervent desire is to
see virtue and cleanness of living to be advanced, in-
creased and multiplicd, and vices and all other things
repugnant to virtue. .. to be repressed and annulled”.

Yet this did not prevent Richard himself from fathering
at least two illegitimate children. One was John of
Gloucester, whom Richard evidently thought highly of,
appointing him captain of Calais, on account of his
“liveliness of mind, activity of body and inclination to all
good customs”. The other was Katherine Plantagenet, who
Richard married off to William, Earl of Huntingdon,
making a generous financial provision to the couple.

When Anne died, rumours swirled that
Richard had planned to poison her.

Yet just days before her death he refers

to her as ‘our most dear wife the queen >
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He was convinced
of hisright torule

Upon the birth of Edward IV’ eldest son, lidward, in
1479, Richard had sworn publicly that the young baby,
“first begotten son of our sovereign lord,” was “to be very
and undoubted heir to our said lord as to the crowns and
realms of England and France and Jordship of Ireland. ..
In case hereafter it happen you by God’s disposition to
overlive our sovereign lord; T shall then take and accept
you for the very true and rightwisc king of England.”

Richard was, of course, to break this solemn vow in
spectacular style — but how did he justify going back on
his word to himself and his peers? The archives provide
some clues.

According to a lengthy explanation set down in
parliament in 1484, Richard proved that Edward IV had
already been contracted to marry Lady Eleanor ‘Lalbol
belare his union with Queen Elizabeth Woodville. As
a result, his son Edward V was in fact illegitimate, so
unable to take the lhrone. Two days after he had seized the
crown, Richard wrote how men had wrongly sworn an
oath to Edward V that had been “ignorantly given”.

In early January 1484, Richard had no qualmsin
repaying a Cambridgeshire bailiff for wildfowl purchased
for Edward V’s ahorted coronalion, merely describing the
planned ceremony as “the time we stood protector of this
our realm while Edward bastard son unto our entirely
beloved brother Edward 1V was called king of this realm®,

In another document in the archives, Richard merely
described how he was now the “true and undoubted king
of this realm of England by divine and human right,”
having “taken the royal dignity and power and the rule
and governance of the same realm for
himselt... from Edward the
Bastard, formerly called
Edward the fifth... the
samc Edward legitimately
having been remaved by
usurpation™ It seems that
Richard, for one, was
absolutely convinced
of his right to rule.

Hewasa
formidable

warrior

The records reveal that Richard
had begun his military training
at an early age. In March 1465,
his brother Edward IV spent over
£20 (£10,000) for “sheaves of
arrows” and hows, “to the use of
our brethren the dukes of
Clarence and Gloucester”,

Richard first saw military
action in the battles of Barnet —
where one source indicates he
was wounded — and Tewkesbury.
His fighting skills were praised by
one poet, who described Richard
asa young Hector. In 1480,
Richard wrole to the French king
Louis X1, thanking him for “the
great bombard which you caused
to be presented to me, for [ have
always taken and still take greal
pleasure in artillery and I assure
you it will be a special treasure
to me”,

Richard later took
aleading role in the defence of
the Scottish borders, and hy 1483
the Italian visitor Dominic
Mancini was stating that “such
was his renown in warfare,

that whenever a difficult
and dangerous policy had to
be undertaken, it would be
entrusted to his discretion
and generalship”.

The records of Richard’s reign
are littered with payments for
military weapons and equip-
ment: for instance, he spent £560
(£280,000) on 157 complete suits
olarmour, and a further £64 195
1d (£32,000) on 2,228lbs of
saltpeire for making gunpowder.

In 1485 Richard ordered that
Edward Benstead, a gentleman
usher ol the chamber, was sent to
the Tower to “shoot certain our
guns we have been making there
for their prove and assay”.
Richard also ordered v
that a “long scaling
bridge” under
construction at
the Tower he
put through
its paces.
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He threw
a good

party

Details of the receipts for Richard IIT’s
coronation banquet survive, and they
suggest that the king’s accession (o the
throne in the summer of 1483 was
celebrated in some style. The banquet
comprised 75 different dishes over three
courses, to be served to 1,200 “messes”
{shared tables) that would fved around
3,000 peoplein total.

The guests tucked into 30 bulls,

140 sheep, 100 calves, six boars, 12 fatted
pigs, 200 suckling pigs, eight hart deer,
140 bucks, eight roe deer and fawns. In
addition, the lower ranks at the banquet
would be treated to 288 marrow bones,
72 ox feet, and 144 calves’ feet.

For the fish dishes, the caterer ordered
400 lampreys, 350 pikes, four porpoises,
40 bream, 30 salmon cut into thin slices,
100 trout, 40 carp, 480 freshwater crayfish,
200 cod and salt fish, another 36 other ‘sea
fish’, 100 tench, and 200 mullet.

The banquet also included 1,000 geese,
800 rabbits, 800 chickens, with another
400 chickens “to stew’, in addition to
300 sparrows or larks, 2,400 pigeons,
1,000 capons, 800 rails (a large, fat bird),
40 cygnets, 16 dozen heron, 48 peacocks,
eight dozen of both crancs and pheasants,
six dozen bitterns, 240 quails, three dozen
egrets, 12 dozen curlews and 120 ‘piper
chicks’ — probably young pigeons.

To spice the dishes, 281bs of pepper,
8lbs of saffran costing 48 shillings, 281bs
of cinnamon costing 60 shillings, 4lbs of
fresh ginger and 121bs of powdered ginger
were employed, though the most popular
seasoning seems to have been the sweet
variety, with 150lbs of Madeira sugar
imported from Portugal, 150tbs of
almonds and 2001bs of raisins making up
the largest of the orders for spices in the
kitchen. Dessert included 3001bs of dates,
1001bs of prunes, 1,000 oranges and
12 gallons of strawberrics, decorated
with 100 leaves of “pure gold”.
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He was hell-bent
on crushing his foes

The most detailed description of
Richard 111 and his court comes from
an eyewitness account left to us by
Niclas von Popplan, a Silesian knight
who visited the king while he was
staying at Middleham Castle in

North Yorkshire in May 1484. Popplau’s
text, still only available in its original
German, deserves a full English
translation, as it gives us our best
understanding of Richard by someone
who met him face to face. Popplau
suggested that Richard was “three
fingers taller than I, but a bit slimmer
and not as thickset as T am, and much
more lightly built, He has quite
slender arms and thighs, and also

a great heart”.

Popplau was entertained by the king
in his royal tent, where he witnessed
Richard’s bed, “decorated from top to
bottom with red Samite [luxurious silk
fabric] and a gold piece” with a table
“covered all around with silk cloths of
gold embroidered with gold. The king
set himselfat the table and he wore a
collar of an order set with many large
pearls, almost like strawberries, and
diamonds. The collar was quite as widc
as a man’s hand,” Popplau noted.

Richard requested that his German
visitor sit next to him at dinner,

&0

At the banquet
Richard was so
engrossed in
conversation that
‘he hardly
touched his food,
but talked with
me all the time’

where the king was so engrossed in
conversation that *he hardly touched
his food, but talked with me all the
time. He asked me about his imperial
majesty [Maxmillian I], all kings and
princes of the empire whom I knew
well, about their habits, fortune, actions
and virtues. To which I answered
everything that could add to their
honour and high standing, Then the
king was silent for a while, and then he
began again to ask me questions, abont
many matters and deeds.”

When Popplau began to discuss a
recent defeat of the Ottoman Turks in
Hungary, Richard suddenly became
“very pleased” and answered: “T would
like my kingdom and land to lie where
the land and kingdom of the king of
Hungary lies, on the Turkish frontier
itself. Then I would certainly, with my
own people alone, without the help of
other kings, princes or lords, properly
drive away not only the Tarks, but all
my enemies and opponents.” For
Richard, it was a dream that proved
impossible to fulfil. B

Chris Skidmore MP is an author and
histarian whao also serves as Conservative
MP for Kingswood. His forthcoming book
The Lives of Richard L1l will be published in
2015, He will be talking about Richard 11T at
BBC History Magazine’s History Weckend in
October — see historyweekend. com

DISCOVER MORE

BOOK

» Bosworth: The Birth of the Tudors
by Chris Skidmore {Orian, 2014}
LISTEN AGAIN

p Melvyn Bragg and guests discuss
the battle of Bosworth

on In Qur Time at o o
bbe.co.ukiprogrammes/
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WHICH
MONARCH
MATTERED

MOST?

: Professor Eric Ives considers the lasting appeal of England’s most &GS‘Y‘POD% |
celebrated royal household, while five Tudor historians debate which @"
of the dynasty’s kings and queens left the most significant legacy %3M0“$
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Eric Ives asks what it is about the Tudors that
encourages academics, writers, filmmakers,
television producers — and, of course, the
general public — to keep coming back for more

VER SINCE 1900,
maore than two
books or articles
have appeared on
average every day
on the history of
the British Tsles
between 1485 and 1603, and that’s only
the scholarly ones. Add in popular
material, plus fiction and film, and
totals soar. TV investment in the Tudors
has gone through the roof. But why?

The obvious answer is romance—
Good Queen Bess, Bluff King Hal,
Bloody Mary, ‘the sca dogs of Devon,
the block and the scaffold. Fiction, film
and TV feeds on it, Bluff and genial
Henry V11[ could be, but Thomas More
was right to siy the king would have no
qualms in cutting his head off if it
would win him a castle in France.

Fascination about Elizabeth ignores
an England where a woman in labour
might be dragged into another parish to
avoid her pauper brat becoming a
charge on the rates. Romance is today’s
celebrity cult in costume. The excuse is
offered, “it’s drama, not history”, but
why then spend thousands on
historically accurate costume and
scenery? Shakespeare didn'’t.,

22

A better reason for the fascination is
that Tudor England has a high density
of ‘memorable people, not least its
monarchs. However this was no
‘flowering of the English spirit. Quite
simply, we know more. We visit Tudor
houses. Portraits show what Tudor
people were like — more than that, the
image they wanted to present, Holbein
‘airbrushes” his sitters. Most important
of all, personal papers and modern
public records first survive in quantity
- letters, accounts, memoranda,
narratives; evidence of all sorts
multiplies. The Paston Letters are
famous because similar 15th-century
collections are [ew. Wot so in the 16th.

The new sources do not simply
provide personalia such as Henry VII's
susceptibility to dancing girls, They let
us see the Tudlors in a fresh way. New
questions —who did this and why. New
understandings — of business, society,
law and order. New areas of study —
gender, family, folk beliel.

For earlier centuries such knowledge
is hard-waen; as the 16th progresses, the
problem can be too much data. Books
poured from the presses, ideas
proliferated, our speech taok shape.
The King James Bible we celebrate this

year is substantially a Tudor
achievement: ‘sheep’s clothing),
‘fleshpots) ‘the powers that be’ and

200 other expressions In use today.
We dor’'t read Chaucer and Langland in
the original, but we can and do read
Morc and Shakespeare.

The new sources appear to reveal

a familiar scene: patliament, an
established church, England emerging
to Buropean status, overseas interests,
class, inflation, poverty. Familiarity
does, however, bring
danger, The
environment of Tudor
England is alicn as
well as similar. We
must not make
assunyptions which
are only valid for
today. The biggest
need for caution is
aver religion. Think of
the position Islam
appears to have in
certain eastern
comrmunities today

— not only prescribing
ritual observance, and
required behaviour,
but also providing a
malrix of thought and ideas. Religion in
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This miniature from

16th-century England was similarly the British Library
: i sl shows a Tudor rose
embedded in society and similarly flanked by tions

formative. The axiom was ‘one nation
one faith’ and hence conlroversy. Which
faith? Toleration was not an option.
Today it would be monstrous to burn
someone because of their views. The
Tudors thought otherwise; the
disagreement was over who to barn.

‘I'here are other traps for the unwary.
The significance of Tudor rule may

EBC Histary Magazin€
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REX FEATURES

The BBC series The
Tudors: one example of
the modern fascination

with the era

appear to be a series of seminal
developments, for instance the Church
of England. But the Tudor church only
lasted a century. What we have today
effectively dates from 1660 and it calls
itself Anglican precisely because it is not
the Church of England. Parliaments
became more important, but only a
namg and tradition links them to the
current institution.

Tudor rulers wielded more personal
power than any before or since. None
would recognise modern monarchs as
monarchs at all. National identity was
strengthened by the 1588 victory over
Spain, but in Tudor parlance, ‘country’
is as likely to mean ‘county’; after all, in
terms of travelling time, England was
25 times larger than it is today. 'L'he
colonies, the church and the law written
about by Ralegh, Hooker and Coke, are
not the colonies, church and Jaw we
know. England in the 16th ¢entury and
England today are “two countries
separated by a common language”

Zest for living

Notwithstanding the dangers of
empathy, Tudor England docs have a
good feel about it, an ebullience and a
zest {or living,. The truculence of the age
is one facet of that, the attitude to
martyrdom another. It is the great age
of English music and drama, notable
architecture, widening horizons and for
many a measurable advance in comfort
and civility. In the 1570s William
Harrison listed the changes in his Essex
village: “the multitude of chimneys
nowadays” (betler warmth and
comfort), “the amendment of lodging”
(beds and bedding) and “the exchange
of vessel” (pewter instead of wood).

BBC History Magazine

The explanation is nol a‘golden age’
but ‘the economy, stupid’, From the
mid-14th century, western Europe’s
population shrank because of plague
and war. A century later plaguc began to
recede in England and the population
increased. In other words, the Tudors
arrived with, or were soon followed by,
an economic boom, another example of
their phenomenal luck everywhere
except in the bedroom. Particularly
from the 1540s, the expanding labour
force made sustained growth possible:
consumer goods such as stockings, pots
and pans, new or enlarged industries
—mining, glass and paper-making, the
‘new draperies, luxury trades including
theatre. And all was underpinned by
political stability. Religious changes did
not lead to civil war. Mary Tudor’s was
the only successful rebellion; otherwise
the elite stayed loyal,

As always there was a downside,
a vicious downside. Harrison noted
higher rents, the pressuzes of a money
economy and less concern for the poor.
The increase in population meant that

Tudor rulers wielded
more personal power
than any before or since

prices rose and this was made worse
by currency manipulation. The gap
between the comfortable and the poor
widened significantly. A village
cconomy had always needed resident
poor to provide seasonal Jabour. Now
structural unemployment became
endemic, The 1590s were horrendous as
the cast of the war fed inflation.
Suffering was made infinitely worse
by bad harvests; in some years paupers
died in the streets. Nevertheless, the
England of 1600 was enormously
wealthier than in 1500. An insulat,
agricultural country was becoming
a country with a growing trade and
industry sector. New families — Russells,
Spencers, Cecils, Cavendishs —were
forging ahead tolead the country and
would do so until the 20th century.
Tudor England was exciting to live in,
and that makes il exciting to study,
warts and all [0

Eric Ivesis an expert on the Tudor period.
He is ermeritus professor of English history
at the University of Birmingham. His new
book The Reformation Experience will be
published by Lion Hudson
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All about ,\ .
the Tudors S8

on the podcast

Free weekly
podcasts

You can listen to edited interviews with
our Tudor historians on the 8BC
History Magazine podcast, which is
now released on a weekly basis.

1 Steven Gunn discusses Henry V11,
the survivor and stabiliser
available to download from 18 July

2 George Bernard on Henry VIl
the scourge of papal power
available to download from 22 July

3 Ralph Houlbreoke on Edward VI,
the boy king and religious zealot
available to download from 29 July

4 Anna Whitelock on Mary
the forgotten trailblazer
available to dovnload from 5 August

5 Susan Doranon Elizabeth |,
the great unifier
avaitable to downioad from 12 August

Allour podcasts can be downloaded
free of charge from ourwebsite, oryou
can subscribe via iTunes

=3 www.historyextra.com/
podcast-page

Special Tudor
audiobook

We have also produced an audiobook
containing lengthier, more in-depth
interviews with our experts on the
Tudor kings and queens and their
momentous legacies. You can
download it from our website now at
ad www.historyextra.com/
audiobooks/tudors

for just £1.99

BBC HISTORY MAGAZINE
PRCSEHTS

THE TUDORS

. AUDIOBOOK — | TheTudors
audiobook
gets down
to serious
detailon
the dynasty
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HENRY V11

1485—1509 -

A portrait of Henry VI

in 1505. His claim to the
throne was tenuous and he
had to see off a posse of
pretenders, yet he proved a
canny and competent ruler,
medernising the justice
system and filling the
crown’s coffers
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MNATIONAL PORTRAIT GALLERY

He may not win many popularity contests but, says Steven Gunn, Henry VII
set the blueprint for a dynasty that was to make England a global power ;

ENRY Vilis the
inscrutable Tudor,

Less charismatic than
Henry VIIl or Flizabeth,
less tragic than Edward
or Mary, he stands no
realistic chance in a Most
Famous Tudor competition, But that is no
reason to forget hirm,

‘We should admire Henry first for his
tenacity. When he was propelled from exile to
the English throne in 1485 by the sudden death
of Ldward IV, Richard ITT’s seizure of the crown
and the bloody battle of Bosworth, six of the
last nine English kings had been deposed. And
the average was getting worse: each of the last
four had lost the crown; one of them, the
hapless Henry VI, twice.

One quarter French, one quarter Welsh, one
quarter descended from John of Gaunt by his
mistress; Henry’s claim to the throne of
England was hardly compelling. Yet he
defeated pretender after pretender —
Lambert Simnel, Perkin Warbeck,
Edmund de la Pole — and clung onto
power, He made a virtue of healing old
divisions by marrying Edward’s
daughter Elizabeth of York —a match
symbolised by the red and white Tudor
rose —and breeding sons to succeed
him. And even when two sons out of three
died, he saw Henry VIII safely onto the throne,
the first king to pass the crown on successfully
to his son in nearly a century.

No laughing matter

Henry was not just a survivor but a stabiliser.
He was less trusting, less generous and less
relaxed than many of his subjects might have
liked: he is only recorded as laughing in public
once. He put more faith in those he had seen
tested in the crises of 148389 than in young
noblemen who thought they ought to govern
because of their titles and blood. He took more
advice than previous kings from lawyers and
financial administraiars, men who told him
what the crown’s powers were and how he
might use them to tighten his grip on the
kingdom. He used fines for disobedience or for
offences against his rights as a means of
political control. His richer subjects did not
like it, but losing your money to Henry VI was
better than losing your head to Henry VIII.

He strengthened the crown both financially
and in its ability to do justice. Wealth could not
Buarantee the safety of an incompetent king,
but it could make domestic and international

BEC Histery Magazine

politics easier to navigate for a competent one.
Henry expanded the crown’s lands, drove up
the customs by encouraging trade and
attacking smuggling, and began to reform the
taxes voted by parliament in time.of war,
tapping economic growth without retarding it
in a way many governments might envy.

The demands of the royal conscience and
those of troubled subjects combined to make
justice a key to good kingship. Henry offered
his people faster and more effective decisions
in their lawsuits at the centre, through the
expanding judicial activity of the king’s
council, which would develop into the courts
of Star Chamber and Requests.

He did the same in regions far from
Westminster, with revivified councils to
oversee Wales and the north. In the counties,
justices of the peace were more numerous and
better supervised. In small towns and villages
the urge for stability coming up from below

Henry VII was the first
English king to pass the
crown on successfully to
his son in nearly a century

—stirred by patchy population growth,
industrial development and the mobile, restless
youth that came with them — met the
determination to enforce order coming down
from the king and his councillors.

Henry’s achievements may nut be
as spectacular as those of his son and
grandchildren, but he laid the foundations for
every aspect of later Tudor rule. The calculated
magnificence of Richmond Palace and his
chapel at Westminster paved the way for
Hampton Court and Nonsuch,

He spread everywhere the family badges
that would brand English kingship for the
next century and survive to mark coins,
tourist board signs and parliamentary
buildings to the present day. His patronage
both of church reformers like Bishop John
Fisher and the Pranciscan Observants and of
lawyers who attacked the church’s jurisdiction
and skimmed off its wealth foreshadowed
the mix of piety and power-play in the
coming Reformation. His use of parliament
to address problems in government and
society prepared it for its role in the bigger
changes ahead. His low-born but talented
ministers — Reynold Bray, Thomas Lovell,
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Richard Empson, Edmund Dudley —were

the forerunmers of the meritocratic statesmen
to come: Cromwell, Paget, Cecil, Bacon and
the rest. He tied his family by marriage into
the network of European dynasties, had

his say in the politics of Ttaly, France and the
Netherlands, and pursued alliances that
favoured English trade, above all the cloth
exports on which so many of his peoples’
jobs depended.

It used to be said that the Middle Ages
cnded with Henry’s reign. That is a gross
simplification but we should not lose sight of
the changes afoot. Henry’s government first
made widespread use of printing, first
welcomed Ttalian renaissance artists and gave
the heirs to the throne a classical education and
first sent permanent diplomatic representatives
to multiple foreign courts. His was the first
administration to establish the navy with big
new warships as a permanent arm of the state,
the first to legislate against enclosure to defend
the common people at a time of economic
change and the first to patronise voyages of
discovery to claim England’s place among the
European global empires.

Henry made the first secure peace with
France after the Hundred Years’ War and the
first secure peace with the Scots after the
Scottish Wars of Independence. The marriage
alliance by which his daughter Margarct
married James IV of Scots would lead to the
union of the crowns a century later in the
person of his great-great-grandson James VI
and I, and beyond that to the making of the
United Kingdom, How's that for along-term
achievement? Il

Steven Gunn teaches British
and European history between
1330 and 1700 at Merton
College, Oxford
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Hans HolbBein the'
Younger's portraitof Henry
Viil, ¢1537. Henry's clash
with the church was, says
George Bernard, the most
“significant episode of the
Tudor era'and transformed
England's relationship
with continental Europe
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