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. ,, Cornwall, Devon, Somerset, Wiltshire
i,:and'Dorset;AJthough called the'Exon

i!iiÞ..01ìn¿sdaÈ'ìs,¡ow.t.nown to:háv. e, r: :

.;.:. ftlaptrgiÌ'For,juòt as no judgm..e¡t of .i¡,,,
r",.-, .{þiit'fi ¡{sov!¡eànd ierriblç'trialøn.bà,¡,
i' èùädèd an¡subtdnrge sò when :..,

controversy arises in the kingdom
:: ,, contèrning the i¡attérs contained in the .'

book;and recourse is made to the book,
, its wordcannotbe deiìieciór set aside '

with impunity."
Domesday Book's namc is thcreforò

.:.i: afunctionofitsawesomereputatiori :

among the English. It invokes the
Day of Judgment described in the
Book ofRevelations.

[t$ftaat was the purpose
of the survey?
ffiThis remains a deeply controversial
problem. Manyhistoiians,have arguedi l

that it was about taxation. That is of
r:, ,course.logical, William desperàteþ'ì , ,:.

needed cash to finance hiswars.
Tax records fiom William's reign reveal

:,'thatmanylandholdersenjoyed'tax,' :.;

breakS andloopholes, so there was a -

pressing need to make tax collection
more effrcient.
, : The Sur'vey's ferms of reference , '.
support this hypothesis. DOm,e¡day, - .., 

,

, .' commissioneis were ìnstructetl to ,.' r: '

establish the fiscal liabilityof every
parcel ofland in England, and to 

'

: collect furiher information that would
enable them to cstablish that it could
.paji,more; Every èntry in Dornesday
Book:supplies,thatinformation,A: :',
contemporary eyewitness account of
the survey actually says that: "The land
was vexedwith,mùch violence arising.: ,'

.¡.r from thqòollectìon of royal taxe$lt:.:r,: ,1 ;,':

during the process. Surely, thercfore;
Domesday Book was a tax'book? . -:

' . , ' The problCm is thái'the,layótJl.'.11. -

of Domesday Book makes it a
i,'r 'spectacularly. linhglþfril guidç, qo- the¡1,11: r

,' logistícs of taxafun.,$,çolJect lax,. .:, .,r'

, informationarranged.in, geographieAl,

ordet hundredby hundred ancl village

.: by viliage, so they would know exactly
where,to gô aìd how much to collect, '

But Domesday Book does not work like
that. Its main organising principle is

** persònal, not geographical. Each qhire

nndèt:ñumb'êred hiadilgg, il qhe,r,,..r :.. :,.,.
pages that follow. There are no totals
and no indexes

Anytax official trying to use this
inforniàtio iaid q¡1t$!s.wä1,.would'. " -

hàve:Quickl¡tosrthe will to live, for as , , .

historians are painfu lly aware, it can

take days to calculate the tax liability of
particular areas or landholders, even

with the benefit of modern editions
with inclexes.

The structure of Domesday
Bòok does, however, make itan
extraordinarily effective instrlument of
political@r-o[ Itstabteg¡òf,conteits : ],.

aqd.pumbç¡e{,headings imÞly.thät a1[',.,,,.:.

landwâs,êilher held directlybl¡thè king, ,:'

orttom hiräb¡tenants-i1¡-chief, It' ..

therefore enshrines a'radically new
political principle which lay at the heart
of:theConqueror's régimei that the king'
claimed to be the'source of all tenure.
DomesdallBookbòth:assërtìs,that,::,:;,
principle and made it manageable.

Armed,with,DomesdayBook;',...:¡,
KingWìlliam could threaten to
dispóÈsess: a iecalcjtraht baroh iir a ., r : ,

-itt.i'of *inut t. It is nòt hàiäïo s9è ', ,, g

hówihatwò¡ld have broggh!: Còøfôiù,,.1 p'

to akingwho needed baronialloyalty t

Wittiam, Dukeof¡.,,:t
Normandy liatèi ihêr
Conquerorl ànd'r.'t,,..,
hís escort shõwñ'ón,.
horsèback ¡n the.ir..

Bayeux TàPeitry.,.1'r.iìii,cuih'ç.dref c plèx n¿är saiis6ury. As we

', shall see; this was a clucial focal point
. , , for the whole sr.tn ey,

:.,.: ',. . . 'Finally, a single scribe was assigned

,,been written at ôld Sarum, a castle and

ihe.sçribe'Àworkto an âbrupt end. This

ij,;5fi at:it.waq'popularþ kìiown by a very

;ri yi,O¡ld çxplam why he did not write up

¡,$è.return'for the eastern circuit, which

ìi' sq syrvives in its original form, and is
nowknown as Little DomesdayBook.

¡.l...lD,orysdalnook' is the collectìve term
::,..foi,these two volumes: the Great and, ,'

't ,Little Domesday Book.

i,'.'ì'....Dp-.lduy.Book. Thè'scribeprobatily'
: :;bèiàn in the late sümmeròf 1086wåilè

"ieiults ftom the inquest weiè stil[:,r', ,.,r
' coming to hand,

'scholars have estimated that it '

:w..þdd havc takerì aï leasr a .year to write:
It is þossible that news of KingWilliam's¡fl tli.sp.ossible that news o f Kin$ will ia

., Ideath, on 9 September 1087, brought

' @wiry is it eaEled
:Ð.onrêsday Book?

::,t.'mDuring thelifetimes of William the

',:,,,.',...C¡nqueror 
and his sons, îoyal officials

i ;:jì,ç¡¡iþlepd politically correct language. :

,when describing Domesday Book, They
called it a'descriptio (survey) ofall

. England'r(in 1086), a"volumen

lii,( qme) lçpt'in the king's Treasuryin

ìi;;i .1éþÈsterii the.lking s book," the

li ôóÈ o-r tne'Eióequ--èri' the "book of ,

. Winchester," and so on.'i,, ' But writing in the late 1170s, Richard
t' fitzNigel, treasurer to Henry II, statcd

' different name: "The natives [ie

:efficientlv, roval officials needed,' '. '' :



Ð-srcs'd.ey .ffi @ffi å$, t3,te-,, .

most. :Sa¿rwey.,'of
a' pre,åxadaestdaå- sæeåêÊy
ämyry&ßiie'åxal Êhe, wæ rld

-:: .' :i . . r:. :' :l:. i:r:l::::'
'moreihànÈvet so1rrùe'tatgDomËsàav

,Uo&at'faai.ølogi'iisìp¡inC pt¡A$è
.muòt:h1v9bggnþòl¡licalnorjfi6¿¿1: 

. r- r:

But there is a solution to the
problem which embraces both
possibilities. It is essential to register

,that theie:is a sharp distinctiori betrypen
the original survey and the bo-ök we can
read toda¡ an<l it is known that the
inquest did genèrätèiiïfoìmation iù â ,i.

fi scally.useÍi'l formdt: Fô-r example;,,
Exon Domesdáyis bôund uþ wìth geld
liits ûhich were updated in 1086; and :.

the return for the south-east Midlands
circuit is laid out in a fiscally useful
geographicalorder,'.',.';,., :.. ',..: ::i.:::

Byextracting inft.üution in,, .l-.''
different formais at each stage of the
process, the kingcouldraðhieve twq ,r '.

objectives: a more secuic tax base,
and a formidable instrument of control
over his barons,

Glltrlly díd fhe l¡arons accede
to Ðomesday Enok?
ffi The Domesday survey was, ' ;' ,' ,.

completed with astonishing speed -
within six months of the Gloucester
council;Thiscouldnothaùebeen' .

áchieved without the active
co-operation of the nobility.
So'what was in it for them?
I Something thut tn.f nua y*rned for.

throughout the long period drrring
which England had been colonised was
securiq' o¡ title. The Domesday inquest

ABOVE: Littte
Domesday Book,
whích was
thó surveyfor the .

eastèrn'circuit' : .

of England l

IIELOW:4c1030 ,

calendar shows,
Anglo-Saxon farmers
threshíng corn

:.,'t.,,-.,,,:,.1, 
;,'.1 :. l ¡ 1:,',:..,'.'.l ¡.,¡1',.t,l.,,.;.'...:¡.|.1 

..,

:t: ..

creâted zi great-þutilic stage¡on Which to
act out thê ritrd'ò9mpl9tion,<ìf the 

¡,

p¡.ocess. of colonisation, and thq ièço¡ds
of the inqtiest constitutecl unassailable
title to those loyal to the king. In other
wqrds;the'Domèsda¡¡ surveywa5:l:',¡ I .

hârdlosêd deal between th¿ king, , , :.,

and his barons. That deal was sealed at
Old Sarum. Ac cordingtothe Anglo-
Saxon Chronicle King William travelled
there on I August 1086, and'1his
counCilois câmé to himland âll thq, , .

peop!è òicupying land who were óf . ,

ányaccount over ali England, no
matter whose vassals they might be;

and they all submitte'd tohim.and .. :

became his vassals' aÌid'sWotè,oaths'of , ,

irreftltable eviclence'of the baronçL¡¡116-r:...: ¡..:1t

to propert¡ That was enor.rgh to'þe 
acle them to swear allegianòn u¡¿. ,'r'::'

þerform homage to the king,They did :;,' ,

sò in return fol the land thatWilliaiiì, r,,.:, I

had grantecl them, now enshrined in
the greatest chalter ofconfirmation .

ever made in the medievalworld;,,',,,,,i.ri
:,.: l' r r , :, ,'.1,,.,,.,r

EIWhV is fSomesday Booir j

so ím.portant? :ùU I¿rtËrUÈLéA![: .-.f i.1',*

ffilIt is the earliæt English dic"-.lt ..ii,,j*
preseiyed by the government that, .-, , 

r.:..

created it. That,makes it England's ' ::ì.:',,:r,

eãrliest buteâuòratic instrument, ,: . :,, i¡

allegiance to him i This extraoidinary
event was most likely the climax to the
Domesd ay survey. Exoh Domesday was

written at Old Sarurn, and it was almost
certainly there that all the records ofthe
surveyweie delivered to the king.

Those records strengthened
William's tax base and articulated the
prinëipte that he ù¡s thes_ourcs¡f ân'- ,

tcnure in England with astonishing
p reciiio-n,,Bu! th.ef. g ls o 

¡oin 
g1¡,1 uied, 

1 
:, .

But its importance extends weI I
beyond the origins of English red ., ì

tape. Domesclay l3ook is the most .
complete surveyof a pre,indùst¡i¿lr i.:

society anywhere in the world. It
ehables us to reconstruct the politics, ' ',,.,

government, society and economy .

of I 1th-centul'yEngland with greater
precision than is possiblc for ¿lmost
any other pre.modern,polity. Given thei '
ertent to which ourknowledge of our ,.,,

past depends upon it, fewwould deny
that Domesday Book is the single . :

most important dbcument in
England's histor¡

@ûoes Ðoraresgay Eook hetp '

explain Ëhe ca'{ises of the
ÍSolrnar¡ eonquest?
ffi It certainly provcs that Englancl was

rich and effectively administered. Two '

popular misconceptions are that r I i 
'

England before the Norman conquèst ,;

was in the 'Dark Ages', ie backward, and
that the Normans began the process of
bringing it to light. Forget them; 

,

England's economy.waq al¡eadìi ncit,io.:.,
much developing as highly deve!1¡ped. .:,'1

Thepopulation was large- the¡s,\,vs¡s :,r..

at least tvvo million people in Domesdgy
Errgland.In fact, it isiikelythat : ::.

William the Conquèror ruled as

manypeople as HenryVIII. , '.
The landscape was intensively

exploíted. About 90 per cent ofplaces
onthei¡odern'map of Engl4d.::,, : ,. .,','.,, ,,:.,

south ot lheTeès are re¡ordè'd in .. '.i" - 
-

Domescla-i Book, 1., ".,''". 
r-,.¡ 

.1 ;,ì\-.,,.1.l.;f.- 
ül.;'.îr'; æ n¿r* i.,v¿ ìi ,,,,,r1i

agriculture. Water mills were the most ';l

êconomicall¡-importanträàchi.4gs¡iri .l, ::1¡
llth-centuryEurope. Domesday ' 

,,

redordi 6,000 of them. It also,rçêogds.r..¡': :;¡

$41 -650.,000 oxgn ploughed Epgláhdls,'
fie]d¡,Thàt w-as gngtigh.tqcultivate, ¡ ",ì
abôü-r eight milliori-aõres'of.land:',. ¡r'..:.,,
A survev made in 1914 reveals that the
cultivatåd area in England was then

2.:
ô

o



Thê disappearing NormanS
Dav.e Musgrove talks to ProfessorRobert
Barttett about how the Normans barged into
history and then gently faded away

THE CENTREPIECE of the BBC's Norman
season th¡s month ¡s a three-part ser¡es
presented by Professor Robert Bartlett.
It traces the Norman storyacross Europe

rather than focussing on the typical
English preoccupation with 10óó and

Witliam the Conqueror's invasion.
"We are carefuI to fottow the Normans

not just in England, but throüghout the
British lstes," says Bartlett. "So we fiIm
in Scotland, Wales and lretand, and we
ta[k about the com¡ng of the Normans to
those countries and the different effects
it had - for exampte, on the way that in

Scottand the Normanswere invited in.

They strengthened the locaI dynasty and

they assimilated, ln contrãst, in lreland,
you have more of a colonial situation with
outsiders coming in, conquering and
trying to maintain the separateness,"

The story is not just one of the British
lsles. lt charts how the Normans went
east, as we[[ âs north-west, and came to
power âround the Mediterranean. The
journey, as Barttett points out, is

chronologicaI as well as geographicat.
"We start off with a bunch of Vikings,

then they settle in northern France,

where they undergo a very big change.

They stop speaking Scandinavian

languages and speak French. Then they
adapt themselves to French society. The
rulers become knights, they start fighting

on horseback, they become Christian. So

they have atready made â trânsition from
one set of identities - Scandinavian pagan

raiders - to Christian knights in France."
ln Britain, the Norman identity

changed again, and so bythe late 12th
century one of Henry ll's administrators
in Engtand noted that it was now hard to
te[[ who was of Engtish and who of
Norman descent. That wasn't the end of

the Norman story - in Scotland, for
instance, Robert the Bruce was a straight
descendant of Norman settters fBruce
deriving from Brieux in Normandyl.

Robert wasn't, however¡ seen as
Norman by the time he came to power in

the early l4th century. He wasn't viewed
as any different to other Scottish [ords,
for at[ his Norman pedigree. By that point,

people were no [onger tatking of ihe
Normans as a separate entity. As Robert
Bartlett notes: "The Normans disappear
but that's not a sign of their faiture, it's a

sign of their success. They spread
everywhere and they intermarry and they

assimitate, and eventuatlythere's not
much point tatking about Normans
because how do you te[t?"

Þ Professor Robert Bartlett is'

,''þrese.nlingtÍtËtivo aäs,oñeÈCfw.g,',
, thiE môrithr See págt! Bl for:irìore detaits

8.3 millionâcres¡So thè¡e¡mâ'¡hâve' r', :

been almost as much land under
ploiiglrby: l0B6 as:thère.was at thè start
òrtrrõpirrtÚo.fi'çi¡...:¡:"', : '. ,,r : .'

Domesday Book also proves that
England was tighiilr governediThe,i: .:

surveysimply could not havc been
made,withoutthemachinêry.of:. r .,
goVernment that the Anglô-Saxons
bequeathed to the Normans.
D omesday-çonfi rm s th at En jlar-rd

possessèd 4sophisticated system of ,

coinage, al effective system,of taxation,'r,.

àhierarchlþf'public courts and l

a robust system ofjustice,
All this enabled English kings

to exploit their kingdom's wealth
efficíently. But that is precisely why
Duke William risked ever¡hing to
invadeEnglandinl066,.In'other :''

wor-dg'Doùesday:Book'pioVes that,
Anglo,-Sa¡onEnglandwasa'victim,

Apagefrom,'; ,

.DomèsdaiBook, lt
may be 900 years otd,

butthè þotentialfor,
research into this.
piícetéss docuäient
i5 fálfrom exhaubted

of its own success.

..1:: ;r ::r,.. i . :r::ì I ::'

m ft&al does;Þomêsdây,BooÏr,., :,

reveäl a!¡out the impact of the
ff'r¡rrnans in Engtand?
ffi Domgs.dá¡þ o ôkp rov-ìdes irlefi!¡4blê
testimonyto the fact that the NOrmans
e¡ploite{:thþwindfall of t0Oo byr .r.:: ,:,
diçplacing:thèEàglisþ.ellteand :, :,. :.
extgiling.the,p,eqsant¡y,Thq English, .''
nobüif wâs:virtuâllv wjpgd gu!1r:,.,;,.-., l

Domesdayls't¿ib1és. of eoritents,list abcl$t
500 tenants-in-chiefin 1086. Just 13,of

:.= r:

::#:'.
rC.:.i;

*:
.z a

,:p,,.

' '.. : : , . r . .

, :: :1, .1 ,.t., ..,...J;:i:l.ry



Än í[ustralio0 shä.ws

A¡9!o-Sexg¡ ì;.r' r;,::,r.:

aristocrats enjoying' I

thefiuits of their'r.. :

weaith;c1030. r' : '
ÂSDomesdayBoôk ,'
reveats¡tliat wêalth ::

wassoontobe. .
appropr¡ated by ,'
the Normah et¡te: ' ':

,,:: . I . ì. . ìr. l: . .. . .:.. :r.r::i::iì::ì: ir:.,:

Take, for example, the slructurê of ,

seaiìhablddatabasè of all thè,;peapl-è. i;.i
wJro lived in the coi¡ntry'at'tlie limè,1',Ë
And in the.next'two yeari, iêsearchers .,¡¡i.;,i

,thém weré Erglish, The kingdom wiìs 1'f
now elqÍùinated byra ñeWtlasi öf,: ,ii'r '. :,
iupe¡-rich Fre¡chmen'gorging-o-ñ, 

t.,,,,,
their succesÈ; . , : :.r ii. .;:ì:,':ì.: t',. .,:.

Writing a generâtion or so after the ,

ÐômesdaysurveÍ;a;monk nained.' ' 
'. '"

Or;de¡icVìtalis,.who wài half.English', i,
and half-Norman by birth, offers a vivid
clescr'íption of Earl Ftrugh, one of
Williäm s richest magnates. "He was

moië piotligal ihan gene-qous; an<lwent
about su¡rounded by an armlinstéad
of a household. He kept'io check on, 

"

what he gave or received, Hishunting , ,

was a daily devastation of his lands, for
he thought more highly of followers
and hunters than husbandmen or

will be using this resource to i r, ¡ t:.,¡.;;

leconstruct England's doomed elite foi'
the first time. Only then will we be able 

'

to aniwer one of the giçatquçgtions'of.:,¡
Englishhistory'¡¡'¿¡" tireimÞàþf
the Norman conquest on the stiucture
of England's aristociacy? ' ' 't: ,,:.,:'."::':,::

,And these resources arè now.freely ¡

available online, so anyone can quickly
find out who held land in their village
in1066 and 1086,andthen explore. '

where else ihose lòrds held land. '

Stepheir Baxter: cif King's ColLege l-ondôn iè
the author of lhe Earls of Mercia: Lordship

and Power in Late Anglo-Saxon England 
'

touP.2007l

Dornesclay Book's oì,vn, day of judgmen!
lies in the future.rlE

f

z
I
z

W
I weusite ,

| >Th.eroropographyofA¡igto.saxon :

I Engtand is a database that prov¡des

I detaits of the tives of every recorded

I individuatwho lived in Anqto-Saxon

I Engtand. www.pase,ac.ukils :t:
l Þ Havea tookatthe BBCsHandson

I Historycampaignformoreonthg ..

I Norr"nr. *nr bbc.co,uk/history . ,,

Ilrv .'
| Þ ln Tne Normãns - a three-par:t series on'

I BBC Two airing this month - Robdrt

lr'¿+i*:*ïil¡i'"'m
I
| Þ Stephen Eaxter wi[[ be examining öñe of

I the most significant documentb in Engtish

I history in The Domesday Bookthis month
l

I on ttr* podcast
I Listen to Robert Bartlett examining the

I Norman story on this month:s podcast.

I lontine from ó Augustl Þ- www.bbe
l' historymagázine,com/podcast:page .(â, rrl,ffil' .'; ;'l

¿,ß.irr'É#g#oô&ji
'í:dt:ç;.ffi
¡Gi

The.kixagdom:wæs mÕw
dæEmåseated bV æ mew'elass
æf, suepes-råah trreslcå?rmäãa
gûrgårc æffi theår saìbeess

monks. A slave to'gluttonyihe staggered

under a mountain of fat, scarcely able to
moverll The.Domesday inq'uest .: .,.,r' l.;

compelled Hugh to produce.a. plecise

account ofwhat he gave and rèceived. It
confirms thathe was fabulously
wealth¡ si1þ ¡¡ore thàn 300 estàtes.i"
scattered across l9 shires which
gdnerated an income of about f,800 a

year. That may not
sound much, but in
1086 it amountedto , '

more{han one pe¡ , ì,

l'.].' èe¡t' of the nation'i
wealth;Hughwas àn:,:

Abr'ámovich-scale:, ri.t

þillionàire, ,, ..:.r:. '
,' Some Englisþ 1.1,1: 

r.

landhoidels.'. :''; :':l: ì :;

:'coniiiìued to höld

cilctimstâncèb:as

Englandbetweenthem, '
:r.,Most subtenariti sufferedtöss of ',: 

: , : :
freedom and stafusiA, casè in. poilt !s . .

Æthclricof MarshGibbbn:in'.r .'. '. -:r. :

Buckinghamshiiei, r¡¿ lièla'iiisláncl,:, : :, :

there freelyin'10-66,o-ut in'10S6 he,,, I
told the DomeSday.commissioiers he , ' ,

held it from a Norrnan lord'bnerously
and mrserably'

. lThe Normair'.'èónquestralsohãd. 1¡ ì,

a óatastÍophic impact bn thè English ,

peasantry, It proves that lnuch of
Yórkshire and'thê'north-west Midlands.'
had been laid waste in retribution for
rebellions which took place early in the
reigh. Italso demonstrates that there
was a drastic fall in the number of free

landholders across the countr¡ a

dramatic increase in the numúer of
manors, and an equallydramatic
,iircrease'in rent..The average rent-hike' ,

in Norfolk was 38 per cent.
:,,'..1ry¡i¡i¡t ¡n ¡hé:early 12th ceh¡ùi¡. ,

Wiiliam of Malmesbury lamented that
"England has become,a dwçlling-place. '

offoreigners and a playground forlords
of alien blood, No Englishman todayis
an earl, a bishop, or anabboti new faces

ever¡'where enjoy Englandt riches and
gnawrhei vitälsi dor !È tþerp ar-ry h<iþe , ,

of enclingthìsmiséiablè,state of affairs." '

Domesday Book offqrs less eloquent,
buremphatic,..sgpÈor:t,forhis,' ."
melan9þ..o$teiùm'ony,-" '¡f ,: l, . '

ffi[s there anythinE more the
sunrey can te[[ ï.ç?
WSince Domesday Book has eristed
folmóre- ihan 900 years and'has been ' 

-

,inte1$i.velf stUdied for centuries, it t'.:

might seem,reasgqaþle,to assume thàt .

iis potential for resèaich has been,.' . . ' ,

èxþqust@, Notþing could be fu1ther' ,, ,

from the truth; Exciting new resoulces

4rèrnâking,it morè.:accessiblêrthah:eve¡ :,
and have opened up the possibility of
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ß The whole lond was covered with these limbs of the
devil like locusts, who ossembled to blot lut every
thing from the face oÍ the eurth; for. running obout
with dravm swords qnd knives, they ransacked towns,
h ou s e s, c emeteri e s, ond chur che s, r obb ing ev ery o n e,

sparing neither women nor children))

TFIUS WROTE the contemporary chronicler Roger of
Wenclover, describing events in Englancl during the winter of
12i5-16. "These limbs of the devil" were the troops of
King John, engaged in a bitter civil war at the very end of the
monarch's reign. This war witnessed the emergence of Magna
Carta; the death ofJohn; a French invasion ofEngland that
was almost a second Norman Conquest;'I(ing' Louis I ruling
one-third of England for a year; an English naval victory that
ranks with the defeat of the Spanish Armacla; and a major
formative period in the emergence of English national
identiry Oh, and it may even provide the prototype for Robin
Hood. Despite all this, until now there has been no book
dedicated to this dramatic course of events.

In popular perception, fohn is'Bad King /ohn', an
impression reinforced with exuberance through decades of
negative imagery on the screen. Whether in The Lion in
Winter (1968),the BBC series Ivanhoe (1997),or the new
Robin Hood film starring Russell Crowe, fohn is portrayed as

sl¡ cowardl¡ incompetent and completely reprehensible.
Despite some attempts at historical revisionism, the

popular hostile view rernains essentially correct and actually
reflects the views of John's contemporaries. William of
Newburgh calls him"nature's enemy"; the Barnwell
chronicler labels him"a pillager of his own people"; Richarcl
of Devizes depicts him as a raging madman who "emitted
foam from his mouth'l Even sources from men fighting for
John have little good to say of him. The Anonymous of
Béthune summed John up simply and clamningly with "he
had too manybad qualities'i

The rebellion that began in England in 1215 was a long
time in gestation, and |ohn was its feckless father. Crowned in
1199, and momentarilyvictorious over his enemies at
Mirebeau (lvestern France) in 1202, John captured and
almost celtainly murdered his teenaged nephew, Arthur of
Brittan¡ and alienated powerful Norman lords bythe harsh
mistreatment of his prisoners,

Worse still, his defence of his continental lancls was fitftil
and ineffective. By |une 1204, the French king, Philip
Augustus, had conquered Normandy. Wendover hints that

i:;li
ni:,

A king in retreat
Worcester Cathedrâfs
effigy of King John,
who almosl [ost his
realm to the Frènch,
The background
shows the battle of
Bouvines, where
a French victory
¡ncreased baronial

opposit¡on to John
in England

)ohn, who hacl beaten a precipitous retreat to
England, preferred'?njoying all the

pleasures oflife" with his barely teenaged

bride, boasting that he had plenty of
money to retake all that had been

lost. However, it was the collection
of this money that drainecl

baronial incomes ancl fostererl
their discontent.



The rest of John's reign was clorninated byhis attelnPts to

win back his lost lancls ir<l lost pricle' To this end, he put the

screws ou Englancl' Royal income rose to an all-time high as

John relentleisly pursueci all sotlrces of revenue, happily

capitalising on a papal interdict imposed upon

his kingdom (from 1208) to exploit the wealth

of the church.
More danraging was his treatment <lf the

baronage. Infamousl¡ in l2l0 the chronicles

unite in reporting that he hacl the wife aucl son

of Wiltiamde Briouze, a royal debtor, starved to

death, probably in Windsor Castle. At court, his

lecheróus behaviour led to rumours and

accusations that John was a serial seducer of

barons'wives and daughters. Two of the

rebellioris leaders, Robert fitzWalter and

Eustace de Vesci, offered this as a major reason

for their revolt. It seemed that no one was safe
:::l€!:í:lê:ììie.:::'1.:-r¡:-.)ì-rtn

from John's arbitrarY rule.

For his grancl French campaign of the sumtner of 1214'

Jot.r Itu¿.iu.tecl a record scutage. Scutage was a feudal relief

fy *ni.n Uutons paid money in lieuof military service to the

cíown. John had ievied it so often (eleven times compared to

Richará's three) that it now resembled a regulat tax' lt was the

last straw. John had poured his huge resources into the

campaign oniy to meet with complete failure in the summer'

ßv Säptãmber lZll,manybatons simply refused to pay

,.rtug.. No otte believed that Johnt military encleavours were

-ortliinuesting in, a feeling readily expressed btllt Flg"
levealing contäporary niikname of 'Softsword'' In John's

0scar lsaac PlaYs
the "sly, cowardty,
incompetent" John of
popular percePtion in

Ridtey Scott's new
lilm,Rohln Hood

the city of London, a vital power base

that they held for over two Yeals'
Across the countr¡ Lincoln,

Northarnpton and Exeter also fell to

them as theygained momentum

May 1215 The barons revott againstJohn

Jure 1204 The french seize Normandy

Phitip Augustus of France's campaign to annex Norrntlqy.

succeed;w¡th the fatL of Rouen. He atso makes galns at John's

expense in Anjou and Poitou. John's need to recover his Lands

leåds to ìncreasingty heavy taxation in Engtand'

John had the wífe and son of Witliarn de

tsriouze, a royat debtor, starued to death,
probabty in Windsor Castte

absence the barons had conspired to resist the king' Iohn

returned to Englancl in Octo6er to face the greatest threat of

his reign. Inconclusive talks betlveen king and barons ran

dongsìde military preparations, War was imminent'

n| fuøy tzrs ii had broken' The rebels, under the title of

'the Årmf of cod', musterecl at Northampton and

formally clefred the kingbybreaking their 4
homage and fealty. Of nearly 200 baronies in

England, only some 40 declared for the

rebels. However, only a similar number

sided openlywith the king; the majority

simplyitepped aside, not wishing to become

embroilei in the conflict. Families were split

in their loyalties: William Marshal, soou to

be regent of England, stood by the l-<in-g'

while his eLdest son opted for the rebels'

John's main advantage was his string of
some I 50 royal castles across the country'

The same month, the ArmY of God'

had their greatest success: they occupied
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The barons, ted by Robert fitz Wa[ter, renounce their homage

to the king. The revott begins with mititary operations at

Northampton. The rebets soon take London'

and the political initiative.



June 1215 John agrees to
sign Magna Carta
John seats Magna Carta at Runnymede. A
council of 25 barons is formed to monitor
John's adherence to the agreement,

December 1215John
ravages southem scotland
Alexander ll of Scotland invades northern
England. John leads a ravaging
expedition north and sacks Berwick.

21 May 1216 A French
army lands in Kent
Prince Louis of France arrives in Kent
with his main invasion force.

19 0etober 1216
John succumbs to dysentery
Much of John's baggage train is Lost in

the Wash. John dies in

Newark Castle and the
nine-year-otd Henry lll

is proctaimed king,

. with Wiltíam Marshal

12 September LZLT
'l¡ touis leaves England
.S.j lhe treaty of Kingston ends the war. An

amnesty is dectared for the rebets. Louis
is paid 10,000 marks to quit Engtand.



With the tide turning against him,

Johrr agreed to meet the rebels at

Runnynrecle where, in mid-June, he

sealed Magna Carta. Arnong its clauses,

Magna Carta calls fol a guarantee to all

free men of protection from illegal

irnprisonment and seizule of property'

It also demands access to swift justice,

and, anticipating parliamentary assent

for taxation, scutage limitations as

agreed by a new "common cottncil" of
the realm. All are inclictments of John's

style of governance. The charter
established a monitoring committee of
25 barons with a mandate to wage war

on the king if he failed to uphold the

agreement, something one historian has

called "the most fantastic surrender of
any English king to lris subjects".

But John was onlybuYing time and

never had any intention of honouring
the charter. It proved but a temporary

truce. By the time the war restarted in

September, much had changed. The

king had the backing of the PoPe, who

denounced Magna Carta as "not only

shameful and demeaningbut also

illegal and unjust" and now placed the

rebels' lands under interdict. Meanwhile

the rebels had sought a powerful new

ally of their own: Prince Louis of
France, heir to the French throne. With

England here we come The cl,roníquedesEmpereurs fc14ó01 shows

Prin-ce Louis teaving France to head an invasion of John's Engtand in 1 21 ó

no disaffectecl royal family member with whom to join in

common cause (John was the last of Henry II's sons), Louis,

later known as the Lion, was the natural choice. His wife,

Blanche of Castile, was a grand-daughter of Henry II' (Louis

might actually have inherited the Angevin lands legally had

John died without children.) He accepted the offer of the

crown of England and promised help.

This aid did not come soon enough to help the rebels

besieged in Rochester Castle. Under the command of Wiiliam

d'Albini, they held out against the might of John's

concentrated forces for seven weeks' The Barnwell annalist

declares that "living memory does not recall a siege so fierceþ

pressed or so staunchly resisted". A mine brought down one

iower but it was starvation that forced the defenders'

surrender. "ln his anger," says Wendover, John "ordered all the

nobles to be hung'! but was persuaded against this by a

military adviser who warned of reprisals.
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The French moaned that the lack of wine
nneant they had to drink English beer

A small advanced French folce arrived in London in

Novembe¡ grumbling that the lack of wine meant that they

had to clrink English beer' Meanwhile, the rebeìs' ally in
Scoiland, King Áexander II, went on the warpath' At the end

of December, fohn Ied his army on a ravaging expedition

north, causing the devastation described in the opening

quote. He burned Berwick before returning south, seemingly

tiiumphant. Ralph Coggeshall writes of John's troops:"They

made great slaughter, as they did everywhere they went"'

Engtandis most poPuLar tegends, .

lThe French invasion of England in 1 21 ó

provides an historical figure as poss!bte

inspiration for the Robin Hopd stories,

which may have devetoped aiound this

ti m e. rÈ e.irþ'àhì n!i qe n tê¡!e"è@!Ú,qppl¡ ès

to Wittiam of Kengham and his band of

votunteer archòrs, al.t toyattd the crown;

who fought ágainst the French duiing

*ïiã'¡ iiv-"*.gtivig'uei¡ittã,,,..J'.:!vwi1(kin"!tn ld,.'''
wár{ereâqains!,the Fr:eñch-We have

onty a iiny amount of information on Wiltiam' but it is telting thât

he quicktytook on a poputar fotk name: Wittikin of the Weatd' :

,tuin to'pa¡¿,5¿ for our iàiiew9f tlree Rqbin.Hoodlilm5' : r.,.ì-':, .
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However Lonclon l'emained iu rebel hands. Militarily and
politicall¡ John made a major mistake in avoiding dealing
with the most serions threat. Louis was able to reinforce the
London garrison and on 2l May he launched a full-scale
invasion force, Ianding unopposecl on the Isle ofThanet (in
Kent). Rochester was quickly retaken, and royalist forces were
pushed westwarcis as Louis took control ofthe south,

Sensing the new momentum,leading royalist barons went
over to the rebel side, including one of John's foremost
generals, his half-brother William Longsword, Pockets of
royalist resistance held out at Windso6 and, vitall¡ Dover: In
the huge southern forest of the Weald, Wiiliam of Kensham
('Willikin') Ied bands of archers in guerrilla attacks on the
French (see left). But Louis and the rebels swiftly established
control of about one-third ofEngland. By the end of the
summer, tlyo-thirds of the baronage had <leclarecl for Louis.

fohn dies, royaüsts ralty
Alexander II was abie to progress from Scotland all the way to
Dover where, in September, he paid homage to Louis, king of
England in all but name. Just as it seemed England might be

about to undergo a second foreign conquest 150 years after
the first in 1066, ever¡hing changed in a moment. On
19 October, having contracted dysenter¡ lohn performed his
best service to the protection ofthe country: he clied.

This transformed the situation, The grievances against

John coulcl not be laid at the door of his unblemished heir,
the nine-year-old Henry III. Ald so, under the protection of
the elderlyWilliam Marshal as regent, the royalists rallied the
English "to defend our land" against the French invaders, who
had not helped their cause by their arrogant behaviour and
expectations oflanded spoils. Once again, the flow reversed

to the royalists. A period of intermittent warfare and truces

BBC History lr4agazine

Decapitated at sea A 1 3th-century veuum showing the Engtish beheading the
mercenary Eustace the Monkaboard his ship during the battte of Sandwicþ',1217

followed until the spling. On 20 May 1217, rebel and Flench
forces were frnally broken at the siege of Lincoln. Those who
suffered in the war took their revenge on the French who
attempted to flee backto London.Wendover records:

Many of them, especiaþ the foot-soldiers, were slain before

they got to Louis; for the inhabitants of the towns through which
they passed in their flight went to ftieet thetn with swords and
chtbs, ønd,løying ambushes for them, killed many.

Hemmed up in London, the French now relied on
reinforcements from France. These were dispatched in
a major fleet that was met by an English naval force off
Sandwich on 24August. Displaying their superior skills, the
English, using the wind clirection to blind their enemies with
lime dust, annihilated the French anci beheadecl their
commancler, the mercenary Enstace the Monk, on the deck of
his flagship. It was the most important English naval victory
until the Spanish Almada in 1588. On hearing of this clefeat,

Louis, says the Dunstable annalist, went mad with grief and

rage and then, "destitute of present aid an<l despairing ofthe
future", he sought peace terms. These were granted at
Kingston on 12 Septernber, rnarlcing the ofiûcial ending of the

warì Louis was back in France before the end of the month.
Louis'involvement in the baronial

revolt might well have led him to being
crowned Louis I ofEngland, but his luck
ran out when |ohn died. He was also

hampered by the fact that he was a

foreigner. Resentment ofFrench troops in
England grewthroughout the course of the
war -just as the barons had resented the
presence of Johnt foreign mercenaries.

As a result, England emergecl with a

strengthened sense of national identity.
More importantly for its people, shocked
by the impact of invasion, the rest of the
century was to be relatively peaceful. The
blame for the war itself can be fairlylaid on
John's incompetent shoulders.
Contemporaries were certainly not
inclined to exculpate him, as this rhyme
demonstrates:

With John\ foul deeds Fngland's whole
realnt is stinking,

As HelI ß, too, where he is now sinkíng.E
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THE PERFECT KING

St p.ido., would discuss with him. This second visit was organised before
Io April r3rg, the date of Edward II's leüer to Count William.¡ However,
Stapeldon did not receive his letters of safe-conduct - the equivalent of a
passport - until 27 May, and at that point he was in the north, at York.6
These letters stated he should return from his mission by Michaelmas (eg
September). If we then check Søpeldon's register it appears that his refer-
ence to the Hainaulter girl appears on folio r4z, after entries for May,June
and July r3rg.z The description therefore dates fiom his second trip to
Hainault. This took place between. 6 July (when he was at Canterbury)
and 7 August (when he was ih London). He did nor return to see the king
at York, buf returned to the Wedt Country, and sent his report by letter:
hence the appearance of a copy in his register.s Therefore his reference
to the girl as nine on the'next'24June must refer to the nextsuch date
after 6 July, i.e. r3zo. So we can be sure that the girl he was describing
was born in r3rr. This was Count William's eldest daughter, Margaret,
who was born in that yea.q as mentioned above. It would follow that
Stapeldon was looking over Margaret of Hainault for the possible marriage
to Edward, not Philippa. Other documents confì-rm that Count \Mlliam
wrote to the pope on ro December r3r8 seeking dispensation for Margaret
of Hainault to be married to Edward.g Although permission for the
marriage was granted by the pope in r3zr, as stated in Chapter One,
nothing came of the attempt. By the time of Edward's visit to Hainault
in 1326, Margaret had been married for eighteen months to Ludvig of
Bavaria, the future Holy Roman Emperor; hence she neve¡ became
Edward's bride.

As a result we may be sure of several things: that Margaret was Edward's
fì¡st intended bride,.and that the description is of her, and that the clerk
who inserted the note that Stapeldon's description related to Philþa was
doing so on an assumption that only one daughter of the count's was
proposed as Edward's marriage parher. We may also be confident that
Margaret's birthdate was z4June r3rr. It follows that it is very unlikely
that Philippa was born before April r3rz. In this context it is worth returning '
to older-narratives, which suggest that she was younger than Edward.
Froissart, who knew her in her later years, asserted that she was in her
fourteenth year at the time of her marriage in r328.'o This implies that
she w¿s born between 25January r3r4 and 24Jallltary r3r5, and thus about
tluee years younger than her sister Maxgaret, and about two years younger

ga4 /fu,or&'rn¿ r,
-than Edward.

The Fake Death of Edward II

definite assertion in my biography of Sir Roger Mortimer, T7æ &eatzst

APPENDD( 2

, that Edward fI was not killed in Berkeley Castle in 1327 startled
readers, academics and laymen alike. The idea that historians could

been wfong for centuries about this matter was greeted with scepti-
by most scholars and incredulity by marry members of the public.

a result, I devoted a considerable amount of time in zoo3-4 to revisit-
'the subject in much greater detail than it has previously received. After
iderable research, rethinking consultation and discussion, the final

was published by Thz English Historiral Rzuizw, the leading peer-

the period ryz7-Zo should refer to volume rzo of that journal (lt{ovember

journal in the field of English medieval studies. Any reader who
to obtain an in-depth perspective on the fake death of Edward II

Á" fr/*e4-
laa7/

What follows here is a brief synopsis for those who want a short

to begin to interpret Edward III's reþ in the light of his father's
ion of why we may have sufñcient conñdence in this new narra-

retell the popular story of the death. The main answer to this is that

after rgz7.
.startirig point is an examination of why we as a society have come

repeated in various forms in about tlventy chronicles from the mid-
fourteenth century. In sotne narratiwes Edward was smothered, in
he died with a burning piece of copper inserted into his anus, in

'he was strangled, and the remainder just state that he 'died'. None
that he did not die. Therefore, when writers of the fifteenth and

nth centuries were trying to construct a coherent story of England's
they looked back to the fourteenth-century chronicles and found
unânimous on the subject of the death. Furthermore, they mostly

ds that they provided more information and were thus better-
that the more detailed na¡ratives were more accurate, on the

l....and widely accepted before the mid-sixteenth century. The handfi.¡l

rúested antiquaries and textual scholars of the period would have

These they assimilated into a popular story which became estab-

confirmation of the date of the supposed death in the archives

at the Tower. In particular, in the patent rolls they would have

405



THE PERFECT KING

found grants to commemorate tlre anniversary of the death of the king
on zr September, in the royal household accounts they would have found
payments for piuances to be given to the poor on the anniversary of
Edward II's death, and in the rolls of parliament they would have found
di¡ect accusations of murder levelled against Roger Mortimer, Simon
Bereford, Thomas Gurney, Thomas Berkeley and William Ockley. This
abundance of contemporary record evidence, coupled with the chroni-
clers' testimony, allowed them and their successors no room to doubt that
Edward died on or about zr September 1327.

rvly'hat the early scholars dtd not do was to examine the many flaws and

irregularities in the evidence. Until the late nventieth century scholars

lacked the methodological sophistication to go beyond the face value of
the records and chronicles and deconstruct the information sftuctures

underþing the various bodies of evidence. Furtherrriore, by the late fiven-

tieth century it had become academically very u¡rfashionable to question

whether specific kings were murdered. A general assumption was made

that the evidence was insuflicient to waxrant any major revisiting of the

deaths of any of the four secretly'murdered' kings (Edward II, Richa¡d
II, Henry \rI and Edward V), and any attempt to research and explain
the supposed later lives of the first tlvo and the younger brother of the

Iast in terms of a gènuine survival resulted in prompt scholarly dismissal,

regardless of the merits of the argument. The result was an example of
'group think', an intellectual stalemate in'which the scholarly élite is so

hostile to deviation from an accepted orthodoxy that no individual within
the élite is in a position to question it, and no individual outside the élite

will be taken seriously if he holds such unorthodox views.

If we examine the chronicles of the fourteenth century we are presented

with about twenty texts, one of which - the shorter continuation of the

3røú ch¡onicle - has many va¡iant versions on the matter of the deadr. No
original contribution to narratives of the deatì was made after 1356; there-

after all the chronicle accounts are reworkings or direct quotations of earlier

statements. The earliest chronicle has Edward dþg on zr September of
a grief-induced illness. The 'anal torture' death - probably based on

thirteenth-century accounts of the death of Edmund Ironside - fi¡st

appears in a ch¡onicle written at York by an anti-Mortimer polemicist in

the mid-r33os. The first appearance of the red-hot 'poker' (as opposed to

a copper rod) is in r34o. But if we examine all the explicit accounts of the

imprisonment and death, and reconstruct the information threads repeated

in the various stories, the detailed chronicles may be shown to descend

from tlvo original accounts, a¡¡d one of those was yery probably no more

than an embellishment of the other. The more reliable of these fivo authors

+06
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(Adam Mu¡imuth) actually rlìstances himself from the idea that the king
was murdered, saying it was merely'common rumour', i-plyrog that he
himself did not know the truth, although he was the only chronicler in
the West Counry at the time. Furthermore, these two ch¡onicles a¡e
demonsrabþ-incorrect in several ways: for instance, they both accuseJohn
Maltravers of being one of the murderers, although he was not at Berkeþ
Castle at the time of the supposed death and was never accused of murder.
The upshot of this is that no chronicle has any reliable information
regarding the circumstances of the death, and all the chronicles together
contain only one reliable fact: that there was a royal announcement at
Lincoln in September rZ27 that Edwa¡d II had died of a grieÊinduced
ill¡ess at Berkeley Castle on St Matthew's Day (zr September).

This turns attention to the record evidence. There is no doubt that the
arnouncement of the death was made between z4 and 29 September

(when the court was at Lincoln). In most ci¡cumstances, when one knows

that a specific royal announcement was made at a certain time and in a
certain place, it is not necessary to question the detail any further. IIowever,
when a piece of information has a uniqué, geographically identifiable
source, we may be far more rigorous in assessing its reliabiliqr Putting it
simply, we may ask the following question: could the person malcing the
official announcement on behalf of the king at Lincoln have known the
truth of what he had been led to believe had happened at Berkeley?

The answer to this is'definitely not'. Edward III heard about his father's
supposed death on t}le night of z3/24 September and began circulating
the information with no check on the veracity of the message. This is

proved by an original document in the National Archives -DL rc/253 -
which is a letter from Edward to his cousin, the earl of Hereford, written
on z4 September, in which he states he heard the news about his father's

' death during the previous night. It could be objected that Edward III
r' 'öhecked the identity @er he started spreading the news, but it needs to be

'borne in mind that Lincoln is rro miles from Berkeley. If Edwa¡d trI -
,who'was only fourteen and under the strict supervision of his mother, one

irf the instigators of the plot - had been able to order anyone to go directly
Berkeley to check on the identity of the dead corpse, the man could

have got there within five days of the date of the supposed death.

ad he done so, and if Lord Berkeley had let him see the corpse, he would
found it already embalmed. This means he would not have been able

identi$' it, as fourteenth-century royal embalming completely covered

the face and features in wax-impregnated cloth. Further examination of

i,:'tialrnea corpse. As a result of this we may be confident that all the official
records reveals that there was no credible exhibition of the unem-
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information about the d.eath of Edward II was based on trust. The 'facC
of the death depends wholly on the assumption that Lord Berkeley's letter
to Edward III about his father's death was written in good faith.

The first important fact arising from this is that we can begin to under-
stand the flow of information underlying the extant evidence for the deatl.
Edward III received Lord Berkeley's letter and believed what it said. As a
result the death was ofücially announced, the news spread around the
court and the country, chaplains were endowed to pray for the late king's
soul, and a royal funeral was arranged to take place at St Peter's Abbey
in Gloucester (now Gloucester Cathedral). This is why there is such an
abundance of ofñcial evidence relating to the death. Lord Berkeley's letter
was accepted in good faith.

We can show relatively easily that in one respect the letter was certaidy
not written in good faith, for it stated that Edward II died of natu¡al
causes. In the light of later events, this is not sustainable. The question is

rather one of how Lord Berkelêy lied: did he lie about the cause of the
king's death? Or did he lie about the fact that the king had actually died?
In answering this Berkeley himself stated in parliament three years later,

in November r33o, that he 'had not heard about the death [of Edward
I! until coming into this present parliamentl. This seems to be a confes-
sion that he had lied in r3e7. Va¡ious objections - for example, that he
really meant he had not previously heard about the accusation of murder

- can be shown to be implausible. Nevenheless, even if his statement had
been unambþous, it could still have been untrue. To test its truth, and
its implication that Lord Berkeley had lied in announcing the death in
1527, we have to look for any irregularities in the information patterns
created as a result of Lord Berkeþ's statement that Edwa¡d II had died
of natural causes.

The first series of irregularities which arise in the wake of the lefter
state unequivocally that the king was still alive. The plot of the earl of
Kent provides the key evidencè. Previous commentators have all followed
the ea.rly twentieth-century scholar Professor Tout in declaring that Kent
was 'stupid'. Tout's statement was based partly on the blatantly politicised
accusations against Mortimer of November r33o, partly on the anti-Isabella
prejudices of the chonicler Geoffrey Ie Baker, and partly on his own a¡rd

his contemporaries' anti-revisionist prejudice. As a result of his condem-
nation, historians have never bothered to investþate the matte¡ from Kent's
point of view. Had they done so they would have re¡lised that there is

abundant evidence that he was an¡hing but stupid. Certainly he was not
executed for his stupidityr He was condemned to death in the parliament
of March r33o explicitly for the crime of trying to rescue the living King
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Edwa¡d II 'to help him become king again, and to govern his people as

he was wont to do beforehand'. There is no good reason to discount this
as evidence that the king was alive and that he had been held at Corfe.

The parliamentary view that Edward was still alive in Ma¡ch l33o has

independent support, also previously overlooked. Kent had an informant,
SirJohn Pecche, who was the keeper of Corfe Castle until September r3eg.
Pecche cannot be said to have been deluded a.s to the presence of the king
at Corfe prior to this date. His roie in Kent's plot was to tell Ingelram
Berengar that Edwa¡d II was still alive. fu Pecche and Kent had the same

information, either one must have .informed the other or they must have

'had an independeít source. Given his position as constable of the castle,

we may be sure that Pecche did not have to accept the news that Ðdwa¡d
II was alive - supposedly in his custody - without checking the ruth for
himsell It is unthjnkable that he jeopardised his reputation, estates a¡d life
lùithout ascertaining whether the supposedly dead king was in his own castle,

given that it was in his power to do so. Pecche's role in Kent's plot is there-
fore independent corroborative evidence of the parliamentary view that
Bdward I[ was at Corfe in r33o. Both of these pieces of evidence in turn
support Berkeley's statement that he had not heard about Edward II's death
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, in r33o. And to these we may add two more contemporary documents

i which state that Edward was alive in l33o: a private letter from the arch-
ibishop of York to the mayor of London søting that he had 'certain news'

that Edward II was still alive, and of course the Fieschi letter. We thus have

'â number of good, independent pieces of evidence that Lord Berkeley's

i:'The announcement that Edwa¡d II had been murdered was fi¡st ofü-
announcing the death of Edward II was deliberately misleading.

made in the charges against Mortimer and his adherents after his
in r33o. These are riddled wifh inaccuracies, inconsistencies a¡rd
ies. Not least of these a¡e the conscious acceptance of a ìie by

the supposed murdeq and the fajlure to order the arrest of the two
III of Lord Berkeley's statement as to where he was at the time

condemned to death for the murder untjl a week after the trial (during
time they were permitted to leave England). Doubts about the accu-

were sha¡ed by contemporaries: the majority of the manuscripts
shorter continuation of the French Brut (completed in or after 1333)

the r¡nderstanding that Edward II had died of natural causes,

ing a reluctance to follow the new accusations of murder. Similarly,

354 all the charges against Mortimer were found to be in erro4 including
which stated he had procured the murder of Edward II. But perhaps

è most interesting aspect connected with the claims that Edward II was

ìiidered is Edward III's treatnent of the men responsible for keeping
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his father safely. He never punished Lord Berkeley in any way at all, letting
him keep his lands and lordship and allowing him freely to come to courr.
And Lord Maltravers was also allowed to keep his lands and lordship,
Although he remained in exile in Flanders for seve¡al years for his part in
betraying Kent, Edward was in correspondence with him as early as ryg4.
He allowed him to return to England secretly for a meeting in rg35,
employed him in Flanders in r33g and then employed him in Ireland, and
rewarded him long before he was officially forgiven for his part in Kent's
death. \4rhen he finally returned to England in r35r Edward wrote a letter
praising his 'loyalty and goodwilt' and specifìcally stating that he wished
'to do something grandiose for him'. As many people have remarked in
the past, Edward's subsequent patronage of the tlvo men responsible for
keeping his father safely n ry27 is not consistent with their murdering him.' As a result of these lines of research, it is found that the officially created
evidence relating to Edward II's death is based on information arising from
a single announcement which was not verified by the king but which was
in line with the political ambitions of Lord Mortime4 and very probably
in line with Isabella's emotional attachment to her husbanã, whicú
remained strong in his captivity and even up until her death. On their
instmctions Berkeþ faked the dearh, sent Edward II to Corfe Castle to
be secretly maintained by SirJohn Maltravers while SirJohn Pecche was
overseas, and embalmed another corpse to be buried in place of the king.
Unfortunately for the plotters, SirJohn Pecche returned unexpectedly in
early r3z8 a¡rd discovered Edward II at Corfe Castle. Pecche then informed
Kent, who subsequently took action to rescue the king. His plot was discov-
ered by Mortimert agents. Mortimer's threat to the royal authority - which
had been great even before r33o - now became unbearable for Edward
III, who saw his uncle condemned to death in parliament for trying to
¡escue his sadly abused father from Corfe. Having no doubt that his entire
dynasty was at risk, Edward III arranged the seizure of Mortimer and
eradicated the widespread doubs about his father's fate by finally creating
an ofiìcial, royal version of the 'death': that Edward II had been murdered
by Gurney and Ockley on Mortjmer's orders in Berkeley Castle. This
served both to destoy Mortimer's support and strengthen Edward III's
own status as a ruling king, even.though he was still ,under age. The story
of the death of Edward tr in Berkeþ Castle was thus a political fiction
invented by Mortimer and m¡isted by Edward III into a murder story for
reasons of political legitimary. The propaganda fall-out from this has misled
scholars and deceived laymen ever since.

A ll'ote on the I^ater W tf Eùtard II

Research into the life of Edward II after the collapse of Mortimer,s regime
in October r33o is complicated by a number of factors. Unlike the ques-
tion of his 'death' - which is a fìnite problem which ca¡r be answered logi-
cally by examining the information structures underpinning the evidence
for the death and scrutinising the evidence for events contingent on his
survival - the matters of where he was after l33o and when he died are
potentially limitless. one is caught between the unending possibilities and
the shortage of direct evidence. Most important business was conducted
orally, through messengers, not in a written format. Therefore there is
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; rarely any written material for us to evaluate. However, despite these prob-i lems it is important for readers to have an idea of the nature ol the
research in progress and some findings, in order to understand how Edwa¡d
II's survival affected Edwa¡d IfI, as outlined in Chapters Four to Eight of
this book.

-.' 
-There 

is only one piece of written evidence which overtly claims that
i-Edward II was defìnitely alive after r33o. This is the famous Fieschi letter
;lvritten by Manuel Fieschi in about 1336, and known since 1877 from the
popy h a carnrlary of a mid-fourteenth-century bishop of Maguelonne.

,.,,Seaders wanting to see the text and a reproduction of the original wil
rd both tn Tlu C'reat¿st Trainr: tlæ Lift of Si, Roger Mortimer.) In brief the

ìorfe to lreland, where he remained for nine months. Up to tJris point he

states that, after the execution of Kent, Edwa¡d II was taken from

fpd the same custodian as had attended him in rZ27 at Berkeley, but,
November rj3o, he was released þrobably partly on account of the

lct that the mastermind of the plot, Mortimer, was dead). The ex-king

of being found out by Edward III and partly on account of the

igrron, where he saw the pope. If he had walked to Avignon at a rate
his way to Sandwich d¡essed as a pilgrim and then travelled to

i'about ten miles per day with the other pilgrims travelling south, he
órild have taken about eight weeks to reach the papal palace, arriving

)ut the end of Rbruary or early March r33r. After spending two weels
the pope, Fieschi's letter states that he went from there to Brabant,
from Brabant to the shrine of the Three Kings at Cologne, then to
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as warriors. Contemporaries praised

the Black Prince's chivalrous character,
in particular his modesty, courage and

courtesy on the battlefield. According to
the medieval chronicler |ean Froissart,

after the battle the Black Prince held a

banquet in honour ofthe captured king
and served him dinner. This scene

fostered an image of Prince Edward as

a humble victor. In the 18th and 19th

centuries, Poitiers would be celebrated

alongsicle Agincourt as one ofthe gleat

English triumphs of the Middle Ages.

So prominent was the Black Prince's

reputation as a warrior that he was

asked by King Pedro of Castile to aid

him in his fight against his half-brother
Henry of Tlastamara for the Castilian

throne. Prince Edward's victory at the

battle of Nájera on 3 April 1367 sealed

his reputation as a successful walrior,
though the Spanish campaign resulted

in debt and illness for the prince.
In the 14th centur¡ fean Froissart

was seminal in helping to craft the Black

Prince's image, much as Shakespeare

would later shape HenryV's, Froissartt
aim, to record the chivalrous deeds of
knights,led him to manufacture and

embellish scenes of chivalric virtues.

A visÍOn Of hetl King Edward llland the Btäck Prince

are depicted âs "epocatyptic horsemen râvaging France" ln the

Angers tapestries, commissioned by Louis DAnjou in I 373

However, Froissart's description of
the Black Prince was not unanimously
favourable; in fact, he offered a

critique as well.

Even in his lifetime, contemporaries
challenged the Biack Prince's heroic
image, recasting him as a viìlain,
Criticism focus ed on hís chevøuchée

(raidingexpedition) in France in
1355-56, a brutal affair designed to
demoralise the enemy. Starting in
Borcleaux in September 1355, Edward
moved across France passingToulouse,

Carcassonne and Narbonne. He

focused his attel:tion on towns where

;ìi.Ìi:iä:iii:ilÈ
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he could inflict the most clamage with
the least resistance. His troops lootc<l,
burned property and killed
inhabitants. On campaign with the
Black Prince in 1355, Sir |ohn
Wingfreld wrote a letter to the
bishop of Winchester
proclaiming that "there was
never such loss nor destruction
as hath been in this raid'l

Nomercy
The sack of the city of limoges
in 1370 became a second source
of contention, Granted Aquitaine
byhis father in 1362, the Black
Prince ruled a principality that
stretched across a third of France.
The'city under the princet rule had
surrendered to the French - and, for
th4!Edward decided thatitmust be
punished, first laying siege and then
sacking it. Froissart reported that:
"Men, women and children flung
themseìves on their knees before the
prince, crying: 'Have mercy on us,
gentle sir!'But he was so inflamed
with anger that he would not listen. . .

and all that could be found were put
to the sword."

Froissa¡t records the deaths of over
3,000 men, women ancl children,
though this figure is not corroborated
by local sources. All the same, the sack
became notorious for its brutality.

Eclward's reputation in France was
a dark one. TheAngers tapestries
commissioned byLouis D'Anjou (see

left) illustrate the Black Prince and his
father as apocalyptic horsemen
ravaging France, Commissioned in
1373 when Englancl's hoìcl on France
was waning, they provide a contrast
to images presented bythe herald of
Sir John Chandos, whose poem painted
the prince as a hero,

In 1376, the Black Prince died at the
age of 46 from a lingering illness.

"Men, womgn
and children ftung
themselves on
their knees before
the prince, crying:
'Have mercy on us,
gentle sitl"' But he
would not listen

Keenly aware of the power of image,
Edward sought to craft his own

rnemory, requesting that his tomb be
locatecl in Cantelbury Cathedral

clepicting him as a resting knight.
His sworcl, shield and armour
were arranged above his tomb,
províding a lasting tribute to his
feats in war. At his death, the
Black Prince rvas mourned
across Europe, and medieval
chroniclers did their bit to polish
his reputation,lauding his life's

achievements,
However, fi.rture debates about

what it meant to be a hero had to
address the less palatable aspects of

Prince Edward's story. His subsequent
reputation, like those of many meclieval
royals, was shaped in part by
Shakespeare, who captured the dual
image of the Blacl< Prince as both hero
and villain in his plays Rlclr ørd II and
Henry V. Shakespeare's Black Prince
was a corlsutnmate warrior who "play'd
a tragedy on French soil" as a result of
his victories there. This view was upheld
intheplay Ednard.lll which is now
frequently attributed to Shakespeare.

Ifthe Black Prince's appearances in
Shakespeare's plays helped make him a
prominent figure in England's medieval
stor¡ so did the power ofhis sobriquet.
We know that Prince Edward became
the'Black Prince' during the 16th
century but what we don't know is why
the name changed when it did and why
he earned this name. Later histo¡ians
have speculated that the sobriquet came
from the coiour of Edward's armour
and his dark reputation in France.

French tensions
Interest jn the Black Prince as a person
in his own light - rather than a

character in a play* developed to
a gr€ater exteÍìt in the I 7th century.
In I 688, antiquary Ioshua Barnes
wrote the first authoritative historical
biography ofEdward
III and the



Black Prince, which later authors

consulted as a key source. Tensions with

Flance and a royal focus on the Middle

Ages led to a renewed desire to

reconsider the prince's battles' Barnes

pinpointed the prince's military feats as

being central to his heroic image.

The British monarchY of the

I 8th century, however, proved to be the

driving force behind the Black Prince's

re-emergence as a hero. George III
commissioned the American artist
BenjaminWestto produce a series of
grand history paintings in the late

1780s chronicling the deeds ofKing
Edward III and his son for the Windsor

Castle audience chamber. Fascinated by

the medieval past, George sawthe reign

of Edward III as a time of royal power'

His love of the medieval chimed

with his wider Programme
to reinvent ceremonY

and splendour for
the monarchY,

West reframed

The statue ofthe Btack Prince in Leeds

City Square' The man who commissioned

the stãtue chose the prince because he

regarded h¡m as a champion of the peopte

Edward's heroism in
terms of 18th-centurY

gentlemanlY virtues'

depicting a chivalric Black

Prince who was courageous

and honourable,
West chose to Paint a scene

from the aftermath of Créc¡
featuring Edwardwith his father

acknowledging the slain John of
Bohemia, himself a hero of chivalry'

In another painting (above), West

depicted the Black Prince meeting his

prisoner, the French kingJohn, after the

Lattle of Poitiers. His source, David

Hume, whose medieval volume of T7l¿

History of Englaødwas published in

1761, extolled the Prince's heroic

character and chose to ignore his

Patriotie warior

Magnanimous victor This painting by Beniamin west shows the Btack Prince f right¡

inieiîner"¿ tretmerl meet¡ng hi5 prisoner, King John of France, fottow¡ng the battte of Poitiers

battlefreld violence. Based on Hume's

written depiction, West PortraYed
Edward as a moderate and sympathetic

gentleman conqueror, Not everyone

bought into West's rather sanitiseci ancl

bloodless versions ofevents though -
his portrayals of Edward's battles were

criticised at Royal Academy exhibition¡

for their lack of realism.

The robust and masculine warrior,

Edlvard, became a special hero for
young soldiers during the Georgian an'

Regency eras. Antl the prince was once

agáin celebrated on the stage - Williarn

Shirley's drama of 1750, revived in the

late Georgian periocl, offered him as a

model of English masculinitY for

contemporary soldiers.

Nationalheroes
It wasn't until the 19th century that thr

Black Prince's hero-viilain dynamic

really came to the fore. His image

circulated in media of all kinds - from
children s adventure noveis to plays.



Fascination with national heroes and
the Middle Ages spurred a diversity of
Black Princes, and Edward became a
focus for debates on character and war.

Children's books tended to
emphasise the prince's more attractive
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The canon of Westminster
suggested that the sacking of
lÍmoges amounted to class
violence against the poor

qualities in order to teach young
children proper behaviour, One of
the most popular textbooks of the
t 9tlr centur¡ I ittle Atthur's History of
England (1835), aclded to Edward's
repertoire ofvirtues by referring to him
as "the bravest and politest prince at
that time in the worid'l

Yet Edward served as a villain as well,
His sack of Limoges was used as a lesson
about barbarous behaviour - one that
theVictorians believed theyhad safely
moved beyond. Children's author
Meredith Jones wrote that at Limoges
he was a frightening figure with "angry
flashing eyes'l violent and ruthless.

Jones wasn't the onlyVictorian to
regard Limoges as a'blot'on Edward's
otherwise good character. In a public
Iecture on the prince's life in 1852, the
canon of Westminster, Arthur Penrhyn
Stanle¡ placed Edward's brutality in the
city within a widér criticism of chivalr¡ Þ

BBC History Magazine
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suggesting tlìat it amounted to ciass

violence against the poor'. While Stanley

stated that the Black Prince was a model
knight, he questionecl whether Edwarcl

could incleecl be an appropriate role
moclel for modern men ancl boys. He

concluclecl that the pt'ince's successes

were greatel than his failures.
Many eally 2Oth-century portrayals

of Edward were less ambiguous about

In today's more
cosmopolitan
society, the Btack
Prince's story lacks
eutturat resonance

his legary. One such was the Black

Prince's statue in Leeds City Square -
commissioned by the city's ex-lord
mayor, Colonel TWalter Harding.
Harding entertained the possibility of
other heroes - Queen Elizabeth I,
Simon De Montfort and llenryV - but
settled on Edward because he regardeil

hirn as a champion of the geople and a

patriotic warrior - values he wished to
instil in the citizens ofLeeds.

Published in 1917, Henry Newboltl
Book of the Happy Warrior also placed

the Black Prince within a tradition
of wamior heroes who happily

A leadgf Of [lêtl An ittustration from Jean Froissart's Cl¡ronicles shows the battle of

Nájera in 1 3ó7. lt was in this clash between Angto-Gascon and Franco-Cast¡lian forces, in what ¡s

now northern spain, that the Btack Prince seated his reputation as an accompl¡shed warfior

Standingupfor
the people

ErroI Ftynn ptays the

fought for their nation. The 1929

hístorical novel, The English Parøgon,

continued to define Prince Eclwarcl as a

model of chivalry. Restoration work on

the prince's tomb at Canterbury in the

1930s led to some re-evaluation of his

character. But, by now, such debates

about his memory lacked the lustre

of Victorian cl iscussions.

By the 1950s, Edward as a PoPular'
icon was disappearing from public view.

Despite this, guidebooks to Canterbury
Cathcdral kept his memoryalive, while

the 1 95 5 frLm, Th e D ark Av enger, had
Errol Fþn playthe Black Prince as a

medieval cowboy saving the peasants

and his lady from cruel French nobles.

Scholarly interest in the Black Prince

has remained stronger rvith the

publication ofa number ofpapers and

books aboui the prince's life and career

bylohn Harve¡ Barbara Emerson and

Richarcl Barber in response to the 1976

anniversary of Eclward's death. More
recentl¡ David Green has offered a

re-evaiuation of Edward, highÌightin g

the need to undelstand the Prince
within the context of the 14th centul'y.

Despite this, the Black Prince's

apotheosis as a prorninent figure in the

public consciousness undoubtedly
occurred dut'ing the lBth and 19th

centuries when both royals and

populace celebrated him. Dcbates abou

the nature ofheroism and villainy,
royalt¡ chivalr¡ war and character

helped to malket Edward's irnage.

These debates no longer have the

same currency, and for man¡ Edward
is an obscure figure,In today's more
cosmopolitan societ¡ the Black Prince'r

story lacks cultural tesonance,

However, exploring the Georgian

and Victorians' fascination with Eclwar'

allows us to evaluate changingvalues
and ideas al¡out the hero in histoly.
Perhaps now, it is time to revisit the
BlackÞrince's character once more. lE

Barbara GribLing is a visiting schoLar in the

Department of History at the University of

British Cotumbia. She is the author of a

forthcoming book on the image of Edward

the Btack Prince in Georgian and Victorian

Engtand llhe Roya t Historica[society)
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Black Prince in
The Dark Avenger, ln

this 1955 f ¡tm, the
prince is cast as a

hero, protêcting
peasants from
the injustices

meted out
by French
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HE EVENTS of the middle and late

l5th century were, we have always

been told, driven bymen, It was a

story of the battlefielcis on which
kings, clukes and earls fought for control of
the country <luring the Wars of the Roses;

a great dynastic confrontation that saw the

houses ofYork and Lancaster battle for
control ofthe English crown from 1455-85,

This assumption of male dominance is as

automatic as the one that saw Margaret
Beaufort ignore her own claim to the throne
in favour ofher son, Henry Tudor, or as the

heiress Anne Neville being passed between
Lancaster and York as though she were as

insentient as any other piece ofproperty.
Yet the actions of the women forged

during the Wars of the Roses woulcl,
uitimatel¡ prove to matter as much as the

battlefields. Referred to as that "great ancl

strong-laboured woman'by Sir John Bocking
lnI456,Margaret ofAnjou, with her

determination to hold onto the reins of
power, played a vital part in pushing England
into civil war. It was two other women,
Margaret Beaufort and Elizabeth Woodville,
who brokered the marriage that sealed the
peace cleal. From HenryVI's wife to Henry
VII's mothet it was women rvho acted as

miclwives to the Tudor dynasty,
The women behind the so-called Wars

of the Roses werc playing a game of thrones.
The business of their lives was powcr; their
sons and husbands the currency' The passion

ancl pain ofthe lives echo through
Shakespeare's history plays - and yet,

those plays apart, most ofus know very
little about their extraordinary stolies.

This is due, in part, to the patchy nature
of the source material. The sources for this
particular period are "notoliously intractable'
as JR Landel; an expert on the Wars of the
Roses, put it - and mo¡e so for women who
fought on no battlefields ancl passed no laws.

The detaiied records - and the aristocratic
letters you find even from the days ofHenry
VIII less than 50 years later - are largely absent

What's more, the years that salv the

disappearance of the princes in the Tower of
London hold more than theiT fair share of
insoluble mysteries and popular history has

traditionally preferred to deal in certainties.

But it is worth persevering and trying to
unlock these women's stories. The mole you
look at theil actions, their alliances and at the

connections between them, the more you
start to see an alternative engine ofhistory.
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The she-wolf

Margaret of Anjou
1430-82

Wiþ of Henry VI

WHENMARGARETofAnjou
was brought to England int445,
to wed the Lancastrian king
HenryVI, she was widely
regarded as little more than a

pawn in a marriage contract
designed to cement a truce in
the long war with France.Within
a mafter of years, her single-
mindedness would prove a

major catalyst in sparking the
Wars of the Roses.In fact, such
was Margaret's impact upon her
aclopted nation that, a century
or so after her death,
Shakespeare immortalised her as

a "she-wolf 'l with a "tiger's heart
wrapped in a woman's hicle'Ì

Despite Shakespeare's verdict,
it's possible that Margaret would
never have figured so
prominently in the political
arena ifevents had not forced
her hand. In 1454 the queen
(who was, to contempolaries, "a
manlywoman, using to rule and
not be ruled") made a bill of five
articles -"whereof the first is
that she desires to have the
whole rule of the land", or so one
correspondent said.

By then, just as she gave birth
to Edward, their onlyson, her
husband fell into a catatonic
stupor. Margaret was desperate
to prevent power falling entirely
into the hands of Henry's cousin
the Duke of York ancl his part¡
who she saw as dangerous rivals
to royal authority.

As rivalry turned to armed
conflict, the queen, as a woman)
couid only act through depr.rties,
(Though 30 years before, legencl
had it, her grandmotherYolande
ofAragon, a powerful protector'
to |oan ofAlc, had donned silver
armou¡ and led her own troops
agaínstthe English.) But time
ancl again, reports would speak
of Margaret's Iancastlian forces

- rather than ofher husbandl
* and at the second battle ofst

The epitome ol strength and determination: 0ueen Margaret, w¡fe of Henry Vl,
was â prominent figure in the pqtitica[ ârena during the l4S0s

A-lbans in 1461 one reporter, the [Joan of Arc] now follow a
Milanese Prospero di Camulio, queen. , . I will either conquer or
seems to suggest that she was in be conquered with youÌ'
the fray. "The Earl of Warwick After Richarcl of york's heir.,
decided to quit the field, ancl... Edward IV, captured HenryVl,s
pushed through ¡ight into crown in 1460, Margaret by no
Albano [StAJbans], where the means ceased campaigning. The
queen was with 30,000 men." next decade saw her tirelessly

The chronicler Gregory toutingfor support around the
wrote that in the rnidst of the continent and in Scotland,
battle, "King Harry went to his where she won help from
queen and forsook all his lords, another prominent woman,

Mary of Guelders, ruling
A repoft of a speech once as regenr for her infant sãn

e red¡ted to Margaret is as James.Indeed, it would be

heroicin its owñwayas #ff::i;lT*:1.,ËtizabethlSatTitbury v"¡.iJ,r,.p"*erfulEarl
of Warwick, the

and trust better to her party than 'Kingmaker.l (cemented by a
to his own..,"A¡ anecdotal marriage between her son and
report ofa speech once credited his daughterAnne Neville) that
to Margalet is as heroic in its led to Henry VI's brief
own way as Elizabeth I's at reinstatement in 1470. But the
Tilbury. "l have often broken following spring, the deaths of
[the English] battle line," she her husband and son at yoridst
told her men. "I have mowed hancls left Margaret no pieces to
down ranks far more stubborn play on the political stage and
than theirs are now You who ih" di".l itt F.unce impðverished
once followed a peasant girl and embittered.
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The cornrnoner ueen

ELizabeth Woodvitte c1437 -e2

Wtfe of EdwardIV
mother of the Princes in the Tower

WHEN ELIZABETH Woodville

was wed in secret to the Young
Yorkist king, Edward IV in 1464'

she became the first English

woman to be crowned queen

consort since the Norman
Conquest. She is said to have

demanded marriage as the Price
of her virtue, just as Anne Bolel'n

would do to Elizabethl grandson'

HenryVIIL
The daughter

of a minor peer
(though her

mother came from
a royal European
house), Elizabeth

was the widow of a

LancastÏian
knight, with two
children already to
her name. The idea

of a king making a

love match with a

commoner was

itself controversial,
and no less anger

was aroused by the

sudden rise to

BBC History Magazine



1483, news that
Richard,Dukeof Genefat¡OnSofhiStOrianS
9l::'":*: (Richa'd have struEgted to expla¡n her
III) had taken

oål'åiià'ìir'* pragmatism that seems to
youngson,EdwardV, verge on Sheer insensibitity
sent Elizabeth flying

prominence of the whole
Woodville family. Elizabeth
Woodville has often been

dismissed as a woman of almost
unparalleled shallowness, yet the
plots of her later years may tell a
more complicated story.

After her husband died in

into sanctuary. Her behaviour in
the fcrllowing months has been
extensively canvassed, Her
decision to allow her younger
son to join hís brother in the
Towe6 where the boys

disappeared from public vieq
and the fact that she allowed her
daughters to leave sanctuary and
go to dance at their uncle's court

- the court of the man who may
have murclered their brothers -
has been scrutinised,

Probablyshe felt she had no
other options, but generations of
historians have struggled to
explain a pragmatism that seems

to verge on sheer insensibilit¡
One theory goes so far as to

suggest that at least the younger
of the princes in the'fower may
have been alive and secretly
released into he¡ care.

There was something else

going on here, The l6th-century
Italian historian Polydore Vergil
relates how, onlyweeks into

Richard III's reign, Elizabeth gave

her consent to a joint conspiracy
suggested by the Lancastrian
heiress Margaret Beaufort and
relayed to the dowager queen in
sanctuary byMargaret's
physician, the Welshman Lewis
Caerleon. Vergil reports that
Elizabeth promised Margaret
that she would reouit all of
EdwardIV's friends if Henry
Tudor would be sworn to take
Elizabeth's daughter Elizabeth of
York in marriage as soon as he
had the crown. Although the
1483 rebellions failed to topple
Richard from his throne, this was

the deal that would ultimately
produce the Tudor dynasty,

BBC History Magazine
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The ambitious Tudor

Margaret Beaufort 1 443-150q

Mother of HenTYVII

MARGARET BEAUFORIwas Brittany' She would see her son

Engiunat **tthiest heiress again only 14 years later and in the

whãn, at the age of 12, she was most dramatic of circumstances'

married to Edi:nund Tüdor, In the summer of 1485' Henry

who was a comp atatively Tudor landed with a small

hurnble Welshman. invasion force on the Welsh coast'

Margaret was sorrething of a He launched a carnpaign to take

¿urt t oir. tlt.oughout thelears King Richard III's throne' urged

oiYorkist po*.r |et, cruciail¡ she on by a flow-of money and

was - throigh her descent from messengers from his mother' The

John of Gañrt - a vital carrier of fact that Margaret was able to

the Lancastrian bloo<lline'

She was still only i3 and Mafganet was qu¡ck to cla¡ff
alreadyawidowwhenshe the pOWer And pOSit¡On She
gave bilth to her sonllenrþ feLt WAS OWed tO hen OnCe
Edmund havtng dled oI tne

piague. The experience Henry assumed the throne
possibly damaged her slight

ihytlqú.,rin.ãhertwo offerhersonanysupportatalj

suúsequent marriages produced was, in itself, quite an impressive

no more chi-ldren aãd, iater in life, achievement' She was then being

she would take a vow ofcelibacy. kept under genteel hotise arrest

This meant that all her on the Lancashire estates of her

ambitions centred on Henry. third htlsband' Lord Stanley - the

lrer¡n t+l tshe felt compellecl, penalty for her Part in plotting

forsafety,tosendhimintoexileinwithElizabethWoodvilleto

BBC History Magazit
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launch that eariier rising
against Richard.

tsut just how much
influence was Margaret able
to exercise on Stanley? It's a
question that historians have
been pondering over for
years. The Stanleys' last-minute
decision to send their.forces
to suppot't Henry helped
win the dayfor the
Lancastrians and secure
Richard III's demise.

Margaret wouid be quick to
claim the power and position
she felt was owed to her once
Henryhad assumed the throne.
'My Lady the Kingì Motherl as
she came to be known, in some
ways overshadowed her
daughter-inJaw, Elizabeth of
Yolþ maintaining Henry's
authority in the Midlands,
laying down the rules for the
ceremonies of court and
exercising to the full her own
powers ofpatronage.

Outliving her own son by
a fewmonths, she survived to
play an active role in
shepherding her grandson into
power - a final coup for the
woman who, above all others,
did the most to usher in the
ïuclor century.

BBC History Magazine
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