OXFORD
By Paul Streitz

Oxford Institute Press
For Hilda and Natasha
On July 21, 1548 in the early hours of the morning, Princess Elizabeth gave birth to a son. The father was Thomas Seymour, her stepfather. The child was placed in the home of John de Vere 17th Earl of Oxford. The child was raised was Edward de Vere, 17th Earl of Oxford. He is better known to the world by his pen name, "William Shakespeare."
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Streitz, Paul, 1943–
Oxford: Son of Queen Elizabeth I
Includes bibliographical references and index.
Library of Congress Control Number: 2001 129201
Paperback: ISBN 978-0-9713498-0-3
Seventh Printing
Paperback edition of this book can be found on Amazon.com
Copyright 2001 by Paul Streitz
Oxford Institute Press (links to other authorship books of interest can be found here.)
8 William Street
Darien, CT 06820
Cover Design: Paul Streitz
Cover Art: R.C. Bailey
Published by Paul Streitz at Smashwords
Shakespeare, William, 1564–1616, Authorship, Oxford Theory
Oxford, Edward de Vere, 17th Earl of, 1550–1564, —Authorship
De Vere, Edward, 1548–1604, Biography
Tudor, Elizabeth, 1533–1603, Biography
Dramatists, English—Early modern, 1500–1700—Biography
Nobility—Great Britain—Biography.
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This book may not be re-sold or given away. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase and additional copy for each person. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
Table of Contents
Chapter 1: Sex, Murder, Incest and Tudors
Nobility's Reason for Existence
Katherine Parr and the Lord Admiral
Chapter 3: A Hasty Marriage and Three Murders
The Fall of Edward Seymour and the reign of Queen Mary
The Rise and Quick Demise of John de Vere
Chapter 4: A Not So Brief Chronicle
Oxford's Signature: "Edward VII"
Chapter 5: A Literary and Theatrical Life
Castilglione's Il Cortegaiano (The Courtier)
Court Playwright and Impresario
Oxford and the King James Bible
Chapter 6: Shakespeare Appears
Creation of the Stratford Myth
Chapter 7: Yet Another Changeling
Shake-speares Sonnets Revisited
Should a Tudor again be on the Throne
In Appreciation
Mr. Russell des Cognets (1923) of Lexington, Kentucky has been a steadfast supporter of the Earl of Oxford as Shakespeare for fifty years. He first became acquainted with Oxford in 1949. He has collected several copies of the English school teacher’s, J. Thomas Looney, 1920 book “Shake-speare” Identified in Edward de Vere, the seventeenth earl of Oxford.
He has been a patron of many other Oxfordian writers, scholars and educational efforts. This includes support for William Plumer Fowler’s pamphlet, Phoenix and Turtle, which Percy Allen believes the loveliest of all of Shakespeare’s poems.
Dorothy and Charlton Ogburn, who wrote the biography of Oxford: This Star of England: William Shake-speare Man of the Renaissance and their son Charlton, Jr., who wrote The Mysterious William Shakespeare, were his friends in the Oxfordian movement. He also had a long friend-ship with Mr. Gordon Cyr, past president of the Shakespeare-Oxford Society. Mr. des Cognets was a supporter of the SOS newsletter for many years.
Russell fondly remembers being in England during War II in the 104th Division, U.S. 1st Army. In Europe as an infantryman, he participated in the capture of Cologne and the Remagen Bridge on the Rhine. He vividly recalls liberating the Nordhausen concentration camp near the Elbe River.
At the present time Russell is deeply involved with assisting Concordia University’s new Humanities Building in Portland, Oregon. With its emphasis on Shakespeare authorship studies, it will be one of the largest, most unique academic authorship centers in the world. Mr. des Cognets has made possible the “des Cognets-Cowles” Shakespeare studies center, which will hold papers, books, research and academic materials and provide study space for Shakespearean scholars.
Mr. des Cognets is a 1941 graduate of the Woodbury Forest Preparatory School in Orange Virginia and the University of Kentucky in 1948. For many years he was a breeder of milking shorthorn cattle, and also bred thoroughbreds for the Keeneland sales ring. In 1979, he married Julia Crouch of Lexington. They have a son, Russell III (1981).
Mr. Russell des Cognets’ generous support has made this book possible.
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Gentle Reader
The British monarchy remains out of bounds, more so than other social institutions. Indeed, one could say that a conspiracy of silence surrounds the extraordinary and probably unique hierarchical system of privilege that emanates from the monarch. Why? Because those who are close enough to see what goes on behind the palace walls keep their lips buttoned in the hope that they too might be co-opted into that system via highly coveted awards. Blabbermouths are not knighted. Nor are they retained as friends or servants. Neither do they keep the affection of princes…..Ilse Hayden
It is almost impossible to write a balanced study of Elizabeth I. The historiographical tradition is so laudatory that it is hard to avoid either floating with the current of applauding opinion or creating an unseemly splash by swimming too energetically against it. The marketing of Elizabeth began in her own reign, with the efforts of Protestants, official propagandists, and profit-seeking balladeers. Enthusiastic praise was turned into structured history by William Camden, who wrote his Annales in the 1610’s. Camden formulated the historiographical agenda for the reign, and historians have usually followed his scheme: Elizabeth inherited chaos at home and threats from abroad, but with her own foresight and skill she imposed unifying solutions to national problems. The reign of Elizabeth was thus a golden age of progress, in which a careful queen inspired her people to greatness and checked any divisive militant tendencies. The ‘Camden version’ has dominated interpretations of Elizabeth over the past century: it was followed in most of the almost 90 biographies published since 1890….Christopher Haigh
It is inconceivable that anyone who has [encountered genius] could maintain the belief that genius is often held back by social factors. If genius is not given form by context, it will make its own. It is this aggressive reordering of context that is genius. It is simply unimaginable that context, whether the intellectual matrix facing the genius or the social and economic factors touching his life, could dissuade him…Steven Goldberg
A Few Dissenters
[Shakespeare] carries the court influence with him, unconsciously, wherever he goes. He looks into Arden and Eastcheap from the court standpoint, not from these into the court, and he is as much a prince with Poins and Bardolph as he is when he enters and throws open to us, without awe, without consciousness, the most delicate mysteries of the royal presence…The Philosophy of the Plays of Shakspere Unfolded
SIGMUND FREUD
I no longer believe that William Shakespeare, the actor from Stratford, was the author of the works which have so long been attributed to him. Since the publication of Shakespeare Identified, by J. T. Looney, I am almost convinced that the assumed name conceals the personality of Edward de Vere, Earl of Oxford….Autobiographical Study, 1927
The name “William Shakespeare” is most probably a pseudonym behind which there lies concealed a great unknown. Edward de Vere, Earl of Oxford, a man who has been regarded as the author of Shakespeare’s works, lost a beloved and admired father while he was still a boy, and completely repudiated his mother, who contracted a new marriage soon after her husband’s death….Abriss der Psycho-Analyse, 1940
We will have a lot to discuss about Shakespeare. I do not know what still attracts you to the man of Stratford. He seems to have nothing at all to justify his claim, whereas Oxford has almost everything. It is quite inconceivable to me that Shakespeare should have got everything secondhand: Hamlet’s neurosis, Lear’s madness, Macbeth’s defiance and the character of Lady Macbeth, Othello’s jealousy, etc. It almost irritates me that you should support the notion….Letter to A. Zweig, 1937
MARK TWAIN
Isn’t it odd, when you think of it, that you may list all the celebrated Englishmen, Irishmen, and Scotchmen of modern times, clear back to the first Tudors—a list containing five hundred names, shall we say?—and you can go to the histories, biographies, and cyclopedias and learn the particulars of the lives of every one of them. Every one of them except one—the most famous, the most renowned—by far the most illustrious of them all—Shakespeare!—About him you can find nothing. Nothing of even the slightest importance. Nothing worth the trouble of storing away in your memory. Nothing that even remotely indicates that he was ever anything more than a distinctly commonplace person.
I answered as my readings of the champions of my side of the great controversy had taught me to answer: that a man can’t handle glibly and easily and comfortably and successfully the argot of a trade at which he had not personally served. He will make mistakes; he will not, and cannot, get the trade-phrasings precisely and exactly right; and the moment he departs, even a shade, from a common trade-form, the reader who has served in that trade will know the writer hasn’t.
For experience is an author’s most valuable asset; experience is the thing that puts the muscle and the breath and the warm blood into the book he writes.
The author of the Plays was equipped, beyond every other man of his time, with wisdom, erudition, imagination, capaciousness of mind, grace, and majesty of expression. Everyone had said it, no one doubts it. Also, he had humor, in rich abundance, and always wanting to break out. We have no evidence of any kind that Shakespeare of Stratford possessed any of these gifts or any of these acquirements…Is Shakespeare Dead? 1909
CHARLIE CHAPLIN
In the work of the greatest geniuses, humble beginnings will reveal themselves somewhere but one cannot trace the slightest sign of them in Shakespeare…. Whoever wrote [Shakespeare] had an aristocratic attitude.
JOHN ADAMS
Stratford upon Avon is interesting as it is the Scaene of the Birth, Death and Sepulture of Shakespeare. Three doors from Inn, is the House where he was born, as small and mean, as you can conceive. They shew Us an old Wooden Chair in the Chimney Corner, where He sat. We cut off a Chip according to the Custom. A Mulberry Tree that he planted has been cut down, and is carefully preserved for Sale. The House where he died has been taken down and the Spot is now only Yard or Garden. The Curse upon him who should removed his Bones, which is written on his Grave Stone, alludes to a Pile of some Thousands of human Bones, which lie exposed in that Church. There is nothing preserved of this great Genius which is worth knowing—nothing which might inform Us what Educations, what Company, what Accident turned his Mind to Letters and the Drama. His name is not even on his Grave Stone. An ill sculptured Head is sett up by his Wife, by the Side of his Grave in the Church. But paintings and Sculpture would be thrown away upon his Fame. His Wit and Fancy, his Taste and Judgment, His Knowledge of Nature, of Life and Character, are immortal….From a letter when Adams and Thomas Jefferson visited Stratford-upon-Avon. Jefferson wrote nothing about the occasion except a record of his expenses.
MALCOLM X
Another hot debate I remember I was in had to do with the identity of Shakespeare. No color was involved there; I just got intrigued over the Shakespearean dilemma. The King James translation of the Bible is considered the greatest piece of literature in English. They say that from 1604 to 1611, King James got poets to translate, to write the Bible. Well, if Shakespeare existed, he was then the top poet around. But Shakespeare is nowhere reported connected with the Bible. If he existed, why didn’t King James use him?
SIR DEREK JACOBI
"I subscribe to the group theory. I don't think anybody could do it on their own," says Sir Derek Jacobi. "I think the leading light was probably de Vere as I agree that an author writes about his own experience, his own life and personalities."
WALT WHITMAN
Conceived out of the fullest heat and pulse of European feudalism—personifying in unparalleled ways the medieval aristocracy, its towering spirit of ruthless and gigantic caste, with its own peculiar air and arrogance (no mere imitation)—only one of the “wolfish earls” so plenteous in the plays themselves, or some born descendant and knower, might seem to be the true author of those amazing works, works in some respects greater than anything else in recorded literature….November Boughs, 1888
HENRY JAMES
I am “sort of” haunted by the conviction that the divine William is the biggest and most successful fraud ever practiced on a patient world. The more I turn him round and round the more he so affects me. But that is all—I am not pretending to treat the question or to carry it any further. It bristles with difficulties, and I can only express my general sense by saying that I find it almost as impossible to conceive that Bacon wrote the plays as to conceive that the man from Stratford, as we know the man from Stratford, did.
ORSON WELLES
I think Oxford wrote Shakespeare. If you don’t agree, there are some awfully funny coincidences to explain away.
MARK RYLANCE
As an actor, my training is to look for the motivation necessary for any act. I find that the unfortunately limited evidence of the Stratfordian authorship theory seems to reveal little more than monetary motivation.... I find the work of the Shakespeare Oxford Society reveals a character, in Edward de Vere, motivated to use the mask of drama to reveal the true identity and nature of his time, as only someone in his position would have known, and as was the well established habit so clearly demonstrated in Hamlet.
MR. JUSTICE LEWIS F. POWELL, JR.
I have never thought that the man of Stratford-on-Avon wrote the plays of Shakespeare. I know of no admissible evidence that he ever left England or was educated in the normal sense of the term. One must wonder, for example, how he could have written The Merchant of Venice.
PAUL H. NITZE
I believe the considerations favouring the Oxfordian hypothesis.... are overwhelming. ...It's fashionable today to declare "the death of the author"; the author's life and experience count for naught. Any consideration of the author's intention or meaning is rejected. Rejected, too, is any thought that the author was communicating ideals of value to the spectator or the reader. For those afflicted by this fashionable myopia, who Shakespeare was, how he lived and what he was trying to tell us are irrelevant. But fashions come and go, and I am told there are signs that the negation of authorial intention in academic literary criticism has peaked.
CHARLTON OGBURN
Nothing we know about de Vere or about Shakespeare is incompatible with their having been the same; that the positive indications that they were the same are plentiful and striking and accumulate with investigation; that the facts are found to eliminate all other candidates, leaving de Vere the only one who could have been Shakespeare…The Mysterious William Shakespeare
J. THOMAS LOONEY
After all there are few joys in life like that of laying hold of some new and important truth, and carrying it to others in the full and assured faith that such truth is destined to prevail. It is in the conscious and successful propagation of constructive ideas that man attains the highest sense of self-realization, and if our “Shakespeare” beliefs do not, of themselves, belong to the highest domains of thought, they, at any rate, deal with literature which does; and, in my opinion, by giving us the personality which informs and vitalises that literature, contribute the largest factor towards its right interpretation….Letter to Eva Turner Clark, June 26, 1926
Introduction
When I began this book, my intention was to write a biography of Edward de Vere, 17th Earl of Oxford, that focused on his personality, literary life, and creativity: a portrait of the artist. The book was not intended be an argument for “Who Wrote Shakespeare,” but rather a biography of Oxford as the author.
I felt it was important to understand aristocratic life in the Elizabethan age, which was the childhood environment of the young Oxford. This involved reading a good number of books on the Tudors and particularly on Queen Elizabeth. The more I read, the more I realized that historians of the period were concealing more than they were revealing about Elizabeth’s personal life. This was especially true about Elizabeth’s relationship with Thomas Seymour during 1548 when she was a girl of fourteen years. Practically all historians of the period claim nothing untoward happened. This is despite substantial evidence to the contrary; for them the image of the Virgin Queen remains intact.
Elizabethan history was, and still is today, an effort in damage control to protect the reputation of the Virgin Queen. The first historian might present facts A and B, the second historian might present facts C and D, and the third historian might present facts E and F, and so on. After presenting a limited number of the facts, each historian concludes that the rumours of Elizabeth having a child at age fourteen were only rumors. Yet, no historian has presented all the facts from A to Z, which paint a picture not easily dismissed. For example, one historian prints one innocuous legal deposition in full but completely omits a more damaging deposition. These selective presentations would convince a reader of only one biography that the issue was covered and the case found unproven.
The few presses that existed were controlled by the Crown, critics of the monarchy were ruthlessly suppressed, and the Crown had a network of spies and informers to track dissidents. Any written records of the Queen’s misbehaviour would be few, and it would be sheer luck if any did survive. In addition, only about five percent of the population was literate, and that percent consisted mainly of the aristocrats, the clergy, and the lawyers. These social classes were the ones that most benefited from the benevolence of the monarch and were hardly likely to commit any transgressions of the monarch to paper. Those in the lower social classes, such as servants, townspeople and midwives, were not literate and thus were unable to leave any written historical record. In short, it is a historical investigation where the historian can expect to find little, if any, direct documentation.
Often the documents that do survive are from the very sources most likely to be the key conspirators, so these documents are not likely to contain any incriminating evidence. Written historical documents can often be misleading or deliberately false. To expect a substantial written historical record of events that persons in high places wanted kept secret would be to expect a record that never would have been created in the first place.
However, the superiority of hard historical evidence, such as letters and other documents, is somewhat overstated. For example, if a bloody knife were found with the fingerprints of the suspect on it, that could be regarded as hard evidence. However, if the victim and the knife were in the suspect’s kitchen, it may well be that the fingerprints were the result of normal household use. In other words, the hard evidence is also dependent upon the circumstances; therefore, in some sense, all hard evidence is circumstantial. J. Thomas Looney’s comment on circumstantial evidence provides a useful insight:
"A few coincidences we may treat as simply interesting; a number of coincidences we regard as remarkable; a vast accumulation of extraordinary coincidences we accept as conclusive proof. And when the case has reached this stage we look upon the matter as finally settled, until, as may happen, something of a most unusual character appears to upset all our reasoning. If nothing of this kind ever appears, whilst every newly discovered fact adds but confirmation to the conclusion, that conclusion is accepted as a permanently established truth.".1
Four criteria are suggested to examine the possibility of a hidden, secret child: First, were there any rumours or gossip about the birth of such a child? While rumours and gossip are not substantive evidence, they are often part of oral folk history that has a basis in fact and merits further investigation. As we will see, even the written historical record provides substantial grounds for suspicion.
Second, was there a period of time when the proposed mother was not in public view? Human females are severely limited in activities the last month of pregnancy. When their pregnancies are publicly visible, they need seclusion, concealment, and a group of attendant women to assist in the childbirth.
Third, was there a child raised nearby the alleged mother that receives special or unusual treatment? Was the child reared as a nephew or as a child of a close friend? Further, the child might receive special consideration from the birth mother. Similarly, does the child seem to receive special consideration from those surrounding the mother?
Fourth, did the adult life of the alleged child indicate a relationship to the alleged mother or parents? In the case of an author, do his literary works reveal themes and associations with the alleged mother and the child’s hidden place in society?
Thus, the purpose of this book evolved from being a literary biography of an artist to an examination of the historical evidence to determine whether or not Elizabeth had a child in the summer of 1548 and whether or not this child was raised as Edward de Vere, 17th Earl of Oxford, better known to the world as the author “William Shakespeare.” His correct name and title would be:
Edward Tudor-Seymour
Prince of England (the title would be Prince of Wales)
17th Earl of Oxford
In the years since the first printing of this book, I have come to an even greater appreciation of Edward de Vere, 17th Earl of Oxford. In the short period between the death of Henry VIII to the death of Queen Elizabeth I, England experienced a literary, political, economic and social transformation.
(Note: Parentheses in original quotes are represented as ( ); those added by this author are represented by brackets [ ]. Italics added by this author are noted as [Italics added]; otherwise the italics are as they appear in the source.)
“Shakespeare” or “Author” refers to the true author of the works, whoever that might be. The “man from Stratford-upon-Avon” or “Shakspere” refers to the person from Stratford. “Edward de Vere” or “Oxford” denotes Edward Tudor-Seymour, Prince of England, 17th Earl of Oxford.
The government went from a monarchial dictatorship to a monarch under the law. English nationalism emerged, not simply loyalty to the monarch. And England became a country rooted in law, not the dictates to the monarch. The full implications of Oxford’s impact are perhaps a subject for a full book, but for the moment, let it suffice to say that Oxford was more than a prince, poet and playwright, he was the founder of what we now might call the English-speaking or Anglo-American civilization.
Chapter 1: Sex, Murder, Incest and Tudors
Hamlet:
If thou didst ever hold me in thy heart,
Absent thee from felicity awhile,
And in this harsh world draw thy breath in pain,
To tell my story.
Hamlet’s story is a Shakespearean drama of seduction, betrayal, murder and incest. It is not a tale of a Virgin Queen nobly leading her country, nor is it the story of a rural genius shrouded in mystery. Rather, it is a spectacle of clashing personalities, searing passions, shameful behaviour, reprehensive crimes, calculated murders and appalling sexual obsession. Yet, out of this caldron emerged the finest literary mind the world has ever known and the finest civilization ever to grace this planet: the English civilization.
Shakespeare was more than a poet and playwright. He was the founder of one of the Anglo-American civilization. In the short period, from the death of Henry VIII in 1531 to the death of Queen Elizabeth I in 1603, England transformed itself from laws under a monarch to a monarch under the law. Gone were the days when a cross word from the monarch meant death on the chopping block. Gone were the days when religious dissent meant burning at the stake. The monarch was no longer a god-like figure to be unquestionably obeyed, but a ruler constrained by reason, law and morality.
Shakespeare was The Elizabethan Renaissance. His genius, boundless energy and relentless drive for truth transformed both the monarchy and his country. His plays broke all barriers and with forbidden topics such as the morality of kings, the death of tyrants and the rule of law. His plays taught the illiterate the histories of England. He engendered the population with a sense of morality and rationality from the stage, not the pulpit. He encouraged loyalty to England as the country faced invasion from the most powerful nation on the earth.
Shakespeare spoke loudest and has lasted longest because he spoke the truth. His characters, Macbeth, Falstaff, Portia, Henry V and Lear live on in on our individual and collective memories. They illustrate that immoral decisions have catastrophic consequences.
Shakespeare thought that the highest duty of a writer was to instruct the monarch. But the monarch was not just a human figure, but also the embodiment of the realm. Through his plays, the abstracts of truth, justice, and morality were vividly seared into the consciousness of king and commoner alike. Each human being for Shakespeare was a sentient creature who had both the capability and responsibility to make moral decisions.
Shakespeare was appalled by what he saw at court, but he turned his experiences into immortal dramas. He wrote, produced and published his dramas and poems to shock all sensibilities. Who would dare in Venus and Adonis to describe an older Queen seducing a young man, who is killed by a boar, symbol of the house of Oxford? Who would dare show the murder of tyrants to a royal dictatorship?
Shakespeare was The Courtier-poet at the Elizabethan court. Pirates kidnapped him. He toured Renaissance Italy. He was wounded in a duel in the streets of London. His uncle executed his father. He was a man of towering physical, intellectual and moral courage.
Shakespeare fought through the censorship of his day by being born to a position that enabled him to present his plays first in the court, then in the theatres of London and the touring companies. Rather, than the comfortable privileged live of a noble Shakespeare was the outcast, the artistic outsider in the world of the power hungry. He was Hamlet at the court of Elizabeth. He was Prince Hal at Gad’s Hill. He was Henry at Agincourt. He was Prospero, exiled to a barren island on the English coast. There he turned out his final works: Shake-speares Sonnets, The Tempest and the King James Bible.
Shakespeare was Hamlet. This is Hamlet’s story. It begins with the Tudors.
Incest and Bastards
Henry VIII was second in line to the throne, behind his older brother Arthur. In 1500, Arthur married Spain’s Princess Catherine of Aragon, and then he died two years later. Arthur was ill throughout the two years of his marriage, and Catherine maintained that their union was never consummated. Both boys were subject to the same ruthless, sadistic treatment given other children of his era. A disobedient child had to crawl across the room to beg forgiveness of a parent. An ambassador reported that Henry VIII was so afraid of his father that he could only mumble in his presence. The ambassador further reported that the king had nearly beaten the young Henry to death.1
Terrified children grow up to be terrifying rulers as they displace their fears and angers on their helpless subjects.
After Arthur’s death, Henry received a Papal dispensation to marry his sister-in-law even though no one questioned at the time Catherine’s assertion that she was a virgin. Henry and Catherine were married for fifteen years before Henry started proceedings to divorce using the previous marriage to his brother as grounds for annulment.
Incest for the Elizabethans did not mean only sexual relations between biologically related individuals. For example, if a man had sexual relations with a woman and then had sexual relations with her sister, the second relationship would be incestuous. This was the doctrine of carnal contagion. Incest was the fundamental personal-political-legal-religious issue of the Tudor dynasty, affecting all claims to the throne. If Arthur had sexual relations with Catherine, then the marriage would have been valid. Consequently, Henry’s marriage with Catherine would have been incestuous and grounds for an annulment.
Henry VIII began proceedings to divorce Catherine based on incest by disputing Catherine’s assertion that she had been a virgin when she married him. He claimed that she had relations with his brother and, therefore, the marriage was invalid despite the dispensation he had obtained to marry her. Catherine maintained stoutly that she was a virgin when she married Henry. This dispute resulted in the long, rancorous legal and papal wrangling over Henry’s divorce from Catherine. Despite Henry’s attempts to coerce Catherine into granting him a divorce, she maintained until her death that she was the legitimate Queen of England. All of Catholic England and Europe supported her claim. Incest was the rationale for Henry’s divorce, yet the more fundamental cause was Catherine had not brought forth a male heir. Henry had gone further than his usual dalliances by falling madly in love, lust, or infatuation with Anne Boleyn.
The incest issue emerged again when Henry VIII wanted Anne Boleyn executed when she too failed to produce the desired male heir to the throne. Mary Boleyn, Anne’s sister, was acknowledged to have been Henry’s mistress before his marriage to Anne. According to Elizabethan thinking, the marriage between Henry and Anne would have been incestuous because of Henry’s relations with her sister. However, Henry did not proceed along these lines when he sought to divorce Anne Boleyn. Instead, he claimed that Anne had been unfaithful with Mark Smeaton, a musician of the court, with her brother, George Boleyn and had relations with two other men, who were wealthy political supporters of Anne.
Henry and his supporters included Anne’s brother in the charges to reduce the influence of the Boleyn faction and, at the same time, to gain the properties that a conviction would cause to be forfeited to the Crown. Under Tudor law, someone convicted of treason would forfeit his or her property to the Crown. This was a device that Henry used several times to rid himself of troublesome nobles and enrich himself at the same time.
The charges against her brother and the other men were patently false, and they went to the block claiming they were innocent. The charges against Mark Smeaton had some grounds of suspicions while the others were unfounded. He was seen leaving the Queen’s apartment late one evening. She insisted that he was there to play music, but Mark Smeaton confessed that he was guilty of carnal relations with the Queen. In a day when a man thought his last true confession on Earth could mean eternal salvation or damnation, he may have been speaking the truth.
Anne may have seen Mark Smeaton as a necessary but desperate means to produce a male heir for the aging king. Henry VIII had four or more illegitimate children, three of whom were males, so Henry was confident that his wife was at fault for failing to produce a male. Henry’s eldest illegitimate son was Henry Fitzroy, by his mistress Elizabeth Blount. The king married the mother to Gilbert Tailboys of Lincolnshire and sent her off to the country. The son was openly acknowledged as the king’s, but his surname was not Tudor. Neither did he carry the name of his foster father or his mother’s maiden name; rather, he carried a surname that had been created for him, Fitzroy, which meant “son of king.” This buttresses the argument that the custom of raising children under another name and in another household was familiar to the Elizabethans. Later, the young man became the Duke of Buckingham, and at one time, he was in line to inherit the throne, but he died when he was eighteen.
Henry’s second son was Henry Cary, later Lord Hunsdon, by his mistress Mary Boleyn, the aforementioned older sister of the king’s wife Anne Boleyn. More than once, Henry married ex-mistresses to his senior ministers. This procedure was a retirement plan of sorts for the mistress. For the minister, it generally meant the good graces of the king and financial rewards. For the boy, it meant that he had a nominal father, but that did not seem to matter very much. When Elizabeth was born in 1533, Henry Cary was nine and he blurted out one day that he was the son of his lord, the sovereign king. Apparently, his mother had told him this, but it is doubtful whether he committed such an indiscretion again. Henry Cary was made Lord Hunsdon decades later when Elizabeth became queen. Ironically, he became Lord Chamberlain (but not Lord Great Chamberlain) and the supposed head of a theatre company. The third alleged son was Sir John Perrot whose mother was Mary Berkeley. When in the Tower, Sir John asked how Elizabeth could treat her own brother so badly. There was also alleged to have been a daughter, Etheireda whose mother was Joan Dobson. There may have been other children by other lower-born women of the court, but these go unrecorded.
To summarize, Henry VIII had a number of children who were raised in a number of homes with a number of males as foster fathers. Although known to be sons of the king, they nevertheless carried the names of their foster fathers. This practice can then be described as a Tudor practice of dealing with unwanted children of royalty. The handling of Henry’s illegitimate children foreshadows the method used to handle Elizabeth’s illegitimate children.
The incest questions directly influenced Elizabeth’s legitimacy in several ways. First, there was the argument of the Catholics that Henry VIII’s marriage to Catherine of Aragon was legitimate. Therefore, the marriage of Henry to Anne Boleyn was invalid and Elizabeth was a bastard. Second, Parliament declared her a bastard in 1536 after her mother was convicted of adultery and incest and beheaded. Third, another allegation not brought forth by Henry VIII was that Anne Boleyn’s sister Mary had been his mistress and, therefore, his marriage to Anne had been an incestuous one through the doctrine of carnal contagion. An act of Parliament in 1536 declared that to sleep with the sister of one’s mistress was to commit incest, further reconfirming Elizabeth’s status as a bastard.
The issue of incest was not an abstract one to The Young Elizabeth. It was at the centre of the various Tudor claims to the throne of England and Elizabeth’s right to be the sovereign of England. The Catholic opponents of Elizabeth were those most vocal that Elizabeth was the illegitimate daughter of a whore with no right to be monarch.
Psychology of the Tudors
Historians are reluctant to discuss the psychological motivation of groups or individuals. The field known as psychohistory has made little headway over the past twenty years in producing an understanding of the behaviour of leaders or the groups they lead. History, for those lacking such psychological orientation, is a parade of events, dates, and personalities with little understanding of the motivations, backgrounds, childhoods, or psychological history of the participants. Such historians seem to regard the behaviour of any ruler or historical personage as a matter of personal intellectual choice no matter how bizarre, cruel, avaricious, or psychotic. If any individual of contemporary society tortures and murders twenty people, it is both criminal and psychotic. However, if a monarch tortures and burns a thousand heretics for having the wrong faith, it is not considered as psychotic behaviour, but an accepted, even if unenlightened, practice of the times.
Conventional historians, in addition, are unable to make any judgments or give any psychological explanations of the behaviour of groups, either current or historical; that is, why do groups and their leaders act at times as if they are in a psychotic trance? For example, how did perfectly law abiding, Bible carrying Americans during the 1930’s often gather and on the slightest provocation lynch Negro men? Alternatively, how did one of the enlightened Western countries that had produced such notable men as Goethe and Albert Einstein engage in the systematic destruction of millions of humans? If conventional historians are reluctant to make psychological examinations of the rulers of nations, they are even more reluctant to examine the psychology of nations, epochs, or societies. There is some inhibition against regarding any society as psychologically dysfunctional, no matter how reprehensible the behaviour of that society. Nevertheless, neurotic, sociopathic, psychotic behaviour is what it is. Saying it is another century or another culture cannot ameliorate that. Human sacrifices are psychotic human reactions to psychological trauma whether it is the sacrifice of Aztec virgins, martyrs of the Christian era, lynchings in the United States, millions to gas chambers, or millions to Gulags.
In contemporary society, we expect that a child that is abused by beatings, torture and emotional isolation will have a difficult, if not psychotic, adulthood. We are not surprised that a sizeable number of criminals and psychotics have such childhoods. However, what happens when an entire society beats, tortures, and terrifies its children? Such a society will act out its fears and aggressions in open sociopathic behaviour such as the murder and torture of despised groups and individuals. Thus, Tudor society was fundamentally more psychologically primitive than modern Western society. The paranoid fears and aggressive psychotic behaviour openly manifested itself in Elizabethan custom and law. The skulls of executed criminals were placed on posts to line the roadway. Torture was used to extract “confessions” from the accused. Poisoning of opponents was considered a viable option for removing political enemies. The press was censored and controlled by the monarchy. Dissenting writers were punished by floggings. John Stubbs lost his right hand. Anthony Babbington, a conspirator against Elizabeth, was hanged, cut down, and while still alive, had his genitals cut off, was split open, and then cut into quarters. A quick death by the executioner’s axe was seen as mercy.
Disease and death came early and regularly to the Elizabethan population. Peasants were threatened by famines caused by too much or too little rain. Plagues were endemic to cities in the summer because animal and human sewage ran in the streets. Crowds cheered as bears, chained to posts, were ripped apart by savage dogs. Pit bulls are so named because they were set upon bulls to tear them apart for the amusement of crowds. These manifestations of sadistic, psychotic behaviour were not limited to the criminal class but were expressed as the social norm through church permissions and secular law. Death and cruelty marked this period in a way that we can barely imagine as twentieth century human beings. There were never any feelings of guilt or remorse that this was not a proper standard of human behaviour. The ability to empathize with another’s feelings, emotions or pain was a quite undeveloped quality in the Elizabethan personality.
The Tudor monarchs were a family of terrified children who grew into terrified rulers. As children, they were subject to the abuse and neglect that produces terrified children in any society; the only difference is these children happened to be born in royal families. At birth, they were taken from their mothers and wrapped in swaddling. Swaddling was strips of cloth wrapped around the child, binding it like a mummy. The child was immobilized for months. The children were nursed by a series of wet nurses and cared for by servants of the Crown. While not physically beaten because of their royalty (unless by their royal parents), the children were constantly terrified by warnings of hell and damnation for their evil natures. They were isolated from their parents, whom they were taught to worship from afar. The close warmth of physical comfort and nurturing was a foreign notion to Elizabethans. The idea that parents should do what was best for the welfare of the child was an unheard concept. The child was meant to do whatever was best for the parent, not the other way around. In the landed aristocracy, the wishes of the young adult meant little when it came to marriage. The marriages were arranged to ensure the best property arrangement for the parents, and the wishes of the child were not relevant. Female children, if they were thought of at all, were largely seen as breeding stock for the male hereditary lines.
The upbringing of the royal children was almost a perfect prescription for developing neurotic or psychotic adults. If not the direct recipients of violence, they saw others murdered and executed around them. These children were in chronically stressful situations from the moment of their birth, not only because of the absence of meaningful parenting by their mothers and fathers, but also because they were often in fear for their very lives. Both Mary and Elizabeth were threatened with death by their next of kin. When Princess Mary refused to take the oath of supremacy recognizing Henry as head of the church, Henry wanted to execute her. It was Sir Thomas Cranmer, then bishop of Winchester, who saved her life by urging the King not to execute his own daughter. Cranmer organized the compromise whereby Mary Tudor signed a humiliating document that forced her to recognize:
“that the marriage heretofore had between his Majesty and my mother the late Princess Dowager, was by God’s law and man’s law, incestuous and unlawful.”.2
In the case of Elizabeth, her mother was legally murdered by her father. Elizabeth was later threatened with death by her sister Mary for her alleged participation in the Wyatt rebellion, an uprising against Mary’s Catholic policies.
Children brought up in such environments have distinct emotional characteristics and patterns of behaviour as adults. As adults, they cannot form meaningful bonds of love and attachment with other human beings. Their relationships with others are distrustful and erratic. Often great passion is followed by complete abandonment and murder. Intimacy produces the fear of being overwhelmed, which is followed by an equally strong rejection. However, the Tudor children, as opposed to non-royal children, became kings and queens and in such exalted positions they could act out their infantile aggressions on the national and world scene. Tudor monarchs did not have to torture small animals when at a whim they could pass a new law or send human sacrifices to the stake to appease their inner torments. The term “whipping boy” comes from the punishment of young princes. When a royal prince committed some infraction of the rules, he was not whipped. Instead, a fellow student or child in the royal court received the thrashing. The custom taught a valuable lesson to the young princes; that is, when you are a royal, others will pay for your sins.
The Tudors as adults were manipulative and cruel. They wreaked personal vengeance on others beyond all comprehension. In an instant, a loyal and loving wife could become a villainous traitor headed for the block. Henry VIII could blithely walk away from the legal murder of his second wife, Anne Boleyn, and marry his new wife the next day. Henry would consider executing his daughter Mary for refusing to bow to his wishes, and he was only dissuaded from doing so by his counsellors. The young Edward VI could be convinced to sign the death warrants of his two uncles. Bloody Mary would send hundreds to painful, fiery deaths for their religious beliefs. Elizabeth was willing to condone murder to have the man she loved for a husband. The Tudors trusted no one, and no one trusted them. If the number of religious burnings is a rough gauge of the relative degree of psychological stability of the rulers, Henry VIII burned eighty-one heretics in thirty-eight years, Queen Mary burned about three hundred in five years, and Elizabeth burned five, in forty-five years.
The ability to form affectionate and lasting relationships and to have a conscience and a standard of behaviour toward others beyond immediate gratification of needs was not in the Elizabethan personality. Even into modern times, the ability of royal families to form affectionate bonds between members of the family is limited. Movies and videos show royal families moving around a garden with each member several feet distant from the others. Physical touching between child and parent or parent and child was limited.
Despite these limitations of and generalizations about the Tudor monarchs, Elizabeth functioned at a somewhat higher level of affection and responsibility than her parents and sister. While her ability to form relationships was impaired and she was capable of great personal cruelty, she did not act out her personal traumas on the English nation. During her reign, there was none of her sister’s burning heretics or her father’s twisted religious policies.
Elizabeth addresses the dissolving of Parliament in 1593 and acknowledges the obligation of the ruler for the protection of the ruled:
"Many wiser princes than my selfe you have had, but one onely excepted (whom in the dutie of a child I must regard, and to whom I must acknowledge my selfe farre shallow) I may truly say, none whose love and care can bee greater, or whose desire can be more to fathome deeper for preventions of danger to come, or resisting of dangers, if attempted towardes you, shall ever be found to exceed my self.".3
Hers was a quantum leap in realization that the ruler had obligations and responsibilities to the ruled. One cannot imagine such a speech by Henry VIII or Queen Mary. For them, the obligations flowed one way, and one way only, that was the obligation of the subjects to the monarch with no corresponding obligation of the monarch to the subject. From one point of view, Elizabeth’s speech and her actions during her reign show a ruler capable of having a personal attachment to those she ruled: put another way, with the state being synonymous with the extended family, that the parent had obligations and responsibilities to the child. Therefore, Elizabeth’s reign was a watershed in human history, and much of it was due to her unique personal intelligence and strength that enabled her to transcend much of her childhood history.
From an opposite point of view, Elizabeth was caught between conflicting domestic and international forces. She constantly vacillated and refused to give any firm directions to the country’s foreign or domestic policies, except to keep her own power and prerogatives as queen. She was parsimonious with the nation’s budget and abhorred spending for military purposes. The result of her indecisions was a rule of prudence dictated as much by circumstances as by the Queen’s wisdom and personal good judgment.
The Nobility’s Reason for Existence
In contrast to popular belief, the aristocrats of Elizabethan society were not absolute owners of great names, great wealth, land, and titles. Rather, they were proprietors in return for fealty to the sovereign, that is person, not the state. They could be asked to give up properties at any time and were required to perform whatever services the monarch desired. A nobleman could not refuse the request of the Queen to go and live in Ireland for twenty years or assume a foreign diplomatic assignment. The Queen’s physician was quickly at the doorstep of those nobles who claimed ill health to avoid duty. Aristocrats could not marry, travel abroad, or engage in any commercial enterprises without the permission of the monarch. Elizabeth was quick to vent her wrath on any of her ladies-in-waiting who married and threw several of them in prison for marrying without her permission, a permission she was often loathe to give, especially in her later years.
Elizabeth marked her reign by progresses or tours of the countryside where she and the entourage of her court visited the country homes of the aristocrats. The aristocrats were expected to pay the entire costs of the Queen’s visit plus give the Queen gifts of gold plate. The Queen would not be reticent to express her displeasure if such gifts were inadequate. Such visits impoverished many an aristocrat.
It was service to the state, or service to the state as represented by the monarch, that justified the existence of the aristocratic class. In exchange for their duties, they expected to be rewarded with lands and commercial privileges commensurate with their rank and efforts on behalf of the Queen. The aristocrats agreed with a caste system wherein privilege was a payment for service; what they generally disagreed with was that the rewards were often promised but not given. They did not object to their servitude per se, nor did they have any vision of any other social system that did not involve such servitude; what they objected to was lack of appropriate reward for their servitude.
The Elizabethan notions of property were still very much feudal in both concept and execution. The Crown owned all the property; the aristocrats were “tenants of the Crown” for the property they controlled. In turn there were “tenants of the lord,” and in turn subtenants of those. No one really owned any real property free and clear of these mutual obligations. As Sir Thomas Smith (later a tutor of Oxford puts it, “No man holdeth land simply free in England, but he or she that holdeth the crown of England: all others hold their land in fee,”.4. That is, they were all tenants of the Crown and none owned land outright.
If an aristocrat (tenant of the Crown) died without a male heir of twenty-one years of age, the underage heir became a ward of the Crown, which then controlled the properties and marriage rights in an elaborate wardship system. Properties did not automatically return to the heir upon reaching majority, but instead the heir had to sue for livery to regain his properties. Often these properties were in a reduced state after exploitation by the guardians. The annual average revenue to the Crown for the administration of these wardships during Elizabeth’s reign was £14,700 .5 which was a considerable sum. This feudal system led to chronic abuses of the heirs. It could be viewed as an indirect method of taxation, extortion, or theft by the Crown from the underage heirs.
There is no agreed upon manner of computing what an Elizabethan pound would be worth in today’s currency. Some items that we would consider commonplace might be extremely costly, such as books, while other staples of existence might not be as expensive. One manner of reckoning is that Shakspere’s house in Stratford-upon-Avon, which seems a solid middle-class dwelling, was purchased for about £60. If we assume that such a dwelling today would be £150,000 or $300,000, then an Elizabethan pound is equivalent to £2,500. These comparisons are very rough. Oxford was later to receive a yearly stipend of £1,000 or roughly £2,500,000 per year in current money or $5,000,000.
From one point of view, Elizabethan England can be imagined as a very large corporate state in which everyone was employed by the state, the state owned all the property, and the monarch was the head of the state. None could object to or refuse the dictates of the monarch; no more than one can object to or refuse the dictates of a modern corporate hierarchy. Of course, in a modern society, one can actually resign a corporate position, but a nobleman of the Elizabethan era could neither refuse an order of the monarch nor resign his aristocratic title. The nobleman was bound for life to the system and to the monarch.
For an Elizabethan, the thought of social change or of a flexible social order would be anathema. This would be true for both the upper classes and for the lower classes of society. While the fixed structure of the class system prevented (or at least allowed very little) social mobility, it did provide a haven of psychological safety. The class system was sanctified by religion and regarded as part of the natural order of life. It could only be at one’s utmost peril to rebel against the social order of the aristocrats, but even more importantly, there was no concept of any social order other than one that was determined by birth into a fixed station of life.
The major duty of all the aristocrats, both males and females, was to give birth to as many legitimate heirs to their title as possible. The Seymour family rose to power because Jane Seymour was able to give Henry VIII a legitimate male heir to the throne. No matter how educated, how beautiful, or how high in the social structure a woman might be, she had nothing unless she could produce legitimate heirs. In a day of high infant mortality and short life spans, the more heirs produced, the better. Sudden death by disease was an ever-present threat to the aristocratic stability. Queen Elizabeth at the height of her youth and beauty was stricken by smallpox, and she came close to death. The facial scars of this disease marked her beautiful, pale complexion, and from the time of her smallpox onward, she wore a white makeup composed in part of crushed eggshells to hide the ravages of the disease.
The Elizabethan period was a crossroads of the heritage of the Middle Ages and the emergence of a new social class that was less dependent on conformity to religion and to the state. A ruling female monarch in and of itself shattered old notions of the social system. Aristocrats began to pride themselves on their learning and knowledge, use of foreign languages and their worldliness. Part of this was a social veneer, but even so, in the process, the classical, timeless outlook of Elizabethan England was a world away from the medieval, feudal, Catholic view of Henry VIII, only a little more than a decade earlier. The Elizabethans translated and absorbed the ancients into their culture and looked abroad to the Italian Renaissance for the latest plays and dramas.
The universities of Cambridge and Oxford were centres of the English Renaissance. The scholars at these universities looked back beyond the teachings of the Catholic Church to the literary and philosophical works of the Greeks and Romans. Professors of Greek and Latin were important positions at these universities. Today, we would regard such professors as quaint scholars of long dead languages, but in Elizabethan society these positions opened a door to reflections on man and society that were not possible in the dogma ridden world of Catholic authority. Soon, the universities began to create the educated class of commoners that entered government service and later trained at London’s Inns of Court. They became the emergent class of lawyers and administrators that occupied the lower rungs of government and, from there, the more talented individuals rose in power and status.
The importance of the ladies of the court should not be underestimated, especially women such as Queen Anne Boleyn and Queen Katherine Parr. Their influence soon extended to the monarchy itself, and especially to Elizabeth, who was the daughter of Anne Boleyn and educated by her stepmother, Queen Katherine Parr. While the male aristocrats might disappear with the changing political winds of the court, the women of the court tended to remain as a more or less cohesive group. Women who were ladies-in-waiting to Anne Boleyn were in turn ladies-in-waiting to the following queens: Jane Seymour, Katherine Parr and Mary Tudor. There has probably never been such a group of educated women who had so much influence on the policy of state as the aristocratic women of the Elizabethan Court; most prominent among these would be Queen Anne Boleyn, Queen Katherine Parr and, eventually, Queen Elizabeth.
Ultimately, Oxford brought the Italian Renaissance into full flower in England. He brought back from his trip to Italy everything from the knowledge of Italian literature, art, and music, to a pair of embroidered gloves for the Queen and a perfume that was known as the Oxford perfume. There was a religious and intellectual awakening in England before Oxford’s birth with the universities as caldrons of intellectual turmoil that produced a new humanism.
Shakespeare/Oxford became its greatest exponent.
Queen Anne Boleyn
Anne Boleyn, Elizabeth’s mother, came from the prominent Howard family. The Howards were descendants of Edward I and thus, also had some claim to the throne. Thomas Boleyn, her father, was an official of Henry VIII’s who was frequently on diplomatic missions abroad. As a consequence of these missions, Anne Boleyn moved at an early age from the Boleyn family home in England to the Low Countries and was raised by Duchess Margaret at the royal court at Mechelen as one the children of her family. When Henry VIII’s sister, Mary Tudor, married Louis XII of France, she moved her entourage to Paris to live with her husband. A member of this entourage was Mary Boleyn. Anne Boleyn went from the Netherlands to Paris to join her sister the court of the King of France.

Mary Boleyn was reported by King Francois I to be the most promiscuous lady at his court. Upon Mary Boleyn’s return from the French court, she soon became the mistress of Henry VIII, and continued in that capacity after she married Thomas Cary and became Lady Cary. One historian reports a rumor that Mary’s and Anne’s mother had also been a mistress of Henry VIII’s, but Henry denied that. When Henry manoeuvered to have a bill passed through Parliament that would prevent his wife, Catherine of Aragon, from appealing the divorce decree to Rome, Sir George Throckmorton told Henry that it would not be wise for him to marry Anne “for it is thought ye have meddled both with the mother and the sister.” Henry replied, “Never with the mother.”.6 Despite Henry’s denials, Catholic propaganda maintained that Anne was his daughter as well as his wife.
Anne Boleyn arrived at the court of Henry VIII in her twenties, by that time an experienced woman by Elizabethan standards when women customarily married at fourteen. Anne Boleyn was well educated, spoke fluent French, and was versed in the charms and manners of the French court. She was reported to be an excellent dancer. Henry VIII made her the offer he had made to many others: to make her his exclusive mistress. From Henry’s point of view, this appears to have been a more or less semi-official position within his court. She refused him; this but whetted Henry’s desire. He was soon love-struck by the elegant and intelligent Anne Boleyn, and her refusals made her only more desirable.
Anne Boleyn knew that Henry VIII was no more likely to keep one mistress than he was to sprout wings and fly. She knew the fate of women who had taken the position. They would be Henry’s favourite for a while, showered with jewels and money, and then Henry would grow weary and find another. If during the course of the affair, the mistress had to bear the King’s child, the child would be raised in a foster family. Anne Boleyn would have no part of it. She rebuffed Henry’s advances. She had no wish to eventually be put in the dustbin with Henry’s ex-mistresses, a very crowded place indeed.
As time passed, it became more obvious that his first wife, Catherine of Aragon, was not going to bear Henry a son. She had suffered through several stillbirths, and her advancing age made another child more unlikely with each passing year. The longer Anne held out, the more she was seen as a young woman, who if married to Henry, might bear him the long-sought-after legitimate son. Her position grew stronger each year, while Catherine of Aragon’s grew weaker. Her steadfast refusals to become Henry’s mistress made her attractive to Henry. Another illegitimate son would not answer his need for an undisputed male heir.
"For I must of necessity obtain this answer of you, having been above a whole year struck with the dart of love, and not yet sure whether I shall fail, or find a place in your heart and affection. This uncertainty has hindered me of late from naming you my mistress, since you only love me with an ordinary affection; but if you please to do the duty of a true and loyal mistress, and give up yourself, body and heart, to me, who will be, as I have been your most loyal servant (if your rigour does not forbid me) I promise you that not only the name shall be given you, but also that I will take you for my mistress, casting off all others that are in competition with you, out of my thoughts, affections and serving you only. Henry VIII to Anne Boleyn.".7
In addition to the personal attraction the King had for her, Anne provided a powerful intellectual and religious stimulus for Henry to break with the Catholic Church. All subjects of England were proscribed from reading the Bible, except the clergy and ladies of the court. Anne was one of the most dynamic of this church reform group and read the Bible in French. She had discussed theology while at the French court and she was not to be stifled in England. She was the one who provided intellectual and theological reasons to support Henry’s divorce, more so than any of the clergy surrounding Henry, who were more motivated by their desire to please the King rather than a desire for fundamental religious change. Henry’s move toward becoming the head of the church in England was not only a matter of changing the constitutional religious leadership of Rome. It was also a profound change in the relationship of God, the church and the state, and Anne Boleyn was at the centre of this change
The later confiscation of the Catholic Church’s properties was justified by Henry’s shift in religious positions. This confiscation was accomplished by a variety of means, one of which was to accuse the monks and nuns of a monastery of sins of the flesh, which as often as not was true, or of other types of corruption. The property and goods were then confiscated by the Crown and immediately sold or leased at a discount price to the aristocracy. This turned the church properties into ready cash. As time went by, the supporters of Henry’s religious policies were often those aristocrats and other wealthy individuals who benefited from the confiscation policies.
Historians portray the confiscation of the Catholic Church properties as merely a transfer of wealth from religious control to the Crown’s control. However, there was a great social and personal cost paid by the English citizenry, especially the poorest elements of society most dependent on the church’s welfare. A considerable number of those in the monasteries were either poor workers or those receiving charity. They were put off the property and made to wander the countryside as vagrants, begging for a living or stealing bread to survive. Sometimes monks or nuns were given small pensions, but these were at the level of the most common laborer.
The towns of the era had strict laws against vagrancy and minor theft, and hanging was among the punishments for minor criminals and vagrants. Roads leading into towns were often festively decked with hanging bodies or heads of vagrants. A law passed in 1536 provided that if someone was a vagabond, that is, without a means of support, he was to be whipped; the second offense entailed being whipped and part of the ear cut off, and the third offense met with hanging:
"Many letters have survived from judges and government officials that give the number of malefactors executed after a recent assize or quarter sessions —some of them for high treason or murder, but the great majority for theft. The figures usually vary from six or eight to twelve or fourteen. If an average of ten persons were hanged at every session, this means that forty a year would be hanged in every county, which means 1,600 a year in the forty counties of England, even if we disregard Wales, where different circumstances prevailed. This would amount to about 60,000 during the thirty-eight years of Henry’s reign. It is over 2 per cent of the 2,800,000 inhabitants of Tudor England, equals the proportion of the 6,000,000 Jews exterminated by Hitler, who constituted 2 per cent of the population of occupied Europe; though it falls short of 10,000,000 Russians who are said to have been put to death under Stalin’s regime, more than 5 per cent of the population of the U.S.S.R.".8
The wealth collected by Henry VIII provided upkeep for the expensive English occupation of portions of France and several military encounters on French soil. In addition, Henry went on a substantial building campaign, enlarging or refurbishing old palaces and building completely new ones. Nonesuch Palace was a seven-year building effort and produced a uniquely beautiful structure so that there was “none such like” this marvel. Many of the major palaces of the English royalty were built and improved from the wealth confiscated from the churches and the displacement of the poor.
The Catholics passionately hated Anne Boleyn for engineering the break from Rome and introducing heresy (that is, Protestant thinking) into England, and for Henry’s confiscation of church properties. They were right on all counts. Anne Boleyn was both a personal and intellectual force that forever changed England and thus the world. Her influence over the subsequent religious events of the times has been generally underestimated, as historians and popular biographers have focused more on the melodrama of her marriage and execution than on her political influence.
The most important way that Anne had political power was through her direct access to the King. Causes brought to the Queen’s attention were often granted by virtue of her support. Anne also had direct influence on the emerging Anglican Church by securing appointments of men who, as evangelical bishops, favoured a direct interpretation of the Bible by the laity. She was influential in securing appointments of both high-level bishops and lower-level clergy. These men lasted in their positions after the death of Anne and through the reign of Mary. They were a continuing influence on religious policies long after Anne Boleyn was dead.
Anne’s role in having English translations of the Bible made in Europe and imported to England is difficult to ascertain. Although it is certain that Anne herself read and talked about the Bible, she usually read it in the language most familiar to her, French. The very act of reading the Bible, exercising her judgment, and expressing her opinions about it indicates how far Anne was from the tradition of interpretations of the Bible coming only from Catholic priests. Anne was a self-made woman both in deed and in thought. Continental reform of the Catholic Church and the Protestant ideas of direct reading of the Holy Scriptures by the laity were ideas that came to England by many means; one of those means was at the highest level of government, Queen Anne Boleyn.
In the summer of 1531, Henry turned his wife, Catherine of Aragon, out of the court. Before this, both Catherine and Anne Boleyn had often lived at court together. Catherine regarded Anne as another one of Henry’s paramours whom he would eventually abandon, even though this was at least four years after Henry had begun his divorce. It was not to be so. From this point on, Henry lived openly with Anne Boleyn as his wife. He increased his pressure on his wife and daughter, Mary, to agree to a divorce, but they continued to refuse.
In January 1533, Anne was pregnant, and she married Henry around January 25, 1533, in a secret ceremony. Anne was crowned queen on June 1, 1533 at Westminster Abbey a week after Bishop Cranmer declared Henry’s marriage to Catherine to have been unlawful. The coronation was not a huge success with Londoners, who were rather sullen for such an occasion. Elizabeth was born three months later, on September 7, 1533, at Greenwich Court. The astrologers and others had predicted a son for Henry. He had arranged for a tournament to be held when his male heir arrived, but he cancelled the tournament when the child was announced to be female.
Elizabeth was christened at the Church of the Franciscan Friars in Greenwich with all the appropriate ceremony. She was then moved to Hatfield with a large retinue of servants and attendants. There is no record of Anne Boleyn ever mentioning or seeing her infant daughter, and there was no record of Elizabeth ever commenting about her mother. In 1534, Parliament passed the Act of Succession, which required every subject to swear that the children of Henry and Anne Boleyn were the lawful heirs to the English throne. Sir Thomas More and Bishop Fuller were among those who refused to take the oath; they were executed along with a number of Catholic monks.
However, to balance the scales, Henry also burned several Anabaptists as heretics for denying the Real Presence of Christ in the Eucharist. Henry continued to humiliate Catherine of Aragon because she refused to recognize the Act of Succession. He took her daughter, Princess Mary, from Catherine and made her live at Elizabeth’s residence as a virtual prisoner. Mary was often humiliated in the presence of her younger sister and not allowed to send or receive letters from her mother. Henry had now bastardized his first daughter.
Anne Boleyn had two miscarriages and then gave birth to a stillborn son. Henry slowly turned against her and stopped hiding his extramarital affairs from Anne. As Anne’s relationship with Henry deteriorated, her enemies began to plot her downfall. Archbishop Cranmer moved against Anne and placed a series of spies to watch her movements. Late one night, a court musician, Mark Smeaton, was seen coming from her chambers. He claimed that he was there to play music for the Queen, but his excuse held little weight with the vengeful Cranmer. In May 1536, Anne was arrested and charged with adultery with four men, including her brother and Mark Smeaton. The first three maintained their innocence until death, but Mark Smeaton immediately confessed and maintained his guilt until death.
Only with Smeaton was there any direct testimony of a possible liaison with Anne. The other three were charged to remove Anne’s most ardent political supporters and for Henry’s monetary gain. It was a foregone conclusion that anyone brought to trial by the King would be found guilty. The only question was whether the King would show mercy and permit death by beheading rather than the more gruesome hanging, disemboweling, and quartering. Many aristocrats quietly accepted their death sentences to try to avoid having the Crown inflict greater damage on their surviving families. Few, if any, aristocrats blamed the king for their unjust end even though he was the one directly responsible.
Henry VIII legally murdered Anne Boleyn by use of the English judicial system. His wife could not see the charges before the trial, know what witnesses might be called against her, call witnesses in her own defense, nor employ effective counsel. The jury was there to give the verdict that was desired by the King. It was inconceivable that they would find any other verdict but guilty. Anne Boleyn was executed on May 19, 1536. Henry married Jane Seymour eleven days later.
Princess Elizabeth
Elizabeth was thirty-three months old when her father executed her mother. History books do not reveal any thoughts or reflections Elizabeth might have had on her mother’s execution. She must have been aware of it as a child at some age and obviously, as an adult, she became aware of the circumstances. There must be a significance of some sort that Elizabeth adopted the motto of Anne Boleyn, “Ever the Same.” There appears to be no written record that Anne Boleyn ever made any comment about the welfare of her daughter.

Jane Seymour gave Henry VIII what he had so longed for, a healthy, legitimate baby boy, although Jane died of septicemia several days after the birth. The child was the legitimate male heir and would be Edward VI upon the death of his father. His two uncles were Edward Seymour and Thomas Seymour, brothers to Jane Seymour. These two men will play a significant role in The Young Elizabeth’s life. Edward was born in October 1537 when Elizabeth was four years old. Elizabeth and her sister Mary attended the christening ceremony.
Dr. John Dee was a doctor, scholar, astrologer and advisor to Elizabeth. He was influential in having her explore the New World. As a diplomat from Poland, his code name was 007. There is a fondness in England for naming series of numbers. The telephone number 777-4422 would be said as “triple seven, double four, double two.” Hence, 007 is “double oh seven;” not “zero zero seven,” or “oh, oh, seven.”
While Elizabeth must have been too young to realize the full implications of all the court politics, her older sister Mary at twenty-one was aware of the implications of Edward’s birth. Although Elizabeth was given the title “the King’s daughter, the Lady Elizabeth,” she was a royal bastard by the Act of Succession of 1536. Both girls had households of over thirty servants and were treated as quasi-royal, as long as they accepted that they had no claim to the throne and recognized Edward to be Henry’s only legitimate offspring.
Elizabeth was brought up mainly at the Hatfield residence under the care of Lady Bryan and more directly under the care of her nurse and governess Katherine Champernowne, who would later marry and become Katherine Ashley. This was the beginning of a lifelong relationship for Elizabeth, and it was the most consistent and loving relationship she would know. Even if she did not always have the best judgment, Katherine Ashley was devoted to Elizabeth’s welfare. She would be with Elizabeth through many different households and eventually became a lady-in-waiting when Elizabeth became queen; she died in her old age still in the service of her Queen.
Historians have always agreed that Elizabeth was the daughter of Henry VIII. However, the actions of her half-sister, Mary, throw this assumption into question. When Queen Mary came to the throne, the easiest course of action would have been to marry Elizabeth to some foreign prince and send her to the far reaches of Christendom, possibly by marrying her to some obscure German prince. This would effectively remove her as a locus of dissent and hope for the English Protestants. Without any action on Elizabeth’s part, she was always a potential threat to the Catholic regime of her sister. Yet, Mary did not marry Elizabeth to a foreign prince because to do so would have validated her as daughter of Henry VIII. Up to her dying days, Mary refused to acknowledge Elizabeth as her sister, and only under pressure from her counsellors on her deathbed to avoid civil war after her death did she agree to Elizabeth as heir to the throne.
Mary’s doubts revolved around the circumstances of Anne Boleyn and Henry VIII’s marriage. They were married hurriedly and secretly after waiting for almost five years. Anne then gave birth to an Elizabeth less than nine months later. The first possibility was that Anne and Henry had premarital sexual relations and that Elizabeth was the product of these relations.
However, the second possibility was more troubling: that is, that Anne was impregnated by someone else, and Anne had to marry Henry in a hurry because she was with child. The candidate for another father falls on the musician, Mark Smeaton, who was later executed for having relations with the Queen. The handsome musician was Anne’s court musician before and after she married Henry. Was Elizabeth the daughter of an illicit relationship between Mark Smeaton and Anne Boleyn?
Henry VIII’s medical history indicates that he most probably was afflicted with syphilis, and some of his children may have inherited congenital syphilis. Henry was eighteen and his first wife, Catherine of Aragon, was twenty-four when they married in 1509. Catherine had a stillborn daughter two years later, then a son who died after two months, another child who died shortly after birth, a premature delivery, and finally a daughter Mary, who survived into adulthood. Anne Boleyn delivered Elizabeth, had a miscarriage, and then had a dead boy delivered prematurely. The fact that there were nine pregnancies but only two surviving children is strong presumptive evidence that Henry VIII suffered from syphilis.
Syphilis arrived in Europe shortly after 1492 and continued its devastating course of infection. The English called it the “French disease,” and the French called it the “Italian disease,” and the Italians called it the “Spanish disease.” The Spanish in turn called it the “French disease” from a Latin poem called “Infirmitatem Gallorum” or “French Sickness.” No country ever called it the “English disease.” which may reflect a Latin prejudice against the English in affairs of romance and sex.
In his later years, Henry suffered from a sore leg that apparently had a gummatous tumor in the muscle and bone. This would also be a symptom of syphilis at a developed stage. In addition, his oldest surviving daughter, Mary, had a sickly disposition, an overly large head and thinning hair and was unable to conceive. These symptoms point to her suffering from congenital syphilis. In contrast, Elizabeth was a healthy child and adult and lived to the unheard of age of sixty-nine. Her physical health may have been an indication she was not the daughter of the syphilitic Henry. Whether or not Elizabeth was the daughter of Henry VIII is not certain, but her half-sister Mary clearly thought that she was not.
After the birth of her half-brother, Elizabeth spent the next several years in various residences, always attended by Kat Ashley. When Elizabeth was nine years old, Henry VIII married his last wife, Katherine Parr. Elizabeth spent five years with Queen Katherine. Katherine was responsible for Elizabeth’s formidable education from nine to fourteen, and Kat Ashley was responsible for her earlier education. Elizabeth by all accounts had a precocious intellect. She was able to write and speak perfectly in French and Italian, less well in Latin, and had moderate capabilities in Spanish and Greek. She read the New Testament in Greek, and was familiar with the orations of Socrates and the tragedies of Sophocles. In her later years, she greeted a Polish ambassador speaking in Latin and congratulated herself that she was still fluent, but somewhat out of practice. When as queen she attended plays in Cambridge and Oxford, the plays were often in Latin, as were the sermons. The Queen gave speeches in Latin at the graduations she attended at the universities. By any standard, her knowledge and intellectual capacities were prodigious.
In December 1544 at the age of eleven, Elizabeth presented to Katherine Parr a translation of a French work. Elizabeth had titled her translation A Godly Meditacyon on the Cristen Sowle, concernynge a love towardes God and hys Christe, coplyed in French by Lady margarete Quene of Navar and aptly translated into Englysh by the ryght vertuouse Lady Elyzabeth daughter of our late souverayne, Kyng Henri VIII. It was published in Germany in the later years of her reign as A Godly Medytacyon of the Christen Sowle, with an introduction and afterword by John Bale, a noted Protestant reformer, scholar, and theologian. This work is generally referred to as The Mirror of the Sinful Soul. It was a translation of Le Mirror of de lame packhorse by Marguerite Angulated, Queen of Navarre, who was sister to the King of France. Marguerite’s most famous work was The Heptameron, which was a collection of stories of romance, love, and sex, some of it incestuous. The work Elizabeth translated had been sent to Anne Boleyn, probably about 1534, and then to Katherine Parr. This was a translation of some twenty-seven pages. In it, Elizabeth exercised editorial judgment and changed words or phrases to fit her own meaning. It was a prayerful reflection on sin and the need for God’s grace to achieve salvation. In her letter to Katherine Parr, Elizabeth writes:
"And therefore have I as for an essay or beginning (so following the right noble saying of the proverb aforesaid) translated this little book out of French rhyme into English prose, joining the sentences together as well as the capacity of my simple wit and small learning could extend themselves.".9
One would imagine that historians would prominently mention the fact that Elizabeth translated a work from French when she was eleven as evidence of her intellect, but they do not. The problem is the subject matter of the book, which is incest or at least a multifaceted relationship with God that may be interpreted as incestuous. At a minimum, the translation connects Elizabeth to the books of Marguerite of Navarre, whose works were controversial and not in keeping with what a proper young princess should have on her reading list. Elizabeth describes her translation as follows:
"The which book is entitled, or named, The Mirror or Glass of the Sinful Soul, wherein is contained how she (beholding and contemplating what she is) doth perceive how of herself and her own strength she can do nothing that good is, or prevaileth for her salvation, unless it be through the grace of god, whose mother, daughter, sister, and wife by the scriptures she proveth herself to be.".10
Christopher Haigh makes this comment on Elizabeth’s translation:
"When she was eleven, she prepared a translation from French for presentation to her current stepmother, with some intriguing errors: she rendered “père” as “mother,” omitted a line on a father’s forgiveness of his child, and had wives executing adulterous husbands instead of vice versa. Her strange family history perhaps had its effects! Her mother and a stepmother were executed for alleged adultery and treason, two stepmothers died in childbirth, and a German stepmother was married for diplomatic convenience and divorced for lack of interest. Elizabeth did not get a good impression of the fortunes of royal wives.".11
It is difficult to understand this complex and enigmatic translation of Elizabeth’s. On one hand, to ignore it would seem to leave out an essential piece of intellectual evidence that indicates what influenced Elizabeth. Yet, to attempt to simplify its complex and barely understandable implications into a few quick sentences would be to exaggerate its importance without the detailed analysis required. Given the later involvement of Elizabeth, Katherine Parr and Sir Thomas Seymour, biographers have stayed clear of any routes leading to Marguerite of Navarre and her unorthodox beliefs. Whether or not Marguerite’s bawdy tales were an influence on the proper and religious Katherine Parr and precipitated events for Elizabeth remains to be examined and much will forever be speculation.
Sir John Cheke was the supervisor of education of the royal children. Roger Ascham was Edward’s first tutor, and William Grindall was Elizabeth’s tutor. All were silent Protestants during the reign of Queen Mary. Roger Ascham gave much credit to Elizabeth’s intellectual capabilities. His method of tutoring often involved double translations, where his pupil would first translate from Latin into English and then back into Latin. He also taught penmanship in the Italian style, and Elizabeth wrote in the florid Italian script. At this time, there were two methods of penmanship: there was the older script, based on German and medieval English, which still had the German “f” for “s” and is difficult to decipher by a modern reader. This was being replaced by the Italian script taught to Elizabeth. The change in handwriting was thus an external manifestation of the new humanism and the new teachings in the universities and in the reform churches. Elizabeth’s handwriting in the Italian script is very clear to current sensibilities. When she became queen, she continued to write in the Italian script and her courtiers and counselors soon adopted the style. One of the reasons we write the way we do today is that Elizabeth established this as a standard of handwriting in the English-speaking world.
Ascham was a Cambridge scholar and a member of the reform, humanist movement, as Protestants were called. While understanding the natural tendency to flatter the monarch or anyone of royal blood, Ascham’s comments about his pupil strike a true note as to Elizabeth’s intellect. Interestingly, Ascham wrote that Mildred Cook was the best student of Greek and could read and write it as well as she could read English. Mildred Cook would later become the wife of William Cecil, Lord Burghley. Elizabeth also learned the other skills of a well-born lady of the time: the ability to sew, embroider, dance, ride, sing, and play a musical instrument or two. Elizabeth was especially proficient at the virginals, the Elizabethan equivalent of the piano.
Elizabeth also came into a family and culture that was of an intellectual bent. Her father, Henry, was a fine musician, composed several songs and wrote a book on religion, which while not original, did show his capacity for sustained intellectual accomplishment. Katherine Parr, Elizabeth’s stepmother wrote three books of religious devotionals, which reflected her literary and religious nature. Little was recorded of Queen Mary’s intellect or literary works. In brief, the education and the religious and cultural environment of the court were stimulating, and the Kings and Queens of England of the time were perhaps the most educated of English history. Latin was the official language of law and the unofficial language of the educated. Plays, masques and music performed at court. Many in the court were multilingual, and plays were in Latin as well as in English.
"There are many honourable ladies now who surpass Thomas More’s daughters in all kinds of learning; but among all of them the brightest star is my illustrious Lady Elizabeth, the king’s sister; so that I have no difficulty in finding subject for writing in her praise, but only in setting bounds to what I write. I will write nothing however which I have not myself witnessed. She had me for her tutor in Greek and Latin two years, but the foundations of her knowledge in both languages were laid by the diligent instruction of William Grindall, my late beloved friend, and seven years my pupil in classical learning at Cambridge. From this university he was summoned by John Cheke to court, where he soon received the appointment of tutor to this lady.
After some years when through her native genius, aided by the efforts of so excellent a master, she had made a great progress in learning, and Grindall, by his merit and the favour of his mistress, might have aspired to high dignities, he was snatched away by a sudden illness. I was appointed to succeed him in his office, and the work which he had so happily begun, without my assistance, indeed, but not without some counsels of mine, I diligently laboured to complete. Now, however, released from the Court and restored to my old literary leisure here, where by her beneficence I hold an honest place in this University. It is difficult to say whether the gifts of nature or of fortune are most to be admired in that illustrious lady. The qualities praised by Aristotle meet altogether in her—beauty of person, greatness of mind, prudence and industry, all in the highest degree. She has just passed her sixteenth birthday, and exhibits such seriousness and gentility as are unheard of in one of her age and rank. Her study of true religion and learning is most energetic. Her mind has no womanly weakness, her perseverance is equal to that of a man, and her memory long retains that which it readily grasps. She talks French and Italian as well as English: she has often talked to me readily and well in Latin, and moderately so in Greek. When she writes Greek and Latin, nothing is more beautiful than her handwriting. She is as much delighted with music as she is skillful in that art. Roger Ascham".12
Roger Ascham had written an earlier book on the subject of teaching children, Schoolmaster, a plain and profit way of teaching children to understand and write and speak in Latin tong. His methods were not the usual birch whipping method of forcing students to pay attention. Ascham felt that students should be encouraged, not threatened, a very novel idea for the time. In some respects, Elizabeth was raised in a somewhat tolerant and understanding manner, at least as far as her tutors were concerned. At least Ascham considered that the child’s best interest would be better served in a less punishing environment. The education of Elizabeth was at the forefront of the Protestant Reformation, when education and tolerance for the individual were stressed and practiced. Some of these characteristics transferred into Elizabeth’s personality and then into her political viewpoint and leadership.
The upbringing of Elizabeth was in marked contrast to the upbringing of her half-sister. Spanish tutors instructed the young Princess Mary, and one named Vives recommended that the whipping rod never be removed from a boy’s back. He wrote,
“The daughter especially shall be handled without cherishing. Cherishing marreth sons, but it utterly destroyeth daughters.”.13
It is also worth noting that both Henry VIII and Elizabeth were later-born children, not first in line for the throne. In contrast, Mary was the firstborn, and Edward VI was the firstborn male son, which puts him in a unique category. Firstborn children in a family tend to adopt the authority of the parents and be more authoritarian in their personality. They tend to align themselves with the established culture of their parents. Mary was a firstborn child of the Tudors, and she was the ruler who stubbornly tried to return to the Catholicism of her mother. Religion was an absolute and not merely a tactic of rule for Mary. She tried to turn back the religious clock to a Catholicism that was no longer possible for a sizeable number of her subjects. In a similar manner, the young Edward VI showed the same signs of rigidity as a devout Protestant who wished to convert his oldest sister, Mary, to the new faith of his father.
In contrast, Elizabeth and Henry VIII were more flexible in their approach to politics and religion. Religion for Henry and Elizabeth was a method of rule for their personal and political ends. It was not an end in and of itself for which they would sacrifice political power. Elizabeth’s flexibility and pragmatic rule made her able to walk the difficult middle road between the warring religious factions of her era. A good part of this may be due to her unique upbringing as a child, and part of it may be due to her position in the family as a later-born child.
Whatever Elizabeth’s personal frailties, whatever her personal history, whatever her sins, omissions, vanities or misjudgments, without her, there would be no William Shakespeare. There would be no Hamlet or Richard III. There would have been nothing like The Elizabethan Renaissance without Elizabeth. It is very difficult to conceive that Shakespeare would have been performed at all, much less that his work would have flourished, during the rule of Henry VIII. Whatever the entanglements between Oxford and Elizabeth in their multilevel relationship, Elizabeth was the Queen. It was her desire for theatrical performances that allowed Oxford to write, and the highest levels of English society saw his plays. Someone once said that it takes talent to recognize genius. Based on this remark, Elizabeth was very talented indeed. Shakespeare flourished in the Elizabethan age, not the other way around. At some level of understanding, Elizabeth must have understood the artistic significance of the works that were coming from Oxford’s pen, even though the topics were often those that would offend a more authoritarian monarch.
Queen Katherine Parr
Katherine Parr was Henry VIII’s last wife. She was first married at the age of twelve to Edward Borough, Lord Gainsborough, in Lincolnshire, who was in his late fifties or sixties. It was unlikely that she had to fulfill her marriage vows at such a tender age, and she remained with her mother for another year or two after being wed. Her husband died three years after the marriage, and Katherine was a widow at the age of fifteen. Her next marriage was to John Neville, Baron Latimer, in 1534. He was approximately forty-two; she was nineteen. He was a wealthy man; the match assured that Katherine would be a wealthy woman if she survived him. She did not have children by either husband.

Figure 3. Queen Katherine Parr
In 1536, Henry and Thomas Cromwell had the dissolution of the monasteries in full swing. The result of this dissolution was to place thousands of monks and nuns on the street along with sizeable numbers of beggars who had no other means of support except the monasteries. The deep change in English society occurred because a sizeable fraction of the valuable lands, both big and small, had been redistributed to a new landowning class. Those purchasing the properties at discount prices were to be the staunch supporters of the religious reform movement and the Tudor monarchy. The result of this was a large number of people formerly supported by the monasteries were now in need of shelter by the local parishes and the discontent put the country on the brink of rebellion.
The first armed resistance to the dissolution of the monasteries was on September 28, 1536, when the monks and residents of Hexham in Northumberland took up arms and threw Cromwell’s ministers out of the town in an uprising known as the Pilgrimage of Grace. Thousands in the North took up arms. They were loyal to the king, but wanted Lord Cromwell and Sir Richard Riche, Chancellor of Augmentations, deposed. These men were the instruments of Henry’s policies. Lord Latimer, Katherine’s husband, was besieged by thousands of rebels. He faced either losing his life and property or joining the rebels. If he joined the rebels, he could hope for the best in case the rebels were defeated. If he opposed the rebels, he and his family might be dead. His best hope was a future pardon from the king. Lord Latimer was an unlikely and reluctant rebel.
The rebellion was eventually put down and the leadership of the rebellion executed. Lord Latimer and Katherine Parr were in danger of losing their lives, even though they had been unwilling participants in this show of force against Henry. Katherine and her husband went to London, where Katherine explained that her husband had acted as he did because of the threats. She said that while they might have chosen an honourable death, this would have meant that they could not act in Henry’s best interest while in the rebel camp and they would have been useless martyrs. Henry accepted this, and the two were spared their lives. Katherine was confident and courageous in dealing with the King and her even-tempered, thoughtful intelligence became a force to be reckoned with in court politics.
Katherine Parr again became a widow in February 1543 after the death of her second husband, Lord Latimer. Shortly thereafter, Henry VIII also became a widower after the execution of his fifth wife Katherine Howard. Following the execution, Henry quickly looked on the young widow Katherine Parr as a possible wife. She married the aging Henry VIII on July 12, 1543, against the advice of several ladies of the court who were concerned by Henry’s fitful disposition and record of executing two of his five previous wives. Nevertheless, the levelheaded Katherine married Henry with the aplomb of a corporate executive taking on a new assignment. The difference was that this assignment was marriage to an aging king of unreliable disposition, ill health, and no tolerance for personal confrontation.
“I, Henry, take thee, Katherine, to my wedded wife, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, till death us depart, and thereto I plight my troth.”
“I, Katherine, take thee, Henry, to my wedded husband, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to be bonair and buxom in bed and at board, till death us depart, and thereto I plight my troth.”.14
Katherine was the first queen who attempted to mend the relationship between Henry and his three children: Mary, his daughter by Catherine of Aragon; Elizabeth, his daughter by Anne Boleyn; and Edward, his son by Jane Seymour. They were all present in Henry’s household in August 1543 and later at Christmas festivities. Edward and later Elizabeth began calling her “mother.” Elizabeth, the most ostracized of the Tudor children, showed a great affection for Katherine. Elizabeth had tutors and caretakers for whom she had a great regard, such as Katherine Ashley, but these were ladies-in-waiting to her and not her royal equals. They could not receive the same admiring affection due a queen and stepmother; Queen Katherine Parr was the only woman The Young Elizabeth ever called “mother.”
The great trust and reliance Henry placed in Katherine Parr was indicated when he went to France to wage war in 1543. Five days before departing, he gave a writ making her regent to act in his stead while he was in France. This was a powerful position indeed:
"First, touching the Queen’s Highness and my Lord Prince:
The king has resolved that the Queen shall be Regent in his absence and that his process shall pass and bear teste in her name, as in like cases heretofore; and that a commission for this be delivered to her before his departure. She shall use the advice and Counsel of the Archbishop of Canterbury, Lord Chancellor Wriothesley, the Earl of Hertford, the Bishop of Westminster (Thirlby), and Sir William Petre, secretary.".15
As the Queen gained in political strength, she gained enemies. The ostensible issue was religion, and her principal enemies were the Duke of Norfolk, a Catholic, and Stephen Gardiner, Archbishop of Canterbury. These men wished to move the English Church toward a more Catholic conformity. This meant the Bible was to be taught only by the church, which would interpret it for the masses. To do this, they would need to reduce the influence and ideas of Katherine Parr and her ladies of the court who favoured and supported a broad, humanistic religion. Humanism includes the idea of study of the ancient classics of Greece and Rome and a direct reading and personal interpretation of the Bible. Without going into detail, the conservatives’ plot was to charge several ministers and aristocrats with heresy, which meant they had questioned the king’s wisdom in a religious matter. The plan was to torture the ministers and aristocrats, obtain confessions, and implicate the Queen. In short, the conservatives were intent on using the legal system to murder Queen Katherine.
Henry, paranoid that he was, would always be quick to believe that someone was plotting against him: He trusted no one, and treason consisted of nothing more than disagreeing with the king’s religious policies. A heretic was thereby also a traitor. If he had suspicions that Katherine Parr was a secret heretic, he was probably right. Katherine had published three devotional tracts outlining her religious views, and she had frequently debated Henry on matters of faith to the point of dangerous confrontations. In 1543, Henry had issued a book of faith known as the King’s Book, which sharply directed religion back toward Catholic orthodoxy. The book, along with restrictive laws, drastically limited the reading and discussion of the English Bible, stating that such reading and discussion encouraged arrogance and dissension among the people.
As part of this move back toward the Catholic faith, for example, Anne Askew was tortured and burned for denying the Real Presence (that is, the idea that Christ actually was in the Eucharist and that communion was not purely a symbolic ceremony). Anne Askew was tortured in an attempt to implicate women close to the Queen and burned as a heretic on July 16, 1546. She had to be carried to her burning on a chair because her legs were bent and useless after torture on the rack. She was burned along with two other heretics, but she never implicated the Queen or other women of the court. Anne Askew had been a childhood friend of the Queen, which further connected Katherine to this Protestant heretic. The danger was very real for the Queen and the ladies of the court who were of a Protestant persuasion. Most likely, they had heretical books, and Katherine’s discussions with the King could be interpreted as challenges, if not open heresy.
The Queen’s enemies moved to have her and her ladies arrested and sent to the Tower for interrogation. Once there, Katherine would probably suffer the same fate as two of Henry’s other wives, death by the executioner’s axe. Doctor Thomas Wendy, Henry’s physician, informed Katherine of the plot against her and, in fear for her life, she quickly took action. She realized that if she were imprisoned in the Tower without direct access to Henry, she would be doomed. She approached the King in his bedchamber, attended by a few peers. She said that if she had spoken of religion, it was to learn from the King’s wisdom. She maintained that it was preposterous for a woman’s views to prevail over her husband’s and said she was only a humble woman ready to be taught by her husband and wise King. Further, she said, her conversations with him were to provide him diversion and distraction from his ailing leg. She said she had encouraged discussion:
"... that I, hearing your Majesty’s learned discourse, might myself receive profit thereby; wherein, I assure your Majesty, I have not missed any desire in that behalf, always ferring [deferring] myself in all such matters to your Majesty, as by ordinance of nature it is convenient [correct] for me to do.".16
Katherine Parr’s charm, humility, flattery, and sincerity had wooed the King. He replied:
"And is it even so, sweetheart? And tended your arguments to no worse end? Then perfect friends we are now again, as ever at any time heretofore.".17
The King was present in the garden when Lord Chancellor Thomas Wriothesley entered with forty of the king’s guards to take the Queen and her ladies for interrogation in the Tower—and certain death. The King rudely turned them around with his full fury.
Katherine’s intelligence, logic, sincerity, and non-threatening behaviour had saved her life. At a supper party a year or so before his death, Henry announced that he was considering reversing the doctrine of the Real Presence and adopting a Protestant communion service. This is, of course, after the torture and death of Anne Askew, among others, for their denials of conscience.
Henry died on January 28, 1547. After his death, and according to his generous will, Katherine Parr received extensive gold plate and money. She had a life interest in land bestowed upon her by Parliament and was the owner of the palace at Chelsea and the manors of Wimbledon and Hanworth. Her staff for her establishments was probably in the neighborhood of 200 people. After the King’s death, Elizabeth resided with Katherine at Chelsea. It was through Katherine Parr that Elizabeth came to know Thomas Seymour.
Chapter 2: The Summer of 1548
Katherine Parr and the Lord Admiral
Henry VIII stipulated the order of succession to the throne in his will and the conditions of guardianship of his son, Edward, because his son would become king while still a minor. The stipulations provided that a council of sixteen men should rule England during Edward’s minority. These were all men who were loyal to Henry and accepted the doctrine of royal supremacy over the church. Henry clearly foresaw the dire consequences that could arise if one man held too much power in the young king’s name. Despite such precautions, Edward Seymour, the young king’s uncle, quickly developed influence over the young king, pushed aside others on the council, and gained total control over England as the de facto king. He assumed the role of Lord Protector and had been made Duke of Somerset following a list given by Henry VIII on his deathbed.

Figure 4. Thomas Seymour, Lord Admiral
With the death of Henry VIII, those in power were now dedicated Protestants both because of their religious beliefs and because many had profited handsomely by Henry’s confiscation of church property. This group was even more tolerant of Protestantism than Henry, and several of Henry VIII’s conservative religious restrictions were repealed. Despite his strong Protestantism, Edward Seymour had a tolerant religious streak in him and refused to let anyone be tortured or burned for religious views, which was seen as a sign of weakness by many. Bishops Gardiner and Bonner, for instance, were not executed, but only confined in the Tower with the required creature comforts.
Thomas Seymour, Edward’s brother, was a man equally dedicated to his own advancement and power, and he was intensely jealous of his brother’s new position as Lord Protector. Thomas Seymour was a rogue, a bounder, and a man of apparently infinite energy, unlimited schemes, and blind ambition. These qualities, combined with an almost complete lack of discretion and political sense, doomed him for a quick and bloody end in the world of high court intrigue. As Lord Admiral of England, Thomas Seymour had the responsibility to protect English shipping interests in the English Channel from pirates. As a fox in charge of the chicken coop, he arranged with the pirates to use his property in the Scilly Isles as a haven in return for a percentage of the booty.
After the death of the Henry VIII, Thomas Seymour proposed marriage to The Young Elizabeth, who was twelve years old at the time. This was a brash attempt to enter the royal line of succession through marriage. In an era of sudden and untimely deaths, Elizabeth had only her sister, Mary, before her in order of succession. In addition, Mary was a fervent Catholic adamantly opposed by the Protestant faction ruling the country through the young king. If for any reason both Edward VI and then Mary died, Thomas Seymour would be the de facto king by controlling his young bride. It is very doubtful that the council would ever have approved a marriage between Elizabeth and Thomas Seymour, but if Elizabeth married him secretly or without the permission of the council, the deed would be fait accompli, and the council and his brother would be helpless.
Elizabeth promptly rejected Seymour’s proposal with a letter that indicates maturity beyond her years, but Katherine Parr may have edited it, as Elizabeth was a part of the Dowager Queen’s household at Chelsea and Hatfield:
"Therefore, my lord Admiral, permit me to say frankly that since there is no one in the world who holds your merit in higher esteem than I do, nor finds greater pleasure in your society while I may regard you as a disinterested friend—I shall continue to preserve the satisfaction of looking upon you as such, apart from that closer intimacy of marriage, which often causes the possession of personal merits to be forgotten. Let your lordship be persuaded that if I refuse the good fortune of being your wife, I shall never cease to interest myself in all which may add greater glory to yourself, and that I shall make it my greatest pleasure to remain, Your servitor and good friend, ELIZABETH".1
Quickly recovering from Elizabeth’s rejection, Thomas Seymour rekindled the old embers of his aborted romance with Katherine Parr and produced a conflagration. There had been a romance brewing between Katherine Parr and Thomas Seymour after the death of her second husband while Henry VIII was alive. However, the King must have developed a fascination for Katherine Parr while still married to Katherine Howard, and he appointed Thomas Seymour to various positions that required him to be out of the country or at sea, far away from the comely young widow.
Often true rogues and scoundrels can make otherwise stable, virtuous, intelligent and wise women completely lose their heads, fall deeply in love, and behave in ways that completely contradict their previously stable behaviour. At any rate, Katherine Parr had clearly fallen in love with Thomas Seymour when she first met him and later wrote:
"I would not have you think that this mine honest good will toward you to proceed of any sudden motion or passion for as truly as God is god, my mind was fully bent the other time I was at liberty to marry you before any man I knew.".2
The expression “love is blind” derives from the mythological representation of a blind Cupid flying about shooting his arrows willy-nilly into the most inappropriate couples. Katherine had been in arranged, practical marriages to men since she had been a teenager. Nowhere did the dart of love produce a more tragic passion or strike a more vulnerable target than Katherine Parr.
Mary Seymour Disappears
Thomas Seymour proposed to Katherine Parr and she accepted. Thomas then moved to obtain permission to marry from his nephew, the young king. He needed this permission because Katherine Parr was Queen Dowager, an important personage within the aristocratic hierarchy. Thomas Seymour was the favourite of the young king, who often resented the stern rule of his other uncle. Periodically, Thomas gave gifts of several pounds in gold to the young king. His generosity was contrasted by his brother’s niggardly policies in keeping the young king completely financially dependent upon him. The little boy king noted the events in his journal with a certain sense of satisfaction when he crossed his stern protector. His notes reveal the tensions between Thomas and his brother, the Lord Protector:
"The lord Seimour of Sudley maried the quene whose nam was Katarine, with which maring the lord Protectour was much offended.".3
Thomas Seymour and Katherine Parr were married during May 1547 in a private ceremony. His marriage to Elizabeth’s stepmother made Thomas Seymour stepfather to Elizabeth. He was already her step uncle because he was the uncle of her stepbrother Edward VI. Perhaps the irrepressible Thomas Seymour provided some necessary élan vital to Katherine’s life that had been missing in her previous three marriages. Her balance and good judgment had been replaced by a marriage of passion, but she had chosen an impossible bounder who was to bring much grief to all concerned.
Katherine Parr, Thomas Seymour, and Elizabeth lived at the household in Chelsea. Also living in the household at various periods was Lady Jane Grey, who had a claim to the throne as granddaughter of Henry VII. Lady Jane Grey was the daughter of Henry VIII’s youngest sister, Mary. She was close enough to the throne to be of interest to Thomas Seymour’s schemes.
In the spring of 1548, Katherine Parr found herself pregnant with Thomas Seymour’s child, expected in late August or September of that year:
"On Wednesday, 13 June 1548, Seymour accompanied his wife, who was now six months pregnant, and his young ward, Lady Jane Grey, from Hanworth to Sudeley Castle in Gloucestershire.".4
Now one would expect that Elizabeth would accompany the Queen to Sudeley Castle to be present at the birth of the child, but inexplicably Elizabeth was sent to Cheshunt a few weeks before Katherine moved to Sudeley Castle. Hatfield was one of the main residences of Elizabeth and English royalty. It was located north of London. Cheshunt is a few miles east of Hatfield. Hedingham (Oxford’s home) was located further east and north of Cheshunt. Sudeley Castle was located to the far west of London, slightly south of Stratford-upon-Avon. Sir Anthony Denny lived at Cheshunt Nunnery which became crown land after the dissolution of the monasteries in 1537. Henry VIII rented it out to Denny, who was Yeoman of the Wardrobe. By 1809 it was in ruins and it was demolished in the early 1950’s. Housing now stands on the site.
At Cheshunt, Elizabeth was under the watchful eye of Sir Anthony Denny. Sir Denny was married to Mary Champernowne the sister of Elizabeth’s governess, Katherine Ashley. This movement was “in the week after Whitsun in 1548,”.5 which fell on May 20, 1548, so the date would be the week of May 27, 1548. This was the last week that Elizabeth saw her beloved stepmother alive. Elizabeth would stay at Sir Anthony Denny’s household from May 1548 until October of that year.
On August 3, 1548, Mary Seymour was born to Katherine Parr and Thomas Seymour at Sudeley Castle. Katherine was in her thirty-sixth year. Shortly thereafter, she was on her deathbed due to complications from the birth. She developed a puerperal fever, from an infection of the placental site that can spread from the uterine wall and into the bloodstream. These infections are generally the result of handling of the mother with unclean hands during the delivery. The death scene of Katherine Parr with her husband Thomas Seymour was poignant yet strangely ambivalent. It is possible that Katherine died of an infection, which was common to childbirth given the midwife practices of the day. Nevertheless, Katherine was reported to have had a disturbing interchange with her husband on her deathbed, as reported by Elizabeth Tyrwhitt, a stepdaughter by another marriage:
"Two days before the death of the Queen, at my coming to her in the morning, she asked me where I had been so long, and said unto me that she did fear such things in herself that she was sure she could not live. I answered, as I thought, that I saw no likelihood of death in her. She then, having my Lord Admiral by the hand, and divers others standing by, spake these words, partly, as I took, idly (in delirium): ‘My Lady Tyrwhitt, I am not well handled, for those that be about me careth not for me, but stand laughing at my grief. And the more I will to them, the less good they will to me.’ Whereunto my Lord Admiral answered, ‘Why, sweetheart, I would you no hurt.’ And she said to him again, aloud, ‘No, my Lord, I think so’; and immediately said him in his ear, ‘but my Lord you have given me many shrewd taunts.’ These words I perceived she spake with good memory, and very sharply and earnestly; for her mind was sore disquieted. My Lord Admiral, perceiving that I heard it, called me aside, and asked what she said, and I declared it plainly to him. Then he consulted with me that he would lie down on the bed with her, to look if he could pacify her unquietness with gentle communication, whereunto I agreed; and by the time that he had spoken three or four words to her she answered him roundly and sharply, saying, ‘My Lord, I would have given a thousand marks to have had my full talk with Huick (her doctor) the first day I was delivered, but I durst not for displeasing you.’ And I, hearing that, perceived her trouble to be so great that my heart would serve me to hear no more. Such like communications, she had with him in the space of an hour, which they did hear that sat by her bedside.".6
Queen Katherine Parr died on the morning of September 5, 1548. Her deathbed scene raises two important questions. First, was Thomas Seymour either a contributor to Katherine’s death or negligent in her welfare? Second, why was a stepdaughter by a first marriage long since past (Lady Jane Grey was there) present at the birth, but Elizabeth was not? When first arriving at Cheshunt, Elizabeth wrote Katherine Parr and the letter indicates the depth of feeling she had for her stepmother:
"Although I could not be plentiful in giving thanks for the manifold kindness received at your Highness’ hand at my departure, yet I am something to be borne withal, for truly I was replete with sorrow to depart from your Highness, especially leaving you undoubtful of health: and, albeit I answered little, I weighed it more deeper, when you said you would warn me of all evils that you should hear of me; for if your Grace had not a good opinion of me, you would not have offered friendship to me that way, that all men judge the contrary. But what may I more say, than thank God for providing such friends to me; desiring God to enrich me with their long life, and me grace to be in heart no less thankful to receive it than I now am glad in writing to show it; and although I have plenty of matter, here I will stay, for I know you are not quiet to read. From Cheston [Cheshunt], this present Saturday. Your Highness’ humble daughter, Elizabeth.".7
Despite these deep feelings toward Katherine Parr, she did not attend the delivery of the birth of Katherine Parr’s child; the child was named Mary Seymour. This was strange, indeed, and there must have been some pressing reason to keep her from Katherine’s bedside.
Katherine left her property and fortune to her husband in a will dictated to her doctor and chaplain. Her will indicates that she died loving her husband, whatever his faults:
"That she, then lying on her death-bed, sick of body, but of good mind and perfect memory and discretion, being persuaded, and perceiving the extremity of death to approach her, gives all to her married spouse and husband, wishing them to be a thousand times more in value than they were or [had] been.".8
English and world history may have been very different if this good woman had survived this childbirth. In an Elizabethan world of treacherous scoundrels, neurotics, and sociopaths, Queen Katherine Parr stands as a fortress of resolve, virtue, good judgment and intellectual acumen, which makes events at Chelsea between her, her husband, and Elizabeth that much more inexplicable. While it is only speculation, it would seem that Elizabeth’s early life, relations with her sister, and early reign as monarch would have been different, if Queen Katherine Parr had been present to provide her wisdom and be a moderating influence.
After Katherine’s funeral, Thomas Seymour went to gather his followers in the west of England. He intended to marry Elizabeth and win over the king and council. His plan was to gather his thousands of tenants and servants and stage a rebellion to overthrow his brother and make himself Lord Protector. Thomas Seymour was not successful in his attempts to raise an armed following, but he did have access to the young king. He had induced the young king to give him a key to his chamber, which he had copied. Thus, history rewards us with one of its more amusing vignettes in this aborted coup d’etat.
On January 18, 1549, Thomas Seymour went to the king’s chamber with his duplicate key to kidnap his nephew, and he managed to reach the king’s chambers. His plan might have been successful except for the king’s pet spaniel. The dog barked, a gun went off, the guards alerted, the plot foiled, Thomas Seymour arrested, and the Tower acquired a new prisoner. Later interrogations revealed that part of this plot involved blackmailing one of the directors of the mint to coin money to be used for raising a private army. A bill of attainder was quickly passed on Thomas Seymour. An Act of Attainder was an act of Parliament that by majority vote condemned a man to death without benefit of trial. The bill had to be signed by the king, but required no legal confrontation between the accused and his accusers. Henry VIII had sent many men to their deaths using the act of attainder. (This exercise in tyranny was repudiated in the 18th Century.)
Edward Seymour, Lord Protector and Duke of Somerset, was now in a difficult situation. If he forced the young king to sign the bill, clearing the way for execution of his brother, he could be accused of being too weak to protect his own brother and therefore unable to protect other aristocrats who pledged loyalty to him. On the other hand, if Edward did not have the king sign the Act of Attainder, he would leave his notorious, hotheaded, and treasonous brother as an ever-present locus of dissent, and he would be accused of not punishing acts of treason. Edward Seymour decided after some delay to have the young king sign the death warrant. After some pressure, the young king signed the bill of attainder, sending his much loved uncle to the block. Thomas Seymour was executed in the spring of 1549. He had so many transparent schemes that he hardly constituted any real danger to the realm. He was executed more for his audacious stupidity than anything else, but dead is dead, and dead he was. Elizabeth was to say of the event,
“This day died a man with much wit, and very little judgment.”.9
At Thomas’s death, his daughter, Mary Seymour, was less than a year old. At first, she was taken in by her aunt, the wife of her uncle, Edward Seymour, but these duties were passed to the Duchess of Suffolk, Katherine Brandon, who took the baby with her to Grimsthorpe. The costs of maintaining the child were considerable given the number of servants and other expensive goods and services involved with raising an almost royal child. The Duchess of Suffolk wrote to William Cecil who was then an administrator on the Lord Protector’s staff. Her first letter reveals the lack of concern of her aunt and uncle, Edward Seymour, for the child:
"I have so wearied myself with letters (to the duke and duchess of Somerset) that I have none for you. Another time you will have letters when they have none. I reminded my lady of her promise of some pension for maintaining the late queen’s child who, with a dozen others, lies at my chamber. The continuation of this will keep me in debt this year. The marquess of Northampton [Queen Katherine Parr’s brother] to whom I should deliver her, has as weak a back for such a burden as I, and would receive her, but more willingly with appurtenances. Never a word that I ask you......July 24 [1549] Grimsthorpe, Katherine [Brandon], Duchess of Suffolk".10
She followed the letter with another that gives a more detailed description of her plight:
"It is said that the best means of remedy to the sick is first plainly to confess and disclose the disease wherefore lieth for remedy; and again, for that my disease is so strong that it will not be hidden, I will disclose me unto you. First, I will (as it were under benedicite and in high secrecy) declare unto you that all the world knoweth, though I go never so covertly in my net, what a very beggar I am. This sickness, as I have said, I promise you, increaseth mightily upon me. Amongst other causes whereof is, you will understand not the least, the Queen’s child hath lain, and yet doth lie at my house, with her company about her, wholly at my charges. I have written to my Lady Somerset at large; which was the letter I wrote (note this) with mine own hand unto you; and among other things for the child, that there may be some pension allotted unto her according to my Lord Grace’s promise.
Now, good Cecil, help at a pinch all that you may help. My Lady also sent me word at Whitsuntide last by Bartue (Richard Bertie, the Duchess of Suffolk’s steward, whom she later married) that my Lord’s Grace, at her suit, had granted certain nursery plate and stuff as was there in the nursery. I send you here enclosed (a list) of all parcels as were appointed out for the child’s use; and that ye may the better understand that I cry not before I am pricked, I send you Mistress Eglonby’s letter unto me, who, with the maids, nurses, and others, daily call on me for their wages, whose voices mine ears may hardly bear, but my coffers much worse. Wherefore I cease, and commit me and my sickness to your diligent care, with my hearty commendations to your wife. At my manor of Grimsthorpe, the 27th August, Your assured loving friend, K. Suffolk.".11
This letter was dated August 27 but no year put on the letter; most likely, it was the year following the child’s birth, that is, 1549. A few months later, Parliament restored the lands of her father to the young Mary, but not her appropriate titles. Susan E. James in Kateryn Parr: The Making of a Queen reports on it thus:
"Restored in blood on 22 January 1550, Mary Seymour was made legally eligible to inherit any family property to which she might subsequently fall heir. Lands formerly owned by her parents, forfeited at her father’s death, had already been snapped up by new owners. Mary Seymour disappears from the records shortly after this. As her maintenance grant was not renewed on 17 September 1550, when the original 18-month grant would have expired, Kateryn Parr’s ‘so pretty a daughter’, almost certainly died at Grimsthorpe sometime around her second birthday, and she is probably buried somewhere in the church at Edenham, which still contains memorials to the family of her guardian, the Duchess of Suffolk".12
When historians use words such as “almost certainly,” they should be interpreted as “we have absolutely no idea, and this is a guess.” Rather than have an uncomfortable mystery, historians prefer to ignore the anomalies of history with a soothing denial or conjecture presented as fact. Historians tend to identify with the subjects of their biographies and unconsciously become their advocates. Thus, Henry VIII was not a paranoid sociopath (Mary even more so), he was just someone who put people to the stake and executed wives. Known scandalous behaviours of Elizabeth are muted as historians polish the images of those they study: royalty.

Figure 5. William Cecil, Lord Burghley
Mary Seymour was not an important person in the Elizabethan hierarchy, nor was she an important person in English history. She was the infant daughter of the deceased Dowager Queen, and she was not in line for the throne. The property of her father had been confiscated by the Crown and sold. She would not have been wealthy; yet, Mary Seymour’s disappearance has pro-found implications for Elizabethan history and the history of William Shakespeare. This was a concrete example of how a child could be made to “disappear.” Furthermore, the disappearance of Mary Seymour was incontrovertibly linked to William Cecil while he was serving under Edward Seymour, the Lord Protector.
William Cecil was the son of a small landowner, who profited through transactions connected with Henry VIII’s confiscation of church properties. He attended Cambridge and was attracted to the Protestant teachings of the university, and he became part of the newly emerging Protestant class of scholars and politicians. He took legal training at Gray’s Inn and then entered government service under Edward Seymour, Lord Protector to Edward VI. He became Master of the Court of Request, Member of Parliament for Stamford, secretary to the Lord Protector, a member of the Privy Council, and Secretary of State. In 1551, he was knighted, but it was not until Elizabeth’s reign and his daughter’s marriage to the Earl of Oxford that he became Lord Burghley.
He was well connected to Katherine Parr and provided an introduction for her second book, The Lamentations of a Sinner. He was the crafty and intelligent man who could provide help to Katherine in a difficult situation. It is likely and logical that Katherine Parr would later turn to William Cecil for help in a distressful situation that needed discreet handling at the highest level of government.
William Cecil survived the eventual fall and execution of Edward Seymour and then served in the government of his successor, John Dudley (Duke of Northumberland). He was saved from going to the block when Princess Mary became queen only because he had been a useful informant to Mary. His early warning to Mary thwarted the plans to capture her and put Lady Jane Grey on the throne. If there was ever a political animal that had the ability to always land on his feet, no matter who might be in power, it was William Cecil. Historians describe William Cecil as a sage advisor and Tudor loyalist. They credit his council with England’s moderate path in religion, fiscal responsibility in government, and avoidance of foreign conflicts. This is all true. He had two goals: the welfare of England and the welfare of the Cecil family within England. He succeeded admirably at both goals.
"William Cecil and his son Robert were the most influential ministers of the Elizabethan era, and a great deal of credit must be given to them. Yet, a more objective look at their influence reveals that their methods were not always so pleasant. Both were masters of intrigue and experts at the arts of spying, counterfeiting evidence, and using torture to gain needed confessions. As Cecil put it so well, he was a master of “throwing the stone without that the hand be seen.”.13
Perhaps William Cecil was Shakespeare’s model for the wily, old Antigonus of The Winter’s Tale, who leaves the changeling babe on the shore of Bohemia:
ANTIGONUS
Come, poor babe:
I have heard, but not believed, the spirits o’ the dead
May walk again: if such thing be, thy mother
Appear’d to me last night, for ne’er was dream
So like a waking. To me comes a creature,
Sometimes her head on one side, some another;
I never saw a vessel of like sorrow,
So fill’d and so becoming: in pure white robes,
Like very sanctity, she did approach
My cabin where I lay; thrice bow’d before me,
And gasping to begin some speech, her eyes
Became two spouts: the fury spent, anon
Did this break-from her: “Good Antigonus,
Since fate, against thy better disposition,
Hath made thy person for the thrower-out
Of my poor babe, according to thine oath,
Places remote enough are in Bohemia,
There weep and leave it crying; and, for the babe
Is counted lost for ever, Perdita,
I prithee, call’t. For this ungentle business
Put on thee by my lord, thou ne’er shalt see
Thy wife Paulina more.” And so, with shrieks
She melted into air. Affrighted much,
I did in time collect myself and thought
This was so and no slumber. Dreams are toys:
Yet for this once, yea, superstitiously,
I will be squared by this. I do believe
Hermione hath suffer’d death, and that
Apollo would, this being indeed the issue
Of King Polixenes, it should here be laid,
Either for life or death, upon the earth
Of its right father. Blossom, speed thee well! (Laying down babe.)
There lie, and there thy character: there these; (Laying down bundle.)
Which may, if fortune please, both breed thee, pretty,
And still rest thine. The storm begins; poor wretch,
That for thy mother’s fault art thus exposed
To loss and what may follow! Weep I cannot,
But my heart bleeds; and most accursed am I
To be by oath enjoin’d to this. Farewell!
The day frowns more and more: thou’rt like to have
A lullaby too rough: I never saw
The heavens so dim by day. A savage clamour!
Well may I get aboard! This is the chase:
I am gone for ever. (Exit pursued by a bear.)
The Winter’s Tale, Act 3, Scene 3
Mary Seymour disappeared into a vast fog of English history.
Elizabeth under Suspicion
Elizabeth was at Cheshunt with Sir Anthony Denny and his wife, Joan Champernowne, when Katherine Parr gave birth in late August 1548 at Sudeley Castle. Joan was the sister of Elizabeth’s governess, Kat Ashley and a childhood friend of Katherine Parr. She was a part of the Protestant-Humanist alignment of Queen Katherine Parr. When Anne Boleyn became queen, Anne Parr (Katherine Parr’s sister), Joan Guildford, and Joan Champernowne became maids of honour. When Henry VIII was married to Anne of Cleves in 1539, Joan Champernowne (Lady Denny) was one of her ladies-in-waiting. Later, Joan Champernowne became one of Katherine Parr’s ladies-in-waiting.
Sir Anthony Denny was an intellectual companion of Henry VIII, a gentleman of the Privy Chamber, a religious sparring partner, a confidant, and a touchstone for the king’s new ideas. He also was a confidential agent for many of the king’s affairs. He was the second son of a Chief Baron of the Exchequer. He attended St. Paul’s School under William Lily, and through his education and close association with Cambridge became a strong supporter of the Protestants and the humanist cause. He received Waltham Abbey in Essex for his home and an abbey at St. Albans, plus thousands of acres of land for income. He had control in the last years of Henry’s life of over £200,000 of the king’s money. He was a man trusted by those who desired to protect Henry VIII’s Protestant daughter.
Elizabeth did not leave the Denny’s until the fall of 1548, when she left Cheshunt for Hatfield accompanied by Edward Seymour’s eldest son, John Seymour. She sent a note to the Lord Protector, thanking him for his concern about her health and for sending physicians to see to her health. Historians of the period agree that Elizabeth was “sick” during the summer of 1548, even if no one can accurately define the sickness, yet there are no records of any physician seeing her until the fall of 1548, when Doctor Thomas Bill visited her on orders of the Lord Protector. Elizabeth writes thanking the Lord Protector on October 15, 1548:
"Many lines will not serve to render the least part of the thanks that your Grace hath deserved of me, most especially for that you have been careful of my health; and sending unto me not only your comfortable letters, but also physicians, as Doctor Bill whose diligence and pain has been a great part of my recovery.".14
Several medical accounts allude to the fact that Elizabeth would be fifteen in September of 1548 and her sickness related to the onset of menarche, but other than that, the record remains silent as to what might have caused this illness. It was indeed strange that the second in line to the throne should be sick for such a period and yet there would be no record of any doctor visiting her until the Lord Protector sends one long after the supposed illness. While there is a detailed record of Elizabeth’s health throughout her reign, there is only speculation about this sickness. Whatever it was, it had to be serious enough to incapacitate her so she could not be with her stepmother’s lying in and childbirth, a life-threatening situation for any Elizabethan woman.

Figure 6. Elizabeth’s Signature
On August 2, 1548, Kat Ashley wrote to William Cecil to intervene with Edward Seymour, the Lord Protector, to obtain the exchange of an English prisoner in Scotland. Elizabeth added a postscript that began “I pray you further this poor man’s suit,” and signed it “your frende Elizabeth.” This was the first recorded connection between Elizabeth and William Cecil. There seem to be no prior meetings or correspondence between Elizabeth and William Cecil before this note, though it was, of course, possible that she had met him on one of her infrequent visits to her brother at court. Many historians have commented that this letter was the beginning of a lifelong relationship between William Cecil and Elizabeth, which is true, but none have considered what might have started this friendship. Nor has anyone questioned the extraordinary closing.
This letter implies that a level of admiration and mutual trust had developed between them, but what did William Cecil do that encouraged such familiarity and gratitude on the part of the future queen? Elizabeth was going beyond all bounds of Elizabethan formality, putting their relationship on a very personal basis with “your frende Elizabeth.” How did William Cecil all of a sudden become a “frende?” A year or two later, he became her surveyor at a salary of £20 per year. During this period, Elizabeth instructed Thomas Parry to include a note to Cecil:
"Write my commendations in your letter to Mr. Cecil, that I am well assured, though I send not daily to him, that he doth not, for all that, daily forget me.".15
One can understand Elizabeth being friendly all her life with those who had been loyal and trustworthy (Ashley and Parry), or ones she found as congenial, such as Roger Ascham; there was no reason for her to be so friendly to Cecil unless he had done an extraordinary deed for her. This greeting and closing implies that William Cecil had done something extraordinary to gain the trust of the young woman who said she was not won with trifles.
By the late fall of 1548, Katherine Parr was dead and Elizabeth had left the Denny family to resume her residence at Hatfield. Thomas Seymour was in the west of England fomenting dissent with his plans to usurp his brother. His unsuccessful attempt to kidnap his nephew, Edward VI, led him to the Tower, and interrogations were begun to determine the extent of his activities. Kat Ashley and Thomas Parry were arrested and sent to the Tower, where they subsequently signed confessions or statements. The council was especially concerned about whether Elizabeth received a proposal of marriage, or whether Thomas had in fact married Elizabeth after the death of his wife in the fall of 1548. Marriage was not a personal event but rather a matter of state.
The examinations of Kat Ashley and Thomas Parry taken at face value reveal an indiscretion by the young princess and an irate Katherine Parr sending Elizabeth off to be more closely chaperoned. Katherine, in this view, was acting prudently and getting Elizabeth out of the clutches of her husband, Thomas Seymour. This story is sufficient for orthodox historians to explain the events and end any further questioning.
Viewed with a more suspicious, less tolerant eye, the interrogations reveal gross improprieties being taken with The Young Elizabeth. The relations between Thomas Seymour, as later described by Elizabeth’s governess Katherine Ashley were, in the euphemism of our day, “inappropriate.” The full deposition or confession of Kat Ashley follows:
"The Confession of Katharine Aschyly.
What familiaritie she hath knowen betwixt the Lord Admirall,
and the Lady Elizabeth’s Grace?
She saith at Chelsy, incontinent after he was maried to the Queene, he wold come many Mornyngs into the said Lady Elizabeth’s Chamber, before she were redy, and sometyme before she did rise. And if she were up, he wold bid hir good Morrow, and ax how she did, and strike her upon the Bak or on the Buttocks famylearly, and so go forth through his Lodgings; and sometyme go through to the Maydens, and play with them, and so go forth: And if she were in hir Bed, he wold put open the Curteyns, and bid hir good Morrow, and make as though he wold come at hir: And she wold go further in the Bed, so that he could not come at hir.
And one Mornying he strave to have kissed hir in hir Bed: And this Examinate was there, and bad hym go away for shame. She knoweth not whither this were at Chelsy, or Hanworth.
At Hanworth, he wold likewise come in the Mornying unto hir Grace; but, as she remembreth, at all Tymes, she was up before, savying two Mornyngs, the which two Mornyngs, the Quene came with hym: And this Examinate lay with hir Grace; and ther thei tytled [tickeled] my Lady Elizabeth in the Bed, the Quene and my Lord Admyrall.
An other Tyme at Hanworth, in the Garden, he wrated with hir, and cut hir Gown in an hundred Pieces, beyng black Cloth; and when she came up, this Examinant chid with hir; and her Grace answerid, She could not do with all, for the Quene held hir, while the Lord Admiral cut it up.
An other Tyme at Chelsey, the Lady Elizabeth herying the Pryvie-Lock undo, knowyng that he wold come in, ran out of hir Bed to hir Maydens, and then went behynd the Curteyn of the Bed, the Maydens beyng there; and my Lord tarried to have hyr com out, she can not till how long. This Examinate hard of the Gentlewomen. She thinks Mr. Power told it her. And then in the Galery this Examinate told my Lord that thes Things were complayned of, and that my Lady was evill spoken of: The Lord Admiral swore, God’s precious Soule! He wold tell my Lord Protector how yt slawnderid hym, and he wold not leave it, for he ment no Evill.
At Seymour-Place, when the Quene lay there, he did use a while to come up every Mornying in his Nyght-Gown, barelegged in his Slippers, where he found commonly the Lady Elizabeth up at her Boke: And then he wold loke in at the Gallery-Dore, and bid my Lady Elizabeth good Morrow, and so go his way. Then this Examinate told my Lord it was unsemly Sight to come so bare leggid to a Maydens Chambre; with which he was angry, but he left it.
At Hanworth, the Quene told this Examinate that my Lord Admirall loked in at the Galery-Wyndow, and se my Lady Elizabeth cast hir Armes about a Man’s neck. The which Heryng, this Examinate enquyred for it of my Lady’s Grace, who denyed it weepyng, and bad ax all hir Women: Thei all denyed it: And she knew it could not be so, for there came no Man, but Gryndall, the Lady Elizabeth’s Scholemaster. Howbeit, thereby this Examinate did suspect, that the Quene was gelows betwixt them, and did but feyne this, to thentent that this Examinate shuld take more hede, and be, as it were in watche betwixt hir and my Lord Admirall.
She saith also, that Mr. Ashley, hir Husband, hath diverse Tymes given this Examinate warnyng to take hede, for he did fere that the Lady Elizabeth did bere som Affection to my Lord Admirall, she semyd to be well pleased therewith, and somtyme she wold blush when he were spoken of: And one other told hir so also, but she cannot tell who it was.
Kateryn Aschyly".16
The cofferer, Thomas Parry, gives his account of hearsay evidence about Queen Katherine Parr, which has explicit reasons for Elizabeth’s departure from Hatfield. He was recalling his conversations with Kat Ashley.
"I do remember also, she told me, that the Admirall loved her but to well, and hadd so done a good while; and that the Queen was jealous on hir and him, in so moche that one Tyme the Quene, suspecting the often Accesse of the Admirall to the Lady Elizabeth’s Grace cam sodenly upon them, wher they were all alone, (he having her in his Armes:) wherefore the Quene fell out, bothe with the Lord Admirall and with her Grace also.
And hereupon the Quene called Mrs. Ashley to her, and told her Fansy [wish] in that Matier [matter], and of this was moch Displesure. And it was not long, before they partid asondre their Famylies; and, as I remembre, this was the Cause why she was sent from the Quene; or ells that her Grace partid from the Quene: I do not perfectly remembre whether of both she said, she went of herself, or was sent awaye.
Why, quoth, I hath ther been such familiaritie in dede betwene them? And with that, she sighed, and said, as I remembre, I will tell you more another Tyme; and all this, as I remembre, was on Twelf Eve last [around Christmas], that she told me these Thyngs. And at the same Tyme she told me, that he myght compass the Cownsell [council], if he wold, I remember she said more, “That if the King’s Majestie, that Dede is, had “lyved a littell longer, she [Elizabeth] shuld have been his Wief.” But after she hadd told me the Tale of the fynding of her Grace in his Armes, she semed to repent, that she had gone so farre with me, as she did; and prayed me in any wise that I wold not disclose thes Matters: And I said I wold not. And agayn she prayed me not to open yt, for her Grace shuld be dishonoured for ever, and she likewise undone. And I said I wold not; and said I had rather be pulled with Horses, thene I wold, or such like Words.".17
The statements of Kat Ashley and Thomas Parry are incriminating and they reveal Elizabeth had overly familiar relations with Thomas Seymour, but not that she agreed to marry him, nor do they mention anything other than what can be interpreted as good natured, but improper behaviour toward the young princess. Nevertheless, does “(he having her in his Armes:) wherefore the Quene fell out, bothe with ther Lord Admirall and with her Grace also,” imply a greater level of sexual involvement?
The completeness and truthfulness of these depositions has to be tempered with the knowledge of who was taking the depositions. That person was Sir Thomas Smith, reporting directly to Edward Seymour, the Lord Protector. Smith was also a friend of William Cecil, who was serving as secretary for Edward Seymour, so it is unlikely that Cecil would not have known of the depositions. The objective would seem to be to put enough on the record to incriminate Thomas Seymour, but not any truly damaging information about Elizabeth, if Sir Thomas Smith, William Cecil and Edward Seymour were already privy to a secret.
Lord Robert Tyrwhit, who was interrogating Elizabeth, was sure that all the participants (Elizabeth, Kat Ashley and Thomas Parry) were covering something, as is obvious in his report to the Lord Protector. His comments are pointed and skeptical, and lead one to believe that he was unaware of any cover-up of the events during the summer of 1548:
"They all synge onne Songe, and so I thynke they wuld not unless they had sett the Nott befor … or ells they could not so well agree.".18
Tyrwhit further writes to the Lord Protector:
I do verily believe that there hath been some secret promise between my Lady, Mistress Ashley and the cofferer, never to confess till death; and if it be so, it will never be gotten of her, but either by the King’s Majesty, or else by your Grace.".19
It hardly seems that what Parry and Ashley described was something they will “never confess till death.” Is there a deeper secret that will not reveal? Tyrwhit thinks Elizabeth was lying to him, but he cannot prove it or force her to confess. He says:
"But in no way she will not confess any practice by Mistress Ashley or the coffer concerning my Lord Admiral; and yet I do see it in her face that she is guilty, and do perceive as yet she will abide more storms ere she accuse Mistress Ashley.".20
To summarize to this point, Elizabeth was inexplicably absent from her stepmother’s lying in and not present when she died from complications from childbirth. Ostensibly, the reason was that she was sick, although she was not visited by a doctor, nor was the sickness ever defined. The depositions of Kat Ashley and Thomas Parry revealed that there was some inappropriate behaviour between her and her stepfather. While this was all rather strange, it cannot be said that it was overwhelmingly suspicious. All of Elizabeth’s biographers have issued mild rebukes for the princess’s behaviour and explained it away as the indiscretions of a very young woman.
However, Elizabeth then revealed that something far more important might have happened at Cheshunt. With her governess and cofferer in prison, Elizabeth wrote a letter to the Lord Protector at the beginning of 1549. She realized the danger she was in if she had compromised herself with Thomas Seymour. The letter was a masterful piece of diplomacy, evasion, guile, and challenge, written when she was fifteen years old without the guidance of any other adult. Further, she knew nothing of what Kat Ashley or Thomas Parry had revealed under threat of torture. Elizabeth writes about rumours of her being pregnant:
"Master Tirwhit and others have tolde me that there goeth rumours Abrode, wiche be greatly bothe agenste my Honour, and Honestie (wich, above al other thinkes I estime) wiche be these; that I am in the Tower, and with Childe by my Lord Admiral. My Lord, these ar shameful Schandlers [slanders], for the wiche, besides the great Desire I have to see the Kinge’s Majestie, I shall most hartily desire your Lordship that I may come to the Court after your first Determination; that I may shewe myself there as I am. Written in haste from Atfelde this 28th of January. [1549]
Your assured Friend to my little power.
Elizabeth".21
In her letter, Elizabeth denied that she was in the Tower, which everybody knew to be true, and then she denied that she was pregnant, which nobody, on record at least, had ever suggested. The letter indicates that either there were rumours of her being pregnant or that she wanted to forestall any thoughts in that direction. Yet, the wording of the letter is crafty. She denies that she was “with Childe,” but she does not deny that she had a child. This is a small but important distinction. Elizabeth at this point had little knowledge of what Edward Seymour the Lord Protector believes, or knows, about her behaviour with the Lord Admiral. This key sentence may have been an attempt to ferret out from the Lord Protector’s reaction what he knows about the summer of 1548.
Further, Elizabeth confronts Edward Seymour with the thought of her coming to court. There, she would have been a direct threat to Edward Seymour’s control and influence over the young king. Elizabeth was a precociously intelligent and had the advantage of being in line to the throne. The maturity in this letter was far beyond her years; she managed both to be contrite and to put the Lord Protector in a difficult situation. If she came to Court, courtiers and politicians would curry favour with her, just in case she succeeded to the throne.
In a second communication to the Lord Protector and the council, Elizabeth continues to defend her virtue and asks that the council send messengers into the counties to stop the rumours of her having a child:
"And, surely, the cause why that I was sorry that there should be any such about me, was because that I thought the people will say that I deserved, through my lewd demeanour, to have such a one, [As Lady Tyrwhit as Governess] and not that I mislike anything that your lordship, or the council, shall think good, for I know that you and the council are charged with me, or that I take upon me to rule myself, for, I know that they are most deceived that trusteth most in themselves, wherefore I trust that you shall never find that fault in me, to the which thing I do not see that your Grace has made any direct answer at this time, and seeing they make so evil reports already shall be but an increasing of these evil tongues. Howbeit, you did write ‘that if I would bring forth any that had reported it, you and the council would see it redressed,’ which thing, though I can easily do it, I would be loathe to do, because it is mine own cause; and, again, that it should be but abridging of an evil name of me that am glad to punish them, and so get the evil will of the people, which thing I would be loth to have. But if it might seem good to your lordship, and the rest of the council, to send forth a proclamation into the countries that they refrain their tongues, declaring how the tales be but lies, it should make both the people think that you and the council have great regard that no such rumors should be spread of any of the king’s majesty’s sisters,…".22 [Italics added]
The letter indicates previous correspondence on the subject, and in this letter, Elizabeth protests that she “deserved through my lewd demeanour, to have such a one.” Here, the lady does protest too much and is giving away the circumstances of her relation with Thomas Seymour (that is, that she was a willing party to her involvement). Again, Elizabeth does not clearly say that she did not have such a “one.” She confronts the issue of whether her “lewd demeanour” was the cause of it, but there is no clear denial of having any such child. She does not say the rumours are false; rather, she says the rumours are damaging to the “king’s majesty’s sisters.”
Elizabeth goes on to say that she will not name those who are spreading such rumors, even though the council has agreed to redress the issue if she would report such persons. She says she feels that this is not a good idea because the blame will fall back on her. Instead, she asks that the council put forth a proclamation to stop the gossip, which would have only fanned the flames.
Perhaps Elizabeth was discreetly told to drop the subject. This is the last known letter on the subject of a child. There was further correspondence about the return of her governess, and after much negotiation in which Elizabeth again showed courage, diplomacy and fortitude, Katherine Ashley and Thomas Parry returned to her household. A year or so later, William Cecil became an overseer of Elizabeth’s estates and she paid him £20 a year. William Cecil was one of the first men appointed to her council when she became queen, and he was forever a power within the English government.
A third hand account of Elizabeth raises further suspicions about the summer of 1548. Lady Jane Dormer was one of Queen Mary’s ladies-in-waiting. She married the Duke of Feria, a Spaniard who was attached to Prince Philip of Spain when he came to wed Mary. The duchess gave the account below, not recorded until many years later, to a household servant. It can only be described as rumor, but it does reveal what might have been believed in the court of Catholic Mary, and its detail gives it credibility. The account gives a description of a girl that fits young Elizabeth, a “very fair young lady,” and it shows how a midwife might have been brought into the household to attend the princess. It was possible, even probable, that the midwife would have gossiped about such an event to her neighbors, and the rumours that Elizabeth mentions in her letter to the Lord Protector could have spread from there:
"In King Edward’s time what passed between the Lord Admiral, Sir Thomas Seymour and her Doctor Latimer preached in a sermon, and was a chief cause the parliament condemned the Admiral. There was a bruit of a child born and miserably destroyed, but could not be discovered whose it was; only the report of the mid-wife, who was brought from her house blindfold thither, and so returned, saw nothing in the house while she was there, but candle light; only, she said, it was the child of a very fair young lady. There was muttering of the Admiral and this lady, who was then between fifteen and sixteen years of age. If it were so, it was the judgment of God upon the Admiral; and upon her, to make her ever after incapable of children … The reason why I write this is to answer the voice of my countrymen in so strangely exalting the lady Elizabeth, and so basely depressing Queen Mary.".23
Was there a child by Elizabeth that was “miserably destroyed”? Or, did this child, like Mary Seymour, disappear into the fog of English history?
A Changeling Child?
The ambiguities, uncertainties, distinctions, and contradictions of Elizabethan history dissolve into a great gray mist. Out of this mist, emerge simple-minded, one-dimensional characters and simple-minded renderings of complex issues. The Virgin Queen was a myth created by the Tudor propaganda machine that was copied uncritically by the vast majority of historians in the following centuries. Despite substantive evidence to the contrary, Elizabeth emerges as the dedicated public servant whose devotion to the emerging English nation knew no bounds. While Elizabeth had her virtues, her life and character are much more complex and involved than portrayed by conventional historians. To characterize Elizabeth as the Virgin Queen is to read her press releases, not the historical record. Moreover, to think such happenings did not occur just because they were not fully recorded is to ignore the politics of what is recorded and not recorded as history. So, to think that Elizabeth did not have children because they were not documented is to contradict the culture she lived in, contradict what is known of her personally, and contradict the ability of a society to cover-up unwanted information
In over four hundred years, there have been no critical investigations of whether or not Elizabeth had children. This question has remained strictly out of bounds as a subject of historical investigation. Some historians take the Virgin Queen route wherein Elizabeth was a Puritan virgin devoted only to her country. Others are a little more candid and admit that Elizabeth engaged in some flirtatious behaviour with the opposite sex but always conclude that she remained chaste throughout her life. None have investigated the rumours concerning Queen Elizabeth with any historical diligence or accuracy.
A more suspicious and suspecting mind could interpret the events of 1548 unfolding at the time like this: Katherine is either unaware of what is transpiring between Elizabeth and her husband, or in the libertine spirit of Marguerite of Navarre, she is encouraging or condoning the relationship. Whatever the situation, in April of 1548, Elizabeth can no longer hide the fact that she is six months pregnant by Thomas Seymour. Katherine Parr removes Elizabeth from the household at Hatfield and sends her to Sir Anthony Denny. She does this with the assistance and knowledge of Edward Seymour (the Lord Protector), Sir Thomas Smith and William Cecil. In this smaller household of close confidants, Elizabeth does not see any doctors that summer, even though reported as “sick,” because any examination would have revealed she was pregnant. Elizabeth gives birth to a child during July 1548. (A likely date and time for Oxford’s birth is July 21, 1548 at one in the morning.)
Months later, the plan unravels when the rash and foolish actions of Thomas Seymour cause the arrest of Elizabeth’s servants. They are interrogated about his behaviour with Elizabeth. Kat Ashley and Thomas Parry reveal indiscretions between Elizabeth and Thomas, but nothing is said that indicates Elizabeth intended to marry him or indicates Elizabeth has been pregnant. They agree on a story before they give their depositions, and this is why they seem to “sing together” as Lord Tyrwhit put it. Sir Thomas Smith records the depositions of Kat Ashley and Thomas Parry so nothing truly damaging to the princess is recorded for posterity. It is not until Elizabeth tries to clear her name that the idea of a pregnancy is broached by anyone. Elizabeth does not know how much Kat Ashley and Thomas Parry have revealed, and she may be trying to ascertain if the Lord Protector knows or is suspicious of her, or to deny the truth in advance. After two incriminating letters, she never mentions the issue again.
In addition, the interrogations of Elizabeth, Thomas Parry or Katherine Ashley may not have been as intensive as the history books record them as being. Lord Tyrwhit and Sir Thomas Smith may have reported to the Lord Protector through William Cecil. This would have given Cecil the power to edit the historical record of any comments that were too damaging to Elizabeth. The most damaging comments of the whole affair came not from the interrogations, but rather from the pen of Elizabeth. Only Elizabeth mentioned the possibility of a child.
Did Edward Seymour, the Lord Protector, know of Elizabeth’s pregnancy? On one hand, one could argue that William Cecil would keep a foot in all political camps and inform Edward Seymour (Lord Protector) of any private information revealed to him by Queen Katherine Parr. Then again, it may have been that William Cecil orchestrated the entire deception, and that is why Elizabeth is so grateful. In either case, it is unlikely that either William Cecil or Edward Seymour would inform the father, Thomas Seymour, that Elizabeth had given birth to his child. The historical record gives no indication that he was aware of such an event and, given his explosive personality, he probably would have done something about Elizabeth if he had known. The child, even though illegitimate, would have had some claim to the throne, especially if he was a male. This would have been an unthinkable position—Thomas Seymour running amuck as father of a royal child—for Edward Seymour or William Cecil. Therefore, it is realistic to think that Thomas Seymour never knew of the pregnancy of Elizabeth or the birth of his own child.
Was there a child by Elizabeth in the summer of 1548? The evidence is not conclusive nor beyond a reasonable doubt, but there are definitely grounds for suspicions. If there was a birth, what happened to that child? Was it destroyed as reported? This appears doubtful because it was a child of royal blood and had a claim on the throne. Elizabeth was the only other strong Protestant with a solid claim on the throne in a time when death by disease was often sudden. Even though she had been made a bastard at one time by act of Parliament in 1544, Henry VIII had confirmed the line of succession as Edward, Mary, and then Elizabeth. If the child king Edward VI died unexpectedly, the next in line to the throne would be the Catholic Mary, then Elizabeth. If Elizabeth was to die or was executed by her sister, there would be no legitimate Protestant heir. The Protestant faction would logically safeguard any Protestant heir to the throne, legitimate or illegitimate. Therefore, it seems extremely unlikely that the last part of this rumor, that the child was destroyed, would be true.
In the introduction to this book, four criteria were mentioned for determining if a child might have been born to Elizabeth. The first criterion was if there were suspicious circumstances or rumours of a child; the second criterion is a window of opportunity to give birth to such a child.
1. The first criterion is fulfilled by Elizabeth writing about the rumours of her bearing a child. These statements of Elizabeth are supported by the interrogations of her servants that indicate improprieties in the relationship between Elizabeth and her stepfather, Thomas Seymour. The later comments of the Duchess of Feria further corroborate the existence of rumours of Elizabeth having a child. The detailed account of the midwife’s going to the house blindfolded further lends credence to the account by painting a detailed picture of a birth. The conclusion that the child was destroyed contains little detailed description, in contrast to the birth, which makes it less convincing.
2. Additionally, there is the disappearance of Mary Seymour, another child of high status, whose last known whereabouts was connected to someone who became one of Elizabeth’s most trusted councellors. This gives a modus operandi to how an unwanted child might have been made to disappear. Cecil then emerged out of nowhere and for some inexplicable reason became the “friend” of the princess forevermore.
3. The second criterion is more than fulfilled by Elizabeth being in seclusion for four months. This is even more striking because it occurred at a time when Elizabeth should have been present at the lying-in of her stepmother, Queen Katherine Parr. While there are claims that Elizabeth was sick during this period, she was not visited by any doctor, nor is there any account of what her illness might have been.
In conclusion, there is the known disappearance of one child and there are grave suspicions of the birth of a second child to Elizabeth.
The question now arises, “Where were the babies?”
Chapter 3: A Hasty Marriage and Three Murders
An Earl in a Bind
In the months after becoming Lord Protector in 1547, Edward Seymour directed his attention to John de Vere 16th Earl of Oxford, with the aim of extorting money and property from him. Apparently, he was able to force John de Vere into signing bonds that obligated the Earl to pay approximately £6,000. Since it was not possible that Edward Seymour could have loaned John de Vere such a staggering sum, there must be another explanation. It is possible that he had information on John de Vere that he could use as a pretext for criminal charges against the Earl.
One possibility is that John de Vere had a bigamous marriage with a Joan Jockey, much to the displeasure of his first wife, Dorothy Neville and her relatives. Edward Seymour might have used this as grounds for his blackmail. No records indicate John de Vere paid anything to Edward Seymour, but such records might be incomplete, never closely examined, or missing.
The Earls of Oxford of the Vere family use the name "de Vere." while the rest of the family simply uses "Vere." Why this peculiarity exists is unexplained.
On February 26, 1548, Edward Seymour forced the 16th Earl of Oxford to post a bond that required a marriage contract for John de Vere’s daughter if the Earl did not repay the amount due. The contract would have married the Earl’s daughter, Katherine Vere, to Seymour’s son, Henry. The son was seven at the time and Katherine Vere about twelve. Part of this arrangement was a penalty that took away any collateral heirs’ rights to inherit the majority of the de Vere land holdings. As there was little realistic hope that John de Vere could pay the enormous amount due, Edward Seymour had in effect forced a marriage contract on John de Vere, plus he had forced de Vere to give up important rights. On the same day that John de Vere signed away his daughter and agreed to the fine, he made a new will, witnessed by Thomas Golding, who was the brother of Margery Golding and the half-brother of Arthur Golding.
The records are not very good and the matter is not completely clear. What is clear is that after the execution of Edward Seymour, Parliament released John de Vere from this bond. This lends credibility to the idea that Edward was extorting money from John de Vere. Further, the contract for the marriage of his daughter was never enforced. Philip Morant gives this version of the Earl’s predicament:
"The account we have of it is as follows: Edward Seymour, Duke of Somerset, Protector of the Realm, out of his extreme avarice and greedy appetite did under color of justice convent before himself for certain criminal causes John Earl of Oxford and so terrify him that to save his life he was obliged to alienate to the said Duke by deed all his estates, lordships, castles, manores &c.”.1
In January 1548, John de Vere’s first wife, Dorothy Neville, died. John and Dorothy Neville had one daughter, Katherine, who appears to have been born between 1536 and 1537, and another child who died as an infant “in the swaddling clouts.” Dorothy Neville was the daughter of Ralph Neville, 4th Earl of Buckingham and Catherine Stafford, second daughter of Edward Stafford, 3rd Duke of Buckingham. Henry VIII executed Catherine’s grandfather in 1521, possibly because Buckingham was descended from Thomas of Woodstock, who was of royal blood. His marriage to Dorothy Neville allied John de Vere with much of the old aristocracy, mistrusted by Henry VIII, and the men that came to power after Henry’s death. Henry never trusted the northern families such as the Nevilles (Earls of Westmoreland) and the Percys (Earls of Northumberland). It was in these regions that the rebellions against Henry took place. Henry VII and Henry VIII had pursued policies to reduce the power of the old noble families and create an aristocratic caste that was loyal to the Tudors. John de Vere was from one of the oldest titles in England, going back to 1142, and was never in the circles of the king’s advisors and confidants. John de Vere, 16th Earl of Oxford, remained out of the political limelight throughout Henry VIII’s reign.
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