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A NOTE ON MONEY AND DATES

English monetary values are recorded in pounds (l), shillings (s) and pence (d), with twenty shillings in the pound and twelve pence in the shilling. The mark was a unit of account, with one mark being worth thirteen shillings and four pence, therefore two-thirds of a pound. There are many pitfalls to estimating the value of currently across the centuries; however, a useful guide is the National Archives’ Currency Converter (see www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/currency) that suggests one pound in 1480 would have been worth an equivalent of £504.59 at 2005 prices, with one shilling worth an equivalent of £25.23 and one penny equalling £2.10. The standard unit of French money was the livre tournois, divided into twenty sols (later sous), each worth twelve denier. One ecu was worth the equivalent of six livres tournois. The value of the livre tournois to the pound fluctuated, but it is generally estimated that there were ten livres tournois in the pound, with one shilling being worth two livres tournois.

Dates are given according to contemporary sources that followed the Julian calendar in use at the time. With the adoption of the Gregorian Calendar in 1752, account should be taken of the fact that these dates do not match with the exact dates of our current calendar. The difference between the two calendars in the fifteenth century is nine days, so the battle of Bosworth, while fought on 22 August in 1485, would have actually been 31 August in our contemporary calendar.


INTRODUCTION

Shortly after Palm Sunday, 1484, a Silesian knight, Niclas von Popplau, arrived in England. His first journey had been from the Kentish coast, where he had landed, to pay his own pilgrimage to the internationally renowned shrine of Thomas Becket at Canterbury, which Popplau later noted in a journal he made of his visit ‘was more beautiful than any I have seen before, decorated beyond all measure with many gem stones’.1 Journeying to the capital, Popplau visited Westminster Abbey, where, among others, he saw the tomb of Edward the Confessor. Eight days after Easter, Popplau set off from London with the intention of visiting the king himself, currently residing in Yorkshire. As the Silesian travelled northwards, through Ware, Cambridge, Stamford and Newark, he found himself something of a novelty to the local population, at times being pursued by ‘beautiful women who followed me around’ attempting to kiss him. ‘If I refused to kiss one’, he later wrote, ‘she would depart in embarrassment, but would return half an hour later, and with much deference offered me food and drink. And all this they did just so as to deprive me of my virginity.’ Still, Popplau found them to be the ‘most beautiful women, the likes of which I have not seen anywhere in the world. They love the Germans, they like to be flirted with, they have more beautiful home-spun breasts, and by nature from head to foot larger and sturdier limbs, than German women.’ As for the men, Popplau found them ‘hot headed and choleric disposition, and when they burst out in anger take no pity on anyone’.

Passing through Doncaster and on to York, Popplau noted how the city ‘was the patrimony of the present king of England, before he was elected or became king by his own power’.2 Arriving in York, he found the minster there ‘an even more beautiful church than in London, and much more ostentatious, in all its buildings more extensively decorated’. On 1 May, Popplau arrived at a ‘strong castle’ not far from York, likely to have been Pontefract Castle.* ‘Here are kept the king’s treasure’, Popplau noted, ‘and great lords like the king’s children and the sons of princes which are kept like prisoners.’3

The following day, Popplau was granted an audience with King Richard III, ‘in the presence of all princes, earls, councillors and all his nobility’. Popplau addressed Richard in Latin, delivering letters from the Holy Roman Emperor as well as the king’s sister, Margaret, the duchess of Burgundy. Richard was apparently ‘astonished’ at Popplau’s eloquence; reading the letters, Popplau later wrote, Richard ‘himself approached me, took me by the hand and drew me to him. He answered me in Latin through an interpreter that his majesty the king would gladly do everything I asked as far as lay within his power to do, for the sake of His Imperial Majesty the Prince of Burgundy and also for my own sake, on account of my eloquence, which he would not have expected of me, had he not heard it himself.’4 Richard then addressed Popplau three times (‘as is the custom in England’, Popplau noted): ‘I welcome you, and be freely welcome with me.’5 After Popplau left the king’s court, he was conducted to a nearby inn by one of Richard’s gentlemen of the royal chamber, though they quickly found that they were not alone; ‘many people followed us to the house, including women and maidens. They entered the inn secretly, but with the hostess’s permission, so that they might look at me alone.’

The next day Richard sent for Popplau to attend mass at the nearby church, no doubt designed to impress the Silesian with the quality of musicianship that he had already collected from across the country. Popplau was suitably impressed. ‘There I heard the most delightful music that I heard in all my life, which in the purity of the voices might well be compared to the angels.’ After mass, Richard ordered a Flemish nobleman who was currently residing at court, John, lord of Bergen op Zoom, to take Popplau by the hand and lead him to his chamber, in a tent erected near to the church. Going inside, Popplau was struck by its lavish contents: ‘There I saw the King’s bed, covered in red velvet and a cloth of gold . . . in the same way as His Imperial Majesty’s bed is so adorned. And in the king’s tent there was also a table covered all around with cloths of silk embroidered with gold, set up next to the bed.’ Catching sight of Richard himself as the king prepared to sit down to dinner, Popplau was equally impressed at the splendour Richard had cloaked himself in. ‘The king went to dinner and wore a collar of gold with many pearls the size of peas, and diamonds. The collar was as thick as a man’s hand, and was worn over his left shoulder across his back and under his right arm.’

It was a display, Popplau believed, that had been ‘deliberately placed by the wise men of his court in such a way that I should see him sit at table in his regal splendour’. At the king’s table were ‘his princes and Lords’; Popplau observed how when Richard ‘had sat down there sat with him two princes, the king’s blood-relatives, and the earl of Northumberland, who is the most powerful in all England. But they sat a long way from the King at the very end of the table.’

When Richard noticed Popplau had entered the tent, he ordered that he should sit at the table ‘alongside his two kinsmen’. Popplau replied that rather than sit with the king’s companions, his ‘greatest pleasure and desire’, especially since he was due to depart shortly, was to sit close to the king, ‘to see his royal majesty’s face and exceedingly famous virtues’, an answer which, Popplau noted, ‘greatly pleased the king’.

As the pair conversed at the table, Popplau observed how Richard ‘grew animated’ at his answers, ‘so that he barely ate of any dish, but continually talked with me’:


He asked me about his Imperial majesty, all kings and princes of the Empire who were known to me, about their customs, fortunes, dealings, and virtues. I answered with everything that was to their honour. Then the king was silent for a while. Afterwards he began again to question me, of many things and dealings, and finally also of the Turks. And I replied to him that before Martinmas 1483 his Majesty the King of Hungary with the aid of forces sent by His Imperial Majesty and his Imperial Majesty’s lands, had slain more than 12,000 Turks of the Turkish emperor. When the king heard this, he was greatly pleased and answered ‘I would that this kingdom and land of mine lay on the Turkish border instead of the kingdom of Hungary. Then I would certainly just with my own people and without the aid of other kings, princes and lords drive away not only the Turks but all my enemies and opponents.’6



‘O Dear God, what a gracious lord I recognised in that king’, Popplau wrote, full of praise for his royal host. The German also noted how the king was ‘three fingers taller than I, but a little slimmer, and not as muscular7 and much thinner’, adding that ‘he has very delicate arms and legs, also a great heart’.

Several days later, Richard gave Popplau a gift of fifty nobles. Popplau stayed at the royal court for around eight days, when he ‘was almost always present at court at his meals’, before finally deciding to continue his journey. Informing the king of his departure, Richard replied that he would ‘not impede my intended way. But should, my planned journey complete, I care to return to his majesty on the way back, I should be even more welcome to him than now.’ Richard then gave Popplau a gold collar ‘which he took from the neck of a gentleman’. Overwhelmed by the king’s generosity, Popplau begged ‘that he should not grant such a gift to me, being entirely undeserving, for I had not come to his Majesty to seek handouts or gifts, but his royal majesty’s favour’. To this Richard, almost offended, retorted that ‘if for the sake of my own honour I would refuse his gifts, which it was his honour to give, how did I expect to gain his favour? Therefore, if I desired his good grace, I should also accept this gracious mark of honour, and not reject it.’ Popplau meekly thanked Richard and with hesitation accepted the gift, though he could not help but notice that the collar was of significant weight, weighing thirteen ounces in gold.

Popplau was given safe conduct to travel the country unharmed, though for the moment he was ‘commanded’ by the king to rent an inn, where he continued to be visited by members of Richard’s chamber, together with ‘the king’s musicians, shawms, pipers and lutenists’, whom Popplau rewarded with a gift of four crowns. Richard gave Popplau an additional fifty nobles, and when the German attempted to refuse yet another gift, the king became ‘animated’ and ‘sent me a message asking whether I were of royal or princely blood that I should hold his gifts in contempt, to whom I replied that I had refused his majesty’s gifts not out of contempt, but simply on account of honour. And he rebuked me with harsh words, and pressed me to such a degree that I had to accept it.’

When Popplau was ready to depart, he was given letters of safe conduct by the king, while one of Richard’s men, a Spanish captain called Juan de Salazar, a soldier of fortune who would later fight on Richard’s behalf, approached the German with ‘letters and instructions for his good friends in his own country, that they should show me friendship and favour, and he did this of his own free will, even though I had not ever approached or asked him for it’.8

Popplau would soon depart England for Portugal, where he visited the court of King John II. Once again, Popplau gave ample descriptions of the generosity with which he was treated at a royal court. Throughout his work, his willingness to describe the courts and holy places across Europe suggests that the knight had been sent on a mission for political purposes, rather than for his own pleasure. The same year as his visit to Richard’s court, Popplau had been promoted to the rank of palatinus at the court of Emperor Frederick III, becoming one of the monarch’s close associates. His tours across Europe seem to have been to gather information for his master, which would include descriptions of the castles that he saw, in particular the military installations at the French naval base of Honfleur and detailed accounts of Portuguese expeditions to Africa.9 Yet it is striking that Popplau had clearly been impressed with his English host, noting that, when he had finally departed, ‘the king of England had given me a dead boar’ (either a boar to eat during the farewell party that Richard had commanded be held at the local inn, or referring to the collar of gold, which would have been decorated with Richard’s insignia of the white boar).

Popplau’s description of Richard provides us with a rare, contemporary glimpse into the world of Richard III. Of course, we are viewing Richard as he would wish to be seen, knowing that Popplau was likely to pass on any report of his conduct to his royal master, Frederick III. Richard’s personality and behaviour had become the talk of the courts of Europe. Barely over a year before, Richard had been the unswervingly loyal younger brother of Edward IV, the Yorkist king who had reigned, albeit with one deposition in 1470, for over twenty years. Edward’s death, aged just forty-one, in April 1483 had transformed everything. Many had expected his eldest son, Prince Edward, aged thirteen, to inherit the throne as Edward V. A coronation was planned, but would never take place. Richard, having been entrusted as the new king’s Protector, eventually chose to accept the crown for himself, being crowned Richard III on 6 July 1483. In the whirlwind of political events, Edward V and his younger brother, Richard, duke of York, disappeared into the Tower of London, never to be seen again. Within eighty-eight days, Richard had gone from brother to Protector to king. Immediately, his unforeseen reign had been beset by rebellion, including by his closest ally, Henry, duke of Buckingham.

Popplau’s visit to Richard’s court was against the backdrop of a king determined to demonstrate his military capabilities and defend his kingdom; for several weeks afterwards, Richard would continue to remain in the north, basing himself at Scarborough, where he prepared for naval warfare against the Scots. If Richard was able to express his generosity to Popplau in a confident manner, he hid well his own anxieties and concerns, as well as his own significant personal grief for the sudden loss of his son, Prince Edward, who had died at Middleham in April 1484. Without an heir, Richard’s dynasty seemed even more uncertain than that of his elder brother at the time of his sudden death. Richard, aged only thirty, would have time to father future heirs; far harder was it to rid himself of the rumours that were swirling around the courts of Europe that he had actively initiated the deaths of his brother’s heirs, Edward V and Prince Richard. Just months before, in January 1484, the French chancellor, Guillaume de Rochefort, had warned the Estates General at Tours, faced with the minority of the thirteen-year-old king, Charles VIII, that the French nobility must not follow the example set in England the previous year. ‘Think, I beg you’, de Rochefort had pleaded, ‘what happened in that land after the death of King Edward, that his children already grown up and remarkable, were killed with impunity, and the royal crown was passed, with the people’s blessing, to their killer.’ Hearing the same rumours that surrounded Richard’s ascent to the throne, Popplau noted that ‘King Richard, who reigns at the moment, has also killed King Edward’s sons, as is said, so that he and not they might be crowned.’ Yet Popplau had also heard a different version of the tale, one which he was inclined to agree with, that ‘some say they are still alive and are kept in a dark cellar’.10

Popplau’s account of Richard’s court presents itself in stark contrast to later accounts of Richard’s reign, providing us with a sense of the ‘real’ Richard, a king both generous, impassioned and learned. Yet if we are to place Richard in the context of his own time, and not that of later accounts such as William Shakespeare’s fabled Richard III, it is to the contemporary sources that we must return if we are to divorce fact from fiction.

The Richard III we have ourselves inherited through historical tradition is one that has been shaped and moulded by that convenient fiction, of viewing Richard as the personification of evil, a child-killer, a man whom nothing, or no one, would stop him from obtaining his ambition of wearing the royal crown. This later re-invention of Richard III has already been decried by so-called ‘Ricardians’ as ‘Tudor propaganda’, but in many respects the nature of historical debate surrounding Richard III still remains depressingly predictable.

As far back as 1788, the antiquary William Hutton, in his book The Battle of Bosworth Field, recognised that Richard, ‘of all the English monarchs, bears the greatest contrariety of character’: ‘Some few have conferred upon him almost angelic excellence, have clouded his errors, and blazened every virtue that could adorn a man. Others, as if only extremes would prevail, present him in the blackest dye; his thoughts were evil, and that continually, and his actions diabolical; the most degraded mind inhabited the most deformed body.’ Yet, Hutton admitted, ‘Richard’s character, like every man’s, had two sides . . . though most writers display but one.’11 Nearly 230 years on, historical scholarship has ensured that more information has been unearthed on Richard III than most medieval monarchs, yet the popular debate has stubbornly refused to move on. All too often, Richard III’s life and reign remain defined by the question, ‘Was he a good or bad king?’, or, more predictably, ‘Did he kill the princes in the Tower?’

It is difficult to break out of the dramatic cycle of events, moulded by the sources that we are reliant upon. Richard’s fame often has more to do with the deeply ingrained portrait of the king that we have inherited from Shakespeare. Through the dramatist’s pen, Richard was transformed from an historical figure into the archetypal villain. Throughout Shakespeare’s first history cycle, Richard appears as a ‘carnal cur’, ‘hell’s black intelligencer’, a ‘bottled toad’, ‘an indigested and ill-formed lump’ and a ‘lump of foul deformity’, whose penchant for evil deeds and appearance are formed into one hideous personality.

Shakespeare’s Richard III was not entirely a dramatic invention. Over the past century since Richard’s death, historical writing had sought to denigrate Richard’s name. In the years immediately following the battle of Bosworth, the Warwickshire antiquary John Rous, who had in Richard’s own lifetime praised the king as ‘a mighty prince and especial good lord’ who was ‘full commendably punishing offenders of the laws, especially oppressors of the Commons, and cherishing those that were virtuous, by the which discreet guiding he got great thanks and love of all his subjects great and poor’, now turned against the dead king, who he declared was ‘excessively cruel in his days . . . in the way that Antichrist is to reign. And like the Antichrist to come, he was confounded at his moment of greatest pride.’ He described the king as ‘small of stature, with a short face and unequal shoulders, the right higher and the left lower’, though even this had been later altered in the manuscript so that Richard’s left shoulder was to be higher than his right, just as portraits of the king would be altered to depict Richard as a hunchback.12

Popplau’s account of his stay at Richard’s court is the most detailed contemporary description of Richard and his royal household, though further glimpses of Richard’s personality can be gleaned from the king’s own letters, together with surviving payments and warrants. Other contemporary chronicles and accounts also exist to provide flesh to the bones of our knowledge, though, compared to the sixteenth century, the fifteenth century and the narrative accounts of its politics fall into an unsteady period of historical writing, departing from the monastic chronicles of the medieval period, yet not fully ensconced in the humanist histories of the Tudor period. The consequences of this mean that, particularly for the reign of Edward IV, historians possess less strictly contemporary information than any other reign in English history since Henry III. If establishing the precise sequence of events proves problematic at times, still more elusive is the establishment of motive or the understanding of personality in politics. If it is difficult to discern the intentions behind Richard’s actions at times, it is, as Geoffrey Elton observed, ‘because no sound contemporary history exists for this age that its shape and meaning are so much in dispute now’.13 Many authors now considered to be crucial sources of information were unaware that they were writing ‘history’ for a public audience; many simply considered that they were making notes in private commonplace books or letters, interspersing important national events occasionally among events of a more personal or local nature. Personal letters such as those from the Paston, Plumpton, Stonor or Cely collections provide an invaluable window into the private thoughts of individuals reacting to political circumstance, yet compared to the voluminous State Papers collected in the reign of Henry VIII, they are meagre. Other professional recorders of events did so with an agenda that suited their own needs, and not those of the twenty-first-century historian.

One of the most important sources for the years 1471–85 is the account generally known as the ‘Second Continuation of the Croyland Chronicle’, yet its authorship, and by inference its purpose and bias, remains contested among historians.14 While we know that its author was a doctor of canon law and a councillor of Edward IV, elsewhere he claims that he wrote and completed the narrative within ten days, ending on the last day of April 1486. Even if the work’s direct authorship cannot be concluded upon, it is clear that reference has been made to official documentation in its compilation. Certain elements even demonstrate a distinct personal knowledge of Richard’s reign, such as the recording of an oath taken by the nobility to Richard’s son, Edward, in ‘a certain room near the corridor which leads to the queen’s chambers’.15 One gets the sense that the narrator of events, perhaps told to the scribe who composed the chronicle, was at the heart of power: the fact that John Russell, bishop of Lincoln and Chancellor during Richard’s reign, is known to have resided at Crowland Abbey during April 1486 surely points to his guiding influence in the composition of the political sections.16

For Richard specifically, recent discoveries in the twentieth century have transformed our understanding of his reign. The Great Chronicle of London, first published from a manuscript in 1938, was the product of the industry of the draper Robert Fabyan, who was writing up to his death in February 1513. It provides us with important near-contemporary evidence of the reign from a London perspective; the equally important discovery of Dominic Mancini’s manuscript account of the ‘Usurpation of Richard the Third’, in the archives at Lille, reveals another first-hand account of Richard’s ascent to the throne, written no more than six months after the event. Yet even Mancini is the product of what rumours, information and disinformation were circulating throughout the capital during that heady summer of 1483; no source is beyond reproach as truly independent. It was the Italian historian Polydore Vergil, writing in the early sixteenth century, yet whose work, the Anglia Historica, was not published until 1534, who imposed a new pattern of historical development upon the events of the fifteenth century. Instead of writing history in an annalistic fashion, as previously employed by medieval chroniclers, Vergil chose to divide English history into royal reigns. As a result, the personality of a king would now play an ever greater role than before. For Vergil, Richard’s own personality would be critical in understanding the failure of his reign. He was ‘little of stature, deformed of body, the one shoulder being higher than the other’, while he had ‘a short and sour countenance, which seemed to savour of mischief, and utter evidently craft and deceit. The while he was thinking of any matter, he did continually bite his nether lip, as though that cruel nature of his did so rage against itself in that little carcass. Also he was wont to be ever with his right hand pulling out of the sheath to the midst, and putting in again, the dagger which he did always wear. Truly he had a sharp wit, provident and subtle, apt to both counterfeit and dissemble; his courage also high and fierce.’17 It was a highly influential portrait of Richard that would remain for centuries, establishing a template that would be followed by Thomas More, and the later Tudor chroniclers Edward Hall and Ralph Hollinshed, before being cast into literary legend by Shakespeare.

Admittedly, much has been done to dispel the myth of the ‘black legend’ of Richard III. Since the publication of Horace Walpole’s Historic Doubts on the Life and Reign of Richard III, published in 1768, Richard’s memory has found loyal defenders, from Clements Markham to Josephine Tey. Richard’s generosity, his piety and his pronouncements on the dispensing of justice have been held up as signs that he was a ‘good king’, whose virtues have been suppressed, yet these features of Richard’s personality and reign should not be gathered together in an attempt to make a case for the defence of the king, for it ignores the wider context of medieval nobility and kingship that Richard was immersed in. His behaviour and words cannot be taken in isolation; kings before and after Richard acted in a similar manner, for that was what was expected of them. Yet to create a white legend of Richard’s personality seems merely to perpetuate the sterile debate of a ‘good’ Richard versus an ‘evil’ Richard. The history of Richard III needs to be treated with balance and more accurate scholarship, something that can only be achieved by returning where possible to the original sources and contemporary accounts of Richard’s life and reign, exploring his life as it was, not as it was later to be seen.

Nor can our understanding of Richard’s personality, his motives and ambitions, be gleaned from the last few years of his life alone. For over a decade, Richard stood by Edward IV as his loyal brother, following him into exile and earning his spurs fighting successfully at the battles of Barnet and Tewkesbury. Richard’s experiences in the wars against Scotland shaped his sense of leadership and longing for military glory, while an early taste of Richard’s ruthlessness can be witnessed in his early land transactions and determination to build an affinity and power base of his own. The fact that Richard managed to establish himself as one of the greatest and most powerful noblemen of his age, in spite of his status as one of Edward IV’s younger brothers, demonstrates Richard’s early determination to succeed. Richard’s early career as duke of Gloucester, built as it was on the shifting sands of the brutal world of fifteenth-century politics, is important for understanding why Richard later chose to take the decisions he did in becoming king.

This work has unapologetically been written as a narrative history of Richard’s life and reign; in doing so, attention has been paid mainly to the high court politics of the age, and Richard’s role within this world. I have attempted to focus also on how Richard constructed his own power base, for it was his northern affinity, constructed in his early years as duke, that would prove so crucial for him obtaining the throne. Richard’s accession to the throne had only been made possible, not just through Richard’s own personality, but through a coalition of support that placed the crown on Richard’s head. Too much attention is traditionally paid to Richard’s individual role in his accession, when, like any political coronation, this was only possible with the support of certain key members of the nobility, who backed regime change. Richard’s success depended as much upon their own individual grievances and ambitions as his own.

This is surely the key point about the battle of Bosworth, where Richard fell defeated, not by Henry Tudor, but by the defection and loss of support of his own army and his ‘northern men’ on whom he had relied to build his career first as duke of Gloucester, then as Protector and finally as king. While individual personalities are crucial for understanding the nature of power in the fifteenth century, it is important not to forget that kings and noblemen were the corporate representation of a far wider range of ideals, and, more realistically, ambitions, of the men who served them.

Richard III reigned for just 788 days, yet his reign is unique in late-medieval history for the wealth of archival evidence we have inherited, partly through the survival of his signet docket book, together with privy seal and Exchequer warrants, many of which remain unpublished. It is possible to fashion from these an almost day-by-day account of Richard’s reign, and it is through this detail, of returning to the original sources, that I have attempted to bring a fresh perspective on Richard’s reign.

Aged only thirty-two at his death, Richard III remains a strong candidate for being our most celebrated and controversial king. Hundreds of books have been written about him, while he remains the only English king with two organisations dedicated to his name, with the Richard III Society, originally founded in 1924, ‘in the belief that many features of the traditional accounts of the character and career of Richard III are neither supported by sufficient evidence nor reasonably tenable’, currently with a membership of several thousand. Recently, popular interest in Richard III has surged with the discovery of the king’s remains in Leicester, prompting even more books, articles and television programmes. This book is not an attempt to compete with the popular mania surrounding Richard. Instead, by exploring Richard’s life in fresh detail, its aim is not only to see the king’s life and reign through the lens of the fifteenth century, but to gain a sense of why Richard behaved and ruled in the fashion he did, for ‘good’ or for ‘evil’.



* Richard himself told Popplau in a later conversation that the castle was called ‘Pons Fractus’


PART ONE

BROTHER


1

SONS OF YORK

On 21 May 1471, Edward IV rode into the capital in triumph. He was escorted by thousands of horsemen, ‘well accompanied and mightily with great lords, and in substance all the noblemen of the land’, the author of one account recorded, ‘well arrayed for war’.1 It was not the only time during his reign that the king had marched into London ‘in state’, to declare his reign restored. Ten years ago, aged just nineteen, Edward had marched into the capital to claim the throne as rightfully his, displacing the hapless Lancastrian king, Henry VI. Now he returned once more the victor, having won back his kingdom for a second time. This time, however, he had made sure that the Lancastrian cause was all but destroyed. At the battles of Barnet and Tewkesbury, fought just weeks before, not only had Richard Neville, the earl of Warwick, been killed at Barnet, but the Lancastrian prince and heir, Edward, had been slain at Tewkesbury. Henry’s queen, Margaret of Anjou, had been captured, and was now paraded through the streets of London in a heavily guarded carriage, the symbol of his victory of victories on a day of Roman triumph.

The mayor and aldermen of London went out to meet their restored king in the meadows between Islington and Shoreditch, where they were knighted, the number of knighthoods distributed without parallel. Edward then made his way through the streets of the capital, at the head of a huge force, numbered by several chroniclers as approaching 30,000 men, as banners and tattered standards of war were unfurled, with trumpets and clarions playing. Alongside, or following just behind, rode Edward’s two brothers, George, duke of Clarence, and Richard, duke of Gloucester, together with the dukes of Norfolk, Suffolk and Buckingham, six earls and sixteen barons, ‘together with other nobles, knights, esquires and a host of horsemen larger than had ever been seen before’.2

Edward’s victory against his enemies was complete. ‘Upon this occasion’, the Crowland chronicler observed, ‘many were struck with surprise and astonishment, seeing there was now no enemy left for him to encounter.’3 The Lancastrian dynasty was effectively over. As the author of a tract known as the ‘Arrivall of Edward IV’ noted, ‘it appeared to every man at eye the said party was extinct and repressed for ever, without any manner hope of again quickening; utterly despaired of any manner of hope or relief’.4

The three brothers, Edward IV, George, duke of Clarence, and Richard, duke of Gloucester, presented what seemed a united front: the Yorkist dynasty in all its pomp. But behind this display of unity lay the reality that the dynasty had nearly been torn apart by division and disloyalty. Clarence had himself been a prime mover in the rebellion that had led to Edward IV’s forced exile to Burgundy, and an ally of Warwick, only coming back into his brother’s fold and gaining his pardon at the eleventh hour. Victory had been achieved not without its costs, and indeed not without new loyalties that the king had come to depend upon in his years of greatest crisis. His brother Clarence may have failed him, but Richard, duke of Gloucester, still aged just eighteen, had proved an invaluable companion and campaigner. With his military record unsurpassed, the past year, which had seen exile alongside his brother and the experience of two hard-fought battles, now placed him arguably as the king’s most important ally and support. For Richard, recovering from his wounds, his first taste of battle had proved not only his usefulness and loyalty to his brother, but had shown that he could withstand the brutality of combat. Leading the Yorkist vanguard, he had managed to hold his own in a ‘sharp fight’. If the battle at Barnet was a rite of passage, Richard had come of age. For the first time, his own fortunes had begun to transform him from obscure younger brother to powerful lord in his own right, rewarded with land and office. From this moment, Richard, duke of Gloucester, would continue to hold the centre stage of fifteenth-century politics. Richard’s reputation as a loyal brother had been forged in the tumultuous events of 1471: yet it was a reputation that already was not without controversy.

That same night, Henry VI was found dead in the Tower of London. The coincidence would not go unremarked upon. The Yorkist version of the story attempted to suggest that the former king had died of grief, discovering that night the death of his son and the end of his cause, ‘not having, afore that, knowledge of the said matters, he took it to so great dispite, ire, and indignation, that, of pure displeasure, and melancholy’, he died two days later.5 Other chroniclers told a different tale. ‘I would pass over in silence the fact that at this period King Henry was found dead in the Tower of London’, the Crowland chronicler remarked; adding only, ‘may God spare and grant time for repentance to the person, whoever he was, who thus dared to lay sacrilegious hands upon the Lord’s anointed!’ Cryptically, the chronicler hinted that he knew who had committed the deed. ‘He who perpetrated this has justly earned the title of tyrant, while he who thus suffered had gained that of a glorious Martyr.’6

Henry’s body was exhibited at St Paul’s Cathedral for several days, before being carried by barge ‘solemnly prepared for the purpose, provided with lighted torches’, to Chertsey Abbey, and there ‘honourably interred’. Ceremony, no matter how honourable, could not mask the sinister rumours that now swirled around the capital. After Henry’s body had been ‘chested’, one chronicler wrote, his coffin had been brought to St Paul’s, where its lid was opened, placing the king’s face on display, ‘that every man might see him’. Yet it was noted that ‘in his lying there he bled on the pavement there’, while afterwards, the corpse having been brought to Blackfriars, ‘there he bled new and fresh’.7

If Henry had been silenced in the Tower, the finger of blame pointed immediately at his successor, King Edward. ‘King Edward caused King Henry to be secretly assassinated’, the Milanese ambassador in France reported, ‘he has, in short, chosen to crush the seed’.8

If Edward had been responsible for the king’s death, giving the order for his execution, then, it was said, another had performed the deed, or followed through with the king’s wishes. Richard, duke of Gloucester, had not yet turned nineteen, but already he had been appointed Constable of England in reward for his services to his brother the king, having loyally served him throughout his exile the previous year; as Constable, Richard was also in command of the Tower itself, and the welfare of its royal prisoner. One chronicler wrote how it had been on the night of 21 May, at between eleven and twelve o’clock at night, that Richard himself had been present at the Tower when Henry, ‘being inward in prison . . . was put to death’.9

Whatever the truth of the stories, no one could deny that the long-suffering Henry VI was now dead, and the Lancastrian dynasty and its royal line were effectively extinct. In contrast, while in sanctuary at West-minster, where she had fled after discovering that the king had been forced into exile, Edward’s queen, Elizabeth, had given birth to the couple’s first son, Edward. The Yorkist dynasty, triumphant in battle, had now been blessed with a male heir, securing its future.

Just two months after Edward had gambled his reign in battle, on 3 July 1471, in the Parliament chamber at Westminster, the Yorkist court gathered to celebrate its new-found stability, in the form of the baby prince. Restating their loyalty to the dynasty, an oath of homage was taken by all members of the nobility, recognising Edward IV’s newborn son, Edward, as Prince of Wales. The prince’s uncle, Richard, had travelled south especially for the ceremony. He swore that the young baby, ‘first begotten son of our sovereign lord’, was ‘to be very and undoubted heir to our said lord as to the crowns and realms of England and France and lordship of Ireland’. He promised and swore that ‘in case hereafter it happen you by God’s disposition to overlive our sovereign lord; I shall then take and accept you for the very true and rightwise King of England’. Pledging his ‘faith and truth’, he further swore that ‘in all things truly and faithfully behave me towards you and your heirs as a true and faithful subject oweth to behave him to his sovereign lord’, ending, ‘So help me God and Holy Dom and this holy Evangelist.’10

As other members of the nobility followed Richard, lining up to declare their loyalty to the new prince as their future king, it must have seemed to Edward IV that the instability of the past, the bloodshed of the civil wars that had plagued England since the 1450s, had now finally drawn to a close. His rivals had been destroyed, and that uncertain chapter in England’s history seemed to be at an end. The future, Edward must have considered, would now be one of stability and security, personified in the image of his loyal brother Richard, now a trusted stalwart of his regime, pledging his undying loyalty to his newborn son as his future sovereign lord. With a brother such as Richard by his son’s side, his fidelity proven in exile and in battle, there could be no doubt that the future of the Yorkist dynasty was complete.
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Richard’s had been a difficult birth. Much later, rumours spread that the baby had been born breech, or feet first; wilder tales included stories that the pregnancy had lasted two years, that the child had to be cut from the mother’s womb, that it had emerged ‘with teeth and hair down to his shoulders’.11 Even in birth, men sought means to blacken his name. For those who studied the skies and astrological charts, he had been born when ‘Scorpio was in the ascendant . . . And as Scorpio was smooth in countenance but deadly in his tail, so Richard showed himself.’12 The only facts one can truly discern about the birth of Richard, the youngest son of Richard, duke of York, are those later recorded by Richard himself, who wrote in his own hand in his Book of Hours the date of his birth. By the date 2 October, in Latin are the words: ‘On this day was born Richard the Third, King of England, at Fotheringhay in the year of our Lord 1452.’13

Richard had been born into surroundings that reflected his family’s illustrious heritage. The castle and keep of Fotheringhay had belonged to the house of York since Edmund Langley, the first duke of York, had taken possession of the castle in the fourteenth century. Situated close to the Great North Road, eighty miles away from London, the castle overlooked the banks of the River Nene, surrounded by the large hunting forest of Rockingham. Edmund had rebuilt the castle, and the family’s heraldic symbol of the falcon and the fetterlock stood guard over the castle’s grey keep. It was surrounded by a double moat, its main entrance through an impressive gatehouse on its north-west side; a range of buildings including the original keep, a manor house and two chapels stood out among the range of workshops, kitchens, brewhouses, bakeries, stables and barns. Later, it would be described as ‘a castle fair, and meatly strong, with very good lodgings in it, defended by double ditches, with a very ancient and strong keep’.14

Richard’s father, Richard, duke of York, was at the time of Richard’s birth considered, in the line of succession, a strong contender as heir to the throne. Though he was descended in the male line from John of Gaunt’s next brother and fourth surviving son of King Edward III, Edmund of Langley, York’s claim to the throne could be found not just on his father’s side, but also through his mother, Anne Mortimer. Through her, York was also able to claim descent from Edward III through his second son, Lionel, duke of Clarence, through Clarence’s daughter, Philippa, the grandmother of Anne Mortimer. Through a combination of circumstance and fortune, in particular the death of all three brothers of Henry V without issue, York could legitimately expect to be considered heir to the throne. There is little doubt that York was fully aware of his royal ancestry; as early as 1450, he began to adopt the surname ‘Plantagenet’ as if to emphasise the purity of his claim to the throne. But he was also, when Richard was born in 1452, financially in trouble and banished from the king’s court, his long-term power struggle with the duke of Somerset and Henry’s queen, Margaret of Anjou, having caused his humiliation and disgrace.

His wife, Richard’s mother, Cecily, the duchess of York, was thirty-seven, and coming to the end of her childbearing years. She had already given birth to ten children, five of whom had survived. This time, she had struggled through pregnancy with ‘disease and infirmity’ she later wrote, forcing her to make a pilgrimage to the shrine of our Lady of Walsingham. As she recuperated from a difficult labour, in spite of all her physical pain, Cecily’s ‘immeasurable sorrow and heaviness’ were not for herself but for her husband’s own ‘infinite sorrow’ at his estrangement and exile from court.15 This exile coincided with a period of recovery in the fortunes of the beleaguered King Henry VI. By 1453 Queen Margaret was pregnant, potentially pushing Richard of York further down the line of succession.

Then, in August, Henry VI suffered a complete nervous breakdown. As he lay unable to speak or move, for months the king’s condition was kept a secret in the hope that he would make a sudden recovery. On 13 October 1453, Margaret gave birth to a son, Prince Edward. The baby was presented to the king by the queen herself, taking the prince in her arms, ‘desiring that he should bless it’. Yet Henry remained motionless. Margaret departed ‘without any answer or countenance, saving only that he looked on the Prince and cast his eyes down again without any more’.16 Unaware of the world around him in his catatonic state, Henry VI finally had his heir to the Lancastrian dynasty; yet, for the rest of the king’s council, it was a sign that something would need to be done to overcome an impending national crisis caused by the king’s incapacity. The following month, in spite of repeated attempts by Queen Margaret to prevent it, York was appointed Protector and Defender of the Realm. Somerset was denounced and committed to the Tower, awaiting charges of treason.

York’s sudden change of fortune instantly raised the status of his own children. As Protector, the duke was allowed the privilege not only of having his heir Edward titled as an earl, but his second son, Edmund, too, who was granted the earldom of Rutland by 1454. While the infant Richard would have simply been too young to have been placed in his own household with governors and tutors, and would most likely have been under the direct care of his mother at Fotheringhay, his elder brothers had been set up with their own household at Ludlow Castle in the heart of York’s estates in the Welsh Marches, in preparation for their future roles.

York’s tenure as Protector was not to last the year. On Christmas Day 1454, Henry VI awoke: presented with his baby son, ‘he said he never knew him till that time, nor knew what was said to him, nor knew where he had been whilst he hath been sick till now’.17 Henry’s recovery transformed everything. York’s protectorate was suddenly over, and his great enemy, Somerset, was released from prison, baying for revenge. York, together with the earl of Salisbury and the earl of Warwick, departed from the capital without taking formal leave of the king. They were summoned to attend a great council at Leicester on 21 May, in order ‘to provide for the king’s safety’.18 The meeting was to be packed by Somerset’s allies at court. York knew that the assembly was nothing more than a trap, possibly to seek his own trial and execution. He had no choice but to act first, and no other option than to take military action. When news that a large Yorkist force was advancing rapidly southwards, Somerset and the king were taken by surprise.

On 22 May the two armies met at St Albans. After negotiations had broken down, a short and violent fight broke out in the streets of the town. Cornered in a tavern, Somerset was killed. Henry, who had been injured in the ‘battle’, was seized and taken back to London. As soon as the fighting had ceased, York went to the king and knelt before him, begging his forgiveness. He had not meant for the king to be harmed; he only wished to defeat the king’s enemies at court. Henry had little choice but to forgive. Led back to London surrounded by an armed procession of York’s men, with the duke riding close by at his right hand, it was obvious to everyone watching that Henry was nothing more than a captive king.

The new government, with York at its head, sought to bring about reconciliation and heal old wounds. Three days later, York placed the crown on Henry’s head at a staged ceremony at St Paul’s. Parliament was summoned, issuing a general pardon to those who had taken up arms on York’s side against the king.

Then during the summer of 1455, Henry fell ill again. Once more, York stepped in to assume the mantle of Protector. Three months later, in February 1456, the duke resigned after the king made a partial recovery. In York’s place, Queen Margaret now exerted her influence over the king, effectively ruling in his name. In June 1459, Margaret summoned a royal council to meet at Coventry: York, Salisbury and Warwick were excluded, and in their absence indictments were laid against them.

The Yorkist lords had separate plans. They intended to hold their own meeting at Ludlow, where York, who had arrived in the town with his entire family, including Duchess Cecily and their youngest children, George, Richard and Ursula, would be joined by an army of northerners brought by the earl of Salisbury from the Neville estates in Middleham, together with a contingent from the Calais garrison, led by Warwick. On 23 September, Salisbury and his forces were confronted by a royalist detachment led by Lord Audley at Blore Heath. The fighting lasted for four hours. Audley was killed and the Lancastrians defeated, though the engagement resolved nothing, for the main Lancastrian army, led by Queen Margaret and with Henry VI in attendance, was closing in. By the time Salisbury joined with York’s forces at Ludlow, the Yorkist leaders realised they were trapped. York chose to hold his ground; on 12 October, his forces ‘fortified their chosen ground, their carts with guns set before their battles, made their skirmishes, laid their ambushes’ on the opposite side of the River Teme, south of Ludlow, near Ludford Bridge.19 In comparison to the size and scale of the Lancastrian forces, a royal army led in person by the king himself, York had managed to muster just six peers, two of whom were his own sons. During that night, the duke faced another blow: the Calais garrison, unwilling to bear arms against the king in person, had defected. Now there could be no hope of victory. Around midnight, York, together with his military leaders, his sons Edward and Edmund, Salisbury and Warwick, left their army in the field, their standards and banners still flying, claiming that they needed to ‘refresh’ themselves in the town.

They did not return. Abandoning their men, York and Edmund fled to Ireland. Edward, earl of March, took a different route, to Calais. It was a shameful flight from the field, but for Cecily and her young children, as dawn broke the following morning, the nightmare had only just begun. As chaos erupted outside the castle walls, it would not be long until the Lancastrians would discover that York had left his own wife and children to their fates. One chronicler recorded that ‘King Harry rode into Ludlow, and spoiled the Town and Castle, where at he found the Duchess of York with her two young sons [then] children.’20 Another recalled that ‘The town of Ludlow belonging then to the duke of York, was robbed to the bare walls, and the noble duchess of York unmanly and cruelly was entreated and spoiled.’21 What exact treatment was meted out to the duchess remains vague: while ‘entreated’ might be interpreted as ‘dealt with’ or ‘persuaded’, spoiled could refer to any serious crime from robbery to rape. For Richard, having just turned seven, the terrifying experience must have taught him at this early age the catastrophic consequences that defeat could bring. Having witnessed at first hand the humiliation and horror of war, heard the sound of cannon fire and sensed the fear that accompanied his father’s defection and defeat, Ludlow marked for Richard the end of his childhood years. If Richard had been allowed to live his early years in a sheltered existence, his age of innocence had been suddenly shattered.
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Cecily and her three youngest children were taken to Coventry, where, during the ‘Parliament of Devils’, York and other leading Yorkists were ‘for their traitorous rearing of war . . . at Ludford afore specified, in the fields of the same . . . reputed, taken, declared, adjudged, deemed and attainted of High Treason, as false traitors and enemies’ to the king.22 By now there could be no turning back. All of York’s estates in England and Ireland were to be confiscated. Stripped of his title, his lands, his inheritance, York now became a man with nothing to lose. Still, Cecily was determined to protect her children from the impact that their father’s attainder might have upon their family’s fortunes. Once again, the duchess employed her familiar tone of reconciliation, this time appearing in front of King Henry in person, begging that her husband be allowed to ‘come to his answer and to be received unto his grace’. This Henry ‘humbly granted . . . and to all hers that would come with her’. Cecily was granted a royal pardon together with an allowance of 1,000 marks out of York’s former estates to support herself and her children. The duchess, her two sons and her daughter were to be transferred to the custody of Cecily’s sister, Anne, duchess of Buckingham, where they were to be placed effectively under house arrest at Tonbridge Castle, Kent. ‘She was kept full straight and many a great rebuke’, one chronicler noted.

The outbreak of fighting at Blore Heath and Ludford Bridge marked the end of York’s ambitions for a renewed protectorate and the acknowledgement and acceptance of his heirs as future kings of England. There could be no more reconciliation. The only way forward was to claim the throne for himself, and to do so by force. The duke understood that disillusion with the Lancastrian regime still prevailed: with a king incapable of ruling, surrounded by a self-serving clique of advisers, change was needed. From Ireland and Calais, York and his followers began a ruthless propaganda assault, sending letters and broadsheets into the realm, presenting themselves as champions of good government and reform.

In March 1460, York and Warwick met in Ireland to plan an invasion. This time they aimed to place the duke on the throne. Three months later, Warwick, together with Salisbury and Edward, earl of March, and a force of 2,000 men, landed in Kent. Men flocked to their standards ‘like bees to a hive’; compared to the disaster at Ludlow, the Yorkists now found seventeen peers prepared to lend support to their cause. Entering London several days later, the Yorkist army’s sudden advance threw Henry VI and the Lancastrians into panic.23 By the time the Lancastrian forces had gathered at Northampton, the Yorkists had already marched out of the capital in pursuit. Brief the battle of Northampton may have been, but its outcome could hardly have been more dramatic or successful: the leading Lancastrian noblemen, the duke of Buckingham, the earl of Shrewsbury, Viscount Beaumont and Lord Egremont, were all killed defending the royal tent. With the battle over, Henry VI was seized and led back to London, a prisoner in all but name. In an incredible turnaround in their fortunes since their flight from Ludlow, the Yorkist lords controlled both the king and the capital, while Queen Margaret was forced to flee to Scotland.

York himself, though their figurehead, was yet to return from Ireland. When he finally landed at Chester on 9 September 1460, his first thoughts were to be reunited with his duchess. Meanwhile he delayed his entry into London, touring his estates, where he recruited men for his march upon the capital. As he made slow progress southwards, the duke’s intentions could not have been clearer: with his banners emblazoned with the royal arms, a drawn sword was carried before him, its point facing upwards, a sign of majesty and a privilege only granted to kings. Warwick prepared the way for the duke’s arrival, condemning Henry VI publicly as ‘a dolt and a fool’, stating that York ‘would now be on the throne if there were any regard to justice’.24 Three days after Parliament had assembled, York entered the capital and made his procession to Westminster. Arriving at the palace through an entrance reserved for the monarch, in the Parliament chamber in front of an assembled audience of lords, he strode up to the marble chair of the king’s bench and laid his hand upon it, ‘to take possession of his right’. York had miscalculated badly. There were no cheers, no acclamation in support of his attempt to claim the throne that the duke had expected. His peers stood in embarrassed silence. Several days later, York chose to address the lords once more. Convinced of his right to rule, the duke would not take no for an answer. This time, he did not hesitate to sit on the throne itself, declaring to the assembled lords that the crown was his by right of inheritance. Once again, he was met with stony silence.

York would not be deterred. Instead he would continue to press his case, to be recognised officially and in law as heir to the throne. With the standoff continuing, a compromise was offered: an ‘Accord’ was formulated and eventually accepted, whereby Henry VI would remain king for life, but he would be succeeded by York and his heirs. Finally, York had achieved his dream of recognition: from this moment he formally titled himself Richard Plantagenet, openly signalling his belief that his was the true line of succession from Edward III. On All Saints’ Day, 1 November, another solemn ceremony was staged at St Paul’s: Henry wore his crown, but this time York walked in procession, while Warwick bore the sword before the king and Edward, earl of March, carried the king’s train.

While Henry may have been content to accept the compromise offered by the Accord, his queen, Margaret, was hardly prepared to allow her son, Edward, to be disinherited without a fight. She was soon planning for an invasion and a rising of the Lancastrian nobility. The threat could not be ignored, and on 9 December, York marched out of London with Salisbury and Edmund, earl of Rutland, to confront Margaret and the growing Lancastrian forces. By 21 December, the duke had reached his castle at Sandal, where his men spent Christmas. It soon became clear that the castle was vastly understocked with supplies, and the duke and his men were forced to undertake foraging missions into the surrounding countryside. Within days, York and his men were encircled by Lancastrian forces. On 30 December, the duke chose to confront his enemies, with disastrous consequences. Treachery in his own ranks left York outnumbered and outflanked. The duke was dragged from his horse and killed, while his son, Edmund, was killed trying to escape. Salisbury, at first imprisoned, was later executed by ‘the common people’, who dragged him out of the castle and ‘smote off his head’. Rumours swirled of the humiliations inflicted upon York’s dead body, that it had been made to wear ‘a vile garland’ fashioned from reeds and propped up while the Lancastrian leaders taunted and abused it, before decapitating it, and, having adorned the duke’s head with a paper crown, placed it upon a spike on the city gates at York.25
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Edward, earl of March, had been sent to Ludlow to raise men from the duke’s estates when he discovered news of his father’s and brother’s deaths. There was little time to mourn their loss. Edward not only now inherited his father’s dukedom of York, but his claim to the crown also. He could be in little doubt that Queen Margaret would seek his blood too; already the Lancastrian army was travelling southwards towards the capital, described by various commentators as a ‘whirlwind of the north’ and ‘a plague of locusts’ that intended to wreak destruction upon the south. But first Edward had to contend with a Lancastrian army led by Henry VI’s half-brother, Jasper Tudor, earl of Pembroke, that had landed in southwest Wales and was marching on Hereford. On 2 February, the two armies met in the freezing cold at Mortimer’s Cross, not far from Edward’s castle at Wigmore. Just before the battle, three suns had appeared in the sky, leaving Edward’s followers distraught at the portent. To Edward, however, it was auspicious: ‘Be of good comfort, and fear not’, he told his men, ‘this is a good sign, for these three suns stand in token of the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost, and therefore let us have a good heart.’26 The reality behind the strange, miraculous vision was somewhat more prosaic: the phenomenon was caused by an optical illusion known as a parhelion, in which light refracted through ice crystals in the atmosphere causes the appearance of multiple suns to form in the frosted air.

The following day, Edward’s forces routed the Lancastrians. The new duke was determined to have vengeance: 4,000 Lancastrians were killed, more soldiers than in all previous battles of the civil war combined.

In honour of his devastating victory, Edward adopted the ‘sun in splendour’ as one of his own devices. Yet his celebrations were premature. Faced with the advance of the queen’s Lancastrian forces towards London, Warwick had hastily dissolved Parliament and marched his troops out of the city. On 17 February, engaging with the Lancastrian army at St Albans, the earl suffered a bloody defeat: he fled the battle, though many Yorkist leaders were taken prisoner. Worse still, Henry VI had been recaptured by the Lancastrians and was now back under his wife’s control. The road to London was open for the Lancastrians to seize the capital. The advance of the ‘northern men’ seemed a terrifying prospect: ‘the people in the north rob and steal and are planning to pillage all this country, and give away men’s goods and livelihoods in all the south country’, Clement Paston warned his brother John.27 Fear of northern violence and ‘countless acts of cruelty’ stirred talk in London of armed resistance. Everything pointed towards the horrifying prospect of civil war being fought in open combat among the streets of the capital.

Since her return to London, Duchess Cecily and her younger children, Margaret, George and Richard, had been lodged in the duke’s residence at Baynard’s Castle. Located on the banks of the River Thames, the large house featured several courtyards and undercrofts, with an imposing great hall that gave it the appearance of a royal palace. It was also a convenient strong house, whose thick walls could be compared to the Tower downstream, while the building was capable of accommodating over 400 armed men in York’s retinue when necessary. But Cecily realised that, with her husband now in exile, it would also be a beacon for Lancastrian attacks. As she awaited her husband’s return from Ireland, Cecily decided to move her children into Fastolf Place on the banks of the Thames in Southwark, belonging to an old acquaintance of the family, Sir John Fastolf. The house was guarded by a retired German soldier, Christopher Hausson, who took charge of his new guests. The family arrived on 15 September; two days later, however, Cecily heard news of York’s landing at Chester. On 23 September, after receiving a request from her husband that she should join him in Hereford, Cecily left the three children in Hausson’s care, though their elder brother, Edward, earl of March, ‘cometh every day to see them’.28 The violent deaths of her husband and her son Edmund at Wakefield brought home to Duchess Cecily the necessity to protect her younger children, especially her other sons, who provided a succession down York’s male line. ‘Fearing the fortune of that world’, she placed the two boys, George and Richard, in the care of one Alice Martyn, a widow who was charged with keeping them ‘from danger and peril in their troubles’.29 From there they were sent into exile abroad, ‘over the sea . . . unto a town in Flanders named Utrecht, where they rested a while’.30

Cecily entrusted the care of George and Richard to Duke Philip the Good of Burgundy, the head of a family with whom York had already sought out marriage alliances. Philip’s magnificent court reflected the wealth of his independent duchy that stretched across most of modern-day Belgium, Luxembourg, most of the Netherlands and areas of northern France. The arrival of the two young boys from a noble family that had been engaged in violent civil war with the ruling house of Lancaster – the dynasty of Henry V, whom Philip had held in high regard as an ally – was an embarrassment. News of the disaster at Wakefield and the death of York had reached Burgundy, and while the exiled French dauphin, Louis, who was living in Burgundy at the time, was keen to support the Yorkist cause, Philip, with his own court centred on Flanders and Brabant, preferred to retain a neutral stance, especially while Charles VII of France, who was hostile to his son Louis’s influence on Burgundian policy, remained supportive of the Lancastrian cause. The arrival of York’s own sons George and Richard presented Philip with a dilemma. In the end, the duke chose what he considered the best course of action for now: to do nothing and keep the two boys at a distance from his own court. Instead, George and Richard were to remain in Utrecht.

Meanwhile the threat of the Lancastrian entry into London did not materialise. After a delegation led by Anne, duchess of Buckingham, and Jacquetta, Lady Rivers, pleaded with the queen not to allow her northern army entrance into the city, on 19 February Margaret decided to return to Dunstable. It was to prove a catastrophic mistake. The same day, Edward, earl of March, moved swiftly east with his army after hearing news of Warwick’s defeat at St Albans. Three days later, Edward was reunited with his cousin in the Cotswolds, allowing their united force to march on London, which they entered on 26 February to popular acclaim. The nineteen-year-old earl of March was recognised as the city’s saviour, who had rescued London from the ravages of the ‘northern’ men.31 Unlike Warwick, whose defeat had placed the city under threat in the first place, damaging his reputation, Edward’s unbroken record of victory marked him out as the true inheritor of the Yorkist claim to the throne.

Edward had learnt from his father’s mistakes the previous autumn. While the celebrations marking his arrival continued, he kept himself out of sight, hidden away in Baynard’s Castle. Rather than rush to claim the crown, he would wait for the crown to come to him, or at least create the pretence of having done so. Conveniently, with Parliament not sitting and many lords having fled the capital, Edward was free to plan his own accession, stage by stage, in carefully co-ordinated and stage-managed ceremonies.

On Sunday, 1 March, Edward’s cousin, George Neville, the bishop of Exeter, preached a sermon in front of a specially chosen assembly of soldiers and citizens in St John’s Field. Here he set out Edward’s title to the throne, while reading a list of articles that showed how Henry VI had broken the Accord reached the previous October. Asking his audience whether they believed Henry was fit to continue as king, Neville stirred the crowd to make their own acclamation that they would accept Edward as king in Henry’s place. Messengers were then sent to Edward to inform him of ‘the people’s’ decision: for this, Edward ‘thanked God and them’. Two days later, proclamations were sent out summoning people to assemble at St Paul’s the following morning, Wednesday, 4 March. There, at the cross, Neville once again asked the people whether they would accept Edward as their king. While the same loud and enthusiastic cheers were made, Edward, who had arrived in a solemn procession accompanied by Yorkist lords, heard mass in the cathedral before riding to Westminster. There he took his seat on the marble chair of the king’s bench, wearing royal robes and holding the sceptre in his hand, while a formal document setting out Edward’s claim to the throne, the Titulus Regius, was read out. When this had been done, for a third time the assembled crowds were asked if they wished Edward to become their king, which was met with loud shouts of ‘Ye, Ye,’ proclaiming the duke as their new king, Edward IV.

[image: image]

News of Edward’s accession travelled quickly, with reports making their way across the Channel within days. In Utrecht, news that the two young boys in the bishop’s charge were now brothers of a king, and royal princes of England themselves, was marked by festivities. The town’s accounts reveal that payment was made on 9 March, by order of the oversten, the eight aldermen who ran the town, for three aem (a jug of 170 litres), minus five taec (4.25 litres), meaning around 489 litres of wine, at a cost of £46 15s, were drunk in celebration of ‘the two sons of the duke of York’.32 Still Duke Philip remained cautious of welcoming Richard and George to his court. When further news reached Burgundy that Edward had led his forces into the north, where he had won a remarkable victory over the Lancastrians at Towton on 29 March – an assault of such magnitude that over 20,000 lost their lives, with Queen Margaret and Henry VI forced to flee into exile in Scotland – Philip suddenly reconsidered his opinion of the two boys, whose status as royal princes now seemed beyond doubt.

George and Richard were summoned to the Burgundian court at Bruges. They were welcomed personally by Duke Philip, and ‘received, cherished and honoured’ at court. The Milanese ambassador at the French court wrote from Bruges on 18 April how ‘the two brothers of King Edward have arrived, one eleven and the other twelve years of age. The duke, who is most kind in everything, has been to visit them at their lodging, and showed them great reverence.’33 The town accounts of Bruges reveal the entertainment that was organised for the boys’ arrival, recording payment ‘for a banquet given to our dread lord and the children of York in the aldermen’s hall’ to which were invited ‘the ladies of the city . . . and where also many other noble lords of our aforesaid dread lord’s blood and council were present’34 By 28 April, George and Richard had arrived at Calais, where they were shortly to sail to England.

Meanwhile Edward remained in the north, hunting down Lancastrian lords and enforcing his authority on the region, including removing the impaled heads of his father and brother from their spikes on the city gates of York, interring their remains at Pontefract. The new king’s coronation was planned for June. In preparation of their own role in the coronation, Richard and George began their final journey to the capital. Arriving in Canterbury on Saturday, 30 May 1461, the two brothers were presented with three capons, two oxen, twenty sheep and three gallons of wine. Since the day was also the Vigil of the Holy Trinity, Richard and George journeyed to the cathedral, where they were greeted by the prior of Christ Church and the rest of the convent, wearing green copes. They attended vespers, and the following day walked in the procession to high mass.35

Preparations were made by the city to receive the new royal princes with suitable honour. On 1 June 1461, it was agreed that the Common Council of the city of London, together with ‘the most worthy citizens of the guilds’, should assemble the following day at Billingsgate, the mayor and aldermen dressed in crimson, to meet ‘the Lords George and Richard, brothers of the Lord King’.36 Both brothers were then most likely taken to their mother at Baynard’s Castle, before travelling to Sheen to be reunited with their brother, Edward, upon his arrival on 14 June. With the king’s coronation planned for two weeks’ time, Edward appointed his brother and heir George as steward for the coronation banquet, although since ‘he was but young and tender of age’ he was to be assisted by Lord Wenlock, who was to take over the tiresome duties of assessing the various claims of those desperate to perform the honorary offices at the ceremony.

There is no indication that Richard was given a specific role in the coronation itself, though as the king rode into London on 26 June, he was met by both his brothers at the Tower, along with thirty others who were formally dubbed knights of the Bath, the second-highest order of chivalry, that evening. The heralds were paid an additional twenty marks ‘for the gift and largesse of our dearest beloved brethren at the same place made knights’.37

The following morning, Edward rode in procession to Westminster, preceded by his brothers and the other knights, all wearing blue gowns trimmed with white fur and white hoods, with tokens of white silk lace on their left shoulders. On Sunday, 28 June, Edward was crowned at Westminster. Richard and George watched as the archbishops of Canterbury and York placed St Edward’s crown on their brother’s head. In the banqueting and celebrations that followed over the next two days, both brothers were once again in attendance, while their elder brother, the king, wore his crown constantly as if to continually remind everyone that he really was their monarch. Barely six months before, the house of York had seemed doomed, destroyed by their father’s death: now, with their lives transformed, it seemed as if fortune smiled upon them.

The accession of the nineteen-year-old Edward brought joy in the capital, which Yorkist balladeers would swiftly capitalise on, with one poet exhorting: ‘let us walk in a new vineyard, and let us make a gay garden in the month of March with this fair white rose and herb, the Earl of March’.38 ‘I am unable to declare how well the commons love and adore him, as if he were their God’, an Italian merchant in London wrote to a friend in Bruges that April. ‘The entire kingdom keeps holiday for the event, which seems a boon from above.’39 Over six foot three inches tall and with a strong warrior-like physique, Edward appeared the very opposite of the mentally frail and weak Henry VI, who had reigned, a king in name only, for more than thirty-eight years. After decades of decline, during which England had lost most of its territory in France, a new world seemed on the horizon.

Henry VI had managed to flee to Scotland with his wife, Queen Margaret of Anjou, arguably the power behind the Lancastrian throne, yet a succession of smaller battles eventually ground down any resistance, until, in July 1465, Henry VI was captured and taken to the Tower. Edward’s victory against his enemies appeared complete: the long period of civil war and political upheaval was finally at an end, or so it seemed. The reversal in the brothers’ fortunes had been remarkable, but also demonstrated how fragile political life could be, or might become. Fortune’s wheel might turn at any time. For now, they were in the ascendant; whatever the future held for them, they remained confident that God was on their side. In an illustrated manuscript produced shortly after his coronation, there is an image that depicts Edward, wearing the crown and his royal regalia, at the top of Fortune’s wheel, while Henry VI is being crushed beneath it. Clarence and Richard are on the left-hand side, ascending, being watched by the bishops and the nobility in their plate armour. A small cloaked figure depicting Reason has stopped the wheel by driving a spoke into it. With the wheel prevented from turning once more, the illustrator evidently hoped that Edward, sitting securely at the top, would long remain as king.
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