
[image: Image Missing]


Contents

About the Author

Also by Melvyn Bragg

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Epigraph

Chapter 1: The Priest

Chapter 2: The Princess of Wales

Chapter 3: The Mother

Chapter 4: The Dungeon

Chapter 5: The King

Chapter 6: The Soldier

Chapter 7: At Northampton

Chapter 8: Colchester

Chapter 9: The English Spring

Chapter 10: Rochester Castle

Chapter 11: Canterbury

Chapter 12: The Meeting in Maidstone

Chapter 13: In the Fields

Chapter 14: The Messenger

Chapter 15: Blackheath

Chapter 16: Greenwich

Chapter 17: The Gathering

Chapter 18: Richard’s London

Chapter 19: Southwark

Chapter 20: The Savoy Palace

Chapter 21: Lord Mayor Walworth

Chapter 22: The Council of the Rebels

Chapter 23: The King’s Council

Chapter 24: Resolution

Chapter 25: Night

Chapter 26: Mile End

Chapter 27: The King’s Answer to the True Commons of England

Chapter 28: The Chapel

Chapter 29: Tower Hill

Chapter 30: The Heat of the Day

Chapter 31: Into the Dark

Chapter 32: Through the Night

Chapter 33: The Preparation

Chapter 34: Smithfield

Chapter 35: The Speech at Smithfield

Chapter 36: Summer Lightning

Chapter 37: Sunset

Chapter 38: The Revenge of a Plantagenet

Chapter 39: A Death at St Albans

Chapter 40: The Women

Brief Timeline

Author’s Note


About the Author

Melvyn Bragg is a writer and broadcaster. His novels include The Hired Man, for which he won the Time/Life Silver Pen Award, Without a City Wall, winner of the John Llewellyn Rhys Prize, The Soldier’s Return, winner of the WHSmith Literary Award, A Son of War and Crossing the Lines, both of which were longlisted for the Man Booker Prize, A Place in England, which was longlisted for the Lost Man Booker Prize, and most recently Grace and Mary. He has also written several works of non-fiction, the most recent being The Book of Books about the King James Bible. He lives in London and Cumbria.


Also by Melvyn Bragg:

FICTION

For Want of a Nail

The Second Inheritance

The Cumbrian Trilogy:

The Hired Man

A Place In England

Kingdom Come

The Nerve

A Christmas Child

Without a City Wall

The Silken Net

Autumn Manoeuvres

Love and Glory

Josh Lawton

The Maid of Buttermere

A Time to Dance

A Time to Dance: the screenplay

Crystal Rooms

Credo

The Soldier’s Return

A Son of War

Crossing the Lines

Remember Me … 

Grace and Mary

NON-FICTION

Speak for England

Land of the Lakes

Laurence Olivier

Cumbria in Verse (edited)

Rich: The Life of Richard Burton

On Giants’ Shoulders

The Adventure of English

12 Books that Changed the World

In Our Time

The South Bank Show: Final Cut

The Book of Books


Now is the Time

Melvyn Bragg

 

[image: Image Missing]

www.sceptrebooks.com


First published in Great Britain in 2015 by Sceptre

An imprint of Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Melvyn Bragg 2015

The right of Melvyn Bragg to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 1 473 61451 2

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.sceptrebooks.com


To S. R. ‘Jimmie’ James who taught history at the Wigton Nelson Thomlinson Grammar School from 1953 to 1983 (and continued to serve the school until 2010, principally as clerk to the governors), from one of his many former pupils who owes him a lifetime’s gratitude.


The mixture of languages, the overlapping and intermingling of several impenetrable dialects, some impossible to write down with accuracy, probably two streams of French, some dog Latin, some Church Latin, and borrowings from every foreign crew that shipped in London, made the task of linguistic fidelity to late fourteenth-century England beyond this author.

I have occasionally quoted from documents and chronicles of the day. The rest is in the English that became our common tongue.

M.B.


There are three things of such a sort

That they produce merciless destruction

When they get the upper hand.

One is a flood of water,

Another is a raging fire,

And the third is the lesser people,

The common multitude:

For they will not be stopped

By either reason or discipline

John Gower

‘The Mirror of Man’, 1378
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The Priest

It was the injustice of the intolerable taxes on the poorest and the anger against the tax-avoiding rich; it was the block on betterment and the loss of faith in authority; it was the erosion of morality and the fear that the world was about to end; it was an attempt to recover Eden, a leap for freedom, a cry from the depths of the souls of the people, the ‘True Commons’ of England.
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The accused priest stood before the court. He was dressed in the cheapest cloth. He might have been a beggar. From his scuffed and shabby habit, from his spare frame and plainness of manner in the ornately, hierarchically dressed company of the ecclesiastical court, he seemed to be just another casualty of the harsh laws of the Church. But there was about him a self-composure, which threw out the challenge of his independence too arrogantly for the taste of the court.

‘This time, John Ball, you will be locked in prison until you are dead.’ Archbishop Sudbury spoke evenly. Emotions were not to be wasted, he told himself, not on such a wretch, even though John Ball’s popularly applauded sermons over the years had tested Sudbury’s patience to distraction.

‘By whose law?’

‘By the law of the Church.’

‘The law of God is the only law.’

‘Who are you to know the law of God?’ Sudbury, as always, was inexplicably needled by this peasant priest’s conviction. Once again he compelled himself to be patient.

‘Because I am a man of God,’ the priest responded. ‘I am a man who speaks truth, the truth from the God you do not want to hear.’

Sudbury closed his fingers in a steeple and looked at them for a few moments.

‘John Ball, you are of no consequence to anyone but yourself and the rabble. You are a man who has been excommunicated and put in prison three times since you came out of St Mary’s in York many years ago. The last time it was on the authority of the King, of Edward III, and myself both. We have for too long been lenient and charitable to you. You have been a plague upon our Church ever since you became a priest.’ Sudbury knew he need say no more but years of frustration would not be stoppered.

‘You have been banned from preaching throughout Essex and Kent and in several other counties. Yet you have defied the ban, unsettled the people and prated in churchyards and fields, in hedgerows and in markets. You do not understand the traditions and authority of the Church! You have fouled the name of the great clergy and called on the people to dismiss them. You have tried to stir up riots against the aristocracy and become a petty hero, although you have achieved nothing! And you have attacked the King!’

‘Not the King! God makes kings. I attack the wicked councillors who advise the King against the people of England. I will pull them down. And you with them, Archbishop Sudbury, who have persecuted me for many years. Your blood will flow. I see it. You sit here in judgment – but who are you to judge? “Judge not lest ye be judged.” In your purple silk robes with a golden chain around your neck and a crucifix that would rescue hundreds of men and women from destitution—’

‘Take this man away!’ Any last sympathy with John Ball had been stamped out. Rule, order, obedience were fragile unless supported by law and authority. This man would tear down all authority.

‘Your jewelled fingers steal the small means and lands of the poor and the unfree,’ said Ball, as he was seized by the sergeants-at-arms. ‘You cause fear and crush honesty, and this in the name of a God who does not know you and you do not know Him. You are not in His Book. He will be revenged.’

‘Take him away!’

‘And I will be His sword.’

‘John Ball, you will live in solitude for the rest of your days. I will pray for your soul.’

The archbishop made the sign of the cross and kissed the jewelled crucifix as John Ball was taken from the ecclesiastical court into the dungeon.
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The Princess of Wales

Joan, Princess of Wales and Aquitaine, popularly known as the Fair Maid or the Virgin of Kent, despite her seven children, was the widow of the Black Prince, whose victories against France had brought him glory from London to Venice. She was a friend of the pope and equally of John Wycliffe, the first translator of the Bible into English and the pope’s enemy. The mother and mentor of King Richard II, in her sixth decade, still a beauty and a woman of fearsome influence in the kingdom, Princess Joan lay on her bed at Windsor Castle in the early daylight of a gentle May morning and played with her jewels.

She liked this dawn accounting of her treasure in luxurious solitude. She liked the clink of the stones one against another as she rolled and shuffled them. She liked the extreme wealth in her hands, the power at her fingertips, for this was a treasure that could be mortgaged for wars. And there was the unfailing romance of those prisons of rock in distant lands, so skilfully prised open to reveal lumps and slivers of rare material. Then they would be fashioned into the art of these dazzling, precious objects trickling through her strong fingers. That so much had been done to give her pleasure moved her deeply.

Joan had been picked out as a beauty from her childhood. It was a beauty so embedded in her character and so frequently polished by praise that its awareness never left her. Even as she aged, her manner and her history continued to expect unbroken tributes to be paid to it, and they were.

The jewels were proof. There they were on the velvet coverlet of her immense bed. Among them were four chaplets of gold enriched with gems. She slid these over her wrists, letting them dangle and brush softly, whispering against each other. She spent respectful time turning and turning again in the milky light a dearly bought brooch, with a large diamond, three balas rubies and three pearls weighing six ounces. Clink, clink, clink it sounded in the silence of the silk-clad room, as she pushed it gently through the scatter of sixteen smaller brooches, which were like its bridesmaids.

Many of the sapphires and rubies had been made up into rings or necklaces, small clusters of colour she liked to set against the large white diamond necklace. And there was a small golden sapphire and emerald jewelled hart. Her son’s badge was a white hart (hers was a white hind) and she had four of these, waiting for the prime moment to give one to him as the perfect small reward. When he was a child, before he became king at the age of ten, she had presented him with twenty-two thousand pearls of different sizes among other gifts.

On it went, this carnival of artistry, her fabled riches, sensuously caressing her hands, objects brilliantly worked in jasper and ivory, in amber, jet and marble. And more, ceramics, ostrich eggs encrusted with rubies, clasps, belts, buttons, rosaries, mirrors …

Occasionally she would sigh, an exhalation of unfathomable contentment, and the sigh would drift around the room, a blessing given to herself. Her world was perfect.

When the time came to part with her harvest, she lay back on her bed and looked down, like a goddess, to savour, with a compound of happiness and ownership, that all that lay before her was hers.

The bed itself was her greatest pride. It was covered with red velvet embroidered with ostrich feathers of silver. At each corner a leopard’s head of gold sprouted silver branches and leaves from its mouth. In her will, the bed was destined for her youngest son, the King.

She called for Jane, the favourite of her four young ladies-in-waiting. Joan would not have older women about her. Jane led in the two armed men with the caskets and iron-bound boxes that housed the jewels. With them was the steward of Joan’s household carrying an inventory. Joan looked on intently as the jewels returned to darkness in the deep caskets. No one hurried. This was the morning of the jewels.

When they had been checked and sealed, the procession went from the Queen’s Chamber, down the stone staircases, down, down into the treasure room, to which only the steward had the keys. He supervised the placement of every box among the plate, the gold and silver table vessels and the crowns. The crowns alone were worth a third of the annual taxes of the country. The guards left the room. And then the door was locked and one armed man stayed outside it. Great wealth, Joan knew, had to be closely guarded. Great wealth was power. And great wealth, such as Joan possessed, was, she thought, a divine gift to ensure her safety.

As her women dressed her, Joan rehearsed how she must deal with her son over the next few weeks. She had developed the unbreakable habit of learning by heart her responses to the possible course of any difficult encounter. Her fluency was famous and feared. She aimed to be the best-prepared negotiator at any meeting. She needed to steer her son more firmly, on his stammer, his affections and his exercise of royal authority.

This close contact with her son was an unexpected consequence of her sudden decision to leave her London palace and go to Windsor, with her bed, her jewels and her personal court. A rumour had come to her from Bristol that the plague was back in England. It was said that half the population had already died of it. By God’s grace she had evaded the Great Plague of 1348 and its virulent return five years later, then ten and again recently. But whatever God’s grace might have in store this time, Joan took no chances.

She had thought of retreating to her Wickhambreaux estate in Kent, her home county, and the location of country palaces belonging to several of her rich allies about the court and the city. But Windsor was her safest haven. The cause of this apocalyptic disease, wave after wave for decades, had baffled all doctors save doctors of divinity. And the court was there in force at Windsor Castle.

Yet she had to get to Wickhambreaux before too long and from there to Canterbury to pray at the shrine of Thomas Becket. She had promised the Virgin Mary that she would do that and twice broken her vow. She dare not do so again. God’s patience, like her own, was not infinite and Joan always kept her promises to Him, to His Son and His Son’s Mother. It would have to be a fleeting visit, with two chosen maids in her new carriage, which required five horses to pull it. She would be guarded by knights. The shrine would have to be cleaned and cleared for her sole occupation. Prayers, she thought, were immeasurably more effective when you were not part of a crowd. How could God possibly distinguish individual voices in a crowd? For her son’s sake, she needed the intercession of Thomas Becket.
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The Mother

Windsor Castle was set apart, protected against all the world by its ancient walls, moated by water and further moated by reaches of open countryside. You could see the enemy coming from far off, and the plague too, spread like a deadly tide, destroying farms and villages; its rise could be noted from the height of the walls, its flood anticipated. She could feel both isolated and fortressed. Inside Windsor Castle there were smaller groups of buildings, each its own island and prepared as if for a long siege against the inevitable returns of the disease. The castle had its own well, its animals were set apart and penned in the garth, and the heavily thickened walls would hold off any who dared to try to board this Ark. If the plague could be avoided anywhere in England it was here in Windsor, Joan thought.

After the caskets had been taken away, Joan spent the next hour at her writing-table. She was compiling a chronicle of her life. The histories of kings were well known in her circle and relished with all the satisfactions of entitled tribal gossip. But few queens lit up the records. And although she was not a queen it was Fate, not character, that had denied her the crown. She felt like a queen. She acted like a queen. The people bowed to her as a queen, and for some years she had acted as a queen-regent would. She looked at her life with a deep and grand satisfaction, even above the pleasure she took in her jewels. They would be dispersed after her death. Her chronicle would remain for all time.

She had no doubt that her life was worth its own record. It had embraced amorous and marital boldness on a rare scale; it had known and created significance and intrigue, seen encounters with the finest men of her time, been on the side now of the highest authorities, now of philosophers in revolt at the society in which they found themselves. It had also, when she was a girl, known unjust, cruel treatment and bitter loneliness. During that youthful time, to sustain her spirits, she had made a cocoon inside her head, a secret self, and cast herself as an unacknowledged heroine, whom, one day, the world would have to recognise as …

Glorious!

The scribe who copied out her words was Burley, whom she had chosen to be her son’s tutor. Confidentiality was essential. The tutor was sufficiently clever, a useful sounding board. His complete and perpetual silence on the project was guaranteed by his pride in holding such a comfortably remunerated post at court, and in the recurring clear memory of the flash of fear he had experienced when Joan had told him that if a word of it got out he would be executed. The memory of her sweet smile when she had said that could still make him panic.

Joan kept the pages in a casket that was always in her immediate vicinity. It was double-locked – she alone had the keys – and deliberately dull-looking. It declared itself in her ocean of splendours as an insignificant islet, worth no consideration.

Alone now in her room, silent but for the crackle of the fire, she sat at the writing-table, which looked out to the vast park and forests of Windsor, plumped for hunting. With a connoisseur’s satisfaction she browsed through the history of herself.

Although everything that had formed her was, in her view, of unqualified importance, there were judgements to be made if the chronicle, as she intended, was to become her permanent memorial.

The first hurdle was on page one and concerned her father, the Earl of Kent. He had been half-brother to Edward II – which was good, she thought, and well worth including. But he had been executed for treason when she was two years old. That was bad. Would that help her or would it, from the outset, seed doubts? Treason was worse than murder. This was to be a chronicle, not a confession.

The sliver of redemption was that he had stood on the scaffold from one p.m. until five before an executioner could be found willing to make an end of him. This meant, surely, Joan reasoned, that he had been loved and admired, the father she had never known, whose ignominious death could still prick her eyes with tears.

Perhaps she would omit that and start on the next page. Queen Philippa of Hainault had taken pity on her and brought the child into her husband Edward III’s Royal Household. She was the poor one, and she remembered the slights – but who would want to read about such trivial matters? What would interest them was that she was protected at court by a boy only a few years older than she was. He was the Prince of Wales, who would later be known as the Black Prince. She emphasised that. She had been grateful to him, and that childhood gratitude, she thought, had later led her to accept his offer of marriage, which gave her everything she could possibly want, save the love that she had, from the age of twelve until her death, for Thomas Holland. Now, how did she deal with him? How did you describe such passion? Passion in a woman was seen as weakness. How could that help her future status?

Just as she had paused over exceptional favourites among her jewels, so she paused, for much longer, when she came to Thomas Holland. Had there ever been another such dashing, handsome, fearless young man as that young knight of the Royal Household? He had declared his love for her when she was twelve and, without the consent of the Royal Household, had arranged their secret but lawful marriage just before her thirteenth birthday.

The Royal Household was not pleased. But how should she write about it? Had she got it right or did it need revision? Could she admit such love even now – with Holland long dead and herself unassailable? When her mother had taken advantage of Holland’s posting with the army to Prussia and forced her daughter into what she saw as a much more suitable marriage, she had sworn that her daughter’s first marriage was unlawful and had not been consummated.

Joan, as she roved over her chronicled past, remembered the anger of her mother when she had denied that. It had, the girl said, been wonderfully consummated and, looking back now, it was perhaps the triumphant way in which she had declared that which hardened her mother to a swift manoeuvre. It had led to the abrupt forced wedding of the declared maid Joan, already the Beauty, to William Montacute, second son of the 1st Earl of Salisbury. Until the day before the wedding, the girl protested that she was already a wife. Her mother’s final means of persuasion was to tell her that, if she held to that in public, Thomas would be expelled from the army, tried for an illegal union, imprisoned, ruined and, if she could influence the matter, executed.

But she could not leave him out … Writing was like diplomacy, she thought. What mattered was the right words, seasoned with a little flexibility.

The seven-year marriage to Salisbury had been included, briefly. Her fury against him could not be let loose in her chronicle. ‘Unhappy’ was permissible, she thought, and ‘ill-matched’ – but little more than that. Apart from anything else, the current Earl of Salisbury, one of her son’s closest advisers, was the son of her brother-in-law. An unthreatening but still sensitive connection. During her marriage she had never met the current earl. But if she painted her own Salisbury interlude as bleak as it had been, it might not be helpful to her son, the King.

So this part she had made a section of its own, easy to lift out if necessary when the manuscript was completed. But she hoped times might change in a way that would favour more openness. She wanted her chronicle to be vivid, to be singular – to be read! For the present she would put down the facts. Seven years, no children, pain.

She would not, in the currently authorised version, put down her loathing for that man, his sweating, groping paws, his foul breath, his attempts to assault her when she resisted his demands, her exile from the family, her life as an outcast imprisoned in the acred grandeur of aristocratic privilege. But one day, Joan thought, as she turned away from an episode that had tested her severely, it should be out … Every day on that barren estate she had prayed for Thomas to come back to her.

And then …

Thomas Holland did come back.

Back from Prussia, full of honours and booty, he had come straight to the Salisbury estate. Immediately this heroic knight, with nerve that had taken her breath away, had secured the well-paid post of steward of the Salisbury estate. For about a year Joan and Thomas lied and cheated their way into a ferment of happiness. But Thomas was not content. He lacked, he told her, a fortune to buy her back, but with Christ’s help … He joined the Crusades, enhanced his reputation for gallantry, ingratiated himself with the papal party and came back a wealthy man.

Joan left out the lies but dwelt at length on his exploits in the Crusades. She was safe there. She glossed over their excitement on the estate together. The next stage, which was Holland’s petition to the pope to restore his rightful wife to him, had to be delicately done. This could be found already in two existing accounts, but hers, she thought, would out-truth them both.

Holland had argued to the pope that she had been kidnapped by the Salisburys. Salisbury denied all knowledge of Joan’s first marriage and set up delaying tactics that for a year looked as if they would prevail. After letters between Joan and the pope, Holland stepped up his campaign. He threatened to bring a charge of unlawful imprisonment against the son of the 1st Earl of Salisbury and, with more letters from Joan, plied the pope with evidence and arguments. He was listened to. The victorious English crusading knight was a valuable asset for the pope.

A papal bull declared Joan’s marriage to Salisbury to be false. She and Holland remarried immediately and in quick order she had five children. The second-born was called Thomas, who became and for ever remained, her favourite.

How could she not include all this? Burley’s advice was so trimmed to please that it was useless. At court the facts had been out for years. It would be foolish to attempt to ignore them now … Perhaps she would gain by admitting everything. Or the way to do it, she had thought, might be to dress it up as a Romance, the fashion of the time – innocent princess (she could elevate her status for the purposes of Romance) seized by brutal aristocrats, caged on a cruel estate, rescued by her lover back from the Crusades – stress the negotiations with the pope, play down the deceits practised by Tom and herself in the byways of the estate and the bedrooms of the great house. She still had not got it as she wanted it and she hated reworking her chronicle but this episode, with the love of her life, would surely bring a glow to her reputation and remind the world of his fame … Thomas had risen to become captain general of all English lands in France and Normandy until his early death.

The next episode, she thought, wrote itself. It was so much in the public domain. It was so much the history of England in France. She could still smile at the rapidity and unexpectedness of it all. Despite being her cousin (and therefore forbidden marriage in Church law) and despite being committed to a profitable dynastic marriage with Margaret of Flanders, Edward, Prince of Wales, already a national hero, insisted that the widow with five children, of no great fortune, marry him and soon, whatever laws were broken. In the presence of his father, Edward III, and the Archbishop of Canterbury, they defied Church law and were married at Windsor.

A few months later, as she recorded, they sailed to France, five children and all, for the new groom’s idea of a honeymoon – further triumphs and conquests. From then until the coronation of her son Richard, fathered by the Black Prince, she had been treated as a Magnificence.

She had been very fond of her childhood protector. What had surprised her when she gathered together her memories of this period in her life was how spectacularly it had been lived. Edward, she wrote, or the Black Prince, as the world wanted to call him after his already mythical victories on the battlefield against the French, now went through France like a hero from legend. He rode, she wrote, from city to city and town to town, everywhere receiving homage, fealty and gifts.

It was here that Joan had developed her serious interest in wealth. In the chronicle she mentioned some of the jewels she had been given – she had let it be known to the French her particular affection for diamonds. In the chronicle she made a passing reference to her clothes – but only to score a point against the fashionable French ladies who said that her furred gowns, slit coats and rich materials were more the fashion of the mistress of mercenaries than a future Queen of England. They had no taste, those Frenchwomen!

But it was the public display she wanted to record. Four years into their residence in France, the Prince and Princess of Wales held the most costly and princely tournament in all Christendom to celebrate the christening of their eldest son. More gifts came in. But so did darkness.

The elder son died, leaving Richard the precariously sole heir. Then Edward contracted dysentery, which disbarred him from his obsession – war. Joan found it melancholy to track the irreversible enfeeblement of her friend and husband whom, she recorded, she nursed faithfully.

She wrote of their return to England but made little mention of her increase in power. As her husband’s power declined, hers grew.

His relentlessly enfeebling illness had brought her closer to him than at any other time. To see such a warrior sink slowly into such infirmity. She feared for their son, who saw this great soldier as merely a dying man. In 1376 his father, too, the equally great warrior Edward III, was dying, losing his mind, kept out of sight of his subjects, often unable to speak, prostrate in a hooded royal barge as he came to say farewell to his dying son.

Joan could and did write at great length about the prince. Burley had copied out speeches made at the time. She selected from them. ‘He never attacked a nation he did not defeat or besieged a city he did not take.’ When the Black Prince died in May 1378, the chronicler Walsingham had written – and Joan copied into her own chronicle – ‘on his death, the hopes of the English utterly perished’. His father died a year later and Joan did not spare the reader full and proud descriptions of the obsequies and burials.

From then on she saw the succession as her primary duty. She wrote carefully on how she had taken up the guardianship of the ten-year-old boy-king. She smothered with praise those who had been her rivals for power over him. John of Gaunt in particular, the brother of the Black Prince and well enough placed to claim the throne, was seduced by flattery, diplomacy and touching affectionate talk such as the rough, impetuous soldier had never known. Joan noted that it was she who had insisted – as if doing him a favour – that he be given his own army. But she did not record that the purpose was to get him out of London. He had been sent to the Scottish Marches or Borders for three years, to try to extend the peace treaty between the two countries and neutralise what she thought of as that perpetually tiresome and troublesome state, Scotland, which was France’s best ally against the English.

In the chronicle she did not make mention of her own diplomatic corps; she included, however, a reference to the third of the revenue of Wales, which was assigned to her, and the twenty-six manors, her new barge, new carriage and London palace. She believed that a show of such great wealth commanded respect. Solomon was admired for his wisdom but his wealth – his glory – was the dazzling seal on his reputation, she thought.

Now to her son, the King: she must write about him, and it was this that gave her the greatest difficulty. People must know his strengths and his qualities. She still had so much to teach him – how to keep the city of London on his side for money for his wars and yet somehow persuade them to be pleased to present gifts as thanks for being permitted to contribute to the war chest. How could she help him rise above the cramping phalanx of old-style aristocrats on his council? How to find the new men of the age and make them his advisers?

She needed help. Her intelligence was that there were disturbing murmurs. In York some months before there had been unrest among the peasants. But that was the north, she thought, forever dissatisfied and forever doomed. Her ancestor, William of Normandy, had found what Joan believed to be the only effective solution to the north. He had laid waste to it.

And there were portents too. Just a few days ago, towards the end of May, there had been a storm of a ferocity never before experienced. Trees uprooted, rivers bursting their banks, the sea sweeping over the land, monstrous fish thrown on to the beaches, houses blown away, weird visions of spirits in the air, witches and goblins, the sky cracking open with lightning …

And unwritten in her chronicle – for how could she show such lack of faith? – the chief matter: what if it were true, as some of the prophets and the preachers said, what if it were true that the world was coming to an end?

She sent Jane ahead of her to the King’s room. Jane was almost a beauty, puckish, bold, a girl for whom Joan had plans. She was to tell the King his mother was making her way to him. Princess Joan always walked slowly in what her courtiers and visitors noted and approved of as the appropriate dignity of such a magnificent Royal Person. She had a bad back and her corset was merciless. Her first five children had slid out effortlessly. The children of her marriage to her cousin Edward had arrived with strain, perhaps a little too late in her life, she now thought. Richard, her last child, had caused her to scream in a way she had never allowed herself to do before. It was to his birth that she traced the origins of the increasingly severe pain in her spine.

Doctors had been generous with remedies. Rare powders were mixed, heated and ostentatiously prepared before her. Women and men had rubbed their muscular hands up, down and around her stubborn spine. Some of it helped. The most reliable relief she had found so far was ancient Egyptian massage. Mamoud was her man. She had brought him with her to Windsor.

She walked to the King’s room along the chill stone corridors, as intent as a nun. She paused outside his room and looked out across the parkland. The dew had been replaced by a glistening of rain. She loved the sweet showers of the English spring.
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