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      INTRODUCTION

      
      
         ‘We have a Prince! Can any man, that dare vouch himself to be a right English man, hear this, and feel not within himself
            such a wonderful force, an inerrable strength of gladness; can his body be born in England, and here his heart not leap for
            joy; can there lie any vein so far, so hid in a corner, but it shall feel the blood heated, now much lighter to run … even
            as though it were a carrier of this good news?’ Richard Morison, on the news of Edward’s birth, 1537.1

      

      
      There exists in the Royal Collection a painting called The Family of Henry VIII. Painted around 1545 by an unknown artist, Henry sits on his throne beneath the royal canopy and the marbled columns of Whitehall
         Palace; to his left his deceased wife, Jane Seymour, kneels, whilst to his right his sole male child and heir, Edward, stands.
         In the wings of the chamber, noticeably detached from this scene of family life, are Henry’s two other daughters, Mary and
         Elizabeth, both proclaimed illegitimate in the complicated marital history of their father’s reign. The message being portrayed
         is clear: nearing the end of his life, Henry saw the future of the Tudor dynasty in the hands of his son, the soon to be proclaimed
         Edward VI. Katherine of Aragon and Anne Boleyn had been painted out of history; Henry’s only rightful queen was Jane, the
         matriarch of this dynasty. When he died two years later, it was his will that he be buried next to Jane, and a monument was
         to be erected above them with carved effigies of them ‘as if sweetly sleeping’. Of all his wives, only she had dutifully provided
         him with the only thing that mattered: a precious son, Edward. Henry joined her in the grave assured that he had secured his
         dynasty with the male heir he had craved for so long.
      

      
      When Edward was born on Friday, 12 October 1537, Henry’s twenty-seven-year wait for an heir had come to an end. Such was the
         excitement that the Tower guards shot off two thousand rounds of ammunition to compete with the pealing of the church bells
         that sounded in London throughout the day. Bonfires were lit and impromptu street parties began, fuelled by the free wine and beer generously provided
         by the merchants of the Hanseatic League.
      

      
      Nine years later, when Edward succeeded his father, the proclamations of ‘Long live King Edward’ following the news of Henry’s
         death, spread with joyous enthusiasm. Much had changed since that ecstatic day when Edward’s birth had first been announced.
         Henry’s deteriorating health and ballooning weight had left him with a volatile temper likely to flare up upon the slightest
         provocation. And as his descent into middle age brought with it the disasters of his failed marriages to Anne of Cleves –
         the ‘Flanders Mare’ – and the adulterous Katherine Howard, Henry had lashed out at those closest to him as he searched for
         scapegoats. His first minister and chief adviser, Thomas Cromwell, had been sent to the block leaving Henry rudderless, his
         failing judgement steering him into costly wars with Scotland and France, subsuming the country’s wealth and leaving it teetering
         upon the point of bankruptcy.
      

      
      Cromwell, along with Thomas Cranmer, the Archbishop of Canterbury, had been one of the pivotal architects of Henry’s reformation
         of the Church. According to one report, it was claimed that he had made a pact with Henry, promising him power beyond his
         wildest imagination. But this all paled in importance beside what Henry really wanted – a legitimate male heir. For it was
         becoming all too clear that his queen, Katherine of Aragon, fast approaching middle age, would be unable to provide him with
         a son. With the seductive Anne Boleyn taking the king’s fancy, Henry demanded a solution fast. The answer seemed simple enough
         – Henry would divorce Katherine and marry Anne. Yet in taking this course, Henry literally took a leap of faith; with the
         Pope unwilling even to countenance annulling Henry’s first marriage (upon the dubious grounds that she had already slept with
         his brother Arthur, to whom she had been betrothed before his untimely death) Henry was forced to break with the Roman Catholic
         Church. Under a series of laws that redefined the king’s position, Henry became Supreme Head of his very own Church of England.
         Cromwell had been as good as his word: Henry now controlled not only his subjects’ bodies, but also their souls.
      

      
      These new powers were matched by equally radical laws to enforce them. A new statute made it treason to call the king a tyrant
         or heretic – punishable by death – whilst each man and woman was forced to swear an oath committing their obedience to Henry’s
         supremacy. Those who refused to do so – including Henry’s own chancellor, Thomas More – went to the block as martyrs to their Catholic faith and
         traitors to the king. A new climate of fear prevailed; ‘What will be the end of this tragedy, God knows’, one commentator
         recorded. Meanwhile Cromwell, in his exalted position as lay Vicegerent of the King (with greater power in the Church than
         even the Archbishop of Canterbury), turned his attention to fresh targets – the monasteries. In 1536, after they had been
         denounced as seed beds of iniquity (with commissioners allegedly discovering ‘not seven but more than 700,000 deadly sins’),
         372 smaller monasteries were suppressed, with the fate of the greater monasteries left hanging precariously in the balance.2

      
      All this was too much for Henry’s northern subjects. In desperation they rose up united in defence of their Catholic Church
         – under the banner of ‘The five wounds of Christ’ – determined to protect their devotions and convince their king to change
         his mind. As their numbers swelled to 30,000, the Pilgrimage of Grace, as this ‘rebellion’ was named, soon grew to become
         the greatest threat to the Tudor regime.
      

      
      Henry had the victory, crushing the rising mercilessly. The rebels paid for their disobedience with their lives. With all
         resistance suppressed, nothing could save the remaining monasteries. Their dissolution brought to the Crown land and property
         worth well over £100,000 a year, making way for the greatest redistribution of land since the Norman Conquest, with large
         tranches being sold off to up and coming courtiers for £1.3 million. Henry, meanwhile, was careful to retain his share of
         the spoils, accumulating fifty-five royal palaces by the end of his reign.
      

      
      With the evangelical reformers in the ascendant, new ways to ridicule the shrines and devotions that were classed as ‘abuses’
         were found; some were broken up, exposed for the shams that they were, whilst in a macabre twist, their defenders – such as
         the friar William Forest – were condemned to burn in the blazing fires of their treasured relics. Destruction was followed
         by further reform. Ten years earlier the translator William Tyndale had been condemned as a heretic for producing the first
         English Bible; now, with the tables turned, bibles in English, following Tyndale’s translation almost to the letter, were
         ordered to be placed in every church, free for all to read. But as preachers started to press too hard for further reform
         – particularly over the doctrine of transsubstantiation (the belief that the bread and wine transform into the body and blood
         of Christ during the miracle of the mass), Henry began to get cold feet, particularly since a new Catholic league made up
         of the Holy Roman Empire, France and Scotland seemed poised to launch an invasion upon England.
      

      
      This new mood was reflected in the passing of the Act of Six Articles, with its threat of punishment by burning for denying
         transubstantiation. Later, Henry withdrew further, banning all men under the rank of yeoman from reading the bibles that he
         had once encouraged all to read. The Reformation was over. Henry had gone so far, but this was far enough for a man who had
         once proudly boasted of his title ‘Defender of the Faith’, granted by the Pope. Though purgatory had been abandoned, prayers
         for the dead still remained. And though the veneration of saints’ images had been discouraged, the medieval rood-lofts painted
         with saints’ images continued to dominate parish churches in which the mass was still sung.
      

      
      No one could deny that England was a very different realm to the one Henry had inherited, but as his reign drew to a close,
         the reformers were already looking ahead to the next – and his heir, Edward. Henry had been favourably compared to the Old
         Testament King Solomon, the builder of the Temple. Yet Solomon had seen his reign degenerate as lust clouded his judgement,
         preventing him from completing the Temple he had begun to build. Now the parallels were being drawn once more, with the young
         Prince Edward being compared to the eight-year-old Old Testament King Josiah, who had destroyed idols and restored the true
         scripture to his people.
      

      
      Henry had left Edward with a golden inheritance; the prince stood on the cusp of becoming the greatest and most powerful English
         monarch history had witnessed. As men thought then, Edward should be recognized as a central figure in the Tudor age. Yet
         historians have tended to sideline him in favour of his elder sisters, Mary and Elizabeth. This is unfair, and ignores one
         of the most dynamic and important periods of Tudor history. Edward may have only been fifteen years old when he died, tantalizingly
         close to adulthood, and though his reign was just six years long, as Richard Hooker later remarked, ‘He died young, but lived
         long. For life is an action.’3 His reign is exciting precisely because it was so densely packed and the dramatic events that unfolded within it took place
         during an age of radical religious and political turmoil.
      

      
      The religious reformation that took place in Edward’s reign went far beyond anything Henry could ever have imagined. The Bible
         in English, free for all to read, the abolition of the chantries and masses for the dead, the widespread destruction of images
         and saints’ shrines, new services in English read by ministers forbidden from wearing traditional vestments, the abolition of the mass and the introduction of
         communion in both kinds revolutionized a society where religion was paramount to an understanding of human nature.
      

      
      Edward’s kingship was to be a new start – a new beginning that turned its back upon the cruelty and tyrannous reign of his
         father. Henry’s harsh treason legislation was repealed; Edward’s fresh, young persona was the lead for new ideas. Writers
         began addressing social and economic problems with greater sensitivity and there was a new impetus to aid the poor.
      

      
      But the early hope and promise that a fresh start brought turned sour. Edward’s reign became a time of intrigue, deceit, plotting
         and treason, very nearly plunging the country into civil war. The stability that the Tudors had sought to achieve came close
         to being torn apart. Edward’s own uncle, Thomas Seymour, after failing to force Edward to agree to schemes to make him Protector,
         attempted to kidnap him from his own bed. The plot failed and Seymour was executed. Barely a few months later, two of the
         largest rebellions of the century, in which perhaps fifteen thousand rebels were to lose their lives, brought the Tudor regime
         to a crisis point not seen since that of the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381. Edward’s guardian, Edward Seymour, Duke of Somerset,
         was deposed in a court coup d’état to be replaced by his rival, John Dudley, Earl of Warwick – later to be made Duke of Northumberland. Somerset and Dudley’s
         rivalry stemmed from a clash of personalities. Somerset was regarded as the champion of the poor and oppressed, whose petitions
         and grievances he listened to, much to the displeasure of his aristocratic colleagues. Dudley, on the other hand, was a master
         tactician and the archetypal Machiavellian politician, who was reported to have had ‘such a head that he seldom went about
         anything but he conceived first three or four purposes beforehand’.4 The ambitions and fierce rivalry of these two men eventually brought them both to the scaffold. Somerset was executed in
         January 1552 for plotting to assassinate Dudley. After wresting power from Somerset, Dudley took control of Edward and became
         Lord President of the Council, only to meet his end in a desperate and failed attempt to preserve Edward’s Protestant legacy,
         as the driving force behind the nine-day reign of Lady Jane Grey as queen.
      

      
      Meanwhile, no one could be certain of the direction events might take. Catholics and Protestants battled for control of the
         government, whilst hyper-inflation and poor harvests plunged the realm into one of its worst economic crises of the century.
         When the sweating sickness returned – a disease that seems to have infected only the English – men thought it was a plague from God for their sins. Yet
         the Reformation continued at full pace: the medieval interiors of churches were ripped out, to be replaced by wooden communion
         tables and whitewashed walls; saints’ days were abolished, along with the cherished processions and rituals that often had
         defined men’s world-view. The reformers did not get their way without a fight – particularly from Edward’s Catholic sister
         Mary, who had attempted to flee the realm in protest before challenging Edward to a dramatic showdown at court. Loyalties
         were divided as politics and religion often competed for men’s allegiance. The forces of greed, corruption and ambition –
         the desire for power – all appear in this extraordinary tale. Yet equally important to ask is why England did not succumb
         to civil war. The reigns of minors usually ended in disaster – the fate of the Princes in the Tower was all too fresh in the
         minds of many.
      

      
      The enigma points to Edward himself. Was Edward merely a pawn in a fascinating political game, or did he represent more than
         has been allowed him? For Edward’s historical personality is not just his own; it has become an amalgam of those early hopes,
         together with the legend that developed around him after his death as a ‘godly imp’, enhanced by the Protestant historian
         John Foxe. Though a child, Edward bore the ideological weight of what being king had become in the Reformation; he was now
         God’s representative on earth, the leader of the English ‘empire’: only he could assure the health of men’s souls. In life,
         his youth allowed men to ponder the future, to speculate on his coming of age. This, in part, came from his extraordinary
         gifts and intelligence. Edward was seen as a child prodigy – he could speak Latin and French fluently, wrote secret notes
         to himself in Greek to hide his thoughts from nosy courtiers and, under the guidance of his tutors, immersed himself into
         a scholarly world of Protestant theology and Renaissance humanism. Edward studied scripture at a phenomenal rate and built
         up an immense library for a child. His writings exist in voluminous quantity – over a hundred of his essays in Latin and Greek
         survive in the British Library, as yet still unstudied in detail. Among a vast array of topics, he wrote on the effects of
         war, devised reforms for council procedure and denounced the evils of the papacy in a tract that remained in print a hundred
         years after his death.
      

      
      Historians have begun to recognize that the king’s own personality increasingly came to matter during the later part of his
         reign.5 In a world where the king was a child, he was expected to grow up very fast indeed. By the time Edward had turned twelve, there were
         already provisions in place to provide him with the training needed for the administration of the state – he took part in
         council debates, influenced the future religious direction of the kingdom and eventually played a crucial role in determining
         the direction of his succession under his chosen heir, Queen Jane.
      

      
      But Edward does not just appear as the studious Protestant stalwart that he is often made out to be. The human side of his
         story should not be forgotten. For a child, the burden he carried was great: an orphan at nine, he was to lose his stepmother
         and both his uncles during his reign. What effect did this have on him? Edward’s surviving journal, into which he noted the
         events and political torment that swirled around his court, provides us with a window into the mind of this Tudor monarch,
         demonstrating the daily life of the king, his court and the government around him. It is this that makes this story a unique
         one. Despite the pressures of office, we know that growing up he still made time for leisure. He enjoyed music, playing the
         lute, and increasing the number of musicians at the royal court. He also enjoyed the pastimes of his father – at the tiltyard,
         on the hunt or tennis court. He even acted in plays at court.
      

      
      It was Edward’s brilliant precociousness that kept his realm together. However, unlike the imbecile Henry VI, contemporaries
         knew that Edward had the ability to become an extraordinary king upon adulthood – one that might, like his role model Josiah,
         later punish the wicked for their sins – ‘At this time,’ warned one chronicler shortly after Somerset’s execution, ‘many …
         talked that the young King was now to be feared.’6

      
      Edward’s premature death cut short a life of brilliant promise. Yet the story does not end there, for in death as in life
         Edward’s reign continued its drama. One of Edward’s last surviving actions was to alter the line of succession with his own
         hand, disinheriting his sisters Mary and Elizabeth in favour of a new dynasty founded upon the Protestant faith – with his
         cousin Lady Jane Grey as his heir and England’s queen. Out of fear, everyone obeyed Edward’s wishes – four days after his
         death Jane was proclaimed queen, with orders sent for Mary’s arrest. Yet Mary had escaped – fleeing to Norfolk she rounded
         up her supporters and proclaimed herself the nation’s rightful queen. It seemed that the realm was fast gearing up for civil
         war.
      

      
      Yet against all the odds and with the entire ruling elite against her, Mary won through; she had been placed on the throne by her people who preferred the claim of the true daughter of Henry VIII
         to the daughter-in-law of Dudley, a man they regarded as a detested tyrant. Her remarkable and unexpected victory over Queen
         Jane would become a crucial turning point in history, and the only successful popular revolution of the entire Tudor age.
      

      
      It brought an end to one of the most remarkable chapters of English history, yet Edward has often been considered only a footnote
         in the margins of Tudor histories all too concerned with Elizabeth or Henry VIII to take notice of the last Tudor king – for
         whom Henry had sacrificed so much and from whose reign Elizabeth would learn her lessons in statecraft.
      

      
      Mary’s reign was to mark the beginning of England’s temporary return to Rome and the undoing of the efforts of Edward’s. Yet
         as Mary’s regime became notoriously unpopular after the re-introduction of harsh heresy laws, the burning of hundreds of Protestants
         – including Cranmer – and the loss of Calais, England’s last hold on the European continent, so Edward’s posthumous reputation
         scaled new heights. Upon Elizabeth’s accession to the throne and the Protestant settlement of 1559, Edward’s Protestant legacy
         was to remain. The hope that his short reign had promised had finally come to fruition; Edward’s dream of a Protestant nation
         had become a reality. The Anglican Church had been transformed in his six-year reign; it is testament to this fact that it
         was Edward’s portrait that still graced the frontispiece of the Elizabethan official ‘Bishop’s Bible’ in 1595.
      

      
      Those six years that Edward sat upon the throne are still with us today. As Diarmaid MacCulloch has written, ‘the Church of
         England was in fact permanently shaped by the reign of Edward VI’.7 Edward set out a vision of a Protestant nation, the idea of England as a ‘godly isle’, a vision later taken up again under
         Elizabeth. And it was in Edward’s reign that the words of ceremonies so well known to us now, and which form a crucial aspect
         of our national culture and identity, were created. The Book of Common Prayer, first published in 1549 and revised again in
         1552, brought a new tone of authority to the prose of the English language – words that act almost as a subtext to the background
         of the lives of generations were forged here; for example, whilst the medieval marriage service used to include the wife’s
         promise to be ‘bonner and buxom in bed and at the board’, it was in Edward’s reign that for the first time both partners were
         required to ‘love, cherish and obey’, and the wedding vows still spoken to this day, ‘for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health’, were first
         set down.
      

      
      Two different strands make up Edward’s reign: the personality of this Tudor king who was the most gifted of all his siblings;
         and the political world that sought to cope with a child as ruler. Reconstructing his own world-view from his diary and letters,
         I aim to contrast the personal life of the king at court with the intrigue and, at times, chaos that encircled him. Above
         all, I have attempted to bring out the reality of Tudor political life – that curious mix of new idealism, as the Renaissance
         and its political ideas found expression in government reform, and the intrigue and duplicity of factions at court.
      

      
      The legacy of Edward’s reign is one of the most exciting political histories of the Tudor age, from which few appeared unscathed.
         His untimely death cut short a life that, forged in the remarkable political circumstance of his childhood, would have left
         us with a very different Tudor England than that fashioned under the female monarchies of Mary and Elizabeth.
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