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ever before had England seen
a conflict that split the nation so
dramatically than during the mid
to late 15th century, when two
dynastic houses clashed in the
Wars of the Roses. The weak rule and eventual
incapacitation of King Henry VI had allowed his
rivals to step up and claim the throne, launching
a series of wars still remembered as one of the
bloodiest chapters in England’s history.
York and Lancaster – two branches of the
royal house of Plantagenet, which had ruled

since 1154 – tore the country apart for more than
three decades. Kings were ousted and killed,
dynasties begun and ripped down, and countless
slaughtered in the name of the red and white
roses. Yet from the chaos and turmoil emerged
a new dynasty: the Tudors.
With the help of expert Lauren Johnson,
we chart this period of English history from
its beginnings through to the horrific battles,
stunning betrayals and gruesome murders.
Turn the page to uncover key dates in this bitter
conflict for power...
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WARS OF THE ROSES TIMELINE

THE WARS THAT
DIVIDED A NATION
1 SEP 1422

12 JUL 1450

H The nine-month-old Henry VI ascends
the throne after the death of his father,
Henry V. A regency council will rule
England until he comes of age, in 1437.

A rebellion
against the king’s
government, widely
seen as corrupt,
is suppressed,
but Richard, 3rd
Duke of York – the
king’s cousin with a
stronger (through
primogeniture)
claim to the throne
– emerges as leader
of the opposition,
pressing for
political power.

3 OCT 1470
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G Henry’s wife,
Margaret of
Anjou, allies with
Warwick, forcing
Edward IV to
flee into exile.
Henry VI is
restored to
the throne.

30

24 JUL 1469
F At the battle of
Edgcote, a rebel force
loyal to Warwick
defeats a royal army.
Edward IV is captured
and imprisoned soon
after the battle, but
is released after
a few months.
His father-inlaw, Richard
Woodville
(pictured), and
brother-in-law,
John, are executed.

19 OCT 1453

G The Hundred
Years’ War between
England and France
ends with the
loss of all English
territory in France,
except Calais.

Kings were made, undone, and made again
as the red rose of Lancaster and the white
rose of York fought for the English throne
WORDS: EMMA SLATTERY WILLIAMS

22 MAY 1455

28 JAN 1457

12 OCT 1459

10 JUL 1460

E Richard, 3rd Duke
of York and the Earls
of Salisbury and
Warwick, angered
at being excluded
from a council of
nobles, defeat a royal
army at St Albans
and capture the king.
York is appointed lord
protector, a position
he has previously held
while Henry VI has
been incapacitated.

E Henry Tudor (the
future Henry VII) is
born at Pembroke
Castle to 13-yearold Margaret
Beaufort (right),
a descendant
of Edward III
and widow
of Henry
VI’s halfbrother.

An outnumbered
Yorkist army
assembles at
Ludford Bridge, but
York, Salisbury and
Warwick abandon
their men after
one of their
commanders
(along with
his troops)
defects
to Henry
VI.

H At the battle
of Northampton,
which lasts just
30 minutes, Henry
VI is captured by
Warwick and the
Earl of March (the
future Edward IV).

York enters
Parliament and
lays claim to
the throne, but
the nobles are
reluctant to
depose the king.
A compromise is
reached with the
Act of Accord,
which declares
that Henry VI
will remain king
and York will be
his successor.

29 MAR 1461

17 FEB 1461

2 FEB 1461

30 DEC 1460

H Having been proclaimed king on
4 March, the armies of Edward IV defeat
the Lancastrians at Towton – one of the
largest and longest battles ever fought
on British soil.

Lancastrian
forces, led by
Henry’s wife
Margaret of
Anjou, rescue
the king at
St Albans.
They march on
London, but
the city bars
the gates and
they are forced
to head north.

The Yorkists win
a decisive victory
at the battle of
Mortimer’s Cross,
which sees Edward
(the future king)
block Lancastrian
reinforcements
from Wales.

13 JUL 1465

15 MAY 1464

H Henry VI is captured again and
imprisoned in the Tower of London.

Lancastrian
resistance in the
north of England
ends at the battle
of Hexham. Most
of the leaders
are executed,
including the
Duke of Somerset;
Henry VI goes on
the run.

1 MAY 1464

G The traditional
date given for
the marriage
of Edward IV
and Lancastrian
widow Elizabeth
Woodville.

14 APR 1471

4 MAY 1471

18 FEB 1478

9 APR 1483

6 JUL 1483

22 AUG 1485

Having returned to
England and taken
London without
opposition, Edward
IV triumphs at the
battle of Barnet.
Warwick is killed.

H Edward defeats Margaret of Anjou’s
army at the battle of Tewkesbury.
Henry VI’s son, also Edward, is killed
and a few weeks later, Henry dies in the
Tower of London in highly suspicious
circumstances. Around this time, Henry
Tudor flees to France as one of the last
surviving Lancastrian claimants.

George, Duke of
Clarence – tried
and convicted for
treason against his
own brother, the
restored Edward
IV – is privately
executed.

On Edward IV’s
death, 12-yearold Edward V
becomes king,
with his uncle,
Richard, Duke of
Gloucester, serving
as protector. The
young king and his
brother, Richard
of Shrewsbury,
are placed in the
Tower, allegedly
to prepare for the
coronation.

E Edward V
and his siblings
are declared
illegitimate, and
Richard III is
crowned. This
summer will be
the last time
the ‘Princes
in the
Tower’
are
seen.

Henry Tudor –
who, despite
a weak claim to
the throne, is the
best Lancastrian
hope – returns
to England with
an army and
defeats Richard
III at the battle of
Bosworth Field.
Later that year, he
is crowned Henry
VII, beginning the
Tudor dynasty.

18 JAN 1486

G The houses of
Lancaster and York
are united by the
marriage of Henry
VII and Elizabeth
of York, daughter
of Edward IV.

10 OCT 1460

H Opposing the
Act of Accord,
Lancastrian forces
gather in the
north and York is
killed. Others slain
include his son,
Edmund, Earl of
Rutland, and the
Earl of Salisbury.

16 JUN 1487
The Wars of the
Roses come to an
end at the battle
of Stoke Field. The
Yorkist supporters
– led by Richard
III’s nephew, John
de la Pole, and
with the pretender
Lambert Simnel as
their figurehead
– are beaten by
Henry VII. d
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THE ROSES FAMILY TREE

THE SPLIT OF
THE
PLANTAGENETS
And you thought your family drama was complicated...
HOUSE OF LANCASTER

Isabella of Castile
Great-grandmother of the
two Yorkist kings

Philippa of Hainault

EDWARD III r1327-77

Acted as regent during the
Hundred Years’ War

Ruled for 50 years, but his sons
fought for his throne

Blanche of
Lancaster

Founder of the house of York

Marriage led to her husband
taking the duchy of Lancaster

Joan of Kent

Chief Lancastrian
supporters of Henry VI

Mary de Bohun

Richard
Earl of Cambridge
Executed for his part in a plot
against Henry V

Catherine of Valois
Princess of France

Victor of the battle
of Agincourt

Mother of a Lancastrian king and
grandmother of a Tudor king

Cecily
Neville

Attacked Henry VI, starting
the Wars of the Roses

Aunt of the
‘Kingmaker’,
Richard Neville

EDWARD V
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Usurped by his uncle,
Richard, and disappeared
in the Tower of London

Widow of a Lancastrian
knight before marrying the
Yorkist, Edward

HENRY VI
r1422-61
r1470-71

The last of the
Plantagenet kings

Anne Neville
The Kingmaker’s daughter,
died shortly before Richard

Edward
Prince of Wales
Died at the age of 10

Henry’s indomitable queen
who led the Lancastrians
while her husband
was incapacitated

Edward
Prince of Wales

Richard
Neville
16th
Earl of
Warwick
The so-called
‘Kingmaker’,
he helped
Edward IV
take the
throne for York
then defected
to Henry
VI and the
Lancastrians

Killed aged 17 at the
battle of Tewkesbury

Margaret Beaufort
A descendant of Edward III; worked
tirelessly to see her son crowned

Richard
Duke of York

Elizabeth
of York

HENRY VII
r1485-1509

The second of the Princes
in the Tower

Offered in marriage to
unite York and Lancaster

Seized the throne at the
battle of Bosworth Field

HOUSE OF TUDOR
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Owen Tudor
A lowly servant when he
married the dowager queen

Margaret
of Anjou

Twice overthrown by
Edward IV

RICHARD III
r1483-85

The first of the Lancastrian kings

HENRY V
r1413-22

Richard
3rd Duke of York

Elizabeth
Woodville

HENRY IV
Bolingbroke r1399-1413

Died before her husband
came to the throne

HOUSE OF YORK

Deposed Henry VI; was
briefly overthrown but
retook the throne

Effectively regent for his
nephew, Richard II

Heir apparent of Edward III, but
died before his father

Ascended at the age of 10,
and usurped by his cousin
Henry Bolingbroke

EDWARD IV
r1461-70
r1471-83

The Duke’s mistress, then wife, whose
children were legitimised

The Beaufort
family

RICHARD II
r1377-1399

Served under three kings
until his death at Agincourt

Duke of Lancaster

Edward
the Black Prince

Known as the
‘Fair Maid’

Edward
2nd Duke of York

Katherine Swynford

John of Gaunt

Edmund of Langley
1st Duke of York

Edmund Tudor
Earl of Richmond
Second of Margaret
Beaufort’s four husbands

PLEASE NOTE: NOT AN
EXHAUSTIVE FAMILY TREE

WARS OF THE ROSES Q&A

A c1908 work by Henry Payne depicts Richard,
Duke of York (in red) challenging Edmund Beaufort,
2nd Duke of Somerset to choose between the white
rose of York and the red rose of Lancaster

EVERYTHING YOU WANTED
TO KNOW ABOUT THE

WARS OF THE ROSES
Lauren Johnson answers key questions about the 15th-century
clashes between the houses of Lancaster and York

A: It was fairly congenial. I think one
of the most amazing things in 15th-century
history is that King Henry VI, despite being
a baby when he inherited the throne, was
supported by virtually all the nobility,
including people who had a better claim
to the throne than him, of which you
could definitely include the house of York.
Richard, Duke of York appeared to be a
loyal supporter of Henry VI for many years
until around 1450, when things started to
go a bit pear-shaped.
The York family did have a bit
of a history of rebelling against the
Lancastrians, though. In 1415, just before
Henry V’s victory at Agincourt, Richard’s

father – Richard of Conisburgh, Earl of
Cambridge – was involved in a treasonous
plot against the king, and this led to the
complete downfall of the York family for
a while. So, the notion of the York family
having a special place in the politics of the
Lancastrian dynasty goes much further
back than the Wars of the Roses. And there
are probably some questions about the
loyalty of the wider York family, including
Richard, Duke of York.

Q: Would people at the time
have referred to the conflict as
the ‘Wars of the Roses’?
A: In recent years there’s been a bit of a
move against using Wars of the Roses as
the terminology for this war. Historical
fiction author Philippa Gregory refers
to it as the Cousins’ War, and that’s

Henry V, shown here at the battle of Agincourt, was a warrior king in whose
footsteps his peace-loving son, Henry VI, struggled to follow
NOVEMBER 2021
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Q: What was the relationship
like between the houses of
Lancaster and York before
the Wars of the Roses?

WARS OF THE ROSES Q&A
become quite popular – you can see
why, given the number of distant cousins
who were involved. But no one at the
time would have called it the Cousins’
War, whereas the idea of two different
dynasties represented by roses can be
seen in the 15th century - although the
term Wars of the Roses only came to be
widely used in the early 19th century.
The future Edward IV was known as
the Rose of Rouen, because he was born
in Rouen in Normandy and his family
symbol was the white rose. There are
ballads from the 1460s that address him
as such, describing England as a garden
with the rose planted in it. So, the rose
imagery was there very early on.
Perhaps the most important person
in terms of creating the idea of the Wars
of the Roses was Henry VII, who was
himself effectively Lancastrian, and who
married a princess of the house of York,
thus uniting the roses. He put the Tudor
rose – a combination of red and white
roses – everywhere, and this imagery
was also favoured by his son, Henry VIII,
when he came to the throne in 1509.

ALAMY X6

Q: Was Henry VI’s weakness
as a king to blame for the
Wars of the Roses?
A: In large part, yes. But Richard, Duke of
York has to take some of the blame, too.
Henry VI was just not the sort of king that
was needed at that moment in time. He
grew up in the huge shadow of his warrior
father, Henry V, whom he never met, so
he never had an example of kingship in
front of him. By contrast, Richard, Duke
of York was much more of a medieval king
prototype – he’d seen battle, experienced
government and married young. And I
think, partly because of the slight taint on
the Yorkist line after questions of treason
in the past, Richard was very touchy about
matters of personal honour and was very
concerned that he should have a specific
role in government, which elevated him
above other people around him. He was
also very aware that he was effectively
Henry's heir for a long time, until Henry
had a child of his own.
The personalities of Henry VI and
Richard, Duke of York were entirely at odds
with one another. Henry was peace-loving,
compliant and afraid of confrontation,
while York was a very strident, ambitious,
confrontational individual who was
perfectly willing to use violence to get what
he wanted. And what happens throughout
the 1450s, I would argue, is that York keeps
pushing himself forward to have a leading
role in government and Henry keeps
trying to bat him away by one means after
another. But York refuses to be sidelined.
I think it’s this personality clash that is the
most important factor in creating the Wars
of the Roses.
34
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Q: How involved was the
average person in the conflict?
A: It’s a tricky question to answer. On
the one hand, there would have been
the big question of theoretical loyalty
to a monarch who, it was believed, was
divinely appointed, and on the other,
there was the reality of day-to-day life.
I think most people’s lives were
really determined by who
their local power broker was
– usually a nobleman or
woman, or their retainers,
and the people in their
employ who administered
justice and law and
order in the local area,
collecting taxes, rents and
so on. If you had a good
lord, you’d probably be
quite willing to go and fight
for him. But if you had
a bad lord, you might even take
the opportunity to rid yourself
of him – as happened to

“HENRY VI GREW UP IN
THE SHADOW OF HIS
WARRIOR FATHER”

ABOVE: The level of involvement
for ordinary people in the Wars
of the Roses depended a great
deal on where they lived
LEFT: Henry VI was widely
regarded as a weak king who
avoided confrontation
the Earl of Salisbury, who was
murdered by a mob in Pontefract
after the battle of Wakefield, in
1460. Personal feelings about local
power holders were hugely important.
Where you lived in England would also
have had a huge impact on how involved
you were in the conflict. If you lived in
London, you would probably have been
quite involved in the wars because that
was the place of power, where people
were imprisoned in the Tower; where
monarchs were crowned, where lots of
armour and weaponry was kept, and
so on. Control of London was hugely
important throughout the conflict, as
was the loyalty of Londoners, who tended
to be Yorkist.
If you lived in the West Country or
in the northeast of England, you would
probably have had quite a hard time
because there was a huge amount of local
feuding between lords. Ordinary people
in those areas would probably have spent
a lot of time fighting. By contrast, if you
lived in the middle of Wales, for example,
you could have probably ignored the
conflict altogether.

Q: What is your view
of Richard III?

A 1486 image of the coat of arms of Henry VII, supported by angels and
featuring both white and red roses

A: I’m sure many people will disagree
with me, but my personal view of Richard
is not tremendously positive. While he
was very similar to a lot of other noble
people in his time, he was also worse than
many of them, which is why he has such
a bad reputation. For instance, he and
his brother, George, Duke of Clarence,
declared their own mother-in-law, Anne
de Beauchamp, legally dead so that they
could take her lands, which wasn’t the
nicest thing to do!
Richard, also, before he became king,
intimidated the 60-something Countess
of Oxford by threatening to march her off

to the north of England in the
middle of winter to get hold
of her lands and those of her
son, who was a Lancastrian
exile at that point.
I think it is also extremely
likely that the Princes
in the Tower were killed
on Richard’s orders –
though probably not by
his own hand – and that
his involvement in their
deaths was suspected from
extremely early on. Richard
was crowned on 6 July 1483, but there
had already been a rising against him in
June that year, as well as in July and again
in August. And there was an enormous
rebellion against him in October 1483.
So there was definitely a sense that there
was something not quite right about the
means by which he had taken power.

A 19th-century depiction of
Richard III and his wife, Anne.
As was popular after his
death, Richard is portrayed
as hunched and stooping

Q: Did Richard III’s scoliosis
affect how he was viewed at
court and elsewhere, or was
his disability played up by
Tudor propaganda?
A: This is an area that is so frustrating,
because it would be brilliant to be able
to answer the question more fully. And
we can’t really, because strangely no one
at the time really mentions Richard’s
scoliosis, which, thanks to examination
of his skeleton, we now know he had.
Shakespeare famously described
Richard III as having a “hunchback”
with a withered arm and a limp, but we
can’t be completely certain how much
his scoliosis would have affected his
physical appearance. It’s probably fair
to say that he had one shoulder visibly
higher than the other. Interestingly,
15th-century historian and priest John
Rous did, in the early 1490s, describe
Richard as being “small of stature,
with a short face and unequal shoulders,
the right higher and the left lower”,
but for a long time his comments
were assumed to be part of negative
propaganda against Richard.
In fairness, Rous did also write some
strange things about Richard, including
that he was “retained within his mother’s
womb for two years, emerging with teeth
and hair to his shoulders”.
It’s also possible that Richard’s
disability wasn’t obvious to the people
around him. This was an era when
padded shoulders were in fashion, so his
clothes and armour may well have been
manufactured in such a way that they
hid his scoliosis and uneven shoulders.
Certainly, we know that Richard fought
in battles from his early to mid-teens,
and was often described as being a noble
warrior and a brave fighter, right up to
his death at Bosworth Field in 1485.

Margaret Beaufort
played a key role in
getting her son, Henry
Tudor, on the throne

Laurence Olivier
stars as Richard III in
Shakespeare’s play of
the same name. The
playwright portrayed
the Yorkist king as both
a complex and evil
character

Q: Has Margaret Beaufort’s
role in Henry Tudor’s rise
been overexaggerated?
A: I don’t think so. She is phenomenally
important to the story and, crucially, she
was the one in 1483-85, during Richard
III’s reign, who was pushing for Henry
to be included in the various political
machinations that were going on.
Margaret was also the one who made an

alliance with Edward IV’s widow, Elizabeth
Woodville, which hinged on Henry Tudor
marrying Elizabeth’s daughter, Elizabeth of
York. And that won over many Woodville
supporters, Yorkist supporters, and
supporters of Edward IV to Henry’s cause.
Of course, Margaret couldn’t fight; no
women in the Wars of the Roses that we
know of fought in battle. But she did a huge
amount in terms of raising money and
making political alliances. d
INTERVIEW: KEV LOCHUN
WORDS: CHARLOTTE HODGMAN

GET HOOKED
READ

Lauren Johnson is a historian, writer and an expert
in 15th and 16th-century history. Her new biography
of Margaret Beaufort will be published next year by
Head of Zeus
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FIVE THINGS YOU (PROBABLY)
DIDN’T KNOW ABOUT...

THE HOUSES OF
LANCASTER AND YORK
1

Kathryn Warner reveals family secrets from the two rival
Plantagenet houses – before they went to war

THE HOUSE OF
LANCASTER IS
OLDER THAN YORK

GETTY IMAGES X2, ALAMY X7

The house of Lancaster was founded
in 1267, almost 200 years before the
Wars of the Roses began. King Henry III
created the earldom of Lancaster for his
second son, Edmund Crouchback, who
was also Earl of Leicester and held the
lands of Derby, too. In turn, Edmund’s
son, Thomas, picked up the titles of the
Earl of Lincoln and Salisbury through
marriage, making him one of the most
powerful noblemen in England.
The house of York was more than a
century younger than Lancaster, being
established in 1385 when Richard II
created the dukedom of York for his
uncle, Edmund of Langley. Edmund’s
son, Edward, died at Agincourt without
an heir, so the title passed to Edward’s
nephew, Richard, who would take on
Lancaster in the Wars of the Roses.

ABOVE: Henry III created
the earldom of Lancaster
RIGHT: Over 100 years
later, Richard II followed
with the dukedom of York
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2

EDMUND CROUCHBACK, THE
FIRST EARL OF LANCASTER,
WAS NOT HUNCHBACKED
The founder of the house of Lancaster, Edmund, has often been
known by his nickname ‘Crouchback’, but it is a myth that
this means ‘crooked back’, as has been suggested throughout
history, and that Edmund was hunchbacked.
The name dates to sometime in the late 14th century, almost
a century after Edmund’s death in 1296 – a time when the
legend that he was physically disabled came in handy for his
great-great-grandson and heir Henry IV when claiming the
throne from Richard II in 1399. The story went that Edmund
was in fact older than his brother Edward I, but had been
passed over by his father, Henry III, in the succession to the
throne as a result of his disability.
If true, this would have made all the kings of England from
1272 onwards – Edward I, Edward II, Edward III and Richard
II – usurpers on the throne. As everyone, including Henry IV
himself, knew perfectly well, though, this story was nonsense.
Edmund of Lancaster, born 1245, was five and a half years
younger than his brother Edward.
Another theory as to why Edmund was known as
‘Crouchback’ refers to his participation in the Ninth Crusade to
the Holy Land in the early 1270s. The word ‘crouch’ may have
been a corruption of ‘cross’ or ‘crossed’ – a reference to the
cross that crusaders wore on the back of their tunics. However,
this simply seems to be a modern myth to explain the name.
While Edmund did go on crusade, so did his brother Edward,
his cousin Henry of Almain and numerous other English and
European noblemen of the era – and none of them gained the
name ‘crossed back’. Edmund was certainly pious, founding
a religious house in London in 1293 (the Minoresses without
Aldgate), though there seems little
reason to suppose that he was
any more pious than anyone else
in a devout era.

RIGHT: The story of the
hunchback was useful in Henry
IV’s overthrow of Richard II
FAR RIGHT: An illustration
of Edmund Crouchback’s
monument – minus hunchback

SECRETS OF LANCASTER AND YORK

3

LANCASTER FOUGHT WITH THE KING OVER
A CENTURY BEFORE THE WARS OF THE ROSES

The second Earl of Lancaster, Thomas – also Earl
of Leicester, Derby, Lincoln and Salisbury – spent
many years at odds with his first cousin, Edward II.
Although he had been one of Edward’s supporters,
serving at the coronation
in 1308, Thomas became
a leader of the baronial
opposition to the Crown
out of personal ambition
and a hatred for the king’s
favourite (and, possibly,
lover), Piers Gaveston.
Thomas was chiefly
responsible for Gaveston’s
death in 1312.
For years, the two cousins
marched around the kingdom
with armed forces and battled for control of the
government. In 1317, Thomas even led his men onto
the battlements of his castle at Pontefract to jeer at
Edward II as he and his retinue rode past.
The king finally won the struggle in March 1322
when he had Thomas executed for treason outside
Pontefract Castle. Thomas was the first English earl
to be executed since William the Conqueror had
Waltheof, Earl of Northumbria, beheaded in 1076
(with the possible exception of Gaveston, who may
have been Earl of Cornwall). Thomas’ titles and
lands were initially forfeited upon his execution, but
his younger brother was eventually allowed to take
possession of the earldom of Lancaster.
Shortly after his death, Thomas came to be seen
as an unofficial martyr and saint in Yorkshire after

miracles were reported at his tomb, with the
site becoming a place of pilgrimage for more
than 200 years until the Reformation.
LEFT: The ruins of the keep at
Pontefract Castle, where Thomas
gave the king a rude welcome
BELOW: Thomas, master of five
earldoms, was powerful enough to
take on a king

5

CONSTANCE
OF YORK
GAVE BIRTH TO
AN ILLEGITIMATE
DAUGHTER

4

THE FIRST DUCHESS OF YORK AND
THE THIRD DUCHESS OF LANCASTER
WERE SPANISH SISTERS
Constanza and Isabella were the daughters of the
king of Castile and León, Pedro – who is known
as both ‘the Cruel’ and ‘the Just’ – and his mistress
María de Padilla. He had been betrothed to Edward
III’s daughter Joan, but she died of the Black Death
in the summer of 1348 near Bordeaux, while on
her way to marry him. Five years later,
Pedro wed the 14-year-old French
noblewoman Blanche de Bourbon,
although within days of the wedding
he repudiated and imprisoned her so
that he could go off with María.
The unfortunate Blanche, Queen of
Castile in name only, died in 1361 after
eight years in captivity,
and Pedro’s daughters
with María were
legitimised. When
Pedro was deposed
RIGHT: Constanza’s marriage to John of
Gaunt led to the Duke of Lancaster claiming,
unsuccessfully, the kingdom of Castile
FAR RIGHT: Isabella married John’s brother
Edmund, making her both sisters and
sisters-in-law with Constanza

Constance of York’s granddaughter Anne Neville
with her husband, King Richard III

and killed by his half-brother in 1369, Constanza
and Isabella moved to England and married Edward
III’s third and fourth sons, John of Gaunt and
Edmund of Langley, in 1371 and 1372 respectively.
Isabella, the first Duchess of York, would be the
great-grandmother of the Yorkist kings Edward IV
and Richard III.

The only daughter of the first Duke and
Duchess of York, Edmund of Langley and
Isabella of Castile, was named Constance.
In 1379, she was married while still a
young child to Thomas Despenser, heir
of the powerful Despenser family and a
descendant of Edward I.
Thomas was a staunch ally of Richard
II during his reign in the last decades of
the 14th century, and ended up being
summarily beheaded in January 1400
after taking part in the Epiphany Rising,
a plot to restore the deposed Richard and
kill the new king, Henry IV. Six and a half
months after his death, Constance gave
birth to a daughter, Isabel Despenser.
Some years later, Constance began an
affair with, and was possibly betrothed to,
the young Earl of Kent, Edmund Holland,
which resulted in the birth of her second
– but this time illegitimate – daughter,
Alianore Holland, in about 1405. Alianore
would go on to marry James Tuchet,
Lord Audley, and lay claim as the rightful
heir of her father. Edmund had died in
1408 without legitimate children, but his
sisters and their children firmly rejected
Alianore’s claim.
As for her legitimate half-sister, Isabel
Despenser married twice, firstly to the
Earl of Worcester, with whom she had a
daughter named Elizabeth before he died
in 1422 fighting the French, and secondly
to the Earl of Warwick. Her husbands
were first cousins, and both named
Richard Beauchamp. Via her second
marriage, which resulted in two children,
Isabel would be the grandmother of
Richard III’s queen, Anne Neville. d
KATHRYN WARNER is a historian and
author. Her forthcoming biography, John
of Gaunt: Son of One King, Father of
Another, published by Amberley, will
be available in January 2022
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THE BROTHERS YORK
LEFT TO RIGHT: Brothers Richard, Duke of Gloucester (later
Richard III), George, Duke of Clarence, and Edward, Earl of
March (later Edward IV) had a far from stable relationship
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been a resilient triumvirate. As the
eldest daughter, Isabel Neville – an
Crowland Chronicle later observed,
arrangement that didn’t meet with
the three brothers “possessed such
Edward’s approval. The king was right to
surpassing talent that, if they have been
be suspicious. In March 1470, Clarence
able to avoid conflict, their triple bond
and Warwick secretly supported the
could have been broken only with the
Lincolnshire Rebellion, an uprising
utmost difficulty”. Ultimately, though,
against Edward to put the next-in-line,
this bond was broken by the brothers
Clarence, on the throne.
themselves. The house of Lancaster and
the new Tudor dynasty would claim
CHANGING ALLEGIANCES
victory at Bosworth Field, but the Yorkist
After their involvement was uncovered,
cause had already suffered damage of its
the pair fled to France where they formed
own making, thanks to sustained bouts
an alliance with Margaret of Anjou,
of in-fighting between the siblings.
wife of the deposed Lancastrian king
Clarence – the middle brother –
Henry VI. They simply swapped sides.
INSET: The Duke of
was arguably the most disruptive and
In October 1470, Henry was released
Clarence was allegedly
damaging of the three siblings. He was,
from the Tower of London and restored
drowned in a butt of
in the words of historian Thomas Penn,
to the throne by Warwick and Clarence.
sweet wine after being
a “simmering stew of self-entitlement
But the latter grew mistrustful of his
convicted of treason
and personal inadequacy”. Add to the pot
father-in-law when another daughter,
against his brother
generous portions of jealousy, distrust,
Anne Neville, was married off to Henry’s
MAIN: A painting
delusion and paranoia, and watch it
son and heir, Edward of Westminster.
depicts the Yorkists’
come to the boil.
Warwick appeared to be hedging his
victory at the battle of
Clarence had, during his adolescence,
bets, prompting Clarence to secretly
Mortimer’s Cross –
keenly supported Edward’s position as
reconcile with his older brother. When
apparently preceded by
a vision of three suns
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King Edward IV and his younger brothers, George and Richard,
were supposed to be united against the Lancastrian cause.
But the three Yorkist siblings were ultimately divided by
intense jealously, distrust and delusion

O

n the morning of
2 February 1461, in a field
in Herefordshire, the
Sun began to peek over
the easterly horizon. But
this was no ordinary sunrise. This was
a parhelion, a vision where the low Sun
appears to reveal itself in triplicate.
Many of those witnessing the
phenomenon in this particular corner of
the English countryside on this particular
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morning were mildly terrified at the
sight. The witnesses were there in their
thousands, soldiers in the service of the
Yorkist claimant to the throne – Edward,
Earl of March – ready to go into battle
against the Lancastrian forces of Owen and
Jasper Tudor. The 18-year-old Edward, so
the story goes, interpreted the parhelion
more positively. One theory was that it
was a manifestation of the Holy Trinity
and thus indicated that God was on the

side of the house of York. It was certainly
what he told his troops; in the words of the
historical author Philippa Gregory, Edward
was “quick-witted enough to assure his
army that it foretold their victory”.
Another interpretation was that the
triple Sun appearing at Mortimer’s Cross
that morning represented the three
surviving sons of Richard, Duke of York,
killed in battle fewer than two months
earlier. It was evidence of the manifest

“THE YORKIST CAUSE HAD
SUFFERED DAMAGE OF
ITS OWN MAKING, THANKS
TO SUSTAINED BOUTS OF
SIBLING IN-FIGHTING”

Edward IV returned to the throne the
following year, Clarence was appointed
Great Chamberlain of England.
Clarence also appeared to be
addicted to friction when it came to his
relationship with his younger brother,
Richard. Richard was notably more loyal
to Edward and had played a key role in
the battles of Barnet and Tewkesbury,
the crucial confrontations that had
paved the way for the oldest York
brother to regain the crown. As
a result, Richard was rewarded with
positions of power and influence in
the north of England. After Edward of
Westminster’s death at Tewkesbury,
Richard had married his widow, Anne
Neville. The union brought him into
sharp conflict with Clarence. At stake
were rival claims to the not-insubstantial
estates of Warwick – who had met his
own end at Barnet in 1471 – which were
held by the brothers’ wives, the two
Neville sisters. Attempting a wholesale
land grab, Clarence continually cast
doubts on the legitimacy of Richard and
Anne’s marriage.

A THIRST FOR POWER

Edward did his utmost to reconcile
his two younger brothers, but further
tensions surfaced following Isabel’s
death in 1476. Clarence planned to
marry Mary of Burgundy, the only child
of Charles the Bold, Duke of Burgundy
and Isabella of Bourbon, but Edward
blocked the marriage. Clarence, never
the most psychologically stable of
figures, sought another rebellion against
his older brother. As a result, he was
arrested, tried for treason and, when
found guilty, executed. If Richard wasn’t
a direct instigator of the proceedings
that led to Clarence’s execution, he
certainly didn’t obstruct the process
either, knowing that not only would he
prosper financially from his brother’s
demise, but that it would also place
him one step closer to
the throne.
And – allegedly, at
least – it wouldn’t be the
last time that Richard
would take advantage of
close family members to
satisfy his cravings for
enhanced power. Having
literally fought Edward’s
corner throughout his
rule, the king’s sudden
death in 1483 opened the
door for the youngest York
brother to make his move.
All that stood before him
were his two nephews,
Edward’s pre-teen sons.
And they wouldn’t be in the
way for long. d
WORDS: NIGE TASSELL
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THE KINGMAKER

MAIN: Warwick’s death at the
battle of Barnet in 1471 marked
the end of a see-saw career
INSET: The Kingmaker visits his
enemy – and future ally – Henry
VI in the Tower of London

WARWICK ‘THE
KINGMAKER’
An arbiter of English politics, Richard Neville’s
double-dealing ultimately led to his downfall
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T

he personal ambition and
diplomatic skills of Richard
Neville, Earl of Warwick,
would alter the course of the
Wars of the Roses, but his thirst
for power and shifting loyalties would see
him pay the ultimate price.
Born in 1428, the eldest son of the
Earl of Salisbury, it was a highly
advantageous marriage as a young boy
that started Neville on his rise to power.
At around the age of six, he was betrothed
to Anne Beauchamp, daughter of Richard
Beauchamp, Earl of Warwick and herself
a young girl. The union would eventually
bring Neville the earldom of Warwick and
a huge fortune; by the early 1450s, he had
become one of the most powerful nobles
in England.
Young Warwick was initially in
the service of Henry VI, until a land
dispute with Edmund Beaufort, Duke
of Somerset – the king’s favourite and a
man of immense power and influence –
saw him shift his allegiance to Richard,
Duke of York, his uncle by marriage.
Warwick fought alongside York – who
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would later seek to oust the king in
favour of his own claim to the throne –
at the first battle of St Albans, in 1455,
distinguishing himself in the process.
Henry VI was captured and the clash is
widely seen as the start of the Wars of the
Roses. As well as aiding York to victory,
Warwick was also able to strike a blow
to the two most prominent Lancastrian
families, the Beauforts and the historic
Neville rivals, the Percys.
As a reward for his bravery, Warwick
was made captain of Calais. There, he
established a powerbase of his own,
controlled a large army, and formed strong
diplomatic relationships with European
powers. Warwick’s star was in ascendance
and he fought alongside the future Edward
IV at the battle of Northampton in 1460,
after which Richard, Duke of York was
named heir to the throne.

POWER BEHIND THE THRONE

On 29 March 1461, the Yorkists won a
decisive victory at the battle of Towton –
one of the bloodiest clashes ever fought
on British soil. The new Edward IV

After rebelling against
Edward IV in 1469,
Warwick imprisoned
the Yorkist king at
his castle

emerged victorious and Warwick was
ensconced as the king’s strongest ally
and advisor.
Politically astute, Warwick exerted
great influence over the new king, but
their relationship became strained
when, in 1464, Edward secretly married
Elizabeth Woodville, the widow of a
Lancastrian knight. Warwick, who had
been negotiating a French royal marriage
for Edward, was humiliated and furious.
The clandestine marriage not only
undermined his position at court, but
weakened his influence with the king as
the Woodvilles rose to prominence.
Seeking revenge, Warwick shifted his
loyalties to Edward’s brother, George,
Duke of Clarence, and, defying royal
orders, proposed a marriage with his
own daughter, Isabel – a union that took
place in Calais in 1469 – promising to put
Clarence on the throne. Warwick was
now in open rebellion against Edward IV:
that July, a royal army was defeated at the
battle of Edgcote, and soon after, the king
was seized and the queen’s father and
brother executed.
Lack of support for either Clarence
or Warwick, though, forced the latter to
release Edward and flee the country. Far
from defeated, he allied with his former
enemy, Margaret of Anjou – Henry VI’s
wife – and pledged allegiance to the house
of Lancaster, solidifying the alliance by
marrying his second daughter, Anne, to
Margaret’s son, Edward of Westminster.
Warwick returned to England in 1470
with such an army that Edward had
no choice but to flee. Warwick restored
Henry VI and, once again, became the
power behind the throne.
It was not to last. Edward’s return in
1471 saw Warwick killed in battle as he
tried desperately to defeat the army of the
king he had created. d
WORDS: EMMA SLATTERY WILLIAMS

WOMEN OF THE WARS OF THE ROSES

PEACEMAKERS,
PLOTTERS AND
SURVIVORS
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he Wars of the Roses
began and ended with two
marriages that promised
peace. The first, that of
Margaret of Anjou to King
Henry VI in 1445, signalled a truce
between England and France, and
an end to the bloody Hundred Years’
War. The other – an alliance between
the newly crowned Henry VII and
Elizabeth of York, daughter of the
Yorkist king Edward IV – ushered in
a new, albeit precarious peace, and
eventually, the birth of the Tudor dynasty.
It’s such marriages, and the alliances
they brought, that regularly characterise
women’s stories during the period, their

actions relegated in favour of the men
who battled for the crown. But this was
a war between kin, rather than countries,
and many noble women of the era held
influence in these vying houses, and thus
became major players. Rather than twodimensional chattels, the women at the
centre of these stories had fierce loyalties
and were capable of great acts of both
honour and betrayal, albeit mostly in the
interests of their own relatives and allies.
Though sources for the lives of women
in this period are inevitably fewer than
those of the warring kings and male
nobles, perhaps the most well-known is
Margaret of Anjou who, thanks largely
to the words of playwright William
NOVEMBER 2021
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Men may have frequently ended up centre stage, but some
of the major players in the Wars of the Roses were women

WOMEN OF THE WARS OF THE ROSES
at Wakefield in 1460, the Yorkist claim
passed to Cecily’s son Edward, Earl of
March. Cecily’s influence was apparent;
when the tide turned in her son’s favour
and he was crowned Edward IV in
London, one noble urged another to seek
favour with the new queen mother, “who
can rule the king as she pleases”. Cecily
was even given the privilege of the queen’s
quarters, and repeatedly appeared beside
her son on state occasions.
This influence was to change when
Edward IV married. A widow with two
sons by her first marriage and five years
older than Edward, Elizabeth Woodville
was an unusual choice of royal wife.
Kings were expected to marry to cement a
foreign alliance. They were also supposed
to marry fellow royalty, but Elizabeth was
the daughter of a mere knight (though
her mother, Jacquetta, was descended
from the royal house of Luxembourg),
and she would be the first English queen
since the Norman Conquest. Edward and
Elizabeth’s marriage, conducted in secret,
is viewed by some historians as a match
based on love, while others regard it as
a decision driven by the king’s lust to
bed a ‘virtuous widow’.
Either way, according to
contemporaries Elizabeth was
beautiful, gracious and had Edward’s
trust; when he left to invade France in
1475, he referred to her in his will as:
“Our said dearest wife in whom we have
most singularly put our trust.” She bore
10 children by the king (including the
two boys who would become known
to history as the Princes in the Tower).
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Shakespeare, lives on in popular
imagination as the powerful ‘she-wolf’
of the Wars of the Roses. A queen
consort since the age of 15, she became
more politically active after Henry VI
suffered a mental breakdown; when the
Yorkist faction challenged her husband’s
throne she rallied Lancastrian forces and
appealed for international aid, personally
crisscrossing the Channel as part of a
Europe-wide plot against the Yorkists.
She forged canny alliances, wedding
her son, Edward, to Anne Neville – the
daughter of ‘Kingmaker’ Richard Neville,
Earl of Warwick.
However, while one line in Shakespeare’s
Henry VI trilogy praises Margaret’s “valiant
courage and undaunted spirit”, she is also
painted by the playwright as vindictive and
power-hungry, “a foul wrinkled witch”
who gleefully places a paper crown on the
decapitated head of Richard, Duke of
York following his defeat at the battle
of Wakefield. (An entirely fabricated
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story, although York’s severed head was
dispatched to his namesake city as a
grim warning.)
Despite this persevering reputation,
some historians have argued that
Margaret was not scheming, but
pragmatic; she had been raised by her
mother, Isabella, and grandmother,
Yolande of Aragon – both powerful
women who had ruled over the French
duchy of Anjou. Margaret may have
believed she had no choice but to take
the reins of power when it became clear
Henry could no longer hold them. This
act – whether taken through ambition
or practicality – can also be seen as a
catalyst of the conflict that followed;
Margaret’s strength and competence
highlighted the lack of those qualities
in her husband, and indirectly built
a case for his removal.

LEFT: A painting
depicts Margaret of
Anjou (centre) being
taken prisoner
following the battle
of Tewkesbury
TOP RIGHT: Margaret
is shown planting a
paper crown on the
severed head of
Richard, Duke of York,
following his brutal
death at Wakefield
BOTTOM RIGHT: Cecily
Neville, Richard’s
widow, would prove
hugely influential
during the reign of
her son, Edward IV

KEEPING UP APPEARANCES

While Margaret tried, and ultimately failed,
to hold onto power through her son, who
was killed in battle – another mother was
elevated to new heights by her children.
Cecily Neville was the wife of Richard,
Duke of York, who had been placed as
protector of the realm during Henry VI’s
first period of mental illness. Known as
the ‘Rose of Raby’, she had enjoyed noble
status as part of the royal household,
and in the 1440s had accompanied her
husband to France and Ireland.
In one rare glimpse of noble women’s
lives, Cecily is said to have spent £608
in 1443–44 on clothes, which included
a dress of crimson velvet, lined with
ermine, and decorated with 325 pearls
and 8 1/2 oz of gold. Dresses such as
this were likely no mere extravagance,
though. Keeping up an appearance of
riches and power was important, and
showing off a family’s wealth was just
one way that women like Cecily could
contribute to this game of thrones.
After Richard, Duke of York’s death

ABOVE: A drawing imagines
Edward IV meeting his wife,
Elizabeth Woodville. A widow
with two sons, she was deemed
an unusual choice of bride
RIGHT: Elizabeth bore Edward
10 children, including the
Princes in the Tower

Whatever the motive for the union,
it marked another turning point in
the wars. Other nobles – most notably
Richard Neville, Earl of Warwick – were
angered by Elizabeth’s elevation, along
with that of the Woodville family, and
rose in rebellion.

TACTICAL UNIONS

Some historians have credited the lovematch of Elizabeth and Edward with
laying a blueprint for future monarchs to
prioritise happiness alongside political
advantages, such as that of Henry VII
and Elizabeth of York, which is largely
regarded as a successful, loving marriage,
though one that of course had significant
political leverage. But while some women
of the era seemingly had some amount of
autonomy, for many other noble women
it was different.
Taken prisoner after the battle of
Tewkesbury, in May 1471, the nowwidowed Anne Neville fell back into
Yorkist hands and was subject to the
decisions of the men around her. Some
accounts have her disguised as a kitchen
boy by – the also widowed – George, Duke
of Clarence, to hide her while he debated
marrying her. However, she ultimately
married his younger brother, the future
Richard III. Though it’s not known
whether Anne had a say in her fate, hers is
an example of the power lent by women’s
lineage, willingly or not – the daughter of
the ‘Kingmaker’ was so important that she
was honoured by Richard III with a joint
coronation in 1483. d
WORDS: ELINOR EVANS

RED QUEEN V WHITE QUEEN?
Margaret Beaufort and Elizabeth Woodville
put their differences aside to forge a new
royal dynasty – and help bring about peace
A woman who was arguably most successful in
taking charge of her own destiny was Margaret
Beaufort, a vital cog in the machine of Lancastrian
succession. A descendant of John of Gaunt, it was
through Margaret that the bloodline survived,
though (perhaps learning from the response to
Margaret of Anjou’s rise) she relinquished her
claim in favour of her son, Henry Tudor, to whom
she had given birth at the age of just 13. But as the
Yorkist cause prevailed and Henry went into exile
in Brittany, Margaret – ever a skilled politician –
brokered a new marriage match for herself (unlike
Anne Neville, there is evidence that Margaret was
instrumental in setting up her own advantageous
matches). She deliberately placed herself at the
heart of the new royal court, where she would have
become more familiar with the queen, Elizabeth
Woodville. Though Margaret is often accused of
wiliness and ‘playing both sides’, like many women
of the time, her loyalties were not altogether binary;
she would have potentially served as a symbol of a
York/Lancastrian truce in the court, gaining
the influence she needed for her and her
family to survive.
Yet, when Edward IV died, and Richard
III assumed the throne ahead of his
young nephews, a new phase of
Margaret’s manoeuvrings began,
to undermine the new king – and in
this she gained an unlikely ally: the
widowed Queen Elizabeth. Though
they are often positioned as having
been at odds with one another,
the two women worked together
to broker the marriage between
York and Lancaster that is often
regarded as bringing the dynastic
wars to a tentative end. Little is
known about their interactions
or opinions of one other, but it
shows that both women were
pragmatic and were willing
to court great risk to
ensure the safety and
success of their children.
Undoubtedly, theirs is
a key relationship of
the Wars of the Roses
that continues
to fascinate.
Margaret Beaufort
gave birth to Henry
Tudor (the future
Henry VII) when she
was aged just 13

THE BATTLES

 Yorkist victory
kists
 10,000 Lancastrians v 5,000 Yor
ns
tria
cas
 Casualties: 2,000 Lan
& 1,000 Yorkists

THAT SHAPED THE
WARS OF THE ROSES

TOWTON 1461
WAKEFIELD 1460

Despite rumbling on for at least three decades, the
conflict saw fewer than 15 months of actual fighting.
However, the clashes that did occur were by no
means insignificant – or lacking in brutality

BLORE HEATH 1459

LUDFORD 1459
TEWKESBURY 1471

ST ALBANS
1455, 1461
BARNET 1471

55

22 MAY 14
ST ALBANS (FIRST),
tory
 Yorkist vic
kists
 2,000 Lancastrians v 7,000 Yor
 Negligible casualties
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T

he clash that
marked the start of
the Wars of the Roses was no
pitched battle, but a skirmish through
the narrow streets of St Albans, the result
of years of simmering rivalry between the
Yorkist and Lancastrian factions in the
English nobility, and five months after
Henry VI’s first episode of mental illness.
In April 1455, a recently recovered
Henry called for a great council at
Leicester. Richard, Duke of York and his
allies the Earl of Salisbury and the Earl
of Warwick were summoned, but with
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the king in
the power of their
enemies, the Yorkist lords
suspected this council would be used to
brand them as traitors.
The Yorkists marched to intercept the
royal retinue, reaching St Albans early
on 22 May. By the time the Lancastrians
arrived shortly before 10am, York and
his host had already established a camp
east of the city. Attempts by Henry at a
peaceful resolution unsurprisingly got
nowhere – York’s principal demand was

RIGHT: The skirmish
would help shape the
reputation of the Earl
of Warwick, who would
go on to be dubbed the
‘Kingmaker’

The Shropshire
bridge which gave
the ‘battle’ its
name

T

W

arwick and Edward, Earl of March
– York’s eldest son – went into
exile in Calais after the debacle at Ludford
Bridge, but by summer 1460 they were
back in England. This time they would
capture the king, and they did it with the
help of some battlefield treachery.
It had already been raining for two
hours when the Yorkists began their
advance on the Lancastrians, who
established a camp in the vicinity of an
abbey. It wasn’t a promising start: forcing
their way through the mud as arrows fell
upon them, the Lancastrians repelled the
Yorkist ‘battles’ [divisions] commanded
by Warwick and Lord Fauconberg, and
perhaps the whole assault would have
faltered had it not been for Lancastrian
turncoat Lord Grey of Ruthin.
Grey had been exchanging secret
messages with the Yorkists. When the
third battle, led by the Earl of March,
reached the defences manned by Grey,
the Lancastrians stepped forward and

 Lancastrian victory
 30–60,000 Lancastrians
v 20–25,000 Yorkists*
*according to conte

hough two armies met at Ludford
Bridge, no actual fighting took place
– mainly because York, Salisbury and
Warwick all stole away on the eve of battle.
The problem was Henry VI. Taking up
arms against the king’s ‘evil’ counsellors
was one thing, but taking up arms
against his anointed person was quite
another; the sight of Henry on horseback
and in full armour was enough to sow
doubt in even the stoutest heart.
It was a doubt that the Lancastrians
stoked further by offering to pardon
anyone fighting for York.
The Yorkist position grew
weaker still with the

exaggeration

defection of Andrew Trollope
and the 600 men under his command.
Trollope was an experienced soldier,
and his men were among the strongest
fighters in the Yorkist army; worse, he
was a confidant of Warwick, and knew
their battle plans. And they were not the
only men to switch sides or melt away.
On the night of 12 October, realising
that giving battle would be pointless,
the three magnates and a few close allies
fled under the pretence of journeying to
Ludlow to ‘refresh themselves’, leaving
their army to wake up leaderless the next
morning. Henry pardoned the army – he
had no quarrel with them.

A number of important Lancastrians,
including the Earl of Shrewsbury, were
hacked to death near Henry VI’s tent

 Yorkist victory
er Yorkist army
 5,000 Lancastrians v much larg
 300 Lancastrians killed

the punishment of the Duke of
Somerset, who was a favourite of
Henry VI and his queen, Margaret of
Anjou. It was never going to happen.
The Yorkists abandoned diplomacy first,
with York and Salisbury launching assaults
up the narrow lanes, both of which were
repulsed with heavy losses. Warwick –
showing the first glimmers of the prowess
that would see him rise to power – had a
different idea: he led his men into town
through the gardens and backs of houses,
bursting upon the royal defenders in the
marketplace. His archers shot down the
men surrounding the king and even Henry
himself was injured, suffering an arrow
wound to his neck or shoulder.
Somerset, who it is alleged was told by
a soothsayer to beware of castles as one
would herald his demise, was cut down
outside a tavern called the Castle Inn.
It was all over in 30 minutes. Though
a minor engagement, the clash was
politically seismic: with his great rival
dead, York would resume his position as
chief advisor to a weak king.

LUDFORD BRIDGE,
12 OCTOBER 1459
mporary reports, which incline towar
ds

A

n uneasy peace lingered in the years after St Albans –
during which Henry VI probably suffered another mental
collapse (and recovered) and Richard, Duke of York was briefly
appointed lord protector – but by the summer of 1459 both
factions were actively recruiting armies.
Blore Heath in Staffordshire was where hostilities began
anew, when forces under the Earl of Salisbury were accosted by
a Lancastrian army twice as large as they attempted to link up
with York and Warwick. Outnumbered two to one, Salisbury
arrayed his men atop a bank – placing a brook between himself
and the Lancastrians – then made a feint as if to retreat. Lord
Audley took the bait, launching two cavalry charges that were
forced back by Yorkist archers on the high ground, claiming
perhaps as many as 2,000 lives, including Audley himself.
Next, the Lancastrians attacked on foot, and this time the
Yorkists fell upon the men struggling up the boggy slope with
swords and axes. The pitched battle lasted four hours; the rout,
through the night.

NORTHAMPTON, 10 JULY 1460

BAT

LEFT: The first battle of
St Albans, fought in the
shadow of the town’s
abbey church, lasted a
mere half an hour

The Lancastrians’ infantry charge up
a boggy slope proved a fatal mistake

NORTHAMPTON 1460
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CRUCIAL BATTLES

BLORE HEATH,
23 SEPTEMBER 1459

helped the Yorkists through the pointed
stakes and treacherous ditches, giving
them access to the king’s camp. This was
no act of ideology: in a potent reminder
that many chose sides based on family
feuds or material gain, Grey’s price was
that the Yorkists back him in a property
dispute with a cousin. He would later be
made Earl of Kent.
Lancastrian resistance evaporated, and
several prominent men were slain trying
to prevent the Yorkists from reaching
Henry VI’s tent. Two months later, with
Henry in custody once more, the Duke
of York felt safe enough to return from
his own exile in Ireland, after
which he attempted to claim
the throne. It was a step too
far for his allies, but it did lead
to Parliament passing the Act
of Accord, which disinherited
Henry and Margaret’s son
Edward of Westminster in
favour of York.

“TURNCOAT LORD GREY
HAD BEEN EXCHANGING
SECRET MESSAGES WITH
THE YORKISTS”
NOVEMBER 2021
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The second showdown in St Albans,
nearly six years after the first, saw
the Yorkists lose custody of Henry VI

WAKEFIELD,
30 DECEMBER 1460

BARNET, 14 APRIL 1471

 Yorkist victory
kists
 15,000 Lancastrians v 10,000 Yor
& 500 Yorkists
 Casualties: 1,000 Lancastrians

 Lancastrian victory
kists
 18,000 Lancastrians v 9,000 Yor
 Casualties: 200 Lancastrians
& 700–2,500 Yorkists

E

The Duke of York left the
safety of Sandal Castle and
was quickly butchered

THE CO
LOUR
O

F TRAG
The ma
IC
n
York’s d ner of Richard,
eath at
D
Wakefie uke of
to have
ld is
giv
mnemo en rise to a po said
n
p
rememb ic children lea ular
rn to
er
rainbow the colours of
the
: Ric
gave ba hard of York
ttle in v
ain.

ST ALBANS (SECOND),
17 FEBRUARY 1461

 Lancastrian victory
 14,000 Lancastrians v 10,000 Yor
kists
 Casualties: 2,000–4,000 total*
*according to contemporary sourc
es

U

nwilling to accept her son being disinherited, Margaret
of Anjou raised another army that besieged York at Sandal
Castle near Wakefield. For reasons that aren’t entirely clear,
instead of waiting for reinforcements he sallied out to give
battle against a force at least double his own.
That he attacked at all caught the Lancastrians by surprise,
but his men were soon surrounded and butchered. York
was among the slain – his severed head, so the legend goes,
tauntingly garnished with a paper crown.
He wasn’t the only notable Yorkist to die: his second son,
Edmund, Earl of Rutland was cut down trying to flee, while
his long-time ally Salisbury was captured during the night and
taken to Pontefract Castle – he was subsequently dragged out
and murdered by the townsfolk.

W

arwick knew Margaret of Anjou
would need to march on London,
so he rode to intercept her army at
St Albans. Believing she would have to
arrive from the north, he spread out his
three battles on those outskirts of the
town, fortifying the market square with
longbowmen and Burgundian gunners.
Unfortunately for him, the Lancastrians
arrived from the west.
The men billeted in St Albans held
up the Lancastrians for several hours,
but they were ultimately

overcome, allowing an assault on the
Yorkists’ unprepared rearguard. It’s
unclear whether Warwick simply didn’t
realise what was happening behind
him until it was too late, or had trouble
coercing his captains to march back to
reinforce them, but by the time he was
able to take action the rearguard was in
flight. He made a tactical withdrawal
as darkness fell, and in doing so was
forced to abandon the prize prisoner
that he had brought along with him for
safekeeping – Henry VI.

dward IV and Warwick fell out in the
mid-1460s largely due to Edward’s
choice of wife: in 1464, while Warwick
was away negotiating a match with a
French princess, Edward secretly wed
Elizabeth Woodville. Their union was
a cause célèbre – she was only from the
gentry, and her newly elevated family
rapidly became a thorn in Warwick’s side.
Two failed rebellions in 1469 saw
Warwick flee to France; he returned in
1470, this time at the head of an army
that declared itself for the Lancastrians.
Now it was Edward’s turn to flee. Warwick
reinstated Henry VI as a puppet king, with
himself as England’s effective ruler, but
it was only a few months before Edward
reappeared with an army of his own.
The erstwhile allies clashed at
Barnet on Easter Sunday 1471, and once
again the foul weather would have
huge ramifications. According to one
contemporary account, there was “so
exceeding a mist that neither host could
plainly see the other”, and in this haze
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dispatched to the city of York for his own
safety, Edward IV was in the thick of
the fighting.
The battle only turned with the arrival of
4,000 fresh Yorkist reinforcements under
the Duke of Norfolk, who piled into the
Lancastrian left. First the line buckled; then
it collapsed entirely. The rout is where the
real killing took place, and why part of the
battlefield is today known as the Bloody
Meadow, while the River Cock – which had
anchored the Lancastrian flank at the start
of the battle – became a lethal obstacle in
which scores of men drowned. By dusk, it
was running red. Henry fled to Scotland,
taking Margaret and his son with him;
Lancastrian power was broken.
Towton is often described as being one
of the bloodiest battles fought on English
soil. While the frequently quoted figure
of c28,000 men killed is likely to be an
exaggeration, it was unusually bloody.

 Yorkist victory
 6,000 Lancastrians v 3,500 Yor
kists
 Casualties: 2,000 Lancastrians,
Yorkists unknown

O

ABOVE: The tranquillity of ‘Bloody Meadow’ belies the carnage it once witnessed
TOP: A 19th-century illustration shows Lord Fauconberg, a prominent Yorkist,
ordering his archers to use the high wind speed to inflict damage on the enemy

“IN THE FOGGY GLOOM,
THEY MISTOOK EACH
OTHER FOR THE ENEMY
AND TRADED ARROWS”

TEWKESBURY, 4 MAY 1471

 Yorkist victory
0 Yorkists
 c40,000 Lancastrians v c40,00
n
 c28,000 killed, casualties unknow

dward, Earl of March was proclaimed
Edward IV following the second battle
of St Albans, the Yorkists now asserting
that Henry IV and the entire house of
Lancaster had been usurpers and the
throne was being rightfully restored. Yet it
was a hollow crown while Henry VI was
still at large.
Their inevitable showdown came on
Palm Sunday, in a nightmare of blood
and snow. It began with an archery duel,
in which the Lancastrians, firing into a
headwind and almost-zero visibility, didn’t
realise their arrows were falling short.
Once they had run out, the Yorkists dashed
forward, collected the unbroken shafts,
and peppered the Lancastrians with their
own missiles. The melee that followed was
hours of graceless work, a frenzied press
of stabs and shoves – which carried on for
so long that men would leave the battle to
take breaks. Unlike Henry VI, who been

A 15th-century illustration shows
Edward IV killing Warwick with his
lance. He was actually slain by Yorkist
soldiers as he fled the battlefield

neither Warwick nor Edward realised
their armies were not directly facing.
When the Yorkist right wing advanced,
they found no Lancastrians ahead of
them, so they swung around and crashed
into Warwick’s flank. At the other end
of the line the situation was reversed,
though the outcome more palpable:
the Lancastrian right wing turned into
Yorkist left, which promptly broke and
was pursued by the Earl of Oxford’s
Lancastrians all the way into Barnet.
Oxford gradually gained control of
his men and brought them back to the
battlefield, where they met not Yorkists,
but the rear of the Lancastrian centre
under Warwick’s brother, the Marquess
of Montague. In the foggy gloom, they
mistook each other for the enemy and
traded arrows. Cries of “Treason!” echoed
when Montague’s men finally recognised
Oxford’s, and their morale withered.
Soon the entire Lancastrian army was in
flight, with Warwick cut down as he tried
to dash away on his horse.

TOWTON, 29 MARCH 1461

E

CRUCIAL BATTLES

ABOVE: Costumed actors recreate
the battle of Tewkesbury – the last
serious challenge to Edward IV’s reign
RIGHT: A Yorkist fends off an attack.
Despite being vastly outnumbered,
Edward’s men emerged victorious

n the day Warwick was killed at
Barnet, Margaret of Anjou and her
son, Edward of Westminster, returned
from exile. Though disconsolate at
Warwick’s demise, she wasted little
time in raising a new Lancastrian
army for another showdown, fought at
Tewkesbury three weeks later.
Edward struck first, unleashing what
one anonymous contemporary chronicler
described as a “right-a-sharp shower”
– an iron hail spewed by archers,
handgunners and cannon pilfered at
Barnet. The Duke of Somerset responded
by leading his battle,
on the Lancastrian
right, not straight
at the Yorkists but
through a maze of
hedges and lanes
to flank their
position. Edward
had anticipated
this, sequestering
some 200 cavalry in
nearby woodlands,
and as the Yorkist
left engaged

Somerset they came thundering into
the fray. Beset from two sides, and still
without support from the rest of the
Lancastrian host, Somerset’s men were
gradually cut to pieces.
When Somerset made it back to the
Lancastrian line and found the centre
battle standing idle, he flew into a fury,
branding its commander Lord Wenlock
a traitor and caving in his skull with an
axe. The Yorkists came in hot pursuit, the
Lancastrians broke, and the killing began
in earnest.
This would be the last serious
challenge to Edward IV’s reign. Around
2,000 Lancastrians perished, among
them Edward of Westminster. Henry VI
was placed in the Tower of London, and
died in mysterious circumstances shortly
after, while Margaret of Anjou – captured
a few days later – would eventually be
ransomed to live out the rest of her days
in France. Somerset attempted to seek
refuge in nearby Tewkesbury Abbey, but
was dragged out and summarily executed
two days later. The house of York
appeared to be unassailable. d
WORDS: KEV LOCHUN
NOVEMBER 2021
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THE BATTLE OF BOSWORTH

HEAD ON

RICHARD III’S
LAST STAND

Along with Hastings, Culloden and Waterloo – to name a few – the battle of Bosworth ranks
as one of the most famous clashes in British history. Fought on 22 August 1485, it heralded
the fall of Richard III, the end of the Plantagenet dynasty and the birth of the Tudor age
WORDS: CHARLOTTE HODGMAN

BOSWORTH
THE THIRD ARMY AT

BOSWORTH FACTS

 Date: 22 August 1485
s
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Richard III:
1: The opening exchanges take place between Yorkist John Howard, Duke of Norfolk
and John de Vere, Earl of Oxford, for Henry Tudor. Hand-to-hand fighting lasts about
an hour. 2: Henry Tudor and a small force become detached from the main body of his
army, leaving him vulnerable and exposed. 3: Richard III skirts the main battle and
leads his household cavalry on a charge towards Henry Tudor 4: William Stanley orders
his forces to intervene, overwhelming Richard III’s knights and attacking them from
behind. Richard is killed. 5: According to legend, one of the Stanley brothers, on
finding Richard’s fallen crown, takes it to Henry and crowns him.
NORTHUMBERLAND
Market
Bosworth

BATTLE
NO
OF THE
V R
VANGUARDS AN FO
GU LK
AR ’S
D
GETTY IMAGES X3, ALAMY X3, UNIVERSITY OF LEICESTER X2

O
XF
O
RD

Sutton
Cheney

Ambion
Hill



BOSWORTH

Richard III boasted the larger army at Bosworth Field,
outnumbering Henry Tudor’s by as many as three to one,
but it was the intervention of brothers William and Thomas
Stanley, two former stalwarts of the house of York, and their
force of c6,000 men that decided the battle’s outcome.
As Henry Tudor, who had recently landed in Wales,
marched north to seize the throne, recruiting men as he went,
Richard, too, set out to muster as much military support as
he could. Lord Thomas Stanley, one of the most powerful
magnates in England, had manoeuvred his family between
Lancaster and York throughout the Wars of the Roses,
swearing loyalty to Yorkist king Edward IV in 1461; marrying
Lady Margaret Beaufort, mother of the Lancastrian heir,
Henry Tudor, in 1472; and then playing a key role in Richard
III’s coronation in 1483.
In dire need of military support, Richard ordered the
brothers to bring their armies to fight for him in the battle to
come, but on learning that Thomas had already promised his
support to his stepson Henry Tudor, the Yorkist king took the
nobleman’s eldest son, George, hostage, hoping the move
would ‘persuade’ the Stanleys to join him.
When they arrived at the battlefield, the Stanley brothers
joined neither army, and instead hedged their bets, watching
the battle play out. Knowing he could not win without their
help, Richard sent a message to Thomas informing him that
if he did not bring his forces to the king’s aid, his son would
be executed. The reply was short and to the point: “Sire,
I have other sons”. As Richard and his cavalry thundered
towards Henry, William Stanley intervened, sending in his
troops, who surrounded and cut down the Yorkist king.
Battle reenactors from the
Wars of the Roses Federation
recreate the famous clash

RICHARD III
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Stoke
Golding

RICHARD’S DEATH

The pronounced curve
in the spine shows that
Richard had idiopathic
adolescent onset
scoliosis, which would
have developed after the
age of 10.

After leading a mounted cavalry
charge against Henry Tudor in a bid
to kill his rival and end the conflict –
slaying the would-be king’s standard
bearer with his own hands as he
strove to reach his foe – Richard III was
himself cut down in the thick of battle, earning
the dubious title of the last English king to be
killed in combat.
Various accounts recorded Richard’s bloody
demise. According to the Crowland Chronicle:
“King Richard’s body was found among the
other slain. Many other insults were heaped
on it, and not very humanely, a halter was
thrown round the neck, and it was carried to
Leicester.” Another contemporary account
described Richard as being “suddenly cut
down like a wretch in the thick of his army by
a comparatively small force of armed men…
though small in body and feeble of limb, he
bore himself like a gallant knight.”
Richard’s body was brought back to
Leicester and placed on public display to
prove that he was truly dead, before being
buried in the choir of the Grey Friars church.
The friary was demolished in 1538 and
over time, all evidence of the building,
and Richard’s grave, were lost, with
many believing that the king’s skeleton
SHARP BLOW
had been dug up and thrown into the
A cut to the rib caused
River Soar.
by a sharp knife or
In 2012, however, a project to find
dagger. The torso would
Richard’s grave, organised by Philippa
have been covered by
armour during the battle,
Langley of the Richard III Society and
so this may have been
conducted by a team of researchers
a post-mortem
and archaeologists from the University
‘punishment’ injury.
of Leicester, saw the discovery of
a skeleton beneath a car park built on
the site of the friary. In February 2013,
radiocarbon dating, radiological evidence,
DNA and bone analysis, and archaeological
results confirmed that the skeleton was indeed
that of Richard III. In March 2015, he was finally
laid to rest at Leicester Cathedral. d
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PERFECT
MATCH

Both of the
skeleton’s arms
are the same length,
which dispels
Shakespeare’s
description of the
king having a
“withered arm”.

FINAL INSULT

A cut to the inside of the pelvis
made by a sharp weapon such
as a sword or dagger, thrust
from behind, through the right
buttock and through the body
– again, probably as a
humiliation injury after death.

RIGHT: Analysis of Richard III’s skull showed evidence of
nine separate wounds – two of which were potentially fatal
FAR RIGHT: The king’s remains were interred inside
a simple stone tomb in Leicester Cathedral in 2015

BIG NUMBERS

25
MONTHS

7

Sandeford

Trauma to the skull
shows that the king
sustained multiple
blows to the head from
several different
weapons, indicating that
he wasn’t wearing a
helmet when he died.

CHILDHOOD
AILMENT

The number
of ‘crimes’
attributed to
Richard III in
Shakespeare’s
play of the same
name, including
multiple murders,
tyranny and
usurpation of
the throne

2

Richard III ruled for just
25 months – one of the shortest
reigns in British history

The battle
is believed to
have lasted
around two
hours and was
probably over
by midday

23
YEARS

Henry Tudor reigned for
23 years and five months.

140

The number of cannon
on the battlefield,
according to one
account of the clash.
Given the number of
cannonballs found,
though, the actual
number was probably
closer to 30

5

WARS OF THE ROSES MYSTERIES

“THE DOWAG
CAUSED A STI ER QUEEN
R BY
MARRYING H SECRETLY
ER LOWLY
SERVANT, OW
EN TUDOR”

GREATEST
MYSTERIES

BEHIND THE WARS OF THE ROSES
Dan Jones delves into the unanswered questions about
a tumultuous, scandalous period of English history

ALAMY X3

WHAT WAS WRONG
WITH KING HENRY VI?
Henry VI was comfortably the most incompetent king of
the whole Plantagenet line, and his benign but ultimately
disastrous rule began the Wars of the Roses.
The crisis broke in 1453 when the 31-year-old Henry
appears to have suffered a near-complete mental
collapse. For a period of 18 months, he stopped
responding to other people; struggled to recognise his
own wife or newborn son, Edward; and went through
lengthy spells when he was completely helpless and
utterly withdrawn from the world. One contemporary
described the king as “smitten with a frenzy and his wit
and reason withdrawn”.
The obvious comparison
was with Henry’s grandfather,
Charles VI of France, who had
suffered similarly long bouts
of mental illness in which
he attacked his courtiers,
smeared himself in his own
waste and screamed that he
felt thousands of sharp needles
piercing his flesh.
Could this mean that Henry’s
illness was hereditary? And how
would we diagnose it today?
Catatonia? Schizophrenia?
Severe depression? Medical
diagnoses across the centuries
are fraught with difficulties, and it
is quite possible that we will never
be able to say for sure. What we
do know is that Henry’s illness had
a correspondingly dreadful effect
on both the man and his kingdom,
as his subjects fought at first to
save the realm, and then to steal
control of it for themselves.
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MAIN: Catherine of Valois weds Henry V in 1420 – but it would
be her second marriage, to a servant, that launched the Tudors
INSET: Could Edmund Beaufort have been the true biological
father of Edmund Tudor, and thus Henry VII’s grandfather?

WERE THE TUDORS REALLY TUDORS?
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The great survivors of the Wars of the
Roses were a half-Welsh, half-French
family who took the surname Tidyr, or
Tudur, or Tudor. It was Henry Tudor who
emerged victorious from the battle of
Bosworth Field in 1485, took the
crown and, as Henry VII
of England, went on
to establish perhaps
the most famous royal
dynasty of them all.
The origins of this
remarkable family are
surprisingly foggy. Their
first connection to the
English crown came through
Henry VII’s grandmother,
Catherine of Valois, widow
of Henry V and mother of
Henry VI. As dowager queen,

Catherine caused a stir by secretly
marrying her lowly servant, Owen Tudor.
Plenty of romantic rumours have swirled
around that union, but whatever the case,
during the early 1430s Catherine gave
birth to several children who took the
Tudor name, most notably Henry VII’s
father, Edmund, and another boy named
Jasper, who helped Henry take the throne.
There are intriguing questions, however,
about whether they were actually Tudors.
Shortly before Catherine became involved
with Owen, there was a widespread
suggestion that she was having an affair
with Edmund Beaufort, the future Duke of
Somerset, who would be killed at the first
battle of St Albans, in 1455. This rumour
was taken so seriously that Parliament
issued a special statute restricting the
right of queens of England to remarry.

It has been speculated that Catherine’s
marriage to Owen Tudor was then
contracted to cover up her politically
dangerous relationship with Edmund
Beaufort. In that case, is it possible that
Edmund Tudor was not a Tudor at all, but
had actually been given the forename of
his real father?
Historian Gerald Harriss made precisely
this suggestion in a footnote written in
1988: “By its very nature the evidence
for Edmund ‘Tudor’s’ parentage is less
than conclusive, but such facts as can be
assembled permit the agreeable possibility
that Edmund ‘Tudor’ and Margaret
Beaufort [ie. Edmund’s wife and Henry
VII’s mother] were first cousins and that
the royal house of ‘Tudor’ sprang in fact
from Beauforts on both sides.” Wouldn’t
that be something?
NOVEMBER 2021
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WARS OF THE ROSES MYSTERIES

DID RICHARD III
KILL THE PRINCES
IN THE TOWER?
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This is perhaps the greatest
mystery of them all, and certainly
the question most likely to start a
fistfight among any given group
of medievalists.
For centuries Richard III’s name
has been blackened thanks to
his usurpation of the throne
in 1483 and the subsequent
disappearance of his nephews,
Edward V and Richard, Duke
of York – better known as ‘the
Princes in the Tower’ (see feature
on page 54).
Did the boys die? If so, who
was to blame? Did Richard have
them murdered? Or did they die

of natural causes? Were there
other agents at work? And if so, who?
Could, as one contemporary source
suggested, Richard’s sometime ally,
the oily and feckless Henry Stafford,
Duke of Buckingham, be the prime
mover behind the boys’ deaths?
Or was there an even more sinister
conspiracy, perhaps involving
Henry Tudor’s cunning mother,
Margaret Beaufort?
For many Ricardians, the charge of
murdering the Princes in the Tower
is a heinous and unjust accusation
levelled at a grievously misunderstood
monarch, but the debate rages on
and the mystery continues to enthrall.

WAS PERKIN WARBECK REALLY RICHARD IV?

MAIN: An illuminated miniature of Edward IV and
Elizabeth Woodville’s wedding; in reality, the
ceremony took place in secret
INSET: Elizabeth had eight surviving children
with Edward IV, including Henry VII’s future wife

GETTY IMAGES X2, ALAMY X3

WHO WAS EDWARD IV’S
REAL WIFE?
The history books usually state that
Edward IV’s wife was Elizabeth Woodville
(or ‘Wydeville’). That in itself is a delicious
fact: when Edward married her, probably
sometime in 1464, she came from a family
of middle rank, was a widow with two
children, and instead of being a foreign
princess capable of forming diplomatic ties
she was one of the king’s subjects – from a
family of Lancastrians, no less.
Edward’s choice of queen upset his
closest political ally, the Earl of Warwick,
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caused diplomatic trouble with more
than one other country, and annoyed a
significant number of English nobles.
Nothing, however, caused so much trouble
as the suggestion that Edward IV was, in
fact, promised to another.
Following Edward IV’s death in 1483,
his brother Richard, Duke of Gloucester
claimed that, before the Woodville
marriage took place, Edward had promised
to marry Lady Eleanor Butler (née Talbot),
a daughter of famous soldier John Talbot,
Earl of Shrewsbury. Richard argued that
since Edward had once promised to marry
Eleanor, he had not subsequently been

legally entitled to marry Elizabeth.
This made their union invalid, and their
children bastards.
This claim was the basis of Richard’s
usurpation of the crown. He made it
known that Edward IV’s young son and
successor, Edward V, was illegitimate,
and instead claimed the throne for
himself, as Richard III. But was it true?
Conveniently, in 1483 the case could not
be properly tested, since Lady Eleanor
had died 15 years previously. Today, those
seeking to rehabilitate Richard’s reputation
frequently rely on the ‘pre-contract’
argument to defend his actions.

A common date for the end of the
Wars of the Roses is 1485, when
Henry VII defeated Richard III at the
battle of Bosworth Field. In fact, the
threat of a revived dynastic war to
put a Yorkist king back on the English
throne haunted England deep into
the Tudor years.
One of the most dangerous times
was the 1490s, when the threat of
plots sponsored from the continent
seriously unsettled Henry VII’s
fragile regime. For several years
the figurehead for these plots was
a young man who claimed to be
Richard, Duke of York – the younger
of the Princes in the Tower. If
crowned, he would have taken the
throne as Richard IV.
It is easy now to scoff at all this,
certain that this man was Perkin
Warbeck, a pretender. But at the
time, this supposed Richard IV
had serious support from rulers in
Ireland, France, the Netherlands,
Scotland and the Holy Roman
Empire, and he attempted several
sea invasions of England.
Events came to a head in 1497
when the pseudo-Richard succeeded
in landing in Cornwall and joined up
with rebels in the West Country. He
was captured and brought before
Henry VII, where he confessed that he

was not Richard, but a French-Flemish
merchant’s son, a troublemaker and
a puppet for Tudor enemies.
At first, Henry was merciful,
keeping Warbeck at court and
parading him in public to assure
people that he was not the real
Richard. This peaceful situation
did not last long. In 1498, Warbeck
escaped, only to be recaptured
and placed in the Tower of London,
where he was caught up in further
plotting against the Crown, this
time in league with another Yorkist
claimant, Edward, Earl of Warwick,
son of the late George, Duke of
Clarence, Edward IV’s brother. Again,
the plotting was foiled and in 1499
Warbeck was forced once more
to confess his imposture, and was
hanged at Tyburn.
Yet doubts do remain. Warbeck
is widely considered a pretender,
but were his confessions made
under duress? The plots against
Henry have more than a whiff of
a set-up about them: could it be
that Warbeck really was Richard,
entangled in a nightmare of Henry’s
concoction and forced to deny his
own birthright?
Most historians say not. But the
possibility remains tantalising
enough to consider. d

DAN JONES is an award-winning historian, author and television
presenter. His new book, Powers and Thrones: A New History of
the Middle Ages, is on sale now, published by Head of Zeus

ABOVE: The pretender
Perkin Warbeck reads his
confession, but did he
give it under duress?
LEFT: One of the
few contemporary
portraits of Warbeck,
who claimed to be
Richard, Duke of York
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PRINCES
IN THE
TOWER

The disappearance of Edward V
and his younger brother, Richard,
remains one of British history’s
most enduring mysteries

M

ore than 500 years on, the
events of the summer of
1483 are still unclear; the
shrouds of mystery haven’t
lifted despite countless
theories and findings over the intervening
centuries. The case of the disappearance
– and presumed murder – of two young
princes remains very much open.
Since the 15th century, the story of
the Princes in the Tower has piqued the
curiosity of historians and captured the
imagination of novelists and, in William
Shakespeare’s case, playwrights. It’s a tale

of young innocence versus heartless evil,
with the brothers’ uncle, Richard, Duke
of Gloucester (aka the newly crowned
Richard III) cast as the chief villain.
On 9 April 1483, Edward IV succumbed
to a short illness, leaving his 12-year-old
son Edward as the new monarch. At the
time of his father’s passing, young Edward
was at Ludlow Castle, while his nineyear-old brother Richard was in London,
probably with his mother. On hearing
the news of his brother’s death, Richard,
Duke of Gloucester travelled south from
Middleham Castle, intercepting the
young king Edward at Stony Stratford,
Buckinghamshire, on 30 April.

MAIN: Were the
princes murdered
while in the Tower of
London? The mystery
remains unsolved
RIGHT: While not
exactly like this
illustration, Richard
did make sure to
separate the princes
from their mother

Edward IV’s plans for the succession are
unclear, but it was eventually decreed that
his only surviving brother, Gloucester,
would act as lord protector until the new
king was of an age to rule himself. Yet
Gloucester didn’t hear of Edward’s demise
for six days, a delay which some have
assigned to the princes’ mother, Elizabeth
Woodville. Not being of noble birth, and
with supporters of Lancaster on her side
of the family tree – and, indeed, knowing
that factions were going to be vying for
power in the wake of her husband’s
death – she may well have used this time
to solidify her own position within the
changing royal landscape.
When Gloucester did hear the news, he
rushed to Stony Stratford to intercept
NOVEMBER 2021
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THE PRINCES IN THE TOWER
RIGHT: A 19th-century
painting of the princes,
by John Everett Millais
BELOW: Edward V rode
into London with his
uncle, Richard, and
waited for a coronation
that would never come
BELOW RIGHT: Richard
had to remove the
princes’ other uncle,
Earl Rivers
Henry Stafford, Duke of Buckingham, has been
implicated in the murder of the princes
force the feather bed and pillows hard
unto their mouths, that within a while
smothered and stifled, they gave up to
God their innocent souls.”
More’s evocative account is far
from watertight, though. His is not a
contemporaneous report, unlike that
of Mancini. Not only was he writing
about events 30 years after they allegedly
occurred, but he was employed as the
chancellor to Henry VIII, meaning that
a pro-Tudor take on the story, one that
skewered Richard as the plot’s architect,
was perhaps inevitable.

ABOVE: The staircase
underneath which two
skeletons of children
were found in 1674
RIGHT: The princes were possibly kept above this
gateway in the so-called ‘Bloody’ Tower
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“FOR THOSE BELIEVING THAT
MURDER WAS AFOOT, THE
NEW KING, RICHARD III, WAS
THE CHIEF SUSPECT”
Edward, with the stated intention of
escorting him to London personally. But
Richard proved to be anything but the
avuncular relative. En route, Gloucester
met the boys’ maternal uncle, Anthony
Woodville, Earl Rivers, who he sent first
to Sheriff Hutton and then to Pontefract
Castle, along with two associates, where
he was later executed. Gloucester took
possession of Edward, explaining that the
Woodvilles’ imprisonment had foiled a plot
to snatch the throne from the boy; together,
uncle and nephew travelled to the capital,
where the young king was lodged at the
Tower of London, the traditional residence
of monarchs ahead of their coronation.
Understandably mistrustful of
Gloucester, Elizabeth kept her other son,
Richard, and his sisters, close to her and
sought sanctuary at Westminster Abbey.
There, Gloucester couldn’t get to them, but
a month later, believing the coronation to
be imminent, she allowed Richard to join
his brother in the Tower. Elizabeth would
never see either of her sons again.
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While preparations
for Edward’s
coronation were
underway – including
the minting of new
coins featuring his
image – Gloucester
repeatedly pushed back
the date before postponing
the event indefinitely. A move
to disqualify Edward’s claim to
the throne gathered pace and, by midJune, Parliament had declared the princes
to be illegitimate. The belief was that, due
to a pre-contract of marriage that Edward
IV made with Lady Eleanor Butler (née
Talbot), his and Elizabeth’s marriage was
invalid and their children illegitimate.
Edward V’s legitimacy as king was
extinguished and Gloucester was crowned
on 6 July as Richard III.

unknown. The last recorded sighting of
the pair appeared in the Great Chronicle
of London. On 16 June, it noted that
Edward and Richard were seen “shooting
and playing in the garden of the Tower
sundry times”. There are no recorded
sightings of them after this date.
The most reliable chronicler of that
summer’s events was Dominic Mancini,
a visiting Italian friar who recorded what
he saw and heard in a report titled The
Occupation of the Throne of England
by Richard III. Only discovered on the
shelves of a French library in 1934,
the report was prepared for one of the
counsellors to Louis XI of France. In its
pages, Mancini wrote of how the princes
had been “withdrawn to the inner
apartments of the Tower proper, and
day by day began to be seen more rarely
behind the bars and windows until at
length they ceased to appear altogether.
Already there is a suspicion that they
have been done away with.”
For those believing murder was afoot,

THE PRINCES VANISH

As the new king enjoyed his coronation,
the fate of the princes in his custody was

The Lord Mayor of London, Edmund Shaa – whose brother had given a sermon
preaching of the princes’ illegitimacy – offered Richard the throne

RUMOURS AND REMAINS

William Shakespeare’s Richard III is
an unambiguous villain, ordering his
knight Sir James Tyrell to kill the boys

There were counter-rumours about
how the boys were killed – poison and
drowning were mentioned – as well as
the naming of other suspects. Henry
Stafford, Duke of Buckingham, was a
close ally of Richard’s, albeit someone
with his own tenuous claim to the
throne, which he pursued in a
rebellion against the king that
ended with his execution in the
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the princes were dead. In 1491, a man by
the name of Perkin Warbeck emerged
claiming to be Richard, the younger of
the princes. His absence, he explained,
was down to having been spared his life
by his brother’s killers, after which he
had taken an oath of secrecy and escaped
to Flanders, where he’d been living
since. His claims appeared credible, with
even the princes’ aunt, Margaret of York,
believing him to be her nephew. James
IV of Scotland and Maximilian I, the Holy
Roman Emperor, were also taken in – or,
at least, it suited them politically to back
the story. With the crown in Tudor hands,
Warbeck launched two separate invasions
of England to take the throne, but,
following his capture, he confessed to be
an imposter and was executed in 1499.
The true fate of the princes remained a
matter of rumour and hearsay for the best
part of two centuries until a gruesome
discovery was made in 1674. Charles II
had ordered the demolition of a small
part of the Tower of London. Three metres
under a disused staircase, workmen
uncovered a wooden case containing
two human skeletons, diminutive in size.
One eyewitness described the bones as
having “pieces of rag and velvet” attached
to them. At the time of the princes’
disappearance, velvet was a fabric reserved
for the highest levels of society.
Four years later, Charles had the bones
buried in Westminster Abbey, where they
still lie today. In 1933, the skeletons were
temporarily exhumed and examined,
the conclusion of which was that they
belonged to two boys of pre-pubescent
age. Could they be the princes? Until
another exhumation is ordered –
accompanied by a forensic examination
using the same sophisticated 21st-century
techniques that successfully identified
the remains of Richard III in 2013 –
English history’s greatest murder mystery
looks set to remain unsolved.

the new king was the chief
f
ld in 148
7,
Simnel
suspect (and has remained so
to work and put
in
th
ro
e
y
al kitche
ever since). At the time, Richard
ns.
III’s part in any possible killings
merely took the form of rumour; no
one directly accused him of such a plot.
Instead, a theory developed that Richard
had commanded one of his trusted
knights, Sir James Tyrell, to carry out the
bloody deed, and that Tyrell had in turn
commissioned two men, Miles Forest and
John Dighton, to do it for him.
This was certainly the version of events
favoured by Thomas More, who wrote
about the princes’ disappearance in
his unfinished biography, The History
of Richard III. “The innocent children,
lying in their beds, Miles Forest and John
Dighton, about midnight, came into the
chamber and suddenly lapped them up
among the clothes, so bewrapped them
and entangled them, keeping down by
The pretender Perkin Warbeck was made to confess publicly so that everyone would know he was not the real prince Richard
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BIRTH OF THE TUDORS
The wars between York and Lancaster
ended with a uniting of the roses and
a new royal dynasty
The death of Richard III at the battle of Bosworth
Field (see page 48) meant the end of Plantagenet
rule in England. The succeeding house of Tudor
would provide monarchs such as the gargantuan
historical figures Henry VIII and Elizabeth I, while
significantly reshaping the country’s religious,
political and cultural landscapes.
Born at Pembroke Castle in 1457, Henry Tudor
spent 14 years living in Brittany after the Yorkist
King Edward IV regained the throne from Henry’s
uncle, Henry VI. By the end of 1483, Henry had
become the most credible alternative to Richard
III, a perception bolstered by his pledge to wed
Edward’s daughter, Elizabeth of York, a marriage
that would unite the houses of York and Lancaster.
Already the favoured choice as king for Lancastrian
supporters, the marriage vow also secured the
backing of Yorkists disillusioned by Richard’s
power-grab.
After an initial failed landing in England, Henry –
now heavily supplied by the French and boasting
the support of the Lancastrian-leaning Woodvilles,
the in-laws of Edward IV – successfully landed in his
homeland of Pembrokeshire in early August 1485,
from where he and his growing army marched to
that decisive victory at Bosworth Field.
Once king, Henry VII offered evidence of his keen
political mind. Not only did he honour his pledge to
marry Elizabeth of York, but had Parliament repeal
Titulus Regius, the legislation that had ruled Edward
IV’s children to be illegitimate. Doing so legitimised
his new bride and weakened any attempts to
disclaim his right to the throne. However, having
largely united the houses of York and Lancaster,
and consigned the Wars of the Roses to the history
books, Henry would see several attempts to
overthrow him. The first was the Stafford and Lovell
rebellion of 1486, an armed uprising that Henry
quashed before his army was needed.
The following year, a band of Yorkists rose up
and presented a young boy named Lambert Simnel
as Edward IV’s nephew, Edward, Earl of Warwick,
the true claimant to the throne. The rebellion was
barely credible. In the immediate aftermath
of Bosworth, Henry had imprisoned
the real Earl of Warwick, who was
still incarcerated in the Tower
while Lambert Simnel was
being paraded around as the
figurehead for rebellion.
Having easily eliminated such
opposition – the last being Perkin
Warbeck – Henry VII laid a strong
foundation for the more than a
century of game-changing Tudor
rule that was to follow. d
WORDS: NIGE TASSELL
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Henry VII had a tenuous claim to the
throne, but emerged victorious at
Bosworth Field
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GET HOOKED

If we’ve whetted your appetite for all things Plantagenet, why not
explore the topic further with our pick of books, films and podcasts

BOOKS

Shadow King: The Life
and Death of Henry VI
By Lauren Johnson
(Head of Zeus, 2019)
Lauren Johnson tells the
remarkable and sometimes
shocking story of Henry
VI – the pious, gentle, wellintentioned man, plagued by
bouts of mental illness, who
lost his throne and saw his
kingdom descend into the
violent chaos of the Wars of
the Roses.

Blood Sisters: The
Women Behind the
Wars of the Roses

Edward IV (Penguin
Monarchs): The
Summer King

By Sarah Gristwood
(HarperCollins, 2012)

By AJ Pollard
(Allen Lane, 2016)

Sarah Gristwood sheds light on
the women of the Wars of the
Roses – from Cecily Neville,
who was deprived of being
queen when her husband died
at the battle of Wakefield,
to Margaret Beaufort, mother
of Henry VII, whose love and
ambition for her son knew
no bounds.

Historian AJ Pollard reveals
another side to the able,
handsome and charming
man who usurped the English
throne from his feeble
Lancastrian predecessor
Henry VI, casting Edward IV
as a man of limited vision
who lived a life of
epicurean excess.

ONLINE AND AUDIO
E The Princes in the Tower: A Medieval Murder Mystery: This exclusive podcast series from
HistoryExtra, featuring Lauren Johnson and other experts, delves into one of history’s most
famous cold cases. Listen at historyextra.com/princes-tower-exclusive-history-podcast-series

E For podcasts, features, quizzes, interviews and
more on the Wars of the Roses, visit our website:
historyextra.com/period/plantagenet

WATCH

The White Queen

The Hollow Crown (series 2)

(BBC One, now streaming on Amazon Prime
and BritBox UK)

(BBC Two, now streaming on Amazon Prime
and BritBox UK)

Based on Philippa Gregory’s historical
novel series, The White Queen follows the
fortunes of three women who played key
roles in the Wars of the Roses.

The second series of the BAFTA-award winning
adaptations of Shakespeare’s history plays covers
the Wars of the Roses, depicting one of the
playwright’s most famous anti-heroes: Richard III.

