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Transcript
[The podcast opening theme music begins. It is steady and regal. Charles’ voice comes in on top. He speaks clearly from the studio, in a warm and animated tone.]

Charles Farris [00:00:04] 
Hello and welcome to this new series on the Historic Royal Palaces podcast. I'm Charles Farris, and I'm a curator and historian at the Tower of London. In this new series will be exploring the conflict that's known as ‘The Wars of the Roses’. A time of bloody battles, heroes and villains alike, and legendary acts of vengeance and betrayal that have inspired centuries of writers. 

Unpicking any history is no easy task, and that is certainly true of the ‘Wars of the Roses’. So in this series, we're going to try and lay out the facts and interrogate the key characters and major events of this time. Our aim is to better understand the stormy and often polarised narratives around the ‘Wars of the Roses’. We're going to question the context behind why the crown was able to be usurped multiple times, how women wielded power at a time when men fought on the battlefield, and ultimately, we want to examine how a new dynasty was able to rise from the ashes of such violence and turmoil. Joining us for this five part series is an amazing line up of expert historians who are intimately connected with the sources. 

This history is woven into the very stones in the Tower of London. And as you may know, I'm a Medievalist myself, so I can't wait to explore this history with you. Join me as we step into the world of the ‘Wars of the Roses’. 

[The music concludes.]

Charles Farris [00:01:37] 
Please be aware that these episodes contain discussions of themes which listeners may find distressing or triggering, including violence, prejudice, and mental health. 

Charles Farris [00:01:49] 
Hello listeners, and welcome to episode two of this very exciting series. Today we're going to be examining the reign of Henry the Sixth [VI] and the beginning part of the ‘Wars of the Roses’. We'll be considering how and why the crown was able to be usurped during his reign and what factors might have been at play. Henry VI has generally not been viewed well by history. He lost the crown not once but twice, and died at the Tower of London in 1471. According to some, from sorrow at the death of his son, according to others, by the hands of his enemies. But his long reign also promoted religion and learning, a legacy that has arguably been ignored. He has often been unsympathetically described as a weak and a feeble minded king, and has been blamed for the dynastic struggle that was the ‘Wars of the Roses’. While being mindful not to project modern understanding of health and illness onto the past, we aim to approach Henry VI’s reign with empathy, considering how his mental health challenges may have been perceived and handled within the historical context of the 15th century. 

Joining me today to help do just that is Historic Royal Palaces' Head of Research, Professor Anthony Musson. Anthony is an expert on the late medieval and Tudor period and has published widely on subjects ranging from medieval law to Tudor progresses. We are also very lucky to have the fantastic Lynsey Metcalfee, who is studying for her Ph.D. at Cambridge University on the life and career of Richard Neville, Earl of Salisbury - that's the father of the King Maker - and is an expert on the reign of Henry VI. Lynsey also works part time as a health and wellbeing specialist with a focus on mental health, so is very well positioned for this discussion. Thank you both so much for joining me here today. 

Anthony Musson [00:03:48] 
Thank you. It's marvellous to be here. 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:03:50] 
Thank you, Charlie, it's wonderful to be here today. 

Charles Farris [00:03:52] 
Well, thank you both. And I really can't wait to get started. We covered the background and context of this conflict known as ‘The Wars of the Roses’ in episode one. So listeners do pop back and listen to that if you haven't already as we'll be diving straight in today. Anthony, can you kick us off by telling us about Henry VI and his earlier reign, the period before the ‘Wars of the Roses’ is generally agreed to have begun in earnest. So basically, we're talking here about the period before the 1450s. 

Anthony Musson [00:04:24] 
Henry acceded to the throne as a baby of eight months on the death of his father Henry V in 1422. In fact, he holds the world record for being the youngest ever monarch, so he should be remembered for that. He was also the first monarch to be actually crowned king of both England and France. Edward III had claimed the title and styled himself as king of France and England back in the early 14th century, but until Henry V’s decisive victory over the French army at Agincourt court in 1415 and the naming of Henry VI as successor to his grandfather, Charles VI of France, on his death in 1422, none of Edward III’s successors had been in a position to take the highly symbolic step of being crowned. So when Henry VI came to the throne on a wave of euphoria, few other monarchs had such an auspicious start to their reign. But as a baby, and even as a young child, it was not something he could really capitalise on personally. And in the end, his father's legacy became a bit of a millstone. As it was difficult for the young Henry to live up to this image. 
Unless Henry VI had been fashioned in the same mold as a handsome, athletic man with an outgoing personality, it's not clear that anyone could have filled Henry V’s shoes, and his untimely death obviously cast an ominous shadow over the early 15th century. So it'd be interesting to know, if he had lived, how Henry V would have dealt with the various economic and political circumstances that his son and advisors were presented with. 

Now, we're not sure how much necessarily his mother would have seen of him. His well-being was entrusted to his uncles: John, Duke of Bedford and Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester, who were officially his protectors. One was overseeing the administration of his French lands and the other managing politics at home. His actual education was entrusted to the Earl of Warwick, who was ordered to glean examples from history books to ensure that Henry was taught to love, worship and dread God. He was also brought up on a diet of the so-called Mirrors for Princes literature, which was sort of a toolkit for kings in waiting. And it stressed the characteristics of good governance, such as upholding justice, taking advice from counsellors, a king not living beyond his means, and also the importance of taking account of the common good or ruling in the common interest as opposed to what was solely in the King's own interests. So he was- had all these qualities were expected of him as a king. 

Charles Farris [00:07:08] 
So this is all sounding pretty promising so far. And probably what would be expected of a young king's education. And we're in a period here, aren't we, which is known as his ‘minority’. What do we actually know about that period? 

Anthony Musson [00:07:25] 
Well, he's his minority and the beginning of his personal rule is actually quite a thorny question. We know medieval childhood itself was comparatively short compared to our modern extended concepts of schooling, parenting and guardianship. Noble children initially spent time with female nurses and governesses until around 7 or 8 when they were separated by sex and then given upbringing in courtly ways appropriate to their gender. So, what we've got here is a king who has been crowned in England, age seven, and then in France aged ten. And the expectation from his people, having been crowned, is that he is going to assume his titles and personal rule. 

Now as a young person, it's questioned then whether he is able to take those kind of decisions and whether he has the capacity and rationale to- to rule properly. And because he has these protectors and people to advise him, there is a council of nobles who are supporting him and actually really basically making the decisions during his minority. What happens then, partly because everyone is expecting him to be ruling and giving the king's grace, that is granting patronage and favours, there's this expectation which Henry VI himself, actually starts to accede to without necessarily the full consent of his advisers. So their control, they feel that control is kind of slipping away a bit. So they need to then kind of, although he tries to assert himself, then a roundabout sort of age of 15, so between perhaps 1435 and 37, it's then felt that they need to assert their control, that there's some kind of sense of how the state is being run, perhaps different from his own kind of personal whims. 

Charles Farris [00:09:54] 
Wow, that's so interesting. And I think we forget actually how young he is during this period. And anyone he's got siblings or children around the age of 7, 10, even 15, the idea of them being in charge of a country and being responsible with patronage is slightly terrifying. But it's a really interesting too. So, Anthony, what would we actually know about his personality at this time? Do we know anything? 

Anthony Musson [00:10:16] 
We don't know a lot. We can only speculate partly from the basis that he never knew his father. And then his mother, unfortunately died when he was only 15. So he's not someone who has loving parents really on both sides. We often talk about childhood being very formative, and it's difficult to know how much he would've remembered of his his early life and what the experience of his two coronations were. But the first one in Westminster Abbey, age seven and the second in Notre-Dame in Paris when he was only about ten. It must have been fabulous occasions, but, you know, kind of really out of this world in terms of what he experienced. There were various pageants, including an unusual doppelganger who he came across, a boy dressed just like him, seated on a throne. And there would be all sorts of attention lavished upon him. And it could be that, you know, this perhaps caused himself to retreat into himself? 

Charles Farris [00:11:28] 
Yeah, I mean, it's really interesting, isn't it? Because this is something that he would have been looking back on. And as you've said, you know, these extraordinary civic celebrations, coronations, but they're also religious events as well. And we know that later he is very much known for his piety and his interest in religion. Is that something that we're starting to see already? 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:11:51] 
Charlie, there's actually a really interesting story, which is quite charming about Henry that I think is used as an example of his piety later. When he's a toddler, apparently has a tantrum because he doesn't want to go travelling on a Sunday. Now, obviously, we would see that as just a typical child getting hot and bothered and throwing a little bit of a fit. But it was seen as a recognition of Henry's later pious nature and that he was very much objecting to this idea of being forced to travel on a holy day. 

Charles Farris [00:12:19] 
Yeah, that's so interesting. And, you know, and that's where actually a sort of family anecdote that would be very familiar to hundreds of people is also therefore moulded into a sort of hagiography like the Life of Saints and these ‘early signs’ that something was to come. And I suppose, yes, we are looking retrospectively back at a childhood about somebody we know what they later life was like. And it's really interesting, of course, that this is such an extended minority as well. A minority is not completely unusual in English history at this time, Henry III had a fairly long minority, Richard II had a fairly long minority, but not one quite this long. But nonetheless, it does seem that this is generally gone okay, things are going well. What happened next, Lynsey? You know, when does this instability in Henry's reign really begin? 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:13:08] 
Well, as we've seen, things went fairly well during the minority. I mean, there were some factional struggles, particularly between Cardinal Beaufort and the Duke of Gloucester. But when Henry started to rule personally, we start to see some issues. And, you know, as we've seen, Henry never had a period of life where he hadn't been King, and he was used to having advisers around him making decisions for him. You combine that with a personality type, which is inclined to be easily led, which is something that his tutor, Richard Beecham, the Earl of Warwick, had complained about in 1432. As he came into his majority, he started to really lean on those who are closest to him. And there's also signs that Henry's decision making was very poor. In 1438, for example, he made the same grant to two people on two consecutive days, which obviously was going to cause problems. 

Charles Farris [00:13:56] 
Embarrassing, yes. 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:13:56] 
Very embarrassing. And he was really not strong enough to address disorder in the localities. And that's such an important job for a medieval king. You need to keep your nobles in check. And it's something that Henry really struggled with. So we see the rise of court factions, we see disorder in the localities, and especially going into the 1440s, Henry's household men started to become very important, and the Duke of Suffolk in particular. 

Now, combined with all of this, we have problems abroad. And I think we could argue that some of the issues that were happening with the French lands were perhaps inevitable. You know, we must remember that the late 1420s is the time of Joan of Arc. You know, she died in 1431. We've got increasing French resistance and the English were really struggling to hold on to the lands that Henry V had won. Part of the problem is, though, that when Henry VI, became an adult, he showed absolutely no signs of wanting to take part in that conflict himself. So he can't keep order at home and he's not showing leadership abroad. Remember, Henry V had taken part in a battle in 1403 at the age of 16 and had taken an arrow in the face. And later on, Edward IV is leading his men into battle at Mortimer's Cross at the age of 18. Now, Henry's not these kings, and he seems content to have these these factions around him who are making decisions on his behalf. And Henry himself also has an inclination towards a peace agenda, effectively. 

Now, perhaps maybe things would have gone better if Henry had had a different choice of commander in France. But he actually chose John Beaufort. He was the Duke, later Duke of Somerset. He's the Somerset who is the father of Margaret Beaufort, mother of Henry VII. 

Charles Farris [00:15:39] 
Of course. 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:15:39] 
For those of you who don't know, and this Somerset was- was not up to the job. And I don't think we can really always blame Somerset. I think we have to remember that he himself had been imprisoned by the French since his teens and not released until 1438. So this would have had an impact on both his mental health and his skills. So when Somerset failed and returned to England, he actually very quickly died afterwards. And it is possible that Somerset took his own life. So, you know, we've got indications of other people in this period perhaps struggling with their mental health as well. And so Henry, Henry's coming into his own, so to speak, is a really difficult time. You know, there's this economic downturn. Henry himself has very particular interests. He's really interested in his new foundations, in the mid 1440s, of Eton College and King's College, Cambridge. There's some wonderful sources that show just how detailed Henry was with his interest in these foundations. He just wasn't interested in pursuing warfare. And that is the number one thing that you need to show that you can do as a medieval king. 

Charles Farris [00:16:45] 
Yeah, we discussed this a lot in the first episode. You know, you can have lots of great qualities, but fundamentally, being a good warrior, being able to protect your borders is one of them. And it's fantastic that he's got this great interest in religion and learning. But that's not the top list of priorities, unfortunately, for Henry. 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:17:02] 
Absolutely. We've got this wonderful foundation, these beautiful buildings that we can still see today. But as far as Henry was concerned, you know, he was already being seen as a as an ineffectual king. And by the time you get to the late 1440s, you've got these grumblings around Henry being easily influenced. And there's a source from London and I'll actually quote this because he says that Henry was 'not in his person as his noble progenitors had been, for his visage was not favoured, for he had not unto a child's face. And it is not steadfast of wit as other kings have been.' 

Charles Farris [00:17:38] 
I mean, how- how do we unpack that? I mean. 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:17:40] 
This is the thing. I mean, you've got these sources and then you've got the fighting going badly in France. You've got a popular rebellion in 1450, which is called Cade's Rebellion. And lots of factional struggles around Henry. By this point, Henry's married. He'd married Margaret of Anjou in 1445 when she was 15. And you've got this increase of the household around Henry, Suffolk, and Margaret of Anjou. Lots and lots of complaints about ‘the king's evil advisers’, which is the way you attack the king in those days. You can't actually criticise the king directly. 

Charles Farris [00:18:15] 
Yes, it's a very, very common theme. So who actually is making the decisions or who do they think is making decisions or advising at this time? 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:18:23] 
It's really hard to tell. I mean, historians differ about how much agency Henry has around this time. Generally, it's felt that Henry had limited input, quite fairly passive. One could argue that the Duke of Suffolk was really controlling Henry at this point. Certainly the Duke of Suffolk took a lot of the blame in 1450 and he ended up being exiled only to unfortunately be murdered on the ship on the on the way out into exile. But his murder simply removed a key faction member. You know, it's so even though we don't know who's really pushing Henry at this point, we just see somebody else stepping into the void. So Edmund, the now Duke of Somerset, who was the brother of John, the commander in France, he steps into void. So we've got this clear party around Henry. So ultimately, it's a set of challenging circumstances with a fairly passive king and a personality and interests which don't really fit with the demands of late medieval kingship. Now, I think Henry was seen as a very ineffective king long before he has his mental health struggles. But I've actually got quite a lot of compassion for him. And as you said, imagine trying to follow in the footsteps of Henry V. You know, father you've never met, who's arguably one of the greatest monarchs we've ever had. So, you know, Henry had no role model, Henry VI. And so it's hardly surprising that he leaned on those around him for guidance. 

Charles Farris [00:19:47] 
Yeah, And it's interesting, isn't it, because Henry V is often seen as this great, almost perfect medieval king who balance being a great warrior and also having pious interests and all these things. But as you say, he sort of died before that could really be tested. So it's very hard for Henry to live up to that legacy. But also, you know, could he himself have lived up to that legacy? So it's very interesting. 

Now it's into this atmosphere, which you brilliantly describe for us, that Richard, Duke of York steps. Anthony, please, can you remind us who York is and why he might represent a threat to the Lancastrian throne, or not, because maybe this has been overstated. 

Anthony Musson [00:20:30] 
At this time. Richard, Duke of York is the leading magnate, and outranks the other royal Dukes. He can boast lineage from Edward III’s fourth son, Edmund of Langley, Duke of York, and through his mother's line from Edward III’s second son, Lionel, Duke of Clarence. As a reminder, the Lancastrian Kings from Henry the VI onwards stem from John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster, Edward the III’s third son. So with this royal pedigree, he's probably acknowledged as the heir presumptive to Henry VI at this point and has legitimate royal credentials. Henry the VI’s uncles, Duke John and Duke Humphrey died childless. York also served briefly as the King's lieutenant of France, and almost continually from 1447 as the lieutenant in Ireland. So as commander in chief of the forces, which is what these posts really are, he can show his military capabilities. So unlike Henry the VI, he has these military qualities. He also obtains the captaincy of Calais, another key military post. And all of these positions have vice regal powers and significant revenues attached to them. So he's rich, he's powerful, he's well-connected, and he has royal blood. 

Charles Farris [00:21:49] 
Yeah. So he's got a sort of impeccable pedigree, as it were. But, you know, as you say, he's stepping into a situation here where he's seen as heir presumptive. Before we move on, shall we should we maybe think about, you know, the fact that Henry hasn't had a child yet, and this is at this time an unstablising factor. Do you have a theory as to- as to why this this? Because this has been sort of debated by historians in the past. 

Anthony Musson [00:22:17] 
It is amazing to think that it took them eight years to have a child. Given that there is always an onus on producing an heir, and one would have thought that that would have come- you go quite quickly. [He chuckles]

Charles Farris [00:22:33]
I mean, how young were they at this point? 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:22:36] 
Well, the marriage took place in 1445 when Margaret was barely 15 years old. And Henry would have been around 23 at the time. And yes, absolutely took eight years. There is an interesting source from when Henry later recovers from his mental illness, and he, when they have a child in 1453 after eight years and Henry observes that the child was potentially ‘the child of the Holy Ghost’. So there were rumours that the child, the one child they did have, wasn't even Henry's. 

Charles Farris [00:23:06] 
Yeah. I mean, there's obviously he's known for his piety, and it's said that his piety may have had an influence on not having a child for so long. And this is not an uncommon theme, Louis the IX was said to have avoided marital relations on certain days, according to the very complicated medieval Roman Catholic calendar, which meant that Fridays might not be appropriate because it's the day that Christ died and the whole plethora of saint’s feasts and knowing that he had such an interest in in his piety and his religion, this could actually have been a factor, couldn't it? 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:23:40] 
Absolutely. It's likely that they rarely came together and it would have taken them a considerably long time to conceive. 

Charles Farris [00:23:46] 
Yeah. So, you know, a really interesting point, because once there's an heir, things potentially could be could be easier for his rule because he's sort of cementing his dynastic future. But as we know, that's not actually the case, is it? And so what happens to really exacerbate this explosive atmosphere that we're starting to feel is- is coming to a head maybe perhaps retrospectively, because we know what does come to a head. But what are the sparks here? 

Anthony Musson [00:24:20] 
Well we have a rebellion in 1450 from - 

Charles Farris [00:24:26] 
This is Cade's Rebellion. 

Anthony Musson [00:24:27] 
Yes. Rebels led by Jack Cade, very like the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381, again calling for lawyers to be killed and really not wanting the advisors of the king to be still in office. 

Charles Farris [00:24:46] 
So, so not an unusual atmosphere, perhaps. So this really is quite an explosive atmosphere. There's a lot of tension. There's a lot of things happening in society more broadly. But perhaps this is also the time now to talk about what's happening with Henry himself and the difficulties that he was potentially experiencing with his mental and physical health. Lynsey, can you tell us what happened, what we think happened? 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:25:15] 
Well, what we do know is that some point in early August, 1453 at Clarendon, Henry had a sudden mental health crisis, possibly in the middle of the night, and this was followed by a long period of physical incapacitation. And it lasted around 18 months. There are multiple contemporary reports that he couldn't speak, he couldn't interact with anyone. He could be moved around, fed and so on, but nothing else. And there is one source that said he'd lost his memory. He had no sense of time and he had to be supported to move between rooms. And then when his newborn son was presented to him, he failed to recognise the child. So this period of incapacitation was absolutely unprecedented. England had had ill kings before, but never one that was totally and utterly incapable of ruling. We don't actually know what caused this. But it did come at the end of a very busy period for Henry. He'd been more active than usual, he'd travelled a lot, but I think crucially, he will have just received the news of the loss of his French lands at the Battle of Castile on the 17th of July. And it's possible that hearing that he'd lost everything that his famous father had won would have been absolutely devastating for him. Normandy and Gascony had been lost by Henry in just four years. 

Anthony Musson [00:26:29] 
So really, he'd had the rug pulled out from under his feet. 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:26:32] 
Absolutely. This was unprecedented, and I think Henry's response should be seen in that context. 

Charles Farris [00:26:38] 
What do we know about where there any symptoms beforehand? Obviously, it's very difficult to analyse people's health from hundreds of years in the future. But do we know anything about, you know, the build up to this period? Are there- any are there any signs? And how have historians responded to this aspect of his life? 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:27:01] 
Well, Charlie, I think the first thing we need to look at is, is what did contemporaries think was going on? And in terms of analysing symptoms beforehand, there were no indications of a mental health crisis. But if we look at how contemporaries approached this, there are records that say they didn't understand what was going on. They just tried to manage it, manage the symptoms. His doctors are recorded as saying it was outside their understanding. And in the absence of any clear understanding of how to treat him, they would have just given him some of the standard treatments of the day, and those probably would have been around correcting imbalances of the humours, bleeding, enemas, purging to make someone vomit and so on, as well as a special diet. And it's possible that some of those treatments might have helped, perhaps a special diet might have helped, but probably most of them had no effect or even made him worse. 

And I think we need to really take a step back as well when we think about what was going on with Henry. And really a retrospective diagnosis of someone who died such a long time ago is really dangerous, and even now, a doctor would hesitate to diagnose someone unless the patient was actually in the room with them or could be examined in some way. So I think we will never know the true nature of Henry's mental illness, and I think it was certainly a mental illness rather than a physical one. I think if he'd had a head injury or stroke of something of that sort, we wouldn't see the pattern of recovery, which we do 18 months later. And traditionally, historians have seen this illness as a form of schizophrenia. But I'm not sure about this and I think that's a, again, a dangerous label to put on Henry's mental illness. 

The schizophrenia argument really comes from what happened with Henry VI’s grandfather, Charles VI in France, who had a very clear, several very clear periods of mental health crisis. Firstly, when he murdered several followers following a psychotic episode, and he also had periods where he thought he had a different name, he couldn't recognise his wife. And he also had an ongoing delusion that he was made of glass. And I think Charles's case is very well documented, and in particular, it gives us a really interesting insight into the cultural norms and ideas around mental illness. We don't see the glass delusion anymore in this day and age. So it's very much something that comes out of the complex interplay with contemporary religious beliefs, human fragility and so on. 

But going back to Henry, we don't see those sorts of behaviours, so we can speculate about a potential diagnosis, but it is just that essentially, it's speculation. And I think the important thing is that we move away from using the term that traditionally historians have used, which is 'madness'. And even contemporaries were using different terms. They were talking about him being ‘childlike’ or ‘suffering from a sickness’ or an ‘infirmity’. And I find that particularly interesting, actually, as contemporaries tended to see mental illness as the result of some kind of moral failing or supernatural interference. But we don't see that with Henry. We see people gathering around him and trying to work out what to do. And even the nobles take quite a long time to work out how they're going to fill the governance gap. 

But if we go back to the term 'madness', I think I think it's a very, very dangerous term to use, because not only do we not have a collective understanding of what that might mean, it also really depersonalises the devastating impact that his illness would have had, you know, on him and on everybody else around him. And it reduces Henry to this really uncomfortable stereotype of a mad king that we can then pigeonhole and dismiss. And while the 15th century was very, very different to today, they have different values, different cultural norms, they're still individuals. 

So ultimately, with Henry, whatever he experienced with his mental health, he was not in the position to fulfil the role of monarch. And his illness accelerated the issues that were gathering pace, and it forces York into a more formal position of protector. And then after the crisis of 1453, Henry was never really the same. He has a period of recovery where he essentially wakes up around Christmas, 1454. But after that, we're really looking at a man with a long-term condition who has good and bad periods, but he's much, much less of a player in his own right. 

Charles Farris [00:31:26] 
Thank you, Lindsey, for that amazing summary of such an important topic. And I'm so glad that we're talking about it and giving it the time that it deserves, but also, you know, approaching it in a more sensitive way. And I think a theme that came up in the introduction, and I'm sure will come up later in this series as well, is the fact that kingship, medieval kingship, is incredibly difficult. A huge amount was expected of a monarch. And finding that balance is something that very few kings manage to do, if any, arguably according to the to the to the expectations of the day. I mean, do either of you want to reflect on that at all? 

Anthony Musson [00:32:09] 
Well, I mean, even kings like Edward I and Edward III have their bad moments. And there are, it's, you know, said that a king needs to uphold justice and defend the realm. But he's also supposed to meet out equity and he's supposed to be so many things that even, as I said, the the so-called good kings... 

Charles Farris [00:32:40] 
As judged by historians. And the judgement of the day. 

Anthony Musson [00:32:44] 
Yes. Have- have their moments when their brain is in crisis. And I think the problem with Henry VI is that he doesn't do the justice that he is expected to give. He doesn't arbitrate between lords, which is really important. That's why they look to a king is to be able to provide leadership. He hasn't defended the realm. He's lost all their possessions. So he's - his kind of counter, as it were, is- is very low. 

Charles Farris [00:33:21] 
And of course, we're living in the wake of Henry V’s reign, which as we know, was no easy task. 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:33:29] 
Absolutely. And I think one could argue that Henry V died at exactly the right time to have a fantastic reputation, but also the structures that Henry V put in place, both at home and abroad, did last the minority. So there is a lot of argument for Henry's success. But as Anthony said, it is extremely difficult to be a medieval king. And if you are one that is as passive in the areas that you need to be active as Henry the VI, you're going to run into difficulties. And then you combine that with- with someone who's obviously really struggling from a mental health perspective, it becomes a sort of soup in the 1450s of turmoil and conflict. And it's almost inevitable that that's going to spill over somehow. And I think we have to remember as well that there were these problems in the 1440s, and Henry was seen as ineffective in his kingship, or there were problems with his kingship, long before 1453. You know, as we see with Cade's Rebellion as well. 

Charles Farris [00:34:27] 
Into this very complicated political atmosphere, supposedly steps two factions who are going to slug it out, the Lancastrian faction and the Yorkist. Anthony, what's happening here from a political perspective? 

Anthony Musson [00:34:42] 
The first thing I think is the birth of an heir to Margaret and Henry: Edward, who becomes Prince of Wales, then creates some point of focus that the Lancastrians can rally round. And there's no longer the ifs and buts as whether Richard of York is going to be heir presumptive. 

On the other hand, Richard is frustrated because he wants reform. He believes in justice, law and order, punishing traitors, strong defense of the realm, all the things that Henry VI, as we heard from Lynsey, has not really been able to come up with. But he also wants to cut the expenditure of the Crown and as well as removing corrupt advisers, ensure that the king lifts off his own. So he reflects subtly and probably deliberately the very kind of demands that the rebels under Cade had expounded. But he feels that he is the best person to achieve that reform, that he's naturally the king's natural counsellor. And if necessary, this must be achieved by force, by taking control. And he does that by becoming lord protector on two occasions. And he... Although he, he's treading a very fine balance between actually being accused of, and I think he is actually on some occasion accused of treason, so he's- he's treading that balance between criticising the monarchy, criticising the king and actually doing something about it and wanting him to- to take over himself. 

Charles Farris [00:36:40] 
Absolutely. I mean, it's important to remember that despite lots of things going wrong, people are generally reluctant to challenge the status quo, they don't want to challenge the king. But there's a sense that it is becoming inevitable now. So we're moving towards 1455 and the Battle of St Albans, which and this is a recurrent or repetitive theme of this series, is in terms of when did the ‘Wars of the Roses’ begin? Do you think this is the point or do you, can you suggest something else? What do you think? 

Anthony Musson [00:37:14] 
I personally actually think that it was later, really. 

Charles Farris [00:37:18] 
Okay. 

Anthony Musson [00:37:18] 
This is seems to me just a kind of isolated battle at first. No one has really nailed their colours to the mast in terms of putting themselves as a challenger to Henry VI. They're not actually wanting him to abdicate at this stage, so. 

Charles Farris [00:37:37] 
So this is a complicated struggle, but it is yet to become a dynastic struggle. Lynsey, do you agree with that? 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:37:42] 
I do agree to a certain extent. I think the Battle of St Albans is really, or the first Battle of St Albans, as we should call it, is really the boiling over at this point. And then things settle down for a few years. I'd more date the- the sort of real conflict and the battles of the ‘Wars the Roses’, if we want to call them that, more from battle Blore Heath in September 1459. But I think what we do need to remember about the Battle of St Albans is it really sets a certain chain of events on the go because we get the fathers essentially starting to die and the sons starting to get the idea of vendetta and revenge. So we get some of the big characters taken out at the Battle of St Albans, the Earl of Northumberland, Lord Clifford, the Duke of Somerset are all dead and their sons are the ones who start, we see in 1460. So there is this intergenerational play that we see starting to come into the fore. 

Charles Farris [00:38:41] 
That's so interesting. So these that the argument of the fathers becomes the wars of the of the sons. I don't think we've reached consensus here about start dates, but perhaps we never will. But we might do, so keep listening, everybody! Let's think about Margaret of Anjou. Now we are going to have an episode all about women in the ‘Wars of the Roses’, because obviously women are central to this story throughout this period. But can we think about Margaret and whether she's dictating the king's actions by this stage or is that propaganda? And we know propaganda is a big theme of the ‘Wars of the Roses’. 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:39:17] 
Well, Margaret is clearly a very strong woman, and she has clear ideas as well about her role. She saw herself as the rightful regional protector when it went to York. 

Charles Farris [00:39:27] 
Which is a French idea more than an English one. 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:39:31] 
Was even a woman taking on that role, the queen taking on it. And remember, at this point, she's now fighting for her son. He's born during the King's illness in 1453. And certainly after that period, we have Margaret, not only is the queen, she's also the mother. 

Charles Farris [00:39:48] 
Now, as I mentioned, we are going to be having a full episode exploring the women of the ‘Wars of the Roses’. But is there anyone else that we really should be thinking about here, Lynsey, as well as Margaret? 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:39:59] 
Absolutely. There are several really strong women in this period, and I'm sure you'll be talking about Cecily Neville, Duchess of York, in that episode. I would also like to just mention the fantastic Alice, Countess of Salisbury, who is the only woman who was attainted at the 1459 Coventry Parliament, who's actively conspiring against the Crown and also has to flee along with the Yorkist Lords. And she ends up in Ireland to be collected by her son, Warwick. And we don't really know much more than that, but there's a fascinating story there and hopefully we will start uncovering these other stories of women of the ‘Wars of the Roses’. 

Charles Farris [00:40:38] 
I hope so, too. And despite the fact that this really has intrigued historians and captured the imagination of people all around the world for so long, I'm- it's a recurrent theme already of this podcast, that there is so much more to know. 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:40:54] 
Absolutely. Of course, we have Henry's recovery around Christmas, 1454. He's able to talk again, he's able to interact with people. So we have a slightly more active king who is able to speak. But from this point onward, he's a very, very passive king. Really, the dominant players here include Margaret of Anjou, the queen. It's Margaret against York. Things do settle down a little bit after the Battle of St Albans, and we get some odd sort of reconciliation processes going on, [smiling] such as this idea of the 'love day' in 1458, which probably was Henry's idea. He actually tended to have a more pacifist side to him. It was a ritualistic reconciliation between the parties of St Albans and- but I think it was also always doomed to fail effectively. We we've got these sons of St Albans who are taking over from their father's legacy, and I think it was a point of discussion of reparations, but really it's just a show and the problems continued. 

Charles Farris [00:41:57] 
Yeah. So for the for listeners who perhaps aren't familiar with 'love day', d'you want to, just very quickly, just tell them what it was, and perhaps imagine what a strange environment and atmosphere this must have been for these people. 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:42:11] 
Absolutely, Charlie. I think for us it is a very strange idea, but it was quite a common idea of reconciliation in the medieval period. You would have a parade. In this case, we had the warring parties walking to St Paul's hand in hand. 

Charles Farris [00:42:25] 
Awkward. [laughs]

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:42:26] 
Very awkward. [laughs] Absolutely. So York and the Earls of the Neville Earls of Salisbury and Warwick had to walk hand in hand with the, with Margaret of Anjou and Somerset and so on. And it would be followed by a feast at the end of the day, and the idea was, you know, this bringing everyone together in a day of celebration and ceremony which for people at the time would have seen an appropriate thing to have done. 

Charles Farris [00:42:54] 
Yes.

Anthony Musson [00:42:54] 
It was actually very common to have these kind of arbitrations, particularly amongst nobility and gentry, but actually also amongst ordinary citizens. So it was would be recognised as symbolic and everyone having their their feasting a good opportunity to publicly and symbolically show that peace, though they would also be aware that these things never really lasted that long and there would be another bout of court cases or people taking events into their own hands, and then maybe we'll have another arbitration. 

Charles Farris [00:43:38] 
Yeah, I mean, absolutely. I mean, I think one of the things that I'm starting to think more and more about the ‘Wars of the Roses’ is the fact that let's not assume that they all assumed war was inevitable and that this is going to continue for decades longer, like there is, even though, yes, you're right, it's probably still going to go to court and there's still going to be cross and they're still going to fall out with their neighbours because that's what nobles do. I think we need to also remember that war is not inevitable. The end of Henry VI’s reign was not necessarily inevitable. But despite that, and also despite Henry's attempt to encourage peace, relations between the Yorkists and Lancastrians, and these camps are starting to form perhaps, relations start to crumble. And we know, for example, there was a siege at the Tower of London in 1460. Anthony, d'you want to tell us a little bit about that.

Anthony Musson [00:44:31] 
Yes. Well, we had already at the Tower, in 1450, had the people who were holed up in there firing into the- the masses and they'd managed to hold out during Cade's Rebellion. But here in 1460, the Lancastrian loyalists take control of the Tower and were being sieged by the Yorkists. And we have various descriptions in the chronicles, such as the London English Chronicle, which says that the Tower was 'besieged by land and by water, that no vittels might come to them that were within', they were, that were within the Tower, 'cast wildfire into the city and shot in small guns and burned and hurt men and women and children in the streets. And they have London laid great bombards on the further side of the Thames against the Tower and crazed the walls thereof in divers places.' 

Charles Farris [00:45:32] 
Wow, what an amazing description. I mean, you know, it's a little bit like the Game of Thrones scenario. That, of course, was partly inspired by this history. And I think, though, that it's really important to remember that the relationship between the Crown and the Tower of London, and I know I'm a curator there, so I've got an interest to bring it up, but, and the city of London, is incredibly complex and there is a long history which goes back hundreds of years where the Londoners don't always side with the monarchy, and the Tower becomes a focal point for that breakdown in the relationship. And so it's hardly surprising that so many aspects of the ‘Wars of the Roses’ are centred at the Tower, and it's an important sort of legacy of that history today that many of our visitors, you know, come there to experience. 

Let's go to Richard of York. What does he do next? Lynsey, can you can you take this for us? 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:46:28] 
Well, we've jumped forward a little bit. York's actually in Ireland at this point. The Yorkist Lords had had to go into exile following Ludlow, but they're now regrouping. And as you mentioned, the Yorkist Earls of Salisbury and Warwick had come back with York's son, the Earl of March. There was a siege of the Tower of London, there was the Battle of Northampton, and then Richard of York comes home. He was in Ireland where he'd gone into exile. And when he comes home, he progresses slowly. He operates like a king. And he reaches London in October 1460. And as he marches into London, he's expected to be greeted by the people. And then, according to reports, in the 10th of October, he walked straight up to the throne and he put his hand on it, showing that he was claiming the throne formally. So this is the first big crossing of the line, before that it's 'evil advisers', and, you know, ‘we want to stay loyal’. This is York saying, ‘no, I'm now claiming the throne’. 

Charles Farris [00:47:28] 
And what happens? Not- not what he wants, right.

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:47:31] 
Well, I think he's got what he expected. I think he expected great cheers and shouts of a claim that he was the rightful king. And I always find this slightly embarrassing when I read the sources because I imagine it is a somewhat of a tumbleweed moment of even the great supporters of the Earls of Salisbury and Warwick were silent. He didn't get the shouts of a claim that he expected, and he had to sort of retreat out of the room and go in search of Henry. But what this did show was that something needed to be done and York's claim needed to be addressed. So Parliament needed to debate York's claim. And there was a lot of deliberation. York had to document his claim and they came up with the Act of Accord. Now, this said that Henry VI would have the throne for his lifetime and then York would inherit it. And bear in mind, Henry's been brought back to London at this point. He's he's under the control of the Yorkists essentially. 

Charles Farris [00:48:27] 
He's a captive, isn't he

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:48:27] 
He is. He was found in the Battle of Northampton and brought back to London. Margaret of Anjou is in the North of England at this point. But the Act of Accord disinherited Margaret and Henry's son, Edward. So we've got a big step outside the law of primogeniture essentially here. And this shows that despite Henry's situation, despite everything that's happened, parliament and the nobility don't really want to depose the king. You know, this is the king. He's anointed by God. And you don't overturn that lightly. But for York, that line has been crossed. For York, Henry's broken that contract essentially between, between King and people. 

Charles Farris [00:49:10] 
Yeah. Really interesting. And obviously, York perhaps misread the room a little bit, but obviously things are clearly coming to a head. But what is Margaret doing, though, by this point? The king's captive, so, so what's happening there, Anthony? 

Anthony Musson [00:49:27] 
Well, if we if we can just shift back a little bit. 

Charles Farris [00:49:29] 
Sure, sure. 

Anthony Musson [00:49:30] 
Because I think we- we need to think about Margaret shifting the royal household and everything from London to Coventry, which was the queen's own sort of land. And- 

Charles Farris [00:49:46] 
She's preparing. 

Anthony Musson [00:49:47] 
She takes Henry there and Prince Edward. There are massive pageants as she goes in. And really, it's clear that she is very much the queen regent, queen in all but name, as it were. And Henry is but a cipher. But this is in the Midlands, this is her stronghold, Lancastrian areas that she's using Edward, Prince Edward, as the rallying point and gathering support, which obviously continues while Henry himself is in the Tower of London. 

Charles Farris [00:50:29] 
So Margaret's really thinking about the dynasty? 

Anthony Musson [00:50:32] 
Yes. 

Charles Farris [00:50:32] 
Even if Henry perhaps isn't at this point. And we're leading here to the to the Battle of Wakefield, aren't we? 

Anthony Musson [00:50:39] 
Yes. And I should mention that I think Margaret wears a breastplate herself. So she actually is symbolised as this monarch, monarchical figure or military monarchical figure in a way that Harry VI never is. 

Charles Farris [00:50:55] 
Yeah, I mean, that's really interesting. I mean, we've talked several times in this podcast already about, you know, men expressing themselves on the battlefield and and women not so. But is that accurate? Was Margaret really wearing a breastplate or is this hagiography or fancy? I don't know. Do either of you?

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:51:12] 
I think some of this is is almost wishful thinking. I mean, there is absolutely no evidence that Margaret would have played any role on the battlefield or even - I mean, we have evidence that she might've been near some of the battles, but she was she was delegating to her able commander essentially, much as I love the idea of Margaret riding into battle with- with full armour on her breastplate, I don't think that happened. 

Charles Farris [00:51:36] 
I thought not, but I'm glad I asked. But what happens at Wakefield regardless of who was calling the shots, Anthony? 

Anthony Musson [00:51:48] 
Unfortunately, York is killed and his head is then displayed for all to see with a paper crown in the city of York. Now, this is very much part of the popular display that would happen in many cities where people who'd been found guilty of offending the norms, social norms would have some kind of a crown or their wrongdoing pinned to them as they were then paraded through the streets. So this is a kind of play on that, really. 

Charles Farris [00:52:28] 
And this is very sad, isn't it? Because obviously, you know, again, thinking about this theme of this isn't all being planned all the way through. You know, York was pretty loyal for quite a long time, wasn't he? And he seems to have made a miscalculation here. But obviously York has a son. And this is very important because his son Edward, is not only seemingly quite political as you, he's a great warrior, too. So we're moving towards Mortimer's Cross. Who would like to pick that up. 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:53:00] 
Well, I think it's important at this point to say what's happened at Wakefield is the elder statesmen of the Yorkist side, essentially the Earl of Salisbury and the Duke of York are killed. And yes, we have the Earl of March, who is York's son, an heir, who's 18 years old at this time. And we also have the son of the Earl of Salisbury, who is Warwick, the Earl of Warwick, our future kingmaker. So when we're looking at the early battles of 1461 after the death of the Duke of York, Edward the Earl of March has taken on the mantle of the Yorkist inheritance. And he rides out to finish this, essentially. And we have the great battle of Mortimer's Cross, famously for when there was a natural phenomenon in the sky where apparently they saw three suns, and Edward had the nous to say, 'well, it's the three sons of York' and rallied everybody, rather than it being seen as a bad omen. 

Charles Farris [00:53:57] 
That could have gone either way, couldn't it. 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:53:59]
Could have gone either way. Absolutely, but you see this great display of leadership by this 18 year old who is then crowned Edward IV. 

Charles Farris [00:54:09] 
So Edward the Fourth has now been crowned, as you've said, this new generation of the ‘Wars of the Roses’ has picked up the arguments of their fathers, and they're taking it to these new and terrible fields of battle. But of course, this isn't the end of the story. And we're really going to pick this up in the next episode. But, for today, can you just say what's happening with Henry, though? What's happening with Margaret? Where is the- the Prince of Wales. 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:54:39] 
Well, this is where it all starts to get a little bit complex for a few months because the Earl of Warwick manages to lose Henry at one of the battles, and he then ends up wandering the North for the next few years to be picked up by Edward the Fourth at some point in the 1460s. And Margaret disappears up north as well to regroup essentially at this point. 

Charles Farris [00:55:00] 
And I'm afraid that is where we're going to have to end today, really. And we will pick this up with the reign of Edward IV and Edward V in the next episode. But before we go, a couple of questions. Let's take this opportunity to reflect on Henry VI. We said at the beginning that we wanted to understand him a bit more, to be more sympathetic. What happens to him, Lynsey, with the rest of his life, and how has he been viewed? You know, what is his legacy? 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:55:29] 
Well, he actually does end up on the throne again for a very brief period in 1470-71. But in terms of his legacy, you know, we never see Henry really come back to full health. He's always a puppet king, essentially. However, there are few things we do know about his legacy. The first thing was we know, we know about Henry himself. The Edwardians actually exhumed him in 1910 and they found a strong middle-aged man, missing a few teeth. And he had light brown hair and some of the bones were broken, but possibly from a previous exhumation from- he was initially buried in Chertsey and then taken to St George's Chapel in Windsor. So, over the period of time, the bones could have been broken. There wasn't any sign of a violent death, but it's highly likely that he met his death at the hands of Edward IV. I think one nice little postscript to that is that Henry VI is actually buried very, very close to Edward IV in St George's Chapel now. So his grave can now be seen. 

And a final note about Henry's legacy, I think later on, under Henry VII, Henry VII was essentially the Lancastrian heir, and he attempted to have Henry VI canonised. And as part of that, there's a documentation of 23 recorded miracles associated with Henry! And there's a really interesting theme that comes out, which is of Henry interceding in times of immediate crisis. And I think there seems to have been a recognition that Henry suffered and would assist those who are suffering right here, right now. And yes, it's a political cult because Henry VII needed to make Henry VI look good, essentially. But this this sort of political cult, this idea of Henry being pious and a candidate for canonisation actually started under the Yorkist Kings. And I think this could be also an attempt to accommodate Henry's mental illness in a world that didn't really understand it. This suffering, pious Henry as a compassionate figure who was ill rather than one to be condemned and- and feared, is is an idea that lingers. And I think it's something that's worth is reflecting back on now. 

Charles Farris [00:57:42] 
Absolutely. I think that's definitely worth reflecting on and I'm really glad we were able to do that today. One final very quick question. What's next, do you think, or what do you hope is next, for the study of the reign of Henry VI? 

Lynsey Metcalfe [00:57:57] 
Well, I think I'd like to see Henry bought a little bit more back into the spotlight. We're not really seeing a new generation of scholars looking into this period. He isn't quite as intriguing or have quite the same followers as later kings like Richard III, or going into the Tudor period. But I really see the personal aspect of Henry's struggle, and obviously there's so much that we can't see, but I think there's a lot that we could investigate and there's still sources that we really need to go over a bit more. So I want to see young, young students or undergrads just really inspired to take another look at Henry and see what they can find. 

Charles Farris [00:58:35] 
Well, I really hope that we're going to encourage that to happen. I mean, it's probably because it is a complicated subject and maybe people have been scared of tackling this complexity, but hopefully we're doing a sort of call to arms today and people will be inspired to join this important study. 

So however Henry met his end, it was obviously the end of a very difficult reign, which took place at the Tower of London. And as we've heard, a lot of blame has been placed on Henry for the ‘Wars of the Roses’. Probably unfairly. But what do we think of him now? 

Anthony Musson [00:59:18] 
Well, I think he's remembered fondly by the scholars at his two foundations of Eton and King's College, Cambridge. I personally was at King's, [smiling] and I know that they celebrate both his- his birth and his obit, and they have their own ceremony of lilies and roses, which we also do at the Tower. 

Charles Farris [00:59:44] 
Yeah, we have this at the Tower of London. I was fortunate enough to- to actually attend one of these and it's very, very moving. 

Anthony Musson [00:59:50] 
It is. And I was at the Requiem for him a few months ago at King's, and it's that kind of sense of how he brought his own kind of concern for religion and learning together and endowed these foundations for underprivileged children to have both musical, because he endowed 16 choristers at the foundations, and scholars there to have this, you know, start in life, I suppose, and also then to be part of Cambridge University. 

Charles Farris [01:00:36] 
And I think, you know, and that's such an important legacy and such an important aspect of how we should be thinking about him today. And I think that's often been ignored by historians. And so, you know, I'm really glad we were able to address this today. And it's interesting, as you were saying, with Henry VII and how he was looking to his cult and starting to- to understand how they wanted to feel about, to think, about maybe to benefit from his cult, and what it meant to them, and what it meant for this important and confusing period that today we know as the ‘Wars of the Roses’. 

I'm afraid that really is all we have time for today. But don't worry, we'll be picking up next time with the reign of Edward the Fourth and the next phase of the ‘Wars of the Roses’. All that is left me to do today is to thank our guests, Lynsey and Anthony, thank you so much for joining me for this discussion. I've really learned so much. I feel like I understand this reign much better than I did before. And also that it's clear to me a lot more is still there to be learned. So I hope we've done Henry VI justice for today. But hopefully this will encourage people to approach this subject more in the future. So thank you both. 

[The podcast theme music fades in.]

Anthony Musson [01:01:56] 
Thank you very much. 

Lynsey Metcalfe [01:01:57] 
Thank you very much, Charlie. 

Charles Farris [01:01:59] 
And of course, thank you listeners, we hope you are enjoying this series on the ‘Wars of the Roses’. As ever, I do rate and review us, if you like this podcast. We love hearing from you. Tune in next time for episode three on The ‘Wars of the Roses’. 

[Music concludes. Episode ends.]

