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·MURDER IN THE TOWER
1

This is a mystery story, the most thrilling in the history
of England. We begin with the generation that lived on the
eve of the discovery of America and end with the decade in
which we now are.

The subject of the story is a king of England who reigned
(if we may call it so) for six weeks. He was never crowned;
no parliament met in his reign; yet the name of Edward V
stands unquestioned on the roll of English kings.

His father was Edward IV, of the great House of York:
"the first of the 'new monarchs,' " it has been said; "the only
King of England who made a private fortune out of trade."
He was his own secretary of commerce and helped English
trade, although London merchants did criticize his reciprocal
trade agreements in the matter of German goods. On De­
cember 9,1461, in parliament, "the bill conteyning the hurtes
and remedies of marchaundises made by the marchaunts of
.Londonwas put in by the Kings owne hande and red [read]."
"He was an excellent speaker, and his affable familiarity was
something new in the relations between a King and a house
of commons":' He was also a modern general in war. He was
a singularly handsome man. Historians call him vicious and
cruel.

The mother of the young king was the first Queen Eliza­
beth. Few sovereigns have played a more important part in
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English history. She was beautiful, virtuous, and able. Only
last year and the year before have there appeared adequate
biographies of her. They reveal one of the saddest of lives.
Small joy had she in being England's queen. The intense un­
popularity which is reflected in all the earlier books has
puzzled me. Elizabeth Woodville's humble origin (she has
been called the first commoner to reach the throne of Eng­
land) and her constant pressure on the king to advance the
fortunes of her brothers and other relatives have usually been
given as the grounds for her disfavor, but she was as well­
born as the Tudors, for both derived from royalty on the
mother's side only, and the hostility toward her family as
they rose in the world may be fully accounted for by the fear
of the older baronage that their influence, already precarious,
could not stand against a new aristocracy of the king's party.
Elizabeth came of age in the year in which the Wars of the
Roses began, and she died in the early summer of 1492. She
is the ancestress of every reigning sovereign of England (ex­
cept, of course, William of Orange) since Henry VII.

2

So much for the parents of Edward V. And now for the

place of his birth. This is perhaps the most extraordinary
thing of all. He was born in sanctuary.

In 1470 Edward IV's fortunes were down, and he was
forced to leave England in haste. The queen, who was about
to be confined, fled for refuge to the sanctuary of West­
minster (not the Abbey itself, but a separate building within
the precincts), and there her fourth child was born and in
Westminster Abbey was baptized and given his father's name.
A few months later the king was back in England, and after
the Battle of Tewkesbury, which destroyed the Lancastrian
dynasty, his power was never seriously questioned.

The institution of sanctuary is very old. It must have a

deep foundation in religious belief; it would be impious to lay
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hands upon anyone, even an escaping criminal, in a temple or
other holy place. We find this idea among aboriginal tribes
in Australia, in Hawaii, and in the French Congo. The pre­
cincts of Mecca enjoyed the right. The system is worked out
in detail in the Old Testament, "cities of refuge" being ex­
pressly designated. There were sanctuaries at Athens and
Rome. A Scottish law of the thirteenth century was entitled,
"Of him quha flies to halie kirk." Holyrood (in Scotland) was
a sanctuary for debtors until 1880. Sir Walter Scott, in the
depth of his financial troubles, contemplated the possibility
of having to take sanctuary. In England, until 1540, the
privilege of sanctuary was a recognizedlegal right; the king's
wr:it did not run therein. "Under a due administration of
justice," says Hallam, "this privilegewould have been simply
and constantly mischievous..... But .... the right of sanc­
tuary might as often be a shield to innocence as an impunity
to crime. We can hardly regret, in reflectingon the desolating
violence which prevailed, that there should have been some
green spots in the wilderness, where the feeble and the perse­
cuted could find refuge." The institution had strong popular
support, and its privileges were jealously guarded.

In the period with which we are concerned there were per­
haps a thousand persons in sanctuary in England in any year.
Among those who had killed, with malice aforethought, or
in the heat of quarrel, or by pure misadventure (the legal con­
sequences were in many respects the same), among robbers
and debtors in sanctuary, there were sometimes men and
women of high station, fleeing from their political enemies.
Such a fugitive to sanctuary was the mother of the new royal
baby, soon to be brought to his proper home, the palace of
the king.

3
We know little of this child's life, except the formal honors

conferred on him, from his birth to the death of his father,
when the prince was twelve years and five months old, but
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the little that we know is gracious. This is a bad period for
news. A few years later every least thing would have got into
print, but Edward V lived in the infancy of the printing press
(although William Caxton had begun to print at Westminster,
under royal patronage). It was an age, too, of the iron hand
of power; men were ingenious to hide, not publish, what they
knew of their superiors. (Fortunately, however, a contempo~
rary account of the young Edward has been preserved. It
was written in Latin, by Dominic Mancini, a cleric who came
over to England in the last few months of Edward IV's reign,
evidently with access to the court, and stayed for a few weeks
after the king's death. He was a historian far in advance of
his time, a man of intelligence, judicial fairness, and marked
literary ability. The manuscript, intended for the eye of the
author's patron, a French archbishop, lay in the municipal
archives of Lille for centuries, survived the ruin of the city
in the World War by having been transferred to a vault, was
brought to light only in 1934, and was published for the first
time in 1936, with an introduction, translation, and notes.

Of the young prince, Mancini wrote:

In word and deed he gave [many] proofs of his liberal edu~
cation, of polite, nay rather scholarly, attainments far be~
yond his age..... There is one thing I shall not omit, and
that is, his specialknowledge of literature ..... He had such
dignity in his whole person, and in his face such charm, that
however much they might gaze he never wearied the eyes of
beholders.

Shakespeare presents this boy in a few lines of his Richard
III. I need quote only part of a brief colloquy between the
young king and the Duke of Buckingham as they come to
the fatal Tower:

Prince. I do not like the Tower, of any place:
[that is, "of all places"]

Did Julius Caesar build that place, my Lord?
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Buck. He did, my gracious Lord, begin that place,
Which since-succeeding ages have re-edified.
["edify" in its root-meaning of "build"]

Prince. Is it upon record? or else reported
Successively from age to age, he built it?

Buck. Upon record, my gracious Lord.

Prince. But say, my Lord, it were not register'd,
Methinks the truth should live from age to age,
As 'twere retail'd to all posterity,
Even to the general ending day.

4

When Edward IV died, on April 9, 1483, the prince was
far from London. It was important for his mother's friends
to bring him to the city at the earliest possible time. But with
many or few retainers? And with a high-riding program of
ruthlessness or with the olive branch of conciliation? It is
useless to speculate. Richard, Duke of Gloucester (Edward's
brother), and the Duke of Buckingham took hold at once.
They complained to the prince about the late king's ministers
(who were of the queen's party) and asked the new king to
get rid of them and let Richard act alone.

The youth [says. Mancini] possessing the likeness of his
father's noble spirit, besides talent and remarkable learning,
replied to this, saying that he merely had those ministers
whom his father had given him; and relying on his father's
pmdence, he believed that good and faithful ones had been
given him. He had seen nothing evil in them and wished to
keep them unless otherwise proved to be evil. .... Finally,
the youth, perceiving their intention, surrendered himself to
the care of his uncle, which was inevitable, for although the
dukes cajoled him by moderation, yet they clearly showed
that they were demanding rather than supplicating.

In the event, the leaders of the queen's party were promptly
arrested and executed, and Richard, with a clear assurance
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on his part of absolute loyalty to the new king, was in control
of the king's person. On May 4, the day that had been fixed
for the coronation before Richard gained control, Edward
entered the capital, but without any of his mother's friends.
In the meanwhile she had fled again into the sanctuary at
Westminster, taking with her the second son, Richard, Duke
of York, and also her daughters, all of whom were young.
Gloucester and his party decided that the king should go to
the Tower, not then thought of as a place of fear but rather
as a king's residence, for which use it had been built; and
Buckingham took the young king there. (The next King Ed­
ward, sixty-four years later, was taken to the Tower by his
Protector uncle, three weeks before his coronation.)

5
When Richard rode through the streets of London, Buck­

ingham rode by his side. The two dukes were thought to be
capable of any act of daring. They had twenty thousand of
their armed retainers, it was said, in a city whose normal
population could not have been over forty or fifty thousand,
although I should suppose that its numbers were very likely
swelled at this time by crowds of people who came to see the
great doings. Buckingham was twenty-nine years old; Richard
thirty-one. The city was sullen, but resistance obviously was
idle. The coronation was postponed to June 22, and parlia­
ment called for June 25 (to confirm Richard as lord protector,
it seemed).

A council meeting was held in the White Tower (the great
central "keep" of the Tower of London) on Friday, June 13.
Richard came in, saluting the lords courteously and excusing
himself for being late. After a little while he said to one of
them, the Bishop of Ely (John Morton), "My Lord, you have
very good strawberries in your garden at Holborn. I require
you let me have a mess of them." "Gladly, my Lord," quoth
he, and with that in all haste he sent his servant for a dish
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of strawberries. Richard then excused himself and came back
again in Ian hour or two, all changed in countenance, very
angry and frowning. Suddenly he denounced the lord high
chamberlain, Hastings, one of his most intimate friends, called
in soldiers, and had Hastings taken out and executed in the
Tower yard the same afternoon.

In his attack on Hastings, he had accused him of protecting
the famous beauty Jane Shore, who with the queen by sorcery
and witchcraft had wasted his arm, "and therewith he
plucked up his sleeve to the elbow and showed a withered left
arm. And thereupon every man's mind misgave him, well
perceiving that this matter was but a quarreL Also there was
no man there but knew that the king's arm was ever such,
since the day of his birth."

We now have before us the most sinister figure in English
history. Crooked in body and mind, say the historians, in­
tellect without conscience, pure evil, Richard, Duke of Glouces­
ter, walks the boards, resourceful, far-seeing, masterful, hated
by all men, fearing no man.

6

Richard's first thought was to get the second prince (the
other male heir to the crown) out of sanctuary and into the
Tower, where his elder brother already was. He sent a cardi­
nal to Queen Elizabeth to persuade her to let the boy go.
The story of this scene has been written by Thomas More,
whom Dr. Johnson chose for special praise for his literary
style and the Catholic church has canonized for his goodness.
More was seven years old in 1483, and he was brought up in
phe household of Bishop (afterward Cardinal) Morton, who
got the strawberries from his garden for Richard, and who
was in touch with all public affairs, so that More's account is
almost that of a contemporary. Lawyers may still praise the
queen's quickness of thought and her steadfast resistance, for
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she was fighting for her child's life. But she yielded at last:
the young king was not well, and he needed his brother's
company to sustain him; and it was made clear to the queen
that force would be used if she did not give way, sanctuary or
no sanctuary. Mancini says:

In England these places of refuge are of ancient observ­
ance, so that up to those times, either from religious awe or
from fear of the people, none had dared to violate them.
For whatever reason a man may be accused or disliked, it
is not lawful even for kings to drag him thence against his
will. In the same sanctuary the queen had given birth to the
young Edward when King Edward had been ejected following
the occupation of the realm by Henry, with whom he was
contending for the crown. Nevertheless no violence was done
to the queen by King Henry, who at that time had every­
thing under his control. Since then, whether religion has de­
clined, or the people's power diminished and that of the sov­
ereigns vastly increased, sanctuaries are of little avail against
the royal authority.

So mother and child parted; he was not yet ten years old.
And there withall she said unto the child: Farewel, my

own sweete sonne, God send you good keeping, let me kis
you ones yet ere you goe, for God knoweth when we sha! kis
together agayne. And therewith she kissed him, and blessed
him, and turned her back and wept and went her way, leaving
the childe weping as fast.

7

The coronation of the young king was now reset by Richard
for November 2. But Richard was meditating other things.
In those days there were no newspapers, radio addresses, or
mass meetings, but there was the preaching at Paul's Cross.
Many a cause was launched there; the Earl of Essex, a century
later, there played his last desperate card. On Sunday, June
22, Richard caused a sermon to be preached at Paul's Cross
by the lord mayor's brother, upon the text (Book of Wisdom
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