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Between the giant figures of Henry V, the conqueror of France, and Henry VIII, the nemesis of the catholic church in England, King Edward IV (1461-83) is often lost sight of. In a dramatic reign of 23 years he re-established the authority of the English Crown both at home and abroad and laid the foundations on which the heavily centralised state of the Tudor kings and queens was built. Yet, at his premature death at the age of barely 41, his foreign policy lay in ruins, his treasury was empty, and within months his dynasty’s seemingly secure grip on the once-more-disputed throne of England began to slip. Historians continue to be divided in their assessment of Edward’s achievement. While some point to his undeniable political and constitutional achievements, others focus on the flaws in the King’s character to explain the apparent failure of his policies.

When Edward IV came to the throne the English monarchy was in crisis. The 39 years of the reign of his immediate predecessor, King Henry VI, had seen disaster on the foreign stage, where the territories conquered by Henry V were lost to the French, as well as at home in England, with a general breakdown of law and order. For English commerce, a general economic downturn was exacerbated by the impact of the loss of the King’s French possessions and their markets. A vigorous monarch might have successfully addressed the resultant political crisis, but during the 1450s Henry VI, never the most effective of rulers, was twice completely incapacitated for lengthy periods by a debilitating illness. The final decade of his reign consequently saw not only the nobility but also sections of the commons increasingly discontented with his rule. Contemporary political discourse, which accepted that kings ruled by the grace of God, required any opposition to an anointed monarch to be focused on the king’s ministers and advisers, and it is a mark of the extent to which Henry VI’s personal authority (and by implication the authority of his office) had declined that blame for the disasters of his reign was being attached to him personally, to the degree of seeing him removed from the throne. In 1460 Edward’s father, Richard, duke of York, failed in a bid to supplant Henry VI and was killed in battle, but just a few months later 18-year-old Edward was acclaimed as King in London. 

The first decade of Edward IV’s reign saw him preoccupied with defeating residual opposition from those who remained loyal to the deposed King, and left him with only limited room to develop his own policies. Yet from 1471, when Edward was secure on his throne after overcoming an unholy alliance of the remaining Henrician loyalists with some of his own disaffected former allies, which had temporarily restored Henry VI to the throne, he had the necessary freedom to make his own mark.

Domestic Government

An important concern was the enforcement of law and order in the English regions. The question of how to convert the abstract authority which the Crown conveyed to its officers into something akin to the very real power commanded by local landowners and nobles in their shires was one which confronted successive kings throughout the middle ages. The traditional answer to this question had been attempts to harness the local leadership to the Crown’s cause by appointing its members and their retainers to office. The problem which this approach in turn generated was that it took a vigorous king to keep the magnates and gentry in check when they for their part offended, and even an active monarch could not be everywhere at once. It had been one of the consequences of Henry VI’s incapacity that aristocratic feuding had become endemic. Edward IV did not in the first place abandon this traditional approach to local government. He did, however, set about impressing his personal authority throughout his realm: he went on frequent judicial progresses through the regions, personally assumed the judgment seat of the principal court of King’s bench at Westminster, and asserted the authority of his Crown as vested in his justices in the shires by sending out with them royal servants wearing his livery and badges. These men, in a visual manifestation of the King’s direct interest in the proceedings, would appear by the judges’ side at the judicial sessions and would restate the King’s personal commitment to the enforcement of the law.
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The later years of Edward’s reign saw a further development. The King now strengthened his direct control over the regions by placing key castles, strongholds and offices in the hands of men loyal and directly beholden to him, not necessarily drawn from the ranks of the leaders of county society. Moreover, in several parts of the country a degree of responsibility for local affairs was delegated to regional councils, those of the Prince of Wales in Wales and the south-west, and that of the King’s brother, Richard, duke of Gloucester, in the north.

Fiscal and Trade Policy

Also in need of reform were the public finances. When Edward IV came to the throne, a century and a half of intermittent war with France and civil war in England had left the Crown impoverished and barely able even to borrow the funds it needed. To restore the solvency of the public purse was an important challenge facing the new King. A central problem was the insufficiency of the normal sources of revenue available to the Crown. The ordinary income of the Crown was derived from the fee farms of the shires and boroughs of England, customs and subsidies imposed on the export and import of goods, and the perquisites of justice, but above all from the revenues of the Crown lands, occasionally augmented by the temporary custody of the lands of the King’s tenants in chief whose heirs were below the legal age of 21. By contrast, it was accepted that extraordinary taxes, granted by parliament, were reserved for the defence of the realm and not to be used to meet the monarch’s day-to-day expenditure. Attempts to divert tax income to other uses had caused political crises in the early fifteenth century and continued to do so in the early years of Edward IV’s reign: it was expected that the King should ‘live off his own’. The monarch’s resources were, however, diminished by the further expectation that he would grant rewards of lands, offices and cash annuities to his loyal supporters and servants, while in the mid-fifteenth century income from the customs was hit hard by a general economic crisis which exacerbated the effects of the loss of the English possessions in France on English trade with Europe.

Edward addressed this problem by a combination of innovative and restorative measures. The King’s private income and pool of patronage was substantially increased by the acquisition of the lands not only of the defeated Lancastrian dynasty, but also of many of their greater supporters. Edward increased his personal control over the revenues of these holdings by channelling them, as well as those of the other Crown lands, directly into the treasury of his chamber, thus by-passing the cumbersome and archaic accounting procedures of the Exchequer, the kingdom’s ancient treasury. Similarly, the returns of the customs were maximised by the appointment of surveyors instructed to oversee the activities and accounts of the collectors in each port. The value of the customs to the Crown was increased by a range of measures that successfully boosted English commerce: several of Edward’s early parliaments were heavily preoccupied with mercantile policies, many of them protectionist in nature, and a full recasting of the coinage in 1464-5 (which in effect amounted to nothing less than a devaluation of the currency by a quarter) further served to create favourable conditions for English traders. Edward even went a step further: he took a personal interest in trade and indirectly engaged in it himself. This bemused foreigners, but it seems that English taxpayers saw nothing wrong in the idea that the King should support himself by mercantile means.

The reluctance of parliament to provide taxation even in times of war was circumvented by the introduction of a new levy, the ‘benevolence’, ostensibly a free gift to the King from his subjects but in reality meticulously assessed and raised under a degree of pressure. Edward himself toured his realm and charmed reluctant contributors into paying. An Italian observer described how he had ‘seen our neighbours here who were summoned before the King, and when they went they looked as if they were going to the gallows; when they returned they were joyful, saying that they had spoken to the king and he had spoken to them so benignly that they did not regret the money they had paid’.

Foreign Policy

On the foreign stage, England’s relationship with three of its neighbours in particular concerned Edward IV throughout his reign. Relations with France were central to the King’s policy, as they had been to that of his predecessors. Ever since Edward III had first staked a claim to the French Crown, the conquest of the realm of France was a staple of political discourse: aristocracy and commons alike accepted that it was integral to the defence of England, as well as to their kings’ birthright, and mostly showed themselves willing to pay taxes to achieve this end. In 1420 Henry V had come close to securing the French throne when he was recognised as heir to King Charles VI of France in the treaty of Troyes, but although his son Henry VI was in fact crowned King of France in 1431, by 1453 the English [image: image4.jpg]


possessions in France had been lost in their entirety. If Henry V had set a benchmark to which his successors were obliged to aspire, there were also more practical reasons why relations with France were important. Time and time again Edward IV’s domestic opponents found financial, moral and military support at the French court, while conflict with the French threatened the vital trading links across the English Channel to the Low Countries. 

Edward IV’s diplomacy in the years from 1471 to 1475 was concentrated on encircling France by a system of treaties of alliance and friendship with the other European powers which prepared the ground for an eventual invasion of the kingdom across the Channel. In July 1475 Edward crossed to Calais with an army and proceeded inland. On 25 July he reached Agincourt, the scene of Henry V’s legendary triumph, but unlike his famous predecessor he failed to engage the French in a pitched battle. Indeed, while Edward was indulging in this display of military might and asserting himself as Henry V’s heir, he was also secretly conducting negotiations with King Louis XI of France. As a result of these covert discussions, the two monarchs met on a bridge at Picquigny near Amiens on 29 August and agreed a peace treaty. Under its terms, the English withdrew across the Channel, and in return Edward was promised an annual payment of 50,000 Crowns from Louis, a payment which the French regarded as a personal pension for the recipient, while the English preferred to style it a tribute. The agreement was sealed by a contract for the eventual marriage of Louis XI’s heir, the Dauphin Charles (later King Charles VIII), to Edward’s eldest daughter Elizabeth.

England’s principal ally against France was, as had been the case for much of the preceding century, the duchy of Burgundy. In the 1460s disagreement between the young King and his principal advisor and cousin, Richard Neville, earl of Warwick, had centred on whether an alliance with France should be preferred to one with Burgundy, but the King’s instincts (most probably guided by his sense of the importance of the Burgundian Low Countries as the principal market for exported English cloth) had carried the day; and in 1468 an alliance had been cemented by the marriage of his sister, Margaret, to the duke of Burgundy, Charles the Bold. In the event, Charles, an ambitious man who sought to entend his territories by military conquest, proved too preoccupied with his own wars to play much part in Edward’s expedition of 1475, and he was killed in 1477, leaving only a daughter, Mary, as his heir. As Edward was unable to provide an English prince as Mary’s consort, he reluctantly supported her marriage to Maximilian of Habsburg, son and heir to the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick III. For the remainder of the reign, England’s policy towards Burgundy was one of seeking to prevent a Franco-Burgundian alliance by the occasional provision of modest miliary aid to Maximilian and Mary, while at the same time reassuring the French that this policy was not directed against them, in order not to endanger Edward’s annual pension from the king of France.

The third power crucial to England’s policy was Scotland. Relations between the two kingdoms had long been uneasy, not least since the Scots traditionally took sides with the French against their more powerful neighbour. In the early years of Edward’s reign the Scots had provided military assistance to his Lancastrian opponents, but they had eventually come to terms, and in 1473 a marriage alliance was agreed between Edward’s daughter Cecily and the young heir to the Scottish throne, James, duke of Rothsay (later King James IV). For the remainder of the 1470s relations between the two kingdoms remained cordial, but in 1480 Edward allowed an initially minor disagreement over breaches of the truce on the Anglo-Scottish border to escalate into open war. The campaign against the Scots culminated in the occupation of Edinburgh by an English army under the Duke of Gloucester in the summer of 1482, but the gains made were soon squandered by the premature withdrawal of Gloucester’s force to Berwick-upon-Tweed.

The Theatre of Monarchy
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What Edward understood better than many of his predecessors was that it was not enough to be the king and to govern well. The fifteenth century was an age given to visual stimulation, and it was crucial that a monarch should also be seen to play the king. Ostentatious display and conspicuous consumption were part of the daily life of the nobility of the age, and they were expected of the king to the highest degree. English men and women demanded that their ruler conform to the imagery of monarchy they expected to see, commented admiringly when he did, and could be equally scathing when he failed to live up to the required standards. Thus, a London chronicler observed sarcastically how Henry VI on his last public appearance in 1471 had been dressed in a long blue gown, ‘as though he had nothing else to change into’, while a monastic chronicler noted approvingly that at Christmas 1482 Edward had appeared ‘dressed in a varity of the costliest clothes very different in style from what used to be seen hitherto in our time. The sleeves of the robes hung full in the fashion of the monastic frock and the insides were lined with such sumptuous fur that, when turned back over the shoulders, they displayed the prince (who always stood out because of his elegant figure) like a new and incomparable spectacle set before the onlookers.’ 

While some foreign observers were struck by the elaborate ceremonial of the English court that emphasised the distance between the King and queen and their subjects, others noted that Edward himself was all too ready to break with ceremony and call any individual who had come to observe him to his side, so that he might be better able to see him at close quarters. Nor was the emphasis placed on the imagery of the Edwardian monarchy restricted to the setting of the court. Its economic impact aside, Edward’s complete renewal of the coinage also had the effect of removing the names and titles of his Lancastrian predecessors from daily circulation, while the presence of the monarch in the judgment seat of the King’s bench and of his liveried officers at the judicial sessions in the provinces visually emphasised the King’s role as the fount of justice. In the pursuit of his foreign policy, Edward might admit foreign princes to the exclusive Order of the Garter, providing them with expensively crafted insignia of the order’s livery collar and mantle, which proclaimed the power of the English king and the splendour of his court (a court, one observer noted admiringly, ‘such as befitted a mighty kingdom, filled with riches and men from almost every nation’) beyond the boundaries of his realm.

Personal Misconduct

In the eyes of some, Edward’s success as a ruler was fatally undermined by certain flaws in his character. In his youth kept distant from his parents and his immediate family, except for his next brother Edmund who was killed in 1460, the King at times displayed an almost desperate need to be loved and admired. In the first decade of his reign this found its expression in the distribution of excessive rewards to individual confidants among his courtiers, which generated resentment among those who felt excluded, but also in a readiness to forgive and restore former opponents at the first opportunity which (so some believed with a degree of justification) unnecessarily prolonged the civil wars when the pardoned man rebelled anew. After 1471, it was principally Edward’s indulgence towards his eldest surviving brother, George, duke of Clarence, who had played a prominent part in his temporary deposition from the throne of England that caused problems. George showed little gratitude for his brother’s clemency, greedily amassed lands and revenues, became implicated in fresh plots, and by his squabbling with his younger brother Richard, duke of Gloucester, created an instability at the heart of the royal family and court that threatened to undermine the King’s drive for law and order at home. 

To others, Edward IV’s often overly familiar conduct towards men of lesser status threatened to undermine the dignity of his office, as did his promiscuity. The King was a renowned and ruthless womaniser (undoubtedly aided not only by his office, but also by his good looks and athletic physique) who would not hesitate to pass on any woman of whom he had grown tired to his courtier companions. Early in his reign he had made an impetuous marriage to an English widow, thus missing the opportunity of a dynastic alliance with a foreign ruler, while acquiring instead a horde of impecunious relatives who aroused the jealousy of at least some members of the established nobility. Yet others accused Edward of having grown increasingly avaricious as the reign progressed. Foreign observers believed that the King’s foreign diplomacy was dictated by the desire to marry his daughters to foreign princes without having to pay a dowry appropriate to the bride’s status, but even some native commentators viewed Edward’s fund-raising through benevolences and trade as motivated by greed.

Conclusion

In 1482 Edward IV’s foreign policy began to unravel. While the King was preoccupied by his war against the Scots, France and Burgundy came to an understanding from which England was excluded. Given time, further diplomacy might have allowed Edward to recover ground, but at Easter 1483 he fell ill, and died on 9 April. In the first instance, it seemed that his 12-year-old son, Prince Edward, now Edward V, would succeed unchallenged to a stable kingdom. Yet, almost as soon as the dead king’s guiding hand had been removed, cracks began to show in Edward IV’s achievements. He had not been one to save for a rainy day: rather, he used the financial stability he had created to spend lavishly on the ostentatious display of his court. Consequently, at his death the treasury contained few reserves. Within two months, the new king was declared a bastard and deposed by his own uncle, Edward’s trusted brother Richard of Gloucester, who claimed the throne for himself. Little over two years later, the Yorkist line of the Plantagenet royal family had lost the throne, its claim only tenuously represented in the person of the queen consort of the new Tudor ruler, Henry VII, Edward’s eldest daughter Elizabeth.

Nevertheless, when Edward IV died, the authority of the English monarchy had been renewed: the Crown’s finances were more stable than they had been at any point since the fourteenth century, the rule of law and order had been restored in the provinces, and all challenges to his dynasty’s right to rule had ostensibly been fended off. Many of Edward’s governmental reforms and innovations survived into the age of the Tudor kings, who completed and refined them. Where he fell short was in securing dynastic stability: it was the self-serving nature of many of the leading men employed by Edward, as well as the King’s generosity towards his ostensibly loyal brother Richard of Gloucester, which laid the foundation of his son’s downfall. By this unwitting failure to perpetuate the rule of his descendants, Edward equally unwittingly undermined his own posthumous reputation. It was with his daughter’s Tudor husband and her descendants that the creation of a modern state in England would become associated.

Issues to Debate
· With what problems did Edward IV have to grapple? 

· How did Edward’s personal qualities contribute to the successes and failures of his reign? 

· What legacy did Edward bequeath to his successors?
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