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Part 1. THE FATE OF THE SONS OF KING
EDWARD IV: Robert Willoughby’s urgent mission
PHILIPPA LANGLEY
Robert Willoughby (1452–1502, made 1st Baron Willoughby de Broke c.1491) is a person of interest for
The Missing Princes Project. He commanded the force despatched north by Henry VII immediately
following the defeat of Richard III at the battle of Bosworth. Willoughby was charged with securing the
children of the House of York, domiciled in the former king’s Yorkshire heartland, and escorting the Yorkist
heir (or heirs) to London. As his lands lay in the south-west, Willoughby was not the most obvious choice
for this mission, but his later interest in the northern Neville Latimer patrimony might suggest a motive.1
Willoughby had proved himself in military affairs and in 1501 was given command of a similarly significant
commission when he conducted the 15-year-old Princess Catherine of Aragon from Plymouth to London
for her marriage to Henry VII’s heir, Prince Arthur.2
At this remove we have no information regarding
Willoughby’s orders at Leicester other than that oﬀered
more than 30 years later by Henry VII’s historian
Polydore Vergil:
After Henry had obtained power, from the very start of
his reign he then set about quelling the insurrections.
Accordingly, before he left Leicester, he despatched
Robert Willoughby to Yorkshire with instructions to bring
back Edward, the ﬁfteen‐year‐old [sic]3 earl of Warwick,
sole survivor [sic]4 of George, duke of Clarence, whom
Richard had held hitherto in the castle called Sheriﬀ
Hutton. For indeed, Henry, not unaware of the mob’s
natural tendency always to seek changes, was fearful lest,
if the boy should escape and given any alteration in
circumstances, he might stir up civil discord. Having
made for the castle without delay, Robert received the boy
from the commander of the place5 and brought him to
London, where the wretch, born to misery, remained in
the Tower until his death, as will be recounted elsewhere.
Detained in the same fortress was Elizabeth, elder
daughter of King Edward ... This girl too, attended by
noble ladies, was brought to her mother in London. Henry
meanwhile made his way to London ….6

Vergil’s account was, of course, written well after the
events it describes. Its perfunctory style suggests that
Willoughby himself was not Vergil’s source.
Willoughby’s death on 23 August 1502, the year Vergil
arrived in England, suggests as much. Where Vergil
obtained his information is diﬃcult to ascertain7 and he
may have been fed no more than the party line. Perhaps
Vergil was led to believe that Willoughby’s mission was
merely a matter of routine business. Such an
interpretation, however, does not reﬂect its importance
in the immediate aftermath of Bosworth.
So, what may we deduce from Vergil’s account? Most
striking are the factual inaccuracies. First, Edward of
Warwick was ten in 1485, not 15. Tantalisingly, the
Edward who would have been 15 at this time was the
former Edward V, the elder ‘prince in the Tower’. An
age discrepancy of this order constitutes a signiﬁcant
error. A boy of ten is very diﬀerent in appearance to a
young man of 15. It is therefore of interest that those
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informing Vergil, who had potentially seen the boy
(and/or knew his age), were so profoundly mistaken.
Indeed, the eldest son of Edward IV would have
reached his majority on his fourteenth birthday,8 2
November 1484,9 and, as a result, would have been
considered an adult. So was this rather obvious mistake
simply a scribal error, or were Vergil’s informants
describing an entirely diﬀerent individual, ﬁve years
older than the real Edward of Warwick? Another
signiﬁcant inaccuracy concerns Vergil’s description of
Warwick as the ‘sole survivor’ of George of Clarence.
Warwick’s sister, Margaret, was 12 at the time and by

Above: Sheriﬀ Hutton as it might have appeared in the ﬁfteenth
century. © Geoﬀrey Wheeler Below: Sheriﬀ Hutton today. Photo
courtesy of Marion Moulton
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1509 had not only married Henry’s cousin, Sir Richard
heartland. It will presently become clear that Henry’s
Pole,10 but had been made countess of Salisbury and
rather uncertain strategy regarding the fate of the sons
lady‐in‐waiting to Queen Catherine. Does this further
of Edward IV indicates that Willoughby may well have
error suggest that Margaret resided elsewhere in the
been instructed to make additional enquiries about the
summer of 1485, or was she absent from court and out
missing boys. To do otherwise, in the absence of bodies
of favour when Vergil composed his account? Clearly,
or deﬁnitive information, would amount to uncharact‐
Vergil’s testimony raises some intriguing questions
eristic negligence on the part of the new king.
about the ﬁdelity or otherwise of his sources.
Our investigation must also consider the later Tudor
Widening the enquiry
narrative which places Elizabeth of York’s arrival in
In connection with Henry’s search for authentic evidence
London after Edward of Warwick, escorted by ‘many
concerning the so‐called ‘princes in the Tower’, our
11
noblemen and ladies’. This, however, is at odds with
investigation now focuses on the fate of three key
Vergil, who states that Elizabeth was brought to London
contemporary ﬁgures. All were important members of
at the same time. It is Vergil’s version that makes
King Richard’s council: William Catesby (b. in or before
political and military sense. Willoughby was heading
1446–1485), Thomas Howard, earl of Surrey (1443–1525)
deep into enemy territory and Henry
and Thomas Bourchier, archbishop of
would have been extremely anxious
Canterbury (1404–30 March 1486).12
‘Henry’s rather
to prevent the possible involvement of uncertain strategy regarding First we will examine what became of
Edward’s daughters in a Yorkist
these individuals in the immediate
the fate of the sons of
rebellion. Perhaps Willoughby’s
aftermath of King Richard’s death and
Edward IV indicates that
detachment
of
men‐at‐arms,
then we will discuss what their
Willoughby may well have
ominously fresh from battle, allayed
respective and collective destinies
been instructed to make
fears that they were staging a royal
might reveal about the fate of the sons
additional
enquiries
about
abduction by allowing the children’s
of Edward IV.
attendants to accompany them, a
William Catesby was one of
the missing boys.’
strategy that might also neutralise any
Richard III’s closest advisors. He was
potential rescue attempt on the road
captured after ﬁghting for his king at
13
Bosworth and would be executed (beheaded) in
south. Such reasoning is, of course, supposition, but is
Leicester on 25 August. It is inconceivable that Catesby
included here to give some sense of the many questions
was not interrogated. He was certainly permitted to
an investigation must ask. In Part 4 we will broaden our
write a new will.14 What information did Catesby
enquiry by considering some of the other locations in
provide and did he make a full confession? Richard III
the north that may have held the children of the House
was dead and the contents of Catesby’s will prove
of York.
beyond doubt that he was doing whatever he could to
Whatever the truth, the one fact we can glean from
survive whilst simultaneously atoning for previous
Vergil’s brief report is that Willoughby was the man
transgressions.15
tasked, and trusted, by Henry Tudor to carry out this
urgent incursion into the former king’s northern
It is interesting to note that Vergil also records a
Robert Willoughby’s tomb and eﬃgy in St Mary’s Church, Callington, Cornwall. Photos courtesy of Rose and John Bailey
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Standard of Baron Willoughby de Broke, College of Arms MS I. 2 f 34r.
Reproduced by kind permission of the Kings, Heralds and Pursuivants of Arms.

From Peter O’Donoghue, York Herald: Robert Willoughby’s standard is known from certain manuscripts that date from the
early part of the 16th century. Unfortunately it is not easy to date them precisely but is likely that this dates from the 1520s or
1530s. The details of the manuscript do not help in identifying which Lord Willoughby de Broke is intended, as the manuscript
could easily be a compilation that includes standards of deceased persons or be a copy of a much earlier compilation. The
Willoughby family used a moor’s head device for a long time. It might have been a reference to the Crusades – many families
liked to position themselves as having supported the Crusades, even when they hadn’t, and this made moor’s heads popular
in heraldry. The ducal crown, or crest coronet, is simply a coronet that is in the repertoire of heraldic devices, very popular in
crests. The crescent is a mark of diﬀerence: the Willoughby de Broke line was a junior branch of the family and this crescent
shows that status. The head without a crescent was used by the senior line represented by Willoughby de Eresby. The rudder
is another badge used by the family of Willoughby de Broke. It is said to have been the device of the Paveley family, that was
transmitted to their successors the Cheyney and Willoughby families. Again it has no known signiﬁcance. The number is simply
how many the artist thought looked right – on the standards from this period we usually have a large device with a powdering
of smaller ones around it.
See also: Pritchard, Bob (ed.), Medieval Battle and Tournament Standards: John Cocke – Lancaster Herald (2018), pp 6, 36.

number of other executions: ‘Two days after at
Leycester, William Catesby, lawyer, with a few that wer
his felowys, were executyd’.16
In the eighteenth century, local historian John
Throsby added what may have been a local tradition,
that the executions were conducted ‘without any
ceremony or decency’.17 Failure to reveal the names of
the other executed prisoners suggests they were not of
any political or local signiﬁcance. This helps inform
events surrounding the investigation’s second key
contemporary ﬁgure.
Thomas Howard, earl of Surrey, was steward of
Richard III’s household and a leading supporter of the
king. According to Crowland and the later Tudor
narrative he was captured at Bosworth,18 and therefore
an interrogation in Leicester must have also taken place.
Unlike Catesby, however, Howard was a seasoned
soldier19 and may not have been as forthcoming with
information. Indeed the execution of his retainer John
Buck20 in Leicester on 24 August might suggest a rather
sinister attempt to ‘encourage’ Howard to talk,21 or a
warning about what might await his family and aﬃnity
should he decide not to co‐operate or to attempt to
actively work against the new regime.22
The latter explanation seems most likely considering
what we know about Howard from Sir George Buck.
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Buck makes it clear that although ‘sorely hurt and
wounded’, Howard managed to escape the battle and
‘came by night to the house of a gentleman not far from
Nottingham’ where he was given (secret) succour whilst
his wounds were ‘cured’. Only after hearing of an
amnesty23 (and possibly the execution of his retainer)
did Howard give himself up.24 This, we are told, was
after the November 1485 parliament, a timeline
supported by materials from Henry’s reign.25 As a
fugitive, Howard could not protect his family and
aﬃnity. In addition, the new king issued a proclamation
listing those who had perished in battle, and it must
have seemed that the Yorkist cause was all but over.26
Moreover, Henry’s proclamation supports Buck’s
assertion that Howard escaped the battle because he
was listed amongst the fallen. If Howard had been
captured and held prisoner in Leicester (as Crowland
and the later Tudor histories would have us believe) it
would have stretched credulity to list him among the
dead.27
The investigation’s third key contemporary ﬁgure
was Thomas Bourchier, archbishop of Canterbury. On
16 June 1483 Bourchier gave Elizabeth Woodville (the
mother of the ‘princes in the Tower’) a commitment to
return her youngest son, Richard, to her following the
boy’s release from Westminster sanctuary.28 But at no
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point after the death of King Richard, Henry’s arrival
into London, Bourchier’s crowning of King Henry, or
the sitting of parliament, is it recorded that this greatly
respected cardinal either reported or repented of any
former transgression, or made reparation before God, or
Elizabeth, for any murder or even for the boy’s
disappearance.29
In addition, it is important to note that the new regime
made no explicit30 proclamation accusing Richard III of
the death or murder of the sons of Edward IV, nor was
any unequivocal statement of Richard’s guilt oﬀered at
Henry’s parliament only a few months later.31 If any of
these key contemporary ﬁgures had provided certain
knowledge of the boy’s ‘murder’, or revealed their
suspicions, it is inconceivable that Henry’s government
would have kept secret such vital intelligence. We may
therefore propose that on the 22 August 1485, the date of
Richard III’s death at Bosworth, these key members of
Richard’s council either knew the sons of Edward IV were
alive, or believed they were alive, or simply didn’t know
what had happened to them. The certainty of murder or
even death is strikingly absent.
Such a deduction is further supported by two
intriguing reports. The ﬁrst occurs in Jean Molinet’s
Chroniques:
The Count of Richmond seeing the King trampled on32
[vanquished], and that God gave him victory over a
tyrant, took the oath in towns near London where he
entered as a victor; and was received in a great triumph;
and had a proclamation before his coronation published
everywhere, that if there were a claimant to the crown by
descent from the King Edward. He was to show himself;
and he would help him to get crowned; but no soul
appeared;33

Henry’s pre‐coronation proclamations have been thought
to reveal a sense of self‐conﬁdence. However, when we
consider Willoughby’s urgent mission northwards,
together with Henry’s delayed arrival in London
following his victory,34 and his delayed marriage to
Elizabeth of York,35 an insecurity surrounding the fate of
the sons of King Edward becomes apparent. Indeed,
Henry’s pre‐coronation proclamations betray a tangible
uncertainty – ‘if there were a claimant … by descent of
King Edward’ [my emphasis]. This in turn tells us that
Willoughby’s intelligence also failed to reveal anything
deﬁnitive. The request ‘that he was to show himself’ [my
emphasis] similarly indicates a tacit admission that one
or both of the boys might be alive.
The second report to cast doubt on the murder of the
sons of Edward IV is found in Raphael Holinshed’s
Chronicles and records a public declaration of innocence
made by King Richard around the time of his
parliament in January 1484, the sincerity of which
almost certainly explains Elizabeth Woodville’s decision
in March 1484 to place her daughters in Richard’s care:

For what with purging and declaring his innocence
concerning the murder of his nephews toward the world,
and what with cost to obtain the love and favour of the
communality (which outwardly glossed, and openly
dissembled with him) …’36

Case review
Do the post‐Bosworth activities of Robert Willoughby,
William Catesby, Thomas Howard, earl of Surrey, and
Thomas Bourchier, archbishop of Canterbury, oﬀer a
potential solution to the mystery of the fate of the sons
of Edward IV? The evidence presented here suggests that
whatever happened to the boys was beyond the control
or knowledge of Richard and his council. Such a
hypothesis is supported by the lack of statements or
evidence from other key ﬁgures such as John Alcock37
(former President of Edward V’s council, who joined
Richard III on his 1483 progress) and the Stanley
brothers. Might this suggest the possibility that the key
to the mystery lies with a person or persons outside
Richard’s government? Needless to say, the investigation
continues.
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