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Ever forgotten someone’s birthday, and remembered three weeks’ later?  17th November was the 400th anniversary of the death of the last Catholic Archbishop of Canterbury, Reginald Pole. 


Pole was a first cousin of King Henry VIII. Through his mother, Margaret Pole, he came from the Plantagenet line, and thus had a distant claim upon the throne. He was born in 1500 at Stourton Castle in Staffordshire, and went up to Magdalene College Oxford from 1512 to 1519, taking his BA at the age of 15. One of his teachers was Thomas Linacre, the King’s doctor who became a priest and founded the Royal College of  Physicians.

Although not ordained, he was granted the prebends – the income from the benefice -  of the collegiate church  of Wimborne Minster in Dorset. He could live on the revenues – a Vicar would do the work!


In 1521 he went to study in Padua, where he mixed with leading figures of the Italian Renaissance. He was elected a fellow of Corpus Christi College, Oxford, which allowed him to prolong his stay in Padua until 1527. 


Upon returning to England, he lived with the Carthusians at the Charterhouse in Sheen, where he had attended school up to the age of 12. His preference for a studious life was clear, although he was still not ordained. He became friendly with More and Erasmus.  King Henry granted him also the benefices of the Dean of Exeter.

However, the storm clouds were gathering. Henry, infatuated with Ann Boleyn, began trying to obtain an annulment of his marriage with Queen Catherine.  To avoid having to take sides in “the King’s great matter”, – he knew how much he owed to his royal cousin - Pole obtained permission to further his studies in Paris.


The King, however, now asked him to place the annulment question before the doctors of the University of Paris. Pole probably did little to further the case, but the canon law faculty did issue a judgement in the King’s favour.


After the fall of Cardinal Wolsey, the king required Pole to return to England, offering him either the Archbishopric of York or the Diocese of Winchester. Pole prevaricated, realising that the appointments were a bribe in exchange for his public support over the annulment. 


Finally Pole met the King, and expressed his mind on the annulment question. Henry was so infuriated that he almost drew his dagger. Later in early 1531 Pole sent a letter, in which he urged that “The King standeth even upon the brink of the water and he may yet save all his honour, but if he put forth his foot but one step forward, all his honour is drowned.”

Evil counsels urged the King onward, the Boleyns and Thomas Cromwell, whom Pole referred to as Satanae Nuntius – the devil’s nuncio. Still, Henry generously financed his cousin’s further studies in Padua. Pole’s own religious views were developing in an evangelical direction, with more emphasis on justification by faith in Christ.


In 1533 the supine Cranmer acceded to the See of Canterbury, granted Henry his longed-for divorce, and married him off to Ann Boleyn. Pope Clement VII excommunicated both Cranmer and Henry. The 1534 Act of Supremacy made the king his own pope in England. He would enjoy all the revenues which previously went to Rome. With the exception of St John Fisher, the bishops cravenly surrendered their papal bulls of appointment, and received new letters of commission under the seal of the now Supreme Head of the Church in England, Henry Tudor. 

In May and June 1535, the Carthusians, More and Fisher, who would not bend the knee before Baal upon the throne, were executed for treason.  

On the one side, Queen Catherine and her uncle, Emperor Charles V, on the other, Henry VIII, believed that Pole’s influence might profit them somewhat. For Catherine, aged 15, had been married to Prince Arthur, Henry’s elder brother, in 1501. He died five months later leaving her a widow, and she was re-married to Henry in 1509. Pole reluctantly agreed to write a treatise on the legality of marriage with a deceased brother's widow. 

Never one to rush, in May 1536 Pole’s answer was despatched to the King. Its title: Pro ecclesiasticæ Unitatis defensione – on the defence of church unity. Pole addressed his royal cousin in a way that no other man had ever dared:

“At your age in life, and with all your experience of the world, you were enslaved by your passion for a girl. [Ann Boleyn] But she would not give you your will unless you rejected your wife, whose place she longed to take. The modest woman would not be your mistress; no, but she would be your wife. She has learned, I think, if from nothing else, at least from the example of her own sister [Mary Boleyn, already married to Sir William Carey], how soon you got tired of your mistresses; and she resolved to surpass her sister in retaining you as her lover…”


Pole was not to know it, but Ann’s head would soon be off her shoulders anyway.

“Now what sort of person is it whom you have put in the place of your divorced wife? Is she not the sister of her whom first you violated [Mary]? And for a long time after kept as your concubine? She certainly is!......She [Ann] herself sent chaplains, grave theologians…not only to declare to you that it was lawful to put her [Catherine] away, but to say that you were sinning mortally to keep her as your wife even for a single moment…This was the first origin of the whole lying affair.”

Upon receipt, Henry summoned Pole back to England to explain “certain difficulties” in what he had written. Pole excused himself, whilst accepting a Papal invitation to Rome from Paul III, who made him a cardinal - though still a layman – in December 1536

In February 1537 Pole was dispatched to help the Pilgrimage of Grace against Henry, but Henry’s agents and assassins were ready for him in northern France. He was to be trussed up and brought to Calais. Aware of the dangers, Pole took refuge with the Archbishop of Liege. The Pilgrimage had already collapsed.

Henry avenged himself against Pole’s family instead, arresting his mother and brothers. Margaret, Countess of Salisbury, was held prisoner for two years in the Tower of London. Henry got Parliament, by Act of Attainder, to declare the entire Pole family guilty of treason. Margaret was never brought to trial – no jury would have convicted her. At an hour’s notice on May 27, 1541, she was led out into the square and her head hacked off by a clumsy axeman. She was beatified in 1886. 

Reginald’s brother, Lord Montague, and cousin, the Marquis of Exeter, were also executed.


The next 16 years Pole passed in his continental exile, in the Papal service as a diplomatic peace maker between France and Spain. He had a leading part in the organization of the first sessions of the Council of Trent. In 1549, at the death of Paul III, he came within one vote of being elected Pope. He refused to campaign on his own behalf, and Julius III (del Monte) was elected instead. He used Pole as one of his principle advisors.

The accession of Mary Tudor, daughter of Catherine of Aragon, in 1553, abruptly halted the progress of Protestantism in England, and thrust Reginald Pole into the limelight. The Pope gave him full powers as Papal Legate to England, but his arrival was delayed until November 1554. The Spanish marriage of Philip and Mary must first be solemnized (July 1554), and negotiations completed over the non-return of monastic property to the Church. 

On 28 November Cardinal Pole addressed the Lords and Commons, assembled in joint session, to propose the reconciliation between England and the Catholic Church. Parliament debated his speech, voted in acceptance, and on 30th November, in the presence of Philip and Queen Mary, both Houses knelt to receive absolution from all censures incurred by consent to heresy and schism. Then they processed to the chapel of the Palace of Westminster to sing a solemn Te Deum in thanksgiving.  


Parliament revived the old laws against heresy, and abolished the religious changes of Henry VIII’s and Edward VI’s reigns.


Pole, still a layman, was in no hurry to take on the responsibilities of the Archbishop of Canterbury. On March 20th 1556 he was ordained priest, and on 22nd, Archbishop.



He knew that the collapse of English Catholicism had been largely due to the poor quality of the bishops, caught up in luxurious living, civil administration and court careerism. He proposed a thoroughgoing reform, and seminary education for the clergy. He nominated new Catholic bishops, made of sterner stuff.


He had little to do with the burning of heretics, pushed through by Mary and Bishops Bonner and Gardiner. “Three condemned heretics from Edmund Bonner's diocese were pardoned on an appeal to him; he merely enjoined a penance and gave them absolution.”


The burning of heretics by the secular power was the wisdom of the age. Henry VIII, Luther and Elizabeth I all had more blood on their hands than Mary, but their names are not preceded by the epithet “Bloody.”  History is written by the victors.


In 1557 the new Pope, Paul IV (Carafa), eager to find heresy where there was none, deprived Pole of his powers as papal legate, and had the Inquisition summon him to Rome. In failing health, it was a journey he never accomplished . 


On 17th November 1558, Mary Tudor made the biggest mistake of her reign. She died. Reginald Pole, ill with fever, followed her a few hours later into eternity. The Protestant Elizabeth ascended the throne, to fracture once again England’s union with the rest of Christendom, and undo all her half-sister’s work.


Many have criticized Pole, because he could not do in three years what would have been impossible in twenty. A gentle, studious man, pious and ascetical, he was one of the few of his age who never compromised his beliefs.

