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THE MARRIAGE ‘ARRANGEMENTS’ FOR EDWARD DE VERE  
17TH EARL OF OXFORD 

By Jane Greatorex  

Abstract: The marriage arrangements for Edward de Vere 17th Earl of Oxford 
have given rise to much speculation but little 
discussion. In my paper on this subject, I have 
attempted to throw some light on them. In the first 
section I describe the 1562 marriage contract Edward’s 
father made with Henry Hastings, 3rd Earl of 
Huntingdon regarding his sisters Elizabeth or Mary; the 
choice was Edward’s. The contract  was complicated, 
the finances likewise but I explain them so as to be readily understood. The 
untimely death of John de Vere, 16th Earl Oxford did not prevent the marriage, 
still some years in the future. The second section explains the closeness of the 
families involved, descending as they did from Edward III as did Queen Elizabeth 
I. She and Hastings were cousins and he was a preferred successor. The third 
section covers why perhaps the marriage did not take place, it simply vanished, 
buried under political machinations. Edward was a Royal Ward under control of 
William Cecil  soon to be Lord Burghley. The fourth section covers why Edward 
apparently ‘chose’ Anne Cecil now Lady Anne. This is clearer when one looks at 
the character of Queen Elizabeth I and Lord Burghley. The fifth section covers 
the doubtful legality of the Queen imposing the fine of £2,000 on Edward to 
purchase his wardship and another for his livery, a financial burden when he was 
already in deep debt, of which the Queen was well aware. 

1. The de Vere/Hastings marriage contract 
The first marriage attempt failed, the second was ‘successful.’ It’s the process 
referred to here, not the actual state as ‘successful.’  The marriage contract was set 
up by John de Vere, 16th Earl Oxford, father of Edward. For those who do not 
have access to it, the document [H.L. Huntingdon Papers, 1926, pt.1, p.127]  reads:  
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This Indenture made the 1st day of July [1562] in 
the fourth year of the reign of our Sovereign Lady 
Elizabeth by the grace of God… between the right 
honourable John de Vere 16th earl of Oxenford of 
the one party and the right honourable Henry 
[Hastings,] 3rd earl of Huntingdon, of the other 
party… concerning a marriage to be had and 
solemnised between the Lord Bullneck, son and 
heir apparent of the said earl of Oxenford, of the 
one party, and the Lady Elizabeth or Lady Mary 
[Hastings] sisters of the said earl of Huntingdon, on 
the other party in manner and form following… 

In précis, the 16th Earl covenants that Edward will marry either Elizabeth or Mary, 
whosoever he chooses, within a month after he attains the age of 18 in 1568, 
provided that both consent. Elizabeth would be 22 and Mary 16. Henry, hereafter 
Hastings, agrees to this. 

Hastings agrees to pay 16th Earl 1,000 marks or £666.13s.4d, on 1st 
November, 1563 (when Edward would be 13 and Elizabeth 17) and 1,500 marks 
or £1,000 on the day of the marriage. Hastings had only to find the £666.13s.4d 
to marry off either Elizabeth or Mary, as his late father, Francis, devised £1,000 to 
his daughters towards their marriage, outlining which of his estates was to provide 
the sum. [TNA PROB 11/44/92, ob. 23rd June, 1560] Francis actually devised 
them each, £10, twice a year until they reached the age of eighteen then £1,000 
towards their marriages – even if married before 18 years. In essence they would 
bring to their marriage at least £1,000. Not a huge sum by any means given the 
wealth of Francis and not as attractive a sum one would expect as a marriage 
prospect with Edward de Vere.  

 On his part, the 16th Earl covenants [erroneously according to H.J. Round 
and Protector Somerset; Queen Elizabeth should not have granted it to the 16th 
Earl, ostensibly just for her Coronation] that the office of Lord Great Chamberlain 
shall descend to Edward, Lord Bulbeck and his male heirs by his wife and his will 
convey lands worth £2,000 annually, [almost his entire fiefdom, valued at £2,255. 
1s. 9d at his death,] to Edward and his heirs. 
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This is where the finances become complex. In this author’s biography of 
John de Vere, 16th Earl Oxenford [see p.31 below], is detailed the state of the 
Earl’s finances, the encumbering of his lands to furnish his legacies, debts, 
expenses, Countess Margery’s jointure and Katherine, his dispossessed first 
daughter by Dorothy Neville, her £1,000 marriage portion.  

This sounds pretty routine on the face of it but one has to remember, pivotally, 
the felonious appropriation of the de Vere fiefdom by the late Protector Somerset. 
His extortion cost him his head, but it also cost the Earl all the ancient customs 
and rents and fees related to his lands that had been so for centuries. De Vere got 
them back by Private Act of Parliament, but their ancient usages were null and 
void; parliament set the tone by stipulating how the 16th Earl could, in future 
allocate his lands for twenty-one years; his second wife’s jointure, Katherine’s marriage 
portion and it, would seem, Edward’s marriage value.  

How that £2,000 covenant was to be raised from lands so heavily encumbered 
is set thus: lands worth £1,200 p.a. in 16th Earl’s possession would go to Edward 
on his death and the lands ‘in reversion’ worth £800 would go to Edward but only 
after the expiration of the life estates of the 16th Earl’s widow, Margery Golding, 
his brothers still living [which is what Reversion means] and the expiration of the 
21 year-period for payment of his debts, legacies, expenses, etc, and Katherine’s 
marriage portion. Not all this was going to happen at the same time obviously but 
trickle in over the twenty-one years. Furthermore, upon the consummation of the 
marriage, Edward and his wife would be given lands worth 300 marks [£200] 
annually, part of the £2000 capital sum and probably to mitigate the fact that 
Edward will have to wait 21 years for the £800 balance, now £600. His wife will 
be given a jointure of 400 marks [£266.13s.4d] annually upon the death of the 16th 
Earl, part of the £2000, capital sum. Both earls agreed to pay the costs of the 
marriage and the cost of apparelling the bride and groom. 

Should the 16th Earl die before the marriage took place, (or should both 
parties decline to marry) then his executors must repay Hastings the 1,000 marks 
paid on 1 November 1563, if already paid and to discharge Hastings of paying the 
residual 1,500 marks if no marriage. However, the Indenture states that on the death of the 
16th Earl the marriage should go ahead but with a further cost born by Hastings. 
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The Indenture was enrolled in Chancery before Master John Gybon on 5th 
July 1562. The date 1563 is puzzling but in any event, Hastings paid nothing as the 
16th Earl died suddenly and unexpectedly in 1562. Pivotally, Hastings must have 
declined to pay the further, unspecified cost on the Earl’s death to enable the 
marriage to take place. 

The 16th Earl was not expecting to die, although he was not in the best of 
health as his accounts show. He had made a third will only to bring his affairs up 
to date to furnish the financial obligations in this Indenture described above.  

Why didn’t the 16th Earl look elsewhere for a better marriage price for his 
prize son and heir? Perhaps because Edward’s prospective Hastings brother-in-
law [and younger brothers] had a strong claim as Elizabeth’s successor. Also the 
16th Earl had known Francis Hastings, 2nd Earl Huntingdon very well. 

To recap, the death of his father had not brought to a halt, technically, Edward 
marrying a Hastings girl. The Indenture contains provision for this marriage to 
take place, should 16th Earl die upon a further charge to Hastings. There is no 
provision by his father for whoever took Edward as an underage ward, thus 
purchasing his marriage and seeing it through. Hastings could have done so. He 
declined on both counts.  

The marriage and many other aspects in this text are dealt with in greater 
details in the biography: John de Vere, 16th Earl of Oxynforde, 1516–1562, Adversity 
and Enigma, Jane Greatorex (2013) ISBN 978-0-9576101-0-1. 

2. The Plantagenet line from Edward III 
His father’s death plunged Edward into a sequence of difficulties lasting his 
lifetime. He became a Royal Ward, the first of Queen Elizabeth I. Did her Royal 
Highness feel obliged, or did she acknowledge kinship? 

Hastings, de Vere and Queen Elizabeth have all one thing in common. They 
share descendancy from King Edward III. Hastings was favoured by some to be 
heir to Elizabeth his cousin, descended as he was from George, Duke of Clarence 
brother of Edward IV. This is revealed in a letter dated 25th October 1562, 
Archivo General De Simancas [B.M. MS. Add,26,056a] from the Spanish 
Ambassador Don Bernadino de Mendoza to his King in which he writes:  
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‘The Queen has been ill of fever at Kingston and the malady has now 
turned to small-pox. She is in great danger, Cecil was hastily summoned 
from London at midnight. If the Queen dies it will be very soon, within a 
few days at latest and now all the talk is who is to be her successor. Lord 
Robert has a large armed force under his control and will probably 
pronounce his bother-in-law [Henry] the earl of Huntingdon… The 
Council wished King Henry’s will be followed… others who found flaws 
in the will were in favour of the earl of Huntingdon, viz: Lord Robert 
Dudley; the earl of Bedford;, the earl of Pembroke and the duke of 
Norfolk… London 16th October,1562’  [Henry had married Katherine 
Dudley.] 

Looking at the lines of descent of de Vere, Hastings and Queen Elizabeth I, the 
former two are grandchildren x 8 of Edward III via his children Lionel of 
Antwerp, John of Gaunt and Edmund of Langley. Elizabeth is x 7 from Langley. 
Had Edward de Vere married one of the Hastings girls, it would have cemented 
these lines. Do the seven strikes on Edward’s signature mirror her lineage, a secret 
code between them, made irrelevant by her death, when Edward ceased to use it? 

Elizabeth would have been aware of this or would 
soon have been reminded by William Cecil, K.G., P.C. 
Furthermore, the de Vere, Hastings, de la Poles and 
Dudleys were involved in the plot to put Lady Jane Grey 
[Northumberland’s daughter-in-law] on the throne, some 
wisely defected quickly, like the 16th Earl, to Mary’s army 
gathering at Framlingham castle and so kept his head. 
Hastings was too late and went to the Tower for a spell.  

This could not have escaped the mind of 16th Earl Oxford, Edward’s [quasi 
royal] star would truly have been in the ascendency. Just think, married to a Lady 
Hastings, a sister of the plausible heir to the throne Henry, Earl of Huntingdon 
married to Katherine Dudley, a marriage arranged by Francis, 2nd Earl of 
Huntingdon and his pal John Dudley, 1st Duke Northumberland. The sisters were 
a minor threat to the succession because they had so many brothers with the 
stronger claim, they being male. It would be highly unlikely that all the brothers 
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would be wiped out, leaving the girls as threats to the succession but Elizabeth 
with so many enemies, was always looking over her shoulder. 

3. It was not to be. 
Edward de Vere, 17th Earl of Oxenford, Royal Ward, found himself in 1562 on 
his way to the private academy for sons of the nobility, run by Puritan William 
Cecil, Master of the Court of Wards and Liveries. Here he received the best 
education the finest tutors of Europe could provide, some of whom had tutored 
Lady Elizabeth later queen: 

An Order for my Lord’s Exercises 
Morning 
First, to rise in such time as that he may be ready to his 
exercises by seven of the clock. 
From seven until half hour after, dancing. 
From that time until eight, breakfast. 
From eight unto nine, French. 
From thence to ten, Latin. 
After ten, one half hour in writing & drawing. 
Then common prayers, and so to dinner. 
Or, if Frith cannot come by seven, then 
From seven unto eight, French. 
From eight, one half hour at breakfast. 
From thence to half hour after nine, Latin. 
From thence to ten, exercise of his pen.   [TNA SP 12/26/50] 

Edward attained his majority on 12th April 1571. Slightly after 
this date one learns in a letter dated 17th August 1571 written 
from Bermondsey by Thomas Radcliffe (1526/7–1583), 3rd 
Earl of Sussex, to Edward Manners (1549–1587), 3rd Earl of 
Rutland (1571, July 28. Fetter Lane):  

‘Th’ Earl of Oxenford hath gotten him a wife – or at the 
least a wife hath caught him – that is Mrs Anne Cecil, 
whereunto the Queen hath given her consent, which hath 
caused great weeping, wailing and sorrowful cheer of those 
that hoped to have had that golden day.’  
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[Historical Manuscripts Commission. Twelfth Report, Appendix, Part IV. The 
Manuscripts of His Grace the Duke of Rutland, G.C.B., Preserved at Belvoir 
Castle, (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1888),Vol. I, p. 94, at: 
https://archive.org/details/hists52199677/page/n121/mode/2up] 

Edward, with others, had been since aged 12, in the household of William Cecil, 
with Edward Manners and other sons of noblemen, studying at the academy there. 
At the date[s] of these letters Anne Cecil was neither a Mrs, nor a Countess. 
Neither was she styled Lady as her father was not created 1st Baron Burghley until 
post this letter. 

As a Royal Ward, a marriage could have been ‘offered’ not ‘imposed’ directly 
from the Queen; Cecil was merely the guardian of the Royal Wards, having been 
made master of the Court of Wards in 1561. [Her late father King Henry VIII 
offered his ward, ‘Little Johnny’, 14th Earl Oxenford his marriage; Johnny 
declined the choice instead choosing a Howard girl. King Henry got the value of 
the marriage, several thousand pounds.] In the event, there seems to have been a 
deal. Edward was betrothed to Anne Cecil, either willingly or unwillingly.  

The moment Edward became a ward, William Cecil [and the Queen] took 
over part of his fiefdom and his finances; Cecil had to service the late 16th Earl’s 
will, which inflated the £9,096.10s. 8½d. Edward’s alleged ‘debt’ to the Crown, at 
the time he wanted to travel.  

All Edward’s bills and allowances came through the Court of Wards, he had 
little say in anything. It was agreed that if he should marry Anne Cecil, then William 
Cecil would pay Edward £3,000, a sum he delayed paying time and time again. 
Edward was still asking for this marriage money for his wife to live on whilst he 
was traveling abroad. [For his complex arrangements during his absence see C.P. 
159/113/1, transcript © Nina Green.] 

Furthermore, once the marriage was consummated successfully, Anne would 
receive a gift. Edward would be free to travel abroad, as was his fervent wish, with 
his travel money channelled by his father-in-law through the Court of Wards 
process. The granting him of a travel licence was delayed until January 1574, soon 
to be 1575, [Old Style] some three years after his marriage. Unlike others who had 
licence for two or three years of travel, Edward was kept on a tight rein, he only 
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got one-year licences unless he was travelling on the Queen’s business. He was 
shadowed by contacts of Cecil’s, servants and friends of his own employ, reporting 
to Burghley where he was, to whom was he speaking, whom did he visit, how did 
he conduct himself, etc. in 1574/75. In 1575/76 he travelled again with William 
Russell Esq. who had two and three-year licences. [TNA. E 157/1, f.1, transcript 
© Nina Green.]  
William Cecil, whose father had been Keeper of the Royal Wardrobe to King 

Henry VIII, had been raised to the peerage in 1571 as 1st 
Baron Burghley, in the months prior to the marriage. The 
raising to a peerage had to be made because it was illegal to 
marry an earl below his rank. This is called ‘disparagement.’ 
It seems obvious the peerage status was planned by Cecil 
and the Queen enabling ‘Lady’ Anne to marry Edward, 
who, with his legal training would have been well aware of 
all this. 

It stretches credulity to believe that Edward asked for Anne’s hand in marriage 
as, by then, he was not even living in Burghley’s household. Far more likely he was 
coerced into the marriage due to his debt to the Crown and to obtain licences to 
travel, which is what he really wanted. 

In a strange, almost justifying letter from Lord Burghley, the most powerful 
man in the kingdom, to his ex-child pupil, Edward Manners, Earl of Rutland, 
dated 15th August 1571 he writes of his ‘surprise’ at Edward’s wish to marry his 
daughter Anne and that he had planned for her at age 16, to marry Mr. Philip 
Sidney and even Edward Manners:  

… Truly, my Lord, my goodwill served me to have moved such a matter 
as this in another [direction than this] is, but having some occasion to 
doubt of the issue of the matter, [doubted the Sidney marriage would 
come of] I did forbear… 

Burghley says he expects Manners to be surprised also at such a proposal as 
Burghley had planned Manners to marry Anne: [In the intervening years before 
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Anne reached 16 and Sidney might not wait OR they refused each other?] Then 
Edward pops up. 

… I think it doth seem strange to your Lordship to here [sic] of a 
purposed determination in my Lord of Oxford to marry with my daughter, 
and so before his Lordship moved it to me might I have thought it if any 
other had moved it to me than himself. For at his own motion I could not 
well imagine what to think, considering I never meant to seek it, nor 
hoped of it. And yet reason moved me to think well of my Lord 
[Edward]… [a suitor deeply in debt?] and to knowledge myself greatly 
beholding to him, as indeed I do. [What for, for agreeing to marry Anne, 
young as she was?] Truly, my Lord, after I was acquainted of the former 
intention of a marriage with Mr. Philip Sidney, whom I always loved and 
esteemed, I was fully determined to have of myself moved no marriage for 
my daughter until she should have been near 16, that with [such] moving I 
might also conclude [i.e. that Anne marry Sidney.] And yet I thought it 
not inconvenient in the meantime, to hearken to any motion made 
by such others as I should have cause to like. [Emphasis added] Truly 
lord, my goodwill served me to have moved such a matter as this in 
another [direction than this] is, but having some occasion to doubt the 
issue of this matter, I did forbear… [he had no idea Edward would move 
to marry Anne] Now that the matter is determined betwixt my Lord of 
Oxford and me, I confess to your Lordship [Manners] I do honour him as 
much as I can any subject and I love him so dearly from my heart as I do 
myne own son, and in any case that may touch him for his honour and 
weal, I shall think mine own interest therein…’ [Summary ©2004 Nina 
Green] 

[HMC Rutland, v. 1, p. 95 2 Historical Manuscripts Commission. Twelfth Report, 
Appendix, Part IV. The Manuscripts of His Grace the Duke of Rutland, G.C.B., 
Preserved at Belvoir Castle, (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1888), Vol. I, 
p. 95, at: https://archive.org/details/hists52199677/page/n121/mode/2up] 
G.C.B., Preserved at Belvoir Castle, (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1888)  

Edward and Manners were boy pupils at Burghley’s academy. Edward, Manners 
and ‘Right decorous youth’ Sidney were all ‘loved dearly’ by Cecil, and Edward 
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travelled with Sidney in Italy with an ex-servant [read informant] of Lord 
Burghley’s Ralph Hopton. [SP 70/134, ff.238–9] 

Edward de Vere and Anne married in a double ceremony at Whitehall on 16th 
December 1571 according to George Golding, Edward’s half uncle. Alongside 
stood Lady Elizabeth Hastings and her spouse Edward Somerset, Lord Herbert, 
4th Earl Worcester-to-be. The Queen attended, just to ensure all went as planned. 
One may only wonder at Edward’s thoughts on this day.  

The document is an entry in the notebook of Oxford’s auditor and maternal 
uncle, George Golding. The entry states:  

… Oxford's wedding took place on 16 December 1571 at Whitehall, and 
that it was a double wedding at which Oxford married Anne Cecil, while 
Edward Somerset (c.1550-1628), then styled Lord Herbert, later 4th Earl 
of Worcester, married Elizabeth Hastings...      [CECIL PAPERS 298/2 1] 

Another letter, predating that of Golding’s reads: 17 August 1571 written from 
Bermondsey by Thomas Radcliffe (1526/7–1583,) 3rd Earl of Sussex, again to 
Edward Manners (1549–1587), 3rd Earl of Rutland:  

… I doubt not you hear of a marriage concluded [?] between my Lord of 
Oxford and my Lord of Burghley’s daughter. ….   
                [Source as for HMC Rutland, p.36 above] 

Cecil was created Baron Burghley before 17th August 1571 as this letter would 
indicate but the date of the marriage disagrees with Golding’s. 

4. Devious moves 
The marriage scenario smacks of careful planning between Cecil and the Queen. 
Another of her plans involved Lady Mary Hastings, who, at the age of 30 received 
an offer of marriage from Czar Ivanovich-the-Terrible via the Russian 
ambassador, Sir Jerome Horsey, on 18th May, 1583. The Czar had rejected Queen 
Elizabeth as she was ‘too old’.   

He was a profligate, tyrannical Czar already on his pregnant sixth wife whom 
he intended to cast off. He intended to come to England to buy himself a wife, 
preferably royal. Elizabeth had spurned him also, deflecting his attentions to her 
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kinswoman Lady Mary Hastings. This was a spiteful, calculated move by the 
Queen but Mary made a lucky escape, eventually going into a convent. 

Almost throwing Lady Mary ‘under the bus,’ shows how vindictive Elizabeth 
could be when it came to marriages. Her calculating Tudor mind in all matters 
financial saw a plum opportunity to get Edward married into a place where an eye 
could be kept on him under Cecil’s spymaster gaze. She could quite legally sell his 
marriage, take a huge chunk of his lands whilst he was in wardship and enjoy the 
proceeds thereof OR consign them to the care/use of one of her choosing; the 
latter she did. 

A friend of Edward’s late father, Sir Thomas Smith, a great constitutional 
lawyer, guardian and tutor of Edward when he was very 
small, said:  

… Many men esteem this wardship by knight’s 
service [that’s pivotal] very unreasonable and unjust, 
and contrary to nature, that a freeman and gentleman 
should be bought and sold like an horse or an ox…  

Had the politics of the day been different and Sir Thomas 
Smith not leave to serve abroad, Edward would doubtless 
have remained in his household, in his element in Smith’s magnificent library. 

There is much to say regarding whether Edward should have ever become a 
Royal Ward as the de Veres did not hold their fiefdom by knight’s service but 
directly of the Crown.  

5. Purchasing his livery and wardship 
The time scale has moved on to 10th May 1572, eleven months after Edward 
attained his majority and post his marriage, in a document among the Cecil Papers, 
25/105. As this author and other historians have pointed out:  

The legality of the Queen’s imposition of a £2,000 fine for wardship on 
Edward after he had reached the age of majority is questionable…   

One returns again and again to the way in which the de Vere fiefdom or barony 
was held: whether by knights service OR directly of the Crown. It was the latter. 
Magna Carta states in Article 2:  
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… If any earl, baron or other person that holds lands directly of the Crown, 
[or] for military service, shall die, at his death [if] his heir shall be of full age 
and owe a ‘relief,’ the heir shall have his inheritance on payment of the 
ancient scale of ‘relief.’ That is to say, the heir or heirs of the earl shall pay 
£100 for the entire earl’s barony… 

Which is why one sees down history, the early earls of Oxford, Edward’s 
predecessors, paying £100 for their ‘relief.’ Article 3 goes on to say:  

… But if the heir of such a person is underage and a ward, when he comes 
of age he shall have his inheritance without ‘relief’ or fine… 

The Magna Carta was rewritten several times in quick succession and copied on 
to the Statute Roll in 1297. All but three clauses have long since been repealed but 
of interest here:  

… the great charter’s lasting legacy is that it established the principle that 
the king, the highest authority in the land, was subject to the law and that 
the limits of the king’s authority could be defined by a written 
document…  

… The Stuart kings James I and Charles I believed that they ruled by the 
Divine Right of Kings and that therefore they did not have to take account 
of the provisions of Magna Carta… 

   [Claire Breay, Magna Carta, Manuscripts and Myths, B.L. ISBN 0-7123-4743-7] 

The lawyers of the time waded in on that one! How 
did Queen Elizabeth and her Council and lawyers 
regard the articles’ validity in her reign? The lawyers, 
one of whom was Coke – a relation of Cecil’s wife 
Lady Mildred Cecil née Cooke – argued vehemently 
but disregarding the Articles had huge implications for 
Edward and other wards like him. Whatever the 
majority of lawyers thought is clear and reflected in the 
document C.P. 25/105 which is a schedule for:  

Oxford’s original debt to the Court of Wards of £3,306, that is, £2,000 for 
wardship payable at the rate of £200 per year from 10th May 1572 to 10th 
May 1581; £48.19s.¼d for mean rates payable in 1571; £1,257 for livery 
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payable at the rate of £57.18s.¾d on All Saints Day 1571 and thereafter 
£100 per year to All Saints Day until 1583. [Emphasis added] 

His fine for wardship alone was valued at £2,000, as stated, almost the full value 
of his estates at his father’s death and almost the full value his father put on his 
proposed marriage to the Hastings girl. This was hardly a loving 21st birthday 
present, more hard, shrewd Court policy with or without legal basis. 

As Edward opined: ‘Forever in subjection.’ 

NB:  Acknowledgement is due to Nina Green for her scholarship in 
transcribing certain documents used in this text and to Jan Cole for 
Mendoza’s letter 25th October, 1562 and being a sounding board. Square 
brackets are mine to aid understanding, dates are as original documents. In 
Old Style the New Year began on 25th March, Lady Day. Every effort has 
been made to achieve accuracy, any inaccuracies in interpretation are mine. 

~¶~ 
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