
King Henry VII died leaving a strong and safe crown to his seventeen-year old son King Henry VIII who ruled over England and Ireland from 1509 to 1547. At first the people liked their new king, who was young, handsome, and well educated. Nobody supposed this charming youth would become a cruel despot.

Henry VIII was the second son of King Henry VII and Elizabeth of York. He became heir to the throne on the death of his elder brother Prince Arthur in 1502. Prince Arthur had been married to Catherine of Aragon, the daughter of Ferdinand and Isabella of Spain, and Henry VII decided that Arthur's young widow should marry his second son. There were objections to this marriage on the part of the clergy, but a papal dispensation was secured in 1503, and Henry, then twelve years of age, was betrothed toCatherine. He married her in 1509, shortly after succeeding to the throne. There was great rejoicing when they were both crowned. 

The dynasty needed a male heir to the throne, but Henry's marriage with Catherine had produced the only surviving child, Princess Mary. Henry probably convinced himself that it was a sign of God's displeasure that he had no son. In 1527 the king started to seek an annulment of the marriage from the Pope of Rome, the only person who could grant him the divorce he wanted so much. The Pope who had already been persuaded to marry Henry to the widowed Catherine now refused to give his consent to the king's divorce. So. Henry broke away from the Catholic Church and set up his own Protestant Church of England.

Henry VIII considered himself to be a good churchman. He had even written a book condemning the teachings of Martin Luther, for which the Pope gave him the title of Defender of the Faith. The initials F. D. around the monarch's head on modern British coins still stand for this. Nevertheless, Henry abused the Pope by making himself head of the English Church, which permitted him to pronounce his own divorce.

Henry now proceeded to dissolve one by one the ties to the papacy. With the aid of parliamentary legislation, he first secured control of the clergy, compelling that group in 1532 to acknowledge him as Supreme Head of the English Church. Most of Henry's subjects swore the oath accepting him as Supreme Head of the Church. Over 800 monasteries and nunneries in England and Wales, however, still owed obedience to the Pope of Rome. So the king decided on the destruction of the monasteries.

In six years the monasteries were deprived of their land and treasure, and their inhabitants were driven out. As the king was always short of money, he sold a great deal of the land that had belonged to the monasteries to his nobles and gentry. Due to the dissolution of the monasteries squires became the new rural aristocracy and became wealthy from the purchase of abbey lands at a very low cost.

Having taken over the church, Henry VIII organized the printing of the Bible in English. Every church in England was ordered to buy a copy of it. People got an opportunity to read the Bible in their own language. This was the true beginning of the English Reformation. Protestants believed that everyone should be able to read the Bible. By 1543, however, the king changed his mind, and Parliament passed a law forbidding women, labourers and apprentices to read the Bible. One of the most atrocious features of Henry VIII's reign was that the king was always trimming between the Reformed religion and Catholicism. Although he altered the church, Henry did not wish to introduce Protestant doctrine. The more Henry quarrelled with the Pope, the more of his subjects were executed for not holding the Pope's opinions.

Henry dealt ruthlessly with those who opposed him. To incur his displeasure often meant death. Few people close to him, especially his six wives, escaped trouble.

In 1533 Henry married Anne Boleyn, his first wife's lady-in- waiting. Their only surviving child Princess Elizabeth was born in the same year. Little Elizabeth was declared Princess of Wales as her half-sister Mary, the daughter of Henry VIII and Catherine of Aragon, had already been. In1536 Henry's feelings towards Anne Boleyn cooled, especially after she had given birth to a dead son. Soon he charged his second wife with adultery, and had her executed. The two-year old Princess Elizabeth was sent away from court.

A few days after Anne Boleyn's execution, Henry married Jane Seymour. His third queen was very quiet and modest. She died in 1537, twelve days after bearing Henry's only son Edward, who later became King Edward VI.

In 1540 Henry's fourth marriage, to Anne of Cleves, a German princess, was organized. The king was charmed with her portrait made by his favourite painter, Hans Holbein the Younger. But the painter had flattered Anne of Cleves. Henry was much upset when he first saw his new wife. He called her “a great Flanders mare”, and soon divorced her under a pretense she had been previously betrothed to somebody else. The same year King Henry married Catherine Howard, a young niece of the powerful Duke of Norfolk. Henry's fifth queen was said to be unfaithful to her tyrannical husband, which in 1543 led her to execution for high treason. In the following year Henry married his sixth wife, Catherine Parr, who outlived him.

The first years of Henry's reign were dominated by his desire for a glorious foreign policy. In 1512 he went to war with France. While Henry was campaigning in France, the Scots invaded England. In 1513 they were soundly beaten by the English under Earl of Surrey at Flodden. James IV, King of Scots, was killed in the battle.

The closing years of Henry's reign also brought wars. In 1542 James V of Scotland, a papal

supporter, crossed the English border. On 24 November 1542 the Scots were decisively defeated. Their king, already ill, died on hearing the news. He left the infant Mary Stuart as heiress. Henry VIII thought it would be nice to marry his son Prince Edward to this baby-queen. As the French king also considered a possibility to marry his heir, the Dauphin, to Mary Queen of Scots, King Henry VIII declared war on France to prevent a Franco-Scottish match. Peace came in 1546. A year later King Henry VIII died. This happened in London on 28 January 1547.

King Henry VIII has become one of the most terrifying and bloody figures in the history of England. But still we must remember that he was the founder of the British permanent navy. He started to create it to fight with France. It was during the reign of Henry VIII that English warships were first provided with cannon. Henry was also a gifted poet and musician, and had a special love for theatre. He did much to promote the British drama.
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