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stAPLeton’s PreFACe

For a long time many men of the highest renown 
for learning and virtue have greatly desired to 

have a description of the life, the character, and 
the most noble martyrdom for the orthodox cath-
olic, apostolic and Roman faith, of Thomas More, 
whose reputation for piety, learning, and wit is so 
widely known. Several have actually attempted to 
write such a book, but have been prevented from 
doing so either by death or by the pressure of other 
business. For the glory of God and for the edifica-
tion of the reader, and, I will add, for the singular 
pleasure it gives me, I now begin my task, relying on 
the divine assistance and with a special trust in the 
prayers and intercession of More himself. It is not 
that I imagine that any words of mine can add to his 
praise. His glory in heaven is far beyond the powers 
of human language or human imagination: his fame 
upon earth is such that, far from praising his virtues 
as they deserve, I shall have the greatest difficulty in 
doing them bare justice.

Various motives have led me to write: first, the 
glory of God and my love for the Catholic Church, 
for his loyalty to which More laid down his life; 
next, pity for my country in its present deep afflic-
tion and distress (More, in his lifetime, was its chief 
glory and proudest boast); then also the consola-
tion my work will give to right-minded men and the 
just confusion it will cause to the wicked. For when 
the greatness of Thomas More is displayed before 
them, his high excellence in all virtue and knowl-
edge, then those of our nation who are good and pi-
ous will rejoice, and they will imitate one of whom 
they are so proud; the wicked, however, the here-
tics and the apostates, will blush for shame and be 
covered with disgrace forever on account of his un-
just death. I have been moved, too, by the strong 
desire expressed by many learned and virtuous men, 
with whom I have been on terms of familiar inter-
course during my long exile, to have a thoroughly 
authentic account of Thomas More’s life, and the 
true cause, the manner, and the circumstances of his 
martyrdom. It was for this same reason that, more 
than twenty years ago, Louis Paceus, a learned and 
eloquent Spanish Dominican, devoted much toil to 
preparing for publication a life of Thomas More,1 
but death hindered the completion of his work. I 

will not deny, moreover, that I have long had a spe-
cial attraction to my task. Similarity of name has 
made him dearer to me, and therefore after writ-
ing a life of Saint Thomas the Apostle, and of Saint 
Thomas, Archbishop of Canterbury and martyr, it 
is fitting that I should add an account of Thomas 
More. Moreover, I first saw the light of this world in 
the same month and year in which More, through 
the gate of martyrdom, entered into eternal light.

Finally, I write of the life of Thomas More with 
all the greater pleasure and confidence because I 
have had access to abundant authentic information. 
Many particulars I have committed to memory, but, 
lest they should die with me (and old age warns me 
that death may not be far distant), I have wished 
now to commit them to writing for the benefit of 
posterity. Others, perhaps, may know many details 
of the life of this holy and great man of which I am 
ignorant. But meanwhile I have thought it better to 
publish now the information I have gathered, and 
not to wait, perhaps in vain, for the appearance of 
such fuller information, for in that case both what 
I have collected and what—  possibly—  they may 
know will be finally lost. But now, when this work 
of mine sees the light, if they have information of 
which I was not in possession, they will have the 
choice either of adding to my work or of writing an 
entirely new life of Thomas More fuller and better 
than mine. For my account of his life I have drawn 
from his Latin and his English writings (the latter 
far exceed the former in number and length), and 
from the personal reminiscences of those who for 
many years lived either in the same house with him 
or otherwise on terms of intimacy, and afterwards, 
on account of the ravages of that soul-destroying 
schism, were fellow exiles with me for the faith, ei-
ther here in Belgium or in other parts of the world. 
From these I have learned in great abundance

of the wise sayings and virtuous actions of 
Thomas More. For example, there was John Clem-
ent,2 a doctor of medicine, of whom when he was 
yet a child More in his Utopia uses these words: 

For John Clement my boy, who as you know was 
there present with us, whom I suffer to be away from 
no talk, wherein may be any profit or goodness (for 
out of this young bladed and new shot-up corn, which 
hath already begun to spring up both in Latin and 
Greek learning, I look for plentiful increase at length 

1 See Fernando Herrera’s Tomás Moro, 
published in 1592.  2 John Clement (ca. 

1500–1572) became a page and pupil in 
More’s household about 1514.  
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5Preface

of goodly ripe grain)—  he, I say, hath brought me into 
a great doubt.3

Also there was Doctor Clement’s wife Marga-
ret,4 whom More brought up with his own daugh-
ters and treated as his own child, as appears from 
the last letter he wrote before receiving the crown 
of martyrdom, in which he bade farewell to her in 
these words: “I send now my good daughter Clem-
ent her algorism stone, and I send her and my god-
son and all hers God’s blessing and mine.”5

In addition there was John Harris with his wife 
Dorothy Coly—  she is still living in Douai—  of 
whom the one was Thomas More’s private secretary, 
the other the maid of Margaret Roper, More’s el-
dest daughter. Also John Heywood,6 for many years 
a close friend of More’s; and lastly William Rastell,7 
More’s nephew by his sister Elizabeth, a man of ir-
reproachable life and one of the supreme judges of 
England in the reign of her Royal Highness Queen 
Mary, a man who at the close of More’s life was on 
most intimate terms with him, as his (More’s) letter 
to Thomas Cromwell shows.8

In the familiar intercourse which existed between 
us some years ago, owing to our common exile, 
from time to time I gathered from all of them many 
particulars of the sayings and deeds of Thomas 
More, which I now reproduce exactly as they are 
in my memory. The John Harris whom I have men-
tioned was a man of great industry, well-versed in 
literature and a first-rate patristic scholar. In this 
respect he was of the greatest assistance to Jacobus 
Pamelius in elucidating many passages of Cyprian 
and Tertullian. Nothing has helped me more than 

Harris’s manuscript collections, including many of 
More’s letters written in the martyr’s own hand, all 
of which Master Harris’s widow has handed over to 
me. In fine I have searched diligently all contempo-
rary writers who may have written something about 
Thomas More, Erasmus in particular9 and his volu-
minous correspondence, and other letters of More 
printed separately by Episcopius at Basle in 1563,10 
Reginald Pole in his controversy with Henry VIII,11 
John Cochlaeus writing against Sampson,12 Paul Jo-
vius’s Illustrious Men,13 William Paradinus in his 
memoirs on English affairs,14 the letters finally of 
scholars like William Budé, Beatus Rhenanus, Je-
rome Busleyden, Peter Giles, Simon Grynaeus and 
others. In the last place I mention what has been 
written upon the subject by Polydore Vergil,15 
by Roverus Pontanus in his Index of memorable 
events,16 by John Fontanus in his French history of 
our times, by Onuphrius in his Paul III,17 and by 
Lawrence Surius in his commentaries.18

Fully equipped, then, with help from all these 
sources, I trust that I may be able to write of the 
life and illustrious martyrdom of Thomas More, 
not merely a brief compendium but a complete and 
even a worthy history. I have thought it best, both 
to help the reader’s memory and to ensure order 
and method in the development of the narrative, to 
divide up my matter into chapters.

3 See EW 154.  4 Margaret Giggs  
5 EW 1335  6 Heywood (1497–1580) 
was a court musician and William Rastell’s 
brother-in-law.  7 William Rastell 
(1508–1565) edited More’s Workes of 
Sir Thomas More Knight (1557) while in 
exile at Louvain.  8 See EW 376.  9 See 
Erasmus on More in EW 1369–1381.  

10 This first edition of More’s Latin works, 
Opera omnia Latina Thomae Mori was 
actually printed in 1565.  11 Reginald 
Pole (1500–1558), Henry VIII’s cousin, 
voiced his opposition to the King’s divorce 
in Pro Ecclesiasticae unitatis defensione, 
a work that also praised More. See EW 
1385–90.  12 Antiqua et insignis epistola 

(1536)  13 Vitae virorum illustrium 
(1549–57)  14 Afflictae Britannicae 
religionis (Lyons, 1555)  15 Anglica 
historia (Basle, 1534–55)  16 Rerum 
memorabilium (Cologne, 1559)  
17 Onuphrius Paduanus (1530–68)  
18 Laurentius Surius’s Commentarius 
brevis (Louvain, 1567)  
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6 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

ChAPter one: birth, eduCAtion, 
And studies

His father was Sir John More, Knight, of whom 
in the epitaph which he wrote for himself af-

ter his resignation of his office of Lord Chancellor, 
and after Sir John’s death, he speaks in the follow-
ing terms: 

John More, Knight and a judge of the King’s 
Bench, of unimpeachable character, gentle, kind 
and merciful, of robust health in spite of his great 
age, after he had lived to see his son Lord Chan-
cellor of England thought he had lived in the 
world long enough, and joyfully left it to go to 
heaven.1

The name of More’s mother is unknown, for she 
died while he was yet a child.2 He had no broth-
ers, but two sisters, one of whom, Jane, was married 
to Richard Stafferton, and the other, Elizabeth, to 
John Rastell, both men of good family.

ProdiGies
His mother, on the first night of her marriage 

( John Clement used to hear Thomas More recount 
the story on his father’s authority), had a dream in 
which she saw depicted upon her wedding ring the 
faces of all the children she was destined to bear. 
The features of one were hardly discernible (one 
of her children afterwards was not born alive); an-
other, however, shone with a splendor far beyond 
the rest.

Another prodigy is recorded of him. Once when 
his nurse was crossing a river by a ford, she was 
nearly carried away by the current, and, in her con-
fusion, to save the child, threw him over a hedge 
which was along the river’s bank. Afterwards when 
she came to look for him, she was astonished to find 
him safe and sound, quite unhurt and smiling at 
her. Such portents indicated that this child would 
one day become great and famous.

A similar story is told of Saint Maurontus,3 noble 

both by rank and by virtue. As to rank, he was the 
grandson of Erconwald, who was Major-domo in 
France in the reign of Sigebert. A proof of his good-
ness is that he founded and endowed at his own ex-
pense, now nearly a thousand years ago, the well-
known college of priests which still exists in Douai. 
Once Saint Riquier, who was his godfather, went to 
visit Saint Richtrude, the mother of Saint Mauron-
tus and the founder of the monastery of Marchi-
ennes. As he was seated on his horse and bidding 
farewell, the mother bade him take her child into 
his arms to bless it. As he was doing so, the horse 
suddenly took fright and bolted, throwing the child 
to the ground. The little one, however, was in no 
way hurt by his fall, and was smiling sweetly as his 
mother rushed to pick him up. It was fitting that a 
similar portent should fall to the lot of More and 
Maurontus: both were of high rank, both officers of 
the Court; one was Chancellor to Henry VIII, the 
other held the Great Seal under Theodoric; both 
were saints.

eduCAtion
As soon as More was old enough, he was sent to 

learn Latin in a school in London4 under the pa-
tronage of the King, where the well-known Nich-
olas Holt was the master. When he had greedily 
devoured the first elements of grammar, as he was 
clearly a boy of the very highest promise he was sent 
to the famous University of Oxford, for the study 
of philosophy and Greek. It was not long since Gro-
cyn5 had come from Italy and introduced into En-
gland the study of Greek, lecturing publicly upon 
the subject in Oxford. It was from his colleague 
Thomas Linacre6 that More learnt Greek at Ox-
ford. He says in his letter to Dorp that he studied 
the Greek works of Aristotle with Linacre as the 
lecturer and interpreter.7

His father, whilst he wished his son to be thor-
oughly well educated, wished him from the very 
first to learn frugality and abstemiousness, so that 
nothing should interfere with his love of study 
and literature. For this reason it was that, although 

1 See EW 372.   2 Sir John More 
married Agnes Granger and had three 
sons and three daughters: Joan (b. 1475), 
Thomas (b. February 7, 1478), John 
(b. 1478), Agatha (b. 1479), Edward 
(b. 1481), and Elizabeth (1482–1538). 
Stapleton throughout refers to More’s 

age as five or six years younger than 
he actually was.  3 St. Maurontius of 
Douai (634–701)  4 More attended 
St. Anthony’s school, before entering the 
household of Archbishop John Morton at 
Lambeth Palace in 1490; in 1492 he began 
studying at Canterbury College, Oxford.  

5 William Grocyn (ca. 1446–1519) 
returned from Italy to teach at Oxford in 
1491.   6 Thomas Linacre (ca. 1460–
1524), royal physician to Henry VIII. 
Reynolds notes, “It was not at Oxford but 
in London that More studied Greek under 
Linacre” (2, n. 5).  7 See EW 412.   

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

70

75

80



7Birth, Education, and Studies

supplied with what was necessary, More was not al-
lowed to have even a farthing at his own disposal. 
This rule was so strict that he had no money even 
to get his boots mended unless he asked his father 
for it. More in later life used often to speak of his 
father’s mode of acting, and to give it very high 
praise. “Thus it came to pass,” he would say, “that I 
indulged in no vice or vain pleasure, that I did not 
spend my time in dangerous or idle pastimes, that 
I did not even know the meaning of extravagance 
and luxury, that I did not learn to put money to evil 
uses, that, in fine, I had no love, or even thought, of 
anything beyond my studies.”

More’s reverenCe For his FAther
He was, in truth, throughout his whole life most 

reverent to his father:8 never did he in any way give 
offense to him nor take offense at any word or deed 
of his. Even when he was Lord Chancellor of the 
realm he did not hesitate to go down upon his knees 
before his father in the public law courts in the Pal-
ace of Westminster to beg his blessing, as is the ex-
cellent custom in our country. For amongst us ev-
ery day, morning and evening, children kneel down 
before each of their parents to beg their blessing. If 
only this custom were to be observed amongst other 
nations, parents would have more docile sons, the 
state more law-abiding subjects, the Church more 
obedient children. For a vase which is once impreg-
nated with perfume when it is new, will retain the 
scent long. And although, even among us when 
children have reached man’s estate and are mar-
ried or hold high position in Church or State, es-
pecially when they belong to the nobility, they no 
longer give this token of respect to their parents, or 
at any rate very rarely, yet Thomas More, because 
of the lowly love and reverence that had been his 
from his earliest years, even when he held the Great 
Seal of England and was the first in the realm af-
ter the King, did not disdain to give his aged father 
this mark of honor. He kept his father in his old age 
in his own house, and, high in rank as he was, car-
ried out, at his father’s death, the last duties of filial 
piety. Such, in a word, was More’s love and obedi-
ence toward his father, such, in return, the father’s 
pride in and love for his son, that it is difficult to say 

whether the son was more worthy of such a father 
or the father of such a son. Great, certainly, was the 
happiness of the father in having so dutiful a son.

enters CArdinAL Morton’s househoLd
It happened very fortunately for the early educa-

tion of Thomas More that Cardinal Morton, Arch-
bishop of Canterbury, primate of England not only 
in rank but also in virtue and learning, was struck by 
the talents of the boy and the quick progress he had 
made, and took him into his household. After keep-
ing him there some time, he sent him to Oxford, 
continuing there to support him. The character and 
greatness of Morton is described by More, who was 
ever grateful to his Maecenas, in the following pas-
sage from the Utopia. Raphael is the speaker:

In the mean season I was much bound and be-
holding to the right reverend father, John Mor-
ton, Archbishop and Cardinal of Canterbury, 
and at that time also Lord Chancellor of England: 
a man, Master Peter (for Master More knoweth 
already that I will say), not more honorable for 
his authority than for his prudence and virtue. 
He was of a mean stature, and though stricken in 
age, yet bare he his body upright. In his face did 
shine such an amiable reverence, as was pleasant 
to behold, gentle in communication, yet earnest, 
and sage. He had great delight many times with 
rough speech to his suitors, to prove, but without 
harm, what prompt wit and what bold spirit were 
in every man. In the which, as in a virtue much 
agreeing with his nature, so that therewith were 
not joined impudence, he took great delectation. 
And the same person, as apt and meet9 to have an 
administration in the weal public, he did lovingly 
embrace. In his speech he was fine, eloquent, and 
pithy. In the law he had profound knowledge, in 
wit he was incomparable, and in memory won-
derful excellent. These qualities, which in him 
were by nature singular, he by learning and use 
had made perfect. The King put much trust in his 
counsel, the weal public also in a manner leaned 
unto him when I was there. For even in the chief 
of his youth he was taken from school into the 
Court and there passed all his time in much 

8 “Sir John More was appointed Judge 
of the Common Pleas before 1518, and 
transferred to the King’s Bench about two 

years later. More became Chancellor on 
25 October 1529. The King’s Bench and 
the Chancery Courts adjoined one another 

at the south end of Westminster Hall” (R 
3, n. 6).  9 fit  
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8 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

trouble and business, being continually tumbled 
and tossed in the waves of diverse misfortunes 
and adversities. And so by many and great dan-
gers he learned the experience of the world.10

I have copied this passage from the Utopia so that 
the reader may appreciate the greatness of the man 
by whom the youthful More was formed in piety 
and wisdom. He amused himself while still a boy by 
making epigrams in English which afford evidence 
of his piety as well as his wit. They are printed at 
the beginning of the large volume of his English 
Works.11 He also wrote some elegant English verses 
on a hanging of painted cloth in his father’s house 
describing the vanity of human life. To them he 
added the following in Latin:

Whatever man these pictures fair delight,
Who finds in them an art that cheats his sight,
And shows false forms as real and true as life;
As he has fed his eyes on symbols vain
So let him turn to truth, his soul to gain,
Then shall he see how frail is earthly fame
That comes and goes but never may remain.12

He scoffed at Fortune in many other verses written 
at the same early period of his life.13 Certainly, if we 
are to believe Erasmus, More was only a boy when he 
wrote the Progymnasmata, or verses translated into 
Latin from the Greek by Thomas More and William 
Lily,14 which are prefixed to his other epigrams. For 
in a letter to More written in 152015 Erasmus says 
that most of his epigrams were composed twenty 
years ago, at which time More had only reached his 
seventeenth year.16 From such early trifles it was easy 
to conjecture how extraordinary would be the intel-
lectual power, the diligence, and the piety of the man 
in maturity.

ChAPter tWo: his youth

More’s ePiGrAMs

Thomas More, as he grew up from boyhood to 
man’s estate, with his increase in age gave ever 

more striking proofs of his learning and his piety. 
Letters he ever loved ardently, and to his progress in 
them bear witness various epigrams he composed at 
this time, some of them translations from the Greek 
into Latin, others original. Their elegance and apt-
ness is remarkable, and never do they become scur-
rilous or vulgar. But perhaps it will be more satis-
factory to the reader to know what have been the 
judgments upon them of others besides myself. This 
is what Beatus Rhenanus1 writes of More’s epigrams 
in his letter to Willibald Pirckheimer:2

Thomas More is in every way admirable. His com-
positions are most elegant, his translations most 
happy. How sweetly and easily flow his verses. 
Nothing is forced, harsh, awkward or obscure. He 
writes the purest and most limpid Latin. More-
over, everything is welded together with so happy 
a wit that I never read anything with greater plea-
sure. The Muses must have showered upon this 
man all their gifts of humor, elegance and wit. 
Never, however, are his sallies mordant, but easy, 
pleasant, good-humored and anything but bitter. 
He jokes, but never with malice; he laughs, but al-
ways without offense.3 

This is the testimony of Rhenanus. Similar was 
the judgment of the learned poet, Léger Duchesne,4 
Regius Professor of Literature in Paris. For, in a col-
lection of epigrams which he selected with great 
critical acumen from various writers, he inserted a 
larger number of More’s compositions than of any 
other writer, in spite of the fact that very few of 
More’s have survived in comparison with the very 
large numbers that have been published by others.

It was out of envy for the brilliance of More’s wit 

10 See EW 160.  11 1557 Workes of Sir 
Thomas More, edited by William Rastell  
12 See EW 4.  13 See “The Fortune 
Verses” in EW 12–16.  14 William Lily 
(ca. 1468–1522) was a classical scholar 
and the first headmaster of John Colet’s 
grammar school at St. Paul’s in London.  
15 “This was not a letter to More, but a 

prefatory letter from Erasmus to Froben 
in the 1520 edition of Epigrammata. 
Erasmus was rarely exact in his references 
to his ages and dates” (R 5, n. 10). See 145.  
16 In 1500, More actually would have 
been twenty-two.  1 Beatus Rhenanus 
(1485–1547), also known as Beatus Bild, 
was a German humanist and editor of 

Seneca, Tacitus, and Livy.  2 Willibald 
Pirckheimer (1470–1530) was a humanist 
and city councilor of Nuremberg before 
he was appointed imperial councilor to 
Emperor Maximilian I in 1499.   3 See 
EW 219.   4 Leodegarius á Quercu, Flores 
epigrammatum (Paris, 1560)  
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9His Youth

that Germanus Brixius wrote his Antimorus.5 The 
elegant style of this work, however, won the admi-
ration of Erasmus, who by letter pleaded very ear-
nestly for his friend Brixius, begging More not to 
crush him with the answer he deserved. The follow-
ing are the terms in which he writes of Brixius and 
his foolish Antimorus: 

Since Brixius published his Antimorus the com-
ments of many scholars have come to my ears. 
They pain me, but far greater would be my pain 
were such things said about you. So although I 
know how hard it must be for you, when you are 
so bitterly attacked, to soften down your answer 
and forbid an outlet to your wounded feelings, 
yet I really do think that your best course would 
be to treat the whole thing with the silent con-
tempt which it deserves. You know, my dearest 
friend, that I would not give you such advice if 
there were anything in Antimorus that cast any 
stain on your reputation that it would be worth 
your while to trouble to remove.6 

But before receiving Erasmus’s letter, More had al-
ready drawn up a reply to the Antimorus on the ad-
vice of some of his most valued friends.7 It had been 
published and a few copies had gone forth, but at 
the appeal of Erasmus, More consented to suppress 
the book.

trAnsLAtions FroM LuCiAn
At an early age More had translated passages of 

Lucian into Latin; these translations he calls the 
first-fruits of his studies in Greek literature.8 Later 
on he translated Lucian’s apology for the tyranni-
cide, and then, as an exercise of wit, composed a re-
ply to it which in skill and eloquence was in no way 
inferior to Lucian’s work.9

LeCtures on DE CIVITATE DEI
At the same period of his life he lectured publicly 

in London, in the Church of Saint Lawrence,10 on 

Saint Augustine’s De civitate Dei. He did not treat 
this great work from the theological point of view, 
but from the standpoint of history and philoso-
phy; and indeed the earlier books of Saint Augus-
tine’s work deal with these two subjects almost ex-
clusively. More’s lectures were so well attended and 
highly esteemed that even Grocyn, whose suprem-
acy in letters had hitherto been undisputed, found 
his audience leaving him for More. So did More, 
while still a youth, gain the highest distinction in 
poetry, oratory, philosophy, and history. John Co-
let,11 a man of keen discernment, under whose guid-
ance More as a young man placed himself, used of-
ten to say in conversation that England had but one 
genius, meaning More, though at the time the is-
land was rich in men of first-rate talents. This say-
ing of Colet is mentioned by Erasmus in his letter 
to von Hutten.12

his struGGLes AFter PerFeCtion
But now we must speak of the piety that distin-

guished him from his youth. Learning, however 
various and profound, without piety is as a golden 
ring in the snout of a sow. Nothing is more absurd 
than to fix precious jewels in a base setting. Learn-
ing is badly lodged in a corrupted breast. Did not 
even a pagan like Plato say that knowledge without 
virtue ought to be called cunning rather than true 
wisdom? But Thomas More adorned his youth as 
much with solid virtue and remarkable piety as with 
his brilliant studies; or, rather, he was far more zeal-
ous to become a saint than a scholar. For, even as a 
youth, he wore a hair-shirt, and slept on the ground 
or on bare boards with perhaps a log of wood as his 
pillow. At the most he took four or five hours’ sleep, 
and he was frequent in watchings and fastings. Al-
though he was practicing such austerities, yet he 
hid them so carefully that no sign of them could be 
perceived.

He debated with himself and his friend Lily the 
question of becoming a priest. For the religious 
state he had an ardent desire, and thought for a time 

5 Germain de Brie (1490–1538), also 
known as Germanus Brixius, published 
Chordigerae Navis Conflagratio in 
1513 (see CW 3.2: 429–65). The poem 
commemorated an engagement with the 
English on August 10, 1512, honored 
the French commander, and attacked 
the English. That same year, More wrote 
a series of epigrams in response (see 

Epigrams 188–95, EW 247–48). Years 
later, despite Erasmus’s protest, Brixius 
wrote Antimorus, a satire and in-depth 
critique of More’s epigrams, published in 
1519. See Letter to Brixius (EW 456–72) 
for More’s reply, and Letter 87 to Erasmus 
(EW 292–303).  6 See EW 304.  7 EW 
456–472  8 EW 21  9 EW 45–59  
10 “William Grocyn became rector of St. 

Lawrence Jewry in 1496 and remained 
in London until 1506. It was no doubt at 
his suggestion that More lectured on St. 
Augustine” (R 7, n. 5).   11 John Colet 
(1467–1519) was a leading humanist, 
dean of St. Paul’s, and founder of St. Paul’s 
School. Young Thomas More chose him as 
his spiritual guide  12 See EW 1374.   
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10 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

of becoming a Franciscan.13 But as he feared, even 
with the help of his practices of penance, that he 
would not be able to conquer the temptations of 
the flesh that come to a man in the vigor and ar-
dor of his youth, he made up his mind to marry. Of 
this he would often speak in after life with great sor-
row and regret, for he used to say that it was much 
easier to be chaste in the single than in the married 
state. In this, indeed, he was supported by the words 
of the Apostle: “Nevertheless, such shall have trib-
ulation of the flesh.”14 Perhaps it was that the cir-
cumstances of the time were not propitious to his 
desire of embracing a stricter life, for our religious 
communities had become lax, as the utter destruc-
tion and desolation of the monastic state, which 
followed so soon afterwards, showed with suffi-
cient clearness. Or perhaps it was that God, for his 
own greater glory, wished him to remain a layman, 
to accept the honors and to meet the difficulties of 
public life, and at the same time wished to keep his 
servant unspotted and unharmed, and even to lead 
him to the highest perfection of sanctity. Certainly 
when he came to the conclusion that it was not for 
him to aspire to the more perfect state of life, he at 
least earnestly resolved never to cease, throughout 
the whole course of his life, to worship God with 
most sincere devotion.

LiFe oF PiCo
He determined, therefore, to put before his eyes 

the example of some prominent layman, on which 
he might model his life. He called to mind all who 
at that period, either at home or abroad, enjoyed 
the reputation of learning and piety, and finally 
fixed upon John Pico, Earl of Mirandola, who was 
renowned in the highest degree throughout the 
whole of Europe for his encyclopedic knowledge, 
and no less esteemed for his sanctity of life. More 
translated into English a Latin Life of Pico, as well as 
his letters, and a set of twelve counsels for leading a 
good life, which he had composed. His purpose was 
not so much to bring these to the knowledge of oth-
ers, though that, too, he had in view, as thoroughly 
to familiarize himself with them.

About the same time, and in order to deepen his 
own spiritual life, he wrote a treatise on The Four 

Last Things15 which is full of the deepest piety and 
learning, but unfortunately unfinished. With the 
same end in view he used diligently to attend ser-
mons, not indeed all and sundry, for he avoided 
those whose only merits were pleasing oratory or 
subtle disquisition, but those that were truly pious 
and spiritual, and most moving to the heart.

esteeM For deAn CoLet
The best-known preacher at this time of the type 

that More admired was John Colet, dean of Saint 
Paul’s, London, a man whose piety was equal to his 
learning, whose life Erasmus has described in de-
tail in one of his letters.16 More’s desire to listen to 
him was so eager and insatiable, that once when for 
some cause Colet’s absence from the city was pro-
tracted, More, in his longing to hear the Word of 
God, could not restrain himself from writing to beg 
him to return. I add a copy of the letter because up 
to now it has not been printed, and it is an eloquent 
testimony to More’s piety as a young man:17

Thomas More to his dear John Colet, greeting. 
As I was walking in the law courts the other 

day, occupied with business of various kinds, I 
met your servant. I was delighted to see him, both 
because I have always been fond of him, and es-
pecially because I thought he would not be here 
without you. But when I heard from him not only 
that you had not returned, but that you would 
not return for a long time yet, my joyful expecta-
tion was changed to unutterable grief. No annoy-
ance that I could suffer is to be compared with the 
loss of your companionship which is so dear to 
me. It has been my custom to rely upon your pru-
dent advice, to find my recreation in your pleas-
ant company, to be stirred up by your powerful 
sermons, to be edified by your life and example, 
to be guided, in fine, by even the slightest indica-
tions of your opinions. When I had the advantage 
of all these helps, I used to feel strengthened, now 
that I am deprived of them I seem to languish and 
grow feeble. By following your footsteps I had es-
caped from almost the very gates of hell, and now, 
driven by some secret but irresistible force, I am 
falling back again into the gruesome darkness. I 

13 Erasmus and Roper also mention that 
More considered priesthood (EW 1372, 
1391). “Stapleton is alone in mentioning 

the Franciscans” (R 8, n. 7).  14 1 Cor 
7:28  15 Rastell dates the work “about 
the year 1522.”  16 EE 1211 (CWE 

8: 232–44)  17 “This letter may have 
originally been written in English” (R 10, 
n. 11).  
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11His Youth

am like Eurydice, except that she was lost because 
Orpheus looked back at her, but I am sinking be-
cause you do not cast a glance of pity toward me.

For city life helps no one to be good, but rather, 
when a man is straining every nerve to climb the 
narrow path of virtue, it tempts him with every 
kind of allurement and drags him down to its 
own level with its manifold deceits. Wherever 
you turn, what do you see around you? Pretended 
friends, and the honeyed poison of smooth flat-
terers, fierce hatreds, quarrels, rivalries and con-
tentions. Look again and you will see butchers, 
confectioners, fishmongers, carriers, cooks, and 
poultrymen, all occupied in serving sensuality, 
the world and the world’s lord, the devil. Houses 
block out from us a large measure of the light, 
and our view is bounded not by the round hori-
zon, but by the lofty roofs. I really cannot blame 
you if you are not yet tired of the country where 
you live among simple people, unversed in the de-
ceits of the towns. Wherever you cast your eyes, 
the smiling face of the earth greets you, the sweet 
fresh air invigorates you, the sight of the heav-
ens charms you. You see nothing but the gener-
ous gifts of nature and the traces of our primeval 
innocence. 

But yet I do not wish you to be so enamored 
of these delights as to be unwilling to return to 
us as soon as possible. But if you are repelled by 
the unpleasantness of town life, then let me sug-
gest that you should come to your country parish 
of Stepney. It needs your fatherly care, and you 
will enjoy there all the advantages of your present 
abode, and be able to come from time to time for 
a day or two into the city where so much merito-
rious work awaits you. For in the country, where 
men are for the most part innocent, or certainly 
not enchained in gross vice, the services of any 
physician, however moderate his attainments, 
can be usefully employed. But in the city, because 
of the great numbers that congregate there, and 
because of their long-standing habits of vice, no 
physician can do much good unless he be of the 
highest skill. Certainly there come from time to 
time into the pulpit at Saint Paul’s preachers who 
hold out specious promises of help. But although 
they speak very eloquently, their life is in such 
sharp contrast to their words that they do harm 

rather than good. For they cannot bring men to 
believe that though they are themselves obviously 
in direst need of the physician’s help, they are yet 
fit to be entrusted with the cure of other men’s 
ailments. And thus when men see that their dis-
eases are being prescribed for by physicians who 
are themselves covered with ulcers, they immedi-
ately become indignant and refuse to accept their 
remedies. But if, as observers of human nature as-
sert, he is the best physician in whom the patient 
has the greatest confidence, it is beyond all doubt 
that you are the one who can do most for the sal-
vation of all in the city. Their readiness to allow 
you to treat their wounds, their trust, their obedi-
ence, has been proved to you by past experience, 
and is, in any case, clear now by the incredibly 
strong desire and keen expectation with which all 
are looking forward to your coming. 

Come then, my dear friend, for Stepney’s sake 
which mourns your long absence as deeply as a 
child his mother’s, for your country’s sake which 
should be no less dear to you than are your par-
ents, and finally, though I cannot hope that this 
will be a powerful motive for your return, for my 
sake who am entirely devoted to you and anx-
iously awaiting your coming. Meanwhile, I pass 
my time with Grocyn, Linacre and our dear 
friend Lily. The first as you know is the guide of 
my conduct, while you are absent, the second my 
master in letters, the third my confidant and most 
intimate friend. Farewell, and continue your love 
toward us. London. October 23.18

From this letter we can judge of the blessedness 
of More’s youth, for “blessed are they that hun-
ger and thirst after justice.”19 It was his hunger and 
thirst for justice, piety, and holiness of life, that 
made More write the letter we have quoted. For this 
reason did he long for the presence of Colet, a man 
of such blameless life and so moving a preacher. For 
this reason he desired so earnestly to hear his holy 
discourses. It was for this reason that he described 
in such detail the dangers of city life. It was for this 
reason, too, that during his absence he chose as his 
companions none but the learned and the pious.

Colet (writes Erasmus) used to preach in 
Saint Paul’s daily—  this practice was entirely 

18 See EW 269–70. Stapleton is the sole source of this letter and several others that follow.  19 Mt 5:6  
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12 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

new—  besides sermons on special occasions 
which were delivered in the royal palaces or else-
where. When he preached in Saint Paul’s, he used 
not to choose his subject at random from the 
Gospel or the Epistles, but preached courses of 
sermons on subjects such as the Lord’s Prayer or 
the Creed, dealing with his matter in an orderly 
and complete way. He attracted large audiences, 
which included most of the chief men in the 
city and the Court. He built a magnificent new 
school in Saint Paul’s Churchyard, dedicated to 
the Holy Child, and placed it under the direction 
of two masters to whom he assigned adequate sal-
aries so that they should charge no fees.20 

Of this school More in a letter to Colet writes as fol-
lows: “I am not surprised that your excellent school 
is arousing envy. For as the Greeks came forth from 
the Trojan horse and destroyed barbarous Troy, so 
scholars are seen to come forth from your school to 
show up and overthrow the ignorance of others.”21 
This was the kind of man More chose as a guide to 
his youth.

other eArLy Friends
Of Grocyn, whom, in the absence of Colet, More 

used to consult, Erasmus writes, “Besides theology, 
he studied every other branch of learning with an 
exactness almost amounting to pedantry.”22 Thomas 
Linacre, whom More calls his master in letters, was 
so thoroughly well versed in Latin and Greek that 
even Erasmus called him his teacher and Budé23 
confessed that he had derived much help from his 
translation of Galen;24 William Lily, the compan-
ion of More’s youth, composed a Grammar so well 
arranged and reliable that all English boys have used 
it from that time until now.25

Another friend of More in his earlier years was 
Cuthbert Tunstall.26 He was a man of profound 
learning, was often employed by the King in dip-
lomatic work, and became Bishop, first of London, 
then of Durham. As the first fruits of his studies, 
he had printed in Paris in 1529 four books on the 

calculus,27 which he dedicated to More as his old 
fellow student and most intimate friend. These are 
his words in the Preface: “When I looked round to 
see to whom, from among all my friends, I might 
dedicate this composition, you seemed to me the 
most fitting of all both on account of our intimacy 
and on account of your frankness; for I know that 
you will be pleased at whatever good it may contain, 
warn me of whatever is imperfect, and forgive what-
ever is amiss.”28 Tunstall was bishop-elect of Lon-
don when he wrote this Preface, as it informs us, 
whilst More was then under-treasurer to the King.29

eArLy studies
Such men as these had More in his youth as mas-

ters and fellow students, and from them, with all 
docility and eagerness, he learnt conscientiousness, 
uprightness of life, and many branches of literature. 
Amongst the philosophers he read especially Plato 
and his followers, delighting in their study because 
he considered their teaching most useful in the gov-
ernment of the state and the preservation of civic 
order. Accordingly in his own works he imitated 
Plato’s manner of writing, for example in his Uto-
pia, in his four books of Dialogues which he wrote 
in English on controverted points of religious doc-
trine, and in his Comfort in Tribulation, a very beau-
tiful work in the vernacular in the form of a dia-
logue. Besides Latin and Greek, he learnt French as 
being useful for diplomatic work, partly by his pri-
vate study, partly through meeting and talking with 
those who spoke that language. For although he had 
travelled in France to see the country,30 as is custom-
ary with young Englishmen of rank, yet he had not 
stayed there long. He was skilled in music, arithme-
tic, and geometry, and used, for the sake of recre-
ation, to play on the viol. He studied with avidity 
all the historical works he could find. His mind was 
clear, ready, and keen; but he had, too, an extraordi-
narily good memory, which he used to assist by var-
ious devices. Of his memory he thus writes, with his 
customary humility: “Would God I were somewhat 
in wit and learning, as I am not all of the worst and 

20 See EE 1211 (CWE 8: 235–36).  
21 See EW 272. This is “a scrap 
preserved by Stapleton” (R 12, n. 
12).  22 Declarationes, CWE 82: 243  
23 Guillaume Budé (1467–1530) was a 
leading French humanist and friend of 
More and Erasmus.  24 See EW 145.  

25 “Lily’s Grammar, revised by Erasmus, 
became the national Latin Grammar 
and the forerunner of the famous Eton 
Grammar” (R 13, n. 14).  26 Tunstall 
(1474–1559), Bishop of London and later 
Durham, was a close friend, whom More 
admired throughout his lifetime. Tunstall 

dedicated his De arte supputandi (1522) 
to More.  27 See EW 319–20.  28 EW 
354  29 More became under-treasurer in 
May 1521.  30 More had traveled to Paris 
and Louvain in 1508.  
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13His Public Career

dullest memory.”31 But we will have a further op-
portunity to speak of his intellectual gifts.

AdoPts ProFession oF the LAW
As a young man he took up the study of law, 

partly to please his father who so keenly desired 
it that he deprived his son of all assistance in the 
study of Greek and philosophy, partly because, 
having resolved to marry, the legal career was the 
one in which he could best serve his country—  and 
that this was his single aim, the rest of his life will 
show. He applied himself, therefore, to the study 
of municipal law32—  i.e., to English law, which al-
most alone is in vogue in England, and made such 
progress in the study that he twice lectured on the 
subject during the vacation that begins on the feast 
of Saint John the Baptist and lasts until Michael-
mas. This post of lecturer is in the highest honor 
amongst us and is given normally only to lawyers 
of great experience and only to the very cleverest 
amongst these. Those who are less capable, instead 
of lecturing, have to pay a large sum of money as a 
tax. His proficiency in the law led him, as the course 
of our narrative will show, to the very highest hon-
ors in the state.

Such then was the youth of More, such his stud-
ies, his mode of life, his piety.

ChAPter three: his PubLiC CAreer

More’s gifts of intellect, his literary attain-
ments, his rank and family made it impossi-

ble that his light should remain hidden. As soon, 
therefore, as he reached manhood he began his ca-
reer of public usefulness. Like others proficient in 
municipal law, he was called to the bar and began 
to practice.

A ConsCientious LAWyer
To his clients he never failed to give advice that 

was wise and straightforward, always looking 
to their interests rather than to his own. In most 
cases he used his best endeavors to get the liti-
gants to come to terms. If he was unsuccessful in 
this he would then show them how to carry on the 
action at least expense. He was so honorable and 

painstaking that he never accepted any case until 
he had first examined the whole matter thoroughly 
and satisfied himself of its justice. It was all the same 
whether those who came to him were his friends or 
strangers, as we shall later on show by examples; 
his first warning was ever that they should not in 
a single detail turn aside from the truth. Then he 
would say: “If your case is as you have stated it, it 
seems to me that you will win.” But if they had not 
justice on their side, he would tell them so plainly, 
and beg them to give up the case, saying that it was 
not right either for him or for them to go on with 
it. But if they refused to hear him, he would refer 
them to other lawyers, himself giving them no fur-
ther assistance.

under-sheriFF oF London
After such a blameless beginning, when he was 

about twenty-eight years of age, he was elected by 
the people of London to be under-sheriff for the 
Metropolis.1 In that city, you must know, there are 
three yearly magistrates, a mayor and two sheriffs. 
But as these men are generally, indeed nearly al-
ways, without technical legal knowledge, a perma-
nent magistrate is appointed to administer justice 
for these sheriffs and to act as judge for the city. A 
post of such authority and honor demands a man 
who is incorruptible, trustworthy, and wise. For he 
has to give judgment in all civil causes and to main-
tain intact the privileges of the city. In one of his 
letters to Erasmus, More lets us see how highly he 
valued this appointment, not as a means to his own 
advancement, but because of the opportunities it 
gave him to show, in a practical way, his love for his 
fellow-citizens. He writes, 

When I returned from the embassy to Flanders, 
the King appointed me a pension and one, in-
deed, not to be despised in point of honor and 
value. But so far I have refused to accept it and I 
think I shall persist in my refusal; because if I take 
it, either I must give up my present office in the 
city (which I like better than many another of-
fice of higher rank), or keep it only with the risk 
of offending the citizens, which is the last thing 
I would wish. For if, as sometimes happens, any 
question should arise with the King as to their 

31 In the letter to Peter Giles prefixed to 
the Utopia. See EW 154.  32 More began 

his pre-law studies at New Inn, London in 
1494; from 1496 to 1501, he studied law 

at Lincoln’s Inn.   1 elected in 1510, when 
he was 32 or 33  
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14 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

privileges, they would think me less impartial and 
trustworthy, if I were bound to the King by an 
annual allowance.2

enters the serviCe oF the KinG
But he did not remain very long in this position, 

for Henry VIII, who had learnt to value his wisdom, 
his integrity, and his diligence in two embassies3 in 
which he had taken part—  one to France for the re-
covery of certain possessions, and the other to Flan-
ders for the confirmation of a treaty—  summoned 
him from the city to the Court, and made him a 
member of his Privy Council. Not long after, when 
the King’s experience of More’s valuable qualities 
had increased, he made him a gilded knight and ap-
pointed him under-treasurer. (It was the custom for 
the office of treasurer-in-chief of the realm to be 
held only by one of the highest rank, a duke, count, 
or baron.) Of this twofold honor conferred on 
More, Erasmus writes in the following letter to Go-
clenius: “When you write to More, you must con-
gratulate him on his new rank and increase of for-
tune. For whereas before he was only a member of 
the King’s Council, now by the spontaneous gift of 
his loving sovereign, entirely unasked-for and un-
looked-for, has come to him the honor of knight-
hood, and an office which is of the greatest dignity 
among the English, and carries a salary not to be de-
spised, that of treasurer.”4 Erasmus wrote this letter 
to Conrad Goclenius in August 1520.5

When More had completed a few years of hon-
orable service in this office, he was appointed by the 
King Chancellor—  that is, the supreme administra-
tor—  of the Duchy of Lancaster,6 which, through 
lack of members of the royal family, is held by the 
King in person. This position is one of the highest 
honor and has considerable emoluments attached 
to it.

henry’s AFFeCtion For More
In these positions of honor in the Court he spent 

about fourteen years, so high in the King’s favor 
and so especially dear to him, that he was employed 
by him in every affair of importance both at home 

and abroad. Three or four times he was sent on em-
bassies, on the last occasion going to Cambrai when 
in 1529 the celebrated treaty of peace was solemnly 
concluded between four of the most powerful sov-
ereigns in the world—  the Emperor Charles V, Fer-
dinand King of the Romans, Henry VIII of En-
gland, and Francis I of France.

When More could obtain leave of absence from 
public affairs, he would spend his time in relax-
ation with his family in his house at Chelsea, a vil-
lage barely a mile away from London. But the King 
loved him so much, and took such great delight in 
his companionship, that without warning he would 
visit him at his home, sit down unceremoniously to 
table with his family, and spend a day or two in the 
country with his dear friend More. On his depar-
ture the King would say: “As I have kept you apart 
from your family, More, with me for these two days, 
add two more days to your holiday. For I should not 
like to think that my presence had in any way inter-
fered with your domestic pleasures.”

CreAted Lord ChAnCeLLor
So great was the King’s affection for More, so 

high his opinion of his wisdom, his incorruptibil-
ity, and his loyalty, that, not content with the many 
high honors he had already conferred upon him, he 
created him finally Lord Chancellor of the realm.7 
Hitherto this office had been held, almost without 
exception, by ecclesiastics, and those of the high-
est rank. Two archbishops, one of them a cardinal, 
were More’s immediate predecessors in the office. 
For in England the chancellor of the realm comes 
immediately after the king, and takes precedence of 
all others, however high their dignity or authority. 
When he appears in public, on his right is borne a 
golden scepter surmounted by the royal crown as a 
sign of his supreme power under the king, on his 
left a book as a sign of his knowledge of the law. The 
Royal Seal, too, enclosed in a silken purse, is carried 
before him with great ceremony and laid before the 
tribunal at which he sits. The chancellor’s tribunal is 
supreme, and no appeal from it is allowed, not even 
to the king himself. He gives judgment not so much 

2 See EW 274. “The proposal probably 
came from Wolsey; it was towards the 
end of 1517 that More was appointed to 
the Council” (R 16, n. 2).  3 “The first 
embassy was to Flanders in May 1515 with 

Tunstall for negotiations with the Hanse; 
the second embassy, 1516, was also 
concerned with trade. Stapleton was in 
error in writing ‘for the recovery of certain 
possessions.’ More was no doubt knighted 

when he became Under-Treasurer” (R 
16, n. 3).   4 EE 1223 (CWE 8: 270)  
5 Actually the letter is dated August 12, 
1521.   6 September 1525   7 He was 
appointed on October 25, 1529.  
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15His Public Career

according to statute law as according to natural jus-
tice and equity. To him appeals may be made from 
any other tribunal.

The joy of the whole kingdom when More re-
ceived this high office was quite unprecedented, 
and even outside the kingdom the famous schol-
ars of the day, to whom More’s virtues and learning 
were well known, joined in the chorus of delight. 
Thus Erasmus writes of him in his letter to John 
Faber, Bishop of Vienna: “It would be easy to con-
vince you of the truth of what I say, if I could show 
you the letters of men of the highest rank congratu-
lating the King, the kingdom, themselves and even 
me, overcome as I am with joy, upon More’s receiv-
ing the honor of Chancellor.”8 Even Cardinal Wol-
sey, although he was never very favorable to More, 
fearing him rather than loving him, when he saw 
that there was no longer any hope of his own resto-
ration to his earlier dignity, stated emphatically that 
there was no one in England so fit for the honor 
as More. But the most striking witness to the vir-
tues of More—  and one that will stand forever—  is 
the judgment of the King himself. For no one had 
viewed more closely, or conceived a greater affec-
tion for, More’s rare and almost divine virtues and 
powers of mind than had he. He, too, before blind 
lust had driven him into schism, was a man of pene-
trating judgment, and always, up to this time, chose 
his servants with the greatest prudence. Especially 
as “no one of his rank, no layman of the lower no-
bility, had ever, before him, been advanced to the 
position.”9

We must not omit in this place to state in how 
unusual a way the King, then devoted to More, 
wished to honor him on his promotion to his high 
office, and how modestly and prudently More ac-
cepted the praise offered to him. For on the day of 
his installation, when he was to take his seat pub-
licly in what is known as “the Star Chamber,” the 
Duke of Norfolk, who was by far the greatest of 
the English nobles, and whose influence then was 
at its height, by command of the King and in his 
name, led More with an honor to the seat reserved 
for him as Chancellor10 and, when More had taken 

his place, spoke to the people by command of the 
King in the following words: 

The King’s Majesty has raised to the supreme dig-
nity of Chancellor (and may it be a happy event 
for the whole realm), Thomas More, whose noble 
qualities are already as well known to you as they 
are to the King himself. His only motive in so do-
ing was because he saw in More all those high-
est gifts of nature and grace which either he or 
his people could desire in the Chancellor. For his 
admirable wisdom, incorruptibility and upright-
ness, joined to a ready wit, have endeared him for 
many years back, not only to the whole English 
nation, but even to the King himself. Of his vir-
tues, the King has had abundant experience in 
many important affairs at home and abroad, in 
the various offices he has filled, in the delicate ne-
gotiations he has conducted with foreign princes, 
in constant and almost daily consultations. He 
has never found anyone more prudent in coun-
sel, more sincere in utterance, more eloquent in 
language. The King, therefore, because he has of 
More the very highest expectations, and because 
of his ardent desire that his kingdom and his sub-
jects should be governed with equity, justice, up-
rightness and wisdom, has made him Chancellor 
of the realm, in the confidence that, under such 
a Chancellor, his subjects will enjoy justice and 
peace, and glory and splendor incomparable will 
accrue to his kingdom.

It may perhaps seem strange that one of his 
rank, a layman, married, not of the nobility, 
should be raised to a dignity which hitherto it 
has been the custom to confer only upon eccle-
siastics, and those the greatest prelates, or men of 
the very highest rank. But whatever anyone may 
think is defective in these respects is more than 
compensated for by his admirable virtues and in-
comparable talents. The King has regarded not so 
much his station as his character, not so much his 
birth as his merits, not so much his rank as his 
virtues. Finally his Majesty has wished to show, 
in elevating Thomas More, that he has among the 

8 See EW 1378.  9 Reginald Pole, Pro 
ecclesiasticae unitatis defensione, Book 3. 
Reynolds points out that other layman had 
been Lord Chancellor before More (18, n. 
10).  10 “More took the oath, not in the 

Star Chamber, but in Westminster Hall, 
probably in the Chancery, in the presence 
of the Dukes of Norfolk and Suffolk and 
other notables. The speeches Stapleton put 
into the mouths of Norfolk and More lack 

confirmation; the author was probably 
using the classical device of invented 
speeches” (R 19, n. 11).  
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16 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

lesser nobility and among the laity subjects of the 
very highest merit, who are worthy of the highest 
offices in Church and State. If this is a rare favor 
from God, the King values it all the more and is 
confident that his subjects will be grateful. Take 
More, then, as your Chancellor with all joy and 
confidence: from a man of such character you 
may well expect the greatest benefits to accrue to 
yourselves and the whole kingdom.

The Duke said more to the same effect, although 
a speech of this kind was new and unusual. More 
was naturally much moved and perturbed at the un-
expected words of the Duke and, modest as ever, 
was trembling with nervousness. But he pulled him-
self together, as the time and the place demanded, 
and answered in this wise: 

Most noble Duke, and you, right honorable lords, 
all that the King’s Majesty has at this time and 
place willed to be said of me, and your Grace has 
so eloquently amplified, is, I fear, far above my 
deserts. It were greatly to be desired that I pos-
sessed such qualities, for this high office requires 
them. But although your speech has caused me 
greater fear than I can well express in my words, 
yet the incomparable favor of the King’s Majesty 
who has deigned to think so highly of me, and to 
command that my meanness should be so hon-
orably commended to you, cannot but be most 
gratifying to me. To your Grace, also, I cannot 
but be most grateful, inasmuch as what his Maj-
esty briefly commanded you have been so gener-
ous as to dilate upon with stately eloquence. For 
I can but take it that it is his Majesty’s incompa-
rable favor toward me, his mere goodness and the 
incredible inclination of his royal mind to me 
(with which he has now for many years, in spite 
of my demerits, continually favored me), and no 
desert at all of my own, which has urged him to 
bestow upon me this new honor and these high 
praises. For who am I, or what is the house of my 
father; that the King’s Majesty should continu-
ally be heaping so many great honors upon me? I 
am less than all his benefits, of this office in par-
ticular I feel I am altogether unworthy, and even, 
I fear, unfitted. Into the Court and the royal ser-
vice, as the King himself often states, I was drawn 
against my will. With the greatest possible re-
luctance did I accept this new dignity. But such 

is His Majesty’s goodness and benignity that he 
appreciates highly even the mean services of his 
subjects and rewards munificently not only those 
who deserve well of him, but even those who de-
sire to deserve well, and even if I could not do 
the one I have at least done the other. Wherefore 
you can all understand how heavily I feel the bur-
den of obligation weighing upon me to show my-
self, by my diligence and zeal, grateful to the in-
credible goodness of the King, and equal to the 
honorable expectations he has formed of me. The 
praises to which I have listened have been painful 
to me, inasmuch as, in order not to appear un-
worthy of them, I must undertake heavier bur-
dens and yet have fewer helps thereto. It is not 
that the honor is equal to my merits: it is rather 
that my shoulders are unequal to the burden. 
It is not glory that comes to me but care, an in-
crease of anxiety rather than an increase in honor. 
I must bear the burden as bravely as I may; to the 
business before me all my strength and all my skill 
must be devoted. But for this the most powerful 
incentive will be the earnest and zealous desire, 
which indeed has ever in my whole life been pre-
dominant in me, but of which now especially I 
desire to make open acknowledgment, to make 
the fittest possible return to the King’s Majesty 
for his munificent goodness to me. This I trust 
will be all the easier for me in that all of you have 
so graciously welcomed the King’s munificence 
in my regard and have so freely conformed your-
selves to his will, that I look for a continuance of 
your good dispositions toward me. For my ear-
nest desire of carrying out well my duties, cou-
pled with your indulgent kindness to me, will cer-
tainly produce the best possible results; and these, 
even though small in themselves, will seem to you 
great and praiseworthy. For what we do with 
pleasure is generally done with success, and when 
in addition it is accepted with indulgence, then 
the success seems magnified. In return, then, for 
the high hopes you place in me, I promise that I 
will do, if not perfectly, at any rate as well as I can.

When More had said these and other words 
to the same effect, he turned his face to the high 
judgment seat of the Chancery and proceeded as 
follows: 

But when I look upon this seat, and consider 
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17His Public Career

11 Wolsey  12 Cecily (1507–39 [?]) was 
More’s third and youngest daughter, who 
married in 1525 Giles Heron, wealthy 
heir of Sir John Heron, Treasurer of the 

Chamber of Henry VIII. He was a member 
of Parliament, but was later attainted by 
Parliament for treason in 1540 and hung, 
drawn, and quartered—  his lands going 

to Cromwell and Rich  13 immediately  
14 For Roper’s account, see EW 1406.   

what great men have before me occupied it, when 
in particular I call to mind who he was who oc-
cupied it last of all,11 his incomparable prudence, 
his skill and experience in affairs, the prosperity 
and the splendid fortune he so long enjoyed, his 
unhappy fall and inglorious end, I have in the ex-
ample of my predecessor, enough to make this 
office difficult, and this honor none too grate-
ful and pleasant. For following after a man of 
such power of intellect, such prudence, influ-
ence and splendor, I will not easily give content-
ment nor equal his achievements, but will be as a 
torch compared to the sun. Moreover, the sudden 
and unlooked-for fall of so great a man is a fear-
ful warning to me not to delight too much in my 
new honor nor to let its empty splendor dazzle 
my eyes. In taking this seat, then, I assume an of-
fice full of toil and danger, void of all real and last-
ing honor. The higher it is, the greater is the fall 
that I must guard against. This is in the nature of 
things and has lately been fearfully exemplified.

As I ponder over all this, I might easily at my 
very first entry among you lose courage and fall 
into despair, if I were not strengthened and re-
freshed by the incredible inclination of the King’s 
Majesty toward me, and by the good will and kind 
welcome that I read in your faces. But for this, 
my position would be no happier than was that 
of Damocles when seated in the chair of state of 
King Dionysius, and rich in honors and delights, 
he saw a sword suspended above his head by only 
a thread. This then I shall ever have before my 
eyes and in my mind, that this office will be hon-
orable and glorious to me, this dignity new and 
splendid, if I perform my duties with unintermit-
ting care, vigilance, fidelity and prudence, and if I 
am convinced that my enjoyment of office may be 
but brief and uncertain. The one my own efforts 
can effect: the other my predecessor’s example 
can teach me. Consequently you will understand 
with what great pleasure I accept this honorable 
office, the noble Duke’s generous words of praise 
and the King’s incomparable favor to me.

These and many other things did More say at that 
time and place to the great admiration of all.

MeMber oF PArLiAMent
Besides other offices of state, there is another 

which he filled, of which we should have spoken 
earlier. He was a member of Parliament and was 
chosen as Speaker of the House of Commons: that 
is to say, he guided the debates in the Lower House 
where sit the representatives of the people and the 
lower nobility. It was his duty to consider all ques-
tions and motions proposed in the House, and, stat-
ing fully his reasons, to admit or to reject them. For 
so important a position no one is chosen unless he 
be a ready speaker, versed in law and familiar with 
the procedure of the House, and a man of great 
strength of character.

his iMPArtiALity And inCorruPtibiLity
We will now give a few examples, which have 

come to our knowledge, of the integrity and pru-
dence which characterized his public life. When he 
acted as a judge, he used to say that friend and foe 
were both alike to him. This was the experience of 
Giles Heron, his son-in-law, who had married his 
third daughter, Cecily.12 When he brought an ac-
tion before his father-in-law, the latter warned him 
to cease litigation as his cause was not just. When 
he refused to do so, More forthwith13 gave sentence 
against him. On another occasion when dealing 
with the case of one who was a declared enemy of 
his, he was strictly impartial, and, if possible, even 
more so than usual. When asked why he acted thus 
he replied, “However bitter an enemy to me a man 
may be, or however much he may have injured me, 
I will not allow this to prejudice his case in court, 
where justice must be administered impartially to 
all.”

But although he was so strictly conscientious 
and incorruptible, yet his rivals eagerly sought out 
matter for accusation against him. A certain man 
named Parnell, either to please these rivals of More 
or to indulge his own spite, told one of the chief 
men at the Court that More, after giving sentence 
in favor of one Mrs. Vaughan, a widow with whom 
he had had a suit at law, had accepted from her the 
gift of a golden cup.14 The courtier saw to it that 
the story reached the King’s ears, who sent a sum-
mons to the widow. At the appointed time, when 
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18 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

she, More, and many of the great nobles were pres-
ent, the King asked the Chancellor whether he had 
accepted a golden cup from the widow. More ad-
mitted it. The King was evidently displeased, but 
More begged him to ask the widow what he had 
done with the cup. She answered that the Chancel-
lor had indeed accepted the cup joyfully, and had 
been profuse in his expressions of thanks, and, call-
ing together his household, had spoken of the gift 
in words of high praise—  all this went to support 
the accusation—  but then, calling for wine, he had 
merrily pledged her health and at once returned the 
cup to her. The King was angry that such idle gos-
sip should have been brought to him and that More 
should be subject to such annoyance; he left the ca-
lumniator at More’s disposal, read a lecture to the 
courtier, and praised his Chancellor’s discretion.

But of More’s industry in his high but difficult 
position as Chancellor, the following is a proof, ev-
ident and worthy of perpetual memory. That tribu-
nal is so overburdened with lawsuits that it scarcely 
ever happens but there are numberless cases waiting 
for decision. Indeed when More took office, some 
cases were still pending which had been introduced 
twenty years before. But so efficiently and success-
fully did he carry out his duties that on one occa-
sion—  it never happened before or after—  having 
taken his seat and settled a case, he called for the 
next, to be met with the answer that there was no 
case outstanding. “Thanks be to God,” said More, 
“that for once this busy tribunal is at rest.” Rising 
with joy, he ordered the fact to be inscribed in the 
registers of the Chancery, where it may yet be read.

But of his justice and incorruptibility in his high 
office, the proof which is public, best known, and 
unassailable is the testimony of Henry VIII himself 
after More had obtained permission from him to re-
sign, as we shall relate in its place. For our present 
purpose it will be enough to cite his own words in a 
letter to Erasmus, in which as an answer to the cal-
umnies of his enemies, he relates the King’s judg-
ment upon his conduct. “I have waited now till the 
meeting of Parliament,” he writes, “since I exercised 
and resigned my office. No one yet has come for-
ward to complain of my conduct. If I have not acted 
honorably, I suppose I have been clever enough to 
conceal my iniquities. If my rivals will not grant the 
one, they must at least grant me the credit of the 

other. But the King himself has borne witness in 
my favor many times, often privately and twice pub-
licly. When my successor, a most excellent man, was 
installed, the King bade the Duke of Norfolk, the 
Lord High Treasurer of England, to speak of me 
in a way modesty forbids me to repeat and to bear 
witness that it was only with the greatest reluctance 
that he accepted my resignation. And not content 
with that, the King, in his singular goodness toward 
me, had the same statement repeated on a later oc-
casion, when in his royal presence, and in the pres-
ence of many of the nobility and others of his sub-
jects, my successor made, as is customary, his first 
speech in the Senate, or Parliament as we call it.”15

More also wrote to the King himself, after his res-
ignation, recalling to his mind the words he (the 
King) had used toward him at the time. “It pleased 
your Highness,” he wrote, “[then] to say unto me, 
that for the service which I before had done you 
(which it then liked your goodness far above my de-
serving to commend), that in any suit that I should 
after have unto your Grace, that either should con-
cern mine honor . . . or that should pertain unto my 
profit, I should find your Highness a good and gra-
cious lord unto me.”16 Certainly the praise of the 
King at such a moment, coupled with the promise 
that accompanied it, was an irrefragable proof of 
the integrity with which he had exercised his office.

This will be sufficient for the present on the sub-
ject of More’s public life and his conduct therein, 
although we may have occasion later on to add a 
few details.

resistAnCe to eXACtions oF henry vii
But even when he was still a youth and a student 

of the law, in the reign of Henry VII, he gave a re-
markable example of the honesty that was to char-
acterize him through life.17 The King was endeavor-
ing to force upon the people, through Parliament, 
certain unjust exactions and taxes. Although in Par-
liament all may say freely what they think, on this 
occasion others kept silence through cowardice, 
and it was left to More to speak openly and power-
fully in opposition to the King’s demands. The King 
was exceedingly angry, and the flame was fanned by 
Dudley and Empson,18 the authors of the exactions. 
More was advised by many, a bishop among them, 
to acknowledge his fault to the King, to beg for 

15 See EW 371.   16 See EW 381.  17 See Roper, EW 1398.  18 Edmund Dudley (ca. 1462–1510) and Sir Richard Empson (d. 1510)  
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19His Wide Learning and Literary Work

19 Only Stapleton records this 
conversation from August 18, 1510.  

20 See EW 372.   21 See EW 371.  
22 Johannes Sleidanus (1506–1556)  

1 Peter Giles (ca. 1486–1533) was a 
humanist friend of More and Erasmus.  

pardon, and thus to placate the King. He utterly re-
fused, saying very wisely that he was not conscious 
of having committed any fault, and that it was not 
advisable to acknowledge a fault where there was 
no certainty of pardon. Seven or eight years later 
Henry VII was dead, and Dudley, for the evil coun-
sel he had given to that monarch, was condemned 
to death. As he was being led out to his execution, 
More went up to him and said, “Well, Master Dud-
ley, in that matter of the exactions was I not right?” 
“Oh, Master More,” he replied, “it was by God’s 
guidance that you did not acknowledge your fault 
to the King, for if you had done so you would most 
certainly have lost your head.”19 Thus, then, he did 
his duty by the state and at the same time took the 
best course for his personal safety.

“troubLesoMe” to heretiCs
He was indeed, as we have said, a most impartial 

judge, but to evil-doers he was strict and severe, or, 
as he expressed it in the epitaph he composed for 
himself, “he was troublesome to thieves, murder-
ers, and heretics”20—  and especially to heretics, of 
whom he writes thus to Erasmus: “As to my profess-
ing myself in my epitaph troublesome to heretics, I 
did it with the fullest deliberation. For I detest the 
whole tribe of them so much that there is no one 
to whom I wish to be more hostile than to them, 
unless they renounce their errors. For day by day 
my experience of them increases my fear of the tre-
mendous harm they may do to the world.”21 But he 
was not so “troublesome” to heretics that any one 
of them suffered capital punishment while he was 
Chancellor. This is distinctly asserted by Erasmus in 
the letter from which we have already quoted, and 
our annals witness to it. And if Sleidanus22 means 
to assert the opposite when, in speaking of More’s 
action against those suspected of Lutheranism, he 
makes use of a phrase which in legal usage denotes 
capital punishment, he is, as usual, a downright liar.

ChAPter 4: his Wide LeArninG And 
LiterAry WorK

We have now laid before our readers the infor-
mation we have been able to gather about 

More’s public life and his irreproachable conduct 
therein. Now we shall try to speak of him as a lit-
erary man, of his attainments, his studies, his love 
of books, his labors, and his successes. In our ear-
lier chapters we have already spoken of the studies 
of his boyhood and his youth. We have seen how 
he diligently exercised himself in writing and speak-
ing, and gained fame as a poet, an orator, and a phi-
losopher. Before he entered upon his public career 
it is not surprising that a man of such talents, hav-
ing time upon his hands, could not bear to be idle. 
But in such a constant pressure of business as the 
appointments he held involved—  and added to this 
he was married and had the care of a family—  who 
could have expected that he would have been able 
to do any literary work of importance? For the 
Muses love leisure and have the greatest abhorrence 
for the clamor of the tribunals and the bustle of the 
Court. Such is our sluggishness that they demand 
almost undivided allegiance. More’s natural bent 
was entirely to a literary life, and often did he be-
wail the multitude of business he had to attend to, 
and the constant interruptions to which he was sub-
ject. Thus he writes, after finishing the Utopia, to his 
friend, Peter Giles1 of Antwerp:

Whiles I do daily bestow my time about law mat-
ters: some to plead, some to hear, some as an arbi-
trator with mine award to determine, some as an 
umpire or a judge, with my sentence to discuss. 
Whiles I go one way to see and visit my friend; an-
other way about mine own private affairs. Whiles 
I spend almost all the day abroad among oth-
ers, and the residue at home among mine own; I 
leave to myself, I mean to my book, no time. For 
when I am come home, I must commune with my 
wife, chat with my children, and talk with my ser-
vants. All the which things I reckon and account 
among business, forasmuch as they must of ne-
cessity be done; and done must they needs be, un-
less a man will be stranger in his own house. And 
in any wise a man must so fashion and order his 
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20 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

conditions, and so appoint and dispose himself, 
that he be merry, jocund, and pleasant among 
them, whom either nature hath provided, or 
chance hath made, or he himself hath chosen to 
be the fellows and companions of his life: so that 
with too much gentle behavior and familiarity, 
he do not mar them, and by too much sufferance 
of his servants maketh them his masters. Among 
these things now rehearsed, stealeth away the day, 
the month, the year. When do I write then? And 
all this while I have spoken no word of sleep, nei-
ther yet of meat, which among a great number 
doth waste no less time than doth sleep, wherein 
almost half the lifetime of man creepeth away.2

More’s diLiGenCe
This being so, what time remained for study? He 

answers immediately:

I therefore do win and get only that time which 
I steal from sleep and meat. Which time because 
it is very little, and yet somewhat it is, therefore 
have I once at the last, though it be long first, 
finished Utopia; and have sent it to you, friend 
Peter.3

Ordinarily, indeed, More did not give more than 
four or five hours to sleep. He used to rise at two 
and devote himself to study and prayer until seven. 
The rest of the day he gave to business. Thus he was 
able to write, besides what we have already men-
tioned, very many works, Latin and more especially 
English. He wrote the Utopia, if we may believe 
John Paludanus,4 while yet a youth, but it would be 
more correct to call him a young man at the time. 
For he wrote it on his return from an embassy to 
Flanders, as he states in the Preface. But it is clear 
he had not yet been summoned by the King to the 
Court, from the fact of the King’s offering him a 
pension at the close of the embassy, as we have re-
lated in the last chapter. In fact, he wrote the Utopia 
in 1516 when he was thirty-three.5 (When he suf-
fered in 1535 he was fifty-two6 years of age.)

the UTOPIA
Of the excellence of this work it is not necessary 

for me to speak, for it is in everyone’s hands and 
has been translated into French, Italian, and Flem-
ish;7 but I will transcribe the opinions of some fa-
mous scholars. William Budé in a letter to Thomas 
Lupset8 thus writes: 

We owe the knowledge of Utopia to Thomas 
More, who has made known to the world in this 
our age the pattern of a happy life and a perfect 
rule of good behavior . . . Our age and future ages 
will have this history as a precious source of no-
ble and useful laws which each one may take and 
adapt to the use of his own state.9

John Paludanus of Cassel10 in a letter to Peter 
Giles writes as follows: 

You may see in Utopia, as in a mirror, all that per-
tains to a perfect commonwealth. England cer-
tainly has many excellent learned men. For what 
may we conjecture of the rest if More alone has 
performed so much, being, first, but a young 
man, and, then, so fully occupied with public and 
domestic business, and, lastly, practicing a profes-
sion quite other than literature?11

Peter Giles in a letter to Jerome Busleyden,12 Pro-
vost of Aire, thus speaks of the Utopia: “So many 
miracles meet here together that I am in doubt 
which I should most admire, the extraordinary fi-
delity of his memory which could record almost 
verbatim so many matters heard but once” (for 
Giles had to give his support to the fiction), “or his 
wisdom in pointing out the sources—  utterly un-
known for the most part—  of actual evils and po-
tential benefits for the state, or the force and ease of 
his style which, with such pure Latinity and such el-
oquence, has treated of so many matters, although 
he is so much distracted both with public and do-
mestic affairs.”13

I will add now the weighty judgment of Jerome 

2 See EW 152–53.  3 This letter is 
prefixed to Utopia.  4 See EW 213–14 for 
the letter from John Desmarais of Cassel 
to Peter Giles, a letter which was appended 
to the 1516 and 1517 editions of Utopia.   
5 More begin writing Utopia in July 1515, 
when he met Peter Giles in Antwerp, and 

published it in November 1516.   6 In 
1516, More would have been thirty-eight, 
and fifty-seven in 1535.  7 French, 1550; 
Italian, 1548; Flemish, 1524  8 Thomas 
Lupset (ca. 1495–1530) was a reader 
in rhetoric at Oxford and supervised 
the second edition of Utopia.  9 See 

EW 147–48.   10 John Desmarais of 
Cassel, Public Rhetor at the University of 
Louvain  11 See EW 214.   12 Jerome 
de Busleyden (ca. 1470–1517) was a 
distinguished humanist and diplomat from 
the Netherlands.   13 See EW 151.  

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

70

75



21His Wide Learning and Literary Work

14 See EW 212.   15 Paul Jovius (d. 
1552), Bishop of Nocera, Elogia doctorum 
virorum (1571)  16 More began drafting 
History of King Richard III around 1513, 
but the English and Latin versions were 
not published until 1557 and 1565, 

respectively.  17 Henry’s In Defense of the 
Seven Sacraments (1521), which earned 
him the title “Defender of the Faith” from 
Pope Leo X, was a response to Luther’s 
Babylonian Captivity of the Church (1520). 
After Luther responded with Contra 

Henricum Regem Angliae in 1522, the 
Royal Council asked More and Bishop 
John Fisher to respond. More’s Responsio 
ad Lutherum was published in 1523.   

Busleyden, a member of the Council of the Em-
peror. After reading the Utopia he wrote to More 
thus: 

In the happy description of the Utopian com-
monwealth there is nothing lacking which might 
show most excellent learning and the highest skill 
in human affairs. For so varied is your learning, 
so wide and accurate your knowledge of affairs, 
that whatever you write is the fruit of valuable 
experience, and whatever you wish to convey is 
expressed most eloquently—  a marvellous and 
rare happiness, indeed, all the rarer in that, to the 
envy of the many, it is possessed but by the few. 
Few indeed they are who have the sincerity, the 
learning, the integrity, and the influence needed 
to enable them to contribute so dutifully, so hon-
orably, and so prudently to the common good as 
you have succeeded in doing. You have willed to 
benefit, not only yourself, but all nations of the 
world: you have made all men your debtors. You 
could have bestowed no more worthy or useful 
gift upon mankind than by depicting, as you have 
done, the perfect state, with ideal customs and 
laws. The world has never seen wiser, more per-
fect, or more desirable institutions. In their excel-
lence they leave far behind them the famous and 
much lauded states of Sparta, Athens, and Rome.

Further on he makes a very wise observation, and 
praises the fact that “the state of Utopia as depicted 
by More labors not so much in making laws as in 
forming the most upright magistrates so that, ac-
cording to their pattern, their evident integrity, 
their exemplary manners, and the clear mirror of 
their justice, the whole state and true government 
of every perfect commonwealth may be framed.”14

Paul Jovius also speaks of this renowned book in 
the following terms: 

The fame that More has won by his Utopia will 
never die. For he describes most eloquently how 
in the land of that happy nation the state is gov-
erned by most wholesome laws and enjoys a rich 

peace. Since he loathed the corrupt manners of 
this wicked age, his purpose was to show by a 
pleasant fiction the right path to a blessed and 
most happy life.15

Certainly no one who reads this masterpiece, the 
Utopia, can fail to agree with Budé, Erasmus, Co-
chlaeus, Rhenanus, Busleyden, Tunstall, Cardi-
nal Reginald Pole, Paludanus, Hutten, Vives, Gra-
pheus, Zasius, and all other readers of the work in 
their verdict that More had an incomparable and al-
most superhuman wit. In invention no work could 
be more happy, apt, and clever; in expression none 
more worthy, rich, and elegant; in its teaching of 
life and manners none more sound, earnest, and 
wise. The reader never tires of the book, and cannot 
finish it without the greatest profit to himself if he 
reads it with attention and a desire to learn.

history oF riChArd iii
Almost at the same time he wrote in Latin the 

history of Richard III, King of England.16 He wrote 
it only to practice his pen; he never finished it or re-
vised it; but yet it lacks neither polish nor elegance 
of style. He had written it in English at an earlier 
date, with greater fulness of detail, and with yet 
more eloquence.

rePLy to Luther
In 1523 the foul-mouthed Luther issued a foul 

book against Henry VIII’s book on the Sacra-
ments.17 More published a reply to Luther’s abuse, 
and thought it best to answer his rudeness and 
scurrility in the same style. Luther should be over-
whelmed with filth like that with which he had 
covered the King, so that finding his intemperate 
language used against himself he might lose the 
pleasure which no doubt he had found in utter-
ing it. But as at that time More was a knight and 
a member of the King’s Council he was conscious 
that rudeness and vulgarity were unbefitting his po-
sition; consequently he allowed the book to go out, 
not in his own name, but in that of William Ross. 
As a man of that name about this very time went 
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22 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

on a pilgrimage to Rome and died in Italy, even the 
English themselves were quite ready to believe him 
to be the author. The book is a serious and solid de-
fense of the true faith against the impudent attacks 
of Luther, besides being extraordinarily clever and 
witty. As to his answering abuse with abuse, in the 
last lines of the book he explains that he did it with 
great reluctance, but was forced to it: 

Although Luther has given himself wholly over 
to the powers of evil and has become hardened in 
his schism, yet he should determine with himself 
to take at least some account of good manners, so 
that he may claim the authority of a dogmatizer 
rather than a low buffoon of a heretic. For if he 
is willing to enter upon a serious discussion, if he 
will withdraw his lies and false accusations, if he 
will have no more to do with folly, rage, and the 
Furies who hitherto have been his all-too-famil-
iar spirits, if he will cleanse the filth with which 
he has so vilely befouled his tongue and his pen, 
then there will not be wanting disputants who 
will treat with him as seriously as the matter de-
mands. But if he goes on with his scurrility and 
madness as he has begun, with his calumnious at-
tacks, his inept folly, his stupid rage and his vul-
gar buffoonery, if he will use no language but 
that of the sewer . . . then, let others do what they 
will, we will decide, from this time forth, either 
to drag out the madman from his stronghold and 
show him in his true colors, or to leave our rav-
ing friend with all his Furies . . . covered with his 
own filth.18

These are his last words to Luther, and in them 
he smears Luther’s lips with dainties fit for such a 
rogue and gives him a sweet morsel suited to his pal-
ate. Certainly this book, as Cochlaeus says, “with 
great cleverness and play of wit, and with violent 
diatribe, was a most complete refutation of Luther’s 
book. It cast back in his teeth all his infamous lies, 
so that he dared to utter no further word.” Whereas 
generally Luther was very busy with his pen and 
ready to reply to any who attacked him, after he had 
read Ross, he became more dumb than a fish.

More wrote, also, against John Pomeranus19 a 
letter of admirable clarity, which has been printed 

separately.20
These are almost all the Latin works, at any rate 

among those that have survived, that he wrote while 
still at liberty. For when he was in prison, he wrote 
a long treatise on the Passion of our Lord, of which 
the latter part is in Latin and printed among his 
Latin works, although the earlier and by far the 
larger part is in English. But of this, more hereafter.

enGLish WorKs
Now I will mention what he wrote in English ei-

ther in controversy with heretics or on subjects of 
devotion. I have already spoken of his Life of Pico 
of Mirandola and of his English translation of some 
minor works of Pico. He wrote his Life of Richard 
III while practicing as a lawyer in London. When 
he was summoned to the Court and to the Coun-
cil of the King, although he had an extraordinarily 
busy life, yet he found time to write very many 
works. When he was knighted, in the King’s Coun-
cil, and sub-treasurer of the realm, he wrote a trea-
tise of remarkable piety and learning on the Four 
Last Things, but the greater part has perished. Later 
on the heretics began to come into England from 
Belgium, as More notes in a letter to Erasmus. “All 
the heresies,” he writes, “found shelter in Belgium, 
and thence their books were sent into England.”21 
Although More at the time was a much-occupied 
man, as a member of the King’s Council and Chan-
cellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, yet he found time 
to write four books of dialogues on the subjects 
then in controversy. The work is lengthy, detailed, 
and learned: it treats fully of the invocation of the 
Saints, pilgrimages, relics, etc.; it proves by many 
arguments which is the true Church and that the 
Church is infallible.

After he had finished the Dialogues he dealt with 
a heretical pamphlet which had appeared under the 
title of The Supplication of Beggars,22 and which ad-
vised the King that the best, and indeed the only, 
means for the relief of the poor and for provision 
for the other needs of the state was to confiscate 
at least three-quarters of all ecclesiastical and mo-
nastic property. Against this pamphlet, which was 
not a supplication but a libel, More wrote, the year 
after the Dialogues, a complete reply, entitled The 
Supplication of Souls. In this book he speaks in the 

18 See CW 5: 683.   19 This Protestant 
humanist, John Bugenhagen (1485–1558), 

was from Pomerania.   20 See EW 326–
349.   21 See EW 357.  22 a pamphlet 

by Simon Fish, which began circulating in 
England in 1529  
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23His Wide Learning and Literary Work

23 William Tyndale (ca. 1494–1536), 
best known for his translation of the Bible 
into English from Hebrew and Greek, 
responded to Thomas More’s Dialougue 
(1529) with his Answer unto Sir Thomas 

More’s Dialogue in 1531. More reponded 
with his longest work, A Confutation of 
Tyndale’s Answer (1532–33).   24 “In 
reality it was nearly two years, for he 
resigned the Great Seal on May 16, 1532, 

and was imprisoned on April 13, 1534” 
(H 37).  25 Letter 190, EW 358–70   
26 Lk 22:1  27 Mt 26:50  28 See his 
letter to Cromwell (EW 386), and EW 
1361.   

person of the souls in purgatory, for whose relief, 
by prayers and masses, ecclesiastical and monastic 
revenues were, in large part, founded; he defends 
the Church’s teaching on Purgatory and prayers for 
the dead; and he proves that if monasteries were 
destroyed and the property of the Church confis-
cated, the King’s power would be lessened and the 
number of beggars increased, as experience, the 
teacher of fools, afterwards proved.

When, later on, Tyndale, that heresiarch who af-
terwards suffered at Vilvorde in Brabant the just 
penalty of his impiety, attacked More’s Dialogues, 
the latter, although then Lord Chancellor, wrote a 
long work to refute him.23 Of the nine books into 
which this refutation is divided, three were writ-
ten while he was Chancellor, six after he had re-
signed. In the single year which intervened be-
tween his resignation and his imprisonment24 he 
wrote also, against the Sacramentarian John Frith, 
a book on the true presence of the Body and Blood 
of Christ,25 then an Apology and a defense of that 
Apology under the title of The Debellation of Salem 
and Bizance. Finally he wrote in five books An An-
swer to the . . . Book, which a Nameless Heretic hath 
named: The Supper of the Lord. In prison he wrote 
A Dialogue of Comfort against Tribulation, in three 
books—  a work of great beauty, full of piety and 
learning, which hardly has an equal amongst works 
of the kind. There, too, he wrote A Treatise Histori-
cal containing the Bitter Passion of our Savior Christ, 
according to the four Evangelists, beginning at the 
text “The feast of unleavened bread was at hand”26 
and continuing as far as the words “They laid hands 
upon Jesus.”27 At that point hands were laid upon 
him, by the increased strictness of his confinement, 
so that all further opportunity of writing was de-
nied him. This lengthy treatise is written with care-
ful detail and is full of the deepest piety.

More’s KnoWLedGe oF divinity
All the English works of More were published 

in one large volume in the reign of Queen Mary. 
When I read the greater portion of this volume 
thirty years ago, I found More to have been a most 

diligent student of the Holy Scriptures, and to 
have had a considerable acquaintance with the Fa-
thers and even with the disputes of the schools. 
His quotations, even if not very numerous, are al-
ways forthcoming where needful and always to the 
point. They are drawn from Augustine, Jerome, 
Chrysostom, Cyril, Hilary, Bernard, and Gerson. 
We know that afterwards, when difficulties arose 
with the King, in self-defense he alleged that he had 
spent seven years28 in the study of the Fathers in or-
der to get to know their view of the Pope’s primacy. 
Of the result of this study, more will be said here-
after. For the present it is enough to remark what a 
store of patristic learning a man of his attainments 
and extraordinary memory could thus obtain. For 
even though he was reading with one special object 
in view, who can doubt that he would have noted, 
by the way, many passages that bore on modern 
heresies. I have come to the conclusion, in reading 
through his works, that he paid special attention to 
the study of dogmatic theology. For when he speaks 
of grace, free will, merit, faith, charity and other vir-
tues, original sin, and even predestination, he is so 
guarded and exact in his statements that a profes-
sional theologian could scarcely speak more accu-
rately. That he had carefully read Saint Thomas is 
proved by a story told by John Harris, his secretary. 
Once a pamphlet recently printed by a heretic was 
brought to More’s notice while he was travelling by 
water from his home at Chelsea to London. When 
he had read a little, he pointed out with his finger 
some passages to Harris. “The arguments,” said he, 
“which this villain has set forth are the objections 
which Saint Thomas puts to himself in such and 
such a question and article of the Secunda Secundae, 
but the rogue keeps back the good Doctor’s solu-
tions.” I myself once heard him arguing with Father 
Alphonsus, of the Friars Minor, who had been con-
fessor to Queen Catherine, the first wife of Henry 
VIII. He was defending the opinion of Scotus on 
attrition and contrition as safer and more probable 
than the opinion of Ockham. It might well appear 
astonishing that a man whose whole life was filled 
with the affairs of public life and the Court, who 
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24 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

was, too, well versed in general literature, should 
not only have dipped into scholastic theology, but 
have been thoroughly familiar with it.

inFLuenCe oF More’s WritinGs
More’s English controversial works did great 

good at the time and were read and reread three or 
four times by many serious scholars, some of whom 
drew up “tables” of the work as an aid to memory, 
as he himself had occasion to note.29 Afterwards 
they were reprinted in the reign of Queen Mary 
and were of the greatest use during the restoration 
of Catholicism that then took place. For during 
that bright interval, which by the great mercy of 
God was granted to us between the two periods 
of schism, nothing more powerfully strengthened 
and promoted the Catholic cause than the numer-
ous works of More in English, edited with great 
care and labor by William Rastell, as we have said 
in the Preface. Many other works of More, how-
ever, both Latin and English, perished in the bit-
ter persecution which befell his household after he 
was taken away from it, as shall be afterwards re-
lated; those that we have were, so to say, snatched 
from the flames and preserved by the special care of 
his friends. For immediately after his death, More’s 
large and valuable library, together with the rest of 
his furniture, was sacked by Thomas Cromwell, the 
Keeper of the King’s Seal, and a fit tool for a tyrant. 
More’s untiring energy is shown by the fact that all 
that he composed for publication during his whole 
life, English and Latin works alike, was written by 
his own hand, as he was unwilling to rely on the in-
dustry of another.

More’s AdMirAtion For erAsMus
As to his love of letters, in the early enthusiasm of 

his youth it was not only devout but, we might even 
say, superstitious. No one loved Erasmus more than 
he, and it was a literary friendship. In turn Eras-
mus loved him, and deservedly. More’s friendship 
for Erasmus, however, honored Erasmus more than 

it benefited More. But as that Protestant heresy in-
creased, for which Erasmus had so widely sown the 
accursed seed, More’s love toward him decreased 
and grew cool. More had blamed Tyndale for ren-
dering the word ecclesia by “congregation” and pres-
byter by “elder.” Tyndale answered that More’s dar-
ling Erasmus had done the same and therefore was 
also to be blamed. More’s answer was: “Had I found 
with Erasmus, my darling, the cunning intent and 
purpose that I found with Tyndale, Erasmus, my 
darling, should be no more ‘my darling.’ ”30 That is 
to say, as he could not excuse the fact, at least, for 
friendship’s sake, he excused the intention. Toward 
the end of his life More realized that many points 
in the writings of Erasmus needed correction, and 
tried hard to persuade him to follow the example of 
Saint Augustine by revising all his works and issuing 
a book of “Retractations.” John Fisher, Bishop of 
Rochester, wrote to the same effect, as is clear from 
Erasmus’s answer.31 But Erasmus, who was as unlike 
Saint Augustine in humility as he was in doctrine, 
refused and destroyed More’s letter so that it should 
not be inserted in his collected correspondence.

deFense oF CLAssiCAL LeArninG
By his zeal for letters More merited to share with 

Richard Pace32—  a man of high rank, learned and 
prudent, who had undertaken important embas-
sies for Henry VIII—  the title of “Patron of Liter-
ature in England.” Thus from the Court he wrote 
to the University of Oxford a powerful discourse to 
confute certain foolish preachers who from the pul-
pit attacked the study of Latin and Greek.33 So also 
once when a preacher had attempted to take the 
same line in the presence of the King, at More’s in-
stance he was forced after the sermon to beg pardon 
and to acknowledge his rashness. To Martin Dorp, 
too, who for a time showed himself hostile to the 
study of letters and especially of Greek, More wrote 
a long and most learned letter on the necessity for 
the knowledge of Greek, which was printed at Basle 
by Episcopius in 1563.34 Thus, then, he was united in 

29 See EW 821.   30 CW 8: 177  
31 “Stapleton evidently approved of the 
saying, ‘Erasmus laid the egg but Luther 
hatched it.’ There is no letter extant from 
More to Erasmus in which More asked his 
friend to write his ‘Retractions.’ The last 
letter we have (EW 370–73) was written 
in the summer of 1533 and shows no sign 
of any decline in friendship. Tunstall, 

however, did make his suggestion to 
Erasmus in a letter of October 1529 (EE 
2226); it may be that Stapleton had this 
letter in mind but, in error, ascribed 
it to More. Nor is there any evidence 
that John Fisher criticized Erasmus’s 
opinions. While Fisher was in the Tower 
he received a letter (not extant) from 
Erasmus who had intended to dedicate his 

Ecclesiastes (1535), a book on preaching, 
to his old friend who had suggested the 
subject. See E. E. Reynolds, Thomas 
More and Erasmus, 1965” (R 36, n. 
17).  32 Richard Pace (ca. 1482–1536), 
English diplomat and dean of St. Paul’s 
Cathedral  33 See EW 416–20.  34 See 
EW 391–416.  
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25His Wide Learning and Literary Work

35 See Ex 3:22, 11:2, 12:36.  36 See EW 418–19.  

the closest bonds of friendship with all those, both 
at home and abroad, who at that period enjoyed a 
reputation for eloquence and learning, as will ap-
pear in the following chapter.

The following passage is taken from the letter 
to the University of Oxford which we have just 
mentioned:

Although no one denies that a man may be saved 
without a knowledge of Latin and Greek or of 
any literature at all, yet learning, yea, even worldly 
learning, as he calls it (More is referring to a cer-
tain preacher whose impudence was more evident 
than his culture) prepares the mind for virtue. Ev-
eryone knows that the attainment of this learn-
ing is almost the only reason why students flock 
to Oxford. But as for rude and unlettered virtue, 
every honest woman can teach it to her children 
quite well at home. Moreover, it must be remem-
bered that not all who come to you, come for the 
study of theology. The state needs men learned 
in the law. A knowledge of human affairs, too, 
must be acquired, which is so useful even to a 
theologian, that without it he may perhaps sing 
pleasantly to himself, but will certainly not sing 
agreeably to the people. And this knowledge can 
nowhere be drawn so abundantly as from the po-
ets, orators and historians. There are even some 
who make the knowledge of things natural a road 
to heavenly contemplation, and so pass from phi-
losophy and the natural arts—  which this man 
condemns under the general name of worldly lit-
erature—  to theology, despoiling the women of 
Egypt to adorn the queen.35 And as regards the-
ology itself, which alone he seems to approve, if 
indeed he approves even that, I do not see how 
he can attain it without the knowledge of lan-
guages, either Hebrew, Greek or Latin; unless, 
indeed, the easy-going fellow thinks that suffi-
cient books on the subject have been written in 
English. Or perhaps he thinks that the whole of 
theology is comprised within the limits of those 
questions on which such as he are always disput-
ing, for the knowledge of which I confess that lit-
tle enough Latin is wanted. But to confine the-
ology, the august queen of heaven, within such 
narrow limits would be not only iniquitous but 
impious. For does not theology also dwell in the 

Sacred Scriptures, and did it not thence make its 
way to the cells of all the ancient holy fathers— 
 Augustine, I mean, Jerome, Ambrose, Cyprian, 
Chrysostom, Cyril, Gregory and others of the 
same class, with whom the study of theology 
made its abode for more than a thousand years 
after the Passion of Christ before those trivial 
questions arose? And if any ignorant man boasts 
that he understands the works of these fathers 
without a thorough knowledge of the language 
in which each wrote, he will have to boast a long 
time before scholars will believe him.36 

I have quoted these passages which form but a small 
part of a lengthy address, so that the reader may to 
some extent be able to judge how earnest was More 
in his advocacy and defense of letters.

Moreover, his very long letter to Martin Dorp on 
the necessity of the study of Greek, printed at Basle 
in 1563 by Episcopius (the printer has prefixed to it 
an erroneous title “Apology for the Moria of Eras-
mus,” whereas, in fact this point is only touched 
upon incidentally), is a most evident proof of his 
wide acquaintance with both sacred and profane lit-
erature, and of his advocacy of both the one and 
the other in opposition to the barbarous tastes of 
the age.

Thus, then, I have dealt with his varied and wide 
learning and with his literary labors, so far as I have 
been able to do so from the particulars which have 
come to my knowledge.

ChAPter Five: the MAny LeArned 
And FAMous Men Who Were his 

Friends

What we have tried to say about the wide and 
varied learning of Sir Thomas More will be 

more convincing to the reader if we treat briefly 
of the literary men of that age, both at home and 
abroad, with whom he was on terms of mutual 
friendship and esteem. For one of skill and renown 
in literature has a special power to draw to himself 
the good will of many whom he has not met in per-
son, especially of other famous scholars whom the 
common fellowship of letters in every age and cir-
cumstance binds together.
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It is no small proof of erudition to gain the praise 
of the greatest scholars; and to enjoy the friend-
ship of men of renown is no small happiness. Alex-
ander of Macedonia, seeing in the Troad the statue 
which Patroclus had erected to his friend Achilles 
exclaimed: “Happy Achilles, to have such a friend!” 
Certainly if a similarity of disposition is the basis 
of friendship, if like consorts with like, then the 
number of men renowned for learning whom More 
counted among his friends is a most evident sign of 
his deep learning.

enGLish Friends
We will begin with our own countrymen, and af-

terwards go on to foreigners. It is true to say that 
there was no scholar of repute in England during 
More’s lifetime (and the multitude of scholars there 
might well be compared to the bursting forth of the 
fresh foliage in spring) with whom he was not on 
terms of close friendship. In his early years, as we 
have already said, his intimate friends were John 
Colet, John Grocyn,1 and Thomas Linacre, men of 
deep learning and refined tastes, whom he looked 
on as his teachers. As companions in his studies he 
had William Lily, whom we have mentioned above, 
William Mountjoy,2 to whom several of the let-
ters contained in the collected correspondence of 
Erasmus were directed, and William Latimer.3 This 
man, a Catholic, must not be confused with Hugh 
Latimer, the heretic of Edward VI’s reign. In a let-
ter to Erasmus William Latimer speaks of More in 
the following terms: “You know yourself how keen 
More is, how powerful in intellect, how energetic 
in all that he undertakes; in a word, how like he is 
to you.”4

More had other friends and companions in 
the pursuit of polite literature. One was Thomas 
Lupset, to whom were addressed several still-extant 
letters of Erasmus, which bear witness both to his 
profound scholarship and to his intimate friend-
ship with More. In one of More’s letters to Eras-
mus occur the following words: “Our friend Lupset 
lectures on Greek and Latin literature to a large au-
dience at Oxford with very great praise to himself 
and no less benefit to his scholars. He has taken the 

place of my John Clement.”5 Another was Thomas 
Elyot,6 a well-known English writer, whose wife also 
gave herself to the study of literature in Sir Thomas 
More’s school, of which we shall speak hereaf-
ter. There was also John Croke,7 who was the first 
teacher of Greek at Leipzig, and was Greek tutor 
to King Henry himself. A letter of More’s to him is 
still extant in manuscript, and from it I transcribe 
the following long passage:

Whoever has led you, my dear Croke, to believe 
that my love for you is lessened because for so 
long you have neglected to write to me, either 
is himself deceived or has cunningly deceived 
you. Although I certainly take the greatest plea-
sure in your letters, yet I am not so proud as to 
claim as a right that you should pay me the trib-
ute of daily salutation, nor am I so sensitive and 
querulous as to be offended at some trivial ne-
glect of duty, even if such a duty existed. Indeed 
I should feel that I were acting very unjustly were 
I to exact letters from others when I am only too 
conscious of my own negligence in this regard. 
Therefore be reassured on this head, for my af-
fection to you has not grown so cold as to need 
to be fanned into flame again by continual let-
ters. I shall be delighted if you will write when 
you have the opportunity, but I would certainly 
never desire you to interrupt those useful labors 
to which so constantly you devote yourself to the 
advantage both of yourself and of your scholars, 
or to waste the time that should be given to your 
lectures in writing complimentary letters to your 
friends. The other part of your excuse I will have 
nothing to do with, for there is no reason why 
you, my dear Croke, should fear my nose like the 
trunk of an elephant. For your letters are not so 
poor that they need fear to approach any living 
man, nor am I so long-nosed that I would have 
any man fear my censure. As for the place which 
you ask me to procure you, both Pace, who loves 
you dearly, and I have spoken to the King, etc.8

This letter of More’s throws a clear light upon 
his friendship for Croke and upon his sincere good 

1 William Grocyn  2 William Blount, 
Lord Mountjoy (1478–1534), Erasmus’s 
patron  3 William Latimer (ca. 
1460–1545), tutor to Reginald Pole  

4 EE 520 (CWE 4: 202)  5 See EW 
303.  6 Thomas Elyot (ca. 1490–1546), 
ambassador and author of The Boke of the 
Governour (1531)  7 Richard (not John) 

Croke (ca. 1489–1558) was a professor of 
Greek at Cambridge and studied under 
Erasmus.  8 Corr 163  
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27The Many Learned and Famous Men Who Were His Friends

9 Pro Ecclesiasticae unitatis defensione 
4  10 See EW 291.  11 EW 321–22  

12 Edward Lee (ca. 1482–1544) met 
Erasmus while studying Greek and 

Hebrew in Louvain.  

will toward all his friends and toward scholars in 
general.

CArdinAL PoLe
Amongst More’s friends also was Reginald Pole, 

at that time a young man, but afterwards a Cardinal 
of great renown. Of his intimate friendship with 
More and the Bishop of Rochester, he was most 
proud, as the following words testify: 

But if you think that the reason for my great 
grief was that they who were put to death were 
my friends I do indeed acknowledge and loudly 
proclaim that they were to me of all friends most 
dear. For why should I seek to hide that of which 
I am as proud as I would be did I enjoy the friend-
ship of all the Kings and Princes in the world?9 

Of the friendship between More and Pole, although 
there was a great difference in their ages, I have dis-
covered evident proofs from some letters of More 
written with his own hand. One is a letter written 
from the Court to Reginald Pole and John Clem-
ent jointly, who were then students at Oxford. “I 
thank you, my dear Clement,” he writes, “for being 
so keenly solicitous about the health of my family 
and myself that although absent you are careful to 
warn us what food to avoid. I thank you, my dear 
Pole, doubly for deigning to procure for me the ad-
vice of so skillful a physician, and no less for obtain-
ing from your mother—  noblest and best of women, 
and fully worthy of such a son” (she was Countess 
of Salisbury and of royal blood)—  “the remedy pre-
scribed and for getting it made up. Not only do you 
willingly procure us advice, but equally evident is 
your willingness to obtain for us the remedy itself. 
I love and praise both of you for your bounty and 
fidelity.”10

In a letter written to Margaret, his daughter, More 
also makes mention of Pole, writing as follows: 

I cannot put down on paper, indeed I can hardly 
express in my own mind, the deep pleasure that 
I received from your most charming letter, my 
dearest Margaret. As I read it there was with me a 
young man of the noblest rank and of the widest 

attainments in literature—  one, too, who is as 
conspicuous for his piety as he is for his learning. 
He thought your letter nothing short of mirac-
ulous, even before he understood how you were 
pressed for time and distracted by ill health, while 
you managed to write so long a letter. I could 
scarce make him believe that you had not been 
helped by a master until I told him in all good 
faith that there was no master at our house, and 
that it would not be possible to find a man who 
would not need your help in composing letters 
rather than be able to give any assistance to you.11

From these two letters it is clear that there existed 
no ordinary friendship between Sir Thomas More 
and Reginald

Pole, between the martyr and the noble confessor 
for the faith.

ArChbishoP Lee
Nor should I omit to mention among the learned 

friends of More Edward Lee, a man of high literary 
attainments, and afterwards Archbishop of York. 
This Lee was a powerful opponent of Erasmus, and 
wrote with vigor and with deep learning against his 
Annotations upon the New Testament.12 But More, 
although he loved Erasmus, disliked controversy 
and distrusted Lee’s judgment, nevertheless did not 
allow his close friendship with the latter to be bro-
ken. Of this the following letter is a witness:

You ask me, my dear Lee, not to lessen my af-
fection for you in any way. Trust me, good Lee, 
I shall not. Although in this case my sympathies 
are with the party which you are attacking, yet I 
trust that you will withdraw your troops from the 
siege with perfect safety. I shall ever love you, and 
I am proud to find that my love is so highly val-
ued by you. If ever occasion requires it, my zeal 
on your behalf shall be no less fervent than it is 
now on the other side. So that if ever you bring 
out a book of your own (and I doubt not that 
you will bring out many), and Erasmus, casting 
a critical eye upon it, should write a pamphlet 
in an attempt to refute it (although it would be 
much more seemly that he should not retaliate), 
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28 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

I, although my talents are poor, will yet stand by 
you to defend you with all the energy of which I 
am capable. Farewell, my most dear friend.13

bishoP Fisher
Two other most learned men, England’s shin-

ing lights, were also intimate friends of More— 
 John Fisher, Bishop of Rochester,14 and Cuthbert 
Tunstall, Bishop first of London and afterwards of 
Durham. The former, as he was his companion in 
martyrdom, so he had been his very intimate friend 
for many years previously. When More was called to 
the Court and made a member of the King’s Coun-
cil, Fisher wrote to him in the following terms to 
commend to him his Cambridge scholars: 

I beg that, through your good offices with our 
most gracious King, we at Cambridge may have 
some hope that our young men may receive en-
couragement to learning from the bounty of so 
noble a Prince. We have very few friends at Court 
who have the will and the power to commend our 
interests to the King’s Majesty, and among them 
we reckon you the chief; for hitherto, even when 
you were of lower rank, you have always shown 
the greatest favor to us. We rejoice that now you 
are raised to the dignity of knighthood and be-
come so intimate with the King, and we offer 
you our heartiest congratulations, for we know 
that you will continue to show us the same favor. 
Please now give your help to this young man, who 
is well versed in theology and a zealous preacher 
to the people. He puts his hopes in your influence 
with our noble King and in your willingness to 
accept my recommendation.15

To this letter of Fisher’s, More’s reply, which fol-
lows, will show how intimate was the friendship of 
the two men:

As to this priest, Reverend Father, of whom you 
write that he will soon obtain a prebend if he can 
obtain a powerful advocate with the King, I think 
I have so wrought that our Prince will raise no ob-
stacle . . . Whatever influence I have with the King 
(it is very little) but such as it is, is as freely at your 

disposal, for yourself or your scholar, as a house is 
to its owner. I owe your students constant grati-
tude for the heartfelt affection of which their let-
ters to me are the token. Farewell, best and most 
courteous of bishops, and continue your affec-
tion for me.16

Again, in another letter to the same he writes, “I 
cannot express in words my delight, both for your 
own sake and for the sake of our country, that your 
lordship writes in a style that might well pass for 
Erasmus’s. As for the subject-matter, ten Erasmuses 
could not be more convincing.” And he concludes: 
“Farewell, my Lord Bishop, most highly esteemed 
for virtue and learning.”17

bishoP tunstALL
But More’s most intimate friendship was with 

Tunstall. Him More could never extol highly 
enough; of his company he was never tired; in his 
letters, his wit, his judgment, his virtues, his piety, 
he took inexpressible delight. In the epitaph which 
More composed for himself he speaks thus of Tun-
stall: “In the whole world could scarcely be found 
one more learned, more wise, more virtuous than 
he.”18 And in the beginning of his Utopia he writes 
thus:

The King’s Majesty sent me ambassador into 
Flanders, joined in commission with Cuthbert 
Tunstall, a man doubtless out of comparison, and 
whom the King’s Majesty of late, to the great re-
joicing of all men, did prefer to the office of Mas-
ter of the Rolls. But of this man’s praises I will say 
nothing, not because I do fear that small credence 
shall be given to the testimony that cometh out of 
a friend’s mouth, but because his virtue and learn-
ing be greater, and of more excellence than that I 
am able to praise them, and also in all places so fa-
mous and so perfectly well known, that they need 
not, nor ought not of me to be praised, unless I 
would seem to show and set forth the brightness 
of the sun with a candle, as the proverb saith.19

And again in one of his letters to Erasmus: “Sev-
eral matters in that embassy gave me great delight. 

13 See More’s letter to Lee, EW 421–30.  
14 John Fisher (1469–1535), Bishop of 
Rochester, who with More refused to 

take the Oath of Succession  15 Corr 
253; Stapleton is the source of this letter.  
16 See EW 314; Stapleton is the source 

of this letter.  17 EW 291  18 See EW 
372.  19 See EW 156.  
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29The Many Learned and Famous Men Who Were His Friends

20 See EW 274.  21 See EW 278–79.  
22 See EW 282.  23 De Veritate Corporis 

et Sanguinis Domini nostri Jesu Christi in 
Eucharistia (Paris, 1554)  

First the constant company of Tunstall for so long 
a time, than whom no one is more widely versed in 
literature, no one stricter in life and conduct, no 
one more pleasant to live with.”20

I have seen several manuscript letters of More to 
Tunstall which afford obvious proof of their mu-
tual friendship and of More’s high opinion of his 
friend’s judgment. I will give a few extracts. One is 
as follows: 

Although all the letters I receive from you, my 
honored friend, are pleasing to me, yet the one 
you last wrote is the most pleasing of all; for be-
sides its eloquence and its expressions of friend-
ship—  merits which are shared by all your letters 
and render them highly agreeable to me—  it gave 
me especial satisfaction by its praise of my Com-
monwealth (would that it were as true as it is flat-
tering). I asked our friend Erasmus to describe 
to you in conversation my views on that subject, 
but forbade him to urge you to read the book. 
Not that I did not wish you to read it—  nothing 
would have pleased me more—  but I was mind-
ful of your wise resolution not to take into your 
hands any modern authors until you had finished 
with the ancients—  a task which, measured by the 
profit you have derived from them, is fully accom-
plished, but, measured by the love you bear them, 
can never come to an end. I feared that when the 
learned works of so many other authors could 
not engage your attention, you would never will-
ingly descend to my trifles. Nor would you have 
done so, unless you had been moved rather by 
your love of me than by the subject of the book. 
Wherefore, for having so carefully read through 
the Utopia, for having undertaken so heavy a la-
bor for friendship’s sake, I owe you the deepest 
gratitude; and my gratitude is no less deep for 
your having found pleasure in the work. For this, 
too, I attribute to your friendship which has obvi-
ously influenced your judgment more than strict 
rules of criticism. However that may be, I cannot 
express my delight that your judgment is so favor-
able. For I have almost succeeded in convincing 
myself that you say what you think, for I know 
that all deceit is hateful to you, whilst you can 
gain no advantage by flattering me, and you love 

me too much to play a trick upon me. So that if 
you have seen the truth without any distortion, 
I am overjoyed at your verdict; or if in reading 
you were blinded by your affection for me, I am 
no less delighted with your love, for vehement in-
deed must that love be if it can deprive a Tunstall 
of his judgment.21

Like all More’s other letters, this one testifies not 
only to his wit and literary style, but also to his hu-
mility and sincerity.

In another letter to Tunstall he writes as follows:

That in your letter you thank me so carefully for 
my services on behalf of your friends, is a mark of 
your great courtesy. What I did was quite trifling; 
it is only your goodness that exaggerates it. But 
you scarcely do justice to our friendship, for you 
seem to think that what I may do puts you under 
an obligation, whereas you should rather claim it 
as due to you and yours by right, etc., . . . The am-
ber which you sent me—  a rich and noble tomb 
for flies—  was most acceptable on many grounds. 
As for the material, in color and brightness it can 
challenge comparison with any precious stone, 
and as for the form, it is all the more excellent in 
that it represents a heart—  a symbol of your love 
for me. For thus do I interpret your meaning. As 
the fly, winged like Cupid and as fickle as he, is 
so shut up and enclosed in the substance of the 
amber that it cannot fly away, so embalmed in 
the aromatic juice that it cannot perish, so your 
love will always remain constant and unchanged. 
That I have nothing to give you in return does not 
greatly trouble me. For I know you do not look 
for gifts in exchange, and moreover, I am willing 
to remain under an obligation to you. But yet I 
am somewhat distressed that my capabilities are 
so poor, for do what I will, I must ever seem un-
worthy of such proofs of your friendship. Where-
fore, since I cannot hope to win the approval of 
others, I must be content that you know, as well 
as I do myself, the depth of my affection for you.22

Tunstall was the author of a very learned book 
upon the real presence of the body and blood of 
our Lord in the Eucharist.23 Although in the first 
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30 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

religious troubles in England he temporized and 
yielded to the King’s will—  as, indeed, all the Bish-
ops did at that time with the sole exception of the 
Bishop of Rochester—  yet in every other way he 
constantly held and taught the orthodox Catho-
lic faith. He lived on until the time of Elizabeth, 
who now reigns, and when he saw that she wanted 
to introduce heresy again into England, he sponta-
neously undertook the long journey from Durham 
to London, although he was an old man more than 
ninety years of age.24 He had been her godfather 
in baptism, and now he admonished her seriously 
and earnestly to make no change in religion, warn-
ing her that if she dared to do so, she would for-
feit God’s blessing and his own. She paid no heed to 
his words, but placed him in confinement, where he 
ended his life with a noble confession of his faith, 
thus washing out the stain of sinful schism he had 
before contracted.

ForeiGn Friends: WiLLiAM budÉ
These then, were More’s literary friends in En-

gland. On the Continent there was Erasmus, whom 
More, in the deep sincerity of his soul, loved more 
than he deserved (though at that time the labors 
of Erasmus in the cause of literature were, indeed, 
highly meritorious), and besides him many other 
friends of the highest renown for learning. Budé 
was one of the chief, to whom More writes in the 
following terms: 

I doubt, my dear Budé, whether it is advisable 
ever to possess what we dearly love unless we can 
retain possession of it. For I used to think that 
I would be perfectly happy if it should once be 
my lot to see Budé face to face, of whom by read-
ing I had created a beautiful image in my mind. 
When at last my wish was fulfilled, I was happier 
than happiness itself. But, alas! Our duties pre-
vented us from meeting often enough to satisfy 
my desire of conversing with you, and within a 
few days, as our kings were obliged by affairs of 
state to separate, our intercourse was broken off 
when it had scarce begun; and as each of us had 
to follow his own prince, we were torn apart, per-
haps never to see each other again. My sorrow at 

having to leave you can only be compared to my 
joy at meeting you. Yet you can assuage my grief a 
little, if you will deign from time to time by letter 
to make yourself present to me. This favor, how-
ever, I would not dare to ask, if an overwhelming 
desire did not urge me thereto.25

Again, in another letter to the same correspon-
dent he writes: 

I never skim any of your works, but study them 
seriously as works of the first importance. To 
your treatise, however, on Roman Measures26 I 
gave a very special attention such as I have given 
to no ancient author. You have made it necessary 
for your readers to give a sustained attention by 
your careful choice of words, your well-balanced 
sentences, the studied gravity of your diction, and 
not least by the serious and difficult nature of the 
matters you treat of—  matters almost lost in an-
tiquity, and requiring the deepest research. But 
yet if anyone will turn his eyes to what you have 
written and give it careful and continued atten-
tion, he will find that the light you have thrown 
upon your subject brings the dead past to life 
again. Whilst he ponders your words, he will live 
in imagination through all the past ages, and will 
be able to gaze upon, to count and almost to take 
into his hands, the hoarded wealth of all kings, all 
tyrants and all nations, which is more than any 
misers have been able to do. I can hardly enumer-
ate the multitude of reasons for which I am at-
tached to you, my dear Budé. You are so exceed-
ingly good to me; whomsoever I may love, you, by 
good fortune, love also; you possess so many ex-
cellent virtues; you are, as I judge, to some extent 
at least, fond of me; you have earned the gratitude 
of all men for your useful literary labors; though 
a married man you have happily acquired a de-
gree of learning that was once the exclusive pos-
session of the clergy. Indeed I am hardly content 
to call you a layman when by your many splendid 
gifts you are so highly raised beyond the level of 
the laity.27

Budé’s own opinion of More is clearly indicated 

24 “Tunstall was imprisoned and deprived 
under Edward VI; restored under Mary 
Tudor and again deprived under Elizabeth. 

He died at Lambeth 1559 at the age of 
eighty-five, not ‘more than ninety’ as 
Stapleton says” (R 46, n. 18).  25 See EW 

312.  26 De asse et partibus eius (1514)  
27 See EW 290.  
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28 See EW 146.   29 See EW 275.   
30 Maarten van Dorp (1485–1525), Latin 

lecturer at Louvain  31 See EW 291–92.   

in the letter we have above quoted. It contains the 
following sentence: “More whose Utopia you have 
given me, is extraordinarily keen of intellect, witty 
and mature in his judgments upon human affairs.”28

MArtin dorP 
Martin Dorp, a man of remarkable learning and 

piety, was another very dear friend of More. The lat-
ter writes of him to Erasmus as follows: “I cannot 
omit to send my greetings to Martin Dorp, who is 
dear to me for his singular erudition and on many 
other grounds, not the least that by his criticisms 
on your Moria he gave you the occasion of writing 
your Apology.”29

To this Dorp More wrote a long, learned letter 
on the necessity of the study of Greek, which was 
printed at Basle in 1563 by Episcopius (junior), to-
gether with the rest of More’s minor works.30 Dorp 
was convinced by this letter and changed his views, 
for he was as sincere as he was intelligent, and noted 
for his piety as much as for his learning. The study 
of Greek literature, which before he had attacked, 
he now publicly defended and approved. More 
wrote to him a second letter, giving him very high 
praise. This letter is somewhat long and has never 
yet been printed, but I will quote the eloquent 
words in which More couches his praise of Dorp:

It was not difficult for me to foresee that you 
would one day think otherwise than then you 
thought. But that you would not only become 
wiser, but even in a most eloquent address pro-
claim that you had changed, openly, sincerely 
and straightforwardly, this indeed went far be-
yond my expectation, and indeed almost beyond 
the hopes and desires of all, for it seemed vain 
to look for such transparent honesty and want 
of affectation. Nothing indeed is more sad than 
that men should form varying judgments about 
identical problems; but nothing is more rare than 
that after they have published their views, argued 
strongly for them and defended them against at-
tack, they then, acknowledging the truth, should 
change their course, and, as if their voyage had 
been in vain, sail back into the port from which 
they came. Believe me, my dear Dorp, what you 
have done with such great humility, it is almost 

impossible to demand even from those whom the 
world nowadays considers as most humble. Men 
are commonly so wrong-headed in their folly that 
they prefer to proclaim aloud that they still are 
fools rather than own that they ever were. How 
much more virtuously have you not acted, my 
dear Dorp. Although you are so keen-witted, so 
learned and so eloquent that whatever be the the-
sis you may desire to defend, improbable as it may 
be, or even purely paradoxical, you are able to win 
the agreement of your readers, yet in your love of 
truth rather than shams you have preferred pub-
licly to acknowledge that once you were deceived, 
rather than go on deceiving.

But what am I to say of a further act of mod-
esty which throws into the shade even that sin-
gular modesty which I have been praising? Al-
though it was due to the clearness and sincerity 
of your mind that you saw the truth, yet you 
chose to ascribe it to the admonitions of others, 
and even to mine. Thus although the first rank in 
wisdom is yours by right, and is given to you by 
common consent, yet you deliberately put your-
self in the second rank. It is certainly the duty of 
the learned to raise you again to your rightful po-
sition. For that letter of mine was wordy rather 
than convincing; and when I compare it with 
your address, so eloquent, so full of cogent argu-
ments, I feel quite ashamed, my dear Dorp, to see 
what little power my words could have had to win 
your assent, although your modesty or your cour-
tesy leads you now to ascribe such power to them. 
But the praise that you seek to avoid is yours all 
the more surely. So, my dear Dorp, you must un-
derstand that this act of yours, of such rare virtue, 
has procured for you glory of the noblest kind, 
which will never die.31

Hence it appears that Dorp had at first been 
an enemy to Greek studies, that More had com-
posed a very careful letter to him and had shown 
by the strongest and clearest proofs that a knowl-
edge of Greek was necessary to every scholar, but 
especially to a theologian or a philosopher, and 
that he had thoroughly convinced his opponent— 
 a thing which Erasmus, who employed against the 
same Dorp the weapon of sarcasm rather than solid 
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32 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

reason, was never able to do. Yet we see in this let-
ter how studiously More disclaims the praise that 
Dorp freely accords him, and how these two men 
strive with each other in holy humility. The whole 
episode proves the zeal of Sir Thomas More in pro-
moting both at home and abroad the study of liter-
ature and eloquence, and especially of Greek. Thus, 
as it had come to his knowledge that the authori-
ties at Louvain had deprived Dorp of his professor-
ship because he had acknowledged the change in his 
views, More writes of them in the same letter in the 
following terms: 

If they go on boldly in the path they have cho-
sen, attempting to suppress polite literature and 
to drive it from the schools, in a very short time 
I expect to see a marvelous change. Learned men 
will arise everywhere. Those teachers in the pub-
lic academies who now look on the study of lit-
erature with indifference will themselves be ac-
counted but indifferently learned. It pains me, 
my dear Dorp, to think of these things, because, 
I cannot help feeling a certain pity for those who 
by the action of a few bigoted partisans are un-
deservedly compromised. But the praise that will 
be your portion is a far more agreeable thought 
to me than the confusion that will overwhelm 
them.32

But now let us turn to other learned friends of 
More. In a letter to Budé he sends greetings to John 
Lascaris and Philip Bérault.33 These are his words: 
“Please greet for me that good and learned man Las-
caris. I have no doubt that you have already given 
my best wishes to Beroaldus, without my reminding 
you; you know how dear he is to me—  and deserv-
edly so, for I have hardly ever met a more learned 
man or a more pleasant companion.”34

Of Jerome Busleyden, who founded at Louvain 
the College of the Three Languages and wrote to 
More the letter—  so excellent both in form and in 
substance—  which is prefixed to the Utopia in the 
edition of his works, More speaks thus in one of 
his letters to Erasmus: “Several matters in that em-
bassy gave me great delight. First the constant com-
pany of Tunstall,” etc. (we have quoted this passage 

earlier in the chapter). “Then I acquired the friend-
ship of Busleyden, who received me with a magnif-
icence worthy of his high rank” (he was at the time 
Ambassador and Councilor to the Emperor, and 
Provost of Aire), “and a courtesy in harmony with 
his goodness of heart. He showed me his house, 
so marvelously built and so splendidly furnished, 
a large number of antiquities in which you know 
I take great delight, lastly his well-filled library 
and the treasures of his mind, more richly stocked 
than any library, so that I was overwhelmed with 
amazement.”35

Peter GiLes
In the same letter he goes on to speak of another 

intimate friend, the learned Peter Giles, citizen and 
pensioner of Antwerp: “But in all my wanderings 
nothing was more to my wishes than my intercourse 
with Peter Giles of Antwerp, a man so learned, 
witty, modest and lovable that I declare I would 
willingly purchase my intimacy with him at the cost 
of a great part of my fortune.”36 Of this Peter Giles 
he speaks thus in the beginning of the Utopia:

While I was abiding at Antwerp, oftentimes 
among others, but which to me was more wel-
come than any other, did visit me one Peter Giles, 
a citizen of Antwerp, a man there in his country 
of honest reputation, and also preferred to high 
promotions, worthy truly of the highest. For it is 
hard to say whether the young man be in learn-
ing, or in honesty more excellent. For he is both 
of wonderful virtuous conditions, and also singu-
larly well learned, and toward all sorts of people 
exceeding gentle, but toward his friends so kind-
hearted, so loving, so faithful, so trusty, and of 
so earnest affection, that it were very hard in any 
place to find a man, that with him in all points 
of friendship may be compared. No man can be 
more lowly or courteous. No man useth less sim-
ulation or dissimulation, in no man is more pru-
dent simplicity. Besides this, he is in his talk and 
communication so merry and pleasant, yea and 
that without harm, that through his gentle enter-
tainment, and his sweet and delectable communi-
cation, in me was greatly abated and diminished 

32 See EW 292.  33 John Lascaris 
(ca. 1445–1535), Greek scholar from 

Constantinople; Nicholas Bérault (ca. 
1470–1545), French scholar  34 Corr 

134  35 See EW 274–75.  36 See EW 
275.  
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33The Many Learned and Famous Men Who Were His Friends

37 See EW 157.  38 EW 288   39 John 
Dobneck (1479–1552)  40 See EW 
352.  41 David Joris (d. 1556), an 

Anabaptist  42 Corr 401  43 Francis 
Cranevelt (1485–1564), legal counselor 
and a member of the Grand Council of 

Mechelen in 1522  

the fervent desire, that I had to see my native 
country, my wife and my children, whom then I 
did much long and covet to see.37

Such were the friends like to himself, whom 
More loved. Another one of his friends was Bea-
tus Rhenanus, a most learned man, who wrote to 
Willibald Pirckheimerus a letter in praise of More 
which is prefixed to the latter’s Epigrams in his col-
lected Latin Works. Of him More wrote in a letter 
to Erasmus (it is not in the latter’s collected corre-
spondence): “I have a great affection for Rhenanus 
and I owe him much gratitude for his extremely 
kind preface. I should long ago have sent him a let-
ter of thanks had not that fatal disease of laziness 
held me captive.”38

John CoChLAeus
To these men must be added John Cochlaeus,39 

the renowned adversary of Luther, who from Ger-
many frequently interchanged letters with More. 
The following extract is from one of More’s letters 
to him: 

I cannot say, honored sir, how great is my debt 
to you for being so kind as to keep me well in-
formed in all that occurs in your country. For 
Germany now daily brings forth monsters more 
numerous and grotesque than Africa was wont 
to do. For what can be more monstrous than 
the Anabaptists, and how many plagues of this 
kind have arisen now for years together? Indeed, 
my dear Cochlaeus, when I see things daily go-
ing thus from bad to worse, I expect that some 
one will soon stand forth and teach that we must 
utterly deny Christ. For such is the popular folly 
that no rogue, however absurd, will ever lack a 
following.40 

This was no idle fancy, for soon after a Dutchman 
named David George41 announced himself to be 
the Christ, and had a number of followers in Basle. 
In Poland and Transylvania the Trinitarians spread 
their teaching, renewing the errors of the Arians 
and the Sabellians.

Again, in another letter to Cochlaeus, he writes: 

I beg you, my dearest Cochlaeus, by our mutual 
love to believe that none of my friends’ letters 
for many years has been so acceptable to me as 
that lately received from you. Of the many rea-
sons for this I will mention the two most import-
ant ones. First, then, because I perceive in your 
letter your deep affection for me. It was not in-
deed unknown to me, but now it is more clear 
than ever before, and gives me the most exqui-
site delight. To say nothing of your deserts, who 
would not be proud to have gained the friendship 
of so renowned a man? Second, because in your 
letter you have kept me informed of the doings 
of princes, etc.42

These letters, or rather extracts from these and 
other letters of More to Cochlaeus, were published 
by the latter at Leipzig in 1536.

FrAnCis CrAneveLt
Amongst More’s learned and famous friends, one 

of the most eminent was Francis Cranevelt.43 He 
was a brilliant Latin and Greek scholar, and made 
excellent translations, which have survived, from 
the Greek into Latin of Procopius’ work On the 
Buildings of Justinian, and of some writings of Saint 
Basil. Because of his first-rate legal abilities, his wis-
dom, and his integrity, he was first a Pensioner of 
Bruges and afterwards a counselor of the Emperor. 
It was Erasmus who had introduced Cranevelt to 
More, and for this service Cranevelt expresses his 
deep gratitude in a letter to Erasmus, which is to 
be found in the latter’s collected correspondence. It 
runs thus: 

I cannot refrain from thanking you, most 
learned sir, although my powers of expression 
are but poor, for the benefit you have lately con-
ferred upon me, which will be ever remembered 
amongst us. So highly do I value it that I would 
not exchange it for all the wealth of Croesus. 
“What benefit?” you ask. For introducing me to 
More, your most dear friend, or, as I may now call 
him our friend. At his invitation I visited him of-
ten after your departure, not to enjoy so much 
his more than Sybaritic banquets as his learning, 
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34 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

his urbanity, and his generosity. Wherefore I ac-
knowledge that I am deeply in your debt, and I 
hope to give you evidence of my gratitude. 

And a little further on: 

More has sent for my wife a gold ring on which 
is written in English: “Good will gives value to all 
things.” To me he has given ancient coins, one of 
gold and one of silver, the one having the effigy of 
Tiberius, the other of Augustus. I wanted to tell 
you this, for I will ever acknowledge that to you 
also I owe gratitude for all these benefits.44

Such were the terms in which Cranevelt de-
scribed to Erasmus his friendship with More and 
More’s courtesy. Erasmus replied as follows: 

This exemplifies the old proverb, “One daughter 
has brought me two sons-in-law.” You thank me 
because by my help you have obtained so lovable 
a friend; and More on his side thanks me because 
I have helped him to know Cranevelt. I knew that 
with such similarity in character and taste friend-
ship would at once be established between you if 
only you could get to know each other. To have 
such friends is a privilege as inestimable as it is 
rare.45

Of this close and intimate friendship of Cranevelt 
with More Erasmus writes in a letter to More him-
self in which at the same time he recommends to 
him a new friend Conrad Goclenius:46 

My dear More (he writes) most heartily do I ap-
prove your noble sentiment that rather than in 
anything else you desire to grow rich in trusty and 
sincere friends. In this you consider life’s chiefest 
joys to consist. Many there are whose chief care it 
is to avoid being deceived by false gems. But such 
things you despise and think yourself passing rich 
if another true friend is added to your treasure. 
Others may take their pleasure in dicing, chess, 
hunting or music, but to you no pleasure is com-
parable to a quiet conversation with a friend who 
is both scholarly and ingenuous. Although, then, 
you have so rich a store of friends, yet since an 

avaricious man is never satisfied, I am giving you 
another—  as I have often done before with happy 
result—  whom you can love wholly and unreserv-
edly. It is Conrad Goclenius, a Westphalian, who, 
in the College of the Three Languages which has 
lately, as you know, been founded at Louvain, lec-
tures on Latin literature, gaining praise from all 
and conferring inestimable benefits on the whole 
Academy.47

And again, at the end of the letter: “As soon as you 
know Goclenius more intimately I hope that you 
will both be grateful to me, as happened lately in 
the case of Francis Cranevelt, who has taken posses-
sion of you so fully that I am almost envious.”

I will add here one or two letters of More to 
Cranevelt which testify abundantly to the friend-
ship that existed between them. They are extant in 
More’s own handwriting and were most kindly lent 
to me by Cranevelt’s son, a man of great distinction 
in literature, and a licentiate in canon and civil law, 
who is still living in Louvain. Two friends kindly 
procured them for me, one John Camerinus, a doc-
tor of canon and civil law, president of the Dona-
tian College at Louvain, and a man of great author-
ity, the other Maximilian Vignacurtius, a noble of 
Arras, a learned youth of blameless life.

In one of these he writes thus:

My dear Cranevelt, I realize and acknowledge my 
debt to you. You continue to do what is to me 
more pleasant than anything else—  i.e., writing to 
me of your affairs and your friends. For what to 
Thomas More ought to be or could be more con-
soling in sorrow or joyful in prosperity than to 
receive letters from Cranevelt, the most beloved 
of all men, unless it were possible to enjoy his ac-
tual presence and conversation? Although, in-
deed, as often as I read what you have written, I 
seem to myself to be conversing with you face to 
face. Thus my greatest grief is that your letters are 
not longer, although even for this I have found 
some sort of a remedy. For I read them very of-
ten and very slowly, so that rapid reading may not 
too soon deprive me of my pleasure. So much for 
that.

As to what you write about our friend Vives—  I 

44 EE 1145 (CWE 8: 56)  45 EE 
1173 (CWE 8: 130)  46 Conrad 

Goclenius (1489–1539), Latin professor 
at the University of Louvain  47 EE 

1220 (CWE 8: 264)  
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35The Many Learned and Famous Men Who Were His Friends

48 See EW 323.  49 See EW 352.  
50 Antonio Bonvisi (d. 1558), an Italian 

merchant from Lucca  51 Letter 217, 
EW 1334–35  

refer to the discussion about ill-tempered wives— 
 I am so far of your opinion that I do not think it 
possible to live, even with the best of wives, with-
out some discomfort. “If anyone is married he 
will not be free from care,” says Metellus Numid-
icus, and rightly in my opinion. This I would say 
with all the more confidence were it not that gen-
erally we make our wives worse by our own fault. 
But Vives is of such wit and prudence, and has 
such an excellent wife, that he can not only es-
cape all the troubles of married life so far as that 
is possible, but even find great enjoyment therein. 
But the minds of all are so fully occupied with 
public affairs, now that war begins everywhere to 
rage so fiercely, that no one has leisure to attend 
to domestic cares. If hitherto a man has had fam-
ily troubles, they are now quite forgotten in the 
general calamity. But enough of this.

My thoughts come back to you, for as often as 
I call to mind your courtesy and love toward me, 
as I do very often, all my griefs vanish. I thank you 
for the pamphlet which you sent me. I offer you 
my hearty congratulations on the increase in your 
family, not only for your own sake, but also for 
the sake of your country, to which it is a matter 
of the greatest concern that parents by large fam-
ilies should increase the population. None but 
children of highest excellence can spring from 
such a father as you. Farewell, and give to your 
good wife my affectionate regards. Tell her I of-
fer my heartfelt prayers for her health and pros-
perity. My wife and children send you their best 
wishes, for, from what I have told them, they have 
become as well acquainted with you and as fond 
of you as I am myself. Once more, goodbye.

London, August 10, 1524.48

That this friendship lasted long without interrup-
tion will be seen from another letter written four 
years later which I will here add. More writes thus:

As God loves me, my dear Cranevelt, I am filled 
with shame when I think of your unbounded 
goodness to me, for so often, with so much love 
and care, do you send me your greetings, whilst 
so rarely do I salute you in return. Certainly you 
might excuse yourself on the score of the cares of 

business no less easily, and indeed no less truth-
fully, than I. But so blameless and constant are 
you that although in your friends you are ready 
to excuse everything, yet you yourself continue 
unmoved in your resolution and do nothing that 
demands your friends’ forgiveness. But believe 
me, my dear Cranevelt, if anything should ever 
occur to make it necessary for your friends to 
rally round you, you will not find me wanting. As 
to my lady your good wife—  for I do not wish to 
repeat the mistake I made before in the order of 
my salutations—  please greet her and your whole 
farmly on my behalf. My family in turn sends 
heartfelt good wishes. Goodbye. From my little 
country retreat,

June 10, 1528.49

Antonio bonvisi
Amongst the friends of Sir Thomas More I can-

not here omit Antonio Bonvisi, an Italian of the 
greatest worth and prudence.50 In circumstances 
in which especially friends are tested he proved his 
love and fidelity toward More, providing him with 
necessaries during his imprisonment and showing 
him a tender care in many various ways. There is 
still extant a very beautiful Latin letter which More 
wrote to him with a coal a little before his death. In 
it he pours out his gratitude to his faithful friend 
and bids him a tender farewell. This letter is placed 
at the head of More’s Latin Works,51 otherwise I 
would insert it here.

More was so ready to give his friendship to good 
and learned men that when he was urged by Eras-
mus to extend his good will to Germanus Brixius, 
who had written Antimorus against some of his 
(More’s) epigrams, he replied in the following elo-
quent and generous terms:

You tell me that if I knew Brixius more inti-
mately, I should find that no one was more wor-
thy of my love than he. Believe me, my dear Eras-
mus, I have not so lofty an opinion of myself as to 
consider anyone unworthy of my love, however 
lowly his estate, provided he be not a wicked man 
who does not deserve to be loved by anyone. I am 
quite willing to admit that he deserves the love 
of greater men than myself. For I must say that 
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36 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

he seems to me to have a little too much, I will 
not say of pride, but of a lofty and noble spirit, to 
suit entirely my weakness and lowliness, unless I 
were willing to be as badly matched in friendship 
as two oxen of different height yoked together to 
the plough.52 

And a little later: 

Although Brixius attacked me groundlessly with 
such violence that clearly he would have utterly 
ruined me, had he had the power; yet as you, my 
dear Erasmus, hold more than half of my soul 
in your possession, that fact that Brixius is your 
friend shall weigh more with me than that he is 
my enemy.53

Of these learned men, then, More, himself emi-
nent in learning, was the intimate friend. To these, 
both at home and abroad, for the sake of their vir-
tue and their scholarship, he was bound by the clos-
est of bonds.

siMon GrynAeus
But what is astonishing in so fervent a Catholic 

and so zealous a defender of the Catholic faith is 
that he honored men of learning so highly, solely 
with an eye to their literary attainments, that even 
to heretics eminent in literature he did not refuse 
his favor and his good offices. At the time when he 
was Chancellor, Simon Grynaeus,54 a well-known 
Lutheran, came to England and presented himself 
to More with a letter of introduction from Erasmus 
recommending him as a man of learning, skilled in 
Greek and of the highest eminence in polite let-
ters. How More welcomed him, Grynaeus himself 
shall testify. He brought out an edition of Plato’s 
works in Greek with some Greek commentaries of 
Proclus, and dedicated it to John More, the son of 
Sir Thomas. In the letter of dedication he writes as 
follows:

Your father at that time held the highest rank, 
but apart from that, by his many excellent qual-
ities, he was clearly marked out as the chief man 
in the realm, whilst I was obscure and unknown. 
Yet for the love of learning in the midst of public 

and private business he found time to converse 
much with me; he, the Chancellor of the King-
dom, made me sit at his table; going to and from 
the Court he took me with him and kept me ever 
at his side. He had no difficulty in seeing that my 
religious opinions were on many points different 
from his own, but his goodness and courtesy were 
unchanged. Though he differed so much from 
my views, yet he helped us in word and in deed 
and carried through my business at his own ex-
pense. He gave us a young man, of considerable 
literary attainments, John Harris, to accompany 
us on our journey, and to the authorities of the 
University of Oxford he sent a letter couched 
in such terms that at once not only were the li-
braries of all the colleges thrown open to us, but 
the students, as if they had been touched by the 
rod of Mercury, showed us the greatest favor. Ac-
cordingly I searched all the libraries of the univer-
sity, some twenty in number. They are all richly 
stocked with very ancient books, and with the 
permission of the authorities I took away several 
books of the commentaries of Proclus—  as many 
perhaps as could be set up in print within a year 
or two. I returned to my country overjoyed at the 
treasures I had discovered, laden with your fa-
ther’s generous gifts and almost overwhelmed by 
his kindness.55

Such was More’s courtesy to scholars, such his es-
teem for learning, such his favors and keen interest 
in the cause of letters. To this kindliness of More 
scholars owe the Greek commentaries of Proclus 
and the emended text of Plato. For as his own store 
of learning was exceedingly large, so did he love 
learning in others.

But he was very far from showing any favor to the 
errors of Grynaeus. At that time he was Chancellor 
of the realm, and in that office opposed an active re-
sistance to heresy, as he was bound to do. A proof of 
this is the long controversy with this same Grynaeus 
which More began at his home and afterwards con-
tinued by correspondence, in which he sought to 
wean him from his grievous heresies. (I have seen 
an account of this controversy written out in En-
glish by More, but it is imperfect.) Moreover, under 
color56 of courtesy and honor More kept Grynaeus 

52 See Letter 87, EW 308–9.  53 See 
EW 309.  54 Simon Gryner (Grynaeus) 

(ca. 1494–1541)  55 See Letter 196 in 
Corr 471–80.  
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56 pretext  57 See EW 1371.   

all the time he was in England under guard and con-
stant observation. He never allowed him to leave his 
side or the company of John Harris so long as he 
was in England, and he took the greatest care, warn-
ing him most strictly, that he should never utter to 
anyone a single word on religion.

I will close this chapter by quoting Erasmus’s 
description of More’s amiability and sweetness of 
character in his letter to Ulrich von Hutten:

He seems born and framed for friendship and is 
a most loyal and faithful friend. Nor does he fear 
the large circle of friends of which Hesiod disap-
proves. He is easy of access to all. He is not slow to 
give his affection, he is studious to foster a friend-
ship and constant in keeping it. If he chances to 
get familiar with anyone whose views he cannot 
correct, he manages to loosen and let go the inti-
macy rather than break it off suddenly. When he 
finds any sincere and according to his heart, he 
so delights in their society and conversation as to 
place in it the principal charm of life. Though he 
is somewhat careless about his own affairs, no one 
could be more diligent in the affairs of others. In 
a word, if anyone wishes to have a perfect model 
of true friendship, he cannot do better than look 
at More. In society he is so polite, so sweet-man-
nered, that no one is of so melancholy a disposi-
tion as not to be cheered by him, and there is no 
misfortune that he does not alleviate.57

ChAPter siX: his hoLiness oF LiFe

So far we have described Thomas More as a good 
citizen and a learned man. But a Cato or a Ci-

cero might thus be described. In order, then, that 
the reader may realize that More was a great man 
in every respect, that he was no less remarkable for 
his solid piety than for his learning and professional 
abilities, we will speak now of his virtues, his reli-
gion, his charity, his humility, his simplicity of life, 
and other qualities proper to a Christian, in so far 
as the particulars permit that hitherto have come to 
our knowledge, and in so far as those who were inti-
mate with him were able to observe. For if there are 
some virtues whose acts must appear outwardly and 

therefore can hardly be hidden, there are others that 
cannot be observed without the greatest difficulty.

More’s CLever LiterAry FiCtions
More was as clever in hiding his virtues as he was 

in feigning the circumstances in which his books 
were written. His Utopia, for instance, is introduced 
so naturally and in circumstances so aptly conceived 
and so probable that it deceived many of the clev-
erest, who thought they were reading what More 
had actually heard, and not a work of pure imagi-
nation. To this end serve the introduction and the 
preface of Peter Giles, who, consenting to More’s 
fiction and taking the place assigned to him, played 
his part very craftily. The artifice is not too difficult 
to detect, but the reader is beguiled, as Paul Jovius 
says, “by a pleasing romance.” With equal clever-
ness he introduces Ross as travelling in Italy and, 
at the instigation of his host, replying to Luther. 
Without Ross’s knowledge, his reply is then pub-
lished by his questioner. Indeed, during More’s life-
time no one had any suspicion that Ross was not the 
author of the book. Luther was extremely annoyed 
at finding himself so severely castigated, without 
knowing whom he might attack in return. With 
no less skill he pretends that his book A Dialogue 
of Comfort against Tribulation was written in Hun-
gary in the vernacular, translated into Latin, and 
again from the Latin into English. His references 
to Henry’s cruelty, to the disturbances in England, 
to the fear and expectation of the spread of heresy 
there, to what comfort the good may have in view 
of such evils, present or to come, are all disguised 
cleverly and naturally in the person of a Hungarian 
who speaks of the cruelty of the Turkish Emperor, 
the unrest in Hungary, and the fear of future evils, 
so that you would be convinced that a Hungarian 
is speaking of his own land and not More of En-
gland. But as in artifices of this nature he was re-
sourceful, and indeed a past master, so he took the 
greatest pains to hide, as far as possible, his virtues 
from public view. Although living in the gaze of the 
public and filling many posts in the state, yet he was 
not known by men for what he really was, and even 
from those who lived with him under the same roof 
he was able to hide much. But what was obvious 
and what his family and his friends could observe, 
we will relate exactly as it has come from their lips.
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38 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

Love oF the MAss
First, then, as regards the service of God, he lived 

almost the life of a monk. Every day before all other 
business, except sometimes his morning studies, he 
heard Mass. This self-imposed daily obligation he 
fulfilled so strictly, that once when hearing Mass 
he was summoned by the King, even two or three 
times, but refused to leave before it was finished. To 
those who urged him to come away from the Mass 
and to attend upon the King, he replied that he 
must first finish his act of homage to a higher King.

eXAMPLe oF sAint LudGer
I am hereby reminded of a similar act of piety on 

the part of Saint Ludger, the first Bishop of Mün-
ster,1 and I am sure my readers will pardon the di-
gression. He was once summoned by the Emperor 
Charlemagne to the Court. He arrived one evening, 
and very early next morning he was sent for by a 
chamberlain. He was at the time chanting the ca-
nonical hours with his followers, and replied that 
he would come when they were finished. His mes-
sage was taken back to the Emperor, who sum-
moned him a second and even a third time. But the 
Bishop, considering that the service of God was to 
be preferred to all things else, delayed to come un-
til all the psalms were ended. When at length he 
appeared in the Emperor’s presence, he was asked 
why he had despised his sovereign’s command. Fear-
less in his gaze and yet more fearless in his heart, 
he answered, “The obedience that I have ever given 
to you, sire, is conditioned by the higher obedience 
I owe to God. It was not, therefore, through con-
tempt of your Imperial Majesty, but for the sake of 
your salvation that I was solicitous first to complete 
my duty to God.” Delighted with this answer the 
Emperor replied, “My Lord Bishop, I thank you, for 
I find you now such as I have always believed you to 
be.”2 Neither did More’s devotion, all the more to 
be admired in a layman, in any way displease Henry, 
who was at that time a pious and God-fearing king.

his devout PrAyers
But to go on, he recited each day morning and 

evening prayers, to which he added the Seven Pen-
itential Psalms and the Litanies. Often, too, he said 

in addition the Gradual Psalms and the Beati Im-
maculati.3 He had also certain private prayers, some 
in Latin and some in the vernacular, which are to 
be found in his collected English Works. Following 
the example of Saint Jerome and others, he selected 
certain psalms of which he made, so to say, a psalter 
or compendium of the psalms. This he used con-
stantly, and it is to be found with the prayers just 
mentioned. In his fervent zeal for prayer he built at 
his home, in a remote part of the building,4 an ora-
tory where he could enjoy solitude and give himself 
to study, prayer and meditation. Whenever he re-
turned from the Court he used at once to go there, 
and, so to say, shaking off the dust of Court affairs, 
give himself up to complete recollection.

A ModeL PArishioner
In his parish church in the village of Chelsea he 

also built a chapel and furnished it abundantly with 
all things necessary for divine worship and with 
all suitable ornament and decoration. He was ever 
very liberal in gifts of this nature, bestowing much 
gold and silver plate upon his church. He used to 
say, “The good give, the wicked take away.” He was 
accustomed to put on a surplice and chant the re-
sponses with his priest in the parish church, even 
when he was Lord Chancellor. Once the Duke of 
Norfolk5 came upon him when he was so employed 
and warned him that the King would certainly be 
displeased at such a proceeding as too lowly, and as 
unbefitting the high position he held. He replied, 
“It cannot be displeasing to my lord the King that I 
pay my homage to my King’s Lord.” Often he used 
to serve Mass for the priest, taking the place of the 
clerk. Sometimes in the parochial processions he 
would carry the cross before the priest. Far from re-
fusing or being ashamed to perform the duty of a 
common clerk or verger, he took the greatest delight 
therein, joining as it were with David as he danced 
before the Ark of the Lord and said, “I will make 
myself meaner than I have done, and I will be little 
in my own eyes.”6 This he did regularly except when 
he was Lord Chancellor. While he held that dignity 
he was urged by his friends, on account of his high 
office, to ride on a horse in the tiring processions of 
the Rogation Days in which often a long distance is 

1 ca. 742–809  2 Surius, De vitis 
sanctorum, 7 vols. (Cologne, 1570–82)  
3 Ps 118(119)  4 “The more natural 
interpretation of Stapleton’s words both 

here and in Chapter 9 is that the ‘New 
Building’ adjoined the mainbuilding, but 
Roper’s testimony is decisive that it was 
‘a good distance from his manor house’ ” 

(H).  5 Thomas Howard (1473–1554)  
6 2 Kgs(2 Sm) 6:22  
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39His Holiness of Life

7 See EW 352.   8 EE 2750  9 Js 
6:16  10 “The story of Roper’s lapse 
into Lutheranism is told in Harpsfield. 
Stapleton quotes More’s words as being 
said to Roper, but Harpsfield recorded 
them as said to Margaret Roper. The 
facts must have been known to the exiled 
members of the More circle; we cannot 

therefore deduce that Stapleton had a 
manuscript of Harpsfield to consult. 
William Roper and Margaret More were 
married in July 1521. Stapleton would be 
very conscious of Roper’s benefactions 
especially to Douai where a Solemn 
Requiem was sung for the repose of 
Roper’s soul a month after his death which 

had occurred on January 4, 1578” (R 65, 
n. 9).  11 enema  12 “Stapleton says 
that the spots are called ronchae—  a word 
I have failed to trace elsewhere. Cresacre 
More says, ‘God’s marks (an evident 
and undoubted token of death) plainly 
appeared upon her’ (Life, p. 137)” (H).  

traversed and there is much walking to be done. He 
answered, “I will not follow on horseback my Lord, 
who goes on foot.” This was said with reference to 
the crucifix in which he venerated his Lord.

Although for some years he was the busiest of 
men, yet once he had gone into church he never 
allowed in that sacred place any single word of 
worldly affairs to be uttered. As often as he entered 
upon any new office, or undertook any business 
of difficulty, he used to fortify himself with Holy 
Communion. Sometimes he used to go on pilgrim-
ages to shrines distant as much as seven miles from 
his home and always on foot, a thing which even the 
laboring classes will scarcely do.

ZeAL in WrLtinG AGAinst heretiCs
It was from his deep religious sentiment that 

flowed the ardent zeal which animated him for the 
defense and the exposition of the Catholic faith 
against the heretics. He, unaided, did more in this 
field of labor than all the English clergy of that time 
together. Layman though he was, and constantly 
busied with affairs of state, he yet made time for 
this work; and although he was so high in honor, he 
did not disdain the ungrateful task. We have already 
shown how numerous and valuable were his writ-
ings in defense of the faith, how learned, how con-
vincing, how eloquent—  and he has hardly a rival 
for eloquence amongst English writers. When the 
heretics found themselves so powerfully attacked by 
him, they basely spread about the report that he had 
been hired by the clergy for the purpose in return 
for large sums of money. What he answered will be 
related in its proper place. A letter of his to John 
Cochlaeus bears witness to his heartfelt zeal. “I only 
wish,” he writes, “that I had such a knowledge of 
Holy Scripture and theological matters as would 
enable me to write to some purpose against those 
pests.”7 Of More’s zeal Erasmus, too, speaks in one 
of his letters. “He hates the criminal doctrines,” he 
writes, “by which the world is now miserably trou-
bled. So attached is he to piety that he does not hes-
itate to say that if he had to move in one direction 

or another, it would be toward superstition rather 
than toward impiety.”8

Conversion oF WiLLiAM roPer
From his love of God was derived the efficacy of 

his prayers. His holy prayers were very powerful 
with God. “For the continual prayer of a just man 
availeth much,”9 prayer that is ever busily active and 
energizing. We will now give some examples. More’s 
son-in-law, William Roper, who married Margaret, 
More’s eldest daughter, fell for a time into heresy.10 
More endeavored to reclaim him by frequent ear-
nest expostulations. But when he saw that his words 
were fruitless, “Henceforth,” he said, “I will not ar-
gue with you, but will pray to God for you.” A few 
days afterwards Roper of his own accord told More 
that he now detested the heresies he had embraced, 
as by the grace of God he now saw the light of the 
truth and believed in it. In after years Roper was re-
nowned for his zeal for the faith. He was a most fer-
vent Catholic to the very end of a long life, and a 
constant and generous benefactor to Catholics im-
prisoned in England or in exile abroad. A few years 
ago he fell asleep peacefully in the Lord.

reCovery oF his dAuGhter MArGAret
Margaret, More’s daughter, once had a most se-

vere attack of the sweating sickness. In such a 
sickness the only hope of life lies in a free flow of 
perspiration, but in this case, through her own care-
lessness or the negligence of those around her, the 
flow was hindered, and finally ceased altogether, so 
that the whole poison of the disease was retained 
in the body and she became delirious. Her father 
was in the greatest distress, for he loved her beyond 
all his other children. He asked the doctor whether 
a clyster11 would be of any use, and as the doctor 
thought it could do no harm, although the chance 
of its doing any good was very remote, it was tried. 
More, meanwhile, betook himself to prayer, and the 
remedy proved successful. She recovered her senses, 
perspiration again flowed freely, and over her whole 
body appeared spots12 which in others are certain 
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40 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

signs of approaching death or appear after death, 
but in her were signs of recovery. This wonderful 
cure was, as the doctor himself asserted, due to her 
father’s prayers rather than to medical skill. 

eLiZAbeth dAunCy’s vision
More’s second daughter, Elizabeth, who was 

married to John Dauncy,13 during her last illness 
became unconscious for a considerable time be-
fore death. Coming again to herself she explained 
with tears and sighs that while out of the body she 
had suffered most grievous punishments, and if the 
prayers of her father had not obtained pardon for 
her she would have had to suffer them forever. This 
happened after More’s martyrdom.

story oF the CitiZen oF WinChester
The following incident is especially remarkable 

as showing More’s sanctity and the efficacy of his 
prayers. A certain citizen of Winchester14 was for 
a long time so troubled by the gravest temptations 
to despair that prayer and the advice of his friends 
seemed of no avail. At length by a friend he was 
brought to see More, who, pitying the man’s misery, 
gave him good and prudent counsel. It was not by 
his words, however, but by his prayers to God that 
More at length obtained for the man relief from his 
grievous temptation. The man remained free from 
his distress so long as More was at liberty and he had 
access to him. But when More was imprisoned, the 
temptation returned with still greater force than 
before. The unhappy man, so long as More was in 
the Tower, spent his days in misery without hope of 
cure. But when he heard that More was condemned 
to death he went up to London in order that, at 
whatever risk to himself, he might speak to him as 
he was going out to execution. On More’s way, then, 
from the Tower to the scaffold he burst through the 
guards and cried out with a loud voice, “Do you 
recognize me, Sir Thomas? Help me, I beg you: for 
that temptation has returned to me and I cannot 
get rid of it.” More at once answered, “I recognize 
you perfectly. Go and pray for me, and I will pray 
earnestly for you.” He went away, and never again 
in his whole life was he troubled with such temp-
tations. Such was the power of More’s intercession.

Whenever any woman, in his house or in the 
neighborhood, was laboring in childbirth, he would 
always give himself to prayer and continue until he 
received tidings of a safe delivery.

More’s reverenCe For the Lord’s dAy
His reverence for the feasts of the Church was 

so great that even when he was in solitary confine-
ment he was always careful to have his best clothes 
brought to him on all the feast days. When wonder 
was expressed at his acting thus when he was alone, 
he replied that he did it not to be seen by men, but 
for the glory of God.

These are the details we have been able to gather 
concerning his truly Christian piety.

his ChArity to the Poor
To his charity toward his neighbor, his constant 

generous almsgiving bears witness. He used person-
ally to go into dark courts and visit the families of 
the poor, helping them not with small gifts but with 
two, three, or four pieces of gold, as their need re-
quired. Afterwards, when his dignity as Chancellor 
forbade him to act thus, he used to send some of 
his household who would dispense his gifts faith-
fully to needy families, and especially to the sick and 
the aged. This task was often laid upon Margaret 
Giggs, the wife of John Clement, whom More had 
brought up with his own daughters. The chief fes-
tivals of the year were his favorite times for sending 
such gifts. Very often he invited his poorer neigh-
bors to his table, receiving them graciously and fa-
miliarly. The rich were rarely invited, the nobility 
hardly ever. Moreover, in his parish, Chelsea, he 
hired a house in which he placed many who were in-
firm, poor, or old, providing for them at his own ex-
pense. In her father’s absence, Margaret Roper took 
charge of these. One poor widow, named Paula, 
who had spent all her money in litigation, he took 
into his own family and supported. Whenever he 
undertook the causes of widows and orphans, his 
services were always given gratuitously.

his Love oF ALL Men
Christ gave a sure test of a true Christian when 

he said: “By this shall all men know that you are my 

13 Elizabeth (1506–64) married 
William (not John) Daunce in 1525.  
14 “Stapleton is the sole authority for 

this incident. More was a Justice of the 
Peace for Hampshire for some years 
and his duties must have taken him to 

Winchester” (R 66, n. 11).  
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41His Holiness of Life

15 Jn 13:35  16 wicked  17 remain  
18 period of time  19 facing  20 but if: 

unless  21 office, position  22 who lieth  
23 malicious; wicked  24 inclination  

25 mediocre; common; poor  26 EW 
1339  27 See EW 1370.  

disciples, if you have love one for another.”15 Ac-
cordingly, in order that he might exclude no one 
from true Christian charity, More drew up for him-
self a remarkable argument, clear and evident in its 
reasoning, which for the common good of my read-
ers I will here transcribe. He wrote it with a coal in 
prison. I think it worthy to be written in letters of 
gold:

Bear no malice nor evil will to no man living. 
For either that man is good or naught.16 If he be 
good, and I hate him, then am I naught. 

If he be naught, either he shall amend and die 
good and go to God, or abide17 naught and die 
naught and go to the devil. And then let me re-
member that if he shall be saved, he shall not fail 
(if I be saved too, as I trust to be) to love me very 
heartily, and I shall then in likewise love him. 

And why should I now, then, hate one for this 
while,18 which shall hereafter love me for ever-
more, and why should I be now, then, enemy to 
him with whom I shall in time coming be coupled 
in eternal friendship? And, on the other side, if 
he shall continue naught and be damned, then is 
there so outrageous eternal sorrow toward19 him, 
that I may well think myself a deadly cruel wretch 
if I would not now rather pity his pain than ma-
lign his person. If one would say that we may well 
with good conscience wish an evil man harm, lest 
he should do harm to such other folk as are inno-
cent and good, I will not now dispute upon that 
point, for that root hath more branches to be well 
weighed and considered than I can now conve-
niently write (having none other pen than a coal). 
But verily thus will I say that I will give counsel 
to every good friend of mine, but if20 he be put 
in such room,21 as to punish an evil man lieth22 
in his charge by reason of his office, else leave 
the desire of punishing unto God and unto such 
other folk as are so grounded in charity, and so 
fast cleave to God, that no secret shrewd23 cruel 
affection,24 under the cloak of a just and virtuous 
zeal, can creep in and undermine them. But let us 
that are no better than men of a mean25 sort ever 
pray for such merciful amendment in other folk 
as our own conscience showeth us that we have 
need in ourselves.26

Words such as these testify not less to More’s ho-
liness than to his wisdom, his constant patience, 
and humility. Remarkable, then, was More’s love of 
God and his neighbor.

Food And CLothinG
A few words will suffice to describe the care he 

gave to his body. He partook only of one dish at ta-
ble, generally beef, of which he was fond, although 
for the sake of his position and for his family other 
dishes were on the table. But he satisfied himself 
with whatever kind of food first offered itself. As a 
young man he abstained altogether from wine for a 
long time, and as an old man he took it only when 
diluted with water, as Erasmus remarks in his let-
ter to Ulrich von Hutten.27 He paid little attention 
to his clothing. He wore silk, indeed, when his of-
ficial position demanded it; otherwise he wore the 
simplest garments and thought so little about the 
matter that he would always wear the same clothes 
unless his servant reminded him. For he had among 
his servants one, whom he called his tutor, whose 
duty it was to buy him boots, shoes, and other nec-
essary things. Once it happened that he went out 
with badly torn boots. His secretary, Harris, re-
monstrated with him. “Ask my tutor to buy me a 
new pair,” was his only reply. In short, as to what 
regarded the body, this man in his deep holiness 
wished, like a monk, to be under the authority of 
others and to obey their commands, either that his 
mind—  noble and lofty as it was—  might not be dis-
turbed by such trivial details, or, as I prefer to think, 
that he might exercise the fundamental Christian 
virtue of humility. For this reason, although he was 
a man of the soundest judgment, in many points of 
business or of study he would ask the advice of Har-
ris, his amanuensis, and beg him to warn him of any 
mistake he might make. Harris was, indeed, a man 
of ability and sound judgment, deeply attached to 
More and even more faithful than an Achates.

PenitentiAL eXerCises
That More was not simply a good Christian, but 

a deeply religious man, is shown by the fact that 
throughout his whole life on certain days and at 
certain times he wore a hair-shirt and took the dis-
cipline. These days were Fridays, the vigils of the 
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42 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

saints, and the Ember Days. Often under his chan-
cellor’s robes his body was clothed in a hair-shirt. 
The day before his death, or rather his passion, he 
sent to his daughter Margaret his hair-shirt and dis-
cipline, with a short letter written with a coal, which 
we shall give in its place. The conflict now being 
over, he laid down his arms and sent back his weap-
ons. It was in the little oratory of which we have 
spoken above that he took the discipline, for a long 
time indeed, so secretly that no one, not even his 
wife, knew it. Afterwards, through the pious curios-
ity of some of his family, the thing became known, 
but only to a very few of those who lived with him. 
More than twenty years ago Margaret, the wife of 
Doctor Clement, showed me the holy man’s hair-
shirt28 when I was at Bergen near Antwerp on a 
visit to my father of pious memory, Doctor Clem-
ent himself, and other Englishmen who had taken 
up their abode and were bringing up their families 
in that town. The hair-shirt was knotty, like a net, 
much rougher, I should think, than are commonly 
the hair-shirts of religious. His discipline, through 
some negligence, had been lost.

We have described, then, his love of God and his 
neighbor, his temperance, frugality, and mortifi-
cation. So did he “live soberly, justly, and godly in 
this world.”29 So did he mortify his earthly mem-
bers “bearing about in his body the mortification of 
Jesus Christ.”30

But this will be made yet more clear when we 
shall have to speak of some of his virtues more in 
detail, and when we shall show what a model father 
he was to his children and household.

ChAPter seven: his ConteMPt oF 
honors And PrAise

In order to understand still better the true piety 
and solid virtue of Thomas More, and the nobil-

ity of his mind, we will now consider the value he 
placed on what the world most admires. For cer-
tainly he had abundant opportunities to obtain 
what others in their folly love and desire. He was 
in the King’s Court, his honors were many, he was 
a man of wide learning; he wrote many books, his 
achievements brought him high praise. If he did 

not become rich, he certainly could have done so. 
His intellect was keen, his memory extraordinary. 
Nature, good fortune, and his own diligence com-
bined, it is difficult to decide in what proportion, 
to raise him to eminence. It is not only easy but it 
is customary for advantages of this nature to taint 
the soul, to coarsen it, to entice it to vanity. But, as 
will appear, Thomas More was so strong in spirit, so 
filled with divine grace, that none of these things 
had power to weaken him or to turn him away ever 
so little from a true knowledge of God and of him-
self. He never failed to recognize that all his gifts 
came from God, that he himself was no whit the 
better or the greater for them. Ever grounded in hu-
mility and self-contempt—  the true Christian phi-
losophy of life—  he had no desire for honors and 
wealth, and when they carne he lost none of the pi-
ety which had characterized his earlier life.

More’s disLiKe oF Court LiFe
Though not of high station, he was summoned to 

Court and made a member of the King’s Council, 
and such a one that Queen Catherine, Henry’s first 
wife, a woman of great prudence and piety, used to 
say often to the King that of all his counselors More 
alone was worthy of the position and the name. 
Nevertheless, he judged himself to be quite unfit-
ted to that mode of life and, in fact, loathed the life 
of the Court, which so many foolish men long for 
so ardently. Once the Bishop of Rochester congrat-
ulated him on his position at Court, the influence 
he had with the King and the King’s trust in him, 
which, indeed, was the fullest, as the succession of 
honors that fell to his lot shows. He answered in 
these words: 

It was with the greatest unwillingness that I came 
to Court, as everyone knows, and as the King 
himself in joke often throws up in my face. I am 
as uncomfortable there as a bad rider is in the 
saddle. I am far from enjoying the special favor 
of the King, but he is so courteous and kindly to 
all that everyone who is in any way hopeful finds 
a ground for imagining that he is in the King’s 
good graces, like the London wives who, as they 
pray before the image of the Virgin Mother of 
God which stands near the Tower, gaze upon it 

28 The hair-shirt is currently preserved at 
Buckfast Abbey, a Benedictine monastery 

in southwest England.  29 Ti 2:2  
30 2 Cor 4:10  
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43His Contempt of Honors and Praise

1 See EW 288.  2 Henry Guildford 
(1489–1532) was master of horse and 

controller of the royal household.  3 See 
EE 966 (CWE 364–65).  4 See EW 

355–56.  

so fixedly that they imagine it smiles upon them. 
But I am not so happy as to perceive signs of favor 
or so hopeful as to imagine them. But the King 
has virtue and learning, and makes great progress 
in both with daily renewed zeal, so that the more 
I see his Majesty advance in all the qualities that 
befit a good monarch, the less burdensome do I 
feel this life of the Court.1

Although, then, life at Court was not in itself at-
tractive to More, yet he took some little pleasure in 
it in so far as it was a school of goodness and piety, 
as it certainly was during the first twenty years of 
Henry’s reign. On this subject Erasmus, in a latter 
to Henry Guildford,2 wrote as follows: 

The high reputation for virtue that the English 
Court continues to enjoy, possessing as it does, 
besides a King richly endowed with all the qual-
ities of a perfect monarch, and a Queen worthy 
of him, so many men of unimpeachable charac-
ter, of learning and of piety, has moved the Prince 
of Bergen to send his son Anthony to no other 
school (AD 1519).3

resiGnAtion oF the GreAt seAL
But when its character began to change and lust 

began to rule in place of virtue, then More left the 
Court, resigning the high office he held. After he 
had held the post of Lord Chancellor for two years 
and a half—  as our annals bear witness—  he grew ut-
terly tired of the Court and its life. He had never 
loved it; he began now to hate it. With the greatest 
difficulty he obtained leave from the King to resign 
his high dignity and to be freed from the servitude 
of the Court. When his desire was granted he re-
garded it as an incomparably great benefit. We have 
already spoken of his resignation, amid the praises 
of all, of the office which he had held. Now we will 
show how joyfully and with what purpose he gave it 
up, and how convincing a testimony his resignation 
was to his virtue. As to the former, he writes thus to 
Erasmus: 

Almost from boyhood, my darling Desiderius, up 
to the present day I have ever longed to be free 
from public business so that at length I might 

have an opportunity to live to God and to myself. 
By the goodness of Almighty God and by the fa-
vor of an indulgent prince I have at last obtained 
this boon.

After some particulars as to his bad health on ac-
count of an affection of the chest, he resumes:

I turned all these matters over in my mind and 
saw that either I would have to lay down my of-
fice or fail in the due performance of its duties. I 
could not carry out all the tasks my position im-
posed on me without endangering my life, and if 
I were to die I should have to give up my office as 
well as my life. At length, I determined to give up 
one rather than both. Wherefore, for the bene-
fit both of public business and my own health, I 
humbly appealed, and not in vain, to the goodness 
of my noble and excellent Prince. His exceeding 
great favor to me, far above my deserts and be-
yond all my hopes and desires, had honored me 
with the highest dignity in the whole kingdom 
(as you know), but now that I grew weary under 
the burden his kindness was pleased to relieve me. 
I ask the prayers of all the saints that God, who 
alone can do so, will by his grace reward worthily 
the most indulgent affection of my noble Sover-
eign toward me, that whatever space of time is 
left to me may not be passed in idle and inglori-
ous ease, but be used profitably, and that I may as 
far as possible regain my bodily health.4

In the same sentiments he wrote at the time to 
John Cochlaeus: 

Although my looks have not pitied me, yet my 
health for some months past has caused me anxi-
ety. Even now I cannot shake off my indisposition, 
although I have succeeded in freeing myself from 
all my public offices. I could not, therefore, give 
due attention to my duties as chancellor with-
out allowing my health to become daily more im-
paired. Thus I was influenced by a desire to gain 
a restoration to health. But still more was I con-
cerned for the public weal, for I saw there would 
be much inconvenience if the derangement of 
my health were to bring about a derangement of 
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44 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

public business. The leisure which the kind favor 
of my noble Prince has graciously granted at my 
petition, I intend to devote to study and prayer.5

Again, in the epitaph which he composed for 
himself after his resignation and had erected in his 
parish church, he uses the following words:

He, therefore, irked and weary of worldly busi-
ness, giving up his promotions, obtained at last 
by the incomparable benefit of his most gentle 
Prince, if it please God to favor his enterprise, 
the thing which from a child in a manner always 
he wished and desired: that he might have some 
years of his life free, in which he little and little 
withdrawing himself from the business of this 
life, might continually remember the immortal-
ity of the life to come.6

his reAsons For resiGnAtion
More wrote this himself, and of course it is most 

true. Yet those who were at the time most intimate 
with him assert that these were not the sole nor the 
principal reasons why he resigned all his honors and 
begged permission to retire from Court. The King, 
who had already married Anne Boleyn,7 not only 
against the counsel of More, as we shall see later, but 
even in defiance of the Apostolic See, began to be 
changed into another man. For having once thrown 
off the restraints of shame and honor, he cast him-
self headlong into every kind of lust and evil desire. 
When the King despised the supreme authority of 
the Holy See and determined to have his own way 
and give play to his lust, More saw very clearly that 
in other matters too the King would in the future 
follow his own will and desires even against the ad-
vice of his whole Council or of Parliament. Far-see-
ing as he was, he knew that for the future he could 
not please the King without offending his Creator. 
He knew that contempt of the Apostolic See would 
lead to schism and heresy, and that even in his po-
sition of chancellor he would not be able to rem-
edy the evil under such a King. In a word, he saw 
that his conscience could no longer conform to the 
King’s will. He preferred, then, to forfeit his honors 
rather than his honor. Lastly, he longed to have lei-
sure for prayer, self-knowledge, and study, especially 

that he might launch out in full battle array against 
the heretics with whom he had already had many 
skirmishes. These were the true and the principal 
causes, as he explained them to his friends. For as 
to his health, it was not bad enough to hinder him 
from spending the whole year that intervened be-
fore his imprisonment in publishing the numerous 
lengthy works against the heretics which we have 
above mentioned. Nor was his age so advanced that 
he was unfit for further charges, for he was not yet 
fifty. It was a little more than two years afterwards 
that he suffered, and then he had not completed his 
fifty-second year.8 In truth, wishing as ever to hide 
his virtues, he attributed to necessity what really was 
the free choice of his conscience. He wished to leave 
the Court without offending the King and without 
seeking for the praises of men. That the chief mo-
tive of his resignation was that he foresaw calamities 
for the country which he could in no wise hinder, is 
evident from several conversations of his that have 
been reported.

his reMArKAbLe ForesiGht
One day during his tenure of office his son-in-law 

Roper, in whom especially he used to confide, was 
praising the flourishing state of affairs in England. 
The country was wealthy; the King was beloved at 
home and abroad. But More was in no way deceived 
by the aspect of affairs, and answered that however 
happily things were proceeding at the moment, it 
was necessary to pray earnestly that the King might 
not be soon changed for the worse and have coun-
cilors weak enough to abet him in evil.

On another occasion when More happened to be 
walking with Roper along the bank of the Thames, 
Roper was thanking God for the purity of the faith 
and for the zeal of the King in upholding it, adding 
that scarcely ever had divine worship, devout prayer, 
and purity of life been held in such high honor in 
England as at that time. More answered, “It is now 
indeed as you say, my son; but a time will soon come 
when you will see all this zeal for religion, together 
with us and others who cultivate it, brought into 
contempt and despised, and made of no more ac-
count than we make of these poor little ants.”9 As 
he spoke he scattered with his foot an ant-hill that 
he happened to see by the way.

5 See EW 358.  6 Rastell’s translation; see 
EW 372.   7 on January 25, 1533  8 At 

the time of his death in 1535, he was fifty-
seven.   9 See EW 1399.  
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45His Contempt of Honors and Praise

10 “There are a number of sayings 
attributed to More that lack confirmation; 
within a short time of his death, folk-
memory was at work. They cannot be 

rejected out-of-hand, but they should 
be accepted as part of the popular idea 
of a much-loved Londoner” (R 76, n. 
9).  11 See Mt 14:1–12; Mk 16:17–29.  

12 See Letter 196 in Corr 471–80.  
13 William Warham (ca. 1450–1532) 
resigned as chancellor in 1515.  

One day, returning from the Court, he found 
his daughters and grandchildren devoutly praying. 
“Pray earnestly now, my children,” he said, “while 
prayer is sweet and easy to you, for it will very soon 
come to pass—  and you will need the very greatest 
fortitude if you would stand firm—  that nothing 
will seem more despicable than love of prayer.”10 Ev-
ery Englishman knows how exactly his words have 
been realized for many years past.

The marriage of Anne Boleyn took place after his 
resignation, and while he was living a private life, 
for in his official capacity he would never approve 
of it. A friend of his was one day telling him that 
she was leading a life of continual pleasure at Court, 
with dances day and night, and that nothing could 
be more gay than life now was there. More replied, 
“These dances of Anne Boleyn are bringing with 
them another game of quite a different kind. Her 
dances are playing with our heads like footballs, but 
the same game will be played with her own head.”

The event very soon showed the truth of this pre-
diction. For, as we shall hereafter more fully show, 
by Anne’s instigation many good men were be-
headed, notably John Fisher, Bishop of Rochester, 
and Thomas More himself (for Henry VIII, like an-
other Herod, was enchanted by her dancing11); but 
Anne herself suffered a like death, though for a very 
different cause.

As, then, it was for such good motives that More 
resigned his high honors, it is clear that he was in no   
way puffed up by them or carried away by any vain 
desire for power and influence. He proved the truth 
of what Erasmus wrote to John More, his son, while 
his father was still in office: “It is due to philoso-
phy that your father’s high honors have in no wise 
elated him, and that the continual stress of business 
has not made him in any way less courteous.”12 For 
one whom high honors have made haughty or su-
percilious, or have filled with vainglory, would pre-
fer to throw virtue to the winds rather than fall 
from his dignity. To resign it would never enter his 
mind. More, then, obtained from Henry what Cas-
siodorus long ago obtained from his prince, that he 
might renounce all titles of honor and give himself 
entirely to fruitful study and prayer.

More PrAises WArhAM’s resiGnAtion
But More’s heroic deed can be praised worthily 

only in the words of More himself, the wise, the 
learned, the eloquent. We will, therefore, give his 
words. We do not mean that he praised his own act, 
for what would be a greater proof of vanity than 
that? But he praised the resignation of another 
chancellor, and afterwards, by imitating it, praised it 
still more. Not so long before, Warham, Archbishop 
of Canterbury, obtained leave from the King to re-
sign his office as chancellor.13 After him followed 
Wolsey, Archbishop of York, and after him More. 
Of Warham’s act More thus writes:

I ever judged your Paternity happy in the way you 
exercised your office of chancellor, but I esteem 
you much happier now that you have laid it down 
and entered on that most desirable leisure in 
which you can live for yourself and for God. Such 
leisure, in my opinion, is not only more pleasant 
than the labor you have forsaken, but more hon-
orable than all your honors. To be a judge is the 
lot of many, and sometimes of very bad men. But 
you possessed that supreme office which, when 
relinquished, is as much exposed to calumny as it 
formerly conferred authority and independence; 
and to give up this willingly is what none but a 
moderate-minded man would care, and none but 
an innocent man dare, to do.

I do not know which to admire the most, 
your modesty in willingly laying down an office 
of such dignity and power, your unworldliness 
in being able to despise it, or your integrity in 
having no fear of resignation; but together with 
many other men I give to your act my most cor-
dial approval as certainly most excellent and wise. 
Indeed I can hardly say how heartily I congratu-
late you on your singular good fortune and how 
I rejoice in it for your sake, for I see your pater-
nity retiring far away from the affairs of the world 
and the bustle of the courts, raised to a rare emi-
nence of fame both on account of the honorable 
manner in which you have held your office and 
the honorable way in which you have resigned it. 
Happy in the consciousness of duty well done, 

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

70

75

80

85



46 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

you will pass your time gently and peacefully in 
literature and philosophy. Whilst daily I appreci-
ate more and more the happiness of your lot, I re-
alize my own misery; for although I have no busi-
ness worth mentioning (yet he was at this time a 
member of the Royal Council, under-treasurer of 
the realm, and often employed in legations), yet 
my attention is fully occupied, for poor talents 
find even trivial things as much as they can man-
age. I have so little free time that I can rarely visit 
your paternity or excuse my remissness in writ-
ing—  indeed I have scarcely been able to get ready 
this present letter.

Herewith I would beg your grace to accept a 
little book (the Utopia). It was written in undue 
haste, and I fear it is lacking in wit, but a friend of 
mine, a citizen of Antwerp (Peter Giles) allowed 
his affection to outweigh his judgment, thought 
it worthy of publication and without my knowl-
edge had it printed. Although I know it is unwor-
thy of your high rank, your wide experience and 
your learning, yet I venture to send it, relying on 
the ready kindness with which you welcome all 
works of fancy, and trusting to the favor I have 
always experienced from you. Thus I hope that 
even if the book pleases you but little, yet your 
good will may be extended to the author. Fare-
well, my Lord Archbishop.14

In these words, then, did More praise the Arch-
bishop’s noble act. But as he sincerely admired and 
diligently praised the virtues of others, so was he 
careful to imitate them. All the praise, then, that he 
duly gave to Warham’s act must be credited to him-
self. No one but a humble man would care to act as 
More did, no one but a man of integrity would dare 
to. It is difficult to decide which was most admira-
ble, his modesty in laying aside his honors, his mag-
nanimity in despising them, or his integrity in not 
fearing to resign. In every way he was worthy of the 
highest praise. In a word, both in his tenure of of-
fice and in his resignation he gained fame that has 
hardly a parallel.

More Goes on eMbAssies
But to pass on, he was engaged in many import-

ant embassies. Often did he go to France to draw 

up treaties or to claim property. He accompanied 
Henry to France when that King and Francis I of 
France visited each other at Ardres. It was there 
that More had the pleasure of meeting his friend 
Budé, as is mentioned in the extract from his let-
ter to Budé, which we have given above. Twice he 
went on missions to Flanders with great state, in 
company with Cuthbert Tunstall. But though oth-
ers might be dazzled by the splendor of these em-
bassies, they were quite out of harmony with More’s 
modest and humble disposition. We quote from an-
other letter to Erasmus: “You would hardly believe 
how unwilling I am to be involved in all these nego-
tiations of princes: nothing could be more distaste-
ful to me than this legation.”15 And in another letter 
to the same: “The work of an ambassador has never 
had much attraction for me.”16 And again in an un-
printed letter to Tunstall: “What possible gain is it 
to me to be employed in embassies, for although 
my Prince is generously inclined toward me, yet far 
from seeking advancement at Court I turn away 
from it with loathing?”17

his LiterAry Modesty
As to his Utopia, we have already seen what praise 

it deservedly won from all the learned. Yet he did 
not want it to be published, but only to be shown 
to a few friends as an amusing fiction. It was af-
terwards printed, but of this action he never ap-
proved. I have already mentioned what he wrote to 
his friend Tunstall on the subject. He ascribes it to 
personal affection that Tunstall should read and ap-
prove of his trifles, as he calls the Utopia. In another 
unpublished letter to a scholar who had praised the 
book he writes: 

I cannot help feeling that the opinion you have 
of me arises from your affection rather than your 
judgment. For when love takes deep root in a soul 
it generally casts a shadow over men’s thoughts. 
This I see has happened to you, especially as it is 
my Utopia that has given you such great pleasure. 
For my view of the book is that it is worthy only 
to remain as unknown as the island itself.

This letter was written to a correspondent called 
“Anthony.”18 No surname is given, and I will not 

14 See EW 281. Stapleton is the source of 
this letter.  15 See EW 286.  16 See EW 

274.  17 See EW 275. Stapleton is the 
source of this fragmentary letter.  18 This 

“Anthony” is probably Antonio Bonvisi. 
See EW 282.  
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19 See EW 281.  20 See EW 152.  
21 EW 311–12. Stapleton is the source 

of this letter.  22 Flemish theologian (d. 
1566)  23 Erasmus’s works were put on 

the Index librorum prohibitorum in 1559.  
24 See EW 298.  

hazard a guess, although I could. And in yet another 
letter to a man who held a high position at Court, 
but whose name is unknown, he thus writes: 

I had it in mind to espouse Utopia my to Car-
dinal Wolsey alone (if my friend Peter had not, 
without my knowledge, as you know, tarnished 
the brightness of her virginity), if indeed I would 
have espoused ber to anyone and not rather kept 
her always with me in single blessedness, or per-
haps consecrated her to Vesta and consumed her 
in the goddess’ sacred fires.19 

So poorly did he think of that work which the 
whole world admires.

Anyone who reads his works which we have men-
tioned, or his letters from which we have quoted 
and will often quote, will certainly not deny his 
powers of expression and the elegance of his style. 
Yet with his customary modesty he constantly be-
wails his lack of eloquence. In the letter to Peter 
Giles, prefixed to the Utopia, he writes, “But if it 
were requisite or necessary that the matter should 
also have been written eloquently, and not alone 
truly, of a surety that thing could I have performed 
by no time nor study.”20 And yet in truth, not only 
was the subject of the book clearly conceived, but 
also developed with the greatest eloquence.

In an unprinted letter to Budé, he writes as 
follows:

If it were not for the vehemence of my desires, I 
would not dare to ask you to lessen the pain of 
your absence by writing to me. For I fear that en-
gaged as you are in the affairs of the Most Chris-
tian King, you will not enjoy much leisure, and 
for my part I am only too conscious of my remiss-
ness in this kind of duty, when letters ought to be 
answered. It is not only my lack of eloquence, my 
dear Budé, that keeps me from writing to you, but 
still more my respect for your learning. Shame 
would even have forbidden me to write this letter, 
unless another kind of shame had wrung it from 
me. This is the fear lest the letters that you have 
received from me should be published along with 
yours. If they should go forth to the world alone, 
their defects would be abundantly clear, but if 

they were side by side with yours their shameful 
poverty would be exposed as by a light of fierce 
and unpitying brilliance. For I remember that in 
our conversation mention was made of the let-
ters that I had formerly sent you, which you had 
it in your mind to publish if you thought I would 
raise no objection. It was only a passing sugges-
tion, and I forget what reply I gave. But now, as I 
think the matter over, I see that it would be safer 
if you would wait a while, at least until I revise 
my letters. It is not only that I fear there may be 
passages where the Latin is faulty, but also in my 
remarks upon peace and war, upon morality, mar-
riage, the clergy, the people, etc., perhaps what I 
have written has not always been so cautious and 
guarded that it would be wise to expose it to cap-
tious critics.21

Notice how he rates his style far below Budé’s, 
how he refused to publish his letters unless they 
were revised, how he is anxious even about the Lati-
nity of his letters, though in this there certainly 
was no ground for fear. If Erasmus, if George Cas-
sander22 and other sciolists had been as prudent and 
as humble as More, there would have been no need 
for that cleanser of libraries that we call the Index 
Expurgatorius,23 issued by the authority of Pope and 
King; nor would there be in the Church such a mul-
titude of pamphlets, useless, frivolous, scandalous, 
and offensive.

Again, although by common consent he was as el-
egant a poet as he was an eloquent orator, yet he was 
never so satisfied with his poems as to wish them to 
be given to the public. Thus in a letter to Erasmus 
he writes, “My epigrams have never pleased me very 
much, as you yourself well know, my dear Erasmus; 
for if they had not won greater favor from you and 
from some others than they ever had from me, in all 
probability they would not now be in existence.”24

More never had any greater ambition to win lit-
erary fame than he had to gain honors of state: al-
though he showed himself in the highest degree 
worthy of both the one and the other, yet he de-
liberately despised them both. Though to tread the 
path of high honor is as dangerous as to walk upon 
the house-tops, yet he remained unharmed. Vain-
glory, the cause of so many grievous falls, had no 
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48 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

power over him, for he was strong and valiant and 
firmly grounded in the love of God.

ChAPter eiGht: his ConteMPt oF 
riChes

Now we will show More’s contempt of riches— 
 another snare of the world. So many were the 

offices he held in the state, so important, so prof-
itable, for so long a time, so much favor and influ-
ence did he enjoy with King Henry, that, if he had 
desired it, he could easily have increased his for-
tune and have become one of the wealthiest of the 
English nobles. He would but have had to adopt 
the common practices of courtiers, not necessarily 
of those who now in England, where the greatest 
corruption is rife, in a very short time acquire for 
themselves wealth, property, and land, but practices 
which even at that time, when ordinary honesty 
prevailed, men of average goodness did not shrink 
from employing. He was of good family, the only 
son of his father;1 he was a most skillful lawyer, a 
successful advocate, speaker of the House of Com-
mons, under-sheriff of the city of London, member 
of the King’s Supreme Council; he was often em-
ployed on embassies; he was under-treasurer of the 
kingdom, chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, 
and finally lord chancellor of the realm; he was high 
in the King’s favor, eminent for his wisdom, wit, 
and learning, holding public appointments from 
his youth until his fiftieth year. In so rich a kingdom 
could he not have gathered together a very large for-
tune, had he wished? But in his whole life he did 
not increase his income beyond £60 per annum or 
a little more. Yet there lives now in England a min-
ister of foul lust who by similar appointments raised 
his fortune within five years to £60,000. Moreover, 
there would seem to have been ample justification 
for More to increase his income, for he supported 
in his house his four children, one son, and three 
daughters, together with the wife of the one, and 
the husbands of the others, and all their children, 
who before his imprisonment already numbered 
eleven, as we know from his epitaph.

The King offered him an honorable and generous 

pension when he returned from a successful em-
bassy, but he utterly refused it. As we have explained 
already, he was afraid that he would be forced to 
give up his honorable post of under-sheriff of the 
city, which although less profitable to himself was 
more useful to the state, or else would lose the con-
fidence of the citizens.2

he reFuses GiFts FroM the CLerGy
Later on the heretics spread the report that he 

was hired by the body of the clergy at a great price 
to write diligently against them, for his cowardly 
opponents could manufacture no graver charge. He 
answered them as follows: 

As for all the lands and fees3 that I have in all En-
gland, besides such lands and fees as I have of the 
King’s most noble Grace, is not at this day, nor 
shall be while my mother-in-law4 liveth (whose 
life and good health I pray God long keep and 
continue), worth yearly to my living the sum of 
full fifty pounds. And thereof have I some by 
my wife, and some by my father (whose soul our 
Lord assoil5), and some have I also purchased my-
self; and some fees have I of some temporal men. 
And then may every man well guess that I have no 
very great part of my living by the clergy, to make 
me very partial to them.

And over6 that, this shall I truly say: that of all 
the yearly living that I have of the King’s gracious 
gift, I have not one groat7 by the means of any 
spiritual man, but, far above my deserving, have 
had it only by his own singular bounty and good-
ness and special favor toward me.

And verily8 of any such yearly fees as I have to 
my living at this time of any other,9 I have not 
had one groat granted me since I first wrote, or 
went about to write, my Dialogue; and that was, 
ye wot10 well, the first work that I wrote in these 
matters.

But then say the brethren (as their holy father 
writeth, and telleth also diverse whom he talk-
eth with) that I have taken great rewards in ready 
money of diverse of the clergy for making of my 
books.

In good faith, I will not say nay but that11 some 

1 More’s brothers probably did not 
live to adulthood.  2 See EW 274.  
3 inheritable lands  4 stepmother  

5 absolve from sin  6 beyond  7 a 
coin worth four pence  8 truly  9 of 
any other: from anyone else  10 know  

11 say nay but that: deny that  
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49His Contempt of Riches

12 to record: as sworn witnesses  13 feoff 
me with: put me in possession of  
14 make for: pretend  15 want  16 one 

who believes salvation can come through 
works alone, without grace  17 particular  
18 trouble  19 stuff  20 EW 841–42  

21 Gn 14:22  22 Surius, De vitis 
sanctorum, 7 vols. (Cologne, 1570–82)  
23 Surius, De vitis sanctorum  

good and honorable men of them would, in re-
ward of my good will and my labor against these 
heretics, have given me much more than ever I 
did, or could, deserve. But I dare take God and 
them also to record12 that all they could never 
feoff me with13 one penny thereof, but (as I 
plainly told them) I would rather have cast their 
money into the Thames than take it. For albeit 
they were, as indeed they were, both good men 
and honorable, yet look I for my thanks of God, 
that is their better, and for whose sake I take the 
labor, and not for theirs.

And if any of the brethren, believing their holy 
fathers, think, as some of them say, that I have 
more advantage of these matters than I make 
for,14 and that I set not so little by money as to re-
fuse it when it were offered, I will not much dis-
pute with them longer upon the matter. But let 
them believe as they list,15 yet this will I be bold 
to say for myself, although they should call me 
Pharisee for the boast and Pelagian16 for my la-
bor too: that how bad soever they reckon me, I 
am not yet fully so virtuous but that of mine own 
natural disposition, without any special peculiar17 
help of grace thereto, I am both overproud and 
over-slothful also, to be hired for money to take 
half the labor and business18 in writing that I have 
taken in this gear19 since I began.20 

These words testify no less to his virtue than to his 
wit.

eXAMPLes FroM the Lives oF the sAints
Whilst I read the lines written by the no-

ble-hearted Chancellor, I recall the great patriarch, 
Abraham, returning from the slaughter of the four 
kings and refusing the booty offered him, and I 
seem to hear him say, “I lift up my hand to the Lord 
God the most high, the possessor of heaven and 
earth, that from the very woof thread unto the shoe 
latchet, I will not take of any things that are thine, 
lest thou say I have enriched Abraham.”21

Another scene, too, comes to my mind. The great 
Spiridion, so renowned for his holiness, lays his 
hands upon the Emperor Constantius and restores 
him to health. The Emperor offers him a fabulous 

sum of money, but I seem to hear his reply: “It is 
not right, sire, to repay my kindness with evil. I have 
come a long and difficult journey in obedience to 
your command, and you in return give me gold— 
 the source of all evil.”22

I recall, too, the Egyptian hermit Ephestion. 
Melania, a noble matron, had placed without his 
knowledge a sum of money in his cell. When she re-
fused to receive it back, he threw it into the river.23

Such was More’s contempt for money; in like 
manner he, too, although he could easily have ac-
quired riches, refused to do so.

It is also in point to mention here how, filling so 
many offices and appointments, he was absolutely 
innocent of all corrupt acceptance of gifts. Once 
when an accusation of this nature was brought 
against him, it was turned to ridicule, as we have re-
lated above.

How little he cared about amassing wealth, how 
thoroughly he despised it, and how bravely he bore 
the loss of it is shown by his resignation of his of-
fices and by his noble witness to the truth, which 
cost him not only his wealth, but also liberty and 
life itself.

the burninG oF his bArns
Especially noble was his conduct on one occasion 

when, for a trial of his courage and patience, Al-
mighty God permitted his family to suffer misfor-
tune and loss. He had just returned from a foreign 
embassy and was away from home with the King, 
when he received a letter written by his son-in-law 
on behalf of his distracted wife to tell him of a ca-
lamity that had occurred. Through the carelessness 
of a neighbor, part of his house and his barns, to-
gether with some barns standing near his property 
but belonging to his neighbors, had been utterly de-
stroyed by fire. It was the month of August, and the 
barns were full of the newly gathered corn. We give 
the reply he wrote to his wife:

Mistress Alice, in my most hearty wise I recom-
mend me to you. 

And whereas I am informed by my son Heron 
of the loss of our barns and our neighbors’ also 
[by fire] with all the corn that was therein; albeit 
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50 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

(saving God’s pleasure) it were great pity of 
so much good corn lost, yet since it hath liked 
him to send us such a chance, we must and are 
bounden not only to be content but also to be 
glad of his visitation. He sent us all that we have 
lost and, since he hath by such a chance taken it 
away, again his pleasure be fulfilled; let us never 
grudge24 thereat but take it in good worth25 and 
heartily thank him as well for adversity as for 
prosperity, and peradventure26 we have more 
cause to thank him for our loss than for our win-
ning, for his wisdom better seeth what is good 
for us than we do ourselves. Therefore I pray you 
be of good cheer and take all the household with 
you to church and there thank God both for that 
he hath given us and for that he hath taken from 
us and for that he hath left us, which if it please 
him he can increase when he will, and if it please 
him to leave us less yet, at his pleasure be it.

I pray you to make some good ensearch27 what 
my poor neighbors have lost and bid them take 
no thought therefor, for and28 I should not leave 
myself a spoon, there shall no poor neighbor of 
mine bear no loss by any chance happened in my 
house. I pray you be with my children and your 
household merry in God. And devise somewhat 
with your friends what way were best to take for 
provision to be made for corn for our household, 
and for seed this year coming, if ye think it good 
that we keep the ground still in our hands, and 
whether ye think it good that we so shall do or 
not, yet I think it were not best suddenly thus to 
leave it all up and to put away our folk off our 
farm, till we have somewhat advised us thereon; 
howbeit,29 if we have more now than ye shall 
need and which can get them other masters, ye 
may then discharge us of them, but I would not 
that any man were suddenly sent away he wot 
nere whither.30 At my coming hither I perceived 
none other but that I should tarry still with the 
King’s Grace, but now I shall, I think, because 
of this chance get leave this next week to come 
home and see you, and then shall we further de-
vise together upon all things what order shall be 
best to take.

And thus as heartily fare you well, with all our 
children as ye can wish, at Woodstock the third 
day of September, by the hand of 

Your loving husband, 
Thomas More, Kg.31

How characteristic is this letter! It shows the 
man of prudence, without undue solicitude for the 
goods of this world. It bespeaks the wise adminis-
trator, but above all the good Christian who in ev-
erything conforms himself to the will of God and is 
more anxious about the losses of his neighbors than 
about his own. And now notice how, as to a second 
Job, God soon restored to him twofold as a reward 
for his saint-like patience and contempt of earthly 
goods. It was in the month of September that he re-
ceived the news of this misfortune and sent the an-
swer we have just quoted. In the October following 
he was appointed chancellor of the realm, receiving 
thereby a position of such importance that not only 
was it easy for him to build up again his granaries, 
but even, if he wished, add new ones to those he 
had before.

ChAPter nine: hoW he ruLed his 
househoLd

We have spoken of Sir Thomas More as a mar-
ried man, laden with honors and master of a 

sufficient fortune, but we must now describe more 
particularly his family life, his manner of ruling his 
household and educating his children. As we have 
already found him to be a public-spirited citizen, a 
wise councilor, a learned and devout man, so now 
we shall find him, unless I am much mistaken, to 
be the best of fathers and a most capable ruler of a 
household.

desCriPtion by erAsMus
First, as regards his family, Erasmus gives a general 

description from what he had himself witnessed on 
a long visit to England during which he was a fre-
quent visitor to More’s house.1 He writes as follows: 

24 be unwilling  25 part  26 perhaps  
27 search  28 Even if  29 however  
30 wot nere whither: knows not where  
31 EW 353–54  1 “Stapleton, and others 
after him, were mistaken in saying that 

Erasmus had visited More at Chelsea. 
Erasmus left England for the last time 
in April 1517; it was not until 1523 or 
1524 that More had moved to Chelsea. 
Erasmus’s knowledge of the Chelsea 

household was gained from Holbein and 
from his servant-pupils who, from time to 
time, visited the scholar’s friends to convey 
books and gather news” (R 87, n. 1).  
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51How He Ruled His Household

2 See EW 1380.  3 This is an abbreviated 
version of a passage that can be found in 

EW 1372.  4 Psalms 1, 24(25), 66(67), 
and 129(130)  

More has built for himself on the banks of the 
Thames not far from London a country house, 
which is dignified and adequate without being so 
magnificent as to excite envy. Here he lives hap-
pily with his family, consisting of his wife, his son 
and daughter-in-law, three daughters with their 
husbands, and already eleven grandchildren. It 
would be difficult to find a man more fond of 
children than he. His wife is no longer young, but 
of so accommodating a disposition is he, or rather 
of such virtue and prudence, that if any defect ap-
pears that cannot be corrected, he sets himself to 
love it as though it were the happiest thing in the 
world. You would say that Plato’s Academy had 
come to life again. But I wrong More’s family in 
comparing it to Plato’s Academy, for in the lat-
ter the chief subjects of discussion were arithme-
tic, geometry and occasionally ethics, but the for-
mer rather deserves the name of a school for the 
knowledge and practice of the Christian faith. 
No one of either sex there neglects literature or 
fruitful reading, although the first and chief care 
is piety. There is no quarrelling; a bitter word is 
never heard; no one is ever known to be idle. 
Moreover it is not by harshness or angry words 
that More maintains so happy a discipline in 
his house, but by kindness and gentleness. All 
attend to their duty, but diligence does not ex-
clude merriment.2

But we will recount some details, some of which 
are found in the letter of Erasmus to von Hutten, 
others of which we have ourselves gathered from 
More’s relatives and friends:

He took to wife a very young girl whom he edu-
cated in literature and in every kind of music. Af-
ter she had borne him four children she died. Not 
long afterwards he married a widow, more for the 
care of his children than for his own pleasure. She 
is now getting on in years and is of a disposition 
none too tractable—  although she is a keen and 
careful housekeeper—  yet he has persuaded her 
to learn to sing to the lyre or the lute, the mono-
chord or the flute, and in this way to fulfil the 
daily task which her exacting husband imposes.3

More’s CAre For his servAnts
Of the education of his children we will speak 

later, but now we will describe the care he exer-
cised in regard to his servants. He would never al-
low them to waste their time in sloth or improper 
pastimes, as happens only too often in the houses 
of the English nobility where there is kept, accord-
ing to the custom of the nation, a large crowd of 
idle and gossiping retainers. Some of those, there-
fore, whose office it was to accompany him abroad 
he placed in charge of his garden, which he divided 
into sections—  for it was large—  assigning to each 
his share. Some he made to sing, others to play the 
organ: he allowed no one, not even if he were of no-
ble rank, to play at dice or cards. To ward off danger 
of unchastity he arranged that his menservants and 
maidservants should sleep in separate parts of the 
building, and should rarely meet together; only in 
cases of necessity were the women allowed to enter 
the part of the house in which the men lived.

Whenever he was at home it was his custom to 
gather together every evening before bedtime a 
large part of his household for night prayers. To-
gether all would kneel and recite the three Psalms, 
“Have mercy on me, O God,” “To thee, O Lord, 
have I lifted up my soul,” and “May God have mercy 
on us”; the “Hail, holy Queen,” with its prayer; 
and finally the “Out of the depths” for the dead.4 
He continued this practice even when he was lord 
chancellor.

On Sundays and feast days no one was allowed 
to be absent from the services of the Church, and 
More insisted that all should be there at the very be-
ginning of the service. On the greater feasts, Christ-
mas and Easter, he made all rise at night and assist 
at the whole of the office.

When anyone committed a fault, More would 
administer reproof with such gentleness that af-
terwards the offender would love him all the more. 
Margaret Giggs, the wife of Doctor Clement, who, 
as we have several times stated, was almost from her 
infancy brought up with More’s daughters, used to 
relate how sometimes she would deliberately com-
mit some fault that she might enjoy More’s sweet 
and loving reproof. Twice only in his life was he ever 
known to be angry. Every year on Good Friday he 
called together the whole of his family into what 
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52 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

was called the New Building—  a large edifice—  and 
there he would have the whole of our Lord’s Passion 
read to them, generally by John Harris. From time 
to time More would interrupt the reading with a 
few words of pious exhortation.

After he resigned the chancellorship, he dismissed 
all his menservants except two, and obtained good 
places for them with new masters, or otherwise am-
ply provided for them. “In truth,” writes Erasmus, 
“this house seems to be under a lucky star, for no 
one who lives there ever fails to advance in fortune, 
and no one has ever there lost his good name.”5

MeALtiMe in More’s house
At table a passage of Sacred Scripture was read 

with the commentaries of Nicholas of Lyra or some 
other ancient writer. One of his daughters would be 
the reader. The passage from Scripture was intoned 
in the ecclesiastical or monastic fashion, and was 
ended with the words “and do thou, O Lord, have 
mercy on us,” as in religious houses. The reading was 
continued until a sign was given, and then More 
would ask one of the company how this or that pas-
sage should be understood. Thereupon an intimate 
friendly conversation would take place. But if, as of-
ten happened, some learned guest were present, a 
more formal discussion of the passage read would be 
held. Afterwards More in his inimitable way would 
suggest some lighter topic, and all would be highly 
amused. Henry Patenson,6 More’s fool, would now 
join in the conversation. (Some four years before 
his passion, however, at the time when he became 
Chancellor, More removed his fool from his table 
and gave him to his father.)7 More’s four children— 
 i.e., his son and his three daughters—  together with 
Margaret Giggs used to take their turn in reading at 
table until the former were married, when Margaret 
Giggs alone read.

Lastly, as a proof of the religious spirit in which 
he ruled his family, we may quote from a letter he 
received from his daughter Margaret during his 
imprisonment. “Father,” she wrote, “what think 
you hath been our comfort since your departing 
from us? Surely the experience we have had of your 
life past and godly conversation, and wholesome 

counsel, and virtuous example, and a surety not 
only of the continuance of the same, but also a great 
increase by the goodness of our Lord.”8

This, then, is what we have to say of More as the 
ruler of a household.

ChAPter ten: hoW he eduCAted 
his ChiLdren And GrAndChiLdren

We must now speak of More as a parent and 
describe, as well as we can, how he employed 

his great gifts in the education of his children. We 
may be sure that he ever acted as befitted a scholar 
and a saint. His first care was the religious training 
of his children: second only to this was his zeal for 
their advancement in learning. As to teaching them 
how to become rich and gain high positions in the 
world, it never entered into his mind. “His house,” 
writes Erasmus with perfect truth, “was a school for 
the knowledge and practice of the Christian faith.”1

As soon, then, as his children were old enough 
to begin their education, he taught them personally 
or by a tutor. We will mention the three chief men 
who acted in More’s house as instructors to his chil-
dren and grandchildren.

John CLeMent
The first was John Clement, afterwards famous as 

a doctor of medicine and a Greek scholar, of whom, 
as we have already said, More makes mention in the 
beginning of the Utopia. Later on he lectured on 
Greek literature at Oxford with great success. More, 
in an unprinted letter to Erasmus, speaks of him as 
follows: 

Clement my son lectures at Oxford to an audi-
ence larger than has ever gathered to any other 
lecturer. It is astonishing how universal is the ap-
probation and the love he gains. Even those to 
whom classical literature was almost anathema 
now show attachment to him, attend his lectures 
and gradually modify their opposition. Linacre, 
who, as you know, never praises anyone extrav-
agantly, cannot contain his admiration for his 

5 See EW 1372.  6 Patenson appears in 
Holbein’s sketch of More’s family and is 
mentioned by More in his Confutation 
of Tyndale’s Answer (CW 8.2: 900–901).  

7 and gave him to his father: “Whose 
father? This has usually been interpreted 
as More’s father, Sir John; but he was 
probably living at Chelsea during the time. 

Could it not mean Patenson’s own father?” 
(R 90, n. 5).  8 EW 1309  1 See EW 
1380.  
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53How He Educated His Children and Grandchildren

2 See EW 291.  3 William Gonell (d. 
1560) was a schoolmaster and previously 
employed by Erasmus.  4 perhaps Roger 
Drew (Drewe or Drewys), Fellow of All 
Souls, Oxford, from 1512  5 Nicholas 
Kratzer (1486/7–1550) of Munich 
went to England in 1517 and became 

Astronomer to the King in 1519.  
6 “This paragraph suggests that Stapleton 
must have been using notes as he could 
hardly have carried all these names in his 
head over the years. On the other hand 
they are the kind of information an old 
family servant like Dorothy Harris would 

remember. There are some slips, but lack of 
records makes it impossible to check each 
name. See Genealogies A and B in E. E. 
Reynolds’s Margaret Roper” (R. 93, n. 4).  
7 published in Louvain, 1570  8 William  
9 Ps 127(128):3  

letters, so that, although I love Clement so much, 
I am almost tempted to envy him for the high 
praises heaped upon him.2 

John Clement has translated various works from 
Greek into Latin—  among other things many let-
ters of Gregory Nazianzen, which are no longer ex-
tant, and the Synaxarion of Nicephorus Callistus, 
or homilies on all the saints of the Greeks, accord-
ing to their calendar. I can testify that he translated 
these two works with the greatest accuracy and elo-
quence, for at his request I helped him to compare 
his text with the Greek original. His wife Margaret 
had formerly been his pupil, together with More’s 
own daughters, but now, incredible though it may 
seem, she helped her husband to get the exact force 
of the Greek idiom in more difficult passages.

other tutors
Clement was succeeded as tutor in More’s family 

by William Gonell,3 a very learned man, who after-
wards lived for many years at Cambridge, lecturing 
and holding positions of authority.

Gonell was succeeded by Richard Hirt, who 
taught the grandchildren after the marriage of 
More’s children. I find also that a certain Drew4 and 
a Nicholas5 were tutors of More’s children or grand-
children, as will appear from the following letters.

subJeCts oF study
The subjects of study were not only Latin and 

Greek literature, but also logic and philosophy, in 
which subject formal disputations were arranged, 
and also mathematics. Sometimes, too, the writings 
of the fathers were read, as I will show from More’s 
correspondence. The pupils exercised themselves in 
the Latin tongue almost every day, translating En-
glish into Latin and Latin into English. More had 
written in Latin to the University of Oxford a sort 
of apology for classical learning, from which we 
have quoted above. I have seen another Latin ver-
sion of this made by one of his daughters, and an 
English version by another. To show the reader how 

zealously More trained his children in studies of 
this kind and his reasons for doing so, I will quote 
in full a letter that has never yet been printed, ad-
dressed by him to William Gonell, one of his tutors.

the PuPiLs in More’s sChooL
First, however, it will be well to enumerate briefly 

the children and grandchildren of More6 who were 
educated in his house, so that the reader may be as 
well acquainted with the pupils of the school as he 
has already become with the tutors. More had no 
children by his second wife, who was a widow when 
he married her, but by his first he had one son, John, 
and three daughters, Margaret, Elizabeth, and Ce-
cily. Margaret was married to William Roper and 
bore him two sons, Thomas and Anthony, and 
three daughters, Elizabeth, Mary, and Margaret. 
Of these Mary, who was most like her mother, be-
came a lady of great learning and lady-in-waiting 
to Queen Mary. She translated into English that 
part of the Treatise on our Lord’s Passion that Sir 
Thomas More had written in Latin, and did it in 
so pure and eloquent a style that it can hardly be 
distinguished from the style of her grandfather. She 
translated also the Ecclesiastical History of Euse-
bius from Greek into Latin, but, as Bishop Chris-
topherson wrote a version that was more exact,7 
she did not publish hers. Elizabeth, More’s second 
daughter, married John8 Daunce and bore him five 
sons, John, Thomas, Bartholomew, William, and 
Germain, and two daughters, Alice and Elizabeth. 
Cecily, More’s third daughter, became the wife of 
Giles Heron and had two sons, John and Thomas, 
and one daughter, Anne. John More, Sir Thomas’s 
only son, took to wife Anne Cresacre, and had of 
her five sons,

Thomas, Augustine, Edward, Bartholomew, and 
another Thomas, and one daughter, Anne. This nu-
merous progeny recalls the verse of the Psalmist: 
“Thy children as olive plants, round about thy ta-
ble.”9 Of those just mentioned, More’s own four 
children and eleven of his grandchildren were in-
structed in his school during his lifetime. Of his 
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54 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

twenty-one grandchildren ten were born after his 
martyrdom. Margaret Giggs, afterwards the wife of 
John Clement was educated with his children. Now 
let us come to More’s letter to Gonell.

Letters iLLustrAtinG the eduCAtion 
oF More’s ChiLdren

I have received, my dear Gonell, your letter, ele-
gant, as your letters always are, and full of affec-
tion. From your letter I perceive your devotion 
to my children; I argue their diligence from their 
own. Every one of their letters pleased me, but 
I was particularly pleased, because I notice that 
Elizabeth shows a gentleness and self-command 
in the absence of her mother, which some chil-
dren would not show in her presence. Let her 
understand that such conduct delights me more 
than all possible letters I could receive from any-
one. Though I prefer learning joined with virtue 
to all the treasures of kings, yet renown for learn-
ing, when it is not united with a good life, is noth-
ing else than splendid and notorious infamy; this 
would be specially the case in a woman. Since er-
udition in women is a new thing and a reproach 
to the sloth of men, many will gladly assail it, 
and impute to literature what is really the fault 
of nature, thinking from the vices of the learned 
to get their own ignorance esteemed as virtue. 
On the other hand, if a woman (and this I de-
sire and hope with you as their teacher for all my 
daughters) to eminent virtue should add an out-
work of even moderate skill in literature, I think 
she will have more real profit than if she had 
obtained the riches of Croesus and the beauty 
of Helen. I do not say this because of the glory 
which will be hers, though glory follows virtue 
as a shadow follows a body, but because the re-
ward of wisdom is too solid to be lost like riches 
or to decay like beauty, since it depends on the 
intimate conscience of what is right, not on the 
talk of men, than which nothing is more foolish 
or mischievous.

It belongs to a good man no doubt to avoid 
infamy, but to lay himself out for renown is the 
conduct of a man who is not only proud, but ri-
diculous and miserable. A soul must be without 
peace which is ever fluctuating between elation 
and disappointment from the opinions of men. 
Among all the benefits that learning bestows 

on men, there is none more excellent than this, 
that by the study of books we are taught in that 
very study to seek not praise, but utility. Such has 
been the teaching of the most learned men, espe-
cially of philosophers, who are the guides of hu-
man life, although some may have abused learn-
ing, like other good things, simply to court empty 
glory and popular renown.

I have dwelt so much on this matter, my dear 
Gonell, because of what you say in your let-
ter, that Margaret’s lofty character should not 
be abased. In this judgment I quite agree with 
you; but to me, and, no doubt, to you also, that 
man would seem to abase a generous character 
who should accustom it to admire what is vain 
and low. He, on the contrary, raises the charac-
ter who rises to virtue and true goods, and who 
looks down with contempt from the contem-
plation of what is sublime, on those shadows of 
good things which almost all mortals, through 
ignorance of truth, greedily snatch at as if they 
were true goods.

Therefore, my dear Gonell, since we must 
walk by this road, I have often begged not you 
only, who, out of your affection for my children, 
would do it of your own accord, nor my wife, 
who is sufficiently urged by her maternal love for 
them, which has been proved to me in so many 
ways, but all my friends, to warn my children to 
avoid the precipices of pride and haughtiness, 
and to walk in the pleasant meadows of mod-
esty; not to be dazzled at the sight of gold; not 
to lament that they do not possess what they er-
roneously admire in others; not to think more of 
themselves for gaudy trappings, nor less for the 
want of them; neither to deform the beauty that 
nature has given them by neglect, nor to try to 
heighten it by artifice; to put virtue in the first 
place, learning in the second; and in their studies 
to esteem most whatever may teach them piety 
toward God, charity to all, and Christian humil-
ity in themselves. By such means they will receive 
from God the reward of an innocent life, and 
in the assured expectation of it, will view death 
without horror, and meanwhile possessing solid 
joy, will neither be puffed up by the empty praise 
of men, nor dejected by evil tongues. These I con-
sider the genuine fruits of learning, and though I 
admit that all literary men do not possess them, I 
would maintain that those who give themselves 
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to study with such views, will easily attain their 
end and become perfect.

Nor do I think that the harvest will be much 
affected whether it is a man or a woman who 
sows the field. They both have the same human 
nature, which reason differentiates from that 
of beasts; both, therefore, are equally suited for 
those studies by which reason is cultivated, and 
becomes fruitful like a ploughed land on which 
the seed of good lessons has been sown. If it be 
true that the soil of woman’s brain be bad, and 
apter to bear bracken than corn, by which saying 
many keep women from study, I think, on the 
contrary, that a woman’s wit is on that account all 
the more diligently to be cultivated, that nature’s 
defect may be redressed by industry. This was the 
opinion of the ancients, of those who were most 
prudent as well as most holy. Not to speak of the 
rest, Saint Jerome and Saint Augustine not only 
exhorted excellent matrons and most noble vir-
gins to study, but also, in order to assist them, dil-
igently explained the abstruse meanings of Holy 
Scripture, and wrote for tender girls letters re-
plete with so much erudition, that nowadays old 
men, who call themselves professors of sacred sci-
ence, can scarcely read them correctly, much less 
understand them. Do you, my learned Gonell, 
have the kindness to see that my daughters thor-
oughly learn these works of those holy men. From 
them they will learn in particular what end they 
should propose to themselves in their studies and 
what is the fruit of their endeavors, namely the 
testimony of God and a good conscience. Thus 
peace and calm will abide in their hearts and they 
will be disturbed neither by fulsome flattery nor 
by the stupidity of those illiterate men who de-
spise learning.

I fancy that I hear you object that these pre-
cepts, though true, are beyond the capacity of 
my young children, since you will scarcely find a 
man, however old and advanced, whose mind is 
so firmly set as not to be tickled sometimes with 
desire of glory. But, dear Gonell, the more I see 
the difficulty of getting rid of this pest of pride, 
the more do I see the necessity of getting to work 
at it from childhood. For I find no other reason 
why this evil clings so to our hearts, than because 
almost as soon as we are born, it is sown in the 

tender minds of children by their nurses, it is cul-
tivated by their teachers, and brought to its full 
growth by their parents; no one teaching even 
what is good without, at the same time, awak-
ening the expectation of praise, as of the proper 
reward of virtue. Thus we grow accustomed to 
make so much of praise, that while we study how 
to please the greater number (who will always be 
the worst) we grow ashamed of being good (with 
the few). That this plague of vainglory may be 
banished far from my children, I do desire that 
you, my dear Gonell, and their mother and all 
their friends, would sing this song to them, and 
repeat it, and beat it into their heads, that vain-
glory is a thing despicable, and to be spit upon; 
and that there is nothing more sublime than that 
humble modesty so often praised by Christ; and 
this your prudent charity will so enforce as to 
teach virtue rather than reprove vice, and make 
them love good advice instead of hating it. To 
this purpose nothing will more conduce than to 
read to them the lessons of the ancient fathers, 
who, they know, cannot be angry with them; and, 
as they honor them for their sanctity, they must 
needs be much moved by their authority. If you 
will teach something of this sort, in addition to 
their lesson in Sallust—  to Margaret and Eliza-
beth, as being more advanced than John and Ce-
cily—  you will bind me and them still more to 
you. And thus you will bring about that my chil-
dren, who are dear to me by nature, and still more 
dear by learning and virtue, will become most 
dear by that advance in knowledge and good con-
duct. Adieu.

From the Court on the Vigil of Pentecost.10

This letter of More on the education of his chil-
dren is worthy of him: it shows the love of a fa-
ther, the wisdom of a philosopher, and the faith of 
a Christian. If the state had many such fathers to 
teach their children to fly from vainglory, to love 
virtue, and to be diligent in learning, vice would 
not be so rampant nor accursed pride so prevalent. 
More in his wisdom avoided the error, so common 
in parents, of which Augustine in his treatise on 
Christian education writes as follows: 

Christian parents, when they send their sons to 

10 Father Bridgett’s translation with one passage added. See EW 288–90. Stapleton is the source of this letter.  
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school, say to them, “Be diligent in learning.” 
“Why?” “That you may become a man—  i.e., that 
you may take a prominent place amongst men.” 
But no one says to them, “That you may be able to 
read the Gospels.” We have taken immense pains 
to learn what must certainly perish, and we shall 
perish with it.

That More did not share such sentiments the single 
letter that we have quoted is a proof. When More 
was away from home, following the King and the 
Court as he so frequently had to do, he made it his 
practice often to write to his school, receiving fre-
quent letters in return. By this interchange of cour-
tesy he stimulated their diligence, practiced their 
powers, and urged them to greater progress. As an 
illustration I will add one or two more of his letters:

Thomas More to his whole school:
See what a compendious salutation I have 

found, to save both time and paper, which would 
otherwise have been wasted in reciting the names 
of each one of you, and my labor would have been 
to no purpose, since, though each of you is dear 
to me by some special title, of which I could have 
omitted none in a set and formal salutation, no 
one is dearer to me by any title than each of you 
by that of scholar. Your zeal for knowledge binds 
me to you almost more closely than the ties of 
blood. I rejoice that Master Drew has returned 
safe, for I was anxious, as you know, about him. 
If I did not love you so much I should be really 
envious of your happiness in having so many and 
such excellent tutors. But I think you have no 
longer any need of Master Nicholas, since you 
have learnt whatever he had to teach you about 
astronomy. I hear you are so far advanced in that 
science that you can not only point out the polar 
star or the dog star, or any of the constellations, 
but are able also—  which requires a skillful and 
profound astrologer—  among all those heavenly 
bodies, to distinguish the sun from the moon! Go 
forward then in that new and admirable science 
by which you ascend to the stars. But while you 
gaze on them assiduously, consider that this holy 
time of Lent warns you, and that beautiful and 
holy poem of Boetius keeps singing in your ears, 
to raise your mind also to heaven, lest the soul 

look downwards to the earth, after the manner of 
brutes, while the body looks upwards. Farewell, 
my dearest. From Court, the 23rd March.11

Although he was in high office and always busily 
engaged in affairs of state, yet here he comes down 
to the level of his children’s studies, jokes with them 
in neat and witty phrases, while each of them had, 
by a carefully written composition, to give a proof 
of his diligence. Lest it should be thought that such 
correspondence was rare or occasional, I will add 
other letters of More to his school (although they 
are by this time almost worn to pieces) in which he 
gives advice, exhortation, and precepts for letters of 
this nature, treating of diligence, of invention, of 
the right disposition of words, etc.:

Thomas More to his dearest children and to Mar-
garet Giggs, whom he numbers amongst his own:

The Bristol merchant brought me your letters 
the day after he left you, with which I was ex-
tremely delighted. Nothing can come from your 
workshop, however rude and unfinished, that will 
not give me more pleasure than the most accurate 
thing another can write. So much does my affec-
tion for you recommend whatever you write to 
me. Indeed, without any recommendation, your 
letters are capable of pleasing by their own merits, 
their wit and pure Latinity. There was not one of 
your letters that did not please me extremely; but, 
to confess ingenuously what I feel, the letter of 
my son John pleased me best, both because it was 
longer than the others, and because he seems to 
have given to it more labor and study. For he not 
only put out his matter prettily and composed 
in fairly polished language, but he plays with me 
both pleasantly and cleverly, and turns my jokes 
on myself wittily enough. And this he does not 
only merrily, but with due moderation, showing 
that he does not forget that he is joking with his 
father, and that he is cautious not to give offense 
at the same time that he is eager to give delight.

Now I expect from each of you a letter almost 
every day. I will not admit excuses—  John makes 
none—  such as want of time, sudden departure of 
the letter carrier, or want of something to write 
about. No one hinders you from writing, but, 
on the contrary, all are urging you to do it. And 

11 Father Bridgett’s translation. See EW 312. Stapleton is the source of this letter.  
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57How He Educated His Children and Grandchildren

that you may not keep the letter carrier waiting, 
why not anticipate his coming, and have your let-
ters written and sealed, ready for anyone to take? 
How can a subject be wanting when you write to 
me, since I am glad to hear of your studies or of 
your games, and you will please me most if, when 
there is nothing to write about, you write about 
that nothing at great length. Nothing can be eas-
ier for you, since you are girls, loquacious by na-
ture, who have always a world to say about noth-
ing at all.

One thing, however, I admonish you, whether 
you write serious matters or the merest trifles, it is 
my wish that you write everything diligently and 
thoughtfully. It will be no harm, if you first write 
the whole in English, for then you will have much 
less trouble in turning it into Latin; not having to 
look for the matter, your mind will be intent only 
on the language. That, however, I leave to your 
own choice, whereas I strictly enjoin you that 
whatever you have composed you carefully ex-
amine before writing it out clean; and in this ex-
amination first scrutinize the whole sentence and 
then every part of it. Thus, if any solecisms have 
escaped you, you will easily detect them. Cor-
rect these, write out the whole letter again, and 
even then examine it once more, for sometimes, 
in rewriting, faults slip in again that one had ex-
punged. By this diligence your little trifles will 
become serious matters; for while there is noth-
ing so neat and witty that will not be made in-
sipid by silly and inconsiderate loquacity, so also 
there is nothing in itself so insipid, that you can-
not season it with grace and wit if you give a little 
thought to it. Farewell, my dear children. From 
the Court, the 3rd September.12

This letter of More shows very clearly his care-
ful diligence and zealous solicitude that his children 
should be instructed and frequently exercised in lit-
erature. Not only does he exhort them as a father, 
but like a master he teaches them, and by his most 
eloquent letters points out the way to them and 
stimulates them by his example, himself first car-
rying out what so earnestly he desires them to do. 
So much indeed did he have this matter at heart, 
so carefully did he watch over the instruction of his 
children in religion and learning that when there 

seemed to be some little negligence, or at any rate 
not that diligence he so earnestly desired, he made 
up his mind to leave the Court and his public career 
rather than allow the education of his family to fall 
below the high standard he had fixed.

In this sense he wrote to Margaret, his favorite 
daughter:

I was delighted to receive your letter, my dearest 
Margaret, informing me of Shaw’s condition. I 
should have been still more delighted if you had 
told me of the studies you and your brother are 
engaged in, of your daily reading, your pleasant 
discussions, your essays, of the swift passage of 
the days made joyous by literary pursuits. For al-
though everything you write gives me pleasure, 
yet the most exquisite delight of all comes from 
reading what none but you and your brother 
could have written.

And the letter concludes: 

I beg you, Margaret, tell me about the prog-
ress you are all making in your studies. For I as-
sure you that, rather than allow my children to 
be idle and slothful, I would make a sacrifice of 
wealth, and bid adieu to other cares and business, 
to attend to my children and my family, amongst 
whom none is more dear to me than yourself, my 
beloved daughter.13

Such letters well describe the tenderness of his fa-
therly love and care. How much pleasure and delight 
he took in the diligent labors of his children, how 
large a portion of earth’s joys he placed in their prog-
ress, how generously he praised their success will 
appear from yet another letter to all his daughters, 
which therefore I will transcribe in full:

Thomas More to Margaret, Elizabeth, Cecily his 
dearest daughters, and to Margaret Giggs as dear 
as though she were a daughter:

I cannot express, my dearest children, the very 
deep pleasure your eloquent letters gave me, es-
pecially as I see that although travelling and fre-
quently changing your abode you have not al-
lowed your customary studies to be interfered 
with, but have continued your exercises in logic, 

12 Father Bridgett’s translation. See EW 316–17. Stapleton is the source of this letter.  13 See EW 290.  

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

70

75

80



58 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

rhetoric, and poetry. I am now fully convinced 
that you love me as you should since I see that, al-
though I am absent, yet you do with the greatest 
eagerness what you know gives me pleasure when 
I am present. When I return, you shall see that 
I am not ungrateful for the delight your loving 
affection has given me. I assure you that I have 
no greater solace in all the vexatious business in 
which I am immersed than to read your letters. 
They prove to me the truth of the laudatory re-
ports your kind tutor sends of your work, for if 
your own handwriting did not bear witness to 
your zealous study of literature, it might be sus-
pected that he had been influenced by his good 
nature rather than by the truth. But now by what 
you write you support his credit, so that I am 
ready to believe what would otherwise be his in-
credible reports upon the eloquence and wit of 
your essays.

So I am longing to return home that I may 
place my pupil by your side and compare his 
progress with yours. He is, I fear, a little lazy, for 
he cannot help hoping that you are not really 
quite so advanced as your teacher’s praise would 
imply. Knowing how persevering you are, I have a 
great hope that soon you will be able to overcome 
your tutor himself, if not by force of argument, 
at any rate by never confessing yourselves beaten. 
Farewell, my most dear children.14

We learn from this letter of More what great 
progress his children had made, how high a stan-
dard their literary exercises reached, how eagerly he 
urged them forward and with what great delight he 
heard of their advance in learning.

For More’s school, Erasmus annotated the Nux 
of Ovid,15 and to it also he dedicated his work. Of 
this school, too, Louis Vives16 makes honorable 
mention in the book he wrote for Catherine of 
Castile,17 Queen of England, on the education of a 
princess. Finally to John More, the only son of Sir 
Thomas More, Erasmus dedicated his edition of Ar-
istotle18 and Simon Grynaeus his edition of Plato, as 
to a young man deeply versed both in Greek and in 
philosphy. We have quoted above some portions of 
their dedicatory letters, but I will add a few details, 

which are more properly in place here, from the let-
ter of Simon Grynaeus to John More:

To you (he writes), who by the right of your fa-
ther’s virtues are the heir to all that his good 
deeds have effected, it was necessary that I should 
dedicate these books of Proclus, which are full of 
admirable teaching and have been published by 
our labor indeed, but by the benefits I have re-
ceived from your family. I hope too that while on 
the one hand your name will be an ornament to 
my books, on the other hand they may be of con-
siderable use to you, conversant as I know you to 
be with all these serious questions, both by your 
long intercourse with your father and by the 
company of your highly cultured sisters. Enthu-
siasm for learning has carried you and your sis-
ters—  a prodigy in our age—  to such heights of 
proficiency that no difficult question of science 
or philosophy is now beyond you. To minds so 
appreciative of all that is beautiful, what can be 
more suited than this author whose skill is unri-
valled in clearness of exposition, depth of treat-
ment and breadth of view?19

These are the words of Grynaeus in the letter of 
dedication to John More, which he prefixed to his 
edition of Plato. Lastly I will place one of More’s let-
ters to his daughter Margaret, which expresses very 
beautifully the depth and tenderness of his paternal 
love:

You ask, my dear Margaret, for money, with too 
much bashfulness and timidity, since you are ask-
ing from a father who is eager to give, and since 
you have written to me a letter such that I would 
not only repay each line of it with a golden Philip-
peus, as Alexander did the verses of Cherilos, but, 
if my means were as great as my desire, I would re-
ward each syllable with two gold ounces. As it is, 
I send only what you have asked, but would have 
added more, only that as I am eager to give, so am 
I desirous to be asked and coaxed by my daugh-
ter, especially by you, whom virtue and learning 
have made so dear to my soul. So the sooner you 
spend this money well, as you are wont to do, and 

14 See EW 284.  15 Commentarius in 
Nucem Ovidii, Basel, 1524  16 Juan Luis 
Vives (1492–1540), Valencian humanist 

and advisor to Catherine of Aragon  
17 i.e., Catherine of Aragon  18 the 
second edition (Basle, 1531)  19 See 

Letter 196 in Corr 471–80.  
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59Margaret Roper, His Eldest Daughter

the sooner you ask for more, the more you will be 
sure of pleasing your father. Goodbye, my dear-
est child.20

But Margaret Roper deserves a chapter to herself.

ChAPter eLeven: MArGAret roPer, 
his eLdest dAuGhter

According to Holy Scripture, “A wise son ma-
keth his father glad,”1 and before we con-

clude this portion of our work in which we describe 
More as a father, we must speak of one of his chil-
dren who was wise indeed, and made the heart of 
her wise father exceeding glad. What progress she 
made we will show by some of her father’s letters to 
her, which make delightful reading not only by the 
charm of their style, as do all More’s letters, but by 
the novelty of their subject-matter. They will prove 
that in literature and other branches of study she 
attained a degree of excellence that would scarcely 
be believed in a woman. From them it will also ap-
pear how thorough and how successful was the ed-
ucation of the rest of his children, but of them we 
shall say nothing, not because nothing deserves to 
be said, but because insufficient details have come 
down to us. But of Margaret, More’s eldest daugh-
ter, the wife of the excellent William Roper, some 
of her father’s letters which I have found give us ad-
equate knowledge.

MArGAret’s LiterAry sKiLL
More than all the rest of his children, she resem-

bled her father, as well in stature, appearance, and 
voice, as in mind and in general character. She wrote 
very eloquently prose and verse both in Greek and 
Latin. Two Latin speeches, written as an exercise, 
which I have myself seen, are in style elegant and 
graceful, while in treatment they hardly yield to her 
father’s compositions. Another speech, first written 
in English, was translated by both the father and the 
daughter separately into Latin with such great skill 
that one would not know which to prefer. When 
More wrote his book on the Four Last Things, he 

gave the same subject to Margaret to treat, and 
when she had completed her task, he affirmed most 
solemnly that the treatise of his daughter was in no 
way inferior to his own. As Saint Augustine had his 
Adeodatus, whose admirable talents he could never 
sufficiently admire, so had More his Margaret.

she eMends A FAuLty teXt oF sAint 
CyPriAn

The learned John Coster in his commentaries on 
Vincent of Lerins2 writes thus of her: 

At one time an English doctor of medicine, 
named Clement, a man of great eminence and a 
first-rate Greek scholar, used very kindly to talk 
over literary matters with me. He spoke much of 
Sir Thomas More, with whom he had lived on 
terms of intimacy, of his gentleness, his piety, his 
wisdom and his learning. Often, too, he spoke of 
Margaret, More’s daughter, whose talents and at-
tainments he highly extolled. “To show you,” he 
said, “the truth of what I say, I will quote you a 
very corrupt passage from Saint Cyprian, which 
she, without any help from the text, restored 
most happily. This was the sentence: Absit enim 
ab ecclesia Romana vigorem suum tam prophana 
facilitate dimittere, et nisi vos severitatis, eversa fi-
dei majestate dissolvere. This text was so corrupt 
as to be meaningless, but Margaret, by proposing 
nervos for nisi vos, gave to the passage an easy and 
obvious sense, thus: ‘Far be it from the Roman 
Church to relax its vigor with such culpable neg-
ligence or to weaken the bonds of severity in a 
manner so unbefitting the dignity of the faith.’ ”

Jacobus Pamelius acknowledges the emendation 
made by Margaret in his notes upon this passage of 
Cyprian.3

A letter to her from Erasmus is to be found in 
the 26th book of the latter’s correspondence dated 
1529.4 He writes to her not only as to a gentle-
woman, but as to an eminent scholar.

20 Father Bridgett’s translation. See EW 
290–91.  1 Prv 10:1  2 Pro Catholicae 
fidei antiquate, St. Vincent de Lérins, 
edited by John Coster (Louvain, 1552), 

Chapter 9. “The conversation must 
have taken place during the first exile at 
Louvain of the Clements, 1549–53” (R 
104, n. 2).  3 Opera D. Caecilii Cypriani 

Carthaginiensis Episcopi, St. Cyprian, 
edited by Pamelius (Antwerp, 1568).  
4 EE 2233 (CWE 16: 87–89)  
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60 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

she obtAins ACCess to the toWer
Of all More’s children Margaret alone had, by 

permission of the King, access to him during his im-
prisonment. This she obtained by a skillful ruse. She 
wrote to her father a letter in which she seemed to 
urge him to give up his own determination and con-
form himself to the King’s will. These were far from 
being her real sentiments, for no one understood 
and sympathized with her father’s mind more fully 
than she; but she expected that as usual her letter 
would be intercepted and examined by the King’s 
Council, and hoped that she would be allowed per-
mission to visit him in order to induce him to fol-
low the King’s desire. Her ruse succeeded, and for 
a considerable time she was allowed access to him. 
When at length visits were forbidden, she wrote 
him many letters and received from him many in 
reply, as later on will be shown in its due place. Our 
task at present is to show from her father’s letters 
how high were her literary attainments.

Letters oF More to his dAuGhter
We have before related how great was the praise 

given to one of her letters by Reginald Pole who 
chanced to be with More when it came. We will 
now add the portions of More’s letter which follow 
the passage already quoted. If we had no other ev-
idence of her scholarship, this one letter of More 
would provide abundant testimony:

Meanwhile (he writes) something I once said to 
you in joke came back to my mind, and I real-
ized how true it was. It was to the effect that you 
were to be pitied, because the incredulity of men 
would rob you of the praise you so richly deserved 
for your laborious vigils, as they would never be-
lieve, when they read what you had written, that 
you had not often availed yourself of another’s 
help; whereas of all writers you least deserved to 
be thus suspected. Even when a tiny child you 
could never endure to be decked out in anoth-
er’s finery. But, my sweetest Margaret, you are all 
the more deserving of praise on that account. Al-
though you cannot hope for an adequate reward 
for your labor, yet nevertheless you continue to 
unite to your singular love of virtue the pursuit of 
literature and art. Content with the approbation 
of your conscience, in your modesty you do not 

seek for the praise of the public, nor value it over-
much even if you receive it, but because of the 
great love you bear us, you regard us—  i.e., your 
husband and myself—  as a sufficiently large circle 
of readers for all that you write.

In your letter you speak of your approaching 
confinement. We pray most earnestly that all may 
go happily and successfully with you. May God 
and our Blessed Lady grant you happily and safely 
a little one like to his mother in everything except 
sex. Yet let it by all means be a girl, if only she will 
make up for the inferiority of her sex by her zeal 
to imitate her mother’s virtue and learning. Such 
a girl I should prefer to three boys. Goodbye, my 
dearest child.5

It is abundantly clear from this letter that Marga-
ret’s learning was of no ordinary or common kind. 
She had produced works which fully deserved to be 
published and read by all, although the bashfulness 
of her sex, or her humility, or the almost incredible 
novelty of the thing (as More hints) never allowed 
her to consent to publication.

Should anyone suspect that so high an opinion of 
the daughter is to be ascribed to the over-indulgent 
love of the father (though More was the last man to 
be guilty of such distortion of judgment), then let 
him recall the similar or even more favorable judg-
ment of the learned Reginald Pole, which we have 
quoted above in another connection. If even that 
is deemed insufficient, we will now add another of 
More’s letters in which we shall see the admiring 
judgment passed by the most learned of the English 
bishops upon Margaret’s learning and literary style:

Thomas More to his dearest daughter Margaret:
“I forbear to express the extreme pleasure your 

letter gave me, my sweet child. You will be able 
to judge better how much it pleased your fa-
ther when you learn what delight it caused to 
a stranger. I happened this evening to be in the 
company of his lordship, John, Bishop of Exeter,6 
a man of deep learning and of a wide reputation 
for holiness. Whilst we were talking I took out 
from my desk a paper that bore on our business 
and by accident your letter appeared. He took 
it into his hand with pleasure and examined it. 
When he saw from the signature that it was the 

5 See EW 322. Stapleton is the source of this letter. 6 John Veysey (d. 1554)  
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61Margaret Roper, His Eldest Daughter

letter of a lady, he was induced by the novelty of 
the thing to read it more eagerly. When he had 
finished, he said he would never have believed it 
to have been your work unless I had assured him 
of the fact, and he began to praise it in the high-
est terms (why should I hide what he said?) for 
its pure Latinity, its correctness, its erudition, 
and its expressions of tender affection. Seeing 
how delighted he was, I showed him your speech. 
He read it, as also your poems, with a pleasure so 
far beyond what he had hoped, that although he 
praised you most effusively, yet his countenance 
showed that his words were all too poor to express 
what he felt. He took out at once from his pocket 
a portague7 which you will find enclosed in this 
letter. I tried in every possible way to decline it, 
but was unable to refuse to take it to send to you 
as a pledge and token of his good will toward you. 
This hindered me from showing him the letters 
of your sisters, for I feared that it would seem as 
though I had shown them to obtain for the oth-
ers too a gift which it annoyed me to have to ac-
cept for you. But, as I have said, he is so good that 
it is a happiness to be able to please him. Write 
to thank him with the greatest care and delicacy. 
You will one day be glad to have given pleasure to 
such a man. Farewell. From the Court, just before 
midnight, September 11th.8

Margaret’s eloquence, learning, and wit must in-
deed have been extraordinary to have earned from 
a man so prominent such high praise and so valu-
able a gift.

I have in my possession a speech of hers. It is elo-
quent, clever, and perfect in its use of oratorical de-
vices. It is in imitation, or rather in rivalry, of Quin-
tilian’s speech on the destruction of the poor man’s 
bees through the poison that had been sprinkled 
upon the flowers in the rich man’s garden. Quin-
tilian defends the cause of the poor man, Margaret 
of the rich. The more difficult such a defense is, the 
greater scope for Margaret’s eloquence and wit. If 
it were not that I fear to be tedious and to digress 
too much from the task I have undertaken of writ-
ing More’s life, I would print the speeches both of 
Margaret and of Quintilian, either in this place or 
in an appendix.

In another of More’s letters to his daughter he 
extols her learning in unmeasured terms, and yet, 
while we cannot suspect the flattery that might be 
offered to one in high position or the blandish-
ments that might be offered to a child, he was too 
good and loving a father to wish to deceive.

In another he speaks of her verses as follows: “I 
would not only repay each line of it with a golden 
Philippeus, as Alexander did the verses of Choeri-
los,9 but, if my means were as great as my desire, I 
would reward each syllable with two gold ounces.”10

These letters, however, and all the others I will 
omit, for already my account has become longer 
than I expected. One more only will I transcribe, 
but it will certainly show the reader still more 
clearly the admirable wit of Margaret and the great 
variety of studies pursued in More’s school:

Thomas More to his most dear daughter 
Margaret:

There was no reason, my most sweet child, why 
you should have put off writing for a day, because 
in your great self-distrust you feared lest your let-
ter should be such that I could not read it with-
out distaste. Even had it not been perfect, yet the 
honor of your sex would have gained you pardon 
from any, while to a father even a blemish will 
seem beautiful in the face of a child. But indeed, 
my dear Margaret, your letter was so elegant and 
polished and gave so little cause for you to dread 
the judgment of an indulgent parent, that you 
might have despised the censorship even of an 
angry Momus.

You tell me that Nicholas, who is fond of you 
and so learned in astronomy, has begun again 
with you the system of the heavenly bodies. I am 
grateful to him, and I congratulate you on your 
good fortune; for in the space of one month, with 
only a slight labor, you will thus learn thoroughly 
these sublime wonders of the Eternal Workman, 
which so many men of illustrious and almost su-
perhuman intellect have only discovered with 
hot toil and study, or rather with cold shiverings 
and nightly vigils in the open air in the course of 
many ages.

I am, therefore, delighted to read that you have 
made up your mind to give yourself diligently to 

7 Portuguese gold coin  8 See EW 
317. Stapleton is the source of this letter.  

9 Choerilos was a worthless Greek poet, 
whom Alexander thus rewarded beyond 

his merits.   10 See EW 290–91.   
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62 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

philosophy, and to make up by your earnestness 
in future for what you have lost in the past by ne-
glect. My darling Margaret, I indeed have never 
found you idling, and your unusual learning in al-
most every kind of literature shows that you have 
been making active progress. So I take your words 
as an example of the great modesty that makes 
you prefer to accuse yourself falsely of sloth, 
rather than to boast of your diligence; unless your 
meaning is that you will give yourself so earnestly 
to study that your past industry will seem like in-
dolence by comparison. If this is your meaning, 
nothing could be more delightful to me, or more 
fortunate, my sweetest daughter, for you.

Though I earnestly hope that you will devote 
the rest of your life to medical science and sacred 
literature, so that you may be well furnished for 
the whole scope of human life, which is to have 
a healthy soul in a healthy body, and I know that 
you have already laid the foundations of these 
studies, and there will be always opportunity to 
continue the building; yet I am of opinion that 
you may with great advantage give some years of 
your yet flourishing youth to humane letters and 
liberal studies. And this both because youth is 
more fitted for a struggle with difficulties; and be-
cause it is uncertain whether you will ever in fu-
ture have the benefit of so sedulous, affectionate 
and learned a teacher. I need not say that by such 
studies a good judgment is formed or perfected.

It would be a delight, my dear Margaret, to me 
to converse long with you on these matters: but I 
have just been interrupted and called away by the 
servants, who have brought in supper. I must have 
regard to others, else to sup is not so sweet as to 
talk with you. 

Farewell, my dearest child, and salute for me 
my most gentle son, your husband. I am ex-
tremely glad that he is following the same course 
of study as yourself. I am ever wont to persuade 
you to yield in everything to your husband; now, 
on the contrary, I give you full leave to strive to 
get before him in the knowledge of the celestial 
system. Farewell again. Salute your whole com-
pany, but especially your tutor.11

From all that we have said then the reader will 
easily judge how admirable a father he was to his 

children, how numerous were their studies, with 
what great care, affection, and insatiable zeal he 
instructed them, and, as Margaret Roper alone is 
enough to prove, how abundantly he succeeded.

ChAPter tWeLve: Wise And devout 
sAyinGs oF thoMAs More

From the details, we have already given, the 
reader will have had no difficulty in appreciat-

ing the learning, the wisdom, and the piety of Sir 
Thomas More. I do not wish the reader, however, to 
be content with my words; I wish him to have evi-
dent, clear and, so to say, tangible proofs of More’s 
great qualities. At this point, then, for the benefit 
of the Latin reader, I will introduce a number of his 
sayings, as specimens of his wit or his piety. I will 
also add similar passages from his English Works, 
not indeed as many as a closer study would gather 
together, but such as occurred to me during a re-
cent perusal of his works. These extracts, I think, 
will conduce not only to More’s praise, but also— 
 and this is my especial desire—  to the reader’s util-
ity and edification. It is in no way unusual in writ-
ing the lives of great and saintly men to add their 
clever sayings or proverbs. Speech reveals the man 
and “from the abundance of the heart the mouth 
speaketh.”1 I have not thought it necessary to at-
tempt to connect the various sayings together or to 
arrange them in logical order; I have merely noted 
the page on which they occur in the volume of his 
English Works.

First, then, in his book on the Four Last Things: 
“Think not that everything is pleasant that men for 
madness laugh at. For thou shalt in Bedlam2 see 
one laugh at the knocking of his own head against 
a post, and yet there is little pleasure therein.”3 In 
saying this, he had in mind the judgments and opin-
ions of worldly men to follow which he thought the 
height of folly.

“Our soul can have no place for the good corn of 
spiritual pleasure, as long as it is overgrown with the 
barren weeds of carnal delectation.”4 Thus does he 
account for the fact that many men find no pleasure 
in prayer or in divine worship.

He shows by the following example why so few 
think of death or fear it: “By the hope of long life 

11 Father Bridgett’s translation. See EW 314.  1 Mt 12:34  2 a hospital for the insane in London  3 EW 478  4 EW 479  
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63Wise and Devout Sayings of Thomas More

we look upon death, either so far off that we see 
him not at all or but a slight and uncertain sight, 
as a man may see a thing so far off that he wotteth5 
not whether it be a bush or a beast. And surely so 
fare we by death, looking thereat afar off, through 
a great long space of as many years as we hope to 
live”6 Thus men do not meditate upon the real na-
ture of death, its terrors, its bitterness, its horrors, 
its pains and its dangers.

By the following comparison he warns us, what-
ever our age may be, not to promise ourselves a long 
life: 

If there were two, both condemned to death, 
both carried out at once toward execution; of 
which two, the one were sure that the place of his 
execution were within one mile, the other twenty 
miles off, yea a hundred, and ye will, he that were 
in the cart to be carried a hundred miles would 
not take much more pleasure than his fellow in 
the length of his way, notwithstanding that it 
were a hundred times as long as his fellow’s, and 
that he had thereby a hundred times as long to 
live, being sure and out of all question to die at 
the end.7 

So a young man cannot promise himself a longer 
life than an old man. Every man, that is to say, is 
born under sentence of death on account of origi-
nal sin. The old man travels to execution by a long 
route, the young man by a short one, but until death 
comes neither knows how long that route may be.

The vanity of sinners who, in the prison of this 
world, are anxious to leave some memorial to their 
rank and name he declares to be “as if a gentleman 
thief, when he should go to Tyburn, would leave for 
a memorial the arms of his ancestors painted on a 
post in Newgate.”8

He constructs the following dilemma to show 
that no one ought to consider himself injured even 
though he suffer the loss of superfluous wealth: 
“If ye would have spent it well, ye have no cause to 
be sorry of the loss, for God accepteth your good 
will. If ye would have kept it covetously or spent it 
naughtily,9 ye have a cause to be glad, and reckon 
that ye have won by the loss, in that the matter and 

occasion of your sin is by God’s goodness graciously 
taken from you.”10

In the following story he pictures to the life the 
folly of the miser, especially if he be old: “I remem-
ber me of a thief once cast at Newgate, that cut a 
purse at the bar when he should be hanged on the 
morrow. And when he was asked why he did so, 
knowing that he should die so shortly, the desperate 
wretch said that it did his heart good to be lord of 
that purse one night yet.”11

These passages are taken from an incomplete 
work. If those portions that have been lost could 
be recovered, we may be sure that we should have in 
that book of devotion many more proofs of More’s 
wit and wisdom.

The folly and even the madness of those who take 
delight in secret hoards of money he describes most 
aptly in the following comparison. He writes in the 
person of the souls of the dead, now in purgatory, in 
the little book we have already mentioned, entitled 
The Supplication of Souls: 

The despiteful12 sights that our evil angels bring 
us to behold abroad so far augmenteth our tor-
ment that we would wish to be drowned in the 
darkness that is here rather than see the sights 
that they show us there. 

For among13 they convey us into our own 
houses, and there double us our pain with sight 
sometimes of the selfsame things which while we 
lived was half our heaven to behold. There show 
they us our substance and our bags stuffed with 
gold, which when we now see, we set much less 
by them than would an old man that found a bag 
of cherry stones which he laid up when he was a 
child.14

We will now quote a few similar passages from the 
books of The Dialogue of Comfort in Tribulation.

In order that we may not be overmuch perturbed 
by adversity, he makes the following paradoxical 
assertion:

So blind is our mortality, and so unware15 what 
will fall—  so unsure also what manner mind16 we 
will ourselves have tomorrow—  that God could 

5 knows  6 EW 484  7 EW 487  8 EW 
490  9 wickedly  10 EW 496  11 EW 

497  12 cruel  13 For among: On 
occasion, Now and then  14 EW 790  

15 unaware of; unwary of  16 manner 
mind: kind of disposition  
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64 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

not lightly17 do man a more vengeance than in 
this world to grant him his own foolish wishes.18

The fruit of tribulation in this life he shows by 
the following learned distinction: 

Likewise as in hell, pain serveth only for punish-
ment without any manner of purging because all 
possibility of purging is past, and in purgatory 
punishment serveth for only purging because the 
place of deserving19 is past, so while we be yet in 
this world in which is our place and our time of 
merit and well deserving, the tribulation that is 
sent us here for our here shall, if we faithfully so 
desire, besides the cleansing and purging of our 
pain, serve us also for increase of reward.20

The vanity of those who spend this life in sloth 
and idleness he illustrates thus: “They that so do, 
fare like a fond21 fellow that, going toward his own 
house where he should be wealthy, would for a tap-
ster’s22 pleasure become a hostler23 by the way, and 
die in a stable and never come at home.”24 That is to 
say we are on our journey to the kingdom of heaven, 
but on the way we cleave to earthly things so that 
we may enjoy the company of some clown or boon 
companion.

Against lazy and easy-going pastors of the flock 
he uses this most apt comparison: 

As the mother dealeth sometimes with her child, 
which25 when the little boy will not rise in time 
for her but lie still abed and slug,26 and when he is 
up, weepeth because he hath lain so long, fearing 
to be beaten at school for his late coming thither, 
she telleth him then that it is but early days27 and 
he shall come time enough,28 and biddeth him 
go. “Good son; I warrant29 thee, I have sent30 to 
thy master myself; take thy bread and butter with 
thee; thou shalt not be beaten at all.” And thus so 
she may send him merry forth at the door,31 that 
he weep not in her sight at home; she studieth32 
not much upon the matter, though he be taken 
tardy and beaten when he cometh to school.33 

So many pastors of souls speak soothing words to 
those who are rich and luxurious. When such men 
are near to death and in dread of the pains of hell, 
these pastors buoy them up with false hopes and 
promise them that all will be well, telling them ei-
ther that their sins have not been so grave or that 
God is merciful and will readily forgive. Nor do 
they care at all what pains these men may after-
wards suffer in hell, provided that they do not sad-
den them in this life but retain their good will and 
continue to benefit by their liberality.

Elsewhere whilst discussing whether prosperity or 
adversity is more likely to lead man away from the 
service of God, he makes the following distinction: 

The prayers of him that is in wealth, and him that 
is in woe—  if the men be both naught,34 their 
prayers be both like. For neither hath the one 
list35 to pray nor the other neither; and as the one 
is let36 with his pain, so is the other with his plea-
sure, saving37 that the pain stirreth him some-
times to call upon God in his grief, though the 
man be right bad, where38 the pleasure pulleth his 
mind another way, though the man be meetly39 
good.40

Against those who are impenitent and put off 
their amendment to the end of their life he tells the 
following tale, whether true or fictitious: 

They tell of one that was wont41 always to say that 
all the while he lived he would do what he list;42 
for three words when he died should make all safe 
enough. But then so happed it that long ere he 
were old, his horse once stumbled upon a broken 
bridge; and as he labored to recover him, when 
he saw it would not be, but down into the flood 
headlong needs he should, in a sudden flight43 he 
cried out in the falling, “Have all to the devil!” 
And there was he drowned—  with his three 
words ere he died, whereon his hope hung all his 
wretched life.44

Between true and false visions he draws this 

17 easily  18 EW 1120  19 meriting  
20 EW 1126  21 foolish  22 tavern 
keeper’s  23 horsekeeper, stableman  
24 EW 1128  25 who (the mother)  
26 inactive  27 early days: still early in 

the day  28 come time enough: arrive 
in good time  29 assure, promise  
30 sent word  31 forth at door: out 
the door  32 considers  33 See 
EW 1130.  34 wicked  35 desire  

36 hindered  37 except  38 whereas  
39 fairly  40 EW 1138  41 accustomed  
42 wished, pleased, desired  43 state of 
agitation.  44 EW 1151  
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65Wise and Devout Sayings of Thomas More

distinction: “Likewise seemeth me the manner 
and difference between some kinds of true revela-
tions and some kinds of false illusions as it standeth 
between the things that are done waking and the 
things that in our dreams seem to be done.”45

He shows the empty fears of some timorous men 
by this apt illustration: 

Likewise as some man going over a high bridge 
waxeth so feared through his own fantasy that 
he falleth down indeed, which46 were else able 
enough to pass over without any danger; and as 
some man shall upon such a bridge, if folk call 
upon him, “You fall, you fall!” fall with the fan-
tasy that he taketh thereof, which bridge, if folk 
looked merrily upon him and said, “There is no 
danger therein,” he would pass over well enough, 
and would not let47 to run thereon if48 it were but 
a foot from the ground—  thus fareth it in this 
temptation. The devil findeth the man of his own 
fond49 fantasy afeard, and then crieth he in the 
ear of his heart, “Thou faIlest, thou fallest!” and 
maketh the fond man afeard that he should at 
every foot fall indeed. And the devil so wearieth 
him with that continual fear . . . that at the last 
he withdraweth his mind from due remembrance 
of God, and then driveth him to that deadly mis-
chief indeed. . . . so must a man in this tempta-
tion too not only resist it always with reasoning 
thereagainst, but sometimes set it clear at right 
nought50 and cast it off when it cometh, and not 
once regard it so much as to vouchsafe51 to think 
thereon.52

How unstable and fleeting is the prosperity of 
this world he shows by this comparison: 

But surely this worldly prosperity . . . is but even 
a very short winter day. For we begin, many, full 
poor and cold; and up we fly like an arrow that 
were shot up into the air; and yet, when we be 
suddenly shot up into the highest, ere we be well 
warm there, down we come into the cold ground 
again, and then even there stick we still . . . some-
times not in a very cleanly place, but the pride 

turneth into rebuke and shame, and there is then 
all the glory gone.53

That wealth and honors bring with them almost 
the certainty of sin he explained under these images: 

For as it is a thing right hard to touch pitch and 
never file54 the fingers, to put flax unto fire and 
yet keep them from burning, to keep a serpent in 
thy bosom and yet be safe from stinging . . . so is 
it hard for any person—  either man or woman— 
 in great worldly wealth and much prosperity, to . 
. . keep themselves from the deadly desire of am-
bitious glory.55

He warns a man, even though he be raised to the 
highest dignity, not to be moved to vainglory, and 
bids him regard even the very beggars as his equals 
and companions. To drive this lesson home he uses 
the following illustration:

If here were two men that were beggars both, 
and afterward a great rich man would take the 
one unto him and tell him that for a little time he 
would have him in his house, and thereupon ar-
rayed him in silk, and gave him a great bag by his 
side filled even full of gold, but giving him this 
knot56 therewith: that within a little while, out 
he should in his old rags again, and bear never 
a penny with him—  if this beggar met his fel-
low now while his gay gown were on, might he 
not, for all his gay gear,57 take him for his fellow 
still? And were he not a very fool if, for a wealth 
of a few weeks, he would ween58 himself far his 
better?59

For so indeed we have all equally come naked into 
this world, and equally go forth from it naked. It is 
only by the free generosity of Almighty God that 
in the meantime we enjoy possessions, greater or 
smaller.

“Avarice,” he says, “fareth like the fire: the more 
wood that cometh thereto, the more fervent and 
the more greedy it is.”60

He speaks of “a good worshipful61 man, which 

45 EW 1171  46 who  47 hesitate  
48 as if  49 foolish  50 set clear at right 
nought: regard as nothing at all, disregard 

entirely  51 be willing  52 EW 1177  
53 EW 1179  54 defile, dirty  55 EW 
1180  56 binding condition  57 apparel  

58 think  59 EW 1181  60 See EW 
1183.  61 honorable  
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when he diverse times beheld his wife, what pain 
she took in strait62 binding up her hair to make her 
a fair large forehead, and with strait bracing in her 
body to make her middle small  (both twain63 to 
her great pain, for the pride of a little foolish praise) 
he said unto her, ‘Forsooth,64 madam, if God give 
you not hell, he shall do you great wrong.’ ” He goes 
on to say, “So help me God, and none otherwise 
but as I verily think, that many a man buyeth hell 
here with so much pain that he might have bought 
heaven with less than the one half.”65

He foresaw only too clearly and foretold the 
spread of heresy in England. He speaks of the carry-
ing into Hungary of the blasphemies of Mahomet, 
but in reality he is referring to the coming into En-
gland of the doctrines of the Lutherans, Sacramen-
tarians, and other heretics or schismatics:

For like as before a great storm the sea beginneth 
sometimes to work and roar in itself, ere ever66 
the winds waxeth boistous,67 so methink I hear 
at my ear some of our own here among us, which 
within these few years could no more have born 
the name of a Turk than the name of the devil, 
begin now to find little fault therein—  yea, and 
some to praise them too, little and little68 as they 
may, more glad to find faults at every state of 
Christendom: priests, princes, rites, ceremonies, 
sacraments, laws and customs, spiritual, tempo-
ral, and all.69

That wealth does not deserve of itself that name 
of good which it so commonly receives, he shows by 
this argument:

If the having of strength make a man strong, and 
the having of heat make a man hot, and the hav-
ing of virtue make a man virtuous, how can those 
things be verily and truly good which he that 
hath them may, by the having of them, as well be 
the worse as the better?70

As to places of honor in the state, he says that a 
man who has others above him, as have all but the 
King, has no reason for self-complacency:

And I wist71 once a great officer of the king’s say . 
. . that twenty men standing barehead before him 
kept not his head half so warm as to keep on his 
own cap. Nor he took never so much ease with 
their being barehead before him, as he caught 
once grief with a cough that came upon him by 
standing barehead long before the king.72

The holy and pious sentiments which next we 
shall quote he chose as a salutary guide to his whole 
life: “There cannot be in this world a worse mind 
than that a man to delight and take comfort in any 
commodity73 that he taketh by sinful means.” To 
confirm this he adds: 

And therefore if ye will well do, reckon yourself 
very sure that when you deadly displease God for 
the getting or the keeping of your goods, God 
shall not suffer those goods to do you good, but 
either shall he take them shortly from you, or suf-
fer74 you to keep them for a little while to your 
more harm.75

He shows the folly of those who are avaricious 
and unwilling to give alms by this illustration:  

And therefore, like76 as if we saw that we should 
be within a while driven out of this land and 
fain77 to fly into another, we would ween that 
man were mad which would not be content to 
forbear78 his goods here for the while, and send 
them into that land before him where he saw he 
should live all the remnant of his life, so may we 
verily think ourselves much more mad . . . if the 
fear of a little lack, or the love to see our goods 
here about us, and the loathness to part from 
them for this little while which we may keep 
them here, shall be able to let79 us from the sure 
sending them before us into the other world, in 
which we may be sure to live wealthily with them 
if we send them thither, or else shortly leave them 
here behind us, and then stand in great jeopardy 
there to live wretches forever.80

To console himself for the loss of his liberty in 
the Tower, he used to say that the whole world was 

62 tightly  63 together  64 Indeed  
65 EW 1183–84  66 ere ever: before even  
67 waxeth boistous: becomes loud or 

violent  68 little and little: little by little  
69 EW 1194  70 EW 1201  71 knew  
72 EW 1207  73 advantage, benefit, 

profit  74 allow  75 EW 1213–14  
76 just  77 forced  78 do without  
79 prevent  80 EW 1216  
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67Wise and Devout Sayings of Thomas More

nothing more than a prison, for men were banished 
from paradise and detained in the world for their 
sins, and from it they were summoned daily one by 
one to stand their trial.

These wise sayings I have selected from his books: 
those which follow have been gathered from the 
recollection of those who were intimate with him. 
The first is well-known and was frequently upon 
his lips: “It may easily be that a man should lose his 
head and yet come to no harm”—  i.e., when it is in 
the cause of truth and right.

Here is another of his witty sayings: “Usually the 
world has no desire to reward good deeds as they 
deserve, but even if it had the desire it would not 
have the power.”

Of heretics he said, “They have done with hypoc-
risy and have substituted impudence. Whereas be-
fore they affected an appearance of religion, now 
they glory in their impiety.”

He often prayed as follows: “O Lord, my God, 
help me to labor zealously to obtain those gifts for 
which I am wont to ask thee in my prayers.”

If ever, when he was entertaining his guests at 
home, he heard any word against God’s honor, any 
word disloyal to authority or uncharitable to other 
men, he would interrupt the conversation by saying: 
“Let others think and say what they will, but for my 
part I consider that this gallery is of the greatest el-
egance and convenience,” and then he would go on 
to talk of other things.

Of ingratitude he said, “We write in the sand the 
benefits we receive, but injuries upon marble.”

We will now give a few extracts from the books 
he wrote against the heretics.

The heretics utterly rejected the use of reason in 
matters of faith, but More argued as follows against 
so obvious and superstitious a folly: 

I cannot see why ye should reckon reason for an 
enemy to faith, except ye reckon every man for 
your enemy that is your better and hurteth you 
not. Thus were one of your five wits81 enemy to 
another, and our feeling should abhor our sight 
because we may see farther by four miles than we 
may feel.82 

Later on he shows by an illustration that reason far 
from being an enemy to faith is a most useful ally 
to it: 

But likewise as if a maid be suffered to run on the 
bridle,83 or be cup-shotten,84 or wax too proud, 
she will then wax copious and chop85 logic with 
her mistress, and fare sometimes as86 she were 
frantic; so if reason be suffered to run out at riot, 
and wax over-high-hearted and proud, she will 
not fail to fall into rebellion toward her mistress, 
faith. But on the other side, if she be well brought 
up and well guided and kept in good temper,87 
she shall never disobey faith, being in her right 
mind. And therefore let reason be well guided, 
for surely faith goeth never without her.88

More was certainly most happy in choosing apt 
similes, and clever in applying them. That the dis-
sensions of the heretics are nothing but a conspir-
acy of wicked men to deceive the world, he shows 
by this witty illustration:

Now these heretics be almost as many sects as 
men and never one agreeth with other, so that if 
the world were to learn the right way of them, 
that matter were much like as if a man walking in 
a wilderness that fain would find the right way to-
ward the town that he intended should meet with 
a many of lewd mocking knaves, which when the 
poor man had prayed them to tell him the way, 
would get them into a roundel turning them back 
to back, and then speak all at once, and each of 
them tell him, “This way,” each of them point-
ing forth with his hand the way that his face 
standeth.89

For like these rogues do the heretics of the day 
mock the enquirer.

That the unlearned should not read the books of 
the heretics he shows thus: “Howbeit,90 though ev-
ery shop were full of treacle, yet were he not wise, 
I ween,91 that would willfully drink poison first to 
drink treacle after, but rather cast the poison to 
the devil and let the treacle stand for the some that 
should hap to need it.”92

81 interior senses (memory, imagination, 
apprehension, reasoning, will)  82 EW 
579  83 suffered ... bridle: allowed to get 

out of control  84 drunk  85 wax ... 
chop: grow profuse in speech and bandy  
86 become  87 as if  88 EW 580  

89 CW 8: 772  90 However  91 think  
92 EW 815  
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Of heretical versions of the Bible, and of the un-
wisdom of reading them even when corrected, he 
wrote as follows:

The faults be so many [in Tyndale’s translation 
of the New Testament], and so spread through 
the whole book, that likewise as it were as soon 
done to weave a new web of cloth as to sew up ev-
ery hole in a net, so were it almost as little labor, 
and less, to translate the whole book all new as to 
make in his translation so many changes as needs 
must be ere it were made good. Besides this, that 
there would no wise man, I trow,93 take the bread 
which he well wist was of94 his enemy’s hand once 
poisoned, though he saw his friend after scrape it 
never so clean.95 

Especially when he had at hand other bread that 
never had been poisoned.

Such was the readiness of his wit in discovering 
analogies in nature with which to refute the argu-
ments of the heretics.

From the texts, “Of his own will hath he begot-
ten us by the word of truth,” and “By grace you are 
saved through faith and that not of yourselves, for 
it is the gift of God”96 the heretics tried to show that 
it was by his own good will that God saved us, but 
not by our own: “He did not beget us after our own 
will, nor as it pleased us.” More replied:

If I desired a man to give me a thing, and labored 
much to him therefor, and much endeavored my-
self in many things to please him, to the intent 
that he should give it me, and that he thereupon 
so did, this were then but a poor argument to say 
thus: “This man willingly gave me this thing, and 
after his own will, and as it pleased him; ergo, he 
gave it me not after my own will and as it pleased 
me.” For as ye see, it both pleased him to give it 
me and also it pleased me that he so should, or 
else I would never have desired it, nor never have 
labored therefor.97 

For thus penitent sinners obtain from God pardon, 
and the just many gifts of grace.

It was taught by the heretics that fasting should 
be practiced for no other purpose than the taming 
of the flesh. If this were so, he replied, 

Then many wedded men should need few fasting 
days to their pain, having their remedy so pleas-
ant and so present always ready at hand, and then 
would many an honest maiden be ashamed to fast 
any day at all, lest she should seem thereby to give 
young men warning that she were wax warm and 
bid them, if they will speed, speak now.98 

Other extracts of a like kind we will give in the next 
chapter.

He used to say that he who was filled with an ar-
dent desire to see the face of God would readily be 
admitted by God to his presence; whilst, on the 
contrary, no one would ever be permitted to enjoy 
the vision of God who had not longed for it with 
the greatest fervor.

Let these few examples of his prudent and devout 
sayings suffice as specimens from which to judge his 
learning, his wisdom, and his piety. We will now go 
on to give some quotations to illustrate, not only 
his learning and his piety, but also his ready hu-
mor which, though so brilliant and amusing, never 
wounded anyone. Thus we trust that the reader may 
be able to know better the admirable character and 
talents of this incomparable man.

ChAPter thirteen: his quiCK Wit

Sir Thomas More, of whom Erasmus, his intimate 
friend writes that his heart was purer than snow, 

though his wisdom was profound, his life strict, and 
his reserve impenetrable, yet was in the ordinary in-
tercourse of life extraordinarily pleasant, witty, and 
amusing. The seriousness of his character was much 
in evidence in the multifarious public business in 
which he was engaged, but he tempered it ever with 
kindliness and humor. It is not easy to decide which 
was more admirable, his wisdom as a councilor or 
his geniality as a friend. He often introduced hu-
mor even into most serious business, without the 
slightest change in his features or the gravity of his 
demeanor. He was never angry, but always pleas-
ant; nor did he ever appear light or frivolous, but al-
ways serious and self-possessed. Often, indeed, even 
by his most intimate friends he was thought to be 
speaking in earnest when he was simply joking. Even 
when in his writings he is giving a most convincing 

93 trust  94 by  95 EW 660  96 Js 1:18, Eph 2:8  97 EW 835  98 CW 8: 64  
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69His Quick Wit

reply to an opponent, often it is a humorous one. 
Nowhere in his works will you find sarcasm, jeering, 
or bitter irony. He confutes the heretic, parrying his 
attacks and answering his objections, but in a play-
ful way. In a word, whether he is pressing his oppo-
nent or being pressed by him, whether he is striking 
or defending, he does so with humor, so wittily and 
cleverly indeed that you will be at a loss to decide 
whether you should admire more his cleverness or 
his easy manner, his keen logic or his eloquence.

But it will be better for us now to give exam-
ples of all these qualities partly from his writings 
and partly from what we have gathered from trust-
worthy witnesses. First, then, from his writings.

Luther claimed it as a miracle that in so short a 
time such a large body of Christians had joined his 
sect. More replied, “That the people should hasten 
to accept the offer of freedom to live licentiously, 
is as strange a miracle as that stones should fall to 
earth.”1 And again: “If the monastic life is, as you 
strive to show, against the Gospel, then the evan-
gelical life is contrary to the monastic life, and one 
should live in luxury, eat well, drink well, sleep well, 
give full rein to lust and all other pleasures.”2 Such 
an answer is as clever and witty as it is weighty and 
serious. Of the same nature is the following: “If 
good works are the necessary result of faith” (for so 
they assert in order to give some moral covering to 
their doctrine of justification by faith alone), “when 
you argue against good works, what else do you do 
but babble against the fruit of faith?”3 Also the fol-
lowing, where More replies to the heretics who con-
demn as mercenaries those who hold that there is 
a reward for good works: “These gentry are so no-
ble-minded that rather than allow themselves to be 
hired to work for one penny in the vineyard, they 
would prefer to be hanged outside.”4 One more ex-
ample: “Whereas you are constantly attacking scho-
lastic theology on the ground that it is dangerous to 
move doubts against the truth, you on the contrary 
attack truth by asserting falsehoods as indubitable 
facts.”5

Now let us turn to his English Works, for all his 
other Latin writings are contained in the Latin vol-
ume and are in everybody’s hands.

When the writings of the heretics were praised 

for their brevity, he replied, “Since that of all their 
whole purpose they prove in conclusion never a 
piece at all, were their writing never so short, yet 
were their whole work at last too long by alto-
gether.”6 In another place he expresses it yet more 
cleverly: “Like as no man can make a shorter course 
than he that lacketh both his legs, so can no man 
make a shorter book than he that lacketh as well 
words as matter.”7

To a heretic who said that More ought not to 
blame in his writings those who stirred up schisms 
and dissensions, unless he could provide some rem-
edy for these same dissensions, he replied, “It is 
much like as if he would say that there ought no 
man to blame him that would burn up another 
man’s house, but he that would build it up again.”8

The following passage is yet more clever and 
witty. A heretic in attacking More had said that he 
ought to prove his point by an explicit text of Scrip-
ture and not by his unwritten dreams. More an-
swered, “He giveth my dreams, I thank him of his 
courtesy, much more authority than ever I looked 
for. For while he rejecteth none of them but such as 
are unwritten, he showeth himself ready to believe 
them, if I would vouchsafe9 to write them.”10

He used to say that the heretics concocted weak 
and fallacious arguments and pretended that these 
were the arguments of the Catholics, which then 
they proceeded to confute without any difficulty, 
“as,” he said, “children make castles of tile shards, 
and then make them their pastime in the throwing 
down again.”11

Of the abuse the heretics showered upon him he 
said, “I was not so far unreasonable as to look for 
reasonable minds in unreasonable men.”12

The heretics were angry at these and similar pleas-
antries of More, and blamed them, though, as I be-
lieve, it was rather because they envied his wit than 
because they felt themselves hurt. “I can scant13 be-
lieve,” he says, “that the brethren find any mirth in 
my books. For I have not much heard that they very 
merrily read them.”14

He regarded it as a great mistake and defect for 
theologians to be versed in scholastic theology 
alone, to neglect the reading of Holy Scripture and 
the fathers, and to be content with Peter Lombard 

1 See EW 331.  2 See EW 336.  3 See 
EW 338.  4 See EW 342.  5 See EW 

332.  6 EW 822  7 EW 909  8 CW 
10: 15–16  9 be willing  10 EW 1003  

11 EW 1017  12 EW 907  13 scarcely  
14 EW 903  

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

70

75

80

85

90



70 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

or Gratian and the extracts cited by them from the 
fathers. On this matter he spoke as follows in his 
letter to Martin Dorp:

Theologians of this kind, who read nothing of 
the fathers or of the Scriptures except in the Sen-
tences, and the commentators on the Sentences, 
seem to me to act as if one were to set aside all the 
authors who have written in Latin, and, gather-
ing the rules of grammar from Alexander, try to 
learn all else from the Cornucopia of Perottus and 
from Calepinus,15 being convinced that all Latin 
words will be found there. Well, most words will 
be found there, and the choicest words, and the 
sentences from ancient poets and orators, some 
of whom are no longer extant elsewhere. Yet such 
a method will never make a good Latinist. And 
so also, though in your Summists and Masters of 
Sentences you will find many sayings of the an-
cients quoted as authorities, yet the study of these 
things alone will never make a good theologian.16

But not only in his writings—  in which, as he tells 
us, he used to insert merry sayings, like a sauce to 
the meat17—  but still more in his manner of acting 
and in familiar conversation humor played a gra-
cious part. Often indeed he would turn aside a mat-
ter of grave offense with a joke.

esCAPe oF the heretiC ConstAntine 
FroM More’s house

When he was chancellor, he had in his custody a 
heretic named Constantine.18 This man managed to 
escape from More’s house. Calling the porter, More 
bade him to “see the stocks mended and locked fast 
that the prisoner shall not in again.” The heretics 
were jubilant over the escape of their friend, and 
spread about the story that the Chancellor was so 
vexed at this mishap that because of his anger he 
could scarcely eat for three days. More replied, “I 
could him in good faith good thank. For never will 
I for my part be so unreasonable as to be angry with 
any man that riseth if he can, when he findeth him-
self that he sitteth not at his ease.”19

The never-broken serenity of his mind was 

doubtless due to the constant peace and joy of his 
conscience. The merriness of his speech and a clever 
wit were most helpful to More in most difficult cir-
cumstances, and were a sure protection to his inno-
cence and his constancy. I will now give a few exam-
ples so that his ready humor may be seen, and, at the 
same time, his noble freedom and serenity of soul.

More turns Aside the AnGer oF WoLsey
When he was Speaker in Parliament,20 by his el-

oquence, wisdom, and perseverance he defeated 
certain unjust proposals of Cardinal Wolsey, who 
at that time was all-powerful with the King. When 
the session was at an end the Cardinal summoned 
More—  in order, no doubt, to rebuke his boldness 
to attend him at the magnificent new palace which 
he had lately built for himself. When, after keep-
ing More waiting for a long time, the Cardinal at 
length appeared, he said to More in the hearing of 
many gentlemen, “Would to God you had been at 
Rome, Master More, when I made you Speaker.” In-
stantly More replied, “Your Grace not offended, so 
would I too, my lord; for I should then have seen for 
the first time a beautiful city of which I have heard 
much.” He said no more, but at such an unexpected 
reply the Cardinal was struck dumb and walked by 
More’s side for some time in silence. At length, feel-
ing some shame at so long a silence in the presence 
of so many noblemen and gentlemen, and thinking 
how he might break so awkward a pause, More be-
gan to speak of the beauty and the magnificence of 
the palace and so on. The Cardinal had imagined 
that More would beg his pardon and submit him-
self utterly to him, but seeing his composure he gave 
no answer but suddenly broke away and hastened to 
his room. This incident shows More’s boldness and 
freedom, but the following shows also his clever and 
ready wit, whereby without giving offense he was 
able to parry successfully a bitter attack.

he oPPoses WoLsey’s AMbitious 
ProPosALs

Soon after More’s entry into the Privy Coun-
cil, Wolsey brought forward a proposal that a su-
preme constable should be created to represent the 

15 Niccolo Perotti (1430–80) and 
Ambrogio Calepino (1430–1510)  
16 Father Bridgett’s translation. See EW 
405.   17 See EW 903.  18 Constantine 

(ca. 1500–1560), a priest who became a 
follower of Tyndale, fled to Antwerp in 
the 1520s, but then returned to England, 
where he was arrested by More. He escaped 

from More’s custody in November 1531.  
19 EW 877  20 April 15, 1523. See 
Roper’s full account in EW 1394–95.  
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71His Quick Wit

person of the King in the whole kingdom.21 Such 
a magistracy was almost unparalleled in England, 
but Wolsey, whose ambition brought so much ruin 
on our country, doubtless hoped that he would 
be appointed to the new office. He strongly urged 
his suggestion and was meekly followed by all the 
dukes, counts, and other nobles who formed the 
King’s Council. No one dared to contradict or to 
suggest any objection until More’s turn came to 
speak. He spoke last and in a contrary sense, but 
he supported his view with so many powerful argu-
ments that the Council wavered and declared that 
the matter needed fuller deliberation. The Cardi-
nal was angry and thus addressed More: “Are you 
not ashamed, Master More, being the lowest of all 
in place and dignity, to dissent from so many noble 
and prudent men? You show yourself to be a stu-
pid and foolish councilor.” “Thanks be to God,” re-
plied More instantly, “that the King’s Majesty has 
but one fool in his Council.” He said no more, but 
the question was postponed and the plan finally re-
jected. More’s answer was as wise as it was humble, 
and witty as well. Enough of this subject.

More And the Cut-Purse
The incident which I shall now relate was not 

only a proof of his cleverness, but also very amus-
ing.22 It took place in open court; for, as we shall 
see, not only in the law courts, but even in prison 
and on the scaffold, More’s humor would burst out.

One day, when More was on the bench of magis-
trates, some pickpockets were brought before them. 
Those whose purses had been stolen were complain-
ing of the losses they had sustained, when one of 
the magistrates, a very dignified old gentleman, 
with some asperity began to lecture them for not 
guarding their purses more carefully, and for pro-
viding, by their negligence and thoughtlessness, an 
opportunity for rogues of this kind to exercise their 
trade. Thus did he inveigh against those for whom 
he should have given judgment. A speech of this na-
ture was little to More’s taste, and accordingly, as 
the case was adjourned, he had one of the thieves 
brought from the prison privately to him that night, 
and arranged with him that at the next session he 

should steal the purse of the magistrate who had 
thus inveighed against the innocent, as he sat in 
court. The thief was quite willing, and More prom-
ised him his favor for this one occasion. When, 
then, More and the other magistrates were again as-
sembled in court, the thief was one of the first to be 
called upon to answer the charge made against him. 
He replied that he could clear himself if he were al-
lowed to whisper some secret information to one 
of the magistrates. Being asked to choose which-
ever one he wished, he fixed upon that particular 
old gentleman. Coming close to him to whisper his 
story into his ear, he skillfully cut off the well-filled 
purse which was hanging at his side. When he had 
finished what he had to say, he returned to his place 
and gave a sign to More that he had succeeded. A 
little while after, More suggested that help should 
be given to some poor fellow who was in danger of 
death and permitted a public collection to be made 
on his behalf. It began with him and his magistrates. 
The old gentleman, wishing to give an alms, then 
discovered that he had lost his purse; with shame 
and annoyance he averred that he certainly had had 
it when he took his place on the bench. More then 
suggested that he should not be too severe on others 
who suffered a like misfortune and bade the thief 
restore the purse. All who were present enjoyed 
the joke and appreciated the wisdom that was in-
tertwined with More’s humor. To incidents of this 
nature More was referring, I imagine, when in his 
Epitaph he wrote, “He was neither odious to the 
nobility, nor unpleasant to the people.”23 For by his 
kindness and cheerfulness he made himself pleasing 
to all, and of all did he gain the good will. Although 
there was never any bitterness or malice in his hu-
mor, yet often with the greatest cleverness he turned 
the laugh against pretentious vanity.

he ConFounds A FLeMish brAGGArt
When he was at Brussels24 on an embassy to the 

Emperor Charles V, it chanced that some braggart 
in that illustrious court affixed to the wall a paper 
in which he issued a challenge to all and sundry. He 
professed himself ready to answer any question or 
dispute upon any point in law or literature. Seeing 

21 “There seems to be no confirmation of 
this story. A possible explanation is that 
Wolsey was angling to be appointed Lord 
High Constable in succession to Edward, 
Duke of Buckingham, who was executed 

in 1521. Since that date the office has been 
filled only on special occasions such as 
the coronation” (R 125, n. 4).  22 This 
incident appears in The Book of Sir Thomas 
More; see EW 1427–31.  23 See EW 

372.  24 “Perhaps not Brussels but Bruges 
where More was in August 1521” (R 126, 
n. 6).  
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72 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

the man’s vanity, Thomas More proposed the fol-
lowing question in English law, “Whether cattle 
taken in withernam be irrepleviable?” adding that 
one of the suite of the English ambassadors desired 
to dispute upon that subject. The braggart could of 
course make no answer to a question of which he 
did not even understand the terms, and was forced 
to acknowledge his vanity in thus issuing a gen-
eral challenge, becoming the laughing-stock of the 
whole Imperial Court.

But as in most serious matters he tried always to 
be pleasant and humorous, so in the midst of his 
jokes he kept so grave a face, and even when all 
those around were laughing heartily, looked so sol-
emn, that neither his wife nor any other member of 
the family could tell from his countenance whether 
he was speaking seriously or in jest, but had to judge 
from the subject-matter or the circumstances.

He was once in his home having a disputation25 
with a certain heretic when it was time for lunch. 
During their conversation there was occasion for 
the mention of dog’s turd. And just when this had 
been said, a servant entered and announced that ev-
erything had been prepared at the table. And More 
said, “Make sure that a more suitable dish is served 
us.” And the servant taking this as something said 
in earnest, ran up to his mistress and announced 
that his master wanted other dishes prepared, put-
ting More’s wife and family in great distress, until 
at last they understood what had happened, and ev-
eryone broke into laughter. But this was a very small 
matter.

“MAdAM, My Lord is Gone”
The following instance shows his prudence and 

modesty no less than his ready wit. After he had re-
signed the chancellorship, whilst as yet no one knew 
what had occurred, he came from London to his 
home and went at once to the church, where Ves-
pers were being sung. Out of respect for his rank, 
his wife had a private closed pew. At the end of 
the office he went to the place and said to his wife, 
as usually one of his servants would say, “If you 
please, Madam, my Lord Chancellor is gone.” See-
ing him making the announcement in person, she 
thought he was joking. “No doubt it pleases you, 
Master More,” she said, “to joke in this fashion.” 

He replied, “I speak seriously and it is as I say: my 
Lord Chancellor is gone and is no longer here.” In 
great astonishment she rose at once, and when she 
had learned the whole truth of the matter, woman-
like she was in great distress at her husband’s loss of 
position. By this humorous way of making the an-
nouncement, More wished both to soften the blow 
for his wife and to show what little account he made 
of his high honor.

other Witty sAyinGs
He married twice, and each of his wives was short 

in stature. When asked the reason he answered, “Of 
two evils one should choose the less.”

At his imprisonment, on his entry into the Tower, 
when according to custom he was asked by the por-
ter for his upper garment, he handed him his cap. 
(“This certainly,” he said, rests in the highest place.”) 
What the porter really demanded, with the warrant 
of custom, was his cloak.

When he was in the Tower, he was entertained at 
the table of the Lieutenant, according to his rank 
and position, as is the custom. (The Lieutenant, as 
is nearly always the case in the Tower, was a knight.) 
Once the Lieutenant was politely apologizing for 
the fare set before him. More answered, “If any-
one of us” (the others present were his fellow-cap-
tives) “is not satisfied with his fare, then I think you 
should turn him out of house and let him go and 
be hanged.”

When later on the rigor of his confinement was 
increased and all his books and papers were taken 
away, he kept the blinds of his windows drawn down 
day and night. His jailer asked why he acted thus. 
He answered, “Now that the goods and the imple-
ments are taken away, the shop must be closed.”

When he was going up onto the scaffold where 
he was to die, he stretched out his hand for help: “I 
pray you,” he said, see me safe up: as for my coming 
down I will not trouble anyone.”

When the executioner according to custom asked 
his pardon, “I am sorry,” he replied, “that my neck 
is so short, for you will find it difficult to cut off my 
head creditably.” 26

Many other witty sayings of a similar kind are re-
lated but there is no need to recount them all here 
nor is there reliable authority for all of them. His 

25 See EW 580/24 ff—  A Dialogue of Sir 
Thomas More Knight 1.23.  26 For Hall 

and Roper’s accounts of these sayings, see 
EW 1390, 1416.  
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73His Quick Wit

rivals and the heretics took offense at what they 
called his foolish levity in laughing and joking at so 
solemn a time. Edward Hall, the chronicler, for ex-
ample, calls More therefore a foolish sage or a wise 
fool.27 The insulting gibe of this trifler has been well 
answered by one of our writers in a Greek couplet 
which may be rendered thus:

To thee, fond Hall, seems More both fool and wise:
A fool to men may wise be in God’s eyes.

It was not, indeed, through any levity or folly that 
More intermingled his jokes even with most serious 
business, but deliberately and on principle he gave 
play to his nimble wit. The reason which moved 
him so to act he explains by an apt comparison in 
the following passage: “Some man if he be sick can 
away with28 no wholesome meat,29 nor no medicine 
can go down with him but if30 it be tempered31 with 
some such thing for his fancy32 as maketh the meat 
or the medicine less wholesome than it should be. 
And yet while33 it will be no better, we must let him 
have it so.”34 As men, then, will not endure to lis-
ten to long serious discourses unless they be enliv-
ened by “merry tales,” right reason justifies the use 
of such anecdotes. This is his apology for his com-
mon practice of intermingling humor and witty sto-
ries even with his most weighty arguments. It was 
the same with his conversation.

The following passage contains another justifica-
tion for his practice: 

God sent men hither to wake and work, and as 
for sleep and gaming . . . it must serve but for a 
refreshing of the weary and forewatched35 body, 
to renew it unto watch and labor again . . .  For 
rest and recreation should be but as a sauce . . . 
And therefore likewise as36 it were a fond37 feast 
that had all the table full of sauce, and so little 
meat therewith that the guests should go thence 
as empty as they came thither, so is it surely a very 
mad-ordered life that hath but little time be-
stowed in any fruitful business, and all the sub-
stance idly spent in play.38

Similarly that life is sad and monotonous, dry and 
insipid, which has no admixture of joy and laughter. 

If this is generally true, it is especially so in the case 
of a man like More, married, a courtier, and occu-
pied with all manner of public business.

These, then, are a few samples, out of the many 
that might be quoted, of his clever sayings and witty 
answers.

CoMPArison With CAto
As I look back upon all that I have so far writ-

ten about Sir Thomas More, as I consider the high 
offices he filled in the state and his blameless con-
duct throughout the whole of his brilliant career; 
his skill in letters and his wide learning; his gifts as 
poet, orator, philosopher, and even theologian; his 
numerous writings, his virtue and piety; his care of 
his children and his whole household; his contempt 
of wealth and honors; his many wise and witty say-
ings; his powerful mind, ready memory, and kindly 
manners; his constant geniality, sweetness, and low-
liness in the midst of such great talents, such high 
honors, and such favor with his sovereign—  as I re-
call all this and ponder upon it, I am reminded of 
Livy’s description of M. Portius Cato Censorius. 
Indeed, the picture seems to me to fit Sir Thomas 
More more truly and exactly than Cato: 

He possessed such powers of mind and intel-
lect that in whatever position he had been born 
he would certainly have risen to the highest em-
inence. He lacked no quality that makes for suc-
cess in either private or public life. With the af-
fairs of the town and of the countryside he was 
equally familiar. Some men attain high honors by 
their legal skill, others by their eloquence, oth-
ers by their virtue; this man’s genius was so ma-
ny-sided that whatever line he might have ad-
opted, he would have been thought by all to have 
been following his natural bent.39

From his zeal for virtue you would have thought 
him a monk rather than a courtier. Also he was a 
writer of great fame. “In knowledge of the law he 
was most skilled; in pleading he was most eloquent. 
The eloquence he displayed” on the platform, in 
the courts, in Parliament, as a barrister, a judge, or 
Speaker of the House of Commons “did not die 
with him. Of eloquence alone, indeed, no lasting 

27 See EW 1390.  28 away with: tolerate  
29 food  30 but if: unless  31 mixed, 

diluted  32 liking  33 as long  34 EW 
1147  35 weary from staying awake  

36 likewise as: just as if  37 foolish, silly  
38 EW 930  39 Livy 39.11  
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74 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

record is possible, but his inspired words still live 
and are still powerful in writings of every kind,” 
Latin, Greek, secular and religious. If he had to go 
on embassies, he was unsurpassed in skill and suc-
cess. If he was called upon for advice in grave mat-
ters of state, his prudence was unrivalled. No one 
more freely spoke his mind. Averse to all deceit and 
vain flattery, he expressed himself clearly, simply, 
and always wittily.

Livy writes of Cato, “It is true that his disposition 
was harsh, and his tongue bitter and unrestrained, 
but he was sternly upright and unmoved by cupid-
ity: wealth and honors he despised.” Such a descrip-
tion could not, indeed, apply to Sir Thomas More, 
for his heart was bright and gay: he was a Christian, 
not a Stoic; from Christ he had learnt to be “meek 
and humble of heart.”40 He knew that “the Lord 
is not in the wind . . . nor in the earthquake,” but 
that “the whistling of a gentle air”41 is the sign of 
his presence. He remembered that it was foretold of 
Christ, “He shall not cry out . . . he shall not be sad 
nor troublesome.”42 Of More, then, it could not be 
said that “his disposition was harsh and his tongue 
bitter and unrestrained.” The rest of the descrip-
tion, however, applies perfectly, “He was sternly up-
right and unmoved by cupidity: wealth and honors 
he despised,” as what we have already related has 
shown and what we have still to relate will show yet 
more clearly. We shall see how More sacrificed all 
the favor of his prince, an ample fortune, and the 
highest honors to be sternly upright, to be uncon-
quered by cupidity, to keep unsullied the purity of 
his conscience.

Cato, again through the harshness of his dispo-
sition, “harshly attacked the patricians and was as 
bitterly attacked by them, so that it is not easy to 
decide whether they caused him or he caused them 
more annoyance.” But Sir Thomas More was born 
to kindliness and gentleness: never did he engage in 
rivalries with others either publicly or privately, nor 
did he bear ill-will to any. As he wrote in his epi-
taph, “he had thus gone through this course of of-
fices or honors, that neither . . . was he odious to 
the nobility nor unpleasant to the people, but yet to 
thieves, murderers and heretics grievous.”43 Hostile 
to vice, grievous to criminals, More was like Cato 
in his seriousness, his incorruptibility, his strict up-
rightness; but to these qualities he added a constant 

courtesy of manner, sweetness, and meekness. He 
rendered, indeed, Cato’s severe virtues amiable by 
his wit and cheerfulness. In no way, then, was he in-
ferior to Cato in intellect, eloquence, knowledge, 
virtue, or integrity, whilst in kindliness of manner 
he excelled him.

But now we must pass on to consider in More 
gifts yet higher and nobler. 

ChAPter Fourteen: the oriGins oF 
the KinG’s disPLeAsure

I come now to that part of the life of Thomas 
More which chiefly induced me to undertake the 

whole narrative. For I have written his Life not to 
draw his portrait as a man of rank, learning, wit, or 
high position, not as a good father, a wise ruler of 
a household, a just judge, or a man of letters, but 
above all as a saint and a glorious martyr for truth 
and right. For all that I have hitherto written of his 
public life and the favor of his prince, of his many 
friendships, his happy home life, his learning, etc., 
enhances the merit of his sacrifice. For when he 
laid his head upon the block, he could look back 
upon many years of public life, when he enjoyed the 
highest honors; and for many future years he could 
have held the same positions of eminence, high in 
his King’s favor, if he would but by a hair’s-breadth 
have gone aside from the truth.

Martyrdom indeed is always glorious: so noble 
in the sight of men and so dear to God that even 
the vilest and most abandoned of men, if they sin-
cerely repent and suffer death bravely for justice’s 
sake, will receive the praise they deserve: they will 
be honored by the Church of God and rewarded 
abundantly by God himself. But as in the Church 
triumphant “there are many mansions,”1 and “star 
differeth from star in glory,”2 so also in the Church 
militant there are various merits and degrees of 
honor. The more numerous and severe the tempta-
tions the martyr overcomes, and the more glorious 
the martyrdom, so much the more powerful will be 
his good example, and so much the greater praise 
will the Church’s judgment ascribe to him. The 
Apostle had good reason to note that “not many 
wise according to the flesh, not many mighty, not 
many noble”3 had in his days embraced the cross 

40 Mt 11:29  41 3 Kgs(1 Kgs) 19:11  42 Is 42:44  43 See EW 372.  1 1 Jn 14:2  2 1 Cor 15:41  3 1 Cor 1:26  
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75The Origins of the King’s Displeasure

of Christ. So although the Church honors all the 
martyrs, yet in her public litanies it is chiefly those 
of noble rank that we find commemorated. Thus, 
Sebastian, an officer of high rank in the household 
of Diocletian; John and Paul, brothers and nobles 
so high in the public estimation that they were put 
to death secretly; Cosmas and Damian, illustrious, 
by their skill in medicine and intimately acquainted 
with the Emperors Diocletian and Maximian; Ger-
vasius and Protasius, also noble and wealthy, who 
prepared to meet their persecutor by distributing 
their goods to the poor and freeing their slaves. 
Thus, too, Saint Paulinus, because, although a rich 
and noble senator, he gave up everything to become 
a minister of the Church and to devote his energies 
to her cause, is lauded to the skies by his contempo-
raries, Ambrose,4 Augustine,5 and Jerome.6

My reason for dwelling in such detail upon Sir 
Thomas More’s worldly honors, his skill in letters, 
his charming character, his most dear family, etc., is 
that the sufferings that afterwards he bore for the 
glory of God and for conscience’s sake may appear 
as glorious as in reality they were. For I should not 
have praised these matters so highly in More, nor 
indeed should I have thought it right to do so, if 
they had not all served the cause of truth, and all 
been sacrificed at the call of God’s will. It is indeed 
true that the end crowns the work and that the fine 
fruit of a good work is perseverance: but it is of the 
greatest importance to note that the truest praise 
and highest glory of the learned man, the man of 
high public office, the good citizen, the good father, 
is to be as ready to bear persecution bravely as to 
do good in prosperity. For we who are Christians 
and true servants of God “in our patience we pos-
sess our souls”;7 “we shall receive a reward according 
to our labor”;8 we call those “blessed who mourn,” 
“who bear their cross after Christ,” “who suffer per-
secution for justice’s sake,”9 especially those who re-
sist unto blood. For “greater love than this no man 
hath, that a man lay down his life for his friends,”10 
and if this be so in the case of friends, what are we 
to say of one who dies for God, who is to be loved 
above all?

So now let us speak of More, the great and glori-
ous martyr. But as it is not the death but the cause 
that makes the martyr, we will be at great pains to 
make the cause clear, all the more that hitherto it 
has not been thoroughly understood by foreign 
writers. We shall therefore describe the matter from 
the very beginning, put before the eyes of our read-
ers all the charges that were made or rather trumped 
up against More, and make his innocence and un-
sullied honor clearer than the noonday sun.

the divorCe question
When, about the year 1528, first arose that un-

happy question about Henry VIII’s marriage with 
Catherine, his brother Arthur’s widow, Thomas 
More was indeed a member of the King’s Council, 
but was not invited by him to discuss or examine 
the matter. The examination was entrusted to theo-
logians and canonists alone, and much was said on 
either side. Some asserted that the bull of dispen-
sation was defective in juridical form by the omis-
sion of certain clauses, others brought forward an 
Apostolic Brief to remedy that defect. Afterwards 
the Pope’s power of dispensation was brought into 
question, not in general, but for this particular im-
pediment, which to some appeared, from the words 
of Leviticus, to be a matter of the Divine Law.11

At the time More happened to be abroad on an 
embassy to Flanders and was entirely ignorant of 
what was taking place. When he returned from this 
embassy12 and had given his account of all that had 
been done, the King called him aside and opened 
to him the matter of his divorce. He got a Bible 
and pointed out to More the texts of Leviticus and 
Deuteronomy, with the arguments that weighed 
with him and, as he said, many other learned men. 
Then he asked More for his opinion. Thus appealed 
to, More said candidly what his view was of that 
text of Scripture. His opinion was not pleasing 
to the King, but Henry seemed to take it in good 
part, and bade him consult with Nicholas Fox,13 a 
doctor of theology, who was afterwards Bishop of 
Winchester but then the King’s Almoner. Also he 
bade him read a certain book, which was already in 

4 Letter 36  5 Letter 32, De civitate Dei 
1.10  6 Letter 58  7 Lk 21:19  8 1 Cor 
3:8  9 Mt 5:5, 10; Lk 14:27  10 Jn 
15:13  11 See EW 1321.  12 September 
1527  13 “Stapleton has confused names 

and persons. Richard Fox, Bishop of 
Winchester, died in 1528. Edward Fox (d. 
1538), who became Bishop of Hereford in 
1535, was the royal almoner and a steadfast 
promoter of the divorce. Nicholas Fox 

is not known. The ‘book’ was probably 
a written statement of Henry’s case; it 
should not be confused with the record of 
the opinions of the Universities printed in 
1531” (R 134, n. 3). 
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76 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

preparation, upon the question. He did as the King 
desired, but then a second time declared to him his 
opinion, which was unchanged.

A little later the King held at Hampton Court 
an assembly of a large number of learned men, but 
More was not present. Little business was done at 
this meeting, beyond settling the form in which was 
to appear the above-mentioned book on the divorce.

Soon afterwards this book was read through in 
the presence of Cardinal Wolsey and certain other 
Bishops and theologians, and was thought by them 
all to contain grounds sufficient to cause misgiving 
to the Kmg as to the validity of his first marriage. 
They expressed the opinion that the King would do 
best to submit his difficulty to the judgment of the 
Church for solution.

Thereupon began the legal process before the 
two Apostolic Legates, Wolsey and Campeggio, an 
Italian. All this time More had no part whatever in 
the matter: indeed, as he writes, he was not qual-
ified to do so, as the case was one for theologians 
and canonists. Indeed, while the Legates were con-
tinuing the sessions, More was a second time sent 
by the King on an embassy to Cambrai, to conclude 
peace between Charles the Emperor, Ferdinand 
the King of the Romans, Henry, King of England, 
and Francis, King of France—  an embassy crowned 
with complete success. While More was away, the 
case dragged on for some months (on this point see 
Polydore),14 so that at last the King got angry and 
on October 18, 1529, deprived Wolsey of the dignity 
of Chancellor. On the 26th day of the same month 
this dignity was conferred on More, who had just 
returned from his successful mission to Cambrai.15

henry’s AtteMPts to GAin More’s 
suPPort

Now that More was Chancellor, the King once 
more bade him make a new and more careful study 
of the marriage question. He was to put aside all 
prejudice in his investigation. If he came to the con-
clusion that he could give his consent to a divorce, 
the King would very gladly avail himself of his help 
in conjunction with the others to whom he had en-
trusted the business.

It is clear that the King hoped by the grant of 

this new and unprecedented honor to bring More 
entirely round to his side. “The course of events,” 
writes Cardinal Pole, “shows clearly enough that 
the King made More Chancellor with the intention 
of bribing him, that he might allow himself to be a 
party to the King’s designs.”

At the time, however, the King bade More, in 
treating the question, say nothing and do nothing 
but what his conscience dictated, and place before 
his eyes God in the first place, and only in the sec-
ond place the King. It may be that the King up to 
this time was really indifferent in the matter, al-
though, taking into account the fall of Wolsey and 
other matters soon to be mentioned, we do not 
consider this probable. Or it may be that know-
ing More’s utter sincerity he thought there was no 
other way of dealing with him.

More’s LoyALty to KinG And to 
ConsCienCe

More, anxious, as in duty bound, to obey the King 
and to make a thorough examination of the whole 
case, begged him to deign to name some others who 
might help him in his investigations. For this pur-
pose the King appointed Cranmer afterwards Arch-
bishop of Canterbury, Lee, afterwards Archbishop 
of York, Richard Fox,16 and Nicholas,17 an Italian, 
all of whom were doctors of theology or canon law. 
More now discussed the matter thoroughly with 
these learned doctors: he read through and through 
all that he could find upon the matter, by whomso-
ever written, and studied the question as deeply as 
he could. He allowed no prejudice to influence him, 
but looked at the matter impartially and conformed 
himself to the judgment of the others as far as rea-
son allowed, as the doctors we have mentioned af-
terwards testified to the King. But after all his study 
his opinion remained the same. Again he opened 
his mind to the King, protesting that he would far 
more willingly have followed the royal desire in the 
matter than receive any honors or revenues whatso-
ever from him, either those he had already received 
or those he might hope to receive in the future. The 
King, whether sincerely or not, received More’s re-
ply and protestation with the greatest kindness. For 
the future, however, those only did he admit to treat 

 14 Polydore Vergil (1470–1555); Anglica 
historia (Basle, 1534–55)  15 The Great 
Seal was taken from Wolsey on October 

19 and given to More on October 25, 
1529; he took the oath and was installed 
the next day.  16 actually Edward Fox, the 

King’s Almoner  17 Nicholas de Burgo, 
an Italian Augustinian friar  
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77The Origins of the King’s Displeasure

of the affair of his marriage, those only did he em-
ploy whose consciences he saw could without any 
scruple approve of the divorce.18 But More and the 
many others whose consciences forbade approval he 
made use of in other affairs of state, for up to this 
time he forced the conscience of no man and made 
no trouble or difficulty with anyone in this matter.

After this More acted so loyally in the matter 
of the divorce that although he read gladly all the 
books that were published on the King’s part, yet 
he would never so much as look at any published 
against the divorce, although many men at home 
in English and abroad in Latin had written against 
it. A certain book, written by the Bishop of Bath19 
against the divorce at the time when the Papal Leg-
ates were holding their Court, More afterwards 
found amongst his papers; but he delivered it up to 
the flames.

The details I have here transcribed are taken from 
a letter which after his resignation of the Chancel-
lorship More wrote to Thomas Cromwell, then of 
the King’s Council. My purpose has been to show 
what may have been the first cause of the King’s an-
noyance with More, although at this time it was in 
no way apparent; to show how loyally, wisely, and 
sincerely More behaved so that he might offend 
neither against the King nor against his own con-
science; and finally to show how anxious the King 
was to draw More over to his side.

For the whole time during which More was 
Chancellor the affair of the divorce remained un-
decided. As the King, however, continued to follow 
his desire or rather his lust, and wished at all costs to 
satisfy it, More, who foresaw only too well the trou-
bles that afterwards occurred, by earnest and re-
peated prayers, obtained from the King permission 
to resign the dignity and the burden of the Chan-
cellorship, after he had borne that great charge with 
the highest integrity for a period of two and a half 
years. It was on October 26, 1529, that he was ap-
pointed, and on May 15, 1532, he resigned.20

ChAPter FiFteen: the First AttACK 
on thoMAs More

More now lived at home in retirement, giving 
his time to prayer and study as he had always 

desired to do. But, as befitted the future noble con-
fessor of the truth, and the spotless mirror of vir-
tue and fortitude, he was attacked by various calum-
nies. Some of these may have been suggested to his 
creatures by the King himself, for he now began to 
appear disgusted with More’s strict conscientious-
ness. Some may have been invented by his rivals in 
order to inflame the King’s anger against an inno-
cent man.

A few months after More’s resignation—  in Au-
gust of the same year—  William Warham, Arch-
bishop of Canterbury, died. In his place was ap-
pointed Thomas Cranmer, Anne Boleyn’s chaplain, 
a man after the King’s own heart, ready to curry fa-
vor at any cost. After the King had determined to 
throw off the authority of the Apostolic See rather 
than remain any longer debarred from the union he 
lusted for, it was this same Cranmer (as can be seen 
more fully in the book on the origin of the Angli-
can Schism1) who, as primate of England and Met-
ropolitan, pronounced the divorce—  that divorce 
which the King had so ardently desired—  which was 
to be polluted with so much innocent blood, and 
was to be the foundation of so unhappy a schism.

More ACCused oF WritinG AGAinst the 
divorCe

Immediately after the divorce a book2 was issued 
by the authority of the King’s Council, giving the 
reasons for it. Amongst other things it was said that 
the King did not await the judgment of the Holy 
See because he was appealing from it to a General 
Council. A rumor immediately was spread abroad 
that More had published an answer in refutation 
of this book.3 From this calumny More clears him-
self in a letter to Thomas Cromwell, then a member 

18 “Hence it is clear that the King 
deliberately favored the divorce” (S, 
marginal note).  19 John Clerk (d. 
1541). “More referred to a book by Clerk 
written while the cause was in progress at 
Blackfriars. It was probably a statement of 
Catherine’s case and not printed. Certainly 
no such book has survived” (R 137, n. 
7).  20 The actual dates are October 25 

and May 16.  1 De origine ac progressu 
schismatis Anglicani (1588) by Nicholas 
Sander, professor of theology.  2 Book of 
IX Articles devised by the Whole Consent of 
the King’s Council (1533)  3 “Cromwell 
suspected that More’s Answer to the First 
Part of the Poisoned Book had been written 
against the Council’s book and William 
Rastell, the printer, was summoned by 

the authorities. The imprint of the book 
is 1534. More wrote to Cromwell in 
February 1534 to explain that the book 
had been written and set up in type before 
the publication of the Council’s book. This 
seems to have settled the matter” (R 139, 
n. 3). For the letter, see EW 375–77.  
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78 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

of the King’s Council and high in influence, assert-
ing that he had never written nor wished to write 
against that book, and showing by many arguments 
that the whole story was utterly improbable.

the “hoLy MAid oF Kent”
Having cleared himself on one calumny, he was 

attacked by another. Not long afterwards a certain 
nun called Ann Barton,4 under divine inspiration as 
it was thought, prophesied evil to the King and to 
the realm. Consequently she fell under suspicion of 
treason, and after a long imprisonment she was exe-
cuted together with some other religious. More had 
examined her at the command of the King, and it 
was made a matter of accusation against him that in 
addition to this examination he had had secret con-
ferences with her and that they had exchanged let-
ters. On this ground a charge was brought against 
More in Parliament, the King’s attorney himself 
adding his name to the bill of attainder. But More 
entirely cleared himself from this base and odious 
calumny in another letter to Cromwell and in a let-
ter to the King himself, with the result that Parlia-
ment dropped the charge.5

As More had been able to defend himself against 
these two false accusations, he did not have to stand 
his trial. But nevertheless the second of the two 
charges had sunk deep into the King’s mind, and 
his suspicions were increased by More’s continued 
opposition to the divorce.

Meanwhile, the divorce being pronounced, and 
publicly proclaimed in the official book of which 
we have spoken, the King had contracted the mar-
riage he had so greatly longed for. It was in October, 
1532, that he secretly took Anne Boleyn to wife, but 
few then knew it. Even up to Easter of the follow-
ing year there had been no public celebration of this 
ill-omened marriage. But on April 12, 1533, Anne 
was proclaimed Queen by royal edict,6 and on July 5 
of the same year Queen Catherine was in the same 
manner declared to be the widow of Prince Arthur. 
In April of the next year, when Anne’s child, wicked 
progeny of a wicked mother, was now eight months 
old, Henry, for the fuller security of his divorce, dis-
inherited Princess Mary, the daughter of Catherine, 
and desired all to swear allegiance to Anne’s child, 

Elizabeth, as the King’s sole legitimate offspring 
and heir to the kingdom, and at the same time to 
abjure the Pope’s authority in England. When this 
twofold oath first began to be administered in Lon-
don, all the clergy were summoned to take it on a 
certain day before Cranmer, Archbishop of Canter-
bury, and most of the King’s Council. More alone 
of the laity was called upon to attend and was the 
first to be asked his opinion. His replies I prefer to 
give in his own words. On his imprisonment in the 
Tower of London he wrote the following letter to 
his daughter Margaret:

When I was before the Lords at Lambeth . . . Af-
ter the cause of my sending-for declared7 unto 
me (whereof I somewhat marveled in my mind, 
considering that they sent for no more tempo-
ral men8 but me), I desired the sight of the oath, 
which they showed me under the Great Seal. 
Then desired I the sight of the Act of the Suc-
cession, which was delivered me in a printed roll. 
After which read secretly9 by myself, and the oath 
considered with the act, I showed unto them that 
my purpose was not to put any fault either in the 
act or any man that made it, or in the oath or any 
man that swore it, nor to condemn the conscience 
of any other man. But as for myself, in good faith 
my conscience so moved me in the matter that 
though I would not deny to swear to the Succes-
sion, yet unto that oath that there was offered 
me, I could not swear without the jeoparding10 
of my soul to perpetual damnation. And that if 
they doubted whether I did refuse the oath only 
for the grudge11 of my conscience or for any fan-
tasy,12 I was ready therein to satisfy them by mine 
oath. Which if they trusted not, what should 
they be the better to give me any oath? And if 
they trusted that I would therein swear true, then 
trusted I that of their goodness they would not 
move13 me to swear the oath that they offered 
me, perceiving that for to swear it was against my 
conscience.

Unto this my Lord Chancellor14 said, that they 
all were very sorry to hear me say thus, and see me 
thus refuse the oath. And they said all, that on 
their faith I was the very first that ever refused it, 

4 i.e., Elizabeth Barton, the Nun of 
Kent  5 See EW 377–81.  6 Cranmer 
pronounced the marriage valid on May 

28, 1533, and Anne was crowned on June 
1.  7 was declared  8 temporal men: 
laymen  9 privately  10 endangering, 

jeopardizing  11 uneasiness, misgiving; 
scruple  12 whim; imagining  13 urge  
14 Sir Thomas Audley  
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79The First Attack on Thomas More

which would cause the King’s Highness to con-
ceive great suspicion of me and great indignation 
toward me. And therewith they showed me the 
roll, and let me see the names of the lords and the 
commons which had sworn and subscribed their 
names already. Which notwithstanding when 
they saw that I refused to swear the same myself, 
not blaming any other man that had sworn, I was 
in conclusion commanded to go down into the 
garden.15

Meanwhile the whole of the London clergy, pas-
tors, doctors, and all the other priests, with some 
bishops, among them the Bishop of Rochester, 
were called in to take the oath. With the exception 
of the Bishop of Rochester and Doctor Wilson,16 
every single one took the oath and subscribed his 
name without the slightest delay or difficulty. More 
continues:

When they had played their pageant17 and were 
gone out of the place, then was I called in again. 
And then was it declared unto me, what a num-
ber had sworn, even since I went aside, gladly 
without any sticking.18 Wherein I laid no blame 
in no man, but for mine own self answered as be-
fore. Now as well before as then, they somewhat 
laid unto me for obstinacy, that whereas before, 
since I refused to swear, I would not declare any 
special part of that oath that grudged19 my con-
science, and open the cause wherefore. For there-
unto I had said unto them, that I feared lest the 
King’s Highness would, as they said, take displea-
sure enough toward me for the only20 refusal of 
the oath. And that if I should open and disclose 
the causes why, I should therewith but further ex-
asperate his Highness, which I would in no wise21 
do, but rather would I abide all danger and harm 
that might come toward me than give his High-
ness any occasion of further displeasure than the 
offering of the oath unto me of pure necessity 
constrained me. Howbeit,22 when they diverse 
times imputed this to me for stubbornness and 
obstinacy—  that I would neither swear the oath 

nor yet declare the causes why—  I declined23 thus 
far toward them; that rather than I would be ac-
counted for obstinate, I would upon24 the King’s 
gracious license,25 or rather his such command-
ment had,26 as might be my sufficient warrant,27 
that my declaration should not offend his High-
ness, nor put me in the danger of any of his stat-
utes, I would be content to declare the causes in 
writing and, over28 that, to give an oath in the be-
ginning that if I might find those causes by any 
man in such wise answered as I might think mine 
own conscience satisfied, I would after that with 
all mine heart swear the principal oath too. 

To this I was answered that though the King 
would give me license under his letters pat-
ent,29 yet would it not serve against the statute. 
Whereto I said that yet, if I had them, I would 
stand unto the trust of his honor at my peril for 
the remnant. But yet it thinketh30 me, lo, that if I 
may not declare the causes without peril, then to 
leave them undeclared is no obstinacy.

My Lord of Canterbury, taking hold upon 
that that31 I said, that I condemned not the con-
sciences of them that swore, said unto me that 
it appeared well that I did not take it for a very 
sure thing and a certain that I might not law-
fully swear it, but rather as a thing uncertain and 
doubtful. “But then,” said my Lord, “you know 
for a certainty, and a thing without doubt, that 
you be bounden to obey your sovereign lord your 
King. And therefore are ye bounden to leave off 
the doubt of your unsure conscience in refus-
ing the oath, and take the sure way in obeying of 
your Prince,32 and swear it.” Now all was it33 so 
that in mine own mind methought myself not 
concluded,34 yet this argument seemed me35 sud-
denly so subtle—  and namely36 with such author-
ity, coming out of so noble a prelate’s mouth— 
 that I could again answer nothing thereto but 
only that I thought myself I might not well do 
so, because that37 in my conscience this was one 
of the cases in which I was bounden that I should 
not obey my Prince, since that whatsoever other 
folk thought in the matter (whose conscience or 

15 EW 1305  16 Nicholas Wilson 
(d. 1548) was chaplain and confessor 
to the King, and in 1533 was Master of 
Michaelhouse, Cambridge. After two 
years’ imprisonment in the Tower, he 
took the oath to the Succession and 

was released.   17 stage play, show  
18 hesitation; scruple  19 troubled  
20 i.e., only for the refusal  21 way  
22 However  23 acceded, gave in  24 as 
soon as  25 permission  26 his ... had: 
having such commandment  27 safeguard  

28 in addition to  29 letters patent: open 
letters to put an agreement on record  
30 it thinketh me: I think  31 that that: 
that which  32 King  33 all was it: 
even if it were  34 convinced  35 to me  
36 especially  37 because that: because  

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

70

75

80

85



80 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

learning I would not condemn nor take upon me 
to judge), yet in my conscience the truth seemed 
on the other side. Wherein I had not informed 
my conscience neither suddenly nor38 slightly, 
but by long leisure and diligent search for the 
matter. And of truth, if that reason may con-
clude, then have we a ready way to avoid all per-
plexities. For in whatsoever matter the doctors39 
stand in great doubt, the King’s commandment, 
given upon whither40 side he list,41 soileth42 all 
the doubts.

Then said my Lord of Westminster43 to me that 
howsoever the matter seemed unto mine own 
mind, I had cause to fear that mine own mind 
was erroneous when I see the great Council of the 
realm determine of my mind the contrary, and 
that therefore I ought to change my conscience. 
To that I answered that if there were no more but 
myself upon my side, and the whole Parliament 
upon the other I would be sore44 afraid to lean 
to mine own mind only against so many. But on 
the other side,45 if it so be that, in some things 
for which I refuse the oath, I have (as I think I 
have) upon my part46 as great a council and a 
greater too, I am not then bounden to change my 
conscience and conform it to the council of one 
realm against the General Council47 of Christen-
dom. Upon this Master Secretary48 (as he that 
tenderly favoreth me)49 . . . [said he was deeply 
grieved and in many words gave expression to his 
grief. He urged against me the indignation of the 
King’s Highness] to which I said that . . . whatso-
ever should mishap50 me, it lay not in my power 
to help it without the peril of my soul. Then did 
my Lord Chancellor repeat before me my refusal 
unto Master Secretary, as to him that was going 
unto the King’s Grace. And in the rehearsing51 
his Lordship repeated again that I denied not but 
was content to swear to the succession. Where-
unto I said that as for that point, I would be con-
tent so that I might see my oath in that point so 
framed in such a manner as might stand with my 
conscience. 

Then said my Lord: “Marry,52 Master Secretary, 

mark that too, that he will not swear that nei-
ther53 but under some certain manner.” “Ver-
ily54 no, my Lord,” quoth I, “but that I will see it 
made in such wise first, as I shall myself see, that55 
I shall neither be forsworn56 nor swear against my 
conscience.”57

This was his first examination, this the begin-
ning of his persecution, this the first act of the trag-
edy that brought such shame to the King, but such 
glory to More. The reader may see how wise, sin-
cere, and modest were his replies; how careful he 
was not to wound the conscience of any man; how 
anxious not to offend the King; how cleverly, like a 
stag surrounded by baying hounds, he kept his pur-
suers at bay—  in a word, how pious and Christ-like 
was his demeanor. It is noteworthy that amongst 
so many laymen, learned, wise, influential, of high 
rank, More alone was summoned, and, even before 
the clergy, examined and tempted. We have already 
seen what efforts the King made to draw this one 
man over to his side. Now we see the whole of the 
King’s Council, the Chancellor, the Archbishop, 
the Abbot, the Secretary, sometimes in common, 
sometimes separately, striving in vain to seduce him. 
Nothing could show more clearly the honor and re-
spect that More enjoyed in the eyes of the King, the 
Parliament, and the people, and at the same time 
his firmness and constancy in the cause of God and 
the truth.

hoW More hAd PrePAred hiMseLF
At this place it is well that I should show the 

reader how carefully and religiously the brave sol-
dier of Christ prepared himself for the combat. Af-
ter laying down his high office, he betook himself to 
his home, free at last from the slavery of the Court 
and public life. He gave himself up to the task of 
defending in numerous learned writings the Cath-
olic faith against the heresies that then were rising 
up in England; and with greater strictness and se-
verity than before he attended to religious exer-
cises, prayer, and the mortification of the flesh. He 
cut down rigorously the number of his household, 

38 not ... nor: More commonly uses a 
double negative where modern English 
would use “not ... either ... or”  39 i.e., of 
the Church  40 whichever  41 pleases, 
chooses  42 resolves  43 Lord of 
Westminster: the Abbot  44 greatly  

45 hand  46 side  47 General Council: a 
meeting of all the world’s bishops approved 
by the Pope  48 Master Secretary: 
Thomas Cromwell  49 as ... me: like 
someone kindly indulging me  50 happen 
unfortunately to  51 telling, relating  

52 Indeed (an expression of surprise, from 
“By Mary!”)  53 not ... neither: not either  
54 Truly  55 so that  56 sworn to 
something untrue  57 EW 1306–7  
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81The First Attack on Thomas More

although he took care that the servants he dis-
pensed with, amongst them his fool, should be pro-
vided with other suitable situations. All his gold 
and silver plate, which was worth more than £400, 
he sold, lest it should be seized by the royal treasury, 
as indeed happened to his property later on. He set-
tled his children, all now married and blessed with 
children of their own in various places, keeping only 
Margaret and her husband with him in the same vil-
lage of Chelsea, though no longer under the same 
roof. Very often (as he writes in one of his letters 
to Margaret from his prison)58 he would lie awake 
almost the whole night, although his wife thought 
him asleep, thinking over the various sufferings that 
might come upon him, even death itself; and with 
many prayers and tears he overcame the weakness 
of the flesh, although, as he writes elsewhere, it was 
so tender and frail that it could scarce bear a fillip.59

the hired oFFiCer
He played a strange trick upon his family after he 

had resigned his office of Chancellor. He hired one 
of the King’s officers to come to his house when all 
the family were at table, to knock suddenly at the 
door, to come in, and to cite him in the King’s name 
to appear next day before the royal commissioners. 
All were thrown into confusion by the unexpected 
message, but whilst some wept and lamented, oth-
ers showed a brave resignation. The latter he praised, 
but the former he reprimanded. In such ways did 
he prepare himself and his dependents for future 
misfortune.

As I recall More’s trick, I am reminded of John 
the Almsgiver, Patriarch of Alexandria, who pre-
pared himself for death by a similar stratagem. He 
ordered a monument to be built for himself but to 
be left unfinished. Those who were building it were 
to come every feast day to him as he was sitting with 
his clergy, and to say: “Your monument, my lord, is 
still unfinished. Give orders for its completion, for 
the hour of death is uncertain.”60

But how necessary so much forethought and 

preparation were even to so saintly a man, the 
course of events and the temptations he had to 
meet will show.

the suMMons to LAMbeth
More happened to be in London on Palm Sun-

day61 with Roper his son-in-law to hear the sermon 
at Saint Paul’s. When it was over he went to the 
house of John Clement.62 There one of the King’s 
officers came to him and cited him to appear the 
following morning before the royal commissioners 
at the Archbishop’s palace at Lambeth. He returned 
home at once, and that evening bade farewell to all 
his dear ones. The next morning he received Holy 
Communion. Then as he was leaving his house his 
wife and children, who were in tears, wished to ac-
company him to the riverside. He would not, how-
ever, allow them to do so, but, shutting the gate, 
went on his way with no companion save Roper. 
Sitting in the boat that was taking him to London, 
he was silent and sad, as if he were sharing Christ’s 
agony in the garden, filled with fear and saying, “My 
soul is sorrowful even unto death.”63 But at length 
he turned a bright and cheerful countenance to his 
son-in-law and said, “Son Roper, I thank our Lord, 
the field is won.”64 Thus More, on the way to his ex-
amination, from which he saw that his death might 
follow, “was in an agony and prayed the longer”;65 
but, relying on the promised help of Christ, “Have 
confidence, I have overcome the world,”66 he also 
gained the victory over the world. For unless Christ 
had first been victorious, how could his members 
have hoped to be so? Or rather we may say, with 
Saint Augustine, “He would not have conquered 
the world, if the world were to conquer his mem-
bers.”67 For if he conquers, we conquer, because 
through him we conquer. This, then, was More’s 
first persecution, his first examination, the first 
temptation in connection with his future passion, 
his first victory.

58 See EW 1319.  59 See EW 1327.  
60 Surius, De vitis sanctorum, 7 vols. 
(Cologne, 1570–82)  61 actually on 

Low Sunday, April 12, 1534  62 “The 
Clements were then living at More’s old 
home, the Barge, in Bucklersbury” (R 

145, n. 9).  63 Mt 26:38  64 EW 1409  
65 Lk 22:43  66 Jn 16:33  67 Tractatus 
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82 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

ChAPter siXteen: his 
iMPrisonMent And FirMness under 

triAL

After More had refused and rejected, as we have 
seen, the twofold Oath1 of the Royal Suprem-

acy and the Succession, he was for a few days com-
mitted to the charge of the Abbot of Westminster. 
Soon he was thrown into the Tower of London, 
condemned to perpetual imprisonment and to the 
loss of all his possessions.

More’s CheerFuLness under 
iMPrisonMent

As soon as he was cast into the Tower, while he 
was guarded with the utmost rigor, he wrote with a 
coal a short letter to his daughter Margaret, which 
I will now give in order that the reader may see the 
cheerfulness with which, from the very first, he ac-
cepted the dirt and discomforts of prison:

Mine own good daughter. 
Our Lord be thanked I am in good health of 

body, and in good quiet of mind; and of worldly 
things I no more desire than I have. I beseech him 
make you all merry in the hope of heaven. And 
such things as I somewhat longed to talk with 
you all, concerning the world to come, our Lord 
put them into your minds, as I trust he doth, and 
better too, by his Holy Spirit, who bless you and 
preserve you all. Written with a coal by your ten-
der loving father, who in his poor prayers for-
getteth none of you all, nor your babes, nor your 
nurses, nor your good husbands’ shrewd2 wives, 
nor your father’s shrewd wife neither, nor our 
other friends. And thus fare ye heartily well for 
lack of paper.

P.S.—  Our Lord keep me continually true, 
faithful, and plain; to the contrary whereof I be-
seech him heartily never to suffer me live. For as 

for long life (as I have often told thee, Meg) I nei-
ther look for, nor long for, but am well content to 
go if God call me hence tomorrow. And I thank 
our Lord I know no person living that I would 
had one fillip3 for my sake; of which mind I am 
more glad than of all the world beside.

Recommend me to your shrewd Will, and 
mine other sons, and to John Harris my friend, 
and yourself knoweth to whom else, and to my 
shrewd wife above all; and God preserve you all, 
and make and keep you his servants all.4

Such were his dispositions at his entry into prison: 
his thoughts were with his dear ones, but he did not 
allow the affection he bore them, or his longing for 
their presence, to move him from his duty to God.

MArGAret urGes hiM to tAKe the oAth
Soon after began a long series of trials, for the 

King tried every means to bend More to his will, 
but, aided by the divine assistance the brave soldier 
of Christ overcame them all. In the first place Mar-
garet Roper, his dearly beloved daughter, whom, 
as is clear from what has gone before, he loved be-
yond all others, urged him not to scruple to take 
an oath which so many great men throughout En-
gland, esteemed for their learning and piety, had 
taken. Whether or not she expressed her true sen-
timents, it is certain that More took her words seri-
ously. That the trial was a painful one is clear from 
the following letter5 in reply: 

If I had not been, my dearly beloved daughter, 
at a firm and fast6 point (I trust in God’s great 
mercy), this good great while before, your lam-
entable7 letter had not a little abashed8 me, surely 
far above all other things, of which I hear diverse 
times not a few terrible toward me. But surely 
they all touched me never so near, nor were so 
grievous unto me, as to see you, my well-beloved 

103 in Johannem   
1 “Stapleton is in error here as others 
have been since. No oath to the Royal 
Supremacy was prescribed. Fisher and 
More refused to take the oath under the 
first Act of Succession because it implied 
a repudiation of Papal authority. At that 
date, April 1534, the Act of Supremacy 
had not yet been passed though the title 
had been accepted by the Convocations. 
The Supremacy Act was passed at the end 
of 1534 when More and Fisher had been in 

the Tower more than six months. This was 
followed by an Act of Treasons that made 
it treason to deny to the King any one of 
his titles. At several interrogations in the 
Tower, both More and Fisher were pressed 
to accept this new title, Supreme Head. 
As neither would do so, Fisher, apparently 
by direct denial, and More by his silence, 
they came under the Act of Treasons and 
were tried on the grounds of this refusal 
of the title. For discussion of these Acts 
and of their relevance, see E. E. Reynolds, 

The Trial of St. Thomas More” (R 147, 
n. 1).  2 cunning  3 a small tap with a 
finger  4 EW 1307–8  5 “In his note to 
this letter, William Rastell suggested that 
his cousin, Margaret, tried to persuade her 
father to take the oath so that she would 
be more likely to gain access to him when 
Cromwell read her letter (which is not 
extant). More did not read it this way and 
his opening words in his reply show his 
acute distress” (R 148, n. 3).  6 steadfast  
7 distressing  8 disconcerted  
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83His Imprisonment and Firmness under Trial

child, in such vehement piteous manner labor to 
persuade unto me that thing wherein I have of 
pure necessity for respect unto mine own soul 
so often given you so precise answer before. 
Wherein as touching the points of your letter, I 
can make none answer, for I doubt not but you 
well remember that the matters which move my 
conscience (without declaration whereof I can 
nothing touch the points) I have sundry times 
showed you that I will disclose them to no man. 
And therefore, daughter Margaret, I can in this 
thing no further but, like as you labor9 me again 
to follow your mind, to desire and pray you both 
again to leave off such labor and with my former 
answers to hold yourself content. 

A deadly grief unto me, and much more deadly 
than to hear of mine own death (for the fear 
thereof, I thank our Lord, the fear of hell, the 
hope of heaven and the Passion of Christ daily 
more and more assuage), is that I perceive my 
good son your husband, and you my good daugh-
ter, and my good wife, and mine other good chil-
dren and innocent friends, in great displeasure 
and danger of great harm thereby. The let,10 while 
it lieth not in my hand, I can no further but com-
mit all unto God. “For as the divisions of wa-
ters, so the heart of the King is in the hand of the 
Lord; whithersoever he will he shall turn it.”11 12

How bitter a trial to the brave confessor was the 
piteous letter of his sweet daughter is clear from 
this reply. He was the best of fathers; his love for his 
children was tender and strong, as has been shown 
above, but with the greatest fortitude of spirit he 
overcame the temptation and gained the victory.

A second trial to More was his meeting with this 
same beloved daughter in his prison. In her discourse 
with her father she adroitly brought forward, as 
though uttered by others, all the arguments alleged 
by men, great and small, against More’s rejection of 
the oath, an action in which he stood almost alone. 
It will not be out of place to enumerate briefly these 
arguments, together with More’s prudent and con-
scientious replies. Thus will More’s action, based as 
it clearly was on motives of religion and conscience, 
be defended against the sneers and sophistries of the 
world, and the reader be instructed how to deal with 
similar cases which are not of rare occurrence in the 

state.
These, then, are briefly the objections Marga-

ret urged. First, that one who was under such great 
obligations to the King and had received so many 
honors from him was bound beyond all others to 
conform himself to the royal will except in mat-
ters clearly and obviously contrary to the com-
mandments of God. That in this matter (and this 
was the second argument) so general was the con-
sent of the whole kingdom, of men of such num-
ber and weight, that it was scarcely credible that all 
would wish to disobey Almighty God. Third, that 
the Bishop of Rochester stood alone and that More 
should beware of following his single authority or 
imitating his obstinacy. Fourth, that whereas those 
who had taken the oath were so high in rank and 
character, bishops, doctors, parish priests, religious, 
nobles, and other men of eminence and prudence, 
More was but a layman and not of the highest rank 
in the nobility. Not only, then, could he, without 
rashness or danger to salvation, accommodate his 
conscience to theirs, but indeed he was bound so to 
do. Fifth and last, that as the matter was settled in 
public session of Parliament and received the assent 
of all ranks, it was the general opinion that More 
was bound even in conscience to acknowledge and 
approve this public decree. As he was almost alone 
in refusing the oath, some loudly accused him of 
rashness and inconsideration, others of folly, others 
of wickedness and obstinacy.

More’s answers to these various arguments were 
on the following lines. First, that certainly no man 
in the whole kingdom would more willingly take 
the oath than he, who was as he acknowledged, in-
debted in so many ways to the King’s Majesty, if by 
so doing he should not grievously offend God. That 
he had not lightly or carelessly dealt with the mat-
ter but had given it his close study for seven years 
after the appearance of the King’s book against Lu-
ther, in reading which book he first realized that the 
primacy of the Roman Pontiff was by divine right. 
That he had read all the fathers, both Latin and 
Greek, that he could find upon the subject and—  to 
use his own words—  

I have found in effect the substance of all the holy 
doctors, from Saint Ignatius, disciple to Saint 
John the Evangelist, unto our own days both 

9 urge  10 hindrance, stoppage  11 Prv 21:1. More quotes the text in Latin.  12 EW 1308  
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84 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

Latins and Greeks, so consonant and agreeing in 
that point, and the thing by such general coun-
cils so confirmed also, that in good faith I never 
neither read nor heard anything of such effect on 
the other side, that ever could lead me to think 
that my conscience were well discharged, but 
rather in right great peril if I should follow the 
other side and deny the primacy to be provided 
by God, which if we did, yet can I nothing (as I 
showed you) perceive any commodity that ever 
could come by that denial, for that primacy is at 
the leastwise instituted by the corps13 of Chris-
tendom and for a great urgent cause in avoiding 
of schisms14 and corroborate15 by continual suc-
cession16 more than the space of a thousand year 
at the least, for there are passed almost a thou-
sand year since the time of the holy Saint Greg-
ory.17 And therefore since all Christendom is one 
corps, I cannot perceive how any member thereof 
may without the common consent of the body 
depart from the common head.18

As to the offense the King has taken in this 
matter, 

albeit that19 I have for my own part such opinion 
of the Pope’s primacy . . .20 never have [I] in any 
book of mine put forth among the King’s sub-
jects in our vulgar tongue, advanced greatly the 
Pope’s authority. For albeit that a man may per-
adventure21 somewhat find therein that after the 
common manner of all Christian realms I speak 
of him as primate, yet never do I stick22 thereon 
with reasoning and proving of that point. . . . But 
whereas I had written thereof at length in my 
Confutation23 before, and for the proof thereof 
had compiled together all that I could find there-
for, at such time as I little looked24 that there 
should fall between the King’s Highness and the 
Pope such a breach as is fallen since, when I af-
ter that saw the thing likely to draw toward such 
displeasure between them, I suppressed it ut-
terly and never put word thereof into my book, 

but put out the remnant without it, which thing 
well declareth that I never intended anything to 
meddle in that matter against the King’s gracious 
pleasure, whatsoever mine own opinion were 
therein.25

But now by the oath that is tendered to me I 
see that I am thrust into these straits, that I must 
necessarily offend either God or the King, that I 
must expose myself either to the greatest perils 
in this world (all of which, however, I have long 
foreseen and considered) or to the sentence of 
eternal damnation.26

To the second argument he replied that he 
wished in no way to discuss or judge the consciences 
of other men, but that many things might induce 
them to take the oath. To use his own words: 

That the keeping of the Prince’s pleasure and the 
avoiding of his indignation, the fear of the los-
ing of their worldly substance,27 with regard unto 
the discomfort of their kindred and their friends, 
might hap make some men either swear other-
wise than they think or frame their conscience 
astretch think otherwise than they thought— 
 any such opinion such as this is, will I not con-
ceive of them; I have better hope of their good-
ness than to think of them so. For if such things 
should have turned them, the same things had 
been likely to make me do the same; for, in good 
faith, I knew few so fainthearted as myself.28

We may well admire the humility of this holy 
man. He proceeds: 

And some might hap to frame himself a con-
science and think that, while he did it for fear, 
God would forgive it. And some may peradven-
ture29 think that they will repent and be shriven30 
thereof, and that so God shall remit it them. And 
some may be peradventure of that mind that, if 
they say one thing and think the while the con-
trary, God more regardeth their heart than their 

13 body  14 breaches of the unity 
of the Church not due, according to 
Augustine and other Fathers, to heretical 
belief  15 corroborated, strengthened  
16 continual succession: succeeding to the 
episcopate by authority in an unbroken 

line from St. Peter, the first pope  
17 Gregory the Great, Pope 590–604  
18 EW 386  19 albeit that: although  
20 The words which Stapleton omits are 
“yet never thought I the Pope above the 
General Council.”  21 perhaps  22 dwell  

23 Confutation of Tyndale’s Answer, 
1532–33  24 expected  25 EW 386–87   
26 This concluding sentence seems to 
be Stapleton’s paraphrase.   27 wealth, 
property  28 See EW 1318.  29 perhaps  
30 forgiven in the sacrament of confession  
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85His Imprisonment and Firmness under Trial

tongue, and that therefore their oath goeth upon 
that they think and not upon that they say.31 

To such dangers I dare not expose myself, 
nor do I consider it safe to shield myself in such 
excuses.32

As to the third objection he pointed out how im-
probable it was, because he refused the oath before 
the Bishop of Rochester had been summoned to 
take it, and because the latter was “content to have 
sworn of that oath . . . either somewhat more, or 
in some other manner than ever (More) minded 
to do.” “For albeit,” he said, “that, of very truth, I 
have him in that reverent estimation that I reckon 
in this realm no one man—  in wisdom, learning 
and long-approved virtue together—  meet33 to be 
matched and compared with him, yet . . . I never in-
tend to pin my soul at another man’s back.”34

As to the fourth objection he wrote: 

I nothing doubt at all but that, though not in 
this realm, yet in Christendom about, of those 
well-learned men and virtuous that are yet alive, 
they be not the fewer part that are of my mind. 
Besides that, that it were,35 ye wot36 well possi-
ble that some men in this realm too, think not 
so clear the contrary, as by the oath received they 
have sworn to say. . . . But go me now to them that 
are dead before and that are, I trust, in heaven; I 
am sure that it is not the fewer part of them that, 
all the time while they lived, thought in some of 
the things the way I think now. I am also . . . of 
this thing sure enough, that of those holy doctors 
and saints . . . there thought in some such things 
as I think now. I say not that they thought all so, 
but surely such and so many (as will well appear 
by their writing) that I pray God give me the 
grace that my soul may follow theirs.37

To the fifth and last argument he replied: 

As for the law of the land, though every man be-
ing born and inhabiting therein is bounden to the 
keeping in every case upon some temporal pain 
and in many cases upon pain of God’s displeasure 
too, yet there is no man bounden to swear that 

every law is well made, nor bounden upon the 
pain of God’s displeasure to perform any point of 
the law as were indeed unlawful.38 

He pointed to doubtful and controverted doctrines 
of the Church, for example, whether or not the 
Blessed Virgin was conceived in original sin, saying: 

If it so hap that, in any particular part of Chris-
tendom, there be a law made that be such as . . . 
some that are good men and cunning39 . . . think 
some one way, and some other of like learning 
and goodness think the contrary, in this case he 
that thinketh against the law neither may swear 
that law lawfully was made, standing his own 
conscience to the contrary, nor is bounden upon 
pain of God’s displeasure to change his own con-
science therein for any particular law made any-
where, other than by the General Council40 

or universal legislator. He went on to say that in 
matters which have been clearly decided by Gen-
eral Councils or by the unanimous consent of the 
Church, it was not allowable for anyone who wished 
to be a Christian and to save his soul to think or to 
speak otherwise or to form his conscience in any 
other way at the bidding of any civil law, however 
many learned men should do so and strive to draw 
others by their example.

So did Sir Thomas answer the arguments brought 
against him, and the criticisms men passed on his 
action. We have translated and brought together on 
this head various passages from his English Works, 
but especially from a letter in which his daughter 
Margaret wrote the words she had heard from his 
own lips to her sister, Lady Alington,41 wife of Sir 
Giles Alington, Knight.

In several other ways also, as we can see in this 
same letter, did Margaret, without wishing to lead 
her father into sin, yet tempt his courage and con-
stancy. Always, however, did More answer with the 
greatest prudence and piety, showing himself ready, 
in the true spirit of a martyr, to suffer every possible 
hardship on behalf of the truth. I will give briefly 
his replies, so that the reader may see that he was 
guided in all this matter by religion, sincerity, and 

31 EW 1314  32 This concluding 
sentence also seems to be Stapleton’s 
paraphrase.  33 suitable, worthy  

34 EW 1314  35 that it were: it could be  
36 know  37 See EW 1318.   38 EW 
1316  39 learned; clever  40 EW 

1316  41 Alice Alington (d. 1563) was 
the daughter of Alice Middleton, More’s 
second wife.  
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wisdom, and not by rashness, vanity, self-will, or 
obstinacy. He had given to the subject the deepest 
and most serious consideration, and his one desire 
was, not to appear wiser than others or to offend the 
King, but to avoid offending God. When Margaret, 
then, saw that her father had replied so effectually 
to all her arguments, “But yet, father,” she said, “by 
my troth I fear me very sore42 that this matter will 
bring you in marvelous heavy trouble. You know 
well that, as I showed you, Master Secretary sent 
you word as your very43 friend to remember that 
the Parliament lasted yet.”44

More reAdy For Any eXtreMity
In these words she hinted to her father the dan-

ger that existed of his being by name condemned 
to death in Parliament itself, as is not infrequently 
the case in England. To this he replied that he had 
thought well beforehand of every extremity, and 
that nothing perilous could happen to him which 
he was not long before in mind and will prepared 
to suffer: 

Albeit45 (he said) I know well that if they would 
make a law to do me any harm, that law could 
never be lawful, but that46 . . . no man shall do 
me hurt but if he do me wrong . . . and notwith-
standing also that I have good hope that God 
shall never suffer47 so good and wise a prince in 
such wise to requite the long service of his true 
faithful servant, yet since there is nothing impos-
sible to fall,48 I forgot not in this matter the coun-
sel of Christ in the Gospel,49 that ere I should be-
gin to build this castle for the safeguard of mine 
own soul, I should sit and reckon what the charge 
would be. I counted . . . what peril was possible 
for to fall to me, so far-forth that I am sure that 
there can come none above. . . . But yet . . . I never 
thought to change, though the very uttermost 
should hap50 me that my fear ran upon.

No father (quoth Margaret) it is not like51 
to think upon a thing that may be, and to see a 
thing that shall be, as ye should (our Lord save 
you) if the chance should so fortune.52 And 
then should53 you peradventure54 think that55 

you think not now and yet then peradventure it 
would be too late.

Too late daughter (quoth More) Margaret? 
I beseech our Lord that if ever I make such a 
change, it may be too late indeed. For well I wot56 
the change cannot be good for my soul, that 
change, I say, that should grow but by fear. And 
therefore I pray God that in this world I never 
have good57 of such change. For so much as I take 
harm here, I shall have at the leastwise the less 
therefore when I am hence. And if it so were58 
that I wist59 well now that I should60 faint and 
fall, and for fear swear hereafter, yet would I wish 
to take harm by the refusing first, for so should I 
have the better hope for grace to rise again. 

And albeit, Marget, that I wot well my lewd-
ness61 hath been such that I know myself well 
worthy that God should let me slip, yet can I 
not but trust in his merciful goodness, that as his 
grace hath strengthened me hitherto, and made 
me content in my heart to lose goods, land, and 
life too, rather than to swear against my con-
science, and hath also put in the King toward 
me that62 good and gracious mind that as yet he 
hath taken from me nothing but my liberty— 
 wherewith63 (as help me God) his Grace hath 
done me great good by the spiritual profit that I 
trust I take thereby, that among all his great ben-
efits heaped upon me so thick, I reckon upon my 
faith my prisonment even the very chief—  I can-
not, I say, therefore mistrust the grace of God, 
but that either he shall conserve and keep the 
King in that gracious mind still to do me none 
hurt, or else, if his pleasure be, that for mine other 
sins I shall suffer in such a case in sight64 as I shall 
not deserve, his grace shall give me the strength 
to take it patiently, and peradventure somewhat 
gladly too, whereby his high goodness shall (by 
the merits of his bitter Passion joined thereunto, 
and far surmounting in merit for me, all that I 
can suffer myself ) make it serve for release of my 
pain in purgatory and, over65 that, for increase of 
some reward in heaven. 

Mistrust him, Meg, will I not; though I feel me 
faint, yea, and though I should feel my fear even 

42 greatly  43 true  44 lasted yet: is 
still in session; EW 1319  45 Although  
46 but that: but (notwithstanding)  
47 allow; permit  48 happen  49 Lk 

14:28  50 happen to  51 the same  
52 the chance ... fortune: it does happen to 
turn out that way  53 might  54 perhaps  
55 what  56 know  57 benefit  

58 so were: it was the case  59 knew  
60 would  61 sinfulness  62 such a  
63 by doing so  64 in sight: apparently  
65 in addition to  
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at point to overthrow me too, yet shall I remem-
ber how Saint Peter, with a blast of a wind, be-
gan to sink for his faint faith, and shall do as he 
did: call upon Christ and pray him to help.66 And 
then I trust he shall set his holy hand unto me, 
and in the stormy seas hold me up from drown-
ing. Yea and if he suffer me to play Saint Peter 
further, and to fall full67 to the ground, and swear 
and forswear too—  which our Lord, for his ten-
der Passion, keep me from, and let me lose if it 
so fall, and never win thereby—  yet after shall I 
trust that his goodness will cast upon me his ten-
der piteous eye,68 as he did upon Saint Peter, and 
make me stand up again and confess the truth of 
my conscience afresh, and abide the shame and 
the harm here of mine own fault.

And finally, Marget, this wot I very well, that 
without my fault69 he will not let me be lost. I 
shall therefore with good hope commit myself 
wholly to him. And if he suffer me for my faults 
to perish, yet shall I then serve for a praise of his 
justice. But in good faith, Meg, I trust that his 
tender pity shall keep my poor soul safe and make 
me commend70 his mercy. And therefore, mine 
own good daughter, never trouble thy mind for 
anything that ever shall hap me in this world. . . 
. And I make me very sure that whatsoever that 
be, seem it never so bad in sight, it shall indeed 
be the best.71

So spoke More in prison to his daughter. How 
he wins our admiration as we gaze on him, not only 
ready to suffer every extremity, but (what is more 
and is indeed the strongest safeguard to fortitude 
and all other virtues) humble, thinking little of 
himself, conforming himself in everything to God’s 
will, just, holy, simple, upright, and God-fearing.

Letters to doCtor WiLson
I feel that to meet the persuasions, the objections, 

and the anxieties of this most dear daughter must 
have been More’s greatest trial. But he gained the 
victory, and then came another temptation of no 
slight force. Nicholas Wilson, a doctor of theol-
ogy, was a man much esteemed for his wisdom and 
learning. He was often employed by the King and 

was an intimate friend of More’s with whom he had 
studied closely the questions of the divorce and the 
supremacy. When all the clergy were summoned to 
take the oath, as we have related, besides the Bishop 
of Rochester, Doctor Wilson also refused to swear. 
Afterwards, however, having been imprisoned, he 
weakened and changed his mind, promising to take 
the oath. Before he did so he wrote to Sir Thomas 
More asking whether he too was going to swear. 
More replied as follows: 

Whereas I perceive that you would gladly know 
what I intend to do, you wot72 well that I told you 
when we were both abroad that I would neither 
therein know your mind nor no man’s else, nor 
you nor no man else should therein know mine, 
for I would be no part taker73 with no man, nor 
of troth74 never I will, but leaving every other 
man to their own conscience, myself will with 
God’s grace follow mine own. For against mine 
own to swear were peril of my damnation . . . and 
whereas I perceive by sundry means that you have 
promised to swear the oath, I beseech our Lord 
give you thereof good luck. I never gave any man 
counsel to the contrary in my days nor never used 
any ways to put any scruple in other folks’ con-
science concerning the matter.75

Doctor Wilson asked for a more definite answer, 
and in his lengthy reply More repeats almost all that 
he had said in his letter to Thomas Cromwell and 
in his discussion with Margaret Roper, of which we 
have spoken above. Among much else he writes as 
follows: 

[I am not] so bold or presumptuous to blame or 
dispraise the conscience of other men, their truth 
nor their learning neither, nor I meddle of no 
man but of myself, nor of no man’s conscience 
else will I meddle with but of mine own. And in 
mine own conscience (I cry God mercy; I find of 
mine own life, matters enough to think on. I have 
lived, methinketh, a long life and now neither I 
look nor I long to live much longer. I have since I 
came in the Tower looked once or twice to have 
given up my ghost ere76 this, and in good faith 

66 Saint Peter ... help: Mt 14:30  67 fall 
full: Mt 26:69–75  68 cast ... eye: 

Lk 22:61  69 failing, sin  70 praise  
71 EW 1319–20  72 know  73 partisan  

74 of truth: in truth  75 EW 1320  
76 given ... ere: to have died before  
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mine heart waxed77 the lighter with hope thereof. 
Yet forget I not that I have a long reckoning and 
a great to give account of, but I put my trust in 
God and in the merits of his bitter Passion, and 
I beseech him give me and keep me the mind to 
long to be out of this world and to be with him. 
For I can never but trust that whoso long to be 
with him shall be welcome to him and on the 
other side my mind giveth me verily that any that 
ever shall come to him, shall full heartily wish to 
be with him ere78 ever he shall come at79 him.80

Thus More, strong in wisdom divine and human, 
was in no way moved by the example and the fall of 
so great a man, nor shaken in his own resolution, al-
though certainly the example of so excellent a theo-
logian might well have been a grave scandal to a lay-
man. But More was no ordinary layman.81

Many other tests also to his constancy did More 
have to meet during his imprisonment; for the 
King, More’s friends, and his enemies too, did all in 
their power to make him yield. His friends desired 
to save his life; his enemies to bend him to their will, 
for they were greatly annoyed that such a man as 
More, and he alone, should refuse an oath that al-
most all others had taken.

threAtened ProCeedinGs AGAinst More
A rumor, therefore, was industriously spread 

abroad and zealously brought to More’s ears, to the 
effect that if he persisted in his obstinacy the King 
would be forced to take advantage of the continued 
session of Parliament to pass a new law against him. 
Of this rumor, and the new temptation or rather 
threat that it implied, he wrote thus to his daughter 
Margaret:

I cannot let82 such a law to be made. But I am 
very sure that if I died by such a law, I should 
die for that point innocent afore God. . . . [I did 
not leave] that point unthought upon, but many 
times more than one revolved and cast in my 
mind before my coming hither, both that peril 
and all others that might put my body in peril 
of death by the refusing of this oath. In devis-
ing whereupon, albeit, mine own good daughter, 

that I found myself—  I cry God mercy—  very sen-
sual,83 and my flesh much more shrinking from 
pain and from death than methought it the part 
of a faithful Christian man, in such a case as my 
conscience gave me, that in the saving of my body 
should stand the loss of my soul, yet I thank our 
Lord, that in that conflict the Spirit had in con-
clusion the mastery, and reason with help of 
faith finally concluded that for to be put to death 
wrongfully for doing well . . . it is a case in which 
a man may lose his head and yet have none harm, 
but instead of harm inestimable good at the hand 
of God.

And I thank our Lord, Meg, since I am come 
hither I set by84 death every day less than other. 
For though a man lose of his years in this world, 
it is more than manifold recompensed by coming 
the sooner to heaven. And though it be a pain to 
die while a man is in health, yet see I very few that 
in sickness die with ease. And finally, very sure am 
I that whensoever the time shall come that may 
hap to come, God wot85 how soon, by which I 
should lie sick in my deathbed by nature, I shall 
then think that God had done much for me, if 
he had suffered me to die before by the color86 
of such a law. And therefore my reason showeth 
me, Margaret, that it were great folly for me to 
be sorry to come to that death, which I would af-
ter wish that I had died. Beside that, that a man 
may hap with less thanks of God, and more ad-
venture87 of his soul, to die as violently and as 
painfully by many other chances as by enemies or 
thieves. And therefore, mine own good daughter, 
I assure you—  thanks be to God—  the thinking of 
any such albeit it hath grieved me ere88 this, yet 
at this day grieveth me nothing. And yet I know 
well for all this mine own frailty, and that Saint 
Peter which feared it much less than I, fell in such 
fear soon after that at the word of a simple girl he 
forsook and forswore89 our Savior.90 And there-
fore am I not, Meg, so mad as to warrant91 myself 
to stand. But I shall pray, and I pray thee, mine 
own good daughter, to pray with me, that it may 
please God that hath given me this mind, to give 
me the grace to keep it.

And thus have I, mine own good daughter, 

77 grew  78 before  79 to  80 EW 
1381  81 “ ‘. . . but,’ adds Stapleton, ‘above 
τὸν λάον.’ The same play upon words 
occurs at the end of the letter from Budé 

quoted in the middle of Chapter 5” (H).  
82 hinder  83 depending on the senses 
only and not on the intellect or spirit  
84 set by: color  85 knows  86 pretext  

87 peril  88 before  89 denied  90 Mt 
26:69–75  91 pledge  
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89His Imprisonment and Firmness under Trial

disclosed unto you the very secret bottom of 
my mind, referring the order thereof only to the 
goodness of God, and that so fully that I assure 
you, Margaret, on my faith, I never have prayed 
God to bring me hence nor deliver me from 
death, but referred all things whole unto his only 
pleasure, as to him that seeth better what is best 
for me than myself doth. Nor never longed I 
since I came hither to set my foot in mine own 
house, but gladly would I sometime somewhat 
talk with my friends, and specially my wife and 
you that pertain to my charge. But since that God 
otherwise disposeth,92 I commit you all wholly to 
his goodness and take daily great comfort in that 
I perceive that you live together so charitably and 
so quietly; I beseech our Lord continue it.93

In writing this letter to his daughter upon hear-
ing the rumor of which we have spoken, More was 
certainly less anxious about himself than about the 
possible distress of his family.

rebuts ChArGe oF obstinACy
In addition to the trials we have mentioned, 

he had to suffer distress on another score. It was 
brought as a grave objection against him and as a 
proof, obvious to all and particularly to the King, 
of his obstinacy and stubbornness, that during the 
whole period of his imprisonment he wrote no let-
ter to the King nor petitioned him for any kind of 
grace or pardon. To this objection he replied in a 
letter to a devout priest: 

In good faith (he writes), I do not forbear it of 
any obstinacy, but rather of a lowly mind and a 
reverent, because that I see nothing that I could 
write but that I fear me sore that his Grace were 
likely rather to take displeasure with me for it 
than otherwise, while his Grace believeth me not 
that my conscience is the cause but rather obsti-
nate willfulness.94

Such a persuasion he could not remove from the 
King’s mind by letters, nor, while it remained, did 
he hope that he might be able to do any good by 
writing.

treAChery oF sir riChArd riCh
Not long before More received the sentence of 

death, there came to him in prison Richard Rich 
who held the high post of Solicitor-General, in the 
guise of a friend, but, as the event showed, with the 
intention of finding matter for accusation. For the 
whole of the conversation between them was repro-
duced, word-for-word, in the indictment.

In trying to persuade More, by many arguments, 
to conform to the laws of the kingdom, he used the 
following comparison: 

Now if (he said) in the Parliament of the realm, 
I, Richard Rich, by a decree accepted by all were 
declared king of England, and by the same decree 
anyone who should deny Richard Rich to be king 
were declared a traitor, would not you, being a 
citizen of England, be bound to give your consent 
to this decree? Would you not commit a crime if 
you did not acknowledge as king him whom Par-
liament had declared to be such? 

To this More replied that in such a case he would be 
bound to give consent: 

But (he added) the case you propose is easy; I will 
put before you a harder one. What if it were de-
clared in Parliament that God were not God? If 
you, Richard Rich, were asked whether God were 
God would you deny it because of the decree of 
Parliament? 

To this Rich replied, 

Of course I would not deny it, for such a case 
is utterly impossible. But as you have given me 
such an extreme case, I will give you another that 
is more reasonable. You know that our King has 
been declared by decree of Parliament to be the 
Supreme Head on earth of the Church of En-
gland. Why do you not conform yourself to this 
decree and give it your consent, just as in the 
other case I proposed you said you would con-
form yourself ?

More’s answer was: 

There is a broad and evident distinction. The 

92 ordains  93 EW 1325–26  94 Letter to Master Leder, EW 1329  
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King can be created or deposed by authority of 
Parliament and all English subjects are bound to 
obey. But by no decree of the kingdom can the 
King be lawfully declared Head of Church of En-
gland, for outside the realm of England, all other 
kings and princes shrink from a primacy of this 
kind. All the other provinces of the Christian 
world contradict this prerogative of the King. For 
to be Head of the Church, and to judge in eccle-
siastical causes, is a matter of faith and religion, 
not within the competence of the civil power.95

This was More’s answer, at least as it appeared in 
his indictment. And if he had uttered those words, 
they would have been in no way blameworthy or de-
serving of death; they would have asserted openly 
the true and orthodox opinion. But as up to this 
time he seems never to have spoken so openly, per-
haps the account of his words given in the indict-
ment is not altogether true. However that may be, 
the indictment itself bears witness that the Solici-
tor-General used every means to move More from 
his purpose, but entirely in vain. 

his WiFe’s visit to the toWer
Nothing, then, could move More from his pur-

pose or cause him to fear. His wife then was sent 
into prison to tempt her husband, to weaken his 
resolution by soft words and womanly wiles, or to 
move him to pity for his family. She came, and af-
ter greeting him entreated him with all earnestness 
not to sacrifice his children, his country, and his 
life, which he might yet enjoy for many years. As 
she kept on pleading, and harping upon a long life, 
he interrupted her: “And how long, my Alice, shall I 
be able to enjoy this life?” “A full twenty years,” she 
replied, “if God so wills.” “Do you wish me, then,” 
said More, “to exchange eternity for twenty years? 
Nay, good wife, you do not bargain very skillfully. 
If you had said some thousands of years, you would 
have said something, but yet what would that be in 
comparison with eternity?” Thus did More wittily 
and effectually silence the persuasions of his wife.

“i hAve ChAnGed My Mind”
But the following anecdote is especially amusing, 

and yet a remarkable witness to his utter tranquility 
and peace of heart in prospect of imminent death.96 

Many men of high position used to visit him in 
prison, either of their own accord, or sent by the 
King. The latter is more probable, for access to the 
prisoners in the Tower of London is usually not so 
easy. Amongst these visitors was one whose attempts 
to move More were vehement rather than prudent. 
His warnings, his pleadings were incessantly re-
peated. He begged More to change his opinion, and 
not to be obstinate, and yet in all that he said there 
was no word of the divorce or the oath. More, either 
out of fun, or to rid himself of the man’s impor-
tunity or to rebuke his want of courtesy, at length 
answered him with apparent seriousness: “Indeed, 
my lord, I will tell you how the matter stands. Af-
ter giving everything most careful consideration, I 
have changed my opinion and I intend to act quite 
differently from the manner I had proposed.” The 
good man, hearing this, waited for nothing further, 
but showed himself delighted at More’s words and 
begged him to remain firm in the new course he 
had chosen. In all haste he went to the King and 
announced to him that More had changed his opin-
ion. The King readily believed what it gave him such 
pleasure to hear, but wishing for complete certainty, 
“Return,” he said, “to More, and say that I am de-
lighted to hear that he has conformed his opinion 
to mine. I ask one thing only: that he should put 
into writing the change of his mind and intention, 
so that as many as have been scandalized by his ob-
stinacy may now be edified by his retractation.” The 
foolish man returned to More in prison and ac-
quainted him with the King’s words and good plea-
sure. On hearing him, More professed the greatest 
astonishment. “Have you, then, been to the King?” 
he said. “Have you reported to the King’s Majesty 
the words we here privately interchanged?” “Why 
should I not report,” said the other, “what I knew 
would be so pleasing to the King’s Majesty?” “But 
at least,” said More, “you should have understood 
my words better before you carried them to any-
one else, most of all to the King.” “But I understood 
what you said quite clearly,” replied the other, “that 
after most careful consideration you had changed 
your opinion.” “Indeed,” said More, “you have done 
a ridiculous thing. I have indeed changed my opin-
ion, and told you so in familiar conversation, and 
I would have finished what I had to say if you had 
waited to hear it; but as regards the grave matter of 

95 See EW 1358–59, 1411–13.  96 “Stapleton alone records this tale” (R 161, n. 13).  
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the oath that was offered to me I have not changed 
my opinion. On that subject you did not speak to 
me, nor did I refer to it.” “In what other way, then,” 
asked the other “have you changed your opinion?” 
“I will tell you clearly,” answered More. “You know 
that during all the time I have been at Court, I have 
always been clean-shaven like the other members of 
the King’s Council, and as is the custom amongst 
lawyers. But while I have been in prison my beard 
has grown long, as you see, and for some time now 
I had determined to shave it before going to exe-
cution so that I should not appear strange to those 
who know me. But now I have entirely changed my 
mind, and I intend to allow my beard to suffer the 
same fate as my head.” The other was filled with 
confusion, as the King had ordered him to return 
to inform him of the matter. “So,” said the King, 
“does this man still mock us with his jests.”

Thus, then, was More tempted and gravely 
tempted again and again in prison, but neverthe-
less he was always merry and cheerful. Almost ev-
ery day he sang psalms to himself, showing thus 
the deep and perpetual peace of his soul, accord-
ing to the words of Saint James: “Is any one cheer-
ful in mind? Let him sing.”97 In short, he said to his 
daughter Margaret, on his faith, that never had he 
received a greater benefit from the King than his 
imprisonment in the Tower, on account of the in-
credibly great spiritual progress that, as he hoped, 
he was there making. We end this chapter by giving 
some verses he composed in prison.

LeWis the Lost Lover
Eye flattering fortune, look thou never so fair,
Or never so pleasantly begin to smile,
As though thou wouldst my ruin all repair,
During my life thou shalt me not beguile.
Trust shall I God to enter in awhile
His haven of heaven ever sure and uniform.
Ever after thy calm, look I for a storm.

dAvy the diCer
Long was I, Lady Luck, your serving man,
And now have lost again all that I gat,
Wherefore, when I think on you now and then,
And in my mind remember this and that,

Ye may not blame me, though I beshrew your cat,
But in faith I bless you again a thousand times,
For lending me now some leisure to make 

rhymes.98

ChAPter seventeen: his tWo 
interroGAtions in Prison

More’s position in England was very high and 
his influence enormous. He had received the 

greatest marks of the royal favor: his unblemished 
life, his wide learning, his many services to the state 
had won him the popular esteem. Now all eyes were 
turned upon him as being the only layman in the 
kingdom who refused to approve of the divorce and 
the royal supremacy. It is easy to understand, then, 
that the King used every possible effort to draw him 
over, somehow or other, to his own opinion. The at-
tempts that the King had made for this purpose 
during the preceding years in so many various ways 
will be fresh in the reader’s memory. But as none of 
the King’s devices to tempt More had succeeded as 
he desired, he sent twice to him during his impris-
onment men chosen from his Council to examine 
him again on the matter and if possible to extort 
his consent.1 We must now relate More’s conduct 
under these two examinations and describe his pru-
dence, his piety, and his constancy. All that took 
place in his prison More was accustomed to com-
municate by letter to his beloved daughter Mar-
garet, partly for her comfort and that of his whole 
family, and partly to give her a true account of what 
occurred, in order to correct the false rumors that 
at this time were constantly being spread abroad 
about him.

More’s First eXAMinAtion
It was about the middle of April, 1534, that More 

was first cast into prison after having refused the 
oath tendered to him. He had now been a prisoner 
for a year, but neither by the monotony of confine-
ment, nor by the entreaties of his friends, nor by the 
various trials of which we have spoken, could he be 
moved from his resolution. At length, on May 7, 
1535 there came to him in the Tower, by command 

97 Js 5:13  98EW 16  1 “Stapleton is 
at fault in noting only two interrogations, 
May 7 and June 3. More’s letters and the 
Public Records give four: April 30, May 

7, and June 3 and 14. The one on May 7 
is referred to in the indictment, but there 
is no confirmatory record. The account 
Stapleton gives as that on May 7 is taken 

from More’s letter to Margaret in which he 
stated that his last interrogation had taken 
place on ‘Friday, the last day of April,’ a 
precise statement” (R 164, n. 1).  
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of the King, five of the Privy Council: the Secretary, 
the Attorney, the Solicitor, and two doctors of law. 
They took their seats and summoned More before 
them; they asked him to sit down, but he refused 
and remained standing. Then the Secretary began 
as follows: 

Since it is now by Act of Parliament ordained 
that his Highness and his heirs be, and ever of 
right have been, and perpetually shall be Supreme 
Head in earth of the Church of England under 
Christ, the King’s pleasure is that these of his 
Council here assembled shall demand your opin-
ion and what your mind is therein.

More answered, 

In good faith I had well trusted that the King’s 
Highness would never have commanded any 
such question to be demanded of me, consider-
ing that I ever from the beginning well and truly 
from time to time declared my mind unto his 
Highness, and since that time unto your master-
ship, Master Secretary, also, both by mouth and 
by writing [i.e., in the letter to the Secretary— 
 Thomas Cromwell—  from which a few pages 
back we have quoted at some length]. And now 
I have in good faith discharged my mind of all 
such matters, and neither will dispute kings’ titles 
nor popes’; but the King’s true, faithful subject I 
am and will be, and daily I pray for him and all 
his, and for you all that are his honorable Coun-
cil, and for all the realm, and otherwise than this I 
never intend to meddle. Whereunto Master Sec-
retary answered that he thought this manner of 
answer should not satisfy nor content the King’s 
Highness, but that his Grace would exact a more 
full answer. And his Mastership added there-
unto that the King’s Highness was a prince, not 
of rigor, but of mercy and pity, and though that2 
he had found obstinacy at some time in any of 
his subjects, yet when he should find them at an-
other time conformable and submit themselves, 
his Grace would show mercy. And that concern-
ing myself, his Highness would be glad to see 
me take such conformable ways, as3 I might be 
abroad in the world again among other men as I 
have been before. 

Whereunto I shortly (after the inward affec-
tion4 of my mind) answered for a very truth 
that I would never meddle in the world again, to 
have the world given me. And to the remnant of 
the matter I answered in effect as before, show-
ing that I had fully determined with myself nei-
ther to study nor meddle with any matter of this 
world, but that my whole study should be upon 
the Passion of Christ [on which, as we have said, 
he wrote while in prison a most beautiful treatise] 
and mine own passage out of this world.

Upon this I was commanded to go forth for 
a while, and after called in again. At which time 
Master Secretary said unto me that though I 
were a prisoner condemned to perpetual prison, 
yet I was not thereby discharged of mine obe-
dience and allegiance to the King’s Highness. 
And thereupon demanded me whether that I 
thought that the King’s Grace might not exact 
of me such things as are contained in the stat-
utes, and upon like pains as he might upon other 
men. Whereto I answered that I would not say 
the contrary. Whereto he said that likewise as the 
King’s Highness would be gracious to them that 
he found conformable, so his Grace would follow 
the course of his laws toward such as he shall find 
obstinate. And his Mastership said further that 
my demeanor in that matter was a thing that of 
likelihood made other so stiff therein as they be. 

Whereto I answered, that I give no man oc-
casion to hold any point one or other, nor never 
gave any man advice or counsel therein one way 
or other. And for conclusion I could no further 
go, whatsoever pain should come thereof. “I am,” 
quoth I “the King’s true faithful subject and daily 
beadsman5 and pray for his Highness and all his 
and all the realm. I do nobody no harm, I say 
none harm, I think none harm, but wish every-
body good. And if this be not enough to keep a 
man alive, in good faith I long not to live. And 
I am dying already, and have, since I came here, 
been diverse times in the case that I thought to 
die within one hour, and I thank our Lord I was 
never sorry for it, but rather sorry when I saw the 
pang past. And therefore my poor body is at the 
King’s pleasure; would God my death might do 
him good.”6

2 though that: even though  3 such that  4 disposition; emotion; inclination  5 one who prays for another  6 See EW 1330–31.  
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93His Two Interrogations in Prison

The Secretary, who certainly seems to have been 
a friend to More, according to the flesh, hereupon 
interposed: “Well, ye find no fault in that statute; 
find you any in any of the other statutes after?” He 
wished, that is to say, that even if More was unwill-
ing to approve the statute, at least it might appear 
as if he did not disapprove of it, and even gave by 
his silence what might be interpreted and accepted 
as a tacit approbation. A similar kindness did some 
of the servants of King Antiochus wish to show to 
the aged Eleazar.7 But More openly and honorably 
replied, “Sir, whatsoever thing should seem to me 
other than good, in any of the other statutes or in 
that statute either, I would not declare what fault I 
found, nor speak thereof.” Whereupon the Secre-
tary said kindly to More that nothing of what he 
had said to them should be used to his prejudice, 
but that a report would be made to the King that 
his gracious pleasure might be known.8

This, then, was the result of his first examina-
tion in the Tower. The King’s Councilors did not 
succeed in their endeavor, and More was in no way 
moved from his resolution or shaken in his con-
stancy. Not for a moment did he waver in his wit-
ness to the truth.

the seCond eXAMinAtion
On June 3 following another group of noblemen 

came by order of the King to examine him in the 
Tower and to attempt to gain his consent. We give 
the account in More’s own words:

Here sat my Lord of Canterbury,9 my Lord 
Chancellor,10 my Lord of Suffolk,11 my Lord of 
Wiltshire12 and Master Secretary.13 And after my 
coming, Master Secretary made rehearsal14 in 
what wise he had reported unto the King’s High-
ness what had been said by his Grace’s Council 
to me, and what had been answered by me to 
them at mine other being before them here last. 
Which thing his Mastership rehearsed in good 
faith very well, as I acknowledged and confessed 
and heartily thanked him therefor. Whereupon 
he added thereunto that the King’s Highness was 
nothing content nor satisfied with mine answer, 
but thought that by my demeanor15 I had been 

occasion16 of much grudge17 and harm in the 
realm, and that I had an obstinate mind and an 
evil toward him and that my duty was being his 
subject, and so he had sent them now in his name 
upon mine allegiance to command me to make a 
plain and a terminate18 answer whether I thought 
the statute lawful or not, and that I should either 
aknowledge and confess it lawful that his High-
ness should be Supreme Head of the Church of 
England or else utter plainly my malignity.

Whereto I answered that I had no malignity, 
and therefore I could utter none. And as to the 
matter, I could none other answer make than 
I had before made, which answer his Master-
ship had there rehearsed. Very heavy I was that 
the King’s Highness should have any such opin-
ion of me. Howbeit19  if there were one that had 
informed his Highness many evil things of me 
that were untrue, to which his Highness for the 
time gave credence, I would be very sorry that 
he should have that opinion of me the space of 
one day. Howbeit if I were sure that other should 
come on the morrow by whom his Grace should 
know the truth of mine innocency, I should in 
the meanwhile comfort myself with consider-
ation of that. And in like wise now though it be 
great heaviness20 to me that his Highness hath 
such opinion of me for the while, yet have I no 
remedy to help it, but only to comfort myself 
with this consideration: that I know very well 
that the time shall come when God shall declare 
my troth21 toward his Grace before him and all 
the world. And whereas it might haply22 seem to 
be but small cause of comfort because I might 
take harm here first in the meanwhile, I thanked 
God that my case was such here in this matter 
through the clearness of mine own conscience 
that though I might have pain, I could not have 
harm, for a man may in such a case lose his head 
and have no harm. For I was very sure that I had 
no corrupt affection, but that I had always from 
the beginning truly used23 myself looking first 
upon God and next upon the King according to 
the lesson that his Highness taught me at my first 
coming to his noble service, the most virtuous 
lesson that ever prince taught his servant. . . . To 

7 2 Mac 6:18  8 See EW 1331.  
9 Archbishop Thomas Cranmer  10 Sir 
Thomas Audley  11 Charles Brandon, 
Duke of Suffolk  12 Thomas Boleyn, Earl 

of Wiltshire, Lord Privy Seal  13 Thomas 
Cromwell  14 made rehearsal: repeated  
15 conduct  16 the source; cause  
17 discontent; ill will  18 determined, 

definite  19 However  20 grief  
21 faithfulness; truthfulness  22 perhaps  
23 accustomed, trained  
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94 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

this it was said by my Lord Chancellor and Mas-
ter Secretary both that the King might by his laws 
compel me to make a plain answer thereto, either 
the one way or the other. 

Whereunto I answered that I would not dis-
pute the King’s authority, what his Highness 
might do in such a case, but I said that verily un-
der correction,24 it25 seemed to me somewhat 
hard. For if it so were that my conscience gave me 
against the statutes (wherein how my conscience 
giveth me I make no declaration), then I noth-
ing doing nor nothing saying against the statute it 
were a very hard thing to compel me to say either 
precisely with it, against my conscience to the 
loss of my soul, or precisely against it to the de-
struction of my body.” If therefore there be dan-
ger either way and this law be like a two-edged 
sword which cuts both ways, it were hard that I 
who have neither done nor said anything against 
this law should now be forced to declare my mind 
concerning it.26

To this Master Secretary said, that I had ere27 
this, when I was chancellor, examined heretics 
and thieves and other malefactors, and gave me 
great praise (above my deserving) in that behalf. 
And he said that I then (as he thought, and at the 
leastwise bishops) did use to examine heretics 
whether they believed the pope to be head of the 
Church, and used to compel them to make a pre-
cise answer thereto. And why should not then the 
King, since it is a law made here that his Grace is 
head of the Church, here compel men to answer 
precisely to the law here as they did then concern-
ing the pope? 

I answered and said that I protested that I in-
tended not to defend my part or stand in conten-
tion, but I said there was a difference between 
those two cases because that at that time, as well 
here as elsewhere through the corps28 of Chris-
tendom, the pope’s power was recognized for an 
undoubted thing which seemeth not like a thing 
agreed in this realm and the contrary taken for 
truth in other realms; whereunto Master Secre-
tary answered that they were as well burned for 

the denying of that as they be beheaded for the 
denying of this, and therefore as good reason to 
compel them to make precise answer to the one 
as to the other. 

Whereto I answered, that since in this case 
a man is not by a law of one realm so bound in 
his conscience where there is a law of the whole 
corps of Christendom to the contrary in a mat-
ter touching belief, as he is by a law of the whole 
corps though there hap to be made in some place 
a law local to the contrary, the reasonableness or 
unreasonableness in binding a man to precise an-
swer standeth not in the respect29 or difference 
between heading30 and burning, but, because of 
the difference in change of conscience, the differ-
ence standeth between beheading and hell. 

Much was there answered unto this both by 
Master Secretary and my Lord Chancellor, over-
long to rehearse. And, in conclusion, they offered 
me an oath by which I should be sworn to make 
true answer to such things as should be asked me 
on the King’s behalf, concerning the King’s own 
person. 

Whereto I answered that verily I never pur-
posed31 to swear any book oath32 more while I 
lived. Then they said that I was very obstinate, 
if I would refuse that, for every man doth it in 
the Star Chamber and everywhere. I said that was 
true, but I had not so little foresight but that I 
might well conjecture what should be part of my 
interrogatory, and as good it was to refuse them 
at the first as afterward. 

Whereto my Lord Chancellor answered that 
he thought I guessed truth, for I should see them; 
and so they were showed me, and they were but 
twain:33 the first whether I had seen the statute; 
the other whether I believed that it were a law-
ful made statute or not. Whereupon I refused the 
oath.34

This then was the result of his second and last ex-
amination in the Tower. The reader will easily per-
ceive the King’s anxiety to win More’s support for 
his impiety, using every endeavor to this end, and 

24 under correction: subject to punishment  
25 swearing the oath  26 This sentence 
is not in the letter. “The indictment stated 
that More wrote in a letter to John Fisher, 
‘The Act of Parliament is like a sword with 
two edges for if a man answre one way it 

will confound his soul, and if he answre 
the other way, it will confound his body.’ A 
similar statement, it was pointed out, had 
been made of Fisher at his interrogation 
on June 3. As the letter had been burned, it 
could not be produced in court” (R 168, n. 

3). See EW 1357.  27 before  28 body  
29 point, consideration  30 beheading  
31 intended  32 book oath: an oath sworn 
on the Bible  33 two  34 EW 1332–33  

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

70

75

80

85



95His Two Interrogations in Prison

sparing no device or labor. He will realize, on the 
other hand, with what constancy, prudence, mod-
eration, and piety More strove to defend the truth. 
The King’s efforts show how much he esteemed 
More; More’s firmness shows how deserving he was 
of esteem. Moreover, these two careful and detailed 
examinations are a clear and evident proof of his 
innocence. It was just because it was clear that no 
crime worthy of death had been committed by him 
that they examined him at such length and in such 
detail, trying to fix some charge upon him and to 
prove him guilty of some crime. As the refusal to 
take an oath that had not been sanctioned by any 
law, but had been imposed by the sole will of the 
King, was evidently not a sufficiently just cause of 
death, and as More had not offended against the 
law in prison, they tried to extort from him at least 
an expression of his disapproval of the law. As they 
could not obtain his approval of the law and would 
not permit him to remain silent, they wanted to be 
able to punish him as an enemy to the laws of the 
state. Although if they had been able to get from 
him such an expression of disapproval, not spread 
abroad among the people, not uttered sponta-
neously or maliciously, not pertinaciously defended, 
but given in answer to the question of a judge at 
the request of the King, how could it possibly af-
ford a proof or even a suspicion of crime? But More 
wished to remain blameless and as far as possible to 
avoid offending the King, therefore out of respect 
to the King he would not condemn the law, but he 
could not approve of it because he feared God. Such 
was his piety, his prudence, and his constancy. But 
in spite of all this, as it was a capital crime to oppose 
the King, and the royal anger was unappeased, by 
hook or by crook an innocent man had to be deliv-
ered up to death. The manner of this we must now 
describe: we shall see fraud and deceit on the side of 
the King, on More’s side piety and constancy.

Meanwhile I will record for the reader only one 
more circumstance. After this examination More 
was kept far more strictly confined, like one con-
demned to death. He could foretell without diffi-
culty how the matter would end. At this time he 
wrote with a coal a letter to his trusty friend Anto-
nio Bonvisi, an Italian merchant. In this beautiful 

and affectionate letter he pours out his gratitude 
to his friend for his fidelity in time of adversity. I 
would insert it here were it not to be found in print 
in More’s Latin Works.

ChAPter eiGhteen: his triAL And 
CondeMnAtion

More had now been in the Tower for some fif-
teen months, straitly confined in a place com-

monly used for men guilty of the gravest crimes. For 
nearly the whole period he had not been permitted 
to receive visits from friends and relatives; his trials 
had been varied, frequent, and severe; twice he had 
been examined. Yet nothing could ever induce him 
to act against his conscience, to approve an impious 
decree, or to betray by any dissimulation the Cath-
olic faith.

the ChArGes AGAinst More
At length on July 1, 1535, he was brought from 

the Tower to Westminster Palace, the chief tribu-
nal in the kingdom, to be formally indicted by the 
King’s Attorney.1 He was cited to stand his trial for 
his life in that very place where not long before he 
had taken his place as judge with supreme power 
amidst the unbounded joy of the whole kingdom. 
He walked the long way, leaning on his staff, weak-
ened not so much by age as by the sufferings of his 
imprisonment, but his countenance betokened no 
anxiety. The indictment that was read against him 
was long and involved. So diffuse was it, indeed, and 
so interminable were its clauses that More, whose 
memory was as good as any man’s, had to confess 
that he could remember scarcely the third part of 
all the charges preferred against him. All that could 
have been charged upon the most abandoned crim-
inal, upon one who had betrayed his country, and 
contemned all its laws, was massed together, in or-
der that, we must suppose, More might not be able 
to make a satisfactory answer to such a multitude 
of charges, and that thus the listeners would at 
least suspect very strongly that he was really guilty. 
No doubt they hoped that More would be over-
whelmed by the torrent of words, dumbfounded 

1“For the trial Stapleton used the Expositio 
Fidelis (Oct. 1535) which was, in part, a 
translation of what is called the Paris News 
Letter . . . Parts of the speeches as given by 

Stapleton suggest Harpsfield as a source, 
but Stapleton’s informants, none of whom 
was at the trial, must have had the same 
kind of information as Harpsfield used. It 

should be noted that Stapleton elaborated 
More’s speeches” (R 171, n. 1).  
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96 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

by the length of the indictment, or confused by 
the complexity of the language and consequently 
quite unable to make an adequate reply. The whole 
aim and purpose of the Attorney’s speech was to 
prove that More had obstinately and traitorously 
rejected the new statute concerning the royal su-
premacy over the Church of England. In proof was 
adduced the twofold examination of More in the 
Tower by the King’s councillors, of which we have 
spoken above. The conversation, also, with Richard 
Rich, which we have reproduced some pages back 
in full, was brought forward. In addition it was al-
leged that from his prison he had written a letter to 
the Bishop of Rochester in which he had said that 
the new statute was like a two-edged sword which 
would ruin a man either way. “For if he approve 
it it will confound his soul, if he disapprove of it, 
it will confound his body.”2 Again, too, was mali-
ciously brought forward the old controversy con-
cerning the King’s second marriage. The conclusion 
to which the Attorney came was that More obsti-
nately rejected the statute of the realm, that he re-
fused to submit to the authority of the King and so 
was guilty of treason.

After the close of the accusation, before More 
could reply, the Chancellor, who had succeeded 
him, and the Duke of Norfolk addressed him in the 
following terms: 

You see, Master More, from the charges which we 
have brought forward, and you cannot deny, that 
you have gravely offended the King’s Majesty. 
Nevertheless, if you will repent, put aside your 
obstinacy and correct your opinion, we trust that 
you will receive pardon of the King’s clemency.

See here how the Serpent repeats his blandishments 
as of old, to the same refrain, “Ye shall not die the 
death!”3 But More was skilled in the warfare of the 
spirit and not to be deceived by the wiles of the 
Old Serpent. He answered, therefore: “My Lords, 
I thank you from my heart for this kindness, but 
I earnestly pray Almighty God to strengthen me 
in my just opinion and enable me to persevere in 
it even unto death.” See how ready he is! He does 
not forget the duty of courtesy; he earnestly calls 
upon God; he stoutly maintains the justice of his 
cause. In these few words he gives an example of 

three virtues, courtesy, piety, and constancy: he acts 
as a good citizen, a devout Christian, and a noble 
confessor. After this brief preface he comes to his 
defense.

his deFense
“Considering the length of the indictment and 

the gravity of the charges against me, I fear that I 
shall not have the wit, the memory, or the power 
of speech to reply to each one because of the great 
bodily weakness which a sickness contracted in 
prison, and still upon me, has produced.”4 At this 
point, by order of the judge, a seat was placed for 
him. After he was seated he went on with his speech: 

If I mistake not, there are four main counts in the 
indictment; I will deal with them in order. As to 
the first charge that I have always maliciously op-
posed the King’s second marriage, I freely con-
fess that I have always made clear to his Majesty 
my disapproval of this marriage. I cannot say or 
think in this matter otherwise than I have hith-
erto thought or said, for the direction given me 
by my conscience has never changed. I have never 
wished to hide from the King’s Majesty my con-
scientious opinion, nor was it right to hide it 
when it was asked. But in this matter there can 
lurk no suspicion of treason. On the contrary, be-
ing consulted by my Sovereign on a matter so vi-
tal to his honor and to the peace of the realm, if 
I had hidden the truth in order to curry favor, I 
should truly have deserved to be charged, as I now 
am, with malice, perfidy, and treason. But yet for 
this error, if it be an error to say the truth in an-
swer to a question from my Sovereign, I have al-
ready been severely punished. I have suffered the 
loss of all my goods and been condemned to per-
petual imprisonment, which I have already sus-
tained for some fifteen months.

The second and the principal charge against me 
is that I have incurred the penalty for violating 
the statute of Parliament, in that whilst in prison, 
I am alleged to have refused, maliciously, perfid-
iously, and treasonably, to give to the King the 
honor that is due to him by virtue of this stat-
ute—  i.e., the new title by which he is declared to 
be Supreme Head on earth of the Church of En-
gland. I am said to have refused and denied this 

2 See EW 1357, 1384.  3 Gn 3:4  4 See EW 1355.  
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97His Trial and Condemnation

new prerogative because when I was twice ques-
tioned by Master Secretary and others his Majes-
ty’s Councillors as to my opinion of the statute, 
I would give no other answer but that this law, 
whether just or unjust, was no concern of mine, 
because at law I was civilly dead, and was under 
no obligation to give my opinion of laws which 
I was debarred from using. I went on to say that 
however much I might be concerned with that 
law, yet I had never done or said anything which 
might show disapproval of it, and therefore I 
could not rightly be condemned by a law against 
which no word or act of mine could be alleged. I 
said that for the future I wished to meditate upon 
the bitter Passion of Christ my Savior and my de-
parture out of this life and to put aside all other 
cares. Such do I freely acknowledge to have been 
my reply. But I maintain that by such a reply I vi-
olate in no way any law or statute nor commit any 
capital offense. For laws punish deeds or words, 
but silence cannot be condemned either by this 
your law, or by all the laws of the whole world. Of 
secret thoughts God alone is judge.5

As More’s argument seemed to be impressing the 
court, the King’s Attorney here interrupted him. 
“Even though,” he said, “we should have no word or 
deed to charge upon you, yet we have your silence, 
and that is a sign of your evil intention and a sure 
proof of malice. For no subject in the whole realm 
who is well disposed toward his Sovereign will re-
fuse, when questioned about this statute, to state 
his opinion categorically.”

To this More replied as follows: 

My silence is no proof of malice, as his Majesty 
can well know by many other tokens, nor is it 
shown to be any disapproval of your law. Indeed 
it should be taken rather as a mark of approval 
than of disapproval, in accordance with the com-
mon legal rule “he who is silent seems to con-
sent.” You speak of the duty of a good subject, 
arguing from the example of all the subjects in 
England; but I consider that the duty of a good 
subject is to obey God rather than men, unless he 
wishes to be a good subject at the price of being a 
bad Christian. He is bound to have greater care of 

his conscience and the salvation of his soul than 
of any other thing whatsoever, especially when 
his conscience does not raise any offense, scan-
dal or sedition against his prince. Such certainly 
is my conscience, for I solemnly affirm that I have 
never discovered what is in my conscience to any 
person living.

I come now to the third article of the charge, 
that I am shown to have infringed this statute and 
Act of Parliament, to have maliciously attempted, 
traitorously endeavored and perfidiously prac-
ticed against it (as the indictment speaks) because 
I wrote eight letters in the Tower to the Bishop of 
Rochester, in which I am said to have urged him 
to disobey the law and to have encouraged him 
in his obstinacy. I heartily wish that these letters 
could be produced here and read either for my 
condemnation or for my acquittal. But since, as 
you say, the Bishop has burned them, I will make 
no difficulty about telling you the whole truth 
in the matter. Some of them treated of our pri-
vate affairs, for we were old and intimate friends. 
One was a reply to a letter in which the Bishop 
desired to know how I had answered the King’s 
Councilors as regards the new statute. As to this I 
said nothing more than that I had settled my con-
science and he must settle his own. So may God 
love me and save my soul, but I wrote nothing else 
in that letter. As God is my witness I assert that 
this and nought else is the truth. On this count 
then I have done nothing against your law wor-
thy of death.

The fourth and last charge against me is that 
when I was being examined concerning this law 
in the Tower, I said that it was like a two-edged 
sword, for by contradicting it I should lose my 
head; by assenting to it I should lose my soul. 
Since the Bishop of Rochester gave a similar re-
ply, it is argued that clearly we conspired together. 
To this I answer that when I used those words in 
the Tower before the Lords of the Council it was 
only conditionally. Thus, if there be danger either 
way, whether I approve or condemn this law, and 
if therefore it be like a two-edged sword that cuts 
whichever way it is turned, then it seems to me 
a very hard thing that it should be offered to me 
who have never contradicted it in word or deed. 

5 See EW 1356.   
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98 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

This is what I said; what the Bishop of Roches-
ter answered I do not know. If his reply was sim-
ilar to mine, it did not arise from any conspiracy 
between us, but rather from the likeness of our 
dispositions and opinions. In fine, you may be 
assured that never to any living man did I speak 
against this statute although perhaps the King’s 
Majesty has falsely been told the contrary.6

Such was More’s answer. The indictment was 
long, in sound serious and grave, in matter empty 
and false. The reply was short and clear: the defense 
just and true. Against such clear evidence of truth 
and innocence the Attorney had no reply, but the 
word “malice” remained in the minds of all those 
present, and as a proof of it, in default of any word 
or deed, silence alone was accepted.

the Jury’s verdiCt
Twelve men were then summoned, whose duty 

it is, according to the custom of our nation, to lis-
ten to the evidence and decide upon it in all capital 
cases. The indictment was given to them in writing 
and they were ordered to consult together upon it, 
and afterwards to give their verdict whether Thomas 
More had maliciously contravened the aforesaid 
statute. After withdrawing for only a quarter of an 
hour, for there is no need for long discussion when 
not justice but the royal will is in question, they re-
turned and gave their verdict “Guilty”7—  i.e., wor-
thy of death. For these twelve men do not give any 
grounds or arguments for their judgment, but with 
a single word they decide between life and death. 
No intermediate verdict, such as “not clear,” is per-
mitted. The twelve summoned in this case were of 
noble rank, like More. Two were knights, two es-
quires, and the eight others of gentle birth. For the 
twelve chosen are of the same rank as the accused. 
I might give the names and surnames of each, but, 
because of their infamous verdict, I prefer to pass 
them over in silence and hide the ignominy of such 
honored families.

the sentenCe
Having received the verdict, the Lord Chancel-

lor, who presided, pronounced sentence of death in 
these words:

Our sentence is that Thomas More shall be taken 
back from this place by William Kingston, the 
Constable, to the Tower and thence shall be 
dragged right through the City of London as 
far as the gallows at Tyburn. There he shall be 
hanged, cut down while yet alive, ripped up, his 
bowels burnt in his sight, his head cut off, his 
body quartered and the parts set up in such places 
as the King shall designate.

Such was the noble sentence pronounced against 
Sir Thomas More as a penalty for keeping silent. 
Such was the condemnation of one who had ren-
dered the highest services to King and state, because 
he would not be untrue to his conscience. Such was 
the honorable reward conferred upon a faithful 
councilor who had nobly served his King, because 
he would not give approval to filthy lust or barter 
his honor for gain. Not undeservedly does Paul Jo-
vius for this one crime call Henry another Phalaris.8

This ferocious sentence, which was usually car-
ried out only upon the very worst criminals, was 
indeed afterwards changed to the milder one of 
simple beheading. But this was rather because the 
Kings of England are accustomed to choose this 
manner of execution for those who are illustrious 
by birth or office, than through any clemency on 
the part of Henry. The only benefit conferred is like 
that conferred by highwaymen, who make a merit 
of granting life to those of their victims whom they 
do not murder. Wherefore when word was brought 
to More that the King of his clemency had been so 
gracious to him as to commute his sentence into 
beheading only, he replied: “May God avert such 
royal clemency from all my friends.” But of this 
more hereafter. Now it is our duty to relate what 
More did and said after sentence of death had been 
pronounced.

More’s oPen ProFession oF FAith
After the judge had sentenced him, More knew 

that he was called to the grace of martyrdom, for 
hitherto he had been in doubt whether Almighty 
God would bestow upon him the favor of so high a 
vocation. Whereas he had, therefore, up to this time 
refused to say what he thought, now with bold and 
fearless conscience he spoke as follows:

6 See EW 1356–57.  7 “Guilty, spelt by 
Stapleton ‘gilty,’ is the only English word 

he introduces into his text throughout 
the whole book” (H).  8 “Phalaris was a 

Sicilian tyrant who is said to have roasted 
his victims in a brazen bull” (R 176, n. 3).  
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99His Trial and Condemnation

Seeing that I am condemned, and God knows 
how justly, for the discharge of my conscience 
I will now speak freely of your statute. When I 
saw, from the way the affairs of the realm were 
tending, that it would be necessary to seek out 
the source of the origin of the Pope’s authority, 
I confess that I turned my studies to that matter 
for a full seven years. But never could I find in 
any writing of the Doctors whom the Church ap-
proves that a layman ever had been, or ever could 
become, head of the spirituality.9

At this point the Chancellor interrupted More’s 
speech, saying, “So then, Master More, you wish to 
be thought wiser and more conscientious than all 
others, that is to say, all the Bishops, all the nobility 
and the whole kingdom.”

More replied, 

My Lord Chancellor, for one Bishop whom you 
may produce for your side, I will bring forward a 
hundred saintly and orthodox prelates who sub-
scribe to my opinion; for your one Parliament, 
and God knows of what sort it is, I have on my 
side all the councils that have been held in the 
whole Christian world for more than a thou-
sand years; and for your one kingdom of England 
I have with me all the kingdoms of Christianity.

With these grave words did More with the full 
weight of his authority silence the trivial and frivo-
lous interruption of the Chancellor. But the Duke 
of Norfolk, first in noble rank after the King as the 
Chancellor was first in office, was displeased and 
thus addressed More: “Now, Master More, you 
show us clearly the malice of your mind.”

At once More replied: 

Noble Lord, no malice has moved me to speak as 
I have done, but a necessity in justice for me to 
discharge my conscience in this judgment hall. 
God, who alone is the searcher of heart and reins, 
is my witness that I have been urged by no other 
motive. As to the law, by which I have been con-
demned, I have some observations to make. You, 

my lords, the peers of the realm, explicitly prom-
ised, and confirmed your promise with an oath, 
that you would maintain the rights of the Church 
inviolate. Therefore I say that you have done very 
wrong in passing this law, for in this realm you 
stand alone, in opposition to the unanimous con-
sent of Christendom. Your law has dissolved the 
unity, the peace and the concord of the Church, 
although the Church is, as all know, a body which 
is one, universal, whole and undivided, and there-
fore in matters of religion nothing can be decided 
without the general consent of the whole. Yet I 
know full well what has been the chief cause of 
my condemnation: it is that I would never give 
my approval to this new marriage.

In this world there will ever be discord, and va-
riety of opinion. But I trust that as Paul perse-
cuted Stephen even to death10 and yet both are 
now united in heaven, so we too who are now 
at variance in this world and differ in our opin-
ions, may be one in heart and mind forever in the 
world to come. In this hope, I pray God to pre-
serve you all, and especially my lord the King, and 
to deign always to send him faithful counsellors.11

eviL CounseLs oF WoLsey
These were the last words of Sir Thomas More at 

that famous tribunal. They were jealously treasured 
up by those who heard them, and they were put into 
print at Paris a long time ago, when the memory of 
the affair was still fresh. What words could be more 
worthy of a noble martyr of Christ? He stoutly 
confesses the truth; he shows no anger at an unjust 
sentence; and, most noble of all, his thoughts turn 
to Saint Stephen, and in imitation of him he prays 
for his persecutors. Not only does he pray, but he 
puts his finger, so to say, on the source of all the evil 
when he expresses his hope that the King may have 
good counsellors. The great calamity of our land, or 
rather of the whole earth, was that the King gave 
ear to evil advice. The King had no thought at all 
of a new marriage until Cardinal Wolsey first sug-
gested it to him through another person.12 The Car-
dinal had not received from the Emperor Charles 
the support he had fully expected in his candidature 

9 clergy  10 See Acts 6–7.  11 See 
EW 1361, 1385.  12 “Queen Catherine 
was convinced that Wolsey had been 
the first to suggest the annulment of her 

marriage, and this view was accepted 
by contemporary Catholic apologists; 
the origin of ‘the King’s proceedings’ 
are obscure, but modern historians are 

inclined to exonerate Wolsey” (R 178, 
n. 4).   
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100 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

for the Papacy. Deprived of his ambition and wish-
ing to be revenged on Charles and to win again 
the friendship of the French King, he insinuated 
to Henry a doubt as to the validity of a marriage 
in which he had remained for twenty years with-
out scruple, in order that, if this marriage were an-
nulled, he might arrange a new one between Henry 
and the sister of Francis I of France. But to none 
was this evil counsel more harmful than to him who 
gave it. The King’s new marriage, not with a French 
princess, but with Anne Boleyn, was the signal for 
the ruin, first of Wolsey himself, and afterwards of 
the whole spirituality and even of religion itself in 
England. But if at that time all the members of the 
King’s Council had been like Sir Thomas More, and 
all the bishops like the Bishop of Rochester, they 
would have dealt with the matter justly and consci-
entiously; they would have answered truly to the 
King; they would have tried, not to curry favor, but 
to utter faithfully what truth and their conscience 
dictated. Then that unhappy marriage would not 
have brought upon England such torrents of blood, 
and the new-fangled and anti-Christian title of the 
King would not have brought religion in England 
to such universal ruin.

Thus, then, did Sir Thomas More make his an-
swer to the charges brought against him, not only 
like a noble confessor and eloquent defender of the 
orthodox faith, but also as a most prudent counsel-
lor of the King.

ChAPter nineteen: AFter his 
CondeMnAtion

Sir Thomas More’s speech was interrupted by his 
judges rather than brought to its natural conclu-

sion. For they were no more able to endure the wis-
dom and the boldness of so learned and eloquent a 
man than were the stiff-necked Jews able to bear the 
attack of Saint Stephen. More thereupon was led 
back from the bar to his prison once more, whilst 
an axe was carried before him with its edge turned 
toward him as a sign of his condemnation.

PArtinG FroM MArGAret roPer
Now was seen a spectacle more piteous and more 

astonishing than his very condemnation. John 
More, his only son, threw himself at his father’s feet 
as he passed on his way, and on his knees begged 
with many tears his father’s blessing. This, however, 
was quite in accordance with the custom of our 
country, and therefore it aroused less comment, al-
though the father, in a letter which we shall after-
wards quote, wrote that his son’s dutiful affection, at 
such a time and place, had given him no little conso-
lation. But when More had got some little distance 
away from the judgment hall,1 his daughter Marga-
ret Roper met him. So dear to him was this beloved 
child, as is clear from what we have already said, 
that if More’s strength had not been superhuman, 
he might well have been moved from his resolution. 
She had mingled with the crowd in order to see her 
father and bid him farewell; but now her love gave 
her more than a man’s strength, and she pushed 
her way through the crowd, breaking through the 
armed guard that surrounded him until she reached 
his side. Although she was a lady of great delicacy 
and reserve, yet on this occasion her shyness and ti-
midity were entirely forgotten in her uncontrolla-
ble grief, or, as I prefer to believe, in the immensity 
of her love. For she fell upon the neck of her be-
loved father and pressed him to her bosom in a long 
embrace, unable to utter a word beyond “Oh, my 
father.” Few in the crowd could remain unmoved. 
But how could More withstand the love of his dear 
daughter expressed at such a time, a love so strong 
and fearless? Surely he would not only have been 
moved by it, but even somewhat shaken in his con-
stancy, unless the power of divine grace, which had 
enabled him to hear without flinching the sentence 
of death and afterwards to speak and to act with 
still greater courage, had not now also strength-
ened him not to give way to nature or to waver in 
his resolution. That a daughter so noble, so worthy 
of such a father, so richly endowed with all nature’s 
gifts, should lavish every mark of affection which it 
can delight parents to receive from their children, 
should force her way to him when scarcely a man 
could have pressed through the crowd, should no 
sooner see him than clasp him in a close embrace, 

1 “Roper stated that his wife Margaret 
‘gave attendance about the Tower wharf,’ 

and it is probable that John More was with 
her and not outside Westminster Hall” (R 

180, n. 1).  
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101After His Condemnation

cannot have failed to pierce More’s heart through 
and through with grief. Much as he loved all his 
children, he reserved his most special affection for 
Margaret. How his sorrow must have been deep-
ened when she clung to his embrace with grief too 
great for words, when she would not be torn away 
from him! At last she was separated from him, but 
again love surged up impetuously and she rushed 
back to his embrace, not to be torn away save with 
far greater difficulty than before. What was then his 
grief and anguish of soul! How great was his need 
of spiritual strength and divine consolation when 
the consolation of natural affection could but cause 
him a grief more bitter than any death.

But yet More did not allow himself to be over-
come; he stood firm, a noble victor. His voice, 
his countenance, his manner showed that nature 
tempted him in vain, and that he had conquered 
all things under heaven that can cause grief to men. 
His words were as firm as ever. He said gravely to 
his daughter that although he was innocent, yet his 
sufferings were permitted by God, who knew the 
secrets of his heart. He bade her submit her natu-
ral affection to the will of God and be patient in 
their common affliction. This was at their first em-
brace. But when after having gone ten or a dozen 
paces, she returned and a second time clung around 
his neck, no word was heard, for tears choked his 
speech. Even so his countenance betrayed no sign of 
any weakening in his purpose. One behest only did 
he make, that she should pray for her father’s soul.2

Another one, too, at the same time embraced and 
kissed him. This was Margaret Giggs, his daughter, 
not by birth, but by adoption, and afterwards the 
wife of Doctor Clement. John, too, his son, after re-
ceiving his father’s blessing, kissed him and received 
his kiss in return.3 All of these afterwards bore wit-
ness that from the mouth of More, as they kissed 
him, they perceived a marvelous sweet fragrance. 
Amongst those who witnessed this piteous meet-
ing, these embraces and kisses, there were many of 
the crowd who could not refrain from weeping, and 
some even of the soldiery. We shall not wonder at 
this when we read the words of Cardinal Pole: 

Strangers who had never known More were so 
moved to grief by his death that, in reading the 
written accounts of it that were circulated, they 
could not refrain from tears, bewailing a man un-
known to them except by his noble fame. Not be-
cause of any especial personal intimacy with him, 
but because of his goodness and virtue and be-
cause of his splendid services to his and my coun-
try, I honor and love him so much that even now, 
as from so distant a land I write of his death, my 
tears rise unbidden (God is my witness) hinder-
ing my writing and often blotting out the letters I 
form so that I can scarcely proceed.4

Thus More was more severely tempted on his 
way back to the Tower than he was in the judgment 
hall, and the victory he gained was all the more 
meritorious.

More’s LAst Letter
Returned to his prison and “knowing that his 

hour was come that he should pass out of this world 
to God,”5 on the fourth day after his condemnation, 
which was the fifth of July and a Monday, he wrote 
his last letter with a coal (for a pen was denied 
him) to his sweetest and dearest daughter, Marga-
ret Roper. I will quote it in full, because it is the 
last thing he ever wrote, and because while steeped 
in human affection it breathes forth the spirit of a 
saint:

Our Lord bless you, good daughter, and your 
good husband and your little boy and all yours 
and all my children and all my godchildren and 
all our friends. Recommend6 me when you may 
to my good daughter Cecily, whom I beseech 
our Lord to comfort, and I send her my blessing 
and to all her children and pray her to pray for 
me. I send her a handkercher and God comfort 
my good son her husband. My good daughter 
Daunce7 hath the picture in parchment that you 
delivered me from my Lady Conyers; her name is 
on the back side. Show her that I heartily pray her 
that you may send it in my name to her again for 
a token from me to pray for me. 

2 See EW 1362.  3 “This fact Stapleton 
must have learned from Margaret Giggs 
(Clement) herself ” (R 182, n. 2).  4 Pro 

Ecclesiasticae unitate defensione, Book 
3  5 Jn 13:1  6 Commend  7 Elizabeth 
(1506–64), More’s second daughter, 

married William Daunce, son of Sir John 
Daunce, Knight of the Body to Henry 
VIII, in 1525.  
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102 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

I like special8 well Dorothy Coly; I pray you be 
good unto her.9 I would wit10 whether this be she 
that you wrote me of. If not, I pray you be good 
to the other as you may in her affliction and to my 
good daughter Jane Aleyn11 to give her I pray you 
some kind answer, for she sued12 hither to me this 
day to pray you be good to her.

I cumber13 you, good Margaret, much, but I 
would be sorry if it should be any longer than 
tomorrow, for it is Saint Thomas Even, and the 
Utas of Saint Peter,14 and therefore tomorrow 
long I to go to God; it were a day very meet and 
convenient15 to me. I never liked your manner to-
ward me better than when you kissed me last, for 
I love when daughterly love and dear charity hath 
no leisure to look to worldly courtesy.

Farewell, my dear child, and pray for me, and 
I shall for you and all your friends that we may 
merrily meet in heaven. I thank you for your great 
cost. 

I send now unto my good daughter Clement 
her algorism stone16 and I send her and my god-
son and all hers God’s blessing and mine.

I pray you at time convenient recommend me 
to my good son John More. I liked well his nat-
ural fashion.17 Our Lord bless him and his good 
wife, my loving daughter,18 to whom I pray him 
be good, as he hath great cause, and that if the 
land of mine come to his hand, he break not my 
will concerning his sister Daunce. And our Lord 
bless Thomas and Austen19 and all that they shall 
have.20

This last letter of Sir Thomas More is clearly filled 
with the spirit of God and with a wisdom more than 
earthly. His mind is entirely peaceful and vexed 
with no anxiety. He forgets none of his dear ones. 
To his very last breath he is faithful to all the duties 
of a good father and a noble confessor of Christ. 
His spirit is entirely Christ-like: he utters no bitter 
word, but begs the blessing of God upon one and 
all. As Jacob on his bed of death blessed his children 

and grandchildren,21 so does More from his prison 
invoke blessings and spiritual favors upon all. From 
all, too, he begs prayers for himself, for to the very 
end of his life he retained the spirit of humility and 
the fear of the Lord as a most sure guarantee of all 
the other virtues.

his KnoWLedGe oF the Future
Did he not also possess the spirit of prophecy and 

a special intimacy with God? For notice how in this 
letter he foretells the day of his death: “I cumber 
you much, but I would be sorry if it should be any 
longer than tomorrow.” On that morrow he suf-
fered. Why should he fix on the morrow rather than 
some later day as the day of his death, unless he had 
received some enlightenment from God? Why did 
he wait until the fourth day after his condemnation 
to write his last letter? For daily after sentence of 
death had been passed his daughter Margaret sent 
her maid Dorothy to him, nor did the jailer, a friend 
to More, at this time refuse access. But it was only 
on the fourth day that he bade farewell to his dear 
ones, and no other day than the fifth did he desig-
nate for his passion.

Fitness oF the dAy oF his deAth
At least it is certain that More especially longed 

for that day, whether he had received knowledge 
from God or had offered special prayers in regard to 
it. “It were a day very meet and convenient to me.” 
Why? Because it was the feast of the translation of 
the relics of Saint Thomas of Canterbury, which al-
though not a public holiday was yet celebrated with 
much solemnity in the churches. It was also the oc-
tave-day of Saint Peter, the Prince of the Apostles. 
With sweet graciousness did God grant to his mar-
tyr that day so fittingly desired by him on which 
the Church was celebrating the memory of his pa-
tron saint and of that Apostle for whose primacy he 
was shedding his blood. For More, devout Catholic 
as he was, did not doubt that he would enjoy the 
special intercession of those glorious saints on the 

8 specially  9 She was Margaret Roper’s 
maid, and Margaret sent her to the Tower 
every day during More’s imprisonment, 
often with gifts. She married John Harris, 
More’s secretary. Together they preserved 
many of More’s letters and took them 
to the Low Countries in their exile.  
10 know  11 Another one of Margaret 
Roper’s maids, she had been educated 

in More’s “school” and so is called her 
“daughter.”  12 appealed  13 trouble  
14 the eve of the translation of the relics 
of St. Thomas of Canterbury (Becket), 
kept in England on July 7, octave of 
the feast of St. Peter, June 29  15 meet 
and convenient: fitting and appropriate  
16 Margaret Giggs, his foster daughter, was 
now wife of John Clement. The algorism 

stone was for arithmetic—  undoubtedly 
a slate, needed when he had few writing 
materials in prison.  17 John More had 
knelt to ask his father’s blessing when he 
came from judgment  18 Anne Cresacre  
19 Thomas and Austen: the children of 
John More and Anne Cresacre  20 EW 
1335  21 Gn 48–49  
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103After His Condemnation

day on which all Catholics were united in begging 
their help. He knew well that honor is paid to the 
saints with this end in view—  “that it may be avail-
able to their honor and our salvation, and that they 
may vouchsafe to intercede for us in heaven, whose 
memory we celebrate on earth.”22 Familiar indeed 
were these words to More, who, though by vocation 
a layman, showed ever in his life the holiness and 
spotlessness of a priest. If, then, the saints are hon-
ored in order that they may intercede for us, doubt-
less on those days when the Church pays them spe-
cial honor, she receives a more abundant fruit from 
their prayers.

Great, then, was the desire of Sir Thomas More 
that on that day he might “be dissolved and be 
with Christ,”23 and, as the Church sings in her of-
fice for martyrs, “the Lord gave him the desire of 
his heart.”24 Naturally did he hope that on that 
day, of the saints who were his peculiar patrons, 
he would receive the special help and intercession 
that he might enter upon eternal bliss. Who is there 
amongst the faithful who does not look for help 
from God more abundant and more certain on the 
feast of his patron saint? Who does not know that 
the Spaniards on the feast of Saint James, their na-
tional patron, fight with greater confidence and of-
ten have gained signal victories? So, too, the English 
and the French, when both those nations were en-
tirely Catholic, often performed prodigies of valor 
on the feasts of Saint George and Saint Denis.

More dies For the PriMACy oF the PoPe
It was, then, meet that on the day of the glori-

ous translation of Saint Thomas the Martyr, his pa-
tron, Sir Thomas More should wish to be “trans-
lated” from darkness to light and receive the crown 
of martyrdom. One giving his life for Christ might 
well wish to die on the day of our Savior’s birth, of 
his Passion, his resurrection, or his ascension. Many 
indeed, as we read in the Acts of the Martyrs, have 
been butchered by heathen persecutors and have 
given a noble witness to Christ, actually on Easter 
Day or Passion Sunday.25 But Saint Peter was ap-
pointed by Christ himself to be the first Prince of 
the ecclesiastical order and state. Saint Chrysostom 

calls him “the ruler of the whole earth,”26 and Saint 
Damascene, also a Greek, says that “he received au-
thority over the whole Church.”27 But Henry in 
England sacrilegiously claimed for himself Saint 
Peter’s primacy. For this primacy More was going 
to lay down his life and make his glorious confes-
sion. Was it not fitting, then, that he should wish to 
do so on the octave-day of Saint Peter? This, then, 
was his desire, and the Lord “did not withhold from 
him the will of his lips.”28 These words, applied by 
the Church to all the martyrs, are peculiarly appli-
cable to More.

This last letter of More, then, gives evidence of a 
knowledge of the future, or at least of an intimate 
understanding of the divine will. Every word of the 
letter betokens the peace of his soul: he gives loving 
directions about various matters, not as if he were a 
prisoner condemned to die on the morrow, but as 
if he were at home in full enjoyment of his liberty 
and about to set out on a journey. He is thoughtful 
for his dear ones, as was Christ on the cross, when 
he entrusted the care of his Mother to the beloved 
disciple.29

he sends bACK his instruMents oF 
PenAnCe

Together with this last letter he sent to his daugh-
ter Margaret, wrapped in a cloth, his hair-shirt and 
the scourge with which he had been wont to give 
himself the discipline.

He was not warned by the King, his judges, or his 
gaoler, for normally he would not have received no-
tice until after another full day,30 yet he was sure of 
receiving the crown of martyrdom on the morrow, 
either through a heavenly message or because of his 
confidence in the divine goodness. Certain, then, 
that the struggle was ending and glorious victory at 
hand, he laid down the weapons of his spiritual war-
fare. He had several reasons for sending away his in-
struments of penance. He was unwilling that they 
should come into the hands of any but his loved 
ones; he wished to hide his secret habit of morti-
fication from all strangers; he feared that if these 
penitential weapons should be left in his prison 
they would give occasion to scorn and derision or 

22 from the Ordinary of the 
Mass  23 Phil 1:23  24 Ps 20(21):3  
25 “Stapleton in a note instances the 
hundred Christians martyred on a 
Good Friday by Sapor, King of the 

Persians (see Sozomen, Bk. 2, ch. 10)” 
(H).  26 Homily 55 on St. Matthew  
27 in his sermon on the Transfiguration   
28 Ps 20(21):3  29 See Jn 19:26–27.  
30 “This seems to be the meaning of 

the puzzling sentence: non a custode . . . 
monitus, neque enim hoc fieri solet nisi sub 
vesperam sequentis diei.” (H)  
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104 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

to a suspicion of hypocrisy or affected holiness. So 
much then on More’s condemnation to death and 
what followed thereon.

ChAPter tWenty: his hAPPy deAth 
And GLorious MArtyrdoM

After receiving sentence of death and being led 
back to the Tower on July 1, 1535, Thomas 

More prepared himself for approaching death. He 
was in no way cast down or anxious in mind; he was 
not only quite resigned, as we have seen, but even 
cheerful and merry, according to his wont. Of this 
we shall soon have proof. But not for a moment did 
he put aside the fear of the Lord. “Blessed is the 
man that is always fearful.”1 During those last days, 
within the narrow limits of his prison, he would 
walk up and down clad in a linen sheet, like a corpse 
about to be buried, and severely discipline himself. 
Mark the holiness of the man who had, though in-
nocent, suffered for so long such heavy punishment, 
but was as unrelenting toward himself as if he had 
ever lived in pampered luxury and had committed 
the grossest crimes. Woe to us who live delicately, 
who are puffed up with pride, green with envy, 
mean, avaricious, gross, impure, but yet are unwill-
ing to bear any hardship for Christ’s sake or for our 
own good. But “the kingdom of heaven suffereth vi-
olence, and the violent bear it away.”2 Thomas More 
had learnt this lesson thoroughly, and to the last day 
of his life he willed to be harsh and to do violence 
to himself. He knew that in the race the strong run-
ner, as he approaches his goal, increases his efforts 
and his speed.

the WAy to the sCAFFoLd
When the day had arrived which was to bring 

to More death, or rather life, he was led out of his 
prison. His beard was long and disordered, his face 
was pale and thin from the rigor of his confine-
ment. He held in his hand a red cross and raised 
his eyes to heaven. His robe was of the very poor-
est and coarsest. He had decided to make his last 
journey in a better garment and to put on the gown 
of camlet, which Bonvisi had given him in prison, 
both to please his friend and to be able to give it to 

the executioner. But through the avarice or wick-
edness of his jailer, he, so great and renowned, he 
who had held such high office, went out clad in his 
servant’s gown made of the basest material that we 
call frieze.3 But this was for Thomas More a fitting 
nuptial garment; by it he was made like to Christ, 
who willed to be poor; clothed in it he hastened to 
drink the chalice of Christ and to celebrate the nup-
tial feast of the Lamb.

Margaret Giggs, the wife of John Clement, once 
showed me a life-like image, made with great skill, 
of More going out to the place of execution, and in 
accordance with that image I have described here 
his appearance and demeanor. She was present at 
More’s death and assisted the other Margaret, Rop-
er’s wife, to bury him.

As he was passing on his way, a certain woman 
offered him wine, but he refused it, saying, “Christ 
in his Passion was given not wine, but vinegar, to 
drink.”

Another woman shouted at him and demanded 
to know what he had done with certain documents 
which she had entrusted to him while he was chan-
cellor. “Good woman,” he replied, “as for your 
documents, have patience, I beseech you, for the 
space of one short hour. For then from the care of 
your documents and from every other burden, the 
King’s Majesty in his goodness will give me com-
plete relief.”

He was again interrupted by another woman, 
who perhaps felt she had a grievance or perhaps was 
suborned by others, and now cried out that he had 
done her a grave injury while he was Chancellor. “I 
remember your case quite well,” he gravely replied, 
“and if I had to pass sentence again, it would be just 
the same as before.”

Our readers will remember, too, the man of 
whom we spoke in Chapter Six, who appealed to 
him now for advice and prayers.

the CroWn oF MArtyrdoM
When he arrived at the place of execution and 

was about to mount the scaffold, he stretched out 
his hand for assistance, saying, “I pray you see me 
safe up, and for my coming down let me shift for 
myself.”4 On the scaffold he wished to speak to the 
people, but was forbidden to do so by the Sheriff. 

1 Prv 28:14  2 Mt 11:12  3 “Stapleton 
adds vel griseam; griseam is probably 

connected with the French gris” (H).  
4 See EW 1390.  
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105His Happy Death and Glorious Martyrdom

He contented himself, therefore, with saying, “I 
call you to witness, brothers, that I die the faith-
ful servant of God and the King, and in the faith 
of the Catholic Church.” Such were his words; and 
in truth no one in the kingdom could be matched 
with him for fidelity to the King; God he served 
with the greatest zeal and holiness of life; he died 
not only in the Catholic faith but on its behalf. Af-
ter that, kneeling down, he recited aloud the fiftieth 
Psalm: “Have mercy on me, O God.”

The Bishop of Rochester in the same circum-
stances had said the Te Deum.5 He was filled by God 
with joy and exultation; he had hastened to the scaf-
fold, casting aside the staff of his old age. On the 
day he was to die, he had slept peacefully in bed un-
til an advanced hour of the morning, and had asked 
for milk for his breakfast.

More, however, was filled with the spirit of hu-
mility and holy fear: he chose to recite a prayer for 
forgiveness and not a hymn of praise. The disposi-
tions of each were from God and pleasing to God. 
For the Apostle tells us that “the fruit of the spirit 
is joy,”6 and David reminds us that “a sacrifice to 
God is an afflicted spirit.”7 Although the Bishop of 
Rochester was no more destitute of holy fear than 
More was destitute of holy joy. For after saying the 
Psalm and finishing his prayer, he rose briskly, and 
when according to custom the executioner begged 
his pardon, he kissed him with great love, gave him 
a golden angel, and said to him, “Thou wilt give me 
this day a greater benefit than ever any mortal man 
can be able to give me. Pluck up thy spirits, man, 
and be not afraid to do thine office; my neck is very 
short; take heed therefore thou strike not awry, for 
saving of thine honesty.”8 But, even before, he had 
asked his daughter and other friends to do whatever 
acts of kindness they could to his executioner. Then 
the executioner wished to bind his eyes, but he said, 
“I will cover them myself.” He covered his face with 
a linen cloth he had brought with him, and joyfully 
and calmly laid his head on the block. It was at once 
struck off, and his soul sped to heaven.

By binding his eyes he had just cut himself off 
from the sight of men, but now at once he reaches 
the open vision of God and the angels. How happy 
his soul, raised, by one single blow, to the everlast-
ing joys of heaven! Now did he experience the truth 

of a saying he often uttered: “A man may very easily 
lose his head, but come to no harm.”9 He was be-
headed, but in what way was he harmed? He was 
old and in bad health; suffering a few moments of 
pain he exchanged what remained to him of this life 
for the never-ending life of heaven. In the eyes of 
the world he died a shameful death, but what loss 
was that to him who now enjoys not only the glory 
of heaven, but perpetual honor even amongst men? 
For a moment he was parted from those he loved, 
but how could that be painful to him when he knew 
that as a reward for his sacrifice he would be forever 
happily reunited with them? He died robbed of his 
honors and his wealth, but in return he has received 
an abundant reward in heaven, for Christ, who is 
the very truth, said of such as More: “Be glad and 
rejoice, for your reward is very great in heaven.”10

More dies For the PriMACy oF the PoPe
Thomas More, then, gladly suffered imprison-

ment, the loss of his goods, and death itself for the 
primacy of the Pope, the one Supreme Head of the 
Church. And truly upon this primacy and suprem-
acy the whole peace, order, and unity of the Church 
depend, for if it is rejected, a way is opened to all the 
heresies, and the wolves ravage the flock with im-
punity, as the example of England alone may well 
teach other nations.

Thus More, his toils and sorrows past, reigns glo-
riously in heaven, and on earth enjoys the praise not 
only of the good but even of the wicked themselves. 
All bewail his death as most unjust; none can be 
found, except perhaps a few sycophants of the im-
pious King, to approve of it.

the KinG’s eMotion At his deAth
For even King Henry himself when the news was 

brought to him that the supreme penalty had been 
exacted of Thomas More—  he happened to be play-
ing with dice at the time—  was greatly upset. “Is he 
then dead?” he enquired. Hearing that it was so, he 
turned to Anne Boleyn, who was sitting by him, and 
said, “You are the cause of that man’s death.” And 
rising at once he retired to another room and shed 
bitter tears.

There is no doubt that from youth upwards 
Henry was fond of Thomas More. There was not 

5 a traditional hymn of praise to God  6 Gal 5:22  7 Ps 50(51):19  8 EW 1416  9 See EW 1319, 1325, 1332.  10 Mt 5:12  
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106 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

a great difference in their ages, More being only 
seven11 years the King’s senior. The King was eigh-
teen when he came to the throne, and at that time 
More wrote an excellent epigram to convey his con-
gratulations on his accession.12 The King was not 
the first-born of his father but succeeded to the 
throne owing to the death of his elder brother Ar-
thur. He had, consequently, been educated with es-
pecial care, and himself devoted to literature and 
philosophy, he had a great affection for those whose 
tastes were similar. In the fifth or sixth year, then, of 
his reign, he took More, who then was under-sher-
iff of London, into his diplomatic service and soon 
after made him a member of his Privy Council. For 
more than twenty years—  it was in the twenty-sev-
enth year of the reign that More was executed— 
 More was so dear to the King, so faithful, that his 
advancement was continuous and unprecedented. 
His violent and shameful death, therefore, against 
all the rules of justice, after such a long friendship 
and so many years of faithful service, could not but 
be displeasing even to the tyrant himself. But love 
of Anne Boleyn and the boundless lust of the flesh 
gained the victory. The King, indeed, as is stated by 
many, wished to keep More in perpetual imprison-
ment. But Anne Boleyn could not rest until, like an-
other Herodias, she saw More’s head severed from 
his body. Yet her joy was short-lived, for before an-
other year had passed, in that same place where 
More had suffered for justice and truth she was be-
headed for adultery and incest.

More’s heAd reCovered by MArGAret 
roPer

But now, before we come to relate the laments of 
others besides ourselves over the death of Thomas 
More, we will record what happened to the head and 
the body of the blessed martyr. The former, by or-
der of the King, was placed upon a stake on London 
Bridge, where it remained for nearly a month, un-
til it had to be taken down to make room for other 
heads. For the King’s thirst for blood, once grati-
fied, grew apace. The head would have been thrown 
into the river, had not Margaret Roper, who had 
been watching carefully and waiting for the oppor-
tunity, bribed the executioner whose office it was to 

remove the heads and obtained possession of the sa-
cred relic. There was no possibility of mistake, for 
she, with the help of others, had kept careful watch; 
and, moreover there were signs so certain that any-
one who had known him in life would have been 
able now to identify the head. A tooth was missing, 
which he had lost in life, and his countenance was 
almost as beautiful as before. One remarkable fact 
that his friends noted was that his beard, which be-
fore his death was almost white, now appeared to be 
of a reddish-brown color. Margaret Roper as long 
as she lived kept the head with the greatest rever-
ence, carefully preserving it by means of spices, and 
to this day it remains in the custody of one of his 
relatives.13

buriAL oF the body
His body was buried by Margaret Roper and Mar-

garet Clement in the little Chapel of Saint Peter in 
the Tower, by permission of the Lieutenant. In re-
gard to this burial an incident occurred which may 
well be regarded as miraculous. Margaret Roper 
from earliest morning had been going from church 
to church and distributing such generous alms to 
the poor that her purse was now empty. After her 
father’s execution she hastened to the Tower to bury 
his body, for the Lieutenant had promised to allow 
this with the permission of the King, which was 
readily given. In her hurry she forgot to replenish her 
purse and found that she had no winding-sheet for 
the body. She was in the greatest distress and knew 
not what to do. Her maid Dorothy, afterwards the 
wife of Master Harris, suggested that she should get 
some linen from a neighboring shop. “How can I do 
that” she answered, “when I have no money left?” 
“They will give you credit,” replied the maid. “I am 
far away from home,” said Margaret, “and no one 
knows me here, but yet go and try.” The maid went 
into a neighboring shop and asked for as much linen 
as was needed; she agreed on the price. Then she put 
her hand into her purse as if to look for the money, 
intending to say that unexpectedly she found herself 
without money, but that if the shopkeeper would 
trust her she would obtain the price of the linen as 
quickly as posslbie from her mistress and bring it 
back. But although the maid was quite certain that 

11 More was thirteen years older.  12 See 
EW 224–26.  13 “Margaret Roper 
died in 1544; her eldest daughter, Lady 

Elizabeth Bray (d. 1558) was probably 
responsible for depositing the head in the 
Roper vault at St. Dunstan’s, Canterbury. It 

was seen there when the vault was opened 
in 1837; it was in a niche behind an iron 
grille” (R 191, n. 3).  
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107His Happy Death and Glorious Martyrdom

she had absolutely no money, yet in her purse she 
found exactly the price of the linen, not one farthing 
more nor less than the amount she had agreed to pay. 
Dorothy Harris, who is still living here in Douai, has 
told me these details again and again.

With this winding-sheet, so strangely obtained, 
the two Margarets and Dorothy most reverentiy 
buried the body.

The shirt in which he died, stained with his 
blood, Margaret Clement showed me whole and 
entire, and gave me a large portion of it. I am not 
sure whether she was allowed by the other Marga-
ret from the beginning to keep it, or whether it only 
came to her after her death (for Margaret Roper 
died many years before Margaret Clement).

ProCeedinGs AGAinst More’s FAMiLy
But, soon after, the weight of the King’s anger 

was felt by More’s whole family. His widow Alice 
was turned out of her house; and from all More’s 
property, which was now confiscated to the royal 
treasury, she was allowed no more than a pension 
of £20 a year, on which she managed to continue 
to live, although in straitened circumstances, in the 
village of Chelsea.

Margaret Roper was brought before the King’s 
Council, and charged with keeping her father’s 
head as a sacred relic, and retaining possession of 
his books and his writings.14 She answered that she 
had saved her father’s head from being devoured by 
the fishes, with the intention of burying it, that she 
had hardly any books and papers but what had been 
already published, except a very few personal letters, 
which she humbly begged to be allowed to keep for 
her own consolation. By the good offices of friends 
she was released. Although there were many women 
in More’s household, she was the only one to be 
troubled. But every one of the men—  John More, 
John Clement, William Roper, Giles Heron, and 
John Dauncy—  was cast into prison for refusing the 
oath. But all of them, sooner or later, were released 
through the influence of powerful friends.15

MorAL eFFeCt oF More’s deAth
But now let us return to More himself. As the 

only layman, and he one of the highest honor and 
reputation, to give his life for the cause of religion 
at that first period when it began to be attacked, by 
his example he was of more profit to our country 
than could easily be believed. The death of so many 
Carthusian fathers and other monks, and even the 
death of the Bishop of Rochester himself, eminent 
in holiness and learning as he was, though no doubt 
equally precious in the sight of God, did not im-
press men of every rank so deeply as did the death 
of More alone. The others all belonged to the clergy, 
and evil-minded men might suspect that from some 
human motive they were defending the privileges of 
their class. But no such suspicion could be formed 
of More. The others were eminent for piety and 
learning alone, but More in addition was a success-
ful man of affairs, a brilliant lawyer, who had occu-
pied, with the praise of all, the highest offices in the 
state. All this enhanced his constancy in the cause 
of religion. I can remember quite well, and many 
others will bear me out, that when we were boys, 
More’s fame and his illustrious martyrdom were 
constantly the subjects of our talk and fired our zeal 
for the Catholic faith. More’s wisdom was held in 
such high esteem that he was regarded as England’s 
oracle, not only when he delivered judgment in the 
law-courts, but also in those two matters of the 
gravest importance, the royal divorce and the pri-
macy of the Pope. And this not only whilst he en-
joyed freedom and high position in the state, but all 
hung upon his words even when he was imprisoned. 
Laymen and priests, among others Doctor Wilson 
and John Fisher, Bishop of Rochester, wrote to him 
to know his opinion about these matters. How ea-
gerly Henry VIII tried, by repeated attempts, to 
bring More, above all others, over to his side, has 
been sufficiently shown in what has preceded.

14 “As no records have survived of the 
Council proceedings between 1461 and 
1540 there is no official account” (R 193, 
n. 3).  15 “Sir Giles Heron was hanged 
at Tyburn on August 4, 1540, but no 
particulars of his case have survived. John 
More and William (not John) Daunce 

both received pardons on April 24, 
1544 ‘of all treasonable words,’ but details 
are lacking. William Roper was imprisoned 
for a brief period early in 1543 ‘for 
relieving by alms a notable learned man, 
Master Beckenshawe’ (Harpsfield), who 
had been accused of conspiring with 

Cardinal Pole. John Clement does not 
seem to have been molested though his 
name was among those suspected of 
having knowledge of the so-called Plot of 
the Prebendaries of Canterbury against 
Cranmer in 1541” (R 193, n. 6).  
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108 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

bLessed GerMAin GArdiner And John 
LArKe

Eight years later Germain Gardiner16 a noble lay-
man of great learning, suffered martyrdom for the 
same cause, the primacy of the Pope. At the place of 
execution he would give to the people no other rea-
son why he suffered death for such a cause than that 
the simple piety of the Carthusians, the wide learn-
ing of the Bishop of Rochester, and the profound 
wisdom of Thomas More convinced him that he 
was in the right. Multitudes, through More’s ex-
ample, persevered in the faith and obedience of 
the Roman Church; many even suffered death for 
their faith. His own parish priest, John Larke,17 fol-
lowed the example of his distinguished parishioner 
and nobly suffered martyrdom, as our annals testify. 
And thus we reach the end of our account of More’s 
life and happy death.

More’s PersonAL APPeArAnCe
More was not tall in stature, but well-formed and 

of perfect proportions. His complexion tended to 
phlegmatic. In color he was white and pale. Of joy-
ous countenance, his expression was cheerful and 
amiable; yet his refined and handsome face was 
thoroughly in keeping with the responsible po-
sitions he held. His eyes were gray and somewhat 
small; although not brilliant, they were kindly. His 
forehead was broad. His hair was straight and un-
curled, in color between black and yellow. His neck 
was short and thick. His hair was dressed after the 
manner of the nobility and gentry of that day. These 
details as to his personal appearance have been 
handed down to us by eye-witnesses.

ChAPter tWenty-one: the 
LeArned And FAMous PAy tribute 

to thoMAs More

I think it will not be out of place if I record here 
the judgments that have been passed upon the 

death of More by famous men of learning outside 
England.

CArdinAL PoLe
Reginald Pole, Cardinal of the Holy Roman 

Church, was living in Rome when the persecution 

broke out in England. He wrote a book against 
Henry VIII, in defense of the unity of the Church, 
in which, referring to the regret expressed every-
where abroad for the death of More, he thus apos-
trophizes England: 

Thy father, England; thy honor, thy glory has 
been led out in thy sight to execution, although 
he was innocent. By birth he was thy son, in rank 
thy citizen, but in good deeds thy father, for he 
has given more proofs of his paternal affection to-
ward thee than the most indulgent father has ever 
given to an only and well-beloved son. But never 
did he show himself more truly thy father than in 
his death, for he died for thee and that he might 
not betray thy highest interests. It is written in 
the history of the Greeks, that after Socrates had 
been executed, as now More in thee, through un-
just processes of law, it happened that the people 
were witnessing a play in the theatre, and that one 
of the actors uttered the words “Ye have put to 
death him who was the noblest of all the Greeks.” 
At once such bitter remorse for the death of Soc-
rates filled the hearts of the people (although the 
poet’s words had quite a different reference) that 
the whole theatre was filled with sobs and tears. 
The people ordered an enquiry to be made as to 
the authors of his death, and those who could be 
found were executed, the others punished with 
exile. A statue, also, was erected to his memory 
in the market-place. If, then, those citizens, when 
those words were uttered in the theatre, were 
justly moved to anger against the authors of the 
crime, and to pity for the victim—  a man of un-
blemished life and noble character—  how much 
more justly wilt thou, O City of London, now be 
moved to anger and pity when thou art forced to 
hear those same words uttered, not once as a co-
incidence by an actor, but as a grave and serious 
charge, made against thee constantly by men of 
the most sober judgment throughout the Chris-
tian world. “Ye have put to death him who was 
the noblest of all the English.”1

Pole, the writer of the above passage, on account 
of his noble birth (for he was connected with the 
royal family), his ecclesiastical dignity, his wide 
learning, his upright and virtuous life, and the 

16 Germain Gardiner and John Larke were executed at Tyburn on March 7, 1544.  17 See previous note.  1 See EW 1385–86.  
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109The Learned and Famous Pay Tribute to Thomas More

extraordinary grace and courtesy of his manners, 
enjoyed the friendship of the greatest men in Eu-
rope, and consequently his account of the judg-
ment they passed upon More’s death is entirely re-
liable. It is, too, borne out to the letter by the other 
testimonies we shall quote.

erAsMus
We shall first give the words of Erasmus. Al-

though he wrote anonymously, for he still had 
friends in England whom he desired to keep, the 
style most clearly points him out as the author, and 
moreover we find almost the same phrases else-
where among his letters:2 

It is abundantly clear that More and Fisher were 
guilty of no ill-will toward the King, but, if they 
erred, it was by following their conscience in all 
sincerity. It was their firm persuasion and deep 
conviction that the opinion they defended was 
holy, pious, honorable to the King, and salutary 
to the state. They wished to keep silence if they 
could, but with calmness and resignation they 
suffered death, offering their prayers for their 
King and their country. Even in the greatest 
crimes, the guilt is extenuated by a simple and up-
right conscience and an intention of doing what 
is right. Moreover, even amongst savage nations 
honor is often paid to noble virtue and excep-
tional learning. Plato would have been executed 
in Ægina, according to the laws of that state, had 
he not borne the name of philosopher. Diogenes 
made his way with impunity into the camp of 
Philip, the King of Macedon. He was brought be-
fore the King as a spy and used the occasion to 
upbraid him, in no measured terms, for his mad-
ness in not being content with his own kingdom 
and running the risk of losing all he had. He was 
not only allowed to depart unharmed, but even 
rewarded, for no other reason than because he 
was a philosopher. As the generosity of mon-
archs toward learned men has greatly enhanced 
their fame, so harsh treatment of the learned has 
brought the deepest shame upon them. Who 
does not hold in horror the conduct of Antony, 

who caused Cicero to perish by the sword? Who 
does not loathe Nero, who put Seneca to death? 
The fame of Octavius Caesar has suffered no lit-
tle detriment for his having sent Ovid into ban-
ishment among the Getae.

When Louis XII of France came to the throne 
he attempted to get a divorce from the daugh-
ter of Louis XI. Many good men were angry, 
and two of them, John Standock and his disciple 
Thomas, publicly said that prayer ought to be of-
fered to God that he might inspire the King with 
good counsel. Words of such a nature to the peo-
ple were accounted seditious and a violation of 
the royal edict. But the King confiscated none 
of their goods and imposed no penalty but exile. 
And when he had brought his negotiations to a 
successful conclusion, he recalled them. By such 
moderation the King avoided unpopularity and 
at the same time forwarded his own cause, for 
both were theologians and both enjoyed a repu-
tation for sanctity.

But More’s death is deplored even by those 
whose views he combated with the greatest possi-
ble vigor. So attractive was his openness, his cour-
tesy, his kindness. Was there ever a man with any 
pretense to learning whom More did not reward? 
Was there ever a stranger to whom he did not try 
to be a benefactor? Many help none but their 
own: the French will assist a Frenchman, the Ger-
mans a German, the Scottish a Scot. But he was 
a friend to all, whether Irish, French, German, or 
Scottish. His goodness of heart endeared him so 
much to all that they grieve for his death as they 
would for a father or a brother. I myself have seen 
many shed tears who had never seen More nor 
had any intercourse with him. And even as I write 
these lines, in spite of my efforts tears rise unbid-
den to my eyes. The sword that beheaded More 
wounded many noble hearts.

That Erasmus wrote the above is confirmed by 
a passage that follows shortly after. Forgetting the 
part he was playing, he betrays himself by these 
words: “Wherefore to those who congratulate me 
on having a friend so dear and so high in position” 

2 Stapleton is quoting from the Expositio 
fidelis (1535). For further discussion 
on the records of the trial, see E. E. 
Reynold’s Trial of St. Thomas More and 

Thomas More’s Trial by Jury: A Procedural 
and Legal Review with a Collection of 
Documents, eds. Henry Ansgar Kelly, 
Louis W. Karlin, and Gerard B. Wegemer 

(Woodbridge, Suffolk: Boydell Press, 
2011). 
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110 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

(for More was Lord Chancellor of England) “I 
am wont to reply that I will not congratulate him 
upon his promotion until he himself bids me do 
so.” Erasmus here clearly speaks in his own person, 
and hence there is no doubt that the whole compo-
sition is his work. For I have never heard any report 
or come across any written evidence of any friend-
ship between More and G. Covrinus Nucerinus or 
P. Montanus.3

John CoChLAeus
John Cochlaeus, a learned German theologian, 

immediately after the martyrdom of More and 
Fisher wrote in their defense against an English-
man, Richard Sampson, who supported the King’s 
cause.4 It was against this same writer that Cardinal 
Pole published his books in defense of the unity of 
the Church. Cochlaeus, then, in this book, amongst 
much else in eloquent praise of Sir Thomas More, 
has the following passage on his death. He is ad-
dressing Henry’s nobles and councilors, for he pre-
fers to impute More’s death to them rather than to 
the King himself:

What praise or favor did you expect to gain from 
the cruelty you exercised against Sir Thomas 
More? All men knew and admired his noble and 
lovable character, his courtesy, his kindness, his af-
fability, his wit, his eloquence, his wisdom, his un-
blemished life, his intellectual powers, his learn-
ing. In rank he was Lord Chancellor, coming next 
after the King, ever in the public eye, employed 
constantly in affairs of state since his youth with 
the applause of all, taking part in important em-
bassies, and now verging upon old age and vener-
able for his gray hairs. Having obtained from the 
King permission to resign with all honor, he lived 
in the privacy of his home with his wife, children 
and grandchildren, guilty of no crime nor even 
suspected of one, to no one hurtful or trouble-
some, but gentle and kind, ready to do a service to 
any. Through your evil counsel he was taken from 
his home, where all lived together so pleasantly 

in the pursuit of learning and piety, for no other 
cause than that he refused to approve of your im-
pieties, because his conscience forbade, he feared 
God and he wished to save his soul. Do you sup-
pose that your deed of blood has ever won or will 
ever win the approval of any, of whatever age or 
sex? Not so. You have injured yourselves rather 
than him. You have stamped yourselves forever as 
murderers, guilty of innocent blood. To him, in 
the sight of God, of all the hosts of heaven and of 
men, you have given the most honorable and glo-
rious crown of martyrdom. He will live and reign 
with God for all eternity; you can never efface the 
stain of your infamous guilt. For it is written: “He 
knoweth both the deceiver and him that is de-
ceived. He bringeth counselors to a foolish end, 
and judges to insensibility. He looseth the belt of 
kings, and girdeth their loins with a cord.”5 6

PAuL Jovius
To this I will add the testimony of Paul Jovius, 

the Bishop of Nocera, a famous writer who in his 
Praises of Famous Men speaks of Sir Thomas More 
and his unjust death as follows:

Fortune, fickle and, as is her custom, inconstant 
and ever unpropitious to virtue, if ever she has 
played the part of a proud and cruel mistress, 
has done so lately under Henry in England with 
fierce rage, overthrowing before our eyes Thomas 
More whom the King, so shortly before a fervent 
admirer of lofty virtue, had raised to the highest 
honors. The Sovereign, however, by fatal madness 
changed into a wild beast, with fierce cruelty cast 
him down headlong, for the reason that More, 
being a man of high principle and eminent sanc-
tity, would not flatter the evil lusts of his furious 
prince. For whilst the latter was urgent to repu-
diate his wife, bring in a concubine, and to her 
great shame disinherit his daughter, More, Lord 
Chancellor, guilty only for his piety and inno-
cence, was forced to plead his cause before the 
royal tribunal, was condemned most unjustly to 

 3 “The long passage quoted from the 
Expositio may have been inspired by 
Erasmus but is doubtfully ascribed to 
his pen. Courinus and Montanus had 
both been pupil-secretaries to Erasmus” 
(R 198, n. 2).  4 “Richard Sampson 
had served on the 1515 embassy with 
More. He supported Henry VIII’s policy 

and in 1535 published an Oratio urging 
obedience to the King’s wishes; to this 
Cochlaeus replied by a vindication of 
Fisher and More, printed in Antiqua 
et insignis epistola (1536); the volume 
also contained letters from More to 
Cochlaeus. Pole’s book was not written 
against Sampson but was in reply to the 

King’s urgent demand that Pole should 
declare himself. A few copies were printed 
in Rome about 1536; the larger edition 
did not appear until 1555” (R 198, n. 3).  
5 Job 12:16  6 Antiqua et insignis epistola 
(1536)  
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111The Learned and Famous Pay Tribute to Thomas More

die, like a robber, a most barbarous death, whilst 
his loving family was forbidden even to bury his 
severed members. But Henry, by this one crime 
alone the equal of Phalaris, has not been able to 
hinder More’s name from enjoying everlasting 
praise because of the Utopia, and has branded his 
own with the perpetual infamy of a monstrous 
injustice.7

It will be noted that Paul Jovius here describes 
not the actual death that More suffered, but that 
mode of execution to which he was sentenced. We 
mentioned above the reason why the sentence was 
changed to a milder one.

WiLLiAM PArAdLnus
To Erasmus of Belgium, to Cochlaeus of Ger-

many, to Paul Jovius of Italy we will add William 
Paradinus of France, so that from various parts of 
Christendom judgment may be pronounced upon 
the foul and infamous murder of Sir Thomas More. 
He wrote a narrative of the attacks upon religion in 
England, in which he says,

The troubles and dissensions had reached in En-
gland their second year, when in the month of 
July John Fisher, Bishop of Rochester, was thrown 
into prison in London, because he appeared to 
condemn the divorce and the law recently passed 
against the Pope’s supremacy. Of the same opin-
ion, too, was Thomas More, a viscount [sic] of 
London, famous for his knowledge of languages 
and for his skill in every kind of literature (some-
what rare in a courtier), and of unblemished life. 
As these two men considered that they ought to 
obey God rather than men, and had so strongly 
fixed themselves in their resolution that neither 
entreaties, bribes, promises, much less threats of 
death, nor anything else could ever move them 
from it, they were condemned to die and under-
went their sentence with great constancy.8

It would be tedious to cite here other authors who 
wrote in the same sense. All, indeed, who wrote of 
the events of that time were greatly grieved at the 

most unjust death of Sir Thomas More—  Roverus 
Pontanus, a German, in his index of memorable 
events;9 Lawrence Surius at considerable length in 
his commentaries on the year 1535;10 John Fonta-
nus also in considerable detail in his French history 
of our times; Onuphrius of Padua in treating of 
Paul III; Nicholas Cardinal of Capua in his letters 
of princes, written in French.11 John Secundus of 
Hague wrote an elegy on the death of Sir Thomas 
More, but I have not been able to consult his work.

John rivius
These were Catholic writers, but even amongst 

those opposed to him in religion, some, like Car-
ion12 and Sleidanus,13 spoke honorably of him. Es-
pecially would I quote the words of John Rivius of 
Altendorf, who speaks as follows of the King’s cru-
elty and More’s conspicuous piety: 

One who is in a King’s Court, if ever he is asked 
his counsel, ought to say openly and freely what-
ever he considers to be for the advantage of his 
sovereign, and not to flatter or say merely what 
will please. He should never blame what is praise-
worthy nor praise what is worthy of blame, even 
though he greatly fears that if he openly urges 
and advises what is good he will be not rewarded 
but even punished.14

He goes on to give the example of Papinian, a no-
ble lawyer, who was commanded to defend the par-
ricide of the Emperor Antoninus, but preferred to 
die rather than violate his conscience by defending 
an evil deed. Then he writes:

Such a one, recently within our memory, we have 
in Sir Thomas More, a man eminent in learning 
and holiness, the singular glory and ornament of 
his country. The King of England had repudiated 
his former wife and wished to marry another, but 
this excellent man, who had deserved so well both 
of the King and of the whole country, refused to 
act against his conscience by consenting to the 
new marriage. Secure in the approval of his con-
science, he persevered firmly to the very end in 

7 Elogia doctorum virorum (1571)  
8 Afflictae Britannicae religionis (1555)  
9 Rerum memorabilium (Cologne, 
1559)  10 Commentarius brevis 

(Louvain, 1567)  11 Epistres des princes 
(1572)  12 Johannes Carion, The thre 
bokes of cronicles (1550)  13 Sleidanus 
(or Johann Philippson), De statu religionis 

(Strassburg, 1555)  14 De conscientia, 
Book 2 (Leipzig, 1541)  
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112 Stapleton’s Life of Sir Thomas More

his defense of justice, religion and right, and so 
was put to death by that impious parricide, that 
most monstrous and bloody tyrant. Such cru-
elty cannot be paralleled in our century; such in-
gratitude and impiety on the part of a King were 
hitherto unknown. More was incorruptible and 
pious, ever devoted to his sovereign and to the 
glory and prosperity of his country; he counselled 
what was right and just and warned against in-
justice; he was not found guilty or convicted of 
any crime. Not only was he faultless, but he had 
served his sovereign long and faithfully; he was 
indeed the most faithful of all the royal coun-
sellors. But his prince did not forbear to let him 
waste his strength and pine in prison and finally 
(alas!) to punish him with death. Are these thy 
rewards, O King? Is this thy return for his fidel-
ity and good will toward thee? Is this the price 
of a noble man’s toil? Is this the fruit he receives 
of his fuithful service? But thou, More, art now 
happy in the possession of eternal bliss, for thou 
didst prefer rather to lose thy head than to give 
any approval thy conscience forbade, and didst 
esteem right and justice, virtue and religion, more 
highly than life itself. Thou losest this mortal life 
but gainest that which is true and never-ending. 
Thou leavest the society of men but enterest the 
company of the angels and saints.

The writer of this passage, John Rivius, was a 
thoroughgoing Lutheran, and yet he bears witness 
to the truth, for the innocence of Sir Thomas More 
was as notorious as the barbarous cruelty of the 
King.

There is no need for more, either to add to More’s 
praise or to the well-deserved shame of Henry. No 
Catholic Englishman could express them more 
truly or more forcibly than has done this German 
Lutheran. So great is the power of truth, the ra-
diance of piety, and the light of justice that some-
times it cannot be hidden even from strangers and 
opponents.

the eMPeror ChArLes
Finally I will cite a testimony to the same effect 

which I obtained through trustworthy witnesses. It 
is a noble tribute and deserves to be forever remem-
bered. The Emperor Charles V, no less penetrating 
in his judgments than he was brave and fortunate in 
war, on hearing that More and Fisher had been put 
to death, spoke as follows to Thomas Elyot, who at 
the time was Henry’s ambassador at his Court: “If I 
had had in my dominions two such lights, I would 
rather have lost my strongest city than have allowed 
myself to be deprived of them, much less permit-
ted them to be unjustly put to death.”15 High praise 
from a noble prince! Indeed, the thing speaks for 
itself. The cause of his death was most unjust, the 
manner infamous. More’s admirable patience, his 
piety, his learning, and his other incomparable vir-
tues proclaim him happy in so noble a martyrdom, 
and Henry infamous for so unjust a sentence.

FinAL ConsiderAtions on More’s deAth
Apart from its manifest injustice, there are three 

things which aggravate the guilt of Henry’s cruel 
deed. First, because More was put to death by a law 
which he had violated neither by word nor deed. 
This law, moreover, concerned religion and not the 
policy of the state; wherefore, one who followed his 
conscience might well have been considered a man 
of honor rather than a rebel. Again, although he re-
fused to approve it, yet he did not condemn the law 
nor blame others who approved it. However much 
he dissented from the law, yet nothing could have 
been more harmless, more correct, or more sincere 
than his attitude.

Secondly, because Henry executed a man of such 
learning, virtue, and integrity, so brilliant in wit, so 
kind and gentle, dear to all and harmful to none. 
Such qualities even in a guilty man would have de-
served some consideration, and even perpetual im-
prisonment would have been a heavy penalty.

Thirdly, because the King beheaded a man who 
had rendered such great services to him, to the 
realm, and to the religion which he himself pro-
fessed; who had in so many important ways labored 
for the King with great credit to himself and great 

15 “This saying was recorded by Roper 
who assigned it to Charles V’s reception 
of the news of More’s execution, but Elyot 
was not ambassador to Charles V at this 
period; he had left the Emperor’s court a 

month or more before More’s resignation. 
Eustace Chapuys, the Imperial Ambassador 
in London, had, however, even as early as 
1530, reported on two or three occasions 
that More might be dismissed or would 

resign. Such information might have 
prompted the Emperor to make his 
comment to Elyot” (R 202, n. 8).   
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contentment to the King; who had been a mem-
ber of the Royal Council for so many years, so fre-
quently acted on embassies, and filled so many posts 
including, finally, the chancellorship.

On the other hand, there are many circumstances 
which heighten and increase the glory and everlast-
ing honor of More’s sacrifice. First, that although 
his view of the royal divorce was always diametri-
cally opposed to the King’s, yet he treated of that 
subject with the King so openly, candidly, and sin-
cerely that the latter was not offended, or at least 
did not seem to be so.

Secondly, that when, deprived of all his goods 
and condemned to perpetual imprisonment, he was 
harassed with a new oath, he neither said nor did 
anything. He might certainly have spoken, and said 
truly and emphatically that this new law was impi-
ous to God, rebellious to the Apostolic See, sacrile-
gious to the whole Church, against the rights of the 
people, and in itself absurd. In fact, he said none of 
these things; he condemned it in no way; he merely 
kept silence for conscience’s sake.

Thirdly, because he bore patiently so many heavy 
sacrifices, the loss of an ample fortune and of the 
highest honors, the companionship of his most dear 
family (wife, children and eleven grandchildren), 
liberty, and finally life itself.

Fourthly because the only reason for his suffer-
ing all these losses was a pure love of God and a fear 
of offending him. No motives can be higher than 
these.

Fifthly, because although the cause had never 
before been controverted and he had hardly any 
guide, yet by diligent study he found the truth and 
established himself so firmly therein that he did not 
hesitate to die for it.

Sixthly, because he was the only one of the King’s 
Councll who was willing to tell the truth, and not 

merely to say what would please his sovereign. He 
would not flatter nor deceive his prince. As for 
honors, he would not seek them, nor, when he had 
them, was he willing to keep them with peril to his 
soul.

All these considerations are a clear proof of 
More’s remarkable purity of heart, his deep humil-
ity, his utter freedom from guile, his heroic con-
stancy, his admirable piety, his truly Christian pa-
tience, and his transparent sincerity.

ConCLusion
Gentle reader, I have now completed my task. To 

the best of my ability I have described all that I have 
been able to gather concerning the life, the charac-
ter, the achievements, and the glorious martyrdom 
of that noble and illustrious man, Sir Thomas More.

May God, the Father of mercies, by the merits of 
the precious blood of his beloved Son and through 
the holy intercession of so many martyrs in En-
gland, and especially of Thomas More, deign in his 
mercy to take pity at length upon the affliction of 
our nation, which now for twenty-nine years has 
been suffering dire schism and heretical tyranny, 
and lead it back from its errors to the bosom of our 
holy Mother, the Catholic Church. To him be all 
honor and glory for all eternity. Amen.
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