Story about Edward Lee, Archbishop of York

Author’s note: This narrative was written largely by ChatGPT, using prompts that I provided having read Claire Cross’s article on Lee in the Oxford DNB. I then edited the story for accuracy and to ensure that it was appropriate for classroom use. The technique that I used to create the story is outlined in the teacher PowerPoint for this enquiry, with some suggestions for use. I have divided the story into sections, so that it can be used at various points in a lesson or sequence of lessons. For clarity, I have added key factual information about Lee in red after each chapter, so that teachers can identify the core points. I used this story through an A-level workshop, interspersing the reading of each chapter with different activities, including providing participants with character cards so that they became more engaged with the story, and you can see the resources on this site. However, it can be used flexibly in different settings.

Chapter 1
The wind howled through the narrow streets of York as Archbishop Edward Lee dismounted his horse. Cloaked in the finest robes of his station, he bore the weight of both his faith and his political entanglements. The year was 1534, and the storm of the Reformation was reaching its crescendo.
Lee had spent years navigating treacherous waters. Once a scholar engaged in fierce theological debates with Erasmus, he now found himself an unwilling pawn in Henry VIII’s break from Rome. He had witnessed the King’s fiery defiance of Martin Luther and had even helped to craft the very words that earned Henry the title of Defender of the Faith. But that title was now a cruel irony, for Henry had turned against the Pope, against Rome and, in many ways, against the faith that Lee had sworn to protect. Lee himself had sought to gain the King his coveted annulment, petitioning the Pope and urging the obdurate Spanish queen to accept the ending of this accursed marriage, but to no avail. And his conscience troubled him. Should he have accepted the King as Supreme Head of the Church? He could not still the voice inside him, whispering that it was because of lust for that harlot Anne Boleyn that the King had forced through these changes, and not for faith...
He wrested his mind back to the business at hand. His journey this day led him to St Mary’s Abbey, one of the most powerful monastic institutions in the North. Rumours of corruption had reached Thomas Cromwell’s ears, and Lee knew that his visitation was as much a test of his own loyalty as it was an inquiry into the monks’ conduct. If he found widespread corruption, he could justify keeping the Abbey under his own watchful eye. But if he failed to uncover any wrongdoing, then Cromwell’s men – harsher and far less sympathetic – would undoubtedly descend upon the Abbey like wolves...
Key background information when using Chapter 1
Lee’s early career was as a traditional Catholic; he was a highly educated Catholic priest from a well-off family. As a young man, he assisted Erasmus with his new Latin translation of the New Testament, but they argued over this. Indeed, Lee enraged Erasmus by circulating a list of alleged errors in the translation after it had been published. Both Thomas More and Polydore Vergil tried to mediate in the quarrel but to no avail, and the men became academic foes.
In the early stages of his career, Lee followed traditional Catholic teaching and thus found favour with Henry VIII, who also held conservative views at this time. In 1520, Lee became a royal chaplain and travelled to the Field of the Cloth of Gold as part of the King’s entourage. There is some evidence that he carried out the background research for Henry VIII’s book Assertio Septem Sacramentaorum (The Assertion of the Seven Sacraments), published in July 1521, which rejected Martin Luther’s ideas. This earned Henry VIII the title ‘Defender of the Faith’ from the Pope.
During the 1520s, Lee spent time travelling on the continent and remained conservative in his religious views. In 1525, he sent warning to Henry and Wolsey that all copies of Tyndale’s English translation of the New Testament should be excluded from England because of its Protestant ideas. Increasingly, however, Henry was to become swayed by reformism; indeed, in the late 1520s, Anne Boleyn gave the King a copy of another of Tyndale’s works, The Obedience of Christian Man, a work that criticised the power of the Pope and other key elements of Catholic teaching, and which influenced Henry’s theology in this period. This presented Lee with a problem: staunch Catholicism was no longer necessarily a good career move. Therefore, like Wolsey, he sought to obtain an annulment sanctioned by the Pope. Consequently, in 1527, he acted as an ambassador in the Spanish court, seeking to discredit the validity of the marriage of Henry and Katherine. Again, in 1530, Lee was part of an embassy, led by Thomas Boleyn, to the Pope and Emperor Charles V, trying to persuade them to accept an annulment. Like Wolsey, Lee’s efforts were in vain but, unlike the Cardinal, he does not seem to have been blamed for this and instead gained a number of promotions, including profiting from Wolsey’s fall from power in 1529 when Lee gained the Archbishopric of York.


Chapter 2
That June, Lee rode out, grey cloak snapping in the wind, a cold resolve hardening within him. He would assert his authority and reclaim the dignity of his office. The summer of 1534 saw him travelling from abbey to abbey, cloisters echoing with the sudden arrival of a man that many had thought only a name on paper. He interrogated monks, inspected ledgers, judged morals. Some welcomed him. Others plotted behind walls older than memory. Lee had entered a battlefield of silence, where loyalty to Rome ran deeper than the rivers and rebellion festered behind pious smiles.
He was no longer simply a bishop. He was a man at war – with his king, his Church and his soul.
Key background information when using Chapter 2
When Wolsey fell from power, Lee gained one of his titles – that of Archbishop of York. Wolsey had been very lackadaisical in his approach to his episcopal duties, but Lee appears to have been keen to demonstrate his vigilance and morality. This may have been motivated by genuine conscientiousness, but it is also probable that he could foresee that hostile visitations and criticisms of the monasteries were imminent from reformists led by Cromwell. Consequently, Lee swiftly visited the religious houses in his diocese and carried out visitations, writing reports with required improvements, known as ‘injunctions’. It is possible to speculate about the purpose of these visitations – was it out of genuine concern for the morality of his diocese or was it more in line with the ‘pre-Ofsted’ mock inspection, aiming to have his houses in order when more hostile visitors came?
Usefully, the injunctions for various abbeys survive, including that of St Mary’s Abbey in York, which included a number of rather scurrilous accusations against the abbot himself.

Chapter 3
Rumours whispered through cloisters and over altar stones – of agents, cruel and calculating, descending from the South, bearing scrolls signed not with the cross but with Cromwell’s name. Archbishop Edward Lee had heard their names before: Richard Layton, sharp-tongued and relentless, and Thomas Legh, the younger of the two, whose soft manner belied a merciless eye for heresy and wealth. These were inquisitors of a new order. Knowing that time was slipping through his fingers, Lee issued one final set of injunctions – his last command to the monastic houses of his diocese. With trembling quill, it was a final attempt to preserve the sanctity of the old ways before Cromwell’s wolves could sink their teeth into the northern abbeys.
Exactly one week later, the authority to inspect the monasteries was ripped from Lee’s hands. Cromwell’s men crossed into the North like a tide of judgement, beginning their tour in the bleak chill of January 1536. Their arrival marked not only the end of Lee’s jurisdiction but also the beginning of a campaign that would leave monasteries burning, relics shattered and secrets uncovered that could shake even the strongest faith.
Key background information when using Chapter 3
In 1534, all clerics were required to take the Oath of Supremacy, accepting Henry VIII as Head of the Church of England. Lee took the oath, but the Imperial Ambassador, Eustace Chapuys, commented in a letter to the Spanish king that Lee appeared uneasy in his conscience about this.
In late 1535, Lee published his injunctions against St Mary’s and other monastic houses in his diocese, but a week later, he lost the right of visitation in sweeping laws limiting bishops’ powers to inspect their own areas. Instead, this authority was now held by Cromwell, and so two infamous reformists, Layton and Legh, came North to carry out visitations of the religious houses there. The key works commissioned by the King and compiled by Cromwell’s men were the Comperta Monastica (or Black Book), which was designed to provide the government with ammunition against the monasteries by supplying plenty of scandal regarding monastic life, and the Valor Ecclesiasticus, which was a financial account of all the monasteries’ land and assets. Many of the visitation reports for the North unfortunately do not survive, but it is clear that there was considerable hostility towards the dissolution in the North, as evidenced in 1536 by the Pilgrimage of Grace.

Chapter 4
The bells of St Mary’s had not tolled in months. Once a sacred sound sweeping across the moors, it had now faded into silence, like the voices of the monks who had prayed beneath its vaults. The Abbey, ancient and magnificent, stood like a wounded beast – its bones still proud, but its soul stripped bare.
Archbishop Lee arrived under the shadow of dusk, his cloak drawn tightly against the Yorkshire wind. He was a man of God, yes, but these were no longer godly times. The Pilgrimage of Grace had risen like a storm – thousands of rebels marching for faith, for tradition, for the monasteries that Henry VIII had begun to tear down. But the King’s reply had been swift and merciless. Heads rolled in York and Lincoln, traitors swinging like scarecrows on the roads.
Lee had walked a tightrope during the uprising. Neither rebel nor royal favourite, he was spared – allowed to keep his archbishopric. But mercy from Henry VIII was often just the eye of the storm. Now, every knock on his door was a question of loyalty; every silence from court was a threat. And now the court was in turmoil again. In 1540, everyone knew that Henry was displeased with his new bride, Anne of Cleves. Could Lee use this to his advantage?
In a realm where faith bent to politics and abbeys burned like kindling, Edward Lee had chosen the only altar left to kneel before: survival.
Key background information when using Chapter 4
In 1536, Anne Boleyn was executed, and her uncle, Thomas Howard, Duke of Norfolk, presided at the trial. In October, a Yorkshire lawyer, Robert Aske, travelled to London, and on his journey met a group of rebels protesting against royal attacks on the monasteries in Louth, in Lincolnshire. Aske took an oath of loyalty to the rebels and returned to Yorkshire, where he incited rebellion, naming it a ‘Pilgrimage’ (i.e. the ‘Pilgrimage of Grace’), marching through the streets of York and calling for the rights of religious houses to be restored. Aske then led his followers to Pontefract Castle, where Edward Lee was based, along with a number of local Yorkshire dignitaries. The rebels seized the castle. Lee and the others agreed to support the rebels and take oaths of loyalty to their cause, although it is likely that they were forced to do this.
Thomas Howard, Duke of Norfolk, travelled North to stop the uprising. He quickly realised that force alone could not succeed and so sought to negotiate. He was determined, however, to destroy the rebellion, telling the King to ‘take ingode part what so ever promes I shall make unto the rebells... for sewerly I shall observe nopart theroff’ (‘take in good part whatsoever promises I shall make to the rebels... for surely I shall observe no part thereof’). Ultimately, ringleaders, including Aske, were executed, despite promises to the contrary.

Chapter 5
Lee’s alliance with Thomas Cromwell had given him a measure of safety – Cromwell, the calculating architect of England’s new religious order. Yet their alliance was uneasy at best. Lee’s soul still clung to the old faith – to Latin chants and papal supremacy – even as his lips whispered the words of the King’s English liturgy. Now, Cromwell’s star was dimming, eclipsed by the fury of a king humiliated by a bride that he despised.
‘I like her not – I like her not!’ Henry had spat when he first laid eyes on Anne of Cleves, his fourth wife. The words echoed through Whitehall like a curse. Cromwell, who had brokered the disastrous marriage, was marked. Lee, who had aided in the legal unravelling of the union, hoped that his role would earn the King’s gratitude. Instead, he found only silence –and the cold dread that silence brought.
Then came Katherine.
Barely 17, she was as radiant as springtime and twice as dangerous. A Howard by blood, and Anne Boleyn’s cousin, she danced into Henry’s heart and pushed Cromwell to the scaffold. Now she was queen – and Henry, intoxicated by youth and beauty, sought to parade his new prize before the people.
But the North remembered. The fires of the Pilgrimage of Grace had been doused in blood, yet the embers glowed still beneath Yorkshire’s surface. Whispers of the Wakefield Conspiracy reached the King’s ears – new plots, new rebels. Henry’s patience wore thin.
‘I will go to York,’ he declared, pounding the table before his lords. ‘Let them see their king and know that God’s anointed does not cower from cowards.’
Lee, upon hearing of the royal progress, felt the chill of fate wrap around him. The King, in all his wrath and glory, would walk the streets of York. With Katherine at his side, a crown on her golden hair, Henry would seek to subdue not just a city but a spirit – the defiant spirit of the North.
As the banners were raised and trumpets readied, Lee knelt alone in York Minster, whispering a Latin prayer that he dared not speak aloud in court. For he knew the truth: this was not merely a visit. This was a reckoning. The King was coming north – not just to show his strength but to test the loyalty of those who had once defied him.
And Lee? He stood on a knife’s edge between two worlds – between a faith no longer safe and a crown that demanded absolute obedience. In the shadow of royal wrath and northern resistance, he feared that even archbishops would bleed when kings went hunting ghosts.
Key background information when using Chapter 5
Henry VIII did not visit Yorkshire in the immediate aftermath of the Pilgrimage of Grace, perhaps fearing further uprisings and hostility. During the late 1530s, a royal progress North was mooted on a number of occasions but did not occur for various reasons, including royal pregnancies and the presence of plague in the area.
In 1539, the larger monasteries (including St Mary’s Abbey) were dissolved, despite the abbots’ protestations of loyalty to the Crown. Lee was allowed to keep his archbishopric, despite his oath of loyalty to the rebels, although it is clear from his letters to the King that he felt highly vulnerable during this period. St Mary’s Abbey was converted into the offices of the King’s Council of the North, a body that Henry VIII revived in the aftermath of the rebellion, with the aim of using it to control the area – much of this became known as ‘King’s Manor’.
In 1541, there was another attempted uprising, known as the ‘Wakefield Conspiracy’, based at Pontefract Castle. Although this was unsuccessful, it seems to have sparked Henry VIII into action, and so there was a royal progress to the North that year. This was designed to show the King’s military might and to frighten the region into submission. The former St Mary’s Abbey was refurbished to house the King, his new queen (Katherine Howard) and their household. In preparation for the King’s visit to the City of York, the townspeople made elaborate preparations with pageants, in the hope of placating their monarch, but Henry was determined to emphasise his anger with the city for its disloyalty during the recent rebellions. Consequently, he refused to enter by the gate that they had planned, ruining their carefully prepared welcome, and instead reenacted the ‘Last Judgment’ scene, obliging all those who had not been loyal to him during the Pilgrimage of Grace – including Edward Lee – to kneel in the mud on his left and publicly beg his forgiveness. 

A final note
Ultimately, York and the Abbey of St Mary’s may have had their revenge on Henry. It was during this visit – and probably within the walls of the former abbey – that Katherine Howard consorted with Francis Dereham and Thomas Culpeper, her former suitors. It was these meetings, possibly adulterous, that formed the basis of the charges later formed against her at her trial and execution.
