What happened to the Princes in the Tower?
[bookmark: intro]
This activity is used with A level students to help them engage with the debate around the disappearance of the Princes in the Tower. They have already studied Richard’s usurpation and Buckingham’s rebellion as this introduces them to Henry Tudor and the reasons why he became an alternative candidate for the throne. 

Seven possible scenarios or fates for the princes are given. The activity focuses on using the evidence to support or challenge these seven scenarios. Students read each piece of evidence and place its number on one or more of the seven scenario lines. Modelling the first few helps to build student confidence. The aim is to show that with the evidence we have, it is impossible to solve conclusively the mystery and that there are many unknowns that make this even harder, such as whether the two skeletons found in the seventeenth century were the princes or not. 

Once students have added all the pieces of evidence to the scenario lines, they then fill out the means, motive and opportunity boxes on the final sheet and decide which piece of evidence is the most important, before deciding on what they think happened. This leads to a lively conversation about the fate of the princes. I finish the debate by asking whether it matters if we find out. Ultimately, what matters is that people at the time thought Richard was responsible and that this would impact the rest of his reign. 


Objectives
This activity will help students understand the difficulties in working out what happened to the Princes in the Tower. Some of the evidence can be used more than once. 
Students will learn about: 
• the various possible outcomes that have been suggested
• the possible motives for different people killing the princes
• how there are many unknowns which increases the number of possible outcomes
• how the evidence does not conclusively prove what happened to the princes
• the importance of basing theories on evidence

The Activity

1. Make sure that students have studied Richard’s usurpation and Buckingham’s rebellion and its consequences. 

2. Introduce the seven possible scenarios and the pieces of evidence. Students read each one and decide which theory or theories it supports or challenges, then decide where to put it on that scenario spectrum from ‘evidence strongly supports this’ to ‘evidence challenges this.’ Modelling the first few helps to build students’ confidence and if you feel students will be overwhelmed, you could give the evidence to them a few items at a time, then discuss them before moving on. Alternatively, you could get them to split the spectrum in half and just have them decide whether each piece of evidence supports or challenges the scenario, rather than deciding on where to put the evidence on the line. 

3. When completed, discuss with students what they think so far. Which scenarios appear to have the most evidence? Does this prove what happened to the princes? Which scenarios have very little evidence to support them?

4. Distribute the motive, means and opportunity table for students to complete in pairs, groups or individually. They may disagree about the most important piece of evidence about each theory. 

5. Give students a chance to make their mind up about what they think happened. This can work well as a homework task with students having to present their theory next lesson. Additionally, students could be asked to listen to the podcast linked below and to record what each historian believes afterwards. 

https://www.historyextra.com/period/medieval/princes-tower-podcast-episode-8-conclusion/


5. Class debate about what they think happened. Students could place the seven possible scenarios on to a spectrum, either individually or as a class, about how likely each one was now they have looked at the evidence. 

6. Discuss whether it matters that we find out what happened? Why did so many Yorkists join this rebellion against Richard? It was because they thought Richard was responsible for their deaths, so they decided to support someone with no right whatsoever to the crown in order to get rid of him. 



What happened to the Princes in the Tower?
Evidence strongly supports this
Evidence challenges this

	Scenario

	Option 1
Richard III had both murdered in the late summer of 1483 after a plot to rescue them failed.

	Option 2
The Duke of Buckingham had them both murdered in 1483.

	Option 3
Henry VII had them both murdered on becoming king in 1485.

	Option 4
Richard III sent them abroad or let them live in obscurity.

	Option 5
Margaret Beaufort (the future Henry VII’s mother) had them both killed.

	Option 6
Prince Edward died of natural causes and Prince Richard was murdered.

	Option 7
Prince Edward and a boy pretending to be Prince Richard were murdered (mother sent him abroad).




	1
Two male skeletons were found in the Tower of London in 1676, bricked up behind a wall. Examinations in the 1920s found they were of boys aged approximately 12 and 10- the ages of the boys in 1483.
	2
There is no proof that the boys in the Tower are the princes. Church rules won’t allow them to be DNA tested, but even if they are the princes that doesn’t prove who killed them.

	3
The ages of the two skeletons makes them too young to have been killed in 1485 when Henry Tudor arrived in London. 



	4 
During Buckingham’s rebellion in autumn 1483, many of Edward IV’s former household men joined a rebellion that aimed to put the unknown Henry Tudor on the throne. These men were all committed Yorkists. If the boys were alive they would have rebelled to put Prince Edward on the throne, rather than someone with so little right to the crown. They must have been convinced that both boys were dead and that Richard was responsible. 

	5
As Constable of England, Buckingham had access to the Tower of London and unlike most, could insist on entry.

	6
The constable (in charge of) of the Tower of London was one of Richard’s most loyal retainers, Sir Robert Brackenbury. 


	7
Sir James Tyrrell, a retainer of Richard’s, confessed in 1501 to suffocating the boys on Richard’s orders. 

	8
Sir James Tyrell only confessed to their deaths after torture.
	9
If the boys were alive in 1485, when Henry Tudor became king, they would have had far more right to the crown than Henry.



	10
If the skeletons are not the princes, Henry Tudor could have had them killed on arriving in London to secure his crown. 

	11
Richard was regularly in London so would have known what his nephews looked like. Even if he did not know his youngest nephew, others would have noticed an imposter.
	12
Richard had learnt during the Wars of the Roses of the importance of destroying rivals. He had lost his father, several uncles and a brother in the wars. He acted to secure his position.



	

	13
Henry Tudor never formally blamed Richard for the deaths of the princes after becoming king. However, his Parliament of November 1485 mentions the ‘deaths of innocents’, hinting that Richard was responsible.  
	14
Prince Edward’s physician, Dr Argentine claimed the prince was suffering badly from a tooth abscess. 
 

	15
Richard had an excellent track record of loyalty before deposing Edward. Would he really kill two boys he had sworn to serve? 
	16
Buckingham murdered the boys as he hoped to discredit Richard and help depose him in favour of Henry Tudor. Then he could become an even mightier subject and possibly usurp the crown (he was more royal than Tudor!)
	17
Would Elizabeth Woodville have handed over her second son (insurance policy) to a man she was in sanctuary to protect herself from? Surely, she would handover someone else.



	18
If Richard hadn’t killed them, he could easily have displayed the boys publicly to prove they lived. This may have made him more secure on the throne. He never did this. 

	19
During his reign, Henry Tudor had other relatives of the princes executed e.g. Clarence’s son in 1499. 

	20
The boys’ mother made peace with Richard in 1484 and agreed to leave sanctuary. Would she have done this if she thought Richard had murdered her sons? 

	21
Richard kept other relatives of the princes safely in custody throughout his reign. For example, he never harmed Clarence’s young son, Edward, Earl of Warwick, who could be seen as a threat or Clarence’s daughter. Could he really have killed his own flesh and blood? He could easily have sent them away. 

	22
Letting them live was far too dangerous. Richard had seen in his life time the dangers of keeping rivals alive. His father and brother had been killed in his youth. He was a brutal man in a brutal age. 
	23
In 1491, a young man was crowned king of England in Dublin. He claimed to be the youngest of the two princes (Richard). Over the next few years several European leaders gave him some form of support in order to depose Henry Tudor. 

	24
The skull of the older skeleton appeared to have serious problems with one tooth.
	25
Richard did not have to kill the boys to secure his crown. They had already been declared illegitimate by Parliament so were not threat. 

	26
It’s naïve to say the boys were no threat having been declared illegitimate by Parliament. They were still a threat and Richard could not sit securely on the throne whilst they lived.


	27
Discrediting Richard would cause shock and encourage a rebellion in favour of her son Henry Tudor as king. 
	28
How would Margaret or her retainers gain access to the princes in the Tower? Her husband was a Lord but could not demand entrance to the Tower of London.  
	29
Having a problem with your teeth does not prove it was the cause of death. 


	30
Buckingham rebelled in late 1483, but was captured and executed. Richard never blamed him for the boys’ death when he would have made an easy scapegoat.
	31
The reason Richard did not blame Buckingham was he felt guilty about not protecting the boys from Buckingham.
	32
The man claiming to be the youngest prince eventually admitted being a commoner called Perkin Warbeck. 


	33
The boys’ mother had no choice but to make peace with Richard. She had to think about her daughters and secure marriages for their futures.
	34
The boys’ mother made a deal with Henry Tudor’s mother to replace Richard with the unknown Henry. She must have believed her sons were dead as they had more right to the crown than Henry. 

	35
Displaying the boys publicly would make a rebellion on their behalf by Yorkist supporters or an attempted rescue more likely. Uncertainty over the fate of the boys helped Richard.

	36
Rumours at the time in London said that Richard had done them to death.
	37
Rumours don’t prove guilt. 



	38
Richard granted the widow and child of Miles Forest, one of his retainers who had died in 1484, a cash pension to the same value of Miles’s salary for the rest of their life. This was highly unusual- there is no evidence of any Yorkist king making a similar grant for the previous 20 years. The document says the pension was not for long service but instead for, ‘confidential and secret business carried out for the king’. Thomas More, writing under the Tudors had identified Miles as one of the murderers of the princes.  




	Suspect
	Motive?
Why might they want the Princes dead? 
	Means?
Did they have enough power to have the Princes killed? 
	Opportunity?
Could they access the Princes in order to kill them?
	What do you consider to be the most important piece of evidence regarding this person?

	
Richard III had them killed
	




	
	
	

	
Duke of Buckingham had them killed
	




	
	
	

	
Henry VII had them killed
	




	
	
	

	
Margaret Beaufort (Henry VII mother) had them killed
	




	
	
	



What do you think happened? Do you think any of the above suspects were responsible? What is your most convincing evidence? 






Does it matter whether we find out if Richard was responsible?


