
The First Horseman taster 
 

An arena had been created in front of St Peter’s Chapel, tiered staging 

arranged on three sides of the black-draped platform. The seats were already 

almost full. Prime positions were occupied by courtiers and government men. 

The upper levels were for prominent citizens, like ourselves. We clambered 

up and found two spaces at one end of the topmost bench. An elderly 

alderman grunted and grumbled as he made room for us. Clamped between 

him and Robert, my stomach still churning, I wanted it all to be over. Wanted 

to be back in the warm anonymity of my own bed. 

     ‘Have you ever seen the new man, Cromwell?’ Robert asked, pointing to a 

thickset councillor seated next to the familiar figure of Lord Chancellor Audley. 

     ‘No.’ 

     ‘Well, take a good look and remember what you see. Cromwell’s the 

future. He has more brains than all the rest of the king’s council put together. 

He’s climbing fast to the top. You’d do well to cultivate him.’ 

     I was scarcely listening. ‘How long is it going to be? Much longer and I’ll 

throw up.’ 

     But the waiting was over. The buzz of conversation stopped and all eyes 

turned towards a gateway beside the White Tower. It was a small procession: 

two pikemen, four female attendants, then the Constable, Sir William 

Kingston, and beside him a woman, small but walking very erect, her face 

framed by a gable hood. Queen Anne of England, going to her death. 

     She was helped on to the platform and spent some minutes talking with 

her ladies, two of whom seemed on the point of collapse with grief. One was 

on her knees clutching the queen’s gown and had to be pulled aside by a 

guard. Anne turned away and came to the edge of the dais. Not a flicker of 

movement from her audience as she lifted her head to speak. I leaned 

forward, focussed on the slight figure. My head seemed suddenly clear. 

     ‘No priest, Tom,’ Robert muttered in my ear. ‘No priest. Mark that.’ 

     It was a brief speech but I don’t recall all the details. I know what she did 

not say – the silence all London was abuzz with for days after. She did not 

confess her adulteries. She bade us pray for the king and for herself. Then the 



women helped her remove her cape and her headdress. Her long hair 

gleamed in the sunlight before she tucked it into a little cap. As she was 

composing herself, a tall figure stepped on to the stage behind her. 

     I turned to Robert. ‘Who--‘ 

     ‘The executioner. Brought specially from France. They say he’s very good. 

Pray God it may be so.’ 

     One of the ladies came forward with a blindfold. Before it was fastened, the 

queen looked around the ranks of men happy or content or indifferent to 

witness her destruction. As her gaze reached the end of the line, it rested on 

me for a long moment – or so it seemed. I could not tear my eyes away from 

the slight figure, who now knelt, her head bent forward, her lips moving in 

silent prayer. Up to that moment the performance had proceeded at a slow, 

almost stately pace, like a sinister pavane. But now the executioner took a 

stride forward, swinging his large sword as he did so. It flashed down in a 

wide arc. The capped head fell to the floor, bounced and rolled a few feet. The 

body, fountaining blood, remained upright for several seconds before tumbling 

sideways. 

     That was when I threw up all over the smart black gown of the man sitting 

in front of me. 

*** 

 

 

 


