Fourteen
In June 1408, King Henry had been at Archbishop Arundel’s manor at Mortlake.1
During or perhaps just before his stay, he had fallen seriously ill. He had been so
long and deeply unconscious after an apparent seizure that some thought that he
had died.2 However, he promptly recovered and on 12th July, with the Archbishop
urging him to give thanks to God for the restoration of his health, he left the manor.3
But his illness soon returned: by December, he had become so debilitated that even
he believed that he was about to die. Prince Henry had recently arrived from Wales,
where he had successfully besieged Aberystwyth and had left Harlech invested by
the Talbots’ troops.4 He and his brothers were called to their dying father’s bedside.
On 21st January, at Greenwich, where he had retired to for better air, the King
dictated his will. Prince Henry was named as its executor. The start of the will is
laden with remorse: it begins ‘I, Henry, sinful wretch’ and later declares that he has
‘mispended’ his life.5 He believed that his illness was sent by God to punish him for
his sins. His assurance to his eldest son in July 1402, in response to that prince’s constant questioning of his wellbeing, that he was in good health ‘at the time of writing’
implies that he had not been in good health before then. He appears to have been ill
for some of 1403 too and in a draft letter to the Archbishop of Bordeaux in August
1404 he had blamed his lack of attention to overseas matters on his ill-health. However, it seems that the first signs of a seriously debilitating ailment had appeared in
the spring of 1405 soon after his suppression of the Percy–Scrope rebellion.6 Indeed,
some ascribed the very cause of his illness to his sacrilegious execution of the Archbishop. The more credulous even believed that it had started at the very hour of
Scrope’s death.7 If it had first become apparent then, it was not debilitating enough to
prevent his running Henry Percy to ground in Yorkshire and Northumberland soon
after.8 Usk recorded the view that he had been poisoned. The attacks of illness were
apparently painful and disfiguring. Capgrave wrote much later that ‘the King lost the
beauty of his face…he was a leper, and ever fouler and fouler.’9 Usk reports that the
King was tormented ‘by a rotting of the flesh, by a drying of the eyes and a rupture
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