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THE REDISCOVERY OF RICHARD 
III – A PERSONAL VIEW

David Baldwin

It is now (August 2015) three years since Richard III’s skeleton was found on the 
site of the Grey Friary in Leicester, and well over two since the memorable press 
conference at the University which confirmed that the remains were his. So many 
books have been written about the discovery that another summary of the dig and 
the subsequent analyses would be superfluous; but it may be worth stepping back 
for a moment to reassess our view of Richard and what has happened since those 
momentous days in 2012 and 2013.

First of all there can be no doubt that the remains are Richard’s, even though a small 
number of academics maintain that this has not been proved to their satisfaction. To 
find an identifiable skeleton from such a remote period, a skeleton with a known history, 
is a unique achievement, and all who contributed to the discovery and subsequent 
identification deserve the warmest congratulations. Those of us who contributed to 
the events of the re-interment week will never forget the packed, attentive audiences, 
the requests for interviews from the world’s media, and the vast numbers of people 
who lined the streets and queued outside the cathedral to pay their respects.

A presumption seems to have arisen in some quarters that ‘Richard found’ 
equals ‘Richard good’. His only Parliament did indeed pass some commendable 
laws, but that does not excuse the manner in which he seized his nephew Edward 
V’s throne. Ricardians like to believe that he did so because he discovered he was 
the rightful heir and had no alternative, but this is itself a red herring. Queens Mary 
I and Elizabeth I were every bit as illegitimate as Edward (Henry VIII, their father, 
had denied that he had ever been legally married to their mothers Catherine of 
Aragon and Anne Boleyn), but both succeeded to the throne in the next century. If 
the powers that be had wanted young Edward to reign over them, all they had to do 
was crown him. The sacred part of the coronation ceremony would have validated 
his title and it could not have been challenged thereafter.

My own view of Richard is that he was a man of his time – no better or worse 
than most of his contemporaries and as uncompromising as many other medieval 
rulers. This should not be taken as a criticism however. History teaches us that the 
most successful and admired kings were often the most ruthless – it was the more 
ascetic, kinder monarchs, men like Henry III, Richard II and Henry VI, who either 
lost their thrones or came close to losing them. Richard no doubt felt justified in 
doing whatever he thought necessary to secure his position, even if we would today 
regard his actions as morally wrong.

There can be no doubt that Richard feared for the future after his brother Edward 
IV died in April 1483. The young Edward V was expected to favour his mother’s 
Woodville relatives, the people who had been mainly responsible for his upbringing, 
and would possibly pay little attention to an uncle he hardly knew. Richard would 
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have felt that it was essential for him to retain a degree of influence, not least because 
many of his northern lands belonged first and foremost to his wife, Anne Neville. 
There was no danger while Anne lived; but if she died – and her husband was 
politically weakened – Richard’s tenure might be challenged by other members of the 
Neville family. Taking the throne seemed to resolve this problem, but he was already 
in a ‘no-win’ situation – damned if he didn’t and damned when he did.

Richard succeeded in making himself king in 1483 by completely wrong-footing 
all those who might have opposed him. Previous royal uncles – most notably John 
of Gaunt and Henry V’s brothers – had loyally administered the country on behalf 
of their young charges before relinquishing power to them when they came of age. 
Everyone assumed that Richard would do likewise, and it was for this reason that 
experienced politicians like William, Lord Hastings, and Anthony, Earl Rivers walked 
blindly into the traps prepared for them. They did not think him capable of it.

We still do not know what happened to the ‘Princes in the Tower’, and 
while DNA analysis could confirm the identities of the bones now preserved in 
Westminster Abbey, it would still not tell us when they died or by whose hand. We 
sometimes assume that their fate was a mystery to everyone, but this is impossible 
of course. Whatever became of them, someone had to give the order, and someone 
(possibly several others), had to carry it out. Richard and Henry VII must surely 
have known, and the truth could hardly have been kept from their mother, Queen 
Elizabeth Woodville, or their eldest sister, Queen Elizabeth of York. Henry would 
have taken his mother Margaret Beaufort and intimates like Cardinal Morton into 
his confidence, and the question is perhaps not how few knew but how many. Their 
reluctance to ‘go public’ – and to seize the opportunity to blame the enemy – is one 
of the most intriguing aspects of the whole affair.

We visualise Richard as a young man – aged only thirty-two when he was killed 
at Bosworth – but age is relative. By March 1485 he had suffered the loss of his wife 
and only legitimate son Edward, and needed to re-marry to beget an heir. Even if he 
could do both of these things quickly – and they are both quite big ‘ifs’ – he would 
then be (probably) thirty-four, and would have to live to be fifty to be certain that 
his by then sixteen year old son would succeed him unchallenged. The problem was 
that few recent kings had reached fifty – Edward IV had died at forty, Henry IV at 
forty-six, and Henry V at thirty-five – and he may have been conscious that time was 
not on his side.

Perhaps the saddest aspect of the whole undertaking is the number of disputes 
that have arisen – over who was primarily responsible for finding the King, the 
design of the tomb and where his bones should be kept until they were reburied, and 
particularly whether this should be in Leicester or York. In no case has there been 
complete agreement, and in the last there could only be a winner and a loser. The 
fairest assessment is that Leicester University would not have looked for the remains 
without Philippa Langley’s enthusiasm, but they would not have been found without 
the University’s expertise.

The successful location of Richard’s original burial place is a once in a lifetime 
event, comparable to the finding of the tomb of the young Egyptian pharaoh 
Tutankhamun in the last century. In Richard’s case the ‘treasure’ is rather different, 
but in scientific terms no less valuable – we will probably not see its like again.


