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1 Elizabethan England – England’s ‘Golden Age’?




1.1 Introducing Elizabeth and her England


Elizabeth I is one of the most famous monarchs in English history. Some people have admired her so much they have called her ‘Good Queen Bess’, and even ‘Gloriana’ because she was so gloriously successful. Your GCSE course gives you the opportunity to study in depth the issues Elizabeth faced and decide whether she deserves such a successful reputation. This chapter introduces Elizabeth herself, the people and the events of this dramatic reign.


Elizabeth I was crowned Queen in January 1559, aged 25. Although she was the daughter of Henry VIII, she had not expected to rule. However, her brother, Edward, and older half-sister, Mary, both died without having children, so Elizabeth became Queen.


Mary’s reign had been very unpopular. Epidemics of disease and poor harvests had caused many thousands of deaths. Religious changes had led to rebellion and executions. War with France had been a disaster. Therefore, when Mary died, people were cautious about their new monarch. Would another queen be another failure?


Elizabeth put on an extravagant coronation. She travelled on a barge along the river Thames. Then crowds lined the streets to watch Elizabeth, her lords and ladies approach Westminster Abbey. Elizabeth had four new dresses made for that one day alone. In Elizabeth’s coronation portrait, you can see the richness of her coronation gown, with the white fur, ermine, symbolising purity. Elizabeth wore her hair loose because that represented virginity.
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Why was it important for Elizabeth to impress her people at her coronation?
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Elizabeth’s coronation portrait, issued by her government in 1559, the year of her coronation. This coronation scene is famous and has been copied in films made about Elizabeth, as you can see on page 42.
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UNDERSTANDING ELIZABETHAN ENGLAND


To understand the actions and decisions of people during Elizabeth’s reign, you need to understand sixteenth-century life and thinking. These questions will remind you of some of the main differences between then and now. (Answers can be found on page 125.)





1. Was the population in the middle of the sixteenth century:







    a) 3–4 million and mainly living in towns


    b) about 2.5 million and divided equally between towns and the countryside


    c) about 3 million and mainly living in the countryside?








2. What did most people do for a living?







    a) Worked for the government or the Church


    b) Worked on the land in farming


    c) Set up small businesses.








3. What was most important factor in deciding the cost of food?







    a) The government set food prices.


    b) Shop owners set food prices.


    c) The quality of the harvest.








4. Was the average life expectancy:







    a) about 35 years


    b) about 45 years


    c) about 70 years?








5. True or false?







    a) Henry VIII had changed the country’s religion from Protestant to Catholic.


    b) Plague broke out regularly, especially in towns.


    c) Most people had no knowledge of the Americas or Asia.


    d) Death from starvation was a real danger if there were three or more bad harvests in succession.


    e) Religious changes had led to several major protests and rebellions between 1534 and 1558.


    f) Girls had the same educational opportunities as boys.


    g) People believed their monarch was God’s representative, so rebelling against the monarch was rebelling against God.


    h) As Queen, Elizabeth was responsible for deciding whether to declare war or make peace.


    i) Kings and queens left decisions about religion to their bishops.


    j) As Queen, Elizabeth was responsible for calling meetings of Parliament and deciding how long they lasted.
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THE TUDOR DYNASTY


Elizabeth was the last of the Tudors – the dynasty of kings and queens who ruled England from 1485 to 1603. These boxes contain information about the reigns of Elizabeth’s father, brother and half-sister.


List three things Elizabeth could learn from these earlier reigns that might help her as Queen.
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Edward VI, reigned 1547–53


Under Edward, Henry’s longed-for son, the Church of England became Protestant. Decoration was removed from churches and an English Prayer Book replaced the Latin version. In 1549, Catholics in the south-west rebelled, and 2,500 were killed by the royal army. Harvests were bad and prices rose, increasing poverty. Thousands of cloth-workers and farm labourers lost their jobs, causing a rebellion in Norfolk in 1549. The royal army killed 3,000 rebels. When Edward died young, without children, the Duke of Northumberland tried to make his daughter-in-law, Lady Jane Grey, Queen. However, even Protestants supported the Tudor heir, Mary, although she was Catholic.
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Henry VIII, reigned 1509–47


Henry believed he needed a male heir, although he had a daughter, Mary. He made himself Head of the English Church, instead of the Pope, so he could divorce and re-marry. The Church remained Catholic but was more moderate and contained some Protestant influences. Religious change led to opposition, especially after Henry closed the monasteries. A major rebellion, the Pilgrimage of Grace, broke out in the north in 1536. Over 200 rebels were executed. Henry’s wars with France and Scotland in the 1540s pushed up food prices and unemployment, so poverty increased.
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Mary I, reigned 1553–58


Mary, the daughter of Henry VIII and Catherine of Aragon, was Catholic and married Philip II of Spain, also a Catholic. In 1554, Wyatt’s Rebellion broke out because of fears that the Spanish would control the country. Mary defeated the rebellion and executed 90 rebels. Mary restored the authority of the Pope, and over 300 Protestants who refused to change their religion were executed. Severe epidemics of influenza killed many thousands. After two terrible harvests, prices rose sharply and people died of starvation. Mary also joined Spain in war against France, but lost Calais, which had been under English control for over 200 years.
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1.2 A story of triumph and success?


The timeline below shows you the main events, the overall story of Elizabeth’s reign. Your task is to use this timeline to begin thinking about whether Elizabeth was a success – did she really deserve the title ‘Good Queen Bess’?


To decide whether Elizabeth was a success, we need criteria to help us. Here are four criteria – the things that were seen by people in the 1500s as evidence of a successful monarch. The criteria are in different colours because they link to the events on the timeline below.


Did she defend her country from foreign threats? (Or did she create those threats?)


Did she unite her people in one religion? (Or did she create greater religious divisions?)


Did she help her people live prosperously and enjoy their lives? (Or was there widespread poverty?)


Did she make sure she had a clear successor? (Or did she leave people afraid of civil war breaking out over the crown when she died?)
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1558


Elizabeth became Queen on the death of her Catholic halfsister, Mary I. Elizabeth was a Protestant. She needed to decide which religion the country would follow.


Elizabeth was unmarried. As soon as she became Queen, foreign kings and princes asked for her hand in marriage, including King Philip II of Spain, who had been married to Elizabeth’s halfsister, Mary. Until she had children, Elizabeth’s heir was Mary, Queen of Scots, who was a Catholic.


The first harvest of the reign was excellent, but there was unemployment in the cloth trade, which usually employed a great many people.


1559


In her Religious Settlement, Elizabeth established a Protestant Church of England, which she hoped was acceptable to most Catholics and Puritans.


1561


Elizabeth had a close relationship with Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester. When his wife, Amy Robsart, was found dead, Elizabeth considered marrying Dudley, but decided against it.


1562


Elizabeth was seriously ill with smallpox. Parliament asked her to marry and name her successor. Elizabeth promised she would, then forbade further discussion of the topic.


1568


John Hawkins’ ships were attacked by the Spanish in the West Indies. Hawkins was an English merchant taking Africans to sell as slaves in the Spanish New World. In retaliation, English ships seized a Spanish bullion ship in the English Channel.


Mary, Queen of Scots fled from Scotland to the north of England. Elizabeth had to decide how to treat her cousin and heir. She imprisoned her.


1569


Catholic nobles in the North rebelled to make Mary, Queen of Scots, queen. The rebellion failed. Mary was imprisoned.


1570


The Pope excommunicated Elizabeth, expelling her from the Catholic Church, for establishing herself as Supreme Governor of the Protestant Church of England in 1559.


Severe poverty led to a survey of the poor in Norwich being carried out by the town authorities so they could reorganise the way the city helped the poor. This is one of the few surviving documents providing details about the lives of the poor in the sixteenth century.


1571


The Ridolfi Plot – an Italian banker plotted with Spain and the Pope to replace Elizabeth with Mary, Queen of Scots and restore Catholicism. The plot failed. Parliament and the Council demanded the execution of Mary, Queen of Scots. Elizabeth refused, but did execute the Duke of Norfolk, who was implicated in the Ridolfi Plot.


1572


Elizabeth sent secret aid to Protestants in the Netherlands who were rebelling against Spanish rule.


The Vagabonds Act ordered local Justices of the Peace to keep a register of the poor and raise a poor rate to provide shelter for the elderly and the sick.


1573


A disastrous harvest was followed by bad ones for the next four consecutive years.


1576


The Act for the Relief of the Poor aimed to provide work or shelter for those genuinely in need.


1577


Explorer and sailor Francis Drake successfully attacked Spanish settlements and ships in Central America. He returned three years later, after completing a voyage around the world.


The opening of the fi rst theatre in London – The Curtain.


1580


Jesuit missionary priests, trained in Europe, began landing in England to spread the Catholic religion.


1583


The Throckmorton Plot failed. It planned for French Catholic forces, backed by Spanish and Papal money, to invade England in order to free Mary, Queen of Scots, and start a Catholic uprising.


1585


Parliament passed tougher laws against Catholic priests. Puritan MPs seized the opportunity to campaign for changes in the Church.


Walter Raleigh, soldier, sailor and courtier, set up a colony of settlers in North America. He called the colony Virginia. Elizabeth sent an army to support the Netherlands against Spain, and intensifi ed other attacks on the Spanish Empire.


1586


The Babington Plot – Mary, Queen of Scots approved the assassination of Elizabeth. The plot failed. Parliament and the Council demanded Mary’s execution.


1587


Execution of Mary, Queen of Scots.


Francis Drake attacked the port of Cadiz and destroyed 24 Spanish ships being prepared to invade England.


The opening of the new Rose Theatre; Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus became a huge hit.


1588


Philip II launched the Armada to invade England. It was defeated, but until then no one knew if Catholics in England would support the Spanish invasion.


Elizabeth was now over 50; she had still not married and had not said who her successor would be.
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‘GOOD QUEEN BESS’? – THE STORY IN OUTLINE





1. Look at each theme on the timeline in turn – their colour links them to the four success criteria listed on page 4. How successful do you think Elizabeth was in handling each theme? Choose from the following for each one:







    •  She succeeded consistently.


    •  She succeeded occasionally.


    •  She failed.


    •  I am not sure.








2. Choose two short periods of time that were particularly dangerous for Elizabeth and explain why you chose them.



3. Work with a partner. Your task is to tell the outline story of Elizabeth’s reign from 1558 to 1588 in one minute – you can say a lot in one minute! Plan the story using your answers to questions 1 and 2, and include your verdict on whether Elizabeth seems to have been a success. Then write out your story.
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1.3 Who’s who and what did they do?


You will meet many people in this book and you need to know more than just their names. You need to know what they did and the impact they had on events during Elizabeth’s reign. This information is essential for explaining why things happened in Elizabethan England.


You will not remember them all straightaway, but you can make a good start by completing the activity below and then keep working at remembering who’s who. After a while, you will be surprised how well you know ‘who’s who’.
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WHO WAS WHO IN ELIZABETH’S REIGN?





1. Draw your own copy of the diagram on these two pages. Find out what each person did and their religion, by looking them up in this book, and add a brief description to your chart.



2. If there is something special about a particular person or group’s relationship with the Queen, write that along a line drawn between Elizabeth and the person or group.



3. Some of the people here are shown in silhouette form rather than portrait. Can you suggest why this is?







[image: ]






[image: ]




[image: ]







[image: ]


You could do this activity physically in the classroom, using ribbons or string, with each of you ‘playing’ one of the characters and telling the others who you were, which other people you were connected to and what your role was in Elizabeth’s reign. If you are brave enough, you could also explain what you thought of Elizabeth!
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Confusion warnings!


Confusion over names is a common problem for students. Here are two examples:





A. There were two Queen Marys in the sixteenth century.







    1.  Mary I of England, also called Mary Tudor. She was Elizabeth’s half-sister and ruled England before her, from 1553 to 1558.


    2.  Queen Mary of Scotland, also called Mary, Queen of Scots. She was Elizabeth’s cousin. She ruled Scotland from 1560 to 1568. In 1568 she was imprisoned in England.







    Remember – Mary I had died before Elizabeth became Queen. It was Mary, Queen of Scots who was alive and dangerous throughout Elizabeth’s reign.
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B. Some people are known by two different names! Robert Dudley was the Earl of Leicester, and some books call him Dudley, while others refer to him as Leicester. You need to know that this was the same man. In your diagram from the activity on page 6, make sure you include a person’s title as well as their name.
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1.4 Getting better at History – why are we making learning visible?


This book does not just tell you about Elizabeth and the events of her reign. It is also about what you have to do to get better at History and so get the best possible grade in your exam. One way we will help you is by identifying common mistakes that students make and so help you to avoid them.


We began on the last page by highlighting the importance of identifying all the key individuals and giving you tasks to get to know them. Confusing individuals is a common mistake students make. Another is to underestimate the importance of religion in the sixteenth century; page 9 helps you to understand this more clearly.


However, what happens when you meet new information and feel puzzled, maybe even totally confused? You have two choices:


Choice B is a lot smarter than the Choice A! With Choice B, you are taking responsibility for your own learning and your own success. It may sound strange, but one crucial way to get better at History is to admit when you are confused and getting things wrong – then you can start to put things right.


We emphasised one very important word in Choice B – identify. You cannot get better at History unless you and your teacher identify exactly what you do not know and understand. To put that another way, you have to make that problem visible before you can put it right.
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Visible learning


It is okay to get things wrong. We all do. And often, the things we get wrong and then correct are the things we remember best, because we have had to think harder about them. Saying, ‘I do not understand,’ is the first step towards getting it right.
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Muddle on, try to ignore or hide the problem and do not tell your teacher. You may lose confidence and stop working hard.


The result – you make mistakes in your exams and do badly.


Choice A


Think about why you are puzzled and identify the problem. Then admit there is something you do not understand and tell your teacher.


The result – your teacher helps you to sort out the problem, your confidence increases and you do well in your exams.


Choice B
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WHAT ARE YOUR STRENGTHS IN HISTORY?





1. What are the main points in the section headed ‘Getting better at History’?



2. Which aspects of History have you been good at in Key Stage 3 and other parts of your GCSE course (if you have already studied other topics)?



3. What are you not so good at in History and how could you improve?
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ASKING QUESTIONS ABOUT ELIZABETH


One of the skills we want you to develop is the ability to ask your own good History questions. What questions do you want to ask about Elizabeth, her reign and her reputation?


Use the question starters shown as prompts for your questions. Think back to what you learned about the sixteenth century in Key Stage 3 to suggest answers.
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1.5 The importance of religion in Elizabethan England


This page helps you to avoid the mistake identified on page 8 – underestimating how important religion was to people at that time. The story of Margaret Ward demonstrates how strong people’s religious beliefs were.


The story of Margaret Ward, the ‘Pearl of Tyburn’


Margaret Ward was born in Cheshire in the north of England, where Catholic beliefs were especially strong. Little is known of her early life, but at some point she moved south to London, where she worked as a servant. When she discovered that a Catholic priest was locked up in the nearby prison, Margaret visited him several times and smuggled a rope to the priest, who then escaped. Margaret was arrested by Elizabeth’s officers because she had been the priest’s only visitor. For eight days she was kept hanging by chains and was frequently whipped, but she refused to say where the priest was hiding. When she was brought to trial, she confessed her part in the escape and rejoiced that she had been able to free the priest. Elizabeth’s government offered Margaret a pardon if she would attend the Protestant Church of England, but she refused. Margaret Ward was hanged on 30 August 1588.


Although the Protestant and Catholic religions were both Christian, people in the sixteenth century believed they had important differences (see pages 10–11), and many people strongly identified themselves as Protestant or Catholic. This mattered because people believed that their religious faith and how they lived their life would decide where their souls went when they died – any who betrayed their beliefs would be judged by God and despatched to hell rather than heaven. They were reminded of this every time they went to church by wall paintings such as the one in the Last Judgement painting.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF RELIGION





1. Why did Margaret go to the gallows? (Think of answers from her viewpoint and that of Elizabeth’s government.)



2. Which events shown on pages 4–5 also demonstrate the importance of religious beliefs?



3. Why is it important not to underestimate the importance of religious beliefs in the 1500s?





[image: ]







[image: ]

Medieval churches displayed paintings of the Last Judgement where people could see them throughout services. The message was clear – people who had led good lives went to heaven to be with Jesus for eternity, but the torments of hell awaited all sinners and people who did not follow the right religion. People in the sixteenth century believed that their souls would go to heaven and hell for all of eternity, depending on how they had behaved in this life.
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Angel weighing souls to decide their fate.


Devils boiling murderers in perpetual punishment.


Souls of sinners failing to climb out of hell.


Souls who are saved climbing the ladder to heaven.


Sinners being punished by devils in hell.
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Religious divisions in 1558


The story of Margaret Ward shows that people in the sixteenth century were prepared to die for their religious beliefs. This made it very difficult for the new Queen to decide which religion the Church of England was going to be. Whatever she chose, some people were going to be angry and might even fight to change it. This explains why religion is central to your understanding of the entire period.


Religious groups


England had been a Catholic country under the authority of the Pope for nearly 1,000 years. In 1533 Henry VIII replaced the Pope with himself as Head of the Church and then set up the Church of England. Although the Church remained Catholic this move encouraged English Protestants. In 1553 Elizabeth’s half-sister, Queen Mary I, had restored the power of the Pope but an increasing number of people, including Elizabeth herself, were Protestant.


Protestants were still Christians, but they did not accept the authority of the Pope or some Catholic beliefs. There were also some extreme Protestants, known as Puritans, who wanted an even simpler Church. Each group believed that they were right and only their religion would enable them to go to heaven after death. The boxes on these two pages outline the main differences in their beliefs.


Four key issues about her Church that Elizabeth needed to decide
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1. The Head of the Church and the bishops


The choices facing Elizabeth here were fairly straightforward. She could follow her father, Henry VIII, and her half-brother, Edward VI, by making herself Head of the Church of England, or she could follow her half- sister, Mary I, and keep the Pope as Head of the Church. Similarly, she could run the Church by keeping its Catholic organisation, with archbishops and bishops at the top, or she could abolish bishops altogether.






	Catholics

	Protestants

	Puritans






	Wanted to keep the Pope in Rome as Head of the Church, and have a structure with cardinals, archbishops and bishops to help the Pope govern the Church.

	Wanted the King or Queen as Head of the Church, with archbishops and bishops to help the monarch.

	Did not believe in a Head of Church or bishops, and wanted committees elected by churchgoers to make the rules.
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2. Decoration and music


The appearance of the Church was almost as important to people as the type of service they listened to. Traditionally, Catholic churches were built to show the glory and majesty of God and were as elaborate and expensive as possible, filled with stained-glass windows, statues, pictures and murals, wood and marble carvings, all dominated by huge altars and organs. Many people, not only the rich, left money in their wills for church decorations. Protestants, however, had begun to see spending this amount of money as going against the teachings of Jesus. When Edward VI made the country Protestant, he ordered the removal of all Catholic decorations from churches, but many of these were simply hidden away and put back later, in Mary’s reign.
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Catholics and Protestants disagreed about what their churches should look like. Catholics liked richly decorated interiors to glorify God (A), but many Protestants (B) felt uncomfortable with so many images. Puritans wanted a plainer church still (C), because fancy altars, stained-glass windows and statues were not based on the Bible and so not approved by God.
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3. The clergy


In 1558, at the end of Mary’s reign, all the clergy were Catholic. If Elizabeth was going to change the religion to Protestant, she would either have to replace all the clergy with suitably qualified Protestants or convince them to change their religion. Either solution was full of problems. Equally difficult was the issue of allowing the clergy to marry. Under Edward’s Protestant Reformation, the clergy had been able to get married and many had done so, only to find in Mary’s reign that they had to choose between their wife and their job. The most controversial difference, however, came over what the clergy should wear.
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The Catholics preferred richly decorated robes called vestments (A); the Puritans, plain black gowns (B); and the Protestants, something in between (C).
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WHAT DID THESE RELIGIOUS GROUPS BELIEVE?


Read pages 10 and 11, which show the differences in four crucial areas between Catholics, Protestants and Puritans. Then complete a simple diagram summarising in a few words what Catholics believed about each of the four topics. Then create two similar diagrams, one for Protestants and the other for Puritans.
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4. The Bible and Church services


At the end of Mary’s reign, church services were Catholic and in Latin, as they had been for hundreds of years before Henry VIII’s rule. Henry had ordered a Bible in English (rather than Latin) to be placed in every church, but services did not change that much until Edward VI introduced two Protestant Books of Common Prayer, which laid out services in English. These were overturned by Mary. So Elizabeth had a choice to make. The choice of service mattered to most people because only the right one would guarantee that their immortal soul would go to heaven.






	Catholics

	Protestants

	Puritans






	Wanted the Bible in Latin, read only by priests, and church services with the Latin Mass. Catholics believed that a miracle took place during Mass, when the bread and wine given to the people were turned into the body and blood of Jesus through the powers of the priest.

	Wanted the Bible in English, which everyone could read, and church services in English with Holy Communion. They believed the bread and wine in the Communion service remained bread and wine, but were also the body and blood of Jesus.

	Wanted the Bible in English, which everyone could read, and church services in English with Communion. They believed the bread and wine remained the bread and wine during Communion, and that Jesus was spiritually, not physically, present.
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Muddle on, try to ignore or hide the problem
and do not tell your teacher. You may lose
confidence and stop working hard.

The result — you make mistakes in your exams
and do badly.

Think about why you are puzzled and identify
the problem. Then admit there is something
you do not understand and tell your teacher.

The result, —your teacher helps you to sort
out the problem, your confidence increases
and you do well in your exams.
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in order to free
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unmarried. As 1o a survey of the poor and raise
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foreign kings and close relationship B G out by the town the elderly and the
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in marriage, of Leicester. Spanish in the the way the city 1571
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St ship in the English i e
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of the reign Mary, Queen of demanded the
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but there was Scotland to the Queen of Scots.
unemployment in north of England. Elizabeth refused,
the cloth trade, Elizabeth had to but did execute
which usually decide how to the Duke of
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