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Key: Cavendish of Welbeck. Cavendish of Chatsworth. Other relation.
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Key: Cavendish of Welbeck. Relations by marriage.
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Key: Cavendish of Welbeck. Relations by marriage.
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England, France and the Low Countries, showing places mentioned in the story. The insert shows Derbyshire and Nottinghamshire – Cavendish country
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	GREAT EVENTS

	CAVENDISH EVENTS






	1593

	 

	William born 16th December






	1595

	Sir Walter Raleigh travels to South America

	 






	1601

	The Earl of Essex is executed for his unsuccessful rebellion

	 






	1603

	Elizabeth I dies at Richmond Palace; James I becomes king

	 






	1605

	The Gunpowder Plotters seek to blow up the Houses of Parliament

	 






	1608

	 

	Bess of Hardwick dies






	1610

	 

	William is knighted






	1611

	James I’s first Parliament is dissolved

	 






	1612

	 

	William tours Italy






	1613

	 

	Foundations for Little Castle laid






	1616

	William Shakespeare dies

	 






	1617

	 

	Sir Charles, William’s father, dies






	1618

	 

	William marries Elizabeth Bassett






	1619

	 

	Two sons are born, neither lives long






	1620

	The Pilgrim Fathers board their ship, the Mayflower, to sail for America

	William becomes Viscount Mansfield






	1624

	 

	James I visits Welbeck






	1625

	James I dies, Charles I becomes king

	William becomes Lord Lieutenant of Nottinghamshire






	1628

	Charles I reluctantly agrees to ‘The Petition of Right’, a declaration of his subjects’ liberties

	William becomes Earl of Newcastle upon Tyne






	1629

	Charles I dissolves Parliament and rules without it until 1640

	 






	1630

	Prince Charles, the future Charles II, born

	Henry Cavendish born






	1633

	 

	Charles I visits Welbeck






	1634

	 

	William hosts a masque for Charles I at Bolsover






	1638

	 

	William appointed governor to Prince Charles; goes to live at Richmond Palace






	1640

	The ‘Short’ and then the ‘Long’ Parliaments are summoned

	 






	1641

	 

	William leaves his post as governor






	1642

	Civil War breaks out

	 






	1643

	 

	William becomes Marquis of Newcastle






	1644

	 

	William, aged fifty, loses the battle of Marston Moor and goes into exile






	1645

	Parliament creates the New Model Army, which defeats the Royalists at Naseby

	William marries Margaret Lucas in Paris






	1646

	Charles I surrenders to the Scots

	 






	1647

	 

	William and Margaret move to Antwerp






	1649

	Charles I is executed

	 






	1653

	Oliver Cromwell becomes Lord Protector

	 






	1658

	Death of Oliver Cromwell

	 






	1659

	 

	William, in Antwerp, and his son Henry, at Welbeck, exchange letters






	1660

	Charles II returns from exile and is restored to the throne

	William returns home and becomes Lord Lieutenant of Nottinghamshire once again






	1665

	 

	William becomes Duke of Newcastle






	1666

	The Great Fire of London

	 






	1667

	 

	John Evelyn visits William at Newcastle House






	1670

	Charles II makes a secret promise to become a Catholic in return  for subsidies from France

	Servants at Welbeck conspire against Margaret






	1673

	The Test Act bans Roman Catholics from political appointments

	Margaret Cavendish dies






	1674

	 

	William begins Nottingham Castle






	1676

	 

	William dies
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WELBECK ABBEY, 27TH MARCH, 1617





Sir William Cavendish, twenty-three years old, is hurrying through the draughty stone passages of Welbeck Abbey towards the chamber where his father lies ill. A servant opens a low door, and a breath of fresh air accompanies William into a dimly lit bedchamber. His silhouette, seen against the light from the passage, describes a tightly tailored upper body and arms above voluminous breeches. His face and high white ruff show brightly against his dark doublet and his hair is brushed into a fashionable peak over his forehead. Crossing the threshold into the room, William leaves behind one stage of his life and enters another, for his father is suffering from a grievous illness and has summoned his son for one of the most important conversations in a great landowner’s lifetime.


Inside Sir Charles Cavendish’s room the air is heavy with the scent of fresh blood drained from the patient’s veins by his doctors. There is also a tang emanating from his close stool, the upholstered seat that hides his chamber pot. The bedchamber’s walls are richly hung with tapestry, and a fringe hangs down from the canopy or sparver of Sir Charles’s great curtained bed.1 Only a murky finger of light enters through the flecked, translucent leaded panes of the stone-mullioned windows. Sir Charles’s stout shoehorn, carved with the miniature figures of Adam and Eve and the Cavendish family’s symbol of a stag’s head, lies near to hand upon a table draped with a rich Turkish carpet, but it is doubtful whether he will ever need it again.2 In his long night-shirt, a kerchief tied round his head, William’s father lies propped up in bed, half-sitting against plump pillows; sixty-five years old, he is accustomed to sleeping semi-upright rather than prone. Sir Charles’s nose is lengthy and aquiline. Hair still sprouts thickly over his high forehead and kinks round his ears; his beard is chest-length below clean-shaven cheeks, and his fingers are long and pointed.3 Until now, he has maintained his health with some success. Despite his advanced years, he has been a hale, active man, keeping himself fit with regular riding and swordplay, an art at which he is a great master. Such martial pursuits have brought him pain as well as pleasure: today he lies uncomfortably upon an old injury to the buttock that he suffered in a pistol fight with a group of his Nottinghamshire neighbours. Sir Charles has been thrusting, successful and well-connected, but also valiant and generous. He still possesses a clear mind and memory, and his household has little idea of how ill he is. But now, crossing the room and seeing his father’s face, William realises that this sickness could be fatal.


As William approaches his father’s bed, many other people are waiting to hear why Sir Charles has summoned his son with such solemnity and whether the head of their household is going to pass safely through his illness. At this pivotal moment in the quiet bedchamber at Welbeck Abbey, the very epicentre of the vast Cavendish estates, the fears and expectations of the many members of the family and household remain pinned to their patriarch. Elsewhere in the house, Sir Charles’s wife and younger son await news of his condition. They are anxious to know whether Sir Charles believes that he will recover or whether he has decided that the time has come to make provision for the future management of the household. Also waiting for news are Sir Charles’s confidential upper servants (many of them his relations), his lower servants going about their menial tasks in the kitchens, gardens and stables, the servants out at the farm, the builders at his half-finished new castle at Bolsover, seven miles away, the tenants of his estates across the Midlands, their own maids and servingmen, the labourers in the fields and the paupers who depend on the Cavendishes’ charity. The household and estates revolve like a vast wheel around the fixed point of Sir Charles’s bed. As William’s father’s life moves towards crisis, change will ripple through all these lives, and the power bases and allegiances of the household will now begin to shift.




*





The person most immediately affected by the danger to Sir Charles’s health is the young man now sinking to his knees on the matting of plaited rushes by his father’s bed. William is a true Cavendish, ambitious and proud. His grandmother was one of her age’s greatest builders: the Countess of Shrewsbury (c.1527–1608), commonly known as ‘Bess of Hardwick’, who constructed the famous Hardwick Hall. William was brought up in the landlocked Midlands, where the country houses built by competitive neighbours form a dense clot of England’s most impressive architectural achievements. Sir Charles, Bess’s youngest son, is one of the courteous and chivalrous Elizabethan knights who will leave a lasting reminder of their pleasant and prosperous lives in the form of their near miraculous houses, and the new stately suite he has added to Welbeck Abbey is only one of his many building projects. The grandson of a Derbyshire sheep farmer, Sir Charles is now the proud possessor of an abbey, a castle and two healthy heirs.


His elder son William is a similarly likeable, warm-hearted young man, but he is also impulsive and addicted to risk-taking and pleasure. He is, and will remain, a lifelong lover of horses, architecture and women. His smile and manner are engaging, but he has yet to grow into the grave, responsible figure who may successfully hold high office at court or govern a household, let alone manage the raucous and competitive Cavendish servants. Physically, he is only moderately tall, but ‘his shape is neat, and exactly proportioned’. He is extremely fit and upright in bearing from his daily exercise on horseback or with the sword. He eats like an athlete, keeping himself on a strict diet, and his habitual supper consists only of ‘an egg and a draught of small-beer’. Fastidious and careful in dressing, he wears bright silks, lace collars, feathered hats and high boots, following fashion so far as it is appropriate ‘for men of Heroick Exercises and Actions’.4 He rides his beloved dancing stallions every morning, demonstrating the flying leaps of the art of horsemanship or manège, while his curls and feathers mirror the horses’ luxuriant manes. This moment in his father’s bedchamber is one of the rare occasions on which he is to be seen without a whip in his gloved hand.


Despite the carefully calculated image of arrogant perfection that William presents to the world – jaunty beard and high-heeled shoes – he relishes his body’s natural functions. He is a fluent and enthusiastic, if as yet unpublished, writer, devoted to his mentor the poet Ben Jonson (1572–1637), and colourfully records his experiences of spitting, removing gum from his eyes, blowing his nose, extracting earwax with an ear-pick, his ‘lecherous sweatings’, his ‘greatest pimple’ and his ‘buttocks married to his open close stool’ during a bout of diarrhoea.5 


No one can fail to warm to William’s attractively voluble enthusiasms; his love for horses and women; his unerring ability to sabotage his own interests. He has attended the court with his father from a young age and already holds the title of a Knight of the Bath. His glamour and his vulnerability are two sides of the same coin: he has all the charming insouciance and panache of a brave young blood ambitious to make his mark at the Stuart court, haunt of the Cavaliers, where success waits for many a well-dressed and well-mounted young man. Yet it may already be guessed that, like his fellow Cavaliers, William suffers from a potentially fatal lack of diligence, sobriety and common sense. He longs to be a serious player at court, but he can ruin a delicate meeting with his ‘customary swearing’, and one of his friends says that if you tell him a secret ‘it might as well be proclaimed at the [market] cross’.6 His love for the arts in all their guises – and his reputation for chasing women – mean that he is accused of frivolity, of being forever ‘fornicating with the Nine Muses, or the Dean of York’s daughters’.7


Unlike many of his fellow aristocrats, William is a true lover of poetry and music, and is devoted to their craft as well as their art. In different circumstances, he could have lived a pleasantly feckless life in the playhouses and taverns like so many of the writers he admires. He pens poems almost incessantly, processing his daily experiences through verse, and his informal musings, essays and plays all reveal how he sees his world. His love for literature is so great that he is shaping up to be the only aristocrat of his generation who might produce a vast and varied body of work.


It seems that this young man may possess something special: the opportunity to experience a life of power and privilege as he moves between his family’s great houses and the heady world of the Stuart court with its masques and music, palaces and stables, coupled with the talent to observe and record it all. But he is young yet, and daunted by the thought of losing his father. This is the day on which he must begin to face up to his responsibilities as the future head of one of England’s great families.




*





William’s lifelong passions for horses and weapons were already apparent in his youthful pastimes. He was born in Yorkshire, and is proud of it. His birth in 1593 took place in a manor at Handsworth, near Sheffield, belonging to Gilbert Talbot, seventh Earl of Shrewsbury (1552–1616), his father’s stepbrother and greatest friend. William’s mother Katherine is Sir Charles’s beloved second wife and the daughter of a Northumbrian baron. After William was born, Sir Charles withdrew from his previous involvement in Parliament, because ‘being an indulgent Father, he was altogether intent on the Affairs of his Family, and the Education of his Sons’.8 In particular, his two boys studied horsemanship and swordsmanship, wherein Sir Charles was ‘a most ingenious and unparallell’d Master of that Age’.9 ‘I have Practised, and Studyed Horse-manship ever since I was Ten years old,’ William writes in later life.10


The youthful William was sent to live in the household of Gilbert Talbot, Earl of Shrewsbury. The households of social superiors act as a kind of boarding school for well-born children to learn how to command and provide service properly. Honour rather than stigma comes with personal service to a social superior, and in the seventeenth century about half of England’s population work as servants at some point in their lives. The most important courtiers are those who attend the monarch in the bedchamber, and William aspires to becoming a Gentleman of the Bedchamber to the king himself one day.


William was knighted in 1610, at the age of sixteen. Two years later, and just before the family began to build their new house, Bolsover Castle in Derbyshire, his father sent him on a grand tour of Italy to acquire an architectural education. This tour gave William a taste for the new classical style of architecture that is just beginning to manifest itself in a handful of English buildings, but he had already inherited from his father and grandmother a passion for building houses.


As a result of their obsession, a Cavendish household is set up like a building company, with specialist designers always on the payroll. Every English aristocrat needs an enormous house to accommodate his enormous household, but William desires houses that will outshine those of his most ambitious contemporaries. Living and working so closely together, loyalty and economics apparently weld the Cavendish household into a tight unit, a little world, a microcosm of society. The seventeenth-century architectural writer Sir Henry Wotton (1568–1639) writes that a man’s country house is




the Theatre of his Hospitality, the Seat of Selfe-fruition, the Comfortablest part of his own Life, the Noblest of his Son’s Inheritance, a kind of private Princedom […] an Epitomie of the whole World.11





Yet the Cavendish household is not merely a smooth-running machine focused upon the comfort of its master: conspiracies, sexual intrigue, clandestine marriage and gossip form the unseen side of life in any great seventeenth-century house.


Here lies the nature of William’s challenge as he contemplates the possibility of his father’s imminent death. As the head of the Cavendish household, he will have great power, but with it the weightiest of responsibilities. It will not be an easy matter for this young man to win the respect of the forty people with whom he shares his home, or to steer a safe course for them through the coming years of peace and war, or to develop a landowner’s keen concern for the prosperity of his estates.


In this book, we will watch his progress by entering into the life of his household, walking from room to room and meeting its members as they live through the best and worst of days. The risks and the rewards are high: can this bold young peacock – charming but easily charmed, gallant but reckless, handsome but vain – make a success of his life?




*





While William strains to hear the low-voiced requests and confessions of his father, many other people beyond the bedchamber door are waiting to hear whether Sir Charles is on the road to recovery. The low hills seen through the abbey’s windows are cloaked with the dark and remote Sherwood Forest, which covers many of the Cavendishes’ estates in the northern Midlands of England. The abbey itself is a former monastery, converted by William’s father into a magnificent – if rambling – mansion. Sir Charles’s bedchamber is set within the ancient fabric of the monastery, yet along the twisting passages lies the spacious splendour of the new wing, topped by its round, onion-domed tower that allows access onto a flat, leaded roof for promenading and viewing the water gardens below (Plates 3 and 4).


Monks had once walked along Welbeck’s stone cloister and climbed its stone stairs, and Sir Charles has always loved the ‘fair vaults’ of the Middle Ages.12 The abbey had belonged to the Premonstratensians, one of the most powerful orders in medieval England. After the Dissolution of the Monasteries, the monks were scattered and their abbey suffered the demolition of its church and two of the ranges around its cloister. The other two ranges survived and passed into the hands of a series of secular owners, and the old abbey was transformed by degrees into an unusual and atmospheric country house surrounded by oaks, pines and yews, ‘seated in a botome in a Park, & invironed with Woods, a noble yet melancholy seate’.13 Sir Charles has added the suite of stately first-floor chambers in the local silvery-grey limestone, employing the airy and more regular contemporary style with its huge windows. A suite like this is a vital possession for any aspiring courtier who wishes, as Sir Charles does, to offer hospitality to the present king, James I, during one of his annual royal progresses around the countryside. These, the grandest rooms in the house, are intended purely for royal use. A royal visit is the greatest possible compliment that a family can receive; father and son are hoping to be chosen for that honour in the next few years.
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Welbeck Abbey in the early seventeenth century, after the addition of William’s Riding House and Great Stable








While William confers with his father, Sir Charles’s wife Katherine and her second son Charles are pacing nervously in the Great Chamber of the house.14 This lofty and recently completed room overlooks the ornamental canal and banqueting houses to the south. It is the family’s main living room and a focus for household life. It is here that Katherine spends her days with her waiting gentlewomen, where guests are received and entertained, and where actors or musicians perform. The room is splendidly decorated with tapestries, a wide fireplace, vast windows and a plethora of richly upholstered chairs. Some of the textiles may be recycled from the magnificent velvets and old embroideries used in pre-Reformation priests’ vestments. The Great Chamber is only the first link in a chain of interconnected first-floor rooms: beyond it lie the best bed chamber, the dining chamber next to it and the gallery, all in the same spacious style. The furniture and hangings for these rooms are usually kept in storage, being brought out for grand occasions just as the scenery is arranged on a stage before a theatrical performance.


Katherine, formidably intelligent and well organised, was brought up in her family’s several ancient castles in Northumberland. Her face, as she waits for news, is set into the stern lines that will survive in her tomb sculpture: a long nose; thin, pursed mouth; a pair of tight lines delineating cheeks from nose and lips. Her long visage, alabaster white, emerges from a tight carapace of restrictive clothing: a winged headdress that arches up to give her head the domed profile of an exotic insect, a high and full ruff, and long, tight sleeves to her pleated gown. Katherine is more than capable of understanding business, of managing an estate and buildings, and of writing notes to herself in the assured and beautiful Renaissance-style handwriting that signals her fine education.


Her own family is of far greater antiquity than the Cavendishes, and her austere grandeur flows from its long and proud history. Her father, the Baron of Ogle, has no sons to inherit his title, yet the Ogle barony is so ancient that the king is reluctant to see it extinguished. Most unusually, he will perpetuate the barony by bestowing it on a woman: Katherine herself. The antiquity of this title, in contrast to those that James I is indiscriminately handing out to many of his courtiers, is especially valuable. Only after three generations can a member of a titled family claim to be a ‘Gentleman of Blood’.15 Servants from Katherine’s native Northumbrian estates form a close-knit group within Sir Charles’s household, their mutually beneficial bond encouraging them to conspire against other household members.


Katherine’s younger son, the second Charles Cavendish, lacks his elder brother’s athleticism and is a ‘little, weak, crooked man’ suffering from a twisted spine. His sweet nature and intelligence, however, make him popular with his contemporaries. Despite his lack of brawn, he possesses a magnificent brain, and has devoted ‘himself to the Study of Mathematiques’ with the hope of becoming ‘a great Master’.16 Although Charles has an inferior position as a younger son, he hopes to receive generous provision for the future from his father, for he too is afflicted with an expensive mania for architecture and design.


Katherine and her younger son do not keep their vigil alone. With them waits a solemn group of Sir Charles’s senior household officers, dignified men of business dressed in dark colours, with brows furrowed by genuine regret for their master’s sickness. Katherine takes the place of honour in the room, by the fire, and her companions are disposed in descending order of rank between her and the door. A writer on good conduct decrees that ‘in the presence of a well bred company, it is uncomely to turn ones back to the fire, or to approach nigher than others, for the one and the other savoureth of preheminence’; nor is it polite to sit with crossed legs.17 In fact, the truly refined even refrain from sitting ‘with their back towards the picture of any Eminent person’.18


None of the household members present look Katherine in the face, for it is contrary to courtesy that ‘the inferiour should fixe his eies upon his superiour’s countenaunce; and the reason is, because it were presumption for him to attempt the entrance or privie passage into his superiours minde’.19 Yet these senior household officers are in fact privy to all the gossip and intimacies of family life. Their female equivalents are Katherine’s well-born waiting gentlewomen, who are also present in the background, their gowns modestly blending into the room’s rich backdrop of tapestries. These senior ladies of the household are served by a species of rather tame manservant – the ‘ushers of the great chamber’ – whose tasks include conversation, ‘making sweet’ the Great Chamber and running messages. So light are their duties that boredom compels them to become inveterate gamesters and gamblers.20


The highly paid household officers and the waiting gentlewomen together form a small but significant cadre in the household, like the officers of an army, to whom the remainder must show deference and loyalty. This morning the lower servants try to continue their work elsewhere in the house, yet upper and lower servants alike are linked by a palpable sense of community: they will all be deeply affected by any news filtering out from the claustrophobic sick chamber.


The family names of these men and women of the household reflect the world of seventeenth-century Nottinghamshire, as William mused on one occasion in an essay on the origins of the surnames of the people he knows. Some second names are still being acquired during the course of a working life rather than through inheritance, although the latter is now the norm. Some are named for the building skills that they bring to the household, such as Smithson, Carpenter and Tyler. Others take their cue from the house itself: Kitchen, Hall, Garrett, Chambers, Dore. Everyday household objects provide the names of Captain Tubb, Mr Bowls, Mr Trencher, Mr Platter, Mr Tankard, Mr Beaker and Tom Kettle. Some are named for trees and plants, such as Mr Ashe, Mr Plumtree, Mr Birch, Mr Thorne, Mr Brier and Tom Rose. Some take their name from a current or ancestral household office, such as Mr Bailiff or Mr Servant, Tom Fiddler, Mr Harper or Mr Pipes. Some are named for clothes, such as Tom Shorthose, Mr Bande, Mr Cuff, George Stocking and Will Hatter, while the human body itself provides the names of Will Legg, Mr Cheeks and Mr Armstrong. Finally, as William notes, there are further ‘scurrilous & bawdy Names, which we will omit’.21


Among the long-time retainers who accompanied Katherine on the journey south from her native Northumbria are several minor Ogle relations. By the window on the great stair that leads up to the Great Chamber is Henry or ‘Harry’ Ogle, straining to watch the horses at exercise in the courtyard below. He has lived with the family for more than ten years and shares the Cavendishes’ fondness for horses. Directly beneath him lies a small enclosed garden court, and beyond it lies a vast yard used for training horses. Sir Charles employs specialists, masters of manège, to care for and train his great horses. The riding master who gives daily coaching to Sir Charles’s sons finds his pupils absent today, but the exercise of the valuable horses must take place as usual.


Although he is their ‘most faithful Servant and Cousin’, the Cavendishes also consider Harry Ogle to be more than an employee: ‘Servant, no, friend thou were & truly so.’22 A fond favourite of Katherine’s, the plans for the future that he reveals in his will show how deeply he is embedded within the Cavendish family, treating the Cavendish children as his own. Should Harry die, he intends his best horse ‘Black Richardson’ to go to William’s younger brother Charles. In addition, he has set aside a cloth suit for his own personal servant, Raphe Wolley.23 There are plenty of other Ogles in the household in addition to Harry, such as Lancelot (‘Launce’), who serves throughout his life, beginning as a page and ending as a senior officer.24 The Ogles benefit from Cavendish patronage and favours in return for faithful service: William will go so far as to choose a spouse for his servant James Ogle.25 


William Eagle, also present in the Great Chamber this morning, is another servant of Katherine’s and oversees estate management and building work on her behalf.26 Then there is Sir William Carnabie, or Carnaby of Northumberland.27 He represents the Cavendishes in London, and relays to his master all the news from court.28


One of this group of respectable-looking, middle-aged gentleman officers in the Great Chamber may well have a secret double identity, known only to Katherine and her son but suspected by the rest. Sir Charles takes daily risks with his status and reputation in society, for secretly he is a Catholic, and is likely to have a priest on his staff masquerading as a household officer. He and his stepbrother and great ally Gilbert Talbot, Earl of Shrewsbury, are crypto-Papists, or secret followers of the old religion now outlawed by the state. A state of ‘Cold War’ exists between Catholics and Protestants, complete with its language of ideological extremism, spies and assassins. Roman Catholics adopt one of two positions: either they must refuse to attend the Protestant service and consequently pay regular and ruinous fines, or else they become crypto-Papists, making a tactical decision to conform in public and follow the old ways in private.


High risks surround those like Sir Charles who continue to practise the Catholic religion in secret, and private chaplains are forbidden to householders beneath the rank of peers under statutes dating back to Henry VIII’s reign.29 Under the more severe Elizabethan legislation of the previous century, the crime of housing Jesuits or seminary priests was punishable by death, while the sentence for attending Mass could be a year’s imprisonment.30 Sir Charles has learnt the hard way that discretion is necessary. Six years ago, in 1611, the government sent its agent Sir John Holles to hunt down crypto-Papists in Sherwood Forest. He found Sir Charles and his friends in collusion over the hiding of dangerous Catholic paraphernalia, such as ‘crucifixes, & old papistical books’ (in 1606 the very possession of Roman Catholic prayer books had become a punishable offence). Sir John carried out a lurid hunt throughout Sir Charles’s stepbrother Gilbert Talbot’s house, undertaking ‘a long, & curious search in vaults, sellars, chamber & garrets’ containing ‘dyvers trap-books, to conceal, & issue forth such pernicious vermin, as [he] sought for: many empty old trunks’.31 The most significant and sinister items had already been sent away, it was noted, to Sir Charles Cavendish at Welbeck Abbey. On this occasion, however, Sir Charles escaped without punishment. 


These soberly dressed senior servants normally spend their days in pursuit of rents from tenant farmers or mineral extractors, on legal business, or else with their heads bent over their desks in the chambers that are used both for sleeping and for administrative tasks in the old wing of the abbey. A hum of business normally pervades the house, for as well as being a home it is the headquarters of a major economic enterprise. On a day like this, however, with the master’s life hanging in the balance, no documents are being filed in the Evidence House and no money is being counted in the Treasury.


The Evidence House is the chamber that contains the vital deeds of title upon which the Cavendish fortune depends. The increasing sophistication of estate administration means that such documents now require a room of their own. The distinctive scent of the Evidence House remains trapped in the documents created and stored there: a warm, brown aroma of pencil shavings, faded spice, ancient mould. The iron in seventeenth-century ink causes it to age to a pale ochre. When the documents are tilted to the light, fragments of minerals sparkle in every letter.


The contents of an Evidence House are extremely valuable and must be checked quarterly for ‘dust or ratts &c’.32 At Welbeck, a certain ‘boundary book’ has to be prised out of the grasp of a bailiff who has been accused of embezzlement because, in the words of the senior servant John Booth, it ‘contains many secrets of my Lords interest [and] it will (in my opinion) be very requisite that he have no longer custody of it’.33 When the bailiff Andrew Clayton falls spectacularly from the Cavendishes’ favour, he is found to have a mass of important ‘books papers writings’ in his own chamber where he has been accustomed to ‘tell money and paste accompts’ all day long.34 The system cannot work unless the family trusts its officers, and this means accepting an element of sharp practice. In one of the verses about his own life, loves and servants that he is in the habit of jotting down almost daily, William complains about his unscrupulous bailiff:






In short, the Truth I’ll tell, & will not jeer


You steal in selling cheap, & buying dear.35








The Great Chamber and their own chambers are not the only rooms available to the members of the household. Rumours about Sir Charles’s health now circulate through further servants clustered in the Long Gallery, a room used communally for exercise and leisure, as well as for listening to the harpsichord and claviorganum (an organ and harpsichord combined) kept there.36 It is easier of access than the Great Chamber, and members of the household of different ranks may intermingle here. The news that William has gone in to see his father is passed along to other servants with more specialised technical skills, such as the musicians, or to Henry Lukin and his colleagues in the household’s surveying department, and to the bailiffs Thomas Atkinson and John Wood.37 Lukin is talented in the writing of ingenious verses, in mathematics and in the closely related skills of map-making and estate and building surveying. It is his job to oversee building works. He is courting a woman named Katherine Jessopp, and when he marries her, will have to move out of the household to become the tenant of nearby Soukeholme Manor.38 This is the pattern for household officers: on marriage they leave Welbeck Abbey to set up households of their own. Lukin suffers from ‘melancholy’ and will eventually commit suicide in the attic of his manor house. For hundreds of years to come, his ghost will occasionally be glimpsed in the room known as ‘Lukin’s Garret’.39


Another servant skilled at surveying is John Smithson (d.1634). While he appears to be just another member of the household, he will become famous to posterity as one of the greatest architectural designers of the early seventeenth century. John has modernised the spelling of his family name, though he too is occasionally referred to as ‘Smythson’ as his father customarily was. John’s father Robert was the great country-house designer whose work includes the vast and innovative Elizabethan palaces of Longleat in Wiltshire and Wollaton Hall in Nottingham. Once he had risen up from the rank of mason, Robert served as an officer in a succession of noble households. His son likewise serves in a variety of capacities, including estate surveying and design, though he is described as merely a ‘servant’ to the Cavendishes.40 John is another favourite of Katherine’s, and she has become godmother to one of his sons. The occasion of Sir Charles’s sickness has brought him to the abbey, although he now lives elsewhere and is engaged in supervising Sir Charles’s building work at Bolsover Castle.41


These stately semi-public chambers at Welbeck Abbey – the Great Chamber, the Gallery, and in particular, the Chapel (which was once the frater, or refectory, of the monastery) – often ring with music. Today the Gallery is silent, but the players are not far away. Perhaps they are repairing their instruments – viols, theorbos and citterns – instead of conducting their daily rehearsal.


Positions in this music-loving household are highly sought after among professional musicians. A violist and singer called Martin Otto bragged in 1608 that he had ‘almost a promise’ of becoming organist to Sir Charles, and found his future master ‘honest religious and exceeding studious’.42 Such a luminary of the Elizabethan musical world as the madrigalist John Wilbye described Sir Charles as having ‘excellent skill in musicke, and [a] great love and favour of Musicke’, and himself lived in the Cavendish household at one time.43 The six-part harmonies of the old-fashioned Elizabethan madrigals must occasionally sound along the stairs and passages of the house, as do the more up-to-date Italian madrigals collected by Nicholas Yonge in a book dedicated to Sir Charles’s stepbrother Gilbert Talbot. Yonge writes that the lyrics to the songs had been translated ‘by a Gentleman for his private delight’; the anonymous ‘Gentleman’ was Sir Charles Cavendish himself. 44 William’s great love is the viol, and he possesses many different models of the instrument, including the two known by the household as ‘The Lyon’ and ‘The Foole’ because of the carvings that replace the more usual scroll at the head of their fingerboards.45


The musicians will not remain silent for long. The Cavendishes are passionate about music, ascribing to it remarkable powers of healing and redemption, and it is closely intertwined for them with love and grief. In another of his poems, William writes that music can melt the hardest heart:






Your Lady’s snow white breasts, though frozen were


Thaw them, & each eye drop a loving Tear,


At least soft smothering sighs, we mean to Raise,


With amorous speeches, & sweet Roundelays,


For musick hath such power you have no choice


Moving all passions, with her warbling Voice


And soft toucht string, Harmoniously a long


Taking your Hearts all prisoners in a song


And to your selves shall softly whispering say


Though Came not lovers, lovers went a way.46








The musicians must be hoping that Sir Charles will call upon them to play for him once again.




*





Descending the wide stair from the stately chambers of the first floor, we now sink into the cavernous gloom of the Great Hall and the world of the lower servants. Their voices rise up to the Hall’s venerable rafters, hidden in shadow between the shafts of light coming in through the vast windows; once the servants of the medieval abbots ate their meals here. The household’s lower servants loll on the long tables and benches in unaccustomed idleness, heads turned towards the great stair, as their daily orders have not been issued. They are not usually allowed to enter the upper, richly decorated parts of the house such as the Great Chamber or Gallery unless specially summoned to a meeting or to bring refreshments. Today, however, the stair – a conduit for news from above – holds a magnetic attraction for them. The Usher of the Hall makes only a perfunctory effort to raise his silver staff of office to maintain order and to keep the lower servants away from the stair’s foot, himself aware that a household meeting could be called at a moment’s notice.


These household members, male and youthful for the main part, are united in appearance by their livery. All the servants in the household receive an annual wage, lodgings, meals (known as ‘diet’) and medical treatment: the Cavendish family book of recipes, for example, includes instructions for ‘the manner of making that water which Dr. Davison did Prescribe for Sir Charles’ footman, where with he was Cured of a great, & strange Coughe’.47 The servants also receive a coat or cloak in the Cavendish mallard green. In his will, Harry Ogle will dispose of his highly prized livery, ‘a green velvet suit laid with silver lace [braid] for my Lady Newcastle’s service’.48 Each noble household has its own peculiar livery colour, and the servants belonging to it wear the family badge on their clothes. Blue is the most common colour for household wear, so much so that gentlemen avoid wearing blue because of its menial associations. During his tour of England in 1611, the traveller Fynes Moryson noticed that the servants of gentlemen are:




wont to wear blue coats with their Masters badge of silver on the left sleeve, but now they most commonly wear cloaks garded [trimmed] with lace, all the servants of one family wearing the same liverie for colour or ornament.49





Each of the servants gathered in the Hall today displays the coiled Cavendish reptile – described in heraldic terms as the ‘snake noué’ or ‘knotted snake’ – on a metal plate sewn onto their sleeves.
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Members of the household of the Duke of Albemarle – specifically his watermen – wearing his badge on their sleeves.








Despite the momentous circumstances, there is still a good deal of noisy work in progress on the ground floor of the house today. In the great kitchens, brick-built and tacked onto the extremity of the east wing, the cooks are busy preparing for the household’s midday meal in the Great Hall. Beer is being brought up from the brewhouse to the buttery adjacent to the Hall, loaves of bread are being stacked in the pantry, and vegetables brought in from the garden. Lambs are being butchered in the slaughterhouse, horses are being watered, fish plucked from the brewhouse pond and fruit from the walls of the sheltered orchard. Other forms of sustenance came from the stillhouse, liquorice yard, rabbit warren, dovecote and deer park at Welbeck. Vast quantities of milk and grain are sent up daily to the house from the Grange, as the home farm is known. Over a period of four months, the household consumes 4,840 eggs, twenty-three lambs, 173 slaughtered ‘Muttons’, fifty-two pigs, twenty-five carp, twenty dozen ‘Larks and small birds’, two barrels of herrings and three hogsheads of ‘Claret wine’.50 Even today, the household will still need to eat, although the sick man’s wife and sons may shun the household meal in the Great Hall in favour of dining alone in their private parlour.


Appetites sharpen towards midday, for the servants have risen early; five o’clock is not an unusual hour. Breakfast is an informal affair, and there are two set meals: dinner at noon and supper at five or six o’clock. Unlike many other noble families, the Cavendishes themselves still occasionally show themselves at the top table in the Hall and eat with their household. Today, as noon approaches, the preparations are nearly complete. At one end of the two-storey Hall, a raised dais contains Sir Charles’s empty table; at the other, a carved wooden screen hides the entrances to the offices, such as the buttery (so called because it houses butts of beer) beyond. While the usher seats the household and guests at tables appropriate to their rank, the pantler brings out bread from the pantry and the butler approaches with the beer.


Catering on the grand scale that the household requires takes up a large proportion of the Cavendish family’s considerable annual income from its vast estates, including the profits from mineral extraction, farming and forestry. Thomas Wentworth, who will become the first Earl of Strafford and a powerful political patron of William Cavendish, received useful advice from his father on limiting expenditure on his retinue: ‘if you spend but a third part of your revenue in your house you shall do the wiser and better’.51 The Cavendish estates bring in £22,393 a year, while the very highest-paid servants earn an annual wage of £25.52 That even a third of the turnover of this large estate and house might be spent on the household is staggering.




*





What is the point of this expensive, ravenous and sometimes riotous organisation called the household? It is the basic and most important unit of seventeenth-century society. The average size of a household has been shrinking since its medieval heyday, yet the Cavendish household now gathering in the Great Hall at Welbeck has grown in size and status in recent years as the family has progressed up the social ladder.


The word ‘family’ is used in two senses: both for the master’s blood relations and for his constantly changing body of household members. Visitors bring with them their own ‘families’, and despite the enormous size of great houses such as Welbeck Abbey or Hardwick Hall, accommodating them all is problematic. Beds are placed two or three to a bedchamber and are similarly arranged in the service rooms, lobbies, on landings and even in the stables. It is this rich, complex layer of ever-changing occupation – cacophonous and stinking, as well as ceremonial and splendid – that creates the atmosphere of a great household. 


Today, in 1617, there is a growing concern that the status of household service is falling. In medieval times, a lord’s closest servants were always well-born; now it is becoming harder to find appropriately genteel staff. The anonymous writer ‘R. B.’, who compiled a list of putative regulations fit for the household of an Elizabethan earl, recommends that the senior servants be ‘not only well born and of good livings, but also grave and experienced, not proud and haughty, neither too affable and easy’.53 There are few women in an old-fashioned noble household: R. B. suggests that in a household of two hundred only a dozen – including the mistress of the house, her gentlewomen, chambermaids and laundry maids – need be female.


The Cavendishes’ Nottinghamshire neighbour Sir Francis Willoughby compiled a similar book of rules to regulate his own establishment. As at Welbeck, his household of forty-five was managed through a strict chain of command extending down from the Usher of the Great Hall to the Usher of the Great Chamber, the butler, the underbutler, the pantler, cook, gentlemen waiters, yeomen waiters, slaughtermen, carter and grooms, the pages and finally the kitchen boys. Their responsibilities were closely defined, from keeping the dogs out of the hall to bearing a lighted torch at the head of the procession of servants carrying the master’s dinner from serving place to dining room.54


Every household member must know and keep to his allotted place in this slow dance of ceremony that revolves around the head of the household. In general, the lower servants are proud of their master’s munificence rather than resentful of their own servitude. According to the writer Sir Thomas Overbury, a household servingman is commonly a fiery fellow, proud but lazy:




He tells without asking who ownes him, by the superscription of his Livery. His life is, for ease and leisure, much about Gentleman-like. He hates or loves the men, as his Master doth the Master. He is commonly proud of his Masters horses, or his Christmas […] He never drinks but double.55





Meanwhile, his female equivalent, the maidservant, should be ‘careful, faithful, patient, neat and pleasant […] cleanly, quick and handsome, and of few words, honest in her word, deed and attire, diligent in a househould’. Women have a lesser role in household ceremony, and while her tasks include washing, baking, brewing, sewing and spinning, the maid’s most important skill in the male-dominated world of the household is said to lie ‘chiefly in holding her peace’.56




*





Sir Charles, happy-go-lucky by nature, has made no will. It was only earlier this morning that he finally faced up to the fact that he might not recover from this illness, and his purpose in sending for his eldest son was to tell him how he intends to dispose of his worldly goods. Now, in his bedchamber, he begins to whisper his wishes aloud. Also discernible, in the shadows of the room, is the hunched figure of a secretary: Sir Charles’s will is to be ‘nuncupative’, or dictated.57 His sickness has taken him by surprise and he no longer has the strength to hold a pen.


The great four-poster in which Sir Charles lies is commonly the most expensive item of furniture in a house; the master’s bed often costs more than the rest of the furnishings put together. He intends that the bed and its expensive hangings will become the property of his widow. Along with the marital bed, Katherine will receive all the family silver and gold plate that stands upon her cupboard, a piece of furniture that is still literally a construction of boards for ‘cups’ to stand upon rather than a cabinet with a door. She will also have the use, for her lifetime, of the rich tapestry hangings that have been packed up, transported and unrolled at each of the couple’s constant changes of residence as they progress from estate to estate. Sir Charles, perhaps suspecting his son’s weakness in matters of money, makes his wife the executrix of his will, and leaves her in charge of the family finances for the time being. But in due course everything else – riches and power, responsibility and expectation – will come to William. The motley group of individuals making up Sir Charles’s household have high hopes of their future master, as he begins to prepare himself for the challenge of governing, loving and chastising them.


If Sir Charles dies, the servants will expect a magnificent funeral, possibly organised by the heralds from the College of Arms who travel the country ensuring that families’ coats of arms and badges are correctly composed and displayed. The cost will include food, drink, black clothes for the household, black drapes for the house and gifts for the poor; a generous funeral ‘dole’ will ensure that a large, status-enhancing crowd attends. The upper servants will expect gifts of mourning cloaks. Twenty years before, members of a great household in mourning would have worn tailored three-quarter-length mourning coats with tight wristbands, but now swinging, heavily embroidered cloaks are becoming fashionable; long pointed mourning hoods are likewise dying out in favour of black sashes or scarves.58 Servants of even the lowest rank will also be hoping for cash legacies in Sir Charles’s will. When Sir William Paston of Norfolk died six years ago, eleven servants signed a receipt recording the payment of their promised legacies, eight of them merely making the cross of the illiterate.59


The old servants will perhaps fear for their places under the new regime. They will hope to receive their wages at regular intervals, something never to be taken for granted. In his own role as an officer in Gilbert Talbot’s household, Sir Charles had to write in 1610 that he was ‘laboured by my Lord’s servants here to write […] about their wages, and to say truly they need it greatly for they have no clothes nor any money’.60 Even Sir Charles, as an occasional servant of the earl’s, was entitled to ‘diet’ or a food allowance when he went to London on Talbot business: he and Katherine submitted receipts as part of an expense claim for £20 spent during ten days in London in 1604.61 The upper, managerial servants will also be anxious about the annuities, farms and tenancies of manor houses that they have been promised on marriage or as the reward for a lifetime’s service.


One of the important differences between the lives of the Cavendishes and those of their servants is their age at marriage. The mid-to-late twenties is the average age for a wedding, yet for aristocrats or would-be aristocrats it is much lower: at, or just after, the onset of puberty. The main reason for the servants to delay is that they have to leave the household on marriage. They must either save up their wages or wait until their parents die in order to inherit the wherewithal to set up a small household of their own. The children of aristocrats, on the other hand, are bargaining chips in their parents’ hands from a young age, as marriage alliances with other families are negotiated. Excessively young husbands and wives are not expected to cohabit: husbands are sometimes sent on an educational tour of Europe until their brides are old enough to bear children.


The assembled Cavendish servants will also wish to see the household’s recent and dramatic rise in status continue. William, as its new head, will be expected to make a name for himself at court but also, equally importantly, to build up his position locally. Passions run high in local politics, and the Cavendishes are allied with the Talbots against other Nottinghamshire magnates.


These local quarrels can be bloody, though complainants often exaggerate the violent nature of a dispute in order to secure a speedier arbitration  in the Court of the Star Chamber. In 1593, for example, Sir Charles had taken the Talbots’ part in a celebrated quarrel with his neighbours Sir Thomas Stanhope and Sir John Holles. The latter had not taken kindly to the rigging of the Parliamentary election of 1593 in Sir Charles’s favour.


A full-blown skirmish between Sir Charles’s household and that of the Stanhopes followed in 1599. John Stanhope’s keeper, whose job it was to care for the game in his master’s forest, was a key witness. On the morning of 18th June, the keeper was about his business in the park, ‘being without Boots, or other Weapon but a pyked Staff’. Suddenly Stanhope and a company of about eleven horsemen swept into view and commanded the keeper to follow them to the Nottinghamshire town of Kirkby-in-Ashfield. Not suspecting foul play, he ‘knew not whether he was carried, or what to do, until he came to that Hill’s Side’.


Meanwhile, at Kirkby, Sir Charles and his servants Harry and Launce Ogle were riding to visit a building site where work was in progress on a new house for Sir Charles. Sir Charles noticed the party of Stanhope horsemen, and initially took them for a merry hunting party. Yet the Stanhopes were in search of human prey. As the keeper in his turn spotted Sir Charles and his two servants, accompanied only by a page and a ‘horsekeeper’, the mounted Stanhopes bore down on the Cavendish party. ‘Suddenly they all galloping apace towards him’, Sir Charles ‘perceived he was beset’.


Sir Charles then desperately set his spurs into his ‘little Nagg’, hoping to reach the protection offered by the foundations of his new building, but his horse tripped. With his foot caught in the stirrup, Sir Charles was overtaken by the approaching horsemen, and before ‘he could draw his Sword, 2 Pistols were discharged upon him, the one of them, with 2 Round of 2 Bullets, hit him in the Inside of his Thigh, but missed the Bone, and yet lyeth in his Flesh, near the Point of his Buttock’.62


Despite his wound, Sir Charles and the Ogles now embarked on a killing spree themselves. They faced eleven horsemen, yet ‘unhorsed six of them, and killed two of them in the Place; a 3d fell down in the Forest […] a fourth was left behind them in the same Place, so sore wounded as it is not thought he can recover, and lyeth at the Village adjoining’. This latter was the bootless park keeper, whose quiet morning in the park had ended in a fight to the death. This is the kind of service and sacrifice the head of a household can expect, and indeed the builders from Sir Charles’s new house had likewise come running to their master’s defence. They, too, were part of the extended Cavendish household and were expected to pay for this privilege with their lives if necessary.


Despite the good progress that had been made on the house at Kirkby-in-Ashfield and the completion of a brick kiln there, this mansion would never be finished. The site was soured by the unexpected violence that darkened that morning in 1599, and was abandoned in favour of Bolsover Castle.


On this occasion the law creaked into action against John Stanhope, and the High Sheriff of Derbyshire demanded ‘the Queen’s peace to be kept by him, his servants and all other by his procurement, against Sir Charles Cavendish, his servants and people’.63 Six months later Sir Charles’s injury was healing, and it was reported that the gash in his buttock ‘was near closing up, but yielded some small moisture by reason of the sudden shutting up of so deep a wound’.64


This dizzying disrespect for peace and the law, despite the outward appearance of prosperity, shows how the counties of Derbyshire and Nottinghamshire still teeter upon the brink of casual violence. Despite the fact that the gentry feel safe enough to live in houses rather than in castles, both Bolsover Castle and Welbeck Abbey have turrets and battlements that give at least an impression of martial authority. The household’s most fundamental expectation of William Cavendish is that he should provide good, strong and fair governance for its community. Its activities, prosperity and morals will be in his hands one day.




*





Back in the bedchamber, Sir Charles now pauses to rest, exhausted by the effort of dictating. Having dealt with the matter of his choicest goods, he now speaks to William of his own and his sons’ lives. He puts William in mind of the future and the need to have a house and an heir of his own. William must find a wealthy wife ‘both to his own very good liking, and his mother’s approving’.65 Unlike his mother, William has a poor head for figures; he ‘naturally loves not business, especially those of state (though he understands them as well as anybody)’.66 Katherine has overseen her husband’s building works at Welbeck, and William will be short of money at first, as the builders of Sir Charles’s incomplete Little Castle at Bolsover are yet to be paid. And there is another achievement for which William must stop at nothing to attain: it will take skilful networking, sumptuous entertainment and perhaps even blackmail, but Sir Charles desires that his son will enter the peerage and become a baron.


Now Sir Charles describes the monument which he wishes his wife and sons to erect for him in Bolsover Church. It is not to be too grand or too cold, but must convey a vibrant personal message from father to children: Sir Charles wishes his sons to remember his life, not his death. The poet Ben Jonson is to be commissioned to put Sir Charles’s last words to his sons into poetry, recording a statement far removed from the dry, dusty, pious convention of the time:






It will be matter loud enough to tell,


Not when I died, but how I liv’d, farewell.67








In fact, Sir Charles is an irreplaceable father: loving, sincere, honest, worthy of emulation. He has a gift for happiness, and his son William has inherited his buoyant spirits and love of pleasure. Henry Lukin, the household mathematician, considers that Sir Charles is (Plate 2):
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This emphasis on happiness is most unusual, as piety and faith are qualities much more frequently dwelt upon in an encomium.68 But Sir Charles now tells his son to live joyfully.


Yet the finale of Sir Charles’s precautions to his son as they remain closeted in the father’s bedchamber on 27th March, 1617, concerns the major building project that remains unfinished. The extended Cavendish family lives in a heated atmosphere of architectural endeavour. Sir Charles’s latest contribution to the family’s growing body of architectural patronage has been his half-complete Little Castle at Bolsover, on the edge of a dramatic cliff beyond the western border of Sherwood Forest. It is intended to be a small house for pleasure and retirement. Like a sophisticated jewel box with many concealed compartments, father and son have planned the castle to provide the perfect setting for a leisured aristocrat interested in art, literature and music. But today it remains disappointingly incomplete.


William now leaves the bedchamber and goes forth to face the household, for the first time in possession of the knowledge that he will soon be its master. He does not have long to prepare himself for his new role. The instinct that led Sir Charles to prepare for death was sound: his end comes only a week later.


Within months William has notable success in carrying out his father’s final instructions: he seeks and finds a wealthy bride, he tries to provide good governance for his household, he searches diligently for happiness. Most urgently of all, he makes plans to bring his father’s unfinished castle at Bolsover to spectacular completion.
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BOLSOVER CASTLE, 12TH JUNE, 1613





Four years before Sir Charles suffered his final illness, William and his father spent an afternoon clambering through the incomplete cellars of the new house at Bolsover.1 On 12th June, 1613, William’s seduction by the art of architecture is already well under way.


By eight o’clock in the morning of the day of their visit, the Cavendishes’ surveyor John Smithson has already reached the outskirts of the town of Bolsover.2 As he trots on horseback towards the windy hilltop where the Little Castle is slowly emerging from the controlled chaos of a seventeenth-century building site, Smithson’s thoughts run anxiously ahead: to his inspection of progress and this afternoon’s planned excursion from Welbeck Abbey by the young William Cavendish and his father.
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