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PREFACE





A CURIOUS fate has befallen the memory of Sir Richard Grenville. I suppose his is one of the best-known names, not only among Elizabethan west-countrymen, but of all the great fighting-men of that age, the heroic age in our history. He has become, partly no doubt owing to Ralegh’s magnificent prose and Tennyson’s ballad, but still more owing to some quality in the man and in his death, a mythical figure in the tradition of the English people. A household name; and yet, as is the way with mythical figures, very little has been known about his life, except for his manner of leaving it, the famous last fight of the Revenge in the Azores, and not even for certain about that. Perhaps this book may in part dispel the myth and make him more real as a man.


But it is no accident that so little should have been known about his life hitherto. For an extraordinary series of mischances has destroyed, so far as one can gather, all the original documents of a personal and family character, which should have remained in private hands. No doubt the end of the male-line of Grenvilles in the eighteenth century, and the division of the inheritance, had its effect. Then the pulling down of the old house at Stowe by the Earl of Bath in 1679, and the destruction of the great new house he built, by the egregious Countess Granville in 1720, must have meant a great dispersion and destruction of documents. There is the curious story told by Baring-Gould in his Hawker of Morwenstow, how Hawker found a chest of letters remaining at Stowe farm and sent them up to Lord Carteret, but somehow they got lost: Canon Granville says that he consigned them to the flames as the best thing to do with old documents. I found myself on going to Bideford, where there should have been a great deal of Grenville material among the town muniments, that they had been destroyed by some miserable town clerk in the last century. A warning to leave old houses and archives undisturbed!


The result is that to reconstruct the life of Grenville one is thrown back upon such printed sources as there are, and the documents in public archives, without the aid, the delicious aid, of private and familiar correspondence. I remember Sir John Squire, who once had the intention of writing the life of Grenville, telling me that it could not be done.


But in the course of several years of research, I have had the good fortune to make a number of new discoveries, some of them exciting, and all of them helping to round out and present at length a fairly full portrait of the man there was behind the myth. A charming diary of an Elizabethan Cornish gentleman, William Carnsew, lurking in a quiet corner of the Public Record Office, has yielded several personal glimpses of Grenville. The Patent Roll revealed a wholly unsuspected and most exciting story that must have gone out of mind with Grenville’s own generation, of the man he killed in an affray in the streets of London, when still in his minority: his first appearance upon the public scene. I have at last tracked down the date of Grenville’s birth, which is of the more value since those of so many other Elizabethan seamen, Drake among them, remain unknown. Further new material from English sources adds to our knowledge at a good many points.


The yield from the Spanish archives has been even more exciting. Hitherto we have had to depend for our knowledge of the action off Flores upon English sources, none of them first hand. It is not surprising that the action has always remained something of a mystery. But I have had the inestimable good fortune to track down in Spanish archives an actual first-hand account of the battle from on board one of the Spanish ships, an official account, objective, reliable, matter of fact. This will, I hope, go far to disperse the mystery that has always overhung that famous fight.


Other Spanish documents brought to light give us new information about Grenville’s doings in the West Indies on his way out to the planting of the first English colony in America, the Virginia colony of 1585–6; and an account from the Spanish side of his capture of a rich Spanish prize off the Bermudas on his way home. We derive from this account of a captured Portuguese merchant a close-up of Grenville as captor: a great Elizabethan gentleman at sea, served upon silver, who ate to the sound of music, as Drake did upon his voyage round the world. Other documents again, Spanish and English, throw light upon Grenville’s great project for a Pacific voyage, four years before Drake actually sailed upon his, and upon the curious state of relations, half rivalry, half mutual-exclusion, that existed between Grenville and Drake.


It is a pleasure to acknowledge so many kindnesses and so much help received on every hand. To the Dowager Lady Seaton, the representative of the Drakes, I am indebted for much kindness and help at Buckland Abbey, as also to Sir Hugh Stucley and Miss E. F. Stucley who helped me greatly at Bideford and at Stowe. From representatives of the Grenfells, Miss Maud Grenfell and Mrs. W. H. Buckler, I have had much kindness and encouragement. To Miss I. A. Wright, of Seville, I am most indebted for tracing and having transcribed a number of Spanish documents, and to Mrs. Charles Henderson for helping me with their translation.


I wish to thank Mr. R. Pearse Chope, whose articles in the Transactions of the Devonshire Association (1917) laid the foundation for subsequent study of Grenville, and Dr. J. A. Williamson, whose studies have carried our knowledge a stage further, both of whom have aided me much in discussion. Dr. V. T. Harlow drew my attention to a new and important aspect of Grenville’s projected Pacific Voyage and helped me with valuable suggestions. I am much obliged to the Deputy Town Clerk of Plymouth who permitted me to research among the admirably-kept archives of the town; to the Rector of Kilkhampton, the Rev. R. Dew, who kindly searched his early Register for me; and to the Vicar of Buckland Monachorum who allowed me to see his parish register. My debt to the tolerant and helpful officials at the Record Office and at the British Museum is a very great one; in particular I should like to acknowledge the aid I have been given at every stage by Mr. J. R. Crompton of the Record Office. I have reason to be very grateful to the Bodleian and Codrington Libraries at Oxford, to the Institute of Historical Research in London and to Mr. J. Hirschfield who has helped me over the Court of Wards. To Miss N. McN. O’Farrell and Miss P. Schrader I am grateful for much help in transcribing documents and for many helpful suggestions.


I cannot sufficiently acknowledge what I owe to Professor J. E. Neale, who has read the whole of my manuscript with a kindly severity, saved me from several errors and indicated innumerable improvements. All I can say is that if he should read this book again, he will see something of what I owe to him. My greatest obligation is to my college, which has enabled me for some years now to pursue my researches into west-country history in the sixteenth century, of which the fruit is in part this book.


My best thanks are due to my friends Mr. K. B. McFarlane, Fellow of Magdalen, and Mr. G. F. Hudson, Fellow of All Souls, who have been so good as to read the proofs.


A. L. ROWSE     


ALL SOULS COLLEGE,


OXFORD
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CHAPTER I


THE GRENVILLES AND THEIR COUNTRY







From the Conquest to the Restoration your Ancestors constantly resided amongst their country men, except when the public service called upon them to sacrifice their lives for it.


GEORGE GRANVILLE (later Lord Lansdowne)


to the third Earl of Bath, 1710





IF you look at a map of the West Country, by which I mean especially Devon and Cornwall, and notice where the peninsula thickens out to its broadest between the Bristol and the English Channel, along the northern strip of coast between Bude and Bideford, that great high tableland that thrusts out into the sea, you will find what was once the Grenville country. For a short time, too, for some forty years in the middle of the sixteenth century, the Grenvilles possessed land in the south of the peninsula, Buckland Abbey, and were very familiar with the country between Yelverton and the gates of Plymouth. But that was a mere episode in the long story of their settlement on the northern coast, going back perhaps to the Conquest and certainly to not long after.


Their family life for centuries revolved round the twin centres of Stowe, in the parish of Kilkhampton, across the Cornish border, and the town of Bideford in Devon; the years, the ages were filled with their comings and goings across the high ground and the moors, along the lanes and in and out of the valleys, between the one and the other. They are all gone now, as the Godolphins have gone from their lonely deserted house with the granite colonnade and the overgrown terraces, not far from the Land’s End, or their cousins the Eriseys from the charming Caroline house near the Lizard, or the Killigrews from Arwennack overlooking Falmouth Haven. Of the Grenvilles, even less remains. At Stowe there is only a farm-house, built on the site of the old stables, and the level spaces where their successive houses stood looking down upon the woods of Coombe, and beyond to the tower of Kilkhampton church upon the skyline, now silver in the sun, now grey with the shadows of clouds passing and re-passing; while at Bideford, men cannot tell you for sure where it was that the Grenvilles’ town house stood upon the quay. Only the country remains, not so very different in its essential lines, having suffered less change than they.


To those who know it, it is a singularly impressive country, having more a character of its own than, if possible, any other tract in all the West Country. Some may think it a forbidding character, as certainly the coast is savage in the extreme. For forty miles those limestone and shale cliffs run, tortured into fantastic shapes, with horizontal reefs pushing jagged-edged out to sea, among which no boat could live with any sea running, the cliffs going up to six and seven hundred feet high, the full beat of the Atlantic upon them, and not a harbour from Padstow to Bideford, except that cleft in the coast at Boscastle, the tortuous snake-like entry, the jade-green waters. No wonder the old couplet goes:








‘From Padstow Bar to Lundy Light


Is a sailor’s grave, by day or night:’











– so many hundreds of good men have found it so.


The interior, when it is not too high and windswept (for much of it is a high tableland), is fertile and good corn-growing land, with much pasture. Stowe itself, though not far in from the coast, is well-placed upon just such a strip of good farming land, turning its back to the sea and high up on the edge of the deep valley of Coombe, which runs inwards from its mouth near Steeple Point almost to Kilkhampton. These deep clefts are very characteristic of the country; the high ground as it gets towards the sea is broken into a number of transverse valleys, each of them with its stream, a few narrow meadows rich with grass, and in spring exquisite with the first and fullest primroses and spring violets. There is Coombe, very narrow and steep, which from the time of the Grenvilles seems to have been wooded; then there are the valleys of Marsland Mouth and Welcombe; next, Speke’s Mill Mouth, with its trout-stream and waterfall to the sea; and lastly, Hartland the most fertile and beautiful of them all, after which the coast from going due north breaks away to the east and changes in character. It becomes less severe; and so with the interior – as you move away from the high ground near the western coast, you get on to the downward slope of the tableland towards Woolfardisworthy and Bradworthy, the vale of the Torridge, and so on to Parkham and Abbotsham and into Bideford, country altogether more fertile, more gracious and homely.


The origin of the family is, as these things often are, clothed in obscurity. Not the less so, either, for the inflated and somewhat baroque story of their illustrious descent from the Norman Earls of Corbeil, which became current in the days of their triumph at the Restoration, served their advance in the peerage under Charles II, and consoled the last days of Denis Granville the Dean, in exile at St. Germains. Dr. J. H. Round concentrated all the resources of his scholarship upon what he described as ‘the great Granville story.’1 He maintains the view that the family derives not from that Richard de Grainville, the founder of Neath Abbey about 1129, whom they looked upon as the beginner of its fortunes in England, but from the more obscure Robert, who witnessed the Abbey’s Foundation charter. But not all Dr. Round’s erosive scholarship could deny that the Grenvilles were Normans, and that they came raiding out of Normandy very early on – earlier, for example, than the Courtenays or the Arundells – if not with the Conqueror himself. What we do know for certain is that as early as Henry II’s reign, a Grenville held half a knight’s fee in Bideford, and this is the real starting-point of our knowledge of them in the west.2


They then held of the honour of Gloucester; and, according to Round, these Devonshire lands of that honour, Bideford, Littleham and Ash, had before been held by Mathilde, wife of the Conqueror, and before that by the Saxon Briktric. By the twelfth year of Henry II, a Richard de Grenville is holding three knights’ fees and a half in Devon and Cornwall – so, for the first time extending across the border into Cornwall. From that time onwards, for some five hundred years, there were Grenvilles settled here. At Stowe throughout the later Middle Ages they lived, in no spectacular fashion, cultivating their lands, adding acre to acre and field to field, serving the King in his wars, keeping the King’s peace as justices for Devon and Cornwall, frequently being in the Commissions for both, sometimes breaking the peace themselves or resisting authority, for the most part quiet enough in the labour of their lives, begetting their children, providing for them, so that generation after generation, whatever else might befall, the family should go on.


They were not a very distinguished lot, nor was the family at all important outside the sphere of its immediate influence. The highest flight that they attained to, was to produce an Archbishop of York (William Grenville, Archbishop 1304–15). The Grenvilles were very much the ordinary run of country gentry of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, marrying into western families of similar position. They married Courtenays of Haccombe and of Powderham; Arundells of Lanherne and Trerice (those two lovely Tudor houses yet remaining, again not far from the sea on the north Cornish coast); Vyvyans and St. Aubyns; Devonshire Gilberts and Bonvilles. But other western families far surpassed them in wealth – the Courtenays, for instance, who coming out of France rather later, among the court-following of Eleanor of Aquitaine, married the Redvers heiress and later entered the ranks of the nobility as Earls of Devon; or the Cornish Arundells, who by a succession of provident marriages, became the first and wealthiest family in Cornwall.


The Grenvilles remained of no great possessions, though they retained their special relation to the town of Bideford, of which they were overlords. Here also they added to their possession of house-property, and the town’s trade must have been a source of mobile wealth to them. In the fifteenth century, in the affairs of the country at large, they were content to be followers of the Earls of Devon and with them were adherents of the Lancastrian cause – as indeed most western families were. Thomas Grenville and Richard Edgcumbe of Cotehele were involved with the Courtenays in the conspiracy of Buckingham against Richard III. The story of Edgcumbe’s hiding in the woods of Cotehele, down the steep sides of the gorge of the Tamar, until he could get away to Brittany and Henry of Richmond, is well known. The Courtenays also fled, and Thomas Grenville, being then very young, lay low for a time.


When the Lancastrian cause won at Bosworth and Henry VII became king, the prospects of these faithful west-country followers improved accordingly. The Courtenays were restored to their wide lands and married into the Yorkist Royal line: it proved, after a period of great splendour in the blaze of royal favour, to be their undoing. Sir Richard Edgcumbe became Comptroller of the Royal Household and, an intimate friend of Henry’s, was rewarded with the large estates of the Cornish Yorkist Sir Henry Bodrugan: the foundation of their greatness to this day in the west. Thomas Grenville gained nothing like so much. He was made an Esquire of the Body to Henry VII, a position of personal attendance which was not without its opportunities; a similar position held at about the same time by David Cecil, Burghley’s grandfather, made the family fortunes of the Cecils.


Whether it was a reluctance to live away from the west, at Court, or a premature appreciation of the joys of matrimony, Thomas Grenville made no such career for himself. He lived on in the west, twice married, begetting his children (no less than ten of them lived to be provided for), serving as Sheriff for Cornwall, coming up to the Court from time to time, once, we know, on the occasion of the marriage of Prince Arthur with Catherine of Aragon – a great event, harbinger of what later troubles! It was then that he was made a Knight of the Bath. But he soon returned to the west, where he died on March 18, 1513, and now lies buried in his fine tomb of white limestone in the church of Bideford. He had bequeathed his ‘body to be buried in the church earth of Bideford, in the south-east part of the chancel door, where my mind is if I live to make an altar and a priest to sing there to pray for me and mine ancestors and heirs for ever.’ Alas, for man’s hopes to put a stay to time passing!


There he is, looking down at us out of time, the first Grenville whom we seem to hear and recognise across the centuries as a person, for in those words we listen to his last wishes, face to face with death.


II


We are now well over the threshold of the sixteenth century – the formative period of modern England, in which English society came to be constituted upon the foundations we know. It was a time of the rise of the gentry as a class, of the lesser landed interest as a dominating factor in the national life. Two factors chiefly aided it. The value of land was increasing, as again in the eighteenth century; so that those whose wealth was in land and the cultivation of it for themselves, rather than in money or fixed rents and services, were on the upgrade of power.


A second factor which enormously strengthened the trend in favour of the landed classes was the Reformation, the dispersion of church lands. The steady rain of Church-property which fell upon the thirsty ground all through this century, in the end benefited most, not the nobility or the Crown, so much as the lesser landed gentry. Lands often slipped through the fingers of the greater courtiers; when it was not by extravagance or inadvertence there was the convenient process of attainder to help it: some of the greatest collections of monastic property were broken up in this way. But when an attractive manor, or some morsels of a small religious house came into the hands of a family living close to the soil itself, cultivating its own land, struggling to keep its head above water and to provide for its all too numerous progeny, property had a habit of remaining there. This meant a tremendous afforcement of power to the gentry as a class; for where in so many English villages before the Reformation there were no lords but the distant monks in their abbeys, the hours slipping lazily through their fingers over their prayers or their provender, now every village came to have its squire, greedy of power, having to make his way in the world, energetic, hard, pushing. The Grenvilles were carried up on this tide, like so many others, their cousins and friends; while the Courtenays and the Cornish Arundells went down.


But personal factors were at work in the process as well. Whatever the reason, and nothing is more mysterious in life than this, a new and active strain, of immense and passionate energy, came into the family in the sixteenth century. It may be that the two things, the historical circumstances and the psychological response, are functions of each other; for it is striking, how in history an upward-moving cause elicits ability and energy, while that on the downgrade is often accompanied by stupidity and listlessness. Perhaps the family generates energy as the opportunity is presented to it. Certain it is that the Grenvilles, a family hitherto of no particular consequence, suddenly throws up a number of remarkable and forceful characters, who over several generations push the family into a position of prominence, whence, after a time the energy lapses, and it sinks back again.


Amid the diversity of their characteristics, a certain dominant streak is observable: a harsh domineering note, proud in the extreme, unyielding, betraying signs of overstrain and unbalance, forceful, highly strung, bent on action, capable of the uttermost devotion; above all, exciting. It comes out, though not so harshly, in Sir Richard Grenville the elder, Marshal of Calais, more noticeably in the case of his aunt, Honor Grenville, Lady Lisle; it reaches its apex with the extraordinary character and career of Sir Richard Grenville of the Revenge; it is accentuated, but debased, in the person of the third Sir Richard, of the Civil War, whose character may be said to have gone to shipwreck on it.


Other characteristics there were too: a generous disregard of consequences in any course that they embarked upon, that was not incompatible with a practical hard-headed turn of mind in matters of business; above all, fidelity and loyalty. In four generations following each other, a Grenville died in the service of his country: Roger, our Sir Richard’s father, drowned in the Mary Rose at Portsmouth in 1545; Sir Richard himself mortally wounded off Flores in the Azores in the last fight of the Revenge; his son John died upon Ralegh’s famous expedition to Guiana in 1595;3 his grandson Sir Bevil, that Bayard of the Royalist cause, killed at Lansdown in 1643. No wonder the old Cornish proverb which says, ‘a Godolphin never wanted wit’ goes on to add, ‘nor a Grenville loyalty.’


III


Much then as our Richard owed to his family, which reached the apex of its achievement and fame with him, his career owed still more to his age and time. Indeed, the actual character of his career, the precise shape that it traced upon the map of our history, would be unthinkable outside the circumstances of the Elizabethan age.


It was the heroic age in our history, when the nation saw great opportunities of expansion and achievement opening before it. Young, fresh, vigorous, full of self-confidence and spirit, it knew how to take them. For these very opportunities at the same time imposed a test, a test of nerve, character, intelligence. There were the complex dangers of the Reformation, a movement full of eddies and shoals; there was the difficult rôle we had to play in Europe, not without subtlety, in an exposed and sometimes isolated position; there was finally the prolonged duel with Spain that lasted all the latter part of the Queen’s reign. It was the fact that the opportunities given were so triumphantly taken, our difficulties surmounted in spite of the odds against us, that made the Elizabethan the heroic age in our history. It is an age to which in these less successful, more disillusioning times, we may well look back for inspiration and renewal.


The very opportunities that were afforded, to Drake, Hawkins, Cavendish at sea, to the Cecils in politics, to Byrd, Marlowe, Shakespeare no less in the realm of the arts or to Bacon in that of the intellect, to Ralegh and Grenville in the field of colonisation, gave the men of the time a supreme chance to realise themselves and all their potentialities.


It is in the realm of action, at its most heightened and intense moments, that the pure quality of the heroic emerges: that sort of gesture by which a man goes down to posterity for something not only memorable in itself, but in which subsequent ages find significance, inspiration in its defiance, strength in its courage. It is some quality of the action in itself by which it survives, like Falkland’s riding into the mêlée with ‘Peace, Peace’ upon his lips, or Nelson ignoring his superior’s orders at Copenhagen, or walking the deck of the Victory at Trafalgar, blazing with medals.


Of such was Grenville’s last action in the Revenge. There was never any fight more famous in a nation’s history; never any that was more purely heroic in quality – that mixture of daredevilry, defiance of fate, supreme indifference to consequences, which men admire more than anything, because their own ordinary lives are at every point so circumscribed by circumstance, from which there is, save in such moments, no emancipation.


This book then has some contemporary significance. We shall trace a career not hitherto fully recorded, of which little indeed has been known, and of which now only the outline of its traces upon the track of time remains. Too little evidence remains for a portrait of the inner man; we can only build up our portrait of that from his external actions and achievements such as they are left. There are certain aspects of them, episodes in his life, that are wholly new and are here brought to light after the lapse of centuries. As regards the rest of his career, we shall trace in Grenville himself, and by reference to his family before and after, the emergence of those qualities, a creation out of diverse elements, from which the heroic at the moment of crisis sprang forth.


Nor ought we to leave altogether on one side the question of what this heroic spirit meant for that age, why it was that the Elizabethans surrounded its memory with fame. For there was a raison d’être in the legend which grew up about Grenville’s name. The fame a man achieves is as much a function of his time as it is his own creation or desert. So active and restless a life, so heroic an end was what the Elizabethan admired and thought of for himself. He saw himself as the fighter and hero. Much as in our time Lawrence of Arabia – it is curious to think of Grenville as the Elizabethan Lawrence – expressed for so many Englishmen that latent desire for the romance of action which the conditions of contemporary life denied; though in the latter there is more in the nature of escape than the natural seeing of yourself in the mirror of a national hero.


This was the early Elizabethan Age, before disillusionment, the disenchantments of long war and weariness came down upon them. In the years spanned by Grenville’s active life, the success of the voyages and the seamen opened up new worlds of mind for their contemporaries, for ‘man’s imagination is limited by the horizon of his experience.’4 It was this enlargement of horizons, coinciding with the boundless confidence brought to the nation by its success upon the sea, that made the supreme triumph of the Elizabethan drama. The influence of all this, the voyages, the discoveries, the exploits and victories, upon the great literature of the time has, according to Professor Raleigh, ‘been little recognised, because the reflection of contemporary events in thought and imagination is always indirect, difficult to outline, and utterly unlike common expectation.’


Yet the point can be made quite directly from Marlowe, who expressed all the spirit of this earlier time – the lust for discovery, for knowledge and power, a specific geographical excitement even, before disillusionment had come to the Elizabethans, that ‘kind of weariness of institutions which pervades Shakespeare’s later plays.’ What is of extreme significance for us is that Marlowe was a member of Ralegh’s circle no less than Grenville was, in close intellectual sympathy with Ralegh, a friend too of Harriot’s. Should we not expect to find in Marlowe an expression of the common spirit in which Grenville shared?


After all, it was Grenville, not Ralegh, who led the Voyage to Virginia in 1585 which made so much impression in this immediate circle; and all Marlowe’s journeying was done in those ‘realms of gold,’ his mind. Within the next two years Marlowe wrote his Tamburlaine, the real subject of which is the excitement, the lust for dominion and power which the new discoveries and knowledge of the world were arousing in contemporary minds.








Look here, my boys; see what a world of ground


Lies westward from the midst of Cancer’s line


Unto the rising of this earthly globe,


Whereas the sun, declining from our sight,


Begins the day with our Antipodes!


And shall I die, and this unconquered?


Lo, here, my sons, are all the golden mines,


Inestimable drugs and precious stones,


More worth than Asia and the world beside;


And from th’ Antarctick Pole eastward behold


As much more land, which never was descried,


Wherein the rocks of pearl that shine as bright


As all the lamps that beautify the sky!


And shall I die, and this unconquered?


Here, lovely boys; what death forbids my life,


That let your lives command in spite of death.











It has a curious prophetic quality, when one thinks of the end of both Marlowe and Grenville within so short a time. There is no doubt of the sort of men Marlowe admired: the fighting men, the men of action, restless, for ever spurred on by passion and desire.








Nature that framed us of four elements


Warring within our breasts for regiment,


Doth teach us all to have aspiring minds:


Our souls, whose faculties can comprehend


The wondrous architecture of the world,


And measure every wandering planet’s course,


Still climbing after knowledge infinite,


And always moving as the restless spheres,


Will teach us to wear ourselves, and never rest …











There is the final expression of the character and spirit common to this circle, in which Grenville shared on the side of action, if not intellectually: the spirit with which they inspired the nation and for which the nation rewarded them by making it its own.




1 J. H. Round, Family Origins: ‘The Granvilles and the Monks.’


2 Granville, History of the Granville Family, 31.


3 Not, as Granville says (p. 123), while serving under Drake in the West Indies.


4 Professor Sir Walter Raleigh, English Voyages of the Sixteenth Century, 152.






















CHAPTER II


THE MARSHAL OF CALAIS: FROM GRANDFATHER TO GRANDSON







Who seeks the way to win renown,


Or flies with wings of high desire;


Who seeks to wear the laurel crown,


Or hath the mind that would aspire:


Tell him his native soil eschew,


Tell him go range and seek anew.


SIR RICHARD GRENVILLE: In Praise of Sea-faring Men in Hopes of Good Fortune





TWO figures dominated the family history of the Grenvilles in the first half of the sixteenth century. These were Sir Richard Grenville the elder, Marshal of Calais, grandfather of our Sir Richard, who succeeded him as a minor owing to the early death of his father, Roger, the Marshal’s son; and Honor Grenville, Lady Lisle, the Marshal’s aunt, whose marriage to Arthur Plantagent, Lord Lisle, a natural son of Edward IV, and Lord Deputy of Calais, made her much the most exalted member of the family and brought the Grenvilles, so long as her good fortune held, into close contact with the court circle. It was a dazzling situation, not without its disappointments and its dangers.


It was to this marriage that Sir Richard owed his office as High Marshal of Calais, a military position of considerable importance at the one outpost remaining of all our former possessions upon French soil. The position of the Lord Deputy corresponded to that of a modern Viceroy or Governor-General; it was one of great state and responsibility, more especially the latter in these last years of English rule. So long as the Lisles and their nephew Grenville remained at Calais – Lisle was Deputy from 1533 to 1540 – the effective centre of the family was there and Stowe remained deserted, waiting for its master to return.


Lady Lisle’s good fortune did not hold for long; for after seven years in high office, a sudden blow descended upon her husband, as upon so many other persons in the storms of Henry VIII’s later years. Lisle was summoned from Calais, and sent to the Tower, where he ended his days after two years of imprisonment. All his correspondence was impounded, and so we come by the Lisle Papers, which form a sort of Paston Letters for the reign of Henry VIII, in many ways more intimate and revealing than those. From it we derive a most detailed and attractive picture of the life of that society; what is more important for us, it portrays the characters of members of the family circle fully and personally, in a way not possible before, nor for very long after.


But, first, for the family succession at Stowe. Lady Lisle’s father, and the Marshal’s grandfather, was that Sir Thomas with whom we crossed the threshold of the sixteenth century, the first Grenville of whom we have a personal glimpse. He left behind him a mass of children; among others, two sons, Roger his heir and John who was destined for the Church. Of the daughters, Katherine married Sir John Arundell of Lanherne, a very successful match for her, the richest in the county. But we do not hear anything more of her in connection with the family at Stowe, and later there was not much love lost between the Grenvilles and the Arundells. Jane, the eldest daughter, married Sir John Arundell of Trerice, with whose family the Grenvilles remained on the friendliest terms. Unlike the people at Lanherne, who remained straightest and most unyielding of Catholics, the Trerice Arundells went hand-in-hand with the Grenvilles in sympathy with the Reformation and with the new trends in national policy. A third daughter, Agnes, married John Roscarrock. Later we shall find that there was great friendship between our Sir Richard, the younger, and his cousins at Roscarrock, where we find him frequently paying visits. Though the Roscarrocks have all gone now, something of their house remains, an oriel window high up under the roof, a little cramped Tudor courtyard, hidden behind the Georgian front of a farm-house, lying among the same wide placid fields, the sea-gulls coming in from the coast, and from above the house, the view away to Pentire Head and the mouth of Padstow haven.


Sir Thomas had willed his son John, ‘if he be disposed to be a priest, to have the next avoidance of one of the benefices of Bideford or of Kilkhampton.’ He was fortunately so disposed, and thus Kilkhampton came by its Rector (1524–80) who remained in possession throughout all the changes of the Reformation, under seven Bishops of Exeter, Catholic and Protestant, under Henry VIII, Edward VI, Mary and well into the reign of Elizabeth. While still a student at Oxford, he was presented to the family living; he retained it, along with Launcells from 1533 to 1545, then with Week St. Mary till his death in 1580. Altogether he must have had a comfortable time. A trusty servant of the great lady his sister, wrote to her when Latimer and Shaxton resigned their bishoprics: ‘they be not of the wisest sort methinks, for few nowadays will leave and give over such promotions for keeping of opinion.’1 That must have been much what John Grenville thought.


What he did with all his time we do not certainly know. Perhaps he gave himself up to the pleasures of avuncularity, for Richard Carew, that delightful antiquary, says: ‘Sir John Chamond was uncle and great-uncle to at least 300, wherein yet his uncle and neighbour, Master Grenville, Parson of Kilkhampton, did exceed him.’2 The Grenvilles were a prolific lot at this time, but on the whole not long-lived. The Rector’s long span must have meant that he came at the end to represent the family’s continuity more than any other of its numerous figures. Four generations of Grenvilles passed before him; he must have been a very familiar figure, part of the landscape at Kilkhampton, to his great-great-nephew, our Sir Richard. When he came at length to die, in 1580, most of the younger Sir Richard’s career was over: it was only some eleven years away from that fatal day in the Azores.


Parson John’s elder brother, Sir Roger, did not reign long at Stowe, only from 1513 to 1523 – so short a time, indeed, that one wonders how he came by the title ‘the great housekeeper’ with which his descendant endows him.3 He seems to have spent all his time in the west, taking more than his share of local responsibilities, for he was three times Sheriff, in 1510, 1518, and 1522. Like his father he begot a large family of children. It must have been something of a strain to settle them all, and the marriages his children made were on a more homely level than those of the previous generation. Nobody repeated the perilous experiment in grandeur of their aunt, Lady Lisle. They married Cornish Eriseys, Bevils and Tremaynes, Devonshire Fitzes and Specotts. Sir Roger himself left home on one occasion for a celebrated, a too celebrated event, since we find his name among the Cornish gentlemen attending the King to the Field of the Cloth of Gold. That was in 1520. On 21 July, 1523, we find his son Richard, Sewer of the Chamber, named as Sheriff of Cornwall in place of his father, who had died in his year of office, evidently unexpectedly.4 He was only forty-six. And Richard his son reigned in his stead.


Richard very early got down to the duties of his position. The fact that he held the office of Sewer of the Chamber meant that already as a young man he was acquainted with the Court; his subsequent career brought him still more closely into contact. But first he turned his attention to Cornwall. He was one of the Commissioners to collect the subsidy there, next year; he was Sheriff in 1526, and in 1529 was chosen knight of the shire. Along with Sir Piers Edgcumbe, he was returned to that great Parliament which carried through the breach with Rome and with it the Reformation in England. These were years of momentous consequence for the country: one after another the cables were cut which throughout the ages had held this country to the Catholic Church. The gentry of the shires and the burgesses from the towns were consenting parties to every step that was taken, from the abolition of appeals to Rome, to the Act of Supremacy by which the process was consummated. Grenville was in all this: he served throughout that Parliament and was in agreement with what it did; he helped to destroy what it destroyed, the age-long independence of the Church, and to set up what it set up, the supremacy of the Tudor monarchy.


In the early years, he passed his time partly in the west, partly in attendance on Parliament. In 1522, there was an interesting struggle between the Arundells and him for nomination as Sheriff of Devon: it is the first evidence we have of the ill-feeling between them, which was to culminate so tragically in the next generation. We find Thomas Arundell, the clever and intriguing younger son of Sir John – he had been trained as a lawyer and later married the sister of Queen Katherine Howard – writing to Cromwell: ‘Pray let not Sir Richard Grenville be Sheriff of Devonshire; for sith I cannot have it myself, I am so full of charity that I would be right glad that he should go without it.’5 A regular Tudor sentiment, and one that is understandable at all times. However, Grenville had a powerful friend at Court in Sir Francis Bryan, one of the Boleyn circle; and these were the brief days of Anne Boleyn’s ascendancy. Grenville was made Sheriff; and next year, at the splendid ceremonies with which Anne’s coronation was celebrated (Anne going in procession to Westminster, already big with the child that was to be Elizabeth), Sir Richard was among the Knights who served the Queen’s board in Westminster Hall.


On 24 March, 1533, Sir Richard’s uncle, Lord Lisle, was appointed Lord Deputy of Calais. It was an event of great importance for the family; for, from now on for the next seven years, the life of the Grenvilles centres upon Calais, being drawn there like a magnet by the position of its most exalted members. It was not long before Sir Richard followed the Lisles. He had set his heart upon the second post at Calais, after the Lord Deputy, that of High Marshal. It was one that carried with it a considerable establishment, but the getting of it cost him a large expenditure of effort and money. He paid Sir Edward Ringely some £400 for the reversion to the office, but even then there were months of difficult negotiation before Grenville could enter upon it, the path being carefully smoothed by the all-powerful Cromwell.


At length Sir Richard arrived at Calais, and was welcomed by the Lisles with open arms. As the result of an excessively jubilant celebration of his accession to office Sir Richard was ill all the early part of the New Year. There were rumours at Court of his vacating the Marshalship, and to put a stop to them he wrote to the King explaining his indisposition, ‘having drunk something that troubled his stomach in my Lord Deputy’s company and other of the Council at a tavern soon after Christmas.’ Perhaps it was too much to expect two such forceful personalities as Lady Lisle and her nephew to get on together; but certain it is that not long after his arrival, they were on bad terms. The native quarrelsomeness of the Grenville temperament asserted itself. Sir Richard wrote to Cromwell that he had expected to find kindness at Calais, but had encountered the contrary and ‘do find most in the feminine person.’6


It is impossible not to sympathise with Lady Lisle, not so much because she was a woman, but because she was such a gallant, high-spirited one. One cannot but admire the vitality and vigour of her personality. Through all the lapse of time, she comes to us, as so rarely, a perfectly definite human person, so ready-hearted, so busy and generous about life’s affairs, so human in her affections, her troubles and sorrows. There was a warmth about her nature that drew innumerable others to her, so much so that one can read her character in the many facets of their attitude to her. It is like seeing her image reflected in a gallery of mirrors. We are fortunate to have so much of this woman’s life preserved to us; we know more about her and her ways of mind and heart than of any early Tudor character, save only the greatest. She was, more than most great ladies of her time, very devout; in fact, she was rather preyed upon by her churchmen. She had a large clientèle of them, from the humble parson of St. Keverne in remotest Cornwall, to the saintly Hugh Faringdon, last Abbot of Reading, and Bishop Gardiner, a foremost figure in the land.


She was very matriarchal, too, which was not to be wondered at, considering all the little Bassets she had been left with by Sir John, her first husband, and Lord Lisle’s children by his first wife, too, in addition to the wide fringe of Grenvilles extending in every direction. To one of her daughters, Anne Basset, there befell a curious momentary fate: she might have been Queen of England. Lady Lisle had obtained for her daughter a place at Court as maid-of-honour to Jane Seymour, and there she remained under Katherine Howard. After the latter’s fall, it was rumoured at Court that the King’s favour had fallen upon Anne; the Imperial Ambassador wrote off to Charles V that the King ‘is said to have a fancy for the daughter (by her first marriage) of the wife of Lord Lisle’, and describing the great banquet that he gave, with twenty-six ladies at his table, of whom Anne was one. Somehow nothing came of it, but trouble for the Lisles instead.


Lady Lisle had indeed more than her share of troubles. Her marriage to Lisle remained fruitless in spite of the great love that was between them and their fervent hopes of an heir. Lisle had no son by his first marriage and this meant that his title would become extinct with him. As against this, they were very happy in the marriage of Lisle’s daughter Frances to John, Lady Lisle’s eldest son, the Basset heir. John died not long after his marriage, but he left a son called Arthur after Lord Lisle, a friend and contemporary of our Sir Richard the younger, and partner in some of his enterprises.


Difficulties, public as well as private, thickened round the Lisles. Calais stood exposed to all the winds of doctrine that blew, whether from France or the Netherlands, from Rome or the obscure recesses of Germany. The place was a prey to dreary preaching Protestants and to no less dreary, but fortunately not preaching Catholics. The Council which governed Calais could scarcely govern itself, for it was divided from top to bottom between those who favoured the old and those who leaned to the new. Even the Grenville interest was divided against itself, for while Lady Lisle was a devout Catholic, Sir Richard Grenville was an opportunist and supported the Reformers. As Lisle grew older, his grip upon the administration, never very firm, grew slacker; an easy-going, good-natured old person, it was evident that he was incompetent. His position was not helped at such a time, when the religious changes were going through in England, by his wife’s demonstrative attachment to Catholic practices, upon which Cranmer once and again remonstrated with her.


Things came to a head early in 1540 with an affair which made Lisle’s incompetence, in such a dangerous time, look more like treason. His chaplain had been to Rome, and there had got into communication with Henry’s arch-enemy, Cardinal Pole. Lisle’s Yorkist blood told against him; at once Henry and Cromwell scented a conspiracy. Lisle was summoned to England and sent to the Tower, where he remained for the next two years, and after surviving the imminent threat of execution, died upon the rumour of his release. Lady Lisle remained for a time in confinement, and then was allowed to retire into the country, being driven to distraction, so Foxe the martyrologist informs us, by her troubles.7 The circle at Calais was broken for ever. Silence draws down upon them and their doings. There are no more letters with their delicious revelations of all the to and fro of that busy generous household. Yet Lady Lisle lived on for many years, until in fact her infant grandson, Arthur Basset, attained his majority; and that is the last that we hear of her.


II


The downfall of the Lisles did not immediately affect Sir Richard’s position at Calais. He remained on, performing his duties as High Marshal which there is every reason to suppose he had competently fulfilled. Moreover, he had been careful to keep on friendly terms with Cromwell; we hear of him sending a leash of falcons, or making other gifts to the Lord Privy Seal. Only once was there a serious brush between them, and that was over the marriage of Grenville’s daughter Margaret.


Sir Richard Lee, who had risen from the ranks as one of Cromwell’s agents to be Surveyor of Calais, wished to marry into the Grenville family. But he offered nothing like such a good jointure as Mr. Tregian, one of the wealthiest men in Cornwall, had offered with his son and heir. It was an awkward predicament, for the Marshal was very anxious not to offend Cromwell, and yet these were not very good terms for a Grenville to marry a Lee upon. Sir Richard hesitated; he thought that the Surveyor was presuming. This drew a round declaration from Cromwell that the lady would be marrying into as good a house as her own. This, from such a quarter, was a strong recommendation; the marriage took place, and Sir Richard had to make the best of it. Tregian’s son married instead, Katherine, eldest daughter of Sir John Arundell of Lanherne. The son of this marriage was Francis Tregian, the Catholic and recusant; and Grenville’s grandson, our Sir Richard, was the instrument of the ruin of that family’s fortunes. It is a curious tale which falls in due place.


In the last year of Lisle’s administration Sir Richard obtained permission to come over to look to his affairs. It was a very important juncture: it was just at this time that the full tide of monastic lands began to flow into the market and had to be taken advantage of by the provident husbandman. Grenville had had an interview with the King, who asked about Calais and then rode hunting. But it was not until he arrived in the west and saw the opportunities afforded by the dissolution of the monasteries, that he made up his mind for himself. From Stowe, he addressed a long letter to Cromwell, a very significant historical document which reveals as hardly any other what was passing in the minds of so many of these country gentry confronted with a unique opportunity.8


When last he was with Cromwell, he wrote, he had said that he had no suit to the King for land or fee; but since then he has bethought him that if he has not some piece of the suppressed land, by purchase or gift, ‘I should stand out of the case of few men of worship of this realm.’ He is as glad as any man in the realm of the suppression of these orgulous persons and devourers of God’s word and takers away of the glory of Christ, who, he reckons, were also takers away of the wealth of the realm and ‘spys to the devilish Bishop of Rome.’ Then follows the most revealing passage, one which might have been taken for their text by Henry and Cromwell in their dispersion of church-property, so well does it express the social motive behind it. He says that he would gladly buy some of the suppressed lands in these parts, that his heirs may be of the same mind for their own profit. He suggests the priory of Launceston, valued at £14 per annum, and the Manor of Norton at £19. If the King would make him a gift up to the value of £8 per annum, he will give twenty years purchase for the rest.


It was a cool suggestion, but he did not obtain it. Only those who stood on terms of intimate favour with the King, such as Cromwell himself, or in the west, Lord Russell, got gifts of land. Others had to buy in the ordinary course of a competitive market. Launceston priory went in the end, not to Grenville, but to Sir Gawen Carew. But the letter is a superb piece of unconscious self-portraiture: the cool self-interest of it identified with the greater glory of Christ; the candid and correct assumption that the possession of church lands would commit later generations to the Suppression. No wonder that Catholics, and not they alone, have so hated the men of the Reformation. Sir Richard Grenville was no exception; everybody else of his class, or everybody who could, went and did likewise. He was rather nicer and more candid than most.


That summer Grenville and his wife spent in the West Country, from the end of July to mid-October. No doubt there was much business to be looked to, but it was also the season of harvest, of visiting, and as autumn came on, of much merry-making. They went on a round of visits to their friends and kinsfolk, staying for a time with Lord Russell at Exeter, now the greatest man in the west. After this Grenville returned to Calais for the last year of his uncle’s administration; he took his part in the elaborate ceremonies of welcome to Anne of Cleves who passed through Calais to a reluctant spouse awaiting her in England: her reception was the last official act of the Lisles. Upon their recall, Grenville remained on for seven months more, continuing to perform his duties as High Marshal until October 1540. The King, however, was determined to have a complete change in the administration, and on 3 October Sir Thomas Poynings was appointed Marshal in his place.9 Sir Richard was written to by the Privy Council to come over, being assured that the King was ‘his good Lord as at his coming hither (which he should accelerate) he should perceive.’ Henry was as good as his word: Sir Richard was not implicated in the suspicions regarding Lisle, but it was the end of his career in office.


Some time before the Marshal’s return, we do not know precisely when, his son and heir Roger married; it may be that this was the purpose of Sir Richard’s long stay in the West Country in 1539. Of Roger, our Sir Richard’s father, we know nothing except when he married, the names of his children, and the manner of his end. His wife was Thomasine Cole of Slade, a Devonshire family with whom the Grenvilles had married in previous generations; and they seem to have had two sons, Charles and John, before the young Richard, who survived them, was born. On his return to England, Sir Richard bought the reversion to Buckland Abbey in Devonshire, for which on 24 May 1541, he paid the sum of £233 3s. 4d.10 It seems likely that he bought the estate upon which to settle his heir; for, from the fact that his son’s child, Charles, was buried at the parish church of Buckland Monachorum nearby on 28 August 1544,11 we may surmise that the monastic house was being used as a residence and Roger Grenville’s young family being brought up there.


Not much change in the buildings was effected at first, but later when the young Richard grew up and lived for some years here, he devoted himself to pulling down and reconstructing. The possession of Buckland gave the Grenvilles what they had never had before, a footing in South Devon. The Abbey lies some way up the charming and wooded valley of the Tavy, two or three miles from the junction of Tavy and Tamar. Considerably farther up lay, in those days, the great Abbey of Tavistock. Buckland lies in a wooded hollow, the great Roborough Down above it extending all along the ridge from Yelverton to Plymouth. The proximity to Plymouth must have itself been a considerable influence upon the young Richard as a lad, for some part of his early years was probably spent at Buckland, and much of his early manhood.


But very little is known of his early years; in that respect he is like practically all the great figures of the Tudor Age: we do not know much of the childhood even of royal persons, of Elizabeth herself. As regards many of the sea-captains, we do not know the date of their birth. This has been the case hitherto with Grenville.12 But a new document, the Inquisition taken after the death of old Sir Richard the Marshal, informs us that his grandson and heir was eight years old on 15 June 1550.13 We may take it then that he was born on or about 15 June 1542; and some such date is borne out by the inscription on the portrait of him painted in 1571, stating that he was then 29.14 Somewhere about the same time, within a year or two, there was born upon the barton of Crowndale, farther up the valley in the parish of Tavistock, Francis Drake, greatest of Elizabethan sea-captains and Grenville’s great rival.


The Marshal, having now retired to Stowe, went on gathering desirable bits of church property: these years provided opportunities not to be missed. He bought the rectory and advowson of Morwenstow, that loneliest and remotest of all Cornish parishes in the north-eastern corner of the county, with its Norman church perched in the throat of a gully, and beyond, a four hundred feet drop to the sea. Four years later he carried through his largest transaction of this kind; along with Roger Blewett of Holcombe Regis, he bought for £1196 19s. the fat manor of Tynyell in Landulph parish, on the banks of the Tamar, which had belonged to St. German’s priory, and a number of properties in Devonshire and other counties.15


Later he sold off much of this property. In 1547, for example, he broke up the manor of Tynyell, and sold the barton of Clifton in Landulph parish, with 100 acres of land and a fishery next the seashore there, to Thomas Arundell of Leigh and Thomasine his wife. What makes this transaction interesting is that this Thomasine was the young widow of Roger, Sir Richard’s son, who after his death married Thomas Arundell; and it is probable that the young Richard was partly brought up as a child with the Arundells at Clifton. What is more curious and exciting, is that this is the Cornish farm to which one of the last representatives of the Emperors at Constantinople, John Palæologus, came and settled down, who now lies buried here in the little church at Landulph by a quiet reach of the river.


Sir Richard, gathering years now, yet not old, settled well into the routine of his West-Country life once more: we find him in the commissions of the Peace for both Devon and Cornwall in 1544 and 1545, and in the latter year he became Sheriff of Cornwall for the third time. But he was not yet to rust in retirement. On the outbreak of the French war in 1543, the last and fiercest of Henry’s reign, he was appointed with others a collector of the moneys levied for the defence of the country. The war – it was a peculiarly senseless one and waged for no particular object – waxed fiercer, more determined on both sides.


In 1546, when it became evident that it was to be a fight to a finish between the English and the French, the Emperor having withdrawn, orders were sent out for musters to be levied in the counties. Devonshire was to provide 500 men for the war in France and Cornwall 300. Sir Richard was appointed chief captain to lead the Devonshire contingent, and we find him paid conduct money for 200 soldiers, fife, drum and all, all the way from Calstock to Dover. One imagines the straggling little bands, brave in their new coats, marching up from the West Country to fight in the fields of France: it is a perennial theme in our history. What they did in the war we do not know, except that some of them died: there is so little record of the simple inarticulate men upon whom the blank burden of history falls. For Sir Richard, it was a renewal of his acquaintance with French soil, his last term abroad.


Already, in 1545, he had suffered a heavy blow in the loss of his son Roger. It was all the more bitter, because it happened by an accident which should have been avoidable, the capsizing of the Mary Rose. That summer the sea-warfare was at its height, and there was a tremendous struggle for the mastery of the Channel. The French gathered a great fleet together in the Norman harbours: never had they been so powerful at sea – this was the heyday of their maritime power. Along the English coast and into the west there was consternation; preparations for defence were hurriedly pushed forward. The English fleet was concentrated at Portsmouth; by 17 July, some eighty sail were there, ‘forty of the ships large and beautiful,’ waiting to be joined by sixty more from the west. The King himself went down, ageing and swollen, but indomitable as ever; what happened, happened under his eye.


On Sunday, 19 July, while Henry was at dinner on his flagship, the Great Harry‚ the French fleet suddenly appeared. It was a hot, windless day; the English ships could not get out to meet them and the French sent their galleys into the harbour. Henry hurriedly left his ship, and all day there was fighting in and around the harbour. The galleys were beaten off; but in the evening about five o’clock, after the fighting was over, the Mary Rose, the second largest of Henry’s ships, suddenly heeled over and capsized. It was an accident like that which overtook the Royal George in the same spot some two hundred years later. It appears – so the Imperial Ambassador was told by a Fleming among the survivors – that after the firing and the heat, for the Mary Rose was a heavily armed ship, the lowest row of gun-ports was left open, and a sudden wind arising towards evening, she heeled over and foundered with all aboard, some five hundred men in all.16 Only twenty or thirty of them were picked up and they ‘servants, sailors and the like.’ She was commanded by the Vice-Admiral, Sir George Carew; young Roger Grenville was her Captain; there must have been many western men among all those who were drowned.


Peace was made in 1546, leaving Boulogne in English hands, and more of a nuisance than it was worth, as certainly it could not be maintained in the weak grasp of Henry’s successor, a child in his minority, under the government of the Protector Somerset. One of the worst legacies of the war, most important for the West Country, was the growth of piracy and disorder in the Channel. Private depredations on commerce went on all around these coasts to such an extent as to amount to open, if unacknowledged, warfare. In August 1548, the Council sent down a general Commission to the western counties permitting them to set forth ships to prey upon the French: license to take the law into their own hands, to wage private war. Sir Richard Grenville was appointed to the Commission for licences for Devonshire; his brother John joyfully seized the opportunity to fit out ships on his own and do a little privateering off the coast of France. But this was not the end of the trouble; in these years, adventuring, privateering, piracy, flourished together. This then was the atmosphere in which the grandson, young Richard, grew up: the school of Elizabethan seamanship.


Nor were conditions inland any less disturbed. Henry VIII’s government had prevented unrest in a backward county like Cornwall, going through the disturbing process of the Reformation, from coming to a dangerous head. But there were disturbances, natural enough in so primitive and raw a population, very ignorant and all the more attached to its traditional Catholic rites. The Cornish were anxious to retain their holy-days and feasts, which were far too numerous in the eyes of the rising class of gentry, bent on speeding up the pace of work under the stimulus of gain.


When Henry’s rule gave way to the weak benevolence of the Protector Somerset, things grew to a storm. In the summer of 1548, the western parishes were in a flame, what with the Commission for the survey of church goods, and the Injunctions for the removal of images, the abolishing of the ancient ceremonies. There were tumultuous assemblies at Penryn and Helston; at the latter, William Body, Archdeacon of Cornwall, who had bought his archdeaconry from Thomas Winter, Wolsey’s natural son, was murdered by a pious but infuriated mob. All this gave food for thought to the gentry who supported the new dispensation, as it certainly filled their hands with work. Sir Richard Grenville was appointed to head the special commission of Oyer and Terminer, which assembled at Launceston on 21 May to hear the indictment of some twenty-two prisoners, six having already been sent up to stand their trial in London.17  Sir Martin Geoffrey, the priest who was the ring-leader, was hanged at Smithfield; at Launceston some seven or eight were condemned to the horrible penalties for high treason.


Next year, the whole of the west was in a blaze of rebellion. The occasion was the introduction of the new Prayer Book, with the service in English, in place of the old Latin mass: to the Cornish, who knew little or no English at this time, the new service was no better than the ‘Christmas mumming’ which they called it in the Articles containing their demands. This time it was a general movement: some thousands of men swarmed together with the instinctive stirring of a hive of bees; the gentry could make no head against them, could not even resist. Some of them may have been sympathetic, certainly the Arundells of Lanherne, who definitely leaned to the Catholic side: it was the turning-point in that family’s long record of prosperity. Humphrey Arundell of Helland, their cousin, became the leader of the rebels.


They concentrated at Bodmin, whence they marched, joined by the Devonshire contingents, upon Exeter, which was besieged by this army of ten thousand men from the end of June to the beginning of August. Exeter held out, ever loyal to the Tudors – though even more to itself: for its citizens well knew the destruction of property which would ensue if the wild Cornishmen were once admitted within those walls to plunder the well-stocked shops, the wealthy merchants. Lord Russell was sent to their relief, with an army of German mercenaries and ordnance from the Tower; it was only after a series of hotly contested actions that he succeeded in raising the siege. Plymouth, which was not then fortified, had fallen to the rebels, except for its castle.


It must have been at the hands of a contingent en route for Plymouth that Sir Richard Grenville met with the misadventure so charmingly told by Carew. Sir Richard was then in the vicinity of Plymouth, and for safety threw himself into Trematon Castle, now only a girdle of grey walls upon a high knoll, looking down on one side upon Antony passage, and on the other through the leaves of the trees, across the broad water of the Hamoaze to Devonport. Carew relates:




‘At the last Cornish commotion, Sir Richard Grenville the elder, with his Lady and followers, put themselves into this castle, and there for a while endured the Rebels’ siege, encamped in three places against it, who wanting great ordinance, could have wrought the besieged small scathe, had his friends or enemies, kept faith and promise: but some of those within, slipping by night over the walls, with their bodies after their hearts, and those without mingling humble entreatings with rude menaces, he was hereby won, to issue forth at a postern gate for parley. The while a part of those rakehells, not knowing what honesty, and far less how much the word of a soldier imported, stepped between him and home, laid hold on his aged unwieldy body and threatened to leave it lifeless, if the enclosed did not leave their resistance. So prosecuting their first treachery against the Prince, with suitable actions towards his subjects, they seized the Castle and exercised the uttermost of their barbarous cruelties (death excepted) on the surprised prisoners. The seely gentlewomen, without regard of sex or shame, were stripped from their apparrel to their very smocks, and some of their fingers broken, to pluck away their rings, and Sir Richard himself made an exchange from Trematon Castle to that of Launceston, with the gaol to boot.’18





It was a humiliating experience for an old warrior. Here he remained, until in August, Humphrey Arundell returned defeated from the fierce battles that had raged round Exeter. There was some further resistance put up in the streets of Launceston; and Russell wrote to the Council that Arundell upon arriving there ‘immediately began to practice with the townsmen and the keepers of Grenville and other gentlemen for the murder of them that night.’ There is no other evidence to corroborate this, and it is inherently improbable. Arundell himself deposed, when in the Tower, that he had fled from the rebels, over-riding them through the night, ‘and declared all the matter to Sir Richard Grenville and there was stayed.’ He was sent up to London, along with Sir Thomas Pomeroy, John Winslade and other leaders, and there with them executed.


This rebellion, or the ‘Commotion’ as it was most often called in contemporary literature, was much the most important event in Cornish history of the sixteenth century. It was the last pathetic protest of the old Catholic medieval order. After its defeat, the west settled down under the new regime; and with the growth of hostility to Spain in western waters and with the struggle opening out for command of the seaways to the New World, the western sea-board was brought into the forefront of the long battle-line. With this movement, it swung forward into line with the rest of the nation, or rather, for the next fifty years, into the vanguard of it; from being Catholic and backward, it became aggressively Protestant; at any rate, its leading families were and recruited the forward school of action in Elizabeth’s reign.


These exciting events must have been not without some influence upon the young Richard Grenville’s mind. We do not know where he was at the time, but he may have been in Trematon Castle with his grandfather; almost certainly, if he were living then with his mother and his stepfather, Thomas Arundell of Leigh, at Clifton. For Clifton lies out on a low-lying neck of land, on the Tamar above Saltash, where the river loops round to Halton Quay; and it would be the natural thing for a family of gentry in time of ‘Commotion’ to seek refuge in Trematon, the nearest stronghold. We know from a Chancery case many years afterwards, when Richard Grenville had run his life’s course and died a hero in a blaze of glory, that he had grown up with Alexander Arundell his half-brother, between whom throughout their lives ‘divers enterprises of kindness and friendship did pass,’ and that they frequently lent each other money, ‘being so linked in true and firm love each to other that as the nearest in blood so in love none were more sure and steadfast.’19


Not long after the rising, on 15 March 1550, old Sir Richard died; and within a month after, his wife followed him. They were buried together at Kilkhampton, the one on 24 March, the other on 25 April 1550.20 It may be, as the earliest and best biography of our Sir Richard suggests, with its aristocratic, eighteenth-century prejudice, that it was the vexation and hardships this distinguished old couple endured at the hands of the rebels, which brought them so soon afterwards to their grave.21  We may take leave to suppose that it was due rather to old age.


From his will, we can see that the family property, under Sir Richard’s hands, had grown considerably.22 An entry in the books of the Court of Wards gives us for the first time a statement of the annual value of the estate: £237 3s. 9d.23 This was no inconsiderable amount in those days: it was something approaching one-half the value of the Earl of Devonshire’s large estates in the west. It meant that with the exception of the Arundells of Lanherne, the Grenvilles were about the richest of Cornish landowners. Most of his property, Sir Richard’s will left to his wife, during the minority of his grandson. She was to have Buckland, which he names Buckland Grenville, for a long period of years; and it appears from the provision that she was to cut down as much timber as she pleased for ‘the building of the mansion place,’ that the work of turning the abbey into a house in which to dwell was either already started or in contemplation. Dame Maude was also to have Stowe, according to the will, during the minority. After various legacies, the residue of the property and the entailed estate were demised upon his grandson and heir, who was not yet eight years old. The ink was hardly dry upon the will before its elaborate provisions regarding Dame Maude lapsed with her death, and the young Richard succeeded, a minor.


Except for the medieval Archbishop, old Sir Richard was the most distinguished figure the family produced, until his grandson who out-distanced him. We have no such intimate a view into his mind and heart as we have of Lady Lisle, perhaps partly for the reason that he was a man, and she a woman. Carew summed up his life objectively enough: ‘So did Sir Richard Grenville the elder interlace his home magistracy with martial employments abroad; whereof the King testified his good liking by his liberality.’ But there was another side to him than this. At the gay court of Henry VIII, where the young peers the Earl of Surrey and Lord Vaux, and the brilliant Sir Thomas Wyatt and Sir Francis Bryan, friend of the Lisles, were writing in the dawn of that sweet new Italian style which was to lead on to the splendid day of Spenser and Marlowe and Shakespeare, Sir Richard had his part. There is very little of his writing left, only two poems of his preserved in the British Museum;24 but they are sufficiently accomplished, and what is more they are personal in tone, true to the man he was. When others were singing, like Surrey, of his love:








‘When raging love with extreme pain


Most cruelly distrains my heart’;











or with Wyatt, to his lute:








‘My lute, awake! perform the last


Labour that thou and I shall waste,


And end that I have now begun’;











Sir Richard Grenville, going abroad to seek his fortune, wrote a poem:


In Praise of Seafaring Men in Hopes of Good Fortune








Who seeks the way to win renown,


    Or flies with wings of high desire;


Who seeks to wear the laurel crown,


    Or hath the mind that would aspire:


Tell him his native soil eschew,


Tell him go range and seek anew.







To pass the seas some think a toil,


    Some think it strange abroad to roam,


Some think it grief to leave their soil,


    Their parents, kinsfolk and their home;


Think so who list, I like it not,


I must abroad to try my lot.




















Who list at home at cart to trudge,


    And cark and care for worldly trash,


With buckled shoes let him go trudge,


    Instead of lance a whip to slash:


A mind that base his kind will show


Of carrion sweet to feed a crow.







If Jason of that mind had been


    The Grecians when they came to Troy,


Had never so the Trojans fought,


    Nor never put them to such annoy:


Wherefore who list to live at home,


To purchase fame I will go roam.











If it is a character of poetry to bring physical images to mind, then this is not mere versifying:








Who list at home at cart to trudge …


    Instead of lance a whip to slash:











One seems almost to see the carter trudging by his horses, cracking his whip as he goes through the slush and mire of those vacant fields around the vanished house at Stowe.


But there was another theme which prompted him, tossed to and fro as he frequently was on the seas between this country and France, or journeying from the far west up to Court, from London to Calais and back again to the west:




 







Another of Sea Fardingers describing evil Fortunes






What pen can well report the plight


    Of those that travel on the sea;


To pass the weary winter’s night


    With stormy clouds, wishing for day;


With waves that toss them to and fro;


Their poor estate is hard to show.







We wander still from luff to lee


    And find no steadfast winds to blow;


We still remain in jeopardy,


    Each perilous point is hard to show;


In time we hope to find redress


That long have lived in heaviness …










When frets and states have had their fill,


    The gentle calm the coast will clear,


The haughty hearts shall have their will,


    That long hath wept with mourning cheer;


And leave the seas with their annoy,


At home at ease to live in joy.











Such was the voice of the old, the passing age: something of geniality, of a care-free spirit, went with it. A new generation sprang up, a new age: one more strenuous, even to the point of communicating a certain strain to its choicest spirits, less given to happy ease and enjoyment.
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