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PREFACE


A unique relationship existed between King Charles II (1630–85) and George Villiers (1628–87), 2nd Duke of Buckingham. The life and reign of King Charles II, the so-called ‘Merry Monarch’, was like that of no other King: Charles had to survive a civil war, the execution of his father, the rule of Oliver Cromwell and the life of a king in exile without a kingdom, before his eventual restoration to the throne in 1660. At his side from childhood, and throughout all these events, was the Duke of Buckingham.


The relationship of these two childhood friends, although close, was at times a tempestuous one. They alternated between periods of almost brotherly love to complete alienation from each other. They had a number of serious disputes and the Duke was sent to the Tower of London on a number of occasions. Yet, for all that, it was a friendship that managed to endure right to the end of their lives.


‘They must be very silly, that think he can do anything out of a good intention,’ wrote Samuel Pepys about Buckingham. The poet John Dryden thought no more of him when he satirised him as Zimri in Absalom and Achitophel:


Stiff in opinions, always in the wrong;


Was everything by starts and nothing long;


Yet he was also described as the ‘most graceful and beautiful person that any Court in Europe ever saw’.1


King Charles II was a man of varied interests who enjoyed entertainment and a good laugh. It is no wonder that he found Buckingham’s company stimulating. The Duke had great charm and was a renowned wit, and often amused the members of the royal court with his impersonations of other courtiers. Because of his relationship with the King, Buckingham was also an extremely influential figure in the politics of the Restoration period. He kept close ties with his cousin and mistress of Charles II, Barbara Villiers, a woman with almost unrivalled influence at court. He was suspected of having links with Colonel Thomas Blood and other Protestant Nonconformist radicals. (Blood was later convicted of being involved in a plot to destroy the reputation of the Duke of Buckingham by accusing him of sodomy.) Buckingham was also a man who held grudges and among his enemies were the Earl of Clarendon and the Duke of Ormonde. Not all his fights took the form of words, either, as he was involved in a duel in which he seriously wounded the husband of his mistress, Lady Shrewsbury. The unfortunate man died and Buckingham, who received a pardon from his friend King Charles, brought Lady Shrewsbury to live with him in the same house as his wife!


The relationship between Charles II and the Duke of Buckingham was an abiding one that managed to survive the treachery, dishonesty and political manoeuvring of the Restoration Court.
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One


THE FATHERS


It was the morning of 23 August 1628 and George Villiers, 1st Duke of Buckingham, or Steenie as he was known, was in Portsmouth. He was attending to business as Lord High Admiral and Commander-in-Chief of the English forces. It was well known that the influence enjoyed by the Duke, as well as his political activities, had earned him many enemies. Despite this he had ignored recent advice to wear a protective shirt of mail under his clothes. As he made his way to breakfast that morning in the house of the Treasurer to the Army and his private secretary, Captain Mason, he paused for a moment in the passage between the hall and the parlour to speak to one of his colonels, Sir Thomas Fryer.1 Suddenly, a man stepped forward from behind the hangings and stabbed Steenie deeply in the left side of his chest. Pulling out the knife Steenie cried ‘Villain’, and with great courage made a number of steps forward in an attempt to apprehend his attacker. However, the noble Duke fell against a table and in a few moments was dead. He was 37 years of age.


The 1st Duke of Buckingham had been assassinated by John Felton, a discharged naval officer. Felton, inspired by the degree of political unrest in the country, believed that by plunging his knife into Steenie’s chest he was fulfilling his God-given duty. Leaving the confusion in the hallway, he made his way to the kitchens of the house. He soon gave himself up, admitted his guilt and was taken to Portsmouth gaol. He was later tried, found guilty and hanged at Tyburn, but not before he had repented of his crime, describing it as ‘abhorrent’.2


Steenie had been a close friend not only to the King but also to the King’s father, James I. Beginning his life at the royal court of James I as a lowly courtier, the tall, impressive-looking Steenie managed to climb the social ladder until he became the first non-royal duke to be created in over a century. His father had held the much lower rank of knight and sheriff in Leicestershire. Steenie’s progress through the classes was rapid. He was first introduced to King James I in 1614; by 1616 he was Master of the Horse; by 1617 Earl of Buckingham; and by 1619 Lord High Admiral. He was raised to the dukedom of Buckingham in May 1623. The 1st Duke of Buckingham became one of the richest noblemen in England.


This astonishingly rapid elevation in life was due to the close relationship he enjoyed with James I. The King’s interest in him was nothing short of an infatuation and seems to have been evident from their first meeting. One contemporary noted: ‘. . . a youth, his name is Villiers, a Northamptonshire man; he begins to be in favour with His Majesty’.3 James is reported to have said that ‘Christ has his John, and I have my George’. It was widely believed that their relationship grew into a passionate homosexual one, a rumour that did no good at all to the King’s reputation.4 When James’s son ascended the throne as Charles I, Steenie continued to enjoy considerable influence over affairs of state, much of it responsible for damaging the new king’s relationship with Parliament. Charles I was devastated at the news of Steenie’s assassination. According to Edward Hyde, Earl of Clarendon:


[King Charles I] departed to his chamber, and threw himself upon his bed, lamenting with much passion and with abundance of tears the loss he had of an excellent servant and the horrid manner in which he had been deprived of him; and he continued in this melancholic . . . discomposure of mind many days.5


Such was Steenie’s lack of popularity among the people, however, that the news of his assassination was greeted by widespread rejoicing. The reasons for this lack of affection were many. He had been prominent in arranging the marriage between Charles I and the French Catholic Princess Henrietta-Maria, which took place in 1625. This marriage brought with it the possibility of a Catholic succession to the throne, which greatly alarmed both the King’s Protestant subjects and the Protestant-dominated Parliament. He was also blamed for a number of embarrassing military defeats such as a doomed military expedition to take the Spanish port of Cadiz in October 1625 and the defeat of an English force sent to the French port of La Rochelle in support of the Huguenots. Buckingham was described by one contemporary as ‘the cause of all our miseries . . . the grievance of grievances’.6 A short time before, even his personal astrologer had been attacked by a mob and lynched on a London street.


Yet, no matter how unpopular Steenie became, Charles I continued to stand by him. When an attempt was made to impeach the Duke in May 1626 on a range of charges including the purchase of honours, failure to guard the sea and ‘mis-employing’ the King’s revenue, the King refuted all the charges made against his favourite, and had him successfully elected to the position of Chancellor of Cambridge University while the impeachment debates were still in progress. Charles eventually saved him by dissolving Parliament. He was then tried before the Royal Court of Star Chamber but the charges were dismissed. In 1628 Parliament once again tried to force the King to dismiss him, but without success. Later that year Steenie lay dead on a floor in Portsmouth.




Two


THE SONS


As the blood-soaked body of the 1st Duke of Buckingham lay on the floor in Portsmouth, Lady Katherine Manners, the Duke’s pregnant wife, pushed though the crowd of shocked onlookers to her husband’s side. Katherine was the daughter of Francis Manners, 6th Earl of Rutland. Her father’s objections to her marriage had been overcome by Steenie arranging for the granting of valuable royal monopolies to her family. Such was the King’s affection for Steenie that as preparations were made for her husband to be buried in Henry VII’s chapel at Westminster Abbey, he promised Katherine ‘he would be a father to her children, and a husband to herself’.1 This was just as well, since Steenie had left behind massive debts to the tune of £70,000 and mortgages on many of his lands.2 Within a few years most of these debts were paid off.3


Steenie’s son, George Villiers, Earl of Coventry, now inherited the title of Duke of Buckingham. The new duke would, in time, become the man who has been described as ‘of all the bad men in a bad time . . . perhaps the worst, without shame, honour, or decency’.4 The 2nd Duke of Buckingham was born on 30 January 1628. He was christened at a lavish ceremony held at Wallingford House, officiated over by William Laud, Bishop of London and later Archbishop of Canterbury, his father’s confessor and someone to whom Steenie had been a good patron. Standing as godfathers were none other than the King and the Earl of Suffolk. The Duchess of Richmond acted as a godmother in place of the Queen who, as a Catholic, could not take part in a Protestant ceremony. Buckingham was only seven months old when his father was assassinated. With the murderous stroke of John Felton’s dagger the influence of father over son had been denied.


In April 1629, only months after the murder of her husband, the Duchess gave birth to another baby boy, giving Buckingham a new brother, Francis, in addition to an older sister, Mary, who was by then six years old. An elder brother Charles had died in infancy in 1627.


A few months after her husband’s assassination, Katherine took the monumental step of converting back to Catholicism, the religion of her birth. Her conversion to Protestantism had merely been an attempt to facilitate her marriage to Steenie. At the same time she discharged most of the late Duke’s Protestant servants.5 The religious conversion of his dear friend’s widow in this way perturbed the fervently Protestant King, who was worried, in particular, about the fate of Steenie’s children. He decided to have them removed from their mother and to take responsibility for them himself.


Thus it happened that the 2nd Duke of Buckingham, along with his brother Lord Francis, was brought up at court alongside the royal family. Their sister, Lady Mary, or Mall as she was known, was sent to live with the family of the Earl of Pembroke. On Christmas day 1634, at 12 years of age, Mall married the Earl’s son and heir, the 17-year-old Charles, Lord Herbert of Shurland. After the wedding the young bridegroom was sent to complete his studies on the Continent, where he contracted smallpox and died. After this tragedy the young widow was also brought to the royal court for a time to live with her two brothers.


It did not take long for Mall to cast aside her role as grieving widow and become involved in the fun and games of the children at the royal court in a way that befitted her young age. In particular, she loved to climb the apple trees in Charles I’s private garden. In the branches of one of these trees Charles, Prince of Wales, spotted the shape of a strange and exotic bird one day. He sent a boy called George Porter to shoot the fowl, believing that it would make a most splendid specimen. Luckily, Porter did not use his firearm too hastily as the ‘specimen’ in question turned out to be Mall, whose widow’s veil had become entangled in the branches of the tree she had been climbing. She pelted the boy with apples before agreeing to be assisted to the ground.


When Mall heard that Charles had mistaken her for an exotic bird, she insisted that Porter carry her to the Prince in a big basket. Porter laid the basket before the Prince of Wales telling him that it was a butterfly and that he had managed to capture it alive. When Charles lifted the cover he was greeted by Mall, who jumped from the basket and gave him an affectionate hug. Thereafter, she was known to those at court as the ‘butterfly’.6 In 1636 such days of childhood fun came to an end for Mall when she was married for a second time, on this occasion to James Stuart, Duke of Lennox and Richmond, a close relative of the King.


In 1635 Buckingham’s mother decided to marry the Earl of Antrim, Randal Mc Donnell. This act worsened her relations with the royal court as Mc Donnell was regarded there as a Catholic fanatic. The King’s attitude towards her contact with the children hardened even more.


While King Charles I was a strong supporter of the Anglican or Episcopalian Protestant Church, Henrietta-Maria was a staunch, practising Catholic throughout her life.7 Until the time of Steenie’s death, the Queen had come very much second in her husband’s affections, excluded as she was from the close association of King and favourite. Even at his coronation ceremony, when he stumbled on the steps to the throne and was assisted by Steenie, Charles took the Duke’s arm and said, ‘I have as much need to help you as you to assist me.’8 (As a result of her reluctance to take part in a Protestant ceremony, Henrietta-Maria was not present at the coronation.) During the early years of their marriage they quarrelled frequently. After the Duke’s assassination their relationship grew closer, with Charles now turning to his wife for the support he needed.9


It is significant that soon after Steenie’s death the Queen conceived. Their first son, Charles James, was born and died in May 1629. The future Charles II was born one year later, on 29 May 1630, at St James’s Palace. Henrietta-Maria would describe her baby as ugly, and at four months old the size of a one-year-old.10 No wonder that in adulthood he would grow to stand six feet tall, a remarkable height at that time. Neither of his parents attained this stature: the King’s growth had been stunted by rickets and the Queen was a small, slight woman. The baby also had the first signs of that dark complexion which he was to retain throughout his life. Charles was baptised, on 27 June, by Bishop Laud, just as Buckingham had been.


Other babies followed, with six out of their nine children managing to survive the early years. Mary, Princess Royal, was born in 1631, James, Duke of York, in 1633, Elizabeth in 1635, Henry, Duke of Gloucester, in 1640, and Henrietta in 1644. Neither Anne, born in 1637, nor Catherine, born in 1639, survived infancy.


Buckingham was only two years older than Charles, Prince of Wales, with whom he would now share an upbringing. From this young age Buckingham was inducted into the world of the royal court:


The bending knee, the hushed speech, the highly polished manners and graceful smoothness required for daily intercourse with majesty were thinly spread over a gruelling routine of lessons, religion, exquisitely artificial entertainments and violent exercise.11


The experience of being brought up at court undoubtedly influenced Buckingham’s view of life. As one writer puts it, ‘It was hard for Buckingham to remember that he was not truly a prince.’12 It must also have engendered jealousy in him at times, since he was not the future king of England. How obvious it must have been to him that, although the two boys shared everything from governors to games, there was a difference between the way people reacted to a young duke and to the heir to the throne. Their little male group was completed by their brothers James, Duke of York, and Francis Villiers.


Charles, James, Buckingham and Francis spent their summers enjoying the amenities offered by a variety of royal palaces such as Greenwich, Hampton Court and Oatlands, while they wintered usually at St James’s Palace.13 All evidence suggests that the children experienced a caring and loving environment. In 1638, at the age of 8, Charles was made a Knight of the Garter and Prince of Wales. It was also time for him to be granted his own household.


The boys’ education was guided by a number of people throughout these years. One of their most influential governors was William Cavendish, Earl of Newcastle, who was described by Edward Hyde as:


. . . a very fine gentleman, active and full of courage, and most accomplished in those qualities of horsemanship, dancing and fencing . . . amorous in poetry and music, to which he indulged the greatest part of his time . . .14


In 1636 Newcastle had been officially appointed joint guardian of Buckingham, along with the boy’s uncle, the Earl of Rutland.15 Two years later he was appointed governor to the Prince of Wales. Although an intellectual himself, with a number of plays to his name, he did not overload his charges with intellectual study, giving at least equal attention to practical pursuits such as horsemanship, dancing, tennis and fencing. He was also the author of two authoritative works on horsemanship. In fact he would later blame the Civil War on too much education, which he believed gave the lower social classes ideas above their station.16 Among other things, Newcastle urged the future king not to be too devout and always to be civil to women.17 He was a faithful supporter of the Stuarts, and many years later, as King Charles II, the student would raise his old governor to the dukedom of Newcastle.


The importance of the education received by the heir to the throne for the later fortunes of his kingdom was not lost on Parliament. Members were very concerned about the people charged with educating the future king, especially as the Prince of Wales’s mother was a Catholic. On a number of occasions Parliament even put forward specific proposals for the upbringing of the royal children. As part of ten proposals it put to the King in June 1641, one dealt with the children’s education:


That some persons of public trust, and well affected in religion, may be placed about the Prince; who may take care of his education, and the rest of the children; especially in matters of religion and liberty.18


The wording used a year later in June 1642 is noticeably firmer:


That he or they unto whom the government and education of the King’s children shall be committed, shall be approved of by both Houses of Parliament; and, in the intervals of Parliaments, by assent of the major part of the Council . . . And that all such servants as are now about them, against whom the Houses shall have any just exception, shall be removed.19


When Newcastle, who was disliked by many MPs for his ultra-royalist views, resigned in May 1641, he was replaced by William Seymour, Marquess of Hertford. Hertford was felt to be a more acceptable choice to Parliament, but his advanced years made him a less successful governor from the point of view of his charges. He also had very little interest in the job and only took it on because the King had asked him to. On a number of occasions Parliament expressed concern over whether the Marquess was safeguarding the security of the Prince of Wales by giving him enough ‘personal attendance’ and instructed him to do so.20 Seymour was governor for less than two years, and was replaced by Thomas Howard, Earl of Berkshire. Howard, unlike Seymour, actually sought the position and held it from 1643 to 1646.


Dr Brian Duppa, Bishop of Chichester, was an academic and a firm believer in the link between the Church of England and the monarchy. He had enjoyed advancement in his career thanks to the assistance of Buckingham’s late father. He was appointed tutor to the boys and said of Charles that ‘The Prince . . . hastens apace out of his childhood and is likely to be a man betimes, and an excellent man if my presage deceive me not, and flattery and humouring him, the bane of Princes, do not spoil him.’21 For his part Charles had great affection for Duppa and remained his friend until the Bishop’s death.


Another of their tutors, John Earle, was described as ‘A man of great piety and devotion, a most eloquent and powerful preacher; and of a conversation so pleasant and delightful . . . He was among the few excellent men who never had nor ever could have an enemy.’22 Earle was a clergyman who had been chaplain to the Chancellor of Oxford University. In 1641 he took over from Brian Duppa as senior tutor.


Others also had an influence upon the boys, such as Richard Steward, Charles’s clerk of the closet, and a number of tutors and instructors in languages and skills such as archery, fencing and dancing. The boys were extremely lucky in those chosen to guide their education. At a time when ‘beating’ knowledge into a pupil’s head was regarded as normal teaching practice, the royal tutors were of a different calibre. They tended to be men of stature, who attempted to interest and inspire their pupils.


Throughout his life Charles was a pragmatic character, often characterised as lazy, doing as much as was necessary in any particular situation and no more. He adopted the same approach to his studies. Although, later, he would learn to speak fluent French and adequate Italian when it was necessary for communication while in exile on the Continent, he managed to learn very little Latin or Greek from his governors. He did however possess a curious mind and was always interested in matters of science. Buckingham later developed into a poet and playwright whose literary skills, quick wit and abundance of classical allusions owe something to the education of those early years. It was during these years, spent together as brothers, that the foundations of a lifetime’s relationship between Charles and Buckingham were laid. That resilient quality of personality that enabled them both to meet the challenges that lay ahead came in no small way from the stability and security of their shared childhood.




Three


THE CIVIL WAR


The little group of boys brought up together at the royal court was broken up when Buckingham and his brother Francis were sent off to be educated at Trinity College, Cambridge, around the age of 12. Cambridge, of course, was the university of which their father had once been elected Chancellor. On account of their noble descent, the Villiers boys were spared the usual effort of seven years’ academic study normally required in those days to complete the syllabus, but were simply awarded their degrees.1 It was at Cambridge that Buckingham first came into the company of writers such as Abraham Cowley, Martin Clifford and John Cleveland, who undoubtedly had an influence upon the development of his own literary ambitions. Cowley, who was ten years his senior and with whom he enjoyed a lifelong friendship, went on to become a major poet of the age. He had, in fact, already built up a reputation as a talented writer when Buckingham met him, although he was still a very young man. He went on to receive generous patronage from Buckingham, who later in life bought him a farm and even paid for his funeral.2


On 21 March 1641 the University was honoured with a special visitor when the Prince of Wales, then almost 11 years of age, arrived on an official visit. He was awarded the honorary degree of Master of Arts by the Vice-Chancellor. Buckingham and Francis were also conferred with their Masters’ degrees. When prayers were said at King’s Chapel there was some criticism of the Prince for not praying into his hat as was the custom of undergraduates at the time.3 Later, the party dined at Trinity Hall and afterwards enjoyed two plays, The Guardian by Cowley and Paria by Thomas Vincent. Throughout the day the Prince was accompanied by the Villiers boys, and it was noticed that they fraternised with him bareheaded, a fact which signified to onlookers their familiarity with the young royal. They did not know it, but these joyful years of youth were nearing their end.


Political and religious trouble had been brewing for some time in the country. Many among Charles I’s Protestant subjects and Members of Parliament had been unhappy about his marriage to the Catholic Henrietta-Maria. They knew that she was devout and attended Mass every day. There was also great unrest, expecially among the Puritan Members of Parliament, over the King’s religious policy of supporting the High Church style of Protestantism as promoted by William Laud, now Archbishop of Canterbury. The Puritans found Bishop Laud’s beliefs too close to Catholicism. Their faith placed its major emphasis upon the ‘word of God’ as given to its followers through the Scriptures. They disliked, in particular, the compulsory use of the 1559 prayer book, the episcopalian nature of the Church under Laud, which elevated the status of bishops and parish clergy, and the emphasis upon sacraments. In addition, they did not like to see the use of stained glass, statues and railed-off altars in churches. Their aim was to purify the Church of England of all these developments, which they regarded as being of Catholic origin. They believed that ‘Popish’ feasts such as Christmas and Easter should not be celebrated, and that bishoprics should be abolished.


King Charles I was not a man who liked to be told what to do by his subjects. He had a strong belief in the right of the monarch to absolute rule under the privilege of the Royal Prerogative or the divine right of the king to rule. Among the monarch’s privileges enshrined in the Royal Prerogative were the right to determine foreign policy and to prorogue or dissolve parliament. A prorogation of parliament amounted to a suspension until the monarch deemed to recall it, a dissolution brought a parliament to an end and necessitated the calling of elections, but not within any specified time limit.


In 1628 Parliament had presented Charles with a document known as the Petition of Right in response to his request for money to cover his military expenses. It was an attempt to curb the King’s privileges in regard to arrests and taxation, and was thus an attempt to amend his royal authority. Charles questioned the Petition closely but eventually gave it his assent. However, in 1629, after a number of parliamentary battles, he dissolved Parliament and had several of its members thrown into gaol. Since the law did not compel him to call fresh elections within any set time frame, he went on to rule without Parliament for the next eleven years in a period known as the Eleven Years’ Tyranny.


In 1637 a crisis developed when the King tried to impose changes to the Anglican liturgy and prayer book in Scotland in line with the High Church teachings of Archbishop Laud. Presbyterianism was the form taken by Puritanism north of the border, and the Presbyterians in Scotland revolted against these religious reforms. The King urgently needed funds to put together a military response. In 1638 the Scottish Presbyterians showed their determination and solidarity by signing the National Covenant under which they pledged to preserve their form of worship and Church government. Consequently, they became known as Covenanters. Finally, after eleven years, Charles I was forced to call a new parliament in order to raise funds for his military response. The Short Parliament, as it became known, was called to sit for one month in 1640. However, once again, demands were made in return for raising the necessary money. Parliament drew up a list of public grievances and demanded that Charles make peace with the Covenanters. Charles decided instead to attack the Scots without the support of his Parliament.


The crisis worsened when the Scots crossed the border into England as far as Newcastle and Durham. The King’s financial situation became so difficult that by November 1640 he was to forced to call yet another parliament. This so-called Long Parliament led by John Pym impeached both Archbishop Laud and Sir Thomas Wentworth, the 1st Earl of Strafford. Strafford was Lord Lieutenant of Ireland and a great servant to the Crown. He had moved, in his political career, from a position of opposing the Crown to eventually promoting, along with Laud, absolutism in Church and State. He became known to those who opposed him as Black Tom Tyrant. Nevertheless, it was he who had urged Charles to call the previous Short Parliament. In the present crisis Strafford offered the use of Irish troops to help crush the Scots, a plan which most MPs regarded as tantamount to a Catholic invasion. Strafford found himself accused by Parliament of subverting the fundamental laws of the kingdom.


The 10-year-old Prince Charles was required to attend Strafford’s trial held in Westminster Hall. Although the trial failed to convict Strafford, the House of Commons voted through an Act of Attainder, accusing him of treason. A mob was soon out on the streets calling for his head. The King agonised but eventually gave the royal assent for Strafford’s execution. The following day the Prince of Wales was sent by his father to the House of Lords with a letter requesting that Strafford be spared. It was in vain, however, and Strafford was executed on Tower Hill on 12 May 1641 before a large and eager crowd. Archbishop Laud was thrown into the Tower of London and executed some years later.


The King now had no option but to accept the Long Parliament’s demands for reforms, which included more religious liberties for the Scots and the concession that in future Parliament could not be dissolved without its own consent.


To add to all these problems, trouble had also erupted in Ireland. The King’s father, James I, had ‘planted’ Protestant settlers in Ireland. Most of these people, who had come from both Scotland and England, settled in Ulster, taking over 4 million acres of good land while the native Catholic Irish were forced to survive on much poorer holdings.4 The population of Ireland now consisted of a potentially dangerous religious mix of these relatively new Protestant settlers, the native Irish Catholics and the ‘old English’ settlers who consisted of both Catholics and Protestants. The native Irish were unhappy about the repression of their religion, an unhappiness only deepened by their fear of a Puritan-led parliament in London. Although, traditionally, the Catholic ‘old English’ had no love for their native Irish co-religionists, in this instance they shared their religious concerns. In 1641 these tensions led to a violent Catholic rebellion in Ireland.


In order to put down the Irish rebellion Charles I once again had to turn to his Parliament for much-needed funds. But the MPs, fearing that in the prevailing political climate any well-equipped army might be used against themselves, refused his request and instead presented him with a document entitled the Grand Remonstrance on the State of the Kingdom. In this piece, heavily influenced by John Pym, they ascribed all the present difficulties to what they termed ‘the oppressions of the Popish party’.5 They made a number of demands including that all bishops be dismissed from parliament and the King’s Council, that all Crown land in Ireland be preserved, and that from then on they would control the King’s choice of ministers. The King’s response came after the Christmas recess when an armed force arrived at Westminster Hall to arrest Pym and four other prominent MPs. However, by the time the soldiers arrived, these leading figures had already left. The kingdom was now plunged into civil war, a development that would have serious implications for both the Prince of Wales and Buckingham.


Charles and James were with the King, their father, when he raised the standard of war at Nottingham Castle in August 1642. Their mother and their sister Mary had been sent to the Continent. The 12-year-old Charles was also present at the battle of Edgehill in October 1642. Although the battle is generally regarded as a Royalist victory, Charles found himself in danger twice that day. In an attempt to keep them safe the two brothers were put in the care of the physician Dr William Harvey. However, the doctor did not move them far enough away from the action and a cannon-ball grazed the ground right beside them. The same evening they had another close escape, only just avoiding capture.


Although only 15 years of age, Buckingham was eager to join the Royalist forces. In 1643 he and his brother Francis, who was only 14, joined Prince Rupert and Lord Gerard at Lichfield. However, when the King heard of the boys’ involvement in the fight he had them sent abroad under the guardianship of the Earl of Northumberland. During this period they explored France and Italy in the company of a tutor, Dr Aglionby.6 Meanwhile their property was sequestered by Parliament.


The King and Charles set up base at Oxford, where the Royalist cause enjoyed great support and a Parliament was established as an alternative to the one at Westminster. Although laid low for a while by a bout of measles, followed by conjunctivitis, the young Charles was present at the battle of Cropredy Bridge in June 1644 and the second battle of Newbury in October. The decision was then made that it would be prudent to split up monarch and heir. The young Charles was made nominal General of the Western Association and nominal Generalissimo of all the King’s forces in England and in March 1645 left for Bristol accompanied by Sir Edward Hyde, later Earl of Clarendon. The young boy did not know it, but he would never again see his father.


The relationship between the young Prince and his keeper, Edward Hyde, was not an easy one. As one writer puts it, ‘Hyde liked to guide by disapproval; Charles liked to learn by encouragement: it was never an ideal combination.’7 Although only 36 years of age, Hyde had a wealth of administrative experience, having already served as Chancellor of the Exchequer. A lawyer by training, he had become one the King’s most trusted advisers. A firm supporter of the Church of England and a man for whom moral principles were of critical importance, he consistently urged the King to stand by the constitution and thereby appeal to the conservative element in society. He immediately took a dislike to the frivolity and lack of morality that he perceived in the personality of the Prince of Wales. Hyde was particularly annoyed when Charles engaged in a possibly intimate liaison with his former nurse, Mrs Wyndham, a liaison of which the lady herself made a proud public display.8 He was also concerned at how willing Charles was ‘to lend an ear to the jests and licentious conversation of the debauched soldiers of his army’.9


As the war was not going well for the Royalist side, there was much debate over whether the heir to the throne should remain on English soil.10 Therefore, in March 1646, Charles went to the Scilly Isles. By April he had sailed to Jersey, where he may have had a relationship with Marguerite Carteret, daughter of the Lieutenant-Governor: it was later rumoured that her son was in fact a royal bastard.11 With his father now held captive by the Scots, the 16-year-old Prince sailed for France in June.


Oliver Cromwell had been nearly 40 when he experienced his religious ‘rebirth’ to the ideals and beliefs of Puritanism and became a fierce opponent of Catholicism. At the outbreak of the Civil War Cromwell returned home to Huntingdon to raise a volunteer force of about a hundred men. By 1643 his troop of horse numbered 2,000 and, mainly as a result of their leader’s reputation in battle, had earned for themselves the name ‘Ironsides’. Cromwell’s proficiency in war assured his rapid rise through the military ranks until he eventually became leader of the Roundhead army. His influence would be decisive in the years ahead.


In 1643 there was a worrying development for the Royalist side when the Parliamentarians signed the Solemn League and Covenant with the Presbyterian Covenanters in Scotland, according to which, in return for the dismissal of all bishops and the Church of England becoming Presbyterian, the Covenanters agreed to support the English Parliament in the war.


When the King gave himself up to the Scots in May 1646 the so-called First Civil War came to an end. While the Scots attempted to convert him to their point of view, the Queen also urged him to agree to the establishment of an official Presbyterian Church in return for the support of a Scots army.12


Meanwhile, Charles arrived in Paris in June 1647 and was reunited with Buckingham. Charles went on to stay with his mother, Queen Henrietta-Maria, at the old palace of Saint-Germain. After all he had been through it was not easy for him to come once again under the controlling influence of his mother:


One of Henrietta Maria’s failings was an inordinate possessiveness towards her children, accompanied by a conviction that she had an absolute right to control not only their movements but also their emotions and opinions.13


Charles was now 16, an age at which many in his position were already reigning monarchs. In addition, he had no money. The French Court had been paying his mother the small amount of 1,200 francs a day, which they now upped modestly to allow for Charles’s added expenses.


The opportunity presented itself for Charles and Buckingham to continue their education. Their tutors, John Earle and Brian Duppa, were still with them. Earle read with them each day for an hour. In addition, the philosopher and scholar Thomas Hobbes was engaged to teach them mathematics. Hobbes had strong connections to the family of the Earl of Newcastle and had been tutor to the Earl’s son. He was also a friend of the Queen’s adviser and favourite, Henry Jermyn, Earl of St Albans. Hobbes was the famous mathematician and philosopher who would later write the masterpiece Leviathan. He was an advocate of restricting the power of the clergy and the Church and keeping them subordinate to political authority. Obviously, his philosophies did not make him a favourite of the Church and Bishop Burnet was critical of his influence upon the heir to the throne, saying that he ‘laid before him his schemes both as to religion and politics, which made a deep and lasting impression on the King’s mind . . .’.14


As his political views did not rest easily at the exiled court, Hobbes eventually returned to England. When Leviathan was published in 1651, Charles would reject Hobbes, following the advice of those around him, because of the book’s ‘many principles of atheism and gross impiety’ and also ideas ‘such as were prejudicial to the Church and reflected dangerously upon the majesty of sovereign princes’.15 Later, when restored to the throne, he would welcome Hobbes back to his court.


Burnet, in his writings, was also very critical of the influence that Buckingham had upon the young Charles during these years.16 Apart from reports of their idleness, there were rumours that the two young boys were engaged in all sorts of unseemly behaviour, including many dalliances with the opposite sex. However, the degree to which such encounters actually happened may well have been exaggerated.17


In April 1647, following a petition on his behalf, a Committee of Lords and Commons granted the annulment of the sequestration of Buckingham’s property:


In the case of the right honourable George Duke of Buckingham; upon hearing of counsel on both sides, and reading of several certificates in the said Duke’s case, and long debate of the matter: It is resolved, upon the question, that it is the opinion of this Committee, that the sequestration of his estate be taken off, and discharged . . .18


There was a lull in the fighting and the Villiers brothers returned home to spend some time studying at Christ Church, Oxford.


In 1647, the King having failed to agree to their demands, the Scots handed him over to the English Parliament. However, while held prisoner on the Isle of Wight, he once again opened negotiations with the Scots. Agreement was finally reached, which resulted in a second outbreak of hostilities in 1648, known as the Second Civil War. It was decided that the young Prince Charles should travel to Scotland to take part in this fresh campaign. En route from France Charles was informed that a part of the English Parliamentary fleet had mutinied, and, travelling to Holland to meet up with the mutineers, he met his brother, James, who had recently escaped from Parliamentary custody. Charles promptly removed his 15-year-old brother from the self-appointed post of Admiral of the Fleet, a decision that angered James and anticipated the difficult relations they were to suffer in the years ahead.


It was during this period in Holland that Charles met Lucy Walter, and although he was only with her for only a short time, she managed to conceive a child by him. Lucy may well have represented Charles’s first experience of love. She was described by the diarist John Evelyn as ‘a browne, beautiful, bold, but insipid creature.’19 She had moved to Holland from London and adopted the surname Barlow when her father was granted custody of his children following a legal battle with his wife.


In July 1648 Charles was ready and he sailed with his fleet for Scotland. By this time, however, the Scots had already invaded England, and in the absence of the Prince of Wales, were regarded by many of the English to be invaders and consequently did not receive the Royalist support they might have expected. For his part Charles and his fleet engaged in a number of skirmishes along the south coast of England.


In the same month Buckingham and his brother Francis were drawn into the Civil War once again when they fought on the side of Lord Holland at Reigate. This time events were to take a tragic turn for them. The Royalists were forced to retreat from their stand at Surbiton Common. Communications on battlefields were very poor at that time and Lord Francis found himself surrounded by the enemy. He fought bravely but died in battle at the young age of 20. A lock of hair belonging to a Mrs Kirke was found on his body ‘sewed in a ribbon’ next to his heart.20 His body was laid to rest in the family vault in Henry VII’s chapel at Westminster Abbey, with the following words carved upon his tomb:


The body of the illustrious Lord Francis Villiers, a most beautiful youth, the posthumous son of George, Duke of Buckingham, who in the twentieth year of his age, fighting valiantly for King Charles and his country, having nine honourable wounds, died the Seventh of July, 1648.21


The poem An Elegy upon the Death of My Lord Francis Villiers was written in his honour and is sometimes credited to the poet Andrew Marvell.22


Buckingham managed to escape the battlefield that day although, at one point, rather bizarrely, his helmet became caught up in the branches of a tree and he was only saved from strangulation by the quick action of a soldier named Tobias Rustat who disentangled him.23 A few days later the Parliamentarian forces managed to catch up with the Royalists at the town of St Neots, where Lord Holland was captured. Buckingham was surrounded in the house where he had spent the night, but in his inimitable style, managed to fight his way to safety. Since Lord Holland was later executed, capture at this stage would surely have meant death for Buckingham as well. He fled to London and from there joined up with Prince Charles at sea. It was reported that Charles was very glad to see his friend and gave him a warm welcome.24
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