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Nor shall less joy your regal hopes pursue


In that most princely maid, whose form might call


The world to war, and make it hazard all


Its valor for her beauty; she shall be


Mother of nations, and her princes see


Rivals almost to these.


—A prescient description of fourteen-year-old Elizabeth Stuart, the future Winter Queen, in a poem by Ben Jonson, June 1610







She has bin long admir’d by all the Learned World as a Woman of incomparable Knowledge in Divinity, Philosophy, History, and the Subjects of all sorts of Books, of which she has read a prodigious quantity. She speaks five Languages so well, that by her Accent it might be a Dispute which of ’em was her first.


—John Toland, secretary to the English embassy to Hanover, reporting on the character of Sophia, youngest daughter of the Winter Queen, September 1701
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Introduction



The castle at Fotheringhay, about sixty miles northwest of London, Wednesday, February 8, 1587


THE DAY HAD DAWNED INCONGRUOUSLY fair, the soft rays of the winter sun gradually diffusing the darkness to illuminate the forbidding aspect of the vast medieval fortress, nearly five centuries old, that dominated the surrounding landscape. But the warming light did nothing to lift the spirits of those sequestered behind the citadel’s impregnable walls, for on this morning, Mary Stuart, queen of Scotland, was to be executed.


She had been convicted four months earlier of treason against her cousin the English queen Elizabeth I. At a trial eerily reminiscent of the inquisition of Joan of Arc, against all protocol, Mary had been denied counsel and forced to face her accusers alone. Her crime lay not so much in the details of the charges against her but in the unshakable constancy of her faith. In an effort to intimidate her, her interrogators, all men well versed in the complexities of English law, thundered their impatient questions at her so rowdily that it was impossible for her to answer them all. It was critical that Mary acknowledge her guilt, but her bold responses and repeated protestations of innocence denied her judges the confession they sought. In length alone did the queen’s ordeal differ materially from the saint’s. It had taken the inquisition months to condemn Joan, a simple peasant girl, to the stake. Mary, once queen of France as well as Scotland, was convicted and sentenced to beheading in just ten days.


The delay between verdict and punishment was attributable to Elizabeth I’s obvious reluctance to sign her cousin’s death warrant. It was not simply a matter of weighing the probable consequences of the act on the kingdom’s foreign policy. Elizabeth’s ambassadors had already sounded out Mary’s only child, James, king of Scotland, and confirmed that, provided his mother’s execution in no way adversely influenced his own prospects of succeeding to the English throne, James would undertake no reprisals should Elizabeth decide on this final, irrevocable step. And although the Catholic kings of France and Spain protested vociferously through envoys against the brutality of the sentence, Elizabeth’s ministers had concluded that their opposition did not extend to the point of armed intervention in Mary’s favor. But still, Elizabeth, the Virgin Queen, wavered. It was a grave matter to behead a fellow monarch. It set a sinister precedent. Mary herself recognized this. “Please do not accuse me of presumption if, about to abandon this world and preparing for a better one, I bring up to you that one day you will have to answer for your charge,” she wrote keenly to Elizabeth from her cell at Fotheringhay.


But by degrees, the queen of England had allowed herself to be convinced of the necessity for ruthlessness by her Protestant councillors, and on February 1, 1587, she added the authority of the Crown to the judgment against Mary by signing the death warrant. Four days later, on February 5, this document was secretly dispatched to Fotheringhay by courier, and on the evening of February 7, as she prepared for bed, Mary was brusquely informed that she would meet her death the following morning at eight o’clock.


The Queen of Scots’ reaction to the news of her imminent execution was tempered not only by the extreme duration of her captivity—she had been confined under house arrest for more than eighteen years—but by her profound belief that her martyrdom at Elizabeth’s hands would benefit the Catholic cause in Europe. Consequently, she made no scene, not even when she was refused the services of a priest and the solace of last rites. Rather, she was tranquil and dignified throughout. She spent her last hours composing her will, making bequests, and comforting her servants. She dispensed the few personal items that remained of her once magnificent equipage. She knelt in prayer. All the while, she and her attendants could hear the sound of the wooden platform that would hold the block on which she would lay her head in preparation for decapitation being noisily constructed in the castle’s great hall.


She was summoned to her ordeal at a little after eight in the morning. She appeared in full court dress, accompanied by her small household, one of her manservants holding a crucifix aloft before her. Her flowing gown was of black satin and velvet, highlighted by hints of purple, symbol of royalty. Her trademark red-brown curls—a wig now, as the forty-four-year-old queen’s real hair was gray—were draped by a floor-length white lace veil, signifying purity. A throng of people, both officials of the royal court and local gentry, crowded the hall, having been invited to witness the spectacle of the queen’s beheading. They took their places around the raised dais as Mary, with quiet majesty, mounted the steps to her fate. A heavy stone ax, instrument of her death, “like those with which they cut wood,” an eyewitness later reported, was displayed prominently on the stage.


The ceremony of state execution began. A Protestant clergyman who had been engaged to sermonize the queen began a lengthy discourse. Mary countered by praying aloud, first in Latin and then in English, for the protection and advancement of the Catholic Church. The competing religious devotions having concluded, the queen of Scotland was then divested of her veil and outer gown, as was customary. Her underskirt and bodice were of russet burgundy, another deliberate choice, representing the blood of martyrs. In this costume, she was led to the block and there knelt upon the pillows placed in front of it for that purpose. Weeping softly, her oldest and most loyal maidservant gently bound her mistress’s eyes in white silk and arranged her hair so as to leave her neck bare. Then Mary laid her head upon the block.


Although horrifyingly gruesome by modern standards, decapitation was actually the elite method of execution in the sixteenth century. Because it was over in one quick stroke, suffering was assumed to be minimal, so only those of very high rank were granted the privilege of dying in this manner. Criminals and commoners, by contrast, were almost always hanged, which took much longer. If the offense committed was of sufficient gravity, a culprit might be subjected to the torture of being drawn and quartered. The most excruciating punishment—burning at the stake—was reserved for cases of witchcraft or heresy, as an effective means of discouraging others who might be tempted to follow the profane teachings of the condemned.


But however humanely intended, any diminution of pain was of course entirely dependent on the dexterity of the person wielding the ax, and Mary was not fortunate in her practitioner. The first stroke missed her neck completely and landed on the back of her head. Despite the presence of the blindfold, those spectators close to the stage could see the queen’s expression change and her mouth open and close in shock, reportedly forming the words “Lord Jesus, receive my soul.” The executioner was forced to extract his bloody instrument and raised his arms to try again. The second blow fell with more success—he hit her neck—but failed to cleave all the way through. Rather than lift the weapon a third time and admit his ineptitude, her killer simply hacked at the remaining tissue until at last the queen’s head tumbled from her body. Her lips were still moving when he raised his ghastly prize high for all to see, and continued to move, as though struggling to speak, for ten minutes more, before finally coming to rest.


“Such be the end of all the Queen’s, and all the Gospel’s enemies” was the final verdict solemnly intoned by the presiding magistrate, and with that concluded the formal ritual of death. No witness present in the great hall of Fotheringhay that February morning doubted that Elizabeth had utterly vanquished her rival and that the name Mary Stuart would from that day forth pass into infamy.


But history has a way of confounding even the most seemingly infallible expectations. For it would not be the descendants of the renowned queen Elizabeth I who survived to rule England. Rather, through a series of astonishing twists and turns of fate, through danger, adventure, courage, heartbreak, and, ultimately, triumph, it was Mary’s legacy that prevailed through the fearless person of her granddaughter Elizabeth Stuart, the Winter Queen, and her four daughters, Princess Elizabeth, Louise Hollandine, Henrietta Maria, and Sophia. It is from the female line of this family that every English monarch beginning with George I, including the memorable Victoria and the indomitable Elizabeth II, all the way down to the wildly popular children born to the present-day duke and duchess of Cambridge, Prince William and Kate Middleton, has sprung in an unbroken line.


But theirs is so much more than the legacy of a single realm. Together, these women formed the loom upon which the great tapestry of Europe was woven. The lives of Elizabeth Stuart and her daughters were intricately entwined with all the major events of their day, not only political contests, but also the religious, artistic, and philosophic movements that would dominate the period and set the stage for the Enlightenment to come. It is simply not possible to fully understand the seventeenth century in all of its exuberant, glorious complexity without this family.


This is their story.
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Elizabeth Stuart, the Winter Queen


Granddaughter of Mary, Queen of Scots
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A King’s Daughter
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That princess rare, that like a rose doth flourish.


—James Maxwell, The Life and Death of Prince Henry, 1612




ELIZABETH STUART WAS BORN ON August 19, 1596, at Dunfermline Palace, her mother’s preferred summer residence, in Fife, just across the bay from Edinburgh. Her father was James VI, only offspring and heir of Mary, queen of Scots; her mother was Queen Anne, daughter of the king of Denmark. Elizabeth was her parents’ second child. An older brother, christened Frederick Henry but known simply as Henry, had been born two years earlier.


Unlike the wild, spontaneous public celebrations that had greeted her brother’s arrival—“moving them to great triumph… for bonfires were set, and dancing and playing seen in all parts, as if the people had been daft for mirth,” as one eyewitness noted—the news that Queen Anne, suspected of Catholic leanings, had been successfully delivered of a daughter was received with stony indifference by the unruly Protestant population. The Presbyterian ministers of nearby Edinburgh, the most outspoken and radical element of Scottish society, incensed by James’s recent decision to allow two formerly exiled Catholic earls to return to the realm, sent an emissary, not to congratulate the new father but to bait him, insultingly calling James “God’s silly vassal,” among other choice put-downs, to his face.


There were not too many kingdoms in Europe where a subject could address his sovereign lord in this fashion without risking imprisonment or execution, but fiercely implacable, wayward Scotland was one of them. The Scottish aristocracy was hopelessly, almost comically fractured by geography, ancestry, religion, and politics. Jealous of one another’s privileges, constantly engaging in conspiracies and treachery or jostling for advantage, about the only quality the various clans had in common was a tendency to take offense at the slightest provocation, a predilection that more often than not quickly escalated to violent civil unrest. To be king of Scotland at the turn of the seventeenth century was not an especially enviable employment. “Alas, it is a far more barbarous and stiff necked people that I rule over,” James observed morosely.


Exacerbating the country’s political woes was its extreme poverty. Trained almost from birth in the habits of frugality, James had become adept at sidestepping unnecessary expenses. To reduce costs, Elizabeth’s christening was held on November 28, when bitter cold and inclement weather would ensure that attendance at the ceremony was kept to a minimum. Those guests who did accept the royal invitation were instructed to bring their own dinners. Ever on the lookout for ways to squeeze a profit from events, to ingratiate himself with his far more affluent neighbor to the south, James fawningly named his daughter for the venerable queen of England. He further nominated Elizabeth I as godmother to the child, as he had done for his son two years earlier, expecting by this means to receive a handsome present. But although the English queen had acknowledged the birth of James’s son with “a cupboard of silver overgilt, cunningly wrought,” as well as a set of magnificent golden goblets, this time no similarly expensive gift—in fact, no gift at all—arrived to commemorate his daughter’s christening. The notoriously stingy Elizabeth I knew a thing or two about thrift herself.


Even before the ceremony, the infant Elizabeth had been removed from her mother’s care and sent to Linlithgow Palace, about fifteen miles west of Edinburgh, to be raised by guardians. Queen Anne, who did not wish to be separated from her daughter, had objected vehemently to this arrangement, as she had two years previously when her firstborn, Henry, had been unceremoniously wrenched from her in similar fashion, but James, citing Scottish custom, had insisted. The king, who had himself been brought up by custodians when political upheaval forced Mary Stuart to abdicate, evidently did not consider a mother to be a necessary or even particularly helpful component in child rearing.*


So Elizabeth spent her early youth in the care of her guardians, Lord and Lady Livingston, who in effect became her surrogate parents. The royal establishment was small—Elizabeth had a wet nurse and a governess, and two of Lady Livingston’s female relations were marshaled to help look after the little princess and assist with the household accounts. In 1598, when Elizabeth was a toddler, her mother gave birth to another daughter, Margaret, who was again taken from the queen against her wishes and also sent to live with Lord and Lady Livingston. Elizabeth would hardly have remembered her younger sister, as Margaret lived only two years, making the separation even more heartbreaking for her mother. A second son, Charles, was born on November 19, 1600. Although the baby was so sickly that he was not expected to live—he was baptized that same day—Charles managed to rally and so he, too, was removed from his mother’s care.†


Lacking ready cash, James paid for his daughter’s upbringing with gifts of land and titles. Little Elizabeth’s expenses included satin and velvet from which to make her two best gowns, ribbon to trim her nightdress, and four dolls (charmingly, they were referred to as “babies”) “to play her with”—an indication of a comfortable if not particularly opulent environment. Far more important, her guardians must have treated their small charge with kindness and affection, as Elizabeth retained fond memories of her childhood at Linlithgow Palace and remained close to her wet nurse and adopted family well into adulthood.


This was Elizabeth Stuart’s life—sheltered, quiet, unremarkable—until she was six years old. And then there occurred an event that had a defining effect on her fate. For on March 24, 1603, her godmother, Elizabeth I, storied daughter of Henry VIII by Anne Boleyn, vanquisher of the fearful Spanish Armada, royal patron of William Shakespeare and Sir Francis Drake, the resolutely determined woman who had ruled England for an astonishing forty-five years, died at the age of sixty-nine. And Elizabeth Stuart’s father, the cerebral but ultimately timorous king of Scotland, ascended to the English throne as James I.


NO ONE IN ELIZABETH STUART’S long, full life would have more influence over her than her father. The singularity of his character is absolutely critical to understanding what was to come. And the key to fathoming James’s depths lay not within the confines of mutinous Scotland but in the far gentler, glorious realm to the south. For no ambition held greater sway over the king of Scots’ soul than to rule moneyed England after Elizabeth I. His entire career was spent chasing the rainbow of this one shining promise.


This aspiration may be traced to the hardships of his early existence. Poor James’s troubles had begun while he was still in the womb. When she was six months pregnant with him, his mother had been held at gunpoint while a gang of discontented noblemen led by her husband, Lord Darnley, dragged her favorite courtier, her Italian secretary David Riccio, screaming from her presence and then savagely murdered him. To the end of her days, Mary was convinced that she and her unborn child had been the true targets of the assassins’ wrath—that the shock from the attack had been intended to provoke a late-stage miscarriage. “What if Fawdonside’s pistol had shot, what would have become of him [her baby] and me both?” she demanded of her husband in the aftermath of the slaying.


Not unreasonably, this episode had a deleterious effect on Mary’s affection for her husband. In fact, she couldn’t stand him. When James was born three months later, on June 19, 1566, Mary, forced by the assassination of Riccio to negate rumors of the boy’s illegitimacy, summoned Darnley to an audience at court. “My Lord, God has given you and me a son, begotten by none but you,” she proclaimed, holding the baby aloft for all to see. “I am desirous that all here, with ladies and others bear witness.” She knew what she was doing; the infant’s resemblance to Darnley was unmistakable. “For he is so much your own son, that I fear it will be the worse for him hereafter,” she concluded bitterly.


James’s birth did not have a placating effect on his parents’ relationship. The expedient of divorce or annulment was raised as a serious possibility, but this turned out to be unnecessary when Darnley was conveniently murdered the following February by a group of his wife’s supporters, led by the earl of Bothwell. A mere three months later, in May 1567, Mary scandalously wedded her former husband’s killer, a union that obviously did nothing to dampen suspicions of her own involvement in Darnley’s death. In the event, it turned out to be an extremely short marriage. By June, Bothwell’s enemies, of which there were many, had gathered an armed force together to confront the earl. Mary’s second husband managed to elude capture but the Queen of Scots was not so lucky. Mary was arrested and confined to the remote island castle of Lochleven. On July 24, 1567, she was forced to abdicate in favor of her son, James. Ten months later, she slipped away from her prison disguised as a maidservant and fled to the dubious hospitality of her cousin Elizabeth I, who would hold her under house arrest for the next eighteen years before finally executing her outright.


James was crowned king of Scotland on July 29, 1567, just five days after his mother’s abdication. He was unable to swear the customary oath of office, being only thirteen months old and not yet capable of forming words, so two of his subjects, the earls of Morton and Home, pledged in his name to defend the kingdom and the Protestant faith. Afterward, to mark this solemn occasion, his government granted its new sovereign four servant girls, to serve as “rockers,” and a new wet nurse.


The young king of Scots was raised at Stirling Castle, northeast of Glasgow, by his guardians, the earl of Mar and his wife. Conscious of the heavy responsibility entrusted to them, the pair—particularly the countess—kept a stern eye on their charge. It appears that James spent much of his youth in acute fear of his foster mother; by his own account he trembled at her approach. “My Lady Mar was wise and sharp and held the King in great awe,” a Scottish courtier concurred. The royal education, which began when James was four years old, was overseen by George Buchanan, Scotland’s most renowned poet and philosopher. Buchanan, a fire-and-brimstone Presbyterian, was already in his sixties, brilliant, crusty, and impatient, when he undertook to tutor the child king. It was rather like having Ebenezer Scrooge as a schoolmaster. Buchanan had him reading Greek before breakfast, followed by a full morning of history heavy on treatises by authors like Livy and Cicero. After lunch, he struggled with composition, mathematics, and geography until dark. “They made me speak Latin before I could speak Scottish,” James scrawled mournfully in one of his exercise books when he was old enough to write. Unfortunately, warmth and affection, the customs of polite society, and fun—Presbyterians did not much approve of fun—were not incorporated into James’s curriculum.


The result of all of this gloomy, concentrated instruction was that James grew up to be perhaps the best-educated monarch in Europe—and one of the loneliest. When he was only eight years old, “I heard him discourse, walking up and down in [holding] the old Lady Mar’s hand, of knowledge and ignorance, to my great marvel and astonishment,” a visitor to the court reported. By the time he was eighteen, it was judged by an envoy that “he dislikes dancing and music… His manners are crude and uncivil and display a lack of proper instruction… His voice is loud and his words grave and sententious… His body is feeble and yet he is not delicate. In a word, he is an old young man.”
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James as a boy
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… and his crusty tutor, George Buchanan








Like others of his faith, his tutor Buchanan had a poor opinion of women in general and of his former queen, the Catholic Mary Stuart, in particular. So from a very early age, along with his Latin, James learned that his mother was a whore and a murderess who had engaged in such “malicious actions… as cannot be believed could come from the wickedest woman in the world,” a witness to his educator’s methods reported. Buchanan’s diatribes in combination with James’s own experience of the fearsome Lady Mar may have colored the king of Scots’ views of the fairer sex.* He had his first homosexual affair when he was thirteen, with his thirty-year-old cousin Esmé Stuart, Seigneur d’Aubigny, recently arrived from the court of Henri III, king of France (also homosexual), and his intimacy with handsome young men persisted into adulthood, despite his marriage to Anne.


In retrospect, it is easy to see the Seigneur d’Aubigny’s appeal. “That year [1579] arrived Monsieur d’Aubigny from France, with instructions and devices from the House of Guise [Mary Stuart’s relations], and with many French fashions and toys,” reported James Melville, one of the Presbyterian ministers, glumly. The young king of Scotland was fascinated by this engaging French relation who treated him like an adult rather than a sheltered schoolboy and who taught him the sort of colorful swear words beloved by adolescent males throughout the centuries. It was d’Aubigny’s task to insinuate himself into James’s life and favor and he succeeded admirably with the socially awkward teenager. “At this time his Majesty, having conceived an inward affection to the said lord Aubigny, entered into great familiarity and quiet purposes with him, which being understood to the ministers of Edinburgh, they cried out continually against… saying it would turn his Majesty to ruin,” observed one of James’s secretaries.


But more troublesome than the profane language and bawdy jokes, the fast horses, the open caresses, the afternoons spent in racing and hunting, and the other delightful activities that stretched long into the night was a more subtle form of seduction that d’Aubigny also brought with him from France: an idea. Specifically, the notion of the divine right of kings, which stated that as the person chosen by God to rule over an earthly kingdom, a monarch had absolute authority over his subjects—all of his subjects, including the ministers of the church.


This was not at all what the browbeaten James, until only recently chained to his lesson book by Buchanan, had been taught. The Presbyterians, particularly the outspoken ministers of Edinburgh, very conveniently believed that (having been preordained by God as saved) they wielded ultimate authority over temporal affairs, which included telling the king what he could and could not do.


D’Aubigny could not have recruited a candidate more receptive to the autocratic French philosophy than the adolescent king of Scotland. Raging hormones combined with a strong intellect and the euphoria of first love soon gave way to open rebellion as James, accustomed to reasoning through long, obscure passages from Greek and Roman scholars, intuitively grasped that in this doctrine lay the instrument of his emancipation. Nor could his ministers argue their former protégé out of his epiphany. So well educated had James become that he could rebuff every objection and answer every remonstrance—and he could do it in Latin.


By the end of d’Aubigny’s first year in Scotland, James had raised him to duke of Lennox and showered him with gifts of land and castles. The next year, d’Aubigny, with James’s tacit support, engineered the downfall of the once all-powerful earl of Morton.* Morton, who had run the kingdom for a decade, was subsequently accused of treason and executed, with d’Aubigny promoted in his place. The church elders in Edinburgh, used to a docile sovereign, were stunned to find a French Catholic and partisan of the reviled Mary Stuart suddenly the reigning influence behind James’s government. (D’Aubigny, attuned to the politics of his adopted realm, made a point of converting to Protestantism, but this fooled no one.) “At that time it was a pity to see so well brought up a Prince… be so miserably corrupted,” lamented Melville.


But as the king very quickly discovered, theories about who had a right to command were often challenged by those with perhaps a smaller claim to legitimacy but the advantage in ferocity, numbers, and weapons. Less than a year after d’Aubigny’s ascension to power, in August 1582, James was out on a hunting trip when he was invited to visit Ruthven Castle, a fortress owned by a Protestant nobleman. Unbeknownst to the king, his host, jealous of d’Aubigny’s rise, had banded together with a number of like-minded gentlemen (including the Edinburgh ministers) to overthrow the favorite. Separating James from his French courtier and holding him hostage against their demands represented the first step in this revolt. Informed the next morning when he tried to leave that he was not a guest but a prisoner, sixteen-year-old James burst into tears.


And in this reaction lay the crux of the dilemma facing the young sovereign. As a scholar, James was fearless and would remain so throughout his life.* But as a soldier, he was hopeless. Although frequently obliged to raise troops to defend himself over the course of his reign, James rarely rode with his forces. More often than not, when threatened, he would take the expedient of hiding in a tower or behind a locked door. On those few occasions when he did sally forth with his men, he tended to sally back to safety very quickly. “The king came riding into Edinburgh at the full gallop, with little honor,” sneered a contemporary after witnessing his sovereign turn tail and flee pell-mell from his enemies after one such skirmish. It was to be James’s curse that he had no taste for battle, and inevitably shied away from violence, because he lived in a kingdom wedded to violence.


His subjects were quick to capitalize on their sovereign’s weakness. The proprietor of Ruthven Castle and his cohorts held James against his will for nearly a year, during which time he was forced to accede to all the Presbyterian opposition’s demands. Although the king eventually escaped in June 1583 with the help of his French relatives and the Catholic clans, it was too late to save d’Aubigny, who had long since fled the kingdom. Nor, once free, could James recall his favorite. Heartbreakingly for the seventeen-year-old king, his cherished companion died in Paris that same June. “And so the King and the Duke [d’Aubigny] were dissevered, and never saw the other again,” reported Melville with satisfaction.


Sadly, this pattern of aggression was to be repeated many times during James’s reign. Because Scotland was so divided, no matter what stance the king took, he inevitably provoked opposition from one faction or another. The disgruntled party knew that the surest way to seek remedy was not to outmaneuver James politically but simply to seize the king bodily and force him to back down. In November 1585, James was again accosted and held hostage by the Presbyterians (whom he never forgave for the loss of d’Aubigny), this time, humiliatingly, in his own castle in Stirling. As late as 1600, when he was in his midthirties and had been married for over a decade, the king, out on a hunt, was lured to a house in Perth by an attractive young man who subsequently threatened his sovereign with a dagger. James only escaped by bawling, “I am murdered. Treason!… help, help!” out the window.


Small wonder, then, that from a very early age, James looked longingly to England, where Elizabeth I, ferociously protected by her inner circle and having earned the respect and love of the majority of her people, ruled for decade after decade in comparative peace and wealth. The queen had enemies, it was true, but for the most part, they came from abroad, the Spanish Armada being the prime example. Nobody tried to take her captive while she was out hunting.


James eventually settled on a two-pronged approach in his effort to succeed Elizabeth. First, he actively cultivated her friendship with a view to maintaining amicable relations with England no matter what the provocation. This expedient was somewhat put to the test in the aftermath of his mother’s beheading, but the king of Scotland, ever the intellectual, found a way to rationalize his passivity: “If war should ensue, the old quarrels and animosity would be revived to that degree that the English would never accept him [James] for their Prince,” the Scottish ambassador to England explained. “But she [Mary] being now executed for such good and necessary causes, it will be more for his honor to see how he can moderate his passion by reason.”


Second, and just as important, it was necessary for James to survive his dangerously cantankerous Scottish subjects long enough to inherit Elizabeth’s placidly wealthy ones. This feat he achieved primarily by eschewing extremism in any form and by mastering the useful art of dissembling. The king “made many fair promises unto them, and never keeped a word,” the Edinburgh ministers complained bitterly at one public audience.


As the years rolled by and James reached adulthood, married, and had children of his own, he must often have wondered whether the queen of England was ever going to die. But mortality darkens the bedchamber of even a sovereign as indomitable as Elizabeth I and at long last, in 1603, when he was thirty-seven years old, James succeeded to the prize he had worked so hard to achieve. By the time he left Scotland for England to claim his throne, he had become a man who habitually said “Yes” but almost always meant “No.” This was a technicality that his daughter, who was too young to have known her father during his perilous past, perhaps never fully appreciated.


THE ALACRITY WITH WHICH James possessed himself of his new kingdom—he dashed off to England on April 3, a mere ten days after Elizabeth I’s death, with instructions for the rest of the family to follow at the earliest opportunity—set off a domestic upheaval that must have been bewildering to his six-year-old daughter. Within two months, Elizabeth Stuart’s small store of possessions was packed up and she was whisked away by her mother and elder brother, Henry (her younger brother, Charles, being deemed too sickly to travel), from her modest household at the castle of Linlithgow to begin the journey south.*


The royal family’s procession to England, which left on June 1, 1603, was as stately as could be mustered on such short notice. From a way station in Yorkshire (a little less than halfway between Edinburgh and London), James ordered “the sending… of such Jewels and other furniture which did appertain to the late Queen [Elizabeth I]… and also coaches, horses, litters, and whatever else you shall think meet” for his wife’s use. A posse of aristocratic ladies, both English and Scottish, swarmed to Anne’s side to keep her company on the sojourn, look after her needs, and enjoy the general revelry. Elizabeth was awarded a new, very grand English chaperone, Lady Kildare, who was responsible for riding with her small charge and seeing to the princess’s welfare along the way. Often the queen’s party outdistanced her daughter’s, as, being a child, Elizabeth was easily tired. On these occasions, Anne would arrange to wait for her at a spot farther ahead so that Elizabeth could travel at a more moderate pace.


Although there is no record of the princess’s impressions of this journey, the concessions Anne made to her daughter would indicate that perhaps Elizabeth was feeling a little overwhelmed. It took a month to rendezvous with the king—a month that consisted every day of new places and new people, of feasts and long-drawn-out public ceremonies, of rush, rush, rush and ride, ride, ride. On June 15th, the procession alighted in York, where the new queen and her children were treated to a “Royal Entertainment” at which Elizabeth received “a purse of twenty angells [sic] of gold”; from there, they passed to Grimson and Newark before straggling into Nottingham on the 21st. At this point any ordinary six-year-old would have tried the patience of even the fondest parent, and this seems to have been the case, as Elizabeth and Lady Kildare broke off from the rest of the procession for a few days. But the respite was brief, as the family was due in Windsor by the first of July, where James had arranged to dub his eldest son a knight. The ceremony called for much pomp and splendor; even Elizabeth’s small suite was required to make a regal entrance. “The young princess came [into Windsor], accompanied with her governess, the Lady Kildare, in a litter with her, and attended with thirty horse,” admired a member of the court. “She had her trumpets and other formalities as well as the best.”


The knighting ceremony was the first time since coming to England that the family (with the exception of Charles) was together at a state event, and as such served as a formal introduction to the kingdom. Elizabeth did not have a significant role in the proceedings but was permitted to stand in the great hall and peek at the brilliant, bejeweled company as they sat down to feast. The riches on display were quite outside the experience of its royal participants; to host a gala of this magnificence simply would not have been possible in Scotland, not even if every clansman had brought his own dinner. “There was such an infinite company of Lords and Ladies and so great a Court as I think I shall never see the like,” exclaimed one of the guests. Henry acquitted himself well and it was clear that the kingdom was relieved to have acquired so attractive a crown prince after decades of uncertainty over the succession. “I heard the Earls of Nottingham and Northampton highly commend him [Henry] for his quick witty answers, princely carriage and reverence performing obeisance at the altar: all which seemed very strange unto them and the rest of the beholders, considering his tender age,” avowed another of the company. James could congratulate himself that the long years of privation and fear, not to mention groveling to Elizabeth I, had been worth it.


The contrast between the royal family’s new economic standing and their previous fortunes was so pronounced that it seems to have taken some getting used to. When plague struck London and it was judged best to send Elizabeth and Henry away to a castle in the countryside as an interim precaution, James initially provided his children with a staff of 70 domestics—22 upstairs, 48 downstairs—to meet their needs, far more than had waited on them in the past. But this was evidently considered inadequate by English standards, for within a week he was persuaded to increase the number of their servants to 104, and by October the children’s domestic staff had reached 141. The king seems to have had a similar difficulty reconciling his long-term training in austerity with the riches and dainties now available to him. “Whereas ourself and our dear Wife the Queen’s Majesty, have been every day served with 30 dishes of meat; now hereafter… our will is to be served but with 24 dishes every meal, unless when any of us sit abroad in State, then to be served with 30 dishes or as any more as we may command,” he decreed in one of the first ordinances he issued in England. Old habits die hard.


But for Elizabeth, who was too young to have been trained in the ways of penury, the transition to luxury was much easier. She had always lived with guardians, and this was the case also in England. By October 1603 a suitable pair had been found: Lord and Lady Harrington, great favorites of James and Anne’s. (Unfortunately, Lady Kildare’s husband had been accused of plotting against the government, so she was let go.) Lady Harrington had a lovely twelfth-century manor house called Coombe Abbey, formerly a monastery, in Warwickshire, about 100 miles northwest of London. Possessed of its own bell tower and moat and nestled on some 500 private acres that included formal gardens, an orchard, and a substantial lake, all surrounded by pristine English woodlands perfect for hunting, this imposing estate became Elizabeth’s new home.


Of course, the care and education of a princess of England in such a fine old abode required the procurement of a commensurately impressive household, and James did not stint on his daughter’s behalf. Elizabeth was allotted £1500 a year just for her meals. She was given twenty horses for her stable, so she would have something to ride, and a small army of groomsmen to care for them. She had her own doctor, three ladies-in-waiting, two footmen, a personal French maid, a seamstress, a dancing instructor, tutors in French and Italian, and a host of pastry chefs, cooks, and servers. Her music teacher, Dr. John Bull, whom she shared with Henry, was paid forty pounds a year to train his small pupil. He must have found his duties light, as there is evidence that he had the leisure to compose an early version of “God Save the King,” the English national anthem, in his spare time.


It wasn’t simply the affluence of her immediate surroundings but the manner in which she was treated that most bespoke the difference between Elizabeth’s childhood in Scotland and her life in England. On April 3, 1604, the seven-year-old made her first official visit to the neighboring town of Coventry. Her reception there is illustrative of the vast improvement in her circumstances. “The Mayor and Aldermen with the rest of the Livery rode out of the town in their scarlet gowns,” the official report of this interesting event recounted. “The Mayor alighted from his horse, kissed her hand, and then rode before into the City… a chair of state was placed at the upper end of the room, in which her Highness dined; from whence, having finished her repast, she adjourned to the Mayoress’s parlor, which was fitted up in a most sumptuous manner for her reception.”


It was an existence of the type portrayed in a fairy tale or novel—Sara Crewe from A Little Princess, only without Miss Minchin, as Elizabeth’s guardians were solicitous and responsible.* She had other children to play with, saw her brothers (Charles arrived in October 1604) and parents regularly at holidays, and received letters and gifts from them. She was a pretty, bright little girl who felt loved and valued and consequently reciprocated the affection bestowed on her. “With God’s assistance, we hope to do our Lady Elizabeth such service as is due to her princely endowments and natural abilities; both of which appear the sweet dawning of future comfort to her Royal Father,” her guardian Lord Harrington wrote to one of his cousins.


The only shadow to fall on the royal family’s otherwise bright prospects occurred in November 1605, when Elizabeth was nine years old. A small group of radical Catholic gentlemen, upset by James’s rejection of a petition for “Liberty of Conscience”—the right to practice their religion openly—resolved to avenge themselves by a chilling act of terrorism. Led by Guy Fawkes, a Flemish former soldier specifically imported for the job, they decided to assassinate the king, his young sons, and other representatives of the government by blowing up Westminster Castle on the first day of Parliament. According to the official report of this plot by a member of the French royal council, the conspirators reasoned that “the King himself might by many ways be taken away [murdered], but this would be nothing as long as the Prince [Henry] and the Duke of York [Charles] were alive: again, if they were removed, yet this would advantage nothing so long as there remained a Parliament.” To effect this feat of political mass murder, the group planned to place barrels of gunpowder underneath Westminster and then set them on fire during the opening session, from which frightening premise the intrigue was ultimately dubbed the Gunpowder Treason.


The radicals had first intended to position the explosives by tunneling under their target, but the thick walls of the palace proved difficult to penetrate. Instead, by happy chance (for them), in March 1605, they found that a neighboring house had a cellar ideal for their purposes. “Such was the opportuness of the place (for it was almost directly under the Royal Throne) that so seasonable an accident did make them persuade themselves, that God did by a secret Conduct favor their attempt,” the French report continued. As the first session of Parliament had been put off until November 5, this gave Guy Fawkes and his men nearly eight months to accumulate the necessary firepower.


During those eight months, it occurred to the group that it behooved them to have a plan in place to seize control of the kingdom after the ruling party had been annihilated. Recognizing that they would need some form of political legitimacy, they determined to make use of Elizabeth, who they concluded would be easy to capture and intimidate since she was young and female. “Therefore the Conspirators did again repeat their consultation, and some were appointed who, on the same day that the Enterprise was to be Executed, should seize upon the Lady Elizabeth… under pretence of a hunting match… Her they decreed publickly to proclaim Queen.”


The plot was so horrifically audacious that it very nearly succeeded. The cabal was betrayed by an anonymous letter delivered to a member of Parliament, who turned it over to the Privy Council less than two weeks before the opening session.* But so cryptically was the warning worded that James’s ministers could hardly credit it. “For although no signs of troubles do appear, yet I admonish you that the meeting [of Parliament] shall receive a terrible blow, and shall not see who smiteth them,” the epistle darkly but inscrutably threatened. Uncertain what to do, the Privy Council waited until the king, who was away on a hunting trip, returned to London on November 1, a mere four days before the session was called, to show him this curious missive.


But James, whose Scottish experience of intrigues dwarfed those of his councillors, and who moreover delighted in tricky literary conundrums, took the warning very seriously. He puzzled over it for an evening and then ordered “that the Palace with the places near adjoining, should be diligently searched.” His investigators very quickly found the cellar the conspirators had appropriated, along with thirty-six barrels of gunpowder (hidden under stacks of wood and coal), and Guy Fawkes himself, with matches in his pocket.


The plot having been uncovered in time, a general warning went out and the rest of the band were soon discovered, rounded up, found guilty, and executed. News of his innocent ward’s proposed role in these proceedings gave Lord Harrington quite a shock. One “hath confessed their design to surprise the Princess in my house, if their wickedness had taken place in London,” he wrote to his cousin, obviously appalled. “Some of them say, she would have been proclaimed Queen.” As for Elizabeth, “this poor Lady hath not yet recovered the surprise, and is very ill and troubled,” her guardian continued. “What a Queen should I have been by this means?” the princess reportedly exclaimed in dismay. “I had rather have been with my Royal Father in the Parliament-house than wear his Crown on such condition.”
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James I, king of England








By degrees the furor died down, and royal life returned to its previous peaceful, prosperous routine. But despite his having triumphantly foiled the plot, and the gratifying way in which the government subsequently rallied around him, it might well have occurred to James that perhaps being king of England wasn’t quite as inviolable as he had always supposed it would be.
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EXCEPT FOR EXCURSIONS TO COURT for holidays or special occasions, as when her mother’s brother Christian IV, king of Denmark, arrived in July 1606 for an official state visit, Elizabeth spent the next few years after the Gunpowder Treason at Coombe Abbey. Her guardian Lord Harrington was responsible for her education and was personally involved in her schooling. Although James demanded that his sons master Latin as part of their curriculum and monitored their progress through letters, Elizabeth was spared this ordeal on the grounds that, as a woman (and therefore inferior, in her father’s opinion), it was unnecessary. She did, however, study French and Italian in addition to music and dancing. The French ambassador noted approvingly when she was twelve that Elizabeth “speaks French very well, much better than her brother.”


It is possible, though, that the princess’s education went further than the traditional finishing school’s preparation in pretty manners and the decorative arts. Lord Harrington, cultivated and erudite, with a gentleman’s passion for the natural sciences, took his duties seriously. Elizabeth likely was introduced on at least a cursory level to history, geography, and botany. This would have been entirely in keeping with the general intellectual climate of the period and especially the keen interest in these subjects at the beginning of the seventeenth century.*


Whatever the extent of her studies, the time Elizabeth spent at Coombe Abbey was a happy period in her life. She loved animals, and her guardians indulged her passion for exotic pets. Lord Harrington’s accounts for his young charge cited expenses for monkey-beds and parrot cages. Religion was clearly emphasized in the household—at thirteen, Elizabeth penned some truly awful verses extolling God and spiritual rewards over worldly delights†—but her guardians’ piety in no way inhibited the princess’s high spirits or the pleasure she took in music, dancing, beautiful clothes, jewels, and other court entertainments. She was healthy and athletic and enjoyed riding and hunting, and like any girl her age, she gobbled up sweets whenever she had the chance. Lord and Lady Harrington, mindful that they were responsible for their ward’s deportment as well as her physical needs, made a point of stressing charity and liberality, so although showered with gifts, Elizabeth never displayed symptoms of selfishness. On the contrary, she was known throughout her life for her generosity.


The result of all this tender, enlightened child rearing was that by adolescence, Elizabeth had developed into a lively, poised, and exceedingly charming young woman. When she was eleven, the French ambassador noted that “she is handsome, graceful, [and] well nourished… I assure you it will not be her fault if she is not dauphiness,” while a Scottish diplomat described her as “a princess of lovely beauty… her manners are most gentle, and she shows no common skill in those liberal exercises of mind and body which become a royal maiden.”


As was customary, by the age of thirteen, Elizabeth was spending more and more of her time with the rest of her family at court. This was no hardship for her. She was allowed to stay up late for banquets and masques and to help hand out the prizes at the royal tournaments. But best of all, the princess had the opportunity to see more of her older brother, Henry, whom she adored and idolized.


She was not alone in these sentiments. Henry was growing into a prince of great promise. He was glowingly described by his treasurer as “of a comely, tall, middle Stature, about five Feet and eight Inches high, of a strong, straight, well-made Body (as if Nature in him had showed all her Cunning) with somewhat broad Shoulders, and a small Waist, of an amiable, majestic Countenance, his Hair of an auburn Color, long faced, and broad Forehead, a piercing grave Eye, a most gracious Smile… courteous, loving, and affable.” He was strong-willed, healthy, and extremely athletic, and demonstrated an early interest in leadership and government. “He studies two hours a day, and employs the rest of his time in tossing the pike, or leaping, or shooting with the bow, or throwing the bar, or vaulting, or some other exercise of that kind, and he is never idle,” the French ambassador reported of Henry in 1606, when the prince was twelve. “He shows himself likewise very good natured to his dependents, and supports their interests against any persons whatever; and pushes what he undertakes for them or others, with such zeal as gives success to it.”


Henry’s and Elizabeth’s handsome looks and robust good health stood in stark contrast to their younger brother Charles’s physical condition. Sickly from birth, Charles remained feeble throughout childhood, so much so that his parents had trouble recruiting a guardian willing to take on the nurturing of a boy who so plainly was going to die. Charles’s tutor described him at the age of four as “not able to go, nor scant stand alone, he was so weak in his joints, and especially his ankles, insomuch as many feared they were out of joint.” Charles’s ankles weren’t his only problem; in addition to being unable to walk, he hadn’t learned to talk yet either. His youngest son’s painfully slow development prompted James, ever the authority, to suggest a number of helpful remedies, which, fortunately for Charles, his guardians were able to resist. “The King was desirous that the string under his [Charles’s] tongue should be cut, for he was so long beginning to speak as he thought he would never have spoke. Then he would have him [Charles] put in iron boots, to strengthen his sinews and joints; but my wife protested so much against them both, as she got the victory,” his guardian reported. Charles would eventually learn to walk and talk and, as a teenager, even to ride, but he never matched his older siblings’ easy vitality, their radiant charisma, or their tremendous popularity. Henry and Elizabeth were a golden pair. Charles was the odd child out, in their shadow.
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Elizabeth’s older brother, Henry








If English citizens were proud to have two such exemplary siblings as Henry and Elizabeth in line to inherit the throne, they were rather less enamored of the current occupant of that position. It took James’s subjects only a few years to become deeply discontented with their new sovereign. James bears the brunt of the responsibility for the general disillusionment. After so many years of hoping and waiting for the crown of England, once he got it, he felt he had done enough and behaved like a man on holiday or in the mellow years of his retirement. “As the King is by nature of a mild disposition and has never really been happy in Scotland, he wishes now to enjoy the Papacy, as we say [that is, to live the good life] and so desires to have no bother with other people’s affairs and little with his own,” the Venetian ambassador observed delicately.


James devoted himself, not to his government in London, but to his hunting in the countryside. Rather like a modern-day recreational golfer’s, his spirits rose and fell with the sport. If his hounds brought down a stag and he was able to plunge his hands into its entrails and anoint the foreheads of his hunting companions with the animal’s blood (a gory tradition that repelled more than a few of his compatriots), he was elated. If the prey managed to escape, he swore and muttered and, on occasion, sullenly refused to consider the government decrees awaiting his signature. He spent so much time tracking game that the rural population, forced to supply the royal party, became rather desperate and took the expedient of kidnapping one of his hunting dogs, Jowler, returning the animal the next day with a sign tied around its neck. “Good Mr. Jowler,” the note read. “We pray you speak to the King (for he hears you everyday and so doth he not us) that it will please his Majesty to go back to London, for else the country will be undone; all our provision is spent already and we are unable to entertain him longer.” That James refused to take the hint and stayed an extra two weeks did nothing to improve his reputation.


But even more than his dedication to hunting and his commensurate disinterest in ruling, it was the king’s manners, or, rather, the lack thereof, that really offended the citizenry. James had never gotten over his adolescent fondness for colorful swearwords. His Majesty’s enthusiastic use of expletives and the general coarseness of his language was felt by many to demean the government. This bias in favor of vulgarity unfortunately extended to the royal household and went far beyond mere verbal expression. Drunkenness prevailed at court; Anne’s ladies-in-waiting could regularly be found getting sick in the corridors of Windsor Castle after participating in one of the queen’s famous pageants. Nor did James’s subjects think much of the king’s habit of bestowing big bear hugs and long wet kisses on his attractive male courtiers after he’d had one too many cups of wine. And he did not, it seems, believe in bathing or encourage it for others. “We all saw a great change between the fashion of the court as it is now and of that in the Queen’s [Elizabeth I’s] time,” lamented a lady familiar with both administrations. “For we were all lousy by sitting in the chamber of Sir Thomas Erskine [a high-ranking member of James’s household].”


Small wonder, then, that the population much preferred the eldest son to the father, a situation that inevitably caused friction. As Henry matured, his youthful interest in sports developed into a distinct prowess in the martial arts. “I perceive, my cousin… that, during your stay in England, you discovered my humor; since you have sent me a present of the two things which I most delight in, arms and horses,” Henry wrote merrily to a French relative when he was thirteen. The prince’s warlike bent, and particularly his love of ships and desire to augment the navy, made a refreshing change from James’s unmanly pacifism and bookish temperament, and caused many of the king’s own officials to vie among themselves for his son’s friendship. “Will he bury me alive?” his father fretted when he saw the number of visitors to Henry’s residence. Nor could the king control his eldest son’s behavior as much as he would have liked. When James expressed disappointment with the progress of Henry’s studies and threatened to disinherit him in favor of his younger brother, who was a much better student, if he did not devote more time to his books, Henry merely queried his tutor if Charles was really such a fine scholar. Upon receiving the assurance that this was in fact the case, Henry replied coolly, “Then will I make him Archbishop of Canterbury.”


But between Henry and Elizabeth there was no discord, only delight in each other’s company and a steadfast devotion. Elizabeth’s first letter, written when she was seven years old, was to Henry. “My dear and worthy brother,” she inked, being careful to form her letters between the narrow red lines that her writing master had added for that purpose. “I most kindly salute you, desiring to hear of your health, from whom though I am now removed far away, none shall ever be nearer in affection than Your most loving sister, Elizabeth.” As they grew older, they exchanged gifts and horses, and Henry interrupted Elizabeth’s studies with invitations to ride with him so often that her guardian complained. When her brother hosted a grand feast in January 1610, thirteen-year-old Elizabeth occupied the seat of honor across from him. Afterward, the pair stayed up until three o’clock in the morning to watch a play and then returned with the assembled company to the prince’s rooms at St. James’s Palace, where Henry, knowing his sister’s fondness for sweets, had arranged for a huge table, a third the size of a football field, to be laden with elaborate confections in the form of flowers, windmills, toy soldiers, and even the sun and planets, with sugared rose water spouting from crystal fountains.


But of course, being allowed to stay up late for parties and make more frequent appearances at court indicated that Elizabeth was growing up, and that meant marriage. Naturally, ambitions ran high for so desirable a princess. Recognizing that the competition might be extensive, the king of Sweden got his bid in early. He officially offered his eldest son and heir, Prince Gustavus Adolphus, for Elizabeth’s hand in September 1610, when she had just turned fourteen.


This would have been a very good match for the princess—and for England. At almost sixteen, Gustavus Adolphus was just the right age and rank. Intelligent and energetic, he was also an outstanding soldier and, most important, a Protestant. Unfortunately, he was also Swedish, and Sweden was the sworn enemy of Denmark, of which Elizabeth’s uncle Christian, her mother’s brother, was king. Yielding to his wife’s feelings, James said no.


There followed a series of suitors—minor Dutch princes of various shapes and sizes (Maurice of Nassau was corpulent, middle-aged, and balding; Elizabeth was surely glad to see him go) and the son of the Catholic duke of Savoy—all of whom were rejected by the Crown. The prospect of a double marriage with France, Elizabeth to the dauphin, Henry to the eldest French princess, had been hinted at for years, but the likelihood of James achieving this ambitious agenda was seriously called into question when Henry IV, the once Protestant king of France, was assassinated on May 14, 1610, and his Catholic queen, Marie de’ Medici, assumed the regency.


Elizabeth’s mother, on the other hand, made no secret of her desire for a union between her eldest children and the Spanish royal family, an aspiration that was given a strong boost when the king of Spain’s wife died unexpectedly in 1611. Anne, long denied a say in the government by her husband, had compensated by throwing her energies into the theater, where she patronized artists like Ben Jonson and Inigo Jones, the period’s leading dramatist and foremost set designer, respectively. But on the subject of her children’s marriages, the queen acted with alacrity. She entered into quiet negotiations with the Spanish ambassador to England, intimating that, should the widowed Philip III agree to espouse her daughter, Elizabeth would convert to Catholicism, an inducement that caused quite an uproar when these clandestine conversations inevitably became public. The English ambassador to Spain, appalled that he had not been consulted before this offer was made, complained indignantly to James that members of the Spanish court “have proceeded so far with me, as to tell me they here had already received assurance that, to match with the King of Spain, the princess of England would become a Catholic; which opinion is here so spread, and every man seemeth to speak it so knowingly, that I have been forced, for the king’s honor, to use so plain and direct speech as I should otherwise have thought more fit to be omitted.”


Queen Anne’s indiscretion caused a serious rift between mother and daughter. Elizabeth had no desire to convert to Catholicism, and her beloved Henry supported her in this decision. “The prince hath publicly said that whosoever should counsel his father to marry his sister to a Catholic prince, were a traitor,” the Spanish ambassador to England entrusted with these negotiations wrote home in despair. “He is a great heretic!” he added for emphasis.*


When the possibility of a French marriage also fell through—Marie de’ Medici snubbed England and instead scored a coup by arranging for her son to marry Philip III’s elder daughter, who was supposed to have gone to Henry—James was forced to widen the field of potential suitors. His wife’s fruitless effort to wed Elizabeth to the Spanish king had highlighted the antipathy of the populace to a Catholic union, so her father looked around for a Protestant bridegroom. There being a limited number of candidates of the right age and regional affiliation, it didn’t take long to find him.


HIS NAME WAS FREDERICK Henry, and his official title was Frederick V, count of the Palatinate (although he was also sometimes known, for maximum confusion, as the Elector Palatine, Count Palatine of the Rhine, or sometimes simply the Palatine or the Palsgrave). If his title was impressive, Frederick’s holdings were rather less so. The Palatinate was composed of two separate counties in Germany, the Upper and Lower Palatinates. The Upper Palatinate, near the border with Bohemia, consisted of the provincial towns of Sulzbach and Amberg and the farmland surrounding them. The Lower Palatinate boasted the more affluent (but hardly cosmopolitan) municipalities of Mannheim and Heidelberg and not much else. Frederick was to Elizabeth’s former suitors—the kings of Sweden, France, and Spain, even the son of the duke of Savoy—as the local coffee shop is to Starbucks.


Frederick’s family was distantly related to Elizabeth’s, and James had earlier been in contact with his father concerning a diplomatic initiative known as the Defensive Union. Germany was not a unified kingdom like England but was instead divided into numerous small duchies (like the Palatinate), each presided over by a petty baron (like Frederick). Most of these barons were basically glorified landowners. Each owed allegiance to the Holy Roman emperor, a position held for centuries by one member or another of the Habsburg family. The number of Protestants and Catholics living in Germany being roughly equal (although, as might be expected, the Lutherans vastly outnumbered the Calvinists), these proportions were also reflected in its ruling class, with the result that the subjects of each little fiefdom were either predominantly Catholic or predominantly Protestant, depending on the faith espoused by the local baron.


With so many counts and dukes squeezed so closely together, there was unfortunately always a great deal of trouble about inheritance. This was especially true whenever one of these minor magnates died childless, as those barons living in the immediate vicinity, in the spirit of neighborliness, would thoughtfully move in and try to appropriate the dead man’s property. To prevent this from happening (and, what would be more alarming, to prevent a serious power like Spain from taking advantage of such regional squabbles and invading), the Protestant lords of Germany, calling themselves the Princes of the Union, had decided to band together with the sovereigns of other Protestant countries. The alliance they formed very specifically stated that, should any member of the league be attacked, the other members would automatically come to his aid.


James had originally been approached to join by Frederick’s father and the French king Henry IV (sympathetic to the Protestants, having been one himself before assuming the throne of France), and it had seemed a good idea and relatively risk-free. Henry IV loved soldiering as much as James detested it, so it was more or less understood that France would do most of the fighting, should it come to that, and James could supplement his efforts if necessary. Even after Henry IV was assassinated, in the spring of 1610, and his death was followed closely by that of Frederick’s father in the fall of the same year, James continued to support the initiative, as he believed the mere threat that the Protestant nations would act in concert would be enough to prevent Catholic aggression. “His Majesty is well pleased to enter into a League defensive… as holding it the only means both to preserve the Peace and Tranquility of the Empire and the Countries adjoining thereunto, and to prevent any future Attempt which… some Maligners thereof would set on foot, under one Pretext or other; for that nothing will deter them more, than to see so firm an Association established among so many and so potent Princes and States,” wrote the members of James’s council on September 28, 1610, to the English envoy in charge of these negotiations. James even provided specific language to be used in the treaty: he bound himself to send material aid “if the Princes be assailed beyond the Course of Justice and Contrary to the Constitutions of the Empire.”


When Frederick succeeded to the Palatinate upon his father’s death, his worldly uncle the duke of Bouillon, a highly placed member of the French court, sensed opportunity. Frederick was just the right age (fourteen in 1610) and religion (Calvinist) for the English princess. True, he was not of royal birth, but he had inherited an income sufficient to provide Elizabeth, not with what she was used to, of course, but at least with a large, comfortable château and a well-stocked larder. And as an elector, Frederick was on course to become a force in imperial politics.* The recently signed Defensive Union gave England a stake in German politics; a wedding with one of the principals of that treaty would serve to cement the alliance. It was a long shot but worth the chance. The duke of Bouillon put Frederick forward as a suitor for Elizabeth’s hand.


The timing could not have been more perfect. Both the Spanish and French marriages had fallen through, and the son of the duke of Savoy, although still available, was a Catholic. With Frederick, Elizabeth could stay a Protestant and, even better, would not need a significant dowry. James would never have entertained the possibility of such an inferior match for one of his sons; only princesses were considered suitable for Henry and Charles. But Elizabeth was a female, and females didn’t really count in the king’s opinion, so James had documents drawn up and invited his young cousin to come to England to pursue the engagement.


Anne, who had envisioned her daughter as an important queen, was appalled at the idea of Elizabeth’s marrying someone so far beneath her rank, and she publicly opposed the alliance. But Henry, who had been vocal in his disapproval of the Spanish match, embraced Frederick’s cause enthusiastically. His reasoning had less to do with Elizabeth’s happiness, however, than with his own eagerness for battle. “Prince Henry gave the first encouragement to the Prince Elector to attempt his Sister; desiring more to head an Army in Germany than he durst make Show of,” his treasurer revealed.


In this ambition, Henry would prove far more astute than his father. For where James the scholar had signed the Defensive Union believing that it would secure peace, his son the soldier understood implicitly that, on the contrary, it would inevitably lead to war.


FREDERICK WAS SIXTEEN YEARS old, just Elizabeth’s age—in fact, she was exactly one week older—when he arrived in England on October 16, 1612. The hopeful bridegroom turned out to be slender and undeniably attractive; an English courtier described him as “straight and well-shaped for his growing years… with a Countenance pleasing.” The Venetian ambassador concurred: “He is very handsome, of pleasant speech, with a French accent,” he wrote home in an official state report. Still, Frederick must have been nervous. It had clearly been drummed into him before he left home that this was his big chance and he’d better do everything possible to win over so desirable a wife.


Luckily for Frederick—or the Palatine, as he was called in England—he had some potent weapons in his wooing arsenal. Although his property was in Germany, he had been educated in France by his suave uncle the duke of Bouillon. The duke could not have provided a more thorough or excellent preparation for royal lovemaking. Whatever else the results of Frederick’s studies, his uncle had made sure that he knew how to dress, that his manners were charming, that he spoke French to perfection, and, most important, that he was well versed in the art of romance.


Judging by the recollections of an observer who chronicled the Palatine’s visit to England, Frederick’s first performance at court was nothing short of masterful. He flattered James: “Bending himself with a due Reverence before the King, he told him among other Compliments, that in his Sight and Preference he enjoyed a great part… of the Happiness of his Journey”; conciliated Anne: “She entertained him with a fixed Countenance; and though her Posture might have seemed (as it was judged) to Promise him the Honor of a Kiss for his Welcome, his Humility carried him no higher than her hand”; joked with Henry: “After some few words of compliment… exchanging with him after a more familiar strain certain Passages of Courtesy”; and then knocked it completely out of the park with Elizabeth: “Stooping low to take up the lowest part of her Garment to kiss it, she most gracefully courtseying lower than accustomed, and with her Hand staying him from that humblest Reverence, gave him at his rising a fair Advantage (which he took) of kissing her.”


Nor did the lover’s attentiveness flag in the probationary interval that followed. All that first week and long into his visit, Frederick remained Elizabeth’s devoted servant. “He plies his Mistress so hard, and takes no delight in running at ring nor tennis, nor riding with the Prince… as others of his company do, but only in her conversation,” a member of the court snickered. But Frederick’s passion for his future bride was genuine. She had been portrayed to him as a beautiful princess, sweet-natured and kind, and so she turned out to be. He must have felt a little like he had somehow fallen into a fairy tale.


Elizabeth would have had to be hard-hearted indeed not to respond to such an outpouring of adoration and from such an appealing source. It wasn’t long before she began to reciprocate her handsome swain’s affections. “The Princess, who maybe begins to feel the warmth of the approaching nuptials, adorns her great natural beauty by dress and embellishments,” the Venetian ambassador noticed. Elizabeth’s growing attachment to Frederick did not go unobserved by her mother, who, determined to break the couple up, aimed a dart where she knew it would hurt most. “And ’tis certain (for I had it from good Authority) that Queen Ann was averse to it [the marriage]; and to put the Princess out of conceit of it, would usually call her Daughter ‘Goodwife Palsgrave,’” a historian of the period reported. Although Elizabeth bravely shot back that “she would rather be the Palsgrave’s Wife, than the greatest Papist Queen in Christendom,” it is clear that the barb hit home.
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Elizabeth’s mother, Anne of Denmark








Her mother’s criticisms aside, these first two weeks of courtship were everything a romance should be. There were many banquets and festivities in honor of the young couple, and all the talk at court was of their coming marriage and its preparation. “The Palatine has surpassed expectation, which, on the King’s part, was not great,” the Venetian envoy observed drily.


The only small impediment to the general merrymaking was a slight indisposition of Henry’s, a nagging headache and low-grade fever that he couldn’t quite shake through the month of September and on into October. But it wasn’t enough for real worry, and anyway, Henry was determined not to allow a tiresome fatigue to ruin his sister’s fun or even to change his athletic routine. Tennis being one of his passions, he arranged to play a week after Frederick’s arrival with a member of his future brother-in-law’s suite, who promised to give him a good game. “Above all the rest, one great Match they had at Tennis, on Saturday the 24th of October,” recalled Henry’s treasurer, “where his [Henry’s] undaunted Courage, negligently, carelessly, and willfully (neither considering the former weak State of his Body, Danger, nor Coldness of the Season) as though his Body had been of Brass, did play in his shirt, as if it had been in the Heat of Summer; during which Time, he looked so wonderful ill and pale, that all the Beholders took Notice thereof, muttering to one another what they feared.” But the prince rallied and made light of his weakness to reassure the bystanders. “He (the Match being ended) carried himself so well, as if there were no such Matter, having all this while a reasonable good stomach to meat, yet this Night, at his going to Bed, complaining more than usual of his Laziness and Headache,” his treasurer continued, worried.


The next day, Sunday, Henry rose and heard a sermon, but later that afternoon he was gripped by chills and a high fever and was forced to retreat to his bed. And even though his symptoms abated enough the next morning for him to dress and play cards with his brother Charles for an hour, by evening the headache and fever, now accompanied by a “great thirst,” had returned, and it was clear that the heir to the throne of England was seriously ill.


Doctors crowded around, offering the usual seventeenth-century remedies. They debated bleeding him, forced nasty purgatives on him to make him vomit, and, to relieve the headache, shaved his head and had “Pigeons and Cupping-Glasses applied to lessen and draw away the Humor.” Alas, none of these cures, helpful though they might have been in other circumstances, were of any use to poor Henry, who most likely had contracted typhoid fever. Delirium seized him; convulsions racked his body; his tongue turned black.


In the beginning his family had been allowed to visit him, but by the third of November, a mere ten days after that fateful tennis match, even the king was turned away. On the fifth of November, James was informed that his son was without hope. He begged the lead doctor to chance whatever he could to keep Henry alive, no matter how dangerous the treatment, but the doctor, knowing that nothing could be done and fearing to take the blame, refused, “saying that it should never be said in after Ages, that he had killed the King’s eldest Son.” And so, strong, handsome Henry, budding warrior and statesman, the pride and promise of the realm, died in agony in the cold blackness of the early morning hours of November 6, 1612. He was just eighteen years old.


The kingdom’s grief was very great. “Our Rising Sun is set ere scarce he had shone,” lamented a member of the highest nobility. The mourning spread to the prince’s birthplace. “When the women in Scotland, even unto this day, do lament the death of their dearest children, to comfort them it is ordinarily said, and is passed into a proverb, ‘Did not good Prince Henry die?’” wrote a later historian. James and Anne were devastated. Whatever friction had developed between Henry and his father was buried with the tragedy. “The King is doing all he can to forget his grief, but it is not sufficient,” reported the Venetian ambassador. “For many a time it will come over him suddenly and even in the midst of the most important discussions he will burst out with: ‘Henry is dead, Henry is dead.’”


But no one suffered more than Elizabeth. “The Princess has gone two days without food and cries incessantly,” reported the Venetian. Elizabeth had tried several times to get in to see Henry during the throes of the disease, even masking herself in an attempt to disguise her identity, but had been denied admittance by the doctors. She never had a chance to soothe him or to say good-bye. Worse, she knew that Henry had wanted her with him, had asked for her, and she couldn’t get to him! “The Lady Elizabeth is much afflicted with this loss, and not without good cause,” observed a member of James’s government. “For he did extraordinarily affect her, and the last words he spoke in good sense, they say, were ‘Where is my dear Sister?’”


“The Succession to this Crown,” the Venetian ambassador gravely informed his master, the doge, “now rests on one single child of ten years, the Duke of York [Charles], though it is true the law does not exclude the Princess.”*


POOR FREDERICK FOUND HIMSELF in a very awkward position. It was obviously not the best time to press for a wedding, what with his intended and all of her family, friends, and subjects prostrate with grief. Yet if he did not act soon, he stood in danger of losing Elizabeth altogether. Already there were murmurings at court that the princess should not leave England as it was likely that she would inherit the Crown. True, her younger brother Charles was next in line, but Charles’s prospects were questionable. If Henry, who had been so strong and fit, could be taken so suddenly, what chance did Charles, sick and stunted from birth, have of surviving to adulthood, let alone of succeeding to the throne?


But Frederick had a strong ally in James, who, deprived of his eldest child, kept this endearing future son-in-law near him during the dark days after Henry’s death as something of a salve against the pain. He was such a nice boy, and Elizabeth clearly loved him. After an appropriate period of mourning, plans for the wedding went ahead.


In addition to James’s fondness for the Palatine, there seems to have been more to this alliance than appeared on its face—a sort of concealed agenda that came out slowly in the wake of Henry’s demise. “He [Henry] meant to have conducted her [Elizabeth] on her way into Germany, to the uttermost bounds of the States dominions, which purpose he kept very secret; and it came abroad but since his death,” a courtier informed an English ambassador on November 12. Soon, more details of the plan leaked out. Henry and his forces, it seemed, were to have helped Frederick assume a throne. But which throne? “On Tuesday I took occasion to go to court because I had never seen the Palsgrave, nor the Lady Elizabeth near hand for a long time,” wrote the same nobleman. “I had the full view of them both, but will not tell you all I think but only this, that he owes his Mistress nothing if he were a King’s son, as she is a King’s Daughter. The worst is, methinks he is much too young and small-timbered to undertake such a task,” he warned. Whatever this task was, it involved soldiering and not romance, for certainly Frederick was capable of performing his marital duties.


Christmas came gloomily, with the court still in mourning. To brighten the holiday, gifts were exchanged—Frederick’s to Elizabeth included a necklace, tiara, and drop earrings all glittering with diamonds, plus two magnificent pearls “for bigness, fashion, and beauty, esteemed the rarest that are to be found in Christendom”—and a ceremony was held to celebrate the couple’s official engagement. Anne, still not reconciled to the match, refused to make an appearance. “The Affiancy of the Palsgrave and the Lady Elizabeth was solemnized in the great Banqueting-room on Sunday (the 27th) before dinner, in the presence of the King and a great store of Nobility, but the Queen was absent, being troubled, as they say, with the gout,” the same courtier reported.*


It was this obstinacy of the bride’s mother that brought the clandestine scheme out into the open at last. Piqued by what he perceived to be Anne’s slighting of her future son-in-law, the count of Shomberg, Frederick’s close friend and top administrator who had come over from Germany with him to take charge of his retinue, disclosed the truth. “The Queen is noted to have given no great grace nor favor to this match, and there is no doubt will do less hereafter, for that upon these things Shomberg (that is chief about him) is said to have given out, that his master is a better man than the King of Denmark, and that he is to take place of him in the Empire, at leastwise of a greater King than he, the King of Bohemia.”


The kingship of Bohemia was ostensibly an elected position but in reality had been held by the Holy Roman emperor for centuries. This, then, seems to have been what Henry intended by accompanying Elizabeth back to Germany: he meant to help place Frederick on that throne and raise him to her rank, thereby expanding Protestant influence in the empire and securing England’s interests in the region. Nor did this ambition die with Henry. To take over Bohemia, which bordered the Upper Palatinate—this perhaps was the task the courtier worried that Frederick was too young and small to undertake.


From a closely guarded secret known to only a small group of intimates surrounding Henry, Frederick, and, it appears, James, the pursuit of Bohemia now became so public that even the Spanish ambassador, whose master was allied with the emperor, picked up on it. After noting that whenever the king of England was questioned about the disparity in rank between Elizabeth and Frederick, he would invariably reply “that he doubted not but that his son-in-law should have the title of a King within a few years,” the Spaniard launched an investigation whereby he “procured to learn, whereupon this speech might be grounded, and findeth it to be in respect of the crown of Bohemia, because they pretend it to be elective, and the Palatine hath great intelligence there… and he heareth that France secretly furthereth and helpeth that negotiation.”*


Whether James fully understood the implications of his tacit approval for this project is not clear. It’s quite possible that the king thought it a nice idea in general that Frederick should become sovereign of Bohemia and humored him in the ambition, believing that to have such a goal was an indication of spirit that could do no harm, and that perhaps his son-in-law might after all achieve the realm one day. But it is unlikely that Frederick—or later Elizabeth, as her husband confided in her completely after their marriage—grasped that nuance. There is little doubt that the couple believed they had her father’s full support and the enthusiasm of the Protestant majority for this quest. And behind the king and this majority stood the formidable financial resources and military might of England itself.


And so the princess and the Palatine were married. The wedding, which was preceded by three days of festivities that included a stunning fireworks display, took place, appropriately enough, on Valentine’s Day, 1613. There was great rejoicing. Even Anne, bowing to circumstances beyond her control, relented and took part in the celebrations, oohing and aahing at the brilliance of the fireworks from the balcony with the rest of the royal family and attending the nuptials with good humor. The ceremony was as opulently staged and its participants as richly clothed as would have occurred had the bride been pledged to the most important sovereign in Europe. Elizabeth was resplendent in “a gowne of white satin, richly embroidered… upon her head a crown of refined gold, made Imperial by the pearls and diamonds thereupon placed, which were so thick beset that they stood like shining pinnacles upon her amber-coloured haire.” The princess’s red-gold curls, always a source of admiration, were mentioned on this occasion as being particularly magnificent. Piled atop her head, individual strands had been painstakingly woven with “gold-spangles, pearls, rich stones, and diamonds; and withal, many diamonds of inestimable value, embroidered upon her sleeves, which even dazzled and amazed the eyes of the beholders.” Behind her swept a train supported by a bevy of ladies, some fifteen in all, also wearing white satin “adorned with many rich jewells.”


The archbishop of Canterbury solemnly officiated, the king gave his daughter away, and the choir sang a benediction set to the strains of a melody composed specially for the bride by John Bull. Afterward, the entire company repaired to the Banqueting House to prepare for the wedding feast. After so much sorrow, so much heartbreak, there was no mistaking the popularity of this union. As the newlyweds made their first entrance into society as a married couple, the hundreds of assembled guests rose to their feet as one and a great cry rang out: “God give them joy, God give them joy!”
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Elizabeth in her wedding dress








(Princess Elizabeth, Later Queen of Bohemia by Robert Peake the Elder: Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, Gift of Kate T. Davison, in memory of her husband, Henry Pomeroy Davison, 1951)


A little more than two months later, on April 25, 1613, sixteen-year-old Elizabeth found herself on board a ship, her husband by her side, bound first for the Netherlands and from there to her new home in faraway Germany.
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