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A Note on Money

In 1560, £1 (li) had the purchasing power of £209 in today’s money. There were twelve shillings (s) in every £1, making them worth £17.40 today. A penny (d) was worth a twelfth of a shilling and its current value is around £1.45. This measure is based on the retail price index, designed to calculate the cost of everyday items such as food, drink and other basic necessities.

When attempting to give a relative value to salaries and large monetary transactions, an income of £50 in 1560 would be the equivalent of just over £140,000 in today’s money.

These estimates are based on the calculations of Professors Lawrence H. Officer and Samuel H. Williamson, from their website measuringworth.com.




 Prologue

As the summer of 1560 drew to a close, the queen’s progress returned to Windsor Castle. Throughout the usual sultry months of July and August, when the oppressive heat and stench made life in London unbearable, Elizabeth and her court made their annual journey through the Home Counties, stopping off on their winding route at royal hunting lodges and stately homes. Here the nobility reluctantly bore the cost of hosting the queen and a train which included not merely the queen’s gentlewomen but hundreds of attendants and servants, gentlemen and nobles, cooks and royal halberdiers, with nearly two and a half thousand pack-horses carrying luggage, beds and provisions, packed away in four hundred carts trundling along their daily journey of around ten miles. The sight had onlookers at the roadsides staring in amazement.

This year, however, it had rained most of the summer; contemporaries agreed that the weather had been ‘foul’ - ‘it is warmer in the kitchen than in the hall’, one nobleman joked.1 The ground had become so sodden that another considered how people from ‘the highest to the lowest’ would find only ‘soft ways’ ahead, while he dreaded ‘howsoever they find their lodging and fare’.2 As the royal travelling circus snaked south, it passed through Richmond, Sutton, Farnham, then down to Portsmouth, where the Royal Fleet had assembled in anticipation of the queen’s arrival. It then continued to Southampton, Winchester and Basing, completing its journey in Windsor at the beginning of September. The progress was a time of endless banquets and hunting. Everyone enjoyed the recreation - everyone, that is, except one.

Sir William Cecil, the queen’s chief adviser and Secretary of State, had been in despair for months. It was his duty to conduct the business of state, yet for weeks Elizabeth had been neglecting her official role, postponing decisions and preferring instead to spend her days hunting stags in her royal parks and her nights dancing the galliard at banquets and revels. Cecil began to speak openly to his friends of retiring permanently from public life.

It was almost two years since Elizabeth had become queen. She was a few days short of her twenty-seventh birthday, yet, despite having received marriage offers from princes across Europe, she had stubbornly  remained single, maintaining to all who would listen that she had no wish to take a husband. Her insistence had not prevented rumours from claiming otherwise. For months, feverish speculation had burned surrounding her relationship with her Master of the Horse, a gentleman named Robert Dudley, who had been placed in charge of her stable. His role, however, encompassed far more than that. Dudley’s lodgings had been moved next to the queen’s, and there was talk amongst the ambassadors that they were never out of each other’s company.

Aged 28, Dudley was nearly six feet tall and had a strong, athletic build; his striking dark features earned him the nickname ‘the gypsy’ and made him an instant attraction at court. The Venetian ambassador described him as ‘a very handsome young man (giovane bellissimo)’, while Elizabeth’s first biographer William Camden opined that he was ‘a man of flourishing age, and comely feature of body and lims’.3 Elizabeth, who ‘always took personage in the way of affection’, was privately smitten. Later, she would admit that ‘she was no angel, and did not deny she had some affection for Lord Robert for the many good qualities he possessed’.4


The pair’s growing closeness scandalised the court, for Robert Dudley was a married man. But there was little sign of his wife at court. With no permanent residence to call her own, his wife, Amy, stayed with family friends while her husband remained constantly at the queen’s side; it was hardly a satisfactory arrangement, but not an unusual one for the age. Nevertheless, the fact that a married man should be seen to court the queen, winning Elizabeth’s undivided attention - and the lavish grants that came with it - and at the same time distracting her from the important business of finding her own husband and producing a treasured heir, was enough to earn Dudley the hatred of the nobility. One ambassador even remarked that ‘it is a marvel that he has not been slain long ere this, for whenever they behold him they wish he might be hanged’. There had been talk of an assassination attempt against him, and the greatest peer of the realm, the Duke of Norfolk, had personally reproached Dudley over his dalliances with Elizabeth, warning him that he would not die in his bed if he continued in his ways.

Dudley paid little attention. That summer, after entertaining the queen to a banquet at his lodgings in Kew at the beginning of her progress, he was by her side whenever she returned from the hunt. On Elizabeth’s birthday, 7 September, he boasted to the Earl of Sussex how she had become ‘a great huntress and doth follow it daily from morning  till night’. The horses she rode, ‘she spareth not to tire as fast as they can go’.

Cecil had grown weary of their games. Little more than a week earlier he wrote in despair to his friend and confidant Sir Nicholas Throckmorton, the English ambassador in Paris: ‘I dare not write that I might speak. God send her Majesty understanding what shall be her surety. And so full of melancholy, I wish you were free from it . . . God send me hence with words to pray and sue for her Majesty with all the power of mind and body . . . I beseech you either return my letter or keep it safe for me. For letters may be misinterpreted and I do not mean to so deserve.’

In the corridors of Windsor Castle in early September Cecil managed to snatch a brief conversation with the Spanish ambassador, Don Alvaro de la Quadra, Bishop of Aquila, who had recently rejoined the court (as, unable to meet the exorbitant costs of the journey, he had been absent from its travels for over a month). De la Quadra sensed quickly that something was not right. Unable to conduct his duties without Elizabeth’s attention, Cecil told the Spanish ambassador of how he had begun to consider retirement, telling him, ‘It was a bad sailor who on seeing a great storm coming did not seek a harbour while he could’. There was little else that could be done. Cecil felt Dudley’s influence to be so widespread that he ‘had made himself lord of all affairs and of the queen’s person, to the extreme injury of all the kingdom’, and he was sure that Dudley intended to marry the queen. As for himself he rarely saw her, for Dudley had ‘led her to spend all day hunting with much danger to her life and health’. Once more he repeated his desire to retire to his private house, though, he joked, the Tower seemed a more likely option.

‘For the love of God warn the queen of these dangers and persuade her not to ruin her affairs as she has done and to watch out for herself and her kingdom,’ he begged the ambassador, resolving that Dudley ‘would be better in paradise than here’. He then ended their conversation with a revelation that amazed de la Quadra.

‘They intended,’ Cecil whispered, ‘to kill the wife of Robert and now published that she was ill, although she was not but on the contrary was very well and protected herself carefully from being poisoned. God would never permit that so great an evil nor could a good result come of an evil business.’

‘I was certain that he spoke truly and was not deceiving me,’ the startled de la Quadra wrote to his master, the Spanish king, Philip II. He might have recalled the words that he himself had written ten months before, in November 1559, stating how he had received reports from ‘a certain person who is accustomed to give me veracious news’, that Dudley ‘has sent to poison his wife’. At that time he believed that Elizabeth was merely putting off her suitors and delaying the question of her marriage, ‘until this wicked deed of killing his wife is consummated’. For the moment, the ambassador chose not to draw any conclusions.

On Sunday 8 September, 1560, the sun rose across Cumnor Place a few minutes before 5 o’clock in the morning. It was here that Amy, Dudley’s wife, was staying with her household. The medieval manor house in Berkshire was owned by George Owen, one of the royal physicians who had treated Henry VIII, but had been rented by Sir Anthony Forster, a friend and a member of Dudley’s household, whose hospitality Amy was enjoying. She had not seen her husband for nearly a year.

Amy awoke early that morning. Her servants were the first to notice that she was in a strange mood. Agitated, she was determined to be alone. Nearby, at the town of Abingdon four miles away, the Fair of Our Lady was taking place, and Amy instructed her entire household to attend. One of her gentlewomen, an elderly widow named Mrs Odingsells, refused. She confronted Amy and told her that ‘it was no day for gentlewomen to go in’ - Sundays were usually reserved for the attendance of common people at the fair. It would be best if they attended the following day: ‘the morrow was much better,’ she remarked, ‘and then she would go.’

Hearing this, Amy grew ‘very angry’, replying that she ‘might choose and go at her pleasure’. She insisted that the rest of her household should leave for the day. When asked who would keep her company, Amy answered that Mrs Owen, the sister of George Owen, would join her for dinner.

According to a later report, once the household had departed, two gentlewomen - perhaps Mrs Odingsells and Mrs Owen - were playing cards when they heard a crash.

‘Down for a shilling,’ one of them joked.

‘Up for another,’ the other replied, and they continued their game.




 Introduction

This is the story of a death. It was a death that scandalised Tudor England. In September 1560, Amy Robsart, the wife of Robert Dudley, Queen Elizabeth’s favourite courtier, was found dead. Her body was discovered at the foot of a staircase, reported to be just eight steps high. Her neck appeared to be broken, yet, according to reports, her headdress remained intact upon her head and there was no other mark upon her body.

How had Amy died? Was her death an accident, a simple fall down a staircase? At the time, few believed this was the case. The scandal surrounding Amy’s death was instantaneous; people were quick to draw their own conclusions. ‘Here in these parts seemeth . . . to be a grievous and dangerous suspicion and muttering on the death of her’, one preacher observed days after Amy’s death.

From the start, Robert Dudley was an obvious suspect. The motive was clear: his wife’s death now gave him the freedom and opportunity to marry Elizabeth, with whom he had been seen cavorting at court. For the foreign ambassadors stationed at court, reporting every juicy scrap of gossip to their royal masters on the Continent, proving Dudley’s guilt seemed to be a mere formality. Just six months before Amy’s death, he had boasted that his situation would soon be a very different one: ‘if he live another year, he will be in a very different position from now,’ the Spanish ambassador had heard him say: ‘They say that he thinks of divorcing his wife.’

Amy, on the other hand, was nowhere to be seen. Rumours had circulated long before, in November 1559, to the effect that Dudley was attempting to have his wife poisoned. ‘Although he is married to a beautiful wife he is not living with her,’ the Imperial ambassador Bruener commented at the time; ‘I have been told by many persons, [he] is trying to do away with her by poison.’ The Spanish ambassador de la Quadra believed that both Dudley and Elizabeth had arranged a pact whereby they would marry after Amy had died. ‘Lord Robert has sent to poison his wife’, he had been told; ‘Certainly all the Queen has done with us ... and will do with the rest in the matter of her marriage is only keeping Lord Robert’s enemies and the country engaged with words until this wicked deed of killing his wife is consummated.’

Across the courts of Europe, rumours began to spread that Dudley, known plainly as ‘the queen’s horse keeper’, had murdered his wife in order to marry Elizabeth. English ambassadors reporting back from abroad did their best to impress upon the queen the precarious nature of her situation. If she was foolish enough to marry Dudley now, they argued, it would prove her undoing - she could wake up to find herself plain mistress Elizabeth.

For the English ambassador in Paris, Sir Nicholas Throckmorton, it was too much to bear. ‘I wish I were either dead, or that I were hence,’ he wrote to a friend, ‘that I might not hear the dishonorable and naughty reports that are here made of ye Queen’s Majesty my gracious sovereign lady’ that made ‘every hair of my head’ stand on end ‘and my ears glow to hear’. ‘I am almost at my wits end and know not what to say: one laugheth at us, another threateneth, another revileth her Majesty and some let not to say what religion is this that a subject shall kill his wife, and ye Prince not only bear withal but marry with him.’

Many were convinced of Dudley’s guilt, but could he really have wanted his wife dead, and in such suspicious circumstances? It would have surely been the last thing that he could have wished for. The news seems to have genuinely shocked him; he admitted to being ‘much perplexed’ upon hearing it. Dudley understood full well that the mystery behind his wife’s demise had thrown his own reputation, and with it his chance to marry the queen, into jeopardy. ‘Considering what the malicious world will bruit,’ he wrote, panicked and stunned on first hearing the news, ‘I can take no rest . . . I have no way to purge myself of the malicious talk that I know the wicked world will use.’ Amy’s death had left him isolated and confused; he was, in his own words, ‘as it were in a dream, and too far, too far from the place I am bound to be’.

Determined to clear his name and salvage his reputation before it was too late, Dudley immediately sent his trusted servant Sir Thomas Blount to Cumnor to investigate. His reports back opened up new lines of enquiry. According to the testimony of her maid, Mrs Picto, Amy had been spotted praying on her knees to God, pleading that her ‘desperation’ might end. It was enough to convince Blount that she had an ‘evil toy’ in her mind. Why, after all, had Amy insisted that she wished to be alone on the day of her death, growing angry at those who attempted to refuse her wishes? Had she planned to take her own life? ‘My Lord,’ he wrote back to Dudley, ‘it is most strange that this chance should fall upon you.  It passeth the judgment of any man to say how it is; but truly the tales I do hear of her maketh me think that she had a strange mind in her.’ What that mind was, Blount would only divulge to Dudley in person, ‘as I will tell you at my coming’.

Rumours had also been rife about the state of Amy’s health, where it had been reported early on in Elizabeth’s reign that she was suffering from a ‘malady’ to one of her breasts. Could Amy have had underlying health problems that might have contributed to her death, an illness that was perhaps the cause of her desperation that she prayed to be delivered from?

In the end, the jury of the coroner’s investigation into Amy’s death returned a verdict of accidental death. Elizabeth herself may have been satisfied that the verdict was enough to acquit her favourite, but that did not prevent Dudley’s many enemies believing otherwise. Intending to smear the reputation of the queen’s favourite, suspicions and rumours of murder abounded. A year after Amy’s death, the Earl of Arundel was already raking over the inquest, searching for any incriminating evidence that he could find to bring down his enemy. The mystery of Amy’s death continued to linger throughout the course of Elizabeth’s reign and would cast a long shadow over her favourite. ‘He is infamed by his wife’s death,’ wrote William Cecil seven years after the event.

 



The death of Amy Robsart remains one of the great mysteries of English history. It is a mystery that has fascinated generations of historians and writers. Was her death a simple accident or was she murdered? If she was, who killed her? In the centuries after her death, Amy’s fate spawned numerous ballads and speculative accounts of her final moments, including Sir Walter Scott’s famous novel Kenilworth, a hopelessly anachronistic depiction of Amy’s life in which she was cruelly treated by her husband, shunned by the queen and forced to live in exile from her court. The popular success of Kenilworth saw Victorians flocking to glimpse a sight of the ruined building at Cumnor. Even Victor Hugo was inspired to write a play about Amy’s life and death, while romantic artists depicted scenes in which Amy’s body lies at the foot of a stairwell, two sinister faces emerging from the shadows.

Yet exactly what happened on 8 September 1560 has never been fully explained. Despite extensive scrutiny in which new evidence has emerged piece by piece, the causes of Amy’s death remain unsolved. But this does  not mean that there is no case to investigate. This book intends to reveal more than we have ever known of this episode before. Historical documents have been revisited, clues retraced, many by going back to the original manuscripts in the National Archives, the British Library, the Dudley Papers at Longleat House, William Cecil’s papers at Hatfield House and the Spanish Archives at Simincas to uncover clues that have previously gone unnoticed.

In the course of researching Amy’s death, new documents have also come to light. Most notably, for the first time the original coroner’s report that investigated her death, which had been presumed lost for centuries, has been discovered in the National Archives. The report of this inquest provides new information not only about exactly how Amy died, including more details of the precise physical injuries to Amy’s body that caused her death, but also reveals for the first time the names of the jurors and of the coroner who investigated Amy’s death.

Original letters from Amy, Dudley, William Cecil and other prominent courtiers are printed in full, while I have made use of the extensive research into Cumnor Place conducted by Dr Edward Impey, allowing a full reconstruction of the stairs down which Amy is supposed to have fallen. Fresh accusations about who might have been responsible for Amy’s death and the complex circumstances leading up to it are fully explored.

Many questions continue to be asked about the mysterious death of Amy Robsart. I hope that this book is able to answer some of them. For the historian, the truth is neither impossible nor improbable: it can only be, quite simply, whatever remains.




 PART ONE
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 Beginnings




1

Rites of passage

Time was precious. The rebels had already defeated an expeditionary party of the king’s forces sent to crush them. They had taken Norwich, where, under the direction of their leader, a local tanner named Robert Kett, they had demanded that all ‘bond men be made free’. It was reported that some 16,000 rebels had now set up camp on Mousehold Heath, just outside the city. Beneath a great oak they called the ‘Tree of Reformation’ local gentlemen had been rounded up by Kett and his followers, then put on trial and sentenced to imprisonment, even death.

It was August 1549. The boy king Edward VI had succeeded his father Henry VIII only two years previously. As Edward was too young to govern, his uncle, Edward Seymour, Duke of Somerset, had stepped into the vacuum of power. A man of Protestant leanings who championed religious reform, Somerset had promised a new regime and a ‘milder climate’ in which men might have freedom to speak their minds without fear of execution. But his leniency had backfired. It was an age of rising prices and high inflation; religious changes during the Reformation had seen the very fabric of medieval Catholicism torn down as saints’ images were smashed, and altars and centuries-old shrines were destroyed; unrest and disturbance followed. Somerset had been slow to sense it - and now the country was in open rebellion. In Cornwall, Catholic rebels calling for the abolition of the new church service in English were besieging Exeter, while in York, Essex, Oxfordshire, Suffolk and Norfolk, in what became known as the ‘commotion time’, revolts erupted, driven by religious reformers who demanded an end to the unpopular enclosures of common land by the nobility.

At court, men were horrified at what seemed to be a breakdown in the social order. The common people, one of Edward’s advisers lamented, had ‘become a king’; ‘Alas! That ever this day should be seen in this time!’ The situation was growing out of control. There were fears that the capital might be under threat, and in the atmosphere of instability, rumours that the young king was dead were only dispelled when Edward showed himself in the streets on horseback. The rebellion needed to be  crushed, fast. In desperation, Somerset appointed John Dudley, Earl of Warwick, to defeat the rebels. Travelling up from London with a force of 5,000 men, Warwick was determined to end the rebellion by whatever means necessary.

Both Edward Seymour and John Dudley, better known by their landed titles as simply Somerset and Warwick, had been leading courtiers in the last decade of Henry’s reign, but there was now a sense of remarkable transfer in their fortunes. Somerset, the elder brother of Henry’s third wife Jane Seymour, had come to be regarded as the more senior, and as uncle of the new king Edward VI, was the natural choice as Protector, the de facto king of the realm. Warwick’s background was rather more chequered. His father was Edmund Dudley, a brilliant lawyer who had risen to become one of Henry VII’s ministers, and who was deeply unpopular with the nobility as a result of his punitive system of fines and threats. Intending to begin his reign afresh, the young Henry VIII had Edmund executed for treason.

Edmund’s son worked hard to restore the family name; his military reputation on land and at sea earned him the king’s respect, and by 1542 he had been elevated to the peerage as Viscount Lisle. Both John Dudley and Edward Seymour were proud men, jealous of their reputations. Upon Edward VI’s accession to the throne both were given instant promotions, Seymour becoming the Duke of Somerset and the King’s Protector, while Dudley was raised to Earl of Warwick and Lord High Chamberlain of England. Almost immediately after Edward’s succession, it had become clear they were to be rivals. ‘Although they both belong to the same sect they are nevertheless widely different in character,’ the Imperial ambassador observed. Warwick, he believed, ‘being of high courage will not willingly submit to his colleague. He is, moreover, in higher favour both with the people and with the nobles.’1 Yet behind his charming and charismatic exterior, Warwick was a ruthless operator. ‘He had such a head,’ one courtier later recalled, ‘that he seldom went about anything but he conceived first three or four purposes beforehand.’

As he marched out of the capital, Warwick understood the burden placed upon him. He had taken two of his sons, Ambrose and Robert, with him on the campaign. Warwick had thirteen children in total, eight sons and five daughters, though two of his sons and three of the daughters died before the age of ten.2 Henry, the eldest son and heir to the family, had been killed during the Siege of Boulogne, Henry VIII’s last military  campaign, in 1544. When John Dudley had been elevated to the title of Earl of Warwick in 1547, the title of Viscount Lisle passed to his next eldest surviving son, John. Ambrose and Robert were the second and third surviving sons, and while they might not be expected to inherit the family title and the obligations that went with it, Warwick was a devoted father to all his children (‘a few children, which God has sent me,’ he later confessed, ‘also helps to pluck me on my knees’).3


Born in June 1532, Robert had only just turned 17. He had spent much of his youth at the royal court, having been brought up in the household of the young Prince Edward as one of the ‘young lords attendant’ who shared his lessons and acted as companions and playmates to their royal friend. It was a position usually reserved for the sons of the ancient nobility, but Warwick’s rapid rise through the ranks at court ensured that his sons would receive some of the best education in all of Europe. When not at their studies, the young lords developed their military skills under expert tuition. They learned how to fight with swords and pikes, and practise the novel art of defence, or ‘fencing’, of which John Dudley had become a strong patron, with the first English school set up at his London residence, Ely Place. He was keen for his sons to be ready to emulate his own success on the battlefield, and to gain the military training and experience requisite for a young nobleman seeking glory and honour in armed combat. The Norfolk rebellion would prove the perfect opportunity to practise what they had learned, a rite of passage that would allow them to witness first hand the experience of the battlefield.

With a mixture of trepidation and excitement, Robert and Ambrose marched with their father into the West Midlands, where they watched 6,000 foot soldiers and 1,500 horsemen amass outside Warwick Castle. Despite his young age and inexperience, Robert himself had been placed in charge of a company of foot soldiers. Tall, with a strong athletic physique and dark good looks, he was already showing signs of the features that would later mark out his attraction at court. Riding in his armour in front of his troops, he was no doubt eager to prove his valour on the battlefield against the rebels.

There was perhaps another reason why Warwick had decided to take his sons with him into combat. The defeat of the expeditionary force led by the Marquis of Northampton had badly shaken the government, especially the news of the death of Lord Sheffield, clubbed to death by  some of Kett’s men after falling from his horse. Whereas Northampton had failed to pacify the rebels and had been forced to flee, Warwick was determined to show the necessary courage to succeed. His army was already five times the size of Northampton’s, and was soon to be joined by over a thousand troops raised from Lincolnshire. The presence of his sons helped convince his officers and men that their commander had the confidence to defeat the rebels.

Before the royal army reached its destination, it had travelled through Cambridge and on to Newmarket. As it neared where the rebellion was taking place, on the night of 22 August its troops came to rest in the fields outside the town of Wymondham, the home town of Robert Kett. It was here that, as his men bedded down in tents for the evening, Warwick, his sons and their officers lodged in the medieval manor of Stanfield Hall, the home of Sir John Robsart and his wife.




2

A meeting

Sir John Robsart was a powerful local gentleman, who had been a Justice of the Peace since 1532. Knighted upon Edward’s coronation, he was the appointed Sheriff of Norfolk and Suffolk from 1547 to 1548. He was also a substantial landowner, owning three manors in the north-west of Norfolk with enough land to graze 3,000 sheep.

Although Sir John owned the manor of Syderstone, the manor house there lay in ruins and had long been uninhabitable. After marrying Elizabeth Appleyard in 1530, he moved into her house, Stanfield Hall. Elizabeth was the daughter of John Scott of Camberwell and had previously been married to Roger Appleyard, an influential member of the landed gentry. His premature death had left Elizabeth a widow, and the heir to his sizeable estate. It was just what Sir John had been looking for: not only was Elizabeth the member of a distinguished Norfolk family like his own; she brought with her a landed estate and house suitable for his means, a great improvement on his ruined manor house at Syderstone.

Sir John quickly became the adoptive father to Elizabeth’s four children by her previous marriage: John, Philip, Anna and Frances. Sir John already had an illegitimate son, Arthur, though naturally he wanted his own heir to inherit his estate. A daughter, Amy, was born to the couple two years later. Any disappointment that the child was not a male quickly evaporated, and Sir John proudly entered her name in his missal:
Amea Robsart generosa filia Johno Robsart Armiger nata fuit in vii die Junij in Anno Dom Angelismo cccccxxxii

Amy Robsart beloved daughter of John Robsart Knight was born on the 7th day of June in the Blessed Year of Our Lord 1532.





If this missal is correct, Amy was almost identical in age to Robert Dudley, who later revealed his own birthday to be on 24 June of the same year.1


As a result of his marriage, Sir John Robsart became well entrenched in the Norfolk gentry. He soon married his stepchildren off to other respectable local families: the Bigots, the Huggins and the Sheltons.  Frances had recently been betrothed to William, the eldest son of Sir John Flowerdew of Hethersett, a lawyer and landowner who was also steward of Robsart’s Norfolk estates. Sir John’s wife brought new, now less welcome, connections: her previous husband’s sister, Alice Appleyard, was married to the leader of the rebellion, Robert Kett. For more than a decade the Flowerdews and the Ketts had been in conflict over Sir John Flowerdew’s decision to enclose some nearby common land, erecting hedges around it. Kett’s decision to become involved with the rebellion was influenced by Flowerdew’s offer of 3s 4d to an angry mob to pull down Kett’s own hedges. When Kett agreed instead to pull them down himself, he offered to lead them into open rebellion against the ‘power of great men’ and ‘importunate lords’. Sir John Robsart found himself caught in the middle of the conflict between his sister-in-law’s husband and his stepdaughter’s future father-in-law. Potentially more serious consequences were no doubt pressing upon his mind too: among the gentry that had been captured by the rebels and taken up to Mousehold Heath were his own stepsons, John and Philip Appleyard.

Yet Sir John was determined to stand on the side of the king and the law, against the rebels - no matter what family connections persisted. He was a committed Protestant, and a firm believer in royal supremacy as the natural order of things. When Sir John came to draw up his will in October 1535, he referred to his sovereign Henry VIII as being ‘within his realme supreame hede of the church immediately under God’.2 When the preacher Thomas Beacon dedicated his work The Fortresse of the Faithful to him in 1550, he did so in honour of the ‘godly affection and christian zeal which both you and . . . your wife have borne toward the pure religion of God these many years’. It is likely that Amy was brought up to share her father’s religious views, which happened to chime strongly with Robert Dudley’s own religious outlook as a committed reformer. ‘I never altered my mind or thought from my youth touching my religion,’ he later admitted, ‘I was ever from my cradle brought up in it’.3


It could have been here at Stanfield Hall on their way to meet Kett’s rebels that Robert first set eyes upon Sir John’s only daughter, Amy, who had recently turned 17. There is a possibility that Amy and Robert had met before: Sir John Robsart had enjoyed favour with the Howards, the dukes of Norfolk, before the Third Duke’s downfall and imprisonment in 1546, alongside his son, Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey. It has been  suggested that Amy may have ended up as a maid or a companion to the Howard children in their house at Kenninghall, and may even have attended the family on their travels to London after the Duchess of Richmond had gained guardianship of the children in 1548. Amy’s surviving letters, written in a fine calligraphic hand, attest to the fact that she must have had a good formal education, perhaps the kind received in a noble household. If this was indeed the case, Amy just might have already met or seen Robert at official functions at court, though the evidence is too slim to know for certain.

What is certain is that Warwick’s sudden arrival at Stanfield Hall must have been the most memorable occasion of Amy’s life to date. A sea of thousands of men - some estimates put the size of the royal army at over ten thousand - were camped out in the fields adjoining the back garden of her home, while the guest list for dinner that night was far from what a country gentleman like her father was accustomed to: one earl, one marquis and three lords sat around the table in the Great Hall, not to mention the two young sons of the earl. Still, there would have been little occasion for merriment, with the visitors deep in serious discussion about the best tactics for dealing with the growing rebellion. It was later said that while on their journey to Norwich, Warwick and his officers did not once take off their armour, ‘remaining still in a readiness, if the enemies should have made any sudden invasion against them’.4


Amy might not have spoken to her future husband that night, but she would have noticed him. Clad in a full suit of armour, with his dark hair and features, Robert, the youngest of the earl’s sons, would have stood out from his elder brother Ambrose and the rest of the noblemen arguing tactics around the dinner table.

By dawn, however, he was gone, having departed with his company to make the final journey towards Norwich.
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Carnal marriages

On the battlefield the rebels barely stood a chance. When routed by Warwick’s army, many simply fled, including Kett, who was discovered hiding in a nearby barn. His was one of the many executions that followed; hanged in chains off the wall of Norwich Castle, his body was left dangling there until the flesh fell away from the rotten corpse.

Although the rebellions were all eventually put down, Somerset’s reputation had been irreparably damaged and he never recovered his authority. Amidst rumours of a plot to have him arrested, he fled to Windsor Castle, taking Edward with him. For a week it seemed that the nation would descend into civil war, with the nobility on one side and Somerset on the other. Armed conflict was narrowly avoided when Somerset was tricked into giving himself up, but both sides had come too close to civil war for the situation to continue.

Somerset was arrested and stripped of his position; in his place, Warwick soon became the leading figurehead as Lord President of the Council. He skilfully outmanoeuvred his enemies, defeating a Catholic faction who wished to make Edward’s sister Princess Mary regent, by drawing himself close to the king and embracing his reformed religion. One reason for Warwick’s success was that he had refused to have Somerset executed, knowing that the young King Edward was unwilling for his uncle to die. The following spring, Somerset was released from the Tower, and as part of his reconciliation with Warwick, it was agreed that Somerset’s daughter Anne would marry Warwick’s eldest surviving son, John Dudley, Lord Lisle. Their marriage was celebrated at the royal palace of Sheen on 3 June 1550, in a weekend of festivities attended by the king. Theirs was not the only marriage that had been arranged, for the next day Robert Dudley married Amy Robsart.

Compared to the lavish festivities that had accompanied his brother John’s ceremony, Robert and Amy’s wedding was a quiet affair. Taking place in front of the same audience, it must have been something of an anticlimax for those who had attended the sumptuous banquet of the night before and were perhaps now feeling somewhat the worse for wear.

The young king recalled in his diary that there had been a ‘fair dinner made and dancing’ at the former ceremony; afterwards, from a bower of woven branches, Edward watched two teams of six gentlemen take part in a joust. There was no such splendour for Robert and his new bride. The ceremony was once again attended by the king, though the only mention Edward made in his diary refers to the bizarre festivities that had been hastily organised in place of a tournament, in which ‘there certain gentlemen that did strive who should first take away a goose’s head, which was hanged alive on two cross posts.’1


The contrast between John’s and Robert’s marriages could not have been greater. John had married the daughter of a duke; Robert, the daughter of a Norfolk squire. Of course, Robert was Warwick’s third surviving son - he could not have expected to compete with his elder brother in the marriage stakes - but compared to his other brothers and sisters, he had fared badly. His brother Ambrose married the daughter of the Attorney General, William Whorwood, and even his younger brother Henry was betrothed to Margaret, the daughter of Henry VIII’s Lord Chancellor, Thomas Audley. His sister Mary would later become the wife of Henry Sidney, one of Edward’s gentlemen of the Privy Chamber. There was little doubting that Robert, the son of an earl who had become the most powerful man in the kingdom, had married a woman who was several degrees beneath him in the social hierarchy.

It points to one conclusion: Robert married Amy for love. A crucial piece of evidence exists to support this. Years later, musing on Robert and Amy’s marriage, Cecil wrote the telling words in a memorandum: ‘Nuptii carnales a laetitia incipiunt et in luctu terminantur’ - ‘carnal marriages begin in joy and end in weeping’.2 With the knowledge of events later to unfold, these words have been frequently mistranslated to imply that Robert and Amy’s marriage was an unhappy one, with the force of the ‘a’ being taken to mean ‘without’, yet this is both incorrect and presses the case too far. Evidence from Amy’s own letters several years into their marriage, with her being ‘not altogether quiet’ upon Dudley’s ‘sudden departing’, suggest otherwise. As do Cecil’s words ‘nuptii carnales’, which suggest that Robert and Amy had a healthy sex life. Certainly when Robert was placed in the Tower three years later, Amy and other wives were ‘to have access unto their husbands, and there  to tarry with them so long and at such times, as by him shall be thought meet’.

Cecil, who despite his relative youth would shortly be appointed Principal Secretary to the Privy Council under Warwick’s government, most likely attended Robert and Amy’s wedding at Sheen, where he would have had the opportunity of meeting the young couple. It must have been their youth that first struck Cecil. Both were still 17, though Amy’s eighteenth birthday was just four days away. The couple were remarkably young to be getting married. In Tudor England, the average age for a first marriage was 27 for men and 25 for women. In particular, it was widely believed that young men were unsuited to settling down so soon: ‘until a man grow into the age of twenty-four years’, wrote one author, ‘he is wild, without judgment and not of sufficient experience to govern himself’.

Amid the muted wedding celebrations, it is almost possible to imagine the young couple, anxious on beginning their new life together. Through surviving portraits and descriptions Robert’s features are well known to us. According to the historian William Camden, he was ‘a man of tall personage, a manly countenance, somewhat brown of visage, strongly featured, and thereto comely proportioned in all lineaments of body’. His facial features were ‘of sweet aspect, but high-foreheaded, which was of no discommendation’. His large pupils, piercing in gaze, appear almost black in portraits of him. Later he would grow a reddish moustache and forked beard, but probably for the moment we should imagine him as an unshaven youth, yet to reach his full maturity. He had a large, strong-bridged aquiline nose, matched with an angular jutting chin. But it was his athletic physique, honed through regular exercise - Dudley was a keen horse rider, tennis player and jouster who had a celebrated reputation on the tiltyard - that drew the attention of onlookers, combined with a lofty stance, his shoulders raised back and his head held high, a pose barely short of arrogance.

With Amy it is a different story. No picture of her is known to have survived, though according to the Imperial ambassador Caspar Bruener, writing in 1559, she was ‘a very beautiful wife’. We can also get a sense of the clothes that Amy wore from her tailor’s bills, which include payments for scarlet petticoats, loose gowns of russet taffeta or damask, ‘laced all thick overthwart the garde’, a ‘round kirtell’ of black velvet, white satin sleeves and a bodice of crimson velvet.

Yet there is a possibility that a portrait miniature painted by the Flemish artist Lavinia Teerlinc, and traditionally dated to around 1550, might be of Amy. The sitter, whose identity has long remained a mystery, wears a black bodice, squared across the shoulders. She has a nose slightly too large for her face, her pursed lips seem too small, while her pale features redden around the cheeks. Her light auburn hair is parted in the middle, beneath a headdress of white and black, fringed with gold. Her eyebrows are faint, almost wispy; her eyes are pale blue. Rather than stare directly at the viewer, she looks outwards, as if in contemplation. Significantly, set against a background of azure blue, typical of a Teerlinc miniature, there is a Latin inscription ‘An[n]o XVIII’ denoting the sitter’s age: 18 - Amy’s age just days after her marriage.

In particular, attention has focused upon the intricate oval brooch worn by the sitter. A black classical face is centred in the middle of the brooch, typical of the kind of jewellery worn by many ladies at court during the period. What makes its design so unusual, however, is the foliage on either side of the brooch; to the right is a spray of yellow flowers, identified as gillyflowers, and to the left are acorns and oak leaves. The gillyflower was also a well-known symbol representing marriage, betrothal and fidelity, yet it is difficult to understand why the lady in the portrait would wish to be pictured with acorns and oak leaves pinned to her breast, unless the device was part of some wider symbolism privately understood by the sitter. There is good reason to suggest that this might indeed be the case. The acorn and the oak was a symbol taken up by Amy’s husband Robert when he was later imprisoned in the Tower. There, into the sandstone wall of his cell, as a pun on his own name, similar to the Latin for an oak tree, robur, he carved acorns and oak leaves. The combination of this symbol, together with the gillyflowers symbolising marriage, is highly suggestive. Was the miniature painted to mark the occasion of a wedding? If so, the face that stares out at us might just be the only surviving likeness of Amy.3
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 My father’s heart

Robert and Amy may have married for love; but, in the sixteenth century, marriage could rarely be a matter of love alone. Considerations of wealth and politics were simply too great for that. It was particularly common among landowning families for fathers to decide who their children might marry, especially when the family inheritance was at stake. Robert and Amy would have had little choice but to dutifully obey their parents’ wishes, as countless other sons and daughters of nobles and gentlemen had done for generations before them. When Sir Walter Mildmay, Chancellor of the Exchequer under Henry VIII, insisted that his son Anthony marry the fourteen-year-old girl he had chosen for him, Anthony initially resisted, demanding to know more about the world before he settled down, but he soon relented and gave in to his father’s demands.

For women the choice was perhaps more stark. Entirely dependent on their parents, few ever thought to disobey their commands; Amy would have been no exception. When Joan Hayward was chosen as the wife of the heir of Longleat, John Thynne, she was told that she could meet the young man, her future husband, if she wished, but it was still expected that she marry him, whether she liked him or not. In response, Joan’s answer was typical of the age: ‘I do put my trust in God and in my good father that God will put into my father’s heart to choose me such a one as God will direct my heart not to dislike.’1 Certainly for Sir John Robsart, his daughter Amy’s marriage to the son of an earl must have been beyond his wildest expectations; he had everything to gain and nothing to lose.

Could Robert’s marriage to Amy have been an arranged one? The fact that it came so soon after his elder brother John’s arranged marriage to Somerset’s daughter, certainly suggests that Warwick had meticulously planned his sons’ wedding arrangements in advance. It may have been that Robert’s union with Amy was part of a series of alliances that Warwick had been making at that time, strengthening his own base of political support. Sir John Robsart was a key ally of his in Norfolk, and through his marriage to Elizabeth Appleyard had  established a strong series of connections amongst the Norfolk gentry, built upon intermarriage, that might prove politically valuable to the earl, who was especially keen to avoid any repeat of Kett’s rebellion the previous year. Amy also had the benefit of being Sir John Robsart’s only legitimate heir, and would therefore inherit his Norfolk manors. She may not have been able to compete with the rich heiresses Robert’s brothers John and Ambrose had wed, but she might provide Robert with enough land to establish himself as a wealthy country gentleman. Few could have predicted that Robert’s aspirations would one day reach far higher.

The clearest sign that Robert and Amy’s marriage would need to address more temporal concerns appears in the marriage contract drawn up by Warwick and Sir John Robsart, a fortnight before the wedding, on 20 May 1550. The details had obviously been pored over by both fathers for some time, each seeking the best deal for his child. For Sir John, the problem also lay with how his wife Elizabeth might receive an income after his death. Reluctant for his entire estate to pass to his daughter and her husband immediately after his death, he managed to ensure that a clause was added to the marriage contract stating that Amy and Robert would only inherit the Robsart estate of the manors of Syderstone, Newton and Great Bircham in north-west Norfolk after both he and his wife were dead. For Warwick, while sympathetic to Sir John’s obvious concerns, this was insufficient. He needed to ensure that the young couple would have enough to get by on. In return for a down payment or dowry of £200, it was agreed that Sir John was to pay Robert an annual allowance of £20. To complement this, Warwick added another £50, provided from the rents of some land of his in Leicestershire. Since the couple were unlikely to inherit Amy’s family estate in the near future, Warwick also provided them with the lands of the priory of Coxford, close to her parents’ estate, in the hope that one day they would be amalgamated.2


What about the soon-to-be married couple? There is little evidence of their participation in any of the finer details of the contract, which would have been ironed out between the two fathers. Only a final clause in the contract, coming almost as an afterthought, indicates that there were two other parties in the arrangement; the marriage, both Sir John and Warwick agreed, should only take place ‘if the said Robert and Amye  will thereunto condescend and agree’. At this stage, one suspects, they were hardly likely not to.3


 



Through his son’s marriage to Amy, it was clear that Warwick intended to establish Robert as the most influential landholder in north-west Norfolk. Possibly he considered that his son might one day be able to supplant the dormant power of the Howard family in the county, whose downfall in the final months of the reign of Henry VIII had left Norfolk without a resident magnate - a dangerous vacuum of power and authority that needed to be filled, as Kett’s rebellion had sorely proved.

In the years that followed Robert was introduced gradually into local county administration, first becoming joint Steward and Constable of the castle and manor of Castle Rising in December 1550, together with his new father-in-law. The following year, in autumn 1551, he was appointed an elected knight of the shire and went on to share the Lord Lieutenancy of the county with his father-in-law in 1552. He soon ingratiated himself with the local gentlemen; the preacher John Aylmer later wrote how ‘your Lordship’s name is in Norfolk of some authority and your person well beloved.’4 In February 1553, Warwick granted Dudley the manor of Hemsby near Great Yarmouth, ‘so his son might be able to keep a good house in Norfolk’, and in July he received a grant of Saxlingham Manor near Holt.5


As a son of the most important nobleman in the land, Robert Dudley knew that his real future lay at court. It was here that he and Amy spent most of their time, lodging at his parents’ home at Ely Place in Holborn. In August 1551 Dudley was made a gentleman of the Privy Chamber, giving him privileged access to the young King Edward. The appointment was also a sign of his father’s increasing control of the king’s person. Two months later Warwick moved against Somerset, who was arrested suddenly at court and executed the following spring for his role in a putative and somewhat suspect assassination attempt against his rival.

Around the same time Warwick also awarded himself a dukedom, becoming the Duke of Northumberland. It was the highest rank a nobleman could achieve. The significance of Warwick’s elevation should not be underestimated. Henry VIII only created two dukedoms during his reign, including one to his illegitimate son Henry Fitzroy, while Elizabeth I never created any dukes: Warwick’s elevation was the first outside the royal family since the Wars of the Roses.

As his father’s star continued to rise, Dudley’s career also prospered. A skilled horseman, he now took a regular part in the royal jousts, tilts and barriers, commonly termed ‘triumphs’. In December 1551 he ran six courses at the tilt as part of the Christmas festivities, reappearing on Twelfth Night and once more eleven days later, when his team was defeated by his brothers John and Ambrose, who won by ‘4 taints’.a


Dudley’s activities at court extended beyond mere entertaining. Where there were lucrative positions on offer, he filled them. He was appointed to the office of Master of the Buckhounds in September 1552, a role which entailed organising the king’s hunting parties, breeding the royal hounds and ensuring that there was a steady supply of deer in the parks and chases. It also brought Dudley the not insignificant salary of £33 6s 8d per annum.6 In February 1553, he was given the honorary position of chief carver.

With higher office came the prospect of material reward. At the end of December 1552, Dudley was appointed keeper of Somerset Place, the magnificent newly built palace on the banks of the Thames, the finest renaissance building in London, designed by Warwick’s rival the Duke of Somerset before he was executed. For the rest of Edward’s reign Dudley and his wife lived in these splendid surroundings, undoubtedly the most sumptuous private residence in the capital. It was also during this period that Elizabeth agreed to exchange her London residence at Durham Place for Somerset Place. Although she never visited while Robert Dudley was living there, the fact that he had been chosen to be the keeper of the princess’s official home would bring the pair even closer.
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 Shameful slanders

The story of Elizabeth’s enigmatic bond with her favourite Robert Dudley is an enduring one. For the thirty years from the beginning of Elizabeth’s reign until the day of Dudley’s death they were barely out of each other’s sight. Their relationship has intrigued generations of historians as much as it baffled her contemporaries. At the time, people blamed astronomy for the ‘most strait conjunction of their minds’; that the ‘hidden consent of the stars at the hour of their birth’ - rumoured to be on the same day1 - explained their unique attraction, ‘a man cannot easily say’.2


By the early 1550s, Dudley and Elizabeth had already known each other for some time. Dudley later told the French ambassador that ‘they had first become friends before she was eight years old’, which would place their first meeting between 1540 and 1541.3 It would have been during this period that Robert Dudley was placed in the household of Edward, Prince of Wales, the future Edward VI, probably in 1544.

The ‘young lords attendant upon the Prince’ were mostly sons of the nobility, boys slightly older than him who were destined to form the next generation of the nobility. Very much the forerunner of the boarding school, the boys were taught in lessons by Edward’s tutors Richard Cox, John Cheke and Roger Ascham, while William Buckley initially remained in overall charge as the Master of the Henchmen.4 Buckley also acted as the boys’ maths tutor. He was a captivating and engaging teacher who believed in making learning a pleasure; one of his works, Arithmetica Memorativa, comprised of Latin verses designed to teach the rules of arithmetic so that they might more easily be committed to memory.5  Most the tutors had been schooled at Cambridge, the academic power-house of the Reformation. They were all of a humanist persuasion, and helped shape the young minds of the future generation of men who would one day act as the advisers to Elizabeth.

Though by no means a scholar himself, John Dudley was determined that his children were well educated in the classics, and a surviving list of books owned by his eldest son, John, attests to the deep culture of knowledge and learning that their father had ensured his sons were  steeped in. Walter Haddon later admitted to Robert Dudley that ‘you have certainly inherited a love of scholarship, for your father, although he acknowledged himself uneducated, was yet most devoted to learning ... although he received no formal education, he valued highly one able to make a modest display of academic ability’.6 It is more likely, however, that the influence of Robert’s mother, Jane Dudley, was equally responsible for his education; as a girl she had been brought up at court with Mary Tudor and her friend Catherine Parr, where she had studied under the Spanish humanist Juan Luis Vives. Vives’ work, The Education of a Christian Woman, helped to inspire a generation of young women to take up learning which ultimately they passed on to their children.

Elizabeth was also to benefit from this flourishing of new learning at court. As a young girl she did not have a tutor of her own, having to make do with the occasional lesson from Richard Cox when he was not preoccupied with Edward’s studies. Henry VIII’s marriage to Catherine Parr in July 1543 changed this. Catherine was determined to ensure that all of Henry’s children were well-educated, and soon Elizabeth was given her own private tutor, William Grindal, another Cambridge scholar who was accounted ‘the best Grecian one of them’, fluent in both Latin and ancient Greek. Grindal was succeeded in 1548 by Roger Ascham, while Elizabeth also began to take French lessons with Edward’s French tutor, Jean Belmain. Soon Elizabeth would be fluent in Latin, equally comfortable speaking or writing the language; French and Italian became ‘like English’ to her.

It has often been speculated that Elizabeth and Robert might have shared lessons together; though they certainly shared the same tutors, there is little evidence to support this affectionate theory. Besides, though his brothers John and Ambrose had both taken to the liberal arts, Robert had shown an early disdain for the classics and favoured mathematics. This was much to Roger Ascham’s disapproval, who later reminded him that in trading his learning of Cicero’s works for the study of mathematics, navigation and astrology - one of Dudley’s great passions - ‘you did yourself injury in changing Tully’s wisdom with Euclid’s pricks and lines’.7


Contemporary scholars were divided about the benefits of a mathematical education, which some believed ‘withdraw the mind from the practical concerns of life and render it less fit to face concrete and mundane realities’. Yet Dudley’s early education in the sciences would  inspire him to become a patron of the golden age of Elizabethan maritime - and indeed global - expansion. One of the most important works on navigation published in the sixteenth century, William Cunningham’s  The Cosmographical Glass, which appeared in the first year of Elizabeth’s reign, was actually dedicated to Dudley, thanking him for ‘your Lordship’s encouragement of me to knowledge, both in words and most liberal rewards’.8 Dudley’s interest in geography, cartography and astronomy, which he retained throughout his life, may have been inspired by the famous scientist Dr John Dee, who had stayed in his father’s household when Robert was a boy. It is possible that Dee acted as Dudley’s science teacher; if so, it was yet another passion that Dudley and Elizabeth, who was on good terms with Dee, seemed to share. Later, during her reign, they visited Dee’s house at Mortlake together, to ‘see some of the properties of that glass [supposedly given to Dee by angels] to her Majesty’s great contentment and delight’.9


Elizabeth, like Dudley, was a middle child who, although she was a princess, was not considered to be of any real importance. The daughter of Henry VIII by his second marriage to Anne Boleyn, she was third in line to the throne after her younger brother Edward VI and her elder sister Mary. As a result, few expected her ever to become queen. Many even doubted her legitimacy as an heir to the throne, since her father had passed an act of attainder against her mother, which effectively annulled their marriage, stripped Elizabeth of her legitimacy and briefly removed her from the succession altogether.

Yet Elizabeth’s status as princess meant that she could never live entirely in the shadows. From an early age, it was assumed that she would be married off at the earliest dynastic opportunity. When Elizabeth was barely sixteen months old, Henry VIII had opened negotiations with Francis I to marry her to the French king’s third son, the Duke of Angoulême.10 Other possible marriages were mooted during her father’s and brother’s reigns, with sons of the Earl of Arran, the King of Denmark, the Duke of Ferrara, the Duke of Guise, John Frederick of Saxony and the son of the Duke of Florence.11 Elizabeth remembered them all, recalling that:In the king my brother’s time, there was offered me a very honourable marriage or two, and Ambassadors sent to treat with me touching the same, where upon I made my humble suit unto his highness . . . that it  would like the same to give me leave, with his graces favour, to remain in the estate I was, which of all others best liked and pleased me . . . I am even at this present of the same mind, and so intend to continue . . . I so well like this estate, as I persuade unto myself there is not any kind of life comparable unto it.12





This was how Elizabeth, mindful of her status as the Virgin Queen, would later prefer to remember the past. The truth was altogether different.

It was during her brother Edward’s reign that, as a precocious teenager, Elizabeth went to live with her stepmother, the former queen Catherine Parr. Barely weeks after Henry VIII’s death, Catherine had begun a secret relationship with Sir Thomas Seymour, the then Lord Admiral and younger brother of Edward’s Protector, the Duke of Somerset. Athletic and well built, with a russet beard and piercing blue eyes, Sir Thomas bore more than a passing resemblance to Elizabeth’s own father, Henry VIII. Soon Catherine and Sir Thomas were married, causing scandal at court, since it followed so soon after Henry’s death. Then came the news that, at the age of 36, Catherine was expecting Seymour’s child.

While Catherine was pregnant, Sir Thomas began to turn his attentions elsewhere: to Elizabeth. At first his playful behaviour seemed innocent enough, tickling the princess in her bed with Catherine even joining in. On one occasion, Elizabeth’s gentlewoman, Catherine Ashley, discovered the princess with her gown cut up ‘into a hundred pieces’. Elizabeth explained: Seymour had done it, and ‘the queen [Catherine Parr] held her while my lord did so dress it’.13 What Catherine was playing at is hard to imagine, though perhaps she felt that if she joined in the fun and kept a careful watch over the pair, her errant husband’s activities with the teenage Elizabeth would at least be able to be monitored and controlled.

Catherine’s hopes were swiftly dashed. Soon Sir Thomas began to visit Elizabeth in her bedchamber early in the morning, ‘in his nightgown, barelegged in his slippers’. If Elizabeth was awake, he would bid her good morning, patting her on the back, ‘or on the buttocks familiarly’. When the princess was still sleeping, he would pull open the curtains of the bed and jump in, ‘as though he would come at her’.14


At first Elizabeth avoided Seymour’s advances, but the young girl fast  became curious, flattered by the attention that the most attractive man at court was paying her. She struggled to hide her affection, blushing at any mention of his name. Privately, she could not stop talking about him, and Ashley recalled how ‘she hath spoken to me of him many times’.15 Catherine began to grow suspicious. On one occasion, she caught Elizabeth with Seymour, ‘where they were all alone, he having her in his arms’. Catherine was enraged. ‘Of this was much displeasure’, Catherine Ashley later recalled.16 Elizabeth would have to go. As Catherine’s pregnancy reached its final stages, Elizabeth was sent away, but not before her stepmother gave her some words of advice, warning her of the damage that might be done to her reputation by her conduct. Elizabeth, ashamed, ‘answered little’.

After a difficult pregnancy, Catherine gave birth to a baby girl. But within days Catherine succumbed to puerperal fever and died. For Elizabeth, it would serve as another painful reminder of the sacrifices that marriage and love might bring.

Seymour did not allow his wife’s death to deter him. He was once again free to marry, and was overheard saying that he ‘would wear black for one year, and would then know where to have a wife’.17 Soon he was in contact with Elizabeth’s servant Thomas Parry, asking ‘whether her great buttocks were grown any less or no?’18 Elizabeth, too, was being urged to consider the opportunities to be had. Yet the princess remained cautious. When Ashley pressed her to write a letter of condolence to Seymour, she refused, ‘lest she be thought to woo him’.19


Elizabeth was not Seymour’s only project. For months he had been grooming the king, supplying Edward with pocket money in the hope that the boy would be bribed into signing a parliamentary bill agreeing that Seymour might become his governor, a position he had long coveted. When this failed, Seymour looked to new enterprises to secure the power his brother enjoyed. Attempting to win over the support of members of the nobility, including Lady Jane Grey’s father, Henry, Marquis of Dorset, he planned nothing less than a full-scale civil war. One suspects that Seymour never quite recovered his sanity after his wife’s death: he later admitted that he had been ‘so amazed’ that he had ‘small regard either to myself or my doings’. In an extraordinary scheme that echoed his brother Somerset’s flight to Windsor, he resolved that he would kidnap Edward and take him to Holt Castle. It was only the barking of the king’s dog at midnight as Seymour broke into Edward’s bedchamber,  pistol in hand, that scuppered his plans. Tried and found guilty, he was executed in March 1549, his execution warrant signed by the shaky, almost illegible, hand of his own brother.

In his final hours Seymour had attempted to write to Elizabeth secretly, hiding the letter in the soles of his velvet shoes. The letter was discovered and never delivered. Later, Elizabeth reflected wistfully that his life could have been spared; ‘if his brother [Somerset] had been suffered to speak with him, he had never suffered’. Hearing of his execution, she merely remarked that ‘this day died a man of much wit, and very little judgment’.20


Worse, perhaps, was to come. The investigations into Seymour’s actions had uncovered the tales of his behaviour with the princess. Elizabeth, who ‘wept all night, and lowred all the next day’, was enraged when she discovered that Catherine Ashley was to be removed from her household. She wrote to Somerset that ‘There goeth rumours abroad, which be greatly both against my Honour, and Honesty’. Gossips had said that she was ‘with child by my Lord Admiral’, and that she had been placed in the Tower. ‘My Lord,’ Elizabeth protested, ‘these are shameful slanders.’ She wished to come to court to protest her innocence, ‘that I may show myself there as I am’, and urged him to issue a proclamation against any such rumours.21


Somerset ignored her pleas and the investigations were ordered to continue. Elizabeth was aghast. At least she could count on the confidentiality of her household, she believed. ‘They all sing one song,’ the frustrated examiner wrote back to Somerset, ‘and so I think they would not do, unless they had set the note before.’ The questioning intensified. Under pressure and suffering from the harsh conditions of his imprisonment, her servant Thomas Parry was the first to crumble. When Elizabeth found out, she condemned him as a ‘false wretch, and said he had promised he would never confess it to death’.22


Confess what exactly? It seems that after Catherine’s death, Elizabeth had remained in contact with Seymour, using Thomas Parry as a go-between in a pretence of conducting a suit for a property in London. ‘They used me but for an instrument,’ Parry admitted, ‘to serve their purposes to be brought to pass, and to have entered further.’23 So what was the exact nature of Elizabeth and Sir Thomas Seymour’s relationship? The evidence suggests that the princess was keen to keep in contact with Sir Thomas, perhaps to see where matters might lead, possibly even  towards marriage. There can be little doubt that her early association with him was a formative episode in the mind of the young princess. Impressionable, vulnerable, it was her first encounter with a man, and she had found it thrilling.

No evidence has come to light that Elizabeth ever embarked upon a full sexual relationship with Sir Thomas. As will be seen, there is little to suggest that Elizabeth ever gave up her virginity, let alone at the young age of thirteen to a man three times her age.

Elizabeth nevertheless had had a taste of what it was to love. Passion had overcome her; her illicit meetings with Seymour behind Catherine’s back were foolish, but she could not resist. Now that had been taken away from her. The escapade was but an unfortunate memory; but once again it was a memory, like her mother’s death upon the block, that forged in her own mind the dangerously close bond between love and marriage and death and destruction.
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 God will revenge

As the Seymours’ fortunes faded, so the Dudleys rose to power, a rise which also witnessed a marked turnaround in Elizabeth’s prospects. She was immediately given her own palace at Hatfield, with her own surveyor to keep her lands and affairs in check. His name was William Cecil. It was the start of a long and affectionate friendship that spanned nearly fifty years.

When she visited court, Elizabeth was treated with full regal dignity, and in January 1551 was ‘most honourably received by the Council . . . to show the people how much glory belongs to her who has embraced the new religion and is become a very great lady.’1 Restored to her position as the king’s favourite sister (Mary was in disgrace for allowing Catholics to come to hear mass in her household), Elizabeth was finally granted her full yearly allowance of £3,000 due to her under her father’s will. For the first time she was able to live the life of a princess, and the next two years were some of the happiest of her life.

But for Elizabeth and for Dudley and his wife Amy, living comfortably as one of the most influential couples at court, life was about to undergo a dramatic change.

 



The Twelfth Night festivities of 1553 were cut short when the king began to feel unwell. What started with a strained cough soon developed into something far more serious. At 15, Edward was on the brink of manhood, ready to assume the mantle of his kingship. During the previous summer he had regularly taken part in hunting expeditions and training exercises, and had even made his first royal progress out of the capital, going as far as Portsmouth on horseback. Now bedridden, his cough grew worse: ‘the matter he ejects from his mouth is sometimes coloured by a greenish yellow and black, sometime pink, like the colour of blood.’2 In April, Edward was moved to Greenwich in order to ‘take the air’. It seemed to help. His sister Mary wrote to him, congratulating him on his recovery from his ‘rhume cough’, but she was premature.3 Edward was in fact dying.

This much he knew, perhaps: in his own hand he had drawn up a will, his ‘devise’ as he termed it, setting out his wish for the succession after his death. Its contents were breathtaking. Edward was determined to turn the entire Tudor succession envisaged by his father on its head. Both his sisters, Mary and Elizabeth, were to be written out entirely. Instead, he nominated the male heirs of his cousin Frances Grey or her daughter Jane to inherit the throne. The only problem with this was that there were no male heirs. Frances was 36 and had not given birth for nine years; her daughter Jane, who had only just turned 16, was unmarried.

In the hope that this might change, Jane and her sisters were hastily married, Jane to Robert Dudley’s younger brother, Guildford. A new Parliament was summoned for September to ratify the king’s new will. But it soon became apparent to all that these plans were optimistic. For Edward, time was running out: ‘the sputum which he brings up is livid, black, fetid and full of carbon,’ wrote one doctor. ‘It smells beyond measure.’ The young boy, now too weak to leave his bed, was ‘racked by violent coughing’ and remained ‘tormented by constant sleeplessness’.4


An heir would have to be found, fast. The king, an ardent Protestant, still refused to allow Mary, a Catholic, to inherit his throne; more curiously, he also rejected Elizabeth from the succession. ‘It was the fate of my other sister,’ the dying king told his council, ‘to have Anne Boleyn for a mother’, who had been ‘more inclined to couple with a number of courtiers rather than reverencing her husband’; having been ‘cast off by my father’, he believed that Elizabeth was nothing but a ‘bastard and sprung from an illegitimate bed’.5 There was no one else but his cousin Jane. With a few strokes of the pen, the king altered his ‘devise’: Jane was now Edward’s sole heir.

 



When Edward finally died on 6 July 1553, Warwick, now Duke of Northumberland, moved fast to seize the Tower. The number of guards was doubled and a watch placed on all the ports. Four days later, Jane was proclaimed queen in front of a thousand silent Londoners, their faces ‘sorrowful and averted’.6 Only one man stood out, shouting that Mary was their rightful queen. For that offence his ears were severed ‘at the root’ the next morning.

It would be crucial for the success of the new regime that Mary was captured. The princess was currently residing in Norfolk, at Sawston  Hall, yet Northumberland was unsettled: Mary had been summoned to court, but he had yet to hear any response back from her. Northumberland’s first thought was to call upon his son Robert. His growing influence in Norfolk might help counter any support that Mary might attempt to gather. Having been ordered to bring Mary back to the capital, Dudley rode through the night along the highway towards Cambridge, arriving at Sawston Hall as the dawn broke across the fields.

He was too late. Tipped off secretly that her brother was near death, Mary had fled, some two days before Edward died, heading towards the Duke of Norfolk’s estate at Framlingham Castle. In his rage, Dudley ordered that Sawston Hall be ransacked and burnt. It was a costly mistake, earning his father ‘the deepest hatred in the surrounding countryside’. As the local gentry began to hear what had taken place at the Hall, they flocked to Mary’s side.

There was little choice left but to face Mary and her growing army in combat. In London, few were prepared to volunteer, and Northumberland was forced to lead the army himself, trusting his Council to look after their new Queen Jane. A few days later, he marched out of the capital, leaving Jane in the Tower with the rest of the Council. It was their treachery he feared most. ‘If ye mean deceit, though not forthwith yet hereafter,’ he told them on his departure, ‘God will revenge the same.’7 Northumberland’s march out of London was reminiscent of a time four years earlier, when he had been cheered by the people as he rode along its streets ready to defeat Kett’s rebels. This time, however, the streets were eerily silent. ‘The people press to meet us,’ he said nervously to a colleague, ‘but not one sayeth God speed us.’8


Northumberland reached Cambridge on 14 July. His troops had already begun to desert him. Meanwhile men flocked to Mary’s side at Framlingham, including the earls of Sussex, Bath and Oxford: power was ebbing swiftly away from Jane as Mary gathered her forces ready to face the battlefield. Four days later the Council in London had joined them and proclaimed Mary queen at Cheapside, amid scenes of jubilant rejoicing, ‘what with shouting and crying of the people, and ringing of the bells’.9 Hearing the news while he was still stationed at Cambridge, Northumberland rushed to follow, but the following day he was arrested and taken back to the capital a prisoner bound for the Tower.

So, too, was Robert. After he had failed to capture Mary and made the rash mistake of sacking Sawston Hall, he had ridden on into Norfolk  where he had managed to assemble tenants and friends, not without some success. He had travelled to King’s Lynn, where he had proclaimed Jane queen at the marketplace there with the support of the mayor and three hundred townsmen. Unfortunately, he had done so on the same day that the people in the capital were proclaiming Mary queen.

When news reached Norfolk of Mary’s proclamation in London, Robert was arrested and taken to Mary’s residence at Framlingham Castle, where he threw himself prostrate at the new queen’s feet and begged for pardon. On 26 July 1553 he was taken to the Tower, where the cells were already overcrowded with the latest political prisoners, including his father, brothers, and the former queen, Jane Grey. At first, Robert was sent with his brother Guildford to the Bell Tower, before being placed in the Beauchamp Tower along with his other brothers, Ambrose, Henry and John.
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 These beasts do well behold

On the morning of 22 August, Northumberland was executed upon the scaffold. The trial had been hastily arranged, the verdict was perhaps inevitable. After his sentence had been passed, the duke had begged for forgiveness, specifically requesting that Mary ‘be gracious to my children, which may hereafter do her Grace good service, considering that they went by my commandment who am their father, and not of their own free wills.’1 Once again, efforts to restore the Dudley name had begun; chief among those working on Robert’s behalf was his mother, Jane, Duchess of Northumberland, who, after realising that her husband’s execution was inevitable, was desperate to save her sons.

Before Northumberland faced death that summer morning, Robert and his brothers would be dealt one final humiliation: they were forced to witness their father take mass and receive the sacrament with the full Roman rite. ‘Truly, I profess here before you all that I have received the sacrament according to the true Catholic faith,’ Northumberland said after the ceremony, turning to his sons, ‘the plague that is upon the realm and upon us now is that we have erred from the faith these sixteen years.’2  Did Northumberland really believe his own words? He repeated as much on the scaffold; perhaps he thought it was a price worth paying if it meant that his sons would be saved. From their cell windows, the Dudley brothers would not have been able to witness their father’s final moments. But they would have been able to view the return of his dismembered body, wheeled along in a wooden cart on its way to the chapel of St Peter ad Vincula, to be laid to rest alongside the remains of his old foe, the Duke of Somerset.

Now began perhaps the most difficult period of Robert Dudley’s life. For eighteen months he remained imprisoned, not knowing whether his life would end there. His rank ensured that his stay was at least comfortable. At a time when prisoners were expected to pay for their incarceration, those with wealth were able to avoid the familiar terrors and squalor of the Tower. Receiving a stipend (£2 3s 4d a week) for their ‘diet’ and two servants each (13s 4d a week), they could purchase whatever  food they liked and were allowed furniture, books, even pets. For exercise, they were allowed to walk on the flat lead roofs connecting the Beauchamp and Bell Towers. Robert may even have been able to visit the Tower menagerie that included a tiger, a lynx, a wolf, an eagle, porcupines and an old lion named Edward VI. He certainly seems to have developed an affection for the porcupines there, with his household accounts referring to the purchase of apples, bought ‘at sundry times for the porpontyes’.3


To while away the hours of endless boredom during the winter nights, the Dudley brothers carved an elaborate memorial into the wall of their cell, featuring the family heraldic emblem of a bear alongside a ragged staff. It can clearly be seen there today. Beneath it they carved the verse:You that these beasts do well behold and see 
May deem with ease wherefore here made they be, 
With borders eke wherin there may be found 
Four brothers’ names, who list to search the ground.




Within the border, Robert carved his own particular symbol into the wall: the oak spray that also featured in Lavinia Teerlinc’s miniature, possibly commissioned to celebrate his marriage to Amy.

Not all freedoms were denied the brothers, for they were also granted permission to see their wives. A letter from the Privy Council to the Lieutenant of the Tower is more explicit: he was ‘to permit these ladies following to have access unto their husbands, and there to tarry with them so long and at such times, as by him shall be thought meet; that is to say, the Lord Ambrose’s wife, the Lord Robert’s wife.’4 It is the first mention we have of Amy since her marriage to Robert in June 1550. More than three years had passed since then; she was now a grown woman of 21. There is no evidence as to Amy’s whereabouts during that period, though it is fair to suspect that she had been living with her husband in Somerset Place, observing his rise to power and perhaps occasionally attending court, right up until Edward VI’s death.

It is striking, however, that there is no sign of any children born to the couple. In an age when infant mortality was high, this seems even more extraordinary. Since more than one in eight children died in their first year and only three-quarters of children survived past the age of ten, the role of most Tudor women was to give birth as often as possible. Robert Dudley had experienced the necessity of having a large family to  counter what was considered inevitable; his own mother Jane Dudley had borne thirteen children, eight of whom had survived. The Privy Council letter implies that Robert and Amy were still believed to have a normal married life (or at least it gave them the freedom to continue doing so); the couple were hardly estranged at this time. The demands of court life might have meant that Robert would have spent precious little time with his wife, but this was often the case with courtiers, and did not prevent them fathering children; it had not stopped his father, after all.

The couple’s childless marriage seemed unusual to others too. Cecil later took it as evidence of Dudley’s unsuitability as a husband. Whereas other men had ‘been blessed with multitudes of children’, when assessing Robert’s marriage to Amy, Cecil wrote simply nuptiae steriles - meaning ‘sterile marriages’ - to which he added the explanation: ‘himself married, and no children’.

Mary’s accession must have thrown Amy’s married life into confusion. Previously she had been living a comfortable life married to the son of the most important man in the country. Now her father-in-law was dead, condemned to a traitor’s death. At that moment she had last seen her husband Robert when he had departed for Norfolk in pursuit of Mary; now he was a prisoner in the Tower, likely awaiting the same fate as his father. Then there was her own security to consider. It was unlikely that Queen Mary would allow the wife of a man who had taken up arms against her to continue residing at Somerset House, one of her own royal residences. Amy found herself not only without a husband, but also without a home.

Fortunately, both Amy’s parents were still alive. It was her mother’s family who must have come to the rescue. Before she had married her first husband, Roger Appleyard, Amy’s mother Elizabeth had lived in Camberwell with her family. Her father, John Scott, was an important member of the Inner Temple in London who had become the third Baron of the Exchequer in 1528. John died in 1532, though the family still owned a town house in Camberwell which Amy would later visit. While Robert remained in the Tower, Amy most likely stayed there, visiting her husband when occasion might demand, waiting anxiously to hear what his fate might be.

Though he had been imprisoned since his arrest in July, Robert Dudley was the last member of his family to be formally charged. Unlike his  father and his brothers, he had not proclaimed Jane queen in the capital. His treasons had taken place in Norfolk, where it had taken some time to gather the evidence against him. A commission eventually held at Norwich found him guilty of possessing King’s Lynn ‘in warlike manner’, where he had ‘traitrously published and proclaimed to be Queen of this realm of England one Jane Dudley’. On 22 January 1554, having been conveyed through London on foot from the Tower, Robert was taken to the Guildhall, where a formal sentence of execution for treason was passed.5
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 Common conditions

At court, events were moving fast, as the new queen planned the nation’s restoration to the Catholic faith - much to Elizabeth’s consternation. Elizabeth had returned to court on her sister’s triumph; they rode into London together as a symbol of unity, and Elizabeth carried Mary’s train at her coronation. Though their views may have differed on religion, Elizabeth believed implicitly in her sister’s divine right to rule: unlike Jane, she recognised that her own place in the succession was dependent on her duty to obey.

But as the new regime began to return to papal obedience, privately the princess struggled to conform. She avoided going to mass until she was forced to in September 1553. The same month Thomas Cranmer, the former Archbishop of Canterbury, was arrested and placed in the Tower. Uncertainty and fear now reigned in the thoughts of most Protestants; Elizabeth was no exception. She asked to return to her estates for Christmas, rather than remain at court. Other Protestants had already fled the realm in exile, including Lady Catherine Knollys, the daughter of Anne Boleyn’s sister, Mary. Elizabeth wrote to her cousin, wishing her farewell: ‘think this pilgrimage rather a proof of your friends, than a leaving of your country.’ She ended the letter not with her usual, ornate calligraphic signature, but instead with the Italian words, ‘Cor Rotto’ - Broken Heart.1


Elizabeth posed a significant problem for Mary. She was the obvious figurehead around which religious discontent might form. Mary also never forgot their bitter family history that had nearly destroyed her: Elizabeth would always remain the daughter of the woman who stole her father and ripped her family apart. Hiding her private emotions, she told the Spanish ambassador of the time, Simon Renard, that Elizabeth would become, like her mother, a woman ‘who had caused great trouble in the Kingdom’.2


Although Elizabeth remained officially a bastard from the time when Henry had passed an Act of Parliament declaring Mary, as his daughter from his marriage to Catherine of Aragon, to be his legitimate heir,  Henry VIII’s final will had at least guaranteed Elizabeth’s rights as successor to the throne. Whatever the legitimacy of her status, Elizabeth remained a risk: better she be placed in the Tower, Renard had argued. Mary’s Privy Council disagreed, pointing out that any such rebellious behaviour would be tempered by her choosing a husband who might not only take her hand in marriage, but, even better, take her out of the country altogether. Several names came to mind: Emmanuel Philibert, the Duke of Savoy, the Marquis of Baden and the Spanish Duke of Segorbe’s son were all considered, though favourite among Mary’s councillors was Edward Courtenay, the great-grandson of Edward IV and the last of the Yorkist line. Courtenay had languished in the Tower since he was twelve years old. On her accession, Mary released him from his imprisonment and granted him the title of the Earl of Devon. A Catholic from birth, it was thought that he might keep Elizabeth ‘in the religion she now professed’. No one thought to consult Elizabeth on the matter. The idea was quickly dropped, however, when Mary’s cousin, Emperor Charles V, expressed his opposition to the plans.
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