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Praise for Unnatural Murder


‘Wonderfully dramatic … Probably the juiciest court scandal of the past 500 years. Anne Somerset writes so freshly that her characters strut before us as if they lived today. A gripping detective story that tells us more about the corruption, debauchery and naked power-plays of seventeenth-century life than anything I have read’


Christopher Hudson, Daily Mail


‘This is by far the most comprehensive account I have read of the Overbury scandal, combining a firm mastery of complex sources with a narrative drive that impels the reader to turn the page. It is also quite one of the best historical whodunits’


Roy Strong, Sunday Times


‘Anne Somerset gives us scandal in high places, as well as insights into a seamy underworld of quacks and witches, hustlers and go-betweens; her subsidiary characters stand comparison with Ben Jonson’s most outrageous rascals … Both history and whodunit, this is a hugely enjoyable book’


Lucy Hughes-Hallet, Daily Telegraph


‘A sordid yet fascinating story which Anne Somerset delineates with great skill’


Antonia Fraser, The Times


‘Anne Somerset shows skill and stamina in telling her lurid tale … This book consolidates her position in the front rank of historical biographers for the general reader’


John Jolliffe, Country Life


‘A fine and absorbing book, based on fresh scholarship and fresh thinking and deserving both a lay and professional readership’


Blair Worden, The Spectator


‘This marvellous account of a real-life episode in 1615 bristles with ingredients Webster would have recognised and loved’


Max Davidson, Daily Telegraph


‘Scrupulously researched, her account of the Overbury scandal illuminates the machinations and intrigues which passed for government in Jacobean England’


Sunday Times


‘Deals in a scholarly but ever readable way with a fascinating historical nugget. This is a book about murder, witchcraft, adultery, lechery, intrigue and chicanery among the country’s most powerful nobility’


Steve Grant, Time Out
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


The most famous portrait of Frances, Countess of Somerset is attributed to William Larkin and hangs in London’s National Portrait Gallery. Some people have commented that the lady’s faint smirk, bold stare and exposed breasts make it easy to believe that she was a murderess steeped in depravity. It should be noted, however, that such low-cut necklines were commonplace at the Jacobean court, and that matrons of unimpeachable virtue were painted revealing a comparable expanse of bosom. Furthermore, it is not absolutely certain that the sitter is the Countess of Somerset. There is an almost identical picture at Woburn Abbey, which is believed to be a portrait of Frances’s sister, Catherine, Countess of Salisbury.


King James I’s generosity with titles creates difficulties for historians of his reign, as the names of leading court figures alter with bewildering frequency. The main protagonists of this book each changed names three times. Robert Carr was created Viscount Rochester in 1611 and Earl of Somerset in 1613. Lady Frances Howard became Countess of Essex in 1606 and then Countess of Somerset on her remarriage at the end of 1613. Throughout the successive stages of this book I have in general tried to refer to each character by their correct title, but it has not always been possible to adhere to this. For instance, until Chapter Five, I sometimes refer to ‘Rochester’s trial’ when in fact he had become Earl of Somerset by the time he was brought to trial. I hope that readers will understand that I have done this in the hope of avoiding confusion.


Throughout the book I frequently quote financial figures. Obviously, any sum mentioned would have been much larger in today’s values. Although this cannot be more than a guideline, it should be noted that the Bank of England estimate that £1 in 1610 would have been worth £80.47 in May 1996.


In Jacobean England, the calendar year was held to start on 25 March. However, I have taken it to begin on 1 January, in accordance with modern usage. In the interests of clarity I have also modernised Jacobean spelling.


I should like to thank the following people for assistance they gave me while writing this book: Dr Harry Boothby, who gave medical advice regarding the death of Overbury; my father-in-law, Sir Raymond Carr, with whom I much enjoyed discussing the Overbury case and whose comments after reading the typescript were extremely helpful; Eddy Chancellor; Dr Neil Cuddy of Toronto University whose expertise on the workings of the Jacobean court was invaluable, and who took immense trouble commenting in detail on the typescript; Professor D.J. Gee, a Fellow of the Royal College of Pathologists who read Chapter Four of this work and who answered numerous enquiries about poisons and other possible causes of the death of Sir Thomas Overbury; Professor Michael A. Green; the Hon. Justice W. M. C. Gummow; Marianne Hinton; Greville and Corty Howard who showed me the Earl of Northampton’s almshouses at Castle Rising; Allegra Huston; Peter James, who translated relevant sections from the works of Thomas Aquinas and Canon Law from Latin into English; Douglas Matthews, who compiled the index; Michelle Minto of the Wellcome Institute for the History of Medicine; Roberto Petz, who translated Anna Maria Crino’s article from the Italian; Margaret Phillips of Ed Victor Ltd; Patrick Trevor-Roper; Ed Victor, my agent, who, as ever, was unfailingly supportive; Dr Diana Wetherill; Mr Wildman of Trinity Hospital, Greenwich, who showed me the tomb of the Earl of Northampton; my editor, Rebecca Wilson.


I should also like to thank the staff of the following libraries: the Bodleian, Oxford; the British Library; Cambridge University Library; Chester City Record Office; the Folger Shakespeare Library; the Heinz Archive of the National Portrait Gallery; the Huntington Library, California; Lambeth Palace Library; the London Library; the Public Record Office; West Yorkshire Archive Service, Leeds.


Lastly, I should like to thank my husband, Matthew Carr, whose reading of the typescript was just one of many ways he helped me while writing this book.




PROLOGUE


On 24 May 1616 Frances, Countess of Somerset was put on trial for her life in Westminster Hall. At the age of twenty-five, the Countess was already an infamous figure. The previous January she had been formally indicted as an accessory before the fact to the murder of Sir Thomas Overbury, who in September 1613 had died in agony in the Tower of London. At the time his death had been ascribed to natural causes, but it was now recognised as murder. In the autumn of 1615 a man named Richard Weston had been found guilty of killing Overbury, and he had been hanged shortly afterwards. At Weston’s trial the Prosecution had contended that Weston had fed Overbury poisoned tarts and jellies which had been prepared on the Countess of Somerset’s directions. When this had failed to kill Sir Thomas, the Countess had allegedly bribed an apothecary’s boy to administer Overbury an enema of mercury sublimate, causing death within twenty-four hours.


Other people had also faced capital charges in connection with Overbury’s murder. At their trials the Countess’s name had been further blackened by a mass of sordid revelations, which had exposed her not only as a poisoner, but as an adulteress who dabbled in black magic. So far three men and one woman had been executed for their part in the conspiracy, but few people doubted that these individuals had merely acted as the agents of the Countess and her husband, whom the Prosecution had described as ‘the principal movers’ of this ‘work of darkness’. For a time there had been fears that these two powerful figures would escape prosecution, and that the authorities would be content to ‘make a net to catch little birds and let the great ones go’.1 Now, however, it appeared that all were to be brought to justice. Like his wife, the Earl of Somerset stood indicted as an accessory to Overbury’s murder, and his trial was scheduled to take place the day after hers finished.


The case had excited intense public interest. Prior to the hearing, numerous scaffolds had been erected in Westminster Hall to accommodate the anticipated hordes of spectators. Despite the hall’s imposing size, space was at a premium: one man had paid £10 to secure admittance for his wife and himself, and it had cost £50 to reserve ‘a comer that could hardly contain a dozen’.2


Among the audience was Frances’s first husband, Robert, Earl of Essex. He and Frances had married in their early teens, but Essex had found it impossible to consummate the union. In 1613 the marriage had been dissolved amid bitter recriminations, freeing Frances to marry her lover, the Earl of Somerset. Now the woman who had inflicted such humiliation on Essex faced nemesis, and he was savouring the opportunity of seeing her humbled.


The proceedings opened with the utmost solemnity. The Lord Chancellor, who was to preside over the hearing, was conducted to his seat by six sergeants-at-arms, bearing maces. To his left and right sat a row of judges, robed in scarlet. Behind them, the twenty-two noblemen who were to try the Countess had already taken their places. As their names were called in turn, each peer rose to signify his willingness to act as juror, doffing his hat as he did so. Only once these preliminaries had been completed was the prisoner led in to face her accusers. Having taken her place at the bar, she slowly performed three curtsies, first to the Lord Chancellor, who sat opposite her, and then to the peers and judges who were ranged on either side of him.3


The Countess was renowned for being one of the most beautiful women in England. One man later wrote of her, ‘Those that saw her face might challenge nature of too much hypocrisy for harbouring so wicked a heart under so sweet and bewitching a countenance.’ Even now she looked undeniably lovely, despite the fact that in place of the sumptuous, low-cut costumes that had been her customary attire, she was clothed austerely in a black ‘gown of ordinary stuff’, trimmed with a ruff and cuffs of finest cotton. Looking at her, many of the spectators were moved to pity, but others recalled the words of one miscreant who had gone to the gallows for complicity in Overbury’s murder, and who had remarked bitterly of the Countess, ‘She was able to bewitch any man.’4


When ordered to do so, the Countess held up her right hand for the reading of the indictment. As the charge against her was formally recited, she ‘stood, looking pale, trembled, and shed some few tears’, shielding her face with her fan when Richard Weston’s name was mentioned. When he had finished, the Clerk of the Crown demanded, ‘Frances, Countess of Somerset, what sayest thou? Art thou guilty of this felony and murder, or not guilty?’ Making another obeisance to the Lord Chancellor, the Countess uttered a single word in ‘a low voice … wondrous fearful’: ‘Guilty’.5




CHAPTER ONE


On 5 January 1606 a very grand wedding took place in the Chapel Royal, Whitehall. The bride was an extraordinarily beautiful girl of fifteen,1 named Lady Frances Howard. She was the younger daughter of Thomas Howard, Earl of Suffolk, one of the highest-ranking officials at the court of King James I of England. The groom was Robert Devereux, third Earl of Essex. He was still a few days short of his fifteenth birthday, but he conducted himself so ‘gravely and gracefully’ that he appeared much older. It was a union between two of the most aristocratic and influential dynasties in England, and the celebrations that marked the occasion reflected this. Not only was the marriage solemnised in the chapel of the King’s principal London residence, Whitehall, but King James gave away the bride himself. In attendance were leading members of the nobility and all the most important court dignitaries, and the wedding presents they bestowed on the young couple were unusually lavish. It was afterwards reported that Frances and her husband had received silver plate with a cumulative value of £3,000, as well as jewels, money and a miscellany of other gifts worth £1,000.2


The highlight of the festivities that evening was an elaborate masque entitled Hymenaei, staged in the Banqueting House, Whitehall. The masque was a traditional form of courtly entertainment, combining music, poetry and dance. Since James I’s accession the modest presentations of Queen Elizabeth’s days had evolved into much more extravagant spectacles, with vast budgets for costumes and sets. The production put on that night, and paid for by the bride and groom’s families and friends, was particularly splendid. The script was written by the playwright Ben Jonson, author of the Masque of Blackness, which had been well received when staged at court exactly a year earlier. Jonson’s verse was declaimed by professional actors, but the interludes of dancing, to music written by court composer Alfonso Ferrabosco, and choreographed by Thomas Giles, were performed by ladies and gentlemen of the court. What excited the greatest admiration, however, were the costumes, scenery and special effects designed by Inigo Jones. The male dancers were clothed in mantles of different coloured silks, and the ladies in flowing garments of white and silver inspired by statues from classical antiquity. They wore headdresses of herons’ feathers embellished with pearls and jewels borrowed from courtiers and wealthy London citizens. So opulent was the effect that ‘the Spanish ambassador seemed but poor to the meanest of them’.3


Jones’s set provided more visual excitement. At the forefront of the stage was a matrimonial altar, and behind that a globe of the earth, with the seas picked out in silver. Vast golden figures were placed on either side of the stage, respectively identified as Atlas and Hercules. On their shoulders these giants supported a region of clouds, and in the midst of this a group of musicians was ensconced.


Taking its theme from the day’s events, the masque opened with the re-enactment of the rites of marriage as performed in ancient Rome. Then, after the god of marriage, Hymen, had delivered a speech


In honour of that blest estate
Which all good minds should celebrate,


the audience were entranced when the globe swivelled on a hidden pivot and eight gentlemen, representing the humours and affections, were displayed seated in the concave interior. These issued forth, and to the accompaniment of ‘contentious music’ they performed a menacing dance, apparently intent on disrupting the proceedings over which Hymen benignly presided. At this, however, another superhuman entity, Reason, materialised. She rebuked these obstreperous beings and, duly chastened, they withdrew.


At their departure from the stage the clouds which were held aloft by the great golden statues parted to reveal a still more breathtaking tableau. In the centre of the heavens sat Juno, divine patroness of matrimony, flanked by two of her sacred birds, the peacock. Four female attendants were ranged on either side of her, and these were now lowered gently to the ground, where they in turn performed a graceful display of dancing. The mechanism by which their descent was effected remains unknown, but in some way an optical illusion was created which gave the impression that the statues were bending down to deposit their burdens on the earth, a device received ‘with some rapture of the beholders’.4


It was fortunate that the audience could not know that Reason would have less success in subduing the ‘wild affections’ and unruly forces that would undermine the marital harmony of young Lord and Lady Essex. The masque met with widespread acclaim, not merely on account of its uplifting message but also – according to Ben Jonson – because it lacked nothing ‘either in richness, or strangeness of the habits [costumes], delicacy of dances or divine rapture of music’.5


There was, however, one way in which it was clear that Jonson’s paean of praise to matrimony was inapplicable to the ceremony which had preceded it. Although it was asserted in the course of the entertainment that the altar before which the couple had made their vows was


… but a sign
Of one more soft and more divine,
The genial bed where Hymen keeps
The solemn orgies, void of sleeps,


it was in fact never intended that the marriage between Frances and Essex should be consummated that night. In early seventeenth-century England the age of consent was twelve for a girl and fourteen for a boy. Nevertheless, although it was legal to marry once those ages had been attained, many people felt that it was inadvisable to do so. In particular, it was widely held that premature sexual activity was dangerously debilitating for young people. Thus when the Earl of Clare was ursed that his sixteen-year-old son should be permitted to sleep with his young wife, he expressed fears that this ‘unripe marriage’ would ‘hinder his corporeal growth or proficiency in learning’. Nor was it only young males who were thought to be at risk: in a crusading pamphlet issued in 1620 a clergyman named Alex Niccholes declared that though ‘forward virgins’ frequently desired to follow their mothers’ examples and marry at fourteen or even thirteen, such precipitancy could only result in ‘dangerous births, diminution of stature, brevity of life and such like’.6


It was largely because of these fears that early marriage was ceasing to be fashionable among the English aristocracy. Whereas in the latter half of the sixteenth century over a fifth of peers’ sons were married by the age of seventeen, at the accession of James I in 1603 only about twelve per cent of them had acquired wives when so young.7


Nevertheless, the Earl of Suffolk, ‘a man never endued with much patience’, remained among the minority who thought it desirable that his children should marry at a very early age. As befitted a man who was responsible for the upkeep of seven sons and four daughters (‘the youngest and best beloved’ of whom died three years after Frances married Essex), he was businesslike about such matters. Fat and genial, and renowned for being ‘every way a kind father to his children’,8 he was not so indulgent that he was prepared to let them choose their own partners. Like most men of his class, he thought that marriage was too important a matter to be determined by frivolous considerations like physical attraction or romantic love. At the highest levels of society marriage was expected to bring with it solid advantage, and the wealth and status of prospective partners was of crucial significance when assessing whether or not a match was desirable.


Suffolk’s attitude was doubtless conditioned by the fact that he himself had benefited from marrying well. While still in his teens he had fulfilled his father’s dying wish by marrying his stepsister Mary Dacre, a wealthy heiress. Five years after Mary’s death in 1578 he had married Katherine Knyvet, daughter of Sir Henry Knyvet of Charlton, Wiltshire, whose share in her father’s estate was valued at £2,000 a year.9 Unfortunately Suffolk and his wife both had expensive tastes and consistently overspent, which may well have sharpened his anxiety to procure rich matches for his children.


Few of Suffolk’s contemporaries would have criticised him for having the wrong priorities. Although it was a standard theme of preachers that money should not be a primary concern when marriage was contemplated, such exhortations were invariably dismissed as impossibly idealistic. Furthermore, Suffolk’s assumption that it was entirely up to him to decide whom his children should marry would not have seemed unduly authoritarian at a time when parental rights extended very far. One seventeenth-century pamphleteer declared that ‘Children are so much the goods, the possessions of their parent that they cannot, without a kind of theft, give away themselves without the allowance of those that have the right in them.’10


However, although it was frequently reiterated that children should defer to their parents’ wishes regarding marriage, in practice young people at the Jacobean court enjoyed a greater degree of independence than had been the case a generation before. In Queen Elizabeth’s day severe sanctions were applied if young people eloped. Dismissal from court was automatic and in several cases one or both parties suffered terms of imprisonment. Since the Queen’s death in 1603 a more liberal attitude had prevailed. In October 1604 Lady Susan Vere’s family were displeased when she announced her engagement to Sir Philip Herbert without consulting them. Nevertheless, they dropped their objections after ‘the King, taking the whole matter on himself, made peace on all sides’, and the marriage was celebrated with much fanfare ten weeks later. A few years afterwards Sir Thomas Smith’s son married Lady Isabella Rich in defiance of his father’s wishes. Despite this, the wedding was attended by the Countess of Bedford and ‘divers other ladies and persons of account’ and the bride was given away by the Earl of Pembroke. A shocked observer commented that it was ‘thought a strange thing that so great a man and a counsellor should give countenance to such an action as the robbing a man of his only child … Sure I have seen the time when such a matter would not have been so carried.’ Much as traditionalists deplored these developments, the trend was irreversible, and the fact that on occasion the King took a sentimental pleasure in smoothing the path of young love only accelerated the erosion of parental authority. Wise fathers took heed of the saying ‘Marry thy daughters in time lest they marry themselves’,11 and it was perhaps Suffolk’s fear that Frances might develop some unsuitable preference of her own that accounted for his urgency about finding her a partner.


Nevertheless, because of the warnings regarding the damage that early sexual intercourse could do to unformed minds and bodies, it was agreed that Frances and her new husband should live apart for some years following their marriage, and that they should delay sleeping together until after their eighteenth birthdays. The arrangement seemed so satisfactory to the Earl of Suffolk that he did likewise when concluding alliances for several of Frances’s siblings. In December 1608 her younger sister Katherine was married to Lord Cranborne, eldest son of Lord Salisbury, but the bridegroom departed for a tour of Europe immediately after the wedding. In 1606 Suffolk’s eldest son Theophilus married the heiress daughter of the Scots Lord Dunbar, but it was only in 1612, when they had been ‘a good while wedded’, that the union was consummated. Even then, it seems, the couple were brought together only because the King urged it.12


Suffolk evidently considered that he had found the ideal way of upholding his paternal authority without endangering his children’s welfare. Unfortunately the system was not without disadvantages. As one contemporary later remarked, at the time of their marriage Frances and her husband were ‘too young to consider but old enough to consent’. The years when they were separated were crucial ones in the development of their characters, and it was only when they were reunited that their incompatibility became evident. With hindsight the King, who had been so conspicuous on Frances’s wedding day, came to regret his part in the business, and ‘fell to inveighing these marryings of young couples before they be acquainted with one another’.13


It is not clear whether Frances was consulted at all before arrangements were finalised, but some consideration was given to Essex’s feelings. It was later said that Essex had originally been intended for the Suffolks’ third daughter, Katherine. In the opinion of at least one person, she would have been ‘much the fitter spouse for him’, but there was a change of plan after he expressed a preference for her elder sister. The story seems plausible in view of the fact that Frances was a few months older than her husband, and hence not an obvious bride for him. Furthermore, in April 1605 there was gossip at court that Essex and Katherine would be betrothed, and this reportedly occasioned ‘great contentment’ to Essex’s aged grandmother, Lady Leicester. As for Frances, at the time she was expected to marry Lord Roos, and it may well have been at Essex’s request that this project was abandoned. At any rate, it was hardly surprising if at this stage he found Frances so appealing. One friend of her family later declared that ‘having known her from infancy, he had ever observed her to be of the best nature and the sweetest disposition of all her father’s children, exceeding them also in the delicacy and comeliness of her person’.14 It was only later that Essex would have cause to regret that he had not settled for her sister.


With a pedigree that dated back to Norman times, Essex was sufficiently nobly born to satisfy the requirements of the Howards, who took a fierce pride in the antiquity of their lineage. Nevertheless, while such considerations were far from immaterial to the Lord Chamberlain, his motivation in pursuing the match with Essex was primarily political. It was done, in fact, to help and strengthen Suffolk’s most trusted associate, Robert Cecil, Earl of Salisbury, who wished to protect himself from the consequences of actions committed some years earlier.


Towards the end of the reign of King James’s predecessor, Queen Elizabeth I, court rivalries had become more bitter and destructive. A struggle for power had developed between the second Earl of Essex – father of the man whom Frances married – and Robert Cecil, the puny and deformed son of England’s foremost elder statesman, Lord Treasurer Baron Burghley. Essex was attractive and charming, and the Queen found him delightful company, but she was determined that the court would not be dominated by him. Much as she relished the way he treated her as a romantic icon, she regularly rebuffed his attempts to place proteges of his own in key positions, or to block the advancement of men affiliated with the Cecils. In 1596 Robert Cecil was appointed Principal Secretary of State, dashing Essex’s hopes that one of his followers would secure the office. With every failure, Essex grew more frustrated and resentful, convinced that his rivals were using unfair means to circumvent him. In 1599 he volunteered to lead an army to Ireland, but having failed to crush an insurrection there, he deserted his post and came home in the hope of justifying his actions. Having crossed the Irish Sea, he rode at a furious pace to court, arriving mud-stained and bespattered at Nonsuch Palace. Hearing that the Queen had not yet emerged from her bedchamber, he burst in uninvited, surprising her as she was dressing.


After that day, Essex never saw the Queen again. For a time he was placed in confinement and, even when his freedom was restored, he was not permitted to return to court. Denied the financial benefits that access to the Queen had secured him in the past, he feared being bankrupted by his creditors. In these desperate circumstances Essex’s behaviour became increasingly wild and irrational. At length, in February 1601, he broke into rebellion. From the start the rising was a fiasco, attracting little support and collapsing within hours. Essex was captured and, after a speedy trial, he was executed on 25 February 1601.


To the public, Essex had always been a hero. Since they blamed Robert Cecil for his downfall (Lord Burghley had died in 1598), the Secretary became an object of hatred throughout the land. Shortly after Essex’s return from Ireland, Cecil’s unpopularity was such that he had to be accompanied by a bodyguard when he ventured out. Following Essex’s execution, he was more widely reviled than ever. Yet, despite the public’s profound dislike of him, at court Cecil’s position was unassailable. Now that his rival had been eliminated, there was no one to challenge the Secretary’s pre-eminence with the Queen, and his hold over policy and patronage became absolute.


Those who remained loyal to Essex’s memory could only wait for the day when the childless Elizabeth died, at which time it was confidently expected that her cousin, King James VI of Scotland, would succeed her. Since James had been an admirer of Essex, it was assumed that on his accession he would avenge the late Earl by ousting Cecil from power. Yet to a man like Cecil, who from his earliest youth had been ‘nourished with the milk of policy’,15 the situation was not irretrievable. After Essex’s execution he entered into secret communication with King James. He earned the King’s gratitude by advising him on his dealings with Queen Elizabeth and undertook that, when the time came, he would see that the transference of power went smoothly. When Elizabeth died, in March 1603, Cecil had performed all that he had promised. James was so delighted at the efficient way that England’s sovereignty had been vested in him that there was no longer any question of his discarding Cecil.


Having been confirmed in his position of Principal Secretary of State, on 13 May 1603 Cecil was created Baron Cecil of Essenden. The following year, in August, the title of Viscount Cranborne was conferred on him. Nine months later he was raised still higher in the peerage when he was created Earl of Salisbury. Finally, on 6 May 1608 he became Lord Treasurer of England. The King not only appreciated Salisbury’s shrewd grasp of policy and untiring industry, but he enjoyed his company, for the Lord Treasurer had a sly sense of humour and knew how to amuse his master. In 1609 James paid him the supreme tribute of declaring, ‘I believe not a King in the world has such a Secretary as I have, both for earnest matter and great affairs and also for jest.’16


Salisbury’s continued dominance of the political scene naturally disappointed the adherents of the second Earl of Essex. It was true that, following his accession, King James had taken steps to vindicate the executed man. On his journey south from Scotland the King gave a warm welcome to Essex’s twelve-year-old son. He ‘kissed him openly … loudly declaring him the son of the most noble knight that English land has ever begotten’. In the hope that the boy would become ‘the eternal companion’ of his own eldest son, he decreed that henceforth they should be brought up together. The following July the King restored young Essex’s titles and the property which had been alienated to the Crown on his father’s conviction for treason. Yet this was scant consolation for the late Earl’s former followers. Chief among these was the Earl of Southampton, who had only narrowly escaped execution for his part in the rising of 1601. James freed him from the Tower, but he did not give him a seat on the Privy Council. In years to come Southampton and others associated with him remained firmly excluded from power.17


Salisbury could justly congratulate himself on the way he had weathered the difficult transitional period. Nevertheless, he was aware that his future was far from secure. He feared that when the young Earl of Essex reached adulthood, he would harbour a grudge against him for his father’s execution. Once Essex attained his majority he would be the natural figurehead for all those who resented Salisbury’s pre-eminence, and with these men behind him he might turn into a formidable political opponent. Anxious to prevent this destructive factional feud from perpetuating itself into the next generation, Salisbury decided that some means must be found of making Essex identify himself with the party in power.


His solution was to promote the marriage between Essex and Lady Frances Howard. The bride’s father was on the closest possible terms with Salisbury: in his will Salisbury went so far as to declare that he thought it ‘the felicity of his life to exchange his dearest thoughts with him whenever he had cause to use and trust a friend’.18 Salisbury calculated that if Essex became the son-in-law of this devoted colleague, the young man would automatically be drawn into his own political circle, and hence would cease to constitute a threat. Suffolk was all in favour of the scheme, particularly when it emerged that the King himself warmly approved.


The Earl of Suffolk had at least one thing in common with his future son-in-law. In 1572, when he had been eleven years old, his father, the fourth Duke of Norfolk, had been beheaded for treason by Queen Elizabeth. At the time it had seemed that the prospects of the then Lord Thomas Howard had been permanently blighted. Admittedly he had not forfeited his entire inheritance, as happened to the offspring of most men convicted of treason. Though the Duke of Norfolk’s own lands were all seized by the Crown, his son was allowed to retain his estate at Audley End in Essex which had been bequeathed to him by his mother. However, he had to work hard to obliterate the memory of his father’s disloyalty. On attaining his majority Howard had sought to commend himself to Elizabeth by serving in the navy. In 1588 he had distinguished himself in the fight against the Armada, and three years later he was made commander of the squadron which attempted to waylay the Spanish treasure fleet at the Azores. The venture ended in failure, but the Queen was evidently not one of those who held Howard responsible, for on his return she made him a Knight of the Garter. In 1596 and 1597 Howard served on two more overseas expeditions, and Elizabeth signalled her gratitude to the man she now called ‘Good Thomas’ by cautiously releasing to him small portions of the lands confiscated from his father. In 1597 he was permitted to take a seat in the House of Lords under the title Lord Howard de Walden, and towards the end of Elizabeth’s reign Howard was also granted the right to collect the customs imposed on gold and silver thread imported into England. But though at the Queen’s death one of Howard’s friends congratulated him on having ‘felt her sweet bounties in full source and good favour’, in some respects his position remained far from enviable. Whenever he had participated in naval expeditions it had cost him a great deal of money, and he had never managed to recoup these investments. Such losses, combined with his extravagant lifestyle and the necessity of supporting a large family, meant that he had become so deeply in debt that he had to sell off some of his lands to survive.19


It was James I’s accession to the throne that brought about a transformation in Howard’s circumstances. When Thomas and his brother were first presented to the King by their uncle, James exclaimed effusively, ‘Here be two of your nephews, both Howards. I love the whole house of them.’20 On 6 April 1603, less than a fortnight after James’s accession, Howard was appointed Lord Chamberlain, and thus became one of the most senior officers at court. The King’s carvers, cupbearers, Grooms of the Privy Chamber and Gentlemen Pensioners were just some of the royal servants who came under the jurisdiction of the Lord Chamberlain, and he also bore ultimate responsibility for the organisation of the royal progresses and the provision of entertainment for the monarch. It was a position that carried with it enormous prestige, and was valued not merely on this account but also because the Lord Chamberlain’s duties brought him into frequent contact with the King. He was hence extremely well placed to prefer suits to James, both on behalf of himself and others. In May 1603 Howard became a member of the Privy Council, the advisory body that played a key part in both the formulation and execution of royal policy. Three months later he received a further mark of royal esteem when he was created Earl of Suffolk.


The King also conferred material benefits on Suffolk. Not only was the Earl permitted to retain his revenues deriving from gold and silver thread, but in 1604 he was granted the profits arising from customs duties levied on imported currants. After paying his rent to the Crown, this brought him £678 a year. More significant still was the restitution of family property in East Anglia and Shropshire seized by the Crown from the Duke of Norfolk. This was a great coup for Suffolk for, as his father’s second son, he had never stood to inherit much of this. In the normal course of events the land would have passed to Suffolk’s nephew, the Earl of Arundel, but now these extensive holdings were divided between Suffolk and his uncle. On learning that the King was thinking of granting him these estates Suffolk had declared, ‘My meaning is not to prejudice my nephew in anything, but happily to help myself a little without his harm.’21 Understandably, however, Arundel was annoyed at the way his claims had been overlooked.


A few years before, Suffolk had only narrowly averted having his mortgaged properties seized by creditors; now he felt confident enough to acquire new estates. Between 1604 and 1608 he purchased land worth £13,000, but this was by no means his most extravagant commitment. Around 1605 he started work on a colossal building project at his Essex estate, Audley End. There Suffolk constructed a stupendous new residence, its design inspired by engravings of the French Château de Verneuil. It was originally intended that the house should be built around a single courtyard, but while work was in progress Suffolk’s conception became more grandiose and an outer court, with an impressive arcaded loggia, was added. When completed, Audley End was easily England’s largest house in private hands. It occupied a total of five acres and was furnished with treasures such as the specially commissioned series of tapestries of Hannibal and Scipio, woven by Francis Spiering of Delft. In anticipation of royal visits it was equipped with matching suites of state rooms so that separate accommodation could be provided for the King and Queen. Suffolk allegedly declared that in all he spent £200,000 on Audley End. While this seems to have been something of an exaggeration, the house and its contents probably did cost him at least £80,000. Despite Suffolk’s enlarged income, this was a sum beyond his means. It was chiefly to pay for this excessive undertaking that the man whom the King once delighted to call ‘honest big Suffolk’ would ultimately be driven into massive fraud.22


In the years following his accession King James sometimes joked that England was now ruled by ‘a trinity of knaves’, by which he meant Salisbury, Suffolk, and Suffolk’s uncle, Henry Howard. The third member of this triumvirate was a complex and intriguing figure, infinitely cleverer than Suffolk, who in comparison to his uncle was ‘a spirit of more grosser temper’. By the time James came to the throne Howard was already in his early sixties, but the advancing years had not softened his appearance, which remained so strikingly saturnine that the King described him as being ‘tall, black and coal-faced’. Like so many of his family, Howard had endured periods of great adversity, and this had shaped his personality in strange ways. When young Henry was only six, his father had been executed by Henry VIII. His grandfather, the third Duke of Norfolk, had been incarcerated in the Tower but, on the accession of Mary Tudor, the family was rehabilitated. When the old Duke died, Henry Howard’s elder brother succeeded him as fourth Duke of Norfolk. The Howards remained in favour when Queen Elizabeth ascended the throne. It was the Queen who paid for Lord Henry Howard’s studies when he read civil law at King’s College, Cambridge. There Howard proved himself a brilliant scholar, emerging fluent in Latin, Greek, Spanish, French and Italian, and with a wide knowledge of history, theology and philosophy. Having taken his degree, Howard became the only nobleman in England to pursue an academic career, accepting a place as a Reader in Rhetoric at the university. Although one disgruntled contemporary remarked that his learning ‘rendered him no less tedious to the wise than unintelligible to the ignorant’, there was no denying its profundity.23


Then, in 1572 the fortunes of the Howards were one again reversed. Lord Henry’s brother, the Duke of Norfolk, was convicted of treason after becoming involved in a conspiracy in support of the imprisoned Mary, Queen of Scots, and in June he was executed. Some people believed that it was Lord Henry who had persuaded his brother to participate in the misguided venture, and that Norfolk would never have met a traitor’s death had it not been for Howard’s ‘practising and double undoing’. Certainly Howard was known to be one of Queen Mary’s sympathisers, and even after his brother’s execution he maintained illicit contacts with her. His activities aroused the suspicions of the authorities, and on five separate occasions he was arrested and questioned about his links with Mary Stuart. While formal charges were never preferred, he suffered the indignity of being imprisoned for short periods.24


Although Howard’s behaviour was scarcely calculated to endear him to those in power, he was deeply resentful at being kept from what he called ‘the place by birth my due’. Believing passionately that he was entitled to high office both by virtue of his aristocratic descent and his undoubted abilities, he argued that nothing had ever been proved against him which could act as a bar to future advancement. He sought to ingratiate himself with Elizabeth by writing slavish propaganda pieces, but these nauseating productions accorded ill with his record as an intriguer, and merely increased his reputation for being disingenuous and untrustworthy. To his disgust he remained as far from royal favour ‘as others are distant from America’, obliged to endure ‘contempt, oblivion and secret nips’. Much later he would indignantly recall that ‘I was branded with the mark of reprobation … I was esteemed, and termed, a man dangerous’, and the humiliations and privations he experienced during these years left him permanently twisted and embittered. With his exaggerated sense of hierarchy he found it intolerable that a member of a ducal family like himself should be reduced to eking out a miserable existence in a garret, living on charity doled out sparingly by his sister, Lady Berkeley. Yet he realised that it was only by dissembling his fury that he could have any hope of ameliorating his lot, and ‘this unsuitable condition, to a mind to its own apprehension capable of the highest employment, acquainted him with a subtle kind of stalking towards all, though but in small or trivial things, as rendered what he did suspected of design’. Subterfuge and deception became an indelible habit, and the behaviour patterns he acquired in this way left him of ‘so venomous and cankered a disposition that indeed he hated all men of noble parts, nor loved any but flatterers like himself’.25


About 1597 Howard’s dispiriting existence was suddenly transformed. Declaring that the treatment meted out to him because of his suspected links with Mary Stuart had been ‘too mean and too heavy for a man that had so clearly freed himself from imputation in all’, Queen Elizabeth invited him to kiss her hand. As Howard later recalled, she assured him that ‘as my misfortunes had sprung wholly from the spleens of others, so my satisfaction should grow from her self’, and certainly from that day forwards the Queen manifested a marked fondness for him. Her own impressive education meant that she appreciated Howard’s great learning, and she enjoyed exchanging scholarly badinage with him.


Howard now had endless opportunities to deliver the inflated compliments which were his trademark, all overlaid with an erudite gloss which prevented the flattery from seeming too crude. Elizabeth became so devoted to him that when she visited her hunting lodge at Oatlands during the wet autumn of 1600, she would not hear of Howard spending the night in a tent in the garden – the only accommodation on offer for the majority of the court – but instead ‘commanded his bed should be set up in the Council Chamber’. Two years later Lord Henry wrote complacently, ‘Queen Elizabeth never used me in my life so well as she doth now, making a poor use of my aptness for her humour of recreation and jollity, for which I am only fit, being otherwise unable to sound the deeps of her capacity.’26


Things were obviously going much better for Lord Henry, but he was still irked that real power continued to elude him. Determined that in future he should have a role with genuine substance, he initiated a secret correspondence with James VI of Scotland, signing himself ‘3’ in order to keep his identity secret if the letters fell into the wrong hands. His letters were well received. James was ‘a great lover of subtle conceits’ and, though at times even he found his correspondent’s tortuous style excessively ‘Asiatic’, he relished Lord Henry’s malicious humour, and the way his prose was heavily larded with biblical allusions and apt quotations from the classics.27


By the time that Sir Robert Cecil started cultivating the King on his own account, James had already formed a high opinion of Lord Henry. Since it was obviously difficult for a man in Cecil’s position to maintain frequent contact with the sovereign of a foreign country, James suggested that Howard should act as an intermediary, and to this Cecil gladly assented. In many ways Lord Henry was the perfect instrument for his purposes, for Cecil not only wished to establish himself on good terms with his future ruler, but also to undermine the men he feared would otherwise become his political rivals once James was King of England. Although Cecil affected a becoming reluctance to denigrate colleagues who were ostensibly friends of his, he knew that Lord Henry would be only too happy to do the job for him, for beneath Howard’s abject and fawning manner there lurked a seldom-equalled talent for vilification. On Cecil’s instructions, vicious attacks on Sir Walter Ralegh, Lord Cobham and the Earl of Northumberland became standard features of Lord Henry’s letters to King James. All the bile he had accumulated from the degradations and disappointments of his career to date now came flooding out in a stream of invective. He warned James that this ‘damned crew’ – a favourite phrase to describe enemies and one which he would use again on numerous occasions – were intriguing to prevent his accession to the throne. What was even more insidious, however, was the way he employed repellent imagery calculated to inspire James with a physical abhorrence of the unfortunate trio. He wrote with loathing of ‘Cobham and Ralegh and their complices, who hover in the air for an advantage, as kites do for carrion’, and claimed that the meetings of ‘this diabolical triplicity’ had aroused alarmed conjecture regarding ‘what chickens they could hatch out of these cockatrice eggs that were daily and nightly sitten on’.28


When James ascended the throne, the power of Howard’s vindictive pen became plain. The King immediately dismissed Sir Walter Ralegh from his post of Captain of the Guard, deprived him of his main sources of income, and evicted him from Durham House, which Sir Walter rented from the Crown. In July 1603 Ralegh and Lord Cobham were arrested on suspicion of treason and, despite the paucity of evidence against them, the following November they were found guilty and condemned to death. The sentence was not carried out as scheduled, but the two men remained in the Tower. For a time Northumberland fared better, being made a Privy Councillor and Captain of the Gentlemen Pensioners, but in November 1605 he too was sent to the Tower after being tenuously linked with the Gunpowder Plot.


In contrast with his luckless victims, Lord Henry prospered as never before. Within a year of James’s accession he had been made a Privy Councillor, awarded the lucrative post of Warden of the Cinque Ports and raised to the peerage as Earl of Northampton. Having attained the power he craved, he revealed many statesmanlike qualities, and worked hard to uphold what he conceived to be the King’s best interests. And yet, mindful of the vicissitudes he had experienced in the past, he could not believe that merit alone would suffice to keep him in a position of such eminence. Terrified that he would once again revert to being a despised outcast, he guarded against this obsessively, using the weapons he had already deployed to such devastating effect, namely, sycophancy and underhand attacks. He became ‘famous for secret insinuation and fortuning flatteries, and by reason of those qualities became a fit man for the condition of these times’.29


Determined to prevent himself being superseded, he took every opportunity to weaken potential rivals, while nevertheless eschewing direct confrontations. His letters were full of wicked innuendoes and snide attacks on colleagues and though, taken individually, these did not seem of great significance, the cumulative effect was undoubtedly pernicious. A favourite trick was to loosen the ties of obligation that connected court grandees to lesser men. For example, Northampton particularly disliked the Lord Admiral of England, the Earl of Nottingham. He made no allowances for the fact that they were cousins, for he once remarked that it was ‘very seldom in this age for kinship and friendship to concur’. In 1605 Northampton wrote sorrowfully to the English ambassador in Spain, Sir Charles Cornwallis, deploring Nottingham’s conduct. He explained that, despite Nottingham’s promises to try to secure Cornwallis a higher rate of pay, the Lord Admiral ‘never stroke one stroke since that time (which is too long), though others that used not so many words have fought more manfully. I have begun the motion …’ Several years later he acted to prevent Nottingham from appointing his eldest son Vice-Admiral of the navy. Northampton commented that the navy was already run very inefficiently, for Nottingham’s experience was not matched by ‘integrity or understanding’. Spitefully he added that Nottingham’s son, ‘that wants all three’, would make things immeasurably worse. Northampton might maintain that in making such observations he had his country’s welfare at heart, but those who knew him believed that his motivation was personal, and that he acted out of ‘spleen’.30


Northampton’s relations with Salisbury were ambivalent. He resented the fact that the Lord Treasurer reserved the choicest offices in the court and administration for his own friends. Occasionally he tried to overturn Salisbury’s arrangements, as in 1611, when he attempted to oust the men the latter had chosen to run the customs with a nominee of his own. Nevertheless, when Salisbury reacted sharply to this, Northampton hastily retreated, for the Lord Treasurer was too powerful to risk permanently antagonising. He once disarmingly assured Salisbury that, although many people would be pleased if they fell out, a mutual ‘affection to our master, regard of our own duty, love to the public … hath drawn both of us to that … fastness in affection and correspondent love which shuts up the gate to the Trojan horse’. Salisbury knew better than to take this seriously: he was so wary of Northampton that, when absent from court, he employed men to keep him informed of the Earl’s activities. He hoped that in this way he would find out if Northampton was intriguing against him and, thus forewarned, would be able to take pre-emptive action.31


The wisdom of such precautions was demonstrated when Salisbury died in May 1612. At last Northampton was free to voice his real feelings without fear of retribution. He wrote with glee to inform an associate of ‘the death of the little man, for which so many rejoice, and so few do so much as seem to be sorry’. Now that the Lord Treasurer could no longer defend himself, Northampton was happy to accuse him of a variety of failings, including corruption.32


Towards the King, Northampton – who once had the gall to describe himself as ‘one that will die before he flatter’ – displayed almost limitless obsequiousness. On one occasion he fulsomely thanked the King for writing to him, asking in wonder, ‘How can a lowly vassal expect so great a favour from a prince so potent, or a prince so potent cast down his eyes so low upon so poor a vassal?’ Grovellingly he continued, ‘Your Majesty … may be confident that when you stroke my head with favour I kiss your hand, when you strike me on the head I kiss the rod, and whether you stroke or strike I learn of the lowly camel to receive my load with bended knee.’33


King James was highly susceptible to such an approach. It was true that when in Scotland he had advised his eldest son always to pick servants ‘free of that filthy vice of flattery, the pest of all princes and wreck of republics’, but he failed to keep his own injunction. Perhaps one reason why he found flattery so irresistible was that his Scots subjects – whom James variously described as ‘barbarous and stiff-necked’ and ‘men not of the best temper’ – were less prone to sycophancy than their English counterparts. For the King, therefore, receiving such mannered tributes was an agreeably novel experience. A mere three months after James inherited his new throne one English observer was sufficiently concerned by the way the King revelled in the adulation accorded him that he noted, ‘I pray unfeignedly that … the painted flattery of the court [does not] cause him to forget himself.’34


His prayer went unanswered. Far from growing immune to flattery, James grew to expect flamboyant praise from those who surrounded him, and his courtiers adapted their conduct accordingly. The Earl of Suffolk, who as Lord Chamberlain was well placed to observe the phenomenon, secretly counselled an old friend that if he wished to extract favours from James, he must be ready to deliver extravagant eulogies on all things in which the King took pride. In particular, he urged him to extol the good qualities of the King’s new horse, a roan jennet with which he was very pleased. Suffolk explained that when a nobleman who had failed to observe such preliminaries had recently presented a petition to the King, it was unceremoniously rejected. ‘Will you say the moon shineth all summer?’ Suffolk asked wryly. ‘That the roan jennet surpasses Bucephalus and is worthy to be bestridden by Alexander? That his eyes are fire, his tail is Berenice’s locks, and a few more such fancies worthy your noticing?’35


When it came to idolatry of the King, no one surpassed the Earl of Northampton. James himself could not but be aware that there were times when the Earl laid it on very thick: he once genially admitted, ‘Set another leg as well made beside mine, I warrant you 3 [Northampton] will swear the King’s sweet leg is far the finest.’ And yet he still found Northampton’s blandishments irresistible. On one occasion Northampton was present when the King gave an audience to Sir Thomas Smith, who was about to take up a post as English ambassador in Russia. James remarked, ‘It seems Sir Thomas goes from the sun,’ whereupon Northampton seized upon the commonplace observation to declare, ‘He must needs go from the sun, departing from your resplendent Majesty.’ An observer reported that James was visibly pleased by the interruption.36


Many people considered that Northampton was guilty of a far worse sin than mere sycophancy. In the past he had rightly been suspected of being a crypto-Catholic but, in the indignant words of a contemporary, ‘To keep himself capable of honours and preferments at court (of which he was the most liquorish man living …) he dissembled the contrary.’ Before conferring high office on the then Lord Henry Howard, James had required him to take the Oath of Supremacy, disavowing papal authority. This may perhaps have caused Howard momentary disquiet, but he had swiftly overcome his scruples. He even capitalised on his crisis of conscience to ingratiate himself further with James, declaring winningly that his decision to conform owed more to ‘the example of the king … than the disputes of theologians’. However, having gained what he wanted, Northampton scarcely troubled to conceal that his conversion had been purely superficial. Once, when requesting a favour from the Countess of Shrewsbury, he declared slyly that such an overture came naturally to him for, ‘being very much accustomed in old time to crave our Lady’s intercession to our Lord, I have much ado to discontinue this superstitious custom yet, notwithstanding all the learned preachers I have heard speak before the King’.37


Northampton’s religious inclinations naturally predisposed him towards drawing closer to Spain, the most strongly Catholic of the continental great powers. In 1604 he was among the commissioners who negotiated peace with Spain, bringing to an end a conflict which had lasted almost twenty years. Thereafter he always reacted furiously if there was talk of renewing a war which, even in the late Queen’s day, had proved an appalling drain on national resources. Yet, though Northampton was correct in arguing that peace was desirable, it was also in his own interests to support such a policy. Following the conclusion of the treaty Northampton had been awarded an annual pension by the Spanish, which he pocketed without embarrassment.


It is only fair to set Northampton’s behaviour in context. He was by no means the only influential figure at the Jacobean court to take money from Spain. The Earl of Salisbury himself received an annual payment which, at £1,500, was slightly larger than that given to Northampton. The Spaniards’ expectations of their pensioners were very modest: the grant to Salisbury, who was far from well disposed towards them, was justified on the fatalistic grounds that he would be still more hostile if deprived of it. Northampton, it is true, was more friendly towards the Spanish. He had frequent dealings with their ambassador, who always referred to him in his despatches by the codename of ‘El Cid’. Nevertheless, his helpful attitude should not be ascribed solely to the fact that he was in the pay of the Spaniards. His pension was frequently in arrears, but this does not seem to have bothered him unduly, and his attempts to improve relations with Spain doubtless stemmed from a genuine conviction that this was in the best interest of his country.


Although Northampton never informed the King of his financial links with the Spaniards, James had a relaxed attitude about such matters. In December 1613 the King learned through his ambassador in Madrid that prominent members of his court were in receipt of Spanish pensions. He took no action against those named, apparently believing that their acceptance of the money did not create a conflict of interests. He was probably correct: one of the Spanish ambassadors who dispensed the cash told his masters that it was an entirely futile exercise, and that the money would be better spent building up the Spanish navy.38


Not everyone was so tolerant as King James. However closely Northampton guarded his secret that he was in the pay of Spain, the fact that he favoured friendly relations with that country was sufficient to damn him in the eyes of some people. To militant English Protestants Spain remained the national enemy, and Northampton’s attitude convinced them that he was not a loyal patriot. Men such as these looked on it as an abomination that the King allowed such power to a man whose adherence to the Church of England was, at best, ambivalent. It was even alleged that after Northampton had presided at the trials of the gunpowder plotters, he had apologised to the Vatican, claiming he had acted under duress. There were also persistent rumours that he used his position as Warden of the Cinque Ports to let Catholic priests slip undetected into the country. Northampton took vigorous action through the courts to quash these claims – which were, in fact, baseless – but his recourse to law had the unfortunate consequence of giving them further publicity. Certainly the Archbishop of Canterbury, Richard Bancroft, was unimpressed by Northampton’s attempts to vindicate himself. In 1610 he was so enraged by reports that the Earl was urging the King to moderate the persecution of English Catholics that he burst out to James ‘that he should not trust some councillors since they were never seen to assist at the communion supper’, naming Northampton as one of the guilty parties.39


The Earl of Suffolk much respected his uncle’s intellect, and doubtless consulted him before proceeding with his daughter’s marriage. Northampton undoubtedly had great hopes of the benefits it would bring. While discussions between the young couple’s families were still in progress, he prophesied that it would heal the divisions that had split the court in the past. In Northampton’s words, ‘Now the roots being very likely to unite, the branches must accord.’


Others were equally excited at the prospect of the impending reconciliation. When the first moves were made, one of those who had been aligned with Essex in Queen Elizabeth’s day wrote joyfully, ‘I begin to observe some kindness … where much strangeness was before. I trust God will unite us together, this time of union [between Scotland and England] is fitting for it.’


Negotiations took several months as such matters as the size of the bride’s dowry (which was eventually fixed at £6,000), and the income that would be settled on her if she was widowed, had to be agreed.40 Nevertheless, by October 1605 these matters had been arranged, and the wedding was delayed until the following January only to enable the King to attend.


It had been decided in advance that for some years after the wedding, Frances and her husband should live apart. It is not clear exactly how Essex occupied himself in the eighteen months following his marriage. He had already attended Eton and Oxford, gaining a Master’s degree from Merton College in 1605. Presumably he took this opportunity to pursue his studies further. Then, in the summer of 1607, when he was aged sixteen, he set out on a grand tour of Europe, and during the next year and a half he visited the Netherlands, Germany and France. In Paris he was received by the French King, Henry IV, who had fond memories of the late Earl of Essex from the days when both had been involved in the war against Spain. In the Netherlands he met with Maurice of Nassau, another great military leader who had campaigned alongside his father. Elsewhere, diplomats and merchants exerted themselves to entertain the young peer.


While abroad Essex sent the King’s eldest son Prince Henry several letters, whose dutiful but dull contents suggest that, despite the fact they had spent so much time together, they had never become close. He also politely sent his father-in-law a gift of wild boar meat from Flushing, but if he wrote to Frances, the text has not survived. We know, however, that while on his travels he sent her a valuable ring, for Frances would subsequently put this to sinister use.


Meanwhile, as befitted her status as a married woman (albeit one whose marriage was as yet in name only), Frances assumed her place at court. She was chaperoned by her mother, Katherine, Countess of Suffolk, by no means a person ideally fitted to supervise an impressionable young girl. It is true that Lady Suffolk seems to have had the knack of making life enjoyable for the young. In 1606 the Earl of Salisbury’s daughter, Lady Frances Cecil, wrote entreating her father for permission to spend more time with the Countess of Suffolk and her children, ‘for there is no place I desire so much to be in as with her and my Lady Katherine [Howard] and the rest’. But, while Lady Suffolk could teach her daughter a great deal about the pursuit of pleasure, her moral sense was not so highly developed. A French diplomat who encountered her wrote in his memoirs that she was an assertive woman who dominated her husband, describing her as ‘witty, scheming, ambitious and indiscreet’. She was also financially rapacious and, though it is not clear whether at this time she was already enriching herself by exploiting her husband’s proximity to the King, she certainly did so at a later stage in her career.


In 1614 Suffolk was appointed Lord Treasurer, but four years later he was dismissed and he and his wife were charged with embezzlement. When the case was heard in the autumn of 1619 it emerged that it was Lady Suffolk who had instigated various corrupt transactions, including misappropriating funds destined for the army in Ireland and extorting money from England’s leading trading company, the Merchant Adventurers. Furthermore, when creditors of the Crown had applied to the exchequer for payment, they had been told by Lady Suffolk that no money would be forthcoming unless they offered her a substantial bribe. Extracts from Lady Suffolk’s letters, described as ‘impious in style and odious in matter’, were read out in court but, despite the wealth of evidence against her, she refused to admit her guilt. Instead, as the Prosecution put it, ‘If she yielded in anything brought against her, it was but as the mouse would do, being in the cat’s mouth.’41 At the end of the trial, she and her husband were found guilty and sentenced to pay large fines. Of course, when Frances first came to court these events were still far in the future, but a brief acquaintance with Lady Suffolk’s methods of business does help to explain the sort of woman she was.


According to Sir Anthony Weldon, an exceptionally malicious authority, the Countess of Suffolk was the Earl of Salisbury’s mistress. Certainly they were very close: early in James’s reign she was described as one of his ‘great favourites’. She was also believed to have great influence over him, so much so, indeed, that in 1610 the Spanish ambassador could declare, ‘She is the one who manages Salisbury.’ On the other hand it does seem hard to credit that Salisbury could have an affair with the wife of a man for whom he professed the deepest affection. Towards the end of his life Salisbury wrote that in his dealings with Suffolk, ‘this heart of mine did never offend in thought since my first contract of friendship with him’, and such a solemn declaration would hardly have been consistent with cuckolding him on a long-term basis. However, in his memoirs the French diplomat the Comte de Tillières claimed that Suffolk was a mari complaisant, and that Lady Suffolk ‘managed things in such a way that her husband shared her contentment’. There are signs that the King had heard of the connection, and that the contemplation of this cosy triangle afforded him sly pleasure. In 1604 he sent Cecil a somewhat obscure letter in which he teased him for being ‘wanton and wifeless’ and then added, ‘I know Suffolk is married and hath also his hands full now in harbouring that great little proud man that comes in his chair.’ In French, ‘chair’ means ‘flesh’, so James may well have been making a bawdy pun at the expense of the Lord Chamberlain.42


According to a person familiar with her habits, the Countess of Suffolk ‘never received the communion’, and in this her daughter Frances emulated her. Lady Suffolk herself told the Spanish ambassador that she was not happy in the Church of England, and promised that she would die a Catholic;43 it seems more likely that she was not a deeply spiritual person. As with the Earl of Northampton, Lady Suffolk’s lack of enthusiasm for Anglicanism was coupled with leanings towards Spain. She was one of the most valued informants of successive Spanish ambassadors, who referred to her in their despatches under the codename ‘Roldan’.


It must be stressed that, though the Spaniards felt they benefited from the connection, these activities of hers were often far from detrimental to England. She urged the Spaniards to grant English merchants the right to trade in their New World colonies, she protested about the Spanish Inquisition’s victimisation of English sailors, and she objected to the colleges set up in Spain to train missionaries to send to England. Yet it would be misguided to suggest she acted out of idealism for, as she herself admitted, her motives were primarily venal. Over the years she did very well out of her connection with the Spaniards, who were prepared to pay large sums in return for her cooperation. In 1606 a Spanish ambassador wrote home, ‘The sauce for Roldan is money, as she told me. We have to proceed according to “Give me” and she takes it.’ After the conclusion of the peace treaty of 1604 Lady Suffolk received slightly less than £4,500 in cash from the Spaniards, plus jewels worth nearly £4,000. Anxious to milk them of even more, she put forward a proposal that her paymasters should hand over an additional sum approaching £48,000. She proposed to use this to alleviate the sufferings of the English Catholics by paying the fines imposed on them. The Spaniards initially showed interest, but at least one of Philip Ill’s councillors was fearful that Lady Suffolk would not really spend the money on the Catholics, but would simply appropriate it for herself. In view of these reservations it was perhaps not surprising that the scheme ultimately came to nothing.44


The Earl of Suffolk did not receive direct payments from the Spaniards, preferring that such matters should be handled by his wife. In 1605 he even declared himself ‘infinitely wronged’ when he heard it was being said that ‘we Howards should be principal means about his Majesty to draw him … to incline to Spaniards’. While conceding that other members of his family should be left ‘to answer for their own affections’, he vowed ‘before God, I have no inclination to the Spaniard more than the necessity of my mere service draws me to’. Lamenting his ‘ill hap’ in being ‘made much Spanish in opinion’, he added, ‘This is a burthen that I would fain throw off,’ but since he could hardly have failed to be aware of the rewards received by his wife for services to Spain, the injury done him was not so monstrous as it seemed to him.45


With her mother as a mentor, Frances would scarcely have been encouraged to place a premium on qualities such as self-restraint and piety. After Frances was dead moralists would also argue that her character was inevitably adversely affected because she spent her formative years in the corrupting environment of the court. It was a commonplace that courts were pernicious places where honour and integrity were unknown, and only the most unscrupulous individuals flourished. In Queen Elizabeth’s day the court was described as ‘a glittering misery’, ‘full of malice and spite’; one weary inhabitant declared that those who were lured there by ‘ambition’s puffball’ soon found that nothing lay beneath the meretricious glamour other than ‘empty words, grinning scoff, watching nights and fawning days’. The poet John Donne was particularly scathing of the iniquities of the late-Elizabethan court. He wrote wistfully to a friend that during visits to it, ‘because I must do some evil, I envy your being in the country’, and then added that his own faults were minuscule in comparison with other people he encountered there, ‘for they live at a far greater rate and expense of wickedness’. In 1598 he gave vent to his feelings in verse, writing savagely,


Here no one is from the extremity
Of vice, by any other reason free,


But that the next to him, still, is worse than he.


A generation later another, anonymous poet produced a still more devastating indictment of the institution it was by now almost obligatory to lampoon:


The court is fraught with bribery, with hate,
With envy, lust, ambition and debate,
With fawnings, with fantastic imitation,
With shameful sloth and base dissimulation.
True virtue’s almost quite exiled there.46


It was universally agreed that the archetypal courtier was a despicable figure who, beneath his polished exterior, was malevolent, selfish and false. Sir John Harington, an irreverent wit familiar with the establishments maintained by both King James and his predecessor, reminded the Bishop of Bath and Wells that ‘He that thriveth in a court must put half his honesty under his bonnet, and many do we know that never part with that commodity at all, and sleep with it all in a bag.’ Superficially a courtier might seem the most agreeable of men, always ready with glib offers of assistance, but only the naive believed such utterances were anything other than empty. The Earl of Derby sombrely warned his son, ‘Court friendship is a cable that in storms is ever cut,’ and the perfidious tendencies of many at court gave rise to the saying that, ‘Among courtiers, enmity is holden for perfect amity.’ It was proverbial, too, that courtiers cared only for their own advancement: in May 1611 Sir Henry Wotton wrote to a friend from Greenwich Palace, ‘Here I am tied about mine own business, which I have told you like a true courtier; for right courtiers indeed have no other business but themselves.’ The courtier bore such a ‘reprobate name’ that it occasioned real shock when one failed to conform to the stereotype. Describing Lord Hay’s efforts to secure him preferment, John Donne confided to a friend, ‘He promised so roundly, so abundantly, so profusely, as I suspected him, but performed whatever he undertook … so readily and truly that … having spoke like a courtier, did like a friend.’47


Critics of the court deplored that it was the repository of such unworthy values, arguing that courtiers were not just odious in themselves, but that they contaminated the entire kingdom. They undermined standards of public conduct, and sapped the morale of genuine patriots, whose services often went unrecognised. Ultimately they even brought the monarchy into disrepute, for it was hard to respect a ruler who countenanced their activities.


In theory King James would not have disagreed that it was essential that courtiers conformed to high standards of conduct. In an admonitory tract he wrote for his eldest son in 1599 he urged him, ‘Make your court … to be a pattern of godliness and all honest virtues to all the rest of the people. Maintain peace in your court, banish envy, cherish modesty, banish debauched insolence, foster humility and repress pride … that when strangers shall visit your court they … admire your wisdom in the glory of your house and comely order among your servants.’48 Sadly, James never came close to filling his own high-minded prescription. Far from purging his court of undesirables, he presided over an establishment with a reputation still more depraved than had been the case in Queen Elizabeth’s day.


According to the Puritan Lucy Hutchinson, the Jacobean court was ‘a nursery of lust and intemperance … The honour, wealth and glory of the nation … were soon prodigally wasted, … the nobility of the land utterly debased by setting honours to public sale, and conferring them on persons that had neither blood nor merit fit to wear … their titles, but were fain to invent projects to pill[age] the people, and pick their purses for the maintenance of vice and lewdness.’ Another anonymous tract charted the country’s perilous moral decline, fulminating against the way that in grand circles, ‘The holy state of matrimony [was] most perfidiously broken, and amongst many made but a may-game … Bad houses in abundance tolerated, and even great persons prostituting their bodies to the intent to satisfy and consume their substance in lascivious appetites of all sorts.’49


Such wholesale denunciations by unidentified sources should of course be treated with caution, but comments gleaned from the private papers and correspondence of observers do tend to confirm that immorality was on the increase. Soon after James’s accession the heiress Lady Anne Clifford noted in her diary ‘how all the ladies about the court had gotten such ill names that it was grown a scandalous place’. At the time, Lady Anne was an innocent young girl who might have been easily shocked, but even a man of the world like Sir John Harington was disturbed by the growing laxity. In 1604 he confided to a friend, ‘I ne’er did see such lack of good order, discretion and sobriety as I have now done … We are going on, hereabouts, as if the devil was contriving every man should blow up himself by wild riot, excess and devastation of time and temperance.’ His concern was shared by Samuel Calvert, who wrote to a diplomat stationed overseas, ‘The court has become debauched and no one cares for anything. We may expect better, but we cannot hope for it.’50


Admittedly, while there is no shortage of generalised allegations concerning the Jacobean court’s degeneracy, it is less easy to prove the point by citing individual cases. Arthur Wilson wrote a scurrilous history of James I’s reign some years after being discharged from his post in the exchequer, in which he claimed that a characteristic of the age was ‘licentiousness raised up to a stupendous and excessive height’. Nevertheless, he declined to be more precise: having alleged that ‘many young gentlewomen (whom their parents’ debaucheries drive to necessities) made their beauties their fortunes, coming to London to put them to sale’, he added mysteriously, ‘Although I name the vices I shall spare the persons, out of respect to their posterity.’ We know that James I’s first Lord Treasurer, the Earl of Dorset, was ‘much given to women and corruption in the general opinion’, so his nickname of ‘Lord Fillsack’ can be said to have been apt in more than one sense. His successor, Salisbury, was said to be guilty of ‘unparalleled lust and hunting after strange flesh’, allegedly numbering the Countess of Pembroke among his conquests, as well as Lady Suffolk. Some people were shocked when the King’s wife, Anne of Denmark, made a confidante of Lady Rich, notorious for producing several illegitimate children by her lover.


The younger members of Queen Anne’s household also had a poor reputation. Towards the end of 1613 the Queen announced that she would celebrate the forthcoming wedding of her lady-in-waiting Jane Drummond by putting on ‘a masque of maids’, but cynics prophesied that she would have difficulty finding a sufficient number of virgins for the performance. The audience, however, may not have been much better: one person claimed that masques staged at court were nothing other than ‘incentives to lust’, and that the courtiers invited citizens’ wives to the show ‘on purpose to defile them’. Certainly during the performance of the Masque of Blackness at Whitehall in 1605, ‘One woman among the rest lost her honesty, for which she was carried to the porter’s lodge, being surprised at her business at the top of the terrace.’51


In 1619 a report that Lady Roos had committed incest with her brother Sir Arthur Lake caused a sensation at court, although sympathy for Sir Arthur’s late wife declined when it was discovered that she had left behind her an illegitimate child of uncertain paternity. Over the years various other figures on the fringes of the court featured in a succession of unsavoury scandals. In April 1616 Sir Michael Stanhope’s wife was suspected of producing a bastard by Sir Eustace Hart. Five years earlier, ‘a young minion of Sir Pexall Brocas … whom he had entertained and abused since she was twelve years old’, was obliged to atone for her misdemeanours by standing in a white sheet in St Paul’s churchyard.


For the purposes of this study it is perhaps more to the point that several members of Frances Howard’s immediate family were touched with scandal. Apart from Lady Suffolk, several of Frances’s brothers and sisters were believed to have committed adultery. Theophilus, Lord Howard de Walden, had a mistress known as ‘Mistress Clare’, and his sister Elizabeth produced two sons who were presumed to be fathered by her lover Lord Vaux rather than her husband, William Knollys.52 In the reign of Charles I Frances’s younger brother, Robert Howard, had a passionate affair with Viscountess Purbeck. It was also rumoured (though never proved) that Frances’s sister, the Countess of Salisbury, was the Duke of Buckingham’s lover.


To cite all this as proof that the Jacobean court was riddled with vice is perhaps somewhat tendentious. However, in the very nature of things, fornication and infidelity are rarely fully documented, and the absence of detailed information should not necessarily lead one to assume that the descriptions which survive of a society in a terminal state of moral decay are wholly misleading. While the condemnation of James’s court may at times have been excessive, the climate there was undoubtedly louche.


If it is impossible to be specific about levels of promiscuity in Jacobean England, there is firmer evidence for dissipation of another sort. King James was a heavy drinker, and though he had a strong head for alcohol he took more of it than was good for him. His personal physician noted of his alcohol consumption that the King ‘errs as to quality, quantity, frequency, time and order. He promiscuously drinks beer, ale, Spanish wine, sweet French wine … muscatelle and sometimes alicante wine. He does not care whether the wine be strong or not, so [long as] it is sweet.’ It would be uncharitable to take the word of Sir Anthony Weldon (who was embittered by having been dismissed from office on the King’s orders) that James slobbered when he drank but, though he may not have made a spectacle of himself every time, there undoubtedly were occasions when his dignity suffered. In January 1607 he wrote jovially to the Earl of Salisbury, describing a riotous feast he had attended, ‘wherein I assure you it chanced well that the Act of Parliament against drunkenness is not yet passed, otherwise the Justice of Peace had much work ado here at that time’. He had not been on the throne very long before his subjects began to display a similar lack of moderation. At a ‘solemn feast’ held by the Privy Council in 1604 the numerous toasts which were proposed and drunk were taken as a sign that ‘the good fashion of drinking will again come in request’. Confirmation was supplied by figures which showed that, whereas before, rations of the expensive fortified wine known as sack had been issued only occasionally to high-ranking officers at court – and then only for medicinal purposes – by 1604 it was ‘used as a common drink and served at meals as an ordinary to every mean officer, … using it rather for wantonness and surfeiting than for necessity’.53


In the summer of 1606 the visit to England of Queen Anne’s brother, King Christian IV of Denmark, was the signal for the entire court to embark upon a stupendous drinking bout. Sir John Harington reported in disgust that, under the influence of the Danes, even noblemen who hitherto had been reluctant ‘to taste good liquor now follow the fashion and wallow in beastly delights. The ladies abandon their sobriety and are seen to roll about in intoxication.’ He penned a grotesque account of a masque that followed a banquet given in honour of the King by the Earl of Salisbury. The lady chosen to play the main role of the Queen of Sheba was so inebriated that when the moment came for her to present King Christian with rich offerings, she fell on top of him, spilling her gifts in his lap. King Christian himself proved incapable of staying upright and had to be led to a bedroom, where he collapsed in an alcoholic stupor. The masque continued in his absence, but the remainder of the cast were in a scarcely better state, for some had been rendered speechless by drink, others were ‘sick and spewing’, and at least one became involved in an unseemly brawl.54 Even making some allowance for hyperbole on Harington’s part, it was a scene of utter degradation which did no credit to any of the participants.


Another disturbing trend was the reckless extravagance that was a feature of life at court. In the rueful words of Bishop Godfrey Goodman, ‘Being a time of peace, we fell to luxury and riot.’ Maintenance of status became dependent on the ostentatious parading of wealth, and even those whose finances could not stand it squandered vast sums without compunction. In the words of one chronicler of the time, ‘To what an immense riches did the merchandise of England rise to above former ages! What buildings, what sumptuousness! What feastings, what gorgeous attire, what massy plate and jewels! What prodigal marriage portions were grown in fashion among the nobility and gentry, as if the skies had rained plenty.’ Gambling stakes became enormous: in 1605 the Earl of Salisbury lost £1,000 dicing with the King and, at a Twelfth Night party three years later, no one was permitted to take their place at the royal gaming table unless they were ready to wager a minimum of £300. Court masques not only were costly to stage, but provided the audience with an opportunity to strut about in exorbitant finery. At the performance of the Masque of Beauty in 1608 one lady was loaded with jewels estimated to be worth over £100,000. Two years later, those who attended the investiture of the Prince of Wales dazzled onlookers with the magnificence of their attire. One man who had been present declared, ‘To speak generally of the court, I must truly confess unto you that in all my life I have not seen so much riches in bravery as at this time. Embroidered suits were so common as the richest lace which was to be gotten seemed but a mean grace to the wearer.’ Nevertheless, the peak of prodigality had not yet been reached, for the outfits worn to the wedding of James’s only daughter in 1613 were of unparalleled splendour. Lady Wotton wore an embroidered gown made of material that had cost £50 a yard, while Lord Montague spent £1,500 on dresses for his daughters. The male guests were no less gorgeous, with the Earl of Dorset, Viscount Rochester and Lords Dingwall and Hay standing out above the others.55


The clothes on which such huge amounts were lavished were opulent rather than tasteful, for the fashions of the time were crudely exhibitionist. To achieve the fantastic silhouettes that were then considered modish, vast quantities of stiffening, padding and underwiring were used when constructing dresses. Ladies’ necklines were cut provocatively low, ‘the paps embossed, laid forth to men’s views’, and ruffs were so large that, despite being heavily starched, they would have collapsed if not held up by wiry frames, or ‘supportasses’. Skirts, too, had swelled to monstrous proportions, distended by whalebone farthingales which could be conical or drum-shaped. Men’s fashions were scarcely less exaggerated. As a middle-aged man the Earl of Carlisle recalled that, in his dancing days at James I’s court, ‘The mode was to appear very small in the waist. I remember I was drawn up from the ground by both hands, whilst the tailor with all his strength buttoned on my doublet.’56 The complexions of court ladies were noted for their unnatural pallor, achieved by heavy application of cosmetics, and the favoured hairstyle was a frizzy halo of tightly crimped curls, frequently whitened with powder.


These ‘inordinate attires’ provoked outrage among moralists. One puritanical tract maintained fiercely that ‘It was never a good world since starching and steeling, busks, whalebones and supporters and rebaters, cart wheels and carter’s hoops, painting and dyeing … came to be in use.’ The author explicitly linked these contrivances to the moral decline of the country, for ‘since these came in, covetousness, oppression and deceit have increased’. Even King James had moments when he felt the exigencies of fashion had become intolerable. In February 1611 it was reported that James intended ‘to reform excess of apparel, both in court and elsewhere, by his own example and by proclamation’. Nothing was done at this point, but two years later James did actually issue a proclamation banning farthingales as ‘this impertinent garment took up all the room in the court’. The prohibition proved completely ineffectual, for the size of skirts ‘rather increased than diminished’.57


Serious-minded people deplored this sartorial exuberance not simply because the styles were so immodest, but because ‘this extreme cost and riches makes us all poor’. Courtiers were able to sustain their prodigal way of life only by persuading the King to award them large chunks of his revenue, leaving the royal coffers dangerously depleted. It was acknowledged to be a princely duty to reward loyal servants but, while Queen Elizabeth’s parsimony in such matters had been criticised, James was felt to be altogether too munificent. The largest pension granted by Elizabeth was £300 per annum, but James was so much more generous that when he offered Lord Sheffield an annuity of £1,000, the peer complained that this was insultingly meagre. The cost to the Crown of fees and annuities rose steadily, from £27,279 12s. 1d. in 1603, to £63,287 10s. 4d. in 1612. The figures for outright grants of cash made by the Crown were equally alarming, mounting from £11,741 in 1603 to £78,791 19s. lid. eight years later. James could enrich courtiers in a variety of other ways, such as licensing them to collect sums of money which were owed to the Crown, or granting them the sole right to manufacture or market a commodity. Both devices were unpopular, as those called upon to settle unpaid debts were naturally resentful, while monopolies drove up prices for the consumer. Nor could the King afford to alienate such sums. Despite the fact that the war with Spain had ended, the Crown grew progressively deeper in debt. Not only was James too softhearted about dispensing largesse, but royal expenditure had risen in other areas.


From time to time, James tried vainly to economise. In 1607, anxious to ‘stay this continual haemorrage of outletting’, he asked that in future the Council scrutinise any grants he made, and veto those considered excessive. The measure signally failed to lessen his expenses. Subjects faced with tax demands to pay for the King’s liberality were incensed at the way that ‘court cormorants’ exploited James’s good nature. In 1610 one MP said it was ‘unfit and dishonourable that those should waste the treasure of the state who take no pains to live of their own, but spend all in excess and riot, depending wholly upon the bounty of their prince’. Some years later another angrily branded this voracious breed ‘spaniels to the King, and wolves to the people’.58


The court of James I was probably not so iniquitous a place as its detractors alleged. One must bear in mind that some of the Jacobean regime’s harshest critics were men such as Arthur Wilson and Anthony Weldon, whose testimony is suspect because they wished to gain revenge for having lost jobs in the administration. James suffered, too, because his reign was sandwiched between the supposedly glorious days of Queen Elizabeth and the great cataclysm of the English Revolution. As one apologist for James remarked, ‘It was no novelty then to applaud the former times and vilify the present.’59 Conversely, under the Cromwellian commonwealth it became axiomatic that it was in the reign of James I that a process of estrangement between subject and sovereign had started, but this perception owed a great deal to hindsight. Nevertheless, even with these qualifications it is hard to deny that the Jacobean court was decadent, materialistic and shallow, and that the lives of too many of its denizens revolved exclusively around frivolity and sensual pleasure.


Significantly, two people hanged for their part in the murder of Sir Thomas Overbury implied that they had been corrupted by contact with the court, and that it was this which had caused their downfall. Sir Gervase Elwes, the former Lieutenant of the Tower of London who was condemned as an accessory to murder, recalled on the scaffold that his father had ‘charged him on his blessing, that he should not follow the court nor live about London, which he promised to perform … and yet ambition and worldly vain deceit made him neglect his father’s charge … wherein now in this bloody fact he findeth he greatly offended Almighty God and his own conscience’. Mrs Anne Turner, who was also found guilty of being an accessory, told the Sheriff of London as she awaited execution, ‘O, the court, the court! God bless the King and send him better servants about him, for there is no religion in the most of them, but malice, pride, whoredom, swearing and rejoicing in the fall of others. It is so wicked a place as I wonder the earth did not open and swallow it up. Mr Sheriff, put none of your children thither.’60


In the seventeenth-century accounts of the Overbury murder Frances Howard was invariably depicted as being very much the product of a culture whose whole ethos was contemptible. As Arthur Wilson put it, ‘The court was her nest, her father being Lord Chamberlain; and she was hatched up by her mother, whom the sour breath of that age (how justly I know not) had already tainted; from whom the young lady might take such tincture that ease, greatness and court glories would more distrain and impress on her, than any way wear out and diminish.’ In fact, while her husband was away, Frances may have spent less time at court than has previously been imagined. In the autumn of 1606 she is named as having been present at a convivial evening’s dancing in the Queen’s Presence Chamber at Hampton Court. Thereafter she disappears from view, and the next mention of her is not until February 1609, when she was one of the ladies who featured in Ben Jonson’s Masque of Queens. By that time her husband may have already returned from the continent. It could be that in the meantime she had led a fairly quiet existence. Certainly her sister Katherine voluntarily withdrew from society during her husband’s travels. Her father-in-law the Earl of Salisbury wrote approvingly to his son that she was ‘refusing to come to court or London as places she will take no pleasure in during the time of her virginal widowhood’. We do not know if Frances emulated her in this, but it is at least a possibility.61


On one point all sources are unanimous: by the time her husband returned from abroad, there were few women at court who could rival Frances in appearance. We are told that she was considered ‘a beauty of the greatest magnitude in that horizon’ and that ‘every tongue grew an orator at that shrine’. Another account refers to the ‘devastation the beauty of the Countess caused in the hopes, hearts, estates and understandings’ of all those who laid eyes on her. We do not know which role she took in the Masque of Queens, in which the noble performers each represented a legendary female ruler. In the light of subsequent events it would perhaps have been most appropriate if Ben Jonson had cast her as Valasca, Queen of Bohemia, ‘that to redeem herself and her sex from the tyranny of men that they lived in … led on the women to the slaughter of their barbarous husbands and lords’. At any rate, as this strikingly lovely young woman paraded about the stage in a triumphal chariot designed by Inigo Jones and drawn by eagles, griffins and lions, she cannot have failed to create a great sensation.62


When Essex returned in early 1609 to reclaim his bride, he was doubtless one of the most envied men at court. He himself had been looking forward to setting up home with his wife, even if he did not display the same eagerness as Frances’s brother-in-law, Lord Cranborne, who in 1610, ‘carried away … upon wings of earnest desire’, cut short his own European tour in order ‘to gather the first fruits of his fair young lady’. As Frances soon discovered, such romantic gestures were not in Essex’s style. Essex subsequently testified on oath that ‘When I came out of France, I loved her,’ but these ardent feelings proved short-lived. Arthur Wilson, who in 1614 became the Earl of Essex’s steward, and thereafter proved a vehement defender of his employer, claimed that this was Frances’s fault. Essex, he wrote, hurried home, ‘sick with absence from her whom his desires longed after’, only to find ‘that beauty which he had left so innocent, so farded and sophisticated with some court drug … that he became the greatest stranger at home’.63


Sadly, it is not hard to think of reasons why Frances found her husband unappealing. Essex’s father had been a legendarily attractive man, who had made innumerable sexual conquests, but his son had inherited none of his charm. In looks the young Earl resembled his maternal grandfather, Queen Elizabeth’s grim and forbidding spymaster, Sir Francis Walsingham. As a conversationalist he was inept: in 1613 the Archbishop of Canterbury described him as ‘generally much reserved in talk’, and even the loyal Wilson conceded, ‘Nature had not given him eloquence.’ That this was so was perhaps not surprising in view of the traumas he had experienced in earliest youth. He had been aged ten at the time of his father’s execution, which had stripped him of his titles and inheritance, and left his mother struggling to bring up her children ‘without one penny for their education and maintenance’.64 More hurtful still was the fact that, even as the end approached, the second Earl of Essex had displayed a chilling indifference to his son’s welfare. He neglected to write the affectionate letters that condemned aristocrats customarily sent their families from the Tower, and failed to mention them in his speech from the scaffold. Denied even the consolation of knowing that his father had died thinking of him, it is understandable that the third Earl of Essex developed into a morose and incommunicative adult. Equally, however, it was hard for Frances being yoked to someone so dour and inarticulate.


Essex was never a gregarious man, but he may have felt particularly ill at ease with women. According to one authority, ‘He was always observed to avoid the company of ladies, and so much to neglect his own that to wish a maid into mischief was to commend her to grumbling Essex.’ The suggestion that Essex had a preference for masculine company is in part corroborated by the glimpses one gains of him elsewhere. While staying with her husband in the country Frances wrote to a friend that her husband was ‘merry, and drinketh with his men’. On a different occasion he is described as entertaining ‘five or six captains and gentlemen of worth in his chamber’. In the autumn of 1609 there was another gathering in his lodgings, at which no women appear to have been present. Two of the guests fell out over a card game, and ‘came to blows with daggers’. Those present managed to part the combatants, but the following morning they duelled, and both were killed.65


On that occasion Essex had not been involved in any violence, but he clearly had a fiery temper. In August 1610 he quarrelled with the Earl of Montgomery while out hunting, and the dispute was resolved only with the utmost difficulty. After he parted from Frances there were various other times when Essex showed himself eager to fight with his contemporaries. Sometimes the initial trouble arose because he was understandably touchy if mocked about the failure of his marriage, but this was by no means the invariable cause.66


Bearing in mind that Essex had what the Earl of Clarendon described as a ‘rough, proud nature’, it is easy to believe John Chamberlain’s account of how Frances and her husband first became estranged. Chamberlain (whose knowledgeable and entertaining newsletters are an indispensable source for all students of the Jacobean age) heard that when the young couple were first reunited, Essex found Frances difficult and unresponsive. At this, instead of trying to win her over, ‘He grew to that impatience that he prayed God to damn him if ever he offered her any such kindness till she called for it, and she in like heat wished to be damned if ever she did.’67


Allied to their temperamental differences, the young couple were sexually unsuited. In 1613 Essex would depose to a divorce commission that during the first year he and Frances cohabited, he ‘divers times attempted’ to consummate their marriage, but always without success. He implied that Frances was partly responsible for his failure, for though on some occasions ‘when he was willing to have carnal knowledge of her body, she showed herself ready thereunto … some other times she refused it’. In contrast, Frances maintained that she had done everything possible to help her husband overcome his difficulties. Lawyers acting for her claimed that ‘desirous to be made a mother … [she] again and again yielded herself to his power, and, as much as lay in her [power], offered herself and her body to be known, and earnestly desired conjunction and copulation’. Despite this, Essex was ‘not able to penetrate into her womb, nor enjoy her’. Essex admitted that, after a year of futile attempts, he lost interest altogether. He continued to share a bed with his wife for another two years, ‘and yet did find no motion or provocation in himself to have any carnal copulation with her, by which means he did not attempt in that time carnally to know her’.68


We cannot know why Essex failed to have sexual relations with Frances. Shortly after they started living together he contracted smallpox, and for the next few weeks he was so dangerously ill that there was no question of him even attempting intercourse. However, at the end of that time he made a full recovery (though his face was permanently pock-marked) and thereafter his health presented no problems. Essex always insisted that he would have been capable of coition with another woman, and that it was only Frances who rendered him frigid. As we shall see, Frances herself does not seem to have believed that he was completely impotent. Once she had decided that she did not want their relationship to be consummated, she employed various remedies to prevent her husband from enjoying his marital rights, which suggests that she assumed his problem was not congenital. It may well be, however, that she could have spared herself the trouble. Certainly the circumstances in which Essex’s second marriage collapsed were taken as confirmation by some of his contemporaries of ‘his insufficiency to content a wife’.


After the breakdown of his first marriage Essex ‘had taken that prejudice against woman’ that he remained single for seventeen years. However, in 1630 he married Elizabeth Paulet. Six years later he became convinced she had been unfaithful to him, and he decided to separate from her. Elizabeth then announced that she was pregnant, whereupon Essex declared that he would only recognise the child as his own if it was born by 5 November. The baby was in fact delivered on that date, whereupon Essex acknowledged him as his heir. A month later the little boy died, and Essex reverted to his intention of leaving the mother.69 While it would appear from this that Essex had managed to consummate his second marriage, the indications are that he and his wife had intercourse infrequently. This warrants the conclusion that the Earl was seriously undersexed, even if not totally impotent.


As time went by, the fact that Frances and Essex were completely incompatible only became more apparent. As an expert rider, who was capable of covering scores of miles on horseback in the course of a single day, Essex was by nature a countryman who could never ‘close with the court’. To Frances, however, its gaieties were central to her existence. Arthur Wilson stated, ‘To be carried by him into the country out of her element … were to close (as she thought) with an insufferable torment.’70


For some time she managed to avoid the ordeal of living in rural exile with her husband. As a daughter of the Lord Chamberlain, Frances was allocated lodgings when the King was in residence at Greenwich Palace, Hampton Court and Whitehall, which Essex shared with her. At other times they stayed with relations. These included Essex’s grandmothers, Lady Leicester and Lady Walsingham, and Frances’s brother-in-law, Lord Knollys, who also happened to be an uncle of Essex. In June 1610 Frances was at Whitehall for the investiture of the Prince of Wales, and on 5 June she appeared in Samuel Daniel’s masque, Tethys Festival, in which the performers impersonated the principal rivers of England. Dressed in a costume draped with shells and festoons of seaweed, Frances played the nymph of the River Lee, whose banks bordered the county of Essex. Shortly after this the court dispersed when the King went on his summer progress. Instead of travelling to Chartley, her husband’s estate in Staffordshire, Frances decided to spend the remainder of the summer with her parents at Audley End in Essex. Her husband could not be with her all of the time, although he paid several visits, ‘and stayed sometimes a week and sometimes a fortnight’. At such times he and Frances always slept together ‘in naked bed’, but, as usual, nothing happened.71


It was towards the end of July 1610 that an extraordinary rumour gained currency. Samuel Calvert informed the diplomat William Trumbull that Frances’s brother-in-law, Lord Cranborne, was reported to be on bad terms with his wife, and ‘so hath my Lord of Essex cause, for they say plots have been laid by his to poison him’.72 There are no other contemporaneous references to suspicions of this sort against Frances and, since Calvert did not elaborate, we have no way of knowing what lay behind this. Years later, when Frances was arrested in connection with the poisoning of Sir Thomas Overbury, it was never suggested that she had earlier contemplated murdering Essex. The episode therefore remains a mystery. At the time the matter was not pursued further, so whatever it was that had given rise to the report in the first place, it was clearly insufficient to concern the authorities.


It may be that by this time there was another cause of friction between Frances and her husband. After Frances died there were persistent stories that she had had an affair with the King’s eldest son, Henry, Prince of Wales. Born in 1594, the Prince was a young man of immense promise. To his admirers he embodied every kingly quality. He had a manly bearing, an affable manner (which nevertheless did not encourage overfamiliarity), was athletic, dignified and brave, as well as being ‘most religious and Christian’. His premature death in 1612 plunged the nation into paroxysms of grief and, in years to come, he was mourned as England’s lost saviour, who would have averted the slide into civil war. It might seem to be an inherent contradiction that those panegyrists who hailed Prince Henry as the incarnation of knightly virtue should at the same time believe him capable of committing adultery with the wife of a man he had known since boyhood. Those who recounted the tale of his liaison with Lady Essex nevertheless attributed the lapse to a combination of Frances’s feminine wiles and the machinations of her family, thus absolving Prince Henry of responsibility. In his autobiography the antiquarian Sir Simonds d’Ewes wrote that Frances ‘was so delicate in her youth as, notwithstanding the inestimable Prince Henry’s initiation into the ways of godliness, she, being set on by the Earl of Northampton, her father’s uncle, first taught his eye and heart, and afterwards prostituted herself to him, who reaped the first fruits’. Another anonymous account referred to the ‘common report’ that Prince Henry was ‘captivated by her eyes, which then found no match but themselves’. The author of this piece even alleged that the Howards were wildly excited by the situation, flattering themselves that the Prince was their ‘prisoner of love, and not likely to be changed’, but the claim that the Earl of Suffolk actually hoped to pressure the Prince into marrying his daughter is risible.73
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