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‘That heavy and doleful tragedy which is commonly called the Powder Treason’: thus Sir Edward Coke, as prosecuting counsel, described the Gunpowder Plot of 1605. It is a fair description of one of the most memorable events in English history, which is celebrated annually in that chant of ‘Remember, remember the Fifth of November’. But who was the Gunpowder Plot a tragedy for? For King and Royal Family, for Parliament, all threatened with extinction by terrorist explosion? Or for the reckless Catholic conspirators and the entire Catholic community, including priests, whose fate was bound up with theirs? In part, this book attempts to answer that question.


Its primary purpose is, however, to explain, so far as is possible in view of imperfect records and testimonies taken under torture, why there was a Gunpowder Plot in the first place. The complicated details of this extraordinary episode resemble those of a detective story (including an anonymous letter delivered under cover of darkness), and, as in all mysteries, the underlying motivation is at the heart of the matter.


Obviously, to talk of providing an explanation begs the question of whether there really was a Plot. Over the years – over the centuries – dedicated scholars and historians have divided into two categories on the subject. I have lightly designated these ‘Pro-Plotters’ – those who believe firmly in the Plot’s existence – and ‘No-Plotters’ – those who believe equally firmly that the Plot was a fabrication on the part of the government. My own position, as will be seen, does not fall precisely into either of these categories. I believe that there was indeed a Gunpowder Plot: but it was a very different ‘Powder Treason’ from that conspiracy outlined by Sir Edward Coke.


By accepting that there was a Plot, I have also accepted that the conspirators were what we would now term terrorists. Certainly, the questionable moral basis for terrorism – can violence ever be justified whatever the persecution, whatever the provocation? – is a theme which runs through my narrative. And there is an additional problem: is terrorism justified only when it is successful? These are awkward questions, but for that reason, if no other, worth the asking.


Writers on the subject of the Plot have, naturally enough, tended to draw their own contemporary comparisons. A student of Catesby family history in 1909 referred to ‘these days of [Russian] Anarchist plots’ as providing a suitable background for Catesby’s own conspiratorial activities. Donald Carswell, a barrister who edited The Trial of Guy Fawkes in 1934, likened the Gunpowder Plot to the Reichstag Fire of February 1933: ‘it turned out to be first-class government propaganda’, enabling the Nazis to suppress the Communists, as the Catholics had been suppressed after 1605.


Graham Greene, providing an introduction in 1968 to the memoirs of Kim Philby, the Briton who spied for Stalin’s Russia, compared Philby’s Communist faith – ‘his chilling certainty in the correctness of his judgment’ – to that of the English recusant Catholics, supporting Spain and its Inquisition. Elliot Rose, in Cases of Conscience, published in 1975, the year in which the Vietnam War ended, drew a parallel between Catholics who refused to conform in the reign of Elizabeth and James I, and protesters against the Vietnam War. More recently, Gary Wills in Witches and Jesuits: Shakespeare’s Macbeth (1995) evoked the turbulent conspiratorial atmosphere in the United States after the assassination of President Kennedy to explain the world in which the play first appeared. (First performed in 1606, the text of Macbeth is darkened by the shadow of the Gunpowder Plot.) Certainly, the events of 5 November 1605 have much in common with the killing of President Kennedy as a topic which is, in conspiratorial terms, eternally debatable.


It is appropriate, therefore, that in my case a book written towards the end of the twentieth century should be concerned with the issue of terrorism. This is an issue, for better or for worse, which has to be considered in order to understand the unfolding histories of Northern Ireland and Israel/Palestine – to take only two possible examples. Meanwhile we have a phenomenon in which a number of today’s world leaders have in the past been involved – on their own recognition – in terrorist activities and have morally justified them on grounds of national or religious interest. It is for this reason I have given my book the subtitle of Terror and Faith in 1605.


One should, however, bear in mind that the word ‘terror’ can refer to two different kinds. There is the terror of partisans, of freedom fighters, or of any other guerrilla group, carried out for the higher good of their objectives. Then there is the terror of governments, directed towards dissident minorities. The problem of subjects who differ from their rulers in religion (have they the moral right to differ?) is one that runs throughout this book.


There is a similar contemporary relevance of a very different sort in the stories of the various Catholic women who found themselves featuring in the subterranean world of the Gunpowder Plot. At a time when women’s role in the Christian Churches, especially the Catholic Church, is under debate, I was both interested and attracted by the role played by these strong, devout, courageous women. At the time Catholic priests compared them to the holy women of the Bible who followed Jesus Christ. Some were married with the responsibilities of families in a dangerous age; others chose the single path with equal bravery. Ironically enough, it was the perceived weakness of women which enabled them to protect the forbidden priests where others could not do so. Circumstances gave them power; they used it well.


Above all, throughout my narrative, I have been concerned to convey actuality: that is to say, a sense of what an extraordinarily dramatic story it was, with all its elements of tragedy, brutality, heroism – and even, occasionally and unexpectedly, its more relaxed moments, which sometimes occurred after unsuccessful searches for Catholic priests in their hiding-places. For this reason I have paid special attention to the topography of the Plot, including the details of these secret refuges, many of which are still to be seen today. Of course hindsight can never be avoided altogether, especially in untangling such an intricate story as that of the Gunpowder Plot: but at least I have tried to write as though what happened on 5 November 1605 was not a foregone conclusion.


In order to tell a complicated story as clearly as possible, I have employed the usual expedients. I have modernised spelling where necessary, and dated letters and documents as though the calendar year began on I January as it does now, instead of 25 March, as it did then. I have also tried to solve the problem of individuals changing their names (on receipt of titles) by preferring simplicity to strict chronological accuracy: thus Robert Cecil, 1st Earl of Salisbury, is known as Cecil and then Salisbury, missing out his intermediate title of Viscount Cranborne.


In writing this book, I owe a great deal to the many works of the many scholars acknowledged in the References. For further assistance, I would like to single out and thank the following: Mr Felipe Fernandez-Armesto for historical corrections and suggestions (surviving errors are my responsibility); Dr S. Bull, Lancashire County Museums, for allowing me to read his thesis ‘Furie of the Ordnance’; Fr Michael Campbell Johnston S.J. for letting me see the Gunpowder Plot MS. of the late Fr William Webb S.J.; Dr Angus Constam of the Royal Armouries; Fr Francis Edwards S.J., whose friendship and support I value, despite our different conclusions on the subject of the Gunpowder Plot; Mr D.L. Jones, Librarian, House of Lords; Mr John V. Mitchell, Archivist, and Mr R.N. Pittman, then headmaster of St Peter’s School, York; Mr Roland Quinault, Honorary Secretary, Royal Historical Society, for allowing me to consult his thesis, ‘Warwickshire Landowners and Parliamentary Politics 1841–1923’; Mr Richard Rose, editor of the unpublished diary of Joan Courthope; Mr M.N. Webb, Assistant Librarian, Bodleian Library; Mr Eric Wright, Principal Assistant County Librarian, Education and Libraries, Northamptonshire; lastly the ever helpful and courteous staff of the Catholic Central Library, the London Library, the Public Record Office and the Round Reading Room of the British Library.


It was, as ever, both a pleasure and a privilege to do all my own research, beyond the help which is gratefully acknowledged here. In particular, tracing the story of the Gunpowder Plot involved me in a series of historical visits and journeys. In connection with these, I wish to thank the Earl of Airlie, Lord Chamberlain, General Sir Edward Jones, Gentleman Usher of the Black Rod, and Mr Bryan Sewell, Deputy Director of Works, for making possible a visit to the House of Lords on the eve of the Opening of Parliament; Mr R. C. Catesby for our journey to Ashby St Ledgers and its church; Professor Hugh and Mrs Eileen Edmondson of Huddington Court for their hospitality; Mr and Mrs Jens Pilo for receiving me at Coldham Hall, and Mr Tony Garrett, who accompanied me there; Mr Roy Tomlin, Honorary Secretary, Wellingborough Golf Club, Harrowden Hall; Sr Juliana Way, Hengrave Hall Centre; Mr Dave Wood, Service Coordinator, and Mr David Hussey, Headmaster, RNIB Forest House Assessment Centre, Rushton.


Others who helped me in a variety of ways were Mrs K. H. Atkins, Archivist, Dudley Libraries; Professor Karl Bottigheimer; Mr Robert Bearman, Senior Archivist, Shakespeare Birthplace Trust; Mr Roy Bernard, Holbeche House Nursing Home; Fr Andrew Beer, St Pancras Church, Lewes; Fr M. Bossy, S.J., for the photograph of Helena Wintour’s vestment at Stonyhurst; Mr Conall Boyle; Mrs Kathryn Christenson, Minnesota; Mr Donald K. Clark, Director, Hyde Park Family History Centre; Ms Sarah Costley, then Archivist, York Minster, and Mr John Tilsley, Assistant Archivist; Ms Caroline Dalton, Archivist, New College Library; Mr Charles Enderby; Mr Dudley Fishburn M.P.; Major-General G.W. Field, Resident-Governor, Catherine Campbell, and Yeoman Warder Brian A. Harrison, Honorary Archivist, Tower of London; Ms Joanna Grindle, Information Officer, Warwickshire County Council; Father D.B. Lordan, St Winifred’s Church, and Brother Stephen de Kerdrel, O.P.M. Cap, Franciscan Friary, Pantasaph, Holywell; the Very Rev. Michael Mayne, Dean of Westminster; Mr Jonathan Marsden, Historic Buildings Representative, Thames and Chilterns Regional Office, National Trust; Professor Maurice Lee, Jr; Mr Stephen Logan, Selwyn College, Cambridge; Miss K.M. Longley, former Archivist, York Minster; Mr Roger Longrigg for answering an enquiry about late-sixteenth-century horses; Mother John Baptist, O.S.B., Tyburn Convent; Mr Simon O’Halloran, Queensland, Australia; Sir Roy Strong; Mr Barry T. Turner, Guy Fawkes House, Dunchurch; Mrs Clare Throckmorton, Coughton Court; Mr Richard Thurlow, National Bibliographic Service, British Library, Boston Spa; Mr J. M. Waterson, Regional Director, East Anglia Regional Office, National Trust; Mr Ralph B. Weller.


Throughout, I have had great support from my publishers on both sides of the Atlantic: Nan Talese in the US, who, from the first, shared my vision of how the book might be; and Anthony Cheetham, Ion Trewin and Rebecca Wilson in England. Linda Peskin typed and retyped the MS with exemplary skill, matched only by her patience. My agent Michael Shaw counselled calm at the appropriate moments; Douglas Matthews, Indexer Extraordinary, not only performed his task with his accustomed dexterity but also supplied information about Guy Fawkes ‘celebrations’ in Lewes; Robert Gottlieb and Rana Kabbani offered editorial suggestions, as did my mother, Elizabeth Longford. Further family assistance included advice on the modern Prevention of Terrorism Act from my son-in-law Edward Fitzgerald Q.C. and my son Orlando Fraser. Lastly my husband Harold Pinter read a story which is, in part, about persecution, with his characteristic generous sympathy for the oppressed.


Antonia Fraser


St Nicholas Day, 1994 – Feast of the English Martyrs, 1995





PROLOGUE



Bountiful Beginnings
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These bountiful beginnings raise all men’s spirits, and put them in great hopes, insomuch that not only Protestants, but Papists and Puritans, and the very Poets… promise themselves great part in his [James I] favour.


JOHN CHAMBERLAIN
to Dudley Carleton, 12 April 1603


On 21 March 1603 Father William Weston, a Catholic I priest imprisoned in the Tower of London, was aware that ‘a strange silence’ had descended on the whole city. ‘Not a bell rang out. Not a bugle sounded,’ although ordinarily both bells and bugles were often heard, even in the tiny cell in which he had been held without fresh air or exercise for over five years.


The explanation for this silence was awesome. In Richmond Palace, the old Queen who had ruled England for over forty years ‘lay dying beyond all hope of recovery’. Like so many of the beleaguered Catholics in England, men and women, the laity as well as the priesthood, nobles and serving people, Father Weston wondered whether a new reign might not bring relief.1


Elizabeth Tudor, daughter of Henry VIII and his ill-fated second wife Anne Boleyn, was in her seventieth year, a distinguished age for the time in which she lived. She had reigned alone, without consort or child, since the death of her half-sister Mary Tudor in 1558 – so long that a man would have to have been in his fifties to have any proper recollection of the age before Elizabeth.


She had outlived not only the Catholic Queen Mary Tudor, but Mary’s erstwhile husband, England’s arch-enemy Philip II of Spain, who had died in 1598. The pale Valois Kings of France of her youth (including Mary Queen of Scots’ first husband, who had died young) had departed like shadows, leaving no heirs. The vigorous Henri IV of Navarre, married to Marguerite de Valois and now sitting on the throne of France, was twenty years her junior. Queen Elizabeth had in fact reigned longer than any previous adult successor to the throne.* On the one hand, common sense surely made her approaching death predictable; on the other, it was for most people unimaginable.


This element of disbelief owed something to the fact that it had long been forbidden, as in some twentieth-century dictatorship, to discuss the identity of the next ruler. For so doing in the House of Commons in 1593, the Puritan Peter Wentworth had been imprisoned in the Tower of London till his death. Ten years later, Elizabeth had still not indicated her successor (as we shall see, there were problems with a purely hereditary succession). Psychologically, this public void made the prospect of her demise seem unlikely, as though the Queen could not possibly let go of life until she had made proper arrangements for who was to follow her. It was a point of view the Queen herself had perfectly well understood in years gone by, when she had observed drily that she would not allow discussions of the succession, since men were always wont to worship the rising rather than the setting sun.


The Queen’s surprisingly robust health had also encouraged foolish fantasies of her immortality in recent years. She might show a certain weariness on state occasions – at the Opening of Parliament in 1601 for example – or after riding her horse in the park. Critical eyes might note that the haggard, parchment-white face of the Queen in her late sixties was now plumped out with ‘fine cloths’ in her cheeks. Yet as late as March 1602 she was described as ‘still, thanks to God, frolicky and merry’, for all the signs of decay in her face. She continued to impress strangers by her sheer glittering presence. Her air of majesty elicited the cry of ‘oh che grandezza!’ from the lips of an emissary from the Spanish Netherlands. Only three months previously the Queen had danced a coranto at court, a complicated measure which demanded a good deal of energy.2


Melancholy seemed to be her chief enemy, that and the famous indecision which she had used so brilliantly in the past to manage (as well as madden) her male advisers, but which was now on occasion quite paralysing.3  Much of this ‘settled and unremovable’ melancholy sprang from that unchanging tragedy of old age, the deaths of old friends. William Cecil, Lord Burghley, her faithful political servant, had died in 1598, leaving his brilliant, tireless son Robert to take his place. But the recent death of a close woman friend, the Countess of Nottingham (who as the daughter of Mary Boleyn was also the Queen’s first cousin), was thought by many who knew Elizabeth well to have precipitated her decline.


The onset of what would be the Queen’s last illness came at the beginning of March. The first allusion to it by her chief minister Robert Cecil was made nine days later in a highly secret letter to George Nicolson, his agent in Scotland. He wrote that his mistress had recently been ‘much deprived of sleep’, which was, as usual, making her impatient. Cecil went on to explore, in language that was cautious but unmistakable, the sombre possibility that she would not recover. ‘Because all flesh is subject to mortality’, as he delicately phrased it, Cecil had to confess that the Queen had been ‘so ill-disposed’ that he was fearful of her ‘future weakness’, leading to danger of that event ‘I hope mine eyes shall never see’.4


In fact the insomnia did not improve and the weakness increased. In an age before newspapers, popular rumour had an especial role to play: a few years earlier, Shakespeare had personified Rumour as a character who wore a garment ‘painted full of tongues’.5  As stories of what was happening began to spread, the bells became silenced and the bugles stilled until even the prisoners in the Tower of London were aware of the crisis. The Councillors of State were by now gathered at Richmond Palace in Surrey; it was understood that they would remain until that event so much dreaded by Cecil had actually taken place.


The old Queen’s spirits further lapsed into an extraordinary depression which nothing seemed able to shake. For a while she refused to go to bed, lying upon cushions without eating as though nature could somehow be defeated by a strong will. Robert Carey, the grandson of Mary Boleyn and, like the Countess of Nottingham, a privileged courtier, visited her from the north of England, where he had been the Warden of the Middle March for the last five years. He was received by a Queen ‘sitting low upon her cushions’. When he told her that he was delighted to see her well, the Queen took his hand and ‘wrung it hard’.


‘No, Robin, I am not well,’ she said, and talked to him about her ‘sad and heavy’ heart, with more than forty or fifty ‘heavy sighs’. Carey had only once known the Queen like this, and that was after the beheading of Mary Queen of Scots. It was an ominous precedent. Finally Lord Nottingham, widower of the Queen’s old friend the Countess, managed to get her to bed: ‘what by fair means, what by force’.6  It was time for men to turn their eyes towards the rising sun.


To Robert Cecil and his fellow members of the Council surrounding the dying Queen, that sun was now represented by a man whose great-grandmother had been a Tudor princess: King James of Scotland (although this decision had been made comparatively recently). The agent Nicolson in Edinburgh had used his discretion to keep King James informed of the progress of Queen Elizabeth’s illness. On 19 March, for example, the King had decided to postpone a visit to the remote Scottish Highlands, and merely journeyed as far as Stirling to see his elder son Prince Henry. The visit had some dynastic significance for very soon the handsome nine-year-old boy might find himself next in line to the English as well as the Scottish throne.


An extraordinary amount of traffic now sprang up between the English and the Scottish courts as the successful Elizabethan courtiers sought to devise methods of becoming successful Jacobean ones. The most practical measure was that taken by Robert Carey. Sending word to Edinburgh to expect him without delay once the Queen was dead, he arranged to have fast horses posted all along the high road to Scotland. Carey intended to be the one who would break the news of his accession to the Scottish King. After all, he reasoned to himself, God helped those who helped themselves. Given that James had hitherto never shown him any particular favour, such a precaution was neither ‘unjust nor dishonest’.7


By Wednesday morning, 23 March, the Queen was speechless and could communicate with her Council only by signs; later still a movement of the eyes had to suffice. When night came Elizabeth was in a coma, slipping away quietly towards that other realm, where, as the Archbishop of Canterbury frankly told her, ‘for all that she had long been a great queen here upon earth… shortly she was to yield an account of her stewardship to the King of Kings’. At some point, when the Queen was still capable of making a sign, she was said to have indicated that James of Scotland should be her successor by putting her hand up to her head at the mention of his name.8  The story, spread afterwards, was a convenient one to overcome the inconvenient fact that, for as long as Elizabeth had indeed been a ‘great queen here upon earth’ as described by the Archbishop, she had maintained her obstinate silence on the subject of the succession. Under the circumstances the Council was taking no chances.


There was a charged atmosphere inside the palace, and the porters were given a special command that no one was to leave, so that Rumour in his garment ‘painted with tongues’ should not escape. Outside, extraordinary precautions were being taken to ensure a smooth succession. For example the Council ordered that the wayward Lady Arbella Stuart, Elizabeth’s cousin, one possible contender for the throne, should be brought south from Hardwick in Derbyshire. There, far from London, Papists might have kidnapped her and used her as a focus for some kind of coup since she was believed to have Catholic sympathies. Elsewhere ‘the principal Papists’ were detained as the Queen’s sickness worsened. Cecil’s elder brother, Lord Burghley, in his administrative role of Lord President of the North, had a vital part to play in holding the peace in that troubled area between England and Scotland; he wrote that he was ‘ready to defend the right’.9


The end for Queen Elizabeth came in the early hours of the morning on 24 March. At the last, only her women were with her. The members of the Council withdrew from Richmond to Whitehall to draft the vital document which would publicly proclaim James King of England later that morning. Long before this time, however, the enterprising Robert Carey was flying north on the first of his swift horses. His elder brother, George Carey Lord Hunsdon, who as Lord Chamberlain was a ‘great officer’ of the court, protected Carey from the indignant Richmond porter with the reassuring words: ‘Let him pass, I will answer for him.’ (Self-interest rather than family loyalty was at work, for all the Careys expected to benefit from Robert’s derring-do.) There was some move from the Council to stop Carey but a friendly warning from another functionary, the Knight Marshal, enabled him to get clear of London shortly after nine o’clock.


Carey headed first for Doncaster, and by Friday night was at his own house at Widdrington in Northumberland. He was now ninety-seven miles from Edinburgh and would have been there for supper by starting ‘very early’ on the Saturday had he not suffered ‘a great fall by the way’ in the course of which his horse kicked him. So, weak with loss of blood, Robert Carey finally staggered into the royal palace at Holyrood and saluted James Stuart by his new four-fold title: King of England, Ireland, Scotland – and France (the mediaeval Plantagenet claim had never been formally discarded).


As proof of the old Queen’s death, Carey told the King that he brought him ‘a blue ring from a fair lady’. He then handed over a sapphire ring which James had sent south with specific orders that it be returned to him the moment Elizabeth was actually dead.*


‘It is enough,’ said the King. ‘I know by this that you are a true messenger.’ Far into the night, the sovereign of England sat up asking Carey questions about his new kingdom (having first considerately sent for a surgeon to tend Carey’s wounds).10


The first proclamation of the new sovereign was made in London at 10.00am on 24 March – some seven or eight hours after the Queen’s death. The drafting session in Whitehall, which took place, fittingly enough, as the sun was rising, was made unexpectedly easy by the fact that Robert Cecil produced a text. In his prudent way, he had no doubt been carrying it about with him throughout the last anxious weeks.* This proclamation, which referred firmly to ‘the undoubted right’ of James to succeed, was read first at Whitehall Gate at ten o’clock, then by the High Cross in Cheapside an hour later, where it was noted that Cecil spoke ‘most distinctly and audibly’. Finally it was read at the Tower of London, where the prisoners of state, including the priests, rejoiced along with the others. Father Weston was able to watch from his window, listening to the ‘crying out’ and noting the pomp with which the ceremony was performed. He realised that the Council had calculated every detail ‘with precision and thoroughness’.11


By nightfall, bonfires were burning brightly throughout the capital. Although the French Ambassador was shocked by the ungrateful behaviour of the Londoners in lighting fires to celebrate their sovereign’s death, there is no doubt that these were flames of rejoicing, not lamentation. As John Isham, a law student from Northamptonshire, wrote to his father: the people were saluting ‘a prince of great hope’. And throughout the country, not only in London, the sound of trumpets and other music was heard in the market-place. Spectators rent the air with shouts, their cries chiming with the bells, and an enormous amount of liquor was consumed around each bonfire. In the north, at York and Kingston-upon-Hull, in the east at Norwich, in the west at Bristol, where the sheriffs in their scarlet had the new King’s picture placed high over their heads, and in the south at Winchester, King James was proclaimed as ‘being royally and in the right line from both Houses of York and Lancaster’.12


It was significant that the man who investigated the proclamation at Winchester, hastening there in advance of the Council’s official notification with a speed worthy of Robert Carey, was a Catholic, Sir Robert Tichborne. Far from causing trouble as had been anticipated, the leading ‘Papists’ hastened to demonstrate their enthusiasm publicly, seeing in this moment an excellent opportunity to start the reign as they meant to go on, as loyal subjects of the new King, for all their dissident religious views. Even the Jesuit priests, whose mere presence in England was illegal and punishable by death, wanted to display their patriotism. Father Henry Garnet, Superior of the Jesuits in England, sent a letter to a prominent courtier, hoping that it would be shown to James, in which he expressed the Jesuits’ wish to be ‘dear and not unnatural subjects of the crown’.13


Catholics were ostentatiously among those who provided barrels of wine for public places and threw down money to the crowds from their windows. And no action was more presage-ful than that of the Catholic magnate Sir Thomas Tresham, who proclaimed King James at Northampton a mere day after the Queen’s death. Born at the end of the reign of Henry VIII, long regarded as a leader in the Catholic community, which depended on him for ‘advice, direction’, Tresham had spent over twenty years of his life in prison for his refusal to conform to the Protestant religion, as well as suffering enormous fines.14


Married to a member of another distinguished Catholic family, a Throckmorton, Sir Thomas had a vast brood of children. One of these, Francis Tresham, his heir, was a scallywag who had been mixed up in the anti-government Essex conspiracy of 1601. The charismatic Robert Catesby, Francis’ first cousin on his mother’s side, had also been involved. Francis Tresham had cost his father dear to buy him out of trouble, and Sir Thomas had helped too with Catesby’s fine. The rest of Sir Thomas’ children were more satisfactory and had made a variety of matches among the Catholic-oriented nobility and gentry. When he stood at the cross at Northampton to proclaim King James, barracked by the local Puritans, but not by the local Protestants, his family’s rebellious tendencies curbed, Sir Thomas had reason to hope that he would enjoy a serene old age.


Some of that general English mood of rejoicing which had shocked the French Ambassador was due to the fact that the crown had passed to an adult male. James I, now aged thirty-six, had reigned since babyhood when his mother Mary Queen of Scots had been obliged to abdicate, and he had ruled since his majority. Such an experienced – masculine – hand at the helm had not been known since the death of Henry VIII over half a century previously. There was no doubt that for all the brilliant myth of Gloriana, for all the genius which Elizabeth had displayed at propaganda to turn her innate weakness of sex into a strength, a male ruler was regarded as the natural order of things.


Furthermore, that brilliant myth had itself begun to fade in the last years of Elizabeth’s reign. And now that she was no longer alive to dazzle her subjects with splendour, it became easier to realise that the Queen had ended her life as an extremely querulous old woman. Popular ballads on her death tended to draw attention to her sex:


Oh she bore the sway of all affairs
And yet she was but a woman


or:


A wiser Queen never was to be seen
For a woman, or yet a stouter.15


The clear implication was that a male succeeding was a return to normality.


One must beware of hindsight in judging the relative popularity of Elizabeth I and James I in the first years of his reign. Just because the judgement of history has been to shower accolades upon the Queen rather than upon the King, it is important to realise how different the viewpoint was at his succession. There was now a great pack of Englishmen scurrying north: ‘good news makes good horsemen’, or, as James himself put it later, people ran, ‘nay, rather flew to meet me’. They liked what they saw. Here was a man who, it was generally agreed, was ‘of noble presence’. He was affable and intelligent, quick to get a point. What was more, for the patriotic English, it was important that he spoke their language perfectly (albeit with a strong Scottish accent). He also knew Latin, French and Italian.16  At his side was his Danish wife, Queen Anne, a graceful blonde beauty in her late twenties who had already borne the King five children, three of whom survived, and was once more pregnant. How different from the home life of their departed spinster Queen!


What the English courtiers did not immediately realise was that an exceptionally harsh, unloving upbringing, beset with violent incident, and aristocratic feuds had made of the canny Scots King a consummate politician; and perhaps the only one the Stuart dynasty had ever produced (or ever would produce). Nowhere was his political astuteness seen to greater effect than in the King’s presentation of himself as ‘the son of Mary Queen of Scots’. The only child of the exquisite doomed Queen, who lost her head at Fotheringhay, and the charming wastrel Henry Lord Darnley, blown up at Kirk o’Field, hardly resembled either of his glamorous parents. But for many Catholics, the spiritual dimension was the one that counted. The first Supplication of the English Catholics to King James, in 1603, thought it especially shrewd to drag in a reference to ‘Your Majesty’s peerless… martyred’ mother.17


Even more bizarre, perhaps, was the Catholic belief, sincerely maintained, that ‘the mother’s merits’ – that is, the spiritual merits gained by Mary Queen of Scots’ martyrdom – would shortly win from God the grace of the King’s conversion to Catholicism.18  This belief, for which there was absolutely no basis in reality, was encouraged by the subtle diplomacy of the King himself. It was a view that was widely held not only amongst the modest and perhaps naive Catholic laity but also in the counsels of the Catholic great. These included an august pair of Habsburg regents, the Archduke Albert and his wife the Archduchess Isabella, sister of Philip III of Spain, who ruled in the so-called Spanish Netherlands.* Here Protestant rebels had waged a thirty-year war against Spanish dominion. Despite English support (on religious grounds) these rebels had never succeeded in throwing off the Spanish yoke. Nor for that matter had Spain quelled them. The main result of this inconclusive contest was the financial exhaustion of all parties.


Nevertheless, King James received a friendly greeting from the Catholic Archduke in Brussels on his accession. The Archduke also informed Philip III that he had resolved to send an official envoy to James, without consulting his brother-in-law, so anxious was he to make friends with England (Albert had already released English prisoners following Elizabeth’s death).19


One of the important provinces of the Spanish Netherlands was Flanders, which had a long seaboard, including the coastal town of Ostend, not many miles across the water from Dover and England’s south-east coast. This geographical position made Flanders a kind of debatable land in the religious struggles of the times. From the vantage point of Flanders, Spain might contemplate the invasion of England; similarly England might despatch its own soldiers across the narrow crossing to support the Flemish Protestants.


Furthermore, the English Catholics might take refuge in Flanders against oppression at home. In this way, many young Englishmen, inspired by personal ambition and religious idealism, had become mercenaries in the Spanish armies in the Low Countries. It was for them liberating to seek advancement in an atmosphere where Catholicism was no bar to success, and there was always the question of restoring the True (Catholic) Religion to England. One day the all-powerful King of Spain might use his armies to bring about this restoration by force. Despite the failure of the Spanish Armada to secure an invasion of England in 1588, the Catholic expatriate soldiers continued to bear such a possibility in mind.


Typical of such adventurers, at once devout and aggressive, was Guy Fawkes. He was a native of York, who had been fighting in Flanders for the last ten years and who had at least once gone to Spain as part of an intrigue to raise military help for the English Catholics. But in the joyous atmosphere of the new King’s reign, amid these rosy hopes of his conversion, and with the peace-loving Pope Clement VIII, who loved to mediate between great powers, making friendly overtures, maybe those days of lethal plotting had passed.


Moreover, unknown to Guy Fawkes, the slow-moving Byzantine council of Philip III had reached an important decision, even as Queen Elizabeth lay on her deathbed. There was to be no invasion, no imposition of a foreign Catholic sovereign of England: the English Catholics would reach their own solution to the subject of the succession. Thus Philip III approved instructions for a senior envoy Don Juan de Tassis to congratulate James even though Spain and England were still technically at war.20  Tranquillity in the Netherlands and a treaty with England, which had for so long supported their infuriating Protestant rebels, were the new aims of the Spanish high command. They were hardly aims which fitted into any pattern of violent conspiracy against the new English King.


In this atmosphere of general benevolence, both national and international, the Scottish King set out on 5 April to travel south to take possession of his new kingdom. He was, wrote the playwright Thomas Dekker, ‘our omne bonum [general goodness] from the wholesome north, Our fruitful Sovereign James’. In a further flight of the imagination, Dekker described the King as accompanied by ‘silver clouds of blissful angels’.21  He might have been more accurate to describe the King’s retinue as a grasping crowd of greedy Scots – at least from the English point of view. But the xenophobic English crossness about James’ Scottish favourites had yet to find expression. For the time being, it was more significant that the host of English nobles who had rushed north had managed to join the triumphant procession south again.


Sir Robert Carey, his heroic feat underlined by the fact that he was still ‘bebloodied and with bruises’, was there. He was rewarded by being made a Gentleman of the Bedchamber of the King. It was, however, a position somewhat above his actual importance and he would indeed be demoted in the less sentimental atmosphere of the south, proving, alas, that the race was not after all to the swift. And not only the English were there: the French Ambassador came south from Edinburgh as a token of French friendship. He must, though, have seemed a dubious asset since his wife had to be carried all the way to London ‘in a chair with slings’ by shifts of perspiring porters.22


At the important stronghold of Berwick, the salutation was especially joyous. ‘Happy day,’ as a contemporary account had it, ‘when peaceably so many English Gentlemen went to bring in an English and Scottish King, both included in one person.’ They introduced him into a town that had for ‘many hundred years’ been ‘a Town of the Enemy’, or at the least held for one nation or the other. So much ordnance was shot off that the whole town lay in a mantle of smoke, as if there had been ‘an earthquake’. There were ancient soldiers settled there – ‘old King Harry’s lads’ – who must have been in their late seventies. These retired warriors vowed they had never seen a display to match this one.


So it was on to Newcastle (where the King admired the beauty of the Tyne Bridge), to Durham (after which, at a high spot outside Haughton-le-side, he enjoyed a ‘beautific vision’ of the country that was now his), and to York, where James was received by Lord Burghley, Lord President of the Council of the North. Here the King insisted on walking to church: ‘I will have no coach; for the people are desirous to see a King, and so they shall, for they shall as well see his body as his face.’ Good cheer was universal – in the shape of red and white wine provided all day for the populace.


King James now passed on to those magnificent midland palaces, prosperous emblems of a powerful and settled nobility. The English lords were, as he believed, in marked contrast to the rough Scots lords who with their kidnappings, murders and threats to his person had made portions of his life a misery. The awkward fact that the old Queen had not yet been formally buried at Westminster Abbey (it was royal custom for this to happen a month after death) meant that the King was obliged to linger at this point. It would not do for his arrival to coincide embarrassingly with his predecessor’s obsequies.


James dallied for four or five days at Burghley in Northamptonshire. This great Renaissance edifice had been erected by Elizabeth’s servant, the first Lord Burghley, and had passed to his elder son. It could therefore be held to symbolise the rewards of loyal service in England, since the origins of the Cecil family were neither rich nor aristocratic. To the King from the north, however, the monumental exterior and the richly furnished interior ‘like to an Emperor’s’, with its Turkey carpets, long galleries, huge floor-to-ceiling portraits, spelt luxury and leisure. Unlike Scottish castles of this date, Burghley was not fortified against attack.23  There was no need.


The King’s happiness was further increased by finding that he was able to indulge his obsessive love of hunting in the neighbourhood. This passion for a sport, in which the King tried to elude the cares of state while the stags tried to elude him, rapidly became a feature of the English courtiers’ lives. It was first evinced to them on the royal journey. James suddenly caught sight of some deer outside Widdrington and, rushing out, killed two of them. He returned ‘with a good appetite’ to the house. It was not the only portent which might have provided a useful guide to the future. The other was the release of prisoners at the royal command en route.


The liberation of prisoners to celebrate an auspicious occasion had a long tradition, not only in English history but in antiquity too, the release of the robber Barabbas by Pontius Pilate to celebrate the Jewish Passover being one obvious example. At Newcastle the King had ordered all prisoners to be freed, and even paid up for those imprisoned for debt. The only exceptions were those held for treason, for murder – and ‘for Papistry’. At York, too, all prisoners were released ‘except Papists and wilful murderers’.24


It was at York on Sunday 17 April that a petition was presented on behalf of the English Catholics by ‘a gentleman’. In fact this so-called gentleman was a Catholic priest in disguise, Father Hill. His petition, which asked for the full removal of all the penal laws against his co-religionists, unfortunately contained a tactless Biblical reference. King James was reminded that, when the Israelites sought relief from King Jeroboam and none was granted, they took ‘the just occasion’ to refuse to obey him in the future.


This kind of threat was exactly what the King did not want to hear. Hill’s identity was rumbled and he was arrested. James’ zest for theological discourse, another phenomenon to which his English subjects would have to accustom themselves, compelled him to have ‘some conference’ with the priest, after which Father Hill was put firmly in prison.25


Nevertheless the Catholic community felt perfectly justified in ignoring such minor unpleasantnesses, which could be regarded as hangovers from the previous reign. Hill was not a particularly savoury character, having led a dissolute life in Rome for some years before his return to England without permission. Besides, far more significant to the King was the fact that it was in York that he first encountered Robert Cecil. King James chose to celebrate their meeting with a royal quip, which he probably found more amusing than Cecil did: ‘Though you are but a little man, we will shortly load your shoulders with business.’ Cecil’s appearance was certainly against him. In an age when the masculine leg, featured in tight-fitting hose, was the arbiter of elegance, his were exceptionally short. He also had ‘a wry neck, a crooked back and a splay foot’, in the derisive words of one of his enemies.26


The King continued on his merry, sporting way on horseback, at least until a bruised arm from a hunting fall condemned him to a coach. At the approach to London, loud were the huzzas from the gathering crowds who threw their hats in the air at the sight of their new sovereign (many of these hats, unfortunately, vanished for ever into a multitude which turned out to be loyal but light-fingered). There were spectators ‘in highways, fields, meadows, closes and on trees’, so numerous that they ‘covered the beauty of the fields’. This curiosity – among more intellectual types – had the unexpected if pleasing effect of making King James a best-seller. Thousands of copies of Basilikon Doron, a scholarly treatise which the King had written several years earlier on the art of government, were sold within the first weeks of his arrival.27


On Saturday 7 May, the Lord Mayor of London, accompanied by aldermen draped in velvet and gold chains, presented the King with the keys to the city of London, two miles outside its boundaries. Four days later, the King arrived at the Tower of London in a barge, the traditional method of access for monarchs. Here he admired such sights as the great armoury, the mint and the little zoo of lions within its precincts. All the way from Berwick, the King had been creating new knights – at least 230 of them. While he was at the Tower, he created new lords, chief among them Robert Cecil, who became Baron Cecil of Essendon.*


John Chamberlain, that percipient commentator, wrote to Dudley that ‘these bountiful beginnings raise all men’s spirits, and put them in great hopes, insomuch that not only Protestants, but Papists and Puritans, and the very Poets… promise themselves great part in his [King James’] favour’. As for the Poets – or rather the Playwrights – the favour was quick to come. A licence would be granted to a company, newly baptised the King’s Servants, shortly after James’ arrival in London. This enabled them to present ‘comedies, tragedies, histories, interludes, morals, pastorals, stage-plays and such like’ at ‘their now usual place’ the Globe Theatre.28  This company included Richard Burbage and an actor–playwright called William Shakespeare.


Where the Papists were concerned, Father Henry Garnet, the Jesuit Superior in England, himself testified to the mood of optimism when he wrote in mid-April: ‘a golden time we have of unexpected freedom… great hope is of toleration’.29  Up until now, the proscribed priests had been crucially dependent on the support and hospitality of heroic Catholic women who concealed them in their households at great danger to themselves. Garnet derived especial support from a pair of courageous sisters, members of the Vaux family: Anne Vaux, who was unmarried, and her sister Eleanor Brooksby, who was a widow with children. Another Jesuit, the ebullient Father John Gerard, was protected over many years by their sister-in-law, another widow with a young family, Eliza Vaux of Harrowden. In all these refuges in the spring of 1603 there was an anticipation that the heavy yoke of penalties imposed upon Catholics under Elizabeth would soon be lifted.


Father Gerard, for example, came from a distinguished Lancashire family, preeminent in the past for its support of Mary Queen of Scots. So far, imprisonment and fines had been their only reward. In 15 94 Father Gerard himself had been not only imprisoned but severely tortured. Now things had evidently changed. His brother Thomas was among the new knights created by James I at York.


The King – not for the first or last time – chose to allude to his relationship with Mary Queen of Scots, identifying himself with her supporters. ‘I am particularly bound to love your blood,’ said the King to Sir Thomas Gerard, ‘on account of the persecution you have borne for me.’ The news of such graciousness – surely prophetic of more favours to come – spread. Even more remarkable, even more exhilarating, was the release of Father William Weston from his prison in the Tower of London on 14 May. The priest who had been struck by the silence which had marked the old Queen’s passing had been informed shortly after the accession that his case had become ‘obsolete with the passage of time’. However, his jailer insisted on a written release, so that it was not until 14 May, by which time the King himself had reached the Tower, that Weston at last gained his freedom on condition that he went abroad. His warder made up for the extra weeks of incarceration by giving Weston a magnificent dinner in his own lodgings.30


As Weston sallied forth, free after five years in the Tower and seventeen years altogether in prison, he found a crowd gathered to see him emerge. Various Catholics in its ranks then dropped to their knees and begged his blessing. No one hindered them. Yet, less than three years after these ‘bountiful beginnings’, the whole English Catholic world would be blasted apart by that conspiracy known to history as the Gunpowder Plot, and many Catholics would die bloodily at the hands of the state.


* Henry III, whose reign spanned fifty-six years, 1216–72, had succeeded to the throne as a child of nine.


* According to family tradition, preserved by Carey’s great-granddaughter, this precious ring could not be passed to Carey while he was still within Richmond Palace, but had to be thrown out of a window to him, by his sister Lady Scrope (Carey, p. 63 note).


* This draft, in Cecil’s handwriting, still exists in his family papers (H. M. C. Salisbury, xv, p. 1).


* The sixteenth-century Spanish Netherlands are to be equated, very roughly, with modern Belgium; the modern (Dutch) Netherlands were then known as the United Provinces or Holland, after the chief province.


* The swift progression of Robert Cecil’s titles from 1603 onwards creates some problem of clarity during the period covered by this book. He became Viscount Cranborne in August 1604, and Earl of Salisbury in May 1605. To avoid confusion, he will be described as Cecil until he becomes Salisbury.





PART ONE



Before the Fruit Was Ripe
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It were very small wisdom… for pulling of unripe fruit to hazard the breaking of my neck…


KING JAMES
to the Earl of Northumberland







CHAPTER ONE



Whose Head for the Crown?
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Thus you see this crown [of England] is not like to fall to the ground for want of heads that claim to wear it, but upon whose head it will fall is by many doubted.


THOMAS WILSON
The State of England, 1600


We now step back from the light of the new reign into the shadows of the 1590s: for that is where the story of the Gunpowder Plot begins. It is necessary to do so in order to explain how these significant Catholic expectations – the joyous ‘Papist’ welcome given to James I – came to be aroused.


The end of the sixteenth century was an uneasy time in England. Harvests were bad, prices were high. As the Queen grew old, men everywhere were filled with foreboding about the future. The execution of Mary Queen of Scots in 1587 had removed one focus of Catholic plotting; yet the departure of Queen Mary as a candidate did nothing to simplify the complicated question of the English succession. That subject which Elizabeth would not have publicly discussed was nevertheless secretly debated high and low, in England, in Scotland, elsewhere in Europe, throughout the last fifteen years of her reign.


Furthermore, the launching of the Spanish Armada against England the year after Queen Mary’s death, with other armed Spanish intrusions during the decade, aroused an understandable paranoia on the subject of Spain and its Catholic monarch Philip II. In 1602 a play called Alarum for London recalled to audiences the sacking of Antwerp twenty-five years earlier. Two small children ran on to the stage in a state of terror pursued by ‘Spaniards’ with drawn swords shouting ‘Kill, kill, kill!’1 From the Spanish point of view, the support which the Elizabethan government gave to the Protestant rebels in the Spanish-controlled areas in the Low Countries was intolerably subversive, given that England was geographically so well placed to make threats. But, as the English saw it, the narrow seas which divided England from the Low Countries could just as easily be crossed in the opposite direction by doughty Spaniards shouting ‘Kill, kill, kill!’ These same Spaniards might bring with them a Catholic monarch to succeed – or even replace – Elizabeth.


The reaction of the average English Protestant to Spain was well summed up by one of Cecil’s agents resident there. It was, he wrote, an ‘ill-pleasing country where a virtuous mind takes small delight, unless it be by learning to abhor vice by continually beholding the hideous face thereof’.2 Of course English merchants continued to trade merrily with Spain, as merchants of all countries and all periods have defied ideological boundaries in the uplifting cause of commerce. Nevertheless, they shuddered, and with some reason, at the hovering vulture of the Spanish Inquisition, ready with its cruel claws to tear fine freedom-loving English Protestants to shreds.


In this context the unresolved subject of the English royal succession and the possibility of a Papist monarch proved a fertile field for anxiety, speculation and intrigue. Four hundred years later it is all too easy to suppose that the accession of James VI of Scotland, to be transformed into James I of England, was not only inevitable, but widely known to be inevitable, following the death of his mother.*3 The truth is very different. The wise saying of the historian F. W. Maitland – that we should always be aware that what now lies in the past, once lay in the future – has never been more relevant.


A quick glance at the Tudor family tree (see p. xii) might seem to indicate that after the death of Elizabeth – the last of Henry VIII’s offspring, all of whom were childless – the crown would straightforwardly pass to the descendants of Henry’s sisters, Margaret and Mary, with the descendants of Margaret (the elder sister) having first claim. Alas, nothing was quite that simple.


The first complication was caused by the will of Henry VIII which had specifically barred the descendants of Margaret, who had married James IV of Scotland, from the throne on the ground that they were foreigners (that is, Scots). This meant that in the 1590s Queen Margaret’s two greatgrandchildren, James of Scotland and Lady Arbella Stuart, descended from her second marriage to the Earl of Angus, had no legal claim to the throne. It was true that Arbella had actually been born in England and brought up there by her formidable maternal grandmother, Bess of Hardwicke, which perhaps annulled her ‘foreign’ descent. Unfortunately, Queen Margaret’s marriage to Angus, in the lifetime of his first wife, had been of highly dubious validity.


What then of the descendants of Henry VIII’s other sister, Mary? These were comparatively numerous for the unphiloprogenitive Tudors, all born, as well as living, in England. Regrettably, dubious marriages abounded here too, beginning with that of Mary herself to the Duke of Suffolk. Then Queen Elizabeth heartily disliked many of the Suffolk descendants. Perhaps that in itself would not have been a fatal handicap (sympathy for a putative successor was not a hallmark of the Queen’s style – she detested Arbella Stuart and once described James as ‘that false Scots urchin’).4 But it must be said that in this case the senior grandchildren of the ravishing Mary and the virile Duke of Suffolk were a sorry lot.


Was the disagreeable, pushy Lady Catherine Grey or the dwarf Lady Mary Grey – she was under four foot tall – to sit upon the throne of ‘Great Harry’s daughter’, as Elizabeth persistently described herself right up to the end of her life? It was also the throne of Astraea, Cynthia, the Virgin Queen, to quote other numinous titles Queen Elizabeth had gathered to herself. Fortunately, from Elizabeth’s point of view, Lady Catherine died in the 1560s and Lady Mary ten years later. The latter had married far beneath her, a Sergeant Porter, and had had no children. But Lady Catherine left behind a legacy of trouble, with a secret marriage to Edward Seymour Lord Hertford that was probably not valid and a couple of sons of dubious legitimacy.


The Queen’s continuing resentment of this branch of the family was fully displayed when she sent Catherine Grey’s son Edward Seymour Lord Beauchamp to the Tower in 1595 for trying to prove that he was in fact legitimate. Beauchamp was not a particularly impressive character. Ferdinando 5th Earl of Derby, who descended through his mother from the junior Suffolk branch, was, however, a great territorial magnate, a man of noble stature as well as noble blood. There might have been something to be said for Lord Derby as a contender. But Derby himself showed no interest in pressing his claim; to do so, he believed, would be ‘treasonous’.5 He died in 1594, leaving only daughters. His royal rights, such as they were, passed to the eldest, Lady Anne Stanley, born in 1580 and thus a young woman of notionally marriageable age in the mid 1590s.


All of this meant that neither of Henry VIII’s sisters – the direct Tudor line from Henry VII – provided potential successors with an untarnished claim to the throne. But if the English field was thrown wide open there were of course numerous noble houses in whose veins flowed a trickle of royal blood from previous dynasties, not least that of Edward III. These included the families of Huntingdon, Barrington and Rutland via Edward’s fourth son, Edmund of York, as well as the Staffords, and the Earls of Essex and Northumberland via a younger son, Thomas of Woodstock. Such claims might seem remote: and yet English history had seen some remote claims to the throne succeed before now, notably those of Henry IV and Henry VII, and perhaps would do so again.


*


The Catholic point of view on the succession was equally complicated, but seen from the other side of the looking-glass. To begin with, Elizabeth herself was considered a bastard by foreign Catholics. (Neither Henry’s divorce from Queen Catherine of Aragon nor his subsequent marriage to ‘La Concubina’ Anne Boleyn was recognised by the Pope.) Queen Elizabeth was understandably extremely sensitive on this issue, which for her raised questions of security – and English Catholic loyalties. As she herself pointed out concerning ‘their chief pastor’ the Pope, he had ‘pronounced sentence against me while yet I was in my mother’s womb’.6


That was bad enough. But in 1570 Pope Pius V had gone much further. In a bull Regnans in Excelsis, which was to have a catastrophic effect on the fortunes of English Catholics, he formally excommunicated the English Queen and released her subjects from their allegiance to her. However, the news of the Bull spread slowly if at all among the ranks of Elizabeth’s humbler subjects, whose problems maintaining their religion to any degree were of a different nature.7 Yet, if the Bull’s commands were to be obeyed, Elizabeth could actually be deposed at the Pope’s behest. She could even arguably – and there was indeed much argument on the subject – be assassinated as a kind of sanctified vengeance. In short, excommunication was a fearful weapon, but it was also a double-edged one. It might threaten Elizabeth with deposition or even death. But it also incised the message that all English Catholics, however lowly, however obedient, were potential traitors to their country at the orders of ‘their chief pastor’.


In the 1590s, when efforts to dislodge Elizabeth by Spanish invasion had failed, the Pope and the other Catholic powers began to look beyond her lifetime just as the English themselves were surreptitiously doing. A Catholic successor to replace Mary Queen of Scots as a figurehead of the True Religion now became the desired aim. At this point the genealogical net was cast extremely wide, to an extent which seems extraordinary to the modern mind, but was much more plausible in the late sixteenth century. The concept of a sovereign was essentially that of a human being with the appropriate grandezza – majesty – which Queen Elizabeth knew so well how to display. In this way, mightiness of royal command could finally count for more than nearness in royal blood. This, at any rate, was what the Catholic apologists, trawling for candidates, found themselves arguing.


In this connection The Book of Succession, published in 1595, was a seminal work.8 It was allegedly by one R. Doleman, but the actual author was the leading English Jesuit (resident in Rome) Father Robert Persons. The book had the effect of infuriating King James of Scotland. He was also genuinely alarmed. Its preamble declared ‘by many proofs and arguments’ that a candidate’s position as the nearest successor ‘by ancestry of blood’ was still not enough to guarantee him (or her) the crown. There had to be ‘other conditions and requisite circumstances’ in favour of his (or her) succession: this implied a paramount need for a strong Catholic monarch. James, a Protestant, clearly did not satisfy such conditions.


The Jesuit in his book brought into play such dignitaries as the Dukes of Parma and Savoy. Both these princes were of course Catholics, descended in the Lancastrian line from John of Gaunt, yet another son of Edward III. In the fashion of the time, it was understood that their somewhat remote claim could be reinforced by suitable marriages. In a sense, the Duke of Savoy had already done so, by marrying a daughter of Philip II who shared his Gaunt descent. When his wife died in 1597, the Duke became once more in royal terms an eligible bachelor, and there were suggestions that he might marry an English royal contender such as Lady Arbella Stuart or even Lord Derby’s daughter Lady Anne Stanley. These names were also mentioned in connection with the Duke of Parma.


But the most desirable candidate according to The Book of Succession was the favourite daughter of Philip II, the Archduchess Isabella. First, she shared the ubiquitous Lancastrian blood of John of Gaunt. Secondly, through her mother, a French princess descended from the Dukes of Brittany, she could advance an even more ancient claim. This was based on the pledge of feudal allegiance made by William the Conqueror of England five hundred years earlier to the Dukes of Brittany. Such daring excursions into the remote mists of royal history were, however, of much less importance than the fact that Isabella was a powerful Spanish princess, married to another Habsburg, the Archduke Albert of Austria.


To press the claims of Isabella meant of course advancing the cause of Spain. But the Catholic elements in Rome and elsewhere, who were more favourable to France than Spain, were hardly happy at such a development; any additional dimension to the Habsburg Empire worried them. Even the name of the French King, Henri IV, was introduced as a possible contender for the English throne, more because the French were in constant fear of encirclement by Spain than because they believed in his English blood.9


For all such challenges, the Archduchess Isabella had a great deal of genuine Catholic support to succeed Queen Elizabeth. This remarkable woman came of a long tradition of able and admirable Habsburg princesses who acted as deputies for menfolk sometimes less accomplished than themselves. Isabella Clara Eugenia was born on 12 August 1566 (she was two months younger than King James). She was named by her mother for St Eugenia, to whom the Queen had prayed; for St Clara, whose feast day it was; and for her great ancestress Isabella of Castile.10 Perhaps the latter was the greatest influence, for Isabella displayed many of the same traits.


She was in her late twenties, still unmarried, when she came to the English Catholic seminary at Valladolid with her father, Philip II, and her half-brother, the future Philip III. Father Robert Persons raved over the entire family. The Spanish King was compared to Constantine the Great, and his children to Constantine’s offspring Constans and Constantia, but Isabella in particular took his fancy: ‘nay, the Infanta seemed to resemble not only the piety of Constantia, but even the very zeal, wisdom, fortitude and other virtues of our country woman St Helena herself’.* Philip II was said to love Isabella with a special tenderness in memory of her mother, the wife he had adored, who died young. But even without the aid of sentimental recollection, Isabella was well equipped to be a father’s favourite, being not only beautiful (in youth) but also clever enough to be Philip II’s intellectual companion.


Isabella’s celebrated piety did not prevent her having a strong practical streak which made her the generous patron of religious women, founding convents with a lavish hand. She became a benevolent helper of young English Catholic women in the Low Countries fleeing from the harsh religious laws of their own land. ‘I will be a mother to you,’ she said, arranging a vast banquet in their honour. But the Archduchess also knew how to enjoy the life of a royal. She made herself popular by attending national festivities and even confessed engagingly to a taste for wine. ‘I am such a drinker,’ she remarked on one occasion in Basle, accepting a glass. And she was an excellent horsewoman, not only presenting prizes but taking part in competitions.11


Her stamina showed itself when her father decided, shortly before he died, to appoint her as joint Regent of the Spanish Netherlands with her husband (and first cousin) the Archduke Albert. Isabella herself was well over thirty when she married, while Albert was nearly forty and had to be released from the religious vows he had taken in order to make this marriage of state and convenience. He was a serious, scholarly man who unlike Isabella was slow to laugh and relax; but the formal Habsburg mask concealed a kind heart and decent instincts.


Both Albert and Isabella took to their task with zest: indeed ‘the Archdukes’ as they were generally known (just as Ferdinand and Isabella had been known as ‘the Catholic Kings’) might be said to have gone native in Flanders. They quickly came to sympathise with the problems of the independent-minded population there, rather than with those of Mother Spain, creating in the process what has been described as an ‘embryonic national identity’ which would reappear in modern Belgium.12 Isabella was generous, gracious and good. Her youthful beauty, which had been the pride of the Spanish court, had faded and she had become rather stout. Nevertheless she bore herself with great dignity. In short, here was a princess who in her person and her quality was, unlike the feeble English Greys, well suited to occupy the throne of ‘Great Harry’.


There were, however, a number of difficulties. An obvious one was that Isabella Clara Eugenia was a foreigner, a member of the Spanish race so detested by many righteous Englishmen. Yet although it was true, as the Archduke Albert observed, that there was a ‘universal desire of all men to have a King of their own nation’, this desire was not always fulfilled.13 Once again, we must beware of hindsight. We must remember that European royalties frequently did come to occupy foreign thrones.* Furthermore, James himself, as a Scot, was also considered to be a foreigner. English prejudice against the Scots, although riddled with contempt rather than fear, was equally vituperative (it could be argued that contempt for a potential monarch was more of a drawback than fear).


As a potential Queen of England, however, Isabella did suffer from two distinct disadvantages. First, there was the question of her sex, given the disenchantment with female rule which grew towards the end of Elizabeth’s life. Secondly, like Elizabeth, she was childless. Her inability to bear children seems to have been known or suspected in advance of her marriage to Albert.14 The elaborate provisions drawn up for the rule of ‘the Archdukes’ in the Spanish Netherlands – by which they were not exactly independent of Spain, but not entirely dependent upon it either – laid down that Flanders was to return to the Spanish crown if the Archdukes had no issue (and, if there was a child, it was to marry back into the Spanish royal family, which came to the same thing). Certainly by 1603 it was generally known among European royalties that ‘so great a lady’ had to endure the sorrow of ‘not enjoying the sweet name of mother’. The prospect of another disputed succession on Isabella’s death – or, worse still, direct domination by the Spanish crown – was a nightmare. In brief, Isabella would never be more than ‘a temporary solution’.15


The third and perhaps most potent disadvantage was the ambivalent attitude of the Spanish Habsburgs themselves. Philip II had resigned his so-called rights to the English throne to his daughter as early as 1587 (he imagined these rights had been consigned to him in her last testament by Mary Queen of Scots). In the period leading up to Elizabeth’s death, Philip’s indecisive son Philip III never quite made up his mind what line to pursue on the subject and nor did his Council. Yet some official line had to be pursued, and official military support given, if a claim which was so genealogically vague was to be enforced.


Father Robert Persons’ ecstasy on the subject of Isabella in The Book of Succession – ‘a princess of rare parts’ – was all very well. The Spanish Council and King Philip dithered on. Sometimes they indulged in pipe-dreams, imagining that once Isabella was Queen of England she would cede the Isle of Wight to her brother so that he could harbour his fleet there, in order to ‘keep England (and even France) in subjection’. At other times, the Spanish Council, like the French, recognised the danger of Flanders being united with England – rather than Spain – in the future. In 1601 the Council suggested that Isabella should give Flanders back to Spain when she ascended the throne of England.16


But it was Isabella herself, backed up by Albert, who showed the most marked disinclination to have her rich and interesting life as a ruler of Flanders interrupted. She saw the whole matter in terms of Flemish, not English, independence: was Philip III trying to secure the return of the Spanish Netherlands by this elaborate ritual of a royal claim elsewhere? English Catholics fantasised over the religious houses that this princess, ‘both strong and mighty and also abounding in wealth and riches’, would reestablish in their benighted country.17 Isabella, however, nourished the more realistic ambition of a Flanders, virtually free of Spain, where there was peace and prosperity.


For all the royal lady’s unwillingness, her mere presence among the contenders – a Catholic presence backed by a large army – had a profound effect on the policies and initiatives of King James. It is indeed impossible to understand his delicate finessing of the Catholic question while he was still in Scotland, his diplomatic treatment of the Pope, without bearing in mind the threat that the Archduchess Isabella represented to him.


In the final analysis, was this threat entirely in the mind? Speculations about what-might-have-been – what is now termed counterfactual history – are notoriously enjoyable. One might even conjecture that Queen Isabella of England would have made a remarkable, albeit Catholic sovereign, if she could have thrown off the Spanish influence. Like another great English Queen – Victoria – centuries later, she would have had an assiduous consort in the hard-working and supportive Albert.


Returning to the late 1590s, the reaction of the English court had to be brought into the equation. During this period, Robert Cecil and the Earl of Essex fought for position. Cecil’s father instructed him: ‘Seek not to be E and shun to be R’ (standing for that other charismatic figure at the Elizabethan court, Sir Walter Ralegh), but Cecil did not in fact have much choice.18 The respective weapons at his disposal and at that of Essex were very different: middle-class cunning on the one hand, aristocratic glamour on the other. Essex was the Queen’s favourite, Cecil the Queen’s servant; Essex charmed her, Cecil worked for her. During the reign of Elizabeth it was not clear which of them would prevail, still less was it clear who would prevail with the incoming monarch, whomsoever he or she might be.


Early on, Essex started to make the running with King James. He corresponded with him from at least 1598 onwards, showering him with those sentiments most calculated to gratify the Scottish King. Under the circumstances, it seems probable that Cecil did allow himself to contemplate the rival claims of the Archduchess Isabella. Rapid revisionism on Cecil’s part after the fall of Essex in 1601 means that the subject is inevitably veiled in mystery. (No one knew better than Cecil how to cover his tracks when a change of direction was necessary.) Yet the affair of the royal portraits gives an interesting pointer to where Cecil’s interests lay in the autumn of 1599: which he did not manage to suppress afterwards.


On 3 September 1599, Robert Cecil set about procuring portraits of Isabella and Albert, with the aid of Filippo Corsini, a foreign agent. Corsini promised not only to gratify Cecil’s wish as soon as possible but also to respect his request for ‘all secrecy and speed’. By 19 October the paintings were well in hand, and by mid-November Corsini was able to repeat his assurance to Cecil that the task had been carried out without anyone’s knowledge.*19


Of course Essex, in his diplomatic war with Cecil, took care to see that rumours of Cecil favouring Isabella reached Scotland. Early in 1601 he instructed his Scottish ally the Earl of Mar to report to James that Cecil was persistently recommending Isabella’s admirable qualities to Elizabeth in order to sway the English Queen in her favour.


In February, however, Essex attempted to mount an armed coup against the Queen’s evil advisers – as he saw them – with a view to imposing his own authority. He gathered together a band of swordsmen, including certain youthful Catholics who saw in such a rebellion an opening to secure religious toleration.20 The rising failed almost before it began, meeting with little or no popular support; while force was certainly not the way to deal with Queen Elizabeth I. It was not a mistake that the thoughtful Cecil would ever have made with his sovereign. While some of Essex’s Catholic accomplices – among them Lord Monteagle, Robert Catesby and Francis Tresham – were reprieved, Essex was tried and executed on 25 February 1601.


Significantly, Essex had still thought it worth while trying to blacken Cecil’s name on the subject of the Archduchess Isabella at his trial. He accused him of telling a fellow councillor that her title to succeed was ‘as good as that of any other person’. This would certainly be mortifying news for the King of Scots, who believed that his own title was clearly the best. Essex did not realise that Cecil was actually eavesdropping on the trial proceedings from a concealed position. Hearing this potentially damaging charge Cecil stepped into the open court. Falling to his knees, he begged permission to correct the record, and then challenged Essex to provide the identity of this Councillor: ‘Name him, if you dare!’21


Essex consulted with Lord Southampton, and ‘after a little hesitation’ gave the name of Sir William Knollys. The drama was not over. Knollys was fetched and for his part declared that he had never heard Cecil ‘speak any words to that effect’. But he did confirm that there had been a discussion of the book by Doleman – actually an alias for Father Persons – on the subject of the succession. Cecil, said Knollys, had described it as ‘strange impudence’ on the part of Doleman to give ‘an equal right in the succession to the Crown’ to Isabella as to any other. In short, Cecil’s reaction to Doleman had been the exact opposite. So, supposing that Knollys (and Cecil) were telling the truth, something that could never be disproved in view of Cecil’s new ascendancy, the matter was resolved.


In short, the fall of Essex gave Robert Cecil his opportunity. There were to be no more thoughts of the Archduchess. James must be the man if it could be brought about. In Scotland the Earl of Mar, preparing for an embassy south with instructions from Essex, quickly backed off. Instead Robert Cecil initiated what was to prove two weary years of delicate correspondence between himself and the Scottish King. His conditions were that the ‘greatest secrecy’ (to spare Elizabeth’s feelings) was to be maintained, and no other more open bargaining for the royal title was to take place.22 Under these circumstances the two men cautiously grew to know and respect one another – by post.*


‘Build up a party in England to aid your chances there and above all seek the favour of the Pope.’ This strongly worded piece of advice was given to King James in 1600 by his relative Duke Ferdinand of Tuscany, who unlike James was a Catholic.23 The relationship was not particularly close – their respective mothers descended from the Dukes of Lorraine – but it suited both men to address each other as ‘cousin’. While Cecil hoped in time to establish the support of the English Council and build up a party for King James in England, as an outstanding Protestant, he could not solve the Catholic problem for him. Yet this the Scottish King must do, if he was to secure the great prize of England by peaceful means.


A tranquil accession was his dearest wish. By both temperament and experience, James disliked violent action. Why rob an orchard from over the wall before the fruit was ripe? That could be dangerous. ‘By a little patience and abiding the season,’ the King told the Earl of Northumberland, ‘I may with far more ease and safety enter at the gate of the garden, and enjoy the fruits at my pleasure.’24


The Scottish King’s first secret diplomatic overture to the Papacy had in fact occurred several years before the Duke Ferdinand’s good advice. Apart from diplomatic moves abroad, in Scotland itself James was already showing personal favours to Catholics. He saw it as a means of balancing the more extreme form of Calvinism represented by the Scottish Kirk (as the reformed Church was known). The Earl of Huntly and his wife Henrietta Stuart, both Catholics, were members of the inner royal circle. Lady Huntly had a special place in James’ heart, for her father Esmé Stuart had been his first love, when James was a neglected love-starved boy. As for her husband, James was inclined to address him as his ‘good son’. Such accolades, reported to Rome and if anything exaggerated, could not help creating a good impression there.


Perhaps it was James’ youthful crush on the personable Esmé Stuart which had given him a preference for his own sex where intimate relationships were concerned; perhaps homosexuality was natural to him. In either eventuality, James also found it perfectly possible to act the loving husband and father as he was expected to do. Indeed, King James in Scotland enjoyed a positively happy marriage to his Queen, Anne of Denmark; by the royal standards of that time, when arranged marriages to unknown foreigners were often bitterly unhappy, the union was a miracle of accord. It has been mentioned that the Queen was pregnant with her sixth child at the time of Elizabeth’s death. All in all the King would beget a total of eight children over a period of eleven years – undeniable proof of marital assiduity.


Contemporary observers also bore witness to the King’s affection outside the royal bedchamber for ‘our Annie’, as he called his wife. (More formally, in a poem to welcome her to Scotland, he addressed her as ‘our earthly Juno… the sweet doctor’ who could heal his heavy heart.) Anne of Denmark’s excellent royal comportment, her ‘courteous behaviour to the people’, made her a satisfactory consort in public, as well as a pleasing one in private.25 A slight giddiness in character was no great disadvantage since James had a low opinion of women at the best of times and hardly expected in his wife the stability of a man.


In view of such public amiability, Anne’s conversion to Catholicism in her twenties could not help being interpreted as another sign favourable to the Papal cause, especially in Rome itself. Anne had been brought up as a Lutheran and never took to the official religion of her husband’s country. With time she became ‘most decidedly opposed to it’ and she found Catholicism altogether more sympathetic. According to her confessor, the Jesuit Father Robert Abercromby, she had gone to Mass in the household of a certain anonymous ‘great princess’ as a girl. It is possible that her desire to convert was conceived as a child, as well as being in part a reaction to dour Scottish Calvinism. At all events, some time after 1600 but well before March 1603, Queen Anne was received into the Catholic Church in a secret chamber in the royal palace. By the summer of 1601, she was writing to Pope Clement VIII assuring him of her fidelity to the Church.26


King James showed himself tolerant of what he seems to have taken to be a feminine aberration. According to Father Abercromby’s account much later, the royal couple discussed the matter ‘one night, when they were in bed’. First of all, King James commented that his wife, inclined to be frivolous, had recently shown herself to be ‘much more grave, collected and pious’. When Queen Anne revealed the reason, James in effect gave her his blessing in these wise husbandly words: ‘Well, wife, if you cannot live without this sort of thing, do your best to keep things as quiet as possible, for if you don’t our crown is in danger.’27


Genuine tolerance, where his own safety was not at stake, was one of the virtues of King James. Having been brought up to adhere to the strictest Calvinist doctrines as a child, he had come to see them as threatening the position of a sovereign. Elders of such a Church granted him no special ‘divine right’ or authority. A Church with a proper hierarchy of bishops and clergymen, on the other hand, had the monarch at its apex, duly supported by the whole structure.


It is true that James remembered with bitterness that the Catholic Church had supported his mother’s claims to the Scottish throne over his own during her long English captivity. Yet James was personally pragmatic. Furthermore, in historical terms he was inclined to view Rome as the Mother Church, though much corrupted since. Not only were the Catholic Huntlys petted but Catholic priests such as Father Abercromby were permitted at his court if suitably disguised as a keeper of hawks or something incongruous which did not challenge the Kirk. King James even enjoyed disputing with them. He was certainly not prepared to take issue over a mere woman taking comfort in Papist practices.
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