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  To Plead My Faith...




  To plead my faith where faith had no reward,
To move remorse where favour is not bourne,
To heap complaints where she doth not regard, —
Were fruitless, bootless, vain, and yield but scorn.




  I lovéd her whom all the world admired,
I was refused of her that can love none;
And my vain hopes, which far too high aspired,
Is dead, and buried, and for ever gone.




  Forget my name, since you have scorned my love,
And woman-like do not too late lament;
Since for your sake I do all mischief prove,
I none accuse nor nothing do repent.




  I was as fond as ever she was fair,
Yet loved I not more than I now despair.
Robert Devereux, 2nd Earl of Essex




  Robert Devereux, 2nd Earl of Essex and Queen Elizabeth I’s last favourite, climbed the scaffold and delivered his well thought out speech. He had had days to rehearse it as he paced his room in the Tower of London. How has it come to this? he wondered. All he had wanted was glory and fame, to serve his queen and have her love him. Love him like she had loved his stepfather.




  As he uttered the words ‘I desire all the world to forgive me, even as I do freely and from my heart forgive all the world...’ he knew he had never accomplished that. If Elizabeth had truly loved him she would have saved him. She would have listened to him, she would have forgiven him.




  Once she had twirled his long dark hair in her fingers and caressed his face whispering sweet endearments. He had not shied away from her bad breath or wizened fingers. She was his queen, his sovereign and the maker of his fortunes. But then had come the arguments, the anger, the violence and the drawn sword.




  He had never wanted to go to Ireland but she had made him. All he had wanted when he rode at breakneck speed across England was to return to her. Bursting into her rooms, he had seen an old woman in her bed clothes, frail and vulnerable, and he knew now that she had seen the possibility of her own death at his hand.




  He had tried so hard to talk to her but those other men that rallied around her wouldn’t let him get close any more. He had tried to force his way to her. If only he had been able to reach her, all would have been forgiven. Or that is what he had thought at the time. Now he wasn’t so sure and as the executioner’s axe descended he thought no more.




  



  Chapter One




  The Early Years




  1565–1585




  Robert Devereux who would become the 2nd Earl of Essex and Queen Elizabeth I’s last favourite was born on 10th November 1565 in the manor house at Netherwood near Bromyard, in Herefordshire. His life was to be short and turbulent. He would rise in the queen’s favour, triumphing over all his enemies, but his relationship with Elizabeth would always be fractious. He sought glory and engaged in military action in the Netherlands, France, Cadiz, the Azores and Ireland. After developing an intelligence network to rival the Cecils, he was a key player in the political life of the Elizabethan court. But as he rose to the heights of his ambition, he would also fall in devastating circumstances all of his own making.




  Robert was the eldest son born to Walter Devereux, 1st Earl of Essex and mother Lettice Knollys in 1565.1 When Robert’s parents were married five years before, his father Walter was high in the queen’s favour and his mother Lettice was one of her ladies-in-waiting. She was the daughter of Francis and Katherine Knollys who became important figures during Elizabeth’s reign; Francis as treasurer of the royal household and privy councillor and Katherine as chief lady of the bedchamber. Grandmother Katherine was the daughter of Mary Boleyn then married to William Carey but also Henry VIII’s mistress. It is quite possible that Katherine was actually the king’s daughter and that Robert therefore had inherited royal blood on his maternal side.2




  Robert may have been named after Robert of Evreux, the first of his paternal family to arrive in England with William the Conqueror and establish the Devereux line. Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester and Elizabeth I’s favourite stood as his godfather so he may also have been named after the famous courtier. Dudley certainly stood for other children at the time including the sons of Sir Nicholas Throckmorton, Lord Paget and Sir Philip Sidney and the earl would later play a large role in Robert’s life.




  Robert’s father, Walter Devereux, was created 2nd Viscount Hereford and 10th Baron Ferrers of Chartley, Bourchier and Lovaine after his grandfather’s death in 1558. Chartley, a moated house with extensive gardens in Stowe-by-Chartley, Staffordshire, was close to the ruins of a castle abandoned as a residence in 1485 when a new house was built. Robert would grow up in the new manor house with his sisters Penelope and Dorothy born before him in 1563 and 1564 and a younger brother Walter born in 1569.




  In the same year Devereux’s last son was born, Mary Queen of Scots was housed at Tutbury not far from their family home at Chartley. Walter was ordered to organise a body of men and horses to prevent any rescue attempts. On the queen’s command he then travelled north with his men to suppress the rising of the northern earls – an attempt by Catholic nobles to overthrow Elizabeth I and replace her with her cousin Mary. For his loyalty and actions, Walter Devereux was made a Knight of the Garter closely followed by his creation as the Earl of Essex in 1572. The queen was well pleased with him but his relationship with her favourite, the Earl of Leicester, was increasingly troubled. Walter was ‘so great a favorite that Leicester [Dudley] and others [were] jealous of his increasing influence’.3




  Elizabeth granted permission for Walter to ‘embark in a scheme for subduing part of Ulster, expelling the Scotch and islesman, and colonizing it with English[men]’.4 It was said by some that Leicester wanted him out of the way as he was having an affair with young Robert’s mother, Lettice. Walter was ‘put upon this adventure by Leicester who loved the Earl’s nearest relation [Lettice] better than he loved the Earl himself’. Rumours suggested the earl wanted to ‘plunge him into dangers under pretense of procuring him honor’.5




  Devereux left for Ireland in the autumn of 1573 and would stay there until November 1575. It gave the rumour mill a chance to continue spreading aspersions about the queen’s favourite and Lady Essex. The queen had been aware of a flirtation between them as far back as 1565, the year Robert was born, which led to stories that Leicester was in fact Robert’s father. Dudley however still held out hope that one day Elizabeth would agree to marry him. She had made him jealous by flirting with Thomas Heneage, a Gentleman of the Privy Chamber. It seems that Leicester wanted to ‘devise some means to find out whether the Queen was really as much attached to him as she appeared to be’.6 Sir Nicholas Throckmorton suggested he ‘fall in love himself with one of the ladies in the palace and watch how the Queen took it’ so he paid court to Lettice ‘one of the best looking ladies’ there.7 Elizabeth’s reaction could have been predicted. Initially she was furious but then forgave him. A pattern that would be played out repeatedly in later years with both Leicester and Robert.




  According to the Spanish Ambassador Diego Guzmán de Silva,




 

    The Queen was in a great temper and upbraided him with what had taken place with Heneage and his flirting with the Viscountess in very bitter words. He went down to his apartments and stayed there for three or four days until the Queen sent for him, the earl of Sussex and Cecil having tried to smooth the business over, although they are no friends of Lord Robert in their hearts. The result of the tiff was that both the Queen and Robert shed tears, and he has returned to his former favour.8







  The queen’s summer progress of 1575 took her to the Earl of Leicester’s home, Kenilworth Castle, but she seemed oblivious to what was apparently a renewal of Robert and Lettice’s relationship. Not so others. One Edward Arden, former High Sheriff of Warwickshire, refused to wear Dudley’s livery calling the earl a ‘whore-master’9 and told everyone of frequent assignations between the queen’s favourite and Lady Essex. Elizabeth continued on to Chartley so there was no hint of any animosity towards Lettice at this point. She may even have seen young Robert here with his siblings, Penelope, Dorothy and Walter.




  When Walter Devereux returned from Ireland later in the year the new Spanish ambassador Antonio de Guaras reported that:






   As the thing is publicly talked of in the streets, there can be no harm in my writing openly about the great enmity between the Earl of Leicester and the Earl of Essex, in consequence, it is said, of the fact that while Essex was in Ireland his wife had two children by Leicester…Great discord is expected in consequence.10







  In Leicester’s Commonwealth published later in 1584 it stated when Walter






   was coming home from Ireland with intent to revenge himself upon my Lord of Leicester for begetting his wife with child in his absence (the child was a daughter and brought up by the Lady Shandoies, W. Knooles’ his wife), my Lord of Leicester hearing thereof, wanted not a friend or two to accompany the deputy, as among other, a couple of the Earl’s own servants, Crompton (if I miss not his name), yeoman of his bottles, and Lloyd, his secretary, entertained afterward by my Lord of Leicester.11







  There is no evidence of any children born to Lettice during that time. Neither was there any major altercation between Devereux and Dudley on Walter’s return so it may have all just been rumour and suspicion at this point.




  The Earl of Leicester may well have been enamoured of Lady Essex but he had been having an affair with Lady Douglas Sheffield and their son was born in 1574. Lady Sheffield swore they had been married but with no proof and Dudley’s denial, their son would be illegitimate. By 1576 however his father was overseeing his care and taking responsibility for his education. It is uncertain when the earl’s affair with Lady Sheffield ended and it overlaps with rumours of his supposed liaison with Lady Essex whilst she was still married. Leicester was the queen’s favourite and not without enemies who would continually spread malicious stories in a bid to bring him down.




  The queen was yet to show any animosity to Lettice and she was impressed with her husband Walter’s service in Ireland, although a horrendous massacre at Rathlin Island was yet to occur, telling him he had brought ‘Ulster into obedience and quiet’.12 He was made Earl Marshal and Elizabeth wrote to him ‘the search of your honour, with the danger of your breath, hath not been bestowed on so ungrateful a Prince that will not both consider the one and reward the other’.13




  Walter travelled back to Ireland in July 1576 but the rumours about his wife and the queen’s favourite would persist for years especially given later circumstances. At the end of August Walter became ill after dining with ‘grief in his belly’. A servant was also taken ill and Walter wrote to Richard Broughton telling him it ‘maketh me suspect of some evil received in my drink’.14




  By September Walter was severely ill with what was probably dysentery. He sent a letter to the queen from his sickbed






   My humble suit must yet extend itself further into many branches, for the behoof of my poor children, that since God doth now make them fatherless, yet it would please your Majesty to be as a mother unto them, at least by your gracious countenance and care of their education and matches. Mine eldest son, upon whom the continuation of my house remaineth, shall lead a life far unworthy his calling and most obscurely, if it be not holpen by your Majesty’s bounty and favour; for the smallness of his living, the greatness of my debt, and the dowries that go out of my land, make the remainder little or nothing towards the reputation of an Earl’s estate.15







  What is particularly interesting is that he talks of Robert specifically. If he had any doubts about his parentage, would he have singled him out thus? He wrote one more letter to Lord Burghley asking that he look after his son and ‘bind him with perpetual friendship’ in the hope that Robert would ‘grow up to reverence your Lord for wisdom and gravity, and lay up your counsels and advice in the treasury of his heart’.16 Sir Henry Wotton would later claim that the earl had a ‘cold conceit’ for his son but again this would be written later amongst rumours of Leicester and Lettice’s relationship and the proof of his will and last letters refute this.




  Walter died on 22 September. It was reported that on his deathbed he said ‘Lord forgive me and forgive all the world, Lord, from the bottom of my heart, from the bottom of my heart even all the injuries and wrongs that any have done unto me! Lord forgive them, and I forgive them from the bottom of my heart’.17 Some have taken this to mean he forgave his wife for her indiscretion. If he wrote to Lettice from Ireland his letter did not survive.




  Sir Edward Waterhouse, Walter’s secretary, wrote to Sir Henry Sidney ‘I do not think that there is at this day so strong a man in England of friends, as the little Earl of Essex, nor any man more lamented than his father’.18




  Whether any of the rumours of his parentage affected Robert during his childhood is hard to say. We will never know whether Robert was truly Walter’s son. The facts certainly point to his mother having an affair with Leicester but yet more evidence shows that Walter was more likely Robert’s father. However as he grew older, the queen would definitely see something in him that spoke to her of her one true love, the Earl of Leicester.




  The rumours didn’t stop with Devereux’s death. It was said that Dudley had had the earl poisoned so that he could be with the man’s wife. It did not help that Walter himself had at first suspected his drink may have been poisoned. Leicester’s Commonwealth which certainly had nothing good to say about the Lady Essex and the queen’s favourite suggested ‘And so he died in the way, of an extreme flux, caused by an Italian recipe, as all his friends are well assured, the maker whereof was a surgeon (as is believed) that then was newly come to my Lord from Italy’.19 At the time the stories were persuasive enough for Sir Henry Sidney to conduct a post-mortem examination. Not only was the finger pointed at Leicester but at Lettice as well although the enquiry showed no trace of poison.




  The young Robert appears to have been ill and unable to attend his father’s funeral in Carmarthen, Walter’s birthplace. It had been delayed due to the post-mortem and he wrote to Lord Burghley, his new guardian, in November 1576 to pardon him for his ‘weak body’.20 His correspondence was sent on to the Lord Treasurer by Sir Edward Waterhouse whose accompanying letter remarked how Robert could ‘express his mind in Latin and French, as well as in English, very courteous and modest, rather disposed to hear than to answer, given greatly to learning, weak and tender, but very comeful and bashful’21 for one so young. Waterhouse thought Burghley would ‘like of him as any that ever came within your charge’.22 That would remain to be seen.




  Robert was ten when his father died which made him the poorest earl in the kingdom as his grandfather Sir Francis Knollys called him. Walter had been in debt before his death and his will indicates £19,420 was still owed at the time of its writing. £10,000 had been borrowed from the queen to fund the Ulster campaign at 10 per cent interest and £6000 was yet to be repaid. £7000 was due to his creditors and another £6420 for the legacies under the will. Robert did however inherit Chartley Manor, the family home, where he had been living with his siblings.




  Richard Broughton had been his tutor at Chartley and acted as Walter’s lawyer, becoming trustee of the Devereux estates during Robert’s minority. Thomas Ashton, previously headmaster of Shrewsbury School, founded by Royal Charter in 1552, who joined the Devereux household in 1571 and Robert Wright were also charged with his education. Accounts for 1577–1578 showed payments to tutors Robert and Edward Wright plus Piliard the Frenchman.




  In January 1577 the young earl was sent to London as ward of court to live in Lord Burghley’s household. According to the terms of Walter’s will, his mother was required to move out of the family home and lived a somewhat peripatetic existence taking the younger children to visit their grandfather and friends before Penelope, Dorothy and young Walter were housed with their father’s cousin the Earl of Huntingdon as their father had stipulated in his will. Robert however would join other young men in Lord Burghley’s care.




  Lord Burghley was Elizabeth I’s closest advisor and Lord Treasurer as well as being Master of the Court of Wards, responsible for heirs of the peerage and landowners who had not reached their majority. As minors they could not yet hold their lands and so these reverted to the crown until these boys turned 21. Burghley was also responsible for his ward’s education and marriages and to further their education established a school at Cecil House on the Strand.




  Whilst here Essex would have met Lord Burghley’s son Robert Cecil with whom he would have a tumultuous relationship in later years. Some historians have suggested that they vied for Lord Burghley’s attention but their time together was relatively short and given Burghley was a busy man the time that he personally spent with the wards in his care was limited. He did however ensure a solid programme of education including Latin, French, writing, and Bible reading. And Lettice was pleased with her son’s upbringing writing to Burghley ‘thanks for the great goodness and fatherly love and friendship it pleaseth you to show my son, who may say he hath happily met with a second father instead of a guardian’.23




  Robert left Cecil House in May when he was admitted to Trinity College, Cambridge. The Master of Trinity had been Dr John Whitgift, future Archbishop of Canterbury, someone Robert would come to know later in life. His position was passed on to John Still in 1577. Robert was only 11. Whilst this was not unusual, 15 was the recommended age as a younger boy was not thought to have ‘good discretion how to govern himself there and moderate his expenses’.24 Finance would not be the new earl’s strong point.




  Younger students had a private tutor to accompany them. Robert Wright went with Essex and by June was writing to Richard Broughton with a list of clothing that was urgently needed for the young earl before ‘he shall not only be threadbare, but ragged’.25 The funds were found not only to clothe him but to furnish his lodgings with glass for his windows, hangings for his study, tables, a footstool and a lock and three keys. His rooms were painted and shelving added. And then there were the books he needed for his first year of study including Isocrates in Greek, the Chronicles of Holinshed, Questiones Bezae theologicae, Ramus’ logic and Sturmius de Elocutione. Robert’s studies included rhetoric, logic, dialectic, philosophy, theology, mathematics, Greek and Hebrew.




  Robert took his studies seriously and enjoyed his ‘bookishnesse’26 and there was still time to make the acquaintance of other young gentlemen such as Thomas White, Gabriel Montgomery, Gabriel and Richard Harvey, William Whitaker, John Overall and Hugh Broughton, brother of Richard Broughton. Robert was not always at Cambridge and often vacated his rooms for a trip to the countryside. When the plague arrived in 1578, he stayed at Keyston, a property left to him by his father, lived in by his uncle by marriage, Henry Clifford. Gabriel Montgomery, the son of the executed Count Montgomery, went with him for over six months.




  In September of the same year Robert’s mother officially married Robert Dudley, the Earl of Leicester, at Wanstead. They had secretly wed earlier in the year but when her father Sir Francis Knollys found out, he insisted another ceremony take place with witnesses. Given Leicester’s previous affair with Lady Sheffield and her insistence they had married, the earl may have been in no position to marry Lettice. However Sir Knollys would not have let the ceremony go ahead if he felt the queen’s favourite was truly contracted. As it was this was still a secret ceremony undertaken without Elizabeth’s knowledge.




  Leicester told his chaplain, Tyndall, that ‘he had for a good season forborne marriage in respect of her Majesty’s displeasure and that he was then for sundry respects and especially for the better quieting of his conscience determined to marry with the right honourable Countess of Essex’.27




  The ceremony was performed on Sunday 21 September between seven and eight in the morning with Dudley’s friends Lord North and the Henry Herbert, 2nd Earl of Pembroke, his brother Ambrose Dudley, and Richard Knollys, Lett ice’s brother, in att endance. Her father Francis led her to the altar. It is possible she was pregnant at the time but this is mostly contributed to the fact she wore a loose fitt ing gown. If she was the child did not survive.




  Unaware of what had occurred, the queen arrived on Tuesday, at the end of her summer progress. A huge banquet was put on in her honour and although Lettice was probably present, the couple kept their recent nuptials quiet. Leicester may have thought keeping their new relationship from the queen would give him peace but he should have known better. Elizabeth always found out and her fury at those who married without her consent was terrible. When Katherine Grey married Edward Seymour without permission in 1560, and subsequently became pregnant, she asked Leicester for his help but he informed the queen. Katherine was sent to the Tower until 1563 and was kept in custody in private houses until her early death in 1568.




  It is not known when Robert heard of his mother’s remarriage but by 1579 it was the talk of the court. Although it was still a secret to all but family and he had surely been informed, the whispers had started. Whether he heard the rumours and felt the apprehension of those surrounding the queen when he attended the reception of the Duke of Casimir in the new year is hard to tell but he too knew it was only a matter of time before his sovereign found out that his mother had married the Earl of Leicester.




  Elizabeth had been contemplating a marriage with the Duke of Alencon and the French ambassador Jean de Simier was sent to England to further his proposal. There was no love lost between the ambassador and the queen’s favourite and when an assassination attempt was made on Simier’s life, he blamed the Earl of Leicester. In a fit of spite he told the queen that her favourite had married Lettice.




  Elizabeth was furious and flew into a rage. It was said the queen






   intended to have (Leicester) committed to the Tower of London, which his enemies much desired. But the Earl of Sussex, though his greatest and deadliest adversary, dissuaded her. For he was of the opinion that no man was to be troubled with lawful marriage, which estate among all men hath ever been held in honour and esteem.28







  Instead he was dismissed from court and sent to his home at Wanstead. There is a story that Elizabeth found Lettice and boxed her ears before banishing her. The queen had certainly struck her ladies before but whether true or not, Lettice was from now on unwelcome at court. Dudley stayed at Wanstead for some time telling Sir Christopher Hatton he was ‘most unfit at this time to repair to that place where so many eyes are witnesses of my open disgrace delivered from her Majesty’s mouth. Wherefor, if by silence it may be passed over (my calling for being but in general sort), I pray you let it be so’.29




  Robert continued his studies away from the tension at home and at court. In October 1579 he met Gelly Meyrick, a Welshman, who would serve the earl throughout his life. He was also visited by Robert Rich, 3rd Baron Rich, who wanted to marry his older sister Penelope but was a bad influence on the young scholar taking Robert out of Cambridge without permission which led to Robert having to write Lord Burghley an apology for his ‘honest pleasure’.30 Rich may have disturbed his studies but in July 1581 he graduated as Master of Arts, aged 15.




  Now free of university, the Earl of Essex spent time in London at Leicester House and Kenilworth, building on his relationship with his new stepfather. He may have also caught up with his mother and his new half-sibling, another Robert titled Lord Denbigh, who would affectionately be known as the ‘noble imp’ born 8 June 1581 at Leicester House.




  His sister Penelope married Lord Rich in November of the same year. Their father Walter had wanted her to marry Philip Sidney, poet and scholar, writing to him on his deathbed of his wishes but it was not to be. Sidney would go on to marry Frances, Sir Francis Walshingham’s daughter but he would regret his missed chance with Penelope and immortalise her as Stella in Astrophel and Stella (1591). But for now she would have to marry a man that was ‘rough and uncourtly in manners and conversation, dull and uneducated’.31 She had no wish to marry him but ‘being in the power of her friends, was by them married against her will unto one against whom she did protest at the very solemnity and ever after’32 and the marriage would always be an unhappy one. Robert however attended the ceremony in support of his sister but he cut a dash in lavish clothes that had cost him £40. His overspending was becoming an issue. Penelope returned to court to attend the queen after her marriage. Elizabeth may have still been furious with her motherbut Penelope at least was welcome back.




  Essex returned briefly to Cambridge to celebrate the queen’s accession day on 17 November and then lived with his grandfather Sir Francis Knollys at Greys Court until February 1582. It was then decided to send him north to the Earl of Huntingdon, his sibling’s guardian. Young Walter was still there and Robert doted on his little brother. It seems that there was still an issue with his finances and he wrote to Burghley in December 1582:






   I hope your Lordship in courtesy will pardon my youth, if I have, through want of experience, in some sort passed the bounds of frugality. I cannot but embrace with duty your Lordship’s good counsel, whose love I have effectively proved, and of whose care of my well doings I am thoroughly well persuaded. I do beseech your good lordship, not withstanding the lapse of my youth, still to continue a loving friend unto me, as I will acknowledge myself in all duty bound unto your Lordship.33







  His sister Dorothy was also in trouble. Unbeknownst to Robert she had fallen in love with Thomas Perrot, son of Sir John Perrot, Lord Deputy of Ireland from 1584–1588 and reputedly the illegitimate son of Henry VIII, who lived near the Devereux country home in Lamphey, South Wales. Only Penelope knew of her sister’s plans. They had obtained a licence in London and were secretly married at Broxbourne. The vicar had sensed something was afoot when a strange man asked him for the keys to the church which he refused. The strange man turned out to be the Perrot’s family chaplain and once the door had been broken down, he married the couple whilst armed men stood on guard. Here was another marriage that the queen had not been asked permission for. Dorothy was one of her maids of honour and as such should have known her wrath especially after her reaction to her mother’s marriage. Both Dorothy’s new husband and his chaplain were sent to the Fleet prison until Burghley intervened.




  Essex stayed with the Earl of Huntingdon until the end of 1583 and then joined his stepfather in London. When the Earl of Leicester went on his summer progress through the midlands the next year, he accompanied him visiting Buxton, Chester, Denbigh and Kenilworth, but their tour was cut short by the death of his half-brother, little Lord Denbigh in July at Wanstead.




  Robert attended his funeral in August then left his mother and stepfather to their grief and retired to Lamphey, the Devereux Welsh estate. Here he did ‘very honourably and bountifully keep house with many servants in livery and the repair of most gentlemen of those parts’.34 His sister Dorothy and husband Tom were now living at nearby Carew Castle and often visited him. He seemed to be quite content to idle his time away but his mother was not happy at his lack of ambition. The letter she sent does not survive but his reply talks of her displeasure:






   My very good Lady and mother




  If I find by your Ladyship’s displeasure conceived, that I am thought in sort to have offended, so I desire to deliver myself wholly, or in some part from the same fault. The which some will hardly term indutifulness to your Ladyship, others carefulness of mine own good, and many more think me inconsiderate, in not making your Ladyship more acquainted with my determinations. The name of undutifulness as a son I utterly abhor, my purposed course to do well I hope shall deliver me from the suspicion of carefulness of mine own estate, and if in your Ladyship’s wise censure I be thought inconsiderate, I plead as a young man pardon for that fault whereto of all others our age is most subject35







  He stayed at Chartley from April 1585 until August. In September he was staying in London with his step-father but had heard that Mary, Queen of Scots, was to be housed at his family home again.




  He wrote to his grandfather Sir Francis Knollys who had been one of her keepers:






   I am so much moved to think my poor and only house should be used against my will, that I make all the means I can to prevent any such inconvenience. The place which should be for the Queen of Scots is neither of strength nor pleasure, nor can any way fitly serve that turn, as many places in our country. And one reason which may persuade it to be spared is, that it is the only house of him which must, if that be taken, live at borrowing lodgings of his neighbours. I being wished to so many ill turns as the foregoing of the use of my house, the spoil of my wood, the marring of my little furniture, the miserable undoing of my poor tenants, I cannot but entreat my good friends to be a mean to the contrary, and, as a chief of them, your honourable self, whose help herein I humbly crave.36







  His grandfather did try to help by forwarding his letter to Sir Frances Walsingham with a note asking him to ‘move Her Majesty to have some compassion of the miserable poor Earl of Essex’ as he only had the one home. He also referred to his age when he said ‘it is no policy for Her Majesty to lodge the Queen of Scots in so young a man’s house as he is’.37 But Mary would be moved to Chartley in late December 1585.




  Robert, the new Earl of Essex, was presented to the queen at Nonsuch by the Earl of Leicester in September 1585 but he made little impact on the monarch and was just one of many young men who were introduced to her. She may have noticed his good looks and expensive clothes – he had borrowed £20 from Leicester to dress himself – but he was yet to impress her. The court was rife with the news of war in the United Provinces, now the Netherlands.




  The queen appointed Leicester to lead the English troops to aid the Dutch against the Spanish and permission was granted for Robert to accompany him. Young Essex was eager for military glory but it also gave him an excuse to spend more money for which his grandfather soundly admonished him.




  

     If I should not love you I should be unnatural; again, if I should flatter youthful humours in you, I should be guilty of the ruinous race of your undoing. Wherefore you must give me leave to say unto you, that wasteful prodigality hath devoured and will consume all noble men that be wilful in expenses before they have of their own ordinary living to bear out such wilful and wasteful expenses. You are so far off from being before hand in land and living left by your father to you, that by unhappy occasions your father hath not left you sufficient lands for to maintain the state of the poorest Earl in England; and also you are so far from goods and riches left upon you by your father, that you are left more in debt than one quarter of your land, to be sold by you, is able to discharge your debt.




  Now, for you to put yourself to 10001. charges (as I hear you have done, by borrowing reckonings vainly before hand), for your journey into the Low Countries, by levying and carrying with you a furnished band of men, needless and causeless; which band of men do also look to be recompensed with the spoil of your leases and livings; now if I should flatter you in this wasteful spoiling of yourself, then I should justly be accounted guilty of your ruinous race. I do like very well your desire to see the wars, for your learning; and do like your desire much the better, that you do take the opportunity of honouring my Lord of Leicester with your service under him; but this might have been done without any wasteful charge to yourself, for my Lord of Leicester doth set much by your company, but he delighteth nothing in your wasteful consumption.38







  On 8 December Robert sailed from Harwich and arrived at Flushing two days later. His uncles William, Thomas and Francis were also amongst the contingent as well as his sister’s husband Thomas Perrot. For Essex this was his first chance to shine and be damned what it cost him.
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