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Patriot or Traitor


   ‘This beautifully written and impeccably researched biography offers a fresh perspective on one of the most colourful and controversial characters of the Tudor and Stuart age. The hero of Elizabeth I and the scourge of her successor, Ralegh is brought to life as never before.’

   Tracy Borman, author of The Private Lives of the Tudors

   ‘Much of what we think we know about Sir Walter Ralegh – potatoes, tobacco, spreading his cloak over a “plashy place” – is fable. The real story is far more exciting. Here was a man who both achieved and failed extravagantly, who was both hated and loved excessively, and who both lived life and faced death courageously. In this fascinating, eloquent and scholarly new book, Anna Beer reveals the full measure of the man.’

   Suzannah Lipscomb, author of 
The King is Dead: The Last Will and Testament of Henry VIII

   ‘A fascinating reappraisal. Beer brings Ralegh to life as a man, as well as providing exceptional detail on the times in which he lived. I highly recommend it.’

   Elizabeth Norton, author of The Lives of Tudor Women

   ‘Heroic, grasping, gifted, a poet and politician, an explorer, dreamer and schemer – an iconic renaissance man brought vividly to life in this work of maturity, judgement and humanity.’

   Sarah Fraser, author of The Prince Who Would Be King

   ‘Writing with pace and personality, Anna Beer captures Sir Walter Ralegh in all his paradoxical complexity: his bravery and intellectual energy, the man of violence who also wrote passionate poetry, his lust for life competing with a desire for a good death. Sometimes drawn to Ralegh and at other times repelled by him, Anna Beer assays his career with honesty and sharp observation.’

   John Cooper, author of The Queen’s Agent

  

  
    


    
     [image: ]
    


    
   
     Sir Walter Ralegh in 1588 (artist unknown)
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‌Note on spelling, orthography and pronunciation

   All spelling and orthography have been modernised, except for the occasional moment when the difficulties of understanding the original text are outweighed by the insight – and pleasure – to be gained from a direct encounter with the remarkable language of Ralegh’s own time. Readers who wish to enjoy the letters and other documents in their original form should turn to Sir Walter Ralegh in his own words, where works such as Youings’ and Latham’s 1999 edition of the Letters are listed.

   Sir Walter’s contemporaries wrote his surname as Raleigh, Raliegh, Ralegh, Raghley, Rawley, Rawly, Rawlie, Rawleigh, Raulighe, Raughlie and Rayly. This is hardly a surprise. A well-known playwright never signed his name Shakespeare, preferring (usually, but not always) Shakspere. I have chosen Ralegh because that, more often than not, was Sir Walter’s own spelling, and he used it consistently in later life.

   As for how to pronounce Ralegh, I spent many years calling him ‘Raw–lee’ (the evidence being the punning attacks of his hostile contemporaries) but now prefer his name to rhyme with barley. We are slightly clearer about Ralegh’s own pronunciation of his first name: a deep, Devonian ‘Water’.

  

 
  
    


‌The scaffold: Winchester

   A scaffold is being built beneath his window, ‘twelve feet square and railed about’. He knows what is coming, because he has been told.

   
Since you have been found guilty of these horrible treasons, the judgement of the court is that you shall be had from hence to the place whence you came, there to remain until the day of execution. And from thence you shall be drawn upon a hurdle through the open streets to the place of execution, there to be hanged and cut down alive, and your body shall be opened, your heart and bowels plucked out, and your privy members cut off, and thrown into the fire before your eyes; then your head to be stricken off from your body, and your body shall be divided into four quarters, to be disposed of at the king’s pleasure.

And God have mercy on your soul.



   
   He knows what is coming, because he has watched two other traitors, Catholic priests William Watson and William Clarke, being hung, drawn and quartered just days before. It was ‘very bloodily handled for they were both cut down alive’, tutted one spectator. Then again, for most, that was the whole point of the exercise – to force the guilty to confront their own corruption through witnessing their own disembowelling and dismemberment. Despite the bloody handling both men die ‘boldly’, Clarke seeing himself as a martyr, Watson aggressively unrepentant and delighting in his treason or, as he saw it, his perfectly reasonable demand for religious toleration for his fellow Catholics. Their quarters are now ‘set on Winchester gates and their heads on the first tower of the castle’ as a lesson to all, their traitors’ hearts already displayed on the scaffold, the public proof of their hidden treachery.

   As the priests’ carcasses begin rotting, another traitor, George Brooke, is beheaded in the castle yard. Brooke is of the nobility, his brother a lord, so he avoids being hung, drawn and quartered; he will merely be decapitated. His is a better death than that of the priests, at least from the point of view of the authorities. Not ‘bold’; Brooke meets ‘a patient and constant end’, according to the King’s chief minister, Robert Cecil, who is taking notes. And yet, even at the last, Brooke only admits to ‘errors’ not ‘crimes’, and at the holding up of the traitor’s head, when the executioner cries ‘God save the King’, he is ‘not seconded by the voice of any one man but the sheriff’. Is it revulsion or apathy on the part of the crowd? It is hard to tell. Few people come to watch, and only a couple of ‘men of quality’.

   The Bishop of Winchester, who has prepared George Brooke well for his ‘constant end’, does his rounds of the remaining traitors, including Brooke’s older brother Henry, Lord Cobham, and Sir Walter Ralegh. The Bishop has instructions from King James – to ‘prepare them for their ends as likewise to bring them to liberal confessions and by that means reconcile the contradictions’.

   The Crown, troubled by the refusal of their two high-profile prisoners to admit their treason, is haunted by the ‘contradictions’ in the testimonies of Ralegh and Cobham. King James desires not merely that justice be done, but that justice is seen to be done. The Bishop finds Ralegh ‘well-settled and resolved to die a Christian and a good Protestant’, which is all very well, but ‘for the point of confession he found him so strait-laced that he would yield to no part of Cobham’s accusation’.

   Dealing with Watson and Clarke had been straightforward in comparison. The priests had planned to launch a surprise attack on the royal court at Greenwich on Midsummer’s Night. The King would be kidnapped and then held hostage in the Tower of London, until he granted the prize of religious tolerance: a Utopian ideal for those, both Catholics and evangelical Protestants, whose beliefs took them beyond the bounds set by the Church of England. To that end, any royal ministers who stood in the way of toleration would be removed. In their more fanciful moments, the conspirators saw themselves in the ministers’ places. In their even more fanciful moments, they believed this could be achieved without violence. Ideally, the King himself would convert to Catholicism. Watson even looked forward to discussing the finer points of religion with the theologically minded James I.

   The attack never happened.

   The priests’ plot had been doomed from the beginning. Robert Cecil knew of it in early June, only a few months after the death of Queen Elizabeth and the peaceful succession of the Stuarts to the throne of England, in the shape of James VI of Scotland. Cecil’s personal loyalties would be sorely tested by the revelation that one of the conspirators was his brother-in-law: Robert’s beloved wife, until her early death in childbirth some eight years earlier, had been Elizabeth Brooke. Cecil’s political loyalty was, however, never in doubt. He had the situation under control. For years during the late Queen’s reign he and his fellow Privy Councillors had carefully fostered divisions amongst Catholics. While one man talked treason, another turned informer. By July the leaders, if that is the right word for such a shambolic and fractured conspiracy, were being rounded up. Sir George Brooke was the highest-placed gentleman to be questioned, drawn to the conspiracy, as was another knight, Sir Griffin Markham, because of political rather than religious frustration: neither had received the advancement under the new King that he had hoped or expected. Interrogated on 15 July, Sir George gave the Crown everything they needed to know, and more. Not only were Watson and Clarke now marked men, but Brooke revealed a second strand of treachery, one involving his brother, Lord Cobham, and his brother’s close friend, Sir Walter Ralegh. Bankrolled by Spain, Cobham and Ralegh sought nothing less than the death of the King and had their own monarch-in-waiting to take his place. These were indeed ‘horrible treasons’.

   The following day, the Crown issued a proclamation for the arrest of William Watson (‘a man of the lowest sort’, about thirty-six years of age, ‘his hair betwixt abram [auburn] and flaxen, he looketh asquint, and is very purblind’). It took less than three weeks to find the short-sighted priest, in a field near Hay-on-Wye on the Anglo-Welsh border. By 10 August he too had confessed all. Three days later, William Clark was arrested in Worcester. It was the end of the line for the priests, who had been ordained in France some twenty years earlier, and sent almost immediately and in secret (‘brought of the sea in mariner’s apparel’) to do the Catholic God’s work in Protestant England. Years of imprisonments, escapes and further imprisonments had followed for both men, a familiar dance between the Protestant state and the Catholic insurgents, all conducted in the great houses of England and their rather useful priest holes. Marshalsea, Bridewell, the Gatehouse; whipping, grinding in the mill, racking: Watson even had the nerve to complain Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth didn’t know what went on in her own prisons.

   Her ministers certainly knew. Twenty years earlier, in 1583, Francis Walsingham, the late Queen’s minister for national security, was dealing with a Catholic who would not talk: Francis Throckmorton. Spymaster Walsingham simply sent him back for more, this time to Mr Norton, the notorious ‘rackmaster’. He was quite sure the prisoner would not hold out again: ‘I have seen as resolute men as Throckmorton stoop, notwithstanding the great show he hath made of Roman resolution. I suppose the grief of the last torture will suffice without any extremity of racking to make him more conformable than he hath hitherto shown himself’. Walsingham was right. When Throckmorton was placed on the rack again on 19 November and ‘before he was strained to any purpose’, he confessed. No wonder George Brooke, new to this world of sedition and torture, was ‘conformable’, swiftly giving up Ralegh and Cobham, his own brother, as traitors.

   It was now their turn to die. To the last, Sir Walter Ralegh continues to hope. When, on Sunday 4 December, the Bishop of Winchester, attending now to Sir Walter’s soul rather than seeking a ‘liberal’ confession, visits the prisoner, he finds in him a ‘lingering expectation of life’. There is still just over a week until the date set for his execution, Monday the twelfth, and Ralegh attempts one last appeal to the King’s mercy, throwing in an assertion of his own innocence: ‘I never invented treason, consented to treason, performed treason’. He begs James for just one year of respite, Faustus-like in his attempt to bargain at the last for just a little more time.

   Any expectation of life dies with George Brooke’s execution. In its place, a furious energy overtakes the prisoner. Ralegh’s keeper writes he has been ‘very importunate with me twice or thrice’. He simply must see his wife, Bess, and some others of his closest friends. Sir Walter is still trying to salvage something from the wreckage, with the keeper noting, in awe but also with some scepticism, that there’s ‘£50,000 (as he saith)’ that Ralegh wants to pass to his survivors ‘in trust’.

   While Ralegh’s loyal friends, John Shelbury and Thomas Harriot, liaise with the Privy Council about his estate, the prisoner writes to Bess, his ‘dear wife’. Husband and wife have been separated for weeks. A letter is all he can offer, but it is a controlled, intense expression of love. The message is simple and passionate: Walter sends his love to Bess, and he asks her to keep it for him, for ever.

   You shall now receive (my dear wife) my last words in these my last lines. My love I send you, that you may keep it when I am dead, and my counsel, that you may remember it when I am no more.


   He asks his ‘dear Bess’ to face her grief with her customary strength: to ‘bear it patiently and with a heart like your self’. He offers her ‘all the thanks which my heart can conceive or my words can express’ for her tireless work, her ‘travails’, on his behalf. He cannot repay her, at least not in this world.

   He also looks to the future, her future. She will be on her own and must work to save herself and her ‘miserable fortunes’ and, crucially, the ‘right’ of their child, young Walter, still only ten years old. She should not grieve: ‘thy mourning cannot avail me: I am but dust’. He doesn’t ask for much, only that she and their son should live ‘free from want’ – this from the man who had once owned, it was said, shoes encrusted with jewels worth more than six thousand six hundred gold pieces – for ‘the rest is but vanity’. And he offers her God as her new husband and father, a husband and father ‘which cannot be taken from you’, although in the same breath, he acknowledges a second marriage would ‘be best for you, both in respect of the world and of God’. As if to convince her she is now free, he insists that:

   as for me, I am no more yours, nor you mine. Death has cast us asunder and God hath divided me from the world and you from me. Remember your poor child for his father’s sake, who chose you and loved you in his happiest times.


   In the midst of his agony, Ralegh transports himself and his ‘dear Bess’ back in imagination some twelve or thirteen years, to their ‘happiest’ time when anything seemed possible.

   The letter oscillates uneasily but honestly between words of intense emotional and psychological import and practical, mundane concerns: ‘Bayley owes me £200 and Adrian Gilbert £600’, or ‘Get those letters (if it be possible) which I writ to the lords wherein I sued for my life. God is my witness, it was for you and yours I desired life. But it is true that I disdain my self for begging it’. Walter goes on to assure Bess he is a ‘true man, and one who, in his own respect, despises death, and all his misshapen and ugly shapes’. Is this a reference to hanging, drawing and quartering, the death he faced?

   The defiance and courage can only be sustained so far. His farewell is heartrending:

   
I cannot write much. God knows how hardly I steal this time while others sleep, and it is also high time that I should separate my thoughts from the world. Beg my dead body which living was denied thee, and either lay it at Sherborne (if the land continue) or in Exeter church by my father and mother. I can say no more, time and death call me away.

The everlasting, powerful, infinite and omnipotent God, that Almighty God who is goodness itself, the true life and true light, keep thee and thine. Have mercy on me and teach me to forgive my persecutors and accusers, and send us to meet in his glorious kingdom.

My dear wife farewell. Bless my poor boy. Pray for me and let my good God hold you both in his arms. Written with the dying hand of sometime thy husband but now (alas) overthrown.

Yours that was, but now not my own

WR



   
   
   
   
   This would be one of the iconic letters of its century, copied and copied and copied again, but that would come later. At the time, most people thought they knew what they were seeing: a once-great man, the late Queen Elizabeth’s favourite, now brought low. Ralegh had been ‘deciphered’ as the ‘ugliest traitor that ever was heard of in England’. His ‘overweening wit’ had, at last, been exposed. He was, he always had been, too clever by half.

   
Now may you see the sudden fall

Of him that thought to climb full high

A man well known unto you all

Whose state you see doth stand Rawlie.



   Hated, despised, wings burnt, Sir Walter was falling, although being Sir Walter, his compelling voice could still be heard even in its ‘dying moan’.

   
I pity that the summer’s nightingale

Immortal Cynthia’s sometimes dear delight

That used to sing so sweet a madrigal

Should like an owl go wander in the night

Hated of all, and pitied of none

Though swan-like now he makes his dying moan.



   Most did not bother with the pity. Cheap print pamphlets, or ‘libels’, the tabloids of their time, accused him of atheism, Machiavellianism, unspeakable vices, but above all, of complicity in the fall of the Earl of Essex, the late Queen’s other great favourite in the final decade or so of her rule. No matter that the ‘hellish verses’ being circulated by the ‘atheist and traitor’ in which Ralegh says ‘what god I do not know, nor greatly care’ were in fact lifted from an anonymous play printed in 1594. Those who were reaping the benefit of Sir Walter’s fall were enjoying this riot of fake news. Robert Cecil kept a few choice items in his papers. You could throw anything at Ralegh that winter and it would stick.

   The clock ticks down. Now it is time for Henry, Lord Cobham to take the final sacrament. To the last, he asserts his one-time friend Ralegh’s guilt, but only in the lesser charges against him. It is not much, but perhaps he hopes to save Ralegh from his own fate, to offer a final, if lukewarm, gesture of friendship. On the scaffold, Cobham is composed and dignified: a wit noted ‘we might see by him it is an easier matter to die well then live well’.

   How had it come to this?

  

 
  
    


‌Part One

  

 
  
    


‌1

   Soldier

   How does Ralegh, a man whose year of birth we do not even know for sure, the fifth son of a Devonshire gentleman, ‘climb full high’ in the England of Elizabeth? He begins by going to the wars. In young Walter’s case, the year was 1569, and the battleground was France. Earlier in the decade, a massacre of French Protestants, Huguenots, had triggered the country’s wars of religion. The young Queen Elizabeth, only three years into her own Protestant reign, made a secret treaty with her co-religionists and, over the following years, a steady stream of Englishmen travelled across the Channel to offer their military support to the Huguenots. The teenaged Walter Ralegh was one, under the command of Count Lodewijk van Nassau, brother of William the Silent, the Netherlands’ Prince of Orange. The details are hazy: Walter rode ‘as a very young man’ with his cousin Henry Champernowne’s troop; another source claims his early years were full of ‘wars and martial services’. It is possible he was recruited by a Huguenot ship sent out from La Rochelle, or a ‘sea-beggar’ from Holland, with their ‘letters of marque’ (of extremely dubious authority) from William of Orange or Gaspard de Coligny, the French Huguenot leader. The boats descended on English ports to find young men just like Walter. Once in France, he found himself in the midst of a protracted, and sometimes vicious, civil war.

   Ralegh’s future brother-in-law, Arthur Throckmorton, made a similar expedition, ten years later, but to the Low Countries. He was impelled by the same reason, to support the beleaguered Protestants, and his diary is a reminder of the quotidian nature of violence in wartime. He writes, with neither comment nor horror, that the English have captured the enemy’s ‘kine [cattle], mares and horses’ and that some spies ‘are taken and put to death in our camp’.

   There is no diary for Walter. The only detail of his experience is provided by him, many years later. He writes he was at Moncontour near Poitiers in October 1569 (he would have been in his mid-teens) when Lodowick of Nassau’s competent retreat had ‘saved the one half of the Protestant army, then broken and disbanded; of which my self was an eye-witness, and was one of them that had cause to thank him for it’. A strategic retreat is valued much more than empty heroics. The foundation had been laid for Ralegh’s fascination with realpolitik and the art of war.

   The Peace of St Germain of August 1570, which marked the end of the third phase of wars of religion in France, probably meant a return home for young Walter. England was facing its own religious crisis. On 25 February 1570, Pope Pius V had declared Elizabeth illegitimate, a mere usurper, a Prince due no obedience from her subjects. By doing so, he was explicitly giving sanction to Roman Catholics to assassinate her. They would even gain merit by doing so. If that was not enough to stiffen the sinews of a true Protestant Englishman, then the 1572 St Bartholomew’s Day massacre of French Huguenots in Paris raised the stakes still further.

   But there is no indication the teenaged Walter went to the wars out of religious zeal. It was more that this was simply what young men did, particularly young men without titles or prospects and in search of both. For Arthur Throckmorton ten years later, a return from the wars meant one thing and one thing only: a chance to gain access to the Queen. Although he sent news to his mother Anne, and his sister Bess, that he was safely landed in Margate, his primary destination was Richmond Palace, where the Queen was based for the Christmas season that year. Arthur partied, celebrating Twelfth Night at the palace, and only in the new year did he return home. He had been seen.

   It helped that Arthur was a Throckmorton, with family in high places. Ralegh was not only a fifth son but the product of a third marriage on the part of his father, Walter Ralegh, who had three other sons, and a second marriage on the part of his mother, Katherine Gilbert, née Champernoun, who had four other sons. Yes, he would be helped, and occasionally hindered, by a vast network of brothers and half-brothers and cousins in a world in which kinship ties could be the difference between success and failure; sometimes between life and death. But in the late 1560s and early 1570s, Walter was just one of hundreds of young men who went to the wars and then disappeared without trace. In 1577, long after he’d gone to be a soldier, he was living in Islington which, by any Elizabethan measure, is a long way from Richmond Palace.

   Three years later, however, we can tell his prospects were improving. Not because he was on the receiving end of three charges of brawling but because one of them was ‘besides the tennis court in Westminster’, a popular location for the settling of scores with other young men. No more Islington: it was around this time that Walter Ralegh was appointed Extraordinary Esquire of the Body to the Queen, personally attendant upon his monarch.

   Ireland effected the transformation. In the summer of 1579, with Elizabeth’s court preoccupied by the possibility of a marriage between the Queen and the Duke of Anjou, and with both parties apparently considering the marriage as a serious proposition for serious political reasons, not least the increasing power of Spain, rebellion broke out in Ireland. This was hardly a new phenomenon. Ever since the Anglo-Norman invasion of the island in the twelfth century there had been conflict, whether simmering or outright, between the native Irish and the feudal lords who pledged their loyalty to the King of England. The 1560s had been a decade of on-off warfare in Ireland, although well into the seventies there were those who still hoped that the English could reduce the island to ‘civility’ by peaceful means: ‘Can the sword teach them to speak English, to use English apparel, to restrain them?’

   In 1579, the threat level rose. Under the banner of the Pope, the Irish leader James Fitzmaurice Fitzgerald gathered an expeditionary force from Catholic Europe. His goal was nothing less than the removal of the Protestant ‘she-tyrant’, Elizabeth. The she-tyrant asked one of Walter Ralegh’s half-brothers, Humphrey Gilbert, to patrol the south coast of Ireland. It was not his finest hour. Gilbert failed to pay his sailors, who promptly disappeared with two of the ships. Gilbert himself lost £2,000. Another rebellion followed in August, this time led by the Earl of Desmond. But then the military tide turned. Fewer than a thousand English troops engaged twelve hundred Irish, at Monasternenagh near Limerick, and won. Desmond was proclaimed a traitor, and the suppression of the rebellion became ‘an exercise in reducing the Earl’s strongholds one by one, ravaging his lands and forcing the submission of his suspected allies, while a naval task force prevented any foreign reinforcements arriving from abroad’, in the words of the historian Paul Hammer, in his book on Elizabeth’s wars. The Queen chose Arthur, 14th Lord Grey of Wilton (the recently appointed Lord Deputy of Ireland) to complete this ‘exercise’ in the summer of 1580, and he duly brought more than two thousand new men. Amongst them was one Captain Ralegh, with his hundred men, levied in London in July. As the summer faded, the younger brother of the Earl of Desmond was hung, drawn and quartered for his part in the rebellion. It was reported Captain Ralegh’s men played a part in cutting up the body into small pieces, an act praised by a contemporary historian, who noted, happily, that ‘thus the pestilent hydra hath lost another of his heads’. Lord Grey set the tone for the campaign, being a man fuelled by a hatred of Catholicism and a desire to crush the Irish, ironically through the use of the same methods as the notorious Duke of Alba, the Spanish scourge of the Low Countries.

   Despite these successes, Irish submission proved hard to achieve. An unexpected uprising in Leinster was swiftly followed by the arrival of six hundred new Spanish and Italian troops in the south west of Ireland at Smerwick (now Ard na Caithne) in September. They took the opportunity to land when Elizabeth’s ships were forced to sail for supply and maintenance. A forceful response was needed and by mid-October 1580 the Queen had committed 6,500 Englishmen to Ireland, with another thirteen hundred on their way. Their strategic goal was the reclaiming of the small earth fort at Smerwick, which was duly surrounded from the sea by royal warships, which could join in the land bombardment. Smerwick surrendered to Lord Grey within days despite his offering no terms to those inside the fort. At the surrender, the Spanish officers were spared, but all the other defenders were killed, the majority by troops under the command of Captain Ralegh.

   There have been attempts to justify the massacre at Smerwick. Those killed were mercenaries; the Spanish commander, more fool he, surrendered knowing no assurances had been given; those surrendering could expect nothing better; by the standards of sixteenth-century warfare, it really wasn’t too bad. Even if one puts aside the horror, however, Smerwick proved about as successful as other English wartime massacres. Over the next two years some fifteen hundred ‘chief men and gentlemen’ were executed in an attempt to enforce English rule, a number that does not include the uncounted ‘meaner sort’. But still the Irish forces grew.

   Ralegh’s letters from this time do not dwell on these aspects of war, in part because he has to write about everyday matters (such as paying his men) and in part because he wants to write about high-level policy. His correspondent is Francis Walsingham, the Queen’s Principal Secretary and master of ‘intelligence’. With each letter Walter shows increasing confidence, sometimes writing again within a couple of days, certain Walsingham will listen. He supplies up-to-date news from the front line (‘Davy Barrey has broken and burnt all his castles and entered publicly into the action of rebellion’) but also begins to offer political advice. Elizabeth, having spent a further £100,000 on the war, has made a mistake by appointing an Irish ‘president’ of Munster, the Earl of Ormond. He’d been in post for two years, but ‘there are a thousand traitors more than there were the first day’. (Ironically, the placatory Earl of Ormond had been appointed in a conciliatory move because all-out war was proving both expensive and futile.) Ralegh recommends his own half-brother, Humphrey Gilbert, for the post, despite or because of his reputation for savagery and violence, reminding Walsingham that Gilbert suppressed a rebellion in two months with only a third of the men, and is the most ‘feared’ among the Irish nation. ‘The end shall prove this to be true’. In another sign of his growing confidence, and in a move which would become characteristic of the mature man, Ralegh offers to serve the Queen privately, with ‘a dozen or ten horse’. He knows he’s pushing the envelope, and asks Walsingham to ‘take my bold writing in good part’. Walsingham did nothing, at least not in 1581. But the fact this letter was written on the day his father was buried in faraway Exeter shows Captain Ralegh’s priorities. Family was important: political preferment, through soldiering, was more important.

   Ralegh’s experiences in Ireland were a world away from those of the man who would become his most significant political rival in later years. Robert Devereux, the young Earl of Essex, gained his first taste of war when he joined his stepfather, Robert Dudley Earl of Leicester’s, expedition to the Low Countries in 1585. This was the first official English army for a generation to be sent abroad; the military follow-up to Queen Elizabeth’s proclamation on 14 August of that year that she was, at last, taking the Netherlands under her protection. This proclamation of 1585 precipitated war with Spain and would dominate Ralegh’s life and inform his politics for years to come.

   The Queen appointed the Earl of Essex as colonel general of the cavalry (no captain, let alone foot soldier, he) and he was present at the battle at Zutphen in September 1586, where the great English hero Sir Philip Sidney was killed. The dying Sidney bequeathed the young Earl his best sword (some say he bequeathed his two best swords) and the Earl of Leicester made his stepson a knight. No matter the expedition’s military aims remained unachieved and fighting was sporadic. Essex saw himself as a ‘second Sidney’, a martial hero, and took every opportunity to live the military dream. In 1589 he would join Sir Francis Drake and Sir John Norris’s expedition to Portugal, without the Queen’s permission. Two years later, this time with Elizabeth’s blessing, he led English troops in Normandy, although he could not resist conferring twenty-four knighthoods during the campaign, twenty-four more than he was authorised to do. Both ventures were military failures, but Essex, if only by right of birth, remained England’s ‘senior aristocratic soldier’, in the words of one biographer.

   Back in 1581, mere Captain Ralegh, approaching his thirties, was becoming frustrated with the attritional reality of the guerrilla warfare he was being forced to wage against the Irish. He’d come to accept he had to supply his men with victuals from his own pocket and then plead for repayment (with some success, receiving £43, 14 shillings and 8 pence from the English authorities in Dublin for the wages of himself and his company for thirty-two days). But now, writing to Lord Grey from Cork, he complains he and his company have made ‘two journeys’, ‘one in horrible weather and the other utterly bootless being done without draught [plan] or espiall [information from spying], and beside enforced to walk such unreasonable march’. The only result has been the laming of their own soldiers. There’s bitterness (about a property he believed he should have had), and there’s need: he wants another hundred soldiers to counter the enemy’s ‘galligass’ (tall, strong men who carried battleaxes) and ‘kerne’ (lightly-armed foot-soldiers). This particular letter would be used by Grey as ammunition when he challenged the Queen’s conciliatory policy. The zealous Protestant Grey was outraged that ‘God’s cause is made a second or nothing at all’.

   Captain Ralegh, in contrast, is far more pragmatic, and far more self-serving, as demonstrated in a letter from this time recounting ‘a hard escape’ he’d achieved when set upon by fourteen horsemen and ‘three score footmen’. He was hugely outnumbered, having only three horsemen and a couple of Irish footmen.

   I coveted to recover a little old castle and in that retire [retreat] I lost three men and three horses. The manner of mine own behaviour I leave to the report of others but the escape was strong to all men. The castle was a long mile off from the place where he first set on us.


   Immediately, Ralegh moves into a request for more support from London and Dublin, a request authorised by his own heroism but also by his on-the-ground experience. He’s straight-talking and hard-headed:

   There is great need of a supply in Munster for the bands are all much decayed…Beside the men are such poor and miserable creatures as their captains dare not lead them to serve. If your honours beheld them when they arrive here you would think them far unfit to fight for Her Majesty’s crown.


   Later, the story of the escape would get even better, and in interesting ways, in the hands of a sympathetic (to Ralegh), patriotic and imperialist historian, John Hooker. He lowers the number of horsemen attacking but adds Ralegh crossing the ford alone and going back to rescue his servant, Henry Moile, whose horse had foundered. It is one of the earliest stories to be attached to Ralegh’s name, and shows him as a selfless leader, looking out for the ordinary man. Hooker is, of course, out to flatter his patron, but that so many of his contemporaries remember similar moments of generosity and even egalitarianism suggests Ralegh did indeed have these qualities.

   Hooker’s text, written later and with an eye to the New World and its ‘savages’, contains an element missing from Ralegh’s own writings:

   For what can be more pleasant to God, than to gain and reduce in all Christianlike manner, a lost people to the knowledge of the gospel, and a true Christian religion, than which cannot be a more pleasant and a sweet sacrifice, and a more acceptable service before God?


   For Hooker, as for Lord Grey, the priority in Ireland was the imposition of religion. That was the fundamental reason to establish English government. There were of course other compelling reasons, social, political and economic. The control of Ireland would enlarge ‘the bounds of the English kingdom’, and transfer ‘the superfluous multitude of fruitless and idle people (here at home daily increasing) to travel, conquer, and manure another land’, all of which would ‘yield infinite commodities’. With or without the religiosity, it was a powerful, if profoundly flawed, vision; one that would run like a seam through the English imperial project over the coming centuries.

   How to achieve the enlargement of the ‘bounds of the English kingdom’ when the Irish were still in Ireland was another question. Ralegh’s half-brother, Humphrey Gilbert, colonel of Munster between 1569 and 1571, thought he knew, ordering the decapitation of entire villages in order to have the path to his tent decorated with ‘a lane of heads’ prior to inviting the submission of local chiefs and leaders. As Thomas Churchyard, propagandist for Gilbert’s approach, expressed it, the sight of ‘the heads of their dead fathers, brothers, children, kinsfolk and friends’ brought ‘great terror to the people’ and made them seek peace under the new regime. Nearly thirty years later (and still no peace in Ireland), Edmund Spenser, the poet, to whom Ralegh would give his patronage in the late 1580s and early 1590s, proposed an approach possibly even more horrific than Gilbert’s, even by the standards of English colonial policy at the time. Justifying his stance, spelt out in his A View of the Present State of Ireland (probably written in 1596, but unpublished in his lifetime), by insisting that the Irish are degenerate barbarians, Spenser advocates the use of martial law. This is controversial enough, but Spenser goes on to insist that famine is the best and quickest way to pacify the Irish. His words remain shocking more than four hundred years later. (Some would argue that Spenser intended the reader to question the extreme ‘solution’ offered by one of the participants in what is, after all, a fictional dialogue but, for me, this is a view born of modern discomfort with the work’s viciousness.)

   The end will, I assure me, be very short, and much sooner than can be in so great a trouble, as it seemeth, hoped for. Although there should none of them fall by the sword nor be slain by the soldier, yet thus being kept from manurance and their cattle from running abroad, by this hard restraint they would quickly consume themselves and devour one another. The proof whereof I saw sufficiently exampled in these late wars of Munster, for, notwithstanding that the same was a most rich and plentiful country, full of corn and cattle, that you would have thought they should have been able to stand long, yet ere one year and a half they were brought to such wretchedness as that any stony heart would have rued the same. Out of every corner of the woods and glens they came creeping forth upon their hands, for their legs could not bear them. They looked like anatomies of death; they spake like ghosts crying out of their graves; they did eat the dead carrions, happy where they could find them; yea, and one another soon after, insomuch as the very carcasses they spared not to scrape out of their graves. And if they found a plot of watercresses or shamrocks, there they flocked as to a feast for the time, yet not able long to continue there withal; that in short space there were none almost left, and a most populous and plentiful country suddenly left void of man and beast. Yet sure, in all that war there perished not many by the sword, but all by the extremity of famine which they themselves had wrought.


   Ralegh never wrote anything as appalling as this, and he rarely offered religious justifications for violence, but that does not mean he somehow stands apart from men such as Hooker, Grey and Spenser, not to mention his half-brother, Humphrey Gilbert. As he would say, again and again, the end justified the means.

   At the same time he never lost sight, because he never could, of the reality of military life. In Ireland, in the late 1570s and early 1580s, that reality was sick, hungry English soldiers and a daily diet of often futile violence. Later, he would write that he was running low on men ‘because the new come men die so fast’. Others, understandably, attempted to escape. They were caught and hanged. Either way, the numbers went down. From the first, Captain Ralegh learned that, as much as anything else, war is about paying your soldiers. Day by day, he made his priority the feeding and payment (of eight pence a day) of his ‘footband of one hundred men’, writing back to base in pedantic detail about dates, times and costs.

   Ralegh presents himself in his letters as the experienced military man but the truth was that he hated life in Ireland. He knew where he wanted to be: at court. On 26 August 1581, he wrote from Lismore to the Queen’s favourite, Robert Dudley, the Earl of Leicester, making an abject offer of his service. He explains that he is in Ireland, serving Lord Grey, something he only does because he knows Grey ‘to be one of yours’. It is only loyalty to Leicester that keeps him there. Without that, ‘I would disdain it as much as to keep sheep’. Ireland is not a commonwealth, it’s a ‘common woe’.

   A few months later, he escaped the ‘common woe’; he was sent back to England with dispatches. It was a golden opportunity for the man whose ability to write powerfully in defence of himself and in support of policies, whose ability not just to create a good story but to embellish it, was never in doubt. Without getting his Irish commission, Captain Ralegh would not have come to Elizabeth’s attention but without writing about it, he would not have stuck.

   Ralegh knew how to get things done. He could justify the unjustifiable, while in the same breath standing up for the underdog. He knew how to cover his back and the backs of those more powerful than he. And he knew, or at least he said he knew, for whom he was doing everything he did. In one letter he can be outraged that five hundred ‘milk kine’ [cows] have been taken ‘from the poor people. Some had but two, and some three, to relieve their poor wives and children, and in a strange country newly set down to build and plant’ and, having expressed his outrage, in the same letter offer himself as the answer to the problem he has identified. The poor people will be protected. At three days’ notice, Ralegh will ‘raise her a better band, and arm it better tenfold, and better men, whensoever she shall need it’.

   She is Elizabeth. And at the heart of what would become a most remarkable political intimacy was Ralegh’s ability to make his Queen believe that he could deliver, or more cynically, that if he did not, he would be able to make it look as if he (and his monarch) had delivered.

   That was all ahead of him. Returned to England in December of 1581, he caught the attention of the Queen herself, now in her late forties. She insisted that he remain. Apparently, he needed further training. Captain Ralegh, a soldier and sailor for thirteen years, needed no further training, but his Queen needed him near her, and Ralegh, ever the opportunist, needed no further encouragement. He’d made it to court.
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   Courtier

   Everyone knew, and everyone said, that the court, any court, was dangerous, from the poet courtier Thomas Wyatt, who warned of the ‘slipper top/Of court’s estates’ (and was charged with treason) to John Webster’s remarkable, fascinating character Vittoria, the ‘white devil’ created by the playwright in 1612, whose last words are:

   
O happy they that never saw the court,

Nor ever knew great man but by report.



   Everyone knew, and some complained, that success meant scrambling over the bodies (metaphorically in most but not all cases) of your rivals, or as John Webster’s equally remarkable villain Bosola puts it in The Duchess of Malfi: ‘places in the court are but like beds in the hospital, where this man’s head lies at that man’s foot, and so lower, and lower’.

   Everyone knew, but took great care not to say, that Kings and Princes were often only one step away from losing their crown. Take Ralegh’s own Queen. When Walter was born, in the early to mid-1550s, Protestant Princess Elizabeth, daughter of adulterous, executed Anne Boleyn, was still a prisoner of her older sister, the Catholic Mary Tudor. Few would have expected that, by the time Walter came of age, his Queen would have successfully consolidated her rule after the most precarious of starts. Her reign would be thirteen years old before a nobleman (Thomas Howard, Duke of Norfolk) was executed, for his part in a treasonous plot to oust Elizabeth. Thirteen years without a noble execution was a long time in Tudor politics, a measure of the Queen’s strong and stable leadership.

   The threats to Elizabeth remained, not least Mary, Queen of Scots’s claim to the English throne. Mary had married her first husband Francis, the French dauphin, just before Elizabeth’s accession in 1559, and boldly declared herself Queen of England just months into her cousin Elizabeth’s reign. Mary continued to create problems, not least by producing a male heir in 1566. No matter that in the same year, Mary’s husband, the eight-month-old baby James’s father, was murdered, that Mary was abducted by Bothwell, who she then married and that when her son was just one year old, Mary was forced to abdicate, making her baby the King. Now there was King James VI of Scotland to consider, in addition to his provocative mother.

   The traumatic and violent events of Mary Queen of Scots’s life offered a stark warning to the young Elizabeth, who presented herself as being, and indeed was, a much more cautious, canny operator when it came to sexual politics. She had her moments, however. In the early months of her reign, Elizabeth’s closest adviser was Robert Dudley, the man who had supported her through the years of imprisonment and uncertainty – her sweet Robin. Then, on 8 September 1560, Amy Robsart, Dudley’s wife, was found with her neck broken at the foot of the stairs in her house (her house, because she and Dudley had lived apart for at least a year, Robert with his Queen, Amy in faraway Cumnor, just outside Oxford). Questions were, understandably, asked. Did she fall or was she pushed? Dudley himself wanted to have her death investigated, although perhaps ‘more with an eye to the damage it might do to him than from grief at her loss’ according to a biographer. The most damning evidence comes from the Spanish ambassador, reporting on Dudley’s dangerous influence over the Queen (whom he persuaded to spend all her time hunting): he writes that the two were plotting the death of Dudley’s wife. The ambassador is writing after the event, however, and although there was smoke, no one could find, or maybe no one wanted to find, a fire. And Elizabeth did not marry the newly-single Dudley. She did, however, make him Earl of Leicester some four years later and he remained the most powerful man at court.

   The Queen’s choice of husband was, predictably, the hottest topic in the early decades of her reign, but sanctioned or unsanctioned marriages amongst her courtiers ran it a close second. Among the elite, marriages were not personal but dynastic matters, with each alliance reconfiguring the political landscape in small or large ways. This was why they needed to be approved by the Queen. Elizabeth was full of praise for ‘honest or honorable’ marriages, ‘without scandal and infamy’. These were pleasing to her, so long as they were ‘orderly broken unto her’. And that was the issue: she wanted and needed to be in control and have full knowledge of these alliances to ensure her political security.

   Eighteen years after the death of Amy Robsart, Leicester risked his position with a secret, unsanctioned marriage to Lettice Knollys, a cousin of the Queen. The Queen was certainly dismayed by the political disloyalty, perhaps dismayed by the emotional disloyalty, but probably unconcerned by the sexual disloyalty. Nevertheless, she forgave Leicester, as she would, again and again when her courtiers behaved badly, as long as there was no direct threat to her power, and as long as some form of public apology or punishment took place. Some, such as the historian Paul Hammer, see her as less forgiving of the women involved: Elizabeth ‘continued to nurse a grudge against her cousin Lettice…for marrying the man she could not’.

   It was a slippery, dangerous, exciting, glamorous world and Ralegh wanted nothing more than to be at its heart. He had not been born to it. Ralegh’s father, Walter, was certainly of the gentry but not of the elite. His mother, Katherine, provided something of a link to the court, as her older sister was governess to the Princess and then Queen Elizabeth. As with soldiering, the Earl of Essex provides a stark contrast. Lettice Knollys was Essex’s mother: that helped. Robert Devereux succeeded to his title when he was not yet eleven years of age. He was immediately placed in wardship under William Cecil, Lord Burghley, master of the Court of Wards and the Queen’s most trusted minister from the earliest days of her reign and spent a brief period in Burghley’s household in 1577, before going up to Trinity College, Cambridge. That also helped. Ralegh may have attended Oriel College earlier in the 1570s, but no great household was going to take him in, bring him up and position him for success at court, although he did make some very good friends while at Oxford. Nor for Ralegh the grand tour; he had no family to bankroll a leisurely journey through the capital cities of Europe. No wonder that, in his mid-twenties, Captain Ralegh remained unrecognised, except for his propensity for fighting. Even that was hardly exceptional: the prisons were full of young men with too much energy, easy access to weapons and not enough money or opportunity, at least in their own minds.

   All this had changed by 1583. Walter writes to his half-brother Humphrey Gilbert (although, as was usual at the time, Humphrey is addressed simply as his ‘loving brother’) on 15 March, from the court at ‘Richmond this Friday morning’, utterly revelling in his intimacy with the Queen. Ralegh is now a trusted intermediary; he sends his brother a jewel from Elizabeth herself, for Humphrey is off on another transatlantic voyage. It is ‘a token from Her Majesty, an anchor guided by a Lady as you see’. Three days later, Gilbert received the ‘very excellent Jewel – an anchor of gold set with 29 diamonds with the portraiture of a Queen…on the back side of the anchor is written Tuemur sub sacra ancora’. Just as important as this economically and politically valuable piece of jewellery, Walter passes on the Queen’s wishes for ‘good hap’ on the voyage, and ‘farther she commands that you leave your picture with me’. There were worse places to be than at Richmond Palace, passing on personal messages from your monarch. (One of those worse places would be the Atlantic during Gilbert’s return journey, where he would die.)

   Ralegh was operating in a political culture based on access to the body of the absolute monarch, and he was making it work for him. In a centralised court, the transmission of power, favour and information was dependent on physical presence, partly so that one could pick up important information, but also because it was vital for courtiers to understand Elizabeth’s personal preferences. And Elizabeth liked Captain Ralegh. He was hard to dislike, at least in terms of his physical attractiveness. The ‘outward man’, in the words of a contemporary, had ‘a good presence, in a handsome and well-compacted person’. Around six feet tall (very tall for his time), he had thick dark hair and his beard even ‘turned up naturally’.

   Then there’s the famous anecdote involving a cloak and a puddle:

   Coming to the English court, Ralegh found the queen walking, till meeting with a plashy place, she seemed to scruple going thereon. Presently, Ralegh cast and spread his new plush cloak on the ground, whereon the queen trod gently, rewarding him afterwards with many suits, for his so free and seasonable tender of so fair a footcloth.


   Ralegh’s more recent biographers, Nicholls and Williams, point out sternly that this story was penned by a man not born until 1608 and that, worse still, it doesn’t quite fit with the ways a Queen ‘went about her business’. Elizabeth did not just go walking amongst her people: ‘with the threat of assassination so potent in the 1580s, royal walkabouts in the uncontrolled press of a crowd were deemed too risky’. And yet there is a Ralegh-esque showmanship and chutzpah quality to the action, which suggests that something like it might well have happened.

   Cloak or no cloak, the months passed and Ralegh became more and more powerful. April, and he writes to the Solicitor General Thomas Egerton about leases from All Souls College. In May, even more tellingly, he writes to Lord Secretary William Cecil, Lord Burghley (now in Greenwich) about his son-in-law. Lord Burghley was not only the Queen’s chief minister but also her most trusted counsellor. Elizabeth believed that he was both incorruptible and faithful and, crucially, a genuinely honest adviser who would put aside all personal considerations to give ‘that counsel that you think best’. Few in this century questioned the political validity of absolute, divinely-sanctioned monarchy but even fewer questioned the necessity of good counsel to the success of any monarchy. It was essential that the all-powerful monarch had the best advisers, people willing to tell truth to power. Burghley was one such adviser.

   But even the wisest of counsellors can have errant relatives who are hard to handle. In Burghley’s case, it was his oldest daughter’s husband, the Earl of Oxford. The Earl had been in serious trouble in recent years, confessing, together with Lord Henry Howard, Charles Arundel and Francis Southwell, all closet Catholics, to participating in a conspiracy against Elizabeth, a conspiracy that had only been thwarted because the group had fallen out among themselves. Lord Burghley turned to Captain Ralegh to intercede on behalf of his son-in-law, now under house arrest. Walter Ralegh can reassure the highest statesman in the land that her Majesty ‘confessed that she meant it only thereby to give the earl warning’, and that all he himself wants is his lordship’s ‘health and quiet’. Ralegh had things under control by the first of June. After ‘some bitter words and speeches in the end all sins are forgiven’ and Oxford was allowed to return to court ‘at his pleasure. Master Ralley was a great mean herein’.

   This was all the more remarkable given his lack of a political network. The true elite always had their retainers in place at court to feed back news and to create and counter rumours, even if they could not be present themselves. Ralegh had to do it all himself, and did so ruthlessly. It did not make him popular with those who were born to power. As Lord Burghley said, ‘seek not to be E[ssex] and shun to be R[alegh]’. Ralegh was never going to be ‘one of us’, but he was doing surprisingly well. No one felt safe. When the Earl of Leicester spent time away from court, his man became seriously worried because there were ‘some rumours given out here in court’ suggesting that Ralegh was ‘an ill instrument towards her [the Queen] against your lordship’.

   On 13 November 1584, a courtier, Sir Edward Hoby, approached ‘Mr Ralegh to be a dealer in his domestic and private troubles, rather than Mr Secretary’. Mr Secretary is Lord Burghley: in this matter at least, for this week at least, Ralegh takes precedence over the Queen’s most senior minister. Four days later, he stars in the Accession Day tilt, one of the most lavish spectacles in the courtly calendar. Held every year on 17 November to celebrate the day on which Elizabeth had become Queen, the increasingly significant tilts were ‘annual exercises in arms begun and occasioned’ by the ‘great zeal and earnest desire to eternise the glory of her Majesty’s Court’. Held in the Whitehall Tiltyard, it was only one part of the extensive celebrations surrounding this extremely popular national holiday. Throughout England there were sermons and bell-ringings, bonfires and gun salutes. The poor were given bread, prisoners given alms, and the great houses of the land opened their doors to their community, who could feast, for once, at the expense of their landlords. Particularly virulent anti-papal and anti-Spanish propaganda accompanied the celebrations. No one was allowed to forget that Elizabeth was a Protestant Queen, denounced and excommunicated by the Pope of Rome, the prospective target of a Catholic holy war at any time. It was the kind of spectacle for which Ralegh was made, if not born.

   But even performing in the Accession Day tilt did not mark his zenith. In 1585, his Queen knighted him. Sir Walter was appointed steward of the Duchy of Cornwall and Lord Warden of the Stannaries. The execution of Mary Queen of Scots, on 8 February 1587, enhanced his position still further, with Ralegh the beneficiary of the Babington traitors’ money and land. The same year he received forty-two thousand acres of prime Irish land.

   There would be more. The Queen gave him Durham House on the Strand, a splendid palace with two large courtyards, built in the time of Henry III. Five hundred feet square, with a hall ‘stately and high, supported with lofty marble pillars’, the palace ‘standeth on the Thames very pleasantly’, wrote one traveller. You can still see the stones of the slipway if you visit the Royal Society of Arts in John Adam Street in London, although it is hard to imagine the surrounding extensive orchards and vegetable gardens, or the fresh water coming from a spring in nearby Covent Garden.

   By 1586, Ralegh is even in a position to patronise, in both senses, the Earl of Leicester, although his patronage is offered in a postscript. He is writing to the Earl in response to Leicester’s request for a thousand ‘pioneers’, one hundred of whom should be miners, to be sent to the Low Countries from the West Country. Ralegh takes the opportunity to defend himself, since there has been a ‘very pestilent’ report of his ‘suspect doubleness’. He reassures Leicester that he is his true servant, and that he is no lover of Spain. So far, so obsequious and predictable, but the postscript has Ralegh reassuring the Earl in another way: ‘The Queen is in very good terms with you and, thank be to God, well pacified and you are again her sweet Robin’.

   Yet there was always something more to Ralegh than merely being a courtly power player, although he was certainly that. He understood, or more accurately, could articulate, better than most the wheelings and dealings of patronage, exposing the lies of a ‘smooth knave’ (Walter himself is of course even smoother), but just as quickly getting back on good terms with him. He understood, and perhaps foolishly spelt out in his letters, how to manage the Queen. To his kinsman George Carew, he wrote ‘The Queen thinks that George Carew longs to see her, and therefore see her’. He understood, and perhaps dangerously spelt out in his letters, that money talks. He writes to Robert Cecil, Lord Burghley’s up and coming son, to say he has given the Queen a jewel worth £250 ‘to make [persuade] the bishop’. And typically, he always follows up: how did the Queen like the jewel? Ralegh was never going to sell himself short. As the same man who noted Ralegh’s handsomeness put it, he had ‘a bold and plausible tongue, whereby he could set out his parts to the best advantage’.

   Then again, Ralegh is never straightforward, for his letters also show him to be a generous and concerned supporter of courtly aspirants, usually ready to help them up the greasy pole. As his power grew, he became the go-to man for countless people who were in exactly the same position as he had been a few years earlier. Moreover, despite the granting of the splendid Durham House, Ralegh made moves to buy a modest farmhouse in Devon. It was, however, not just any farmhouse, but ‘Hayes, a farm sometime in my father’s possession’ and crucially, the house in which he had been born. Ralegh offers to pay whatever it takes and assures the seller that he won’t be a bad neighbour, because of his ‘natural disposition’ towards the place. Sir Walter, drawn as much to the West Country as to the court, handled the politics of access with tact and, it seems, some generosity.

   On the other hand, he hardly held back when it came to furnishing Durham House. His new-found wealth meant that his palace on the Strand was dressed in different ways in different seasons, and for different occasions. Wall paintings and wall hangings set off the rare and beautiful things acquired through his increasing connoisseurship. Quite how legitimately these items came to be in Durham House was questionable. One October, for example, Ralegh wrote to his nephew John Gilbert, who was down in the West Country, at Plymouth. Gilbert’s privateering ship, the Refusal, had recently taken a Brazilian vessel laden with porcelain and silks. Gilbert was suspected of having removed part of the cargo and allowing it to be ‘stolen’. Sir Walter was not backward in coming forward in his requests for some of the booty: his wife, Bess, wanted porcelain and he wanted ‘pied silks for curtains’. Indeed, Ralegh makes a half-joke about his request (Gilbert should get hold of these things ‘if you mean to bribe me’), acknowledging the reality of political and social life. This letter, written by Ralegh to a trusted family member, and lacking his often over-played rhetorical flourishes, offers a further glimpse of the man’s attractions. When confident and relaxed, he is direct, persuasive and utterly charming. His life at court meant, of course, that he was invariably on the defensive or anxious. A couple of weeks later he was still trying to get nice things from Gilbert, reminding him about the porcelain and adding a request for a certain fine saddle and some luxurious wall hangings. And, in a surprise move, he asks for some ‘silk stockings’ for himself.

   Clothes always mattered to Sir Walter. They mattered to everyone, of course. During Elizabeth’s reign all portraits, particularly those of the Queen, show the sitters in their most uncomfortable, most formal clothes. As the historian of clothing Anna Reynolds writes, in ‘their rich fabrics, shimmering jewellery and complex hairstyles, monarchs and those surrounding them were moving displays of expensive finery from head to toe’. It was a time when men dressed to be noticed. As one stern commentator thundered: ‘What should I say of their doublets with pendant codpieces, or the breast full of jags and cuts, and sleeves of sundry colours?’ This all offered an opportunity for the fifth son of a Devonshire gentleman to punch considerably above his weight, at least in terms of his fashion statements. Clothing was all about status: if you could afford the most complex, highly-decorated silks, and had the time to get dressed in them, then you would wear them as ‘a legitimate and admirable proclamation of an individual’s worth’. Thus the importance of silk stockings. It was a life of strategic display, and Ralegh displayed himself well, to the disgust of those who despised his shameless proclamations of his own worth.

   He was always concerned to look the part, even if it meant toning down the ‘bling’. When charged with hosting a French delegation he notes, with urgency, that the ‘French wear all black and no kind of bravery at all, so as I have only made me a black taffeta suit to be in and leave all my other suits’. There’s more: ‘I am even now going all night to London to provide me a plain taffeta suit and a plain black saddle’. It wasn’t always all about him (although it usually was). As Captain of the Guard he wanted his men to look good as well. One letter urgently requests that the ‘spangles of the coats of the guards’ should be on their way.

   Not only in London or at the court did Ralegh reveal his ambitions and aesthetics. Although he failed to buy his humble birthplace, Hayes Barton, Sir Walter was rewarded with the estate of Sherborne by his Queen, yet another example of his successful courtiership. The twelfth-century Sherborne Castle was, at first glance, not perhaps the most enticing of country residences, being cold, crumbling, damp and neglected. Ralegh had, nevertheless, coveted the location for years: the courtier John Harington recounted that on passing by for the first time, riding from London to Plymouth, Ralegh was so excited that he fell off his horse. Even today, it is easy to understand what attracted him: the rich farmland, the superb hunting grounds and the ideal location for a man whose political and adventuring life regularly took him from London to the far west of England and back again. Ralegh saw that beneath the walls of the castle ran the river Yeo (which flooded at mid-winter) and that beyond the river, across some water meadows, lay a small hunting lodge, built in the time of Henry II.

   In the years after 1592, Sir Walter and his lady, prompted by a couple of uncomfortable seasons in the old castle, created a new style of living, one to be admired and imitated by their contemporaries, in that old hunting lodge beyond the water meadows. It became the site of Sherborne Lodge, a beautifully designed country house, constructed to the latest French specifications. Sir Walter’s new home was one of the earliest (some would argue the earliest) English houses to use plaster on the exterior walls, while further lightness and elegance were created by the unusually large number of windows and the beautifully worked plaster ceilings, complete with Ralegh’s symbol of the Buck (a deer) in the Great Bed Room. The Buck is still to be seen today, in what is now Lady Bristol’s Bedroom, as is the ‘romantic’ ruin of the medieval castle, last occupied in Ralegh’s own century. The lodge was functional as well as refined: fresh water was pumped directly into the house from springs on a nearby hill, while the spacious kitchen and bakehouse, in the basement, had generous fireplaces. A fan-vaulted wine cellar and a barrel-roofed beer cellar ensured the household was well-provided for. Ralegh’s very design of the lodge embodied a rejection of the court and its values, for he abandoned the communal long gallery and the great hall, the defining features of a traditional courtier’s house. The servants’ quarters were also separated from the family’s rooms, further removing Sherborne from the spatially and socially enmeshed old ways.

   Meanwhile at Durham House, Ralegh, in silk stockings, his table laid with the finest porcelain, patronising rather than seeking patronage, played host to some of London’s most interesting and cosmopolitan gatherings. There were foreigners, or ‘strangers’ as the Elizabethans called them; men such as Cayaworaco (son of a South American King). Although not a slave, Cayaworaco was not an equal; he may well have hovered somewhere between the two, gazed upon as a curiosity until he returned to become leader of his faraway homeland, Arromaia.

   It was not just the presence of exotic strangers that made Durham House exceptional; it was the intellectual coterie that Ralegh gathered around him. Writers, scientists and thinkers were reliant on positions in the great households, where they would not only receive food and shelter but also access to books, something almost as important as financial reward. The quality of the men that Ralegh gathered around him was remarkable. Quality did not only mean rank but also ability. Ralegh cared little for lineage. Nothing is known, for example, about Thomas Harriot’s life before he matriculated at the University of Oxford, while another good friend and servant, in the broadest sense, was John Shelbury, the son of a London grocer. Shelbury, who studied at Oxford and Lincoln’s Inn, was elected MP for West Looe in Cornwall, most probably through Ralegh’s influence. Shelbury would be Ralegh’s trusted fixer of business and financial affairs for many, many years, and Harriot and Shelbury would liaise with the Privy Council in the dark days of 1603.

   It is Thomas Harriot who stands out at Durham House. He was involved in the design and construction of ships and the hiring of sailors, and often acted as Ralegh’s accountant. But he was far, far more than this; he was one of the great scientists of his time. In Ralegh’s service, he achieved some of his most significant mathematical breakthroughs, prompted by his investigations into ‘the navigator’s art’, ‘the chief ornament of an island kingdom’ and an art that would reach its greatest heights if ‘the aid of the mathematical sciences were enlisted’.
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