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Preface


During the reign of Elizabeth I, England succeeded in conquering and colonizing large tracts of Irish land. In a series of squalid, destructive wars the face of Ireland was altered permanently, and the estrangement of the two countries, which had had no exact beginning, hardened finally into a lasting enmity.


Elizabeth’s actions in Ireland are disastrous in retrospect, but at the time they seemed like good ideas. And they were carried out by a succession of the best of men. This book tells part of that story. It is concerned with the gradual invasion of Southern Ireland, Munster especially, during twenty years of Elizabeth’s reign. Yet it is not about Ireland so much as about the Elizabethan statesmen, soldiers, idealists, and adventurers who, in their fervor to act against real and imagined menaces there, were drawn into a political, military, and moral quagmire. Few emerged from the ordeal with credit or lasting gain.


The Twilight Lords is not based on a single central historical figure but takes as its center a historical generation. The account ranges back and forth in time, and back and forth between the English perspective and the Irish. The twilight lords themselves were the great feudal barons of Ireland: Gerald Fitzgerald, Earl of Desmond; James Fitzmaurice, Captain of Desmond; and the greatest rebel of them all, Hugh O’Neill, Earl of Tyrone. Caught between them and the invading English, the common people, the pawns at risk, were sacrificed by both sides without compunction.


The tragedy of Elizabeth’s Ireland took place a long time ago, and it is fair to ask what conceivable interest it can have for modern readers. The glories of Elizabethan England are well fixed in the popular mind. The drama of Mary Stuart, the epic of the Spanish Armada, the swashbuckling romance of Drake and the Voyagers—all are at the heart of that age which was also the flowering time of English-speaking culture and national sentiment. Now to insert the Irish debacle seems rude, except for the fact that popular accounts have passed silently over that subject, relegating it to the backwater of specialized history or dismissing its brutal nature as evidence of an unfortunate residual barbarity in people already much improved by the Renaissance. Ireland, however, was not a minor theater. Unlike Mary Stuart’s fall, Ireland’s was not a foregone conclusion. Unlike the Spanish Armada’s defeat, Ireland’s was not accomplished in a season. The conquest progressed in stages. In modern parlance, the pacification of Ireland began with a policing action, which escalated to full-scale operations, which resulted in a near total depopulation of the countryside, which was amended by wholesale colonization and usurpation. On the other hand, Ireland gobbled up the Queen’s men, resources, and energy for more than thirty years. The Irish wars destroyed reputations, bankrupted great families, and culminated in the first authentic colonial venture in English history.


The Twilight Lords opens this matter not to revel in old horrors or to deflate the triumphs of a legendary reign. The book only means to suggest the underside of Elizabethan virtues, the negative force of certain Renaissance values, for those values have surely descended to us. That the thinking of Elizabeth’s advisors was often flawed, that their understanding of reality was not always applicable, is an inevitable conclusion. Nothing about this assertion is original. I owe a general debt to Winthrop D. Jordan’s White Over Black for his comments on Elizabethan racial attitudes and another to H. R. Trevor-Roper for fresh elucidations of the sixteenth century.


The book found its inception, however, in an observation by the very great Anglo-Irish historian W. E. H. Lecky: “The pictures of the condition of Ireland at this time are as terrible as anything in human history. . . . It needs, indeed, the widest stretch of historic charity—it needs the fullest realization of the manner in which, in the sixteenth century, civilized men were accustomed to look upon races they regarded as inferior—to judge this history with equity or moderation.” Intolerance, perhaps even more than greed and ambition, explains the failure of Elizabeth’s best men, though at the time they could not recognize their failure. Peter Carew found in County Carlow the property and wealth which had eluded him most of his life. Warham St. Leger exchanged a tenement in Southwark for a manor house in County Waterford. Edmund Spenser acquired an estate in County Cork. Walter Raleigh made his service in Kerry a stepping-stone to royal favor. Francis Walsingham voided the threat of Spain in Ireland; Henry Sidney, John Perrot, William Pelham, Nicholas Maltby, and Arthur Grey all achieved victories over the Queen’s Irish. But despite these successes, they managed in the end only to awaken a corresponding intolerance in the Irish, and the history of James Fitzmaurice, Gerald Fitzgerald, and Hugh O’Neill related here illustrates the contagiousness of a narrow nationalism. Beyond these remarks, The Twilight Lords ventures no conclusions; my hope is that the story will suffice.


A few words are necessary on the method. Wherever possible I prefer to let the Elizabethans speak for themselves, without comment or interruption. In the interest of readability, the extracts have been edited and modernized to remove as many obstacles as possible while preserving the meaning and flavor. Those interested in the modern sources informing and underlying the narrative should consult the select chapter bibliographies. In synthesizing this history from English and Irish annals I have depended almost exclusively on printed sources. No claim is made to new authority or fresh discoveries. I have relied heavily on the one or two Irish histories which are indispensable for the period and on a wide range of contemporary literary sources.


Anyone venturing for the first time into the chaos of sixteenth-century Irish politics must be overwhelmed by the profusion of clans and chieftains, feudal and tribal relationships, regional and hereditary conflicts, which impart their great energy to Irish history at this time. I have spared the reader as much needless complexity as possible, searching out unbroken lines in both the English and the Irish accounts. Some material is necessarily skipped, some is simplified, and some issues, judged unessential to my purposes, are neglected. All of which is to say that this book does not aspire to be a definitive history. The interpretation of motives, the portrayals of English and Irish participants, may be controversial and are largely my own. For them, and for any mistakes, distortions, or omissions, I take full responsibility.


Brooklyn, New York




The
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Lords
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WHITEHALL, 1579


The English


As the second decade of her reign drew to a close, Elizabeth’s Ireland was a possession still largely outside the Tudor order, a land always to be reformed tomorrow, never today. To the Queen, the island was a wilderness. She preferred to ignore it. England faced expensive choices elsewhere, and neglect, though lacking majesty, was a serviceable alternative, not without benefit to both countries. But in the autumn of 1579 the Irish rebelled and thrust themselves into the forefront of a grave international crisis, cancelling the blessings of neglect.


At home the Queen’s opponents seized on the Irish uprising to discredit her foreign policy. Influential men warned that Catholic Spain and agents of the Holy See had entered this back door of England to overthrow the Crown, that the situation warranted all-out action. These men believed that the Irish emergency was part of a vast conspiracy. Elizabeth did not. She was convinced that the rebellion was just another Irish rebellion, to be met with available force, customary negotiations, and, at the requisite moment, a discreet bribe. In the meantime, she declined action and turned once more to her great concern.


In the view of her trusted advisors, the English state faced questions far more grave. Elizabeth celebrated her forty-sixth birthday in September; she was unmarried, without acceptable heirs, and now arrived at the limit of childbearing age. Either she would marry soon, and conceive, or the nation would drift toward the chaos of a contested succession. Her closest advisors were committed to a marriage solution and, this late in the day, not particular where she found her husband. The preceding spring they were gratified to learn that the Queen had settled on a match. He was French and nominally Catholic, but well disposed toward the Protestant powers. Through this marriage England hoped to rejoin the Continent, forming with France a counterpoise to Spanish hegemony. By one stroke the issue of the royal succession could be resolved, and threats to England’s internal security, such as in Ireland, averted. The answer had everything to recommend it but one—the majority of Englishmen were opposed.


In 1579 it also happened that the Crown stood petitioned to join in common cause with other Protestant powers against Roman Catholicism and the Counter-Reformation. The cockpit of the religious wars was then the Netherlands, and that spring there arrived at Court Dutch patriots requesting English support in their struggle against Spain and the Inquisition. Elizabeth considered them a nuisance, the advocates of the marriage an embarrassment, and they were bustled into Whitehall Palace and out with abbreviated ceremony. The Queen did not desire entangling foreign commitments, though to be sure she voiced her warmest regards for coreligionists battling against Spanish tyranny and Popish oppression. Such was the official position, measured and moderate, seeking to hide beneath it the rising indignation and frustration of her subjects. Elizabeth was daughter of an excommunicated King, herself illegitimate by papal decree, and therefore by birth and precedence the foremost Protestant ruler in Europe. All that her Protestant countrymen asked was that she act Protestant; lumping all the issues together, they demanded that she subjugate Ireland, strike at Spain through the Low Countries, and deny herself a French marriage. Those most importuning were the so-called puritans, and by 1579 they were numerous in her government. In September of that year she was driven to dismiss several, banishing them from her sight and her Court. They advanced a notably virulent love of nation, a government by principle which could not avoid encroaching on the personalizing prerogatives of majesty. The ardent Protestants, the puritan party, preferred war, while all the Queen wished was a husband, a last chance to marry and be happy. Behind her determination lay the time-honored conviction that a monarch’s welfare was his country’s. The marriage controversy was the great test and crisis of Elizabeth’s middle years, and on its outcome depended, beyond all expectation, the future of Ireland.
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In that season nothing offended responsible and sober Englishmen more than the antics at Whitehall. Love was all the talk at Court, music and dancing were the diversion, and flattery ruled. Elizabeth doted on the portrait of her intended, Francis of Valois, Duke of Alençon, and, waiting his return, sported with his confidant and envoy, Jehan de Simier. Since January she had been continually in Simier’s company, and for all the bickering over marriage terms, he sustained her light, flirtatious mood until Alençon arrived in August. She was utterly charmed with her suitors, and Simier became affectionately “her monkey,” Alençon “her frog.” Outside the palace, where courtesy was nothing, they were “the ape and the fox,” a pair of posturing “mounsieurs,” plain opportunists. Alençon was twenty years younger than Elizabeth, short and slight, his face ravaged by smallpox. The Crown’s ambassador to France found him pliant, “a good fellow and a lusty prince, not so tall perhaps, nor so fair as his brother the King, but, on the other hand, not so obstinate or papistical, and if rumors be true, apt for the getting of children.” Elizabeth gave out that he was actually handsome, and all agreed who wished to avoid her wrath. But marriage or no marriage, Alençon was also in the way. By September battles were imminent in Ireland; the Union of Utrecht had consolidated the Dutch position in the Low Countries; yet any concerned with this urgent business found the Queen indisposed. She walked with Simier, wrote passionate letters to the Duke, and passed the nights in dancing. All that now stood between her and her heart’s desire was the Privy Council, and there the puritans were in retreat. During the first week in September they made a last bid to bring the government to their view.


The Council had been meeting on the marriage question since April, and in her rages the Queen had decimated her opponents. The Earl of Leicester, barred from her presence, continued in disfavor; the Earl of Sussex had given in; and of the strong men, her Foreign Secretary, Sir Francis Walsingham, alone remained. He could count on Sir Christopher Hatton, Vice Chamberlain, and Sir Francis Knollys, Lord Steward, to resist the marriage, but of all Principal Secretaries, he was the least suited to argue against love. Walsingham was fifty and every bit his age; he was stern, hardworking, and loyal, with strong Calvinist leanings, and, as he once described himself, “a man of the night.” He was Elizabeth’s spy-master, who ran perhaps the most ingenious network of informers Europe ever knew, and was to his adversaries “the spider.” The very talents which distinguished his career worked against him during the marriage crisis, above all his commendable logic. Oblique, cautious, accustomed to traffic in facts, he failed to understand how one moment Elizabeth was content to play Alençon against Spanish interests and the next, was in love with him. Now he was pitted against Elizabeth’s Lord Treasurer, William Cecil, Lord Burghley, who favored the marriage and opposed him on every point, and rather than cross the Lord Treasurer, Walsingham sought a private audience with Her Majesty. The Spanish ambassador at Court, Bernardino de Mendoza, relished the outcome. “Yesterday Walsingham, Hatton, and Knollys went to see the Queen. Their decision was that, on no account, ought the Queen to marry Alençon or any other personage of the House of France; this being the opinion of all, with the exception of Sussex and Burghley.” In fact, they threatened to refer the issue to Parliament, and Elizabeth, after politely stating that she would not summon Parliament, “wept and remained extremely sad after the conversation and was so cross and melancholy that it was noticed by everyone who approached her.” But after Knollys and Hatton had left, she exploded at Walsingham, shouting “the only thing you’re good for is to protect heretics.” She had no further use for him and warned him to get out of her sight. Sir Francis joined his closest associates in exile and was to remain in banishment for the rest of the year.


At home and shaken, he could scarcely credit the transformation he had witnessed, and wrote, “Would to God her Majesty would forbear. . . . No one thing hath procured her so much hatred abroad as these wooing matters.” Even once the blow had struck, Walsingham did not know where he had failed. The marriage made no sense; it was against God and an abrogation of everything English. Francis of Valois’ mother was Catherine de Medici; his younger brother, King Charles IX of France; and between the two they had permitted the massacre of untold numbers of Protestant men, women, and children in Paris on St. Bartholomew’s Day, 1572. Walsingham had been in Paris then, had narrowly escaped, and had seen the blood of innocent people splashed against the door of his house. He could never after accept a Valois as the consort of England. The Queen pleaded for a child, the continuance of her line, but she was only a few years younger than himself and might easily be carried off in childbirth. And here, it appears, was his mistake. In arguing against the marriage, Walsingham offended the woman, calling attention to her sagging body. His want of tact nullified the effect of his arguments. Walsingham had recognized how the Queen need not marry at all. No match could call back the Jesuits then beginning to infiltrate England or cast the Spanish influence out of Ireland. War had grown preferable to a shoddy peace by ineffectual marriage alliance. Bitter in his temporary retirement, he weighed the risks of action and judged the nation ready.


London, and the realm at large, needed time to consider. Elizabeth’s subjects were inured to marriage maneuvers; various matches had been arranged since the start of the reign and had always miscarried. Few doubted that future stability depended on marriage, but whether a French match was wise or seemly had become the source of heated debate. The puritan pulpits of the City of London thundered against the marriage, while more orthodox churchmen remained silent. At times the envy and ancient malice felt toward France boiled to the surface in the streets, and there were disturbances. In Southwark the odds makers gave three to one the marriage would not take place, and common gossips blamed everything on Alençon from the weather to the price of wine. The simpleminded suspected witchcraft in his triumph, blaming the whole arcanum of love possets and enchantments for his easy success. And merchants, well traveled and knowledgeable, speculated on the price of grain in the wake of a union of Anjou and Aylesbury. William Cecil, Lord Burghley, saw no harm in this confusion, and he listened as intently as Walsingham for the rumors of a coalescing disaffection. In September only the Spaniard Mendoza, his hopes running forward, predicted civil war. But serious disorders were not out of the question, and Cecil weighed them with other risks in recommending the marriage. Elizabeth had appealed to her people: “Might not she, no less than common women, desire to have children?” Many of her countrymen grumbled but understood, and Cecil had not yet lost the struggle for public opinion.


In Council he had more to fear. Separating the issues, proclaiming Ireland irrelevant, throwing influence and prestige against the mounting paranoia which could lead to a disastrous war with Spain, he held by far the least attractive position. What he possessed, however, from his years and long service, was a generosity toward women and a profound understanding of the Queen. He recognized that the safest course was to give direction to those instincts of rule which seldom betrayed Elizabeth. In defense of the marriage he praised her physique and readiness to bear children, and if there is much flattery in his speeches, there is also a surer statecraft: “Elizabeth is a person of most pure complexion, of the largest and goodliest stature of well-shaped women, with all limbs set and proportioned in the best sort, and one whom, in the sight of all men, nature cannot amend in any part to make her more likely to conceive and bear children without peril.” The Queen’s body was a treacherous subject, and part of the bitter comedy of these months is that Burghley left his adversaries no choice but to disagree over the Queen’s comeliness and shape. While they did so to their misfortune, he elicited assurances that Alençon’s affections, unlike his brother Henry’s, ran to women and not young boys.


After Walsingham’s defeat, the Queen demanded silence on the subject of her marriage. She withdrew the matter from consideration, chastising her Council, as Burghley records: “She said she condemned herself for simplicity in committing this matter to be argued by them, for that she thought to have rather had a universal request made to her to proceed in the marriage than to have doubt made of it.” Her mind was made up; for the moment she would not even entertain doubts. But Elizabeth was not unaware that she had still to convince her people. During the weeks that followed, her letters to Alençon were filled with advice about the way he was to act in England. One caution in particular is offered: if he would appear Protestant in public, he might worship as he pleased in private. His replies are grateful, compliant; he is Her Majesty’s complete servant, willing to abide by whatever she says. By mid-September the Court was certain that the marriage would take place, but outside the Court the crisis had not passed. The Queen was estranged from her most loyal servants; the machinery of government had slowed, and her officers and deputies stuck in such places as Kerry and Connaught waited in vain for her instructions. History concurs that Elizabeth picked an awkward moment to love. “She was by time surprised,” Raleigh would say later, and for those few critical months while she tried to make up years, her realm drifted close to dissolution.


Those she had discarded were no less intent on saving her, and they now made Leicester House the center of their activities. During 1579 no one of consequence, and opposed to the marriage, failed to visit this tall brick mansion along the Thames, and following his fall, Walsingham; Sir Henry Sidney, previously Lord Deputy of Ireland; Henry Herbert, the Earl of Pembroke, and a company of young, highborn gentlemen met there regularly. Foreign reports were received at Leicester House daily, and by September this large establishment had become the headquarters of the puritan faction. From there, late in 1578, the Sidneys had issued their Discourse on Irish Affairs, intended to spur a review of the government’s policies. There, in February, 1579, Count Casimir, commander of the largest Protestant army on the Continent, had been lodged while visiting incognito, his journey to London an attempt to interest the Queen in the Low Countries war. And from there, in mid-August, went out a 4500-word discourse, written by Sir Philip Sidney, denouncing the marriage and acquainting the Queen with reasons. Walsingham’s thinking was apparent throughout, and no answer is known to have been made. In the spring Leicester House railed against Simier, in the summer, against Sussex, in the fall, against Burghley, whose machinations were suddenly seen everywhere. Agitation bordered on the seditious, but Elizabeth was content to bar her puritans from government, refraining from sterner reprimands for the time. Neither she nor Burghley could afford a definitive break. What she would not countenance, however, was the return of Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, to Court and let it be known that Dudley belonged more in the Tower than in the Privy Council.


In better days he had received his titles, his houses, and the better share of his now-dwindling fortune from the Queen. He had been her “Robin,” her enduring favorite, her chief courtier and constant companion. But with time and familiarity he had abused her affection, his errors in judgment and numerous affaires de coeur stretching her indulgence. At Court the Earl of Leicester was no longer a paragon of service, although in 1579 he was still a man invested with immense influence. At the height of his brilliance, Elizabeth had presented him sixteen choice estates, the Chancellorship of Oxford, the post of Master of the Horse, and an annual revenue far surpassing any other earldom. Ceremonially, Leicester approximated a marshal of the realm, with lines of patronage and authority extending into the Queen’s army and navy. Six feet two, he towered above his contemporaries as much in physical presence as in style and ambition. He affected the gorgeous dress, the magnificence, the magnanimity more appropriate to Henry VIII than to the grandson of Henry’s tax collector. And he had seized his early opportunities to create a formidable dynasty. His sister was Sir Henry Sidney’s wife; his wife was Sir Francis Knollys’ daughter; his nephew, Philip Sidney, was to be Sir Francis Walsingham’s son-in-law. By virtue of wealth and rank, Leicester was the true head of the puritan faction, and he served as a magnet to the ambitious young of other noble houses. Men might question the sincerity of his religious fervor, his devotion to puritan principles, but Leicester was a soldier, and none doubted that at forty-six his great hope was to command a Protestant army in the Netherlands. He craved action, however, only on the central stage. Ireland would never do; victories there were more obscure than defeats. Other men could campaign in Ireland. Dudley would lead Englishmen onto the Continent. In his enormous pride he may have mistaken his competence, but he never mistook his obligations to the Queen. His absolute allegiance to the Tudor regime was such that he was first and always Elizabeth’s creature. Nothing ever struck him harder, therefore, than his precipitous fall from grace in June, 1579, and the cause of his hurt was Jehan de Simier.


The previous April he still sat on the Privy Council, deliberating against the marriage, struggling arduously to sway Burghley against the Queen’s proposal. Each morning at seven he passed through the columned water gate of Leicester House, pushing his way through beggars and supplicants, to be rowed upriver to Whitehall and the Council Chamber. Each evening at eight he returned more despondent than before. On one occasion he gathered his household in the darkened hall to pray for the Queen and, beginning with “God only now must defend her and us all,” seemed to vent his frustration in sanctimony. Dudley, it should be recognized, was not beyond projecting his private interests as the interests of the realm. What must have frightened him most was the prospect of losing everything he had gained over the years, and he would certainly lose if the Queen married. His politics, therefore, were determined; he would do anything to block a marriage alliance and gladly accept war as the alternative. Precisely how much he did do, however, was the great question. Elizabeth suspected that he ordered Simier murdered.


Sinister rumors had always dogged Leicester. It was claimed by some that he murdered his first wife, Amy Robsart, when a marriage with Elizabeth seemed possible; by others that he had had Lettice Knollys’ previous husband, the Earl of Essex, poisoned in Ireland; and now that he had paid for Simier’s assassination. The tales of Leicester’s alleged indiscretions, his bloody misdeeds, his debaucheries, his innumerable bastards would fill a book; indeed, somewhat later in the reign they did, with the Jesuit publication of Leicester’s Commonwealth. But the essential fact, and only fact, is that Simier feared Leicester and surmised that the Earl wanted him dead. Doubtless Leicester did, but so did many others, and there is no evidence that Dudley went so far as to hire assassins. Normally Elizabeth disregarded stories of Leicester, but she had experienced an attempt on Simier’s life first hand, and the incident left her shaken. On a hot, humid day in early June, while she and Simier were taking the air on the Thames in the royal barge, shots rang out from the shore and bullets splattered the water around them. The helmsman was hit in the arm, and as the Queen coolly dressed his wound with a strip of her gown, Simier reportedly cowered in terror. He later informed Her Majesty that he held certain enemies accountable for the episode. Nor in his view was this the first attempt on his life. A few weeks earlier, at Whitehall, a trigger-happy guard mistakenly fired on the Frenchman in the dark. The case was dismissed as accidental by the Lord Steward, but Simier harbored doubts.


Now out of an instinct for self-preservation, or the pleasure of doing an enemy mischief, he exposed the Queen to an interesting item of intelligence. Robert Dudley had secretly married Lettice Knollys, cousin and Lady-in-Waiting to the Queen, without Elizabeth’s consent or knowledge. The response to this news was immediate and predictable. Arrested at once and dragged before her, Leicester was denounced as an ingrate traitor, his bride as a calculating wanton. As a wedding gift, the Queen confined Leicester alone and indefinitely to a tower in Greenwich Park, and only Burghley’s intervention prevented him from being flung into the great Tower of London. Her pride stung, her jealousy aroused, Elizabeth remained inconsolable for days, and some were always to believe that Leicester’s defection drove her to the extravagances with Alençon. In any event, Simier dealt a telling blow to his opponents; in one stroke he temporarily removed Leicester, discredited his party, and advanced the French courtship.


Leicester’s followers preferred to think that he fell because of his convictions, a martyr to the cause of a new and independent nation-state. They were mistaken in their earnestness. Dudley stumbled because of the jealousy of two women: one whom he had served all his life and one whom he had seduced most recently. He could pretend to the new politics, but he belonged to an earlier time, to Elizabeth’s youth. Walsingham and the Sidneys brought integrity and experience to puritan policies, and their sense, far more than Leicester’s example, carried the cause forward. The puritan faction was more than a Court coterie or a religious persuasion; rather it was a national constituency, diverse and transcending sectarian disputes and the interests of Robert Dudley. As the crisis deepened, the Earls of Warwick, Bedford, and Pembroke reaffirmed their strong puritan sympathies, opposing themselves to the influential Catholic families of the aristocracy. Among the Queen’s soldiers, Lord Grey and Sir Nicholas Maltby were staunch puritans, with Sir John Norris and Lord Willoughby sharing their foreign outlook, though not their theology. In Cornwall and Devon, Drake, Grenville, the Raleighs, Gilberts, Carews, and Godolphins favored puritan aims and welcomed war. The profane, hard-bitten mariners of this region were already raiding French and Spanish shipping and stood to gain by an official declaration of hostilities. Moreover, these men commanded the ready vessels Elizabeth would need in an emergency.


If the Western ports supplied the brawn, Cambridge molded the puritan intellect. Down from the university, Christopher Marlowe enlisted as a secret agent in Walsingham’s service; Edmund Spenser was employed as a secretary in Leicester’s household; Fulke Greville, Lord Brooke, became a protégé of the Sidneys; and Sir Edward Dyer carried dispatches between Dublin and Leicester House. Thomas Cartwright, the Cambridge scholar and exiled divine, had inspired a generation of undergraduates, and his students found their way naturally into service of the puritan cause. Even at its lowest ebb, the party had secured the future; standing for national expansion, it was inevitably the party of young and ambitious men. Nor is it surprising that many of these names appear over the next twenty years in the bitter chronicles of Ireland and the popular accounts of fighting in the Low Countries. Some of these men would meet the Great Armada, forgetting by then how they had provoked it, and would in time be woven into the heroic legends of Elizabethan England. But their aspirations were not Elizabeth’s or Burghley’s. They envisioned another world, impelled by other terrors, and by 1579 had finally reduced their general sentiments to a program of demands.
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Walsingham came back from the Continent in 1578. He had reached two conclusions and was groping toward a third. At Amsterdam he was given the latest reports on the colleges at Rheims and Douai, then preparing English Jesuits to enter England and minister to the recusants, or English Catholics, remaining in the country in the face of persecution. The Catholic menace was growing within the realm, and Walsingham concluded that the Queen’s life was in danger. To some extent he was correct. In 1570 Pius V committed the folly of excommunicating Elizabeth, thereby forcing English Catholics to choose between their ruler and their faith. The Pope’s act succeeded in destroying any hope of religious toleration and, by intensifying the government’s suppression of recusants, loosed a wave of terror and counterterror which continued throughout the reign. Walsingham had determined to ferret out English Catholics, loyal and otherwise, and his agents had soon infiltrated both Rheims and Douai. At home, informers had been planted in heavily Catholic shires and even within the homes of principal Catholic families. But now if the Queen married Alençon, her husband would become the chief recusant of England. He would be beyond the law and free to act as a magnet for Catholic intrigues. For her own security the match had to be prevented.


But Walsingham was also apprised of extensive Spanish preparations in the Low Countries. At Antwerp concentrations of coastal shipping were being gathered, and the stock of munitions was growing monthly. These developments seemed out of proportion to the needs of the Spanish army then in Flanders, and Walsingham concluded that within a few short years Spain would attempt a Channel crossing against England. Again, he was near the mark. From this conclusion it followed that the Crown would do well to delay Spanish designs by fielding an expeditionary force in support of the Dutch. Since the threat was not immediate, there was time to wheedle the forces out of Elizabeth.


The danger that was imminent and required urgent measures was Ireland. Abroad Walsingham had received fragmentary reports of a convoy readying at Corunna for a voyage against Ireland. The details were obscure. On sound evidence he knew that the expedition contained a papal legate, an English Jesuit by the name of Nicholas Sanders. He was led to believe that ten or twelve bottoms were being readied for the invasion and that they would transport Italian mercenaries and Spanish volunteers. The contingent was placed at several thousand troops, most in the pay of Spain and the Holy See, and they would land under a papal banner, commanded by the redoubtable rebel James Fitzmaurice, Captain of Desmond. The only good news was that a co-conspirator in the adventure, Thomas Stukeley, had become embroiled in a Moroccan war while en route to Corunna and had been killed with most of his men. Thus, as Sir Francis returned to London at the end of 1578, he surmised that a fresh rebellion was being hatched in Ireland; that it would be stiffened by foreign troops; and that it would likely overpower the Queen’s scattered garrisons in that island within a few months. This was the critical issue, the one palpable threat, and Walsingham was about to conclude that large reinforcements were needed in Ireland when he was drawn headlong into the marriage controversy.


The pending invasion was hardly discussed during the first part of the new year, but in the last week of April word reached London that the expedition had finally sailed. Rebellion was now a certainty in Ireland unless the convoy was intercepted before reaching the coast. The likely landfall was Valencia Island on Dingle Bay and the probable point of landing somewhere on the desolate shore of Kerry. From there the invading force could make its way into the heart of Munster, Desmond Ireland, where the English were certain a warm welcome was prepared. So apparent was the peril that Elizabeth finally consented to consider the matter and for the moment put aside her obsession. The Privy Council voted unanimously to dispatch an intercepting squadron, and orders were rushed early in June to Dartmouth. The command of the naval detachment was given to Humphrey Gilbert and his half brother Walter Raleigh. The royal fleet had been badly battered by winter weather and was unready to sail immediately. It was late June before Gilbert was at sea, and he quickly lost himself in fog and heavy rains off Land’s End. Never the best navigator, Gilbert had difficulties just keeping his ships together. He and Raleigh sailed to windward of the Spanish convoy, missing it by several leagues, and on July 17 Fitzmaurice, Sanders, and their party landed dry-shod in Dingle Bay. Considering the fateful consequences of this event it would be fitting to report a grand, triumphant entry. But in truth, the invasion was more delusion than reality, a pathetic remnant cast ashore at little cost and less risk. Fitzmaurice’s “army” actually numbered 700 men; 80 were Spanish soldiers; 300 were Italians impressed from the jails of Rome; and the balance, exiled Irish clerics and adventurers. The force transported four cannon and had more shovels for entrenching than muskets for battle. James Fitzmaurice thought they would be enough; in any event, they were all he had to show for five years of scraping and begging at Rome and Madrid. He was home, and that was what counted.


Gilbert buried the account of his failure in dispatches concerning supplies and the state of the fleet, and Elizabeth was not informed of Fitzmaurice’s arrival until the last week in July. By then she was in a rage with Leicester and ill disposed to other business. She clearly resented the exaggerated reports of the rebel’s strength, and now that he was ashore she counted complacently on the chaotic conditions of Ireland to impede his progress. In this estimation Elizabeth and Burghley were close to the truth. They believed that they had time, that the marriage would do more to settle the state of Ireland than all the expeditions the Crown could send. Without help from Spain, no Irishman could mount a successful rebellion. Therefore, the landing at Dingle Bay was dismissed and forgotten.


At Leicester House, Fitzmaurice was not held so lightly. Sir John Perrot, acting for Sir Henry Sidney, had taken his surrender seven years before, amid the ashes and collapsing walls of a church at Kilmallock. The surrender marked the end of the First Desmond War, a four year struggle which wasted wide tracts of the South. And the intrepid-leader of the Irish resistance had been James Fitzmaurice, a regular soldier, a formidable field commander, a religious visionary. To disregard such a man seemed the height of irresponsibility, but that is just what the Crown proposed to do. Leicester was powerless to reverse the decision; he was then in the throes of his disgrace and wrote Walsingham, “Our remedy must be prayer, for other help I see none.” His chaplain, Dr. Thomas Wilson, the Cambridge humanist and Council Secretary, delivered himself of a similar sermon at Leicester House. “You must be contented and make of necessity a virtue,” he lectured, “and say with yourselves that this world is not governed by wisdom and policy but by a secret purpose or rather fatal destiny.” Pride, however, opposed this counsel; fatalism was not an attitude congenial to Dudley or his generation, and they tormented themselves over Fitzmaurice’s easy victory. He had been beaten once, and if the Crown acted, he would be beaten again. To do less not only was cowardly but was to lose Ireland. No one knew better than Sir Henry Sidney. He was the onetime Lord Deputy of Ireland, had spent more years and more of his family wealth administering that country than any living Englishman, and he was what later times would call “an expert consultant.”


In the summer of 1579 Sir Henry was also unemployed. After long, arduous service, he had fallen from favor in a dispute over taxes, the cess, or land tax, opposed by influential Irish nobles and therefore opposed by Burghley and the Queen. Sir Henry had returned to England to nurse his resources and lobby persistently for changes in Irish government. He was a frequent guest at Leicester House and, with Walsingham, one of the chief architects of puritan foreign policy. Whitehall made a point of ignoring him. No one questioned his distinguished record or doubted his capacities; his family alliances were the real hindrance and prompted Elizabeth to suspect that he and his son were too ambitious. She looked for a pretext to remove him and in 1578 charged him as governor of Ireland with squandering her money and seeking to extort unjust taxes from her loyal Irish subjects. In fact, the office of Lord Deputy was then filled with a candidate of Burghley’s choice, and Sidney’s decline reflected Leicester’s. There was nothing for it but to agitate and wait. Sir Henry’s health had suffered from campaigns in Ireland, and between his disabilities and growing disillusionment, he relied increasingly on his son Philip. Together they drafted seven treatises, or position papers, on the Irish question, and these were circulated throughout the government during 1579.


Fitzmaurice’s return certainly pained Sidney. He had ruined his health and his fortune pursuing the rebel for four long years. There was hardly a bog or a mountain in Munster he had not crossed chasing Fitzmaurice’s ragged army, and he had seen the devastation and waste of an Irish uprising at first hand. When Fitzmaurice was in Ireland, every theft of cattle, every murdered townsman, every stir and bordrag in the night found an excuse. Violence was endemic, but Fitzmaurice gave it direction. The man was a fanatical Papist and made of religion a unifying principle, a justification for resistance to the Crown. In Sidney’s estimation, the use of religion to raise resistance among the disheveled chieftaincies was a perilous precedent. In the end the English had made Fitzmaurice kneel in the muddy ashes of a church burned by the war, the blade of the Lord Deputy’s sword of office held to his bare breast, and Fitzmaurice had spoken his words of contrition and obedience in clear English, not Gaelic. The temptation to use the sword had been great. But the Queen’s policy had swung once more to treaty, to offering a second chance to the Desmond lords. And as usual, her clemency masked the same, familiar parsimony: the war had cost too much; the peace might cost more. It was cheaper to let the few surviving rebels go, stripped of arms and broken, than to fill the vacuum their summary execution would create. Burghley’s hand was visible here. To make good inadequacies in the army, to repair Dublin Castle, to build defenses, Sidney had spent his own money. Now his condition was so impecunious that his son Philip was thrown on the generosity of Leicester, his uncle, to maintain himself decently at Court and to travel abroad. Moreover, it had all gone for nothing. Fitzmaurice escaped to France in 1573. By the next year he was in Rome, demanding an army with which to return. By 1576 he was in Spain, training and outfitting a fighting force. His projects and whereabouts were continually reported to Whitehall, but they did nothing. Worse still, Fitzmaurice’s cousin in Ireland, the Earl of Desmond, commanded virtually the whole of the South, and his loyalty to the Crown was always questionable. If Fitzmaurice returned, Sidney was certain that the weak, impressionable Earl of Desmond would soon join him. These were the reasons for the alarm at Leicester House.


James Fitzmaurice landed in Ireland with a declared mission. He sought to overthrow the English Crown, the heretical religion of the excommunicant Queen, and to establish Pope Gregory XIII’s nephew on an Irish throne. From this monarchy would then follow the ratification of all lordships and chieftaincies in accord with right religion and love of country. What Sir Henry offered in place of this plan is worth considering. A talented administrator, before the word “administrator” was commonly applied, he understood that the wellspring of all civil order was uniformity of justice and law. Therefore, he stood for the development of strong central government and against the prerogatives of the hereditary lords and Gaelic chieftains. The reformed religion advanced these principles, in his opinion, and helped eradicate the evils of superstition and ignorance. He was not insensitive to the plight of the common Irish countrymen, those sheltered by neither the clans nor the lordships, and called for agrarian reform in their interest, including taxation according to means. The five ancient provinces or kingdoms of Ireland—Ulster, Connaught, Meath, Leinster, and Munster—organized as they were into counties, were to become shirelands. Sidney hoped to encourage yeomen farms, a form of shire administration, and the extension of arable land. His goal might in fact have been more revolutionary than Fitzmaurice’s, but it amounted to Anglicizing Ireland. His plan has been called “modern,” “progressive,” and indeed, it possessed the merits of generosity and humaneness. But it was also out-and-out colonialism, the seed from which sprang later versions of colonial rule and administration. As they were in 1579, the Irish would never accept the plan; they might not accept Fitzmaurice’s either, but he was of them and entitled to try. Sidney was perhaps the best governor Ireland had during Elizabeth’s reign; at least many Irishmen honored his name and reputation. In all likelihood he was as fair and merciful a man as the age could offer, but to bring to fruition his hopes for Ireland would require immense effort, a struggle spanning twenty years, and a cost of thousands of lives. The price was apparent mostly in hindsight, but one official foresaw many of the obstacles; he was the Lord Treasurer, William Cecil, Lord Burghley, and as much as he supported the Queen’s marriage, he resisted large-scale military intervention in Ireland.


Burghley was fifty-nine in September, old for the responsibilities he bore, but age had concentrated his mind wonderfully. He was never more determined to avoid impulsive acts and foreign adventures than now. He was never more secure in his dislike of military answers or the pomp and gallantry of war. Elizabeth tended to concur, for there was little in either her politics or his that pretended to boldness or grandeur. Together, they were a cautious pair, socially conservative and distrustful of visionary solutions. Burghley once remarked, “I have gained more by my temperance and forebearance than ever I did by wit or daring.” He never meant that he was without cunning; only that he preferred method and study to spontaneous reaction. A masterful negotiator, he was most at home in the known world of diplomacy, where knowledge and nuance won advantage. Diffident, discreet, he had learned to distinguish between personal interests and public duties and, in a disciplined, understated style, set the example for generations of future civil servants. Privately he inclined to puritan religion; publicly he was a firm upholder of the Anglican Church compromise. In solitude he admitted his sympathies for the Protestant minority on the Continent, but publicly he was prepared to compromise his allies, to conserve England’s force, to wait. The very complexity of his mind left him open to the charges of hypocrisy and duplicity, and to his opponents he was always to be “the old fox.” To Elizabeth, he was simply the most perceptive and knowledgeable man in her service, which was to say that he often anticipated her views. The strategy on which they most frequently agreed was that of limited objectives and a maximum economy of force. Either principle applied to the issues of 1579 dictated a French marriage.


Few of his contemporaries were as content as Cecil to remain peacefully at home among familiar things. He never relished long journeys or sea passages, and with advancing age even his visits to London became infrequent. The Queen’s messengers grew accustomed to finding him riding a small white mule in his gardens as he supervised the completion of his great houses or saw to the planting of trees and hedges. Cecil had a desire to be remembered for his building, and so far as leisure permitted, he devoted himself to constructions and plantings. Theobalds and Burghley House were not just tourist attractions in their day; they embodied all that Cecil could not express elsewhere: his delight in sensual beauty, his sensitivity, his fondness for order amid multiplicity. No architect designed for him; the work was his own. And in the solid materiality of these houses may lie an explanation for his disregard of flamboyance and heroics. Like all true dynasts, Cecil cared too deeply for substance to waste it on gestures or speculation.


During the height of the marriage crisis he busied himself repaving a street by his house in London. Probably nothing galled his opponents more than to see Cecil supervising the laying of stones in Ivy Lane only a few hundred yards along the Strand from Leicester House. Small matters like Ivy Lane were the tinder of Dudley’s anger. Burghley’s cool, methodical labors spoke of a situation under control, but his behavior also suggested how little he valued Leicester’s pretensions. The Cecil family had origins in the small gentry, and though Burghley was to found a dynasty of grandees on the merit of his service, he would not adopt the manner of hereditary lords. The fact remained that he was not comfortable with the aristocratic ethos of courage and honor. Renaissance humanism held out the twofold excellence of heroic action and contemplation, and Cecil’s devotion was clearly to the latter. “Learning will serve you in all ages and in all places and fortunes,” he wrote to his son Thomas, and believing strongly in the moral and utilitarian worth of education, he was the generous patron of teachers like Roger Ascham and William Camden. His habit of study had no small effect on his policies. He gathered historians and geographers to him as Leicester gathered poets. For all his retiring ways, his simple domesticity, Cecil remained the best-informed official. His perception, regard for facts, his careful logic repeatedly served as a foil in Council for Walsingham’s zeal and Leicester’s pomposities. “Did they know a better way?” was the frequent question, and with their “ifs” and “shoulds” discounted, the answer was usually that they did not.


What most worried Burghley as the decade drew to an end was the continued presence in England of Mary Stuart, Queen of Scots. Should she outlive Elizabeth, she was heir apparent to the English throne, and her ascension meant certain civil war. A Catholic Queen, she was the great hope of Catholics in England and abroad and was already at the center of numerous intrigues. Her greatest power lay not in Scotland, but in France. Therefore, short of the terrible and unprecedented act of executing her, Alençon offered the surest answer. French power would follow him, not Mary, and though he was not the perfect match, he was far preferable to her. Moreover, the presence of Spain in the Low Countries threatened French sovereignty as much as English. Alençon was committed to leading a French army in support of the Dutch; he would call on England for financial backing, but the military risk would be his. The marriage promised everything Burghley could ask, including the possibility of a legitimate heir to the throne. So much for economy of force; the match was also attainable, even ardently desired, and offered certainty, whereas an English expedition to the Low Countries was anything but a certain success. Cecil held the English army in low estimation, fearing that it could never meet the Spanish on equal terms and, in the event, his analysis proved correct. The war fever at Leicester House, should it gain headway, might plunge the realm into a disastrous confrontation with Spain, a conflict for which England, and more specifically the English navy, were not ready. The principle of limited objectives was violated by most recommendations Walsingham and Leicester made, and nowhere more than in regard to Ireland.


The problem with Ireland was that no reasonable objective could be seen clearly. The country was partly unknown; the local conditions were confused and ill reported; and above all, the place had little bearing on the crucial conflict. Spain could create inexpensive diversions in Ireland; England, on the contrary, could pour men and arms into the countryside and never see a shilling’s worth of difference. This is precisely what had happened ten years before during Fitzmaurice’s rebellion, the First Desmond War. Cecil granted that Ireland was a dangerous corner, but he shrank from dissipating the Crown’s energies in an attempt to govern it. What could be learned about the country he assiduously digested, but the difficulty lay in how little was definitely known.


Centuries of English presence had resulted in a few hundred square miles of tamed earth surrounding coastal towns; these were the pales, where English law, manners, and speech prevailed to the exclusion of Gaelic. The largest was around Dublin, the smaller environing Cork, Waterford, Galway, and Limerick. Beyond the pales, however, Gaelic Ireland was largely obscure to Englishmen. Elizabethans had only begun to explore their own past and the topography of their island, to say nothing of Ireland’s. The chief chroniclers, topographers, and cartographers of the age dedicated their work to Burghley and drew from him sustaining patronage. But Ireland was beyond their reach, a land of different language and culture, difficult to travel through, as exotic to them as the lands across the Atlantic. Brittany, Cornwall, Wales possessed remnants of an ancient Celtic civilization and tongue, but these were relatively peaceful provinces which could hardly prepare the sixteenth-century traveler for the shock of Ireland. Years would pass before reliable maps appeared of Ulster and the mountain fastnesses of Kerry. In the meantime, English armies paid dearly for the lack. The land itself was treacherous; 40 percent of it was covered with bogs and forested mountains; and through war and famine, the people clung to their customs. Gaelic Ireland remained a herding culture, indifferent to tillage and settled agriculture. In the most insular form, Irish society was tribal, still emulating the values and traditions of the heroic age. But where modern European civilization had penetrated, the old ways were in disarray, adding a new confusion to the land. Not until early in the seventeenth century did thoughtful men begin to perceive the unique culture which had sustained Gaelic life and which had subsequently disintegrated.


Burghley had evidence of the chaos, but not a clue to the emerging patterns. His papers at Hatfield House expose the informers, Irish as well as English, on whom he relied for intelligence. The reports are contradictory, vague, merely hearsay. They are filled with rumors of tribal clashes, murders, vacant chieftaincies, and cattle raids. How to make sense of this world beyond the pale troubled Cecil no less than Walsingham, and in 1570 he commissioned a young scholar named Edmund Campion to undertake an exploratory journey through Hibernia. The project seems to have been conceived as a compilation and chronicle of Irish antiquities and current customs, a geopolitical history not unlike Camden’s encyclopedic Britannia. It was intended to uncover facts helpful to the government; what it turned out to be, however, was a minor classic in English travel literature, a book of charming digressions, totally useless. Outside of a survey on English education in Ireland, a condition well-nigh nonexistent, Campion reports such oddities as how Irish salmon catch their tails in their teeth and, letting go suddenly, flip themselves over weirs. Barnacles attract his attention because they were numerous and posed a dietary dilemma for Irish Catholics. Since everyone agreed that barnacles hatched into sea gulls, it stood to reason they were both fish and meat. No guidance is offered those who hanker after sea gull, but the author recommends abstaining from barnacles on Fridays and holy days. Campion scoffs at some notions: even he declines to believe that Ireland was peopled by Noah’s niece who landed with three men and fifty women. This curious work was, of course, rejected out of hand, as much for its English as for its waywardness. Cecil demanded the precision of Latin and had no patience with literary pretensions. In 1572 Campion’s history-appeared under the patronage of Sir Henry Sidney and dedicated to the Earl of Leicester. They were right to appreciate its merits, for as an impressionist account the work was not to be surpassed. But Campion himself was not satisfied to remain, as he was, a Catholic in conscience. He found his way to Prague and a Jesuit seminary. Ten years later, having taken orders, he was smuggled back into England as a secret agent. A harmless enthusiast, he managed to be captured quickly, was tried by his former patrons, and executed a few months later as an example to his brethren.


Ireland seemed possessed of a curious property for assimilating and subverting reasonable men. The interior was almost lawless by English standards; Gaelic society was not without restraints, but conventional Elizabethan morality seldom applied beyond the pale. Ireland could invigorate ambitious men with a breath of freedom, and instances of officials and officers of the Queen’s forces “going native” were not uncommon. Burghley would eventually be drawn into the strange case of Captain Thomas Lee. Here was one of the most energetic commanders Elizabeth sent over, a relentless flail of rebels, a fighter of no mean ability. From 1575 on he was in continual communication with London first as Sir Henry Sidney’s man and then as Essex’s. But as the years passed, his letters began to show a deterioration of mind and an odd cast of expression. No one thought seriously of his peculiarities until the head of the outlaw Fiach MacHugh arrived before the Queen’s august Council at Whitehall, salted, boxed, and addressed to Elizabeth from her loyal “bog soldier,” Captain Thomas Lee. The practice of head money was upheld throughout the era, and there was nothing extraordinary in Fiach’s dismemberment. Yet remains were never posted to Her Majesty as if she were some petty chieftain to be placated by trophies. After upsetting the Council’s sensibilities, the head had the mischance to become lost in London, passing from one fastidious official to the next until it came to rest in someone’s garden. The loss of Fiach’s head was enough to bring supporters of Lee’s initiative down on the necks of Burghley and the Council, with the result that the Lord Treasurer felt constrained to write: “Her Majesty is surely not well contented that the head of such a base Robin Hood is brought so solemnly to England. It is no such trophy of a notable victory, and yet of it Lee’s friends make great advantage.” But it was not Fiach for whom condolences were in order so much as Lee. Stung by what he took to be official disregard, he turned outlaw in his own right and soon fell to despoiling his own people. Ireland had become his home, Irish chieftains his companions, and several years later he was captured, dragged to London, and hanged at Tyburn like any other Irish renegade. The records make a point of stating that he died a Christian.


[image: image]


A racial as well as cultural bias is met in official accounts of the Irish. What made defections such as Lee’s so alarming and inexplicable was the belief that the Gaels, as Celts, were less developed, capable, and moral than the English themselves. During the sixteenth century the Irish were commonly referred to in government documents as savage, lazy, unwashed, ignorant, superstitious, and promiscuous—hardly a propitious start toward governance. Burghley’s generation lacked the intellectual vantage point from which to view the evolution of Irish conditions or the impact on the country’s habits and institutions of several centuries of English domination. From bald chronicles and patchy annals it was known that the Danes had invaded the island during the Viking Age, built coastal towns, and vanished without a trace into the interior. The Normans then overran Ireland in the wake of their conquest of England. Norman nobility, flowing into the country, brought practical arts and feudal administration, but the Normans too blended with the native population. The principal aristocratic families of Elizabeth’s day—the Ormond Butlers, the Desmond and Kildare Fitzgeralds, the Clanricarde Burkes—were descended directly from Norman conquerors, but as lines they had long ago become Irish, speaking Gaelic, marrying Gaels, becoming chieftains in their own right. The problem with Ireland, from Burghley’s viewpoint, was that assimilation too often went the wrong way. He knew that the Crown had never sent a force to Ireland which was not eventually reduced 50 percent or more by desertion, defection, and an erosion of patriotism. So poorly fed and maintained were the Queen’s soldiers in Ireland that they frequently sold their arms to the Irish for food and vanished into the local populace for protection.


Neither Cecil nor Elizabeth ever visited Ireland to learn why plans invariably miscarried. But early in the reign Ireland visited them in the person of Shane O’Neill, the great Ulster chieftain, and the furor O’Neill caused left a lasting impression. In fact, had the Irish lords banded together, they could not have mounted a more eloquent argument against English interference than Shane’s performance.


O’Neill was that unparalleled example of the Celtic chieftain, the tribal king, as different from Irish Earls as they were from English. He was not even nominally faithful to the Crown and came to London not out of a sense of feudal obeisance but because the Queen’s bog soldiers were hot on his heels. Whatever else Shane was, or legend has made him, he was emphatically not an Irish patriot. Few of his countrymen ever led the English a merrier chase or cost them more treasury, but in outlook he was pure warlord. His policies, if they could be called that, were as devoid of national instinct as they were of gentlemanly scruple. He had one great passion in life: killing O’Donnells, and he dispatched many until they caught him in their turn. His own family hardly fared better: Bacach, his father, was stripped of his rule and ended his life in Shane’s dungeon; Matthew, his bastard brother, he had murdered; and several cousins experienced fatal and abrupt accidents. This mayhem and slaughter did not especially disturb the English; what they held against Shane was that he persisted in calling himself “the O’Neill” in defiance of the “Earl of Tir-Oen.”


It is generally recognized that nothing ever contributed more to the social chaos and decay of Ireland than the long-standing English policy of forcing chieftains to conform to English titles and laws of inheritance. Shane, however unlovable, was a victim of this practice. When Henry VIII came to the throne, the King of England was still styled Prince of Ireland; when he left, the King of England was also King of Ireland. Henry began the destruction of the clans and did so by compelling elected chieftains to accept from his hands English lordships and privileges. The laws of feudal monarchy were imposed on the Irish. Throughout Irish lands the observance of primogeniture, or inheritance by the eldest legitimate son, was enforced, with the result that the old clan system of designating and publicly confirming heirs was broken, and with it the ancient ties binding together Gaelic society. The Irish chieftain was intended to become an instrument of the Crown in perpetuity, and through him his people would be governed, despite the fact that the Irish chieftain traditionally owed more to his clansmen than they did to him. Bacach, for example, was persuaded to renounce his chieftaincy of the O’Neills in exchange for the title Earl of Tyrone, and he designated his son Matthew his eldest, legitimate heir. Shane, who knew Matthew to be illegitimate and who commanded the loyalty of the O’Neills, had Matthew murdered and himself elected to the chieftaincy in spite of the English and their law. He put his old father away, summoned the clan to his island fort on Lough Neagh, and there, in the time-honored way, tossed a silver slipper over his head and declared himself the O’Neill, duly designated and ratified by the might of the clan. His election was “barbarous,” to quote the English historian Camden, and Elizabeth had no choice but to pursue him. Several months of desultory fighting followed, in which Shane took more hurt than he gave, and he finally resolved to come to London, beg the Queen’s pardon, and embrace the very system for which he had denounced Bacach. The occasion was more momentous than anyone realized, for Shane’s submission marked the end of the Gaelic world. Perhaps he appreciated its significance and therefore made it all the more Irish.


Only Shane ever dared to inflict tribal Ireland on the splendors of the Elizabethan Court. The Council, the peers, foreign ambassadors, highborn and low suddenly found themselves struck dumb as this Celtic apparition entered the audience chamber. Shane’s saffron mantle swept around him in great folds. His black hair curled down his back. He walked forward slowly in measured steps, swaying slightly, eyes fixed ahead on the Queen. Behind him came two columns of warriors—their heads shaved, wolfskins flung over their shoulders. The menacing attitude of the henchmen was not lost on the spectators, a few of whom recalled later how each was clad from neck to knees in old-fashioned leaf mail and gripped a three-foot battle-ax in front of him. As the procession neared the throne, Shane let out with a deafening howl and, throwing himself flat before the Queen, began to beg her pardon in Gaelic and defend his rights at the same time. The gist of his apology has survived in rough translation. “It was his right,” he claimed, “being the certain and lawful son of Bacach, born of a legitimate woman, to take the succession, and that Matthew was the issue of a locksmith of Dundalk married with a woman named Alison, and not withstanding had been deceitfully supposed by his mother Con to be her son, to the end falsely to take away the dignity of the O’Neill.” Any who understood Shane’s gibberish knew at once that Matthew was in his grave and that the issue of succession really did not matter anymore. But very few present understood Gaelic, including Elizabeth, and for them the outlandish effect of the entrance was overwhelming. Now Shane spoke English as well as any subject. But Elizabeth demanded an Irish submission, and an Irish submission she would get. The decorum of the royal audience was so rudely upset that few of the attending ministers could recall protocol, and as O’Neill rose, those closest to the Queen groped for a style of addressing him. Someone struck on the idea of calling him “the Great O’Neill,” since he could not be called just “the O’Neill” and had not been recognized as Earl of Tyrone by the Crown. And thereafter during his stay he was announced as “O’Neill the Great, cousin to St. Patrick, friend to the Queen of England, enemy to all the world besides.” Camden commented: “The English admired him no less than they should do at this day to see those savages of China or America.” Shane disarmed the English Court with his bizarre behavior, and doubtless he strove for this result. Behind closed doors, however, those who knew better named him “the Grand Disturber” and never mistook his power, and the power of those like him, to mar the peace of Ireland.


Shane came to London in 1562, and in the years immediately following, the Crown studied to avoid direct intervention in Ireland. Instead, it pitted James Fitzmaurice against his cousin, the Earl of Desmond, and balanced Desmond’s influence with the Earl of Ormond’s. It thrust Turlough O’Neill against Shane, and once Shane had been murdered by the O’Donnells, endowed Turlough with Shane’s power. The solution was to contain and countermine Irish forces, never permitting any clan or chieftain to consolidate his position. The process was tedious and, in the end, not very profitable. During this period of internecine squabbles the Crown’s income from excise and land taxes plunged. The Irish morass swallowed much but gave nothing up. Thus, in 1568 Cecil and Elizabeth allowed themselves to be persuaded that direct rule was preferable. Certain West Country gentlemen believed that the answer to the Crown’s Irish difficulties lay in establishing English settlements in the South. The native Gaels were to be evicted, and a purely English colony planted in Desmond Munster, the most fertile province. Among the entrepreneurs and adventurers who profited most from this plan were such famous warriors as Sir Richard Grenville, Humphrey Gilbert, Walter Raleigh, and Sir Peter Carew. Haughty and cruel beyond all reason, they managed to steal huge tracts of land, but their hated presence united the Desmond Irish under James Fitzmaurice, and there began a bitter guerrilla war. When Sir Henry Sidney finally succeeded in capturing Fitzmaurice and ending the rebellion four years later, the Munster colony, the settlers, and a large part of Elizabeth’s army and resources had vanished. Burghley could look back on the experiment in 1579 and see that nothing remained. Ireland had again proved the medieval dictum Hibernia Hibernescit, Ireland makes all things Irish.


Let the Irish govern themselves, he concluded, let them fight among themselves, thrash about and murder their own leaders, so long as they remained nominally loyal to the Crown. The country was a hopeless quagmire, on the edge of the known world, a place that could prove as inimical to Spanish order as it had to English. As the marriage crisis grew and Ireland came to obsess his opponents, Cecil was determined to stem any precipitous rush toward war.


In August, 1579, an event seemed to confirm his judgment and to remove Ireland as an issue from the marriage dispute. James Fitzmaurice, now at the head of a swelling army, fell to arguing with a peasant over a horse. One argument led to another, and in the end Fitzmaurice was shot and killed. The hostile invasion was all at once without a leader. Rejoicing, however, was short-lived, for shortly the Earl of Desmond, Fitzmaurice’s kinsman and supporter, proclaimed himself head of the rebellion, and with his immense power and prestige was already moving toward an attack on the Queen’s coastal cities. In October word reached Whitehall that the Queen’s forces had suffered a sharp defeat. The information was suppressed. By early October the Crown also knew that William Drury, its Lord Deputy in Ireland, was dead and by the end of the month that another battle had resulted in a costly and indecisive victory. The situation was deteriorating rapidly, and as the puritan faction learned of these developments, it pressed harder for new initiatives and an end to the marriage negotiations.


The final stage in this long conflict began in an unlikely place. In a garret room at Lincoln’s Inn, London, a puritan zealot named John Stubbs completed a book which would undo a decade of diplomacy. The manuscript was so manifestly seditious that it passed through many hands before finding its way surreptitiously to a printer. On August 6 and 7 the book was handed in parts to Hugh Singleton by Francis Chamberlain, and on August 18, the day of Alençon’s arrival, William Page of London “maliciously, contemptuously, and seditiously imprinted and caused to be imprinted a thousand of the aforesaid false and feigned books.” Writers have noted fondly how Stubbs’s pen was more potent than Leicester’s sword in averting the French alliance, but in truth it is unlikely that many Londoners had time to read The Discovery of a Gaping Gulf Whereinto England Is Like to Be Swallowed by Another French Marriage . . . before it was called in, or confiscated. Rather what set loose the resentment dammed up against Alençon and Burghley and brought the London populace to the brink of riot was the cruel punishment meted out to Stubbs and his accomplices by the Queen.


The Gaping Gulf is trenchant political slander, an attack so wrongheaded and irritating that even today it stirs anger. Such stuff was common to puritan pamphlets, yet had hardly ever been directed against the Queen without a masking of allegory and biblical allusion. Understandably she was distraught; marriage was her prerogative, but now every scribbler and pulpit pounder had taken it into his head to infringe on her rights. Her anger grew violent, and she could not be brought to discuss the subject rationally. Nothing delighted her enemies more than to see her at cross-purposes with her subjects, and Mendoza lost no time in communicating her overreaction to Philip of Spain: “the Queen prohibited possession of the book under pain of death, and great efforts were used to collect all the copies, and to discover the author, in order to prevent the circulation of the facts before Parliament meets.” Spain had no cause to welcome the marriage, and Mendoza hoped that Parliament might balk at Elizabeth’s plan. Elizabeth’s behavior left open the possibility that Parliament would oppose her. Besides calling in all copies of the Gaping Gulf and arresting possessors, she had ordered her clergy to deliver sermons against the book, with the consequence that Stubbs was shortly famous whereas he had previously been obscure. Then, as though one miscalculation were not enough, Her Majesty pronounced that he and Page should be hanged, drawn, and quartered. Cecil argued with her to commute the sentence, but she was adamant. Her justices tried to convince her that death and mutilation were not fitting punishment for sedition. A few provoked her anger and ended in the Tower. It was not until the end of September that the Queen relented, as it was certain she would, and commuted Stubbs’s sentence. But still furious, she resorted to an obscure statute proclaimed by her sister, Mary, and smacking to everyone of persecution, Popery, and the Inquisition: Stubbs and Page were condemned to lose their right hands by knife and block. Instantly the sentence was denounced as un-English. The Privy Council was at wit’s end; Parliament was in turmoil; and Cecil, sensing the mood in the streets, was alarmed by the specter of disorder and riot. Even Elizabeth found the outcry sobering, and if she refused to reduce the sentence further, she at least sent her own physicians to attend Stubbs and Page on the scaffold.


What the marriage party had clearly underestimated in opposing Leicester House was the mood of the people. Nothing is more difficult to discern in this age than the attitudes of ordinary subjects, but on the issue of Francis, Duke of Alençon, the evidence is apparent. The people, Englishmen of all classes and persuasions, puritan or established church, were united in a distaste for the Frenchman and in a desire to reverse the Crown’s policy. The bare truth is that the people were more nationalistic than Elizabeth or Cecil. The Queen, of course, was lost in a reverie of love, but Burghley clearly saw the disaffection of her subjects and sensed too late their growing militancy. The nation was confident, cocky, ready to fight. During that summer dozens of ballads circulated among the citizens of London and larger towns, and one which has come down conveys the public mood:


The King of France shall not advance his ships in English sand,


Nor shall his brother Francis have ruling of the land:


We subjects true unto our Queen, the foreign yoke defy,


Whereto we plight our faithful hearts, our limbs, our lives, and all,


Thereby to have our honor rise, or take our fatal fall.


Therefore, good Francis, rule at home, resist not our desire;


For here is nothing else for thee, but only sword and fire.


Doggerel of this sort was set to dance music, called “Monsieur’s Allemagne” or “The Frog’s Galliard,” and, though it was often good-humored, spoke a world of contempt for the Queen’s chosen consort. A cheerful bravado marked popular outbursts against Alençon, but the Queen was invariably held in affectionate esteem. The puritan rant, unlike tavern verse, was aimed at the educated classes. The Gaping Gulf was hardly the work of an itinerant preacher or ballad monger; Stubbs’s intellectual credentials were excellent. At the time of the writing he was a barrister at Lincoln’s Inn and a member of a circle which included Robert Southwell, the Catholic poet; Thomas Cartwright, the puritan divine; and Sir Edward Coke, the future Chief Justice of England. As a gentleman of some means Stubbs spoke for the middle estate of Elizabeth’s commonwealth, and he put forth what was properly a manifesto announcing England’s mission and place in the world. His assumptions are by now familiar, for they were to be invoked generation after generation in shaping and justifying the expansion and outflow of English power and influence. The Gaping Gulf foretells an active and godly nation, a sovereign state guided not by unprincipled diplomacy or the amoral machinations of royalty, but by conformance to the inner voice, compliance to the will of God. The nation should take pride, Stubbs insisted, in being without friends, for to be alone in an unrighteous world is never to be lost. Divine election is never easy. Inevitably the analogy is Old Testament, to Abraham and Isaac, who “cared not to have their sons match with the Canaaneans dwelling at their next door but sent further off for the daughters of God. What a contradiction of religion it were for us dwelling among Christians to admit from overseas the sons of men in marriage.” Stubbs is convinced that the English are a chosen people. He is equally convinced that they are, therefore, in danger of losing their souls through idolatry, and the root of this evil is ingratitude for the insular blessings God has bestowed—in other words, their traffic with foreign infidels. But this argument is not in itself what made the Gaping Gulf offensive to Elizabeth. Stubbs possessed a positive knack for unconscious double entendre. Fantastically, he equates Catholicism with syphilis and the French pox and equates the proposed marriage with the Fall of Man: “This sickness of mind have the French drawn from those eastern parts of the world, as they did that other horrible disease of the body, and, having already too far westward communicated the one contagion, do now seek notably to infect our minds with the other. And because this infection spreads itself after another manner from the first, they have sent us hither not Satan in the body of a serpent, but the old serpent in shape of a man, whose sting is in his mouth, and who doth his endeavor to seduce our Eve, that she and we may lose this English Paradise.”


Stubbs generally succeeds in making flesh loathsome—and this on behalf of a Queen ever conscious of her age and loss of physical beauty. Certainly the English Diana, Gloriana, Phoebe, and Eliza did not appreciate comparison with Eve; she must have enjoyed even less Stubbs’s treatment of her intended. Noting the high hopes for a royal heir, he ridiculed Alençon, whose right buttock was rumored to be missing: “Assuredly there is a measure of his wickedness measured out, and a time for his judgment whensoever the saints of God have filled his bottle with tears. The common plague of his house he hath. That is he wants one of his loins to sit upon his seat. So that we see by proof in three brothers that the Lord will not leave one of Ahab’s house.” Reports of Alençon’s deficiencies pinned the blame on venereal disease, while in fact, his condition was probably attributable to smallpox and in no way affected his potency.


Given the bald insolence of Stubbs’s attack, it is no wonder that Elizabeth wanted him hanged. She fell headlong, however, into the censor’s fallacy by destroying most of the evidence that might have told against him with the public. What survived in the popular mind was not Stubbs’s mania but a general impression of his xenophobia, and xenophobia was a fashion of the day. The Gaping Gulf, for example, strikes hardest at the bordering peoples, at the Scots and the Irish. By the time the book was published Fitzmaurice was dead, yet he lived on in Stubbs’s imagination, linked to Alençon and a widespread Catholic conspiracy: “Yea, unless we ourselves close our own eyes, we may see that it is a very French Popish wooing to send hither smooth-tongued Simiers to gloss and glaver and hold talk of marriage, and yet, in the meanwhile Fitzmaurice, who hath been in France . . . even now came immediately thence into Ireland to invade our Queen’s dominion. . . . Is it possible for the breath of marriage well meant to England and war performed in Ireland to come out of one mouth?” With a complete disregard for life and wealth, Stubbs concludes that England does not need help in liberating the Netherlands or protecting its own borders: “English money and Englishmen must do this enterprise. It may be much better achieved now while we have the law in our own hands and may command than when we shall have put our sword into another hand; we have not so much need of him for a captain as he hath of our strength to serve him.” For many the issue could not have been more succinctly stated. The Queen might set Lord Henry Howard to drafting a reply to the Gaping Gulf alert her bishops, and denounce the work as treason and demagoguery, but Stubbs was destined to have the last say.


He was carried with the publisher Page to the scaffold at Westminster on November 3. Those present recall how they were astonished at the mood of the crowd, for public punishment was a favorite diversion, and execution days were normally boisterous. This day was not. The atmosphere was charged with resentment. As Stubbs and Page mounted the platform, the Londoners grew sullen, and the Lord Mayor wondered whether his guards could restrain the crowd. Stubbs was the first to suffer the penalty, but before the executioner placed the knife to his wrist and raised the mallet, the prisoner was permitted to address the people. His speech survives in the words of Camden; it affirmed his loyalty to Elizabeth, the innocence of his intentions, and his disappointment at the severity of his sentence. At his mention of the Queen, however, the crowd broke into jeers and hisses. Then, following Stubbs’s benediction, “If I am to suffer, grant me this grace, that the loss of my hand do not withdraw any part of my duty and affection toward Her Majesty,” Camden tells how “his hand was smitten off with three blows, and Stubbs put off his hat with his left and said with a loud voice, ‘God save the Queen.’ ” Thereafter he swooned and was taken into the charge of the attendant physicians. The response of the people was ominous; the report goes on, “the multitude standing about was altogether silent, either out of horror of this new and unwonted punishment . . . or else out of hatred of the marriage, which most men presaged would be the overthrow of religion.” If they were appalled, Page was naturally more so. As his turn came, he recalled his days as a simple plowman, saying, “This hand did I put to the plow and got my living by it many years. If it would have pleased Her Highness to have pardoned it and have taken my left hand, or my life, she had dealt more favorably with me, for now I have no means to live.” Page may have regretted ever leaving his Devonshire farm, but his simple courage moved observers to tears when, after his hand was struck off with two blows of the mallet, he lifted the stump into the air and cried, “I have left here a true Englishman’s hand.”


Even as the crowd dispersed and the victims were carried away, Elizabeth began to yield. Her passion for Francis did not wane; she continued to assert her right to marry, but her uncanny instinct for judging how far she could lead her people began to undermine her determination. The patriotic fervor which was arousing London was contagious and she began to respond to it. Elizabeth’s complexities would often take Burghley by surprise. He had struggled to hold to a reasonable course, and now he felt her veering away from the French strategy. A few months later, when the Golden Hind sailed in from its circumnavigation, loaded to the boards with Spanish plunder, Cecil warned her to ignore Drake’s triumphant homecoming. England was not yet at war with Philip, and any royal gesture supportive of privateers could be construed as a hostile act. Elizabeth disregarded Cecil’s advice. She possessed an unerring sense for singular and dramatic moments, and no sooner had the Golden Hind docked than she was aboard congratulating the seamen, knighting Drake, and commending his officers for “singeing the beard of Spain.”


As Elizabeth proceeded to change her mind, the brunt of criticism was increasingly borne by Cecil and Alençon himself. In Paris the Duke began to appreciate the the extent of public resistance and wrote to Elizabeth, as Mendoza records: “he was very sorry they had cut off the hands of the men concerned . . . and he would indeed be glad if he could remedy it, even at the cost of two fingers of his own hand; but as that was impossible, he entreated her to pardon the men and award them some recompense.” He had begun to sense that the marriage game was up; he had come close to the great prize, but now all he could hope for was English support of his expedition to the Low Countries. Support would be forthcoming; indeed, the possibility of a marriage continued to be discussed, but after 1579 the likelihood of a match grew increasingly remote. Five years later, after fulfilling his pledge to campaign in the Netherlands, Alençon fell ill with a fever and succumbed. Elizabeth was heart-stricken at the news; the recollection of their courtship flooded back, but by then she was married to her people.


For Cecil, the period during and immediately following the marriage crisis was to be the most trying in his long political life. He was now virtually assured a spinster Queen, war with Spain, and intervention in Ireland. He would do his part to meet each of these challenges, but none would cause him more grief or lasting distress than the Irish decision. His analysis of that situation proved true. England was opening a wound which would not be closed or healed in his lifetime or the Queen’s. During the next ten years Ireland’s native population would be reduced 30 percent, the land wasted, and the towns laid ruin. The indigenous culture was uprooted and destroyed. But the price was also high. The energy and resources of Elizabethan England were deflected, and of those men who pressed hardest for war in 1579, not one escaped personal loss. A profound decision had been reached, a political turning point, and Cecil forgave his opponents. Though he continued to exert a restraining influence, he henceforth worked closely with Walsingham and Leicester. Some years later, when the government’s practice of imprisoning and executing Jesuit agents was challenged, Burghley replied in an elaborate defense, The Execution of Justice in England, a work drafted for him by Francis Walsingham’s man, the attorney John Stubbs.


Cecil was ridiculed for what many thought his opportunism and lack of scruple, yet beneath these charges can be sensed a resentment of established order and authority. Burghley was old and honored, but an earlier age had shaped his ideas, and by now a brilliant younger generation had begun to crowd him. Sir Philip Sidney and Edmund Spenser, England’s illustrious poets, both played a prominent role in the marriage crisis and paid for their presumptuous attacks on Cecil. Sir Philip, in a second letter denouncing the French marriage, made a point of baiting the Queen’s advisor for his timidity and base abdication to Simier and Alençon. Fortunately for Sidney, the letter did not come to Elizabeth’s attention until January; it angered her, of course, but did not provoke the destructive wrath it might have in September. She reflected on a suitable rebuke. Meanwhile, Cecil said nothing. Sidney continued to appear at Whitehall and a short time after was drawn into a violent dispute on the tennis court with Cecil’s son-in-law, the Earl of Oxford. Insults were exchanged, blows tendered, and each called the other out. Both were strong swordsmen, and it is possible that Sidney’s ridicule of Cecil might have ended in bloodshed had the Queen not learned of the duel and banished Sidney from London.
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