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Prologue


On a cold winter’s morning King Charles I was led from St James Palace to Whitehall by the New Model Army, their drums beating along the route. It was so cold the Thames had frozen over and Charles wore two shirts to keep out the chill. At Whitehall the king prayed and took a drink of claret. Quietly composed, he awaited his fate.


Huge crowds had gathered but were kept back from the scaffold that had been prepared for the execution of a king. He had prepared a speech but was worried that no one would hear him so he directed his words to those that were witnesses at the scaffold:




I have forgiven all the world, and even those in particular that have been the chief causes of my death. Who they are, God knows, I do not desire to know, God forgive them. But this is not all, my charity must go further. I wish that they may repent, for indeed they have committed a great sin in that particular. I pray God, with St. Stephen, that this be not laid to their charge. Nay, not only so, but that they may take the right way to the peace of the kingdom, for my charity commands me not only to forgive particular men, but my charity commands me to endeavour to the last gasp the Peace of the Kingdom. So, Sirs, I do wish with all my soul, and I do hope there is some here (turning to some gentlemen that wrote) that will carry it further, that they may endeavour the peace of the Kingdom.1





A soldier interrupted his speech when he stumbled against the axe and Charles told him ‘Hurt not the axe that may hurt me’ fearing it may become blunt. He continued addressing the witnesses until another man did the same and he said ‘Take heed of the axe, pray, take heed of the axe’.2


When he was ready the king turned to the executioner said, ‘I shall say but very short prayers, and when I thrust out my hands…’ He was passed his nightcap and had help to tuck in his mass of dark curls away from his neck. He told the gathered men ‘I go from a corruptible, to an incorruptible Crown; where no disturbance can be, no disturbance in the World’.3


Taking off his cloak, he checked with the executioner that his hair was out of the way and removed his doublet and waistcoat before replacing his cloak. He asked the executioner whether the block could be higher but it could not. The king placed his head on the block and asked the executioner to wait for the sign. When he stretched forward his hands, the axe fell and Charles I lost his head in one stroke. It was held aloft with the words ‘behold the head of a traitor’.4


He left behind him his queen Henrietta Maria, his sons, Charles, James and Henry and his daughters Mary, Elizabeth, Anne and Henrietta Anne. The king’s daughters, these Stuart princesses, would lead short, troubled lives. This is their story.





Chapter One



The Stuart Family


1631–1642


The married life of King Charles I of England and Henrietta Maria of France was destined to be tumultuous. Their relationship would be set against years of civil war, political upheaval and bloodshed. As a family they would be driven apart and their children would be forced to face their own destinies. The couple would have four sons and five daughters yet two of their children would be stillborn. Of the four surviving daughters, Mary, Elizabeth, Anne and Henrietta Anne, only three lived into their teenage years and not one of them would reach their thirties.


This ill-fated royal couple married by proxy in May 1625 in a Catholic ceremony in front of the Notre Dame in Paris with the Duke of Chevreuse standing in as bridegroom. The notorious George Villiers, the Duke of Buckingham, was supposed to fill in for Charles but due to the death of King James, his journey was delayed. Buckingham had been the king’s favourite since Charles was fourteen. They had hated each other at first but now he was the new king’s right-hand man and as such would have a huge influence on his marriage.


Henrietta Maria would rue the day she met him even though he had ‘so much charm and magnificence that he won the admiration of all the people. The ladies of the court were filled with joy (and something more than joy); the court gallants were openly envious; and all the husbands at court were consumed with jealousy’.1 But already they had argued over her greeting the papal legate.


Henrietta Maria, daughter of Henry IV and Marie de Medici, had been brought up as a Catholic and she would never sway in her beliefs. Her marriage treaty had included secret promises that Charles would end the persecution of Catholics in England and she had sworn to her mother and the Pope to help put a stop to their suffering. The least she could do was greet the papal representative in Paris but Buckingham could see trouble brewing.


In June the fifteen-year-old Henrietta sailed across the Channel with her huge entourage including twenty-eight Catholic priests and began her married life in her new country. Charles I met her at Dover and they travelled on to Canterbury for another wedding ceremony. She was described as being ‘of a more lovely and lasting complexion, a dark brown; she hath eyes that sparkle like stars, and for her physiognomy she may be said to be a mirror of perfection’.2 But she also had a fierce temper and would soon show she was unhappy with Charles and his favourite.


Her religion immediately caused problems as Buckingham had foreseen. Where was the chapel Charles had promised to have built for her? Her priests complained to the king and were told they could say Mass in the Great Chamber ‘and if the Great Chamber were not wide enough, they might use the garden; and if the garden would not serve their turn, then was the park the fittest place’.3 He angered Charles further by refusing to attend the ceremonies of the Order of the Garter – a Protestant ceremony and now there was the problem of their coronation.


Charles and Henrietta Maria’s coronation ceremony was to take place in Westminster Abbey, an Anglican church, which posed a dilemma to Henrietta and her Catholic French advisers. It was suggested perhaps that the ceremony could take place outside the building with a Catholic priest officiating but any change to the coronation ceremony was unheard of. Charles had no intention of breaking with tradition and continued with his plans regardless of his new wife’s wishes. In the end Henrietta didn’t even attend the ceremony but watched the procession from a nearby house. She was never crowned which would lead to many believing she was not a true queen of England and would pose her problems in the future.


As a sign of the troubles to come in their relationship and across the country they would reign, Lucy Hutchinson wrote ‘he (Charles I) married a Papist, a French lady of a haughty spirit and great wit and beauty, to whom he became a most uxorious husband. By this means the court was replenished with Papists, and many who hoped to advance themselves by the change turned to that religion’.4


It was an uneasy start to their marriage that was peppered by many quarrels, not helped by Buckingham always taking the king’s side. Charles grew tired of Henrietta’s prayers, piety and abstinence which threatened the succession. He felt she was being governed by her ill advisors and was determined to send them all back to France. Arriving at her chamber in Whitehall, he ordered they remove to Somerset House from where arrangements would be made for their return to their homeland. The Comtesse de Tillières, the queen’s companion, reported that Henrietta ‘almost died, crying out, despairing, demanding us back with such prayers and tears that if it had been another [man than Charles] assuredly we would have been called back’.5 But Charles would not back down and Henrietta threw herself against the window, banging her fists against the glass as the servants left the building, blood running down her little hands whilst her women ‘howled and lamented, as if they were going to execution’.6


Henrietta Maria was in a world of misery and finally Charles allowed just twenty of her people to stay but their relationship was fraught. During the months that would pass it would have its ups and downs until a tragedy brought them together. The Duke of Buckingham had been overseeing the relief of Huguenots in La Rochelle and the unsuccessful capture of the Île de Ré fortified by French troops. While he organised another campaign from Portsmouth he was stabbed by a disgruntled army officer, John Felton, and died crying out ‘Villain’ It was a tragedy for his family and Charles who so depended on him but it would bring the king and Henrietta Maria closer together as she helped him mourn his loss. Finally after all these years, they grew to love one another and Henrietta Maria would be fiercely devoted to her husband and committed to his cause as their fortunes changed over the coming years.


And their renewed relationship meant Henrietta soon became pregnant. Her first child was born prematurely after a problematic breech labour when the king was asked whether to save the mother or the child and said ‘he could have other children, please God’.7 Their next son, Charles, heir to the throne, would arrive without difficulty in 1630.


Mary was their first daughter born 4 November 1631 at a time of peace at St James’ Palace, a stunning red brick mansion built in the reign of Henry VIII. Henrietta Maria worried whether this baby would survive and she was baptised immediately although some said the ceremony had been kept low key to save money. Either way, under the administrations of Dr Mayerne, this first daughter and Princess Royal rallied and was cared for by her nurses Mrs Bennett and Mrs Griffin under Countess Roxburgh’s supervision in the nursery at St James’ Palace. Here, with her older brother, they were supported by a household of servants from pages to dressmakers and in time Monsieur d’Aranjon, their French and writing master. A brother James joined them in 1633 and then a second daughter Elizabeth in 1635 named after her godmother, the Queen of Bohemia. Unlike her dark-haired sister Mary, she was more fair-haired like her mother. Elizabeth was born in the midst of a snow laden winter earning her the name ‘the winter princess’. At her baptism officiated by Archbishop Laud, the Prince Palatine stood as her godfather.


Plague broke out in the city the following year and the Stuart children were all moved to Richmond, the beautiful palace and gardens by the Thames, where the air was cleaner. Their parents spent the summer with them before the court moved to Oxford in the autumn. Cold winter months saw the plague recede and the king and queen return to London. Countess Roxburgh took Mary and Elizabeth to court in the spring of 1637 and during their visit another daughter was born to add to the nursery. Anne was baptised with her brother Charles and sister Mary as godparents before the Countess took them back to the safety and tranquillity of Richmond. In August they attended the wedding of James Stuart, Duke of Richmond and Lennox to Mary Villiers at York House. All who saw the lovely girls were delighted by their impeccable manners and courteous behaviour. They were the model of a happy royal family.


But as with any family tensions lay under the surface. Religion would always be an issue between Charles and his wife although Henrietta Maria now had her own chapel. The children were baptised in the Anglican Church but the queen would rather they be brought up in the Catholic faith and over the years would press her children to convert. Taking Elizabeth to an evening service, the two-year-old became restless and was given a book of devotions to quiet her. Seeing a picture of Jesus being whipped, she kissed the picture crying ‘Poor man! Poor man!’ to her mother’s delight.


In the winter of 1638 Henrietta Maria’s mother, Marie de Medici arrived in England. Only her daughter was happy to see her. Her troubles with her son King Louis XIII at the French court were such that Charles I did not want to get involved with such a formidable woman. Others were wary of this expensive guest who cost the treasury £3000 a month in her suite of fifty rooms at St James’ Palace. Louis was more than happy ‘for the King of Great Britain to have the entire charge of this hospitality, although he did not invite his guest’.8 Henrietta Maria greeted her mother with much emotion witnessed by her children who were taken to greet the grandmother they had never met. Before she sailed for England, Marie had been at The Hague where she discussed the marriage of her granddaughter Elizabeth to William, son of the Prince of Orange. Again Charles did not want to get involved. For now he felt that such a marriage would be beneath his daughter.


Henrietta gave birth to another daughter Catherine in January 1639 but after a long and hard labour, the baby did not survive. The queen’s mother at least was there to comfort her but the times were changing. Political unrest meant that whilst Charles I travelled to the North, Henrietta Maria, her mother and the children were all told to stay at Whitehall guarded by the city militia. The seeds of the English Civil War were beginning to grow around them. Still Henrietta Maria became pregnant again and in July 1640, her last son, Henry, Duke of Gloucester, was born. His brothers Charles and James stood as his godfathers and Mary made her first public appearance at eight years old to be his godmother. With the joy of his birth came a sadness just four months later when Anne their youngest daughter died in November at Richmond of tuberculosis.


Since coming to the throne in 1625, the king’s reign had been one of change causing increasing instability and tension. Many of his policies were unpopular but Charles was strongly opinionated and confident in his choices feeling he was destined to hold supreme authority. The Bishops’ Wars prompted by his introduction of a Book of Common Prayer in 1637 did nothing to improve his popularity and near bankrupted the crown. His comment ‘I will rather die than yield to those impertinent and damnable demands; for it is all one as to yield to be no king in a very short time’,9 referring to the Covenanter’s requests, would continue to be his attitude until the end.


The coming years would see his break with parliament plunge the country into civil war as the two sides, Royalist and Parliamentarian, made their stands. A contemporary would write ‘we have insensibly slid into the beginning of a civil war by one unexpected accident after another, as waves of the sea which have brought us thus far and we scarce know how’.10


By now Charles I needed an alliance and he needed funds. In January 1641 he welcomed a delegation of Dutch ambassadors from The Hague to discuss the marriage of his daughter but instead of it being to Elizabeth as previously mooted, they requested Mary for their fifteen-year-old prince. Henrietta Maria was appalled. She had hopes that her eldest daughter would be married to a royal Roman Catholic prince – someone like Philip IV of Spain’s son – but Charles could now see advantages in a marriage to Prince William. The Dutch promised him money, the possibility of military aid and even mediation with his disaffected parliament. And even Henrietta came round to the idea telling an ambassador that Prince Frederic Henry of Orange could provide them with 20,000 men. But others were not so happy with the match and wondered why the king would marry his daughter to a family without royal blood. Henrietta’s family in France thought it disgraceful the Princess Royal should marry beneath herself.


Mary it was said was so ‘fixed and grounded’11 in the Protestant religion anyway she would only marry a Protestant prince but in reality she would do as her father bid her. At nine years old she would have no say in the matter. When asked if she agreed to the marriage she replied ‘Yes, since the queen my mother desires it; and I wish the prince would come to England that we might meet’.12


Charles however did ensure that Mary was well looked after by the terms of her marriage treaty. Prince William had to travel to England for the wedding ceremony and she was to stay in England until she was twelve. She would be allowed twenty-six male and fourteen female servants picked by her father and in case of any vacancies arising, these would be filled by other English servants. Her dowry was £40,000 to be paid in four instalments and apart from her travel to The Hague, the Dutch were to cover all her costs plus pay her a yearly allowance of £1,500. She would also be allowed to worship as per Anglican Church rites and doctrines and not have to follow the tenets of the Dutch reformed church.


With those details agreed, Mary’s marriage was planned for 2 May and the fifteen-year-old William arrived on 19 April 1641 at Gravesend, after a stormy journey in which the mast of ship was broken, with a train of fifty carriages. The next day as he passed by the Tower of London, he received a hundred-gun salute before reaching Whitehall. He was at first greeted by Charles and James who escorted him to the king and queen who he presented with gifts of jewels but it was not till the afternoon that he met his intended bride at Somerset House. He had not been permitted to kiss his bride-to-be and now was only allowed to kiss Mary’s hand and not her face. Still he made a favourable impression. He was handsome, impeccably mannered, and wealthy. He was well-bred and well-educated, speaking five languages – English, Dutch, French, Spanish and Italian. He may not have royal blood but he was a catch.


And he was there to woo Mary. In the days leading up to their marriage he stayed in the house of the Earl of Arundel and visited her frequently at Somerset House with gifts of jewels using a key he was given to enter through the garden door.


Their wedding took place on 2 May 1641 with the Bishop of Ely officiating in the Chapel Royal. William wore ‘rich crimson velvet, with a Vandyke collar of deep point lace’13 and was accompanied by Count Brederode and other nobles from his entourage. Mary wore a robe of silver tissue adorned with a huge diamond brooch – a gift from William – with silver ribbons in her hair. Sixteen young ladies dressed in white satin carried her train as she approached the altar flanked by her brothers Charles and James where her father gave her away. Her mother Henrietta Maria, grandmother Marie de Medici and sister Elizabeth watched from a private closet.


After the service, the newlyweds were escorted to the Queen’s chamber for a royal blessing and later in the day they shared a family dinner followed by a walk in Hyde Park. Given Mary’s age they were not to spend the night together but did take part in a bedding ceremony. The Princess Royal was undressed and donning a long nightgown lay on a bed draped with blue velvet curtains. William joined her in his dressing gown and was finally allowed to kiss her ‘in the presence of all the great lords and ladies of England, the four ambassadors of the United [Dutch] States, and the distinguished personages who had attended him to London’.14 Mary’s nightgown was so long it hindered their touching of legs which would signify the consummation of their marriage. Henrietta’s dwarf Geoffrey Hudson gleefully slit her gown with shears and pronounced the wedding ceremonies complete. William was then escorted to the king’s bedchamber for the night.


But there was an unhappy guest at the wedding. Charles’ nephew, Charles Louis, Prince Palatine, was telling anyone that would listen that Mary was promised to him although he had never been considered as a match. The Venetian ambassador reported ‘The resentment of the Prince Palatine against the Prince of Orange over this marriage in no wise abates, and he does not trouble to hide his feelings. He has not called upon the bridegroom, and although invited he would not assist at the banquet with their Majesties and the wedded pair on the day of the marriage’.15


There were also no joyous celebrations in the city afterwards and for a royal wedding the whole affair had been muted coming at a time when the people were baying for the blood of Charles’ advisor, the Earl of Strafford, who had been on trial for high treason. Ten thousand people had marched on Whitehall with a petition of 20,000 signatures calling for his death. Strafford was accused of being ‘a main instrument to provoke the king to make a war between us and the Scots’16 of raising troops in Ireland to quash Charles’ enemies and making way for ‘the papist party’. He had only ever been loyal to his king but Parliament wanted peace and they wanted his head. Whilst Mary was getting married, a plot to spring Strafford from the Tower was underway but with a lack of men and rumours spreading it was called off. Strafford was put on trial but even though the evidence proved inconclusive, a bill of attainder was put in front of Charles to sign condemning his advisor to death but the king could not bring himself to sign it. Strafford however could see how parliament was turning against their king. If Charles did not act with authority he would lose it and so the earl wrote to the king ‘To set your Majesty’s conscience at liberty, I do most humbly beseech your Majesty (for preventing evils which may happen by your refusal) to pass this bill’.17


Charles signed and his chief advisor was executed on Tower Hill on 12 May but the king would forever regret what he had done. The Venetian ambassador reported ‘this minister lost his life whose admirable qualities certainly deserved a better age and a happier fate. The king, thus deprived of authority with the hatred of the people, which is even stronger against the queen… suffers the tortures of the deepest affliction’.18 Despite Strafford’s warning, the king’s hold over his kingdom was waning.


Against this gloomy background William paid court to Mary. William was happy at least with his new bride when he wrote to his parents ‘although we were at first very solemn towards each other, now we feel more at ease… I love her very much and I believe that she loves me too’.19 Perhaps the prince could see the tide turning against the king of England or perhaps he just wanted to return to Holland with his new wife because William asked for permission for the Princess Royal to leave with him at the end of May. Charles refused. She was still too young and should remain in England for the next three years as per their marriage treaty. Only months later Charles would change his mind.


But for now the prince was leaving and he was presented with gifts to take home including a sword embellished with diamonds. Mary too gave him a jewelled brooch which he immediately pinned on his chest, and roses made from silver ribbon were presented to the Dutch ambassadors. She also wrote to her new father-in-law to tell him she was looking forward to meeting him. As William left the Tower by barge for Gravesend a gun salute sounded his departure. Mary wished to send him one last gift and tasked Sir Peter Killigrew with delivering an embroidered scarf to her husband at Deal in Kent from where he was to sail but by the time Killigrew arrived, the prince had already left. Unperturbed Killigrew took the next boat and Mary’s gift soon found its recipient.


By July ill will towards the queen and her fellow Catholics made Charles worry for her safety. Henrietta Maria was blamed for trying to raise funds for the Bishops’ War from fellow Catholics and members of Parliament were looking for a legal way to bring the queen to trial.


Perhaps she could take Mary to Holland after all and travel on to take the waters at Spa. This Charles put to Parliament who called in Dr Mayerne who pronounced Henrietta sick in mind and body and not likely to live long. The waters however had proved beneficial to her before and he recommended she take them again. Parliament were not convinced and saw behind it an excuse for Henrietta to travel abroad troublemaking, as they saw it, and rallying support for the king. Mary too was not allowed to leave. But someone they would see pleased to go, Marie de Medici, was making plans for her voyage back to France.


Charles left his family in safety at Oatlands in Surrey whilst he travelled to Scotland to smooth over recent events and win support. The queen was severely depressed and wrote to her sister ‘I swear to you that I am driven almost mad by the sudden change in my fortunes. From the highest point of happiness I have fallen into despair… Imagine what I feel like to see the King’s power taken from him, the Catholics persecuted, the priests hanged, the people faithful to us sent away and pursued for their lives because they served the King. As for myself, I am kept like a prisoner… with no one in the world to whom I can confide my troubles’.20


Although there was no going back on Charles’ contrary relationship with Parliament, on his return the city of London welcomed him, the people cheering and waving along the decorated streets. The Lord Mayor held a civic banquet for the royals, Mary included and as they travelled back to Whitehall, the choir at St Paul’s came out to sing to them.


But their popularity was not to last. Whilst the people had been pleased to see the Royal family, Parliament had compiled its Grand Remonstrance – a list of all that was seen as being wrong with Charles’ government of the church and state. The king wrote a considered reply which he hoped would appease them but then he made a grave mistake. The year 1642 started with Charles’ disastrous attempt to arrest five members of parliament. Arriving at the House of Commons with an armed guard of more than 300 men, he sat in the Speaker’s chair and asked they be handed over to him. The men – Pym, Hampden, Holles, Strode and Haselrig – who Charles saw as leading the main opposition against him had been tipped off and escaped. Fearing retaliation, Charles and the royal family now left Whitehall and fled to Hampton Court and then Windsor but the two youngest children, Elizabeth known to her family as ‘Temperance’ and Henry, who had been staying at St James’ Palace, had been left behind.


Charles was more concerned for his wife and this time firmly declared that she would be leaving the country with Mary to journey to Holland. He informed Parliament:




His majesty being very much pressed by the States’ ambassador to send the princess his daughter immediately into Holland, and being likewise earnestly desired by his royal consort the queen to give her majesty leave to accompany her daughter thither, hath thought fit to consent to both desires, and to make this his majesty’s consent and her majesty’s resolution known to this parliament.21





Charles had approached Prince Frederick Henry of Orange for help with Parliament but he refused to get involved. At least if the prince spoke with Henrietta Maria in person she may be able to gain his support. On 12 February the king accompanied his wife and daughter to Dover to await the Dutch Admiral Van Tromp with his fifteen ship escort for Mary. Henrietta Maria had in her baggage her jewellery including a chain of pearls and a cross from her mother, much of Charles’ from his ruby collar to his pearl buttons and many of the crown jewels which would be pawned to raise funds for what both herself and the king now knew would turn into civil war. Mary does not seem to have taken much with her especially nothing like the trousseau a new bride should have or like the one her mother had brought to England. By Monday 23 February conditions were suitable for sailing and Charles’ farewell to his wife and daughter couldn’t have been more touching. He knew he would never see his daughter again and worried also that it would be the last time he could embrace Henrietta. Henrietta lamented how circumstances ‘forced me to leave the king and my children’.22 As their boat sailed away Charles rode up and down the coastline waving his hat as his wife and daughter departed England’s shores.


Storms battered their ships all the way to Helvoetsluys – a fifteen hour journey – where one of the baggage ships containing the queen’s chapel plate and her entourage’s luggage sank before the harbour. (In 2014 one of Countess Roxburghe’s dresses was found by divers amongst other items in the recovered wreckage.) The party that travelled with them was small. Lords Goring and Arundel accompanied them whilst the Countess of Roxburghe continued in her position as Mary’s governess until she handed over the reins to Catherine Stanhope and returned to look after Henry and Elizabeth. The duchess of Richmond and the Countess of Denbigh waited on the queen. Henrietta’s confessor Father Philip, two Capuchin priests and her dwarf Geoffrey made up the small band of travellers.


Seasick and exhausted from their journey, the group were met by Prince William and his cousins on arrival who had planned to take them by barge to Rotterdam but Henrietta Maria could not bear another moment’s travel on water and they were taken by carriage to the palace at Honselersdijk to recover. Continuing their travels, they were greeted outside The Hague by Elizabeth, Queen of Bohemia, sister to Charles I and Mary’s aunt, who escorted them into the city where they were greeted by gun salute, fireworks and the ringing of church bells. Elizabeth would come to befriend Mary and be something of a surrogate mother to her in the years to come.
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