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A Note on Sources

IN the book that follows I refer often to the people who made it possible – those who set down their impressions during Buckingham’s lifetime, or while his career was still within living memory. They are ambassadors, diarists, letter-writers, news-gatherers, proto-journalists, biographers, memoirists, historians, clergymen, statesmen, court recorders, poets, playwrights, politicians, gossips, Parliamentary clerks. Many of them are anonymous – including those who composed songs or wrote ‘libels’ (rhymes – usually scurrilous and satirical). Others are well known to history.

To have given them each a proper introduction in the course of my narrative would have overcrowded the story. Instead I list here the ones from whom I have drawn most.

George Abbot, Archbishop of Canterbury. A Puritan, inflexible in his detestation of Catholicism, Abbot was instrumental in bringing Buckingham to court, hoping to use him to influence King James into making war with Spain. For his character, see Favourite.

John Aubrey. Aubrey was an archaeologist and architectural historian as well as being the author of Brief Lives. Born in 1626, only two years before Buckingham’s death, he was able, thanks to his indefatigable pursuit of elderly contacts and recording of their reminiscences, to paint vivid pen portraits of a number of the luminaries of Buckingham’s lifetime.

John Chamberlain. Chamberlain was a confirmed bachelor and popular guest who lived more in his friends’ houses than his own. Endlessly curious about contemporary events and well connected, he kept up with all the latest news and passed it on in long letters, the majority of them to Sir Dudley Carleton. He died in the same year as Buckingham.

Roger Coke. Coke was born about the time of Buckingham’s death but, as the grandson of Buckingham’s great Parliamentary opponent Sir Edward Coke, he heard first-hand accounts of the Jacobean court and Parliament from his relatives and family connections. His Detection of the Court and State of England was published in 1696.

Sir Simonds D’Ewes. A devout Puritan, D’Ewes studied at the Middle Temple in the 1620s, keeping a diary in which he records his own doings alongside the news he picked up from conversations with fellow lawyers and from the pamphlets he read avidly. He became an MP and supported Parliament during the Civil Wars.

Sir John Eliot. Eliot first met Buckingham when they were both teenagers in France. He worked for him at the Admiralty, then entered Parliament in 1624. He repeatedly spoke out against his former patron, calling for Buckingham’s impeachment. In 1629 he was imprisoned for the second time. In the Tower he wrote Negotium posterorum, his account of the 1625 Parliament, before dying there in 1632. For a fuller introduction, see Eliot.

Albert de Fontenay. An envoy sent by Mary, Queen of Scots, from her English prison to Scotland in 1584 to treat with her son, King James, then aged eighteen.

Thomas Fuller. Clergyman and author. Only twenty years old when Buckingham died, Fuller records the testimony of people who knew him well. A royalist who kept his head down and survived the Civil Wars undisturbed, he is chiefly remembered for his compendium of biographical essays, The Worthies of England, posthumously published in 1662.

Godfrey Goodman, Bishop of Gloucester. Present at court through most of Buckingham’s career, Goodman was at one time chaplain to Queen Anne, favoured by King James but much disliked by Puritans. His book The Court of King James was written in the 1650s, when he was living in obscurity, his episcopal palace having been ransacked by Parliamentary troops and his library destroyed. His purpose was to refute Sir Anthony Weldon’s account (see below), which Goodman thought ‘malicious-minded’.

Sir John Hacket. Royalist clergyman, chaplain to King James from 1623, client and biographer of John Williams. Williams was an adviser to King James who later became Archbishop of York, Lord Keeper of the Great Seal from 1621 to 1625 and an opponent of Buckingham’s war policy.

James Howell. A clergyman’s son who chose the footloose life of an author and traveller. He wrote a novel and newsletters. He spoke a number of languages and compiled dictionaries and grammars. Above all, he was a prolific correspondent. Two years younger than Buckingham, he was attached to the British embassy in Madrid when Buckingham visited in 1623, and he was in Portsmouth when Buckingham died there.

Edward Hyde, Earl of Clarendon. Hyde came to prominence after Buckingham’s death, but as Charles I’s chief adviser from 1642 he had ample opportunity to discuss him with the King. He went into exile in 1646, returning to England at the Restoration as Charles II’s chief minister. He fell from power in 1667 and devoted his last years to revising his History of the Rebellion, begun in the 1650s.

Sir John Oglander. MP, deputy-governor of Portsmouth, then governor of the Isle of Wight. Oglander was involved in preparations for Buckingham’s expedition to La Rochelle, and he was in Portsmouth when Buckingham was killed. Ardently royalist, he was twice arrested by Parliamentary troops during the Civil Wars. His memoir, commonplace book and diaries are vivid records of troubled times, combining a wealth of practical detail with emotional openness. Some entries are written in his own blood.

Francis Osborne. Buckingham’s exact contemporary, Osborne was a Parliamentarian and a republican. His hostile but illuminating account of King James I’s reign was published in 1658.

John Rous. Vicar of a Suffolk parish and a prolific correspondent, Rous kept a diary from 1625, in which he commented on public events as well as on crops and the weather and local gossip.

William Sanderson. A staunch royalist and secretary to Buckingham’s friend and close associate Henry Rich, Earl of Holland. Like Goodman’s, Sanderson’s book written from exile in 1650 is framed as a riposte to Weldon’s.

Count Leveneur de Tillières. French ambassador to England from 1621 to 1624. He considered the Jacobean court to be ‘licentious . . . filthy and scandalous’.

Venetian State Papers. Throughout Buckingham’s career, events at the English court were being observed by a sequence of Venetian ambassadors, whose reports constitute a detailed and dispassionate account of politics and personalities. They include Nicolò Molin, Antonio Foscarini, Girolamo Lando and Orazio Busino.

Sir Anthony Weldon. As Clerk to the Royal Kitchen, Weldon witnessed Buckingham’s rise. He was subsequently dismissed, and his pamphlet The Court and Character of King James – satirical and salacious – was read by royalists as his revenge for his sacking. Modern historians argue it is more likely just disrespectfully truthful. He supported Parliament in the Civil Wars.

Sir Roger Wilbraham. Politician and lawyer and loyal monarchist. He was Solicitor General in Ireland in Queen Elizabeth’s reign, and subsequently King James’s Master of Requests. He kept a journal from 1593 to 1616.

Arthur Wilson. During the 1620s, the time of Buckingham’s ascendancy, Wilson was secretary to the 3rd Earl of Essex (subsequently commander of the Parliamentary forces in the Civil Wars). He was a poet and playwright. His history, The Life and Reign of King James, published in 1653, describes many incidents to which he claims to have been ‘eye and ear witness’.

Sir Henry Wotton. Diplomat, linguist, connoisseur, MP, treasured as a friend by distinguished contemporaries from John Donne to Isaak Walton. As ambassador in Venice and in The Hague over twenty years, he helped Buckingham assemble his art collection. Returning to England in 1624, he became Provost of Eton and wrote two biographical works about Buckingham. For more on him, see The Arts of Peace.

For further information on these and all other sources, see the Notes and Select Bibliography at the back of this book.




A Note on Naming

GEORGE Villiers became the Earl of Buckingham in January 1617, later becoming Marquis and then Duke – always of Buckingham. I have occasionally found it convenient to refer to him as Buckingham when writing about a period before he held any of those titles.

Many of my characters were knights. I give them the ‘Sir’ on first appearance, but afterwards frequently leave it out.

Higher-ranking characters had multiple titles. To avoid confusion, I allow them only two names – their original surname on first appearance, and subsequently the highest title they attained. For instance, I introduce Robert Carr by that name and thereafter call him the Earl of Somerset, although for some of the period covered he was Viscount Rochester.

In some cases I ignore titles altogether. For instance I have called Francis Bacon by that name throughout, because it is the one by which he is best known to posterity.

I tend to refer to women by their given names alone – e.g. I call the Duchess of Buckingham Katherine or Kate. As a woman I regret this practice, but as an author I think that to write about two of my central characters as Buckingham and Buckingham would be awkward.

At the time I am writing about, Britain did not yet exist as a united state (dearly as King James I and VI wanted it to). The majority of the characters in this book were English. Of their kings, James was Scottish with a bit of French, while Charles was half Scottish-French, half Danish-German. I have used the words ‘English’ and ‘British’ carefully, but readers are warned that they do not exactly match reality.
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George Villiers, Duke of Buckingham: drawing by Peter Paul Rubens, Paris 1625
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HE was called a devil, a spotted monster, a comet that disrupted the natural order, scrambled social hierarchy and set the music of the spheres a-jangle. He was accused of being a traitor to his country, an enemy of the people and a regicide who poisoned the king who loved him.

To royalists, he was the vulgar upstart who dragged the monarchy into disrepute and weakened it fatally. To Puritans and republicans, he was the epitome of all the vices endemic at the degenerate court of the early Stuart kings. He was arrogant. He was greedy. His lust was insatiable.

Yet here are the words with which those who knew him well described him: modest, courteous, kind, obliging, affectionate, generous, gracious, loving and, again (this is the word that recurs most insistently), modest. By all reliable accounts, George Villiers, the Duke of Buckingham, was really very nice.

His beauty was extraordinary – even those who hated him, and by the time of his death they were legion, never denied it. He was called ‘the handsomest-bodied man in Europe’, and ‘one of the handsomest men in the whole world’.

Three monarchs loved him. King James I of England (VI of Scotland) addressed him as ‘Sweetheart’ or as ‘My sweet Child and Wife’, shared his bed with him and told him that he would rather die than live without him. King Charles I worshipped him as a nervous adolescent worships an older and infinitely more glamorous brother. The Queen of France, Anne of Austria, told a confidante that if it were possible for an ‘honest’ wife to love anyone other than her husband, then Buckingham would be the man she chose. Many of her contemporaries believed that – honest or not – she had an affair with him.

This book is about Buckingham, but it is not about him alone. Buckingham was described by contemporaries as a meteor, a shooting star. In speaking of him, people turned to astronomy for their imagery because he seemed to them so grand, so brilliant. But he was not really a far-off heavenly body. His glamour was dazzling, but his life was shaped by the world he inhabited. His story forms the spine of my narrative, but – because no man is an island – it is also a book about a society; its pleasures and passions, its beliefs and its politics.

In early seventeenth-century England, punctilious good manners were juxtaposed with extreme violence. Letters were thickly laced with flattery, but a courtier might have his hand amputated for a breach of protocol.

It was a period of transition, in which the past and future jostled. Archaic political structures were challenged by world-altering novelties – the beginnings of print journalism, the increasing power of public opinion. The Middle Ages had yet to end. There were witches. Medicine was not so much a science as a symbolic code, as likely to kill as to cure. Meanwhile the Enlightenment had begun. Francis Bacon, Buckingham’s mentor, was the great proponent of empirical scientific investigation.

Bacon is just one of the remarkable people who have a part in this story. John Tradescant designed Buckingham’s parks and gardens. Ben Jonson and Inigo Jones collaborated on his party entertainments. Van Dyck and Rubens painted his portrait repeatedly. His political opponents included the great jurist Sir Edward Coke. William Laud, future archbishop and martyr, wrote his speeches.

Their world was both like ours and alien in surprising ways. The constitution and the laws under which British people still live owe much to the events of Buckingham’s lifetime. The art and literature produced then still furnish modern minds, whether or not we consciously recognise it. We are Buckingham’s successors, but there is much about his world that seems shocking now, and much that is entrancingly strange.

People wept more. Buckingham was often in tears, and we will see the chamber of the House of Commons full of strong men overcome with sobs. They spoke more fluently. It was a great age of drama and sermons and Parliamentary oratory. To read and write about England in the early seventeenth century is to be immersed in a flood of magnificent language. The language of court and Parliament – sonorous, grand and lucid. The language of pamphleteers and libellers – sinewy and rude.

At the centre of my narrative is a web of love stories. Ageing king loves young man. Husband and wife love each other. Son loves father’s male lover. Son loves mother. In these relationships we see love and family being redefined and gender roles subverted.

Buckingham was a man who lived a woman’s life. There have been many royal mistresses. What makes Buckingham’s career exceptional is that, because he was male, he was able to convert the influence of a favourite into the power of a chief minister. And because he was male, the way his physical beauty carried him to the highest place at court – something that would seem unremarkable in a woman’s case – is rendered questionable.

This book is about big things – peace and war, Parliament and despotism. It is also about small things – babies, jewels, anemones. In it I interleave the big with the small, aiming to make a collage that conjures up a life in all its complexity.

Four years after Buckingham’s death, the Puritan polemicist William Prynne published Histriomastix. The book is primarily an attack on the theatre, but Prynne’s targets are many and various. In the preface he explains that he will be exposing the iniquity of the following: ‘dancing, music, apparel, effeminacy, lascivious songs, laughter, adultery, obscene pictures, bonfires, New Year’s gifts, grand Christmases, health-drinking, long hair, Lord’s-days, dicing, with sundry pagan customs’.

I would add a few more headings – among them connoisseurship and the collecting of art, hunting, pacifism (which, to many people of the time, seemed interchangeable with effeminacy), same-sex love and landscape design – but, broadly speaking (I have nothing to say on dicing), Prynne’s abominations correspond closely with the materials I have used to give substance to my picture of Buckingham and his world.

Buckingham’s personal story is entangled with a public one. On the one hand, two kings struggling to assert their royal prerogative. On the other, lawyers and members of Parliament and preachers and polemicists doggedly striving to defend citizens’ rights, in some cases sacrificing their own liberty to protect that of the people. In the middle, Buckingham – identified as the ‘grievance of grievances’, the ‘causing cause’ of all the nation’s discontents.

He was a favourite. We no longer use that word. But still, four centuries on, every president, every prime minister, has their chief of staff or their special advisers, their consultants and aides. Those people are not elected. They do not pass through the Civil Service selection process. They owe their power to the ruler’s favour, and they are accountable to that person alone.

Their position is precarious. Francis Bacon warned Buckingham that often leaders, when the people begin to grumble, will sacrifice their favourites to placate the populace. When I began work on this book in 2020, large decisions about the way Britain was ruled were being made by one of the prime minister’s staff, Dominic Cummings. He seemed to come, as Buckingham did, from nowhere. For a while he had power. But when the electorate became angry with the government, he was cast aside. He became a scapegoat, as Buckingham did four hundred years before.

In Buckingham’s lifetime it was very hard to criticise a monarch. To do so, even in one’s silent thoughts, might be treason, and treason was a capital offence. Twenty-one years after Buckingham died, the British people would kill their king, but first they took out their hidden unhappiness on his favourite, reimagining him as a monster and so opening the way to his death.




I

Peace




St George’s Day

23 April 1615. St George’s Day, feast of England’s patron saint. The Knights of the Garter process through the courtyards of Whitehall Palace, led by King James I. It is a solemn spectacle. An observer describes the King, princes, peers and ‘worthies’ marching together, ‘amazing the beholders’: they constitute ‘one personal majesty, in one fellowship of honour’. It is also a social occasion: Lady Anne Clifford writes in her diary, ‘There was such an infinite company . . . as I think I shall never see the like.’ The Garter Knights ride away to Windsor, for a lengthy service in the Chapel of St George, followed by a banquet.

The King loathes this kind of ceremonial, but he submits to it. At last, he withdraws to the Queen’s private apartments, where a curious scene is acted out.

Queen Anne and the fourteen-year-old heir to the throne, Prince Charles, receive the King. Nearby, in adjoining rooms, there are, as always, a number of people in attendance. One of them is the Earl of Somerset, Robert Carr, the handsome blond Scotsman who came to England with King James when the latter inherited the English throne in 1603 and who has risen very high. The King has recently written to Somerset, assuring him ‘my love hath been infinite towards you’, but also telling him that their relationship has left him with ‘a deeply wounded heart’ and warning him that ‘I have borne it as long as I possibly can’. Another of the bystanders is George Villiers.

Queen Anne has planned a little performance. At her signal, Villiers is called in to join the royal party. Prince Charles wears a sword. The Queen asks him to draw it and give it to her. Holding it, she kneels before the King and begs him ‘to knight this noble gentleman, whose name [is] George, for the honour of St George whose feast he now kept’.

The King playfully pretends to be frightened when he sees the Queen coming at him with a naked sword. (Or is he only playing? He is notoriously fearful of assassins.) A courtier tells us he then granted the Queen’s request and ‘did it very joyfully; and it might very well be that it was his own contriving’. Eager as some powerful people were to see Villiers brought into the King’s household, ‘they were not so forward to promote [it] as the King to long to have it effected’. Taking the sword, signalling Villiers to kneel before him, James taps blade to shoulder, dubbing the young man knight.

Those who had the King’s ear, including his wife, would often ask for honours for their protégés. The handing-out of titles and lucrative posts helped build the web of obligation that kept the monarchy secure. In the first year of his reign King James had created eighty-three earls, all of those titles being granted either to those who could pay well for them (the Crown was chronically short of money), or to those who had been recommended by the already-powerful who, in bringing on their friends, relations and clients, created smaller webs for themselves.

This knighting, though, had especial significance. It marked the public beginning of a career which amazed all contemporaries – prodigious for the rapidity of George Villiers’s rise, the brilliance of his success, the catastrophe of his fall.

In 1615 King James I of England, VI of Scotland, was forty-eight years old. He was tough, and on horseback he was fearless and indefatigable. When out hunting (and it was calculated that he passed half his waking hours in the chase), he could spend all day in the saddle. But when standing on his own two feet, he was at a disadvantage. A congenital weakness of the legs meant that as he walked he staggered. ‘His carriage is ungainly, his steps erratic and vagabond, even in his chamber,’ wrote a French visitor to his court. Perhaps it was to disguise his defective limbs that he favoured wide breeches, ‘in great pleats and full stuffed’. He would lean on favoured courtiers’ shoulders, sometimes out of affection for them, but oftener because he needed support.

He was not, and had never been, a handsome man. He greatly disliked sitting for portraits, but enough of them were made to let us know that his nose was bulbous, his mouth small and pursed, and that by the time he came to England his cheeks were already sunken and his jowls sagged. Decades of hard drinking and hunting in all weathers had left his face mottled red. He wore a beard. Its style varied over the years, but it was always wispy (‘scattering on his chin, and very thin,’ said contemporary historian Arthur Wilson). There was something wrong with his mouth. Sir Anthony Weldon thought his tongue was too big. He spoke oddly, and when he drank he did so ‘very uncomely, as if eating his drink, which came out into the cup on each side of his mouth’. Always on the watch for assassins to dodge or fools to ridicule, and celebrated for the pleasure he took in ‘dissimulation’, he had a shifty look. His clever eyes look warily out of portrait after portrait, lower lids drooping (Plate 2).

George Villiers, the twenty-two-year-old kneeling before him, was beautiful. He had the face, the King thought, of a youthful saint, or an angel. The Bishop of Gloucester, Godfrey Goodman, praised his ‘lovely complexion’. Diarist Simonds D’Ewes admired his ‘delicacy and handsome features’, and his ‘effeminate and curious hands and face’. His legs were celebrated for their length and fine shape. The earliest portrait we have of him, by William Larkin, dates from a year after this momentous St George’s Day (Plate 1). It shows him standing in a dancer’s pose, so that those legs become the focal point of the composition. Improbably slender and elongated, they are set off by the brevity of his puffed and slashed white satin breeches, by high-heeled white slippers and wrinkle-free white silk hose.

This exquisite creature had been trailed before King James as a piece of sexual bait. The King was married – though by this time he and Queen Anne lived largely separate lives – and had two living children, but everyone knew that he loved men. Physically imperfect, he was enchanted by male beauty, by masculine grace and fine clothes and courtly sophistication.

For seven years he had loved Somerset, but their relationship had become personally rancorous and politically untenable. Somerset had married Frances Howard, formerly Countess of Essex. Frances’s father and uncles made up a powerful cabal at court. The Howards were friendly to Spain, and in favour of the toleration of Catholic worship. Protestant magnates, the Archbishop of Canterbury among them, saw the rift between the King and Somerset as an opportunity. They would be better able, they thought, to promote the cause of the ‘true religion’ (which meant Protestantism), bring forward their own friends and supporters and stir up an Anglo-Spanish war, if they could arrange for the King to fall in love with a new young man, a protégé of their own. There was nothing alien or distasteful to them about this idea. One of their number, the Earl of Montgomery, had himself once been a favourite of King James’s. They looked about for a beautiful youth who could take Somerset’s place in James’s heart.

The King had first seen George Villiers the previous August. He was at Apethorpe – the palatial Northamptonshire home of Sir Anthony Mildmay, and one of the places he best liked to stay during his annual summer-time progress through his kingdom. A splendid hunt was laid on for him. Villiers was there. He had spent three years in France learning the art of the manège. He looked very well on a horse. It was noticed that the King had noticed him

We don’t know who brought George Villiers to Apethorpe. Perhaps he joined the hunt as any local gentleman might have done. He was living with his mother only twenty-five miles away. Or perhaps it was his friend, another young man who had once been candidate for the role of King’s favourite, Sir James Graham. Certainly Graham was soon acting as Villiers’s agent and manager, soliciting money from those who might hope one day to profit from the benefits a new royal favourite could pass their way. Within a month Villiers was at court, with smart new clothes, serving as one of the royal cup-bearers. A courtier noted in a letter home that he ‘begins to be in favour with His Majesty’.

There was a supper party that winter at the mediaeval palace of Baynard’s Castle, the Earl of Pembroke’s London home, on the river near old St Paul’s. The historian William Sanderson was among those invited. As he made his way there along Fleet Street with one of his fellow guests, the other ordered his footman to throw dirt at a picture of Somerset displayed on a painter’s stall. Sanderson asked why he did so. ‘He told me that this meeting would discover.’ Sure enough, listening to the conversation that night between a number of noble persons, Sanderson ‘was acquainted with the design to bring in Villiers’. As Archbishop Abbot, who was among the guests, explained, they would use Villiers ‘to drive out Somerset, as one nail drives out another’.

In March 1615 King James visited Cambridge. He was shown around one of the college libraries, where precious illuminated manuscripts were kept chained to their stands to deter thieves. King James made a joke. The books looked like prisoners, he said, but he loved reading so much that he would be happy to be imprisoned here with them. (James’s jokes were often a little ponderous, but he was the King, so naturally everybody laughed.)

Later that day James attended a play staged by the students in his honour. He enjoyed the theatre, but this time he found it hard to concentrate. George Villiers was in the audience. Roger Coke reports that King James couldn’t take his eyes off him, becoming ‘confounded between his admiration of Villiers and the pleasure of the play’.

And then in April it was St George’s Day, and the Queen made her surprising move.

Villiers was nobody special. He was the sixth child and fourth son of a Leicestershire gentleman. His father, also called George, had enough land to live decently on, but no more than that. He served as sheriff and was knighted by Queen Elizabeth for his services. Sir Henry Wotton would call the country-bumpkin Villierses a family ‘without obscurity’ but without ‘any great lustre’. Villiers’s mother, Mary, though, aimed higher.

She knew what her son was capable of. According to Wotton, she decided early that young George was no scholar. This need not be a handicap to greatness. Prince Henry, King James’s heir, when taxed on his poor performance as a student, was to reply crossly, ‘I know what becomes a Prince. It is not necessary for me to be a professor, but a soldier and a man of the world.’ What was true for a prince was also true for a courtier. In later life, despite having spent three years in France in his teens, Buckingham was to claim he spoke French with difficulty and could not write it at all. (This may have been a lie: there were advantages to playing dumb when negotiating with foreign agents.) He had little Latin, the lingua franca of diplomats from all over Europe. His letters are engagingly artless, their syntax harum-scarum. When, in Spain with Prince Charles in 1623, he was obliged to be his own clerk, he did so with many apologies for his handwriting, and kept his letters brief.

He was to become a connoisseur of the visual arts, amassing a collection which rivalled that of his second king, Charles I, but there is no record of his having any literary enthusiasms. As one of the premier performers in court masques, and a commissioner of his own, he knew Ben Jonson. John Donne was his client. But he is not known to have commented on either’s work. Thomas Middleton wrote a play about him (A Game at Chess): we do not know what he thought about it. But book-learning, as his mother knew, is not everything. George Villiers had other gifts.

His face was broad, his mouth and eyebrows wide and straight, his jaw cleanly cut. His skin was smooth and pale as ivory. He had dark wavy hair with auburn lights in it: when he grew a beard it came out tawny. And there were those legs. It is always hard, viewing portraits from the distant past, to see what distinguished a celebrated beauty from all the other good-enough-looking people around, but whatever beauty is – a combination of finely proportioned physical features, sex appeal, charisma and grace – Villiers had it.

His mother played to his strengths. She arranged for him to learn a little music: to be able to play and sing are attractive accomplishments. She taught him good manners. She ‘chose’, writes Wotton, ‘to endue him with ornaments of youth, as dancing, fencing, and the like . . . to which lessons he had such a dextrous proclivity as his teachers were fain to restrain his forwardness’. His dancing, especially, was outstanding. Most importantly, she saw to it that he learnt horsemanship. She sent him to France, to the famous school in Angers, where he was trained to manage the celebrated breed of the ‘Great Horse’.

An ambitious young man, hoping to rise at court, had first to acquire the desirable finish conferred by a smattering of cosmopolitan culture. When George Villiers came home from France, writes Thomas Fuller, he was ‘one of the completest courtiers in Christendom, his body and behaviour mutually gracing one another’.

There is nothing unusual about a mother with a beautiful child grooming that child in readiness for a splendid match, teaching the child to make itself agreeable in the hopes of attracting a mate strong, rich and powerful enough to be able to guarantee the child’s future security (and, incidentally, the mother’s own). Such has been the practice of mothers of daughters throughout most of human history. For the mother of a son to do so seems stranger. For a young woman to be presented at court in the hope of catching the eye of a powerful protector or – better – a husband, would have been, in the early modern period, uncontroversial. For George Villiers’s mother to have agreed that her boy should be paraded before a homosexual king, with a view to his becoming that king’s erotic toy and intimate companion, was also ordinary enough to their contemporaries, but it is likely to make modern readers feel morally queasy.

The King’s dinner was not only a meal. Served in the Presence Chamber, it was a public event – often the only moment in the day when a courtier could hope to lay eyes upon the monarch. It was also a ritual freighted with symbolic significance. Cooks, breadmasters, carvers and cup-bearers each played an appointed part in an elaborate performance. The service went far, far beyond the delivery of a plate of food to a hungry king.

Cookery was one of the plastic arts. Fowl was stuffed within fowl and decorated with candied fruit. Meat, ice, custard, sugar and pastry were the materials for sculptural artefacts. On occasion, a whole tableful of dishes would be laid out for the admiration of the company, before it was whisked away uneaten and another equally lavish feast brought out in its stead.

King James ate alone, in that no one else ate with him, but in company. He liked to talk with those who waited on him. The royal cup-bearers – Buckingham among them – served him at table, taking it in turns, one month on, one month off. They were low down in the ranks of courtly hierarchy, but they had more time with the King, when he was in easy mealtime mood, than many of the grandees who ran the country. ‘He is very familiar with his domestics and gentlemen of the Chamber,’ writes Sir Henry Wotton. ‘With the magnates he is more serious and severe.’ Standing at the King’s elbow, ready to refill his glass, the cup-bearers had plentiful opportunities to enjoy his conversation and to impress him with their own. ‘The dinner over,’ wrote Wotton, King James’s ‘custom is to remain for a time, listening to jests and pleasantries, in which he takes great pleasure’.

Few people find it easy to engage in conversation with a head of state. James’s manner was particularly disconcerting. King since babyhood, he had never been taught how to ingratiate himself, or had never seen the need to do so. ‘His manners are aggressive and very uncivil,’ wrote the French ambassador to Scotland when James was eighteen, and in middle age he was testy, given to making baffling interjections and disconcerting jokes. ‘He had as many ready witty jests as any man living,’ writes Weldon, ‘at which he would not smile himself, but deliver them in a grave and serious manner.’ The effect of his deadpan delivery was intimidating. How was a person, uncertain whether the King expected a laugh, to react?

He was suspicious. One of his courtiers reported that if a stranger came into his presence he would stare at the newcomer so fixedly that ‘many for shame have left the room, as being out of countenance’. He couldn’t be bothered with small talk: ‘those ordinary ceremonies, which his variable and quick wit cannot attend’. He had a worrying disdain for decorum. He would curse and swear, taking the name of God in vain in a way that was shocking to seventeenth-century hearers. He also liked to talk dirty. One of his first actions, on coming to the English throne, was to call a great conference of divines to discuss the future of the Church of England, hoping to reconcile Puritans with high Anglicans. In that serious gathering of the godly, he let drop several asides so bawdy as to have caused choked silences. ‘King James’, wrote Sir Robert Moray, ‘loved best of any discourse to talk of dirt and turds.’

Villiers dealt gracefully with all these off-putting regal characteristics. His letters show him playful and good-humoured, unafraid of the great people he dealt with, but polite and considerate. His often-praised skill in the art of pleasing included an ability to converse agreeably even with a gruff-and-glum king whose idea of entertaining mealtime conversation was a theological debate conducted in Latin. Buckingham does not, himself, appear to have taken much pleasure in intellectual exercise. The King was indulgent, being, as Clarendon put it, ‘very flowing in affection towards persons so adorned’. Realising that his new cup-bearer had little to say on scholarly matters, James coaxed him instead to talk of what he had seen at the French court. Villiers ‘could pertinently enlarge upon that subject, to the King’s great delight’.

Others noticed that delight. Later Buckingham was to feel himself beleaguered by the resentment of the less lucky. Already, as he waited at the King’s table, the spirit of Envy was lurking ready to trip him up.

There was a falling-out between Villiers and another cup-bearer. Villiers – whether purposely or out of ignorance – had taken the best position at the King’s table when it was not his turn. The other cup-bearer had him removed, ‘which was not done with over much kindness,’ reports a fellow courtier, ‘for indeed the other was Somerset’s creature’. A little later this other cup-bearer spilt some gravy on Villiers’s clothes. Clothes were expensive. Buckingham’s sponsors had seen to it that he had a presentable suit, but it may have been his only one. He boxed the other’s ears. The penalty for such unseemly violence in the King’s presence was the cutting-off of the hand that had done the deed. Somerset, as Lord Chamberlain, master of the royal household, was responsible for ordering the amputation.

The King intervened, pardoning Villiers. In a direct confrontation between the soon-to-be-superseded favourite and the coming man, the King had made it clear that his loyalty was with the dazzling newcomer.

By November 1614 there were rumours that Villiers would soon be a Gentleman of the Bedchamber, one of the King’s inner circle. The Queen herself had requested the place for him. Somerset kept him out by seeing to it that a nephew of his own was given the place instead. It did him no good. According to Archbishop Abbot, the King ‘more and more loathed Somerset, and did not much conceal that his affection increased towards the other’.

Abbot’s plan was to go by way of the Queen. It was the King’s plan too, for as Abbot explains, King James had ‘a fashion, that he would never admit anyone to nearness about himself but such a one as the Queen should commend unto him.’ The point being ‘that if the Queen afterwards, being ill-treated, should complain of this dear one, he might make his answer “It is ‘long of yourself”’.’ Canny and devious, King James, as Abbot notes, ‘took delight in things of this nature’.

Queen Anne, according to the French ambassador, was ‘an able woman’ who had resigned herself to the knowledge that ‘her husband cannot exist without a minion’. She baulked, though, at the Archbishop’s plan. Abbot and his allies might see Villiers as a harmless pretty boy (Abbot called him ‘a modest courteous youth . . . of a good nature’) whom they could manipulate as they pleased. Queen Anne saw further. ‘I do know your Master better than you all,’ she told Abbot. ‘If this young man be once brought in, the first person he will plague must be you that labour for him; yea, I shall have my part also. The King will teach him to despise and hardly intreat us all, that he may seem to be beholden to none but himself.’ King James might choose to pretend to be swayed by his wife, but she understood he was using her as a puppet in a drama that, for her, could have no happy ending.

She gave in. And so, upon St George’s Day, King James knighted his new favourite, granted him an income of £1,000 a year (he had been living on one twentieth of that) and made him a Gentleman of the Bedchamber, one of the group of intimate associates of the King who served him, and had his ear, night and day.

The charade enacted between King and Queen was a piece of theatre, and it had, accordingly, spectators. Somerset, standing in the next room, sent in a message to the King asking that Villiers should be only a Groom of the Bedchamber (a less prestigious role than Gentleman). Abbot, also listening by an open doorway, sent another message in to the Queen, urging her not to give way. Gentleman of the Bedchamber it was. The new-dubbed Sir George Villiers, according to Abbot, then ‘went in with the King’.

A man in late middle age, physically unattractive but supremely powerful, resolves to take a ‘dear one’ for himself. His wife and his adolescent son are coerced into performing a sham ceremony which obliges them to accept complicity in the inception of this relationship. The new beloved is a man in his early twenties. The head of the Church of England, whose duty it is to safeguard the institution of marriage, to celebrate chastity and abominate sodomy, is busying himself assiduously, for the good of Holy Church, in the part of Pandar.

There are two ways of thinking about this. One is a shrug. The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there. The other is a question. If the beautiful young person had been female, would this scene have seemed more, or less, disturbing?




King James: Fear

‘KING James I of England was the most cowardly man that ever I knew,’ wrote Sir John Oglander, diarist of the Stuart establishment. ‘How he tormented himself with fear of some sudden mischief may be proved by his great quilted doublets, pistol-proof . . . also his strange eyeing of strangers with a continual fearful observation.’

Poor James had good cause for fear. His early life in Scotland had been terrifying. He was the first and only child of Mary, Queen of Scots. While he was still in her womb, seven men with drawn swords burst into the small chamber where she was eating supper with her secretary and friend David Rizzio. Rizzio tried to shield himself by cowering behind the Queen, his arms around her pregnant belly. One of the intruders held a pistol to her chest as Rizzio was dragged into the next room and stabbed fifty-seven times.

Eight months after James was born, his father, Lord Darnley (who had been one of Rizzio’s murderers), also died violently. The house in which he was staying was blown up. His corpse was found in the garden. The explosion was designed to seem accidental, but marks on Darnley’s neck suggested he had been strangled, and his body dumped outside, before the gunpowder was lit. It was generally believed that the Earl of Bothwell had planned the murder, along with Queen Mary.

Three months later Bothwell and Mary were married, amidst rumours that he had raped her first and that she had wept bitterly on her wedding day. A group of noblemen rose up against the couple and defeated them in battle. Bothwell fled to Norway, where he was captured and then imprisoned in Denmark for the remainder of his life. Mary’s baby son was taken away from her and sent to live at Stirling Castle under the guardianship of the Earl of Mar.

Perched on an isolated crag, with precipices falling away beneath it on three sides, the castle was an almost impregnable stronghold. Mar was ordered to dismiss all unnecessary attendants. James was to grow up in a tightly disciplined household, organised not for his pleasure but for his confinement. Queen Mary visited him once, the last time he ever saw her. After that she was forced to sign away her throne before escaping to England and twenty years of imprisonment. At the age of thirteen months, James was crowned King James VI of Scotland.

Throughout the rest of his childhood he was a trophy to be fought over by noblemen convinced that if they could get custody of his person, they could rule in his name. He had one regent after another. One after another they were killed. His uncle was murdered by an assassin. His grandfather was shot dead before his eyes, defending him from a group of armed men who had stormed into the castle intent on abducting him. His next regent was poisoned. The fourth quarrelled with his guardian, and repeatedly tried to break into Stirling Castle and carry him off. The child-King was spared none of this mayhem. On one occasion, when yet another band of would-be kidnappers had got into the castle by a ruse and were being fought off, with several men dead, little James, hearing the noise, ran out of his room, distraught with terror and tearing at his hair.

It would have been a traumatic start in life for the most robust child, but James was puny. The physician Théodore de Mayerne, who would attend him later, wrote that ‘the King to the sixth year of his age was not able to walk, but was carried about, so weak was he from the bad milk of his drunken nurse’.

Even in the schoolroom he was abused and terrorised. When he was four, the celebrated scholar George Buchanan became one of his tutors. During the years he was serving as the child-King’s mentor, Buchanan, an irascible anti-monarchist, wrote books in which he describes his pupil’s mother as a ‘vain, shallow, proud, ignorant, devious, conniving papist whore’, and James himself as ‘the true bird of the bloody nest from which he sprang’. Buchanan took pride in demonstrating his independence of mind by beating the lame young King frequently and severely. The Countess of Mar (whom James called Lady Minny, ‘minny’ being the seventeenth-century Scottish equivalent of ‘mummy’) remonstrated with him. Buchanan told her, ‘Madam I have whipped his arse, you may kiss it if you please.’ Four decades later James would say of a gentleman at his court that ‘he ever trembled at his approach, it minded him so’ of ‘his pedagogue’ Buchanan.
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Growing up didn’t make James any safer. It only brought more oppressive responsibility. When he was not quite fifteen, the Earl of Morton was condemned to death for complicity in the murder of Darnley. James, who had known Morton as his regent, a figure of fatherly authority whom he should respect as well as fear, was required to authorise the execution. On the night Morton died, the King was seen to be in a state of extreme agitation. When Morton’s last letters were brought to him, he declined to read them, but ‘ranged up and down the floor of his chamber, clanking with his finger and his thumb’.

In Scotland, church and monarchy were at odds. The Presbyterian Kirk, whose founding father had been John Knox, taught a stern, pure form of Calvinism. A king was not, as James believed, God’s representative on earth. His authority was subordinate to that of the ministers of the Kirk, subordinate even to the voice of individual conscience. Later, in England, when presiding over a meeting of Anglican divines, James was to shock those present by the fury with which he reacted to the use of the word ‘presbyter’. From the very beginning of his life he had been aware that Presbyterians were his opponents.

A few months after Morton’s execution, when he was still fifteen, James was riding back from a hunting expedition when he was met on the road by the Earl of Gowrie, with a thousand armed followers. Gowrie was among the most prominent of the Presbyterian noblemen. He ‘invited’ the young king to spend the night at his nearby Ruthven Castle. (This incident would become known as the ‘Ruthven Raid’.) James, understanding that this was an invitation he couldn’t refuse, went along. The gentlemen of his guard were violently restrained from following him. When he made to leave the following morning, he was prevented from doing so. In tears, he begged to be allowed to go to Edinburgh to rejoin his gentlemen there. It was forbidden.

For the following ten months he was effectively Gowrie’s prisoner. Even when he escaped he was still not free. A French emissary to Scotland, Albert de Fontenay, sent home a perceptive description of the young king. De Fontenay was full of praise for James’s learning and intelligence, but noticed that he did not ‘dare to contradict the great lords’, having been ‘nourished in fear’.

When James was twenty his mother was beheaded in Fotheringay Castle. James was powerless to save her, or even to lodge any kind of protest. When he was twenty-one he told de Fontenay that he had his beard shaved with burning coals, ‘fearing lest the barber should cut his throat’. When he was twenty-five, recently married and staying at the Palace of Holyrood with his new wife, the Earl of Bothwell (nephew of the Bothwell Queen Mary had married) broke in, along with a band of fifty armed followers, with the intention of carrying off the King. They released some prisoners, set fire to the door of James’s chamber and tried to break through the young Queen’s door with hammers. They were chased off by townsfolk, but one of James’s grooms was killed.

Six months later Bothwell, this time accompanied by three hundred men, attacked the King and Queen in Falkland Palace, where James loved to hunt deer in the surrounding forests and wild boar in the park. Bothwell’s men broke down the gates with a battering ram. James shut himself into a tower, where he remained besieged until morning.

The following year, at Holyrood again, James heard a noise in the room next to his bedchamber. Half-dressed, he went out to investigate and found Bothwell kneeling, with a drawn sword laid on the floor beside him. James shouted for help, and tried to escape into his wife’s room. Courtiers came to the rescue. Bothwell was banished from court.

It went on. It got worse. When he was thirty-four James was out hunting at Falkland again when he was approached by the Earl of Gowrie (son of the leader of the Ruthven Raid, who had been executed in 1584) and his brother Alexander Ruthven. According to James’s version of the story, they offered to show him a pot of gold, which sounds suspiciously like a fairy story. Others suggested, then and later, that eighteen-year-old Alexander offered him sex. Whatever the inducement, James allowed himself to be tempted, and followed them to an isolated house. There, James claimed, the brothers led him upstairs to a small room. As they entered, Ruthven locked the door behind them. Alexander and another man tried to stab James to death with their daggers. Struggling against them, he managed to open a window and shout ‘Treason’. His followers ran in to save him, killing Ruthven and Gowrie. The story – as James himself told it – is full of oddities and lacunae, but for the rest of his life, on the anniversary of the ‘Gowrie Plot’, James would order sermons read in thanksgiving for the saving of his life.

Two years later the English diplomat Sir Henry Wotton visited him in Scotland bearing warnings from the Grand Duke of Tuscany. The Grand Duke had recently exposed a conspiracy which included a plot against James’s life. Wotton noticed that King James had ‘a large number of gentlemen constantly about him, vigilant and alert’, and that it was therefore ‘very difficult for a foreigner to pass unnoticed, because immediately a new face arrives, they ask . . . who he is, and what is his business’. By this time James’s habit of wearing ‘pistol-proof’ quilted doublets was firmly established.

In 1603 Queen Elizabeth of England died. James, by this time thirty-six years old, inherited her throne. Leaving behind the competing Scottish warlords who had made his early life so turbulent, he came south with profound relief. Addressing his new subjects, he gave thanks to God – in words which convey the state of anxiety in which he lived for so long – for ‘bringing him into this promised land’ where he was treated with respect, ‘not as before, elsewhere, a King without state, without honour, without order; where beardless boys would brave him to his face’.

In England, though, James was still not safe. In 1605 he narrowly escaped being blown up, along with almost the entire English ruling class, by the perpetrators of the Gunpowder Plot. Speaking in Parliament afterwards, he confessed that all his life he had felt beset by ‘daily tempests of innumerable dangers’.

In 1610, four years before James met George Villiers, King Henri IV of France was stabbed to death in a Parisian street by the religious extremist François Ravaillac, making him the second French king in succession to die by an assassin’s knife. On being given the news, the confirmation that his worst fears were well founded, King James of England was seen to turn as white as his ruff.




King James: Love

FATHERLESS from infancy, abandoned (however unwillingly) by his mother, intimidated and abused by his teacher, witness to and victim of repeated violent attacks, James grew up emotionally ravenous. He longed to be loved. He longed to be permitted to love.

In 1579, when he was thirteen, his cousin Esmé Stuart, Seigneur d’Aubigny, arrived in Scotland. Thirty-seven years old, described by a contemporary as ‘a man of comely proportions and civil behaviour’, d’Aubigny had been living in France at the court of King Henri III. To the wary Scots noblemen and the elders of the Presbyterian Kirk it seemed likely he was an agent of the Pope and of international popery, or of the King of France. To James he seemed wonderful.

[image: image]
Alamy


‘No sooner did the young King see him,’ wrote a contemporary, than, entranced by his ‘ornaments of body and mind’, he ‘took him up and embraced him in a most amorous manner’. Francis Walsingham’s agent in Scotland reported that James ‘can hardly suffer him out of his presence’, and that he was ‘in such love with [d’Aubigny] as in the open sight of the people, oftentimes he will clasp him about his neck with his arms and kiss him’.

D’Aubigny was a married man with four children. It is unlikely he loved James as much as James loved him, but he was kind. He called James ‘mon petit maistre’. He brought with him a whiff of French sophistication, of the culture of the great European city where the King’s mother had grown up. James was an excellent linguist. They spoke French together. They went hunting, which may have been the beginning of James’s passion for the sport. A Presbyterian minister preached in Edinburgh’s Great Kirk against the way the King’s cousin ‘laboured to corrupt him’, and against his introducing into Scotland ‘prodigality and vanity in apparel, superfluity in banqueting and delicate cheer, deflowering of dames and virgins, and other fruits of the French court’. Deflowering of dames and virgins would never interest James much but, starved as he had been in Stirling Castle of ‘delicate cheer’, the pleasures to which d’Aubigny was introducing him must have been intoxicating.

James may have enjoyed banqueting. He certainly appreciated ‘vanity in apparel’ in others, although he himself was often rather grubbily dressed. But most of his new-found pleasures were bookish and studious. James was a poet. Not a very good one, but what he lacked in talent he made up for in enthusiasm. Under d’Aubigny’s influence he assembled a poetry-writing circle named the ‘Castalian band’. He would set tasks for his fellow poets – translating verses by Petrarch or by the French poet Guillaume de Salluste du Bartas, to whom he wrote admiring letters. They composed sonnets. They debated poetic theory. It was all very far from the stern minister’s visions of orgiastic debauchery.

By the following spring d’Aubigny was the Earl of Lennox. He was also Lord Chamberlain and First Gentleman of the Bedchamber – neither posts that had previously existed in Scotland. As Chamberlain he was creating a royal court, like the one he had known in France, and putting himself at the head of it. From being the quasi-orphaned ward in his guardian’s household, a superior kind of prisoner, James now had a domestic establishment of his own, and Lennox was designing it for his pleasure. Controlling the King’s household, he was also in control of the King.

The Scottish noblemen watched Lennox’s rise with alarm and profound disapproval. So did the ministers of the Kirk. They seemed to be losing control of the King, and with him of the country. James raised Lennox yet higher, making him Scotland’s only duke and therefore the second person in the kingdom.

It was to separate James from his over-mighty cousin that Gowrie and his Presbyterian associates seized the King. While he was Gowrie’s captive, James was forced to issue a proclamation against Lennox, who was accused of holding him ‘in a misty night of captivity and black darkness of shameful servitude’. Under extreme duress, James signed it in tears. One of his captors, unmoved, remarked that it was ‘better that bairns should weep than bearded men’.

Intimidated and bullied, fearful of his church, and of Queen Elizabeth I of England, who was demanding Lennox be exposed as the French agent she believed him to be, James agreed to banish his beloved from Scotland. Lennox left, and died – apparently of natural causes – soon after. He had asked that his heart should be embalmed and sent to James, who wrote a poem in which the poet laments the hunting down of a beautiful phoenix by envious predatory birds. In a startlingly sexual image, the exotic bird, who is female, tries to shelter between the poet’s legs while the attackers peck cruelly at them both. Still only sixteen, the King had lost his first love.

Other favourites followed. There was Alexander Lindsay, described by a contemporary as the King’s ‘minion and conceit’ and ‘his nightly bed-fellow’. There was the Earl of Huntly, only four years older than James. Huntly was, according to Lord Burghley’s agent at the Scottish court, ‘shallow-witted’, but he had ‘shrewd counsellors’ who hoped to manipulate the King by means of him, and for a while he ‘lodged in the King’s chamber and had place in the King’s favour above all others’. This relationship ended painfully, with Huntly rebelling and taking up arms against the King. King James was ‘in a great brangle, for he had great love to Huntly’. James had him arrested, but then invited him to dine and, according to the English observer, ‘yea he kissed him to the amazement of many’. A few days later Huntly was sleeping in the King’s chamber again. James, whispered his courtiers, must have been bewitched to be so tormented by this ‘strange, extraordinary affection’.

‘It is thought’, wrote an English spy to Walsingham that year, ‘this King is too much carried by young men that lie in his chamber and are his minions.’ But be that as it may, a king must take a wife. James knew, as every Renaissance prince did, that his own marriageability was a card to be played carefully, for maximum advantage, financial (princesses brought large dowries) and strategic. When he was twenty-three he wrote an open letter to the Scottish people, in which he excused himself for having delayed his marriage so long (twenty-three was old for a royal bridegroom). He was aware, he said that, ‘one man was as no man, and the want of hope of succession bred disdain.’ Now, though, he was ready to do the right thing.

His bride would have to be Protestant. The sister of the King of Navarre was considered and rejected (too old, at thirty-one, to be sure of producing an heir). The King sought ‘counsel of God by earnest prayer’. After fifteen days of consultation with the Almighty, he announced that God had guided him to marry Anna, the younger of the two eligible sisters of the King of Denmark who were the next most suitable contenders for his hand. Negotiations went well. In August 1589, when she was fourteen, Anna (to be known in her new countries as Anne of Denmark) married James by proxy at her father’s court, and then set out to meet her husband.

James was solicitous of her comfort
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