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For Peter,  Rupert, Christian and Dominic,  my cornerstones

If you can look into the seeds of time,
And say which grain will grow and which will not.

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, Macbeth

Praise for AFTER ELIZABETH
“De Lisle brilliantly captures the atmosphere of dangerous uncertainty and furtive intrigue that characterized the last years of Elizabeth’s reign. . . . There is much here to savor.” —The Sunday Telegraph (London)
“After Elizabeth is simply stunning, re-creating the uncertainty and opportunity of one of the great dramas in British history.” — The Daily Mail
“This is a dense, dark story but one where the modern parallels are  but one element that keeps you turning the pages.” —The Independent  
“Leanda de Lisle has done what historians, to date, have overlooked.
She spots the story in the seemingly uneventful handover of power to  James I after Elizabeth’s death and rediscovers its thrilling drama.  James’s accession was far from inevitable—de Lisle vividly recounts  the uncertainty, greed, intrigue, and hypocrisy that defined the new  age. We enter a slippery twilight world where legitimacy is debased  and conspiracy and corruption thrive. This is an original, informative,  absorbing account, written with verve and style.” 
—JOHN GUY, author of Queen of Scots: The True Life of Mary Stuart 
“Splendid . . . de Lisle’s book is a narrative triumph; this is history at its  best.” —Sunday Express (London)
“A deep and fascinating account of this transformative year. Leanda de  Lisle’s close focus draws us into palace corridors, country houses, and  city streets where the excitement, intrigue, and danger are palpable.” —JANE DUNN, author of Elizabeth & Mary: Cousins, Rivals, Queens 
“Leanda de Lisle’s lively account gives us an enjoyable insight into the  tense transitional period between the Tudor and Stuart eras.” —The Spectator
“This masterly account recaptures superbly the edgy, wary feel of  court and country at the key moment when Tudor England was transformed into Stuart Britain. In emphasizing the faults of Queen Elizabeth I and the acuity of her successor, King James I, Leanda de Lisle  has brilliantly subverted the traditional story.” —ANDREW ROBERTS, author of Napoleon and Wellington: The Long Duel
“A tremendous read.” —The Scotsman
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
I have been asked what first drew me to the story of Elizabeth’s death  and the accession of James I. Initially it was the drama of events that  were not then the particular subject of any book but were glimpsed in  biographies and other histories. I remained fascinated, as so much that  I read surprised me. The great Elizabeth emerged as fearful and isolated, her government deeply unpopular; our national hero, Sir Walter  Ralegh, was despised for acts of barbarity that disgusted even the hardened stomachs of his contemporaries, and was ready to plot with Spain  to overthrow the King of England; Catholic priests, far from being  united in the face of oppression, were betraying each other to the authorities in a fratricidal war. And James, the slobbering fool of popular  memory, was a young, astute and energetic King of Scots, while his  little-known wife, Anna, was a fascinating and extraordinary queen.
The first two chapters examine the background to events in England  and Scotland. The decades of the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries then pass to the weeks and days of 1603 and a more detailed picture of the cusp of the Tudor and Stuart age emerges. There are many  threads to the narrative and I am grateful to those individuals who  helped weave them together. Elizabeth’s godson, Sir John Harington,  explains, often in his own words, the long history of the succession  question and anchors it in the winter of 1602–3. He also comments on  the key events that followed. The pirate William Piers plays a smaller  part in the book, though an important one, as his story helps illustrate   the fate of piracy, a significant feature of Elizabeth’s reign, within the  narrative. The journal of the Duke of Stettin serves a rather different  purpose, describing England’s palaces, towns and people as they were in  the summer of 1602, just a few months before James saw them for the  first time.
This brings me to the subject of source material. I have quoted contemporaries extensively but I have modernized the spelling so that the  text reads fluently. Dates have also been modernized so that the year is  dated from 1 January rather than 25 March, as it was then. Just as important as primary sources is the use of good secondary sources. I owe  a great deal to the scholars whose works are listed in the bibliography,  but I would particularly like to thank Dr. Kenneth Fincham for his kind  and invaluable help in pointing me in the direction of useful academic  articles as well as answering queries or passing questions on to Dr.  Michael Questier (to whom also many thanks). Dr. Fincham read the  first complete draft of the manuscript, correcting errors and making incisive suggestions about how the book could be improved. I have done  my best to follow his advice. Any errors and faults that remain are obviously my own.
I would like to thank Professor John Finnis for his generosity in  drawing my attention to newly discovered source material and for providing me with his personal transcriptions of documents, and Claude  Blair for reading the section on the coronation, pointing out errors and  drawing my attention to information of which I was unaware. If I have  inserted new mistakes, I apologize. Lord Ralph Kerr read a draft of After  Elizabeth for any errors relating to Scotland—and again any mistakes  that remain are very much my own responsibility. My father-in-law,  Gerard de Lisle, wrote dozens of letters to provincial libraries on my  behalf, as well as giving me access to his remarkable library of rare  books, while my father, Michael Dormer, helped me untangle genealogies. Without the additional patience and help of the staff of the London Library I could not have written this book.
I would also like to acknowledge most gratefully the help of the following: the staff of the British Library and the Public Record Office;  Christine Reynolds, assistant keeper of the Muniments, Westminster  Abbey Library; Howard Usher, the archivist at Melbourne Hall;   J. R. Webster, the archivist at Belvoir Castle; Mrs. R. J. Freedman, York  City archivist; E. A. Rees, chief archivist, Tyne and Wear Archives Service; Richard Van Riel, curator of Pontefract; W. D. Butterworth, town  clerk, Godmanchester Town Council; the Dunbar History Society; the  archivists at St. George’s Chapel, Windsor; Robert Frost, senior librarian and archivist, Yorkshire Archaeological Society; Ruth Harris, principal district archivist, West Yorkshire Archive Service; Alan Akeroyd,  senior archivist, Cambridgeshire County Council; Jon Culverhouse,  curator, Burghley House, Stamford; Janet Robb, librarian, North Nottinghamshire County Library; Anita Thompson, Information Services,  Durham County Council; Jane Brown, search room archivist, National  Archives of Scotland; Dr. Joan Thirsk; Mrs. Peter Joy; Flick Rohde;  Francis Edwards, SJ; Michael Fry; Mr. and Mrs. Harold Smith; Albert  Loomie, SJ; Jonathan Foyle; Mrs. H. W. G. de Capell Brooke for her  translation of Henry Wotton; Giles Quarme for his advice on  Theobalds; James Lowther for his information concerning his home,  Holdenby House; Robin Brackenbury for information on Holmes  Pierrepoint Hall; Brenda Tew; Dr. Paul Davenport and Dr. Sharon  Mitchell for their medical insights into the possible causes of Elizabeth’s death.
Thank you also to Peter Borland at Ballantine, who bought my book  in the United States, and to Susanna Porter, who looked after me subsequently. Throughout I have enjoyed great support from my U.K. editor, Arabella Pike, who is always encouraging, helpful and enthusiastic,  offering astute advice. My friend Henrietta Joy read and commented  on my earliest chapters with wit and insight. My husband, Peter, was remarkably patient about sharing me with people who have been dead for  centuries. Thanks to Kate Johnson for her patient editing. Finally,  thank you to my agent, Georgina Capel, who saw me through hiccups of  wild optimism and troughs of black despair like mother, father, nanny  and friend rolled into one.
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PART ONE
There are more that look, as it is said,  to the rising than to the setting sun.
—ELIZABETH I


CHAPTER ONE
“THE WORLD WAXED OLD”  The Twilight of the Tudor Dynasty
Sir John Harington arrived at Whitehall in December 1602 in  time for the twelve-day Christmas celebrations at court. The  coming winter season was expected to be a dull one, though the new  Comptroller of the Household, Sir Edward Wotton, was trying his  best to inject fresh life into it. Dressed from head to toe in white, he  had laid on dances, bear baiting, plays and gambling. The Secretary of  State, Sir Robert Cecil, lost up to £800 a night—an astonishing sum,  even for one who, according to popular verse, ruled “court and  crown.” Behind the scenes, however, courtiers gambled for still higher  stakes. Harington observed that Elizabeth I, the last of the Tudors,  was sixty-nine and although she appeared in sound health, “age itself  is a sickness.”1 She could not live forever, and after her reign of forty-four years the country was on the eve of change.   
To Elizabeth, Harington was “that witty fellow my godson.”  Courtiers knew him for his invention of the water closet, his translations of classical works, his scurrilous writings on court figures and his  mastery of the epigram, which was then the fashionable medium for  comment on court life. In the competition for Elizabeth’s favor, however, courtiers were expected to reflect her greatness not only in  learning and wit but also in their visual magnificence. They did so by  dressing in clothes “more sumptuous than the proudest Persian.” A  miniature depicts Harington as a smiling man in a cut silk doublet  and ruff, his long hair brushed back to show off a jeweled earring that  hangs to his shoulder. Even a courtier’s plainest suits were worn with  beaver hats and the finest linen shirts, gilded daggers and swords, silk  garters and show roses, silk stockings and cloaks.2
This brilliant world was a small one, though riven by scheming and  distrust. “Those who live in courts, must mark what they say,” one of  Harington’s epigrams warned. “Who lives for ease had better live  away.”3 Harington, typically, knew everyone at Whitehall that Christmas, either directly or through friends and relations.4 Elizabeth herself was particularly close to the grandchildren of her aunt Mary  Boleyn, a group known enviously as “the tribe of Dan.” The eldest,  Lord Hunsdon, was the Lord Chamberlain, responsible for the conduct of the court. His sisters, the Countess of Nottingham and Lady  Scrope, were Elizabeth’s most favored Ladies of the Privy Chamber.  But Harington also had royal connections, albeit at one remove. His  estate at Kelston in Somerset had been granted to his father’s first  wife, Ethelreda, an illegitimate daughter of Henry VIII. When  Ethelreda died childless the land had passed to John Harington senior. He remained loyal to Elizabeth when she was imprisoned following a Protestant-backed revolt against her Catholic sister Mary I,  named after one of its leaders as Wyatt’s revolt, and when Elizabeth  became Queen she rewarded him with office and fortune, making his  second wife, Harington’s mother, Isabella Markham, a Lady of the  Privy Chamber. It was the hope of acquiring such wealth and honor  that was the chief attraction of the court.
Harington once described the court as “ambition’s puffball”—a  toadstool that fed on vanity and greed—but it was one that had been   carefully cultivated by the Tudor monarchy. With no standing army or  paid bureaucracy to enforce their will, the monarchy had to rely on  persuasion. They used Arthurian mythology and courtly displays to  capture hearts, while patronage appealed to the more down-to-earth  instincts of personal ambition. Elizabeth could grant her powerful  subjects the prestige that came with titles and orders, and the influence conferred by office in the Church, the military, the administration of government and the law; there were also posts at court or in  the royal household. She could bestow wealth with leases on royal  lands and palaces, offer special trading licenses and monopolies or bequeath the ownership of estates confiscated from traitors.5 Those  who gained most from Elizabeth’s patronage were themselves patrons, acting as conduits for the Queen’s munificence.
Harington and his friends worked hard to ingratiate themselves  with the great men at court, often spending years, as he complained,  in “grinning scoff, watching nights and fawning days.”6 When a great  patron fell from grace a decade of personal and financial investment  could be lost. The precise standing of all senior courtiers was therefore tracked and discussed by gossips and intelligencers. Every tiny  fluctuation in their fortunes stoked what one observer described as  “the court fever of hope and fear that continuously torments those  that depend upon great men and their promises.”7 The “fever”  reached a pitch when the health of the monarch was a cause for concern since her death could mean a complete revolution in government.
Harington arrived at court having completed, on 18 December, his  Tract on the Succession to the Crown—a subject on which the pulse of the  nation was now said to “beat extremely” but which was strictly forbidden. As Harington had recorded in his tract, Elizabeth had “utterly  suppressed the talk of an heir apparent” in the year of his birth, 1561,  “saying she would not have her winding sheet set up before her face.”  Her concern, he explained, was “that if she should allow and permit  men to examine, discuss and publish whose was the best title after her,  some would be ready to affirm that title to be good afore hers.”8
Forty years earlier there had been those who had claimed that Elizabeth’s Catholic cousin, Mary, Queen of Scots, had a superior claim to   the English throne; others asserted that it belonged to her Protestant  cousin Katherine Grey. Both claimants had since died: Katherine in a  country house prison in 1568, Mary on the executioner’s block in 1587.  But their sons, James VI of Scotland and Lord Beauchamp, had succeeded them as rivals to her throne, together with more recent candidates such as James’s cousin Arbella Stuart and the Infanta Isabella of  Spain. The dangers to Elizabeth were such that the publication of any  discussion of the succession had been declared an act of treason by  Parliament only the previous winter. Her advancing age meant, however, that an heir would soon have to be chosen, if not by her, then by  others.
Harington had dedicated his tract to his preferred choice, James  VI, the Protestant son of Mary, Queen of Scots. As the senior descendant of Henry VIII’s elder sister, Margaret, and her first husband,  James IV, he was Elizabeth’s heir by the usual dynastic rules of primogeniture, but James was far from being the straightforward choice  that this suggests.
The Stuart line of the Kings of Scots was barred from the succession under the will of Henry VIII, which was backed by Act of Parliament. James was also personally excluded under a law dating back to  the reign of Edward III precluding those born outside “the allegiance  of the realm of England.” His hopes rested on the fact that the claims  of his rivals were equally problematic. Elizabeth had declared Katherine Grey’s son, Lord Beauchamp, illegitimate, and, as men had delved  ever deeper into the complex question of the right to the throne, the  numbers of potential heirs had proliferated. By 1600 the sometime  writer, lawyer and spy Thomas Wilson had counted “twelve competitors that gape for the death of that good old princess, the now  queen.” 9 Spain, France and the Pope all had their preferred candidates, while the English were divided in their choice by religious belief and contesting ambitions.
Courtiers feared that the price of Elizabeth’s security during her  life would be civil war and foreign invasion on her death—but the future was also replete with possibilities. A new monarch drawn from a  weak field would need to acquire widespread support to secure his or  her position against rivals. That meant opening up the royal purse:   there would be gifts of land, office and title. Harington’s tract was a  private gift to James made in the hope of future favor. The gamble was  to invest in the winning candidate—for as Thomas Wilson observed,  “this crown is not likely to fall for want of heads that claim to wear it,  but upon whose head it will fall is by many doubted.”10
The Palace of Whitehall, built by Cardinal Wolsey and extended by  Henry VIII, sprawled on either side of King Street, the road linking  Westminster and Charing Cross. On the western side were the buildings designed for recreation: four covered tennis courts, two bowling  alleys, a cockpit, and a gallery for viewing tournaments in the great  tiltyard. Up to 12,000 spectators would come to watch Elizabeth’s  knights take part in the annual November jousts held to celebrate her  accession. When the jousts were over the contestants’ shields were  hung in a gallery, where that summer the visiting German Duke of  Stettin-Pomerania had been directed to admire the insignia of Elizabeth’s last great favorite, Robert Devereux, the second Earl of Essex.  He had broken fifty-seven lances in the course of fighting fifteen  challengers during the Accession Tilts of 1594. There was, however,  much more to Essex than his prowess at the tilt. He had represented  the aspirations of Harington’s generation, born after Elizabeth became Queen and kept from office by her stifling conservatism.
Elizabeth is still remembered as the Queen who defied the Armada  in 1588, and as the figure of Gloriana encapsulated in Edmund  Spenser’s  The Faerie Queene the following year. But as one court servant  warned, this was to see her “like a painted face without a shadow to  give it life.”11 Elizabeth had reached the apogee of her reign in the  1580s. Thereafter came a decline that lasted longer than the reigns of  her siblings, Mary I and Edward VI, put together. Her victory over the  Armada was tarnished by the costs of the continuing war with Spain  and the woman behind the divine image had grown old. To Essex’s vast  following of young courtiers Elizabeth was a dithering old woman,  dominated by her Treasurer, Lord Burghley, and his corrupt son, Sir  Robert Cecil. Her motto, “ Semper eadem” (I never change), once perceived as a promise of stability, came to be taken as a challenge.
When Burghley died in August 1598, Essex hoped to become the  new force in Elizabeth’s government but within weeks a long-simmering rebellion in Ireland turned into a war of liberation. Essex,  as Elizabeth’s most experienced commander, was made Lord Deputy  of Ireland and sent to confront the rebel leader, Hugh O’Neill, Earl of  Tyrone. Instead, in September 1599, in defiance of royal orders, Essex  arranged a truce and returned to court. Elizabeth was furious, and as  Essex fell into disgrace he turned his hopes to finding favor with the  candidate he hoped would succeed her. In February 1601 he led 300  soldiers and courtiers in a palace revolt to force her to name James VI  of Scotland her heir and overthrow Robert Cecil together with his  principal allies, Henry Brooke, Lord Cobham and Sir Walter Ralegh.  The revolt quickly failed and the Earl was executed, but Essex remained a popular figure in national memory. Stettin’s journal records  that ballads dedicated to Essex were being “sung and played on musical instruments all over the country, even in our presence at the royal  court though his memory is condemned as that of a man having committed high treason.”12 They mourned England’s “jewel . . . The  valiant knight of chivalry,” destroyed, it was said, by the malevolence  of the Cecil faction.
Brave honour graced him still,
Gallantly, gallantly, 
He ne’er did deed of ill,
Well it is known
 But Envy, that foul fiend,
Whose malice ne’er did end
 Hath brought true virtue’s friend
 Unto his thrall.13

Beneath the smiles of the courtiers as they played cards that Christmas lay the deep bitterness of old enemies: those who had admired  Essex and those who had rejoiced in his downfall.
The gallery above the tiltyard where Essex had jousted was linked to  the second group of buildings through a gatehouse over King Street.   Here, in the Privy Gardens, thirty-four mythical beasts sat on thirty-four brightly colored poles overlooking the low-railed pathways. The  buildings had a similar fairy-tale quality. They were decorated in elaborate paintwork, the Great Hall in checkerwork and the Privy Gallery  in black and white grotesques. The theme of these distorted animal,  plant and human forms extended into the interior, where they were  highlighted with gold on the wood pillars and paneling. The visiting  Duke of Stettin thought the ceilings rather low and the rooms gloomy.  Elizabeth’s bedroom, which overlooked the Thames, “was very dark”  with “but little air.” Nearby in Elizabeth’s cabinet, where she wrote her  letters, Stettin observed a marvelous silver inkstand and “also a Latin  prayer book that the queen had written nicely with her own hand, and,  in a beautiful preface, had dedicated to her father.”14
Harington had been granted an audience with the Queen soon  after his arrival at Whitehall. As usual, he was escorted from the Presence Chamber, where courtiers waited bareheaded to present their  petitions, along a dark passage and into the Privy Chamber, where his  godmother awaited him. 15 A mural by Hans Holbein the Younger  dominated the room. The massive figure of Henry VIII stood, hands  on hips, gazing unflinchingly at the viewer. His third wife, Jane Seymour, the mother of his son, Edward VI, was depicted on his left;  above him was his mother, Elizabeth of York, with his father, Henry  VII. The mural boasted the continuity of the Tudor dynasty, a silent  reproach to the childless spinster Harington now saw before him.  Contemporaries remarked often on Elizabeth’s similarity to her  grandfather. When she was young they saw it in her narrow face and  the beautiful long hands of which she was so proud. As she grew older  she developed her grandfather’s wattle, a “great goggle throat” that  hung from her chin.16 But she did not now look merely old. She appeared seriously ill.
Harington was shocked by what he saw and frightened for the future. Elizabeth had been increasingly melancholic since the Essex revolt, but he was now convinced that she was dying. He confided his  thoughts in a letter to the one person he trusted: his wife, Mary  Rogers, who was at home in Somerset caring for their nine children.
Sweet Mall,
I herewith send thee what I would God none did know, some ill bodings of the  realm and its welfare. Our dear Queen, my royal godmother, and this state’s  natural mother, doth now bear signs of human infirmity, too fast for that evil  which we will get by her death, and too slow for that good which she shall get  by her releasement from pains and misery. Dear Mall, How shall I speak what  I have seen, or what I have felt?—Thy good silence in these matters emboldens  my pen . . . Now I will trust thee with great assurance, and whilst thou dost   brood over thy young ones in the chamber, thou shalt read the doings of thy grieving mate in the court.17
Elizabeth received Harington seated on a raised platform. Her “little  black husband,” John Whitgift, the Archbishop of Canterbury, whose  plain clerical garb contrasted so starkly with her bejeweled gowns and  spangled wigs, was beside her.
1 It was believed that Elizabeth used her  glittering costumes to dazzle people so they “would not so easily discern the marks of age,” but if so, she no longer considered them  enough. Increasingly afraid that any intimation of mortality would attract dangerous speculation on her successor, she had taken to filling  out her sunken cheeks with fine cloths and was also “continually  painted, not only all over the face, but her very neck and breast also,  and that the same was in some places near half an inch thick.”18 There  were some things, however, that makeup could not hide. When Elizabeth spoke it was apparent that her teeth were blackened and several  were missing. Foreign ambassadors complained it made her difficult  to understand if she spoke quickly. But during Harington’s audience  this was not a problem; her throat was so sore and her state of mind so  troubled that she could barely speak at all.
The rebellion in Ireland that had cost Elizabeth so much in men,   money and peace of mind was near its end. The archrebel Tyrone was  offering his submission, but it brought Elizabeth no joy; memories of  Essex’s betrayals were crowding in. She whispered to Whitgift to ask  Harington if he had seen Tyrone. Harington had witnessed Essex  making the truce with Tyrone in 1599 and later met him in person. He  still trembled at the memory of Elizabeth’s fury with him about it  when he had returned to England, and he now answered her carefully,  saying only, “I had seen him with the Lord Deputy.” At this, Elizabeth  looked up with an expression of anger and grief and replied, “Oh, now  it mindeth me that you was one who saw this man elsewhere,” and she  began to weep and strike her breast. “She held in her hand a golden  cup, which she often put to her lips; but in sooth her heart seemed too  full to lack more filling,” Harington told his wife.
As the audience drew to a close Elizabeth rallied and she asked her  godson to come back to her chamber at seven o’clock and bring some  of the lighthearted verses and witty prose for which he was famous.  Harington dutifully returned that evening and read Elizabeth some  verses. She smiled once but told him, “When thou dost find creeping  time at thy gate, these fooleries will please thee less; I am past my relish for such matters. Thou seeest my bodily meat doth not suit me  well; I have eaten but one ill-tasted cake since yesternight.”19 The following day Harington saw Elizabeth again. A number of men had arrived at her request only to be dismissed in anger for appearing  without an appointment: “But who shall say that ‘Your Majesty hath  forgotten’?” Harington asked Mall.
No one dared to voice openly the seriousness of Elizabeth’s condition but Harington did find “some less mindful of what they are soon  to lose, than of what they may perchance hereafter get.”20 He told his  wife that he had attended a dinner with the Archbishop and that  many of Elizabeth’s own clerics appeared to be “well anointed with  the oil of gladness.” But the spectacle of Elizabeth’s misery amid the  feasting pricked Harington’s conscience. In his Tract on the Succession  he  had wasted no opportunities to dwell on the unpopularity of her government and to contrast her failings as an aged Queen with James  VI’s youth, vigor and masculinity. Now he could not suppress memories of all the kindness she had shown him; “her watchings over my   youth, her liking to my free speech and admiration of my little learning . . . have rooted such love, such dutiful remembrance of her  princely virtues, that to turn askant from her condition with tearless  eyes, would stain and foul the spring and fount of gratitude.”21
Harington’s eyes, however, tear-filled or not, remained as fixed on  the future as those of everyone else, and he was comforted by the realization that his examination of the succession issue had been completed with exquisite timing.
The question of the succession had dominated the history of the  Tudor dynasty and would shape events to come. The first Tudor king,  Henry VII, had been a rival claimant to a reigning monarch until his  army killed Richard III at the battle of Bosworth Field in 1485. The  victory came at the end of a long period of civil strife in which Harington’s great-grandfather, James Harington, was allied with the losing side—an error that cost the family much of their land in the north  of England. Henry was fearful that such families would rise against  him if a rival candidate for his crown emerged and so he worked hard  to achieve a secure succession. He had two sons to ensure the future  of his line and he bolstered his claim by creating a mythology that anchored the Tudors in a legendary past.
Henry VII claimed that his ancestor Owen Tudor was a direct descendant of Cadwallader, supposedly the last of the British kings.  This made the Tudors the heirs of King Arthur and through them, it  was said, Arthur would return. 22 Henry even named his eldest son  Arthur, but the boy died at age fifteen, not long after his marriage to  Catherine of Aragon. It was thus his second son, Henry VIII, who inherited the crown, as well as his brother’s bride. Henry and Catherine  had a daughter, the future Mary I, but no sons. Henry saw this lack of  a male heir as an apocalyptic failure, fearing that the inheritance of  the throne by a mere queen regnant could plunge England back into  civil war. He became convinced that God had punished him for having married his brother’s wife and sought an annulment from the  Pope. When the Pope, under pressure from Catherine’s Hapsburg  nephew, Charles V, denied it to him, he made himself the head of the   Church in England. Justifications for Henry’s new title were found in  the various “histories” of Arthur, but his actions had coincided with  the revolution in religious opinion in Europe begun by the German  monk Martin Luther. One of Henry’s chief researchers was a keen  follower of Luther’s teachings, and although Henry had once written  against Luther he chose to reward Thomas Cranmer’s service in “discovering” the royal supremacy by making him Archbishop of Canterbury. Centuries of Catholic culture and belief were to be overturned  in favor of new Protestant ideas as Henry divorced Catherine, declared Mary illegitimate and married “one common stewed whore,  Anne Boleyn,” as the Abbot of Whitby called her.
The Reformation changed England forever. The simple fact that the  country was no longer part of the supranational Roman Church encouraged a stronger sense of separateness from the Continent and enabled Henry to develop a full-blooded nationalism to which his dynasty  was central. Elizabeth, the child of this revolution, was not, however,  her father’s heir for long. Anne Boleyn was executed before her daughter was three years old and Elizabeth, already a bastard in the eyes of the  Catholic Church, was declared illegitimate by her father in order that  any children of the marriage to his new love, Jane Seymour, should take  precedence over her, as Elizabeth had once done over her sister, Mary.  When Jane Seymour had her son, Edward, in 1537, it seemed to Henry  that the question of the succession was answered. As Henry had no further children by the three wives who succeeded Jane Seymour, he eventually restored Elizabeth and Mary in line to the succession after  Edward, in default of Edward’s issue or any further children by his last  wife, Catherine Parr. His decision was confirmed in the Act of Succession in 1544–the year before Elizabeth made her father the gift of the  prayer book that the German Duke later saw on her desk.
The Act of Succession allowed the King to alter the succession by  testament, that is, in his will. This was significant, for Henry’s will  wrote into law who Elizabeth’s heirs should be if all his children died  without issue. Henry had sought Elizabeth’s heirs among the descendants of his sisters, Margaret of Scotland and Mary Brandon, Duchess  of Suffolk. Margaret, the eldest, had married James IV of Scotland,  who was killed fighting the English at Flodden in 1513. Their son,   James V, died after losing a later battle against the English and left his  infant daughter, Mary Stuart, as Queen of Scots. She should have  been Elizabeth’s heir under the laws of primogeniture, but Henry’s  will disinherited the Stuart line in favor of that of the Suffolks in  vengeance for the Stuart enmity to England and the Scots’ refusal to  marry their Queen to his son.
Harington’s tract explained that the Scots had feared that if Mary  Stuart married Prince Edward their country would have become a  mere province of England. In the winter of 1602–3 the English had  similar concerns that if James VI of Scotland inherited the throne  their country might be subsumed into a new kingdom called “Britain.”  Machiavelli had argued that changing a country’s name was a badge of  conquest and Harington warned James that “some in England fear the  like now.” The name “Britain” had an unpleasantly Celtic ring and  people believed that the creation of a new united kingdom could nullify English Common Law.
Many believed that James was also precluded from the succession  by the medieval law excluding heirs born outside “the allegiance of  the realm.”23 Edward VI had brought attention to this law in drawing  up his will in 1553, which also excluded the Stuart line. Harington’s  tract attempted to counter it by arguing that Scotland was not really a  foreign country at all, since all Englishmen considered it “subject to  England in the way of homage.” But it was a view with which James  himself was unlikely to concur.
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Elizabeth had inherited the throne in 1558, following the death of her  Catholic half-sister, Mary I. As a woman, the twenty-five-year-old  Queen fitted awkwardly into the chivalric legend of the Tudors being  the heirs to Arthur, but Elizabeth proved adept at reshaping it. From  the day of her coronation, where she greeted the crowds with “cries,  tender words, and all other signs which argue a wonderful earnest   love of most obedient servants,” Elizabeth worked to build an image  that was at once feminine and supremely majestic. She became the  mother of her people; the wife married to her kingdom; the unobtainable love object of the knights and nobles; a Virgin to rival the Queen  of Heaven, to whom medieval England had once been dedicated; the  summation of the dynasty’s mythology.
Even in 1558, however, courtiers were considering the vital question of who would succeed her. The last three reigns had seen violent  swings in religious policy, from Henry VIII’s Reformation to the radical Protestantism of Edward VI and then the Catholicism of Mary.  No one had believed Elizabeth would be able to bring stability to a  kingdom still bitterly divided by religion unless she produced an heir  to guarantee the future of her Protestant supporters: men such as  Elizabeth’s closest adviser, William Cecil, the future Lord Burghley,  who had sat on Edward VI’s Privy Council but lost his post when  Mary I succeeded him. A petition urging Elizabeth to marry was  drawn up by the House of Commons on the first day of her first Parliament. Her reply was that she preferred to remain unmarried.  Whether she intended this to be her last word on the subject is questionable, but, in the event, the dangers of making a bad or divisive  choice would always outweigh any advantages of love and companionship. Fear and jealousy arose in one quarter or another whenever a  potential bridegroom looked to be a likely candidate for her hand.  Harington, however, could not see that Elizabeth’s decision might be  a consequence of their own prejudice that a woman was invariably  ruled by her husband. Instead he shared the widespread view that her  disinclination to marry was the result of some personal failing.
Harington claimed that Elizabeth had a psychological horror of the  state of marriage and “in body some indisposition to the act of marriage,” but he admitted that she had made the world think that she  might marry until she was fifty years old and “she has ever made show  of affection, and still does to some men which in court we term  favourites.”24  These flirtations or dissimulations took some of the  pressure off her to produce an actual spouse, but in the absence of one  she was continually pushed to name a successor. It was only with  hindsight that Harington realized Elizabeth had given her definitive   answer, that she would never name an heir, in August of 1561, the year  when she was confronted by the claims of her Suffolk heir, the Protestant Lady Katherine Grey, and her Catholic Stuart rival, Mary, Queen  of Scots.
On 10 August Elizabeth had learned that the twenty-year-old  Katherine was heavily pregnant and that the father was Edward Seymour, Earl of Hertford. He was young, dark and handsome, and, more  significantly, he was also a descendant of Edward III and the heir of  Edward VI’s uncle, the Protector Somerset, who had ruled England  during Edward’s early minority. A marriage between such a couple  would be a very suitable royal match—too suitable from Elizabeth’s  perspective, since any son of such a union would have become her de  facto heir and a possible rival. It was to Elizabeth’s horror, then, that  Katherine confessed they had wed in a secret ceremony in December  1560. Angry and fearful, Elizabeth had her sent to the Tower and  Hertford joined her soon after.
While Elizabeth was considering what to do next, an envoy arrived  at court from the likely beneficiary of this fiasco, her cousin Mary,  Queen of Scots. In 1561 James’s mother was a charming, willowy  eighteen-year-old who at five foot eleven towered over most of her  contemporaries. She had been raised the adored daughter of the  French court, destined to be Queen of France, and at sixteen that destiny was fulfilled when she married Francis II. Francis, however, had  died the previous December and that August she had returned to  the violent country of her birth. Scotland had undergone its own Reformation the previous year, making Mary the Catholic Queen of a  Protestant country. It was a possible template for her future as Queen  of England, and Mary’s emissary, William Maitland of Lethington,  hoped that Elizabeth’s anger with Katherine Grey would encourage  her to name Mary her heir. Instead Elizabeth announced that she  would never name her successor.
“I was married to this kingdom, whereof always I carry this ring for  a pledge,” she informed Maitland, pointing to her coronation ring,  “and howsoever things go I shall be queen of England so long as I live,  when I am dead let them succeed who have the best right.” 25 Maitland  stayed at court hoping to change Elizabeth’s mind, but in the days that   followed she only expanded on her motives for refusing to name an  heir. “I know the inconstancy of the people,” she told Maitland, “how  they loathe always the present government; and have their eyes continually set upon the next successor; and naturally there are more that  look, as it is said, to the rising than to the setting sun.” She recalled  how malcontents had looked to her when Mary I was on the throne  and concluded such men might now feel differently toward her. A  prince, she warned, could not even trust “the children who are to succeed them.”26 She would certainly not trust those of Katherine Grey  or Mary, Queen of Scots.
On 21 September 1561, Katherine gave birth in the Tower to a son,  Edward, Lord Beauchamp, heir to the throne under the will of Henry  VIII and under English law. Elizabeth was, however, already working  toward the destruction of his claim. Katherine and Hertford were  closely questioned about their marriage. It emerged that the only witness to the ceremony and the only person who knew the name of the  priest had subsequently died. There was, therefore, only the couple’s  word that they had been married and that was hardly likely to be  enough. Their son was declared illegitimate by a church commission  later that autumn.
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Over the next four decades Elizabeth’s own former illegitimacy  kept alive the hope that Beauchamp’s might also be reversed, and  William Cecil would remain an advocate of Beauchamp’s claim until  his death. But Elizabeth’s actions had undoubtedly damaged the Suffolk cause and its immediate effect was to strengthen that of Mary,  Queen of Scots. Elizabeth’s brush with smallpox in 1562 reminded the  Protestant elite that their wealth and power were entirely dependent  on her life, and the Commons once again drew up a petition begging  Elizabeth to marry. It drew attention to the dangers of civil war and  foreign invasion if England were to be disputed among rival claimants  of different religions after her death; France—where Huguenots and  Catholics were fighting a savage civil war—illustrated just how grim   that fate would be. Elizabeth assured them that there was time for her  to marry, but in 1565 it was the Queen of Scots who made a dynastic  marriage with the English crown in mind.
Mary Stuart’s husband, the twenty-year-old Henry Darnley, was  descended from Margaret Tudor through her second marriage to  Archibald Douglas, Earl of Angus. He was, therefore, second only to  Mary herself in the line of succession. His English birth was a significant bonus, as it went some way to answering objections about Mary’s  foreign birth. Harington used it to counter fears that James VI would  give official posts and royal land to Scots, arguing: “It is without all  question that he which is . . . by both his parents descended of English  blood will in England become English and a favourer chiefly of Englishmen”—a popular argument amongst James’s supporters. Whatever the dynastic advantages of the marriage, however, it would prove  fatal for Mary. Darnley was a handsome youth: six foot one, fair-haired, “beardless and lady faced,” but he was also insufferably arrogant and the strain of playing second fiddle to his wife soon proved  too much for him. He began to drink heavily and conducted several  affairs. Mary, anxious not to give him any real power, refused to grant  him the crown matrimonial and instead invested her trust in her personal secretary, the Italian musician David Riccio.
In March 1566, when Mary was six months pregnant, the jealous  Darnley and a group of nobles came for her secretary. They walked  into the tiny room off the Queen’s bedchamber where she was having  supper with the Countess of Argyll and Riccio, demanding he leave  the room. The terrified man grabbed Mary’s skirts, but with a pistol  pointing at Mary’s pregnant belly, he was dragged away screaming to  be stabbed to death. James survived the trauma to his mother and was  born at Edinburgh Castle on 19 June 1566, between nine and ten in  the morning. A caul was stretched over James’s face in what has traditionally been seen as a sign of good fortune. The first sign of it came  later that morning when his father recognized his legitimacy with the  seal of a kiss, but a rapid series of events followed that endangered his  life and then that of his mother.
When James was nine months old, Darnley’s house was destroyed  by gunpowder and his body was found strangled in grounds nearby.   Three months later Mary married his suspected murderer, the Earl of  Bothwell. The scandal triggered a revolt led by her Protestant lords,  including Bothwell’s former ally in the murder of Darnley, James  Douglas, Earl of Morton. It ended with her thirteen-month-old son  put on her throne in her place, to be raised a Protestant. Mary fled to  England in May 1568. Elizabeth had warned that a prince could not  even trust the children who were to succeed him, but she could hardly  rejoice at being proved right. Catherine Grey had died only four  months earlier. Her younger sister, known as “Crookback Mary,” was  in custody after secretly marrying Thomas Keyes, the Master of the  Revels.
4 But Elizabeth was now confronted with a far greater threat  than that posed by the Grey sisters, for here was a queen regnant and  no mere subject.
William Cecil dissuaded Elizabeth from helping Mary regain her  throne and since Elizabeth could not risk allowing Mary to leave for  Europe, where she might have raised support for an invasion force,  she was left with no choice but to keep her cousin imprisoned in a  succession of great houses in the English Midlands. There Mary became a focus for Catholic discontent fueled by envy of Cecil’s power  and influence. Mary was barely south of the border before the great  Catholic families of the north, the Earls of Northumberland and  Westmorland, backed the Duke of Norfolk’s secret bid to marry her  and return with her to Scotland. Elizabeth discovered the plan and  the earls, fearing execution, led the north in rebellion in November  1569. It was crushed with great savagery and in its wake a still greater  disaster fell on English Catholics. Pope Pius V issued a bull excommunicating Elizabeth and releasing her subjects from their obedience  to her.
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A divide that had existed since the Reformation began widening   once more. The Pope’s bull allowed William Cecil—Lord Burghley  from 1571—to paint Catholics as traitors by virtue of their faith. New  laws were immediately introduced to prevent Catholics entering Parliament and they began to be ousted from local power in towns and  counties. This appeared to be justified when, late in 1571, Mary and  Norfolk were discovered to be involved in a plot to depose Elizabeth  with the possible backing of a Spanish invasion. Norfolk was executed  for his role and Elizabeth was put under pressure from her Councilors  to behead Mary as well. She refused to set a precedent of regicide but  the Protestant elite was soon fearful that the Catholic threat was  growing ever greater.
In 1574 a new breed of secular priest (the equivalent of today’s  diocesan priests) arrived in England as missionaries from the continent. Protestant hopes that Catholicism would die out were dashed  and the reaction was ferocious, with the first of many priests to be executed dying in 1577. In June 1580 the Jesuits arrived in England  spearheaded by Robert Persons and Edmund Campion. The pair  would convert such important figures as the Queen’s champion  Robert Dymoke and set up a printing press to disseminate Catholic  literature and propaganda. Professional priest hunters were quickly  put on their trail and in 1581 Persons was forced to flee back to the  Continent. Campion, however, was caught. “In condemning us,” he  told his judges, “you condemn all your ancestors, all the ancient  priests, bishops and kings, and all that was once the glory of England.”  He was hung, cut down while still alive, drawn of his bowels, castrated  and quartered.
Campion’s terrible death marked the beginning of the harshest yet  period of repression. Those Catholics who refused to attend Protestant services—known as recusants (from the Latin recusare, “to  refuse”)—faced ever more ruinous fines, while priests and those who  harbored them were executed every year for the rest of Elizabeth’s  reign. This did not stamp out Catholicism. Even three generations  after the Reformation, Wales and the north of England remained  predominantly Catholic. The west of England had a substantial  Catholic minority and as much as 20 percent of the entire nobility  and gentry were Catholic. But it did radicalize Catholics and it also   gained the sympathies of many young Protestant courtiers. The explosion of opinion and argument that followed the Reformation led  not only to wars of religion but also to the skeptical humanism of the  late Renaissance. By 1602 it was illustrated in the works of Shakespeare and Montaigne and found political expression in Henri IV’s  secular state in France and a desire in English court circles for toleration of religion.
Harington, who although a Protestant had many Catholic friends  and relations, would refer to Campion’s death in his Tract with the  comment that “men’s minds remain rather the less satisfied of the uprightness of the cause; where racks serve for reasons.”27 It was, however, the older generation who remained in power in the 1580s and  they remained convinced that the persecution was a matter of personal survival.
In 1584 Burghley and Elizabeth’s then Secretary of State, Sir Francis Walsingham, took steps to block Mary’s accession, drafting a so-called Bond of Association whose members agreed to murder Mary if  Elizabeth’s life was threatened. The wording indicated that if James  VI claimed the throne his life would also be forfeit. Burghley had  hoped to follow this with a neo-republican law that would bring a  Great Council into effect on Elizabeth’s death with the power to  choose her successor. Elizabeth put paid to that scheme but in 1585  she did agree to sign a statute decreeing that anyone who plotted  against her—or whose supporters plotted against her—would lose his  or her right to the throne.28 It was often used against James’s claim, for  in 1586 Mary was at last found in correspondence with a rich young  Catholic traitor called Anthony Babington. In essence Babington and  his co-conspirators were accused of planning a Catholic uprising  backed by an invading army financed by Spain and the Pope. Elizabeth was to be deposed and assassinated. Here at last was the means  for Burghley to dispose of Mary and, with the help of Walsingham, he  seized it with both hands.
Mary was tried and convicted for her involvement in the Babington plot and in February 1587, at three strokes of the axe, the Protestant James VI became the leading Stuart candidate for the throne.  The majority of Catholics conceded that all hope for the restoration   of Catholicism had died with Mary, Queen of Scots. But some   others—idealists, zealots and leading Jesuits—remained determined  to have a Catholic monarch, if necessary by force of arms. And already  the number of Elizabeth’s possible heirs was increasing.
Mary, Queen of Scots made Philip II of Spain a written promise that  she would bequeath him her right to the English succession the year  before her execution. In the event she never did so, but her death left  him the leading Catholic candidate for the succession. As a descendant of John of Gaunt and Edward III, he had English royal blood; as  king of the greatest power in Europe, he had the might to back his  right; and in 1587 he was already building the Armada with which he  intended to invade England.
Elizabeth needed allies in Europe, but at fifty-four she was too old  to gain them by offering her hand in a marriage alliance. She therefore  introduced a new candidate for the succession: James’s English-born  first cousin, the eleven-year-old Arbella Stuart, who remained a serious rival to his claim. Her father, Charles Stuart, was the younger  brother of Mary, Queen of Scots’s husband, Henry Darnley. She   was therefore a great-great-granddaughter of Margaret Tudor. Her  mother was the daughter of a courtier called William Cavendish,  whose formidable wife, known to posterity as Bess of Hardwick, remained Arbella’s guardian.
Bess had been a friend of Katherine Grey and she had used the example of Katherine’s marriage to plan that of her daughter Elizabeth  with Charles Stuart. They too were married in secret, but Bess made  sure that this union had plenty of witnesses. It never paid out the  prize of a male heir, but Arbella was legitimate, royal and English-born. When Arbella was orphaned at the age of six in 1581, Bess—who  was then married to the sixth Earl of Shrewsbury—took her in and  gave her a Protestant education suitable for a future ruler. Elizabeth,  in addition to seeing her as a pawn in European politics, saw her as a  rather useful counterpoint to James’s ambitions and she was the focus  of considerable curiosity when Elizabeth invited her to court early in  the summer of 1586. Elizabeth was then based at Burghley’s palace,   Theobalds, in Hertfordshire, where the Earl of Essex had begun to  supplant Sir Walter Ralegh as the Queen’s favorite.
Arbella arrived at court accompanied by her Cavendish aunts and  uncles, a slim, full-faced girl with dark blond hair and slightly bulging  blue eyes. Elizabeth allowed her the honor of dining in the Presence  Chamber and courtiers showered the eleven-year-old with attention.  Essex talked to Arbella loudly of his devotion to the Queen and  Burghley invited her to supper. Arbella went accompanied by her  youngest uncle, Charles Cavendish, who reported all that passed in a  letter to his mother.29 Ralegh, whose fate would later become strangely  bound up with Arbella’s, was sitting next to Burghley, the elder statesman with his long gray beard; Ralegh was dark and sleek, “long faced  and sour-eye lidded.”30 Cavendish was struck by how polite, even ingratiating, Ralegh was with Burghley: the fading favorite needed a  powerful ally to match the support that Essex had in his stepfather,  Elizabeth’s first and greatest love, the aging Earl of Leicester.
Burghley “spoke greatly in Arbella’s commendation, as that she had  the French and the Italian; danced and writ very fair” and wished “she  were fifteen years old.” Cavendish then saw him whisper in Ralegh’s  ear. Ralegh replied in his distinctive low voice and Devonshire accent  that “it would be a happy thing.”31 The two men appeared to be discussing a possible marriage. The name soon circulating as the most  likely groom was that of Rainutio Farnese, son of the Duke of Parma,  Philip II’s lieutenant in the Spanish Netherlands, and, like him, a descendant of John of Gaunt. Elizabeth hoped that personal ambition  might dull Parma’s effectiveness in the coming invasion. She also  hoped that the promise of marrying Arbella to a Catholic might salve  feeling about the death of Mary, Queen of Scots, and with this in mind  she advertised to the French ambassador’s wife that Arbella “would  one day be as I am.” The ambassador duly reported the conversation  home, observing that Arbella “would be the lawful inheritress of the  crown if James of Scotland were excluded as a foreigner.”32
Childish and spoiled, Arbella was delighted “that it pleased her  Majesty to . . . pronounce me an eaglet of her own kind,” but she  would soon discover that her position depended on the prevailing political climate. When the Armada was defeated in August 1588, Arbella ceased to be seen as useful, though she failed to sense the change  in her circumstances and continued to play the role of Elizabeth’s  heir. On one notorious occasion she insisted on taking precedence  over all the other ladies at court. Elizabeth seized on it as an excuse to  order her to return home to Derbyshire.
In December 1591 Burghley began pursuing fresh attempts for a  settlement with Spain. Burghley had always been the most enthusiastic advocate for peace and his chief rivals from the war party,  Leicester and Walsingham, were now dead (Leicester had died in  September 1588 and Walsingham in November 1591). New plans  were made for Arbella’s marriage to Farnese, and in order to underscore her importance in the line of succession she was invited back to  Whitehall for the Christmas celebrations.
Harington recalled that Arbella had matured into an attractive  young woman. He often admired her elegance of dress, “her virtuous  disposition, her choice education, her rare skill in languages, her good  judgement and sight in music.”33 Elizabeth, however, began to fear  that a party was building behind her and, according to Harington,  Essex or his followers had made some “glancing speeches” that suggested she had cause for concern. When the Duke of Parma died the  following December, Elizabeth let the marriage plans drop. The  friendship with Farnese was now of no use to her and she decided to  put the eighteen-year-old Arbella back in her Derbyshire box. She  would not be invited back to court during Elizabeth’s lifetime. While  Arbella’s name continued to be mentioned in connection with the  latest political gossip—a Catholic plot to kidnap her, a
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