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If you find yourself driving north along the M1, twenty miles or so past Nottingham, and look up to the right, you will see a remarkable house sitting high and proud on an escarpment, gracing the Derbyshire skyline. This is Hardwick Hall, built in the 1590s by a woman in her seventies. You may note that its vast windows increase, rather than diminish, in height as they rise storey by storey; that its six turrets are crowned with what appear to be outsize ‘ES’s. These are the initials of the house’s builder, Elizabeth, Countess of Shrewsbury, more commonly known as Bess of Hardwick.

According to William Harrison, an Essex clergyman, writing in 1577, the Elizabethan builder ‘desireth to set his house aloft on the hill, to be seen afar off, and cast forth his beams of stately and curious workmanship into every quarter of the country’.1 Bess’s Derbyshire and Nottinghamshire neighbours would certainly have marvelled at the sight of Hardwick, but today the house still casts forth its beams, still astonishes. From the outside its masses seem to recede and advance, its towers to shift and regroup, and with its clean, regular lines and great grids of windows, it appears both sober and surprisingly modern.fn1 Yet there’s something feminine about the lacy stonework along the parapet, with the delicate Hardwick stags (Bess’s family arms) rearing up at the centre. And there’s ego here too. At once romantic and austere, ostentatious and restrained, of its time and forward-looking, Hardwick is a house whose compact, regular exterior belies the ingenious and dramatic use of interior space, whose contradictions reflect the foibles and preferences of its builder.

‘You shall have sometimes Faire Houses so full of Glasse, that one cannot tell where to become to be out of the Sunne or Cold’, wrote Sir Francis Bacon in 1625.2 Beside other so-called ‘lantern houses’ of the late sixteenth century – houses that gloried in large, expensive and status-enhancing windows, such as Sir Christopher Hatton’s Holdenby or the Earl of Leicester’s Kenilworth – ‘Hardwick Hall, more glass than wall’, could more than hold its own.fn2 The sun, low in the sky, would have – and still does – set alight Hardwick’s diamond panes, so the whole house glittered – or ‘glistered’, as the Elizabethans said – and shimmered gold. At night, lit by candles and torches, it became ‘a great glass Lanthorne’, much like those that hung throughout the house.

Standing on the ‘leads’ (the flat part of the roof) of Hardwick on a clear day is to survey Bess’s domain. Down on the left can be seen the ruins of another great house – Hardwick Old Hall, also built by Bess, but not to her satisfaction. Looking westwards, across the park with its oaks and fish ponds, out over the valley of the Doe Lea river, towards the moors and hills of the Peak District, the view is not so very different today from that of four hundred years ago. Less wooded and more populated, of course, and bisected by the motorway, but the same open, rolling landscape. Sixteen miles to the north-west lies Chatsworth, Bess’s first building project, undertaken with her second husband, Sir William Cavendish. Three miles north, just out of sight on the other side of the valley, is the site of Owlcotes, her final house, built for her son William. Six miles to the south-west is the imposing ruin of South Wingfield Manor, which belonged to her fourth husband, the Earl of Shrewsbury, a property never much loved by Bess, but a convenient base during the building of Hardwick. Further north along the ridge from Hardwick sits Bolsover, the enchanting castle built by Charles Cavendish, Bess’s third son, who shared his mother’s passion for building.

Looking east, the landscape has seen more change, although now, as then, on a particularly crystalline day, you might just glimpse the spires of Lincoln Cathedral in the far distance. But gone is the rough pasture of Bess’s ‘lawn’, replaced by formal tree-planting in the eighteenth century. In the nineteenth coal, first mined by Bess, who had pits at Heath and Hardstoft, blackened the house and transformed the landscape. Up until the 1980s, the view eastwards from Hardwick’s rooftop would have been dominated by colliery chimneys rising from flat Nottinghamshire farmland, at Teversal, Silverhill, Glapwell and Pleasley, with some to the west too, at Tibshelf and Holmewood: D. H. Lawrence country. In some respects, the landscape today appears returned to its pre-industrial state, apart from the very twenty-first-century wind turbines revolving gently on the horizon. But coal has left its traces: slag heaps, scars from defunct pits, disembowelled mining villages with their boarded-up shops and tanning salons. At Pleasley, once the oldest and deepest of the East Midlands coal fields, now optimistically rebranded as a ‘country park’, stands a lone chimney, from which Hardwick’s towers can be seen floating in the distance.



Bess lived in an age of great builders, though Crown and Church, hitherto England’s principal architectural patrons, played almost no part at all. Thanks to Henry VIII’s enthusiasm for building – many of his forty-two houses and palaces had been bought, built or remodelled by the King himself – his daughter Elizabeth was positively over-housed. Ever careful and parsimonious, she chose to pass the building baton on to her subjects. Her courtiers, especially those newly ennobled, without inherited family seats, such as Sir Christopher Hatton, or Lord Burghley, risked bankruptcy by building enormous, spectacular ‘prodigy houses’, in the hope of entertaining the Queen (in fact this was a fearfully expensive honour that few actually sought). ‘God send us both long to enjoy Her, for whom we both meant to exceed our purses in these’, wrote Burghley to Hatton, referring to the building of Theobalds and Holdenby respectively.3 At the same time the ‘old’ aristocracy, like the Earl of Shrewsbury, were busily improving existing houses or castles as well as building new: the fact that Shrewsbury inherited half a dozen very substantial houses didn’t stop him from building several more.

These builders took a close and competitive interest in each other’s projects. They visited, praised and criticised each other’s houses, scrutinised each other’s plans, recommended, exchanged and competed over sought-after craftsmen. They vied to outdo each other, to create buildings more extravagant, more original, more ingenious. Some patrons had travelled to France and Italy, or owned architectural works, or, later in the century, pattern books and engravings from the Low Countries, but few had any real understanding of the principles of Renaissance architecture. The Renaissance, as an intellectual movement, had barely touched sixteenth-century England, though some of its features – symmetrical design and classical ornament, both of which were employed at Hardwick – were borrowed by patrons and their craftsmen as architectural frills to be grafted onto an indigenous Gothic tradition. Elizabethan houses fire the imagination precisely because of their eclecticism, their lack of allegiance to any single controlling mind or architectural school, the magpie spirit with which their builders adopted and adapted.

But what motivated these Elizabethans to build so extravagantly and compulsively? Why build two great houses simultaneously in the same county; even, as did Bess, alongside each other? Some hoped to entice the Queen. Others wished to house children and heirs. A few, such as the recusant Sir Thomas Tresham, built to honour and celebrate faith and advertise learning. But most builders were aspirational and their houses concrete expressions of wealth and status: the twenty-first-century self-made millionaire, or multi-millionaire, might buy him- or herself a Tudor mansion; the sixteenth-century equivalent built one.

Bess built in the spirit of her times, as a materialist rather than an aesthete, though it mattered to her how things looked, and she was culturally literate too, drawing on classical and biblical sources for the decoration of Hardwick’s interiors. However, as a female builder she was an anomaly. An ideal of Elizabethan womanhood posited a passive, obedient creature, producing children, managing her husband’s household, tied to her embroidery. According to the ‘Homily on Marriage’, read in church every Sunday, a woman was a ‘weak creature not endued with like strength and constancy of mind; therefore they be the sooner disquieted, and they be the more prone to all weak affections and dispositions of mind, more than men be’.4 The reality, of course, was rather different, especially amongst the nobility. There were plenty of independent-minded, forceful women who defied their husbands, like Elizabeth Willoughby, wife of Sir Francis, builder of Wollaton; or interested themselves in their husbands’ affairs, like Joan Thynne, who took on much of the running of Sir John Thynne’s estates in the 1580s and 90s while he was in London. With husbands often away from home – attending Parliament, or court, or visiting other properties – wives were left in charge.

But however powerful and effective women might be in the domestic sphere, Tudor England was a strictly patriarchal society. Wives were legally and financially subordinate to their husbands. Those who wished to separate from their husbands couldn’t expect any kind of restitution unless, in the rarest of cases, the Queen stepped in. Bess was only able to live apart from her estranged husband, the Earl of Shrewsbury, in the latter years of their marriage because she enjoyed an unusual degree of financial independence. She was a highly efficient manager of her husbands’ houses and estates, but she went further, amassing property and estates of her own, pursuing her dynastic ambitions and business interests, extending her influence, and, as a four-times widow, capitalising and building on her inheritance with spectacular results.

Bess was not the first female architectural patron. In the fifteenth century, the building projects of Alice de la Pole, Duchess of Suffolk, included hospitals, a college for priests, parish churches, an almshouse, a market cross, and monuments to her husband. Lady Margaret Beaufort built a school, restored a church and founded two Cambridge colleges in the early 1500s. Margaret Clifford, Countess of Cumberland, built the circular Beamsley Hospital, in Yorkshire, as an almshouse for women in the 1590s (and also, like Bess, interested herself in mining works).5

The seventeenth century saw a number of women who commissioned buildings, or managed projects. Margaret Clifford’s daughter, Lady Anne Clifford – perhaps Bess’s closest rival in the building stakes – having fought a long battle to secure her father’s estates in the north of England, set to work restoring her six castles, repairing her churches and chapels, and building a school, a bridge and a parish church. The widowed Mary Herbert, Countess of Pembroke, commissioned a house at Houghton, Bedfordshire, possibly designed by Inigo Jones. Alethea Howard, Countess of Arundel, Bess’s granddaughter, oversaw many of her husband’s projects, as well as building her own house in St James’s Park.6

But generally all these aristocratic female patrons confined themselves to restoration, family memorials and public works. None of which much interested Bess, who did not come trailing a string of ancestral castles and churches, who was not motivated by piety, and who, although not uncharitable, did not have the benefactress’s compulsion born of aristocratic privilege. Bess’s motives for building were different, much closer in fact to her male contemporaries: she wished to make her mark, to leave a legacy in the shape of bricks and mortar, to honour and glorify the dynasty she founded. As a woman, and as the initiator and driving force behind four great houses in sixteenth-century England, she was unique.



Lytton Strachey had this to say about the Elizabethan world: ‘With very few exceptions – possibly with the single exception of Shakespeare – the creatures in it meet us without intimacy; they are exterior visions, which we know, but do not truly understand … It is so hard to gauge, from the exuberance of their decoration, the subtle, secret lines of their inner nature.’7 It’s easy to feel baffled by the ‘mystery of the Elizabethans’, by their sheer strangeness, their unknowableness. Letters are curiously unrevealing and impersonal; their writers are solicitous over matters of health, occasionally tender, frequently furious, much preoccupied with financial and legal affairs. But what made these people laugh? What or whom did they love? What caused them pain? Or anxiety? Bess’s own letters tell us much about her forcefulness and determination, much about what made her a brilliant manager and formidable woman of business, but little as to what made her attractive and lovable.

In an age of political and religious upheaval, of shifting alliances and sudden betrayals, obfuscation and concealment paid. Therein lay survival. It’s hardly surprising that nothing delighted the Elizabethan mind more than the device – a trick or invention designed to intrigue and amaze, the harder to decipher, the more worthy of admiration. Artists scattered their portraits with emblems and symbols; poets wrote acrostic verse and employed conceits; letter-writers obscured meaning with convoluted courtesies; builders constructed houses in the shape of a letter, or inspired by biblical symbolism. Equally devices could be found in the wider arena of the personal and the political, in the pervasive love of intrigue and deception that animated Tudor England and proved irresistible to Bess.

Bess has been demonised, mostly by male historians, who seem to have taken their cue from the Earl of Shrewsbury. Horace Walpole was dismissive of Hardwick (‘Vast rooms, no taste’) and scathing about its builder: ‘Four times the nuptial bed she warmed/And every time so well performed/That when death spoiled each husband’s billing/He left the widow every shilling.’ For Joseph Hunter, in 1819, Bess was a harridan.8 For Edmund Lodge, in 1791, ‘a woman of masculine understanding and conduct, proud, furious, selfish and unfeeling. She was a builder, a buyer and seller of estates, a moneylender, a farmer and a merchant of lead, coals and timber. When disengaged from these employments she intrigued alternately with Elizabeth and Mary, always to the prejudice and terror of her husbands.’9 Lodge is absolutely right about Bess’s multi-stranded businesses. And she was tough, ambitious, scheming and furious. She made enemies. But she also inspired devotion – two of her husbands loved her wholeheartedly, as did her fourth and last, before love turned to hate.

This book is an attempt to examine Bess’s life as a builder within the context of the Elizabethan building world, dominated as it was by men – Sir John Thynne, Lord Burghley, Sir Christopher Hatton, the Earl of Leicester, Sir Thomas Tresham, some of them personal friends of Bess’s as well as rival builders. It’s about the building of Hardwick, but also of those houses that Bess knew, and visited, and coveted – Somerset House, Longleat, Kenilworth, Holdenby, Theobalds. Hardwick is not mentioned in any of Bess’s surviving letters – there are no references to its building, no record of how she felt about it on completion. Nevertheless, she can be found within the house – in the towering top-floor rooms, the glass-walled turrets, the profusion of ‘ES’s, the bold and gorgeous textiles. Hardwick was certainly intended for the glory of Bess’s heirs: it bristles with heraldry – Cavendish, Talbot and Hardwick arms – but it’s the Hardwick arms that dominate, not those of any husband. Bess’s identity is stamped, quite literally, all over her house, not only outside but in, where, like the doodling of a monstrous child, her initials are carved into overmantels and embroidered on hangings, tapestries and cushions. It’s impossible not to feel that Hardwick is a celebration of self. It would have brought a smile to Bess’s thin lips to know that she would become synonymous not with a husband, but with a house.




PROLOGUE

HARDWICK HALL, 1590
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On the ground floor of Hardwick Hall is a small, vaulted room, cave-like, shadowy and lined from floor to ceiling with numbered oak drawers. This is the Evidence House (or Muniment Room), where for nearly four hundred years, in the drawers and in great iron chests on the floor, lay the ‘evidence’ of Bess of Hardwick’s progress through Elizabethan England. Here, until the Evidence House was finally emptied in 1989, its contents removed to nearby Chatsworth, the principal home of the Cavendish family, lay title deeds, charters, bills, household and building accounts, letters, inventories, records of rent-gathering, land-buying, money-lending and legal suits, of sales of iron, glass, coal, lead and livestock.

It’s at Chatsworth that we find the Hardwick building accounts today, in great leather-bound volumes, carefully itemised by a clerk in cramped and curling sixteenth-century script, and every two weeks totted up and signed with a large, emphatic ‘E Shrowesbury’. Occasionally the clerk’s arithmetic is corrected, or tart comments appear in the margin: ‘Because the walls rise and be not well nor all of one colour they must be whited at the plasterer’s charge.’ Thus Bess kept a beady eye on the building of Hardwick New Hall, the greatest, and only survivor, of her four houses.

The first actual mention of the New Hall comes on 5 December 1590, when Thomas Hollingworth, a waller, was paid to set two steps in a top-floor room of the Old Hall – adjacent to the New – ‘next to the leads towards the new foundations’.1 Those foundations, together with cellars, had been dug that autumn, in advance of winter frosts. In October, extra labour had been taken on, up to forty men at one point, and shovels and spades paid for.2 On 21 November, after four weeks of grinding work, the foundations were completed and the labourers dismissed. By the end of December, the ‘fleaks’ (hurdles), which formed a base for the scaffolding for the ground floor, were in place and masons began preparing stone for the walls. The great organisational engine required to construct a sixteenth-century house had been set in motion.

The start of work on the New Hall coincided with the death of Bess’s fourth husband, George Talbot, Earl of Shrewsbury. On 18 November, Shrewsbury, crippled and twisted by gout and bitterness, died in the arms of his mistress, Eleanor Britton, at Handsworth Lodge, Sheffield. He was not mourned by Bess. Whatever had existed of tenderness and affection in their marriage – and there had been plenty of both – had long been extinguished by rage and recrimination. But the building of the New Hall was not, as is sometimes said, contingent upon the Earl’s death. Bess was quite capable of funding her new house without Shrewsbury’s money; indeed, she had been making plans for some time prior to his death. Now, however, an immensely wealthy widow of nearly seventy, she was able to devote her still considerable energies to the passion that shaped and animated her life, to the building of a house to inspire admiration, envy and awe.

By 1590, Bess was a seasoned builder. There was Chatsworth, on which she had worked for thirty years. And there was the Old Hall at Hardwick, very large, very grand and still unfinished. She could have made do, more than comfortably, with her existing houses. She could have sat back and congratulated herself on being rid of a troublesome husband, on her great wealth, on her position and status as family matriarch and Dowager Countess. Many – most – would have done just that. But Bess was dissatisfied. She hadn’t done with building; she had one more house in her. This could be the house that brought the Queen to Derbyshire; it could be for Bess’s granddaughter Arbella, who herself had royal blood and for whom Bess nursed the highest hopes; or for William Cavendish, her second son, who needed a suitably impressive home. What it certainly would be was the house that Bess had always wanted, the house of her dreams.

The New Hall was carefully planned and considered. It was intended to dazzle; to display not only wealth and status, but wit and intelligence. Having acted as her own designer at the Old Hall, with decidedly mixed results, Bess now decided to engage the services of a man who could give shape to her vision, a man who had worked on some of the most romantic, dramatic and inventive houses to be found in sixteenth-century England, who came close to occupying the position of ‘architect’ at a time when such a term had no currency and little meaning: Robert Smythson.

‘Architector and Surveyor unto the most worthy house of Wollaton with divers others of great account’, reads the inscription on Smythson’s tombstone – probably the first time he was so described. An architect in the modern sense was unknown in Elizabethan England and would remain so until the advent of Inigo Jones, in the early seventeenth century. When the term was used at all, it was done so loosely, in the sense of a ‘supervisor’, or of a craftsman capable of drawing up designs, and it carried no social status. It is used just once by Shakespeare, in Titus Andronicus, and then metaphorically. There was only one English book on architecture in existence, The First and Chief Grounds of Architecture, published in 1563, by John Shute, who had been sent to Italy in 1550 by his patron, John Dudley, Duke of Northumberland, specifically to study the subject (it was Shute who introduced the concept of the classical orders to an English readership).

Bess may well have read Shute, and she certainly knew something about architecture, but she would not have thought of Smythson as her architect – she simply needed his help in drawing up a plan. In 1590, Smythson was working at Wollaton, the house that he had built for Sir Francis Willoughby, near Nottingham. Wollaton was complete, though Smythson remained on the payroll, as a kind of bailiff. He was now known as Mr Smythson; plain ‘Smythson the mason’ no more. But his obligations to Sir Francis did not prevent him from taking on building projects elsewhere in the Midlands, including Worksop, a Shrewsbury property near Sherwood Forest, in whose early stages Bess was very likely involved. Those features particular to Smythson houses – prominent hilltop locations, an eye for the silhouette, height (often provided by turrets), a sense of order and symmetry, expanses of glass – were all things Bess wanted for Hardwick.

In the spring or early summer of 1590, Smythson rode northwards from Wollaton to discuss plans with Bess. He would have known the Countess by reputation. He would have known that she was sharp-tongued, but fair-minded; that she drove a hard bargain, but paid her bills; that she expected the highest standards of workmanship; that she personally inspected and scrutinised every stage of the building. He would have known that she’d already built one house at Hardwick.

From a distance, the Old Hall looked imposing, high on its ridge, and Smythson could see the possibilities of the site. Riding on, up the driveway, through great oaks and clusters of deer, he passed a man herding sheep, another with a cart of fish, a woman with a basket of plums, others digging ponds and erecting fences. The park was pleasing, but close up, he was dismayed by the house itself – its facade so plain, its silhouette so uneven and haphazard, its position (facing north) so misjudged, the whole so lacking in harmony. Inside, in the great hall, he was told that her Lady would receive him in her withdrawing chamber. He climbed the stairs to the fourth floor and found himself in a room panelled, he was quick to note, from floor to ceiling, and hung with fine tapestries. A small, slight figure rose to greet him: keen-eyed, hair still decidedly red, wearing a gown of black taffeta and several long ropes of pearls. She held out a hand: ‘Good day, Mr Smythson.’




1.

DERBYSHIRE BEGINNINGS
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There is no lack of information about Bess in later life, when she had become a great personage, the wife of one of England’s foremost earls, the friend of such as the Earl of Leicester and Lord Burghley, on (mostly) cordial terms with the Queen herself. But of her early years, the years of obscurity, we know little. As the daughter of a Derbyshire squire, who died young leaving his wife and six children in precarious circumstances, no one would have predicted great things for Bess. To marry into the local gentry, as did several of her sisters, was as much as she could have hoped for, and is indeed how she began her marital career. She would rise out of the ranks of the gentry, but it was precisely because she retained those traits particular to her class – energy, prudence and the kind of rigour she applied to her household accounts – just as she retained her flat Derbyshire vowels, that she prospered so spectacularly. That she defied her circumstances and from modest beginnings forged her way through the Elizabethan world, not merely by a judicious choice of husbands, but by shrewd exploitation of whatever assets those husbands brought her, is astonishing.

Bess’s birth date is uncertain. Her monument in Derby Cathedral suggests that she was ‘about 87’ when she died, in 1608, but recent biographers have settled on 1527 as the year of her birth.fn1 In fact she was probably born in 1521, or early 1522, at Hardwick, when Henry VIII was still, more or less happily, married to Catherine of Aragon and still in hopes of having a son.1 Her parents, John and Elizabeth Hardwick, belonged to the minor gentry: respectable, not especially prosperous, part of a small network of gentry families – the Foljambes of Barlborough, the Frechevilles of Staveley, the Barleys of Barlow, the Leakes of Hasland, the Leches, the Babingtons, the Chaworths – interlinked by marriage, forever bargaining and bickering over land and money, all families Bess would come to do business with in the future. John Hardwick’s family had owned land at Hardwickfn2 since the thirteenth century, when the estate had been granted to them by the Savages of neighbouring Stainsby (they paid an annual peppercorn rent of 12d, one pound of cumin, one pound of pepper and a gillyflower).2 By 1521, John Hardwick was farming over 400 acres, and enjoying rents from another 100 in Lincolnshire.3 During the 1520s, he turned the original medieval farmhouse at Hardwick into a half-timbered manor.

Sixteenth-century Derbyshire was a remote, inaccessible county, a good five days’ ride from London, varied and extreme in its landscape – craggy outcrops, rolling, thickly wooded hills and bleak expanses of moor, all criss-crossed by notoriously rough tracks and byways. Celia Fiennes, writing in 1698, a good hundred years after Bess’s time, commented on ‘the steepness and hazard of the Wayes – if you take a wrong Way there is no passing – you are forced to have Guides in all parts of Derbyshire’.4 To southerners, it appeared a wild, uncivilised place. However, along with neighbouring Yorkshire and Nottinghamshire, it was also unusually rich in natural resources – lead, iron and coal. Upon such resources fortunes were founded and houses built. Sir Francis Willoughby’s Wollaton was funded by coal; the Earl of Shrewsbury’s Sheffield Manor and Worksop by lead and iron. It was no accident that the sixteenth century (and after) saw such a concentration of houses emerging in the north-east Midlands.

By 1507, when Bess’s grandfather, another John Hardwick, died, his son and heir, though only eleven years old, was already married, to Elizabeth Leake, the daughter of a neighbouring squire, Thomas Leake of Hasland. The marriage would not have been consummated until both parties had come of age, but they went on to produce six children: five daughters, Alice, Elizabeth, Mary, Jane and Dorothy, and a son, James. Elizabeth (Bess) was most probably the second daughter, with her brother born three or four years later. Dorothy died young.

There are plenty of examples of highly educated Tudor women – Mary Sidney, Countess of Pembroke, the four brilliant daughters of Sir Anthony Coke, including Mildred, a Greek scholar, who became Lady Burghley, and Anne, who married Sir Nicholas Bacon, and of course the Queen herself. Bess was not one of them. Much has been made of the fact that only six books, kept in her bedchamber, are listed in the inventory made at Hardwick in 1601, including Calvin upon Jobbe (an edition of John Calvin’s sermons on the Book of Job), the resolution (possibly by the recusant Robert Persons, though used by Catholics and Protestants alike), Salomans proverbes (one of the Books of Solomon), and a booke of meditations.5 This doesn’t mean that there were no other books at Hardwick (there certainly were – the inventory is incomplete and does not include clothes or jewels, and Bess’s son William Cavendish bought a great many booksfn3), or that Bess was unusually pious (she wasn’t).6 But, without being uncultured, she was no bluestocking. As a gentry daughter, her education probably went little beyond reading, writing, needlework, the basics of accounting and herbal medicine. She most likely acquired her italic hand later – italic script, mercifully legible, unlike the secretary script practised by men, was generally the preserve of educated, aristocratic women and was not, for example, used by Bess’s mother.

In 1528, John Hardwick died, aged thirty-three. Tudor landowners who died young, as so many did, leaving underage heirs, faced the great menace of wardship, whereby an estate became Crown property, administered by the Office of Wards, until the heir came of age at twenty-one. In the meantime, the heir became a ward, with a guardian who bought the wardship and could then arrange the ward’s marriage – often to one of his own children, thereby securing the estate – as he saw fit. This iniquitous system carried over from medieval times, when the Crown awarded lands and property in return for knight service; since a child heir could not perform knight service, it was regarded as perfectly legitimate for the Crown to appropriate the heir’s lands and revenues in lieu, until he reached majority.

By the sixteenth century, there was no call for mounted knights in creaking armour, but Henry VII and Henry VIII seized on wardship as a useful source of revenue and exploited it to the full. Bess’s grandfather successfully foiled the Office of Wards by leaving his estate not to his eleven-year-old son John, but to sympathetic trustees, including Sir John Savage, who returned the lands to John when he turned twenty-one. In 1528, with little James Hardwick just three, John Hardwick tried the same ruse. In early January, presumably with intimations of mortality, he drew up, or so he claimed, a deed making over his estates to seven feoffees, or trustees. Ten days before he died, he made a will, referring to the deed (in point of fact, wills were solely for the leaving of goods and chattels, not land, which theoretically belonged to the Crown), stating that he wished those trustees to hold his land for the benefit of his wife and children until James came of age, and asking to be buried in Ault Hucknall church, close by Hardwick. He also left a dowry of forty marksfn4 (about £33) to each of his five daughters.7

Initially John’s ploy seemed to have worked. In October, an inquisition post mortem – a standard procedure to examine the terms of wills and the leaving of land – found nothing to object to regarding the will. However, in August of the following year, a further enquiry was called for, and this time John Hardwick’s deed was dismissed and his estate passed into the hands of the Office of Wards. John Bugby, a court official (officer of the pantry), bought James’s wardship together with a quarter of the interest in the land.8 For £20, he got land worth £5 a year and the right to sell the marriage of his ward. Bugby had no connection with the Hardwicks and no interest in their welfare; he simply saw an opportunity and took it.

For Elizabeth Hardwick, this was a calamity. She had her widow’s jointure – the income from one third of her husband’s estates for her lifetime – but this did not provide sufficient means to buy back the wardship, which she had the right to do. Bugby did not own the entire estate. Just over half of it, including Hardwick Hall, remained in the hands of the Crown and was rented back to Elizabeth, and she may well have also rented back the lands held by Bugby. She probably continued to live at Hardwick with her children, but her income, with rents to pay, was drastically reduced. Sometime after 1529, she took the only practical course of action open to her – remarriage.

Her second husband, Ralph Leche, was a younger son of the Leches of Chatsworth. Neither party had much to offer: Ralph an annuity of £6 13s., from Chatsworth, and a few leases in the Midlands; Elizabeth a home, at Hardwick, temporarily at least. It was at Hardwick that Bess most likely spent the remainder of her childhood, along with her siblings and younger half-sisters. The Leches had three known daughters (and possibly more): another Jane, to whom Bess would be close throughout her life, another Elizabeth (Elizabeth Leche’s stock of girls’ names was apparently limited) and Margaret. The Leches’ marriage does not seem to have been easy, with claims from Elizabeth in 1538 that Ralph had deserted her and the children, and there were financial problems from the outset.9 Elizabeth struggled to pay her rent, while Ralph tried to make money from buying leaseholds and wardships, speculations that led to debts and legal suits.



While the Leches were squabbling and penny-pinching and producing more daughters, the King was ridding himself of Catherine of Aragon in order to marry his new love, Anne Boleyn. The alluring Anne had first caught Henry’s eye in 1527, when eighteen years of marriage to good, dutiful, and now sadly stout Catherine had produced no more than one daughter, Princess Mary. Such was Henry’s longing for Anne that it was easy enough to square his conscience by convincing himself that the Pope should never have granted him a special dispensation to marry Catherine, as his sister-in-law, in the first place (Catherine had been married to Henry’s brother Arthur, though she emphatically denied consummation). In Henry’s mind, his marriage to Catherine was cursed, and the proof was in the absence of a son. The Pope, he felt, must surely grant him an annulment, and he looked to Cardinal Wolsey, his Lord Chancellor, to bring it about.

When Wolsey failed, his downfall was inevitable, and in 1530, shortly after his arrest, he died. Henry promptly appropriated the Cardinal’s properties, including Hampton Court and York Place (renamed Whitehall), and, with the encouragement of Anne Boleyn, began remodelling and expanding both. Henry, like Wolsey, who had acted as his architectural mentor, was an inveterate builder. He did not just commission buildings, he was actively involved in their design – he owned drawing instruments and was probably capable of drawing up basic plans. In 1532, impatient to see results at Whitehall, Henry had canvas tents put up over the works, so workmen could carry on in the rain, and on one occasion provided emergency midnight rations of beer, bread and cheese as they stood knee-deep in mud, digging foundations.10

Impatient with waiting for his annulment too, the King decided to take matters into his own hands. Without renouncing Catholicism, Henry, urged on by Anne, was open to new interpretations, and in particular to the evangelical ideas coming from the Continent. Evangelicals sought to reform the Catholic Church by taking it back to its bare essentials, by placing the word of God, as found in the Bible, over that of the Pope and scorning empty ritual. The seeds of the new faith were being sown. The first step in the break with Rome came in May 1532, when Thomas Cromwell, former right-hand man to Wolsey, now to Henry and a staunch evangelical (he had learned the New Testament, translated from the Greek by the Dutch humanist Erasmus, by heart), engineered the submission of the clergy to the King. In early 1533, Henry married Anne, who was already pregnant. That May, the new Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Cranmer, another evangelical and a firm ally of the Boleyns, declared Henry’s marriage to Catherine null and void and Anne was crowned Queen. Four months later, she gave birth to a healthy baby – a girl, to Henry’s chagrin – Princess Elizabeth. The following year, the Act of Supremacy made the King head of the Church.

Derbyshire was a long way from London, but the ripples following Henry’s marriage to Anne and the break with Rome would have been felt. At Hardwick, the Leches were no doubt too preoccupied with the business of survival to take much notice of national events. Still, the shocking news, in May 1535, that a group of Carthusian monks, regarded as some of the holiest men in England, had been hanged, drawn and quartered (under the Treason Act of 1535, denial of royal supremacy was punishable by death) would have filtered its way to them; so too the executions of John Fisher, Bishop of Rochester, and Thomas More, who refused to accept the King as head of the Church or to support the Act of Succession, by which Princess Mary, Henry’s elder daughter, was declared illegitimate.

But events moved fast at Henry’s court. When Anne suffered a series of miscarriages, and with no sign of the male heir that Henry so badly needed, marital relations soured and the King began to look elsewhere. In May 1536, just eleven days after Anne’s execution for alleged multiple adulteries and treason, Henry married Jane Seymour, who would, at last, produce a son. That autumn, the northern rebellion, known as the Pilgrimage of Grace, a riposte to Henry’s perceived attacks on the Church, as well as a show of support for Princess Mary as his legitimate heir, began not far from Derbyshire, in Lincolnshire, before spreading north as far as the Scottish border. The scale of the rebellion took Henry by surprise, but merely hardened his determination to accelerate the process of Dissolution. Smaller monasteries, all over the country, went first. By 1540, in just four years, all England’s monasteries had been suppressed; their libraries, art and relics destroyed; their monks and nuns pensioned off. The Dissolution and its after-effects left few corners of England untouched.

However, the King was busy constructing as well as destroying. ‘Certainly, masonry did never better flourish in England than in his time’, wrote William Harrison.11 Aside from Whitehall and Hampton Court, Henry improved his palaces at Greenwich and Oatlands; he had work done at the Tower of London; and in 1538 he began to build the charmingly decorative Nonsuch, a glorified hunting lodge in Surrey, intended as a pleasure palace for informal entertaining. Nonsuch was timber-framed and constructed around two courtyards, with stucco plaster panels depicting classical and mythological figures lining the walls of the inner courtyard, and miniature onion domes. Its foundations were built of stone from Merton Priory. Former monasteries proved a rich resource for Tudor builders – they could be incorporated into and reworked as private houses, or demolished and used as quarries.

The building and maintenance of royal palaces, as well as of fortifications, throughout England was undertaken by the Royal Works. The Works was based in Scotland Yard, Whitehall, with an outpost at Berwick, on the Scottish border, and satellites at the Tower of London, Windsor Castle and Chester. It was headed by a surveyor – the most powerful position in the Tudor building world – seconded by a comptroller, who oversaw financial and administrative affairs, then a master mason, master carpenter and master bricklayer, a chief joiner and chief glazier, a serjeant plumber and a serjeant painter, each of whom was responsible for his team of craftsmen.12 A post in the Works brought status, security and a guaranteed income – salaries were modest, but as with court positions, there was ample opportunity to boost them with backhanders and bribes. Henry VIII kept the Works busy; under Elizabeth I they were not called upon for new royal buildings and simply maintained those existing. However, for private patrons they offered an extremely useful source of skilled craftsmen and draughtsmen (Lord Burghley used officers from the Royal Works to draw up plans for both Theobalds and his Chelsea house), bearing in mind that in theory such men could be commandeered at any time for a royal or military building project.13



Whitehall, Hampton Court, Nonsuch – all would become familiar to Bess. But as twenty-something Elizabeth Hardwick she would not have set her sights much beyond a husband. Marriage, for Bess and her sisters, was by far the best, indeed the only, option, but not one to be counted on, considering that all they had were their dowries of forty marks. The first step in Bess’s marital career was unspectacular, no more than could be expected for a girl in her position, but presented with an offer, she took it. In about 1542, around the same time that her stepfather Ralph Leche was sent to the Fleet prison for debt (he died in 1549), Bess married Robert Barley (or Barlow) of Barlow, Derbyshire.14 We know that the marriage took place within the lifetime of Robert’s father, Arthur, and Arthur died in May 1543, when Robert was just thirteen and Bess twenty or twenty-one.

According to Nathaniel Johnson, the Yorkshire antiquarian, in his seven-volume history of the Earls of Shrewsbury, written at Chatsworth in 1692, ‘some ancient gentlemen’ told him that Bess and Robert Barley met in London, in the household of Lady Zouch, where Robert lay sick with ‘Chronical Distemper’. ‘In which time this young gentlewoman making him many visits upon account of their neighbourhood in the country and out of kindness to him, being very solicitous to afford him all the help she was able to do in his sickness, by ordering his diet and attendance, being then young and very handsome, he fell deeply in love with her, of whose great affections to her she took such advantage, that for lack of issue by her he settled a large inheritance in lands upon herself and her heirs, which by his death a short time after she fully enjoyed.’15

Johnson was writing some 150 years after the event and the ‘ancient gentlemen’ may not have been the most reliable of sources. But his account probably has some truth in it. The Zouches came from Codnor Castle in Derbyshire, and Lady Zouch was distantly related to the Hardwicks. It was common practice for gentry sons and daughters of slender means to be placed in noble households, where they acted as obliging companions, performing light duties and acquiring some social polish along the way (Bess would have several such upper servants in her own household). Bess may well have been sent to attend on Lady Zouch, and Robert too, as a page.

In other respects, Johnson’s account is quite wrong. Many Tudor marriages were political and economic contracts, and that of Bess and Robert Barley had a great deal more to do with money and property than with love, and was clearly arranged by their elders. The legal age of consent was twelve for girls and fourteen for boys, though early marriage was mostly favoured by the aristocracy, as a means of securing and consolidating inheritance. Bess, as a gentry daughter, would have expected to marry in her early twenties. For Robert, however, to be married so young, most likely in haste, was unusual.

At some point between 1533 and 1538, Arthur Barley had sold his son’s wardship to Ralph Leche, along with part of the Barley estate (Ralph claimed that he had in turn sold on the wardship and marriage, though this was disputed).16 Some years later, Bess explained how Arthur Barley had contacted her mother and stepfather, seeking a match between Robert and Bess ‘in consideration of divers great sums of money paid … to the said Arthur for the same’.17 ‘Great sums’ sounds like an exaggeration – the Leches were in no position to pay out great sums; Bess may simply have been referring to her own (modest) dowry. The marriage has every appearance of being an attempt to thwart the Office of Wards (as practised by Bess’s own parents) and to secure the Barley estate. If the underage heir was already married at the time of his father’s death, then at least he could not be married off by whoever bought the wardship. Arthur could die in the knowledge that his estate would remain within his family, while the Leches had a daughter off their hands and some additional land.

Where the Barleys lived as man and wife, if they lived together at all, is unknown – possibly with Robert’s mother – but on 24 December 1544, Robert died. Given that he was still only fourteen, the marriage was probably unconsummated, or so at least family history had it – the Duchess of Newcastle wrote in her 1667 Life of her husband, the first Duke (and one of Bess’s grandsons), that Robert ‘died before they were bedded together, they both being very young’. Robert’s younger brother George became the new heir, and the wardship was up for sale once again. This time it was bought by Sir Peter Frecheville, from Staveley, Derbyshire, who eventually married his daughter to George, so gaining permanent control of the Barley estates.

Bess, as Robert’s widow, could expect her widow’s jointure. Jointures, which were negotiated at the time of marriage, had a twofold purpose: to provide for the widow, and to preserve family estates for the heir. When a woman married in sixteenth-century England, her lands and property became her husband’s for the duration of the marriage. Moveable property (plate, cash, livestock, etc.) was permanently lost to her; her freehold land could be sold off by her husband, but only with her consent; she might get back leases after her husband’s death, if he hadn’t already disposed of them. In return for her cash dowry, or ‘portion’, the groom and his family promised to convey specific estates, or pieces of land, to the couple, to be held jointly during their marriage, and solely during the life of the survivor. The income from these estates – generally a third of the total – was known as a jointure, and was intended to support a widow for her lifetime. This, at least, was the theory. In practice, heirs frequently proved reluctant to accept the widow’s life interest in their estates, with the consequent loss of income. Chancery was clogged with jointure cases. Now, and not for the last time, Bess had a fight on her hands.

A document recording the Chancery case Bess brought in 1546 in pursuit of her jointure survives, torn on one side and the ink so faded in places as to be barely legible. Her voice is muffled by legalese, but her indignation, her sense of injustice still comes through. Here is a young woman of twenty-three or -four, demanding to be heard. She explains how she had applied to her brother-in-law George, through his guardian Sir Peter Frecheville, ‘who hath the custody of the body of George’, for her ‘third part’. There was no one else she could look to for financial aid, since her mother was ‘very poor and not able to relieve her self and much less’ her daughter, and her stepfather was ‘condemned in great sums of money’.18

Initially George Barley and Frecheville declined to pay up – ‘they unjustly and against all the laws of equity refused’. Sir Peter threw up some obstacle and then tried to make a deal, offering Bess an annual sum if she would waive her rights to her jointure. Bess, on advice and for lack of alternatives, accepted the offer ‘with misgivings’, but then Sir John Chaworth, Robert Barley’s uncle, made an objection and the agreement was overturned. In October 1546, Bess was awarded her third, though, so she claimed, it was somewhat less than her due. She was not prepared to give up. It took years of legal wrangling and three Chancery cases, but finally, in 1553, she received her full entitlement – about £24 a year – and damages of £14 as compensation for the delay.fn5 19

This was hardly ‘a large inheritance’, but it was worth the having. A brief marriage had provided Bess with an income, small to be sure, but bringing a measure of independence. These early years of loss and financial insecurity help explain her drive to fortify herself with land, assets and cash, though for Bess the process of acquisition became compulsive, not merely a question of security, but of power and control. She had learned that the rights of a widow were considerably superior to those of a wife: as a widow, her goods and chattels were her own; she could hold, buy and sell freehold land and property; she could bring a lawsuit and write a will. She had discovered that she could expect no one to look out for her interests other than herself. And she had borne witness to the determined efforts on the part of both her parents to keep intact a small Derbyshire estate, Hardwick, a place that would come to exert a similar hold on Bess.




2.

SIR WILLIAM CAVENDISH
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‘Memorandum: That I was married unto Elizabeth Hardwick my third Wife in Leicestershire at Bradgate House the 20th August in the first year of King Edward the 6 at 2 of the Clock after midnight.’1 So reads the entry in a notebook belonging to Sir William Cavendish. The year was 1547 and King Henry had died in January, succeeded by his nine-year-old son, Edward VI. It seems curious that Bess is ‘Elizabeth Hardwick’, not Barley, as though her first marriage has been excised. Did she choose to revert to her maiden name? Or, since an unconsummated marriage was not legally binding, did she regard Barley as not worthy of record, although she had been quite prepared to go to court in pursuit of her jointure? Curious too to conduct a marriage at 2 a.m., though the hour was more likely chosen for astrological, than furtive, reasons.fn1

In the years following Robert Barley’s death, Bess disappears from view. However, the mention of Bradgate House in William Cavendish’s memorandum offers a clue to her whereabouts. Bradgate was the north Leicestershire home of Henry Grey, Marquess of Dorset, and his wife, Lady Frances, formerly Frances Brandon, the daughter of Henry VIII’s younger sister Mary and Charles Brandon, Duke of Suffolk. The Greys were very distantly related to the Hardwicks through Bess’s mother and it seems likely that after Robert Barley’s death, around 1545, Bess joined Lady Frances’s household as one of her gentlewomen, much as she had Lady Zouch’s, though the Greys were considerably grander. Bess would always maintain close ties to the Grey family, both to Henry and Frances, whom she would make godparents to her children, and to their three daughters, Jane, Katherine and Mary.

Bradgate was a substantial manor of diamond-patterned red brick, set in a great deer park six miles in circumference. The Greys were an attractive couple, passionate about hunting and gambling, presiding over an extravagant, sociable household, but they also placed the highest possible value on scholarship and religion, in their case, as reformers (evangelicals), on the ‘new learning’. Reformers put the Bible, not the Mass, at the heart of their faith; since purgatory and transubstantiation were not mentioned in the Bible, so they did not exist; salvation could be attained by faith alone.

Frances was just a few years older than Bess, socially far her superior and officially her employer. Nevertheless, the two became friends. Henry Grey was not a man of any great ability as a statesman, regarded by his contemporaries as lacking in sense, naïve and easily led. However, he’d had the benefit of a first-class education (he had learned Latin from a pupil of Erasmus) and he wanted the same for his daughters – a humanist education, based on the classics. They were tutored in Latin, Greek and Hebrew, in addition to French and Italian, by John Aylmer, a brilliant young Cambridge graduate and protégé of Grey, who had paid for his schooling (Aylmer later became Bishop of London). Jane Grey grew to be a noted scholar, famously described by Roger Ascham, tutor to Princess Elizabeth, on a visit to Bradgate, as reading Plato in Greek while her family hunted in the park.

This high-minded scholarliness does not seem to have rubbed off on Bess, but she recognised its value (she did not see the need to provide a humanist education for her own daughters, but Arbella, her granddaughter, with her brilliant prospects, was a different matter). And it may well have been at Bradgate that she acquired her italic hand – bold and right-leaning – the hand practised by the Grey sisters. Nor does she seem to have been touched by the reforming zeal of the Grey household. Both Frances and Henry were committed to Protestantism, as the new faith came to be known, in whose cause Jane Grey would become a martyr. Bess too fell into line, but she would always be a dutiful rather than fervent Protestant: Hardwick had its own chaplain and chapel, where the household gathered for daily prayers, but this was standard for any great house. However, for an unsophisticated, uncultured young woman, a whole new world opened up at Bradgate. A world of ideas and learning, talk and glamour. A world Bess wanted to be part of.

It was at Bradgate that Bess probably first encountered William Cavendish. How else would a young widow from Derbyshire, with no fortune or prospects, have come to the attention of a rising man at court, a man based in London and Hertfordshire? The Greys had close court connections – Frances, after all, was the King’s niece. They would certainly have known Cavendish, who was Treasurer of the King’s Chamber, and to tempt him to Leicestershire, with the promise of fine hunting and hospitality, would have been easy enough. At any rate, the pair were married at Bradgate and launched themselves on an energetic programme of procreation and acquisition.



If Bess loved any of her husbands, it was probably the cheerfully materialist Sir William, the father of her children. In 1570, thirteen years after Sir William’s death, she and Mary, Queen of Scots embroidered a hanging, now known as The Cavendish Hanging.fn2 The central square shows tears falling onto smoking quicklime, with the motto ‘EXTINCTAM LACHRIMAE TESTANTUR VIVERE FLAMMAN’ (‘tears witness that the quenched flame lives’); in the surrounding border are Bess and William’s initials, the Cavendish arms and assorted emblems of love – a cracked mirror, three broken rings and a glove. The Earl of Shrewsbury, Bess’s husband of the moment, gets a heraldic acknowledgement, and Mary’s hand can clearly be seen in the use of the emblems and mottos that she loved, but the hanging reads like a love letter from Bess to William Cavendish, the husband of her heart.

According to the Duchess of Newcastle, Sir William, ‘being somewhat advanced in years’, married Bess ‘chiefly for her beauty’. Bess was in fact no great beauty, but she was spirited, vital and determined. It’s a measure of her powers of attraction that Cavendish, a man on the make, chose a wife with little to recommend her in terms of social or material gain. But, at the age of thirty-nine, he found himself in the happy position of marrying a woman some thirteen years his junior, to whom he was temperamentally perfectly suited, and whose ambition, energy and pragmatism matched his own. He, like Bess, came from the landed gentry, by far the most vigorous and dynamic class in socially mobile sixteenth-century England. Members of the yeoman and merchant classes passed into the ranks of the gentry, and members of the gentry into those of the nobility. Such was the case with Cavendish, and along with him went his wife.

Tudor England offered unique opportunities for advancement. ‘Never in the annals of the modern world has there existed so prolonged and so rich an opportunity for the businessman, the speculator and the profiteer’, wrote John Maynard Keynes.2 The Dissolution played a crucial part in this, changing forever the pattern of land ownership, freeing up property, redistributing wealth and boosting the rise of the gentry in the process. The prime beneficiary of the Dissolution was of course the King, whose coffers were swelled by the abbeys’ enormous revenues, and who acquired great tracts of monastic land and property. But about a third of this land was redistributed, sold on to both courtiers and local gentry. With increased social mobility came increased class-consciousness. Newly won titles were proclaimed in heraldry, carved in stone, etched in glass and embroidered in textiles all over sixteenth-century houses, as they would be at Hardwick. And newly acquired land was fiercely protected and fought for. Here perhaps lies an explanation for why the Tudors were so obsessively litigious, so quick to sue, so jealous of their rights.

William Cavendish was born in 1508, the second son of a Suffolk squire, Thomas Cavendish, who had court connections as Clerk of the Pipe, a position in the Exchequer, under Henry VII. When Thomas died in 1524, he left William some land in Suffolk, but essentially he had to make his own way, though his older brother, George, was a gentleman usher to Cardinal Wolsey, to whom he was devoted and whose (anonymous) biographer he became, and was thus excellently placed to lend a helping hand. William probably became a gentleman servant in Wolsey’s household, where he would have come across Thomas Cromwell, Wolsey’s right-hand man. After Wolsey’s fall, he swiftly hitched himself to Cromwell’s coat-tails; by the early 1530s, he was working for Cromwell, as one of his agents in the appropriation of religious houses, and busily lining his own pockets in the process.

In 1536, when the Dissolution of the Monasteries got under way in earnest, William Cavendish was appointed one of ten auditors to the Court of Augmentations, which was set up to deal with the distribution of monastic land and property. He toured the country, mostly the Home Counties, sometimes with a Dr Thomas Leigh, another commissioner appointed to oversee the Dissolution. Typically, in June 1536, he wrote to Cromwell: ‘we have been at the priory of Little Marlowe and have dissolved it. My lady takes her discharge like a wise woman and has made delivery of everything of which we send an inventory. She trusts entirely to you for a reasonable pension.’3 Cavendish’s salary was a modest £20, but the perks, the ‘profits’ of the office, were considerable, both in the shape of bribesfn3 and in opportunities to hoover up parcels of land and property on favourable terms.4 Cavendish assessed and audited the property of the immensely rich and well-endowed Abbey of St Albans in Hertfordshire (the King kept the Abbot’s house at St Albans for his own use), which ultimately led to the grant of the freehold of the manor at Northaw, together with land and other properties in Hertfordshire. In similar fashion he acquired land and property in Lincolnshire, Shropshire, Norfolk, Staffordshire and South Wales.

In the early 1530s, he married Margaret Bostock, with whom he had three daughters. They made their home at Northaw, in prime hunting country but conveniently close to London, where Cavendish leased another house. Margaret died in 1540, the same year that Thomas Cromwell lost his head. This might have spelled trouble for Cavendish; however, he weathered the storm and was appointed one of three commissioners to survey Crown lands and oversee the surrender of religious houses in Ireland. Here he remained for over a year and prospered. In May 1542, Sir Anthony St Leger, Lord Deputy of Ireland, wrote to the King: ‘Mr Cavendish took great pains in your said service, as well as with continual pains about the said accounts and surveys, as in taking very painful journeys about the same … to Limerick and those parts, where I think none of your Highness’s English commissioners came these many years, and in such weather of snow and frost that I never rode in my life. And I note him to be such a man as little feareth the displeasure of any man in your Highness’s service, wherefore I account him to be the meter man for this land.’5 Back in England, in 1542, Cavendish married again, this time a widow, Elizabeth Parris, with whom he had three more children, all of whom died, as did Elizabeth herself, in 1546, while giving birth to her third child. In the same year he was appointed Treasurer of the King’s Chamber (a position for which he paid £1,000), became a Privy Councillor and received a knighthood.

A prerequisite for survival, let alone advancement, at the Tudor court was a willingness to bow before the prevailing wind. Sir William showed himself more than willing. He’d survived the falls of Wolsey and Cromwell; now, after Henry’s death in January 1547, he smoothly established himself in the new regime, making himself useful to the boy King, Edward VI, and retaining his position as Treasurer (Edward left him £200 in his will, suggesting that he valued Cavendish). It was in August, eight months after Henry’s death, that Sir William and Bess married.

What kind of a man was William Cavendish? What kind of husband? Only one letter from him to ‘good Besse’ survives, a brief, businesslike note, written in 1550, asking his wife to pay eight pounds for some oats, and there are none of hers to him.6 Judging from his career, we can assume that he was an efficient servant to Cromwell and Henry VIII; that he was ambitious, acquisitive and interested in money; that he was unscrupulous and opportunistic – not excessively so by the standards of the time, but a man not overly concerned with niceties or troubled by conscience. Judging from his portrait, hanging in the long gallery at Hardwick, he was florid and fleshy, with small, shrewd eyes, and luxuriant moustaches and beard merging into the extravagant expanse of his fur collar. He looks worldly, convivial, a man of hearty appetites. That he liked to live well is borne out by his household accounts and inventories: his table was well supplied, his cellar well stocked (he got through an impressive daily four pints of wine) and his homes lavishly furnished. Bess had married an unabashed consumer.



Marriage to Cavendish propelled Bess out of Derbyshire and into the worlds of London and court, where she had her first real taste of high life brought by wealth and royal favour. The Cavendishes set themselves up in two properties: the manor at Northaw in Hertfordshire, and a rented London house in Newgate Street, in the shadow of the great spire (which would be destroyed by lightning in 1561) of the medieval St Paul’s. Newgate Street led into Cheapside, the busy heart of the city, crammed with goldsmiths, shops, lodgings and workshops, where the Cavendish servants, clad in their distinctive blue livery, would have been a familiar sight, scurrying about carrying out commissions for Bess. The Cavendishes kept at least fifteen servants, including a gentlewoman called Cecily, a nurse, a midwife – when Bess was giving birth – a cook, an embroiderer, a housekeeper, a footman, a couple of stewards, various maids, a stable boy and a porter. Some of these servants, such as Francis Whitfield and James Crompe,fn4 stewards in London and Chatsworth respectively, would stay with Bess for many years.

While most of Cheapside was paved, the compacted earth of Newgate Street would have been frequently turned to dust or mud. The Cavendishes negotiated the streets on horseback – the city was just a few miles square – and Bess also had a horse litter, lined in green satin. But they made good use of the river too, hiring a barge and a bargeman to take them to King Edward’s court at Whitehall, or to visit Frances and Henry Grey in their London mansion, Suffolk House, in Southwark.7

In London, Sir William and Bess were very much part of the Protestant elite, a small band
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