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			Preface

			Elizabeth was born at Greenwich Palace
				shortly after three o’clock on the afternoon of Sunday, 7 September 1533. The
				granddaughter of Henry VII, the Tudor dynasty’s founder, and daughter of Henry
				VIII and Anne Boleyn, she was the last of her father’s children to inherit the
				throne. After a run of chastening, sometimes terrifying experiences during her
				Catholic half-sister Mary Tudor’s reign, she was proclaimed queen by the
				heralds on the early morning of Thursday, 17 November 1558. Anointed and crowned in
				Westminster Abbey at the age of twenty-five, she ruled for forty-four years, longer
				than any of her adult predecessors apart from Edward III, a considerable achievement
				in itself.

			With so many years to cover,
				Elizabeth’s biographers have tended to flag once she passed the age of fifty.
				Having established a pattern for the years of peace before the arrival of the
				Spanish Armada of 1588, they either skate over the years dominated by war or fall
				back on the convenient short cut of William Camden’s monumental Annales
				(he wrote in Latin), completed in 1617 and published in two unequal instalments
				between 1615 and 1627. The book, now better known as The History of
					Elizabeth, is a mini-archive in itself. But it is a treacherous guide.

			Despite Camden’s claim to have
				written an unbiased history firmly rooted in the archives, a forensic comparison of
				his quotations with the original documents shows that he regularly doctored his
				sources to fit his theories. His account institutionalized a whole raft of hoary
				myths full of reverential nostalgia for the dead queen. To insulate her from
				criticism, he drew a veil over her vanity and her temper tantrums. Most
				conspicuously, he glided over topics that were still politically explosive when he
				was writing. Usually, this meant anything connected to the question of the
				succession and particularly to Mary Stuart, Queen of Scots, whom, sensationally,
				Elizabeth had executed. Anxious not to offend the new king of England, Mary’s
					watchfully indolent son James I, whose re-interment of his
				mother in a spectacular marble tomb at Westminster Abbey was taking place even as
				the earliest draft of the Annales was approaching completion, Camden was
				also eager to protect the reputation of his former patron, Sir William Cecil, who
				had served Elizabeth faithfully (if in his own way) from the time she was barely
					sixteen.1 Since Cecil, promoted in 1571 to be Baron of Burghley and the
				next year to Lord Treasurer, had been Mary’s nemesis, Camden declined to pry
				into what – like the Roman historian Cornelius Tacitus before him – he
				called the arcana imperii, or ‘mysteries of
					state’.2

			Worse still, Camden’s bestselling
				translator, the gunner and mathematician Robert Norton, barely an adult when
				Elizabeth died, cheerfully proceeded to bowdlerize the Annales while
				preparing the English version most commonly available today. Between 1630 and 1635,
				years during which Charles I’s suitability to rule first began to be seriously
				challenged by critics of the monarchy, Norton inserted many spurious interpolations
				into his three English editions of Camden’s text. With the barely cloaked
				intention of using Elizabeth as a stick with which to beat her Stuart successors,
				Norton spun fresh legends, chiefly concerning the (allegedly) spontaneous
				outpourings of love and devotion to ‘Good Queen Bess’: he has her
				devoted subjects ‘running, flying, flocking to be blessed by the sight of her
				glorious countenance as oft as ever she came forth in public’.3

			Deeply versed in such apocryphal
				material, the biographers writing after the accession of Queen Victoria in 1837
				raised Elizabeth to dizzy heights of veneration. After personally nursing her
				divided people through a Protestant Religious Settlement in 1559 that commanded wide
				assent (or so these authors believed), the fiery, red-haired heroine who shaped
				England’s destiny went on to stride boldly where her advisers feared to tread.
				A cultural icon who presided over the greatest flowering of literature and art that
				the country had ever seen, she was the woman who had chosen to live her life as a
				‘Virgin Queen’, ‘marrying her realm’ (as her propagandists
				liked to say) and so dedicating herself to the welfare of the people she loved so
				dearly, despite the personal cost.

			The Victorians were followed unashamedly
				down this path in the twentieth century by Sir John Neale. Consciously striving to
				make Elizabethan history popular, Neale wrote his highly
				influential Queen Elizabeth (1934), a classic biography notching up sales
				of more than a million copies throughout the English-speaking world and enchanting
				generations of readers. In his hands, Elizabeth became an all-powerful, all-seeing,
				all-honourable monarch and an ‘affable prince’: the problems she faced
				as a woman in government were brushed aside. Thus emerged the Queen Elizabeth we
				think we know today from her ‘Coronation Portrait’ in the National
				Portrait Gallery. That tree-ring analysis proves this painting was not begun until
				after she was dead, and that there is evidence the image is based on a face pattern
				which is not really hers, are inconvenient facts readily ignored by biographers
				mostly content to recycle the old myths.

			A flurry of adulatory films, among them
					Fire over England (1937), starring Flora Robson, and the 1970s
				television series Elizabeth R, starring Glenda Jackson, peddled
				the same story. In the years of peace, Elizabeth spared her people from the turmoil
				of the Wars of Religion, which were devastating large areas of France and then the
				Netherlands. In the face of war, when it finally arrived, she became a warrior
				queen, defiantly confronting the threats posed by her Catholic cousin Mary Queen of
					Scots,** King Philip II of Spain and the pope, and
				marshalling her forces to defend her country, the Church of England and herself.
				Brave, patriotic seafarers like Sir Francis Drake and Sir Walter Ralegh could dream
				of reinventing England as an overseas imperial power thanks only to Elizabeth,
				England’s first truly visionary queen.

			In revolt against such idealistic
				complacency, James Anthony Froude, the scourge of romantic sentimentality, had drawn
				a line in the sand. Writing in the 1860s and later shunned by Neale, he dared to
				argue that Elizabeth, almost from the moment she was crowned, was little short of a
				liability. Habitually vain, she was unable to control her temper and was mean,
				short-sighted and indecisive. Her relationship with her leading (male) advisers was
				consistently adversarial, and by refusing to marry and have children to continue the
				dynasty or otherwise name her successor, she acted selfishly and
				irresponsibly, putting the nation and her father’s Reformation in the greatest
				peril. In Froude’s narrative, Burghley, Elizabeth’s chief minister, was
				her redemption and the power behind the throne. He alone had the courage to save her
				from herself. It was his vigilance and, later, that of his younger colleague Sir
				Francis Walsingham, a man always clutching a pen and famous for his black skullcap,
				large white ruff and obsession with state security, which kept the country safe.

			Froude’s coruscating attack had
				some solid basis in fact but was itself misleading. A pioneer of the research
				methods the best historians still use today, Froude had toiled for years equally in
				the dusty archives of Simancas, Paris and London, where he soon came to realize that
				the unpublished state papers graphically illustrate how far the younger Elizabeth
				could find herself startlingly at odds with councillors who were confident that they
				knew much better than she did. In what amounted to a hatchet job on the queen,
				Froude was over-schematic. And yet he brilliantly captured the seismic fault line
				between Elizabeth’s unflinchingly old-fashioned ideas about monarchy and
				religion and those of her more radical Protestant advisers.

			Like so many others, Froude wrote only
				about the earlier years of Elizabeth’s reign, the years of peace. He had
				nothing whatever to say about the later, forgotten years of war. At first he
				announced his absolute determination to consider them. But after spending more than
				a decade trawling through the vast piles of barely catalogued, often illegible
				material, much of it unseen since it was first filed away, he found himself so
				wearied and demoralized that in the end he omitted these last years, completing his
				encyclopaedic twelve-volume narrative history of the Tudors in 1588 with the coming
				of the Spanish Armada. As a result, very few people know that Philip II and his son
				sent not just one invasion fleet against Elizabeth, but five.

			It was left to Lytton Strachey, a doyen
				of the Bloomsbury set, whose zest for popular biography was to inspire Neale, to
				pick up the baton in the bestselling Elizabeth and Essex (1928). For
				Strachey, the darkest, most intriguing aspects of Elizabeth’s entire life
				story were not the threats posed by Mary Queen of Scots and the European Catholic
				powers but the tumultuous inner conflicts she endured as, inexorably, she began to
				age: ‘As her charms grew less, her insistence on their
				presence grew greater.’ There were no transitions: ‘only opposites,
				juxtaposed. The extraordinary spirit was all steel one moment and all flutters the
				next.’

			A masterpiece of cinematic life-writing,
				liberally spiced with hefty doses of Freudian psychology and sparkling wit,
				Strachey’s biography was a glorious contradiction of the Victorian view that
				for an ageing spinster to survive as a war leader she was obliged to divest herself
				of all human emotions. Instead, Strachey turned Elizabeth into a woman with deep
				sexual urges. Tragedy, he argued, struck when a frustrated elderly virgin, a woman
				with a feverish, hopeless wish to be eternal and whose thickly applied layers of
				cosmetics were engaged in a losing battle to achieve that desire, became infatuated
				with the handsome young courtier Robert Devereux, 2nd Earl of Essex. Secretly
				harbouring unfulfilled novelistic ambitions, Strachey could speak of ‘the
				spectral agony’ of Elizabeth’s last years and unleash his imagination by
				saying of her flirtations, ‘Her heart melted with his flatteries, and, as she
				struck him lightly on the neck with her long fingers, her whole being was suffused
				with a lasciviousness that could hardly be defined.’4

			Fresh from his critical successes with
					Eminent Victorians (1918) and Queen Victoria (1921), Strachey
				was never a biographer to be intimidated by royalty or reputation. But as Virginia
				Woolf pointed out in her classic essay ‘The Art of Biography’ (1938),
					Elizabeth and Essex was a triumph of dramatic art but a failure of
				history. Biography, in Strachey’s hands, Woolf cuttingly remarked, never had a
				fairer chance of showing what it could do, but whereas in Queen Victoria
				every statement was verified, every fact authenticated and new facts brought to
				light, in Elizabeth and Essex ‘facts’ were nebulous or wrong,
				even sometimes invented, and fact and fiction obstinately refused to mix.5

			The reverberations of Strachey’s
				intervention still echoed as late as 1953, when the opening night of the world
				premiere of Benjamin Britten’s Gloriana, specially commissioned by
				the Royal Opera House to mark Elizabeth II’s coronation and staged in her
				presence, scandalized her courtiers as much as it reputedly bored the new queen. Yet
				for all his flaws, Strachey could always distinguish what really mattered from the
				inconsequential. He saw clearly what Camden and his successors had failed to see for
				almost four hundred years: that ‘the reign of Elizabeth
				falls into two parts’. After some twenty-five years, ‘the kaleidoscope
				shifted; the old ways, the old actors, were swept off with the wreckage of the
					Armada.’6

			My aim is to strike out from where
				Strachey blazed a trail and get closer to the truth about the ageing Elizabeth. Just
				as with my 2004 biography of Mary Queen of Scots, the rationale relates closely to
				the method. I have chosen to tell this most fascinating story by returning to the
				original, handwritten letters and documents in the archives rather than by recycling
				familiar anecdotes culled from unreliable memoirs or from the well-worn printed
				abstracts in the dozens of weighty volumes of Calendars of State Papers
				begun by the Victorians which so often omitted large chunks of the material and were
				themselves compiled as much to perpetuate as to engage with the myths.7 By
				turning only to the original, unexpurgated versions of Elizabeth’s letters and
				those of her leading advisers, and by separating out those passages recording her
				verbatim words from those drafted or inserted by others, I have made it my aim to
				scythe through spin and legend and come closer to her ‘authentic’ voice.
				When this is done, vivid glimpses of the real Elizabeth, so often carefully screened
				from our gaze, at last emerge from the shadows.

			It would have come as a momentous shock
				to Lytton Strachey – he complained volubly to Virginia Woolf and others about
				the dearth of original sources for the 1590s and worked entirely from a narrow,
				randomly selected collection of printed texts – to learn that, despite the
				ravages of time, fire, flood and hungry rodents, such documents survive in daunting
				quantities. This fact ought to be better known. As Froude discovered, there was an
				exponential increase in the volume of handwritten state papers after 1580, but only
				a small fraction of the source material from the official State Paper collections in
				what is now the National Archives at Kew has ever been printed for the post-Armada
				years, and next to nothing beyond selected domestic or Scottish and Irish
				correspondence after December 1596.8 Vast tracts of handwritten
				state papers to do with England’s relations with the wider European and
				Mediterranean powers have been left almost untouched. Overall, there are up to a
				quarter of a million manuscript pages to search, not counting large parchment rolls, chiefly Elizabeth’s Chamber accounts, which I managed to
				photograph parchment by parchment in the spring of 2013. (The Chamber accounts are
				the only continuous source from which Elizabeth’s day-to-day movements and
				those of her chief advisers can most fully be worked out.)9

			A significant number of the sources used
				in this book have not been properly read and digested, or even adequately
				catalogued, since the archives were first imperfectly arranged in the 1850s and
				1860s. Among them are some thirty of Elizabeth’s unpublished letters –
				and drafts of many more – which offer new or hidden insights into both her
				methods of working and, often, her private thoughts. The policy documents
				illustrating Elizabeth’s profile as a war leader are scarcely better explored,
				even though her involvement in a fast-moving, pan-European crisis is absolutely
				central to establishing the frame in which any real understanding of her character
				and qualities as a ruler must be set.

			Some aspects of this book will seem
				strangely unfamiliar to readers of Camden, Froude, Neale or Strachey. For that I
				make no apology. The last thing I wanted to do was to perpetuate the false or
				incomplete images of Elizabeth coming from their well-thumbed classics. Instead, the
				woman who will emerge from the pages of this book is an Elizabeth rarely glimpsed
				before. She was never the unstoppable juggernaut whose orders could not be
				challenged simply because she was queen, but nor, as Froude imagined, were her
				decisions the result of a masterful exercise in political ventriloquism. She was
				neither a triumphant Gloriana, a Hollywood heroine who saved her country
				single-handedly from the might of Spain, nor was she Strachey’s sexually
				frustrated spinster, governed by lust, jealousy, passion, vanity. Notably, she was
				not Neale’s ‘affable prince’, the woman who intoxicated country
				and Court alike with her regal intimacy and the intensity and effervescence of her
				spirit.

			Such simplistic, diametrically opposed
				views of the same woman turn her into a caricature. The reality is more complex.

		
	
		
			Introduction: A Virgin
				Queen

			Henry VIII divorced his first wife,
				Katherine of Aragon, in the 1530s and married Elizabeth’s mother, Anne Boleyn,
				for love and for sons. Anne was the love of his life. He simply adored her. She was
				his ‘darling’, his ‘own sweetheart’. To her, he penned
				soul-baring letters; for her, he sacrificed his chief minister Cardinal Wolsey. He
				then broke with the pope and sent Thomas More, the Lord Chancellor, and his close
				friend and ally Bishop John Fisher to shameful deaths – all because they
				believed that what he was doing was morally and profoundly wrong.1 In return, he
				expected Anne to produce the legitimate male heir he craved. Instead, she gave birth
				to Elizabeth.

			So utterly convinced was Henry that Anne
				would give him a boy, he chose Edward and Henry as the child’s names and
				ordered dozens of letters to be written in advance, ready to dispatch to foreign
				rulers and the nobility, announcing the ‘deliverance and bringing forth of a
				prince’. When the news came that the baby was a girl, these had to be altered
				one by one. There was a hurried, improvised attempt to change the word
				‘prince’ into ‘princess’, but there was only enough room to
				squeeze in a single ‘s’.2 Thus, even as she took her very
				first breath, the future Queen Elizabeth was considered to be second best.

			Henry never attempted to conceal his
				views on female monarchy.3 With his yearning for a son
				topping his agenda, he cautioned that if a woman ‘shall chance to rule, she
				cannot continue long without a husband, which by God’s law must then be her
				governor and head, and so finally shall direct the realm’.4 To him, power
				was quintessentially masculine and a female ruler dangerously vulnerable. An
				unmarried woman would be unsuited to be a war leader, he believed, and when, later,
				he did finally concede that a female might succeed him, he sought to dictate
				precisely how she would be permitted to marry.5

			He expected his only legitimate son,
				Edward, born in 1537 to his third wife, Jane Seymour, to live to a ripe old age.
				Just in case, however, he made provisions for the succession of his two daughters,
					Mary and Elizabeth, in his last will. If Edward were to die
				without an heir, each might, in turn, succeed him, but each would lose her place if
				she chose a husband who lacked the ‘assent and consent’ of certain privy
					councillors.6 If both were to be disqualified by virtue of an unsanctioned
				marriage or to die, then the throne would pass to the so-called
				‘Suffolk’ line, the descendants of Henry’s nieces Frances and
				Eleanor Brandon. Frances and Eleanor were the daughters of his younger and favourite
				sister, Mary, the widow of Louis XII of France, who had taken the much-married
				Charles Brandon, Duke of Suffolk, as her second husband.7

			Edward VI was a thoroughly healthy child
				until, at the age of fourteen, his immune system was shattered by a severe attack of
				measles. The following spring he succumbed either to tuberculosis or, more likely,
				given the description of his symptoms, to a feverish cold, leading to bronchial
				pneumonia. Keen to spend as much of his time as possible on astronomy, hunting,
				archery and other martial sports, and on rebuilding the English navy, Edward was
				wary of women and even more determined than his father not to be succeeded by one.
				He convinced himself (or perhaps was convinced by others) that his
				half-sisters’ illegitimacy – both had been bastardized by Act of
				Parliament – disqualified them.8

			When Edward first began to jot down a
				template for his own succession settlement, he still envisaged that, before his
				death, Frances Brandon might have a son: only at the last moment did he decide to
				make her eldest daughter, Jane Grey, queen. In June 1553, when he knew he was dying,
				he put aside his scruples and ‘devised’ the Crown ‘to the L[ady]
				Jane and her heirs male’, followed by her sisters, Katherine and Mary, and
				their heirs male, and, finally, by the eldest son of their cousin Margaret Clifford,
				daughter of Eleanor Brandon.9

			But for all Edward’s efforts to
				make Jane Grey the lawful queen, she would never be crowned. Ruling for only nine
				days, from the moment her accession was proclaimed until her imprisonment in the
				Tower of London, she was easily toppled when Henry VIII’s elder daughter,
				Mary, led a swift and effective counter-coup. Capturing the throne at the age of
				thirty-seven, Mary Tudor was England’s first female monarch. The only other
				woman to come close to ruling in her own right had been King Henry I’s
				daughter Matilda, to whom he had tried to bequeath the Crown in
				1135, but she had been forced to flee from London on the eve of her coronation, when
				the citizens turned against her. She had lost the throne to her cousin Stephen,
				leading to a long and bitter civil war.

			Passionately committed to reversing her
				father’s break with the Catholic Church, Mary, who, as Katherine of
				Aragon’s daughter, keenly felt her half-Spanish identity, quickly engineered a
				marriage to Philip, the son of her powerful cousin the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V.
				Already ruling as regent in Spain for his gout-stricken father, Philip would shortly
				succeed (as King Philip II) to the sovereignty of Spain, the Netherlands and the
				Spanish-Habsburg lands in Italy and the New World. By choosing a husband early in
				her reign, Mary hoped to deflect the attacks of those who opposed female rule on
				principle. But her choice badly backfired. According to the marriage treaties,
				Philip was supposed to be nothing more than a king consort. He was not to exercise
				independent rights of patronage or to interfere in defence or foreign policy, to
				make appointments or to spend the Crown’s money. In practice, he was soon
				doing all of these things, despite living for much of the time in Brussels.10

			Styled ‘King Philip I of
				England’, Mary’s husband was to all intents and purposes co-ruler. In
				official portraits he was painted seated in the more powerful position, at his
				wife’s right hand, under a floating crown.11 Despite the marriage treaties,
				Mary repeatedly deferred to him, out of what she described as ‘wifely
				duty’. Although this worked tolerably well in years of peace, once
				Mary’s much-vaunted pregnancies proved false and Philip had dragged England
				into an unpopular war against France, which he directed from the Continent, her
				authority collapsed. When she died in November 1558, from a prolactinoma, a
				non-cancerous tumour of the pituitary gland which causes pseudo-pregnancies,
				migraines, depression and the onset of blindness, she was mourned only by her
				innermost circle.

			Upon hearing that his wife’s last
				hours had come, Philip sent his roving ambassador and Captain of the Spanish Guard,
				the Count of Feria, to England to sound out Elizabeth in an effort to salvage
				Spanish interests. After a relatively brief audience, the shrewd Feria judged the
				incoming queen to be ‘a very vain and clever woman’:

			
				She must have
					been thoroughly schooled in the manner in which her father conducted his
					affairs, and I am very much afraid that she will not be well disposed in matters
					of religion, for I see her inclined to govern through men who are believed to be
					heretics and I am told that the women around her definitely are … She puts
					great store by the people and is very confident that they are all on her side
					– which is certainly true. She declares that it was the people who put her
					in her present position … She is determined to be governed by no one.12

			

			Elizabeth meant to show her steel from
				the outset. The trouble was this was easier said than done. To assume that a woman
				ruler could exercise power simply by being crowned is a fundamental mistake. As the
				first unmarried queen of England, Elizabeth quickly found herself occupying the
				hinterland between a man’s and a woman’s world. Often it took a battle
				royal to impose her will on even her most loyal privy councillors.13 When John
				Aylmer, once Jane Grey’s tutor, published a defence of female monarchy in
				1559, his main argument was that a queen was acceptable as a ruler despite her
				gender, chiefly because she did not call the shots. Aylmer prefaced his
				remarks with the general observation that women rulers were ‘weak in nature,
				feeble in body, soft in courage, unskilful in practice, not terrible to the
				enemy’. He (or his printer), remembering Philip and Mary, then added a pithy
				one-liner: ‘A woman may rule as a magistrate, and yet obey as a
					wife.’14

			Those biographers who have tried to
				argue that Elizabeth was accorded the status of an honorary man by virtue of her
				royal rank, or that monarchy as an institution is androgynous, have ducked the
				issue. England in the sixteenth century was a highly patriarchal society in which
				women, including royal ones, were viewed as subordinate to men. None of
				Elizabeth’s contemporaries, other than a few Italian intellectuals such as
				Torquato Tasso, believed that a woman’s high rank could trump her gender.
				Deeply entrenched psychologically, such attitudes would find their most vehement
				expression in Elizabeth’s military commanders, who would seek to ignore or
				deliberately misinterpret her orders.15 At no time was a woman
				ruler’s vulnerability more exposed, they maintained, echoing Henry
				VIII’s starting point, than when she was beset by a hostile power or when
				national security or the succession were in doubt. On such
				matters, Elizabeth could not rely even on Burghley, her chief minister, to take her
				side: ‘God send Our Mistress a husband and by him a son that we may hope our
				posterity shall have a masculine succession’ was his nagging, infuriating
					refrain.16

			One weapon Elizabeth did have was
				language. No ruler has ever better understood the relationship of words to power.
				From the moment her first Parliament was summoned, she would seek to insulate
				herself from criticism by invoking the rhetorical trope that she had the support of
				the people. As she had informed Feria, ‘it was the people who put her in her
				present position’ and she ‘is very confident that they are all on her
				side’. Much of her self-belief and all of her presentational skills came from
				studying classical oratory as a teenager with brilliant wordsmiths such as the
				famous Roger Ascham, not from mingling with the real-life ‘people’, for
				whom she did not have much time and whose name she regularly took in vain.

			And yet, for all her powers of
				persuasion, not even her kinsfolk trusted her to rule on her own when she first came
				to the throne. Sir Nicholas Throckmorton, a cousin of her stepmother, Katherine
				Parr, Henry VIII’s sixth and last queen, had known Elizabeth since she was a
				teenager. ‘You must’, he cautioned her in 1559 or thereabouts,
				‘beware of womanish levity, for where the king [sic] governeth not in
				severity and prudence, there doth emulation and ambition sow their seeds.’17

			Using honeyed words and skilful
				political chicanery, Elizabeth’s advisers tried to convince her that she had
				to play the game by their rules, and of all the men who surrounded her and sought to
				bend her to their ways, there was no greater master than William Cecil, Lord
				Burghley – this in spite of his many protestations to foreign ambassadors that
				he was no more than the queen’s ‘humble servant’. Turning
				thirty-nine in her coronation year, he had a pink complexion and was short and wiry
				with a thin face, grey eyes, brown hair and a beard and moustache already flecked
				with grey. Three warts were visible on his right cheek. The son of one of Henry
				VIII’s yeomen of the wardrobe, who had profited from favourable grants of
				ex-monastic lands and founded an ancestral estate near Stamford in Lincolnshire,
				Burghley was a Cambridge graduate with a small army of highly educated protégés at his disposal, all, like himself, steeped in
				classical learning and the teaching of the Protestant reformers. Marinated in the
				ways of the Court since Edward’s reign, when he first was made a privy
				councillor, he had offered his services to Elizabeth as her backstairs fixer and had
				become the surveyor of her estates. Once she was queen and she had made him her
				principal secretary, he coaxed the then highly inexperienced twenty-five-year-old
				into a decidedly more Protestant Religious Settlement than she would later have
				countenanced, doing so simply by packing the committee responsible for drafting it
				with his own nominees.18 That same year, 1559, he got
				his way again by threatening to resign if she refused to send ships and troops to
				Scotland to help expel an occupying French garrison at the port of Leith and to
				assist a group of insurgent noblemen who, fired by the Calvinist ideologue John
				Knox, were seeking to bring about a full-blooded Protestant revolution in the
				country. He even had the cheek to tell her that ‘to serve Your Majesty in
				anything that myself cannot allow must needs be an unprofitable
				service’. That phrase speaks volumes for his working methods. And Elizabeth
				had no real choice but to swallow her pride, because by then he was far too valuable
				to lose.19

			The next year, Burghley would severely
				reprimand Robert Jones, Nicholas Throckmorton’s secretary, for talking
				privately with Elizabeth about matters touching on religion. ‘He wished I had
				not told the Queen’s Majesty a matter of such weight,’ Jones reported,
				‘being too much for a woman’s knowledge.’20 Although a
				Protestant in her private devotions since her early teenage years, a position that
				had put her life in danger when her half-sister Mary returned the kingdom to
				Catholicism, Elizabeth was not sufficiently zealous for Burghley. She loathed the
				pope and rejected the Catholic doctrine of the Mass. But she found just as abhorrent
				the Calvinists’ claims – Burghley secretly admired them – that
				Catholics could or should be excluded from the throne as idolaters. Just as
				vehemently, she insisted that representative assemblies such as Parliaments should
				have no voice in such matters.21

			While England had a Protestant queen for
				the moment, when Elizabeth suffered a near-fatal attack of smallpox in October 1562,
				a panic ensued. It was a watershed, reminding everyone that she was mortal. She survived, but the following year, and again in 1566, Burghley
				covertly masterminded a pressure group inside and outside the House of Commons in a
				thinly veiled attempt to force her into marriage or into naming an heir, so that the
				succession of a Protestant candidate would be assured. Determined to gain control on
				this critical question, Elizabeth’s chief minister threatened to deny her the
				funds she needed in taxes if she refused. He even began making plans for Parliament
				to create a statutory mechanism by which, if she suddenly died, the throne would
				pass only to a Protestant, excluding all Catholics from consideration, however
				exalted their rank.22

			Furious at his brazen attempt to
				overstep his authority, Elizabeth drafted a closing speech for use at the end of the
				1566 session of Parliament, denouncing the ‘wrangling subjects’ who had
				tried to force her hand. Except, when it was time to deliver the speech, she lost
				her nerve and sent Burghley’s brother-in-law, Sir Nicholas Bacon, to deliver
				it on her behalf, handing him a version that left out the word
				‘wrangling’, as the final manuscript of her speech makes plain.23

			The psychological difficulties
				Elizabeth faced as a ruling monarch are thrown into a sharper focus when the
				physical setting of her Court is understood. Both Henry VII and Henry VIII had
				greatly enlarged the monarch’s personal living spaces. While still giving
				audiences and dining in state in the Presence Chamber, Henry VII had added a new
				series of rooms known collectively as the Privy Chamber to his principal palaces to
				create a more intimate and secure environment for himself. Henry VIII later expanded
				these spaces in a massive programme of building works financed by the confiscation
				of abbey lands, turning them into a labyrinthine sequence of rooms and galleries
				filled with art treasures.24 Their respective wives lived
				in completely separate, self-contained ‘sides’ of the royal palaces
				staffed by their own officers.

			As he steadily aged, Henry VIII had
				gradually retreated from the Privy Chamber into the still more intimate world of the
				inner Bedchamber, otherwise known as the ‘secret lodgings’.25
				There, largely defying the tradition that he should dine in state, he ate his meals
				informally, followed events occurring at home and abroad intently, even during his
				last illness, and dictated and signed his letters. Policy was
				settled only after he had summoned and closely questioned his advisers on the
				underlying issues. On matters he cared most about, such as religious policy or
				foreign affairs, he would read the key documents himself thoroughly before making a
				final decision.26

			When Elizabeth moved into Whitehall
				Palace shortly after Mary Tudor’s death, she inherited her father’s
				almost bewildering hierarchy of interconnecting rooms and galleries.27
				After the Great Hall, where plays and entertainments were staged in the late
				afternoons or early evenings on days of festival, the sequence continued with the
				ceremonial Presence Chamber, then the Privy Chamber, with its crystal fountain and
				stupendous dynastic mural frescoed by Hans Holbein the Younger, followed by the
				outer and inner Bedchamber.28 Access was controlled by
				guards and ushers operating under the overall control of the Captain of the Guard,
				the Lord Chamberlain and the two chief gentlemen of the Privy Chamber.
				Superficially, little had changed since her father’s time, except that, unless
				Elizabeth was holding audiences there, her Privy Chamber and Bedchamber were
				predominantly feminine spaces, the inner Bedchamber exclusively so.

			Of the queen’s senior women, three
				or four regularly served in the Bedchamber and six or seven in the Privy Chamber.
				Below them were three or four chamberers of the Privy Chamber, usually women in
				their twenties or thirties, and six maids of honour in the Bedchamber, teenagers
				working under the supervision of the ‘mother of the maids’, who was
				responsible for their welfare and discipline. All these women were handpicked by the
				queen and worked to a precise set of written instructions or
					‘Ordinances’.29

			Beginning early in her reign, Elizabeth
				received petitioners and held formal audiences with her advisers or visiting
				ambassadors in the Privy Chamber, where she also spent much of her time reading or
				playing the virginals, at which she was notably accomplished. She greatly enjoyed
				card games, chiefly Primero, in which the players would be dealt four cards from a
				forty-card pack and would then bet on the combination of cards they were given.
				Arriving for an audience in 1563, the French ambassador Paul de Foix found Elizabeth
				deeply absorbed in a game of chess.30 Sometimes she danced or
				listened to her favourite musicians, twenty or more of them Italian, including two female lutenists.31 And in the long summer
				evenings she would sit up until late outdoors, reading or conversing while eating
				marzipan or sugar ‘comfits’ (candied fruits) and drinking
				‘hypocras’ (sweet white wine flavoured with spices). She especially
				loved marzipan: in 1562, the New Year’s gifts she received included a model of
				Old St Paul’s Cathedral and a full-size chessboard, both made of
				‘marchpane’, or marzipan.32

			To entertain her at dull moments,
				troupes of dark-skinned Italian actors and dancers – friends of her musicians
				– performed impromptu for her. Once, she allowed a troupe of female acrobats
				to put on a show, leading to sharp criticism of ‘the unchaste, shameless and
				unnatural tumbling of the Italian women’.33 At other times, a female fool
				amused her. Early in the reign, this was a midget known as Ipolyta the Tartarian, to
				whom Elizabeth gave a pewter doll; later, it was Tomasin de Paris, described as a
				‘woman dwarf’, to whom she gave some of her old clothes to sell. The
				most curious of Elizabeth’s domestic indulgences was a black African page-boy.
				She dressed him in a coat of white taffeta, trimmed with gold-and-silver stripes, a
				matching doublet with fine silver buttons, a pair of knitted white stockings and a
				pair of white shoes and exhibited him to visitors as a conversation piece.34

			The predominantly feminine environment
				of the Privy Chamber and Bedchamber put Elizabeth at a distinct political
				disadvantage. Unlike her father and grandfather, she could not easily gather her
				advisers around her or quiz them on affairs of state unless she summoned them
				formally first, whereas in the exclusively masculine environment of her
				father’s reign, trusted servants could routinely enter the Privy Chamber and
				Bedchamber, or even sometimes the ‘secret lodgings’, at almost any time
				when the king was awake. For Elizabeth, it would be unthinkable for male advisers,
				other perhaps than her chief physician, to see her if she were wearing her
				night-gown, cap and velvet slippers, which she sometimes kept on during the day and
				into the evening if not going out, or if her women were applying her make-up or
				curling her wigs.35

			Burghley began work at six o’clock
				in the morning. He was always on call, but Elizabeth was a late riser. On one
				notable occasion in her mid-forties, she told a suitor who had thought it safe to
				turn up at eleven to return the next day after dinner (then
				eaten shortly after midday), adding, ‘You know I am no morning
					woman.’36 Her late rising apart, it took her women upwards of two hours
				to dress her. Merely fixing her starched ruff in position and pinning the flounce or
				lining of her skirts around the edge of a drum-shaped farthingale could take over an
				hour. Behind her back, male courtiers joked that it was quicker to rig a royal navy
				ship than dress the queen.37

			The reduced casual access Elizabeth was
				able to offer her privy councillors outside formal audiences meant that she had far
				fewer opportunities than her father to hold them strictly to account.38 She
				met Burghley in daily audience, sometimes late at night, but how was she to know
				whether he told her all she needed to know? It was, after all, he who controlled
				access to the state papers, he who routinely briefed her ambassadors, he who
				negotiated with foreign embassies, he who supervised her correspondence and drafted
				royal proclamations. More alert to the attempts of her advisers to gang up on her as
				the years went by, Elizabeth began teaching herself how to seek independent sources
				of intelligence when she suspected subterfuge and to play off her privy councillors
				against one another.39 On a memorable occasion in
				1570, as Burghley was leaving the room at the end of an audience, she ostentatiously
				turned for a second opinion to Sir Thomas Heneage, a smooth-tongued gentleman of the
				Privy Chamber. Burghley later gave Heneage a ferocious dressing-down, said by its
				mauled recipient to be ‘a blast’. In his defence, Heneage protested that
				it was the queen herself who had initiated the conversation. What else was he to do
				but answer her?40 From her side, Elizabeth found this sort of showdown immensely
				satisfying, as it helped to disabuse Burghley of the notion that her dependence on
				him was absolute. Some said she had begun to ‘smile’ on Heneage in
				revenge for Burghley’s underhand dealings to force her to marry and settle the
				succession in Parliament.

			The bureaucratic system Elizabeth
				presided over was heavily weighted against a woman ruler. Her father in the 1540s
				had established a tightly knit Privy Council of between eleven and nineteen members
				who were to take charge of the bulk of routine administration, leaving him alone to
				decide the key questions of state. Despite his jealous protection of his prerogative, Henry did not attend any of the regular meetings
				of his privy councillors, waiting instead for his principal secretary to report to
				him afterwards. Since none of his councillors would dare to mislead him or keep him
				in the dark, he could be sure of getting accurate information. The challenge faced
				by a woman ruler was that, unless her male councillors chose to involve her fully in
				their business and keep her properly informed, she had no ready means of checking
				what they were up to other than by quizzing them individually then comparing what
				they said and how it related to what Burghley was telling her. Mary Tudor had
				encountered precisely this problem when several of her privy councillors preferred
				to report to her consort, King Philip, despite legislation that had declared her to
				be as much ‘solely and sole queen’ after her marriage as she had been
				before it.

			Convening several mornings a week at
				nine o’clock and dominated by Burghley, Elizabeth’s privy councillors
				organized their routine largely as they themselves wished. When weighty matters
				arose, the queen might specifically request that they be considered, but it was
				mostly left to Burghley to report on the councillors’ deliberations at his
				daily audiences with her. For the more important of these, he would prepare memos or
				sheets of headings with summaries of the arguments for or against a particular
				course of action.41 Occasionally, he would present her with a formal written
				document known as a ‘Consultation’, setting out the Council’s
				agreed position.42 Otherwise, he spoke from memory. The clerks of the Council
				kept minutes of the proceedings, but beyond recording attendances these tended to be
				cursory, since most of the Council’s administrative work was done by letter.
				The full record of what was said and decided in the Privy Council was kept only in
				the memories of those present. And, all too frequently, Elizabeth’s
				councillors confronted her with decisions already stitched up.

			She did not even draft all her own
				letters, although most biographers conveniently assume that she did. Elizabeth
				usually wrote important letters to foreign princes in her own hand, as well as
				letters of condolence to loyal servants who had suffered bereavements. Her favourite
				godson, John Harington, records how on one occasion she contrived to handwrite one
				letter, dictate another and talk all at the same time.43 And
				yet, time and time again, her letters or her instructions to her resident
				ambassadors abroad, full of those resonant phrases we might otherwise believe to
				have come from her own pen, turn out, when the provenance of the early drafts is
				checked, to have been ghostwritten by Burghley or another senior councillor and
				merely awaiting the queen’s signature.44

			How exactly this worked was explained in
				1567 by Diego Guzmán de Silva, the resident Spanish ambassador in London, who
				witnessed the queen in action while waiting in the queue for an audience. A letter,
				he says, was to be sent to the queen’s accredited representative in Scotland.
				‘I have seen it,’ he added, ‘although I could not read it.’
				One of Elizabeth’s privy councillors, her long-standing favourite and Master
				of the Horse Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, had dictated it to a clerk before
				Guzmán’s astonished eyes while in the same queue, ‘and he took it
				to the queen for signature in my presence.’45

			In a revealing note of 1565 to Matthew
				Parker, Elizabeth’s first archbishop of Canterbury, Burghley fumed that she
				was likely to try and alter the draft of a letter he was preparing for her signature
				‘more than I shall allow’. This was almost exactly the phrase he had
				used earlier when threatening to resign, an indication that he felt himself to be
				very much in control.46 Only once in her earlier years
				in a situation like this is Elizabeth known for certain to have put her foot down
				and bypassed completely her meddling advisers. In 1566, she scribbled a letter to
				her newly appointed Lord Deputy in Ireland that its anxious recipient was ordered to
				conceal:

			
				Let this memorial be only committed
					to Vulcan’s base keeping. Without any longer abode than the leisure of the
					reading thereof, yea, and with no mention made thereof to any other wight. I
					charge you as I may command you. Seem not to have had but secretaries’
					letters from me.47

			

			Unpicking who precisely wrote which of
				the fifteen thousand or so surviving letters or warrants sent out in
				Elizabeth’s name during the forty-four years she reigned turns out to be a
				huge and laborious task. At a rough estimate, no more than 2,400 of them were
				handwritten by the queen or dictated by her.48 Far too much paperwork was
				flying around her Court for her to vet all of it, and for the first twenty or so years her councillors, led by Burghley, drafted the most secret
				and important letters to individuals or ambassadors on her behalf after receiving
				purely verbal instructions. Sometimes they exploited this lack of scrutiny for their
				own ends. On a few scandalous occasions in the 1560s, chiefly where Mary Queen of
				Scots was concerned, instructions to ambassadors would be sent out only after
				lengthy exchanges between Elizabeth and Burghley, which the latter regularly
					won.49 In a similar vein, her ambassadors abroad would write sanitized
				reports to her, sending fuller and more explicit briefings to Burghley by the same
				courier.

			Of course, it was not just the young
				queen’s inexperience or the sheer volume of paper circulating around the Court
				that encouraged this murky system. Such laxity could suit Elizabeth as much as it
				did Burghley and his friends, as it enabled her to disavow what she had herself
				done. In 1570, two years after she had taken shameless advantage of a gale in the
				Channel to seize for herself 155 chests of Genoese treasure being shipped to the
				Netherlands to pay Philip II’s troops, she sent a message to Philip’s
				fourth wife, Anne of Austria,**
				explaining, ‘Although there hath of late time happened some show of
				unkindnesses … betwixt us and the king of Spain’, this was to be
				attributed entirely to the ‘mishap of evil conditioned ministers’.50 She
				was determined to shift the blame for the deterioration in Anglo-Spanish relations
				on to the shoulders of others.

			Elizabeth had first learned to keep her
				fingerprints off her most politically explosive choices while in her early twenties.
				Then, she had been the focus of at least two plots to unseat her Catholic sibling,
				Mary Tudor, the more threatening of which was the Protestant Sir Thomas
				Wyatt’s rebellion in 1554. The day after Wyatt was convicted of high treason,
				a delegation of Mary’s councillors came to arrest Elizabeth and charge her as
				an accessory to the revolt.51 They wished to know why she
				had made preparations suddenly to move from Hertfordshire to her property at
				Donnington Castle in Berkshire, where the keeper was one of Wyatt’s closest
				friends. But they could never prove she had personally endorsed Wyatt’s
				conspiracy or ordered the proposed move: her communications with
				Wyatt had been at arm’s length. She managed to blame her underlings, one of
				whom was Sir John Harington, father of her godson of the same name, for an excess of
				zeal on her behalf. Mary Tudor promptly sent him to the Tower.52

			Understandably, Elizabeth took this
				lesson to heart. Her favourite classical tags for the rest of her life would be
					Video et Taceo (‘I see and keep silent’) and Semper
					Eadem (‘Always one and the same’), which she made her
					motto.53 In her hands, the art of queenship would not simply be the art of
				statesmanship. It would involve surreptitious convolutions geared towards increasing
				her power and decreasing her vulnerability.

			Elizabeth’s war years, for all
				the drama and colour of the 1588 Armada campaign, are the forgotten years. Generally
				neglected by her biographers, or else discussed in a more or less perfunctory way,
				with the most crucial explanations of the decision-making process culled from
				Camden’s Annales rather than directly from the archives, they are
				years when an ageing spinster, engaged in mortal combat with time and death, sought
				to uphold her most cherished ideals. Relatively little has been written about them,
				certainly in comparison to the years of peace, when the queen’s Religious
				Settlement and her dynastic duelling with Mary Queen of Scots and with her own privy
				councillors over her marriage negotiations were at the top of the agenda.54

			The year 1584, when Prince William of
				Orange, the leader of the Dutch Calvinists in their heroic struggle against the
				Catholic Philip II of Spain, was assassinated, is a clear turning-point. It marked
				the onset of the great pan-European and Atlantic crisis that would threaten to bring
				the queen and her country to their knees. Elizabeth found herself propelled into a
				military and ideological collision with a global superpower, one with vast resources
				and a worldwide empire. She would not see peace again in her lifetime: the war would
				last longer than the First and Second World Wars combined. The year 1584 would also
				mark the moment when everyone finally, grudgingly, came to accept that she had
				passed the age of childbearing: grudgingly, because that recognition also meant that
				they had accepted she could never have a biological successor.

			During the years of
				peace, Elizabeth’s vulnerability had been much increased by the unrelenting
				pressure of her councillors and Parliaments to persuade her to marry. After 1584, by
				comparison, certainty about her biological inability to bear children liberated her,
				because no one could any longer dispute that she had an unchallenged right to
				exercise alone both the masculine and feminine responsibilities of the monarchy:
				there could be no point in marrying her off if she was barren. Although for her it
				was an uncomfortable reminder of the passage of time, it was also a moment of
				empowerment. Confronted by the worst national emergency the country had experienced
				since her father’s break with Rome, she determined that from this point
				onwards she must rule as well as reign. In such perilous times, she must assert her
				authority more firmly and more consistently than before. This was her calling, her
				solemn duty, and she believed that God expected no less of her.

			She would not always be successful:
				clashes were bound to arise between her, her privy councillors and her military and
				naval commanders over long-term strategy, short-term tactics and the ever-escalating
				costs of such a long war. Her much-vaunted relationships with her last two
				favourites – the mercurial, charismatic, daredevil Robert Devereux, Earl of
				Essex; and, to a lesser extent, the swashbuckling Sir Walter Ralegh – can be
				properly understood only within the wider frame of the rows between them over
				military and naval strategy. But Elizabeth would be far more interventionist and
				much harder to handle than before. At the same time, she was forced to face up to
				her own mortality, as her hair and good looks succumbed to the ravages of time. No
				wonder she cultivated the impression that she was ageless, timeless, perennially
				young.

			To make it appear that she was not yet a
				post-menopausal woman, she allowed and then actively encouraged her courtiers to
				reinvent her as a Virgin Queen. Contrary to the firmly entrenched belief of the
				Victorians (based on a misread sentence in Camden’s Annales), she had
				not until then spun herself as such. Only in the summer of 1578, when she had led
				her Court on a slow progress through East Anglia, had this enduring concept of her
				later years made its first brief and somewhat tentative appearance.55 Like
				her father, she travelled with a reduced Court around the countryside of (mostly)
				southern England once a year, sometime between late May and
				mid-September, for leisure and recreation. And, as part of an evening’s
				entertainment at Norwich, the soldier-poet Thomas Churchyard had scripted a series
				of masques and pageants at the request of the civic leaders, in one of which the
				central theme was that Elizabeth could earn immortality only through her sexual
				purity. If she stayed single, she could enjoy a special status as a ‘Virgin
				Queen’, who by resisting the temptations of the flesh would also prevent its
					decay.56

			At the time, the masque made no real
				impression on the queen’s iconography. But once it was plain that she had
				entered the menopause, the conceit snowballed, until portrait painters and
				scriptwriters were exploiting it on an industrial scale. In the 1590s, it would
				explode into the ‘cult’ of Gloriana, seen with all its pomp and
				pageantry during the queen’s Accession Day tilts, reaching its zenith in the
				airbrushed, stylized images crammed with the eulogistic, distracting symbolism that
				we know so well and culminating in the celebrated ‘Rainbow Portrait’,
				now at Hatfield House in Hertfordshire.

			These later years had a dark side. The
				war against the Catholic powers would engulf multiple theatres: the Netherlands,
				northern France, the Atlantic and, latterly, Ireland. And, all the while, the queen
				was ageing. Her grandfather Henry VII had died at the age of fifty-two, her father
				at fifty-five, her half-brother at fifteen and her half-sister at forty-two. Many of
				her advisers, too, were growing old, and as they fell sick and died, a new and less
				scrupulous breed of courtiers and bureaucrats would come to the fore.

			As Elizabeth approached her late
				sixties, it seemed to her councillors and Parliaments as if the looming question of
				the succession, for which she consistently refused to make adequate provision, could
				be postponed no longer. For all that, she jealously refused to yield. The question
				would stir up destructive bouts of rivalry, ideological conflict and mutual
				suspicion among the members of her innermost circle. The border between loyalty and
				treachery would gradually start to blur, as men looked to what would happen after
				the queen’s death and began their preparations.

			With the years taking their inexorable
				toll, Elizabeth would find herself tormented by insomnia, arthritis, digestive
				ailments, bad dreams and what she claimed was the insolence and
				insubordination of her younger, prettier attendants. Outwardly, she would seek to
				bridge the mismatch between her queenly role and her appearance by a mixture of spin
				and cosmetics. Inwardly, she struggled to assert her will and retain her grip on
				power as her courtiers battled for place and position and her newly emboldened
				subjects called for the monarchy to be made accountable to Parliament.

			Truly, this would be the beginning of
				something new.
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			1.

			 A City in Fear

			On Wednesday, 23 September 1584, Mr John
				Spencer, the sheriff of London, was savouring the prospect of the end of his term of
				office in just a few days. New sheriffs, both for London and the adjacent county of
				Middlesex, had already been elected and would be sworn in at the Guildhall by the
				mayor on Michaelmas Eve.1 A wealthy merchant whose
				aggressive tactics had netted him an enviable fortune from importing raisins,
				spices, olive oil, iron and wine, Spencer found his civic responsibilities irksome
				and looked forward eagerly to returning to trade.2 Wearing his violet gown and
				gold chain of office, he set out with his constables on what he sincerely hoped
				would be one final, uneventful inspection of the city streets.

			Such random patrols had become
				depressingly frequent. In the years since the bloody slaughter in Paris and a dozen
				other French towns of some thirteen thousand Huguenots – the name given to
				French Protestants – in the fortnight after St Bartholomew’s Day in
				August 1572, there had been recurrent large influxes of refugees fleeing from
				religious persecution to the safety of London. Immigrant communities, chiefly French
				and Flemish but also German and Italian, were by now firmly entrenched, creating
				severe tensions with the local population, especially those in the clothing trade,
				as immigrant workers routinely flouted the rules laid down by the craft guilds. This
				made the mayor and aldermen determined to curb vagrancy, crime and the black economy
				and to keep immigrants in check.3

			Alongside street patrols, security
				crackdowns had become as much a part of civic life in recent years as clearing
				animal dung from the streets and queuing for bread at the baker’s shop.
				Tension and fear were everywhere. The threat level had first been raised in 1570,
				after Pope Pius V published a decree excommunicating Elizabeth and declaring her to
				be deposed on the grounds that she was a heretic, a schismatic and a tyrant, the
				bastard offspring of Henry VIII’s unlawful second
				marriage. Nailed to the front door of the bishop of London’s Thames-side
				palace at Fulham just a few weeks after a dangerous insurrection in the north of
				England was brutally crushed, the decree made her a legitimate target for any
				Catholic assassin. Before the pope proclaimed his decree, Catholics who refused to
				conform to the queen’s Protestant Religious Settlement had been largely left
				alone. Parliament had imposed fines of a shilling a week to the use of the poor on
				anyone refusing to attend their local parish church, but enforcement was patchy. All
				this changed after the papal decree, when the assumption was increasingly that
				Catholics were traitors if they failed to come to church and instead harboured
				Catholic priests in their houses or frequented illicit Masses.

			The Northern Rising had shown just how
				fragile the fledgling Protestant state really was. Carrying the Cross and the
				banners of the Five Wounds of Christ, the six thousand or so rebels had set out from
				Durham Cathedral and marched through North Yorkshire to Wetherby and Selby,
				besieging Barnard Castle in Teesdale and celebrating the Mass wherever they went.
				They saw themselves as defenders of the commonwealth, claiming that they wanted to
				save Elizabeth from a ‘lawless faction of Machiavellians’. By this, they
				meant that they aimed to purge Burghley – they called him ‘King
				Cecil’ – and his Protestant friends from the Privy Council and
				Parliament. They would replace them with good Catholic noblemen loyal to the
					queen.4

			Aghast at the scale of this dissent,
				Elizabeth had been ruthless in her response. The revolt itself was brought under
				control without significant bloodshed, but the reprisals were vicious. Mistrustful
				of her military leaders lest they show undue mercy, she turned to someone closely
				bound to her by family ties. Her aunt Mary Boleyn had married William Carey, and it
				was their son Henry, Elizabeth’s first cousin – she called him ‘My
				Harry’ and had raised him to the peerage as Lord Hunsdon within days of her
				accession – whom she chose.5 Hunsdon sent six hundred or
				more rebels to the gallows, leaving their bodies rotting there ‘for
				terror’. Sixty more, mostly the younger sons of wealthy gentry families,
				escaped over the frontier into Scotland before fleeing abroad, mainly to Paris or
				Rome. There they joined eight hundred or so English Catholic exiles and Jesuits, who at once began to scheme and plot how best to put the
				pope’s decree into effect.

			The earliest and most threatening of
				these plots, the memory of which was still fresh in Sheriff Spencer’s mind as
				he patrolled London’s streets in 1584, was to make the career of the man who
				would soon become Burghley’s most driven and effective colleague in the Privy
				Council. Francis Walsingham, tall, thin, sallow-cheeked, with brown hair and
				moustache and a ‘lean and hungry look’, like Cassius in William
				Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, was about forty years old, twelve years
				younger than Burghley. An ardent Protestant converted, like Burghley, to the new
				faith as a student at Cambridge, Walsingham was appointed to be Elizabeth’s
				resident ambassador to France in 1570. Two years earlier, in his first letter to
				Burghley, he had set out his political creed, warning the chief minister of
				‘the malice of this present time’, before urging that ‘there is
				less danger in fearing too much than too little and … there is nothing more
				dangerous than security,’ by which of course he meant ‘the lack
				of security’.6

			In 1570, Walsingham suspected a slippery
				Florentine banker, Roberto Ridolfi, of conspiring to enforce the pope’s decree
				with the Catholic exiles and with the notoriously hawkish Don Guerau de Spes,
				Guzmán de Silva’s replacement as the Spanish ambassador in London. The
				conspiracy had many twists and turns, but its inspiration was an offer first made on
				the eve of the Northern Rising by the highest-ranking English nobleman, Thomas
				Howard, Duke of Norfolk, to marry the Catholic Mary Queen of Scots. Once the
				marriage had taken place, an invading Spanish army would kill Elizabeth and make
				Norfolk king and Mary queen of the whole of the British Isles.7

			Ridolfi’s trump card was that Mary
				was conveniently close at hand. The daughter of James V of Scotland and his second
				wife, Mary of Guise, she was the granddaughter of Henry VIII’s elder sister,
				Margaret, and thus Elizabeth’s first cousin once removed. Known for her
				charisma and for her talent for making anyone she spoke to believe they were the
				only person in the world that mattered to her, she had the virtue of being
				incontestably legitimate, whereas Elizabeth’s parents’ marriage when she
				had been conceived was clandestine and bigamous, if indeed they were married at
					all.8 Mary had made a highly promising start when she returned from Paris to Edinburgh in August 1561 as an eighteen-year-old
				widow, after the death of her first husband, Francis II of France. But her rule
				disintegrated in 1567 after her second husband, Henry, Lord Darnley, fell foul of
				her nobles and was assassinated in a gunpowder plot. In desperation, Mary took James
				Hepburn, Earl of Bothwell, as her protector. He exacted marriage as the price, and
				it turned out just as catastrophically. Taken prisoner and forced to abdicate or be
				tied up in a sack and drowned, Mary fled the following year across the Solway Firth
				to seek asylum in England.9

			Since then, Mary had been a queen in
				exile, an unwelcome guest living as a cuckoo in Elizabeth’s nest. Her
				household was supported largely at the English queen’s expense, under
				conditions of stringent security. Held mainly at Chatsworth in Derbyshire and
				Sheffield in Yorkshire, well away from London or the coast, Mary was in the custody
				of the Earl of Shrewsbury, one of the few nobles apart from Hunsdon whom Elizabeth
				trusted unreservedly. Armed guards were always close at hand, most especially when
				Mary was allowed to ride out with a handful of her attendants for exercise. And yet,
				for all that, both Norfolk and Ridolfi had been able to convey messages to her
					secretly.10

			There was no sterner, more assiduous
				defender of his political inheritance and the Catholic faith than Philip II, but
				after briefly flirting with Ridolfi he shied away from seriously backing the plot.
				The Spanish king had spent just over sixteen months living at Whitehall Palace and
				Hampton Court when he was married to Mary Tudor. He had personally inspected stocks
				of artillery and weapons during a visit to the Tower of London, and had been given
				regular briefings on the state of the kingdom’s finances and defences as
				recently as 1557. He knew only too well how large a force of men and ships would be
				required to bring to fruition such a grandiose invasion plan as Ridolfi’s.11

			From the vantage point of Paris
				throughout the long, hot summer of 1571, Walsingham helped Burghley to uncover the
				full extent of the Ridolfi Plot, rendering it dead in the water. Confronted by a web
				of conspiracy that involved some of the country’s leading Catholic noblemen,
				Elizabeth took her opportunity to revive her father’s draconian,
				much-criticized treason laws, making it a capital offence merely
				to ‘imagine’, let alone ‘invent, devise or intend’ her
				overthrow, even by words alone. Pressed hard by Burghley, she then brought the Duke
				of Norfolk, England’s premier peer, to trial for his part in the conspiracy,
				and he was found guilty of high treason.12

			In a frenzy over the Ridolfi Plot,
				Parliament met in May 1572 to debate Elizabeth’s ‘safety’. When
				Norfolk was convicted and sentenced to death, Elizabeth wavered over his execution,
				on the grounds of his noble status, whereas Burghley and Walsingham wanted Mary as
				well as Norfolk dead. Burghley’s overriding aim was to push through a bill of
				attainder by which Mary would be declared a traitor and executed by Act of
				Parliament, thus avoiding the trouble of a trial or of marshalling proof of her
				guilt. To advance his plan, he organized an underhand campaign to denounce her in
				print as a Catholic murderess and sorceress. For him, the only ‘good’
				Mary was a dead one. Elizabeth’s mistake, he privately told Walsingham, was
				her inveterate willingness to give her cousin the benefit of the doubt.13

			But could Mary, an anointed queen and a
				foreigner (since Scotland was still an independent country) commit treason in
				England? Elizabeth did not yet think so. Regicide was anathema to her. And so, to
				appease the terrified Protestants in the House of Commons, she sacrificed Norfolk,
				yielding to Burghley’s pleas that she execute him. It was still not enough.
				Burghley wrote a letter in his own hand complaining shrilly to Walsingham of how the
				‘highest person’ in the realm (meaning Elizabeth) had failed to slay the
				serpent Mary, too, and so had brought shame on her councillors. He lambasted
				Elizabeth towards the end of this letter for her ‘errors’ and
				‘follies’ in dealing with Mary, ‘and yet they must be suffered to
				be endured for saving of the honour of the highest’.14

			Elizabeth was curiously ambivalent about
				her Catholic cousin, whom she called ‘sister’ and whom in 1562 she had
				excitedly planned to meet.15 Where the succession was
				concerned, she kept religion and politics apart. She had first suggested as much in
				1561, when she had confided to William Maitland of Lethington, Mary’s
				principal secretary, that if she should die, then Mary would have a near-invincible
				claim as the rightful heir: ‘I for my part know none better nor that myself
				would prefer to her or, to be plain with you, that case occurring that might debar her from it.’16 Blood mattered
				more to Elizabeth than particular forms of worship.

			Threateningly from Burghley’s
				viewpoint, many middle-of-the-road Protestants, not just Catholics – there, he
				maintained, was the greatest danger – believed that Mary could offer them
				dynastic security, for unlike Elizabeth, she had produced a male heir, the young
				Prince James. Ever since she had married Darnley in 1565 and become pregnant,
				Burghley had been haunted by this fear, freely admitting to himself late at night in
				memo after memo that an alarmingly high number of Elizabeth’s subjects
				favoured Mary despite her Catholic faith. The ‘people of England’, he
				had declared then, would begin to ‘favour all devices and practices that
				should tend to the advancement of the Queen of Scots’. They would be
				‘alienated in their minds from their natural duties’ to Elizabeth,
				giving Mary the opportunity to stage a coup d’état and
				re-establish Catholicism.17

			Burghley and Walsingham were ideological
				Protestants possessed of an apocalyptic, almost messianic vision of Protestant
				England’s role in history. Fearful of a hydra of conspiracy centred around
				King Philip, the pope, Mary, the Jesuits and the Catholic exiles in Paris, they were
				adamant that the succession should pass only to a Protestant, and if this meant
				proscribing or disqualifying Catholics by Act of Parliament, then so be it.

			But if her leading councillors put
				Protestantism ahead of hereditary right, Elizabeth took the opposite approach. When,
				as it seemed, the queen’s life – and thus England’s security as a
				Protestant state – hung by a thread, as Sheriff Spencer knew it did in 1584,
				this really mattered. Both Burghley and Walsingham had lived through the dark days
				of Mary Tudor’s reign, when Burghley had been forced to conform to what he
				regarded as popish idolatry and Walsingham had fled into exile. Rather than risk a
				martyr’s death, Elizabeth had also conformed, but while Burghley and
				Walsingham were determined never to see a Catholic on the throne again, Elizabeth
				was unshaken in her belief in the primacy of dynasty over religion.18

			By 1584, when Spencer set out with his
				constables on his last official tour of London’s busy streets, a still more
				dangerous point of contention than Mary Stuart divided England and Spain. In the
				Netherlands, the Calvinists had been in open rebellion against
				their Spanish overlords since the late 1560s. Spanish power in these rich trading
				territories was relatively new. The region had been largely self-governing even
				after 1516, the year that Philip’s father, Charles, had left Brussels to
				assume the throne of a united Spain. The Netherlands, where Charles was born, had
				been very dear to his heart, but when he abdicated in favour of his son in 1555, the
				relationship between Spain and the Netherlands changed dramatically. Most of the
				seventeen provinces were Dutch-speaking, chiefly those in the north. French (or
				Walloon) was spoken only in the south. But all seventeen were handed over to Philip,
				who promptly absorbed them into the wider Spanish empire, to be ruled through a
				regent.

			The commercial bonds linking England and
				the Netherlands had always been strong, and they strengthened further after
				Elizabeth’s Religious Settlement, when Antwerp became the only European money
				market where she could readily borrow money. When the Dutch Calvinists burst into
				open revolt in 1566, Burghley and Walsingham closely monitored events across the
				North Sea. They watched with growing apprehension as Philip made the most
				far-reaching choices of his life. Coolly and deliberately, he decided to unleash the
				Catholic Inquisition against the Calvinist heretics, then sent his finest general,
				Fernando Álvarez de Toledo, Duke of Alba, over the Alps at the head of a newly
				recruited Spanish Army of Flanders,** with
				orders to fuse the seventeen provinces into a unitary state with Brussels as its
					capital.19

			Elizabeth was hardly a natural ally of
				the Dutch rebels, whom she infuriated with lectures on their duties of obedience to
				lawful princes and on the dangers of insurgent republicanism. But she was seriously
				alarmed: if Philip imposed his will on the Netherlands by force, then a victorious
				Spanish army, the finest and best equipped in Europe, would be
				just a short sea voyage away from London. She had met Philip face to face when he
				was married to her half-sister, Mary Tudor, and had personal experience of his
				methods. While he had helped to save her when Mary accused her of treason, he had
				treated her as no more than a diplomatic pawn, a dynastic asset to be exploited at
				will in the interests of Spain.20 He had ridden roughshod over
				English interests by forcing his wife into an unpopular war against France, losing
				Calais, the country’s bridgehead into Europe and last continental possession.
				Shortly before or just after Elizabeth had been crowned queen, he had floated the
				idea of marrying her, but he then ditched her without even waiting for her reply,
				choosing Elizabeth of Valois, a
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