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FOREWORD

Where does a book come from? What drives a writer to seize on an idea and see it through to its completion, perhaps many years later? For me the inspiration came from a collection of letters penned more than 350 years ago, but so intimate and impassioned that they drew me at once into their writers’ world. For five years in the mid-seventeenth century, while thousands died in Britain’s civil wars and a new political order took shape on the ruins of royal power, King Charles I and his beloved wife, Henrietta Maria, kept up a correspondence in spite of all difficulties and dangers. Every day or two a new letter crossed the sea between England and the Continent, full of plans, hopes, fears and confessions, and the undying devotion each felt for the other, which alone made all else bearable. ‘Thy love preserves my life,’ Charles told his wife, and Henrietta responded in kind: ‘I shall never have my health till I see you again,’ ‘I cannot be happy.’ In these letters I found a passion and loyalty that was irresistible, even as the terrible strains of war were testing their relationship to the limit.

I was moved, but also surprised. The characters I saw here were worlds away from the Charles and Henrietta passed down to us by centuries of historical tradition. The old story tells of a cold, haughty king, shy, weak and irresolute, and of a queen who metamorphosed from a frivolous teenage bride into a termagant who domineered  ruthlessly over her husband and children. Instead I saw a woman of tremendous courage, energy and political insight, determined to protect those she loved. And Charles came to life as a man with a mission, who believed unreservedly in the justice of his cause and would never abandon his political and religious principles ‘whatever it cost me’. This faith and his unshakeable love for his wife were the twin stars guiding his course, although their conflicting demands sometimes tore him almost in two.

The freshness and immediacy of the couple’s letters and the drama of their situation made me determined to look further—for other original sources that would allow me, somehow, to get under their skins and see what made them tick. Who were these people who seemed so different from their traditional images? What bound them together so powerfully? Soon I realised that no normal birth-to-death biography of either of the royal pair could go to the heart of their characters; they were too intimately involved with each other. My quest, I realised, was for a joint biography—a portrait of the passionate royal marriage that lay at the heart of mid-seventeenth century Britain’s descent into civil war.

On my way I amassed a huge array of primary sources. Charles and Henrietta’s own letters, memoirs and speeches were vital, of course, but so too were the reports of foreign ambassadors stationed in London, and especially the secret missives of the Pope’s diplomatic agent, who was welcomed at Henrietta’s court in defiance of English Puritan public opinion. British government state papers, the private diaries and letters of the couple’s friends and enemies, the literary outpourings of their courtiers, political tracts, international treaties, clergymen’s sermons, doctors’ prescription books, portraits and prints, financial accounts and inventories all played their part.

Among these I found manuscripts that had barely been looked at by historians in the centuries since they were first written: papers that revealed astonishing, undiscovered stories that went far beyond the sketchy summaries, misrepresentations and bowdlerisings passed on by the occasional Victorian scholar who had been here before me. Here I read of the pioneering use of forceps in the delivery of Henrietta’s  first, premature baby. In glowing colours I saw the happy affection of the royal couple among their children at Richmond Palace, and the pleasure of their eldest son when Henrietta took him to mass contrary to her husband’s orders. In another case, a handful of French manuscripts in the British Library were sufficient to explode the entire myth of Henrietta as a selfish, tantrum-prone teenager—a story created for his own ends by Henrietta’s Grand Chamberlain, the Comte de Tillières, and repeated by historians ever since. Having once seen the unreliability of Tillières’s memoirs, I turned to other sources instead, piecing together a new account of the couple’s first, explosive year together.

In published sources, too, there were new discoveries to be made: for instance, an illustration in an obscure seventeenth-century book of court poems, showing Charles and Henrietta’s third child, James, the eager sportsman, out on the tennis court dressed in specialised tennis kit, a costume that historians knew existed but for which they thought no visual evidence survived. I was particularly eager to recover the freshness and reality of the couple’s lives, and make the events of history feel immediate and contingent, like our own experience of everyday life. To achieve this I paid scrupulous attention to the dates of the events I followed, often on a day-by-day basis—a method that showed up telling details of their marriage even among old familiar sources like the Calendars of State Papers and the reports of the Historical Manuscripts Commission. Here, revealed for the first time, was Henrietta retreating into lute lessons just as war was escalating between England and France in 1626. Here too, surprisingly, was the fact that Charles and Henrietta’s supposed great reconciliation after two tense years of marriage—a reconciliation portrayed by numerous earlier biographers—was in fact only by post: the couple were seventy miles apart at the time and had not seen each other for weeks.

These and many other discoveries combined to build up the rich fabric of Charles and Henrietta’s life together and brought the pair alive as fascinating, complex individuals, far from the conventional caricatures reproduced by centuries of Protestant historians who were only too ready to follow the hostile assessments of the couple’s enemies.  The story is certainly one that deserves telling afresh. This was a marriage of huge historical importance. Charles was the last medieval king in Britain—a man imbued with all the ideals of chivalry, who believed he was appointed by God to rule. His government and his marriage sparked off a revolution that turned his kingdom into the first modern republic, grounded in new ideals of liberty, equality and citizens’ rights. In Britain this new political order existed only briefly, but the world had been changed for ever. Kings could now be held accountable to their people; deposing a monarch for political principles was no longer unthinkable; republicanism and democracy had entered the European stream of ideas and would not go away. In the coming centuries the democratic principles of Charles and Henrietta’s opponents would fire further wars of liberation, from the American War of Independence and the French Revolution to the Soviet Revolution and beyond. And in Britain itself, though other monarchs returned to the throne, they would never again be absolute; they knew now that they were there only by the will of the people.

However, the real fascination of Charles and Henrietta’s marriage lies not in its effect on later ages, but in the story itself: a drama of epic proportions. Theirs was one of the greatest and most unlikely romances of history: the tale of a mismatched couple who entered on their arranged marriage in innocence and hope, only to be bitterly disappointed, yet who at last fell passionately in love in defiance of all the forces pushing them apart. By 1630, five years into their marriage, the pair seemed set to live happily ever after, like characters in a fairy tale. And yet the greatest twist was still to come. As Parliament attacked the whole basis of their rule, the false calm of Charles and Henrietta’s lives was shattered and their story becomes a dark political thriller, set in a chilling world of deception, plots and machinations, of coups and counter-coups, violence and death. The outcome at last was war, pitting the King against his own subjects. Here we enter the realm of true tragedy, with the principal players’ destinies driven by their own character flaws and idiosyncracies, which they themselves never managed to see.

Woven throughout is a story of love: a love that fuelled the couple’s  desperate attempts to win back the idyllic life they had forged together; a love that drove the King to precipitate civil war to save his wife; a love that motivated them in their labours through many vicissitudes of fortune, yet brought them in the end to isolation, downfall and destruction. It was a love that shaped the course of British and world history, a love that was, as one observer of the time put it, ‘beyond expression’.




PROLOGUE

Winter 1649

Around noon on 9 February 1649, Queen Henrietta Maria sat down to dinner in the Palace of the Louvre. Here, in her ground-floor apartments looking out over the River Seine, she was just a few rooms away from the bedchamber where she had been born almost forty years before.1 As a girl of fifteen, seated on a throne in another nearby state chamber, Henrietta had received her first love letter from the English prince she was to marry. Everything about her then had been French: her exquisitely tailored silk dress, her hair in tiny curls, her witty conversation, her whole outlook on the world. But now, after twenty-three years of marriage, Paris was merely ‘a sad place of exile’.2 Her love for her husband and her children—three sons and three daughters still survived of the nine babies she had borne—tied her to England, as did a real affection for the country and its people. Visitors to the Louvre were regaled with praises of the land she had been forced to leave. For ten or twelve years, they heard, she had been ‘the happiest princess in the world’.3 Her husband, King Charles I – ‘mon cher cœur’, ‘my dear heart’—was the best of men: ‘good, just, wise’, ‘a king, a husband and a friend’ all in one. The love between them was ‘the admiration of all Europe’.4 In those years, the continental  mainland had been torn apart by the ‘fury . . . miseries and desolation’ of the Thirty Years War. Britain alone had flourished ‘in entire peace and universal plenty’:Tourneys, masques, theatres better become 
Our halcyon days. What though the German drum 
Bellow for freedom and revenge? The noise 
Concerns not us, nor should divert our joys.5





Now all that was past. In the south wing of the Louvre, Henrietta inhabited some of the most splendid rooms in France. Rebuilt by a succession of her ancestors in the previous century, this section of the palace was in lavish Renaissance style, with classical columns and statues, and ranks of huge rectangular windows allowing the light to flood through. Inside, the walls were smothered in paintings, tapestries and mirrors; the ceilings were elaborately moulded in plaster and richly painted. The furniture was of the finest; Henrietta’s state bed was upholstered in silks and velvets, embroidered with gold and silver. Yet none of this was hers. She had no personal mementoes: the jewels she had brought from England were gone; her family portraits had been left on the palace walls at home. Everything here came from charity alone, lent by her brother’s widow, the French Queen Regent, Anne of Austria, who had moved Henrietta into the vacant palace four years earlier.

At the time she had fled to France not just for her own safety, but for her husband’s too. ‘As your affairs stand, they would be in danger if you come to help me, and I know that your affection would make you risk everything for that,’ she wrote to him from her sickbed in Exeter, doubled up with ‘cruel pains’ and struggling to breathe. With a parliamentarian army advancing to besiege her, she fled westwards into Cornwall. ‘Adieu, my dear heart,’ she wrote from Truro. ‘If the wind is favourable, I shall set off tomorrow . . . I am hazarding my life, that I may not incommode your affairs . . . If I die, believe that you will lose a person who has never been other than entirely yours, and who by her affection has deserved that you should not forget her.’6 As  she crossed the Channel under fire from a fleet of parliamentarian warships, Henrietta’s sole fear was of capture and imprisonment. The captain, she ordered, was ‘to set light to the powder-magazine’ and blow up the ship if he saw she could not escape. It was one of those moments of wartime heroism that her followers celebrated, the Queen ‘one moment saved, another moment almost taken, . . . relying only on God and her unshakeable courage’.7

In November 1644 she had entered Paris in triumph, sharing a gilded carriage with the French Queen Regent and six-year-old King Louis XIV. The King’s guards rode before them; the French nobility followed in their coaches. Trumpets blared, church bells rang, bright hangings adorned the streets. At the Louvre dignitaries galore made flattering speeches.

However, Henrietta’s visitors were shocked at the sight of the pale shadow they encountered. Madame de Motteville, a French lady-in-waiting who now became Henrietta’s frequent companion, gives the clearest portrait of her, ‘much disfigured by the greatness of her illness and her misfortunes’, ‘so pierced with her sorrows, that she wept almost all the time’. The heavenly queen painted by Van Dyck in former years—a glorious brunette, elegant and poised—was all but gone. Just a few traces remained: ‘beautiful eyes, a good complexion and a well-made nose’. The dominant impression was of a woman, ‘thin and small’, who stooped a little, ‘and her mouth, which was not naturally beautiful, had become large in the emaciation of her face’.8  That was the sympathetic version. To less partial observers Henrietta seemed positively ugly: a ‘little woman with long lean arms, crooked shoulders, and teeth protruding from her mouth like guns from a fort’, as her niece Sophia put it.9 Yet this impression did not last long. Henrietta’s charm was irresistible. ‘She had an infinity of wit, that sparkling wit which pleases beholders,’ Madame de Motteville recalled. ‘She was agreeable in society, courteous, pleasant and easy to get on with; living without the slightest ceremony amongst those who had the honour of being near her. Her temperament was inclined towards mirth; and among her tears, if something amusing occurred to her, she would somehow stop crying to entertain the company.’ All in all  ‘she made herself loved by everyone’. Even the young Sophia was won round after a few minutes’ conversation and ‘from that time forward I considered her quite handsome’.10

Briefly that winter Henrietta seemed a queen once more, with ‘numerous ladies in waiting, maids of honour, carriages, guards and footmen’. But within months this great French court had gone, for Henrietta would not pay them. Instead she sent almost all her government stipend to her husband, keeping for herself only what ‘seemed absolutely necessary for her subsistence’. By 1648 she was nearing destitution. The French royal family, in conflict with the Paris Parliament, had stopped her stipend. One by one Henrietta sold her fine clothes, her furniture and the last of her jewels, just ‘to be able to subsist a few days longer’.11 She could no longer pay the few English courtiers who continued in her service, so they too were dressed in old, worn clothes, without jewels, struggling to survive on credit that the Parisian tradesmen were unwilling to give. As violence escalated on the streets of Paris that winter, the French royal family fled to the castle at St-Germain-en-Laye, ten miles to the west, while their army laid siege to the city. Left behind at the Louvre, Henrietta saw ‘a lasting civil war’ approaching, much like the English one she had left behind. Paris was completely cut off. Already people were going hungry, ‘for the price of all things doubles and trebles upon us’.12

Yet still Henrietta’s little band of courtiers kept up the proprieties. The British court before the war had been the most ceremonious in Europe and now, at that midday meal on Friday 9 February 1649, Henrietta was served with full royal etiquette. Her table was covered with an oriental carpet with a white cloth laid over it. A large salt cellar and a platter of new-baked bread stood in the centre. On a side table were basins and ewers for the Queen to wash her hands. When Henrietta was seated, one of her chaplains—a Capuchin in a plain brown habit—said grace in Latin. Then a procession of gentlemen entered, with swords at their sides and lace collars round their necks, each bearing a platter of meat or fish. On bended knee, the sewer (or server) at their head set every dish down on Henrietta’s table, where her carver bowed, then cut some meat from each. The first pieces were  tasted by the courtiers who had carried them in. Then Henrietta might eat, while her cupbearer stood by a sideboard of glasses and decanters, ready to present her wine, on bended knee, whenever she wanted to drink.

The rules were strict. No one was to come too close to the Queen, nor turn their backs towards her; if they had to walk away from her, they did it backwards. And no one sat down with Henrietta, since no one there equalled her rank. Instead her English ladies and gentlemen stood in a semicircle behind her chair. Meanwhile the Queen must eat with the greatest delicacy. She was to cut her bread, not break it with her hands. She must take salt from the salt cellar using her knife, wiped clean on a piece of bread, not on her napkin. She must try some of every dish, and wipe her mouth on her napkin before drinking. When finished, she must clean her cutlery on a piece of bread and set it down on the table, not in her dish. Then, after another Latin grace, she would wash her hands in a fresh basin of water.13

Today, however, Henrietta was hardly eating. She had slept badly, as was becoming her habit. She kept up a brave face by day, ‘yet,’ her ladies noted, ‘her nights are more sad than usual’. The emerging French Civil War, so similar to her recent experience, doubtless weighed on her spirits, as did the utter destitution facing her. But these anxieties were light, she said, compared to her desperate worries for her husband, who faced a far ‘greater calamity’.14

Since Henrietta’s arrival in Paris, King Charles I had lost his war with Parliament. For two years now he had been a prisoner, cut off from those he loved, striving vainly either to negotiate an agreement with his captors or escape to join his wife in France. Occasionally Henrietta’s letters got through to him, carried by loyal supporters who risked imprisonment and even torture if discovered. Once it was ‘a handsome lady, and wondrous bold’ who slipped a letter behind the hangings in his apartments, where his guards discovered it, but Parliament could make nothing of the cipher in which it was written. Another time a former royalist army officer, disguised as a peasant, stood with a fishing rod on a narrow bridge and passed up Henrietta’s letter as the King crossed over. Caught by Charles’s guards and  questioned vigorously, he revealed what he knew: most importantly, that Henrietta urged her husband ‘to accept any terms’ his enemies offered and save himself, even if it meant she could never return to England.15 Charles found great comfort in these letters, seeing his wife’s ‘sympathy with me in my afflictions’: true proof ‘that she loves me, not my fortunes’. Though driven away ‘by my own subjects’, she was still present in ‘my own heart’.16

In all other respects he was unutterably alone. True, he was treated with full royal ceremony, just as before the war, but none of his former followers or friends was allowed access to him. Instead, his guards and servants were new men, ‘appointed by parliament’.17 Hardest to bear was the religious repression.18 Charles was devoted to the grand religious ceremonies that he and his archbishop, William Laud, had enforced during his years of glory. For him, these were ‘nearest to the practice of the Apostles’, the only true way to approach God.19 He detested Puritans, with their rejection of ceremony and use of extempore prayers. Their religious freedom was merely a cover for rebellion, he believed. And of all the Puritan sects, he particularly loathed Presbyterianism, as being utterly ‘incompatible with monarchy’. He had learnt this principle from his father, King James, who had hated the preachings forced on him as the young King of Scotland. ‘Scotch Presbytery’, James had famously declared, ‘agreeth as well with monarchy as God and the Devil.’ And now Charles himself had ‘too dearly bought the certain knowledge of it’.20

Back in the 1630s Charles had deprived English Puritans of their ministers. Now the tables were turned. All his requests for Anglican clergymen to ‘perform the usual offices about his person’ were refused; Presbyterian chaplains only were provided for him and his attendants.21  Sometimes Charles engaged these men in debate. In years gone by he had delighted in tying his wife’s Roman Catholic priests in knots, with his ruthless logic and profound knowledge of the Bible and the Church Fathers. Now he allowed his Presbyterian companions to be ‘very earnest’ in their opinions while replying himself with jokes, very ‘pleasant and merry’, finding some entertainment and relief from the solitude of his captivity, and often having the best of the encounter.22  But he would never conform to their religious practice. At mealtimes these chaplains stood ready to say grace, but Charles would not hear them. Instead, standing under his cloth-of-state, he prayed by himself, before sitting down to eat. Every Sunday he absented himself from their chapel ceremonies. Alone in his bedchamber, having ordered that no one enter ‘until he called’, he occupied himself in ‘private devotion’. Even on weekdays he spent several hours every day ‘in reading and other pious exercises’.

He had become, he said, ‘my own chaplain’.23 He wrote his own prayers, confessed his sins to God and begged forgiveness for three lapses in particular: once when he had ‘suffered innocent blood to be shed by a false pretended way of justice’; again when he had ‘permitted a wrong way of Thy worship to be set up in Scotland’; and again when he had ‘injured the Bishops in England’. ‘O Lord,’ Charles prayed, ‘I have no excuse to make, no hope left, but in the multitude of Thy mercies.’ Reflecting on the events of recent years, Charles set pen to paper, seeking meaning in all that had happened to him. This was his consolation now: that everything had been God’s will, a judgement on him for his sins, to which he must humbly submit in hopes of forgiveness.24

It was this religious faith in combination with his political beliefs that gave Charles his inner strength. He would abandon neither ‘for any extremity or misery that may befall me’. In the last resort, he was sure, the British nations could not manage without him: the parliamentarians would ‘ask so much and use it so ill’ that finally the people would be ‘glad to relodge the power they had taken from the Crown’.25 So Charles remained ‘patient and cheerful’ throughout his troubles.26 It was a matter of pride: he was ‘above complaints or bewailings’, he said. ‘Dum spiro spero’ was his motto now: ‘While I breathe I hope’.27

For a time he had his children’s company. ‘Do you know me, child?’ he asked the seven-year-old Henry, whom he had last seen five years previously when the boy had been left behind as Charles and Henrietta fled from London in 1642. ‘I am your father, child; and it is not one of the least of my misfortunes that I have brought you and your  brothers and sisters into the world to share my miseries.’28 Through the summer of 1647, Charles often saw Henry, Elizabeth and the thirteen-year-old James, who all remained in England, prisoners like himself. He was full of forebodings, instructing them carefully ‘how to behave themselves, if the worst should befall him’, when their eldest brother, Charles Prince of Wales, would be their king, to whom they must show ‘unshaken . . . affection and duty’. To little Henry, Charles was especially insistent. He was ‘never to be persuaded or threatened out of . . . the [Anglican] Church’, and he must never be made a puppet king by his parliamentary keepers ‘whilst either of his elder brothers lived’. This Charles repeated every time they met, ‘with all the earnestness and passion he could express’.29

Charles found great solace in his children. Sometimes they dined together, with James in the place of honour on the King’s right hand. ‘His majesty is very fond of him, and loving to all the children; he bears the young lady often in his arms,’ the news-sheets reported. At other times Charles expressed ‘much joy’ in his offspring, watching them ‘running and playing’ in the garden.30 However, all too soon Charles was a close prisoner once more, as his opponents grew ever more extreme. The King ‘was so great a dissembler, and so false a man, that he was not to be trusted’, Oliver Cromwell declared. Parliament resolved to negotiate no longer, but to work instead ‘towards the settlement of the kingdom without having further recourse to the King’. In Paris, Henrietta begged the Queen Regent for aid ‘with her tears’ but to no avail.31 Hope revived only in the summer of 1648, with a flurry of royalist uprisings. Eagerly Henrietta sold the last of her jewels, giving the money to her eighteen-year-old son, Charles Prince of Wales, who left Paris to take command of the main English war fleet, which had mutinied in favour of the King. Under the combined threat of English, Scottish and Irish forces, Parliament agreed to reopen talks. Their armies were soon victorious and Prince Charles’s fleet retreated to Holland. At Newport on the Isle of Wight, the talks continued nonetheless.

Everything depended on Charles’s decisions now. He could expect no further military support, Henrietta wrote: France was too disturbed  by its own internal divisions. And so, she implored, he must ‘embrace all such counsels and consultations that may tend to the peace and tranquillity of his three kingdoms’.32 By October, Charles was offering greater concessions than ever before. He would abolish bishops and allow Presbyterianism for three years. He would give Parliament control of the nation’s armed forces for twenty years, and the government of Ireland would be settled in whatever way Parliament preferred. ‘Censure us not for having parted with too much of our own right,’ he begged his eldest son and heir. Although it was a great price, it aimed at a great gain: ‘security to us, peace to our people’. Later, another Parliament ‘would remember how useful a King’s power is to a people’s liberty’.33 However, Charles was full of regrets, wishing there was only himself to consider. Then, like Job, ‘I would willingly have rather chosen misery than sin.’ Once he wept: ‘the biggest drops that I ever saw fall from an eye’, his secretary noted, though Charles turned his head away, ‘loth to be discerned’, and quickly recovered himself.34

But his offer to Parliament came too late. Even as it was being carried to London, where many MPs favoured accepting it, the army took matters into its own hands, saying that the King—‘that man of blood’—had caused the Civil War. Now he must be tried for high treason, to ‘account for that blood he had shed, and mischief he had done to his utmost, against the Lord’s cause and people in these poor nations’.35 At dawn on 1 December 1648, soldiers pushed their way into Charles’s bedchamber and carried him off to the bleak coastal fortress of Hurst Castle. The following day the main body of the army marched into London. When Parliament resumed four days later, soldiers stood at the entrance to the Commons, turning away MPs who favoured negotiating with the King. Just eighty or so Members remained in the ‘Rump Parliament’, as it came to be called: all of them army sympathisers who voted that Charles’s offer was ‘highly dishonourable to the Parliament, and destructive to the peace of the kingdom’.36 On 15 December the army’s Council of Officers ordered the King to be brought to Windsor Castle, ready for his trial.

In Paris, Henrietta was ‘struck to the heart with amazement and  confusion when she heard the news’.37 Shivering in her apartments at the Louvre, for she could no longer afford firewood and it was so cold she would not allow her daughter Henrietta Anne out of bed, the Queen wrote swift letters to Parliament and to the army’s general, Lord Fairfax, asking for a safe conduct to come to ‘see the king my lord’. She wrote secretly to Charles too, promising to ‘use her utmost power . . . by all ways imaginable to help him’, wishing even ‘that she might die for him, without whom she cannot, nor will not live’. Then began the desperate wait for a reply, knowing that ‘so little of what I desire succeeds’.38

It was at this point that the French royal family fled from Paris. Their army outside the walls stopped all letters coming in ‘by the ordinary way of the post’. Not until the middle of January was there news from England, and even then there was no reply to Henrietta’s letters.39 In fact, their recipients had refused to open them, as they came from a person whom Parliament had voted ‘guilty of high treason’.40 Instead of giving her the assurances she hoped for, Henrietta learnt, the House of Commons had voted to put the King on trial.

Yet still there seemed room for hope. In Holland, Prince Charles told the Dutch government of the ‘great and imminent danger’ threatening his father and persuaded them to send an ambassador ‘to save at least his life’. The Prince wrote to the English Parliament too: if they killed their king, he threatened, it would ‘be resented by all the princes and states of the world’.41 Meanwhile Henrietta got a messenger through to St-Germain, where the French court promised to send an ambassador ‘with the object of staying the execution’. Forty thousand troops might also go ‘for the relief of innocence’. In England itself there was only limited support for the King’s trial, even among parliamentarians; of the 135 commissioners appointed to preside over the trial, only 52 were present when the court met.42

At the beginning of February 1649, Henrietta heard that Charles had been condemned and brought out for execution, but had been rescued by the common people. Some of the Queen’s companions suspected this story was concocted by Henry Lord Jermyn, Henrietta’s most intimate confidant, hoping thus to prepare her gradually for the  blow he expected would soon come. Henrietta never guessed, briefly believing the tale. When she found it to be untrue she ‘wept many tears’, before seeking consolation in the hope that the English people would yet save her husband.43

At last she could bear the agonies of suspense no longer. It was still impossible for her to leave Paris—the parliament’s guards on the gates would not permit ‘any person of quality . . . to stir out of the city’44—but one of her gentlemen could get through to St-Germain to hear the latest news from England. Seated at dinner on Friday 9 February, the day after he had left, the Queen anxiously expected him. Behind her, the courtiers in their accustomed semicircle struggled to maintain a semblance of normality. Many of them knew that Henrietta’s messenger had already returned, with news that her chaplain, Father Cyprien de Gamache, remembered ‘made me shudder all over’. But no one could bear to tell her yet. For a whole hour they delayed the terrible moment, labouring to keep up a ‘variety of conversation . . . on indifferent matters’, although Henrietta was not really listening. Her mind was with her husband, and with the messenger who, she thought, ought to have come back by now. Finally she cut across her courtiers’ uneasy talk to complain ‘of his being so long in bringing her an answer’.

At this, Henry Lord Jermyn began very gently to break the news. The messenger was ‘faithful and prompt’ in her commands, he said; certainly he would have returned sooner ‘if the news had been favourable’.

Henrietta did not miss the hint. ‘What is it then?’ she asked. ‘I perceive plainly that you know.’

Still Jermyn could not say the words. As Henrietta pressed him to tell, he circled round and round with ‘several evasions and many ambiguous expressions’, hoping to prepare the Queen ‘by little and little for the fatal intelligence’. At last he told her everything.45

On Friday 19 January the prisoner-king had returned to London for the first time since he had fled seven years previously. Next day his trial opened in Westminster Hall: the largest room in England, 300 feet long, spanned by a vast arched ceiling of dark oak beams. Here,  eight years earlier, Charles had watched Parliament try his most trusted minister, the Earl of Strafford, for high treason. Now the King himself was conducted under heavy guard to the high-sided wooden box assigned to the accused. In front of him the court’s president sat on a high-backed chair, with the rest of the commissioners on tiered benches behind him. Not one rose to his feet or took off his hat, as etiquette demanded. Rather Charles was supposed to remove his own hat, out of ‘respect to the court’, which of course he would never do.

Instead he looked sternly at the commissioners: sixty-eight were present that day, ‘members of the House of Commons, officers of the army, and citizens of London’: all ‘high-flown Parliament-men’.46  Charles cast his eyes too over the wealthy and privileged audience in the galleries above them, before he sat down on the crimson velvet chair in his box. Then he was up again to stare round behind him, where soldiers separated him from the ‘multitude of spectators’ who filled the space to the great arched doorway at the hall’s further end .47

When he was seated once more, his charge was read aloud: that he, being King with only ‘a limited power’ to rule ‘according to the laws of the land’, yet ‘out of a wicked design to erect . . . an unlimited and tyrannical power . . . and to overthrow the rights and liberties of the people’ had ‘traitorously and maliciously levied war against the present Parliament and the people therein represented’. He was ‘the occasioner, author and continuer of the said unnatural, cruel and bloody wars’, and so was personally ‘guilty of all the treasons, murders, rapines, burnings, spoils, desolations, damages, and mischiefs, to this nation, acted and committed in the said wars’.48 Now he must answer: guilty or not guilty.

Charles refused to do so. ‘By what lawful authority I am seated here?’ he demanded. ‘Remember, I am your King, your lawful King . . . think well upon it, before you go further from one sin to a greater . . . I have a trust committed to me by God . . . I will not betray it to answer to a new unlawful authority.’

All that day he stood firm and the next too. The courtroom bristled with hostility: ‘Justice, justice,’ the soldiers shouted, with a ‘hideous cry’. The president overrode the King repeatedly: ‘Sir, I must interrupt  you . . . you appear as a prisoner . . . you are to give a punctual and direct answer . . . you are not to dispute our authority . . . you stand in contempt of the Court . . . you ought not to interrupt while the Court is speaking to you. This point is not to be debated by you, neither will the Court permit you to do it.’49

Still Charles kept his cool. Dressed all in black, with the great Garter star shining on his long black cloak and his hat firmly on his head, he spoke without anger or hesitation. His lifelong stammer was gone in this moment of resolution: ‘For the charge, I value it not a rush; it is the liberty of the people of England that I stand for. For me to acknowledge a new court that I never heard of before, I that am your King . . . indeed I do not know how to do it . . . there’s no law for it, to make your King your prisoner.’ At last the court would hear no more. It was not for Charles ‘to dispute the jurisdiction of the supreme and highest authority of England’, its president told him. Charles’s failure to answer the charge was recorded and he was taken away.50

For three more days the court met in private, while Charles waited at St James’s Palace. All the old ceremonies of kingship were gone now. His food was brought in by soldiers, with no tasting, nor cup given on bended knee—a proceeding so ‘uncouth’ to Charles that he now ate alone.

On 27 January, the court summoned Charles once more. ‘Justice’, ‘Execution’, the crowd shouted.51 The King made a last attempt to propose negotiations with Parliament, but the court would not hear him; they were already ‘resolved to proceed to sentence and to judgment’, the President said. The clerk read aloud from his parchment: ‘that he, the said Charles Stuart, as a tyrant, traitor, murderer, and public enemy to the good people of this nation shall be put to death by severing of his head from his body’.

‘Will you hear me a word, Sir?’ the King asked.

‘Sir, you are not to be heard after the sentence,’ the president returned.

‘No, Sir?’

‘No, Sir; by your favour, Sir.’ Then, turning from the King, ‘Guard, withdraw your prisoner.’ 

‘I may speak after sentence. By your favour, Sir, I may speak after sentence, ever. By your favour—hold. The sentence, Sir,—I say, Sir, I do -’ Already Charles was being hustled out by the soldiers. ‘I am not suffered for to speak. Expect what justice other people will have,’ he ended, as the soldiers renewed their shouts of ‘Justice, justice’, laughing and blowing their tobacco smoke over Charles, ‘a thing very distasteful unto him’. ‘Poor Soldiers, for a piece of money they would do so for their commanders,’ some heard him say.52

Back at St James’s Palace, Charles knew he had only a short time to prepare for death. At last he had the Commons’ permission to summon an Anglican clergyman, and he chose William Juxon, Bishop of London. During the 1630s Juxon had served him as a bishop and as Lord Treasurer, in charge of the nation’s finances. He had managed not to alienate Charles’s parliamentarian opponents, for even they admired his ‘meek spirit’, noting how, in his ‘mighty place and power’, he had always shown ‘an equal moderation and humility’.53 During the Civil War years, while other bishops were prosecuted, imprisoned, or even executed, Juxon had lived quietly as a country vicar. In moments of need Charles had always turned to him, seeking his advice in his negotiations with Parliament. What the King respected even more than Juxon’s ‘solid and steady judgement’ was his outstanding ‘sincerity and integrity’. For, like Charles himself, Juxon was a man of conscience who believed that one’s sense of right and wrong should be put before every other consideration whatever.

Back in 1641, as Charles agonised over Parliament’s Bill declaring the Earl of Strafford guilty of high treason, Juxon alone advised against approving it, for Charles knew Strafford was innocent. Yet at last his other advisers had persuaded the King ‘to choose rather what was safe than what seemed just; preferring the outward peace of my kingdoms with men, before that inward exactness of conscience before God’. So Strafford had died and, ever since, Charles had regretted this ‘act of so sinful frailty’. From that moment he had determined ‘to prefer . . . the peace of my conscience before the preservation of my kingdoms’. Juxon had become his most ‘esteemed and favoured’ clergyman.54

Now, on Sunday 28 January, Charles welcomed Juxon ‘very openfacedly  and cheerfully’. As the bishop began expressing sympathy, Charles interrupted him. ‘Leave off this, my Lord, we have not time for it. Let us think of our great work, and prepare to meet that great God to whom ere long I am to give an account of myself.’ All through that evening and most of the next day the two remained alone together, ‘in prayer and other pious exercises of devotion’. ‘My time is short and precious,’ Charles said, ordering that no visitors be admitted. Even his nephew, the Elector Palatine, was turned away, departing ‘full of sorrow’.55 Only a messenger from Prince Charles was admitted, bearing the Prince’s ‘sorrowing letter’, asking for news and begging his father’s blessing, which the King answered at once. On Monday, Juxon preached in Charles’s chapel; although God’s judgements might be delayed, he said, they would come in the end to all men. Then he gave Charles communion.56

There were only two other people the King still wanted to see: Elizabeth and Henry, who still remained in Parliament’s custody after helping their brother James to escape. Now, with the Commons’ permission, they came to ‘take their sad farewell of the King their father’. The thirteen-year-old Elizabeth burst into tears at once, followed by her eight-year-old brother, who knelt beside her to beg their father’s blessing. Raising them up, Charles kissed them and sat them on his knees while he spoke of the duty they owed to their mother and to Prince Charles, who would succeed him as king.57 They must not grieve for him, Charles said, for ‘it would be a glorious death that he should die, it being for the laws and liberties of this land, and for maintaining the true Protestant religion’. Afterwards, he was sure, God would restore his eldest son to the throne, and they would all be happier than if he had lived. In the meantime, he had already forgiven his enemies, and his children must do likewise.

Charles asked Elizabeth to deliver his last message to Henrietta: ‘that his thoughts had never strayed from her, and that his love should be the same to the last’. To Henry he reiterated his old commands. ‘Sweetheart . . . they will cut off my head, and perhaps make thee a king; but mark what I say, you must not be a king, so long as your brothers, Charles and James, do live.’

‘I will be torn in pieces first,’ the boy replied.58

Then Charles gave them the last of his jewels, all except the few he still wore on his person. At last they said their farewells, the King kissing them in tears and ‘praying God Almighty to bless them’. Elizabeth too wept bitterly, while Charles stood at a window to hide his grief. As his bedchamber door opened to let the children out, he came back quickly and kissed and blessed them once more. Then Charles returned ‘immediately to prayer’. After Juxon left late that evening, he still continued ‘reading and praying’, preparing for his last day on earth.59

He slept for only about four hours. Around 5 a.m. on Tuesday 30 January 1649 he opened the curtains of his bed and called to Thomas Herbert, the only one of his parliamentarian servants that Charles had become close to, and the only one still left to help him now. Herbert was a congenial spirit: cultivated and well read, a courtier before he fought for Parliament in the Civil War. Gradually he had fallen under the spell of the tragic, lonely King; the memoir he later wrote provides a touching portrait of Charles’s last years of ‘solitude and sufferings’.60  ‘I will get up,’ Charles said to him now, ‘having a great work to do this day.’ Herbert helped him into his clothes: a blue satin waistcoat and a lavish lace collar over two embroidered white linen shirts. ‘Let me have a shirt on more than ordinary,’ Charles told him: ‘the season is so sharp as probably may make me shake, which some observers will imagine proceeds from fear. I would have no such imputation. I fear not death! . . . I bless my God I am prepared.’

Herbert combed the King’s shoulder-length brown hair, then handed him his two watches, one gold and one silver, which Charles always wound himself. Around the King’s neck went the broad sky-blue ribbon he habitually wore, with its oval pendant of the Order of the Garter: a figure of St George slaying the dragon, carved in onyx, surrounded with ‘21 fair diamonds’.61 On the pendant’s back, twenty-one matching diamonds ringed a miniature portrait of Henrietta, ‘set in a case of gold, the lid neatly enamelled with goldsmiths work’. Below the King’s left knee Herbert fastened the dark-blue velvet Garter ribbon with its motto, Honi soit qui mal y pense, embroidered in 412  diamonds, and in one ear Charles hung a large pearl-drop earring. A black hat and mittens and his black cloak, emblazoned with its bright silver Garter star, were placed ready for the cold walk to Whitehall.62

It was still dark when Bishop Juxon arrived. As the sun rose he performed the Anglican service of morning prayer. Then Charles continued ‘in prayer and meditation’, ‘ready to resign himself into the hands of Christ Jesus’.63 Around 10 a.m. guards conducted him out to St James’s Park, where several hundred infantrymen stood in two parallel ranks right across the Park, their colours flying and drums beating loudly. Between them Charles walked amidst his guard of halberdiers, with Juxon on the King’s right side and Thomas Herbert following after.

Mounting a wooden stairway between classical columns, Charles entered Whitehall Palace, his home before the Civil War. The windows here looked out over the tiltyard where, twenty-three years earlier, he had jousted to celebrate Henrietta’s first arrival in England. Crossing the bridge over King Street, he passed on through another long gallery to his own bedchamber, hung round with portraits of his closest family and friends. Here he remained with Juxon and Herbert for over three hours while the House of Commons rushed to pass a final piece of legislation before he died: an ‘Act for prohibiting the proclaiming of any person or persons to be King of England or Ireland, without consent of Parliament’.64 Meanwhile Charles prayed and took communion. He ate a little—a few mouthfuls of bread and a small glass of claret wine, to keep up his strength—and he chose a white satin skullcap to wear on the scaffold.

Shortly before 2 p.m., the colonel of his guards came to call him. Juxon and Herbert knelt weeping, and Charles gave them each his hand to kiss. ‘Go,’ he told the colonel, ‘I will follow.’ And so he set off through the Palace once more, with his halberdiers, until they reached the Banqueting House. Here, in 1625, he had ratified his marriage treaty, then kissed his new wife ‘in the presence of the whole people’.65  Now Charles passed quickly along the room and out through a hole broken in the wall, onto the black-draped scaffold where his life would be ended.

The executioner’s new-sharpened axe rested on the wooden block where Charles would lay his head. Beside it stood the headsman and his assistant, masked and wearing false beards to conceal their identity. In the street below, several hundred soldiers were packed around the scaffold’s foot: infantrymen with iron helmets and ten-foot foot pikes held upright at their sides. Beyond them pressed ‘the multitudes of people that came to be spectators’, men, women and children, stretching to the Palace’s great gateway on Charles’s left, to the tiltyard wall in front of him, and far up the street on his right towards Charing Cross.66 Among them was the future diarist, Samuel Pepys, now a fifteen-year-old schoolboy, playing truant to witness the death of the tyrant he hated. If he preached a sermon on the King, Pepys bragged to his friends later that day, he would take as his subject the Biblical text, ‘The memory of the wicked shall rot.’67 Beyond the crowd hundreds more troops were stationed in the street, both in the direction of Westminster and towards Charing Cross.

Once around the platform Charles walked, examining everything. Near the block, heavy iron staples had been driven into the floor, with ropes and pulleys attached, to restrain him if necessary. Charles merely smiled when he saw them, ‘without being any way daunted’.68 Then he began the speech he had prepared. Again, as at his trial, he spoke fluently, without a stammer, and without any written text, ‘save only a few heads in a little scrip of paper’.69 The crowd was too far off to hear a word, as were, he thought, perhaps even the infantrymen below the scaffold. He therefore spoke only to the handful of men who stood on the platform with him: soldiers from his guard and a few secretaries or newsmen taking notes, as well as Bishop Juxon.

Charles protested his innocence, ‘for all the world knows that I never did begin a war with the two Houses of Parliament’; they had first encroached on his political privileges, not he on theirs. Yet it was right he should die: with this ‘unjust sentence’ God was punishing him for the injustice he had committed in allowing the Earl of Strafford’s execution, eight years earlier. Charles had already ‘forgiven all the world, and even those in particular that have been the chief causes of my death’. Yet they were following ‘an ill way’. ‘Believe it,’ he advised  the men in front of him, ‘you will never do right, nor God will never prosper you, until you give God his due, the King his due (that is, my successors) and the people their due.’

Here Charles broke off, noticing that one of his hearers was touching the executioner’s axe. ‘Hurt not the axe,’ he said: ‘that may hurt me.’ He wanted no painful, undignified death, hacked repeatedly with a blunt weapon. Then he picked up his thread once more. ‘For the people,’ he said, ‘truly I desire their liberty and freedom as much as anybody.’ Yet they were mistaken if they thought liberty came by ‘having share in government’. Rather, their happiness came from fair laws, ‘by which their life and their goods may be most their own’. It was for this political principle that Charles was going to die: ‘the martyr of the people’.

There Charles would have ended, but Juxon intervened, reminding him to make a public statement of his faith. ‘I thank you very heartily, my Lord, for that,’ Charles replied, ‘I had almost forgotten it.’ Then turning back to his little audience, he said, ‘Sirs, . . . I declare before you all that I die a Christian, according to the profession of the Church of England, as I found it left me by my father. And this honest man I think will witness it,’ he added, pointing to Juxon. ‘I have a good cause, and I have a gracious God; I will say no more.’

Then he addressed his executioner: ‘I shall say but very short prayers, and when I thrust out my hands—.’ Charles could not bear to say what followed. He took off his hat and handed it to Bishop Juxon, receiving in return his satin skullcap, which he put on his head himself. ‘Does my hair trouble you?’ he asked the executioner, who said he should put it all under his cap. ‘I go from a corruptible, to an incorruptible crown; where no disturbance can be, no disturbance in the world,’ Charles said to Juxon. Then ‘Is my hair well?’ he asked the executioner again.

He took off his cloak and handed it to the bishop, then lifted the Garter pendant with its portrait of Henrietta from around his neck. ‘Remember,’ the King said as he handed it to Juxon. After removing his doublet with its fine lace collar, he put his cloak back on. ‘You must set it fast,’ he said to the executioner, looking at the block.

‘It is fast, Sir.’

‘It might have been a little higher,’ Charles complained, hating to bow so low in front of his enemies.

‘It can be no higher, Sir,’ came the reply.

‘When I put out my hands this way,’ Charles instructed once more, holding his arms out wide, ‘then—.’

For a few moments he stood and prayed ‘with hands and eyes lift[ed] up’. Then he knelt down and put his neck on the block. ‘Stay for the sign,’ Charles commanded again, as the executioner tucked his hair under his cap again. Then, ‘after a very little pause’, Charles stretched out his arms. The swinging axe separated his head from his body at a single blow.70

As the head rolled and blood spurted from the severed neck, there came one vast, spontaneous groan from the crowd, ‘such a groan by thousands then present as I never heard before, and desire I may never hear again,’ the Puritan minister, Philip Henry, remembered years later. The executioner lifted the dripping head high for everyone to see, and at this signal the waiting troops began to march ‘to disperse and scatter the people’. ‘I had much ado amongst the rest to escape home without hurt,’ Philip Henry recalled.71 The whole drama up there on the scaffold had been played out in no more than a quarter of an hour. ‘Sic transit gloria mundi,’ gloated the parliamentarian news-sheets: thus passes the glory of the world.72




PART ONE

Love’s Triumph



1

Strangers

On the afternoon of Sunday 12 December 1624 the British court gathered in the long panelled gallery of St John’s College, Cambridge. On the throne at the head of the room sat King James I – a bulky figure in clothes thickly padded against the assassin’s dagger. Though only fifty-eight, James already saw himself as ‘an old king’ and his looks confirmed his words. Large, tired eyes were deeply sunken in his long, creased face. His hair and wispy beard were flecked with white. Now, as so often, he was stiff with pain from gout, which swelled the joints of his feet, knees, elbows and hands.1

Beside him stood his twenty-four-year-old son, Charles Prince of Wales, bareheaded in honour of his father. Courtiers and nobles massed beneath them, summoned for a ceremony of ‘the utmost splendour’. The French king’s ambassador had just arrived in England, accompanied by a train of some eighty people. Now they entered for their first royal audience, bringing the ‘great treaty’ that Louis XIII had signed in Paris in November, which James was now to ratify.2

Few people knew exactly what the treaty contained; many of its terms would be hated by the English public, and the many months of negotiations had been conducted in the utmost secrecy. So, once the  elaborate greetings demanded by royal etiquette were completed, the ambassador retired for a private session with the King, the Prince, and their two most trusted courtiers. Here, after last-minute discussions, Prince Charles signed the treaty and its associated documents, while James, his hands too swollen with gout to hold a quill, watched his own signature being stamped on the pages by his secretary of state. Finally, it was agreed. The English prince was to marry the last available French princess, Henrietta Maria, the youngest sister of King Louis XIII.3

For twenty years James had been planning such a marriage. When he had inherited the English throne in 1603 he had become the first ever monarch of a united England, Scotland and Ireland, and James was hugely proud of his new kingdom: ‘Great Britain’, as he called it. A marriage alliance to one of Europe’s two Catholic superpowers—the Hapsburgs of Spain or the Bourbons of France—would prove to the world the true greatness of the King and his new realm. It would also be a chance to play an important part in the great game of international diplomacy. Acting out his preferred role as King Solomon the wise, the peacemaker, James would use his own family’s marriages to reconcile Protestant and Catholic Europe, achieving his long-held ambition for the union and ‘peace of Christendom’.4

In 1605 negotiations had begun, aimed at securing the Spanish Infanta for Charles’s elder brother, Prince Henry. By 1612, as Spain demanded that Henry convert to Catholicism as a condition of marriage, James’s hopes had switched to France. Royal marriages were primarily political tools and the English princes had been brought up to acquiesce. ‘My part . . . is to be in love with any of them,’ Henry commented on his father’s shifting choice of royal princesses.5 That same year Henry died, aged just eighteen, leaving Charles to fulfil their father’s matrimonial ambitions. By 1619 James was again determined on a Spanish marriage and for the next four years he ignored repeated French proposals that Charles marry Henrietta Maria. It was Charles himself, and his dearest friend, George Villiers, Duke of Buckingham, who chose the French marriage and then put James into ‘a state of siege’, depriving him of all pro-Spanish company so that he  would be ‘practically compelled to depend upon their wishes’.6 All through the summer of 1624 the King had resisted, while Charles and Buckingham outmanoeuvred him. In November, when the treaty terms were agreed by the English ambassadors in Paris, James had finally been forced to comply.

The King had been angry then and he was still sulking now. Later that day, when his court celebrated the treaty with a ‘magnificent feast’, James declared himself too ill to attend and remained in bed, ‘extremely melancholy’.7 His place at the head of the table was taken by Prince Charles, who was served with all the ceremony normally reserved for the King. Then, with the musicians playing, the company stood up to dance, all men together since there were no ladies present. James had little interest in women. His real attachments in life were all to men—especially those with ‘handsome persons and . . . fine clothes’8—and the courtiers dancing tonight clearly reflected the King’s tastes. Gorgeously dressed in rich, bright-coloured doublets, smothered in jewels, with fancy lace at their necks and wrists, and high-heeled shoes on their feet, they wore tight silk stockings that showed off their legs right up to the thigh.

Dancing with the rest, the newly engaged Prince of Wales was the reason for all this jollity, yet he was an inconspicuous figure. Charles was a slight young man, just five feet four inches tall. Preferring to appear ‘sober . . . clean and neat’ rather than ‘gaudy and riotous’, he habitually wore dark colours and dressed ‘absolutely without jewels, more modestly than any gentleman soever’.9 Tonight, as always, he was far outshone by the Duke of Buckingham, the King’s long-reigning favourite. Buckingham was the most dazzling man at court: tall, handsome, stunningly dressed, an exquisite dancer, poised, confident, a delightful conversationalist and a master of conspicuous consumption. Though he had started out as almost nobody—the younger son of a minor gentry family—Buckingham was now the most powerful man in the kingdom, his ‘entire engrossing of the Prince’s favour, as well as the King’s’, enabling him to do whatever he wanted in matters of government.10 Charles had probably never noticed, but the French marriage had originally been Buckingham’s idea, not his.

[image: 003]

Charles had always lived in the shade of a more glamorous older rival. Born on 19 November 1600, the Prince had been a sickly child who was not expected to live to adulthood. His legs grew crooked and even by the age of four he could not walk well. He began to speak only as he approached his third birthday, with a stammer that lasted the rest of his life. It was his dashing brother Prince Henry—six years Charles’s senior, handsome, athletic, clever and strong-willed—who won the hearts of the people, though neither he nor Charles could gain their father’s affection. Lonely and insecure, Charles clung to his older paragon brother. ‘Sweet, sweet brother,’ he wrote to Henry, ‘I will give any thing that I have to you; both my horse, and my books, and my pieces [guns], and my crossbows, or any thing that you would have. Good brother love me, and I shall ever love and serve you.’11

Charles copied Henry in everything. He dressed like him. He followed him into the new continental fashion for collecting antique medals, books, paintings and objets d’art. He shared his passion for manly sports: hunting, fencing, and shooting with crossbows, muskets and cannons. Especially he loved to ride with his brother in the artful displays of the joust and the manège. Exercising constantly, Charles gradually grew fit and strong. By his twenties he was recognised as one of the most accomplished horsemen of the age.

By then, however, he had also lost his beloved brother. In November 1612, two weeks before Charles’s twelfth birthday, Henry died of typhoid and Charles was thrust into all the responsibilities of the heir to the throne. Dressed in black, he led his brother’s funeral procession through the streets of London as chief mourner. The following February he conducted his sixteen-year-old sister Elizabeth to her wedding to the handsome young German Protestant hero, Frederick, Elector Palatine.a Three years later—in an investiture ceremony that was kept low-key to save money and avoid arousing painful memories of Prince Henry—Charles formally succeeded his brother as Prince of Wales.

As he entered his late teens Charles spent much more time with his   father, joining him in state functions and in the hunting expeditions they both loved. It was only out in the field that Charles won real approval from the King, who often said that in this he was ‘a true and worthy son’. Nevertheless the two remained emotionally distant. Charles was ‘excessively afraid of his father’, whose hot temper often exploded in fits of ferocious foul language and even physical violence; James was always more attached to the personable young men he took up as court favourites.12 The last and greatest of these arrived in London in 1614, aged twenty-one. George Villiers was the handsomest man in the kingdom, everyone agreed, and his experience at the French court had given him a polish and wit that immediately charmed the King. Soon the newcomer was appointed King’s cupbearer, then gentleman of the bedchamber, whose duties required him to sleep in James’s chamber at night.

Whatever occurred there in private can never be known, but certainly the two men kissed and flirted shamelessly in public. ‘My sweet Steenie,’ the King nicknamed his new favourite, because of his resemblance to the angelic beauty of St Stephen. Steenie was his ‘only sweet child’, his ‘sweet child and wife’, and James was ‘his sweet boy’s dear dad’.13 In return Steenie played up to the older man with a mixture of cheeky presumption and grovelling self-abasement. He was, he repeatedly assured the King, ‘Your Majesty’s most humble slave and dog’. Yet the dog was rapidly becoming the master. Spoilt by the King like a favourite son, Steenie was showered in money, lands and honours: ‘never any man in any age . . . rose in so short a time to so much greatness of honour, fame and fortune, upon no other advantage . . . than . . . the beauty and gracefulness and becomingness of his person.’14  He advanced to the best positions at court: Master of the King’s Horse, then Master of the Wardrobe, Lord Warden of the Cinque Ports and Lord High Admiral of England. From gentleman to knight, baron, viscount, and then Earl and Marquess of Buckingham: he had soon outstripped most of the ancient English nobility in riches and titles. By 1616 he owned estates giving him an income of £80,000 per year—roughly £2 million in modern money. Buckingham was ‘without a rival’ and he used his power to advance his impoverished relations to  wealth and influence, much to the other courtiers’ annoyance.15

At first Charles resented the new favourite and there were some bitter quarrels—over a jewel of Buckingham’s that disappeared; and over a match of tennis, when Buckingham told the Prince to ‘kiss his arse’ and threatened ‘to strike him’.16 Charles could never win these battles, for James always took his favourite’s side—scolding his teenage son to the point of tears on one occasion, boxing his ears on another. Soon the Prince learnt to play second fiddle. He cultivated insignificance, moving around the court ‘like a planet in its sphere, so naturally and quietly that one does not remark it’. He was reserved, even sullen, keeping his opinions to himself and rushing to agree with whatever his father or Buckingham said. Indeed, he behaved more ‘as if the favourite were prince and himself less than a favourite’. Observers were shocked, taking the view that Charles was either very cowardly or very clever so to flatter a man he must actually hate.17

In fact, Charles grew to like his father’s favourite. Realising the King could not live for ever, Buckingham began to cast his charm over ‘Baby Charles’, as both he and James called the heir to the throne.18 Ever adaptable, Steenie treated the serious, shy young Prince with none of the mingled insolence and sycophancy that so delighted James. There was respect and affection in his tone—‘my dear young Master’, he called him. And Charles, lonely and insecure, eagerly accepted the proffered intimacy. ‘Steenie, there is none that knows me so
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