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Prologue: The Art of Making Peace

The day was 27 April 1564, and the English ambassador at the French court and advisor to Elizabeth I of England, Sir Nicholas Throckmorton, had recently earned his freedom. He had also been invited for dinner by Artus de Cossé-Brissac (known as de Gonnord), one of Catherine de Medici’s and Charles IX’s closest privy councillors. Advisor to one queen, Throckmorton had been drawn into the lair of another: Catherine was the French queen mother, and mainland Europe’s most influential woman.

Wearing his usual gold and black attire, conjuring an air of wealth and dignity, de Gonnord welcomed his guest, for whom he had prepared a replenishing meal. Throckmorton was grateful – after all, he had just spent months in a gloomy cell in a French castle, miles away from the capital, fighting for his release and negotiating on behalf of Elizabeth with the French queen mother, who had only recently stopped acting as regent for her son Charles IX of France. By now, the two women had been at each other’s throats for months, and their advisors had been caught in the crossfire.

‘If only your mistress, Elizabeth, the queen of England, and Catherine de Medici, the queen mother of France, could get along well,’ said de Gonnord over dinner. ‘The authority of the pope could then be extinguished in both countries.’

After a moment of reflection, the English ambassador conceded that ‘the diminution of the pope’s authority would greatly please his mistress, the queen’.1 The dinner continued with discussions of more trivial matters; the two men spoke of anything other than Throckmorton’s difficult experience as a prisoner of the French crown.

But Monsieur de Gonnord had been right. If only these two queens could forge an alliance – if only these two queens could forge an invincible friendship – what, then, could they not achieve? Together, they could rule all of sixteenth-century Europe.

But fate had decided otherwise. And Throckmorton, along with other representatives of both courts, had lost months of their lives that could never be reclaimed.

*

It all began on the night of 10 August 1563. Sir Nicholas Throckmorton was arrested for travelling without a valid safe-conduct, a diplomatic permit that would allow him to move freely through the country. This was an insult to the English court, for ambassadors were usually allowed free passage, and the message from France was clear: your men are here at our pleasure, and will play by our rules.

Under escort, he was transferred to the Castle of Saint-Germain-en-Laye, thirteen miles from Paris, where he was guarded around the clock by rude Bretons. While there, thanks to one of his secretaries who had not been arrested and managed to bribe some of the guards, he arranged for his correspondence to remain undisrupted, perfectly aware that his letters would nevertheless be scrutinised by French officials. But he had no choice but to find a way to resolve this diplomatic incident via correspondence.

Three weeks later, his counterpart and colleague – another English ambassador, Sir Thomas Smith – was also arrested at his habitual residence in Poissy, though he was sent to the Castle of Melun, south-east of Paris, for his imprisonment. Smith had a far better experience than his colleague, spending only two rather uncomfortable nights in a cell before being brought back to the capital.

On 13 September, Catherine de Medici and her son Charles IX of France allowed Smith to return to his residence in Poissy, but the arrest was a clear message to the English ambassador: in this country, he was and always would be at the French queen mother’s mercy.

On his deliverance day, Smith sent a letter to Throckmorton lamenting his treatment. He said he had become sick from riding from Corbeil in an extremely cold wind on the previous Thursday and complained, ‘I am still ignorant of all things as I was the first day of my imprisonment. My books and papers still locked from me, English matters kept from me’.2

But for the French rulers, this wasn’t just a simple show of strength. For Charles and Catherine, it was a clear retaliation – a warning to Elizabeth I, who had re-imprisoned four French noblemen at the Tower of London, having promised repeatedly to release them.

And Catherine had other things on her mind too. Her son, Charles, was now of age, and was therefore able to rule the country without a regency, but was he ready? Catherine didn’t think so, and she certainly wasn’t ready to renounce the crown herself. After all, she had been successfully acting as regent for the last three years and it was a position that had suited her thirst for power. The bond she had with her son was about to be tested, but she remained resolute, confident that the king would do what was best for the country.

On 12 August the young king entered Rouen and, three days later, the princes of blood and the whole court followed, joining Charles at the Palais de Justice. In the splendid hall built by Louis XII and the Cardinal of Amboise, Charles sat under a canopy on a throne made of gold and azure, the splendour reminding everyone that he was now king of France in his own right.

The Chancellor de L’Hôpital, one of the most influential privy councillors at court, was also in attendance, wearing a long ‘black velvet robe, with his white beard, looking serious and imposing’. As expected, he sat at the feet of the king.

When all were gathered, Charles declared that he was now of age and apt to rule the country himself, before hastily adding, ‘my mother, the queen, will also be in charge of the realm’. Catherine then stood and bowed in front of her son: she may have been apprehensive at the shift in power, but she knew she could rely on his love. Charles grabbed her by the arms and lifted her into an embrace. He kissed her on the cheeks and insisted affectionately before everyone ‘that she was still the one ruling the country’.3

This display consolidated Catherine’s authority at court and, once proceedings were complete, the Englishman Smith was brought in and received by the French rulers. He immediately enquired about Throckmorton’s safe-conduct, which had been granted by the French ambassador at the English court, Paul de Foix.

‘I have changed my mind,’ said Catherine, her face unmoved. ‘I never thought that the safe-conduct was for Throckmorton, who has done so much evil in this country in the last two years by conniving with the Protestants of this country and striving to undermine my authority’.4 Smith tried to respond but Catherine dismissed him abruptly, cutting him off mid-sentence and sending him away before he could say another word, though he would continue to demand Throckmorton’s release on behalf of the queen of England.

During the next audience with the king and queen and their privy council that took place days later, Smith asserted that the queen of England was surprised that her dear ambassador had been made a prisoner of the French crown. Were these two kingdoms not allies? Catherine repeated what she had already told Smith four days earlier: that Throckmorton, who had already been a problematic ambassador in the past, ‘ought not to have come without a safe-conduct’.5 She added that as long as the English were keeping the hostages at the Tower of London, she would keep him in a cell in France. After all, if these great nations were to be allies, then both parties needed to show their good intent.

It was clear to all who observed them that in these diplomatic shows of strength, Elizabeth and Catherine were using their subjects to go at each other’s throats, playing with the lives of men they had at their disposal. They both had something extremely important to prove: their legitimacy and ability to rule in a male-dominated world.

*

This queens’ war had begun five years before this diplomatic incident.

In 1559 at the Peace of Cateau-Cambrésis, Elizabeth had inherited her predecessor Mary’s humiliation at losing Calais, the last English stronghold in France. It was a vital piece of symbolism, its loss perceived by the English as an unbearable slight. Elizabeth was not ready to renounce Calais as easily as Mary. The peace treaty specified that France would restore Calais within eight years. If they failed to do so, they would have to pay England 500,000 crowns as compensation for the city.

In 1559, as a way of ensuring that the French monarchs would keep their end of the bargain, Elizabeth ordered the capture of several French noblemen: Frederic de Foix; Louis de Sainte Maure, Marquis de Nesles, Count de Laval; Gaston de Foix, Marquis de Trans; and Antoine du Prat, Seigneur de Nantouillet, Provost of Paris. They were rounded up and sent to the Tower of London, where they would reside indefinitely.

By the time the first war of religion erupted in France in 1562, French ambassadors Gilles de Noailles and Michel de Seurre had negotiated the release of the first three men. However, Antoine du Prat remained imprisoned, and he was later joined by three other French noblemen: Esprit de Harville, Seigneur de Palaiseau, Knight of the King’s Order and Colonel of the Legions of Normandy; Monsieur du Moy; and Monsieur de la Ferté. Elizabeth wanted to keep a tight rein on the Frenchmen she allowed in her kingdom: her country, her rules.

During this first war of religion, Elizabeth exacerbated the tensions, choosing to side against the French rulers and with the Huguenots, sending an army of 6,000 soldiers, munitions, and gunpowder to Le Havre (also called Newhaven by the English at the time). Not only did the English lose the resulting battle, but they were also betrayed by the Huguenot leader, Louis de Bourbon, Prince of Condé, who signed a peace treaty with Catherine and Charles. Elizabeth was out in the cold.

As a result of this French victory, the four imprisoned French noblemen believed they were now free, and so they attempted to escape. They didn’t get far. After being caught about twenty miles away, they were re-imprisoned at the Tower of London and this time were handled like criminals, forced to pay excessive amounts for everything, including to redeem their garments and possessions.

Calais and Newhaven were now right at the centre of Elizabeth’s and Catherine’s political battle for European dominance – but only one of these two powerful women would be victorious in this particular fight.

During Throckmorton’s imprisonment at the Castle of Saint-Germain-en-Laye, Captain La Salle, who was acting as his custodian, suggested to the prisoner that he contact Anne de Montmorency, Constable of France and powerful advisor to Catherine and Charles. Throckmorton agreed, and after Montmorency received the deposed English ambassador’s letters begging for an audience, he also agreed, inviting him for dinner on 1 October 1563.

Things looked promising, but although the dinner was pleasant, none of Throckmorton’s requests was accepted; namely, he would not be granted an audience with the French rulers and he would not be allowed to communicate with Elizabeth – at least officially – so all his correspondence with the English crown continued to be seen as a crime in itself, even though, as he protested, it was his very job.

His only chance to rectify this diplomatic incident, therefore, would be through his correspondence with Smith. As two competing ambassadors, each pushing to be topmost in Elizabeth’s affections, they had considered each other to be rivals for quite some time, but they now had to find a way to work together for both their sakes – and, more importantly, for the sake of Elizabeth’s reputation. She wished to be held in high regard, or even feared, across Europe, just as her father Henry VIII had been.

Throckmorton described his experience of being a prisoner at Saint-Germain to Smith, relaying that ‘the chamber in the tower I am being kept in is hung with tapestry. In the morning, I am accompanied by three or four guards to walk in the park of Saint-Germain for only an hour, in the daytime I am allowed to walk in the gallery of the house with the keeper’. He further revealed that next to his chamber ‘was a big one, where I can walk all day and another smaller room to dine and sup in. About 6pm each night I am being locked in my chamber with one of my servants and a guard lies upon a pallet at my door’.6 It was no life for an esteemed ambassador.

When Throckmorton complained to Montmorency about his treatment and reminded him of his rank, the constable replied, ‘this is not a formal imprisonment; see this as a little getaway from the court to reflect on your actions’.7 Throckmorton was furious at this answer, but there was nothing more he could add. The meeting ended with no hope of a reconciliation between the ambassador and the queen mother of France.

But the matter wasn’t over just yet.

At that time, there were discussions of a potential marriage between Mary, Queen of Scots, and Don Carlos, Philip II of Spain’s son. It was Smith’s opinion that young Mary was likely to agree to the terms of this union. However, it was a union that would endanger both France and England, elevating Spain’s position in the European power play – something Catherine and Elizabeth knew all too well. Catherine realised a compromise must be achieved.

Eventually she swallowed her pride and convinced her son, Charles, to accept Throckmorton as a commissioner – which was a simple way of saying he would be demoted, and still deprived of his freedom, as severe restrictions were placed on his movement. Without French royal approval, Throckmorton could not travel the country and visit different estates in the way he was used to. It did, however, mean that he could plead his case to the French rulers in person, as well as being able to play a role in the upcoming negotiations.

On a cold morning in early November 1563, Throckmorton met Smith, accompanied by ‘a guard of arquebusiers, like a prisoner’. They were both expected the next day at the queen’s house in Monceau. They went, and after dinner they were taken to see Charles. The queen sat beside the young king throughout, as Smith began his offensive on how his colleague’s treatment had been ‘unacceptable’.8

In response, Catherine shouted, ‘You only repeat what you have already said so many times!’ The matter was not of interest to her, and the two men were quickly dismissed, missing out on the opportunity to discuss other important issues.9

Throckmorton had not yet earned his freedom entirely, but he believed it was on its way. After all, what other choice did the French rulers have if they wished to counterbalance Spain’s power in Europe?

But months passed and no real progress was made; Elizabeth and Catherine kept disagreeing on all grounds, the lives of their men still at stake as they argued their case. Throckmorton, as well as the French noblemen, were still imprisoned, though Throckmorton was given some special dispensations: as well as being granted audiences, he was finally allowed to officially correspond with Elizabeth.

It was time for the English queen to take things into her own hands.

After learning that Throckmorton – along with John Somers, secretary to Throckmorton and a skilled decipherer – had at last been granted an audience with Catherine, Elizabeth ordered Throckmorton ‘not to appear to be directed from me, but to seek occasion to speak with the queen mother’ to ensure the ratification of the Treaty of Cateau-Cambrésis of 1559, which secured peace between France, England, and Spain, and put an end to the Italian wars that had ravaged the first part of the sixteenth century.

On 14 February 1564, Catherine sent a coach for Throckmorton. He was invited to court under the conduct of Captain La Salle. Discussions took place for days on end as Throckmorton and Smith met with various French privy councillors, who all endeavoured to ensure a peaceful outcome – but who were all aware that the true power lay with Elizabeth and Catherine rather than any of their representatives.

Catherine was clearly not going to return Calais to Elizabeth, but the question of the French noblemen’s release – as well as the amount of money that the French should pay for Calais – still remained unanswered. In a succession of meetings that took place between 20 and 23 February, Throckmorton continued to negotiate with Catherine.

Throckmorton was a tall man with piercing blue eyes who always wore black apparel to remind everyone of his religious beliefs. He was an imposing figure to behold, even more so because he was an experienced representative of the English queen. In Catherine’s eyes, however, no matter how charismatic and imposing Throckmorton might be, his personal connections with the Huguenots – the French Protestants who followed the teachings of Calvin, and had been persecuted by their Catholic government – made him an enemy of the French crown, even if she allowed him to continue negotiating on behalf of the Tudor queen.

During one of their audiences, Catherine offered ‘120,000 crowns for the liberty of the hostages’ – an insult to the 500,000 crowns originally promised in the event that Calais was not returned to the English.

‘The queen does not want money, she wants the ratification of the treaty,’ Throckmorton responded.

‘If she released the four gentlemen right now, my son the king will give her the best jewel in his cabinet,’ Catherine said calmly.

Baffled by such a declaration, Throckmorton replied, ‘Can a jewel be the compensation for the ratification of the Treaty of Cateau-Cambrésis?’10

Catherine was not impressed by the remark. Once more, Throckmorton was dismissed.

Nevertheless, after its war of religion France was now united again – at least for the time being. It became more and more apparent that the English had little leverage left, especially as Catherine was about to toughen her stance. Charles had been true to his word: he had given her free rein to continue in her rule of the land, and she would neither bend nor break. If the English wanted to continue the war, they would lose more than Calais – and they’d already lost a decisive battle at Newhaven, which they wished to forget.

Catherine was now in a position of strength, and when she granted Throckmorton yet another audience, she already knew that she would not budge – not even a little.

So, on 3 April 1564, Catherine met with Throckmorton. She received him alone to discuss both the hostages and the financial matter.

‘My mistress, the queen of England, has agreed to accept 300,000 crowns,’ Throckmorton said, commencing the next round of interminable negotiations.

‘This is more agreeable than the former offer. But we can only afford the sum of 120,000 crowns. We will not exceed that amount,’ Catherine replied firmly.11

The next day Throckmorton was granted another audience – this one lasting three hours. Throckmorton again touched on the issue, agreeing this time to descend to 250,000 crowns. When Catherine refused yet again, he came down to 200,000, to which she immediately replied with her usual answer: ‘As I’ve told you before, we will not exceed 120,000 crowns’.12

Throckmorton had no other option but to accept the sum, which he finally did on 6 April. Elizabeth had given him full authority in these negotiations, trusting him to have England’s best interest at heart, just as she did. But now another question arose: how would this bill be paid?

Catherine offered to pay 60,000 crowns within six weeks after the treaty was ratified at Dover ‘with two of the hostages, Messieurs de Palaiseau and de la Ferté, because they are married and their debts will first be paid, to be permitted to return to France in the French vessel that shall bring the money. The other 60,000 crowns to be paid six weeks later at Boulogne or Calais and to be transported in an English ship under the charge of Englishmen’.13

Her bold terms were accepted. Rejoicing at her diplomatic victory, Catherine wrote to her ambassador, the Bishop of Rennes – who served at the court of the Holy Roman Emperor, Ferdinand I – that she was very pleased of the outcome of her negotiations with Elizabeth. As a result, the four French noblemen who had been imprisoned at the Tower of London were freed and sent back to France, and Calais remained French.

Catherine had won this first arm-wrestling contest against Elizabeth.

As for Throckmorton, after experiencing a series of diplomatic humiliations, he had only one goal: to return to England.

Upon the signature of the peace treaty, Catherine consented to give Throckmorton one last audience, during which she asked if he and Sir Thomas Smith would like to go to church to thank God. They accepted the invitation, and they, with Throckmorton ‘on the left hand of the king and Smith on the right hand of the queen went to the Cathedral’.14

Finally, on 23 April 1564, the peace between France and England was proclaimed, and ‘fires of joy were made in all places’. As for Throckmorton, the provost of the merchants of Paris with the sheriffs and the principals of the same city visited him and presented him ‘with spices and confitures, as the manner is in such times and cases’.15 These gifts must have left a rather bittersweet taste in the English ambassador’s mouth.

During this queens’ diplomatic war, Elizabeth and Catherine had both learnt the extent to which they would truly need one another in the years to come. They might have been rivals, but they were also united in their power, each admiring the force of the other. Both of them brave and intelligent women, they were unlike any other rulers of the age, and while this might divide them, it would also bring them closer together. But ultimately Elizabeth and Catherine would never let themselves forget that they were, first and foremost, each other’s true rival. The world watched, waiting to see what they would do next.
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Part 1



THE MAKING OF QUEENS

1533–1558




1

Love and Scandals, 1533–1536

She had been waiting for this moment for a long time, and now – finally – it had arrived. Holding her head up high, she took a deep breath, ready to meet her fate.

It was a warm Thursday afternoon, and Lady Anne Boleyn was about to leave Greenwich Palace in a brightly painted brigantine. Surrounded by her ladies-in-waiting, and accompanied by around a hundred similar vessels, all garnished with banners and standards, Anne had never felt – nor looked – more resplendent in her life. As she looked out at the city around her, the sounds of drums, trumpets, and flutes rang out over the River Thames.

As the procession drew closer to the Tower of London a cannon fired a salute while, behind the official vessels, more than two hundred small boats welcomed her. Anne stared at the beautiful sight, full of awe. The Thames was flooded with boats, and the air filled with joyful clamour, and as the future queen of England arrived at the city to be crowned at last, the din increased. Despite her enemies claiming she had been rejected by the people, their presence as Anne arrived in the city proved the contrary. She did have support among the Londoners – for now, at least.

Having been received by the lord chamberlain, Anne was brought to the king, Henry VIII, who had been waiting for her at the waterside. He kissed her, and then she turned around and waved at the crowd – who applauded Anne, celebrating their new queen – before entering the Tower.

The festivities were now in full swing, and in fact they’d only just begun; as Anne’s coronation was going to take place on Sunday 1 June 1533, these celebrations were going to last for days yet. She hoped that they would be everything that she had imagined.

*

On Saturday 31 May, Anne awoke and readied herself for the formal celebrations, which included a procession from the Tower to Temple Bar. She was apparelled in a royal dress, made in the French fashion, and her hair floated down over a superb surcoat made of white cloth of tissue. She also wore a coif complete with a circlet of rich stones, including rubies and diamonds.

She mounted a litter covered ‘inside and out with white satin’, and above her hung ‘a canopy of cloth of gold’. Twelve ladies, also clothed in gold, followed the queen-to-be, the entire procession full of splendour and glamour. The queen’s mother was in the next chariot, accompanied by the Duchess of Norfolk, stepmother of the duke. Behind them, twelve more young ladies followed on horseback, all arrayed in ‘crimson velvet’.

Three gilded coaches were next, carrying other noblewomen, and then there were twenty or more other ladies on horseback, all wearing black velvet. The Duke of Suffolk, acting as constable for the day, the Lord William Howard, Great Marshal and Great Chamberlain, and his brother, Thomas Howard, Duke of Norfolk, were all escorted by esquires wearing ‘bonnet furred with ermines’. They were followed closely by Jean de Dinteville, ambassador of France, who had by his side Thomas Cranmer, the Archbishop of Canterbury, the Venetian ambassador being accompanied by the chancellor, while behind them were many bishops and other great English lords.1 It was as though all the great men of Europe had descended on London in celebration of Lady Anne.

Along the streets, which were covered with tapestries and cloth of gold for the occasion, a vast crowd gathered to see the grand procession moving towards Westminster Hall, where a festive banquet was to take place.

Tomorrow would be the big day.

*

It was Whitsunday, 1 June, and Anne Boleyn was about to be crowned queen of England. The London mayor, aldermen, sheriffs, and councillors left the city for Westminster at 7am, followed by the queen-to-be at around 8.30am.

She made her way to the high altar in Westminster, wearing a magnificent ‘surcoat and robe of purple velvet, furred with ermine’, her dark hair draped over the luxurious material.2 Her train was carried by the old Duchess of Norfolk, and as Anne walked toward the high altar, many ladies followed behind her.

Once at the altar she was met by Thomas Cranmer, Archbishop of Canterbury, who presented her with St Edward’s Crown, the centrepiece of the famously heavy crown jewels. The weighty crown rested on her head only briefly before it was replaced with another crown for the rest of the ceremony, one much lighter and made especially for the occasion. After the Mass had been performed, the newly crowned queen received the Sacrament and gave an offering at the Shrine of St Edward.

Following the ceremony, a dinner celebrating the coronation took place at Westminster Hall, where all the gentlemen and gentlewomen of the country drank and ate to their hearts’ content.

Anne was now officially queen of England – despite all the trouble her marriage to Henry VIII of England was creating, both in England and on the continent, as the reverberations of his divorce were felt throughout Europe.

The truth was, many enemies already had their eyes on Anne and were currently plotting her downfall. Indeed, Anne only had a few allies, including Francis I, king of France, who, despite having some reservations about the newlyweds, showed his support by sending a squire named Julien to offer a ‘fine rich litter and three mules, with their caparisons’ as a wedding gift to Anne.3

*

On a summer’s day a few months later, Eustace Chapuys, ambassador from the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V at the English court and one of Anne’s most ardent enemies, requested an audience with Henry VIII. Unfortunately for the ambassador, however, the king was not able to attend; he had retired to a private house, as his physician and some people of the royal household had caught ‘the sweat’, the deadly sickness. Instead, Chapuys had to settle for being entertained (and amused with hunting and feasting) by Stephen Gardiner, Bishop of Winchester, and Chief Secretary Thomas Cromwell. They took this opportunity to have a word or two on the matter of the recent marriage.

‘The Holy Roman Emperor and king of Spain, your master, and the pope will eventually consent to the divorce,’ Cromwell said with confidence, referring to Henry’s first marriage to Catherine of Aragon, dissolved so that he might marry Anne.

Chapuys, however, was not so sure about that statement. ‘I urge you to persuade the king to return to the right path,’ he replied simply.

Cromwell thanked him for his advice, assuring the ambassador that more discussions would take place within the king’s Council and that all Council members were ‘well disposed’ towards Charles V. Good relations between the nations were to be maintained, they all agreed.

But Chapuys was now starting to feel sure that Henry had realised his mistake; in Chapuys’s eyes, the fact that the king had been spending time away from Anne after only a few months of marriage, seemingly busy with other matters, could only mean one thing: he had ‘begun to repent’.4

Cromwell invited Chapuys for another hunting session, scheduled for when Henry would be back at court in two days’ time, leaving the ambassador hopeful that everything was to be resolved, and that the affront caused to Catherine of Aragon, Charles V’s aunt, would soon be amended. However, Anne was pregnant, and that only intensified matters. There would be no simple resolution to this controversial marriage.

A month passed and the pressure that Anne Boleyn’s pregnancy put on all parties continued to increase. Henry met with all kinds of physicians and astrologers, all of whom assured him that the queen was bearing a son – the son he was so desperate for, and that Catherine of Aragon had not been able to give him.

But their predictions were wrong.

On 7 September 1533, between three and four o’clock in the afternoon, Anne gave birth to a daughter, and the following Wednesday, the christening of the new-born princess took place.

Once everyone had gathered in the Friars church, the baby girl Elizabeth was presented to the hall, causing all present to step forward, two by two, to acknowledge her: the citizens of London, then the gentlemen, the squires, the chaplains, the aldermen, the mayor alone, the king’s Council, then the barons, bishops, and earls. The Earl of Essex bore the ‘gilt covered basons’, the Marquis of Exeter carried a taper of virgin wax, the Marquess of Dorset bore the salt, and the Lady Mary Howard bore the chrisom, the heavily jewelled and embroidered baptismal robe of pearl and stone.

The elderly but respected Agnes Howard, Duchess of Norfolk, carried the princess swaddled in a mantle of purple velvet, while her long train was held by Elizabeth’s maternal grandfather, Thomas Boleyn, 1st Earl of Wiltshire. Charles Brandon, 1st Duke of Suffolk, and Thomas Howard, 3rd Duke of Norfolk, stood on either side of the duchess while John Stokesley, Bishop of London, christened the princess.

Thomas Cranmer, Archbishop of Canterbury, was announced as godfather, while the Duchess of Norfolk and Margaret Wotton, Marchioness of Dorset, were named godmothers.

All rejoiced at the christening, clamouring, ‘Bid God send her a long life’.5 The trumpets sounded and the gifts were given to Henry and Anne, who was now holding the princess in her own arms. The christening had been a triumph, and while little Elizabeth was not the boy Henry had wanted, the king now had a legitimate daughter – his only heir.

For Chapuys, being such a strong supporter of Catherine of Aragon and her daughter, Henry’s first child the Princess Mary, this celebration did not ring true. In his mind, the people of London swore allegiance to Catherine, not Anne. But both sides of the story were true – not surprising, considering the two queens were both charismatic women who had their own networks of support.

Chapuys was pleased when he reported the birth of Elizabeth to Charles V, informing him that ‘the king’s mistress was delivered of a daughter, to the great regret both of him and the lady’. He rejoiced in the reproaches – and, at times, the punishments – the physicians, astrologers, sorcerers, and sorceresses received after having claimed the baby ‘would be a male heir’.6 The Imperial ambassador wrote that the people of London rejoiced in the announcement that it was a daughter and not a son, assuring Catherine’s supporters that this was surely the beginning of Anne’s downfall.

Misinformed, Chapuys reported to the Holy Roman Emperor that the child was to be named Mary, like her sister, which he saw as another affront to the older princess. Yet he was wrong on this point too, and had to rectify his error in his next dispatch, explaining that the princess had in fact been named Elizabeth. Perhaps Chapuys was receiving incorrect information, due to his inability to secure direct audiences with the king himself: he was no longer welcome. It did not take long for Chapuys to complain about his treatment – or lack thereof, given that most of his audiences with the king were either dismissed, delayed, or interrupted by members of the Privy Council.

Persistent as ever, however, the ambassador was reluctant to withdraw, deciding instead to wait around in the hopes of having a word or two with anyone who was close to Henry.

Finally, on the evening of 14 September 1533, Chapuys intercepted the Duke of Norfolk after dinner and begged him for a short discussion. Norfolk pretended to have an important meeting with the regent, but assured Chapuys that Queen Anne’s brother would be with him shortly. When George Boleyn found another excuse to avoid a conversation with the ambassador, Chapuys asked to speak to Cromwell. After much persistence, the ambassador eventually obtained what he’d been waiting for: a conversation with two important privy councillors.

‘I have been informed that the new-born child has been proclaimed a princess, which I found odd as the first princess has been deprived of that title because of her sex,’ he said.

Surprised by such a statement, Cromwell and George Boleyn glanced at each other, not sure what to say next, as Chapuys continued: ‘There is obviously no harm in calling her a princess, as all children of a king ought to be so called, but I thought it was then a great prejudice to the first princess.’

Cromwell replied, ‘It is a matter of too high importance for us to discuss it with you. This is a matter you should discuss with the king directly.’

Chapuys knew he had struck a nerve, and he readily agreed with Cromwell; after all, he had been trying to obtain an audience with the king all day.

The privy councillors awkwardly excused themselves, on the pretext that the king was waiting for them, as he had spent the day in meetings dealing with urgent matters that they needed to discuss.

Later, Chapuys wrote to Charles V, saying he expected that if he had asked for another audience ‘to speak upon the said subject, I should not have it’.7

As for the French, Francis I continued to show support to Henry and his new wife, even sending a bearer carrying a ring for Anne as a token of his ‘affection’ to her and the new-born princess.8 But Francis had other things to consider, and was now concerned with another important matter: the wedding of his second son Henry to the pope’s niece, Catherine de Medici – also known as the Orphan of Florence.

*

The young Catherine de Medici had a very difficult start in life, despite her high parentage. She was born the daughter of the powerful Lorenzo II de Medici, Duke of Urbino, and the gracious Madeleine de La Tour d’Auvergne, and her birth gave rise to great festivities in both Rome and Florence. But her time with her parents would be cut tragically short.

The union of Catherine’s parents had been a cause for celebration in the castle of Amboise, one of the most prestigious French castles that belonged to Francis I of France; the marriage of Lorenzo and Madeleine represented the alliance between France and the Papal States that Francis had desired for years.

On 7 September 1518, after months of travelling back to Italy, journeying through Chambery, Bologna and Villa Poggio, the happy couple solemnly entered the capital of Tuscany, their new home. They were now ready to start their own family and dynasty – a dynasty based on two powerful aristocratic families and the two powerful realms they originated from. Their happy news, however, would not last long.

On a Wednesday morning – 13 April 1519, at eleven o’clock – within the walls of Palazzo Riccardi, the duchess gave birth to a healthy little girl. The mother herself was apparently ‘healthy and the birth has been a happy one’.9 Or, at least, this was how it seemed. Sadly, things were about to take a turn for the worse.

Three days later, young Catherine was baptised ‘Caterina Maria Romola’, and celebrations were arranged in Florence. The next day, her mother Madeleine began to suffer from a bout of fever, described in a letter written by the Bishop of Fano as ‘very violent’.10 On 22 April, Lorenzo was reassured by the duchess’s physicians that she was doing a little better, but it wasn’t long before she was unable to leave her bed.

After a few days of this terrible illness – during which Madeleine was in agony – she passed away on 28 April 1519, leaving behind her newly born daughter. She was buried at San Lorenzo, a parish of the Medici family.

In deep shock, the people of Florence donned their mourning clothes and publicly grieved for their late duchess, weeping in the streets as they accompanied her corpse to its final resting place. Some were simply inconsolable: it was a true tragedy, both for the de Medici family and for the future of unstable Florence.

Worse news was to come.

On 3 May 1519, Cardinal Medici received word that Lorenzo, Catherine’s father, was dying of wounds obtained when trying to defend Urbino from Francesco Maria, a former Duke of Urbino who had wanted his duchy back. The cardinal was told that he needed to hurry to be by his side as his final hour drew near and, sadly, Lorenzo died the next day.

Although he received a lavish funeral, a chronicler reporting the event noted that the people showed fewer signs of grief for him than they had for his late wife. The duke had many enemies, even in his own city of Florence, and his death triggered domestic troubles as well as difficulties further afield.

Now Catherine was alone in the world. As a child, she was cared for by a succession of relatives, including her grandmother and various aunts and uncles, her fate now in the hands of many people who, at times, only saw her as a pawn to advance their own political agendas after the death of the influential duke. Catherine, in contrast, was a modest girl, described as very humble and obedient. And she was already honing her survival instincts. The little duchess knew how to watch and wait, to observe affairs closely in order to protect herself from the harsh world that surrounded her. Finally, Francis I, who looked to assert some sort of dominion over Florence (and indeed, other parts of Italy) drew up a treaty with Leo X (Giovanni di Lorenzo de Medici), which involved the transfer of territory and the requirement that young Catherine should be sent to France, keeping her out of the way. The papacy, however, held the final decision on her fate, and kept delaying its judgement.

Then, on 1 December 1521, Pope Leo X – Catherine’s great uncle – died of malaria. He was succeeded by Pope Adrian VI, until 14 September 1523, when another relative of the little orphan was elected to the papal chair, Clement VII (Giulio di Giuliano de Medici) – the unfortunate antagonist of both Holy Roman Emperor Charles V and Henry VIII of England. During that difficult time, Catherine was still in the care of her relatives, unsure of the future that awaited her.

Catherine was known as the ‘duchessina’, despite being previously deprived of her title of Duchess of Urbino by the late Pope Adrian VI due to his ongoing conflict with the Medici family. Her wealth remained considerable, however, enabling her to live like a princess even if her options seemed limited.

As an infant, Catherine found herself centre stage in not only Florentine diplomacy but also in European politics. As she grew older, her wealth, beauty, and papal connections meant that she was potentially a great match for any European house.

As a result, she received many marriage proposals, her suitors coming from all over Europe; from Henry VIII’s bastard, Henry Fitzroy, Duke of Richmond, to James V of Scotland, prestigious suitors offered themselves to the young orphan, who was now under the protection of Pope Clement VII. Being well aware of this, Francis I of France offered his own second son – Henry, Duke of Orléans – to the duchess. Tall, melancholic and well built, with dark hair, Henry was certainly a handsome prince; he was praised by his contemporaries for his physical attributes, and he was also said to be a good horse rider, and very talented at fencing, hunting, and dancing. In other words, he had all the qualities required of a strong warrior prince.

The negotiations between Pope Clement VII and the French royal family regarding a potential union between Catherine and Henry began in 1531. On 29 June 1531, Gabriel Cardinal de Gramont wrote to Ferdinand, Charles V’s brother: ‘There is no longer any doubt that the marriage between the pope’s kinswoman and the Duke of Orléans will be concluded soon’.11

Not fully ready to commit to Francis I, however, the pope delayed his final decision, allowing him to play a few tactical diplomatic games with Charles V – who also had his eye on the Italian territories and who had caused trouble to the papacy during their conquest, which had started at the end of the 15th century. Catherine’s fate hung in the balance, and she anxiously awaited news of her destiny.

Italian wars had been ravaging southern Europe for quite some time when, in 1494, Ferdinand I of Naples died, creating a succession crisis. Charles VIII of France invaded the peninsula with the support of Ludovico Sforza of Milan, facing little resistance. Then, in 1527, Holy Roman Emperor Charles V led an attack against the Papal States and Rome – a conflict that resulted from the alliance made between the pope, France, Milan, Venice, and Florence against Charles V. Further disputes and battles took place between France and Spain, with both rulers trying to earn the pope’s favour and support.

This dispute between Charles V and Francis I evolved into a diplomatic contest, with Catherine de Medici now the prize: not so much for who she was but for what she represented to Clement VII. Charles V soon realised that Francis I was making progress with the potential union between his second son and the young duchess, which would consolidate his conquest in Italy.

While Catherine was not royalty, the marriage contract stipulated that Clement VII would ‘at his own discretion, furnish his illustrious relative with clothing, ornaments, and jewels’. Indeed, when she ultimately travelled to France it was as a true royal princess of great wealth, including ‘ropes of pearls, rings, golden belts – one encrusted with rubies – and many other fabulous gems’.12 On a fractious continent, Catherine would be a prize indeed for the family that would win her.

*

On Sunday 12 October 1533, in the French port of Marseille, an expectant crowd gathered to witness a highly unusual event – the arrival of the reigning Pope Clement VII, who was bringing with him his young niece, the orphan Catherine de Medici. She was now betrothed to Henry, the second son of Francis I of France.

Clement and Catherine had travelled from La Spezia in considerable style, with eighteen galleys, three sailing ships, and six brigantines. When fourteen-year-old Catherine, having already been lavished with jewellery from Italian and French courtiers, set foot in France for the very first time, she was already being treated like the royalty she was soon to become.

The French court had prepared for the arrival of the pope and his niece with great care. Musicians had been hired, cheering crowds were gathering near the port, and there was much singing and feasting. The festive spirit was infectious as everyone eagerly awaited what would be the greatest event of the year: the royal marriage between Henry and Catherine. The Orphan of Florence could not wait to become a princess, and to resolve her contentious identity at last. The expectation of such an alliance was all she could talk about with her ladies-in-waiting. She luxuriated in the grandeur of her party.13

As the ships approached there was a series of thunderous volleys, launched by rank after rank of artillery lined up on the huge fortress known as the Château d’If. This fortress had been built between 1524 and 1531 on the orders of Francis I, who, during a visit in 1516, saw the island as a strategically important location for defending the coastline from sea-based attacks. Notre-Dame de la Garde, the Catholic basilica of Marseilles, relayed the signals, and all the bells of every church in the entire Mediterranean city rang out.

The person entrusted with stage-managing the welcome and safe arrival of Catherine and her uncle was Anne de Montmorency, Constable of France, who arranged for the visitors to spend the night outside Marseilles; more preparations needed to be made for the pope’s solemn entry into the city the next day.

Catherine herself would have to wait a bit longer before officially entering Marseilles; on 23 October, she entered ‘riding a roan horse decked out in gold brocade’ accompanied by a procession of ‘six horses, five caparisoned in scarlet and gold … twelve demoiselles with a royal and papal guard’. Wearing an ‘outfit of gold and silver silk’, she evidently cut quite the fine figure, and both her appearance and manners were impeccable. In terms of making a good first impression, Catherine’s entrance certainly did not disappoint.

When she arrived at the pontiff’s temporary palace she ‘knelt and kissed the pope’s feet’, a gesture that greatly touched Francis I of France, who was standing next to him with his two sons, Henry and Charles. To welcome her to the family, he ‘lifted the young girl to her feet and kissed her’.14 Even at this stage in her life, she had that magic touch associated with public performance – and that sprinkling of stardust that goes with it. Certainly, she had already charmed her father-in-law.

Catherine would never forget this event, which transformed her from Florentine orphan to French princess. Years later, in a letter to her cousin Cosimo I de Medici, Grand Duke of Tuscany, she recalled ‘being overwhelmed with joy’ and very grateful for the welcome she received that day.

Yet obstacles lay ahead. As many other noblewomen before her, and even though she had just become a member of the French royal family, Catherine would go on to face many hardships.

Her uncle, Pope Clement VII, died a year after her union to the French prince, meaning that the promises, the alliance, and the concessions made by Francis I had all been in vain. The union to the Orphan of Florence no longer seemed like an astute diplomatic move; in fact, it looked like an utter failure on Francis’s part, and threatened to diminish Catherine’s value, isolating her from the dynasty she had been so delighted to join.

Her fate was now completely in the hands of Francis, and depended entirely on how valuable she could prove herself to be as her own person – without the support and the network of influential relatives.

*

On the other side of the Channel, misfortune was also striking an influential woman. Anne Boleyn, Queen of England, was struggling in her role as consort, failing to produce a male heir to the crown. Her enemies loved spreading rumours that her days as queen were numbered.

When the news came that Anne Boleyn had been charged for high treason against the king, on suspicion of adultery with various men – including her brother, George Boleyn, Viscount Rochford – Chapuys rejoiced. He delighted in the news that the king was ‘determined to abandon her’, adding for good measure that ‘it is still more wonderful to think of the sudden change from yesterday to today’.15

Anne’s downfall had indeed been precipitated, her enemies already gathering like vultures around her not-yet-cold body. At five o’clock in the afternoon on 2 May 1536, Anne Boleyn was escorted to the Tower of London. It was the last sunset she would ever see as a free woman.

William Kingston, Constable of the Tower of London, would later recall that ‘when she came to the court gate, entering in, she fell down on her knees before the said lords, beseeching God to help her as she was not guilty’ of the charges made against her. But there was nothing anyone could do for her: the court had passed judgement, and she had been found guilty of high treason against Henry VIII on account of adultery – and her so-called incestuous relationship with her own brother.

*

Twenty-three years later, in 1559, Alexander Ales, a Scottish theologian who had moved to the German-controlled countries and had become a supporter of Luther, wrote to Elizabeth months after her accession. He needed to tell the story he thought to be true regarding her mother’s death.

According to him, the reason for Anne Boleyn’s execution was due to the fact ‘that she persuaded the king to send an embassy into Germany to the princes who had embraced the Gospel’.16 She had been framed, he believed, because of the political power she wielded beyond the English court.

By Ales’s account, soon after Edward Foxe, Bishop of Hereford, and Nicholas Heath had been sent on embassy to the Lutheran princes in Germany, the wily Stephen Gardiner – the Bishop of Winchester and ambassador at the court of Francis I – ‘wrote to those friends whom he had in the court of the king of England, conspirators like himself, to the effect that certain reports were being circulated in the court of the king of France, and certain letters had been discovered, according to which the queen was accused of adultery.’ These letters were shown to Thomas Cromwell – ‘the king’s ear and mind’ – and then inevitably ‘became known to the king himself’.17 In response, Henry demanded that the facts be discovered.

Night and day, spies had dogged the doomed queen and had offered substantial bribes to her servants; ‘there is nothing they do not promise the ladies of her bedchamber’, it was said. They reported to the king that Anne had been dancing with other men and that they had seen her kissing her brother with their own eyes. It didn’t take long before it was decided and concluded that the queen was an adulteress, ‘and deserved to be burnt alive’.18

On 30 April 1536, the Council was summoned to meet the king at his palace in Greenwich and, shortly after this, Anne was sent to the Tower, where her execution would take place.

In the letter to her daughter Elizabeth, Ales wrote that he remembered ‘the most serene queen, your most religious mother, carrying you, still a little baby, in her arms and entreating the most serene king, your father, when she brought you to him in Greenwich Palace, as he looked out of an open window into the courtyard.’

Ales also remembered how angry the king was with Anne. There had been no hope for her; the court’s verdict was a foregone conclusion.

On sunrise on the day itself, 19 May 1536, Anne made a short speech: ‘I have come to die, as I have been judged by the law; I accuse none, nor would I say anything of the ground upon which I am judged. I pray for the king, a most merciful and gentle prince. He has always been a good, gentle, sovereign lord to me.’ She then kneeled and muttered, ‘To Christ I commend my soul’,19 before commanding her executioner, who’d come especially from Calais for the occasion, to strike.

Once the deed was done, her body was thrown into a common chest made of elm, which was then buried in the chapel within the Tower of London. Ales recalled, ‘She who has been the queen of England upon Earth’ that day became ‘a queen in heaven’.20

Ales concluded his letter by assuring Elizabeth that Anne was remembered for ‘her constancy, patience and faith towards God that all the spectators, even her enemies, and those persons who previously had rejoiced at her misfortune out of their hatred to the doctrine of the religion which she had introduced into England, testified and proclaimed her innocence and chastity’.

One might well wonder what thoughts came into Elizabeth’s mind when she read the letter describing her mother’s death – a death that was to lead to great hardship and sorrow for her young daughter. Elizabeth never forgot her mother, or the lessons her death taught her. Cast out of court after Anne’s demise, Elizabeth learnt that her life would always be in danger, and that if she was to survive she must quickly learn to navigate troubled waters.

And Anne’s death was a reminder that a royal position did not always protect a woman. This was something Catherine de Medici would also soon discover.
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In the Shadows of the Royal Courts, 1537–1546

During her early days at Francis’s court, Catherine was a discreet figure. She often found herself overshadowed by other more beautiful ladies, including Francis’s chief mistress, Anne de Pisseleu d’Heilly, Duchess of Étampes, and the queen, Eleanor of Austria. This did not, however, prevent Catherine from spending time with the king himself; one of their favourite pastimes was hunting, and the French king loved his daughter-in-law’s company while riding in the forest, hawking or fowling.

Catherine the Duchess of Orléans proved to be very agile and athletic, and was believed to have introduced the women of France to the side-saddle position when riding horses, which made Catherine as fast as men when riding. She was already an excellent horse rider but, thanks to the Amazon technique, she was now one of the few ladies who could actually keep up with the king himself. As a result, Francis often commented on Catherine’s ‘grace while riding and hunting’. During one particular hunting game, Francis was in awe of Catherine’s ability to handle a crossbow. ‘What a great shot!’1 he exclaimed.

Catherine also pursued her education, studying Latin and Greek as well as history, geography, natural philosophy, and astronomy – for which she showed a true passion. She also loved writing and, along with her sister-in-law, Marguerite de France (also known as Marguerite de Valois), wrote stories to be read out loud at court by their relatives, including Catherine’s husband, Henry, Duke of Orléans. These interests allowed Catherine to integrate herself into court life.

But by 1536 Catherine had been married to Henry for three long years and she had not yet shown any signs of fertility, raising questions at court; despite her proximity to her father-in-law, rumours began to spread through the court about the longevity of her union with the young duke.

Things got even worse when, on 10 August 1536, the king of France’s eldest son – another Francis – died suddenly after a game of jeu de paume (a precursor to tennis) in Tournon. Seven autopsies were conducted by different surgeons. Some of them believed that the young prince drank some iced water after the game, causing a dysfunction in the intestines, while other contemporaries claimed he had been poisoned, with Charles V being the first to blame (Charles was Francis’s arch-enemy and fervent opponent during the war of Milan, between 1536 and 1538). However, suspicions rapidly turned to the ones directly benefitting from the young prince’s death: Henry and Catherine, who were now officially Dauphin and Dauphine of France and therefore heirs to the throne of France. Catherine’s Italian origin was the main reason the couple were suspected of poisoning the prince – though there was no evidence to prove it. Nevertheless, the rumours unsettled Catherine, and threatened her royal favour.

Furthermore, the fact that the couple remained childless endangered Catherine’s position at court, and by 1537 she had become very vulnerable indeed. The Italian diplomat Gasparo Contarini confirmed this in a letter: ‘Because of the death of the dauphin, and as people doubt that Catherine could ever have children, rumours spread that Francis I himself was seeking for a divorce’.2 Catherine, who was already panicking at the idea of being repudiated and losing yet another family, decided to confront the king herself.

One of Catherine’s greatest strengths was her humility, her ability to appear docile and obedient. Years later, however, she would reveal other facets of her personality that proved just how truly resilient and strong – even authoritative – she could be. But this was not the time for an expression of strength.

‘I have heard that you were looking for another wife for your son. Since God himself has refused to honour me with children, and since it no longer pleases your Majesty to wait in that regard, I want you to know that I fully understand that it is such an honour to contribute to the succession of such a great realm, and that I remember how blessed I am that you have chosen me in the first place,’ Catherine humbly told the king. ‘I will accept my fate whatever you decide and regardless of how painful the decision might be for myself.’3

Francis was touched by such a speech, and by Catherine’s modesty – or perhaps he was just in a jovial mood. Either way, the king had always had a soft spot for the Orphan of Florence, who had been a good addition to the family. In response he reassured her: ‘My daughter, since God has chosen that you were my daughter-in-law and the wife of the dauphin, I do not wish that it should be otherwise, and maybe God will answer your wishes and ours.’4

Catherine happily bowed to Francis, before leaving him to deal with his state affairs. She felt relieved; after all, as long as the king was on her side, she had not much to fear – at least, that’s what she assumed. But Catherine still struggled to charm her own husband, who by now lived only for the love of his life, Diane de Poitiers.

*

The issue of a good noble family, Diane was born on 9 January 1500 to Jean de Poitiers, Seigneur de Saint Vallier, and Jeanne de Batarnay. She loved riding and swam regularly, and was known for her athletic body. She was fifteen when she married Louis de Brézé, Seigneur d’Anet, Count of Maulévrier, and Grand Senechal of Normandy. He was thirty-nine years her senior, and grandson of King Charles VII of France by his royal favourite, Agnès Sorel. Louis became a courtier at the court of Francis I, where he introduced his wife to the joys of court life and where she was chosen as one of Queen Claude of France’s ladies-in-waiting. When the queen died, Diane served the queen mother Louise of Savoy and then Queen Eleanor of Austria, her presence at court growing steadily over the years as she learnt from these powerful royal
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