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About the Book

In this extraordinary saga, Adrian Tinniswood draws on tens of thousands of letters, which survived by chance in an attic, to reveal the remarkable world of the Verneys, a family of Buckinghamshire gentry in the seventeenth century.

Here is Edmund Verney, Charles I’s standard bearer at Edgehill, who died still clutching the King’s standard, and his children: Ralph, whose support of the Parliamentarian cause during the Civil War forced him into exile; Mun, a professional soldier who survived Cromwell’s attack on Drogheda in 1649, only to be stabbed to death two days later; Mall, who fell pregnant out of wedlock, and Bess, who ran off with a clergyman. There was also Henry, who was obsessed with horse-racing; Cary, who gambled away a fortune, and Tom, a devout Christian and a petty crook.

The next generation led equally exciting lives. Ralph’s son Jack went to Syria and made a fortune. Cousin Pen stayed at home and slept with her sister’s fiancé. Cousin Dick was hanged at Tyburn. Jack’s brother Edmund married a girl who was rich, beautiful and deeply in love with him and within months of the marriage, she lost her mind.

The Verneys is narrative history at its very best – fascinating, surprising, enthralling.
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Introduction

To know the Verney family is to understand seventeenth-century England.

When you consider what a turbulent and intricate period the seventeenth century was, that’s quite an achievement. In a terrifying rite of passage, the English went to war with the Scots. They went to war with the Irish. Then, in a bloody and miserable conflict of ideologies, they went to war with each other. They struggled with plague and famine and fire and revolution; they won and lost a republic. They tried to blow up one king; they killed another and turned out a third.

The Verneys lived through all of these events. And because of a remarkable survival, we know them better than we know any other Stuart family. In 1827 a young Guards officer named Sir Harry Calvert inherited the Verney estate at Claydon House in Buckinghamshire from a distant cousin. He assumed the surname of Verney by royal licence and, after some romantic adventures in South America which included hunting with Indians, crossing the Andes, putting down a rising in Santiago and sailing round Cape Horn, he took up his inheritance and settled down to the life of a country squire.

Claydon had recently gone through an unhappy time. It was massively and badly remodelled between 1757 and 1771 by Ralph, Earl Verney, a flamboyant character who went everywhere attended by a pair of black footmen who heralded his presence by ‘perpetually making a noise’ on silver French horns. Described as ‘lavish in his personal expenses, and fond of show’,1 the Earl coupled expensive habits with a series of disastrous investments, an unhappy combination which lost him his fortune. As his debts spiralled out of control, he sold off the family silver and plate and his wife’s jewels. The best of the Claydon furniture was auctioned at Christie’s; and the Earl himself fled to France to escape his creditors.

After his death in 1791, his prim spinster niece Mary pulled down two-thirds of the house and sold land to pay off mortgages and debts which amounted to more than £100,000. When Mary died in 1810, the last of the direct line, Claydon went to her half-sister, who lived in decayed grandeur in the south wing, all that remained of Earl Verney’s vast mansion.

So Sir Harry inherited a place with a long pedigree – the Verneys had owned Claydon since the 1460s – and an uncertain future. Although no longer encumbered with debt, the estate had been neglected for decades, and the house itself was dilapidated and sparsely furnished. There were serious structural weaknesses, which were the legacy of Earl Verney’s remodelling work, and family portraits by Van Dyck and Lely and Cornelius Jansen lay stacked in outhouses – ‘one of them fastened over a hole to keep out rats’.2

As he took stock of his inheritance, Sir Harry discovered a wainscoted gallery at the top of the house. It was 40 feet long, and crammed to overflowing with more than 100,000 family and estate papers. They were bundled up in heaps on the floor, stacked against the walls, laid out on the trestle tables which filled the room. There were playbills and rent rolls, newsletters and notebooks, medieval charters and Georgian verse. And there was an enormous amount of personal correspondence, which had been kept, it seemed, for no other reason than because it was there. (One bundle carried the label ‘Private letters of no interest’.) The documents ranged in date from the fourteenth century to the eighteenth; the seventeenth century was particularly well represented, with more than 30,000 private letters.

In fact, when he opened the door to that dusty old gallery, Sir Harry stumbled upon the largest and most continuous private collection of seventeenth-century correspondence in Britain – perhaps even in the Western world.

And what a story it told! The lives of this apparently ordinary family of Buckinghamshire gentry were recorded in the most intimate detail. The Verneys not only married and died and entertained and squabbled, and did all the things that gentry families were meant to do. They fought in France and the Netherlands; they travelled to the plantations of Barbados and the forests of Virginia; they took refuge in the desert fortresses of North Africa and traded in the souks of the Levant. Some of them looked on, appalled, at the brutalities of war; others were the perpetrators. Some were kind and highly principled; others were cheats and robbers. Some married for money; others died for love. And everything from petty victories and dreadful tragedies to the books they read and the food they ate was recorded in these letters.

The Verney responsible for amassing this collection was Sir Ralph (1613–96) who, as head of the clan, presided over Claydon’s fluctuating fortunes for more than fifty years. Earlier Verneys wrote and received letters, signed leases and agreed contracts; and some of them survived. But Sir Ralph Verney kept everything: not only the leases and deeds and inventories which one might expect to see in the muniment room of a country house, but intimate personal letters from his wife and children, his parents, his nine siblings and their families, his aunts and uncles and friends and neighbours. And because he invariably kept the drafts of his replies, and even his rough jottings, he bequeathed to posterity a peculiarly complete correspondence. This he methodically organised, making a note of the subject of each letter, who it was from and the date he received it. A scribbled invitation to dinner from a neighbour in the next village, a love letter from his wife in London, a desperate plea for money from a brother in the West Indies – all were carefully saved, endorsed in his precise and spidery hand and put away for posterity to read.

Sir Ralph Verney’s son John (1640–1717) continued this tradition of hoarding every scrap of paper that came across his desk. More than 7000 letters survive from the last twenty-five years of John’s life, 1450 of which he wrote himself. He also read and annotated the earlier correspondence, occasionally jotting down the date of a birth, a marriage or a death: no doubt his elevation to the peerage in 1703 as Viscount Fermanagh increased his interest in the family pedigree. Subsequent generations of Verneys either added to the collection, or at least, did it no harm.

This was the treasure trove which Sir Harry discovered in the gallery at Claydon. News of his find soon began to circulate among scholars and antiquaries; and in the early 1840s John Bruce, a vice-president of the Society of Antiquaries, edited the pencil notes that Sir Ralph Verney had taken as an MP in the Long Parliament between 1640 and 1642. The sixty-eight sheets of foolscap were transcribed and published as Notes of Proceedings in the Long Parliament in 1845 by the Camden Society, which had been founded seven years earlier with the object of publishing manuscripts and reprinting ‘works of sufficient rarity and importance to make reprints desirable’. Sir Harry Verney, whom Bruce congratulated on his ‘love and zeal for historical truth’, was elected to the Society’s Council in the same year.3

In 1853 Bruce edited The Letters and Papers of the Verney Family Down to the End of the Year 1639, again for the Camden Society. It was a brave move, since the idea that history could deal with the everyday lives of families, even well-connected gentry families like the Verneys, was still regarded with mistrust. In his introduction, Bruce made the case for the Verneys in words which were way ahead of their time:

It is an erroneous, although among antiquaries by no means an uncommon, notion that unofficial papers are only of importance when they can be connected with the most interesting events or the most noble families. I should contend, on the contrary, that the value of such papers is to be estimated by the degree in which they give an insight into the feelings and opinions, the real inner life, and not the mere outside appearance, of the men and women, whatever their station, to whom they relate.4

Bruce had always intended to carry the story of this ‘real inner life’ beyond 1639, but he put it off while he worked on other projects, and his sudden death in 1869 brought his plans to an abrupt halt. Some years later, an historian named Alfred Horwood went through the Claydon material on behalf of the Royal Commission on Historical Manuscripts, which had been set up by royal warrant to report on collections of papers of value for the study of British history in private and institutional hands. The RCHM’s 7th Report, which appeared in 1879, contained the results of Horwood’s visits to Claydon, in the form of seventy-six pages of abstracts and extracts. He took a delight in everything, but, as Bruce had warned, the focus was firmly on the light that the Verneys could shed on national events rather than on their own lives. ‘The letters give much court and town news,’ said Horwood, singling out for particular comment ‘an account of the last moments of the life of the Duchess of York in 1671, and of the proceedings of the Ecclesiastical Commission against the Bishop of London in 1686’.5

Late Victorian Britain saw a resurgence of interest in the seventeenth century, and between them John Bruce and Alfred Horwood managed to bring the Verney Papers to the attention of eminent Victorian historians such as S. R. Gardiner and C. H. Firth, both of whom used them to supply valuable political information about the period and, in Firth’s words, ‘to illustrate the manner in which contemporaries regarded the events of the great civil war, and to show how the revolutions of the times affected the lives of those who passed through them’.6

But it was an amateur historian who really established the Verneys as characters worthy of study in their own right. In June 1858 Sir Harry Verney, whose wife Eliza had died the previous year, married for a second time. His bride was thirty-nine-year-old Frances Parthenope Nightingale, the older sister of Florence.7 Parthe, as she was known, had a complicated relationship with Florence (as did Sir Harry, who only proposed to Parthe after Florence turned him down). She was neurotic and obsessive about her sister, scandalised when she decided to go into nursing but eager to bask in reflected glory when she returned from the Crimea as a national celebrity. While Florence Nightingale’s hagiographers were happy to paint a bleak picture of Parthe’s character – ‘the elder, the plainer, the less intelligent, the less remarkable’8 – they tended to overlook her better qualities. She was a good wife and mother to Sir Harry and his seven children. She was an observant social commentator, publishing novels and short stories exploring the plight of working-class communities, and a host of earnest essays on subjects as diverse as ‘Class Morality’, ‘Dreams, Visions and Ecstasies’, ‘Sentimental Religion’ and ‘The Miseries of War’. And she fell in love with Sir Ralph and John and all the other seventeenth-century Verneys whose lives were recorded in such meticulous detail in the bundles of letters in the Claydon muniment room.

Between them, Bruce and Horwood had made a start on organising the Verney Papers, but the process was nowhere near complete. Parthe went through the letters systematically, focusing particularly on the family’s exploits around the time of the English Civil War. She rescued the portraits from their outhouses and put names to them; and in 1885 she published a short article on the history of Claydon.

This was the prelude to a much more substantial work. With the help of her daughter-in-law Margaret Maria Verney and two young friends, Catherine and Frederica Spring Rice, Parthe spent much of the 1880s compiling material for what was to become a minor classic – her two-volume Memoirs of the Verney Family during the Civil War. The task was especially hard because she suffered from rheumatoid arthritis, and by the end of the decade she was so crippled that she could not hold one of the precious letters in her hands, or even turn the pages of a book.

Nevertheless, Parthe managed to finish the first volume of the Memoirs by September 1889, when she presented the manuscript to ‘my dear Harry’ as a gift for his eighty-eighth birthday. She was still working on the second volume when she died at Claydon on 12 May 1890: it was completed from her notes by her daughter-in-law and the work was published two years later, with Margaret Maria adding Memoirs of the Verney Family during the Commonwealth, 1650–1660 and Memoirs of the Verney Family from the Restoration to the Revolution, 1660–1696 in 1894 and 1899. Margaret produced an abridged edition of the Memoirs in 1904; and just before her own death in 1930 she edited two volumes of eighteenth-century Verney correspondence.

The Memoirs are products of their age, sometimes reticent, sometimes overeager to turn the Verneys’ story into a seventeenth-century version of The Forsyte Saga. But because of the dedication of these two women, the Verneys have become the stuff of legend.

* * *

Any collection of letters has one pre-requisite which historians often neglect – a reliable postal service. The medium may not be the message, exactly; but without the expectation that a letter will be read, correspondence wouldn’t get very far.

Postal services in the seventeenth century were organised and reliable. When Sir Edmund Verney was with the King’s army at Newcastle in the spring of 1639, his letters usually reached his son Ralph in London within two or three days, covering a distance of about 300 miles at an average speed of between four and seven miles an hour. The post between the family’s London lodgings in Covent Garden and their country house at Claydon sixty miles away was almost as efficient, with letters arriving within one or two days of being written.

The fast delivery times between London and Newcastle were because Newcastle was one of the stops on the Great North Road, one of the five postal routes out of London which had begun the previous century as governmental lines of communication with Scotland, Ireland and Europe. The English section of the Great North Road ended at Berwick-on-Tweed, from where post was taken on to its northern terminus at Edinburgh. The West Road stretched down to Plymouth and on to Falmouth in Cornwall, the last port of call for the Americas and the Mediterranean. The Kentish Road to Dover and Deal was the quickest route to the Continent; the road to Milford Haven in Wales went via Bristol and Cardiff, and from Milford Haven ships sailed for Waterford; and the so-called Chester Road actually went beyond Chester to Holyhead, the main port for goods bound for Dublin. A sixth post to Yarmouth on the east coast was established in 1653 to serve Holland and the Low Countries.

All these routes were divided into stages of anywhere between ten and twenty-five miles (the average was around fifteen miles), so that each stage could be ridden hard and a fresh horse provided by the postmaster at the end of the stage for the next. Those who, like the Verneys, lived some distance from a staging post, would either use their servants to deliver letters to the postmaster or would send them with carriers and waggoners.

Postage was collected on delivery rather than being pre-paid as it is today. It varied a little in the course of the century, but for most of the period the Inland Office, which was the department of the Post Office which dealt with England and Wales, charged 2d. to carry a single sheet up to eighty miles; and 3d. to carry it beyond that. There was a further charge if the letter went to Scotland or Ireland. The Foreign Office, which was a separate department, charged 6d. for letters to northern France, 8d. to Hamburg, Cologne and Frankfurt, and 9d. to Paris, Venice, Rome, Geneva and Naples. A letter to the Levant cost a shilling.

Two sheets were charged at double the rate, which is why most of the Verney letters were written on one side of a single folded piece of paper. An envelope wasn’t used, since it counted as a second sheet, except in the case of letters sent to the Levant, a journey so long and arduous that some kind of protective covering was considered essential. (Letters to and from John Verney, who lived in Aleppo for eleven years in the 1660s and 1670s, commonly took between three and six months to reach their destination. Many just disappeared.)

Addresses varied widely in their precision, their formality and their flamboyance. There were no street numbers, so correspondents were sometimes quite eloquent in their descriptions. ‘To his much honoured father Sir Edmund Verney knight marshal of England at his house in the Covent Garden present these with care’ is one example; ‘To his assured loving brother Mr Ralph Verney Esqr. at the Pyatzo in the Covent Garden’ is another. But letter writers often relied heavily on the fact that the recipient would be known in the neighbourhood. ‘For Ralph Verney Esqr. in Covent Garden this’ is a more typical address. One writer of a love letter simply put ‘To the fair hands of Mrs Ann Temple’.9 Letters were routinely sealed with wax, to prevent tampering – or at least to show when it had occurred. Everyone in the seventeenth century assumed that the Post Office opened the mail, and they were quite right. During the 1650s, for example, Cromwell’s Secretary of State, John Thurloe, employed a team of men to intercept and examine mail in a secret room next door to the Foreign Office. Every post night around eleven o’clock one of Thurloe’s agents ‘went into that room privately’.10 Decades later the inventor and mathematician Samuel Morland, who worked as an intelligence gatherer for Thurloe, claimed that during the Commonwealth he had devised all sorts of machines for opening and resealing letters so that no one would notice, for copying seals, transcribing letters at speed and forging handwriting.

None of the Verneys went in for the kind of seditious material which the authorities were looking for when they intercepted the mail. But they were still quite careful. Sir Ralph Verney’s eldest son, Edmund, habitually wrote to his father in French, so that his letters couldn’t be read by curious postboys. And when Sir Ralph and his family were in exile in France during the 1640s they devised a system of code-words for friends and relations. Sir Ralph’s friend Sir Roger Burgoyne even resorted to a simple alpha-numeric code whenever he mentioned the name of a government official.

When sender and recipient were both living in the country and weren’t too far apart, the Verneys and their kin made use of servants, waggoners, even the local clergy, to carry their letters for them. The situation was slightly different in London, where many of them lived for much of the year. Until 1680 there was no postal service within London itself, and correspondents had to rely on servants or porters to fetch and carry their messages. Then a merchant named William Dockwra set up a service for the ‘conveying of letters or pacquets under a pound weight, to and from all parts within the cities of London and Westminster and the out parishes … for one penny’.11 Dockwra’s penny post was halted two years later on the grounds that it infringed the Post Office’s monopoly (which belonged to the Duke of York and brought him tens of thousands of pounds every year). But it was promptly adopted as an official government service, so the Verneys and their friends and relations in London could send messages to each other cheaply and expect them to be delivered within the hour. In practice, though, it was more convenient to send a page or footman round to someone’s house with a message, since they could wait for a reply and bring it straight home.

A letter, said The Ladies’ Dictionary in 1694, ‘is or ought to be the express image of the mind, represented in writing to a friend at a distance; wherein is declared what he or she would do or have done’.12 ‘The familiar speech of the absent’ was how the Elizabethan writer Angel Day defined it.13 Taken in isolation, each and every one of the thousands of Verney letters offers a glimpse into the mind of the writer – but it also establishes a three-cornered relationship between that writer, the original recipient and the twenty-first century reader. The seventeenth century produced some of the best-known personal narratives in British history. One thinks of Samuel Pepys and his impressionistic descriptions of national disasters like the Plague and the Fire of London, his terribly honest accounts of more personal disasters like his affairs and jealousies and squabbles with his wife. One thinks of the diaries of John Evelyn and Lady Anne Clifford, of Robert Hooke and Anthony à Wood. The urge to record the everyday and turn it into a testament was a powerful force in Stuart England.

But a diary is always a monologue. Events are given a particular spin, made to conform to a single world view, often rewritten long afterwards with the raw emotion filtered out. The Verneys’ story is a series of conversations, with all that that implies. The letter writers make mistakes, and jump to conclusions. They vent their anger and then regret it. They are hopelessly indiscreet one minute, furtive the next. They say hurtful things, and then can’t understand the hurt they cause.

And they lay themselves bare. An impoverished aunt pleads for money to pay her gambling debts; a defiant sister refuses to give up the father of her bastard child; a mother weeps for her dead baby, and a desperate husband refuses to admit to himself that his wife is going to die. Amidst all the light which the Verneys’ story sheds on life in seventeenth-century England, this haunting vulnerability is a shadow which lingers. We know the Verneys almost too well, and it is impossible not to care.
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It was 1608, and the future was looking promising for the Verney family. Over the past 100 years a mixture of luck and good judgement had brought them prosperity and security, and transformed a clan of country squires into influential courtiers and large-scale landowners. So when the head of the family suddenly sold up, walked out on his teenage wife and moved to Morocco, the Verneys were shaken. When he turned to piracy and converted to Islam, they were appalled. And when death ended his short career as a Barbary Coast buccaneer, and his turban and slippers were shipped back to the family manor house in a tiny Buckinghamshire village, they heaved a sigh of relief and settled back into a quiet life of farming and local politics. Their troubles had just begun.


Part 1

Edmund and Ralph


1

Francis Turns Turk

SIR FRANCIS VERNEY lay on his bed in the great hall of the sick at Messina. He was thirty-one years old. He was a long way from home. And he was dying.

The weather-beaten Scot who stood at his side gazed down at him with a mixture of pity and curiosity. William Lithgow knew that if only a tithe of the stories told about Sir Francis were true, he had seen more of death than most men. One of the most feared pirates on the Barbary Coast, he was said to have seen dear friends fall at his side with Berber arrows in their backs as they rode like devils through the deserts of Morocco; to have laughed as his crew of Moors and renegades bound weeping children together back-to-back and tumbled them into the waters of the Mediterranean. This ‘sometimes great English gallant’, as Lithgow described him,1 must have killed more people with his own hands than he cared to remember.

Now it was Verney’s turn, and he was to die not on the gallows, as his family had expected, nor in some skirmish with terrified villagers during a raiding party for slaves, but in a hospital bed, poor and friendless. And as one whose pragmatism in spiritual matters had taken him from Puritanism to Roman Catholicism by way of Islam, the destination of Sir Francis Verney’s soul was, to say the least, uncertain.

Lithgow had met the notorious buccaneer in Palermo six weeks earlier, and both had subsequently travelled the 180 miles along the Sicilian coast to Messina. The Scot was a professional traveller, whose peregrinations had already taken him right across Europe and all round the Mediterranean basin; he had come to Messina in search of safe passage to Naples on the next stage of his journey. Verney, whose career as a pirate had ended several years previously, was now a common soldier looking for employment. He was probably drawn by the great fair held in Messina every August, where raw silk was bought and sold and despatched all over the Aegean and the Levant, and where a mercenary’s services might well be required as escort.

Lithgow already knew something of Sir Francis’s chequered background, hence his description of him as a ‘sometimes great English gallant’. He knew the man had spent his inheritance, fled from England, taken to piracy and turned Turk in Tunis. In any case, the little bundle of belongings which lay beside the dying man’s bed was testament to his culturally diverse past. They included a turban, some slippers and a couple of long silk tunics like those worn by Ottoman janissaries. But there was also a staff inlaid with crosses, of the sort carried by Christian pilgrims to Jerusalem.

Sir Francis Verney died on 6 September 1615, a day or two after Lithgow came to see him in the hospital of La Pietà at Messina. His end left the traveller both fascinated and moved. Paying for his fellow-countryman’s burial and ‘bewailing sorrowfully the miserable mutability of fortune’, the Scot wondered what it was that made a young English squire abandon his country and renounce his faith.2 What turned him into one of the most feared renegade corsairs on the Barbary Coast? And what brought him to Sicily and left him to die, as Lithgow said later, ‘in the extremest calamity of extremest miseries’?3

The Verneys were a wealthy gentry family with a long lineage and a habit of backing the wrong side. In the fifteenth century Sir Ralph Verney, the head of the family and a Lord Mayor of London, supported the Yorkists in the Wars of the Roses. In the sixteenth century two of his great-great-grandsons nearly lost their heads over their roles in the most desperate of the various hare-brained schemes to overthrow Mary Tudor, Henry Dudley’s 1555 plot to rob the Exchequer and use the money to gather an army of disaffected Protestants on the Isle of Wight.

But the Verneys managed to combine their penchant for lost causes with some astute political matches. The Yorkist Sir Ralph, for example, married his eldest son to the daughter of a prominent Lancastrian. His second son married Eleanor Pole, a lady-in-waiting to Elizabeth of York – and a cousin to her husband, Henry VII. As a result (and in spite of the flirtation with treason during the 1550s), the family managed to thrive for most of the sixteenth century. A Verney attended Catherine of Aragon at the Field of Cloth of God; another was present at the christening of Edward VI, and was a member of the reception committee which greeted Anne of Cleves when she arrived in England at the end of 1539 for her brief marriage to Henry VIII. Never at the centre of power, the Verneys could usually be found hovering on the edges of one important royal circle or another.

By 1558, when Francis’s father Sir Edmund inherited the Verney estates, the family had managed to acquire a substantial amount of property spread across Buckinghamshire and Hertfordshire. Their principal seat was Pendley, just on the Hertfordshire side of the border between the two counties. There was only a manor house – the village of Pendley had been deserted after one of Sir Edmund’s forebears enclosed the park in the fifteenth century, and the family now buried their dead in the nearby church of Aldbury. In Hertfordshire they also held the manor of Bunstrux (which has long since been swallowed up by Tring); but most of their property lay in Buckinghamshire, and included the manors of Quainton, Dinton, Mursley – and Middle Claydon, where there was a substantial stone house. This was currently let to the Giffard family, who had rebuilt it back in the 1530s on condition that they were given a 100-year lease. One of Sir Edmund’s brothers, Urian, was married to Lettice Giffard, whose father Sir George lived at Claydon.

Sir Edmund Verney married three widows in succession. Frances Hastings died before she could bear him any children, although she brought with her a son by her first husband, Thomas Redmayne of North Marston in Buckinghamshire. The second widow was Audrey, daughter of a Buckinghamshire squire named William Gardner and the widow of Sir Peter Carew, son of the Dean of the Queen’s Chapel. She had no children by Carew, but she did have one by Sir Edmund – this was the piratical Francis, who was born in 1583. Five years later Audrey died, and Sir Edmund married his third widow. It was also a third wedding for his wife: Mary Blakeney had already been married to Geoffrey Turville of New Hall Park in Leicestershire, and William St Barbe of Ashington in Somerset. She had children by her first two husbands, and promptly produced a son for her third. Francis’s half-brother Edmund was born on New Year’s Day, 1590.

This was the reality of family life in Elizabethan England. Social historians talk fondly of the extended Tudor family, in which children were brought up by grandparents and aunts, and the ties of blood and marriage extended far beyond the confines of the home. But it is hard for us to appreciate just how far they did extend. By the time he was six years old, Francis had a half-brother and an indeterminate number of stepbrothers and stepsisters, Redmaynes and Turvilles and St Barbes. As a result of his father’s marriages he was connected to seven different families: the Hastings and Redmaynes through Sir Edmund’s first wife; the Gardners and Carews through his second; and the Blakeneys, Turvilles and St Barbes through his third and last. And lest we think these were relationships in name only, it is worth noticing that a hundred years later Sir Edmund’s grandchildren and great-grandchildren were still in regular contact with their Turville and St Barbe cousins.

Sir Edmund Verney died on 11 January 1600 in the Stone House at Chalfont St Giles, which he probably acquired through his marriage to Audrey Gardner. And that’s when Francis’s troubles really began. Primogeniture was a powerful moral imperative in late Elizabethan England; and the consolidation of family estates under the ownership of a single heir was the norm. But unusually for someone of his class and background, Sir Edmund had gone to great lengths to make sure that his last wife Mary and their ten-year-old son Edmund would be provided for at his death.

By the terms of his will parts of the estate went straight to Francis. These included the manors of Pendley and Bunstrux and another manor at Fleet Marston, a Buckinghamshire village where the Verneys had held land since the thirteenth century. The manors of Quainton and Dinton, which were traditionally reserved for the use of Verney widows, were left to Mary for life as her widow’s jointure, with Francis inheriting them when she died. And Mursley, Middle Claydon and the Stone House at Chalfont were settled on her until her son Edmund reached the age of twenty-one, when they passed to him.

This represented quite a break with common use and practice; and, because it effectively broke several entails, Sir Edmund had to obtain a private Act of Parliament, which he duly steered through the Commons and the Lords in 1598.

To complicate matters further, in 1599 Sir Edmund and Lady Mary decided to cement their families’ fortunes by marrying Francis to his stepsister, Ursula St Barbe. Lady Mary’s daughter by her second marriage was twelve at the time; Francis was fourteen. The intention behind this was obviously to protect Lady Mary’s interests and those of her daughter. The practical effect was to make Francis, who was still only fifteen when his father died, feel that his stepmother had taken charge of his birthright.

We don’t know much about Francis’s early life – only that he went up to Trinity College, Oxford, in September 1600 when he was fifteen; that he left without taking a degree; and that by 1604 he was living in a rather shady neighbourhood just off Fleet Street, rather than in his stepmother’s house in Drury Lane. There was nothing unusual in any of this: in seventeenth-century Oxford, around one in eight students were fifteen or younger when they matriculated; fewer than half actually bothered to graduate; and when the sons of gentlemen left university, they often made straight for the alehouses and whorehouses of London. Country life and estate management could wait.

However, Francis led a wilder life than some in the warren of tenements and courts outside the walls of the City of London. One of his servants, Richard Gygges, was killed in a fight. Francis himself got into serious debt, and the friends who had guaranteed that debt began to press him for their money. In March 1605, while he was still only twenty, he asked James I’s Secretary of State, Robert Cecil, for permission to fell some timber which, he said, was growing on his own land and which would be his by right in a matter of months when he came of age. The reason for the urgency was that he needed to raise cash ‘for the discharge of divers gentlemen that stood engaged as sureties for him’.4

In his capacity as Master of the Court of Wards Cecil cheerfully gave his blessing to the scheme. However, Francis had omitted to mention that access to the wood was over land which was part of his stepmother’s jointure, and which she had rented out for grazing and as a coney warren. Deciding that Cecil’s approval was all he needed, he immediately set about felling the timber. Within days, Lady Mary was in London with her lawyer, waving a letter for Cecil to sign which would confirm her own rights and put a stop to the felling operation. Her stepson had spoiled her pasture ‘with carrying of the wood’, she maintained, and destroyed the rabbit warren, ‘which she has let out at a good round rent’.5 If Cecil was in any doubt as to who was in the wrong, Lady Mary’s lawyer invited him to consult the Attorney of the Wards, Sir Thomas Hesketh, who was well acquainted with the matter.

This dispute over a churned-up field and some nervous rabbits signalled the start of a bitter legal battle between Francis and his stepmother (and mother-in-law – Ursula, his wife and stepsister, doesn’t figure in the story at all, and one can only wonder where her allegiances lay). Pasture, rabbits and family loyalties all took second place to the main issue, which was now about the fairness of Sir Edmund’s will – about who should control the Verney estates, in other words.

On 5 March 1606, by which time Francis had reached his majority, the dispute reached the House of Commons, when MPs were asked to repeal the Act ‘for Confirmation of the Jointure of the Lady Verney, Wife of Sir Edmund Verney Knight’, which had been passed seven years earlier. The bill passed its first reading, and on Wednesday 26 March lawyers for Francis and his stepmother appeared before the House to put their respective cases. Francis’s counsel, a Mr Wincall, pressed hard for the justice of his client’s cause, and there was ‘much dispute, and argument’; but Lady Mary’s counsel, Randall Carew, proved the more persuasive. He pointed out that Sir Edmund Verney had personally steered the original bill through Parliament, and had ‘laboured divers friends in it’. But the most telling argument was that if Francis had his way, it would sink a whole raft of leases and land transfers which had gone through on the strength of it, causing ‘the overthrow of many purchasers, sixty at least’. His attempt to repeal his father’s Act was rejected at the second reading.6

Magnanimous in victory and anxious to patch up her differences with Francis, Lady Mary gave up her claim to Quainton that summer. But the rental income from an 800-acre estate wasn’t enough for the young man. In 1607 he sold Quainton for £500, presumably to settle his outstanding debts. Then he sold Fleet Marston. Then he sold Pendley itself – the land, the house and all the furniture – and took himself off to the Holy Land. The pilgrimage to Jerusalem apparently gave him a brief taste of piety, since when he stopped off in Paris on his way home, the English ambassador Sir George Carew noted approvingly that he ‘frequented the exercises of our religion at my house’.7 But his religious principles didn’t extend to forgiving Lady Mary. He spent the summer and autumn of 1608 winding up what was left of his business affairs, and then sailed away from his wife, his stepmother and his country. He never saw any of them again.

According to family tradition, Francis headed down to seek his fortune in North Africa. There is no hard evidence to support the idea, but it is not as far-fetched as it might seem. In the early years of the seventeenth century a force of around 200 Englishmen was fighting in the service of Moulay Zhadane, one of several claimants competing for the throne of Morocco. Through his uncle’s marriage to Lettice Giffard, Francis was related to their commander, Captain John Giffard, whose family leased Middle Claydon from the Verneys. Captain John was a favourite with Moulay Zhadane, who paid him 25s. a day and ‘bestowed upon him a rich sword, valued at a thousand marks, and a scarlet cloak richly embroidered with pearl’, which had originally been sent as a gift from Queen Elizabeth to Moulay Zhadane’s father.8 His second-in-command was ‘his near and very dear kinsman’, Philip Giffard.9 Both men were later killed in a desert skirmish with Moors opposed to Moulay Zhadane. Yet another Giffard was the Barbary Coast pirate Richard Giffard. The captain of the aptly named Fortune, he caused a considerable stir in 1606 when he set fire to a prize at Algiers because no one would offer him a fair price for it. Since the harbour was filled with Algerian ships at the time, he was not popular.

Whether or not Francis was drawn to North Africa by the prospect of joining up with any of the Buckinghamshire Giffards is a moot point. What is clear, however, is that within less than a year of his leaving England he was operating as a pirate himself. In 1609 Francis Cottington, who was attached to the English embassy in Madrid, reported that he had captured three or four Poole ships and one from Plymouth, which implies that he was active along the south coast. And in October of the same year a newsletter written in London passed on the rumour that ‘Sir Francis Verney, who is become a strong pirate upon the Barbary coast, hath seized the provision of wine coming for the King from Bordeaux’.10 This was confirmed six weeks later, ‘and he is said to have taken a much richer prize’.11 King James was so concerned at Francis’s activities that he despatched a ship of war to escort a convoy of merchant vessels en route for Aleppo in the Levant. Around the same time, Francis was mentioned as one of the four leaders of the Tunisian pirate fleet, along with John Ward, Richard Bishop and ‘Black’ Osman, captain of janissaries at Tunis.

These are all the details we have of Francis Verney’s swift and dramatic transition from discontented Buckinghamshire squire to feared Barbary corsair. But we do know that he wasn’t alone. Many of the pirates who operated out of the three major centres of piracy in North Africa – Algiers, Tunis and Tripoli – were Europeans. In 1581, for example, twenty-three out of thirty-five Algerian captains were European renegades. Another was the son of a renegade, and another was a Jew.

Most of these men were professional sailors with criminal pasts, fugitives from their own countries or opportunists who had committed perhaps a single act of piracy, and then fled to the safety of the Mediterranean where they were out of reach of the law. John Ward, one of Francis’s fellow-corsairs at Tunis, was raised as a Kentish fisherman before joining the navy, when he succumbed to temptation and stole a succession of ships, each larger and richer than the last. By the time Francis joined him he was in command of a 200-ton flyboat named the Gift, which was armed with thirty cannon and manned by a motley crew of Englishmen, Dutchmen, Spaniards and Turks. Richard Bishop, who came from Yarmouth, was his first lieutenant; John Smith of Plymouth, one of the most proficient engineers in Europe, was his gunner.

What was unusual – and what remains hard to explain today – is Francis’s lack of naval experience. Like Ward and Bishop, the vast majority of the European corsairs came from seafaring backgrounds. Yet as far as we know, Francis had no experience at all of life at sea, unless one counts his being a passenger on one of the merchant vessels which traded with the Levant when he travelled to Palestine in 1608.

However, these were boom years for the Barbary Coast corsair, and John Ward was partly responsible for the boom. Until the beginning of the seventeenth century the galley was still the commonest seagoing vessel in the southern Mediterranean. Basically unchanged since the time of the Romans, it needed anywhere between fifty and 200 slaves to act as oarsmen, depending on the vessel’s size. But in about 1606 Ward introduced the Tunisians to the concept of the square-rigged sailing ship of the type then used in the Atlantic; a renegade Dutch sea captain named Simon Danser performed the same service for the Algerians at about the same time. The effect was dramatic: corsairs no longer had to confine their activities to coastal waters, and the entire Mediterranean basin – not to mention the British Isles and most of the Atlantic seaboard – was suddenly available to them.

The Algerians established a base on the Cape Verde Islands off the West African coast, from where they preyed on Atlantic shipping; in 1617 they sacked Madeira, taking 1200 prisoners. Ireland and the south-west of England were subject to raids, and within a decade the corsairs were operating as far north as Iceland and the Newfoundland Banks. Fishing boats with neither man nor tackle on them were sometimes found drifting off the coast of Cornwall or Devon, the only evidence that their crews had met a pirate ship. Sir Richard Moryson, vice-president of Munster, once arrived in Youghal on the coast of Co. Cork to find the harbour filled with eleven corsair ships and around 1000 men; he wisely decided that discretion was the better part and quietly withdrew. (According to one reformed pirate, Sir Henry Mainwaring, his comrades often found a warm welcome in Ireland, where ‘they have all commodities and conveniences that all other places do afford them’, including ‘good store of English, Scottish and Irish wenches, which resort unto them’.12)

The relationship between the corsairs, the Moslem governors of their bases in North Africa and their Christian quarry was complicated. Tunis, Algiers and Tripoli were nominally part of the Ottoman Empire; however, their pashas ruled as independent warlords, and although Ahmed I (sultan from 1603 to 1617) made occasional attempts to rein in their piratical activities, by and large they ignored him and did things their own way. They provided safe haven for the corsairs, and markets for their prizes – indeed, their percentage of the prize money was often the main source of public finances. They offered access to the caravan routes travelling eastward to the Levant, so that both captured goods and fresh slaves commanded decent prices. The goods were often bought up by Jewish merchants who prospered in such dynamic commercial environments, and sold them back to dealers in Europe. It is perfectly possible that the consignment of Bordeaux wine which Francis Verney diverted en route to the court of James I might eventually have found its way to its intended destination. The trading was a two-way process: the cannon, powder and shot which corsairs used to subdue their victims was sometimes captured, but more often bought in European markets.

Slaves were a valuable commodity, and it was rare for prisoners to be killed without good cause. That was small consolation to the victims, who were routinely ill-treated and tortured when they were first captured – to break their wills, to force them to give information about wealthy passengers and valuables which might be hidden aboard, and to add a sense of urgency to their letters home, so that relatives would make haste to produce a ransom. ‘My patroon [slave-master] made me work at a mill like a horse from morning until night,’ wrote one young man to his father in England, ‘with chains upon my legs, of 36 pounds weights apiece, my meat nothing but a little coarse bread and water, my lodging in a dungeon underground, where some 150 or 200 of us lay altogether, having no comfort of the light but a little hole, and being so full of vermin for want of shift and not being allowed time for to pick myself that I am almost eaten up with them, and every day beaten to make me either turn Turk or come to my ransom.’13 Those prisoners who weren’t ransomed were sold as galley slaves or domestic workers, or ‘suffered to work upon any manner of trade or occupation wherein we were in any way expert’, as a freed English slave recalled in the 1590s.14 Some were treated badly, others quite well. Apostasy loomed large in contemporary anti-Islamic European propaganda, along with the barbarity and cruelty of the ‘Mahometans’, but in reality there was no particular pressure put upon captives to convert to Islam, if only because those who did automatically became free men and thus lost their value to their captors. Of course, this was in itself a powerful incentive to change one’s religion.

As far as Christian Europe was concerned, those who did turn Turk were lost forever. The corsairs who embraced Islam acquired an ideological basis for their activities, since the Barbary states viewed attacks on Christian shipping as part of a larger jehad against the infidel. There seems little doubt that Francis converted – his contemporaries certainly thought so, and, if they are right, he was following the example of large numbers of prominent European commanders who made their careers on the Barbary Coast. (It says a great deal about Victorian mores that neither John Bruce, who first described Francis’s career in 1853, nor Frances Parthenope Verney, who wrote the two-volume Memoirs of the Verney Family in the 1890s, could even countenance the possibility of his committing what Bruce called ‘the unnecessary and improbable offence of becoming a renegado’.15 A pirate in the family was wrong but romantic; an apostate was beyond the pale.) John Ward was one such renegado: William Lithgow met him in Tunis in 1615, just before his encounter with the dying Francis in Messina, and spoke of how Ward had ‘turned Turk and builded there a fair palace beautified with rich marble and alabaster stones, with whom I found domestic some fifteen circumcised English runagates’.16 A few years later another Englishman in Tunis commented that Ward wore Turkish dress and drank only water, no wine.

Sadly, there are no such glimpses into Sir Francis Verney’s domestic arrangements in Tunis. What we do know is that his fall from grace as a corsair was as dramatic as his meteoric rise. William Lithgow was told (by whom, he doesn’t say) that he was ‘taken at sea by the Sicilian galleys, in one of which he was two years a slave’.17 His capture must have taken place between 1610 and 1613, and compared to the life of a sea rover his time as a galley slave will have been desperately grim. Galley slaves were badly treated on Moslem vessels, but there was general agreement that conditions were even worse aboard French, Spanish and Italian galleys. His deliverance from captivity came about through the intervention of an English Jesuit who, again according to Lithgow, redeemed him after he promised to convert back to Christianity. The redemption of captives was a favourite subject for philanthropy in the seventeenth century, although it usually focused on Europeans held by Arabs. It is not clear if the Jesuit required Francis to embrace his own brand of Christianity, although it seems likely. The English sailor Richard Hasleton, who was rescued from Algerian slavers by a Genoese galley in the 1590s, was mercilessly starved, flogged and racked by his saviours because he refused to accept the Catholic faith. Ironically, Francis’s Protestant family back in England would have regarded his conversion to Catholicism as barely preferable to Islam.

A free man in Sicily, but with no money, no friends, no status and nowhere left to run, Francis enlisted as a common soldier in Palermo in the service of the Duke of Sona, the Spanish viceroy. The news of his end in the hospital of La Pietà at Messina was sent home by an English merchant, John Watchin, along with his turban, slippers, silk tunics, pilgrim’s staff and a formal death certificate. No doubt it was greeted with some relief. However, when Ursula Verney remarried in 1619, she found that her dead husband’s reputation pursued her. She was described by a contemporary gossip as ‘widow to him that turned Turk’, while her new father-in-law, a Buckinghamshire landowner named Sir William Clarke, promptly threatened to disinherit his son ‘and hath vowed they shall never come within his doors’.18

Ursula’s mother, Lady Mary, did not remarry. Three husbands were quite enough; and in any case, she had acquired a taste for power which was hard to relinquish. She continued to live in her house at Drury Lane, making desultory efforts to find a country estate to replace Quainton; making matches for her Turville and St Barbe daughters; and making sure that Edmund, her son by Sir Edmund Verney, was given a good start in life.

By the time his half-brother died in Messina in 1615, Edmund was twenty-five, knighted and married, with a twenty-month-old son and another child on the way. That makes him sound like a dreary stay-at-home in comparison with his renegade sibling, but nothing could be further from the truth. After a spell at St Alban’s Hall, Oxford, where his mother enrolled him in March 1604 when he was just fourteen, he completed his education by travelling in Europe throughout his late teens, going first to the Netherlands with the soldier and courtier Sir George Goring ‘to see the Low-Country wars’;19 then to the court of Henry IV of France and eventually to Italy, in company with the great Jacobean diplomat Sir Henry Wootton, ambassador at Venice.

Such an itinerary would be conventional enough for the Grand Tourists of the eighteenth century. In the early seventeenth, it was still a novelty. But the mixture of diplomatic and cultural experiences was good preparation for the next stage in Edmund’s career. In June 1610, before the Lords and Commons assembled in Westminster Hall, James I proclaimed that his eldest son, Henry, was Prince of Wales. At the same time Prince Henry, who at sixteen was four years Edmund’s junior, was given his own revenue, his own palaces at Richmond and St James’s, and his own household of 400 courtiers and officials. Some were middle-aged men who had been with him since childhood: his tutor Adam Newton, who was made Secretary; the Puritan Sir David Murray, erstwhile Keeper of the Privy Purse and now given the post of Groom of the Stole and Gentleman of the Robes; and Sir Thomas Chaloner, Henry’s governor since 1603, who became Chamberlain. Others were new to Henry and indeed, to life at court – active, physical types, men with military experience in Europe, or at least with some prowess in the tiltyard. One of these ‘young and sprightly blossoms’, as a contemporary described them, was Edmund Verney.20 In 1610 he was made Chief Sewer in charge of the service of the table in Prince Henry’s household, with an annual stipend of £20.

There are several possible explanations for Edmund’s entrance into court life. Sir Thomas Chaloner was a neighbour in Buckinghamshire – his family had a seat at Steeple Claydon, next door to the Middle Claydon estate leased to the Giffards and close by most of the other surviving Verney holdings in the county. In seventeenth-century England, local connections were supremely important.

So were family connections; and Edmund had an uncle, another Francis Verney, who was a falconer in Prince Henry’s household. Then there was the redoubtable Lady Mary. Edmund’s mother was on good terms with Anne of Denmark, and while it is true that Anne didn’t get on particularly well with the Prince – she tended to favour her younger son, Charles – she was currently doing her best to be nice to him, having realised rather belatedly that if James I died before her, a hostile Henry IX could wreak havoc with her extravagant lifestyle. It may well be that Lady Mary asked the Queen to further Edmund’s interest with the Prince.

Edmund also had friends in Henry’s household – Sir George Goring, with whom he had toured the Low Countries, was one of the Gentlemen of the Privy Chamber. But his background and experience counted as much as his connections. The Prince had a high regard for Italy and France – a picture of Henry IV of France was one of only two portraits to hang in his gallery at St James’s Palace (the other was Maurice of Nassau), and when the French King was assassinated in 1609 Henry was so upset that he took to his bed, crying ‘My second father is dead’. He tended to favour those with experience of foreign travel, and a surprisingly high proportion of his officials had spent time in Europe. Even more important was Edmund’s Protestant pedigree: it was said that of the 400 nobles and gentlemen in the Prince of Wales’s household, ‘there was not one known or suspected Papist’.21 This was in marked contrast to the court of his father, who tolerated Catholics so long as they were discreet; and that of his mother, who was herself a covert Papist.

Prince Henry’s household was thus a strange and seductive mixture of earnest Protestantism and Renaissance charisma. Bacon wrote respectfully of how the Prince was ‘wonderfully patient in hearing … so that his mind seldom wandered from the subject, or seemed fatigued, but he applied himself wholly to what was said or done.’22 The Venetian theologian Paolo Sarpi described how ‘from all sides, one hears about the great virtu of the Prince, son to the King of England’.23 He was an expert horseman, building the first riding school in England at St James’s Palace, and employing Henry IV’s riding master, Monsieur St Antoine, to teach him the highly mannered equine ballets which were then fashionable in France and Italy. To quote Bacon again, ‘he was much devoted to the magnificence of buildings and works of all kinds … and was a lover both of antiquity and arts’.24 And he was a fervent champion of militant Protestantism at home and abroad. When the old courtier Sir John Harington told him that ‘Henry the Eighth pull’d down Monks and their cells,/Henry the Ninth should pull down Bishops and their Bells’, he was saying no more than everyone knew.25 Prince Henry hated Catholicism and all aspects of Anglicanism which leaned towards ritual. Sir John Holles, Comptroller of the Prince’s Household, later commented that ‘for our home preservation he held up religion and held in the presumptious [sic] papist …’ – an attitude which Edmund Verney both applauded and endorsed until the day he died.26

Edmund’s master was serious and highly principled, and he expected his household to follow his example and to observe standards of decorum which would have been incomprehensible to members of his father’s drunken and raucous court. He was also a connoisseur, exhibiting a taste which was considerably more sophisticated than that shown by either James I or the Tudors who preceded him. He acquired bronzes by Giovanni Bologna, paintings by Tintoretto and Holbein, books and antique coins and medals, seeking quite deliberately to emulate the great Renaissance princes. Ottaviano Lotti, representative in England of Grand Duke Cosimo II de’ Medici, recalled how, during a visit to Richmond Palace, Henry quizzed him carefully about the decoration of the Grand Duke’s galleries and the nature of his collections. The Prince patronised designers and artists of the calibre of Inigo Jones, the Huguenot miniaturist Isaac Oliver, the French garden designer Salomon de Caux and the Florentine Constantino de’ Servi, who produced dramatic plans for remodelling Richmond Palace.

And like a true Renaissance prince, he was eager for a life of action, in sharp contrast to his father, who would go to any lengths to avoid confrontation. He cherished dreams of leading a Protestant coalition in an anti-Hapsburg crusade to topple Catholicism in northern Europe. After James I remonstrated with him for failing to be more interested in scholarship and said that if he did not take his learning more seriously his younger brother Charles would reign in his place, he declared, ‘I know what becomes a Prince. It is not necessary for me to be a professor, but a soldier and a man of the world. If my brother is as learned as they say, we’ll make him Archbishop of Canterbury.’27

But this hero, this warrior-prince, this embodiment of ‘deep knowledge, greatness, long life, policy, courage, zeal, fortune, awful majesty’,28 had no chance to fulfil his promise. In October 1612 he fell sick with typhoid fever, which grew worse until he was forced to take to his bed. On Sunday 1 November he was visited by his distraught family; in a poignant gesture, the eleven-year-old Prince Charles pressed a little bronze horse by Giovanni Bologna into the hand of his desperately ill brother. Five days later Henry was dead.

Prince Henry’s death meant the dissolution of his household, after only seventeen months. It also ensured his reputation as the best king that England never had: ‘Our rising sun is set ere scarce he had shone,’ wrote the Earl of Dorset two weeks later, ‘… all our glory lies buried’.29 And the impact of Henry’s court on Edmund Verney lasted for the rest of his life. For one thing, his brief experience of life in a royal household so impressed him that he went on to serve the Prince’s brother, Charles, and remained a courtier until the day he died. Although he never became a dedicated virtuoso in the same way as the Earl of Arundel or the other members of the Whitehall Group which gathered around Charles I in the 1620s, he would commission portraits from the best painters of his day, including Daniel Mytens (c. 1540–c. 1647) and Sir Anthony Van Dyck (1599–1641). Perhaps most significantly of all, he absorbed the sense of militant Protestant chivalry which informed everything that Prince Henry did. He became the archetypal Protestant knight, imbued with a moral and religious Puritanism, an enormously powerful sense of honour and an equally powerful loathing for Roman Catholicism.

Edmund’s time in Prince Henry’s household also made him a knight in the more literal sense, in that he was knighted at the Palace of Whitehall in January 1611, shortly after his twenty-first birthday. That same year he sailed to Spain in the train of Sir John Digby, James I’s new ambassador to Madrid, who was charged with the task of finding out if Philip III of Spain might accept Prince Henry as a husband for one of his two daughters. Marriage to a Catholic Hapsburg was an appalling prospect for the Prince, but entirely in accordance with his father’s efforts to steer a middle way through the religious minefield that was Europe in the 1610s. James’s matrimonial plans for both Henry and his daughter Princess Elizabeth were disarmingly simple – one should marry into a Catholic royal family and the other into a Protestant, and it didn’t really matter who went where.

Fortunately for Henry, the scheme fell through. According to the English history books, Philip was only prepared to offer his second daughter Maria, rather than the ten-year-old Infanta, Anne of Austria; James took umbrage at this and decided to look elsewhere for a daughter-in-law. The Spanish tell a slightly different story, saying that Philip would not consent to either daughter marrying Prince Henry because the boy refused to accept the Catholic faith.

Whatever the reason, Sir Edmund was back in England by the autumn of 1611, leaving behind the luxurious mansion by the Prado – ‘the fairest and pleasantest house in Madrid’ – where the embassy had lodged.30 He found his formidable mother making plans for his own marriage. Her target
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