

[image: ]





Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Introduction

 


CHAPTER 1 - MERRIE ENGLAND (1520-40)

CHAPTER 2 - CHILD BRIDE, CHILD WIDOW 1540-7

CHAPTER 3 - LADY CAVENDISH 1547

CHAPTER 4 - FAMILY MATTERS 1547-51

CHAPTER 5 - DANGEROUS TIMES 1552-6

CHAPTER 6 - ‘YOUR POOR FRIEND’ 1556-8

CHAPTER 7 - SIR WILLIAM ST LOE 1518-58

CHAPTER 8 - ‘MY OWN SWEET BESS’ 1559-61

CHAPTER 9 - LADY ST LOE IN TROUBLE 1561-5

CHAPTER 10 - A VERY ELIGIBLE WIDOW 1565-9

CHAPTER 11 - A DIFFICULT GUEST 1569-73

CHAPTER 1 2 - A DANGEROUS MATCH 1574-5

CHAPTER 13 - RAISING ARBELLA 1576-8

CHAPTER 14 - ENOUGH TO ALIENATE THE HEART 1578-81

CHAPTER 15 - DISCORD 1582-4

CHAPTER 16 - NO WINNERS 1585-6

CHAPTER 17 - DEATH OF A QUEEN 1586-90

CHAPTER 18 - THE DOWAGER COUNTESS 1590-2

CHAPTER 19 - MORE WINDOW THAN WALL 1592-9

CHAPTER 20 - ‘IN PERFECT HEALTH AND GOOD MEMORY’ 1600-02

CHAPTER 21 - SHARPER THAN A SERPENT’S TOOTH  1602-03

CHAPTER 22 - END OF AN ERA 1603-08

CHAPTER 23 - A LONG ARM. . . 1608 et seq.

APPENDIX 1 - Discussion of Bess of Hardwick’s Date of Birth

APPENDIX 2 - The Office of Wards

APPENDIX 3 - Sir William Cavendish’s Statement to the Star Chamber, August 1557

APPENDIX 4 - What Happened to Bess’s Children and Grandchildren

APPENDIX 5 - Extract from Tree Showing the Relationship between the Brandons  ...

APPENDIX 6 - The Stepchildren of Bess of Hardwick

NOTES

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Acknowledgements

INDEX




ALSO BY MARY S. LOVELL

Straight on till Morning: The Biography of 
Beryl Markham

The Sound of Wings: The Biography of Amelia Earhart

Cast No Shadow: The Spy Who Changed the 
Course of World War II

A Scandalous Life: The Biography of Jane Digby

The Splendid Outcast: The African Short Stories 
of Beryl Markham

A Rage to Live: A Biography of Richard and 
Isabel Burton

The Mitford Girls: The Biography of 
an Extraordinary Family




 
 
 
 
Bess of Hardwick: First Lady of Chatsworth
 
 
MARY S. LOVELL
 
 
Hachette Digital
www.littlebrown.co.uk




This book is dedicated to Deborah, Dowager Duchess of Devonshire with my grateful thanks. Debo, as she prefers to be known, loves and cares for modern-day Chatsworth as Bess did for the original, and she has followed my research into Bess’s life with interest as well as much kind assistance.




THE FAMILY TREE OF BESS

[image: 001]

OF HARDWICK (1527-1608)

[image: 002]




INTRODUCTION

TO MOST PEOPLE WHO HAVE HEARD OF THE WOMAN WHO was born Elizabeth Hardwick in 1527, she is known simply as ‘Bess of Hardwick’ and forever coupled to the jingle, ‘Hardwick Hall, more glass than wall’. This misquotation of a phrase said to have been coined by Robert Cecil referred to the innovative architecture of the new house Bess built for herself on her family property in Derbyshire. Anyone who has ever driven up the M1, north of the city of Nottingham, cannot fail to have seen the gaunt dark ruins of the old Hall at Hardwick dominating the skyline. Behind this structure lies another Hardwick Hall, a jewel of a building, and, amazingly, it remains intact, almost as Bess left it when she died in 1608.

Bess of Hardwick is remembered as a builder of great houses - Chatsworth, Hardwick, Oldcotes - and also as a dynast, for through her children she founded the Dukedoms of Devonshire, Portland and Newcastle, and the Barons Waterpark, and there is probably no aristocratic family in England, including the present monarchy, which does not contain her DNA. But there was far more to Bess than this.

She was born into a family of respectable gentry. They were landowners who lived in comparative comfort, but there was little money. Their land lay on the borders of Derbyshire and Nottinghamshire, remote from London by a journey of a week, and though good for raising sheep it was not especially valuable. In common with most girls of her class, her education was limited and Bess was not blessed with notable beauty. As the third daughter of five surviving children, her marriage settlement when she was married at the age of fifteen was respectable, but not significant. How, then, did this woman rise to become the Countess of Shrewsbury, and the most powerful woman in the land next to Queen Elizabeth I?

The simple answer would be that in her long life - she was over eighty when she died, which was considered an astonishing age in those days when few of her contemporaries reached three score and ten - she had four husbands, through whom she acquired her wealth. This received portrait of Bess was amusingly, though incorrectly, immortalised by Horace Walpole long after her death:Four times the nuptial bed she warmed,  
And every time so well performed,  
That when death spoiled each husband’s billing  
He left the widow every shilling.





In an age when life was more precarious than it is now, Bess was far from being alone in having multiple spouses, yet no other non-royal woman of her times achieved a tenth as much as Bess did. And no other non-royal woman of her times comes down to us through history as a serious achiever. For that was what Bess was: an achiever. And she operated in an age when non-royal women had little education, virtually no legal rights, and were almost considered chattels of their husbands. How did she do it? I wanted to know.

In 1996 my literary agent and dear friend, the late Robert Ducas, suggested Bess of Hardwick as a subject for a biography. At that  time I was deeply involved in other projects and I did no more than file the suggestion away with other ‘possibles’. Five years later, Deborah, now the Dowager Duchess of Devonshire and widow of one of Bess’s direct descendants, independently suggested to me that Bess was a very underrated personality.

Some basic exploratory research revealed that much of what had already been written about Bess concerned her life from middle age onwards, after she had married her fourth husband. I decided, when I first undertook to write this biography, to concentrate as far as possible on the early, unknown and unexplored parts of her life to discover how she developed into a formidably successful and frighteningly practical grand dame.

I first drew up a bibliography and followed this with a schedule of accepted academic research routes. One thing led to another, and after a while the known-about facts in published works began to give way to original material. At this stage satisfying chunks of new information began to appear. Major ‘finds’ are rare in historical research, and the work mostly consists of looking for pieces, as in a jigsaw, which will fit together with material already well known about, and explain some fact or facts in a new and more enlightened way. Serendipity often plays a major role, too. Browsing through a second-hand bookshop on a rare day off one might come across a book one did not know existed and an item in the index that points the way to a reference missed by previous researchers. Or someone met at a dinner party might steer one in a new direction. Both of these things happened to me while researching this book. But the most important piece of serendipity concerned my own family - or, to be strictly accurate, the family of my late husband.

Less was known about Bess’s enigmatic third husband, Sir William St Loe, and their time together than almost any other period of her adult life. The surname St Loe is not a common one, yet when I read his name it was not unfamiliar to me. I could not think why this should be, but the name of his family home provided a clue: Sutton Court, in the village of Chew Magna, in the  county of Somerset. My husband’s maternal family has one of those old Tudor tombs in the ancient church of St Andrew at Chew Magna. The colourfully painted effigy of Francis Baber is set on a marble bier next to and slightly higher than that of his wife, Anne. There they have lain in quiet harmony through the centuries, clad in their Sunday-best robes, immaculately ruffed at neck and wrists, hands permanently joined in prayer, surrounded by family crests, pious words and symbolic carvings. Every decade or so our family holds a world reunion, and invariably this is held at Chew Magna with a service in the family chapel. I vaguely recalled that the name St Loe was somehow associated with this church, so, having already attacked the libraries and archives of the Bodleian in Oxford, the British Library in London, the Public Record Office at Kew, and the Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington, DC, I lowered my sights and looked in my own library at home, at the research my husband and a cousin had once made into his family history.

Immediately the name St Loe cropped up, because the two families - the Babers and the St Loes - were neighbouring landowners at Chew, and had intermarried on several occasions in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. My husband’s family acquired Sutton Court from the St Loe family by marriage, lost it while supporting the wrong side in the Civil War, purchased it back from the Crown after the Restoration, and then lost it again through marriage into the Strachey family, who still own it. And, somewhat to my astonishment, without moving from my own home, I found among these books and papers more information on Sir William St Loe than had ever been previously published about him. I subsequently followed up this cache of information by researching the St Loe family in local and county archives in Wiltshire, Gloucestershire and Somerset to confirm what I had found. It is always immensely comforting when a new piece of information is verified by an unrelated source.

Apart from this wholly delightful and unexpected personal  bonus, the research into Bess’s life has been a joy. The Tudor period has been an abiding interest of mine for as long as I can remember. But I can recall once, in the early days of my work, waking in the small hours, and wondering uneasily what I had taken on. After all, almost four hundred years had passed since Bess’s death and there had already been several biographies written.

So what were the chances that I would find anything new, especially as I imagined that not much in the way of original documentation would have survived the ensuing four centuries? Apart from the great public libraries mentioned previously, the Duke and Duchess of Devonshire generously offered access to their extensive archives at Chatsworth, as did the Marquess of Bath at Longleat. And, to my surprise, far from a dearth of surviving documentation I found a positive glut. At first, whenever I found a relevant document - whether previously known or not known about - and wherever permitted, I photocopied the original to work on (to transcribe into modern English for ease of use while writing). When this was not possible I made a longhand or typed transcript. In the case of the great archive of printed matter contained in the Calendars of State Papers I photocopied the printed word. I then filed each of these documents in date order, in a series of lever-arch files. I was not too far into my researches before I had filled fourteen of these files dating from 1500 to 1610, and I realised that if I was not prepared to move to a larger house I had better be more circumspect in what I collected. It is no exaggeration to say that there are more surviving documents concerning Bess and her connections than there are about some modern-day subjects upon whom I have worked.

Every research project has its unique difficulties. In this case it was not the quantity of material available, but reading that material. The problems ranged from handwriting styles, inconsistent and archaic spelling, incomprehensible words, fading ink, crumbling parchments and, not least, the fact that some formal documents such as court hearings and inquisition post mortems  were written in Latin. It was impractical, given the restrictions of publishing a commercial book and the cost of accommodation in cities such as London and Oxford, to sit in libraries and archives spending a day or more per document when there were hundreds to be read. So wherever possible I worked on photocopies at home. These were pored over with the aid of a very strong light and the largest magnifying glass I could lay hands on.

Because of the sheer number of documents, this involved a significant amount of eye strain, and even so some proved impossible fully to decipher. And when this occurred I decided to seek some professional assistance for at least the more difficult documents, and especially for those written in Latin, the contents of which, with dimly recollected shreds of school Latin, I could only guess at.

I asked the Public Record Office staff, at Kew, if they knew of an expert in the early modern period, based in Gloucestershire. They suggested a freelancer, Christine Leighton, who worked for them transcribing sixteenth-century documents. If I could pay her usual hourly fee, they thought she would be prepared to help. I wrote to Christine and she telephoned me. She said that she was interested in my proposition, but that she no longer lived at the address I had written to for she had just moved to live with her recently widowed father. ‘Where are you living now?’ I asked. ‘Across the road from you,’ she replied. Her father was my neighbour, and owned a cottage directly opposite my house. Indeed, I could see her front door from my study window. If this is not serendipity at work, it is difficult to know what else to call it.

There was another problem in research: the spelling of names was phonetic in Tudor documents, and hence erratic. For example the name St Loe was spelled in different documents (and sometimes even in the same document) as: St Lowe, St Loo, Sentlow, Sentloo, Seyntlowe, Sentloe, Santlo, Senteloo, Sayntlo, Sanctlo and St Cloo, with a number of other variations. For Hardwick I also had to check for: Hardwycke, Herdvyk, Herdwyke, Hardweeke etc., and  the surname Frecheville was sometimes Fressheville, Fretteswell, Fretchvylle or Frytteville. This made searching through archive indexes a tedious business, since I had about thirty primary names on my search list.

Very few personalities in history, outside royal circles, have had blow-by-blow details of their marital problems preserved in the collection of State papers. But that is what happened to Bess and her fourth husband, the Earl of Shrewsbury. It was like the clash of two titans, involving the Court and many senior government ministers such as Lord Burghley, Francis Walsingham and the Earl of Leicester. Queen Elizabeth herself found it necessary to intervene on occasion, once ordering the protagonists to behave themselves for the sake of appearances at least. They rarely spoke directly to each other, so, fortunately for us, their differences survive in a series of explosive letters.

Very early in my research it became obvious that many previous biographers (mostly male) portrayed Bess as a hard and scheming woman who managed to get her hands on the fortunes of four weak or gullible, but always rich husbands with the sole aim of creating a mega-rich dynasty of her own. This is only partly correct. Bess was ambitious, certainly, and she was hugely successful. We know how, in our own times, people who make such fortunes enrich themselves and their families and those close to them, but they also make enemies of others who are not swept along on the tide of that fortune. Inevitably, Bess made some powerful adversaries, and the emotional opinions of these enemies have coloured her reputation down the centuries.

My research, however, reveals her as a highly energetic woman who used her abilities and native intelligence to rise above a relatively indifferent start in life and to overcome vicissitudes that would have daunted a lesser personality. Through a natural charm, rather than beauty, she attracted four personable husbands: three of whom were strong and powerful men, each one richer than his predecessor. Two of them, at least, were romantically in love with her  when they married, and Bess returned their affection in full. Towards the end of her long life, widowed and in control of her own fortune, Bess had become - second only to the Queen - the richest and therefore the most powerful woman in the country. But she was also liked and respected, and as a widow in the last two decades of her life she was able to significantly increase her fortune, when, clearly, there was no masculine influence at work. In fact it would be fair to say that she succeeded even more spectacularly without the restraining hand of a man.

The best-known portrait of Bess is one painted when she was about sixty, and is a powerful image of a shrewd, intelligent woman. The original of this is lost. There is a copy at Hardwick Hall, her home until her death, which is thought to be taken from the original by Rowland Lockey. And there is another copy, owned by the National Portrait Gallery,a which has far more detail, and more expression. In this version there is a slight upward twitch in the corners of the mouth, making the subject look wryly amused and a little less forbidding. At her left temple there is an enlarged vein, and her ropes of magnificent pearls are graduated in colour, whereas in the Hardwick version the pearls are all cream.

In both examples, however, this portrait has had the effect of making people think of Bess in terms of the powerful woman she became in later life. There is no hint here of a laughing, dancing young Bess who captivated four highly eligible men, three of whom moved in Court circles, close to the monarchy, and the last of whom bore the resounding title of Earl Marshal of England.

I hope that in this book I have been successful in illuminating the experiences of this younger Bess. What I can say for certain is that we know more about Bess of Hardwick than we know about any other non-royal woman of the Tudor age. Hers is a truly remarkable story.





CHAPTER 1

MERRIE ENGLAND (1520-40)

LITTLE BESS HARDWICK NEVER KNEW HER FATHER. HE DIED at the age of thirty-three, when Bess was still a babe in arms.1

Bess was a fighter from the start, for whether born into a palace or a cottage, life for any sixteenth-century child was uncertain. Almost half of all babies died within twelve months of birth,2 and for those who survived that critical first year - tightly bound and swaddled for the first six months to ensure straight limbs - plagues and occasional epidemics were a constant danger as they grew. Childhood was rarely entirely carefree. Girls in particular, dressed in restrictive clothing that was a miniature replica of their mothers’, were taught never to be idle, and such education as there was for a girl, non-existent among the poorer classes, had but one aim: preparing her to be a good wife, homemaker and mother. This was the ordained lot of the daughter born to John and Elizabeth Hardwick sometime between June and November in the year 1527, at the small manor farmhouse in Hardwick, Derbyshire.3

At the time of Bess’s birth, thirty-six-year-old King Henry VIII and his wife Queen Catherine of Aragon were on the throne. The royal couple had been married for eighteen years, and between  1510 and 1520 the Queen had given birth to six babies, four of them boys. Two further pregnancies had ended before full term. But from this incessant round of conception and birth only one infant had survived: the Princess Mary, born in 1516. Everyone knew how much the king longed for - needed - a son, but the only son who lived beyond a month was the one he fathered by one of the Queen’s ladies-in-waiting, Elizabeth Blount, in 1525.b The Queen was now past her child-bearing years and in that summer and autumn of 1527, although the people of England were not yet aware of it, the King had begun seeking ways to have his marriage legally annulled. He was infatuated with yet another lady-in-waiting, Anne Boleyn, who was young enough to give him sons. Such things were outside the lives of the Hardwick family, and yet they would be swept up, as was everyone, high-born or low, in the changes that would come about as a result of the King’s secret passion.

Initially, the Hardwick baby, christened Elizabeth after her mother, grandmother and great-grandmother, but always known as Bess, would have been a disappointment to her parents. The Hardwicks already had four daughters,c but had only one son, James, born in April 1526, so they needed a second boy to secure the future of the family estate. However, we know from her later history and correspondence that Elizabeth Hardwick was a good, sensible mother, who loved and cared for all her children. She soon recovered from having another girl, and she was still young; there was time enough to have boys.d

The Hardwicks lived on the property from which John Hardwick’s forebears had taken their name. Of no particular importance in the world, their half-timbered home, typical of its time, with barnyards, stables and a dovecot yard,4 stood four-square on a rocky hilltop, giving it some prominence on the local skyline at least. The Hardwick family had lived on this land for at least two centuries by 1527,5 by which time they farmed 450 acres in Derbyshire, and received rents on a further 100 acres in Lincolnshire,6 The Hall and some lands were held ‘in fealty’ to Sir John Savage for an annual peppercorn rent of ‘twelve pence, one pound of cumin, one pound of pepper and one clove a year’.7  Further lands were leased from the Savages.

John Hardwick’s lineage can be traced back to King Edward I of England and his Queen, Eleanor of Castile,e but by 1527 the Hardwick family had no pretensions to greatness, they were simply gentlemen farmers, respectable and locally respected, and with a few useful, if distant, good family connections. In the parlance of a later century they were country squires, or minor gentry, and in 1520 things must have been going well for the newly married twenty-five-year-old John Hardwick. He began to build, converting the original medieval farmhouse into a manor house.8

There are only a few surviving documents relating to Bess Hardwick’s childhood, but it is possible to speculate about the world she lived in, and what were, inevitably, her childhood experiences. Following custom, Bess would have been baptised on the very first Sunday or Holy Day following her birth, having been carried to the local church of St John the Baptist at nearby Ault Hucknall by her godparents: two women and one man for a girl child. After being ‘crossed’ with sacred oil on the shoulders and chest, and the sign of the cross made in her right hand, she would have been dipped three times in holy water and then, having been named and received into the Church, the baby was considered safe from the devil and all his works.

Elizabeth Hardwick did not attend this ceremony because custom decreed that a new mother must have a month’s lying-in. It was two weeks before she was even allowed to sit up after giving birth. And when the month was up she could not resume conjugal relations, or go visiting, until after she was ‘churched’. So while baby Bess was being baptised, Elizabeth waited in bed at home, dressed for receiving, the house decorated with fresh strewing herbs and, since it was summer or early autumn, fresh flowers. A christening feast was prepared for those who had attended the service. Even in the poorest homes money was somehow found for this celebration, and in the home of a gentleman, as John Hardwick was, such a public occasion would normally call for food and drink to be liberally dispensed: ‘all things fine against the christening day’, contemporary fashion decreed. ‘Sugar, biscuits, comfits and caraways, marmalade and marchpane, must fill the pockets of dainty dames’.9

On arrival at the parents’ house the principal guests and godparents went first to the lying-in chamber to congratulate and honour the mother, gifts and blessings were bestowed upon the child, and then all the women - family, friends and neighbours - would crowd into the lying-in chamber to gossip and enjoy the occasion. This custom was called ‘a Gossiping’, and in a popular catchphrase of the day a person was said to be ‘as drunk as women at a gossiping’.

It was strongly believed that sexual intercourse was damaging to breast-milk and therefore to the suckling child, so a breastfeeding mother would normally abstain from sex for some months at least. James Hardwick was born in June 1526, Bess twelve to fifteen months later in the summer or autumn of 1527, and their mother was already pregnant again in January 1528.10 From this childbearing history it is reasonably safe to assume that Elizabeth employed wet nurses to suckle her babies. So many women were constantly pregnant and infant mortality so high it was not difficult, for those who could afford it, to find a woman glad of the additional income she could earn by wet-nursing. Usually a wet nurse would have been the wife of a tenant or some other local person that the mother could trust.

These are extrapolations of what we can safely assume would have happened to little Bess. What we know for sure about that first year of her life is that her father died before she was seven months old. He was ill for about three weeks in January 1528, and whatever ailed him was serious enough for him to make provisions for his family and direct his own funeral arrangements. At his own request he was buried ‘in the Arch betwixt the chancel and the new aisle’ in the church of Ault Hucknall,11 No gravestone survives, but some fragments remain of what was once a painted-glass memorial window, commissioned by Elizabeth to commemorate John Hardwick’s life and honourable stature in the community.12 These were later incorporated into a nineteenth-century window, but the Hardwick coat of arms, and the words ‘bono’ and ‘Joh . . . is’ are all that is left of the original inscription, ‘Orate pro bono statu Johannis Hardwyk generosi et uxoris ejus’.f To the parson, John Hardwick left ‘my best beast’ to pay for his ‘mortuary’, and for funeral expenses such as candles, bread and ale ‘on the day’. To Sir John Savage, effectively his liege lord, he bequeathed ‘my young white gelding, unbroken’. Apart from these and a few small offerings to the mother church, all John Hardwick’s thoughts were for his wife and children.13

Elizabeth Hardwick was twenty-eight years old when her husband died. She was a gentlewoman, the daughter of Thomas Leake of Hasland, which was only a few hours’ ride away from Hardwick Hall.g14 Furthermore, John Hardwick’s younger brother Roger lived at Hardwick and seems to have acted as some sort of farm manager,15 so, saving Elizabeth’s natural grief at the loss of her husband, with family from both sides living close at hand, being left with so many small dependants should not, in itself, have been an insurmountable problem. With high prevailing mortality rates few men or women took for granted that they would live out the biblical span of three score years and ten. 16 Widowhood was a constant possibility for both sexes, as was subsequent remarriage. The Hardwick farm was a well-established one, and had clearly been successful enough to allow John Hardwick to consider a fairly ambitious new building programme seven years earlier. What was against Elizabeth Hardwick’s survival was the law of the land, which could make her under-age son a ward and appropriate her husband’s lands and income for the Crown exchequer.

Soon after the New Year in 1528, when John Hardwick realised he was likely to die, his son and heir James was only eighteen months old. John had been in a similar situation himself, for his father had died in 1507 when John was only twelve. He and his brother had escaped being made wards of court because prior to his death his father had cleverly set up a form of Trust. That is, he made over his lands and property to friendly trustees or ‘feoffees’, including Sir John Savage, who obligingly returned the lands to John when he reached his majority. On 6 January 1528, John Hardwick attempted to do the same thing by ‘giving’ the estate to his brother Roger and seven feoffees for a term of twenty years.17  When he made his will on 9 January, three weeks before he died,18  John referred to this gift, but no deed had been drawn up so it was probably an ad hoc arrangement, cobbled together by a very sick man with his anxious friends and relatives,h gathered round his bedside all wanting to help.

All landowners were subject to an Inquisition Post Mortem, that is, an investigation, held some months following a death, concerning any properties the deceased person owned or had owned by courtesy of the Crown during their lifetime. An escheator was assigned to ascertain how the lands and properties had been acquired by the deceased, whether any others had an interest in them (widows’ dower rights and jointures were respected), and sundry information such as the name and age of the heir. It was a method of keeping track of all landholdings and properties.

John Hardwick’s Inquisition Post Mortem, held on 2 October 1528, some nine months after his death, reveals that his plan to place Hardwick in trust for his son was at first successful. The escheator accepted the statements provided by the witnesses, and no query was raised in respect of the gift to the feoffees. But many months later in an exchequer office in London, a sharp-eyed clerk noticed something untoward in the Inquisition report.

By this time another child, Alice, had been born to Elizabeth, who must have had her hands full with so many small children to care for; three of them were under three and one of these was only a few weeks old. It is probable that her other four children were equally narrowly spaced in age. Initially, life at Hardwick would have gone on much as before, being managed by Roger Hardwick and his fellow executors.

By November 1529, almost two years after John Hardwick’s death, and more than a year since the Inquisition Post Mortem, Elizabeth and the feoffees must have believed the estate was secure against the Office of Wards. But when Bess was just over two years old the matter was reopened.

Henry VIII by the Grace of God, King of England and France, defender of the faith and Lord of Ireland to his beloved and faithful John Gyfford, and his beloved John Vernon esquire, and Anthony Babbington esquire, greetings.

Know that we have assigned you . . . to enquire by the oath of worthy and true men of Derby . . . by whom the truth of the matter can be better known, what lands and tenements John Hardwycke of Hardwyke Hall, deceased, . . . held both in demesne and in service, in the county aforesaid, on the day which the same John died. And how much of others, and by what service, and how much those lands are valued . . . and on  what day the said John died and who is the next heir and what age. We command that [on] a certain day and place which you will have provided,i to this diligently make inquisition . . . and [the answers] being clearly and openly made, we order you to send these without delay to us in the Chancery under your seals . . .’19



John Vernon of Haddon Hall and Anthony Babington were neighbours and friends, so doubtless Elizabeth Hardwick soon learned about this frightening new development. The triumvirate of commissioners appears to have stalled for a surprisingly long time considering that the King’s seal was on the assignment, and matters were further complicated when Roger Hardwick died unmarried, in the spring of 1530, just two years after his brother’s death. The inquiry was finally held on 8 September of that year, and concentrated on the nature of the so-called gift. Testifying before the court, some neighbours, ‘four gentlemen and nine yeomen’,j swore under oath: ‘that for a long time before the aforesaid John Hardwycke died a certain Roger Hardwycke was seized in his demesne of one messuage called Hardwycke Hall together with its lands including others at Estwheytt, Heth, and Owlecotes. And that when he [Roger] died he left everything to his nephew James Hardwick .20

Despite this gallant lie the commissioners found that John Hardwick’s property had legally passed directly to his son, and not to his brother Roger or the seven feoffees. They overturned the findings of the original inquisition, and the Hardwick estate, including responsibility for the welfare, education and ultimate marriage of young James, was taken into the control of the Office of Wards.k Elizabeth Hardwick was entitled to petition wealthy friends or relatives to purchase the wardship, but as it subsequently went to an outsider, it appears that she could not persuade anyone to do so.

The Hardwicks could claim distant kinship with a number of rich aristocratic families, which included that of the Duke of Suffolk.l  Through their cousins the Wingfields, they were also distantly related to Thomas Grey, Marquess of Dorset, and yet another branch connected them to the Earls of Derby. These august contacts were either not applied to, or ignored the plea for help, or perhaps in the end Elizabeth was not given enough time to contact them.

Prenuptial agreements called Marriage Jointures were common, but it is not known what arrangements had been made for Elizabeth, or what she had brought to her marriage by way of dowry, which would have remained her own property after her husband’s death. But Elizabeth had, by inalienable right, her widow’s dower: that is, one-third of all income accruing from the estate. In his will John Hardwick specifically stated that he left Hardwick Hall and its lands and woods ‘to the said Elizabeth my wife to have, hold and occupy to her own use . . . during the term of her life’.

Despite this, one-third of Hardwick and its demesne lands was retained by the Crown and rented back to Elizabeth, who thus had control of two-thirds of the Hardwick lands. The remainder was sold in wardship to John Bugby, the clerk assigned by the Chancery to record the inquisition before Messrs Gyfford, Vernon and Babington. While engaged on his assignment Bugby evidently recognised a good profitable opportunity, and he had none of the finer feelings of the neighbouring gentlemen. He was one of Henry VIII’s ‘new men’, one of many in that reign who recognised profitable commercial advantages within the law. He was not necessarily a villain or a cruel man; simply an opportunist. When the decision was made to sell the eighteen-year wardship of James Hardwick (reckoned to generate £5 a year in income) for the sum of £20, he applied immediately.21

With her income severely reduced, life for Elizabeth Hardwick and her young family became difficult. Not only would someone have to be paid to run what remained of the estate, but rent had to be paid for the lands leased back from the Crown. Elizabeth may also have been able to rent back the lands in the wardship, for what would a clerk be wanting with land other than to make money by it? But the fact remains that what had been a prosperous farm when John Hardwick was alive and working it himself with his brother’s help would have barely provided Elizabeth and her seven children with even a basic living after his death.

No doubt her family, the Leakes, helped where they could, but less than three years after John’s death Elizabeth did what most widows and widowers of the day did in similar circumstances. She looked for another partner to share her burden. A woman with so many small children, and a farm encumbered until young James reached his majority, was not an especially good catch. Nevertheless, she was a personable, educated woman of good local family.22 Her second husband was Ralph Leche. The Leche family lived at Chatsworth, an estate some twenty miles from Hardwick, and they were part of the same social circle as the Hardwicks. Indeed Elizabeth’s baby, Alice Hardwick, born about seven months after her father’s death, would ultimately marry into the Leche family. From letters, account books and documents of the period we know that the gentry of the area called on each other frequently. 23 So the Hardwicks would have been on visiting terms with Derbyshire families of equal rank which included the Vernons, Babingtons, and Leches, the Folijambes of Barlborough, the  Frechevilles of Stavely, and the Knivetons (who were also cousins) of Mercaston.

Ralph Leche was a younger son; he owned a few odd pieces of land and some leases, but he had no significant property of his own.24 The marriage was likely to have been as much a convenient arrangement as a love match. The Leakes must have been very concerned about their widowed daughter and fatherless grandchildren, and the Leche family anxious to better the lot of a younger son. While it would be eighteen years before the Hardwick estate was free of the Office of Wards and returned to young James, the manor house and Elizabeth’s dower, at least, were sacrosanct during her lifetime.

After the marriage Ralph Leche took on the management of the encumbered Hardwick lands. Elizabeth was a fecund wife and was to have three further daughters by her second husband, Elizabeth, Jane and Margaret Leche, half-sisters to Bess and her siblings. As an adult Bess was very fond of all these girls, especially Jane, who was some five years her junior. So it would appear that Bess’s childhood, spent growing up with her half-sisters, was a reasonably happy one. A house full of children is rarely miserable unless the adults are unhappy, and there is absolutely no evidence pointing to that at Hardwick Hall. Furthermore, since she was only two years old when her mother remarried, it is likely that Bess regarded Ralph Leche as her father.

Hardwick’s hilltop situation is an extremely pleasant one for at least three-quarters of the year. The Hardwick and Leche children would have enjoyed good fresh air with plenty of space to run and play. Many of the games that children of the first half of the sixteenth century played, with home-made toys made by older members of the family and servants, or bought from pedlars, are familiar to us still: hoops (from old barrels) and sticks, the bat and ball, spinning tops and whips, skittles, bows and arrows, shuttlecock and battledore. Girls had stiff little dolls and toy animals such as lambs; boys had model ships, whittled from wood or moulded in  tin, hobby horses and slingshots. They played hide-and-seek and leapfrog and chanted nursery rhymes. At the bottom of the steep hill was a millstream to swim in, on hot summer days. One can imagine Bess playing with her siblings: a slight, blue-eyed, pale-skinned child, her long, red, naturally curling hair worn loose under a ‘neat’ round cap of the sort she later prescribed for her own children.25

Even as a small child Bess would have dressed as her mother did, in a gown (or overdress) worn over a kirtle, worn over a chemise. A plain washable apron covered the gown for everyday domestic tasks. The gown would be lined with linen for summer, in warm kersey for winter, all made by the women and servants of the household. Knitted hose reached above the knee and were tied with garters, and shoes were slipper-like, bought from pedlars, or perhaps during a rare visit to Derby or Nottingham. For feast days and celebrations, Bess, like her mother, would have had a ‘best’ gown, perhaps banded with satin or velvet ribbon, probably handed down from one of her elder sisters. As she grew older this best gown would have been worn with a more decorative headdress for special occasions.

Though their financial circumstances were straitened, living in the country as they did Bess’s family would have enjoyed a good basic diet. Derbyshire was then, and remains, sheep country; there was mutton from the farm, and occasionally beef and pork. There was game such as hare, rabbit and wood pigeon. There would always be pigeons from the dovecote, hens too old to lay, and capons fattened for the table. The millstream provided fresh fish, and to supplement the protein there would be whatever root vegetables, pulses and brassicas grew in the garden (no potatoes then, of course), and wheat and barley products, as well as honey from the hives. The day began with a breakfast consisting of bread and home-brewed ale for adults, and bread and milk for children. A light ale was generally drunk in preference to water at all times, because water supplies could rarely be totally relied upon to be untainted, especially in summer months.

The Tudor garden needed to be productive; there were shops in the towns and cities but in rural Derbyshire self-sufficiency was the order of the day. A herb garden was a necessity, since herbs were widely used in all aspects of cooking, medicine and sundry housewifely tasks. All homes of any substance also grew fruit trees, apples of a variety dating back to the Roman occupation over a millennium earlier for cooking and eating, and crab apples for jellies and jams. Cherries, pears and figs for dessert were common. A good housewife prided herself on her pantry preserves of fruit and vegetable produce, stored against the iron-hard winters when there was little fresh food to be had. But no Tudor house worth mentioning was without a small flower garden, planted with forget-me-nots and gillyflowers, primroses and cowslips, pansies and roses, sops-in-wine and lavender, woodbine and love-lies-bleeding. These eased the heart and scented the home.

At the age of five (at just about the time that the unpopular new Queen, Anne Boleyn, gave birth to a daughter, the Princess Elizabeth), Bess would have been obliged to join her elder sisters in lessons at her mother’s knee. Good manners and deportment were expected of a girl growing up in the house of a gentleman, even one in reduced circumstances, but these were absorbed rather than formally taught. There were often older unmarried women of the family - grandmothers, unmarried sisters and widowed aunts - living in Tudor homes who were involved in such day-to-day instruction. Bad or disobedient behaviour merited corporal punishment .26

Bess’s handwriting as an adult, like her mother’s, lacks the sophisticated flourishes of trained secretaries and clerks but it is the more readable for that, and it improved throughout her adult life, indicating a degree of self-education. Her spelling is idiomatic, but no worse than that of her peers; better than most, in fact, and her writing style is articulate and flowing. She always managed to express herself clearly, both in business matters and in personal correspondence. The handwriting of her brother James, who would  have had, one assumes, a superior education with a private tutor, is far less fluent.

Standard lessons in the Tudor schoolroom for boys and girls consisted of reading and writing with the help of a hornbook,m  arithmetic, rhetoric, deportment and religious studies. Children in gentle households may have been offered music and the chance to learn to play an instrument. The ability to play a lute, the virginals or harp was a definite social asset and anyone - male or female - with the least pretensions to culture needed to play an instrument. The only form of regular entertainment that existed was the home-made variety, with family and guests playing or taking part in singing after dinner. If they hoped to go on to university, older boys would expect to learn geometry, astronomy and logic from a hired tutor. In any gentleman’s home in Tudor times, the education of a daughter was primarily aimed to prepare her for service in a noble household or at least with a family of higher social standing than her own, with the ultimate aim of making a good marriage. It is probable that Bess learned to play the virginals (an early form of spinet), since she always had one of these keyboard instruments in her homes as an adult, and she made sure her daughters and granddaughters learned to play as well.

We do not know precisely what Hardwick looked like when Bess was growing up, only that it had been improved and extended by her father prior to her birth. But we do know how the houses of gentlemen of the period were furnished. Indoor walls were covered in a white limewash, and were invariably hung with tapestries or arras, a practical as well as decorative solution in large unheated houses. Sometimes beautiful works of art, these items were likely to have been made by the women of the household, and were handed down as treasured heirlooms. The subjects were usually biblical, though the figures were often clothed in contemporary dress and thus one might find Ruth and Naomi dressed in farthingales, or the baby Jesus lying in a cradle with Henry Tudor’s coat of arms carved upon it. Bess was taught this sort of needlework from her earliest years, and we know that she must have heeded her instructor, for she was to become a needlewoman of more than average ability.27

Bess’s mother had servants,n though we do not know how many, or what they did. But in any household below that of rich aristocrats, all the women of the house, including girls, would help with the indoor chores of baking, washing and cleaning, dusting and polishing, spinning, weaving and sewing. Outdoors a housewife was generally also responsible for poultry-keeping, bee-keeping (for honey and beeswax), looking after the dovecote, and the herb garden. All these housewifery tasks would have been part of the education of Bess and her sisters, but as they were the daughters of a gentleman, the obligation would not have been abused.

This local background to Bess’s childhood needs to be viewed against national changes, which, although mainly affecting the great and the good, had repercussions throughout the land and at all levels of society. Bess was still a toddler in 1529 when the King effectively began what ultimately became the reformation of the Church in England, yet as an adult she would find herself very much part of the world of those most concerned with these great changes. She must have grown up hearing constant gossip about the King, his plundering of the monasteries, his womanising, his second marriage to Queen Anne Boleyn, the birth of the Princess Elizabeth, and the change in status of the Princess Mary to ‘the Lady Mary’.

Bess was nine when ‘the old Queen’, Catherine of Aragon, died - from a broken heart, many said. This was swiftly followed by the scarcely believable news of the trial and execution of Queen Anne Boleyn, and then, almost before her body was interred - indeed before many people in the provinces had even learned of her death - the King married yet again, to Jane Seymour, and the Princess Elizabeth was demoted to being called ‘the Lady Elizabeth’. At least Queen Jane was a virtuous lady, and she quickly gave birth to a prince. Finally, the King had the son he wanted. Now perhaps he would settle down. But within weeks the poor Queen died of puerperal fever, the fear and dread of every woman of childbearing age.

By the time Bess was eleven years old, the English countryside was in turmoil as the Dissolution of the Monasteries reached its height. Huge tracts of land were sold off to rich landowners. People had always grumbled about and humorously denigrated the lavish excesses and arrogance of the inhabitants of certain religious houses who preached one sort of life and lived another. Of particular irritation was the selling of indulgences to sinners. Even so, these monks and clergymen were the representatives of the Church, and, as such, surely of God? If respect for the King, the Church and one’s betters was the warp of Tudor society, then fear and superstition was the weft. Many said the King, and perhaps the people of England too, would be punished for such a flagrant overturning of the Church. Perhaps they would be excommunicated - then they would burn in hellfire for eternity. Perhaps they would be visited by a plague in retribution. What was it all for?

How much did all this matter to Bess the child? We know that as an adult she grew up always with a watchful eye to political expediency. The Hardwick and Leche families evidently obeyed the edicts of the King and worshipped according to the new instructions, for Bess and her family would become ardent adherents of the reformed religion. (They were not, at this time, called  ‘Protestants’, which was a foreign word imported from Germany,o  and not in everyday use in sixteenth-century England.28 However, for the sake of clarity, the term ‘Protestant’ as we now understand it is used throughout this book.)

Initially the changes would have made a surprisingly small difference to provincial worshippers. Henry did not wish to overturn the actual method of worship, only to acquire the vast riches of the Church and establish himself as the head of the Church in his own realm. In a modest country church the differences would have been scarcely noticeable in the first instance, but in 1539 - only three years after William Tyndale had been martyred for writing the translation - Henry ordered that a copy of the English Bible be placed in every parish church. Now, at last, the people of England who could read could understand for themselves what the Bible actually said, instead of relying upon the interpretation of a priest.

But how could this eleven-year-old country girl have possibly guessed that within a decade she would become one of the main beneficiaries of the downfall of the old Church, and furthermore that it would set her out on a life which would eventually make her the second most powerful woman in the land?




CHAPTER 2

CHILD BRIDE, CHILD WIDOW 1540-7

BESS WAS ABOUT TWELVE WHEN SHE WAS SENT AWAY FROM home. The practice of sending gently born children from the age of ten upwards into service at the homes of richer families was well established throughout the Tudor period. Though their parents more often than not paid a premium for their board, the children acted as pages, gentlemen ushers and junior ladies-in-waiting, performing such light duties as running errands, sewing, writing letters, attending at a lady’s toilette, wardrobe duties, entertaining young children of the household, and generally making themselves useful and pleasant company. In return they received their keep, and sometimes a small amount of pocket money.

This service must not be confused with servitude in the modern sense of the word; they were not servants per se. In superior establishments young people learned to dance, and take part in hunting and hawking. As they grew older they acted as companions of the family in all the amusements and sports that the house had to offer. They were always treated with the respect of their birthright, and formed part of the household. This is reflected in contemporary  literature; for example in Shakespeare’s plays a lord will address his gentleman servants as ‘gentle sirs’, and requests things of them rather than issuing orders. Lifelong trust and friendships often resulted from such relationships.

The system also taught young people, if it had not already been dinned into them, what was acceptable behaviour outside their own family, how to behave when no allowances would be made for familial attachment, how to get on with strangers, how to please a superior, how to manage servants, and how to make social contacts. Tudor society still operated on almost feudal, patriarchal lines, with the principle of service i.e. knight service, as a central tenet.1 The children of untitled gentry served in the houses of knights, those of a knight could enter the service of an earl, and the offspring of an earl might wait upon a duke or a prince. What young people gained from this was, in fact, an informal apprenticeship in the art of the courtier.

Parents attempted to place their children with the most influential connections they had. Such relationships were all-important when a well-placed friend or cousin could sway a court judgement, assist in a money-making scheme, make an important introduction at Court, seek a favour, find a position at Court for a son or promote a daughter’s favourable marriage. And kinship, no matter how distant, was generally respected over almost all other considerations. A family with no great material possessions but with a good network of powerful connections was considered as important as a rich family without. Rich parents would happily marry their children into a poor but well-connected family in order to gain access to such a network.

Bess was sent to the Zouche family of Codnor Castle in Derbyshire. Lady Zouche (formerly Anne Gainsford) was a distant cousin of the Hardwicks and the Leakes, and prior to her marriage had been a lady-in-waiting to two Queens, Anne Boleyn and Jane Seymour, so Bess’s ‘training’ in such a household would have been of a superior type. Her service with the Zouche family took her from  the wilds of Derbyshire to London: a journey which took up to a week on horseback, and an exciting experience for a country child. Perhaps Elizabeth Leche gave Bess the same parting advice as her contemporary, Lady Lisle, gave to her daughter in similar circumstances: ‘Serve God, and please my Lord and Lady, and so doing I think the cost of you well employed and . . . keep you a good maiden.’2

The facts about Bess’s time with the Zouche family, which led to her childhood marriage, have come down to us in the form of oral history, captured and written down by the antiquarian Nathaniel Johnson in 1692 when he was researching and writing a seven-volume biography of the Earls of Shrewsbury at Chatsworth. Since this was only eighty-four years after Bess’s death, a matter of two or three generations, it is likely to contain elements of truth, but as with the game of Chinese Whispers, it is difficult to know just how much. Johnson writes that he was told the story by ‘two old men’ who were locals at Chatsworth. It is reasonable to assume that they learned it from their parents, for whom gossip about the lady of the manor would have been the breath of life. This is what they told him:Bess’s marriage was accomplished by her being at London, attending the Lady Zouch at such time as Mr Barlow lay sick there of a Chronical Distemper. In which time this young gentlewoman making him many visits upon account of their neighbourhood in the country, and out of kindness to him, being very solicitous to afford him all the help she was able to do in his sickness, ordering his diet and attendance, being then young and very handsome, he fell in love with her, of whose great affections to her she made such advantage, that for lack of issue by her, he settled a large inheritance in lands upon herself and her heirs, which by his death a short time after, she fully enjoyed.3





Parts of this story are demonstrably true. Bess’s marriage to young Robert Barlow of Barlow (sometimes spelled Barley)p who was the son of a neighbour in Derbyshire, and Robert’s death within a relatively short time of their marriage, are historical facts. Whether Bess cared for Robert while he was ill is not known, but it is quite possible. Helping to nurse a sick member of the household is exactly the sort of duty that would be required of a young gentlewoman in waiting service. But the ‘large inheritance’ that Robert is said to have settled on her, was, sadly for Bess, an exaggeration.

For the purposes of helping her biography along in this short period of her life where there is limited supportive evidence, let us assume that the old story that was passed on is correct, and that Bess and Robert became attached while she was nursing him through an illness. They had to meet somehow, and it is as good a supposition as any other. Bess was two years older than Robert. We know from surviving documentation that when they married in the spring of 1543, Bess was fifteen and Robert was thirteen, so they were probably fourteen and twelve when they met at the Zouche residence. Because of the difference in age we can suppose that Bess was already a member of the Zouche household when Robert joined it. Robert’s family home at Barlow was only twenty miles distant from Hardwick. The two families were even related: Bess’s great-grandfather had married a Margaret Barlow of Barlow as his second wife, and his parents were Roger de Hardwyke and Nicola Barlow of Barlow. In Tudor days this was sufficient cause for Bess and Robert to call each other ‘cousin’.

The two families were known to each other, at the very least. So what could be more natural than for Robert’s mother, knowing that Bess was already serving in the Zouche household, to ask Elizabeth Leche to ensure that her daughter might ‘look out for’ her young kinsman when he went up to London? And what could be more natural than that two children from the same country neighbourhood, perhaps one or both of them homesick and living among strangers, should become good friends?

What is certain is that Robert and Bess were married. Although no record of the marriage exists in surviving church registers, there are a number of legal documents at the Public Record Office at Kew in which the fact is recorded. In a surviving record of a court case brought by Bess in 1546, she explained to the court how three years earlier, ‘Arthur Barley’, Robert’s father, had contacted her parents, Ralph and Elizabeth Leche, to promote a marriage between his son Robert and Bess, ‘in consideration of divers great sums of money paid . . . to the said Arthur for the same. In the performance of which bargain the said Robert Barley was lawfully married and espoused unto your said Oratriceq . . . your said Oratrice being then of tender years.’r Frustratingly, because the ink has entirely faded on parts of this ancient document, it is not possible to see the precise date of the marriage.4 However, we know from another document that Robert’s marriage took place ‘within the life of his father’,5 and we also know from Arthur Barlow’s Inquisition Post Mortem that he died on 28 May 1543, at which date his son, Robert, was ‘thirteen years and ten months old’.

Why should Arthur have been so keen to hurriedly marry off his thirteen-year-old son and heir to Bess, who had few prospects as the third of four surviving daughters? And what were these great sums of money paid to him by Bess’s parents?

Arthur Barlow was doing pretty much what John Hardwick had attempted to do when he realised he was dying: that is, to shield his family from punitive legislation. It is too great a coincidence that Arthur died so soon after making the proposition to Elizabeth and Ralph Leche in 1543, so it is a reasonable assumption that Arthur Barlow was already a sick man when he suggested that his son should marry Bess Hardwick. If he were to die while Robert was still a minor, not only could the property and lands at Barlow be taken over by the Office of Wards during Robert’s minority, but Robert’s appointed guardian could ensure a marriage that benefited the guardian rather than Robert. While Bess had no financial prospects, it appears that the children may have formed an attachment of sorts, and it was a case of ‘the devil one knew’. That it was not a simple love match may be assumed by the fact that a sum of money, regarded as significant by Bess at least, was required by Arthur to seal the bargain.

This sum, referred to by Bess as ‘divers great sums’ when she gave evidence, would certainly have included her dowry, left to her under her father’s will.

. . . I will that each of my five daughters have 40 marks of good and lawful money of England to their marriage when they be of age and it to be guarded and taken up of the profits of all my said lands and tenements and woods with all other profits aforesaid. And if my said lands and tenements will more extend then I will that the whole overplus be equally parted amongst them . . . Also I will that if Elizabeth my said wife be with child now, at the making of this my present will, the child . . . to have likewise another 40 marks when it is of lawful age. Moreover, I will that if my said children die, as God forbear, within age and time of marriage then that part be equally divided and parted amongst my other children then being [alive]. Also I will that every of my said daughters shall take the advertisement and counsel of my executors . . .6


Since his wife was pregnant at the time of his death, John Hardwick’s will provided 240 marks (six times forty) to be shared equally between his six daughters when they married. A mark was  two-thirds of a pound sterling .7 As it turned out, only four daughters survived to marry, so Bess’s dowry was one-quarter of 240 marks: that is 60 marks, or £40 of good English money, worth about £2,000 today.s As part of the agreement Ralph Leche also wrote off some money he was owed by Arthur Barlow which had been the subject of a law suit between the two men in the previous year, when judgement was awarded to Leche.8

The marriage took place in the spring of 1543, probably in May shortly before Arthur died. On his father’s death the entire estate including ‘lands, tenements, and premises, descended unto the said Robert Barley as son and heir’. It was not until December 1543, after the Inquisition Post Mortem, that Robert was able to ‘seize’ his estates, in other words to take legal possession. As soon as this happened the Office of Wards moved in to ‘manage’ the estates during Robert’s minority.t But at least Robert could not be forced to make an unsatisfactory match, and on this occasion a sympathetic family member was found to buy the wardship. He was Godfrey Bosville (aka Boswell) who was betrothed to Jane Hardwick, the second eldest of Bess’s sisters. We know little about Mr Bosville, except that he is referred to as ‘a gentleman’, that he lived in Gunthwaite, Yorkshire, and that he and Jane subsequently married and had two children, Henry and Mary. It seems likely that Jane had met her future husband while she was in service, as Bess had met Robert. Godfrey Bosville paid £66 for the wardship, an investment from which he was destined to get little financial return.

History does not tell us where Bess and Robert lived after their marriage. Although it was not uncommon for betrothals and marriages of under-age childrenu to be contracted for dynastic purposes, the consummation of these marriages was discouraged before the age of fifteen at least, and more often sixteen for the health of the bride and any children she might bear. Often the newly-wed children returned to their own homes and life went on much as before until they became old enough to set up house together. Bess and Robert may have gone to live with Robert’s widowed mother, but it is more likely that they remained within the Zouche household, as before, continuing their training as young courtiers.9 Her marriage would have given Bess stature and a new measure of respect and independence. For example, as a married woman she was entitled to attend the lying-in of a new mother, as well as gossipings and churchings, occasions from which single women were excluded.10

Eighteen months after his father’s death, Robert became ill. Perhaps he was not strong, as the two old men suggested. Anyway, on Christmas Eve 1544, he died. What a sad Christmas that must have been for the Barlow and Leche families. For sixteen-year-old Bess, widowed and very likely still a maid, it was a special tragedy. Bess’s family always understood that the marriage was never consummated; information said to have been passed down from Bess herself. The wife of her great-grandson wrote, sixty years after Bess’s death (i.e. within living memory), that Robert had ‘died before they were bedded together, they both being very young’.11 By then Bess had in fact reached the ‘age of consent’ and was a marriageable woman; it was Robert, two years her junior, who was too young, and perhaps too fragile, to be bedded. If Bess had indeed loved her young husband in a romantic sense then this would have been a very painful time for her. But even if she was not ‘in love’ with Robert, it is likely that with their shared experiences there was a close friendship that would have been hard for her to lose.

The sympathetic Bosville wardship terminated upon Robert’s death. Mr Bosville lost his investment, the estate bounced back within the scope of the Office of Wards and the wardship was up for sale again. In the absence of children from Robert’s eighteen-month marriage to Bess, the heir to the estate was Robert’s younger brother. Twelve-year-old George Barlow, unmarried and malleable, was a seriously attractive prospect to an investor and he became the ward of local landowner Sir Peter Frecheville. What the late Arthur Barlow had most feared, eventually happened: young George was ultimately married to Sir Peter’s daughter Jane, and the Barlow family effectively lost control of their lands and properties.

After the death of her husband at Christmas in 1544, Bess was indisputably entitled, under a law of ancient derivation, to a widow’s dower. This meant she could claim one-third of the income in rents and revenues from her late husband’s estate. Elizabeth Leche would have learned from her unfortunate experiences with the Office of Wards, and was almost certainly the initiator of Bess’s fight to obtain her rights. Soon after Robert’s death Bess applied to the Barlow family and Sir Peter for some income from the estate. This was refused and in the following year Bess resorted to the courts to obtain justice. As the case proceeded, it is possible to chart through Bess’s responses and decisions a growing confidence, and a determination to obtain what was rightfully hers.

She explained to the court that she was financially straitened. She could not look to her mother for assistance because her stepfather, Ralph Leche, had recently been committed to debtor’s prison in Derby, 12 ‘condemned in great sums of money’. As a result, Bess stated, her mother was ‘very poor and not able to relieve herself . . . much less your said poor Oratrice’.13

Bess’s eldest sister, Mary, had by this time married Richard Wingfield and moved to Crowfield in Suffolk. Her other elder  sister, Jane, had married the amiable Mr Bosville and gone to live in Yorkshire. This left their mother, Elizabeth Leche, with Alice, the fifteen-year-old remaining daughter from her first marriage, and the three younger daughters by her second marriage to feed and care for, as well as seventeen-year-old James. Even in these circumstances it seems unlikely that Elizabeth would have refused to have Bess at Hardwick, and this is almost certainly what happened for a period at least, though Ralph Leche’s spell in debtor’s prison must have caused difficulties. It was not until some months after Bess’s court hearing that Leche managed to discharge all his debts by selling off some leases and lands.

In the meantime, Bess gave evidence that she had applied to her brother-in-law, the twelve-year-old George Barlow, through his guardian Sir Peter Frecheville, ‘who hath the custody of the body of George . . . to assign unto her the said dower, which they unjustly, and against all the laws of equity, refused to do’. Sir Peter, she stated, had ‘untruly pleaded’ a minor legal impediment concerned with the marriage of a minor (probably non-consummation), in order to ‘delay and fatigue’ the legal process and frustrate Bess’s claim. Frecheville’s defence was that part of the rents claimed by Bess were never owned by the Barlow estate, but were only leased.14 His stalling device worked; it would take Bess several years and a number of court appearances15 to get her legal entitlement from the estate.

In the autumn of the year after Robert’s death, 1545, Sir
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Acts of the Privy Council
British Library

Chatsworth House Archives

Calendar of Patent Rolls

Calendar of State Papers

Calendar of Shrewsbury and Talbor Papers at Lambeth
Palace and College of Arms

Derbyshire Archacological Journal

Dictionary of National Biography

Folger Shakespeare Library

Historical Manuscripts Commission

Inquisition Post Mortem

Letters and Papers, Henry VIII

Public Record Office at Kew, London

Archaeologia, Journal of the Society of Antiquaries
Talbot Papers in the College of Arms

Transactions of the Thoroton Society
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