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The King’s Breakfast
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The King asked

The Queen, and

The Queen asked

The Dairymaid:

‘Could we have some butter for

The Royal slice of bread?’

The Queen asked

The Dairymaid,

The Dairymaid

Said, ‘Certainly,

I’ll go and tell

The cow

Now

Before she goes to bed.’
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The Dairymaid

She curtsied,

And went and told

The Alderney:

‘Don’t forget the butter for

The Royal slice of bread.’
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The Alderney

Said sleepily:

‘You’d better tell

His Majesty

That many people nowadays

Like marmalade

Instead.’
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The Dairymaid

Said, ‘Fancy!’

And went to

Her Majesty.

She curtsied to the Queen, and

She turned a little red:

‘Excuse me,

Your Majesty,

For taking of

The liberty,

But marmalade is tasty, if

It’s very

Thickly

Spread.’
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The Queen said

‘Oh!’

And went to

His Majesty:

‘Talking of the butter for

The Royal slice of bread,

Many people

Think that

Marmalade

Is nicer.

Would you like to try a little

Marmalade

Instead?’

The King said,

‘Bother!’

And then he said,

‘Oh, deary me!’

The King sobbed, ‘Oh, deary me!’

And went back to bed.

‘Nobody,’

He whimpered,

‘Could call me

A fussy man;

I only want

A little bit

Of butter for

My bread!’

    
    [image: ]

The Queen said,

‘There, there!’

And went to

The Dairymaid.

The Dairymaid

Said, ‘There, there!’


And went to the shed.

The cow said,

‘There, there!

I didn’t really

Mean it;

Here’s milk for his porringer

And butter for his bread.’
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The Queen took

The butter

And brought it to

His Majesty;

The King said,

‘Butter, eh?’

And bounced out of bed.

‘Nobody,’ he said,

As he kissed her

Tenderly,

‘Nobody,’ he said,

As he slid down

The banisters,

‘Nobody,

My darling,

Could call me

A fussy man –

BUT

I do like a little bit of butter to my bread!’

[image: ]

A. A. Milne
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Black Books and Spangles

IT WAS FIVE o’clock in the afternoon. General Sir Henry Lynedoch Gardiner realised with a jolt that he had made a terrible mistake.

A veteran of the Crimean War and the Indian Mutiny, Gardiner had served in the royal household for twenty-seven years. Now aged seventy-six, his memory was starting to fail him – rather a serious fault in Queen Victoria’s senior equerry, whose job it was to smooth his sovereign’s path through life. He was very defensive about it, lashing out at anyone who tried to remind him of his duties.

Whenever there was a big dinner at Windsor Castle, a Guards band entertained the Queen and her guests by playing on the terrace outside the dining room. To get there, they had to walk through the dining room itself, making sure they were at their places before the diners arrived. There was just such a dinner this evening: and Gardiner had forgotten to book the band. With less than four hours to go, the guardsmen were all at their camp in Windsor Great Park or, worse, out drinking in Windsor itself. There were no telephones and no cars. There was no way to contact them, no way to have them in place on the castle terrace by 8.45, when the Queen and her guests would sweep into the dining room, expecting music.

Gardiner decided he had no choice but to resign. He went to the junior equerry, a young Grenadier Guards officer named Fritz Ponsonby, and told him so. But Ponsonby reckoned the game was not yet lost. He sent a groom from the stables galloping off with a message for the officer commanding the regiment, begging him to gather the bandsmen together. He sent another to the superintendent of the stables at Windsor, ordering up three large wagonettes to bring the men to the castle as soon as they were assembled. Then, realising that if they were even slightly late they wouldn’t be able to walk through to the terrace, he spoke to the head of the Windsor Castle fire brigade and persuaded him to have four ladders ready on the North Terrace. The bandsmen were going to have to scale the castle walls.

Just after 8.45 Queen Victoria and her guests entered the dining room. Fritz Ponsonby and General Gardiner brought up the rear, despondent as they realised there was no National Anthem wafting in through the windows from the terrace. But as the guests sat down, Ponsonby noticed shadowy figures clambering over the wall onto the terrace, lugging their instruments after them. Before Victoria had taken a mouthful of soup, the Guards band struck up an overture and the day was saved.

The next morning, Gardiner received a note from the Queen pointing out that the band should always play the National Anthem when she came in to dinner.

[image: ]

THIS BOOK IS about the private lives of royalty, from Elizabeth I, who ascended the throne of England in 1558, to Elizabeth II, who nearly four centuries later was proclaimed ‘Queen Elizabeth the Second, by the Grace of God Queen of this Realm and of Her other Realms and Territories, Head of the Commonwealth, Defender of the Faith’. Not every one of the seventeen monarchs who bridged the years between receives an equal amount of attention: all sovereigns are interesting, but some are more interesting than others. Nor have I gone into any detail about the business of ruling, or the monarch’s often complicated relationship with his or her ministers. Instead, I have focused on how the business of looking after royalty has changed (and in some respects, remained the same) over the past five centuries; how Fritz Ponsonby and his kind have helped to maintain the monarchy.

Kings and queens and their families were, and still are, entitled by virtue of their position to a certain level of comfort, a cocoon of support to make their lives a little easier. Sovereigns don’t cook. They don’t dress themselves, or pour themselves a drink, or make their own bed. If the stories are true, the future king of this realm and of his other realms and territories doesn’t even squeeze his own tube of toothpaste; this task is given to one of his four valets, who applies toothpaste to the royal toothbrush from a crested silver dispenser.fn1 Clarence House has formally denied the other famous ‘pampered royal’ legend, that each morning the Prince of Wales’s staff would line up seven boiled eggs in ascending order of firmness, each one numbered according to cooking time, so that he could sample each and select the one which met his requirements.

In the twenty-first century, the size of Elizabeth II’s household stands at around 1,200 employees, about the same as Charles II’s household in the 1660s but an increase of one-third on the household of Elizabeth’s great-great-grandmother Victoria, who had a staff of 921 salaried retainers. Some members of the current royal household are courtiers in the old-fashioned sense of the word, with ceremonial roles and titles which date back for centuries. Others – the Queen’s private secretary and her communications secretary, for instance – are modern courtiers, providing advice and managing relations with government and people. Others still are support staff in a more domestic sense, cooking and cleaning and making the beds. The Prince of Wales, who keeps a separate establishment, employs over 160 full-time staff, most of whom are there to support the official duties and charitable activities of the Prince, the Duchess of Cornwall, and the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge and the Duke and Duchess of Sussex. Only twenty-six are described as personal, garden and farm staff.

[image: Preparations for a state banquet in St George’s Hall, Windsor Castle. Elizabeth II supervises as the yeoman of the glass and china pantry adjusts the table settings]

Preparations for a state banquet in St George’s Hall, Windsor Castle. Elizabeth II supervises as the yeoman of the glass and china pantry adjusts the table settings.

Of course, rich people have always had entourages, small armies of secretaries and servants and sycophants. But for royalty, there is more to it. Kingship isn’t a role to which one can aspire, like the presidency of the United States or the head of a social media empire. The rituals of royal care are there to separate the sovereign from the rest, to remind their subjects that they are not like other people, not even presidents and billionaire executives. If they were, if there was no difference between the prince and the pauper, then why shouldn’t the pauper reign in the prince’s place? Whether monarchs have ruled by repression or consensus, their lives were and still are a pattern of reminders that they are not like us. They are different.
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IT HAS ALWAYS been that way. When Henry VIII’s servants made his bed each evening, they crossed themselves and kissed the spots where their hands had touched the sacred space. There were rules about how a servant should place the towel and napkin on the king’s table (‘no wrinkles’); about what Henry VIII’s father, Henry VII, should wear at the traditional Twelfth Night festivities – a crown of gold set with sapphires, rubies, emeralds and pearls, which ‘ought to be hallowed and no temporal man to touch it but only the king’.1

Those rules were set out for the instruction of newcomers to court life, and as a reminder for members of the royal household who might be inclined to forget what was due to their sovereign. Some household ordinances were simply lists of offices with pay and allowances, intended to help with budgeting. Others were meant to regulate behaviours. When Edward IV’s seven-month-old son, also Edward, was created Prince of Wales in 1471, a set of ‘Regulations for the Government of Prince Edward’ was produced, setting out the infant prince’s daily routine. It began soon after six o’clock in the morning, when his chaplains came into his bedchamber and said matins. After he was dressed, he went into his private chapel to hear mass. After breakfast he had lessons; then dinner at ten, or eleven if it was a fast day, where ‘such noble stories as behoveth to a prince to understand’ were read to him.2 There were more lessons, and sports, in the afternoon. He was to be in bed by eight, and his attendants were urged to make him ‘joyous and merry’ at bedtime.3

The settings for these medieval displays of regal ritual varied enormously, from hunting lodges to castles to palaces. The kings and queens of England moved frequently. They liked to show themselves to their subjects as a demonstration of their power; they liked to hunt in different parts of their realm; they went in search of healthy air, avoiding plague and pestilence; and they went in search of provisions when supplies in the immediate neighbourhood ran low.

And they had plenty of royal houses to choose from. In the thirteenth century, Edward I owned around twenty houses. When Henry VII came to the throne in 1485 fourteen of those houses had been sold or given away or abandoned: the only ones left were Clarendon Palace in Wiltshire; Clipstone, a substantial hunting lodge in Nottinghamshire; Havering Palace to the east of London; Windsor Castle; Woodstock in Oxfordshire; and Westminster Palace, built by Edward the Confessor in the mid-eleventh century, at the same time as he established Westminster Abbey, and remodelled by the Norman and Angevin kings, most notably William Rufus, who in 1097–9 created in Westminster Hall the largest hall in England.

In addition to these six residences, medieval kings added and subtracted others as their fortunes rose and fell. Houses were given away, confiscated, abandoned. In some reigns, the number of royal houses amounted to twenty-five; in others, it fell to no more than nine or ten. Their interiors were a long way from the stark, stony survivals that we see as we wander round medieval houses today. Walls were often whitewashed and quarried – marked with lines, usually in red, to represent blocks – and those blocks were sometimes filled with painted decoration. Ceilings were covered with gold and silver spangles. Wainscoting in the form of vertical deal planking was popular in the royal palaces, and this was also painted, sometimes with quite elaborate ‘histories’ or allegorical scenes with deeply personal meanings. At Southampton Castle in 1182, Henry II, whose children were battling each other over the succession to the throne, ordered his chamber to be painted with a picture of an eagle being attacked by its offspring.

When Henry VIII came to the throne in 1509, his own architectural inheritance included a palace on the south bank of the Thames nine miles upstream from Westminster, at Sheen, renamed ‘Richmond’ by his father; and another new palace at Greenwich, also on the Thames and seven miles downstream. In 1512 a fire destroyed the residential part of the palace at Westminster. Rather than rebuild it, Henry VIII decided to leave what remained to serve as his administrative and legal headquarters, while he began a new palace at Bridewell on the edge of the old City of London. In the first two decades of his reign he acquired more houses, including Grafton in Northamptonshire and New Hall in Essex. But two acquisitions were by far the most important. The first came in 1527, when Henry’s lord chancellor, Cardinal Thomas Wolsey, tried to stave off his master’s mounting displeasure over his failure to arrange the annulment of Henry’s marriage to Catherine of Aragon by presenting him with the half-finished Hampton Court Palace on the Thames, twelve miles south-west of London; and then in 1529, Wolsey’s fall enabled Henry to occupy the cardinal’s town house, York Place, which sprawled along the Thames just yards from the old palace of Westminster. By 1532 Henry had renamed it Whitehall.

[image: Members of the royal household pictured at Balmoral in 1920: from left to right, the king’s telephonist, confectioner, court telegraphist, chef, court postmaster and a footman]

Members of the royal household pictured at Balmoral in 1920: from left to right, the king’s telephonist, confectioner, court telegraphist, chef, court postmaster and a footman.

Henry VIII continued to accumulate houses at an extraordinary rate. Between 1531 and 1536 he built a large new house, St James’s, on the site of an old leper hospital in Westminster. Various senior clerics were urged to follow Wolsey’s example (or rather, to avoid following Wolsey’s example) by handing over their houses to the King: Archbishop Cranmer gave up Mortlake in Surrey and Knole in Kent; the Bishop of Ely handed over Hatfield in Hertfordshire; the Bishop of Durham gave his episcopal house on the Strand. By the time of his death in 1547, Henry VIII owned over fifty houses – more than any other monarch before or since.4

The extent of the accommodation varied enormously, as did its configuration. But the principles remained the same, whether the sovereign was staying at a hunting lodge or a palace. By the fourteenth century the household had split into the Hall and the Chamber, both of which were departments rather than actual, architectural spaces. The Hall included quasi-public communal areas such as the physical hall, where most of the household ate, and service areas like the kitchens, larders and pantries. The Chamber, the king’s private space (in so far as any space could be called private for a sovereign whose bowel movements took place in company), was his lodgings, a series of rooms and ante-rooms culminating in his bedchamber. As the Middle Ages wore on the sovereign took to eating in these rooms – usually in his bedchamber, which became a more public space in consequence, so that the bed was moved out into another room. By the end of the fifteenth century the Chamber had itself divided into the Great Chamber and the Privy Chamber, although the separate functions of each were by no means clear-cut. Henry VII ate sometimes in state in his hall; sometimes in his great chamber; and sometimes in his bedchamber, when his table was set up next to his bed.

We can see these separate departments in action in the most comprehensive medieval set of royal household ordinances to survive: the so-called Liber niger domus regis angliae, the Black Book of the household of Edward IV. Written sometime between 1467 and 1477, the Black Book was intended to address a problem which English and British sovereigns have grappled with for a thousand years: how to balance domestic economy with the proper display of regal grandeur. The role demands magnificence, and magnificence costs money.

The fifteenth-century judge Sir John Fortescue was one of the first to articulate the connection between wealth and kingship. Writing in the 1470s, Fortescue declared that ‘it shall need that the king have such treasure, as he may make new buildings when he will, for his pleasure and magnificence; and as he may buy him rich clothes [and] rich furs’. A king needed money to buy hangings for his houses, vestments for his chapel, horses of great price for his stable. Without it, ‘he lived then not like his estate, but rather in misery, and in more subjection than doth a private person’.5

Along with money, kingship required organisation. Those horses of great price in the royal stable didn’t look after themselves. Chaplains were needed to wear the vestments and pray for the king’s soul. Esquires of the body must be on hand to help him with his rich furs; once the new buildings were built for the king’s pleasure and magnificence, they had to be populated with grooms and pages and yeomen and gentlemen ushers, who had to be fed by a small army of bakers and cooks and scullions, who had to be paid by an entire department of clerks in the counting house.

This system of household government was what the Black Book set out to codify. It divided Edward IV’s household into two parts: the Domus Regie Magnificencie and the Domus Providencie, which corresponded very roughly to the Chamber and the Hall, and less roughly to what later reigns would call ‘above stairs’ and ‘below stairs’. The Domus Providencie dealt with the day-to-day practicalities of providing food and lighting and heat for a vast throng of servants. It was presided over by the lord steward, who enforced discipline and looked after the finances, heading the counting house or Board of Green Cloth, which was named after the cloth of green baize which customarily covered the board at which its officers sat. The officers who assisted him in this were the treasurer of the household, the comptroller, the cofferer and two clerks of the Green Cloth. But the lord steward’s department also comprised the kitchens, the bakehouse, the buttery and pantry, the spicery and confectionery, the laundry and the woodyard, as well as the great hall where most household officers ate and the servants who waited on them. There is still a lord steward, a treasurer and a comptroller in Elizabeth II’s household today, although the first is a ceremonial post – no one expects the lord steward to concern himself with budgets and recalcitrant staff any more – and the last two are purely political appointments, given to members of Parliament from whichever party is in government.

The chief officer of the Domus Regie Magnificencie was the lord chamberlain. He or his deputy was responsible for the royal apartments and the people who ministered to the king – his body servants, his waiting staff, his physicians and his chaplains, as well as the gentlemen ushers and yeomen ushers, the grooms and pages who looked after the more formal and more public areas of the king’s lodgings. By Henry VIII’s time, and possibly before it, the Chamber’s two sub-departments, the Great Chamber and the Privy Chamber, were still technically in the charge of the lord chamberlain, but the Privy Chamber, the most intimate of the king’s public spaces, was looked after by a small group of grooms of the chamber, headed by the groom of the stool. This officer originally had the task of supervising the sovereign’s bowel movements, although from these unenviable beginnings he (or she, when the sovereign was female) eventually became one of the most powerful figures in the royal household, with the right to attend the king at all times. They were gatekeepers, controlling access to the king even when they weren’t present at court, and mediating between him and other members of the household. The post was only discontinued when Victoria came to the throne in 1837.

In theory, everything about the workings of the royal household was strictly controlled. Some of the sovereign’s servants (and those servants’ own servants) were entitled to bouche of court – that is, they had food and lodging, fuel to keep them warm and candles to light their way, sometimes clothes or an allowance for clothes to help them do their job. Lists of names set out who could receive bouche of court; who had diet only with no lodgings at court; who had to fend for themselves. Lists set down the wages due to each official, the number of servants an officer could feed and lodge at the sovereign’s expense. The porters were empowered to prevent anyone ‘of what estate, degree, or condition soever he be’ from slipping in extra servants to be fed at the king’s expense. The rights and responsibilities of each and every royal servant were clear.

[image: Members of Queen Victoria’s household, including her dressers and, standing in the back row, two of her detectives.]

Members of Queen Victoria’s household, including her dressers and, standing in the back row, two of her detectives.

In theory. In practice, for most of its history the royal household gave an impression of barely controlled chaos. Additional servants were always being smuggled into court, while those who were supposed to be in attendance wandered off on business of their own. In Tudor times, pets were smuggled in, as well: small spaniels were the only dogs allowed at court, as pets for the queen and her women, but officers had a bad habit of bringing their greyhounds and mastiffs into work, where they tripped up the waiting men and bit each other and urinated all over the place. Servants urinated all over the place, too: the Privy Council had to issue an order banning urination in the precincts of the court, and big red ‘No Pissing’ crosses were painted on external walls. Household officers fought with each other and pilfered anything that wasn’t nailed down: food, silver plate, candles, firewood and coal. They took locks from doors, stole the furniture, broke the windows.

Life in the royal household is a little more measured these days. The centuries that separate Elizabeth I from Elizabeth II have introduced different standards of behaviour – for both the sovereign and her household. The idea of monarchy has shifted, too. Nowadays Britain expects a sovereign who is both above the people and of the people, accountable yet unchangeable. But the crown still needs a support network of courtiers and officials and domestic servants, an interface with the public and a buffer to keep that public at bay. Life in the royal household, which is the subject of this book, could not be lived without them.


[image: ]CHAPTER ONE

Progress

IT SEEMED SUCH a good idea. A pleasant entertainment to amuse Queen Elizabeth I, a piece of community theatre for a Sunday afternoon in the summer of 1575.

The plan was simple. A bridal procession of townspeople would march two by two into the yard of Kenilworth Castle in Warwickshire, all dressed for the occasion and looking attractively pastoral. There would be rustic dancers and games and feats of arms beneath the Queen’s window. Then the bride and groom would lead the procession back to town, and a second group would take over the castle yard and put on a play. It was an old piece, traditionally performed in nearby Coventry on the first Tuesday after Easter, Hock Tuesday – hence its title, The Old Coventry Play of Hock-Tuesday. It had been banned after the Reformation because of the general disorder and riot that went with it – the centrepiece was a great battle in which the Saxons massacred the Danes, and there were often casualties – and Coventry was determined to secure the Queen’s permission for it to resume.

Everything started well. The rustic bridal procession arrived on time, led by ‘all the lusty lads and bold bachelors of the parish’, carrying branches of green broom tied on their left arms and staffs in their right hands.1 Then came the bridegroom, wearing his father’s tawny worsted jacket and a straw hat. He was followed by horsemen, Morris dancers, and a freckle-faced red-headed chap holding aloft the bride cup, which was festooned with broom and streamers of red and yellow buckram.2 The bride brought up the rear, ‘not very beautiful indeed, but ugly’, according to an ungallant contemporary account.3

When everyone had gathered in the courtyard, the groom began the martial games by tilting at a quintain, a target which was set up to be attacked in a display of military prowess. The other men followed him, running at the target with their staves, in what was meant to be an orderly parade of military prowess for the Queen to admire from her chamber window.

Only, the youngsters’ enthusiasm got the better of them. Some charged into the crowd of onlookers. Others fell over without doing anything much at all. In a short time, everyone was ignoring the quintain and running at each other. The bride’s dreams of dancing before royalty were dashed when Elizabeth decided she couldn’t really see what was going on because of the ‘great throng and unruliness of the people’ and turned her attention to some more sophisticated dancing taking place inside her chamber.4 And to cap it all, the troupe from Coventry arrived ahead of schedule and began their play, jostling for position with the bridal party. The afternoon descended into chaos and confusion. The bridal party was escorted from the castle in disgrace and the battle between Saxons and Danes was abandoned.
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FORTUNATELY, THE BRIDAL games and the Coventry play formed only a small part of the entertainments laid on for Elizabeth I. The Queen and her entourage had already been lodging at Kenilworth for more than a week, during which time her host, the Earl of Leicester, and his household had regaled her with ‘excellent music of sundry sweet instruments’, firework displays so loud and spectacular ‘that the heavens thundered, the waters surged, the earth shook’; deer-hunting and bear-baiting; and feats of agility put on by an exceptionally nimble Italian acrobat.5

[image: A sixteenth-century depiction of dancers at court, by an anonymous artist. It is traditionally said to show Elizabeth I and the Earl of Leicester]

A sixteenth-century depiction of dancers at court, by an anonymous artist. It is traditionally said to show Elizabeth I and the Earl of Leicester.

The tone for the royal visit was set when the Queen and her entourage first arrived. She was greeted by a fanfare from trumpeters stationed on the wall of the castle gatehouse. Then the Lady of the Lake floated across the waters of the moat on a movable island to welcome her in verse, ending ‘Pass on, Madam, you need no longer stand, | The lake, the Lodge, the Lord, are yours for to command.’6 After this pageant was ended, ‘with a delectable harmony of hautboys, shawms, cornets and such other loud music’, the Queen was led across a gravelled bridge lined with posts, each of which was crowned with different offerings, the gifts of the gods.7 There were cages filled with curlews, bitterns, young herons and other birds, the gifts of Sylvanus, the god of fields, forests and woods; rare fruits, from Pomona, goddess of fruit; wheat, barley and oats from Ceres; grapes, white wine and claret from Bacchus; oysters, herring, salmon and other fish from Neptune; weapons and armour from Mars; and finally, at the entrance to the castle, two branches of bay from which hung lutes, viols, shawms, cornets, flutes, recorders and harps, the presents of Phoebus, the god of music.

As the bridal games showed, royal entertainments didn’t always go according to plan, and there were several more hiccups during Elizabeth’s visit to Kenilworth. As she was returning to the castle from hunting one evening, a ‘Savage Man’ clad in ivy (George Gascoigne, a member of the Earl of Leicester’s household) emerged from the woods and after making a pretty speech, broke his staff and threw it away in an extravagant gesture of submission and loyalty. Unfortunately, it nearly hit the Queen’s horse on the head. The animal reared, and it was only the prompt action of her attendants which saved her from falling off.

During another of the Kenilworth entertainments, Henry Goldingham, also one of Leicester’s men, lost his voice while playing the legendary Greek singer Arion, who was supposed to perform a song to Elizabeth while perched upon an artificial dolphin in the lake. ‘He tears off his disguise’, wrote an anonymous witness, ‘and swears he was none of Arion not he, but e’en honest Harry Goldingham, which blunt discovery pleased the queen better, than if it had gone through in the right way.’8

More dramatic was the disaster that occurred at an entertainment produced for the Queen by Leicester’s brother, the Earl of Warwick, during a previous royal progress into Warwickshire. In 1572 Elizabeth had spent a Saturday night in Warwick Castle as the earl’s guest, and after supper on the Sunday he put on a spectacular martial display in Temple Fields, just in front of the castle. The centrepiece was an assault on a fortress of timber and canvas led by the Earl of Oxford, ‘a lusty gentleman, with a lusty band of gentlemen’.9 To add verisimilitude, the Earl of Warwick, who had been appointed by the Queen as master of the ordnance, overseeing the nation’s defences and military supplies, arranged for real siege cannon and mortar-pieces to be sent up from the Tower of London, and besiegers and besieged – several hundred men in all – had a great time charging and yelling and setting off cannon and arquebuses, ‘those in the fort shooting again and casting out divers fires terrible to those that have not been in like experiences’.10

The show turned out to be terrible to the townsfolk of Warwick, too. A cannon ball went straight through one house, leaving holes as big as a man’s head front and back; while rockets landed in the middle of the town and set fire to four more houses, ‘to the great peril or else great fear of the inhabitants’. It took the rest of the evening to bring the fires under control.

[image: Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, painted by an unknown artist around the time of the Kenilworth entertainment]

Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, painted by an unknown artist around the time of the Kenilworth entertainment.

The reason for the 1575 Kenilworth entertainment, the best-documented and most spectacular of Elizabeth I’s reign, was probably to persuade her that marriage to the Earl of Leicester was better for her and for the nation than a match with the French Duke of Alençon, who was being mooted as a potential husband. But it was also very much part of the Queen’s summer routine. By the time she arrived at Kenilworth on 9 July she had already been on progress for nearly six weeks, and when she left on 27 July she would continue that progress for a further seventy-four days. In all, she was away from London for almost twenty weeks, touring nine counties. In that time, she made lengthy stays at two of her own houses, Grafton Regis in Northamptonshire, which had been acquired by her father in 1527, and Woodstock Manor, where she had been held prisoner in 1554 by her half-sister Mary Tudor.fn1 Yet she also managed to visit forty-one of her subjects, sometimes staying for no more than a night, or even just a few hours, and occasionally for weeks on end, as she did at Kenilworth.

Elizabeth’s 1575 progress was by far her most protracted, her entertainment at Kenilworth the most elaborate. But in the course of her 45-year reign she made no fewer than twenty-two summer progresses, and one brief winter foray into Kent. She went as far west as Bristol, where the local militia treated her to a mock battle between the forces of War and Peace, ‘which martial experiment being very costly and chargeable (especially in gunpowder), the queen and nobility liked very well’, according to a contemporary.11 The northernmost county to receive her was Staffordshire, where she stayed a night at Stafford Castle on her great progress of 1575.

Wherever she went, her hosts vied with each other to shower her with gifts and lavish entertainments. Julius Caesar Adelmare, a judge of the Court of Admiralty and a man who was eager for preferment, gave his sovereign a gown embroidered with cloth of silver, a black mantle decorated with pure gold, a white taffeta hat adorned with flowers and ‘a jewel of gold set therein with rubies and diamonds’.12 The citizens of Southampton gave her cash – £40, to be exact. Lord Howard of Effingham, who had commanded the English fleet against the Spanish Armada in 1588, had a very nice dress to give his queen when she visited him at his house in Chelsea in 1602. Sadly for him, she took a fancy to a beautiful set of tapestries he had commissioned to celebrate the defeat of the Armada, so he had to give her those instead.
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AND WHEN THE Queen travelled, so did her entire court. The master of horse was there for the entire length of her stay at Kenilworth in 1575, but then he was her host: the Earl of Leicester had served as her master of horse ever since Elizabeth’s accession to the throne in November 1558. The lord chamberlain, the Earl of Sussex, was also there, at least for the early part of the royal visit: he then set off to Buxton to take the waters, his luggage going with him in three carts. The third great office of state, the lord stewardship, was currently vacant.

The Earl of Warwick, who had inadvertently set fire to the town of Warwick three years earlier, was present. Elizabeth’s lord treasurer, Lord Burghley, was there for most of the visit. So were Sir Francis Knollys and Sir James Croft, respectively treasurer and comptroller of the household, and her two principal secretaries, Sir Thomas Smith and Sir Francis Walsingham.

Throughout Elizabeth’s stay at Kenilworth – and indeed, throughout her progress through the Midland counties – these eight men, or various permutations of them, sat as her administrative advisers, her Privy Council, carrying out the day-to-day business of administering the nation’s affairs. At various points on the progress other privy counsellors – there were sixteen at the time – would join them for a meeting or two, and most of the eight would absent themselves at one time or another. But essentially, the government of England – because that’s what it was – travelled with the Queen. When the progress reached Lichfield, the Privy Council was ordering the sheriffs of Dorset, Southampton and Wiltshire to prepare for the defence of the Channel Islands against a possible French invasion, while at the same time authorising a French merchant to import quails, fruit and wine ‘for her Majesty’s use without paying of custom’.13 At Worcester they met with a group of bishops to discuss the problem of recusants, those individuals, mainly Roman Catholic, who refused to attend Anglican services; and ordered justices on the Welsh Marches to levy a tax in order to pay for the repair of the stone bridge across the Severn at Upton.

These matters and hundreds more like them were the ordinary business of government. The fact that the court was on the move didn’t mean they could be neglected, and the Privy Council sat no fewer than forty-eight times during the great progress of 1575, directing licences, commands and admonitions into every corner of the country.

The logistics of moving the Queen, her household, her court and her government around the country were formidable. As Elizabeth moved from country house to country house, she took with her an army of servants, the most senior of whom had servants of their own. Making travel arrangements for a group this large required careful planning. In advance of each progress an itinerary, called the geste, had to be worked out. This was the job of the lord chamberlain, who drew up an initial list of people and places to be visited on the route, with approximate dates. He also broke the news to the hosts.

From a host’s point of view, a royal visit was a mixed blessing. It meant access to the Queen, an opportunity not only to demonstrate one’s loyalty but also to petition for favours, grants, public office. The rewards of a successful royal visit could be considerable, as Lord Burghley noted in his famous letter to Sir Christopher Hatton in which he referred to the new houses both men were building with an eye to receiving their sovereign: ‘God send us both long to enjoy her, for whom we both meant to exceed our purses in these.’14

The other side of the coin was the sheer cost involved in entertaining the sovereign and her entourage. When Elizabeth spent three nights at Harefield in Middlesex in the summer of 1602, Sir Thomas Egerton’s expenses, which included everything from twenty-four lobsters and 624 chickens to 48,000 bricks used in building new ovens to feed the Queen and her retinue, came to a colossal £2,013 18s. 4d. When Sir Henry Lee heard in 1602 that the Queen was planning to visit him he wrote to her secretary of state, Sir Robert Cecil, to say that she couldn’t come: he simply couldn’t afford it. Even more inhospitable than Lee was the Earl of Lincoln, who, faced with the imminent arrival of the Queen’s party at his house in Chelsea, simply made sure he was out. Worse, ‘after a great knocking at both gates’, the Queen could see some of Lincoln’s servants peeping out from windows and looking over the walls.15 The situation was so awkward that Lord Howard of Effingham and Sir Robert Cecil, who were accompanying the queen, stepped in and lied that Lincoln had been suddenly called away but had asked the pair of them to provide a dinner for her at his expense.

The procedure, once the route had been established, and assuming the Queen hadn’t changed her mind (something she did quite often) and that her hosts weren’t planning to run away or bolt their doors against her coming, was for an advance party of household officers to set off to check accommodation at the various private houses on the route. Few houses could take the numbers that a big royal visit involved, which might be anything up to 350; and some members of her retinue often had to be accommodated in tents or makeshift cabins or converted outbuildings, or in nearby inns. Supplies had to be bought to feed the visitors; they had to be stored somewhere, too. Stabling, or at least pasture, must be found for the horses. As the day of the royal visit grew near, the harbingers, whose role it was at the queen’s remove to provide lodging for ‘all the queen’s men, all lords, ladies and chief officers [and] needful men’, arrived to check that everyone who merited a bedchamber had one, that the beds were aired and that there was enough fuel for the fires.16 fn2 They went through sleeping arrangements with the host and produced sleeping charts to show who got what in the way of lodgings, and when everybody arrived they handed out tickets apportioning particular sets of rooms and beds to each individual staying in the house.

The very act of arrival was a spectacle in itself. According to William Harrison’s Description of England (1577), ‘when the queen’s majesty doth remove from any one place to another, there are usually 400 cartwares [teams of horses], which amount to the sum of 2,400 horses, appointed out of the countries adjoining, whereby her carriage is conveyed safely unto the appointed place’.17 The first sight of a vast convoy of wagons and carriages a mile or so long snaking through the countryside, with its armed outriders and banners, coupled with the knowledge that they were all making their way to your door, must have caused more than one host to rue the day he or she accepted the honour of a visit from the Queen.

We can gauge the upheaval involved in a visit by the Queen and her court from the accommodation arrangements made by Lord Burghley when Elizabeth came for a five-day visit to his great mansion of Theobalds in May 1583, as part of a mini-progress into Hertfordshire and Middlesex. Theobalds (pronounced ‘Tibbles’, like the cat) had been begun by Burghley in 1564 as a fairly modest house for his younger son Robert, on whom his dynastic hopes rested. Thomas, the elder son, was hardly fit to govern a tennis court, according to his father. Elizabeth first came there in that year, and she stayed at Theobalds at least eleven more times between then and Burghley’s death in 1598. During that time Burghley transformed Theobalds until it had grown into a vast mansion arranged around half a dozen courtyards, with galleries, elaborate gardens and a set of state rooms made especially for Elizabeth.

In 1583, Theobalds’ final apotheosis still lay a few years in the future. Even then it was an enormous mansion – but not enormous enough. A sleeping chart, probably written by one of Burghley’s secretaries but with annotations in his own hand, details the accommodation arrangements. Elizabeth was bringing a large retinue, including Leicester and Warwick, the Earl of Lincoln, Lord Howard of Effingham and Lord Hunsdon, her captain of the gentlemen pensioners. They all brought their own servants, and Burghley was hard put to find room for everyone. Secretaries, gentlewomen of the bedchamber and their servants, household officials, grooms and clerks – all needed somewhere to lay their heads. Moreover, that somewhere had to be appropriate for their rank. The Queen herself was given a suite consisting of bedchamber, withdrawing chamber and privy chamber, with her gentlewomen of the bedchamber next door. She used the hall at Theobalds as her great chamber, with a room that usually served for the house carpenters being brought into use as a hall for Burghley’s own household. The Queen’s cooks, who always prepared her food when she was on progress, were given a chamber over the brewhouse, while Burghley ate in a gallery at the top of the house. The Earl of Leicester had a chamber in a tower at one end of a long gallery which was given over to the Queen’s use, with her bedchamber at the other end.
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Maintaining any great house was a costly business. ‘His officers affirm’, said Lord Burghley’s first biographer, ‘that at his lordship’s being at Theobalds, it cost him fourscore pounds in a week.’18 When the Queen came to call, those costs escalated dramatically. Burghley’s biographer again:

His lordship’s extraordinary charge in entertainment of the queen, was greater to him than to any of her subjects; for he entertained her at his house twelve several times, which cost him £2000 or £3000 every time, lying there at his lordship’s charge, sometimes three weeks, a month, yea six weeks together … Her majesty sometimes had strangers and ambassadors come to her at Theobalds, where she hath been seen in as great royalty, and served as bountifully and magnificently, as at any other time or place; all at his lordship’s charge, with rich shows, pleasant devices, and all manner of sports, could be devised, to the great delight of her majesty, and her whole train …19



Yet a host didn’t bear all the costs of a royal visit. ‘Every nobleman’s house is her palace, where she continueth during pleasure and till she return to some of her own,’ wrote William Harrison; and by assuming symbolic ownership of her host’s house, the Queen – or rather her household staff – also assumed some of the responsibilities for running that house. As at Theobalds, she always arrived with her own cooks, and some at least of her own food. She seems to have paid for the diet of her court, as she would have done when at Whitehall or Greenwich. And there were other expenses, chiefly to do with transportation: twopence a mile for the owners of all those carts; hundreds of pounds for hay for the horses. The most accurate account of royal outgoings comes from the 76-day progress she made into Essex and Suffolk in 1561, when the cofferer of the household, Thomas Weldon, reckoned the court’s expenses at £8,540, or just over £112 a day.20

In most years, the costs of Elizabeth’s progresses came to less than that. Burghley reckoned that a long progress added between £1,000 and £2,000 to the annual budget for the royal household. Bread cost a penny a loaf more to bake on progress than in the royal bakehouse; there were material and labour costs for putting up temporary kitchens; the carriage of beer and wine added nearly £300 to the bill. (This last was in any case a major item of expenditure, wherever the Queen happened to be: in one year alone 600,000 gallons of beer and ale were carted to the court.21) And the Queen’s habit of changing her itinerary at the last moment meant needless expense on the hire of carts and the preparation of houses that would never welcome her. ‘The days appointed for removes in time of her majesty’s progresses may be as little changed as needed shall be, and the alterations of places avoided as near as may be conveniently’, was one suggestion for reducing the expense. ‘A good order if it may be kept’, was Burghley’s weary response.22 Like sovereigns before and after her, the Queen subscribed to the dictum articulated in the early seventeenth century by Sir Thomas Chaloner, chamberlain to Henry, Prince of Wales: ‘In the king’s house some prodigality is not so dishonourable as a little saving.’23
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WHEN MARY TUDOR died at St James’s Palace on 17 November 1558, her half-sister had inherited not only the throne of England, but well over fifty royal houses. Elizabeth I never managed to visit many of them, in spite of reigning for the next forty-five years. In any case, some were in such a poor state that they were barely habitable. At least five fell down during the Queen’s lifetime.

But that still left a formidable group of country houses, castles and palaces. Most were so-called outlying houses, like Grafton Regis and Woodstock Manor, left in the care of a skeleton staff for months or years at a time, and only brought into use when the Queen announced that she planned to visit during one of her annual progresses. Then an army of joiners and painters and builders would descend in a frenzy of activity to repair doors and windows, sweep the chimneys and clear the drains. The Queen and her entourage would arrive and stay for a week, a night, an afternoon, and then move on, leaving the house to resume its slumbers and the workmen to wait for their wages.

That wasn’t the case with the group of eight ‘standing houses’, mostly scattered along the Thames valley and hence accessible by barge, which were in regular use as royal residences: Windsor, Oatlands, Hampton Court, Richmond, Whitehall, St James, Greenwich and, on the old Watling Street to Gravesend and the Cinque Ports, Eltham. All of these were in use during Elizabeth’s reign. She liked to hunt at Windsor and spent weeks in the autumn at Hampton Court. The palace of Placentia at Greenwich, where she was born in 1533, was one of her favourite houses. But the royal palace which saw most of Elizabeth I was Whitehall.

The Queen occupied the set of lodgings at Whitehall that her father had used. Her dressing chamber, dining chamber, privy chamber, bedchamber, bathroom and library overlooked the elaborate garden and orchard begun by Henry VIII, an Elysium of walks and topiary filled with thirty-four painted beasts set on columns. The centrepiece was a fountain and a sundial which stood beside it and ‘which shows the hours in thirty different ways’, according to Lupold von Wedel, a Pomeranian soldier of fortune who was shown round the palace in 1584. Fountain and sundial formed quite a feature. Another visitor, the nineteen-year-old Bohemian nobleman Zdeně k Brtnický, Baron Waldstein, noted that water from the fountain squirted the unwary; a third, Paul Hentzner, explained that while strangers were peering at the sundial, ‘a quantity of water, forced by a wheel which the gardener turns at a distance, through a number of little pipes, sprinkles those that are standing round’.24

Thanks to tourists like von Wedel, Waldstein and Hentzner, members of a wave of Protestant travellers from Europe who came to explore England as part of a grand tour, we can glimpse something of the opulence of Elizabeth I’s privy lodgings, with their gilded ceilings, their rare paintings and jewels. Hentzner remarked on the royal library, stocked with Greek, Latin, Italian and French books, all bound in velvet with clasp of gold and silver. He was also shown the Queen’s bed, ‘ingeniously composed of woods of different colours, with quilts of silk, velvet, gold, silver and embroidery’.25 Young Waldstein was impressed. The palace ‘is a place which fills one with wonder’, he wrote, ‘not so much because of its great size as because of the magnificence of its bedchambers and living rooms which are furnished with the most gorgeous splendour’.26 He commented on the richness of the Queen’s couch, woven with gold and silver thread, the rich tapestries in her bedchamber, and her bathroom, which adjoined the bedchamber and was fitted as a kind of grotto: the water poured from oyster shells and different kinds of rock, he wrote.27

Henry VIII had installed a number of bathrooms both at Whitehall and in the other main palaces. They were often quite elaborate affairs, with tiled walls, sunken pools, boilers and ceramic stoves. The Queen’s bathroom at Hampton Court had a coal-fired stove in it by July 1600, when Waldstein commented on the fact. ‘By heating this the room itself is warmed,’ he said, although such stoves were used for producing steam as well as for keeping the royal occupant of the bathroom warm.

Bathing was all the Queen did in her bathrooms. Close stools were on hand for other needs – wooden boxes covered in velvet, with padded seats, pewter pans and the royal monogram ‘ER’ embroidered on them. Elizabeth’s father was content to have a groom beside him when he relieved himself. She was more fastidious, retreating beneath a canopy of crimson silk and cloth of gold, with curtains which buttoned up to hide her from view.28 The lodgings of senior household officers were also provided with close stools, at the crown’s expense. Less privileged servants had to use the common house of easement. No example survives from the Tudor royal palaces, but fragments of the house of easement at Hampton Court show an enormous structure with fourteen seats on two levels, built over a culvert. Pots and lead troughs were also stationed here and there about the palace for those who couldn’t wait, or couldn’t be bothered to use the house of easement.
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WITH ELIZABETH’S ACCESSION to the throne in 1558, England, Wales and Ireland had a single female ruler for only the second time in history: the first was her half-sister Mary, who reigned alone for seventeen months before marrying Philip of Spain. As a queen without a consort, Elizabeth’s close household was dominated by women. The gentlemen, grooms and gentlemen ushers of the privy chamber, who during the reigns of her father and her half-brother Edward VI formed the core of the sovereign’s personal servants, were mainly involved in fetching food and fuel, regulating access to the privy lodgings and carrying messages. The Queen’s body servants were female; so were the gentlewomen and maids of honour who attended her and amused her without actually carrying out any menial tasks.

The number of Elizabeth’s female attendants fluctuated during her reign, but there were usually somewhere between twenty-five and thirty: three or four ladies of the bedchamber; around a dozen ladies, gentlewomen and maids of the privy chamber; half a dozen maids of honour under the supervision of the mother of the maids; and three or four chamberers, who were in effect the Queen’s chambermaids. Some received fees – the chamberers’ wages were £20 a year, and ladies of the bedchamber and gentlewomen of the privy chamber were paid £33 6s. 8d. Maids of honour received nothing, although they were entitled to bouche of court. The more aristocratic members of the household had servants of their own, some of whom lived in and took their meals, not always legitimately, at the crown’s expense, while others were lodged nearby in Westminster or the City.

In theory, the Queen’s servants and attendants were supposed to be on hand unless they had licence to leave. The organised rotas that would be adopted by later monarchs – one week on and three weeks off, or one month twice a year, or something similar – were not in operation, and in fact no one at court had any regular periods of time off at all. But they weren’t prisoners: when things were quiet, they might visit friends and relatives in Westminster or further afield. And they seem to have enjoyed themselves in other ways during their off-duty hours. Sir Francis Knollys, Elizabeth’s treasurer of the household, had his sleep disturbed by the Queen’s ladies and maids of honour, who used to ‘frisk and hey about in the next room, to his extreme disquiet at nights’. After asking them to be quiet, without success, Knollys hit on the idea of embarrassing them into silence: having got a servant to bolt the main door to their chamber so that they couldn’t escape, he entered their room through a connecting door dressed only in his shirt and a pair of spectacles, and read aloud from a pornographic work by Pietro Aretino. ‘What a sad spectacle and pitiful fright these poor creatures endured’, wrote the seventeenth-century teller of this tale, ‘for he faced them and often traversed the room in this posture above an hour.’29
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THE QUEEN’S DAY began between 8 and 9 a.m. ‘You know I am no morning woman,’ she once confessed.30 When she did get up, she tended to swan around in her nightgown while she ate breakfast and perhaps strolled in her privy gallery or sat at her bedchamber window. The famous incident in 1599, when the Earl of Essex rushed back from negotiating an unauthorised peace with Irish rebels and burst into her bedchamber to find her ‘newly up, her hair about her face’, took place about ten in the morning.31 She was vain, and male courtiers who happened to see her en déshabille were liable to catch the edge of her tongue, or worse. On May Day 1578 Gilbert Talbot was walking in the tiltyard at Greenwich at eight in the morning when he looked up and saw the Queen, who was sitting in her window. Their eyes met and ‘she showed to be greatly ashamed thereof’, he reported to his father, the Earl of Shrewsbury, ‘for that she was unready, and in her nightstuff’.32 When she saw Talbot later that day, she hit him on the head, ‘and told my lord chamberlain, who was the next to her, how I had seen her that morning, and how much ashamed thereof she was’.33

When the Queen finally did decide to dress, it was the ladies of the bedchamber and the chamberers who helped her with a task which must have lasted for an hour or more. Her clothes were the responsibility of the Wardrobe of Robes (a department rather than a cupboard) and stored in the palace of Whitehall, although the privy lodgings in all the standing houses had chambers where clothes could be kept for immediate use. Any items transferred between the main store and these other chambers had to be listed and signed for by whichever of the Queen’s women happened to be on the scene at the time. Jewels and furs must also be signed for, and the woman signing for them was held responsible for their safe return – not an easy task when one knows how careless Elizabeth was with her possessions. She was always losing things. A ‘small fish of gold with a diamond in it’ came off her hat one day in September 1574; at Nonsuch Palace in 1582 a gold acorn and oak leaf broke off a cluster and vanished.34 The next day she lost three buttons and an aglet from the same gown. At Richmond the following year, a great diamond fell out of a clasp of gold given her by the Earl of Leicester.35 At Whitehall another diamond, ‘one of the fairest’, fell out of a cluster attached to her dress.36 As one recent historian has it, she shed jewels wherever she went ‘like some perambulating Christmas tree’.37

Dressed, bejewelled and bewigged, the perambulating Christmas tree was at last ready to show herself in public. Baron Waldstein, who was presented to Elizabeth in the presence chamber at Greenwich one Sunday morning in 1600 as she was about to enter the Chapel Royal, was overwhelmed. His attention was drawn first to the maids of honour, who were all dressed in white and silver and whose ‘beauty and shapeliness had no difficulty in diverting the eyes’. (He was nineteen.) But when Elizabeth herself arrived in procession, he only had eyes for her. ‘Glittering with the glory of majesty and adorned with jewellery and precious gems, [she] entered into the view of the whole assembly and stretched her arms wide as if to embrace everybody present.’38 The moment she arrived, everybody got down on their knees.

Most foreigners were impressed by their first sight of the Queen. Lupold von Wedel watched her pass on her way to the Accession Day joust, an elaborate tournament held every November to commemorate her coming to the throne. She was alone, wearing a white gown and seated in an open gilt carriage under a canopy of red velvet embroidered with gold and pearls. And she ‘looked like goddesses are wont to be painted’, said von Wedel.39 Paul Hentzner, who like Waldstein saw her in the presence chamber at Greenwich as she passed in procession on the way into chapel, was a little more critical:

Her face oblong, fair, but wrinkled; her eyes small, yet black and pleasant; her nose a little hooked; her lips narrow, and her teeth black (a defect the English seem subject to, from their too great use of sugar); she had in her ears two pearls, with very rich drops; she wore false hair, and that red; upon her head she had a small crown … her hands were small, her fingers long, and her stature neither tall nor low; her air was stately, her manner of speaking mild and obliging. That day she was dressed in white silk, bordered with pearls of the size of beans …40



Hentzner also commented on the fact that wherever she turned to look as she walked along, everybody fell on their knees. She was accompanied by her maids, ‘very handsome and well shaped’, and again dressed in white; and she was guarded by two lines of gentleman pensioners wielding gilded halberds.41

While the Queen was at her prayers, Hentzner and the other onlookers were allowed to watch her table being set for her dinner. First two men came in, one carrying a rod of office, the other a tablecloth. Both knelt three times ‘with the utmost veneration’, before the second carefully spread the cloth on the table. They knelt once again and left, and their places were taken by two more men, one with a rod and the other with a salt-cellar, a plate and some bread. This pair also knelt three times. One placed the salt-cellar, plate and bread on the table and then both knelt again and withdrew. Next came two of the Queen’s women. One, dressed in white silk, ‘when she had prostrated herself three times in the most graceful manner, approached the table, and rubbed the plates with bread and salt, with as much awe, as if the queen had been present’. After a brief pause, the yeomen of the guard paraded into the chamber, bringing with them twenty-four dishes, mostly on gilt plate. One of the women took a sample of each dish and offered it to the man who had brought it to taste, an ancient ritual but also a sensible precaution against both inedible food and poison. The bringing of the food lasted for about half an hour and was accompanied throughout by music from twelve trumpeters and two drummers, who made the hall ring with their music.

Finally, when everything was ready, more of the Queen’s women appeared – but not the Queen herself. They picked up the food and carried it into an inner chamber, where Elizabeth was waiting to choose what she wanted. The rest went to the ladies of the court. She ate privately.

The Scottish courtier Sir James Melville, who was sent south in 1564 to discuss Mary, Queen of Scots’ claims to be heir to Elizabeth’s throne, told a rather touching story of the Queen’s vanity and vulnerability. During a stay at Hampton Court he was given an audience in which she mischievously asked him which was the fairest, his mistress or her. Melville countered that ‘she was the fairest queen in England, and ours the fairest queen in Scotland’.42 That wasn’t enough. She pressed him, and when he replied (rather desperately, one imagines) that they were both the fairest ladies of their courts, she asked which of them was taller. Mary, he replied, at which she said that in that case Mary was too tall, whereas she was neither too tall nor too short. This slightly awkward interview ended after Melville mentioned that his mistress played the virginals. How well? Reasonably for a queen, he replied.

That afternoon, the Scot was taken aside by Lord Hunsdon, the recently appointed captain of the gentleman pensioners and hence the man in charge of the Queen’s personal safety. Hunsdon led Melville to a ‘quiet gallery’ where, like Polonius, he was directed to stand behind a tapestry and listen while the Queen played the virginals in the chamber beyond. She played ‘excellently well’ and, intrigued, the Scot pulled aside the tapestry and watched for a moment. But Elizabeth turned and saw him, ‘and came forward seeming to strike me with her left hand … alleging that she used not to play before men, but when she was solitary here alone’. Melville claimed he had been passing the chamber when the sound of music drew him in, ‘I wist not how’.

They both knew this was a lie. But instead of striking him she beckoned him in and, as he knelt, ‘gave me a cushion with her own hand to lay under my knee’. Then, having observed the proprieties by calling in one of her attendants from the next room as chaperone, she asked which queen played the better.

And that was the point. Melville, of course, said that she did: in the circumstances, he could hardly say anything else. The encounter suggests something more than vanity – a need for reassurance, a desire to impress. While Melville knelt on his cushion, Elizabeth talked to him in French, Italian and Dutch; she talked of theology and history. She actually delayed his return to Scotland for two days, so that he could watch her dance at some court entertainment. Then, inevitably, she asked him which queen danced the better.

The incident also shows how carefully Elizabeth and her household officers stage-managed her life. Her appearances in public, her encounters in private, everything was meticulously organised. On the very rare occasions when she was alone, as she was when Melville walked in on her, people were always close at hand: her captain of the gentleman pensioners was stationed outside the door, her women were in the next room. The Elizabethan royal household’s role was not merely to make life easy for its mistress: to provide her with food when she called for it, to clothe her and transport her and keep her safe. It also played a crucial part in managing her contact with the outside world.
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