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Introduction

The man who would one day rule the Holy Roman Empire—Charles V—came into this world in the year 1500. Charles was the son of Archduke Philip of Austria, who, at the time, only had mastery over a few provincial regions within the Netherlands. Philip was, however, the son of Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I and, as such, was expected to have a powerful legacy.

The Holy Roman Empire was a conglomeration of territories primarily centered around modern-day Germany, Italy, and France and at its height included land holdings in Poland, Austria, Switzerland, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, the Czech Republic, Belgium, and the Netherlands. Although there is some academic debate on the matter, it is generally believed that the Holy Roman Empire began in the year 800 when Pope Leo III gave Charlemagne the Great the title of emperor. Previous to this, the western half of the original Roman Empire had fallen into ruin by 480 CE, while the eastern half based out of Constantinople (modern-day Istanbul) continued on for another 1000 years.

Despite the 300-year gap of a traditional Roman emperor in the west, the Pope and Charlemagne (who was already king of the Franks of western and central Europe) came to an agreement; Charlemagne would be the champion of a revived Christian Roman Empire in the west. In this symbiotic relationship, the Holy Roman Emperor gave the pope in Rome greater legitimacy, and in return, the pope granted the Holy Roman Emperor the prestige of being a ruler officially sanctioned by the Catholic Church. It was from this legacy that Charles V would spring.


Chapter One

Groomed for Greatness

“You know that my ancestors were the most Christian emperors of the great nation of Germany, the Catholic kings of Spain, the archdukes of Austria, and the dukes of Burgundy, who all were, until death, faithful sons of the Roman Church.”

—Charles V of the Holy Roman Empire

The inheritor of a powerful legacy, Charles V was destined for greatness from the very beginning, yet for one so great, his birth was rather abrupt. It’s said that he was born in the bathroom at a palace in Ghent in the early morning hours of February 14, 1500.

His mother Joanna had been in attendance at a party with her husband when she suddenly rushed off to the bathroom. She had been warned to avoid public gatherings and to stay at home since her baby was due at any time, but she had apparently insisted on attending this gathering. It’s said that the primary motivation for this was her suspicions that her husband was having extramarital affairs behind her back, and Joanna apparently wanted to keep an eye on him. It was at this festivity that little Charles finally came bursting forth into the world.

Despite this somewhat inglorious entrance, Charles would eventually come to control vast territories spanning Europe, America, and the Philippines. Some of these regions, he inherited directly from his parents, Philip and Joanna, the Duchess of Burgundy. Charles was also the grandson of the Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I through his father’s side and the grandson of the Spanish king and queen through his mother’s side.

Charles was only four years old when his maternal grandmother Isabella passed, which left Castile to his parents. Charles’ father wouldn’t have long to enjoy this inheritance from his mother-in-law, however, since he himself perished just a couple of years later in 1506. He was only 28 years old at the time. Philip’s death meant that his wife Joanna became the sole ruler of Castile.

Unfortunately, Joanna was plagued with severe depression and proved to be incredibly unstable. Eventually, her condition would become so bad that she was forced to abdicate her power and spend the rest of her days in quiet seclusion at the royal convent of Tordesillas. This left Charles, who was only six years old at the time, as the inheritor of Castile. These gains were followed by even more when his maternal grandfather Ferdinand passed in 1516, which granted him his grandfather’s territories in Aragon and Italy.

During this time of political distress and upheaval, young Charles continued to reside in the land of his birth—the Netherlands—together with most of his siblings. He had one older sister, Elanor, along with three younger sisters named Isabella, Mary, and Catherine, as well as a younger brother named Ferdinand. Mary, Isabella, and Eleanor would stay near Charles in the Netherlands, while Catherine and Ferdinand would make their home in the Spanish land of their birth.

During this time of transition, young Charles was being heavily mentored by a man who would one day become pope—Adrian of Utrecht. It was Adrian who tirelessly sought to kindle Charles’ passion for religion, as well as statecraft. In time, Charles would indeed come to refine both.

Charles was an admittedly awkward youth whose so-called “Habsburg jaw” made him stand out in a crowd. Charles hailed from the Habsburg family line which had been practicing various levels of inbreeding for centuries in an effort to keep political power within specific royal families. It has long been suggested that this inbreeding led to hereditary deformities such as was evident in Charles’ enlarged lower jaw.

At any rate, despite the awkwardness of his youth, Charles made sure that he made the most of his time. Always keeping busy, he focused on his academics and various other ways to improve himself. He also engaged in grand hunting tournaments in which he displayed both his competitive streak as well as his keen sense of strategy—all things that would serve him well in his later career as Holy Roman Emperor.

From a young age, Charles displayed a careful, pragmatic approach among his associates, a trait which would stay with him for the rest of his life. Unlike his troubled mother Joanna who was known for her outbursts, Charles wasn’t one to rant and rave. Rather, he proved to be quite gifted when it came to being able to say only what was necessary. Due to his quietness, some people viewed Charles as timid or inconsequential, only to have him surprise them by saying something incredibly profound at just the right moment. As such, he acquired a reputation of being a steady, sober, cool-tempered, and thoughtful monarch from a young age.

Charles had lost his father as a child and was essentially deprived of his mother due to her mental condition, but one relative he forged a very close bond with was his grandfather, Emperor Maximilian I. After Philip’s death, Maximilian took on an expanded role as surrogate father. He also seemed to genuinely enjoy the boy’s company and would often take him on various excursions throughout his dominions. Maximilian, despite his prestige and power, was not afraid to get right in the thick of things either. On one memorable occasion in 1509, Maximilian took Charles around the streets of Ghent, Belgium, tossing coins to passers-by while announcing, “Largesse! Largesse!”

Maximilian was indeed generous, and he showered all manner of affection on his grandson. In 1512, for example, he ordered Charles an extravagant set of specially made suited armor. The armor came complete with silver and gold fringe and contained the Golden Fleece insignia of the Habsburg dynasty. The expensive gear was given to Charles simply so he could compete in one of Maximilian’s favorite pastimes—a good game of joust. Maximilian was just as competitive in nature as his grandson and wanted his progeny to have the very best.

Maximilian then ended up passing away in 1519. Charles was, of course, sad to see his beloved grandfather and mentor go, but his death brought the 19-year-old even more temporal power. With Emperor Maximilian’s demise, Charles was handed control of Austria, as well as his own immediate mandate to become the next Holy Roman Emperor.


Chapter Two

The Emperor’s First Test

“God writes the gospel not in the Bible alone, but on trees and flowers and clouds and stars.”

—Martin Luther

Just prior to his passing, the old Holy Roman Emperor did his best to prepare his grandson for the possibility of succeeding him to the imperial throne. There was nevertheless great concern in the Habsburg camp that Francis I of France would be elected as emperor rather than Charles.

Succession from Maximilian to his grandson Charles was not a given, and the French king had been a candidate to be elected emperor for some time. The Holy Roman Empire, you see, had its own electoral college made up of seven prince-electors. American readers will note the similarity of the system of prince-electors to the American electoral college. Instead of electors from fifty states, the Holy Roman Empire utilized seven German princes, representing seven different regions, or principalities, as officially sanctioned electors. It was these principalities that formed the Imperial Diet.

The Imperial Diet made up the main forum where the power brokers of the Holy Roman Empire came together. It was here that the emperor-elect—or as the title was otherwise known, the king of the Romans—would be determined. This title would remain fixed on the candidate until he was officially crowned the Holy Roman Emperor by the pope. In Emperor Maximilian’s waning days, the main rival candidate to Charles was indeed France’s Francis I. Francis or Charles needed to have at least four out of the seven electors vote for them. This meant a lot of persuasive tactics would have to be employed to gain the favor of the majority of the electors.

By 1517, it seemed as if Francis was gaining the upper hand, and Maximilian warned Charles of the gravity of the situation. He wrote him a letter that stated, “We see no way of conducting this matter as the desire and honor of both of us requires; and if there is any fault of negligence, we will feel greatly displeased that we have gone to so much trouble and effort throughout our life to aggrandize and exalt our dynasty and our posterity, and yet by your negligence everything should collapse and jeopardize all our kingdoms, dominions, and lordship, and thus our succession.”

Fortunately, Maximilian and Charles were successful in the end, a by the summer of 1518, they had managed to convince five electors to vote Charles in as king of the Romans. This number would ultimately grow, with all seven electors voting for Charles on June 28, 1519. The emperor-elect was then officially inaugurated into his role on October 22, 1520, in a ceremony held at the Cathedral of Aachen (in modern-day Germany).

Here, in front of several onlookers, Charles V swore to protect the Church and defend the Empire before he was given his imperial sword, scepter, orb, and crown. The proceedings came to a close with a word from the pope sending his regards to Charles. Even so, until Charles was officially crowned in Rome, he would technically remain the emperor-elect.

Europe, in the meantime, was in the midst of an ideological uprising in the form
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