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About the Book

On the 16th of August 1628, five battle-scarred English ships sailed into the harbour of the Greek island of Milos. Dropping anchor, the 25-year-old captain banqueted with the local lord before sitting down to write an account of his journey – an account that would transform him entirely. 


Sir Kenelm Digby was known as one of the most remarkable Englishmen who ever lived: a trusted advisor to the King, but the sworn enemy of the all-powerful Duke of Buckingham; a pioneering philosopher and scientist, but committed to the occult arts of alchemy and astrology; a friend not only of Ben Jonson, Thomas Hobbes and van Dyck, but even Oliver Cromwell. He was also widely known as the ‘son of a traytor and husband of a whore’: a man who witnessed his father’s gruesome execution for high treason as a Gunpowder Plotter, and the lover of the most celebrated beauty of the age, Venetia Stanley. 


In an attempt to clear his name, and on a quest for personal glory, Digby assembled a fleet and set sail for the Mediterranean: a world of pirate cities and ancient ruins where people, ideas and exotic goods moved freely between languages and nations. His journey – encompassing fevers, mutiny, piracy, daring rescues and heroic sea battles – is a great and terribly overlooked adventure, and a prism through which to view England, and all of Europe, during one of the most pivotal periods in its history. 


A Stain in the Blood is the story of an extraordinary life, and of a journey that helped to shape a nation. It is a revelatory first work of non-fiction by one of the brightest young writers and thinkers of today.
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Wyche, Peter (exact date of birth unknown, d.1643). Thomas Roe’s successor as King James’s ambassador to the Sultan’s court in Constantinople.
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Preface

5 June 1665
London



I

JUST BEFORE DAWN on 5 June 1665, a terribly sick man sat in his chambers on the north side of Covent Garden Square and readied himself for a long journey. Approaching his sixty-second birthday, Sir Kenelm Digby had outlived many of those closest to him, and for some months he had realised that his own days were drawing to a close. His mind was as active as ever, but his body was failing: the imposing frame that had seen him loom over his contemporaries had been bent double by spasms of pain running through his abdomen and his long limbs.1 He had drawn up his will, written in his gorgeous, looping handwriting, and as June began he prepared to depart from London.2 The large and rambling set of rooms in which Kenelm sat, and which he steeled himself to leave behind, were packed with reminders of what he had lost, and of what he had experienced and achieved.3 The sumptuous foreign furnishings, such as the ‘spanish tables’, richly patterned Turkish carpets, tapestries and damask-clad chairs dotted throughout, were a mark not only of cosmopolitan taste, but of a lifetime spent zigzagging between England and the furthest corners of Europe. Five years previously, following the restoration of Charles II to the throne, Kenelm had been one of many notable English exiles who returned to England from Paris, but even among this nomadic crowd he was distinguished by his restlessness. He had seen the splendours of the Spanish court as a boy of fourteen on his first foreign jaunt; he had sampled the intellectual and artistic delights of Tuscany and Rome, mixing with scholars, cardinals, and even the Pope; he had ventured through the colder expanses of Northern Europe, exploring Germany and even the fringes of Scandinavia. His had been a life made up of travels, of incessant enquiry and discovery, but this appeared likely to be his final journey.

As dawn broke, a knock at the door announced the arrival of George Hartmann, Kenelm’s steward and assistant.4 Hartmann explained that a horse-drawn litter was waiting for his master in the elegant arcade that ran beneath his building facing on to the square. As Hartmann left his master to his final preparations, Kenelm slowly rose and surveyed the splendid walls of the great room in which he stood. Looming over him, their dark depths gradually revealed by candlelight and the first hint of the summer sun, were a number of imposing paintings, to which Kenelm had clung throughout his travels. He cherished them in part for the hand that had executed them – that of his dear friend Anthony van Dyck, who had electrified the English court in the 1630s with the poise and lustre of his compositions – and in part for what they depicted. There were a series of intense religious scenes – Christ taken down from the Cross,5 St John the Baptist in the wilderness, Mary Magdalene transported with ecstasy by the singing of a heavenly choir – an immediate reminder of Kenelm’s piety, and of the religion into which he had been born. This was the religion for which, when Kenelm was a tiny boy, his father had been willing to commit treason and suffer an appalling death – he was hanged, drawn and quartered in the churchyard of St Paul’s Cathedral; the religion in which Kenelm’s mother Mary had insisted on raising her two sons in the face of overwhelming hostility; the religion to which his wife Venetia had remained faithful until the dreadful night in 1633 when she died suddenly in her sleep. The solemn glow of the paintings was not just comforting for Kenelm, however, but chastising. He had never rested comfortably with the faith in and for which his parents, his brother and his wife had lived and died; he had struggled to bring his idiosyncratic mind into line with its orthodoxies and its authorities.

There, in the midst of these pious scenes and frozen in place by the magic of van Dyck’s brushstrokes, was Venetia herself on her deathbed, her features as still as marble. Her head was propped on her wrist as if she was only slumbering, and her left eye was very slightly open, holding out the impossible promise that she might still wake. Nearby, resting on a low table, lay other chilling relics, the plaster casts of her face, hands and feet taken in the hours after her body was found, as if she could be extracted from time, her fragments petrified and retained.6 A mile away, in Christ Church on Newgate, stood the funeral monument that he had ordered to be built after her death, but here in his rooms he had constructed a different kind of shrine.

Around these paintings, and framing their pious glow, loomed numerous shelves of books, all that remained of the magnificent collections that had once been his. Some he had lost amidst the turbulence of the times – he had left a splendid library behind in London once before which was destroyed by Parliamentary troops, while the bulk of the new collection that he had painstakingly assembled while in exile remained in Paris, too bulky and expensive to transport.7 He had not only lost books, however: in the words of his first biographer, John Aubrey, Kenelm ‘was very generous, and liberall to deserving persons.8’ He gave volumes away to his friends, to those he admired, and especially to the great libraries that sprang up in his lifetime: an astonishing treasure trove of medieval manuscripts, a bequest from his own teacher and mentor, to the Bodleian in Oxford; and an expensive set of theological tomes to the newly founded Puritan institution of Harvard in distant New England. Even after so many books had been lost and given away, though, the shelves that lined his London chambers still held thousands. These were not merely dusty authorities for Kenelm, but living, breathing presences. ‘My books,’ he wrote, ‘[are] my faithful and never failing companions.9’ Even their covers became miniature memorials, the spines stamped with a monogram in which the letters ‘K’, ‘D’ and ‘V’ were intermingled, Kenelm and Venetia Digby entwined together in perpetuity.
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In pride of place were the books that Kenelm himself had written, giving full rein to his expansive mind. The Earl of Clarendon, who knew him well, wrote that Kenelm possessed ‘such a volubility of language, as surprised and delighted’, and Aubrey called him ‘master of a good and gracefull, judicious stile’: words flowed unstoppably from Kenelm’s mouth and from his pen throughout his life. Among the shelf of volumes that he had authored were musings on the mysteries of theology; his philosophical magnum opus, the Two Treatises on the nature of body and soul, in which he explored the fundamentals of the physical and metaphysical realms; and, most recently, his botanical treatise A Discourse Concerning the Vegetation of Plants, which he had read before the newly formed Royal Society two years previously following his election as a fellow. On the shelf below his own writings, his eyes rested on those of the great men whom he had befriended and with whom he had conversed and debated: the philosophical musings of René Descartes and Thomas Hobbes; the dizzyingly complex work of Pierre de Fermat, the greatest mathematician of the age; and the writings of Ben Jonson, including a magnificent series of poems dedicated to Venetia’s memory, which Kenelm had helped to edit following the playwright’s death. Below and beyond the achievements of his illustrious friends, Kenelm surveyed the hundreds of other volumes by writers ancient and modern: huge tomes and tiny pocketbooks, printed texts and meticulously handwritten manuscripts, poems, tales of adventure, great works on religion, philosophy and science, written in English, French, Italian, Spanish, Greek, Arabic and Latin. These were pages in which Kenelm had not only felt the thrumming and the pulsing of the past, but had also found the inspiration and the resources for the life that he had lived.
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Footsteps echoing up the stairwell announced the imminent arrival of his most trusted servants, two men named George Hangmaster and Mr Aurelius, who were coming to help Kenelm descend to the waiting litter and out into the London morning. He turned from the shelves and shuffled slowly towards the doorway, glancing as he went into the adjoining chambers. In them he glimpsed the sparkle of polished tin, copper and glass as the rising sun entered his well-stocked kitchen. He employed two cooks – George Hangmaster’s wife Anne, and another named Mrs Brooks – but he had also passed many happy hours labouring in here himself. Wherever he had travelled, Kenelm wasted no opportunity to sample strange and unfamiliar delicacies, and to learn new recipes and techniques which he transcribed and sought to replicate. Now, he surveyed the tools he had assembled for these attempts: pie-plates, syllabub dishes, brass and iron kettles, countless ladles, forks and tongs, scales, graters, colanders, brewing tubs and many more, by means of which a dazzling array of ingredients could be combined, transformed, and sampled.10 His chambers were also fitted out with a well-equipped and fully functioning laboratory, and he could not depart without peering into this room for a final time.11 It was here, right up to his final days, that Kenelm had continued to practise the chemical and alchemical experiments that were also a lifelong obsession: here he heated his furnaces until they would melt sand into glass, from which he deftly fashioned cutting-edge wine bottles and artificial gemstones; here he scorched the bodies of crayfish, in the hope that he could later resurrect them from their ashes. Much of Kenelm’s equipment did double duty in the kitchen and the laboratory, and there was no firm line for him between cookery and chemistry, nor between alchemy and science: all were overlapping ways of understanding, transforming and enjoying the minute and messy particulars of the world around him.

The footsteps arrived at his door, and a tentative knock informed him that the time for departure had arrived. As he limped from his chambers, he paused by the ‘greate writeinge chayre with whings’ next to his desk, in which he had passed much of the preceding weeks setting his affairs in order.12 Sitting for a brief moment, he snatched up the tiny oval portrait of his wife, made for him in Paris decades before, from which Venetia stared with an impassive and unchanging gaze, surrounded by finely wrought loops the colour of emerald and sapphire and tiny white figures bearing swags of fruit and flowers. It was fashioned from gold and painted with enamel, and on the back, in Latin, were inscribed words which painfully reminded Kenelm that no earthly journey he might undertake would have his wife at its end. ‘He tries to snatch a ghost from the funeral pyre and fights a great battle with death,’ they read. ‘Everywhere he searches for thee – O, the bitterness of it – on a piece of metal.13’ As he thrust this memento into his inner pocket with one twisted hand, with the other he reached into the bottom-most drawer of the desk, rummaged beneath a pile of papers, and pulled out a small and unprepossessing volume. Unlike those that lined his shelves, it had no rich binding or embossing; though he had once intended to present it to the world, this work had become Kenelm’s most intimate secret, and it contained the pages on which he had striven to record and to transform his memories, his life, his entire character. A glance at the first page confirmed the title he had once given it, and which he had perused countless times since in private moments: Loose Fantasies. He slipped it into his pocket, and hobbled out into the morning air.

II

The sixty-two years of Kenelm’s life encompassed one of the most eventful and dizzyingly transformative periods in the history of England, and of the wider world. He was born on 11 July 1603, four months after the death of Queen Elizabeth I and the ascension of James VI of Scotland as James I of England. In 1618, when Kenelm was fifteen, the King’s daughter and son-in-law ill-advisedly agreed to be crowned as monarchs of the eastern European region of Bohemia, thus triggering an all-out religious and political conflict that would devastate much of the Continent for three decades. Changes in England were no less violent and dramatic: James died in 1625 and was succeeded by his son Charles, who faced a revolutionary challenge to his kingship in the Civil Wars of the 1640s, and was executed as a tyrant in 1649. After a decade of republican rule, largely overseen by the Lord Protector, Oliver Cromwell, Charles II was restored to the throne in 1660, some five years before Kenelm’s final journey. In a time of repeated upheavals and starkly polarised divisions, Kenelm was one of the few men able to adapt repeatedly to changing circumstances, flourishing amidst the turmoil and winning admiration from all sides in the political, religious and intellectual disputes erupting around him.
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The chaos and strife engendered by the age through which Kenelm lived, however, also prompted an astonishing efflorescence in the realms of human thought and endeavour, as men and women strained to come to terms with the horrors and the emerging possibilities that they witnessed. Kenelm observed the birth of modern science and medicine, in Galileo Galilei’s radical new account of the heavens and William Harvey’s argument for the circulation of the blood, and the beginnings of modern philosophy. He experienced an age in which religion was not only becoming violently polarised, but assuming novel forms, from newly founded pious orders to radical utopian sects: a response both to scientific developments, and a rising awareness of the differing religions that proliferated around the world, from China to the indigenous people of North America.

It was a period in which the corners of the earth were increasingly linked by stable trade routes, bringing the exotic splendours of Asia and the Americas into European homes and marketplaces. But if the revolutions in all these areas seemed to point towards a rational and enlightened future, Kenelm also lived during an epoch fixated on, and saturated by, the past: deepening studies of Latin, Greek, Hebrew, Arabic, Syriac and Aramaic opened up new vistas on ancient and distant worlds; the authoritative texts of antiquity and Scripture remained authoritative but were opened up to new forms of scrutiny and scepticism; the rise of archaeology and antiquarianism opened up new appreciations of historical distance and difference; and the most dusty and obscure of scholarly disputes could assume urgently topical and controversial significance. Amidst these wider currents of change, both drawing upon them and influencing them deeply, was the great flourishing of art and literature through which Kenelm lived: he was born into the England of Shakespeare, Donne and Jonson, and by the end of his life Milton, Marvell and Dryden were in the midst of their greatest achievements. He walked through the great cities of Europe whose squares and palaces were being transformed by the creations of Rubens, Velazquez, Poussin and Bernini.

This was an age of reason and superstition, of tolerance and sectarian hate, of fanatical certainty and unmoored scepticism, of stifling authoritarianism and creative freedom, of an iconoclastic desire to open a new future and a nostalgic urge to cling on to tradition. It was an age in which fact and fantasy could blend, intermingle and inform one another – an age when the richest imaginings often assumed something of the solidity of history, and the events of a single life could be elevated from mundane happenings to the lofty heights of myth.

Kenelm Digby, more than any other individual, encapsulates within a single life and character both the sheer thrilling variety of this period in history, and its deepest and most compelling contradictions. He lived his life in constant contact with the harsh facts of political and religious struggle, and of personal loss; yet he also strove constantly to shape these harsh states of affairs through the power not only of his actions, but of his imagination. As well as an omnivorous reader he was an inveterate teller of stories, especially his own. Determined to achieve his ambitions, and to free himself from the burdens of his past, Kenelm realised that the only way to do so was by reinventing himself, making his own life into a compelling tale in which the disparate strands of his identity could be woven together. He was a mutable and kaleidoscopic figure, dancing deftly between an astonishing array of spheres, and living a life that expressed the deepest tensions of the age; yet he knew that he remained utterly singular, in his activities and in his character, and sought every means by which he could display this uniqueness to the world.

[image: Icon]

These were endeavours that preoccupied Kenelm for his entire life. The small, unprepossessing book that he stuffed into his pocket and took with him when he left Covent Garden in 1665 represented his most daring act of self-transformation, one that had taken place nearly four decades before, during a year-long voyage into the furthest reaches of Europe. Written in the sweltering heat of a Greek island in August 1628, with the noisy festivities of his Muslim hosts, his officers and his crew echoing in the distance, it was the story of his remarkable voyage, but also of his earlier life, of the travails and intimacies of his love for Venetia, of his deepest hopes and desires. He rewrote his own life as a romance, a tale of noble heroes and virtuous heroines, unsettling sorcerers and nefarious seducers, pure virtuous love and unadulterated wickedness. He renamed himself ‘Theagenes’, and his beloved Venetia became ‘Stelliana’, while England became ‘Morea’ and London ‘Corinth’, and every other person and place that had mattered to him assumed a similarly altered guise. He fused the tale of his life with the tales from the books he loved, creating a work in which no reader would be able entirely to disentangle fact from fantasy.

The story of Kenelm’s voyage of 1628 stands at the centre of his own story, reflecting and shaping not only his own personal history, but that of the nation. Until he left for the Mediterranean, Kenelm and those who were dearest to him had been harried, chastened and limited by the stories that others told about them – the rumour, gossip and sheer lies to which they fell victim. Above all, he risked being defined by ‘a stain in the blood’ – the legacy of a crime for which his father had been condemned to die, and whose bitter memory threatened to overshadow all of Kenelm’s ambitions and his promise. Kenelm embarked upon his journey to the Mediterranean in order to free himself from these burdens; but he travelled, above all, so that he could find the freedom to reinvent himself, the freedom to live out the greatest story that he would ever tell.
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This book, like Kenelm’s own life, centres around his voyage of 1628. It begins with his own past – with the events, the hopes and the fears that shaped his early years, and that led him ultimately to take to the seas. By then following Kenelm into and around the Mediterranean, it becomes possible to witness the formation of his mind and his character: during his travels he drew upon his unique range of previous experiences, and fused them with the events and sensations from his travels into something entirely new. As he made his return voyage and re-entered English life following these adventures, Kenelm never ceased looking back on his voyage, striving to understand what he had experienced and who he had become, and to present his achievements to the world in the most compelling manner. Although his striving both for self-understanding and for success was a lifelong endeavour, this part of his story ends in 1633, with the death of Venetia. This dreadful event marked another decisive break in his life, dividing it into a before and an after; but the way in which he strove to come to terms with this personal tragedy, and the habits of mind and action that remained with him until the end of his life, show how fully he remained the man that he first became during his remarkable Mediterranean voyage.


Excursus: The Brazen Head


[image: Excursus: The Brazen Head]


Fryer Bacon reading one day of the many conquests of England, bethought himself how he might keep it hereafter from the like conquests, and so make himself famous hereafter to all posterities. This (after great study) he found could be no way so well done as one; which was to make a head of Brass, and if he could make this head to speak (and hear it when it speaks) then might he be able to wall all England about with Brass. To this purpose he got one Fryer Bungey to assist him, who was a great Scholler and a Magician, (but not to be compared to Fryer Bacon). These two with great study and pains so framed a head of Brass, that in the inward parts thereof there was all things like as is in a natural mans head.

Then called Fryer Bacon his man Miles, and told him, that it was not unknown to him what pains Fryer Bungy and himself had taken for three weeks space, only to make, and to hear the Brasen-head speak, which if they did not, then had they lost all their labour, and all England had a great loss thereby: therefore he entreated Miles that he would watch whilst that they sleep, and call them if the Head spake. Fear not, good Master (said Miles), I will not sleep, but harken and attend upon the head, and if it doe chance to speak, I will call you.

At last, after some noise the Head spake these two words, TIME IS. Miles hearing it to speak no more, thought his Master would be angry if he waked him for that, and therefore he let them both sleep.

After half an hour had passed, the Head did speak again, two words, which were these: TIME WAS. Miles respected these words as little as he did the former, and would not wake them, but still scoffed at the Brasen head, that it had learned no better words.

Then the Brazen-head spake again these words: TIME IS PAST. And therewith fell down, and presently followed a terrible noise, with strange flashes of fire, so that Miles was half dead with fear. At this noise the two Fryers awaked, and wondered to see the whole room so full of smoke, but that being vanished they might perceive the Brazen-head broken and lying on the ground: at this sight they grieved, and called Miles to know how this came. Miles half dead with fear, said that it fell down of it self, and that with the noise and fire that followed he was almost frighted out of his wits. Fryer Bacon asked him if he did not speake? Yes (quoth Miles) it spake, but to no purpose.

From The Famous Historie of Fryer Bacon . . . Very Pleasant and Delightfull to be Read (London, 1627).1



Part I

Time Is
Time Was
Time Is Past




1

1603–1620
Buckinghamshire – Madrid – Oxford – France


I ‘A Foul Stain in his Blood’


The very first time that ever they had sight of one another, [they] grew so fond of each other’s company, that all that saw them said assuredly that something above their tender capacity breathed this sweet affection into their hearts . . . It was the perfect friendship and noble love of two generous persons, that seemed to be born in this age by ordinance of heaven to teach the world anew what it hath long forgotten, the mystery of loving with honour and constancy, between a man and a woman; both of them with the vigour of their youth, and both blessed by nature with eminent endowments, as well of the mind as of the body.




‘Alas,’ said Stelliana, ‘be not so unjust as to tax him with what thou knowest he cannot remedy.’

‘Nay, but,’ said Faustina, interrupting her, ‘let not passion blind you altogether . . . Theagenes hath hardly escaped, by his mother’s extreme industry, with the scant relics of a shipwrecked estate, and from his father hath inherited nothing but a foul stain in his blood for attempting to make a revolution in this state.’

‘Methinks, Faustina,’ replied Stelliana, ‘you speak in his prejudice with more passion than you can accuse me of in loving him . . . for although it be the custom of these times to lay a punishment beyond death upon those that conspire against their prince or their government, that so by making it extend to their posterity, it may, peradventure, deter some . . . from attempting upon their own sacred persons and from making innovations in the laws; yet it seemeth to be with this condition, that if the son in himself deserve the contrary, he shall be esteemed and cherished according to his own merit, in which the father’s offence is then drowned; so that it rather becomes an incitation for him to do virtuous and worthy actions, than any stain or blemish.’1



ON THE NIGHT of 5 November 1627, aged twenty-four, Kenelm paced restlessly across his chambers in London as he strove to shut out the sounds of the outside world. He was ‘a goodly handsome person’, but now an expression of fear and indignation distorted his fine features, his slightly bulbous brow furrowing; his mouth, surrounded by a neat reddish beard, twisting as he muttered his frustrations to himself.2 He was hugely tall and heavily built, his long legs carrying him across the confined space of the room in just a few strides, his hands clenching and unclenching into great fists. For the past few months, Kenelm had devoted himself with single-minded focus to practical preparations for a voyage that he was determined to undertake. He had been negotiating a fair price for his ships, scouring the city for able seamen to crew them, and stockpiling barrels of gunpowder, water and salted beef. All the while he had worked energetically and adaptably to circumvent the obstacles that threatened to delay his departure, or to prevent it altogether. He had become increasingly convinced that these were not mere mishaps, but surreptitious attempts by the most powerful man in the land – the Duke of Buckingham, the King’s closest friend and advisor – to derail his carefully laid plans. But Kenelm was not deterred, and had convinced himself that he could prevail and set out as planned. He was determined to leave behind the memories and damaging rumours that he knew would haunt him for as long as he remained in England, and sail towards new and thrilling possibilities.

As the sun set on 5 November, however, and the city began to vibrate with flickering shapes and raucous noises, Kenelm realised that, for this night at least, there would be no escape from the darkest of the doubts that echoed in his mind. Throughout the course of the day, Londoners had stacked up great heaps of wood and refuse in any available open space; now, at nightfall, the inhabitants stood ringed around each of the piles while torches were thrown on and they ignited with a low roar like a great breath being let out across the city. As they did so, the bells of every church, from the smallest parish chapel to the tall tower of St Paul’s Cathedral, began to ring with a joyous jangle that cut through the winter streets. The crowds, tumbling from the taverns and holding cups of liquor aloft, screamed their approval, breaking into spontaneous songs and chants and cavorting through the midst of the city.

The festivities marked the anniversary of the Gunpowder Treason of 1605, the dark scheme from which King James I had been so miraculously delivered just two years into his reign, when a group of disillusioned Roman Catholics had tried and failed to blow up the Houses of Parliament. Every year throughout the two decades and more since the foiling of the plot, its memory had been drilled into the collective consciousness of the nation by a deluge of sermons and printed histories, until it was as established a cornerstone of the annual calendar as Christmas.3 In the months that Kenelm had fought to arrange his departure, he had steeled himself to endure once again the yearly ordeal in which his compatriots were repeatedly and gleefully exhorted: remember, remember the fifth of November. The nation seemed as one to offer to God ‘Thankfull remembrance of thy great and wonderfull deliverance’ from ‘our Enemies, the Papists’, and their ‘hellish powder’. ‘For which deliverance, upon the 5. of November, 1605., we sung praise, and expressed our joy, with Boonfiers and praises to thy holy name.4’ The memory of the event, scored ever deeper into the minds of men, women and children across the country who were urged to mark it ‘yearly and forever’, confirmed their status as a nation specially chosen and protected by God who had ‘snatcht us like Brands from the mouth of the Furnace’, and it bound them together as one.5

For Kenelm however, the night of 5 November brought not effusive celebration, but the flooding back of the darkest recollections of his childhood. He had been forced to endure the cackling and collective glee that erupted around him each year, for as long as he could recall; but in 1627, as he prepared for his voyage, the peals of bells and laughter and the smell of smoke drifting in through his tightly shuttered windows forced him back into himself with particular urgency, back to the very dangers and memories that made him so determined to leave England behind. He was desperate to set out for the Mediterranean, to begin the voyage that he had expended such effort in planning; but the festivities that thrummed so loudly in the background made him realise that he could not simply escape from the events that had inspired his journey. He would have to look back into his own past, more fully than he had previously forced himself to do, before he could embark upon the creation of a new present for himself.
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The botched attempt to blow up Parliament in November 1605 had been followed by an equally ill-fated attempt over the ensuing days to incite rebellion in the Midlands, in which a forlorn gang of plotters ‘wandred a while through Warwickshire to Worcestershire, and from thence to the edge and borders of Staffordshire’, looking for sympathetic Catholic households and dragging a cart of weapons along with them.6 Among their number, towering over his fellow conspirators by more than a head, was a striking man in his late twenties named Sir Everard Digby.7 He had rushed from his family’s home at Gayhurst in Buckinghamshire to join the ragged procession, leaving behind his wife Mary, and his two infant sons – Kenelm, who was a little over two years old, and John, who had been born just a few months previously. The conspiracy quickly collapsed, and Everard was taken prisoner after trying to hide in the woods.8

Brought from the Tower to his trial for high treason, Everard managed even to impress the judges who condemned him to death: he breezed into the courtroom dressed in a loose taffeta gown and a suit of black satin, and delivered a long discourse in which he insisted that he had acted not from treacherous hatred but only due to ‘the friendship and love he bare’ for Robert Catesby, one of the chief conspirators. He then made an impassioned plea that his wife and sons not be punished for his crime, and, uniquely among the condemned plotters, he openly ‘confessed that he deserved the vilest death, and most severe punishment that might be’. ‘Those who were present at his trial,’ one witness reported, ‘could not restrain their wonder.’ Once the sentence which he demanded had been duly handed down, ‘Sir Everard Digby bowing himself towards the lords, said, if I may but hear any of your lordships say, you forgive me, I shall go more cheerfully to the gallows. – Whereunto the lords said, God forgive you, and we do.9’ On 20 January 1606, Kenelm’s father was dragged by horses through streets lined with spitting and screeching householders to a gallows that had been erected in the churchyard at St Paul’s. His magnificently composed behaviour continued beneath the gibbet, where Everard clung doggedly to his self-appointed role as insouciant courtier, offering cheery greetings to all of those present, ‘as he was wont to do when he went from Court or out of the City, to his own house in the country’. He managed to display ‘warmth of feeling, and even light-heartedness’ while staring death in the face, and a dreadful death it was, inflicted upon him ‘with more than usual cruelty’, brutally butchered while he was ‘completely conscious and alive’. His valour and defiance, though, persisted until his very last breath. He was hanged almost to the point of death, before the public executioner cut open his chest and ripped out his heart, holding it before the crowd and proclaiming ‘this is the heart of a traitor’: the dying man somehow managed to gasp out the words, ‘Thou liest.’ Once the breath had finally left his body the executioner sliced off his genitals, opened his belly, and struck off his head, to be disposed of at the King’s pleasure. The crowd watching this grisly spectacle, even those who had bayed for Everard’s blood minutes before, ‘marvelled at his fortitude’ and talked ‘almost of nothing else’.10

According to family lore, the infant Kenelm, who was miles away in the family home of Gayhurst when his father met this awful fate, leapt from his nurse’s knee and cried out ‘Tata, Tata,’ at the exact moment of Everard’s death.11 Whether or not this deep intuitive connection did indeed exist between them, Kenelm was haunted by his father’s memory. As he grew, it became increasingly clear to Kenelm, and to all those who knew his father, just how closely the pair resembled one another. Everard had impressed all those who met him, and was admiringly called ‘as complete a man in all things that deserved estimation or might win affection, as one should see in a kingdom’.12 He was ‘a gallant Gentleman, and one of the most handsomest men of his time’ – even ‘accounted the handsomest Gentleman in England’.13 Unusually tall, ‘of stature about two yards high’, and ‘skilful in all things that belonged unto a gentleman’, Everard astounded and dazzled all he encountered with his ‘countenance so comely and manlike’. As Kenelm grew, he became increasingly aware of the impact that his own height, good looks and dazzling physical presence had on those around him, and he gradually realised that he was becoming ever more like his father. If Everard was tall and strong, Kenelm was likewise ‘Gigantique’ and endowed with a ‘great voice’, developing into ‘a Person of extraordinary strength’, powerful enough to lift a fully grown man and the chair in which he was sitting above his head using just one arm.14

Kenelm was too young to recall his father’s arrest and imprisonment, but Everard’s memory was unavoidable, and his spectre threatened to overwhelm his son’s life from the outset. While awaiting trial in the Tower of London, Everard had written a letter placing an impossible burden on his infant child. ‘Let me tell you, my son Kenelm, you ought to be both a Father and a Brother to your unprovided for Brother and think, that what I am hindered from performing to him by short life . . . so much account yourself bound to do to him, both in Brotherly affection to him, and in natural duty to me.15’ Kenelm grew to be haunted by this sense of responsibility, of stepping into Everard’s shoes, and he also developed an anxious awareness that he might have inherited from his father more than just his impressive physique and charisma. He had grown up in a Protestant England, a nation vocally committed to the harsh justice of the Old Testament God, who insisted upon ‘visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children unto the third and fourth generation’.16 When, at his trial, Everard implored the judges to allow his wife and infant sons to inherit his goods and not leave them destitute, the prosecutor, the ferociously Protestant Attorney General Sir Edward Coke, spitefully intoned the words of Psalm 109: ‘Let his children be fatherless and his wife a widow; Let his children be continually vagabonds, and beg; Let his posterity be cut off, and in the generation following let their name be blotted out.17’ Fortunately for Kenelm, Coke’s cruel hopes were frustrated: Everard had taken the precautionary step of bequeathing his property to his son before embarking on the plot, and King James mercifully stopped short of beggaring the entire family. The Earl of Clarendon thought that Kenelm ‘inherited a fair and plentiful fortune, notwithstanding the attainder of his father’, and his mother ensured that he received around ‘three thousand pounds per Annum’, a significant sum.18 Although, in the aftermath of the Gunpowder Plot, ordinary Catholic homes across the country had been raided, treasured religious paraphernalia confiscated and destroyed, and families taunted and targeted, Kenelm’s family escaped the worst of this persecution despite his father’s direct involvement. Mary was left relatively unmolested to devote herself to the same Roman Catholic religion for which her husband had died, and to raise her sons within its confines.19 Most remarkably, she was permitted to keep on living in the family home of Gayhurst, which was no small matter. It was a large and beautiful house that Mary’s father, William Mushlo, had begun building in 1597, and when she and her husband had inherited it Everard threw himself into completing it with characteristic gusto until it rose to three elegant storeys of stone, with a classically pure and perfectly symmetrical outline, decorated with tastefully selected pillars and friezes.20 Mary was allowed to raise her sons in the midst of her disgraced husband’s finest achievements.

Kenelm may not have been held as fully responsible for his father’s crime as Coke had hoped, but his obvious resemblance to Everard was still unsettling. He never stopped agonising about ‘the blackest and horridest plot that ever was hatched . . . who had my unhappy father involved in the ruines of it’.21 Everard was a traitor, but he was also a compelling and deeply impressive figure who managed to earn pity even from those who should have loathed him, and the awe-struck stories that circulated about his execution proved the enduring power of hearsay and gossip in the making of a reputation. For all his crimes, as a man he embodied much of what Kenelm hoped to be. Even his role in the Gunpowder Plot was remembered by the sympathetically minded as an error of judgement rather than a sin – an appalling slip by a man too invested in his friendships, and too susceptible to the lure of grandiose schemes. In his philosophical writings, Kenelm was fascinated by the nature of hereditary characteristics, observing ‘that even in particular gestures, and in little singularities in familiar conversation, children will oftentimes resemble their parents, as well as in the lineaments of their faces’.22 Throughout his early years he clung on to the hope that he might prove to the world that he was not his father reborn, even as he remained fully aware of the traits and ‘little singularities’ that he could not have helped inheriting. He would have to emulate his father’s undeniable bravery and magnetism, while compelling the world to remember him in a very different way.
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Mary Digby had understandably retreated from public life following her husband’s trial and execution, cloistering herself away in Buckinghamshire at the family home, Gayhurst, and devoting herself to prayer and lamentation. Her husband might have been willing to die for his faith, but she was the more deeply pious of the two: they had both been won over to the Roman Church by the prominent Jesuit John Gerard, but it was Mary who was much keener to discuss ‘Catholic doctrine and practice’ while her husband was busy hunting and hawking, and he converted some time after her and thanks in large part to her persuasions.23 She arranged for Catholic tutors who would school her two sons in the religion to which she continued to cling, hoping that an inconspicuous and provincial life would keep them safe from the suspicious eyes of those who remembered Everard all too well. One of the men who taught Kenelm was the Jesuit John Percy, sometimes known as Fisher, who had been instrumental in the conversion of Mary and Everard; after the discovery of the Gunpowder Plot he had gone into hiding in the nearby village of Harrowden, but he surreptitiously rode over the hills to Gayhurst to hear Mary Digby’s confessions, and to school her sons. Percy was steeped in theology and an expert in religious polemic, and he was the first to open Kenelm’s eyes, from a young age, to the realities of the confessionally divided world around him.24 When he was not having his faith formed by Fisher, Kenelm devoted himself to honing the other skills expected of the elder son of a gentry family; his mother ensured that he had some training in horse-riding, swordsmanship and dancing, and that he learned to speak French and Italian. He also undertook some activities less expected of a young gentleman, constantly nosing around the kitchens and watching the cooks at work, and spending hours observing the birds in the dovecote that stood just to the south of the kitchen, on the corner of its herb and vegetable garden.25 Before long he could ride by himself through the fields that undulated around Gayhurst, hunting game in the surrounding woods, or finding a quiet spot in which to sit with a book. Despite the shadow under which he still lived, Kenelm’s early childhood was happy and fairly sheltered, though not protected from the terrifying diseases to which all children were prone: he suffered a ‘great and dangerous sicknesse’ at the age of two and a half, another at the age of eight, and a ‘desperate and mortall sicknesse’ that overtook him shortly before his twelfth birthday and ‘continued a prettie while’.26

Not long after he survived this last bout, when Kenelm was just entering his teens, the wider world intruded in a different and altogether more delightful way. Not far from Gayhurst lived a middle-aged couple named Francis and Grace Fortescue, who had recently taken in a relative of theirs: a girl named Venetia Stanley. She was three years older than Kenelm, and even at a young age the pair had much in common. Both had already endured the death of a parent: Venetia’s mother, Lucy, had died when she was only a few months old. Sir Edward Stanley, her father, ‘retired himself to a private and recollected life’ and grieved for the loss of his wife, appreciating her fully only once she had departed. Devoting himself wholeheartedly to his new status as a mourning widower, Stanley sent Venetia and her sisters to the country to live with the Fortescues.27 Venetia’s parents, like Kenelm’s, were Roman Catholics, and so were her hosts: Grace Fortescue, like Mary Digby, was ‘a grave and virtuous lady’, and the two women paid frequent visits to one another in their shared piety, allowing the two young people to meet and talk.28 While the Digbys were respectable enough members of the gentry, Venetia came from rather loftier stock. ‘The greatnesse of her heart and minde,’ Kenelm observed, ‘was aequall to her birth, the noblest and the highest that ever I knew; her minde was sutable to the blood that ranne in her vaynes, which I may boldly and safely say, was inferior to no subjectes upon the earth.29’ Her grandfathers were the Earls of Derby and Northumberland, great noblemen. ‘Two such rivers, running with so pure streams . . . I am sure few subjectes bloods in Christendom can boast of.’ Venetia’s bloodline may have been lofty, but it was not beyond reproach: her maternal grandfather Thomas Percy, seventh Earl of Northumberland, had been centrally involved in the attempt to place Mary, Queen of Scots, on the throne in the early 1570s, and was publicly and unrepentantly beheaded in York. Venetia’s blood might be pure and noble, but it too was not without the stain of family treason.

In his most enthusiastic moments, Kenelm allowed himself to believe that in some cases ‘there is a naturall appetence and inclination to love, betweene two, even at first sight’, and that this was so with him and Venetia, as soon as he saw her dark hair and eyes, and her pale skin with the ‘litle moule upon her cheeke’.30 He felt transformed by meeting her, and it seemed to mark the end of his youth, the end of one stage in his life and the beginning of another. ‘Till I saw and knew and loved her and was loved by her,’ he rapturously wrote, ‘my palate relished such pleasures as other men delight in; but ever since that time, I have looked upon the pleasing entertainments of my most boiling youth with such valuation of them as I did then upon the fond toyes and sportes that delighted me in my childish yeares.31’ Caught up in the first flush of passion, Kenelm idealised the older and more mature young woman and placed her on a pedestal. ‘Miracle of woman,’ he considered her, ‘so like an Angell she looked as I had much adoe to keepe my selfe from kneeling downe to her.’ He was overwhelmed, and coped in part by transforming the captivating and challenging young woman whom he had encountered into a bland encyclopedia of the virtues that she possessed: ‘true magnanimity, courage, sweetnesse of disposition, candor and ingenuity, integrity, constancy, stayednesse, discretion, solid judgement, and all other vertues of an heroyke mind’.32

Kenelm never relinquished this urge to view himself and Venetia as the hero and heroine of the perfect love story, but he was also sufficiently self-aware to aim affectionate mockery at those who ‘paint out nothing but perfections and excellencies’ when describing their beloveds. ‘Their language,’ he wryly noted, ‘is all in the measure and cadence of Romanzes.33’ He was attracted by such ideals, but became ever more aware that they bore little resemblance to the messier reality of two people falling in love, which was a process more unsettling and delightful. As he got to know Venetia, he formed a more realistic and sensitive appreciation of her qualities. Chasteningly, he came to realise that the instant explosion of strong feeling that he felt for her was not immediately reciprocated: older and less impetuous, she ‘was slow in coming to this height of affection; and I thinke defended her selfe all she could against it’. He found her intriguing precisely because getting to know her was not a straightforward matter. ‘She was not easie to contract a familiaritie with any, though she was most pleasingly affable to all.34’ He came to value Venetia’s more cautious and ruminative manner, which usefully complemented his own impulsivity and eventually developed into a stable and enduring love. ‘When it had taken fire, never flame burned clearer.35’ What began in ‘the first violence and heate of a passionate and extreme love’, gradually grew into ‘a solide vigorous and peacefull friendship’.36 Kenelm increasingly appreciated Venetia’s virtues not only as lofty abstractions, but for their place in everyday life. She was possessed of a ‘strange calmnesse’, so different from his own excitable state. This serenity was enlivened by an irrepressible cheerfulness, ‘inclined rather to mirth and free conversation than to thoughtfulnesse and melancholy retiredness’, but she tempered her sociable impulses with ‘modesty and circumspection’. She was compulsively truthful, and ‘knew not how to tell a lye so much as in jest or sport’. She had a playful side, though, and a taste for risk: she was a keen gambler, often winning considerable sums at the card-table that she would not keep to herself but send ‘to some poor religious houses beyond the seas’. Playing late into the night took its toll, for she was not a morning person: though she forced herself to rise early each day for two hours of prayer and meditation, it ‘was a great mortification to her, for she loved much her sleepe and rest’.37

As his appreciation of these idiosyncrasies grew with their increased familiarity, Kenelm came also to value Venetia’s intelligence and habits of mind: her fine memory, making her ‘soddainely apprehensive of any thing that was taught her which afterwardes she never forgate’, and the sharpness of her reason and her judgement.38 He particularly admired, and hoped to emulate, her brilliant talent for adapting herself to changing circumstances. ‘Her mind was composed of so aequall a temper as it could bend it selfe wholly to whatsoever the present occasion required.’ He listened with ‘exceeding delight’ when she spoke confidentially to him of other people’s characters and actions, making ‘admirable strong observations’, and often changing his mind about those whom he had known far longer than she had. He respected her as a judge of people, and believed that he could ‘learne more from such naturall collections and discourses of wisdom than from the studied eloquence of Philosophers’.39 While he remained tempted to view her as simply perfect, he came to love her precisely for her ability to combine in her character a rich mixture of contrasting tendencies. ‘Majesty and sweetnesse, awefulnesse and mildenesse, gravity and gentlenesse, were strangely mingled in her behaviour and presence.40’

Kenelm fell ever more deeply in love with these facets of Venetia’s character as he got to know her, but he frankly admitted to himself that he might never have come to know of them had he not first been riveted by her beauty. ‘A faire outward shape,’ he admitted, ‘is a powerfull invitement to draw one to examine what guest dwelleth in that beautiful pallace.’ All who saw Venetia from this young age agreed that she was startling – ‘an extraordinary beauty’, Clarendon called her, while Aubrey described her as ‘a most beautifull, desireable Creature’, gushingly praising her ‘lovely sweet-turn’d face, delicate darke browne hair’, oval face and brown eyes, and her cheeks, just the colour of a damask rose ‘which is neither too hott, nor too pale’.41 42 Kenelm was equally prone to mask Venetia’s beauty in syrupy clichés and generalities – she was ‘the goodliest, the loveliest and the sweetest creature that ever I saw’ – but as with her virtues, while they were falling in love he came to appreciate her appearance all the more because it was not flawless, and because he knew its peculiarities better than any.43 Her face was striking, but he could not stop gazing on it precisely because it was difficult to determine what made it so. ‘It was not immediately winning at first sight,’ he admitted. Her growing reputation meant that many came to her ‘with the great expectation of a miraculous beauty’ and were disappointed, since ‘it was the second or third sight of her before all her excellencies were discerned’. In the early years that he spent with her he had the chance to familiarise himself with the minute details of her face, from the high forehead with skin so fair that ‘the blewnesse of her vaines’ was visible at her temples, and as they grew he would
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