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‘Glories, like glow-worms, afar off shine bright,

But look’d too near have neither heat nor light.’

John Webster (c.1580–1634), English Jacobean dramatist



The glories of the Elizabethan age shine bright as one of Queen Elizabeth I’s dresses … and those dresses were so crusted with jewels they could stand up by themselves.1 But what lies beneath?

Like the haunting alabaster mask of Queen Gloriana, ‘look’d too near’, the reality revealed a face ravaged by smallpox. Behind the painted lips there were teeth blackened by a passion for marchpane (aka marzipan). In those bold defiant eyes there is a hint of Tudor family paranoia. Queen Bess knew …

 


‘Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they aren’t after you.’

Joseph Heller (1923–99), American novelist: Catch-22



Look back through the rose-tinted mists of time and there is something about the Elizabethan age that shines bright. It has the glamour of sin and bling, of beddings and beheadings, galleons and guns. We remember the school tales of a cloak in a puddle for the satin-shoed queen …

 


‘The immaculate Sir Walter Ralegh

Had a terrible row with his valet,

Who, on seeing his cloak,

Cried, “You lousy old soak,

You’ve been rolling about in the alley!” ’

Frank Richards (1876–1961), English writer



We remember a bold game of bowls and the woman with the heart and stomach of a king.2 We remember the glories of the Globe Theatre and the scintillation of Shakespeare’s powerful poetry, reminding us groundlings that we are all actors on an eternal stage. That …

 


‘Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player that struts and frets his hour upon the stage and then is heard no more.’3

From Macbeth, William Shakespeare (1564–1616), English playwright



In the glow-worm light we forget that the Bard of Avon was a shrewd businessman as well as a genius writer – his admirers don’t like to muddy his memory with the thought he was driven by vaulting ambition,4 or that he was fuelled by the desire to escape the dunghills that scented the street-corners of Stratford.

In the glow-worm’s dim dazzle of the Tudor age, we often overlook the sizzle of branding irons on tortured flesh and the cracking of joints on the rack, the hiss of living bowels as they hit the hot coals and the green glaze on the bad beef, disguised by the candle-shadow, while its smell is smothered by the stench of the cess pools – not to mention the butcher’s bloodied body-odour. We forget the ordure-covered cobbles in the alleys infested by cutpurses and dummerers, by counterfeit cranks and clapperdudgeons.

We prefer to dwell on the regal ruffs – not the rufflers and roughs, the cruelty and the cockfights, the brutal bear-baiting5 and the fairs filled with frauds. We may gaze adoringly at the triumph of the little ships against the obese Armada …

 


‘Yarnder lumes the island, yarnder lie the ships,

Wi’ sailor lads a-dancin’ heel-an’-toe.’6

Henry Newbolt (1862–1938), English poet and historian



If you want to keep your illusions of the Golden Age of elegant Elizabeth then this book is probably not for you.7 If you want to hear of ‘sailor lads a-dancin’ heel-an’-toe’ then read Henry Newbolt’s Victorian rose-tinted version.

On the other hand if you want to read the truth about the Armada sailor lads, abandoned to starve on the streets, then this may be the book for you. In late August 1588, when the Armada threat had sunk, Lord High Admiral Howard wrote to Elizabeth about her sailors:

 


‘There is not any of them that hath one day’s victuals … many sick men are ashore here, and not one penny to relieve them. It were too pitiful to have men starve after such a service.’



And you don’t do a lot of a-dancin’ heel-an’-toe when you’re sick with hunger.

Of course that won’t surprise you, dear reader, in our own age when neglect of servicemen and women is almost as prevalent…

 


‘The neglect of ex-servicemen was branded a “disgrace” yesterday as it was revealed that 20,000 are in prison or on probation in England and Wales. Figures show nearly one in ten prisoners in England are veterans.’

Daily Mail, 26 September 2009



For dreams of golden galleons go to Newbolt.

For the reality of the dangerous days in the Elizabethan world, read on.
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1 A clever idea which Marks and Spencer may like to adopt as it will save a fortune on clothes hangers and rails. But please, Mr Marks and Mr Spencer, don’t feel you have to write and thank me. A simple cheque in the post will do.

2 We hope it wasn’t her father Henry VIII’s gross stomach. She was speaking metaphorically, of course, if she ever spoke those words at all.

3 Oh, no. A quote from his play Macbeth. Will that bring a curse on me, the quoting writer … or on you the quoted-to reader? Read on and find out.

4 Oh, no. Another quote from Macbeth. We are really pushing our luck here. Pedants will point out that the Scottish play was written for Elizabeth’s successor, James I, so has no place in a book on Elizabeth’s England. To you I can only say, avaunt, you cullion, thou misshapen dick, you are a tedious fool …

5 Today’s reader, among whom you probably number, may be pleased to learn that sometimes the tortured bears took their revenge. A widow called Agnes Rapte was killed by Lord Bergavenny’s bear when it broke loose at his house at Birling, Kent in 1563. Agnes Owen from Herefordshire was killed in her bed by a runaway bear. When a bear bit a man to death in Oxford in 1565, the bear was too valuable to be destroyed.

6 Aharrrr, Jim lad. Don’t you just love that Devon accent in yarnder pome as you warnder and parnder as you squarnder your toime.

7 I know, it’s unusual for a writer to tell a reader to stick a book back on the shelf … or burn it. But burning e-book readers is not advised as certain plastics release hydrogen cyanide when heated.
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