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INTRODUCTION

Another book about what everyday life was like in late-sixteenth-century England? Not really. We have studies in plenty about what the Elizabethans wore, what they ate, what houses they lived in, and so on. The following pages, per contra, are about society. Society is not things; it is people. So what we will be exploring is how the subjects of Queen Elizabeth I coped with the world in which they had been placed. What did they believe? What did they think? What did they feel? How did they react towards one another? What, indeed, did they understand by the word ‘society’? What did they expect from it? What were they prepared to contribute towards it? Some were intent on preserving it as it was. Others were eager to change it.

For the majority such profound reflections were outside their remit. They were involved in a struggle for survival that occupied all their waking hours. Life was a contest with poverty, hunger, disease and injustice. Even those who lived above the subsistence level did not enjoy the freedoms to which we are accustomed. English society was fiercely hierarchic. Patronage was the glue that held it together. Men and women paid allegiance to their social superiors – landlords, guild masters, stewards, magistrates, members of the royal court and officials appointed by the nobility and gentry who ruled the shires. They had no legitimate means of voicing complaints or demanding redress. Parliament only represented the interests of the landed class and the urban rich. This was why what government feared most was popular rebellion. Without a constitutional escape valve the pressure of discontent always had the potential to reach danger point. Laws were, therefore, harsh. People had to be deterred from getting together to discuss their grievances.

They even had to be deterred from moving about the country. For Elizabeth and her ministers a safe society was a static society, in which, as far as possible, the queen’s subjects remained in the towns and villages where they were born. ‘Vagabondage’ was something the government was constantly trying to control. Just as important as physically staying put was spiritually staying put. Between 1530 and 1558 England had passed through the biggest upheaval since the Norman Conquest. The struggle between Catholicism and Protestantism had divided the nation. The new reign brought a new religious settlement. It was intended to do just what the name implies – to ‘settle’ all points of religious difference. English men and women were to attend their parish churches and show themselves as obedient to Elizabeth’s bishops and clergy as they did to the queen’s secular officers.

But not all the first Elizabethans were disposed to subservience. Necessity and ambition alike drove men from their homes to seek jobs elsewhere and to make a living – either inside or outside the confines of the law. The establishment of an official church did not stop people asking questions – and arguing over the answers. And if religion did not provide enough matter for speculation and debate, what Elizabethans called ‘science’ added to the subjects thinking men and women wrestled with. As the Renaissance entered the bloodstream of common life more and more, books on more and more subjects poured from the printing presses. And more and more people were able to read them. Education came within the scope of thousands, widening their mental horizons. At the same time mariners were widening their geographical horizons, bringing back tales of strange lands and a world that was bigger by far than previous generations could possibly have imagined.

If we are to get to grips with this strange world which was, at the same time, drab and colourful, static and expansive, traditionalist and ‘modern’, we do it best by exploring the lives of individuals. So, in this book we will meet scores of men and women from all levels of sixteenth-century life and, hopefully, we will gain a ‘feel’ (and it can be nothing more substantial than that) for what ‘Elizabethan society’ really was.


1

THE STATESMAN


O! when degree is shak’d,

Which is the ladder of all high designs,

The enterprise is sick. How could communities,

Degrees in schools, and brotherhoods in cities,

Peaceful commerce from dividable shores,

The primogenitive and due of birth,

Prerogative of age, crowns, sceptres, laurels,

But by degree, stand in authentic place?

Take but degree away, untune that string,

And, hark! What discord follows . . .

Troilus and Cressida, I. iii. 101–10



When, in the early days of Queen Elizabeth I’s reign, Nicholas Bacon took his place upon the woolsack in the House of Lords, as Lord Keeper of the Great Seal, the action was doubly significant. Not only was the forty-eight-year-old lawyer a highly distinguished member of his profession, he was also a Suffolk man. Suffolk meant wool, and wool had been the backbone of England’s prosperity ever since the woolsack had been given its honoured position in the parliament chamber more than two centuries before.

Bacon came of a family long established at Drinkstone, between Bury St Edmunds and Stowmarket. It was not a remarkable village by local standards. Nearby Rattlesden and Woolpit could boast splendid ‘wool’ churches, while, to the south, Lavenham’s fine half-timbered merchants’ houses testified to its status as one of the wealthiest towns in the realm, and impressive country mansions, such as those at Hengrave and Long Melford, were the focal points of county high society. But humble Drinkstone shared in the wealth arising from the manufacture and sale of woollen cloth, which was still England’s staple export and highly prized in all the leading European markets. Even families of modest yeoman stock shared in the general wellbeing.

Robert Bacon, Nicholas’s father, farmed a scattering of fields in Drinkstone and the neighbourhood and also worked as sheep-reeve for Bury St Edmunds Abbey, supervising the care of the monastery’s extensive flocks. In this capacity he had to be able to write reports and keep accounts, so we know that he had what was, by the standards of the day, a more than basic education. This was something he clearly prized, for he ensured that his sons received the best academic grounding he could afford, in order to help them reach higher rungs than his own on the social ladder. Nicholas was his second son and, as soon as possible, Robert used his influence to place the boy in the abbey school at Bury St Edmunds. From there he progressed, at the age of about thirteen, to Benet College, Cambridge (later renamed Corpus Christi). The dictum, ‘It’s not what you know but who you know that counts’ was as true in the sixteenth century as it is now. Just as Eton is the nursery of those who aspire to prominence in today’s Conservative party, so Cambridge was the breeding ground of Tudor progressive politicians. At the university Bacon became part of a circle of upwardly mobile men who influenced his future career. John Cheke was the greatest humanist scholar of the day and became Professor of Greek. Matthew Parker would be Elizabeth’s first Archbishop of Canterbury. Younger men drawn, a few years later, into the same circle were Roger Ascham, future tutor of Princess Elizabeth, and William Cecil, her principal minister for most of the reign. Having graduated in 1527, Bacon probably gravitated to London, where his two brothers were already established in the commercial life of the capital. However, it was the law that attracted Nicholas and he was admitted to Gray’s Inn in 1532. A few years later, he was joined at this elite social club by William Cecil. By the end of the decade both men were moving in royal court circles.

This is not the place to rehearse the tumultuous politico-religious upheavals of the mid-century years or discuss how Bacon and his friends survived them. By a mixture of opportunism and prudence Cecil emerged, in November 1558, as the right-hand man of the twenty-five-year-old new queen. Elizabeth appointed him as her first minister and Cecil selected Nicholas Bacon’s name from a short list of equally talented contenders as the new Lord Keeper. At the same time Bacon received the honour of a knighthood. It is not without significance that, by this time, the two friends were related by marriage. Nicholas’s second wife, Anne, was the younger daughter of yet another prominent humanist scholar, Anthony Cooke, and her sister, Mildred, was Cecil’s wife. This brief summary of Bacon’s early life merely serves as an introduction to the way his own career influenced (but not necessarily determined) his policies once he reached his exalted office.

Contemporary portraits depict Bacon as somewhat corpulent, with heavy jowls, thick lips and a gaze at once searching and sardonic. The position he now enjoyed was essentially that of Lord Chancellor but the queen declined to bestow that title upon an arriviste of humble origin. His varied responsibilities tested to the full his legal expertise and his intellectual stamina. He was a member of the Privy Council, head of the Court of Chancery, the queen’s representative in Parliament, chairman of various judicial committees and generally the leading expert on the law. Together with his fellow councillors – and, particularly, Secretary Cecil – he had to guide a young woman who was as inexperienced as she was strong-minded.

Two facts were perfectly clear to all observers: England’s security depended on the health and safety of this one woman, and, after decades of bewildering change and chronic unrest, the nation was in desperate need of firm government. The Treasury was strapped for cash. War and domestic upheaval had played havoc with trade and industry. Religious division made a nonsense of any immediate prospect of national unity. Poverty and vagabondage were at an all-time high. In 1558 no one was in any doubt that the young queen would select a husband from among Europe’s royal houses, thus providing that constitutional respectability and stability the realm needed and also, God willing, an heir to the throne. But as the years passed and it became increasingly clear that Elizabeth would not marry, a novel pattern of government emerged which placed Bacon and his colleagues in a unique position of authority. Professor Collinson dubbed it a ‘monarchical republic’. Queen, Privy Council and Parliament were partners in an uneasy alliance, which controlled and executed policy, often lurching from crisis to crisis.

Right at the beginning of the reign, Bacon chaired a committee which drew up a proposed legislative schedule setting out what Elizabeth and her advisers saw as the most urgent measures necessary to bring England out of its current malaise and set it on a course of peace and prosperity. This is where our story really begins because the list of ‘Considerations’ Bacon prepared for Parliament provides us with a summary of the ‘state of the nation’ – at least as it was viewed from the top.

It was a reactionary and repressive document. The solution to the disordered state of the realm was to be sought, not in reform or careful consideration of what might or might not be justified grievances, but in reinforcing the divinely ordained hierarchy and giving the courts sharper teeth in dealing with anyone who sought to disturb it. Social mobility was expressly rejected. One wonders how Bacon, the yeoman’s son, who had pursued his own ambition by every means that fell to hand and who was now well placed on the upper rungs of the social and political ladder, could, with a clear conscience, close the door of opportunity to other men of humble origin. For example, the Considerations decreed, ‘That none study the laws, temporal or civil, except he be immediately descended from a nobleman or gentleman, for they are the entries to rule and government, and generation is the chiefest foundation of inclination’.1

From the premise that all Englishmen are born either to rule or be ruled followed a schedule of regulations governing many aspects of national life. An anti-vagrancy act of 1547 which had subsequently been repealed was to be reinstated. It made provision for vagabonds (i.e. men and women with no settled abode or employment) to be forcibly enslaved. The movements of labourers and servants were to be rigidly regulated. In future no one would be permitted to go in search of employment without a written testimonial from his previous employer, endorsed by parish officials, so that, ‘servants may be reduced to obedience’ and, thus, become more loyal ‘to the Prince and God’.2 The system of apprenticeship was to be tightened up. Theoretically, it was governed by regulations set by craft guilds, but the flooding of the labour market had encouraged many young men to bind themselves to merchants and professionals. The masters, in their turn, had happily flouted the rules in order to obtain the services of such would-be trainees ‘on the cheap’. Now only the sons of gentlemen and noblemen were to enjoy this freedom. Lesser mortals would have to produce a substantial financial bond before they could be engaged as apprentices. Restraints were to be placed on wealthy tradesmen who aspired to buy their way into high society. Merchants were forbidden to purchase land above a prescribed value. Other items on the list included fixing wages in various occupations, restricting the activities of foreign merchants and obliging noblemen to have their sons educated at the universities. Long though the list of proposed reforms was, it was considerably lengthened when presented to Parliament and eventually emerged as the Statute of Artificers (1563), which ran to forty clauses (see below, p. 167).

As the new government set out on its perilous course, Bacon and all men involved in the preservation of law and order at national or local level were concerned above everything else with preventing insurrection. One did not have to be very old to have heard about or witnessed at first hand the Pilgrimage of Grace (1536–7), which had convulsed much of midland and northern England, the disturbances of 1549 in East Anglia and the south-west and Wyatt’s Rebellion, which had reached the gates of London and threatened Mary Tudor’s reign in 1554. Contemporary unrest in France and the Netherlands was brought home to Englishmen by Protestants fleeing from persecution and Elizabeth’s reign would not be very old before full-scale wars of religion were raging on the other side of the Channel. All hierarchic societies are acutely wary of social unrest and that was the underlying reason for the detailed (and largely unworkable) restrictions contemplated by Bacon and his colleagues. They were aimed at ‘freezing’ the social structure and, in particular, at stopping unemployed or unemployable people from wandering the realm as free agents and potential criminals or troublemakers. They proclaimed an end of the changes that had riven society ever since Elizabeth’s father had outlawed the pope and they proclaimed zero tolerance of all unsettling influences.

Religion was the most worrying of these influences. Henry VIII had severed the English Church from continental Catholicism and pronounced himself the head of that Church. Those who governed the country during the minority of Edward VI had pushed the Reformation much further, moving the nation quite decisively into the Protestant camp. Mary Tudor had reversed all this, reconciled the English Church with Rome and launched a vigorous campaign against ‘heretics’. Several of the most dedicated Protestants had sought sanctuary in Reformation hotspots such as Geneva, Zurich and Strasbourg. They lost little time in returning after Mary’s death and were intent on picking up the momentum of religious change. The Church’s hierarchy, meanwhile, had been filled with Mary’s nominees. Any attempt at settling the religious issue once and for all thus had to steer a course between the Scylla and Charybdis of Catholic and Protestant extremism.

There was no doubt on which side of the divide Bacon and his close colleagues were placed. They were still the men who had learned their religion at Cambridge, the Inns of Court and other centres of progressive faith. They were, however, more cautious than most of the returning exiles. Having kept their heads down during Mary’s reign, they were now poised to clear away the superstructure of the Marian Church and build afresh on the foundations laid by the queen’s father and brother. This would mean forcing Catholic bishops and clergy to conform or be sacked. It would also mean holding in check their more hot-headed co-religionists, who desired a ‘thorough’ Reformation polity along the lines of those established in Geneva or Zurich. But the councillors’ biggest problem was not with extremist partisans of either side, but with the queen herself. Though firmly Protestant in her beliefs, she was decidedly more ‘middle-of-the-road’ than Bacon and co. would have liked. Moreover, she was convinced that her royal prerogative covered all aspects of religion. The stage was set for a struggle in which queen, Council, Parliament and church leaders would be involved throughout the reign.

The first decision to be made was that of choosing a new Archbishop of Canterbury, the previous incumbent of that office having conveniently died on the same day as his royal mistress. Bacon knew just the man for the job – his old friend Matthew Parker. Parker was, understandably, far from enthusiastic about assuming the hot seat. It took Bacon nine months of persuasion and cajolery to bring him to accept the preferment. Meanwhile the Lord Keeper had to induce Parliament to endorse the religious settlement proposed by the government. Opening the first session, he reminded members that they were gathered primarily to make laws, ‘for the according and uniting of the people of this realm into an uniform order of religion, to the honour and glory of God, the establishment of his Church and tranquillity of the realm’. In their deliberations they were to avoid sophistical, captious and frivolous arguments and refrain from hurling at one another such terms of abuse as ‘heretic’ and ‘papist’.3

He can hardly have hoped that his irenic appeal would elicit the desired response, nor did it. Ill-tempered debate raged back and forth from January 1559 to Easter, without any agreement on the necessary legislation. The bishops who had served under Mary were supported in the upper house by several of the peers, while the radicals had a sizeable presence in the Commons. Determined to end the gridlock, the government announced a theological debate to take place during the recess under the ‘impartial’ chairmanship of the Lord Keeper. Bacon was determined not to preside over another slanging match that would have no positive outcome. The rules of the debate were rigged against the Catholics and the chairman tried to bully them into submission. When they protested, their two leading spokesmen were conveyed to the Tower. Even then the opponents of the government’s policy were not completely cowed. Hard-edged debate continued and, though the act re-establishing the royal supremacy passed with relative ease, that imposing a new English Prayer Book had the distinction of being the first piece of religious legislation to be brought into being without the support of the bishops.

When Bacon closed the session in May he declared that the government would be vigilant in enforcing unity, being equally severe with those ‘that go before the law or beyond the law as those that will not follow’.4 In other words, he was declaring war on both Catholics and the Protestant zealots who were now being dubbed ‘Puritans’.* However, in practice, he was very far from being even-handed. He served on the commissions for the dioceses of Norwich and Ely, where radical religious elements were very active. However, the reports of his commissions contained no whisper of Puritan discontent with the Elizabethan settlement and Sir Nicholas used his prominent position in East Anglia to further the moderate radical cause.

He was, by now, the most powerful man in the region, second only to the Duke of Norfolk. Indeed, the reception he customarily received on arrival was almost ducal; all the local gentry turned out to greet him as he crossed the Suffolk border. He had added substantially to his land-holdings over the years and had built himself an impressive country mansion at Redgrave, some fifteen miles north of his natal village. This, however, proved to be inconveniently placed for a man of his increasing importance. He needed a rural retreat within easy reach of London. In the 1570s Bacon built a grander house at Gorhambury, near St Albans. It was scarcely a coincidence that Cecil’s architects were busy constructing Theobalds, a spectacular country seat not sixteen miles away at Cheshunt. The 1570s were boom years for English domestic architecture when courtiers and country squires were falling over themselves to make status statements. Sir Nicholas Bacon was among the trendsetters.

His influence, locally and nationally, was now immense. Patronage was the cement that held Tudor society together. Ambitious men commended themselves to their betters in the hope of gaining preferment. A scholar seeking financial help to get through university, a priest looking for a lucrative benefice, a country gentleman hoping to find a place for his daughter in the queen’s entourage, a political zealot wanting to be elected to the House of Commons – these and other hopefuls approached influential members of the establishment begging them, as the term went, to be ‘good lord’ to the supplicant. The system worked in both directions. When a petitioner was successful, he was helped up the social ladder, but his patron also gained the loyalty of someone who could be useful to him. Bacon, like his conciliar colleagues, built up a following of men he could rely on to support his policies. Throughout East Anglia he appointed several JPs and parish priests. He supported candidates for Parliament and for government offices. Some of those advanced in this way were his own relatives, for nepotism was ingrained in the system. For example, his four sons, Nicholas, Nathaniel, Francis and Edward, all held parliamentary seats as well as being active in provincial politics. A letter he wrote to Nicholas junior in 1569 indicates the kind of problems to which family loyalties could give rise. The Lord Keeper’s son had written in support of a candidate for the office of under-sheriff of Suffolk. His father protested, ‘you tell me not his name and expect me to write in favour of a man I know not, which I am not accustomed to doing.’5

The Bacon network connected East Anglian life to the government, but, while it was generally very effective in ensuring the implementation of official policy, the Lord Keeper could not always maintain complete control of his clientage. This was particularly true in religious affairs. In 1571 he fell out with his old friend, Matthew Parker. The Archbishop dragged several extreme Puritans before the Privy Council for promoting beliefs and practices against the authority of himself and his bishops. Bacon’s problem with this was that some of the alleged offenders were his own protégés. Percival Wiburn, one of his chaplains, had written and preached against the ‘half-reformed’ Church of England and travelled to Geneva and Zurich to enlist the support of leading Protestant theologians. He frequently enlisted his patron’s aid in having radical friends appointed to parishes. The embarrassed Bacon was obliged to support the ecclesiastical establishment and unrepentant radicals were forbidden to preach. However, when the dust had settled, the offenders were soon back in the pulpits. In the overheated religious climate of the 1570s personal convictions often came into conflict with professional responsibilities. These were tense days, and public opinion was increasingly polarized between Catholic and Puritan extremes.

In 1577, Bacon’s friend and colleague, Sir Francis Walsingham, wrote to a friend in Strasbourg, ‘the times in which we live are abounding in dangers, and the dispositions of the men with whom we have to contend, are not without their infinite recesses and deep concealments’.6 As Elizabeth’s reign progressed so did the possibility of foreign conflict, and her councillors were acutely aware of the potential dangers her realm faced. Religion-inspired terror stalked the streets of neighbouring states. In 1570 Elizabeth’s envoy to the Scottish court was gunned down in Edinburgh. Within weeks Pope Pius V issued a bull, Regnans in Excelsis, excommunicating Elizabeth, declaring her deposed and absolving her subjects of all allegiance to her. France was in a state of political and religious chaos. Elizabeth’s reign coincided with that of five French kings and the instability this caused contributed to utterly horrendous events. In 1572 the notorious St Bartholomew’s Day Massacre occurred, when at least 13,000 French Protestants (Huguenots) were slaughtered with the approval of the government. The same year brought to a head the long-running bloody conflict in the Netherlands between the Spanish rulers and those of their subjects who had embraced Calvinism. The territory was plunged into bloody civil war. The impact of these conflicts on England was twofold: trade across the Narrow Seas was severely disrupted and large numbers of refugees arrived, fleeing from religious persecution.

The government also had its own internal problems. In 1569–70 the Catholic earls of Northumberland and Westmorland raised the standard of revolt in the North. The rising was swiftly dealt with and scores of participants were executed for treason but, in the process of examining suspects, a network of Spanish agents was uncovered. They had connections with Mary, the Queen of Scotland, who claimed the English crown and was currently held captive by Elizabeth, having fled her own country. Bacon and his colleagues were frustrated because Elizabeth refused to read the signs of the times. She believed that England could remain aloof from the conflicts convulsing the continent and, particularly, declined to do anything that would upset the rulers of Spain and France. She refused to tighten restrictions against English Catholics, send military aid to Protestants in the Netherlands or apply the ‘final solution’ to Mary. Even the disgrace and execution of the Duke of Norfolk failed to alert her to her danger. Thomas Howard, England’s premier Catholic peer and a member of the Privy Council, was implicated in the plotting that centred on Mary Queen of Scots and was sent to the block in 1572.

The removal of this Catholic champion from government made life easier for the Protestant majority. It also greatly enhanced Bacon’s standing in East Anglia. The Howard family was finished as the main force in local politics for a generation. In the parliamentary election of 1572, all the successful candidates for Suffolk and Norfolk shire seats were Bacon’s protégés and one was the younger Nicholas Bacon. Another son, Edward Bacon, took his seat as MP for Great Yarmouth and, thanks to his father’s influence, yet another, Nathaniel, became member for Tavistock. The entire clan was now at the heart of English politics.

Yet the greatest accolade they received came in July of this eventful year. The queen came to stay. Every spring and summer Elizabeth took her entire court touring parts of southern and midland England, lodging along the way in the towns and country houses of her more prosperous subjects. These were PR exercises, designed to show herself to and receive the adulation of her people. For those selected to act as hosts having the queen under their roof was a great mark of favour – if an expensive one. Lords, courtiers and country gentlemen vied with each other to provide the very best entertainment for their royal guest. There were banquets, hunting parties, dances and plays. Sometimes locals put on amateur theatricals for Elizabeth’s delectation. The antics of Bottom, Quince and co. in A Midsummer Night’s Dream will have readily been recognized by the sophisticates of the court. When Puck demanded, ‘What hempen homespuns have we swaggering here, so near the cradle of the fairy queen’ (A Midsummer Night’s Dream, III. i. 68–9), images of provincial entertainments will have sprung readily to mind for Elizabeth and her attendants. We do not know how Sir Nicholas diverted the queen during that first visit to Gorhambury from 25 to 28 July 1572 but we do know that the responsibility filled him with anxiety. He turned to his brother-in-law (now Lord Burghley) for guidance:


Understanding . . . that the Queen’s Majesty means to come to my house . . . I have thought good to pray you that this bearer might understand what you know therein . . . and that I might understand your advice what you think to be the best way for me to deal in this matter . . . no man is more raw in such a matter than myself and I would gladly take that course that might best please her Majesty, which I know not how better to understand than by your help.7



Elizabeth visited Gorhambury three times in the next five years, so Bacon must have got something right.

By no means was a royal visit always a matter for rejoicing. After Elizabeth had been entertained by Edward Rookwood at Euston, near Thetford, in 1578, her host was berated as a stubborn Catholic. He and twenty-two other leaders of recusant households (places where Catholic rites were sometimes performed) were examined by the Council at Norwich a few weeks later and suffered various penalties. By contrast, Nicholas Bacon junior was among a group of safely Protestant gentlemen to receive knighthoods. The Bacon caucus was dominant in the region, according to at least one commentator who described ‘the gentlemen of these parts’ as ‘being great and hot Protestants’.8 The temperature of religious conflict was now rising rapidly and increasingly affected the workings of local government and the relationships between the county leaders and the crown. There was, for example, a long-running feud between Edmund Freke, who was Bishop of Norwich between 1575 and 1584, and several of Bacon’s friends and appointees in the magistracy. Freke, not unreasonably, believed that it was his responsibility to ensure the proper teaching of official Anglican doctrine and attempted to discipline Puritan preachers. Several Suffolk and Norfolk gentry countered by accusing the bishop of being soft on recusants.

As a leader of society in the eastern counties, Bacon was acutely conscious of the menacing situation on the other side of the North Sea. He carefully monitored contacts between English Catholics and their friends abroad. In August 1576, Nathaniel passed on to his father information about raids being carried out against Dutch Protestant shipping by pirates based in East Anglian ports. The leading figures in this activity were Thomas Hubbart and Christopher Heydon, both Norfolk recusants. Hubbart was already under suspicion as a result of loose talk about sending troops to Spain to take part in the ‘Enterprise of England’, the invasion plan that King Philip II was already ruminating upon. The Lord Keeper saw in this a chance to make political capital. He and his colleagues had long been urging on the queen a pro-Dutch policy but she continued to prefer amity with the leading Catholic powers. By skilful manoeuvring he had the accused brought before the Council, examined, condemned and sent to prison. Elizabeth could not stop this judicial process and, though she subsequently pardoned the offenders, Bacon and his associates had made their point, in both court and county.

Their relationship with the queen was always frustrating. Elizabeth and her Council were alike concerned for the security of the realm but they understood that security differently. They all knew that the various elements in society were finely balanced and that the job of government was to maintain that balance. That meant, for example, reinforcing the authority of local magistrates, strengthening the laws against the criminally inclined, the itinerant unemployed and those who preferred begging to working for a living. On such things they could agree. But Elizabethan society was built on regional hierarchies of power and networks of patronage. Maintaining that status quo was an issue over which the queen and her advisers not infrequently fell out. Bacon was among those for whom the signs of the times were very clear. England was a Protestant nation fighting for its identity in a largely Catholic Europe. It should be in firm alliance with leaders like the Prince of Orange, champion of the Dutch rebels, it should be vigilant in dealing with Catholic fifth columnists and it should remove their potential figurehead, Mary Queen of Scots. It was also necessary for Elizabeth to marry in order to ensure the Protestant succession and to end speculation about the future. The queen, by contrast, wanted to keep her foreign policy options open, declined to upset her Catholic subjects by stringent application of the recusancy laws, regarded radical preachers with grave suspicion and had no inclination to weaken her own authority by taking a husband. Bacon was not averse to straight talking with Her Majesty:


Most gracious Sovereign, by my former letters [there were] three things that . . . I with all humbleness did advise Your Majesty to do as the best [for] your surety . . . The first was to assist the Prince of Orange; the second to [make sure] of Scotland; the third to make all safe and ready at home. Now, seeing it has not pleased God to move Your Majesty’s heart to give that assistance to the Prince in time, as was wished and desired, which I cannot remember but greatly to my grief, the best counsel I can give is that care be taken for the other two . . .9



Yet, Bacon was at all times the queen’s man. Particularly, he was her mouthpiece when addressing Parliament. During the course of the reign the House of Commons became increasingly difficult to handle. It contained a sizeable and vocal number of Puritans and used its power of granting taxation to discuss subjects that the queen regarded as belonging to her prerogative – particularly her marriage (see below, pp. 44–6). Elizabeth became extremely adroit in using flattery and delaying tactics to keep Parliament sweet. It was often Bacon who was put in the difficult position of delivering these orations. Much as he shared the Commons’ concerns, he had to mouth gracious words which promised much and delivered nothing.


. . . it doth not only content you to have her Majesty to reign and govern over you, but also you do desire that some [issue] proceeding of her Majesty’s body, might by perpetual succession reign over your posterity also; a matter greatly to move her Highness, she saith, to incline to this your suit . . . for your sakes and for the benefit of the realm she is content to be disposed that way provided conditions are favourable . . .10



This speech was made at the closing of the 1576 session of Parliament. It was to be Bacon’s last address to the assembly. By the time it was convened again, five years later, he was dead.

Elizabeth never married. With her the Tudor dynasty came to an end. By contrast, Sir Nicholas Bacon had five sons and three daughters by his two wives. All the boys became Members of Parliament and were prominent in national as well as regional politics. The girls were all married into major gentry families. The descendants of a Drinkstone sheep reeve exercised considerable and widespread influence for many years to come.

 

_______________

* This term of ridicule was very imprecise. G.R. Elton suggested, with some justification, that ‘the puritans were all those people that the queen disliked’. (The Parliament of England, 1559–1581, 1986, 199.)
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