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         But when I found my self to you was true 
 I lov’d my self, because my self lov’d you. 
         
 
         Sir Walter Ralegh
 
         
             

         
 
         Minions are not so happy as vulgar judgements think them, being frequently commanded to uncomely, and sometimes unnatural employments. 
         
 
         Sir Walter Ralegh
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
  
         
            INTRODUCTION

         
 
         It was a cool spring morning and Elizabeth was at Greenwich Palace. She had been born here, like her father before her; it was her favourite place. The palace was built on the south side of the river just where the Thames loops down into Kent before returning to its eastward path to the sea; behind the turrets and gables of its brick river front lay courtyards and towers, gardens and park. When the court sat here, which was often, the great and lesser ships leaving London’s quaysides for the Americas and the other unknown limits of the world were known to salute their passing with the smoke and roar of their guns, drawing courtiers and councillors alike to the palace windows. River traffic to and from the city to the west was brisk.
 
         This particular morning Elizabeth was enjoying the small and precious liberty of a walk in the palace park. The wide silver-grey river was rough and unsettled; curlews flecked the shore. Green fields could be seen to the south through a gate in the park wall, pastures rising quickly out of the valley, studded with poplars; to the east, the palace meadow gave way to green marshland. As she walked, Elizabeth perhaps talked with the small coterie of men and women gathered about her.  She was no doubt lightly guarded, if at all, since she viewed such securities as an unnecessary evil – or rather, as a malignant affront to her freedom, no matter their necessity. But she walked quickly, nonetheless.
         
 
         And then she stopped, and the illusion of free movement, of liberty, faded. In front of her the path gave way to thick wetmud. She looked around at her courtiers, imperious and expectant. They did not move and the moment filled with uncertainty and silence. Then a tall young man stepped forward. She must have known him a little: through his family, his reputation at court, through talk of his exploits elsewhere. He was Ralegh, a West Countryman, a seaman and a soldier. She perhaps noted he was richly dressed, far beyond his status or his means. But then he swept off that sumptuous cape of his and, bowing low, laid it over the cold, wet mud at her feet. He had, surely, something graceful and witty to say to mark this small gift. She walked on over the cape, and looked at him again and wondered …
 
         
             

         

         This book is about that moment: Ralegh stepping forward from the obscurity of his youth, stepping out into history’s glare, and Elizabeth’s wonder at him, his promise, his gifts. But while the story of the cloak itself is mostly a confection – whatever truth it holds, it has little to say about Ralegh’s claims on his queen – the true story of their coming together is quite different and altogether more compelling, fraught with dangers for both of them. The Favourite does what has not been done before and traces Ralegh’s rise to favour over several perilous years from which he was fortunate to emerge both alive and free. It examines anew the personal and political compulsions that drew them together, and then tracks the careful steps of their dance as Elizabeth negotiated, Ralegh at her side, the darkest years of her reign, overshadowed by the fear of conspiracy, assassination and war.
         
 
         It is here that Ralegh’s cloak, casually thrown down to stop Elizabeth soiling her shoes in the dirt, becomes a problem. After all, if you know one thing about Ralegh and Elizabeth, it is this story, or a version of it. It has seeped out from its place in anecdotal Tudor history into the popular consciousness, becoming an iconic image that seems wholly to articulate the strange and elaborate rituals of deference and favour that existed between a queen and her courtier, a parable of ambition, subjugation and power.
 
         In the process, the personalities of Ralegh and Elizabeth, no less than the physical and emotional drama and drive of their relationship, have blurred. We recognize the shape of their poses, and think no further. The very ubiquity of the story contrives to give their relationship a sense of inevitability, so that we do not stop to examine either it or them on their own terms: how their individual trajectories brought them together and what it was about their own experiences and understanding of the world that made each attractive to the other.
         
 
         We do not even stop to ask what kind of attraction it was that they felt. We feel glibly assured that money, sex and power were present in some measure, but we do not consider how difficult it might have been to establish and sustain a meaningful relationship with such potent and conflicting motives ever-present, nor really what such a relationship might mean in the context of a queen regnant and a minor courtier in a late Tudor court. How could any private bond form in such a relentlessly public forum? What reality could the intense, passionate and playful rhetoric of love – which both employed – actually describe? Where was the human truth in the complex negotiations with power that court life inevitably imposed on them?
 
         These questions are at the heart of The Favourite. If it is a book about Ralegh and his extraordinary rise to power, then it is also about Elizabeth’s struggle for personal liberty against the immense constraints of her position. Above all, in writing this book, I wanted to acknowledge, even celebrate, the ordinary contradictions of these two exceptional people, to rescue them from their own myths, restore to them some of the freedom for which they both so desperately and differently yearned.
         
 
         To do this, I felt it was important to suspend the judgements of history, to follow them through the private crises and public struggles of their early lives to explore how they might have understood both themselves and each other at the point at which they met. I wanted to see their actions in the context of the moment, far from inevitable, and contingent on factors which may have otherwise been lost. The two portraits that emerged from this process are, perhaps, more flawed than we are used to, both damaged by their experiences, but more revealingly and credibly human.
 
         For the same reason, I have chosen to focus exclusively on the early part of Ralegh’s career – his rise to greatness. The Favourite is about what brought these two people together and what, at the very height of their relationship, they asked from and gave to each other. It is a book about the making of Sir Walter Ralegh, both the man who won Elizabeth’s favour and the myth of the favourite forever casting his cloak at her feet, exploring those aspects of their stories which have never really been adequately explained. In the years of Ralegh’s greatness these two people forged a myth that has survived for 400 years.
         
 
         It may seem counter-intuitive that two such written-about figures from English history should remain with their relationship unexamined. Nevertheless, it is true. Ralegh customarily merits little more than a line or two in studies of Elizabeth, as if her choice of him reveals nothing about her beyond a mere attraction to men. In Ralegh’s biographies, by way of contrast, Elizabeth acts as a kind of deus ex machina, appearing periodically to dispense or withhold favour but essentially, humanly absent from the wild narrative of his life.
         
 
         In fact, Ralegh himself still hides behind the myth he created for himself in the long third act of his life as a self-styled political prisoner under – and ultimately martyr to – the arbitrary government of James I. Every full biography of Ralegh is written in the shadow of that great and tragic figure, mesmerized by Ralegh’s mythopoeic gifts. The complexities of the man whom Elizabeth first favoured – the young Ralegh, a tangled contradictory mass of insecurity and ambition, of intellect, awkwardness, vanity and doubt – are lost.
 
         One consequence of this is that an essential truth about Ralegh and his rise to power has never adequately been addressed: almost all of those who came across him at court loathed and distrusted him. Elizabeth was the shining exception – and yet her contemporary reputation as a brilliant judge of men and their uses rightly survives to this day.
         
 
         Ralegh was, a contemporary later reflected, a man ‘who had offended many and was maligned of most’. His greatness is apparent to us because we know what came after. It was not apparent at all to many of those who knew him. Many of his peers were jealous, both of his success and, no doubt, his gifts: jealous and not a little frightened. Even William Cecil, Lord Burghley, Elizabeth’s longest-serving, most loyal and most trusted adviser, guardedly warned a friend that Ralegh’s closeness to the queen meant he could do more damage to someone in an hour than he, Burghley, could do good in a year. But there has to be more to it than that.
 
         The Ralegh of the 1580s – the man who seemed to seduce Elizabeth – was deliberately abrasive, manipulative and deceitful. It was, in a way, part of his charm – his outspokenness, his unwillingness to be cowed – and it was certainly integral to his identity. Moreover, Ralegh had a genius for self-advertising, although the idea, which the story of the cloak seems to perpetuate, that it was expressed through humility or deference, is to miss the man entirely. A more accommodating and deferent Ralegh would neither have risen so high nor left such a mark on the history of his own and later times. To understand him we need to suspend judgement, to note the unique and troubling circumstances of late sixteenth-century England and how they impacted on a young man with no meaningful prospects in life like Ralegh.
         
 
         Yet if Ralegh the courtier was very much a self-conscious creation it is worthwhile pausing to consider what magnitude of will and intellect it might have taken to create and sustain that persona in the crucible of Elizabeth’s court. Or, to put it another way, how great the emotional toll must have been: for all the bluster, there is a fragility to Ralegh that is easy to overlook, a desperate diffidence and insecurity. He wanted to be at the apex of the nation’s power, but he also wanted to escape from it: that tension between his ambition and his self-doubt is one of the many things that is fascinating about him, but it also casts a different shadow on his relationship with Elizabeth, how he wanted and needed her – however one likes to quantify such needs – and how he wanted to be elsewhere too. This, the push and pull of their relationship – the almost narcotic pattern of indulgence and withdrawal – breaks the traditional frame through which we see them; ultimately Ralegh needed from Elizabeth something other than the wealth and status with which she famously favoured him. But what?
 
         Equally, we may think of Ralegh as the archetypal courtier, using flattery and extravagant gestures to win pecuniary and other favours from his queen, but were those really the qualities for which she rewarded him? There were many such aspects of court life in which he, unlike many of his peers, played no part. There is no evidence, for instance, that Ralegh was ever involved in a key part of the later Elizabethan court calendar, the ritual displays of tilting – especially the Accession Day tilts – when those who aspired to preferment could present an idealized version of themselves to the court. This is perhaps particularly surprising given his reputation for ostentation: they were above all opportunities to dazzle, to draw attention to one’s magnificence. More surprising still is the absence of any New Year gifts from Ralegh to his queen, unlike almost every other leading figure at court. This was another key ritual, another significant means of giving thanks and attracting favour. Elizabeth, everyone knew, was exceptionally fond of receiving expensive presents, particularly in the form of jewellery.
         
 
         The truth, as always, is more intriguing. These lacunae point to a profound sense of aloneness that always hung over Ralegh, which may sometimes have been hauteur but which also spoke to a more complex sense of reticence and privacy than is generally acknowledged, an aloofness expressing both an extraordinary self-confidence and a deep-seated insecurity – a weakness wrapped up in a strength. He liked to do things differently, and he liked to do different things. When he sought Elizabeth’s favour, it would be on his own terms – and that was not easy.
 
         As for Elizabeth, while she certainly enjoyed such exhibitions of loyalty and affection, she did not need to reward courtiers as she rewarded Ralegh to earn them. If there is a temptation to assume that Elizabeth rewarded Ralegh with favour for being merely handsome and witty, then it must be resisted; neither of them merits such condescension. After her death, Ralegh was heard to complain bitterly about just such popular misconceptions, how he had to work hard for every favour he received and do many things – uncomely and sometimes unnatural employments, he called them – which he found morally questionable.1 Far from being kind and generous to him, he said, she was in fact unjust and tyrannous.2
         
 
         What, then, did she ask of him – and did he give it freely?
 
         In fact, Elizabeth’s attitude to Ralegh – and indeed other favourites – is more complex than the caricature might usually allow. One reason for that is the power of her mythology. ‘Elizabeth I’ and ‘the Virgin Queen’ seem to us to be synonyms, interchangeable and irrevocably linked. But the truth is that the Virgin Queen – imperious, unyielding, inviolate – is something Elizabeth became over time through a mixture of state propaganda, projection and, some would have said, a good deal of wishful thinking. The phrase itself was not actually addressed to her until the summer of 1578, and the myth itself only began to put down its deep roots once the prospect of marriage was finally off the horizon in the early to mid-1580s. For the greater part of her reign, to those who knew her, and to the many of her subjects whose conversations and dreams she inhabited, she was a more sensual and provocative figure, possessed of an ambivalently powerful sexuality, at once seductive and disruptive.
 
         If Elizabeth’s court still seems to us after 400 years to be a place of unusually heightened drama then one reason for it must be Elizabeth’s refusal to marry. Elizabeth was fond of commenting on the bond between her and her subjects; she had no need for a husband, she said, because she was wedded to her people. It would be truer to say that she was wedded first of all to herself, since the strength of will it required to resist the pressure to marry suggests more a ruthlessly single-minded solipsism – albeit blessed with an acute political sense – than anything more altruistic. If the Elizabeth of the 1560s and 70s thought the safety of the realm was best ensured by her continued independence, she was alone in that view – and it was an opinion she never dared express openly.
         
 
         After all, Elizabeth’s preference for singularity meant that political power – perhaps particularly the soft power of grace and favour – was uniquely concentrated in her hands. There were to be no rival power bases to speak of at Elizabeth’s court, no other royal household but her own, no factions that looked to anyone but her for their reward. The only other person with a significant claim on anyone’s loyalty to the crown was Elizabeth’s cousin, Mary Stuart, and she spent the last seventeen years of her life in Elizabeth’s control, imprisoned in a sequence of more-or-less remote households about England.
 
         Elizabeth’s choice of an unmarried life also put all those around her at considerable risk: with no close family and no children there could be no clear succession, and that was widely and rightly understood to mean that a power struggle, and perhaps civil war, would follow her death. The security of the nation therefore relied absolutely on the continuing life of the queen: England in general, and Elizabeth’s leading courtiers in particular, were one well-aimed bullet, one blow of a dagger away from personal ruin and public anarchy.
 
         But then, why have favourites at all? Men whose claim on her sentiment seemed to disrupt and subvert the order Elizabeth sought to assert? And why, in particular, Ralegh, and why at that particular moment? Ralegh was, after all, the first post-marriage favourite: that is, the first man to whom she turned once she was at last liberated from the pressure to find a husband and procreate that had dominated the first twenty-five years of her reign. He was also the first favourite to rise after the marriage of the man widely considered by contemporaries to be the love of her life, Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, who was also, coincidentally or not, Ralegh’s sometime patron. Who was using whom – and to what end? 
         
 
         To return to the iconic moment with which we began – Ralegh’s cloak in the dirt, Elizabeth’s feet upon it. It is an anecdote that has come down to us from one source only, and that not published until 1662, written by a man who was born some thirty years after the events he purports to describe. That does not make it untrue. Irrespective of its uncertain factual status, the story has survived because it appears to express a truth, or family of truths – about self-advertising deference and glamour and extravagance, about the arbitrary and superficial nature of royal favour.
 
         But those truths are no more stable than the anecdote itself: to find the real truth about their relationship, we need to see them first as clearly as their friends – and enemies – did.

         
            Notes – Introduction

            1. Francis Osborne, ‘Historical Memoires of Queen Elizabeth and James I’, in Scott, Secret History of the Court of James I, pp. 49–50.
            

            2. In Oldys (ed.), The Works of Sir Walter Ralegh, vol. I, p. 67.
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            I: A DECAYED ESTATE

            
               I will not lose mine opportunity for any man, for time lost is not recovered.
               
 
               EARL OF OXFORD TO HENRY HOWARD, LENT 1580
               

            

         
  
         It was 27 December 1584 and Leopold von Wedel, the much-travelled younger son of a German noble family, boarded a boat from one of the many river stairs along the Thames in London and was rowed downstream, past the Tower, the city’s great citadel, and the ship-heavy quaysides of Ratcliffe and Limehouse, to the royal palace at Greenwich, where the court was staying for the Christmas season.1
         
 
         Elizabeth was formally still in mourning for the deaths, months earlier, of her last marriage suitor, the Catholic Duke of Alençon, and her leading Protestant ally in Europe, the Prince of Orange. In grief, at least, she was ecumenical. But the sobriety of mourning neither diminished the power for which she dressed nor disguised her vanity, which needed no excuse. In private her clothing was said to be simple, almost austere, but her public self was scrupulously luxuriant. Von Wedel noted how well her sombre black velvet robe displayed the silver and pearls she wore – pearls her favourite jewels – and how the silver lacework which fell loose over the velvet was so finely woven it seemed at times almost transparent, artfully catching and holding the eyes of the crowd who stood lining the room, watching her.
         
 
         Elizabeth habitually ate little and drank less and preferred doing neither in public, only submitting to doing so on feast days such as this. Now, after service in the gilded pomp of the royal chapel, she consented to dine alone as the busy festive court looked on, sat at a long canopied table set with gold plate in a great room, the walls of which were hung with tapestries worked in gold and silk, its doors leading back to the deceptive sanctuary of her privy chambers.
 
         Forty silver dishes were laid before her and two youths stood by, ready to serve. The first, dressed in black, helped her to such food as she chose; the other, in green, held her cup while she ate, kneeling when she took it from him to drink. Von Wedel doesn’t say so, but the two must have been handsome: it was the only absolute criteria for appointment in her household.
 
         To the right of her table stood a small group of elite courtiers, fine old gentlemen Von Wedel calls them, who included William Cecil, Lord Burghley, the lord treasurer, and by some distance the queen’s longest serving and most trusted adviser, and two of her favourites: Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, the master of the queen’s horse, and Sir Christopher Hatton, the captain of her guard. Von Wedel had been in England some months, long enough to pick up the local gossip, and he paused to note that ‘the queen for a long time had illicit intercourse’ with Leicester, although he was now married, and that Hatton was her lover thereafter.
 
         From time to time as she sat eating, Elizabeth would call one of these men over, and he would kneel before her and the two would talk. When she dismissed him, he bowed deeply, and would do so again when he reached the middle of the room in his retreat from her.
         
 
         Both the essential isolation of her office and the singularity of the choices she had made were apparent in the scene as Von Wedel described it. This was already her twenty-fifth year on the throne and she had recently turned fifty-one. She knew by now that she would be the last Tudor on the English throne; somewhere at the back of her mind she must have known it since the moment in November 1558 when her sister Mary died and the crown passed to her. She had spent her whole life resisting the pressure – social and political, national and international – to wed, and there is little doubt that she relished the public responsibility such resistance brought, no less than the private freedom.
 
         Yet however much loneliness became her, it did not define her.

         The first set of dishes were replaced with others but Elizabeth did not linger to taste them. She rose and three noblemen brought her a silver-gilt basin of water in which to wash her hands. Among them was Philip Howard, Earl of Arundel, whose father, Thomas Howard, Duke of Norfolk had been executed for treason a dozen years before, and whose recent conversion to Catholicism was still a secret from the queen and her inquisitors.
 
         Then the dancing began. The senior figures at court had precedence, but soon the young gentlemen and ladies, discarding swords and mantles alike, took to the floor. Von Wedel marked how beautiful the women were, and how in the course of the dance everyone changed partners, bowing courteously, and passing on.
 
         Elizabeth herself now sat on a cushion on the floor beside a bow window and summoned whom she pleased among the courtiers to talk with her. With dinner over she could uncoil a little and be friendly with all of them, joking and laughing familiarly. But Von Wedel saw that with one of them, the familiarity extended to an extraordinary tenderness and intimacy in so public a place. He knew the man’s name, but had misheard it: it was, he thought, Ral. There was no distance, no formality, no barrier at all between the two of them: she pointed to a spot of dirt on his face and moved to wipe it away with her handkerchief; he shrugged away her fussing and stopped her hand, the queen’s hand, removing the blemish himself.
         
 
         
            It was said, [Von Wedel writes,] that she loved this gentleman now in preference to all others; and that may be well believed, for two years ago he was scarcely able to keep a single servant, and now she has bestowed so much upon him that he is able to keep five hundred servants.

         
 
         Von Wedel himself seems to savour these splinters of insight into a closed exclusive world, and the scent of intrigue and scandal they carried, but the envy and resentment of his sources at court are apparent in the contempt of the hearsay he recorded. The speed of Ralegh’s rise from provincial oblivion, no less than its trajectory, seemed to many to be unnatural, an affront to the order of things.
 
         Henry Yelverton, the government counsel, would say of Ralegh at his trial in 1618 that ‘he hath been as a star at which the world has gazed’.2 The line is often quoted, and its usage is startlingly modern: there was something of the celebrity about Ralegh, a man whose personal qualities – his charisma, his charm, the addictive eloquence of his wit – seemed to outshine his public talents.
         
 
         Yelverton’s sequel is less well known: ‘stars may fall, nay they must fall, when they trouble the sphere in which they abide’. At the peak of his favour, Ralegh had no office at court, no place in the firmament: he was unfixed, fluid, protean, unstable. Trouble personified. For Ralegh’s enemies, his eclipse was only a matter of time.
         
  
         But between Ralegh and his enemies stood the queen. And, for the moment, he had her heart. The question Ralegh’s contemporaries asked themselves was: how could such a thing have happened?
 
         
             

         
 
         Ralegh’s family had centuries-old roots in Devon and some cachet, as village names such as Colaton Raleigh and Combe Raleigh still attest, but the status of his actual parents is more ambivalent. One Jacobean observer described him as starting out ‘a bare gentleman … well descended, and of good alliance, but poor in his beginnings’, another as ‘of an ancient family but decayed in estate’.3 Like many things in Ralegh’s life, this was superficially true – but appearances were deceptive.
         
 
         Walter Ralegh’s date of birth is unknown, but was most likely some time in the late summer or early autumn of 1554. He was born in Devon, at a modest farmhouse named Powreshayes, near East Budleigh, between Exeter and Sidmouth, which Ralegh’s father, also called Walter, had been leasing since the 1520s from the Dukes, a mercantile family from Exeter. The house, which was altered and extended in the seventeenth century, still stands today. It bordered on Woodbury Common, where local families grazed their livestock. The Raleghs’ lease, however, encompassed ‘lands, meadows and […] pastures from the premises unto the towns of Woodbury and Lympston and with the pasture of the wood called Haywood’.4 Beyond here, the dense trees known today as Hayes Wood, was the sea, a mere couple of miles to the south.
         
 
         Ralegh was fond of the house, sentimental even, and felt a deep and primal rootedness to the area. We might adduce the force of his attachment from the fact that the first property we know him to have owned was at Colaton Raleigh, a few miles away. Ralegh would also habitually describe himself as ‘of Colaton Ralegh’ in official documents – for instance as late as 1597 in his will, written at his then home, Sherborne Castle – despite apparently never having lived there.5
         
 
         That Ralegh’s family did not own the house in which they lived does not seem to imply great prosperity, but that is a misleading impression. Ralegh’s father had inherited several properties which he leased out and no doubt accrued other rights and interests over the years. The younger Walter Ralegh was witness to several such transactions, the first when he was no more than five.6 But property was not the family’s only – nor even its principal – source of income.
         
 
         Ralegh’s father had two sons by his first marriage to Joan Drake: George and John, both born in the 1520s and therefore long become men by the time Ralegh himself was born. Neither, from what records we have, appear to have been particularly reputable individuals, but those records do give some insight into the family’s financial status. In particular, there was an incident in 1557, while Walter Ralegh was deputy vice admiral of the south west, which brings the character of the family into clearer focus.
 
         The two elder sons, on their father’s ship the Katherine Ralegh, named for his third wife and Walter’s mother, boarded a Portuguese merchant ship, the Concepcion of Vienna and despoiled it. In so doing, they threatened to drown the terrified Portuguese crew aboard. Arrested for the piracy on their return to England, George and John posted a bond of 500 marks – a substantial sum – against their appearance at the quarter sessions on 13 December. Neither appeared, thus forfeiting their bonds – an interesting fact, in itself suggesting that the family had money to lose – and the exasperated and increasingly desperate merchants petitioned the Privy Council for redress:
         
 
         
            John and George Rawleigh have been and are by the means of their father Walter Rawleigh so conveyed from place to place and from time to time kept so secretly that your said orators, though they have most diligently caused them to be sought, yet they could not hitherto nor yet cannot have them found and arrested … thus your said orators … are not able by the ordinary course of the law to recover the same, being themselves but strangers and poor men without friendship and the said Walter Rawleigh being a man of worship of great power and friendship in this country …7
            

         
 
         The sense of easy complaisance with conspiracy against the law – or at the very least indifference to legal process where it abutted personal interest – illuminates the record: the thrill of secrets well-kept, the power of family and its associations to dumbfound searches and enquiries, the sly pleasures of sleight-of-hand. It was an unusual environment for an impressionable young boy.
 
         Yet if Ralegh’s family had earned a national reputation in the 1570s when Ralegh himself emerged on the capital’s crowded streets, it was associated with Christian piety.
 
         In late 1558 in the dog days of Mary’s reign, the church authorities in Bristol brought before them on a charge of heresy an old, poor and perhaps itinerant woman named Agnes Prest, who had abandoned her husband and children to bear witness to her faith in a reformed church. She refused to equivocate: challenged on the nature of the sacrament she told them they should be ashamed to say that a piece of bread, that might also be eaten by mice or consumed by mould, could become the body of Christ. ‘Let it be your God,’ she said. ‘It shall not be mine.’8
         
 
         In prison, Prest received several visitors, among them a ‘certain worthy gentlewoman, the wife of one Walter Rauley, a woman of noble wit and of a good and Godly opinion’. With her was an older sister, Joan, wife of Sir Anthony Denny. It was undoubtedly a courageous act on the part of Katherine Ralegh, but it was Prest who offered succour and spiritual strength at the meeting. When Katherine returned home she told her family that she had never heard any woman, and certainly not one of such lowly status ‘talk so godly, so perfectly, so sincerely, and so earnestly: insomuch that if God were not with her, she could not speak such things: to the which I am not able to answer her … who can read, and she cannot.’
 
         This is the only moment in which Katherine Ralegh, Walter’s mother, appears in the record, the only snatch of her speech we have. What does it tell us? She is clearly educated, self-consciously so, at a time when even for a gentlewoman it was by no means a given, and it is not difficult to discern a sense of social pride, of sensitivity to status, in what she says. But there are also more complex currents running through her words – an uncertainty about that very status, a self-doubt, an anxiety – that are instructive in light of Ralegh’s own corrosive insecurities, his instinct to doubt.
 
         None of which helped Agnes Prest. She was burned at the stake outside the walls of Exeter, a woodcut for ever capturing her martyrdom in the pages of Foxe’s Book of Martyrs.
         
 
         Katherine’s private epiphany was public currency, appearing in the second 1570 edition of Foxe’s book. It seems more than likely that the Raleghs actively disseminated the story themselves: one possible conduit is the Exeter antiquarian John Hooker, later close to Ralegh himself and always close to his family, particularly on Katherine’s side.9 It can certainly have done the Raleghs’ moral status in the reborn Protestant England of Elizabeth no harm: they would always be well served by what passed for the Elizabethan media.
         
 
         The truth of that observation is also apparent in the way Ralegh’s father is portrayed in the second edition of Holin-shed’s Chronicles, revised in 1587 by Hooker, when Ralegh was at the apex of his influence and authority. The same year Ralegh rewarded Hooker with a sinecure, the stewardship of the Devon town of Bradninch, now subsumed into the city of Exeter. It is a story that also illuminates other, troubling aspects of Ralegh’s familial inheritance.
         
 
         In May 1549, sometime in Whitsun week, amid growing unrest in the West Country at the aggressively Protestant church regime then newly instituted under Edward VI and recently enforced through the use of the first Book of Common Prayer, Walter Ralegh had been riding the handful of miles from Hayes Barton to Exeter. The road runs through the village of Clyst St Mary. He overtook there an old lady on foot clutching her rosary beads and chastised her for clinging to such superstitions.10
         
 
         Tensions were already simmering after Sir Peter Carew, a cousin of Katherine’s and a military man with a militant contempt for those resistant to the new order, had tried to smoke out rebels at Crediton by firing the barns in which they were hiding. In the circumstances, the woman took Ralegh’s admonition to be a direct threat. She reached the church, already packed for service, and declared that Ralegh had threatened to burn them all out of their houses if they did not repudiate their faith and the immemorial comfort of its rituals.
 
         The parishioners, incensed by what they had heard, spilled angrily out of the church, some fanning out into nearby villages to raise the county, others felling trees to block the  roads, and placing cannon on the bridge over the river Clyst. A group of them overtook Ralegh on his return from Exeter. Their blood was up and they would have probably dragged him from his horse and killed him on the spot if he hadn’t slipped from them into the sanctuary of a nearby church, aided by a group of Exmouth seamen. Ralegh would escape from there, only to be recaptured and held prisoner in St Sidwell’s church just beyond the walls of Exeter. He must have been held for weeks, if not months, and lived under constant – that is, oft-repeated – threat of death.
         
 
         Exeter itself was laid siege to. Its gates were broken, its walls undermined; water supplies were cut and markets stopped; hay carts were set on fire and rolled into its densely packed streets. It was guerrilla warfare. Eventually, however, on 4 August the uprising was smashed. Clyst St Mary, raised by Ralegh’s high-handed contempt, was given cause to rue its reaction. ‘The fight was very fierce and cruel, and bloody was that day,’ reports Hooker, a likely eyewitness. ‘Some were slain with the sword, some burned in the houses, some shifting for themselves were taken prisoners, and many thinking to escape over the water were drowned, so that there were dead that day one with another about a thousand men.’ Shortly after the battle, those taken prisoner were summarily executed.
         
 
         Clyst St Mary is just eight miles from Ralegh’s home at East Budleigh. There must have been many families in the area who had good cause to hate the inhabitants of Hayes Barton. We can only speculate on the impact of such animosity on young minds, but certainly our Walter Ralegh would prove thick-skinned, apparently so inured to insult there was a relish in its rejection. ‘If any man accuseth me to my face, I will answer him with my mouth,’ he said. ‘But my tail is good enough to return an answer to such who traduceth me behind my back.’11 The ability to seem at ease in a climate of contempt would prove a  valuable asset throughout his life: it was a lesson he had been forced to learn early.
         
 
         As for Ralegh’s father, when he was finally freed from St Sidwell in Exeter, he sought compensation for his ordeal by relieving a parishioner, one Alice Rogers, of some of the church’s valuables, including a silver cross, a silver spoon, a censer, an incense boat, a chalice, and church vestments, among which was a cope of fine cloth, the best the parish had, valued at the not inconsiderable sum of twenty marks. Later challenged in Exeter Cathedral to return the cope, Ralegh replied with terse disdain: ‘if it were not cut already for the sparwer [canopy] of a bed they should have it’.12
         
 
         Having ecclesiastical vestments recut for domestic use was more than expedience, an eye for the main chance; it was in itself a religious, if not political statement. Protestant authorities were not merely concerned to remove images, icons and other Catholic artefacts from church: what was not destroyed was to be explicitly de-sacralized, put to profane use, insult and ideology merging in a single brutal gesture of contemptuous utility.13
         
 
         The episode underscores what would seem to have been some of Walter Ralegh senior’s defining characteristics: a sense of self-righteousness and moral superiority that elided into a kind of entitlement. Opportunism and expedience were dressed up as – or perhaps merely expressed through the language of – personal integrity and pious faith.
 
         A man is more than the sum of his parents’ failings, but taken together with what we know of Katherine Ralegh, the first suggestions of a fatal undertow to Ralegh’s own personality are here apparent. In constructing his public persona, Ralegh would take after his father and his name would be a byword for self-aggrandizement, for ambition, vanity and pride; but he would privately experience his successes with a churning visceral sense of worthlessness and doubt, fear and self-loathing. It was his parents’ gift to him: he grew up to be a man divided against himself.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         There is no reason to suppose that Ralegh disapproved of his father’s modus operandi: it was, in many respects, characteristic of post-Henrician England. But nevertheless, it was to his mother’s side of the family that Ralegh cleaved, even from a young age. Closest in every sense were his step-brothers the Gilberts – John, Adrian and, in particular, Humphrey – Katherine’s three sons from her first marriage.
         
 
         Born in 1537 and schooled at Eton, Humphrey would, like Ralegh later, attend both Oxford and the Inns of Court. Before Ralegh had learned to walk, Gilbert had been introduced to the household of the princess Elizabeth. He spent the next two decades alternately promoting voyages in search of the North West Passage, which many hoped would provide a westerly route, free from Spanish dominion, over the top of the Americas to the riches of the East, and leading military campaigns with varying degrees of success.
 
         In Ireland, inspired by the example of his cousin Sir Peter Carew, and with just 500 men at his command, Gilbert’s methods were notoriously cruel. The soldier-poet Thomas Churchyard, also close to Ralegh, described in a defence of Gilbert how he would kill every man, woman and child he came upon in enemy country, burning and laying waste to anything of worth. When he camped he had the head of every enemy cut from its body and laid either side of the way to his tent. ‘[It did] bring great terror to the people,’ wrote Churchyard, ‘when they saw the heads of their dead fathers, brothers, children, kinsfolk and friends, lie on the ground before their faces, as they came to speak with the said colonel.’14 
         
 
         Ralegh himself was proud, boastful even, of Gilbert’s methods: ‘I never heard nor read of any man more feared than he is among the Irish nation’, he wrote in 1581 to an apparently unimpressed Walsingham. But re-posted to the Netherlands after his Irish triumphs, Gilbert’s ambition had collided with his character flaws, most notably poor leadership skills and an inability to negotiate his way through the ebb and flow of complex political loyalties, and he returned with his reputation shaken.
 
         Gilbert almost certainly owed his early introduction to Elizabeth to Katherine Astley. Long referred to by Ralegh biographers as his great aunt, she was, in fact, an aunt, the eldest sister of their mother. Ralegh himself referred to her as such in a letter of 1601. Astley, or Champernown, as she then was, had entered Elizabeth’s household around 1537, rising to the pre-eminent position of governess ten years later. She would become chief gentlewoman of the privy chamber on the princess’s accession, and her sway was considerable: Astley ‘had such influence with the queen that she seemed, as it were, patroness of all England’, one hostile observer wrote.15
         
 
         Her character comes through clearly from the record: passionate, kind, quick-witted, warm, incautious and ferociously loyal, although that loyalty – commingled it must be said, with a talent for misjudgement – would land her with spells in prison on more than one occasion. In some respects, she was not all that dissimilar to her nephew. Elizabeth, who returned the loyalty with a revealingly uncharacteristic resolution and lack of hesitancy, called her Kat and adored her:
         
 
         
            She hath been with me a long time and many years, and hath taken great labour and pain in bringing me up in learning and honesty … we are more bound to them that bringeth us up well than to our parents, for our parents do that which is natural for them – that is, bringeth us into the world – but our bringers-up are a cause to make us live well in it.16
            

         
 
         She was, in short, a much-needed mother figure.
 
         Elizabeth’s dependence on Kat should not surprise us: Elizabeth’s early life was dominated by fear and instability, her identity and character endlessly compromised by factors outside her control. Kat was anything but consistent, but her constancy in care of her mistress was immoderate and absolute. It was one of the very few things of which Elizabeth could be certain.
 
         Elizabeth was the third of Henry VIII’s children to survive to adulthood. Before her came Mary, born in 1516 and the only one of the six children conceived by Henry and his first wife, Katherine of Aragon to live; and Henry Fitzroy, born in 1519, the result of her father’s short-lived affair with his nineteen-year old mistress, Elizabeth Blount.
 
         Fitzroy died in July 1536. It may be unfair to make him alone carry the stain of illegitimacy; bastardy was a condition most of Henry’s children passed through at different times. Henry’s marriage to Elizabeth’s mother, Anne Boleyn, in January 1533, illegitimized the then sixteen-year-old Mary; Elizabeth herself would be bastardized by act of Parliament in June 1536 following the execution of her mother. During her sister’s reign she was considered by many, not least among them Mary, as no better than ‘the illegitimate child of a criminal who was punished as a public strumpet’.17
         
 
         Born at Greenwich on 7 September 1533, Elizabeth was not yet three when Henry had Anne beheaded on manifestly false treason charges, at the heart of which were alleged adulteries with five men, including her brother George. Henry would go so far as to admit the truth about her to his next wife, Jane Seymour, saying that Anne ‘had died in consequence of meddling too much in state affairs’.
         
 
         Elizabeth can have had few, if any, memories of her mother. But shortly after her accession, Alexander Ales, a Scottish theologian in exile on the continent, wrote to her with congratulations on her coronation, and praise for her as an upholder of the reformed faith. Such professions were not uncommon, dry encomia to Elizabeth’s providence and virtue; to many, her arrival on the throne seemed to offer a deliverance they had not dared to look for. Yet Ales’ letter was more than that.
 
         At its heart was a moving account of her mother’s suffering – martyrdom, even – at the behest of her father. Indeed, it is Ales who gives us the only surviving testimony of the infant Elizabeth with her mother. The date would have been 30 April 1536. ‘Never shall I forget the sorrow which I felt when I saw the most serene queen, your most religious mother, carrying you, still a little baby, in her arms and entreating the most serene king, your father, in Greenwich Palace, from the open window of which he was looking into the courtyard, when she brought you to him,’ Ales wrote.
 
         Henry, Ales says, was angered at the sight of her, but hid his feelings well. He was, in fact, at that moment in conference with the Privy Council planning her fall.
 
         Crossing the Thames later in the day, Ales heard the thunder of cannon from the Tower of London to announce Anne’s imprisonment. There was a show trial at the Tower on 15 May; she maintained her innocence with dignity and courage. Four days later Anne was beheaded on Tower Green; Henry did, however, allow her one mercy: death by sword rather than axe.
 
         Ales had dreamed of her execution that morning, he said, uncomfortably confiding in Elizabeth his recollection of ‘the queen’s neck, after her head had been cut off, and this so plainly that I could count the nerves, the veins, and the arteries.’18
         
 
         Less than six months later, Kat Champernown joined Elizabeth’s household. The former heir to the throne, now illegitimate, had just turned three.
 
         
             

         
 
         That Elizabeth and Ralegh were raised by sisters transforms our perception of their relationship: it gives them a hinterland. It was, too, a unique bond, subtle and profound as the shared experiences of childhood are, rooted deep in memory and patterns of thought, yet for precisely that reason unarticulated and unacknowledged too.
 
         And for Elizabeth, it may have had a particular significance. Her court would always have the vertiginous emotional dynamics of an extended family, bound together in a raw tangle of loyalty, love and mutual loathing, but Elizabeth herself had no close family left. She had come to the throne aged twenty-five with little experience of any long-term relationships beyond her household, which thereby took on a familial as well as a functional role, and Kat Astley was at the heart of it. When she died in July 1565, Elizabeth’s grief was visible to all.
         
 
         But it is a bond that disturbs some assumptions about Ralegh, too. For all that he would be an outsider at court, a man of indeterminate but certainly not significant social status, Ralegh also had an entrée to Elizabeth that was imbued with intimacy and which spoke to Elizabeth’s private, pre-accession world. Indeed, aside from her profound ties to Kat, Elizabeth also lived for some months in 1548 at the house of Ralegh’s uncle, Sir Anthony Denny at Cheshunt in Hertfordshire. Denny had been a privy councillor under Henry VIII and, by the end, one of the king’s few intimates: it was Denny who advised him to prepare himself for God’s grace when death approached.
         
 
         It is no wonder Elizabeth liked the way Ralegh thought, too, the heft and bounce of his intellect. The Champernown sisters were women to whom education was sacrosanct, self-defining. Biographers have long wondered at Ralegh’s prodigious learning and, more than that, his riotous appetite for knowledge. It may well have been a habit of mind learned at home. Katherine Ralegh’s sense of self-distinction in her education is evident, and with her sister’s example it becomes clear why.
 
         Champernown herself taught the young Elizabeth such subjects as mathematics, astronomy, architecture and history, and gave her a grounding in several languages, among them French, Italian and Flemish; at age six, under Champernown’s care, Elizabeth so impressed a visiting courtier that he wrote to her father that she spoke ‘with as grave a gravity as she had been forty years old. If she be no worse educated than she now appeareth … she will prove of no less honour to womanhood than shall beseem her father’s daughter’.19
         
 
         So for all that we might characterize the rural Devon of Ralegh’s childhood as remote from the centre of power, which clearly it was, the complex network of family bonds in Tudor England – together with the centrifugal force of court politics – also served to collapse that distance, bringing proximity to power and influence to the furthest reaches of the kingdom – and certainly to Hayes Barton.
 
         The queen may have been distant, but she was a real presence in the life of the young Walter Ralegh. They were already connected.
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