Milton Meltzer

"¢ Y OOD QUEEN BESS” her people
called her. But “good” is a tame word
for one of the most remarkable women who
ever lived. Elizabeth T came to the throne of
England in 1558 at the age of twenty-five. [t
was not a happy time for a young woman to
take the responsibility for ruling a kingdom.
Religious conflicts, a huge government debt,
and heavy losses in a war with France had
brought England low. But by the time of
Elizabeth’s death forty-five years later, Eng-
land had experienced one of the greatest
periods in its long history. Under Elizabeth’s
teadership, England had become united as a
nation; its industry and commerce, its arts
and sciences had flourished; and it was
ranked among the great powers of Europe.
Elizabeth was the daughter of King Henry
VIII and his second wife, Anne Boleyn. At
the age of two she lost her mother when
Henry had Anne’s head chopped off. Not a
good start for a child. But her father placed
her in the care of one lord or lady after
another, and the lively little girl with the
reddish-gold hair, pale skin, and golden-
brown eyes won everyone’s affection.
Almost from her infancy Elizabeth was
trained to stand in for ruling men, in case the
need should arise. So she had to master
whatever they were expected to know and
do. Her tutors found the child to be an eager
student, She learned history, geography,
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mathematics, and the elements of astronomy
and architecture. She mastered four modern’
languages—French, Italian, Spanish, and
Flemish'-—as well as classical Greek and
Latin. She wrote in a beautiful script that wag
like a work of art. The earliest portrait
painted of her—when she was thirteen—
shows a girl with innocent eyes holding a
book in her long and delicate hands, already
confident and queenly in her bearing,

She was a strong-willed girl who liked to
give orders, She loved to be out on horse-
back, and rode so fast it frightened the men
assigned to protect her. She loved dancing
too—she never gave it up. Even in her old
age she was seen one moonlit night dancing
by herself in the garden.

Elizabeth had a half sister, Mary, born in
1516 of Henry’s first wife, Catherine of
Aragon. Many years later came Elizabeth, the
child of Anne Boleyn, and four years after,
her half brother, Edward, the son of Henry’s
third wife, Jane Seymour. After Henry died,
because succession” came first through the
male, ten-year-old Edward was crowned
king. But he lived only another six years.
Now Mary took the throne and, soon after,
married King Philip IT of Spain, a Catholic

1. Flemish: Janguage spoken in Flanders, a region cov- .
ering a small part of northern France and Belgivm.

2. succession n.: order in which one succeeds to the
throne.



she was a very special
woman. “Am I not a queen
because God has chosen
me to be a queen?” she
demanded.

As princess and later as
queen, Elizabeth lived in
various palaces, with much
coming and going; each time
she moved, she took along
her household staff of 120
people. Often the changes
were required because there

was no sanitation. The
smelly palaces had to be
emptied so they could be
“aired and sweetened.”

Even before Elizabeth
came of age, there was much
talk of when she would
marry, and whom. Marriages
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power to name a king. Many
disputed Elizabeth’s right to
the throne, and as long as she
had neither husband nor suc-
cessor, her life was in danger.

Ever since Elizabeth was
eight, however, she had said
again and again, “I will never
marry.” Did marriage look
promising to a girl whose
father had had six wives, two
of whom, including her own
mother, he had beheaded? Yet
she liked to hear of people who
wanted to marry her.

And there was no shortage
of suitors. She continued to in-
sist she wished to live unmarried. No matter
how often she said it, men did not believe it,
Understandably, since she often made a
prince or duke who had come to court her
believe she was finally ready to give in—only
at the last moment to back out. Once, to a
delegation from Parliament come to beg her
to marry, she declared, “I am already bound
unto a husband, which is the Kingdom of
England.” '

And why should she, the absolute ruler of
England, allow a man to sit alongside her as
king? The power of husbands over wives in
that century—and even now, in many places
of this world—was so great that a husband
might snatch the reins of power from her
and leave her with the title but not the
authority she loved to exercise.

Was it fun to be queen? As monarch, she
commanded great wealth, inherited from her
father, and people who wanted favors were
always enriching her with lavish presents.
She was no spendthrift, however. She hated
to see money wasted, whether her own or the

2@ kingdom’s. Early on she began
%, keeping careful household
account books, and later she
would do the same with the
royal accounts. Always she
w urged her counselors to carry
¢ out orders as inexpensively as
| possible.
i Above everything else,
Elizabeth wanted to have her
people think well of her. Her
deepest desire was to assure
them of peace and prosperity.
And why not make a grand
personal impression upon
them at the same time? In her
mature years she gave free rein
to her love of jewels and staged brilliant
displays for the court and the people. Her
dresses were decorated with large rubies,
emeralds, and diamonds, and she wore
jeweled necklaces, bracelets, and rings. In her
hair, at her ears, and around her neck she
wore pearls—the symbol of virginity.
During her reign she made many great
processions through London, the people
wild with excitement, crowding the streets—
for the English, like most people, loved spec-
tacle. In the first of them, her coronation, she
wore gold robes as she was crowned. Trum-
pets sounded, pipes and drums played, the
organ pealed, bells rang. Then came the state
banquet in Westminster Hall, It began at
3:00 p.M., and went on till 1:00 A.M.
Flizabeth was often entertained at house
parties. One of them, given by the Earl of
Leicester in Kenilworth Castle, lasted for
eighteen days in July. Thirty other distin-
guished guests were invited. The great
number of their servants (together with
Leicester’s) turned the palace into a small

Elizabeth1 419




420

town. When darkness fell, candles glittered
everywhere, indoors and out, creating a
fairyland. Musicians sang and played, the
guests danced in the garden, and such a great
display of fireworks exploded that the heav-
ens thundered and the castle shook. Then
came a pleasure relished in those days: the
hideous sport of bear baiting. A pack of dogs
was let loose in an inner courtyard to scratch
and bite and tear at thirteen tormented
bears. Still, the happy guests retained their
appetite for a “most delicious banquet of 300
dishes.”

The tremendous festival at Kenilworth was
only one of the highlights of Elizabeth’s
summer festival. She moved from one great
house to another all season long, always at
the enormous expense of her hosts. They
had little to complain of, however, for their
wealth was often the product of the queen’s
generous bestowal of special privileges. In
recognition of his high rank and in return
for his support, she granted the duke of Nor-
folk a license to import carpets from Turkey
free of duty. The earl of Essex was favored
with the profitable right to tax imported
sweet wines. Other pets got rich from a mo-
nopoly on the importation of or taxation of
s—ﬂl;s:%tins, salt, tobacco, starch.

England was a small nation at the time she
ruled: less than four million people, about as
many as live in Arizona today. But the Eng-
lish were a young people, coming to maturity
with new worlds opening up to them, in the
mind and across the seas. A rebirth of cul-
ture——the Renaissance—had begun in the
1400s. With the revival of interest in the
literature of the ancient Greek and Roman
wortlds came the beginning of a great age of
discovery. This period marked the transition
from medieval to modern times. The arts
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and sciences were influenced by changes i
economic life. All the nation was swept up in
the vast tides of change. Merchants, bankers,
the gentry,? artisans, seamen, miners—men
and women of every class and condition—.
felt themselves part of the national venture,

At the heart of the change in England was
the queen. But no king or queen rules alone, -
no matter how authoritative or arrogant
they may be. They usually look to others for
advice, advice they may follow or reject,
Elizabeth appointed ministers to handle the
various departments of government, and
made Sir Willtam Cecil, then thirty-eight, her
principal advisor. He was a brilliant, hard-
working master of statecraft, devoted to her
and England’s well-being, and as ruthless as -
she and the nation’s interests required. When
he died in old age, his son Robert replaced
him at her side.

So great was the queen’s role, however,
that her time became known as the Age of
Elizabeth. Not only did many fine musicians
flower, but writers too, such as Christopher
Marlowe and John Donne and Ben Jonson
and Edmund Spenser. And above all, the
incomparable William Shakespeare, whose
plays were sometimes performed at court.
Astronomers, naturalists, mathematicians,
geographers, and architects pioneered in
their fields.

Then, too, there were the daring explorers
who pushed English expansion overseas.

3. gentry m.: upper class.

Vocabulary
monopoly (ma-ndp's-18) n.: exclusive control of a
market. Monopolies are illegal now because

they can control prices.
arrogant (ar'a- gant) adj.: overly convinced of
one’s own importance.
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sixteenth century.

One of the queen’s favorites, Sir Walter
Raleigh, planned the colony of Virginia in
America and named it for her, the Virgin
Queen. The queen herself put money into
several of the great voyages, keeping close
watch over the plans and their results. She
supported Sir Francis Drake on his three-
year voyage around the world, profiting
mightily from the immense loot he captured
from Spanish ships taken in the Pacific.

For Elizabeth, one of the most urgent
problems was the question of religion. Her
father had broken with the Catholic Church
and launched the English Reformation, cre-
ating the Church of England, with himself at
its head. When Elizabeth’s older half sister,
Mary (who remained Catholic), married
the Catholic king of Spain, Philip I, she
reconciled England with the Church of
Rome. In Mary’s brief reign she persecuted
those Protestants who refused to conform,
executing some 270 of them.

When Elizabeth became queen upon
Mary’s death, she said she hoped religion

THE GOLDEN HINDE.
A working replica of the sailing ship
Galden Hinde used by Drake during the

SIR FRANCIS DRAKE:
The English explorer Sir
Francis Drake {15407-1596).

would not prevent her people from living
together in peaceful unity. She did not want
to pry into people’s souls or question their
faith. But in 1570, Pope Pius V excommuni-
cated? her, denied her right to the throne,
and declared her subjects owed her no alle-
giance. A directive® from the pope’s office
decreed that the assassination of Queen Eliz-
abeth would not be regarded as a sin. The
effect of this directive was to turn practicing
Catholics—about half of the English, most
of them loyal—into potential traitors.
Though Elizabeth had wanted to pursue a
middle way of toleration, circumstances
threatened to overwhelm her. She had to be-
ware of several Catholic monarchs of Europe
who wished to see a Protestant England over-
thrown, Philip IT of Spain sent ambassadors
to England to urge Catholics to rise against

4. excommunicated v.: cast out from a religious com-
munity, Strictly speaking, the queen was denied the
sacraments of the Catholic Church.

5. directive n.. order or instructions, especially given by
a government,
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Elizabeth, put her cousin Mary®
on the throne, and restore
Roman Catholicism as the na-
tional faith, The line between
power, politics, and religion
was becoming very thin.

. Missionary priests living
abroad were sent into England
to stir up opposition to the
queen. But the English
Catholics as a body never re-
belled, nor did they ever intend
to. Still, missionary priests such
as Edmund Campion were
convicted of plotting against
Elizabeth and executed.

In 1588 a long-threatened
invasion of England by Spain was launched
by Philip II. He mistakenly believed that the
English Catholics were waiting to welcome
him. News of his armada of 130 big ships
carrying 17,000 soldiers was terrifying. But
the queen did not panic. She supervised the
high command personally, meanwhile rally-
ing popular support for the defense of the
realm and sending troops to protect the
coasts while Sir Francis Drake’s ships set out
to attack the Spanish fleet.

The Spanish Armada was defeated in three
battles, its ships dispersed. When the news
came of the tremendous victory, the citizens
took to the streets, shouting for joy.

The defeat of the Spanish Armada did not
end Spain’s aggression against England. The
Jesuits” in England, who were especially
identified with Spain, continued to be perse-
cuted. Richard Topcliffe, a notorious hater of

6. Mary: Mary Stuart (1542-1587) (Mary, Queen of
Scots, not Elizabeth’s half sister).

7. Jesuits {jezh'50 its): priests who are members of the
Roman Catholic Society of Jesus.
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Catholics, was given authorit
to track down suspects, He ¢y
amined them under torture tq
force information about peq-
ple who had sheltered them,
The treatment of them was g -
¥ vicious and cruel that the vic-
tims welcomed death as a
release from their agony.

During Elizabeth’s reign
several plots to assassinate her
were uncovered, Elizabeth
managed to give the impres-
sion that she was not fright-
ened, but those close to her
knew she was. When one of
the major plots proved to
center around Elizabeth’s cousin, Mary,
Queen of Scots, Elizabeth found it almost
intolerable to put to death a crowned queen,
Yet she ordered the use of torture on Mary’s
co-conspirators, and in the end, Mary was -
beheaded. A song composed by William
Byrd at the time suggests how ominous the
news of a monarch’s execution was:

The noble famous Queen

who lost her head of late

Doth show that kings as well as clowns
Are bound to fortune’s fate,

And that no earthly Prince

Can so secure his crown

but fortune with her whirling wheel
Hath power to pull them down.

When two earls combined forces against
her, Elizabeth’s troops overcame them. The
queen was so enraged she ordered that 800 of
the mostly poor rebels be hanged. But she
spared the lives of their wealthy leaders so

Vocabulary
intolerable (in-tal'ar-o-bal) adj.: unbearable.
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that they might enrich her, either by buying
their pardons or by forfeiting® their lands.

Elizabeth came down hard on writers who
criticized her actions. John Stubbs, a zealous
Puritan, wrote a pamphlet expressing horror
at the possibility the queen might marry a
French Catholic, The queen had Stubbs and
his publisher tried and convicted for sedi-
tious libel.” How dare Stubbs say publicly she
was too old to marry, and that the much
younger French suitor coyld not possibly be
in love with her? Elizabeth was merciless as
she invoked the penalty for libel. With a
butcher’s cleaver, the executioner cut the
right hands off Stubbs and his publisher. Not
an uncommon punishment.

How did Elizabeth learn of all these plots
and conspiracies? How did she know what

8. forfeiting (For'fit-in) v. used as m.: giving up, usually
because of force of some kind.

9, seditious libel (si:dish'as li'bal): stirring up discon-
tent about the government (sedition) with false writ-
ten statements (libel).

plans Philip II of Spain was devising to in-
vade her kingdom? Spies and secret agents—
they were her eyes and ears. Crucial to the
flow of information was Sir Francis Walsing-
ham. Trained as a lawyer, he lived on the
Continent*? for years, mastering the languages
and the ins and outs of European affairs.
Upon his return home, he was asked by Sir
William Cecil, the queen’s right arm, to
gather information on the doings and plans
of foreign governments. Soon he was made
chief of England’s secret service. He placed
over seventy agents and spies in the courts of
Europe. And of course he watched closely the
activities of people at home suspected of dis-
loyalty. Letters to and from them were se~
cretly opened, to nip plots in the bud.
Monarchs had absolute power. Elizabeth
could arrest anyone, including the topmost
ranks of the nobility, and imprison them in
the Tower of London even if they had not

10. Continent: Europe.
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committed any legal offense.
The only thing that held her
back was her fear of public
opinion. It upset her when a
crowd gathered at a public exe-
cution and was so disgusted by
the butchery that they let out
roars of disapproval. Still, like
all rulers, Elizabeth said she
believed that “born a sovereign
princess” she enjoyed “the priv-
ilege common to all kings”

and was “exempt from human
jurisdiction'! and subject onty
to the judgement of God?”

Despite her blazing nervous
energy, Elizabeth was often
sick. Her ailments were anxiously reported
and discussed. For the English believed her
survival was their only guarantee of freedom
from foreign invasion and civil war. Once,
suffering a raging toothache for the first
time, the queen feared the pain of having an
extraction, She had never had a tooth pulled
and was terrified. To reassure her, an old
friend, the Bishop of London, had her watch
while the dental surgeon pulled out one of
the bishop’s own good teeth. And then she
consented to have her own taken out.

It was commonly believed then that kings
and queens had the magical power to cure
disease in their subjects. Eager to demon-
strate that she too had the sacred power of
royalty, Elizabeth prayed intensely before
using the royal touch on people with
scrofula, a nasty skin disease. Her chaplain
said he watched “her exquisite hands, boldly,
and without disgust, pressing the sores and
ulcers.” In one day it was reported that she

-
11 jurisdiction (joor'is- dik"shon) .- legal control.
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.could act a bit vain and foolish, although

]
¥ healed thirty-eight persons,
3 But if she did not feel divinely
nspired, she would not try her
touch,

Even in the last decade of
her life, Elizabeth’s energy was
astonishing. She was as watch.
ful as always over the affairs of
state, though sometimes for-
getful. But age made her more
irritable; she sometimes
¥ shouted at her ladies and even
| boxed their ears. She was less
R able to control rival factions
out for power, and became so
- fearful of assassins she rarely

left her palaces.

A portrait of her done when she was ap-
proaching sixty shows her in a great white
silk dress studded with aglets'? of black
onyx, coral, and pearl. She wears three ropes -
of translucent pearls and stands on a map of
England, her England. An ambassador re-
ported that at sixty-three she looked old, but
her figure was stil] beautiful, and her conver-
sation was as brilliant and charming as ever.

There was dancing at court every evening,
a pastime she still enjoyed. When it came to
displays of gallantry by eager young men, she

a
-
|

never letting any hopeful get out of bounds.

In early 1603 Elizabeth developed a bad
cold that led to a serious fever, and then she
fell into a stupor'? for four days. As she lay
dying, all of London becanie strangely silent.
On March 24, the life of a rare genius ended.
The nation went into mourning,

“Old age came upon me as a surprise, like
a frost,” she once wrote.

12. aglets (ag'lits) n.: tips of lace on dresses,
13. stupor (stdo’por) n.: loss of sensibility; dulliess.




