	
	
	



Historic Royal Palaces Podcast
Episode 3: The Stolen Crown
Tracy Borman & Sarah Gristwood

Show Notes:

Today Arbella Stuart is Elizabeth I's forgotten heir, yet during her lifetime she was raised in the belief that she might one day be Queen. 

Her life can be viewed as tragically romantic, but is there much more to her story than that? What agency did Arbella wield, or was she completely controlled by the forces around her?

In this episode, Chief Historian Tracy Borman is joined by historian Sarah Gristwood to explore the forgotten story of Arbella Stuart. 

Transcript:

Tracy Borman [00:00:05] 
[The podcast opening theme music begins. It is steady and classical. Tracy’s voice comes in on top. She speaks clearly, inside the Great Hall, with a measured pace, but introduces the episode with a hint of mystery behind Arbella’s story.]

Arbella Stuart was one of the potential heirs to Elizabeth I throne. But in many ways she was forgotten, both in her lifetime and by history. During much of her life, Arbella was controlled, not by men, but by the powerful women who pulled the strings of her fate. She was brought up in the belief that she would one day be queen, and yet she lived in obscurity for years, a shadowy figure in the Elizabethan succession. Today, she's mostly disregarded by history, or worse, dismissed as a hysterical woman, even implicitly blamed for her tragic life. But what about the real woman behind the heir that could have been Queen? Did she seek the crown? Or was she completely controlled by the forces around her? I'm Chief Historian Tracy Borman, and today we're going to bring Arbella Stewart's forgotten story back to life. 

[The theme music finishes and fades out. Tracy introduces Sarah Gristwood with such excitement before going into Arbella’s story.]  

Welcome back, listeners. We're now in episode three of the Stolen Tudor Crown series. And I am absolutely thrilled because I have a special guest today. I am joined by historian, author, broadcaster, the prolific Sarah Gristwood, who is also the biographer of Arbella Stuart. The last major biography of this fascinating woman was written by Sarah. So thank you for joining me today. 

Sarah Gristwood [00:01:57]
[Sarah has a soft and clear tone of voice]
Thank you.


Tracy Borman [00:01:59]
And we are back in the Great Hall at Hampton Court. It's a space I know you're familiar with, but how does it feel?  

Sarah Gristwood [00:02:08] 
Oh, you never get over the shock of it, do you coming into this? Well, I was gonna say room, but room seems completely the wrong word. This creation. 

Tracy Borman [00:02:22] 
Yes Henry VIII did some good. Is it a space? Do you know that Arbella would have experienced? 

Sarah Gristwood [00:02:26] 
She absolutely would have. Later in her life, when she came to the court of her cousin James. But then a number of her letters, amazing letters, are dated from Hampton, and that presents of deer sent to her, you know, Venison, will be very welcome at Hampton. And she was here at some very particular times, because one of them was the first Christmas New Year of James's reign, when the court, of course, was avoiding London because of the dreadful plague. And she writes about how masques are planned, how there'll be a number of plays. So we are in Ben Johnson, William Shakespeare territory, and that would surely have happened here. 

Tracy Borman [00:03:18] 
Of course, that's amazing. She was in the thick of it, as she was for much of this story, really. Because she was such a contender for the throne, such a fascinating woman. And before we get into the role that she played in the Elizabethan succession, I wonder if you could just introduce our listeners to Arbella herself, who she was, where did she come from, her lineage, if you like. 

Sarah Gristwood [00:03:43] 
Right. Well, Arbella was the granddaughter of that famous Elizabethan self-made woman, Bess of Hardwick. But her connection to the throne, her claim to the throne, came from her father, Charles Stuart, who was the younger brother of Lord Darnley, the Darnley who married Mary, Queen of Scots. So that's descent from Margaret Tudor, the elder sister of Henry VIII. It sounds a bit obscure to us, but of course that's the point. The Elizabethan succession was an obscure. 

Tracy Borman [00:04:21] 
And distant business. And it all came down to those two sisters of Henry VIII, either you're related to Margaret or to Mary. So Arbella is in Camp Margaret, so she has the sort of Scottish blood and the English royal blood. 

Sarah Gristwood [00:04:30]
Absolutely. 

Tracy Borman [00:04:31]
So Arbella's paternal grandmother, Lady Margaret Douglas, another quite formidable matriarch of the Tudor Age. 

Sarah Gristwood [00:04:40]
Yes. 

Tracy Borman [00:04:43]
Is it fair to say that she conspired with Bess of Hardwick to marry their children and produce an heir to the throne? 

Sarah Gristwood [00:04:54] 
Yes, totally. I think Arbella was bred for the throne as surely as a racehorse was bred for the genetic lines. 

Tracy Borman [00:05:00]
Wow. 

Sarah Gristwood [00:05:05]
She it was presented to the Queen Elizabeth to the council as a love match. That Lady Late Margaret Douglas, Margaret Lennox, had been travelling up north along the Great North Road with her son in tow, that she fell ill, Bess of Hardwick kindly gave her a place to rest and recover, and the young people fell in love. Well, I'm not sure what the Elizabethan equivalent of ‘if you believe that I have a bridge in Brooklyn I'd like to sell you’. But basically, the council didn't believe it. Lady Lennox wound up in the Tower. Bess, we think, just escaped being sent the same way because she and her husband had become the custodians of the Scots Queen Mary. So it was a bit embarrassing to have her in the Tower of London. But there wasn't much doubt what was really going on here. 

Tracy Borman [00:06:05] 
Not very subtle, her grandmothers, are they? They're many things, powerful women, but it's quite obviously a bit of a play for the throne.

Sarah Gristwood [00:06:11] 
Yes, totally. The first of many in Arbella's life. But no, absolutely I agree. Her grandmothers were very powerful, very determined women, but perhaps some subtlety wasn't their strongest point. 

Tracy Borman [00:06:27] 
So at the time of Arbella's birth in 1575. Elizabeth, she's now in her 40s, early 40s. So the prospect of her marrying, bearing a child is fading. 

Sarah Gristwood [00:06:38]
Yes. 

Tracy Borman [00:06:40]
I think it's fair to say. Up until now, Mary, Queen of Scots, has dominated the story of the race for Elizabeth's throne. But as you say, she's a prisoner. Yes. Arbella's birth must have really changed the picture then?

Sarah Gristwood [00:06:57] 
Well, it did, and the more so, of course, as as the next decade wore on, and Mary Queen of Scots's future fate became more clear. Because of course, Mary was also a Catholic. Bess of Hardwick was very definitely not. So here was Arbella could be presented as Englishborn, unlike her cousin James of Scotland, Protestant, and they assumed safely malleable, which meant marriageable. She could be married off to anybody suitable. And indeed, it does look as if as it began to get less plausible for Elizabeth to promise her own hand in marriage to various foreign princes, she started promising Arbella's instead. 

Tracy Borman [00:07:50] 
Using her as a pawn that marriage market. Could you paint a picture then what life was like for this young heiress growing up? What happened? Was she close to her her parents, both her grandmothers? 

Sarah Gristwood [00:08:04] 
Well, both Arbella's parents and Lady Lennox, Margaret Douglas, died quite early in Arbella's childhood. So she was very much in the hands of Bess of Hardwick. Good role model for Arbella? Well, yes and no. The trouble is that it seems as if Bess really did rear Arbella in the belief she'd inherit the throne. As a princess, her cousins obliged to curtsy to her. And that was really setting her up for a fall. 

Tracy Borman [00:08:39] 
Now, comparisons have been made between Arbella's upbringing and that of the future Queen Victoria, who was subjected to the Kensington system. It was quite suffocating, very regimented. She didn't have much freedom of action. Do you think that's a fair? 

Sarah Gristwood [00:08:57]
That's interesting. I've never thought of that before. But yes, absolutely. The trouble is that was probably even more serious for Arbella than for Victoria, because after all, Victoria was going to reign but not really rule. Whereas Arbella, if she ever were going to become a successful queen, she'd need to know the ways of the world to a staggering degree. She'd need to have had the kind of upbringing that Elizabeth herself had had. Instead, she was kept largely in seclusion. Up in Derbyshire with her books and her grandmother's cronies for company. 

Tracy Borman [00:09:42] 
What about her books and her education? Was she as precocious as the queen she hoped to succeed one day? 

Sarah Gristwood [00:09:49] 
Yes, she was quite extraordinarily learned, it does seem. Whether again, quite how useful that would have been, really down at court, is a bit of a moot point. But no, she did. We know that in tutors, books, she spoke many languages. What the language she didn't ever learn to speak was the language of court politics. So fatally naive ultimately. Yes, and perhaps rather deluded by this, the grandeur of this upbringing. The trouble is, as the years wore on, it became apparent that there wasn't any other future waiting for Arbella. Young noble women obviously usually married off early, but the last thing Elizabeth wanted to do was allow Arbella to be married, so there she was. 

Tracy Borman [00:10:49] 
Quite a suffocating life for her at this stage. On the one hand, taught to expect great things. But on the other having very little agency.

Sarah Gristwood [00:11:00] 
No, exactly that. Absolutely terrifying letter from the 1590s that Bess of Hardwick wrote to, I think to William Cecil. And it was all about there'd been some big political scare. There were always scares. Would Arbella be maybe kidnapped by the Catholics, taken abroad, married to a foreign prince. But Bess wrote, Arbella goes not out, she sees not company. If she walks out even in the grounds, it's well accompanied by my people. She sleeps in my bedchamber. If I can be more precise than this, I will be. Wow. And imagine that life went on as Arbella moved into her twenties. That's extraordinary. So Bess of Hardwick is controlling her every move. Yes. Arbella would later write of Hardwick as ‘this my prison’. 

Tracy Borman [00:12:00] 
You can't help but feel sorry for her already. Totally. Did Arbella have any kind of relationship with the woman whose claim she was now threatening Mary, Queen of Scots, herself, an actual captive, even if Arbella was not quite that? 

Sarah Gristwood [00:12:15] 
Yes, it sounds as if when Arbella was very young and Mary was still in the custody of Bess and her husband. The Queen, lonely herself, of course, may have been very fond of the little girl, but soon Arbella became, or a dividing point between Bess and Mary. Because the Shrewsbury's marriage, Bess of Hardwick's marriage, broke up over the strain of having to keep Mary as a prisoner. And at one point, when Arbella was still a child, Mary wrote to the court that what's most alienated Bess from me is her scheme of putting Arbella on the throne. 

Tracy Borman [00:13:04] 
You would imagine she's not going to take kindly to a rival. And that's certainly what Arbella was, because of course she had an advantage over the Scottish Stuarts in that she was born in England and that mattered, didn't it? 

Sarah Gristwood [00:13:19] 
It absolutely did. The law of England said that a foreigner, which of course a Scots was, could not inherit land in England. So what about inheriting the land of England itself? As you know better than anybody, the rules of the succession, well, they can hardly be called rules at all, can they? But certainly his foreign birth was a huge potential problem for James. 

Tracy Borman [00:13:47] 
And do we have any sense of at this stage of Arbella's life, how she was viewed by the people of England? Was she popular or was she just too sheltered to really be prominent at all.

Sarah Gristwood [00:14:00] 
That's interesting. I don't think we do have any sense of the population of England viewing her. By contrast, the ambassadors abroad wrote of her extensively. 

Tracy Borman [00:14:14] 
Well, Mary, Queen of Scots, is executed in 1587, having been found guilty of treason. She's complicit in the Babington conspiracy. So, in a way, that clears at least part of the field for Arbella. And she appears at court, doesn't she? Not long after that. 

Sarah Gristwood [00:14:32] 
No, that's right, and what a coincidence. Mary Queen of Scots out of the way. Elizabeth passing beyond the age where she could realistically be expected to marry and bear children of her own. So now Arbella gets an invitation to court. How old is she at this point? I think eleven. 

Tracy Borman [00:14:55] 
She appears at court. I guess she's been slightly prepared, trained, drilled for this moment by Bess of Hardwick, her grandmother. What happens next? 

Sarah Gristwood [00:15:07] 
Two things happen. Arbella makes this there are two visits. The first time then Elizabeth herself Has a little word with the wife of the French ambassador and says, pointing at Arbella, look to her well. One day she will be even as I am, but I will have gone before. And that is about as close as Elizabeth ever got to seeming to promise the throne to someone. That must have really made Arbella's stock rise. Well, it totally made her stock rise. Unfortunately, it also made her own hopes or her own sense of grandeur rise. Because we know that when she came back to court the next year, she was seemingly sent home because she'd behaved too grandly. She insisted that she should have precedence, you know, in the in place after the Queen, which was definitely going a step too far. But she was also maybe hurried home back up to Derbyshire because the Spanish armada was on the way. And there was a good political case for getting the Queen's next heir away from the southern coast and up into the safety of the Midlands. 

Tracy Borman [00:16:30] 
She really is at the heart of the action, isn't she? So all of these totally pivotal events during Elizabeth's reign, you often find Arbella at the centre. Well, you mentioned, Sarah, that Elizabeth used Arbella as a pawn when it came to marriage. And do we see this happening more and more once Elizabeth herself is beyond all of that? 

Sarah Gristwood [00:16:51] 
Yes, I think so. Once Elizabeth could no longer, I mean, for years she'd used the promise of her own hand and with it England as a kind of lure to keep the the potentates of Europe in in play. But when that began to look less plausible, Arbella was there as a very ready pawn, as you said, to her hand. Who were the suitors who were proposed for Arbella? Oh heavens. I mean, there was there were so many. One, I may say, when she was very young, was her cousin James of Scotland.

Tracy Borman [00:17:20]
Oh.

Sarah Gristwood [00:17:21]
Her first cousin. Obviously, that never came off. The trouble is none of it, it never came off. There was a Farnese prince, there was, you know, one of Philip of Spain's heirs,  there was the King of France, even, who said that he'd happily have Arbella as long as England were promised with her. And of course, that was never going to happen. 

Tracy Borman [00:17:55] 
Elizabeth wouldn't go that far, but I can see how she's using Arbella as totally quite a handy tool. So now she's gone beyond childbearing years. Her stock has fallen, if you like, on the international marriage market. But Arbella, yes she's a teenager, she's still very young. Yes. She's got it all to play for. Poor Arbella, actually, the more you talk, the more sorry I feel her lack of agency in all of this, really. Do we know how, as Arbella grew into adulthood, how she felt about having her grandmother as a this sort of very dominant, suffocating force? The fact that the Queen's messing her about with all these various futile marriage negotiations? What about Arbella in all of this? 

Sarah Gristwood [00:18:41] 
Well, quite. The 1590s or 93 to 1603 are almost like a kind of lost decade for Arbella. Ambassadors abroad were still, and Catholic exiles, still absolutely talking about her all the time as a very active potential player. But she, as far as we know, was up there in Derbyshire. And we do know how she felt about it, not from anything coming immediately out of those years, but from the flood of letters she wrote in 1603. And then she is complaining bitterly about is the running on of the years discerned in everyone except me? Am I not a woman grown? Am I not allowed to make choice of my own servants to have a life, basically?

Tracy Borman [00:19:43] 
So she is starting to push against all this. Yes. Try to have some kind of say

Sarah Gristwood [00:19:46] 
Yes, totally. No, she wanted agency, in your word. She absolutely wanted and in the end she did try to grab for it. What happened? It didn't turn out well. I can I can sense this. No, it didn't. It was the winter as 1602 turned to 1603. So at last, perhaps, people were aware that Elizabeth was dying. At that moment Arbella made a plan for a marriage of her own, But this wasn't exactly a love match. She tried to enter into negotiations for a boy called Edward Seymour, twelve years younger than she, and someone she'd never even met.

Point about Edward Seymour is his surname because he was descended from Henry VIII's younger sister, Mary. So he had his own claim to the throne. So this was a bid for the throne, Arbella's point. I think so, definitely. Earlier Victorian biographers preferred to think of Arbella as this romantic. I'm not sure that romantic really makes a 27 year old woman pitch for a 15 year old boy she's never met, you know? I think it was a bid for the throne, and that's certainly how it was received when word came to Elizabeth's Privy Council.
 
So what happened next? A messenger, a government hardman, was sent galloping north to Hardwick. And we have his report, and it makes very vivid reading because he describes exactly arriving at Hardwick, how he made his way up to the long gallery where all the ladies of the household were, drew Bess away with compliments, and then he set about Arbella. Started out gently enough, asking if her conscience accused her of any late undutifulness. But it got worse and worse and worse. Interrogation, I mean, this government eight man was practically wearing a track in the Great North Road, back down to court, back up to Derbyshire, and so on. The concern was, of course, that not only was Arbella making a pitch for the throne, but that maybe she had powerful supporters elsewhere. 

The government agent mentions that there are lots of strangers clustered around Hardwick, it seemed. But it really did go on. Arbella must have known, after all, her Aunt Mary, Queen of Scots, had met her end on the block. Just how badly this could go. Yeah, it was a huge risk, and I guess it speaks of her desperation. I think it does totally. But it does seem as if under the pressure, over what was weeks and months, because this started at the beginning of January and it went on through into March, it does seem as though Arbella's mental stability may have crumbled to some degree. So do you think this? 

Tracy Borman [00:23:11] 
A very real threat to Elizabeth or was most of it in Arbella's head? 

Sarah Gristwood [00:23:18] 
Oh good question. I don't think it was ever a real serious threat, because after all, Robert Cecil, Elizabeth's great minister, as we now know, had been in negotiations with James of Scotland. But of course, we're looking back with hindsight. No, at the time I think the threat did seem real, because no one knew whether this was just Arbella or whether there were others lurking behind her. And again, you know better than anybody, but the succession to the throne, we look back now, and it's like the kind of ladybird book view of history. So and so succeeded, smooth, unquestioned. Yes. Not at all how it seemed to contemporaries. Yeah. 

Tracy Borman [00:24:05] 
And yet it absolutely was not perhaps anybody's game, but Arbella was up there. She was mentioned always with James. The Venetian ambassador sort of did a state of the nation dispatch on the eve of Elizabeth's death saying, Well, it you know, it's a two horse race, it's Arbella or James. 

Sarah Gristwood [00:24:23] 
Exactly that. No, indeed. It is strange when we know so little about Arbella when she was kept out of sight from most of the people, the courtiers and so on who'd have needed to support her. But as you say, there there were were things being written, you know, effectively kind of almost like race lists, you know, what are the odds? And she was right up there. 

Tracy Borman [00:24:48] 
So what went wrong for Arbella? Because she was riding high, she'd been touted as an heir to the throne for all of her life and then as you say she sort of disappears for ten years. 

Sarah Gristwood [00:25:02] 
I think the bottom line is Elizabeth lived too long. I think it's entirely possible that if Elizabeth had died a decade earlier, as she was expected to by the standards of the day, then maybe Arbella might have become queen. But through the 1590s, her prospects trickled away. She was being kept up in Derbyshire, so she wasn't at court recruiting supporters and learning how to do things. 

Tracy Borman [00:25:38] 
So Bess goes to all this trouble to create an heir to the throne, her granddaughter Arbella. But then she sort of gives up on her. Is that just because Bess is finally worn out? She's she's an old woman by now? 

Sarah Gristwood [00:25:53] 
Well I think there's an element of that. She may have been warned off for all we know, but also the whole generation, the first generation of Elizabeth's great courtiers, were dying off, basically. People like Leicester and Walsingham, who had been Bess's friends and allies. Court was going over to younger men with whom Bess had no particular connection. And of course, Bess did also have her own other huge enthusiasm, which was the building of Hardwick Hall. So I think she put her energies there rather than in an attempt that she might have begun to realise was never going to bear fruit. But also, James in Scotland began to look a better and better prospect. He was, as the decade wore on, he was a proven ruler, a confirmed Protestant, and soon the father of children as well. 

Tracy Borman [00:26:56] 
So he's emerging into a much stronger position. 

Sarah Gristwood [00:26:59] 
And a man, yes. As indeed that's the other factor. As some one commentator wrote, it were much, it would be too much for England to have yet another queen. There'd been a chain of queens, Mary, Elizabeth, well, Jane Grey too. What and now a Queen Arbella? No. England, as the last decade of Elizabeth's reign wore on, less successful period than what had come before, England got tired of a woman's governance. They were keen to have this. 

Tracy Borman [00:27:39] 
You're absolutely right. I think it was Henry Howard who said England was wishing no more queens and that must have been a big factor working against Arbella, depressingly. Yes. Actually, but gender counted.

Sarah Gristwood [00:27:51] 
Oh totally, totally it did. And of course the other depressing or the disconcerting thing is Arbella herself probably didn't know any of this because she was kept in such isolation that she really couldn't have been taking the temperature of the country. 

Tracy Borman [00:28:10] 
Well, you talked earlier about Arbella's mental state, and I'd just like to touch on that because there are lots of theories that she had some kind of mental illness. I think one of the council described her as half mad, and you referred to this sort of flurry of letters that she wrote, which do veer towards the edge of reason, I think. What's your view of her mental state? 

Sarah Gristwood [00:28:35] 
Well, the letters do indeed. They veer to the edge of reason and over it in many ways. They are so long and rambling. One of them alone runs to seven thousand words. Yes, I counted. And she was writing several letters a day. Robert Cecil was getting copies of them, and he wrote on the top of one methinks she hath some great vapour to her brain. And it is hard not to feel. That is to some degree true. Now, there have been various explanations. One it may just have been sheer pressure. It's also been suggested, of course, that porphyria ran through the royal family and that Arbella was suffering from that. There is some evidence to suggest that could be true. Bottom line, we'll probably never know. You can't do a 21st century diagnosis from 16th, 17th century symptoms. But no, something did go wrong undoubtedly. 

Tracy Borman [00:29:38] 
Well, even if it wasn't porphyria, you can understand why the upbringing she'd had would foster instability and this sort of loss of a sense of reality in a way. On the one hand, you're deeply important and very royal, but on the other, you you're not going to be allowed to experience the world and find out how it works. No, exactly. Well, it may have been destined to fail, but Arbella's plight, her attempt to marry her way out of what was really a captivity and into the line of succession by making this secret marriage to Edward Seymour, it was quite a smart move in many respects, wasn't it? He had a blood claim. 

Sarah Gristwood [00:30:22] 
Yeah, he did have a blood claim. And so there's no doubt in my mind that she was trying to claim more agency than she'd had before. And indeed, over the January, February, March of the last months of Elizabeth's life, she wasn't just writing these desperate, very confused letters. There were, there was a plan to try and get her out of Hardwick. One of her uncles was collaborating, but she herself was trying to move. To make advances out into the political world, whether or not she had the skills or the contacts to do it cleverly. 

Tracy Borman [00:31:09] 
It just strikes me as it could be, you know, have been presented a bit too much as, Oh, she's half mad, she's just raving, she doesn't know what she's doing, when actually it's a woman trying to assert her power and that's why she's judged so harshly. 

Sarah Gristwood [00:31:24] 
Yes, that's absolutely true. And of course the sixteenth century had seen a number of powerful women. So although we in hindsight know that it would be James of Scotland and may feel it was all you know it was likely to be by the dawn of the century. Arbella had a point. She did have a point. 

Tracy Borman [00:31:47] 
Absolutely. And legally speaking, her claim was stronger than James. Yes, it was. She wasn't an alien, as you said earlier. She wasn't born on sort of foreign soil. But let's go up to the moment then of Elizabeth's death. 24th of March 1603, she dies at Richmond. James very quickly is proclaimed king, unopposed by Arbella or anybody else for that matter. What happens to Arbella now that he is on the throne? 

Sarah Gristwood [00:32:19] 
James quite quickly sent word that Arbella could, should be removed from Hardwick. She came south to the house of one of her cousins, not so far from London. He phrased it nicely, said that you know, she should be removed from her grandmother's custody, with which she being a young lady could not agree. And so Arbella did that summer, to I think, you know, not only her relief, but Bess's, came south and came to join the court to become one of Anna's ladies, next in rank to James and his own family. 

Tracy Borman [00:33:00] 
Didn't he invite Arbella to be a sort of principal mourner at the funeral of Elizabeth? 

Sarah Gristwood [00:33:07] 
He did. But Arbella, and I do I rather like this, Arbella wasn't having any of it. She said that having not been allowed to come near Elizabeth in life for the last decade and more of her life, I don't think she phrased it as she was damned if she was going to do it in death, but that's patently what she meant. 

Tracy Borman [00:33:28] 
I think good for her

Sarah Gristwood [00:33:29] 
Yes, you do. 

Tracy Borman [00:33:30] 
And for James's part, although he was being magnanimous, perhaps there was an element of, you know, keep your friends close, et cetera, with Arbella. Yes, I think that's a good point. I think that's absolutely true. She enjoys a bit more freedom, doesn't she? Because he's brought her south. And then her grandmother Bess dies a few years into James's reign. So she's enjoying a measure of independence now. What is she? 

Sarah Gristwood [00:33:59]
Yes and no. I guess it's a question how much independence any court lady really had. And also any woman or any courtier without much of an income. Arbella didn't find Anna's Court a very congenial world. Anna herself was kind, Queen Anna James' wife was kind, but the letters that Arbella wrote back to her relatives then are amazing. She's describing court life about how she's really been mused by this. She came to court, and all Queen Anna's ladies were playing child's games. And she said, you know, these are in as much demand as ever cracking nuts was. And she's obviously totally puzzled by this because Anna's ladies, Anna's cronies, were an experienced worldly crew. Highly spent high spending, highly sexed, highly sophisticated. And Arbella's lonely studious life at Hardwick really hadn't prepared her for that. 

Tracy Borman [00:35:06] 
So she never quite fits in, does she, at either the Elizabethan or the Jacobean court? 

Sarah Gristwood [00:35:11] 
No, she didn't fit in at the Jacobean court. Of course James himself had no use for studious women, so he was never going to be impressed by much about Arbella's personality. 

Tracy Borman [00:35:24] 
Sadly for Arbella although it was partly of her own making she doesn't enjoy if you can call it freedom or a measure of independence she doesn't enjoy that for very long because then she decides to try again in the marriage market doesn't she? 

Sarah Gristwood [00:35:40] 
She does, and the irony is she's already escaped a couple of really big potential downers in James's reign. Early in James's reign there was a plot by Walter Raleigh, among others, to depose the new king and put Arbella on the throne, but Arbella escapes from that without censure. The gunpowder plot wanted to replace James by his little daughter, Elizabeth, so Arbella was kind of safe out of that one too, but somehow she couldn't leave it alone. She stuck out this rather uncongenial life at court for half a dozen years and more. It became apparent that James was no more likely than Elizabeth had been ever to allow her to marry, because any child she bore, her bloodline, could still be a threat to his dynasty. And of course there wasn't really any life. 

A noble woman, then other than that of marriage, or you know, or outside the the framework of a marriage, so Arbella once again tried to arrange a marriage of her own, and this side time succeeded. This time it does look like something of a love match. The one letter we have that Arbella wrote to her husband is absolutely all tenderness that you know maybe James will let us live together, but if not, I'm so happy to have had such a such a blessing as you. Big but. Was it just a love match? Well, Arbella's choice of husband was William Seymour. Clues in the surname, the younger brother of the boy for whom she had negotiated while at Hardwick. So once again one with his own claim to the throne. Coincidence? James was never likely to think so. They were married secretly at dead of night, but the secret was soon discovered. 

Tracy Borman [00:38:02]
Of course they always were, and yet so many took that risk. The story of the Elizabethan succession is absolutely riddled with illicit marriages that never end well. Tell us what happened with this one. 

Sarah Gristwood [00:38:16] 
Word did creep out in only a few days. And both parties, William and Arbella, were arrested. She was placed in private in under house arrest in private custody. William was actually sent to the tower. 

Tracy Borman [00:38:36] 
This is becoming a bit of a familiar story now. But it all gets rather dramatic, doesn't it? 

Sarah Gristwood [00:38:44] 
It gets deeply dramatic after some months, you know, of th- this separation. It was decided that Arbella, for greater safety, would be sent north to Durham, clean out of this world, as she wrote despairingly. On the way a daring double escape was contrived probably by Arbella's aunt, Bess of Hardwick's daughter, Mary, Mary Talbot. Arbella had been suffering ill health as she so often did, and that forced her party to stop at Barnet, you know, passing north out of London. And there, Arbella, friends had smuggled her in a set of man's clothing. So she pulled it on on these, we have again these lovely colourful details, a pair of great French-fashioned hose. She pulled these on over her clothes, a wig, slipped out of the house to where a horse was waiting. And galloped to the Thames, where a boat was waiting to take her downriver to a sea going ship to Tilbury. 

Meanwhile, an escape had been arranged from William also, because of course the tower we think of it now as a prison, but it operated more as a village. It was possible to get William disguised himself as his own barber and simply walked out. But it all went wrong. If only it was the age of mobile phones. I mean all it needed was one quick call. Arbella moved on, her boat waiting for her on the Thames and downriver to Tilbury, where the ship they found the ship. But William hadn't arrived. In fact, he was only delayed by a little. He would have arrived, but the tides meant Arbella's ship had to set sail. So she did. She made it across the stormy sea. Reached sight of Calais, but she wouldn't land until she knew what had happened to William. 

William, in fact, had taken another ship, the storms had blown up, his ship had to lie in Harwich for a few days. To cut a long story short, William made it to the continent to wander around for a few years, impoverished but at liberty. Arbella, on her ship, inside of Calais, was captured. Word of the escape had had been taken to James, who was beside himself. The messengers being sent out to order pursuit of the pair had this very telling written on it ‘haste post haste for life’, and a little sketch figure of a gallows. They really were throwing everything onto the water to try and get Arbella and William back. An English warship, the Adventure, I think, caught up with Arbella. Her captain bravely stood several volleys of fire until Arbella said no and surrendered herself to the English. She was brought back, and this time it was she who was placed in the tower. 

Tracy Borman [00:42:22] 
Oh, if only I can't help feeling myself entirely on Arbella's side and just wishing it's one of those moments where history could have gone somewhere very different. If like you say, if only she'd had a mobile phone and could have found out actually her husband was good. He was making his way over as well. Yes. So she was brought back to London and imprisoned in the Tower. Did she ever leave it? 

Sarah Gristwood [00:42:50] 
Only when the tide took her body back upriver to burial in Westminster Abbey. No, Arbella was in the Tower for some four years. And there was an is there was at least one escape attempt arranged for her, but obviously it didn't work. She seems it's odd, although she was a royal lady and in some ways treated as such, she was never going to be thrown into a dungeon, but she does seem to, as certainly as time wore on, be kept in quite close captivity. Because again, when she and William fled abroad, the fear was that there they'd become, puppet claimants, rulers, for some probably for some Catholic prince.

Arbella herself, interrogated in the Tower, said at one point that ‘she would have gone with papist, Jews, infidel Turks’ if they'd get her out of there. No one got her out of there. Her own mind, she be she became more desperate. She began and again more confused. She began to claim that there were other plots around her, about her to help her escape. That William was coming for her. Some of it was doubtless a desperate attempt to persuade people that something was going on, but some of it would appear to have been again her mind giving way. As in the end it did. Her health grew worse and worse. It became known that she was distracted, as they said, she seems effectively to have stopped eating. And when she finally died, her body was opened as always. The doctors noted the extreme leanness of her body. 

Tracy Borman [00:44:49] 
So she starved herself to death?

Sarah Gristwood [00:44:51] 
Effectively, yes. 

Tracy Borman [00:44:53] 
That's such a tragic story. All around, I was going to say a tragic end to the story, but you can't help thinking it's a tragic life, really, for Arbella 

Sarah Gristwood [00:45:02] 
Yes and no. You see, I always it's absolutely a tragic end. Nothing could be worse. I always feel slightly inclined to push back against people saying it's a tragic life. Because she tried. She was a player, and she attempted to play, which for a woman then was no small decision. She left these amazing, confusing but amazing letters. Hers is a woman's voice from a time we don't have very many. And even in her last years, she may very possibly have inspired one of our great works of literature. The play, The Duchess of Malfi, was put on near to where Arbella had lived in in that time that when she was in the tower, and there are so many similarities. The Duchess, another royal lady imprisoned by her relatives, her royal relatives for making an unsanctioned marriage, driven almost mad by her confinement. And the Duchess of Malfi, her line is: I am the Duchess of Malfi still. She was down but not quite out. And I like to think of Arbella that way. 

Tracy Borman [00:46:25] 
Absolutely the parallels are striking when you when you mention it now. So Arbella shouldn't just be seen as a pawn. This dangerous game she Did actually A few bids for the throne. It wasn't just that others pushed her forward. 

Sarah Gristwood [00:46:43] 
I'd certainly say that she did. Opinion, as with Elizabeth herself, has changed over the centuries. The Victorians we'd forgotten her in our own day, but the Victorians loved Arbella. But of course, they wanted to think of her as this romantic figure, risking all for love. They really didn't want to think of her as ambitious, as in any way politically minded. But I don't see how you can make that square with the facts, square with her choice of possible husbands. 

Tracy Borman [00:47:17] 
The wording used to describe Arbella is often quite sexist, I think. Highly strung, reckless, volatile, half mad. 

Sarah Gristwood [00:47:29] 
There's an element of truth in some of it, but it's only half the story. Yes, she absolutely made bad decisions, but she didn't really have the tools, the information to make good ones. And if we dismiss her as just making this ludicrous attempt, bound to failure for the throne, or someone who was just desperate to get married, we do forget quite a lot of the story. We forget all those ambassadors all over Europe saying that Arbella would be the next queen. We forget that when she and William tried to flee abroad, there would have been many on the continent who would have hailed their arrival as potential other contenders. 

It's an element of the story, but I think it is sexist just to use it to dismiss Arbella entirely. We do history it's written by the winners, we lose the losers, and obviously Arbella lost in a very major way. We do just plain not know most of us some of the evidence that was around at the time. If Arbella had been just reckless or lovelorn, two successive monarchs, Elizabeth and James, wouldn't have taken her attempt so desperately seriously. 

Tracy Borman [00:49:07] 
Such a good way of bringing to light just what a serious contender she was, the agency that she had, and she wasn't or she's not just to be dismissed as a half mad, loose canon. Trying to shape her own destiny. 

Sarah Gristwood [00:49:27] 
Yes, she absolutely was. And the fact that she failed doesn't take away from the the courage of the attempt. 

Tracy Borman [00:49:36] 
So your book Arbella England's Lost Queen And what you've made very clear to me today is she could so very easily have been Queen of England. 

Sarah Gristwood [00:49:48] 
Yes, she could. There was absolutely a time when she could. And although she didn't, she did to me retain a fairly extraordinary kind sense of own identity. My favourite line of all  the umpteen Arbella wrote: ‘I must cut my coat according to my cloth, but it shall not be after the fashion of this world, but fit for me’. 

Tracy Borman [00:50:18] 
Wow, what a line that is. She's so inspiring and it seems to me she really was trying to shape her own destiny. There were various factors working against her, but we shouldn't just see her as this victim in the story, should we? 

Sarah Gristwood [00:50:36] 
I think not. I think Arbella deserves more than that. 

Tracy Borman [00:50:40] 
The Queen who might have been, and I have to say, if she had made it to the throne, life would never have been dull in England. 

Sarah Gristwood [00:50:51] 
No, it wouldn't. 

Tracy Borman [00:50:53] 
[The podcast theme music fades in under Tracy’s voice.]

Thank you so much for joining me today, Sarah. It's been absolutely fascinating learning about Arbella's story. 

Sarah Gristwood [00:51:01] 
Thank you. 

Tracy Borman [00:51:02] 
Well, thank you for listening to this series on the stolen Tudor Crown. We know you particularly love when we explore the lives of women from history. So please tell us who else you'd like to hear about. We're always keen to have more ideas. Thank you so much for supporting us, loyal listeners. 

[End of Episode]

	
	
	



