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INTRODUCTION

The Fifth of November Remembered and Forgotten

DAVID CANNADINE

Please to remember the Fifth of November,

Gunpowder Treason and Plot.

We know no reason why Gunpowder Treason

Should ever be forgot.

At first sight, it seems strange that across four hundred years our nation has been annually commemorating an event that did not happen: namely, the failed attempt by Guy Fawkes and his fellow Catholic conspirators to blow up the Houses of Parliament in London at the beginning of a new legislative session on 5 November 1605. They were arrested, they were tortured, they were tried and they were executed. As such, they shared the fate of many conspirators who are labelled freedom fighters by their supporters, or derided as rebels and anarchists by their opponents, and who get caught by the very authorities they seek to overthrow. They lose, they suffer, they die, and their story ends, while the regime endures that they vainly sought to change. To be sure, the stakes were very high in November 1605: if the gunpowder had exploded, the entire Commons and Lords, plus King James I and his court, would have been blown to oblivion, in a destructive carnage that might have surpassed that of 9/11 in terms of numbers killed, and would certainly have exceeded it in terms of the collective might and power of those who had been taken out. Put in the Bush-and-Blair language of our own day, the foiling of the Gunpowder Plot was thus an outstandingly successful pre-emptive strike against what would now be described as the forces of organized, fanatical, religiously motivated terrorism.

But is this sufficient to explain why (and how) Guy Fawkes and his co-conspirators have enjoyed four centuries of demonized immortality, rather than of ignominious oblivion? It seems unlikely, for during that period, England’s ritual calendar of commemorative events has been constantly evolving and transformed, and many once-secure festivals, commemorating what seemed to be important (indeed, iconic) national events, have subsequently fallen away: among them Armada Day, Oak Apple Day, Waterloo Day, Primrose Day, Empire Day, and so on. To be sure, Remembrance Day was successfully invented after the First World War, and it is still going strong; but it is not yet a hundred years old, and it may not survive the passing of the present queen’s reign. Thus regarded, the Fifth of November is the only major date, not directly derived from the lifecycle of Jesus Christ, which has endured in our popular national calendar for so long. It is, then, an occasion easily taken for granted, but also in need of historical explanation and analysis. The essays gathered here attempt to do just that, and in so doing, they demonstrate how it has survived and evolved across the centuries, and what has been remembered (and forgotten) during the course of that survival and evolution; and they also make plain what a many-sided and multifaceted occasion it has almost always been.

As Pauline Croft explains, the genesis of the Gunpowder Plot must be sought in the complex mixture of hopes and anxieties with which English Catholics greeted the accession of James I on the death of Queen Elizabeth in March 1603. Initially, it seemed as though the new king would treat his Catholic subjects with more kindly tolerance than his predecessor, but within little more than a year these anticipations had been disappointed. To a small group of committed Catholic conspirators, of whom Guy Fawkes was one, the only way forward now seemed to be to assassinate the king, and to proclaim his daughter Princess Elizabeth as (they hoped) a more malleable and pro-Catholic queen. What would have happened had they succeeded? Antonia Fraser’s imaginative essay in counter-factual history seeks to answer just that question, opening as it does with the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II (as the nominally Catholic Princess Elizabeth had now become) on 15 January 1606. Meanwhile, her surviving brother, Charles, who was nominally Protestant, had fled to Scotland, where he had been proclaimed king. Eventually, Catholic England and Protestant Scotland might well have gone to war, Charles might still have lost his head, a Catholic, pro-French monarchy would have been established in England, and the Fifth of November would have been celebrated as a very different sort of occasion from that with which later generations have been familiar.

But the plot failed, and as David Cressy points out, the Fifth of November subsequently became the most enduring anniversary in the nation’s Protestant calendar, taking on different meanings, and attracting the support of different groups, at different times, and for different purposes. During the seventeenth century, it was a Protestant celebration of providential deliverance, often enjoying both elite and popular involvement. Under the Hanoverians, elite observance was more dutiful than enthusiastic, while among the lower orders it became an occasion for riot, disturbance and displays of misrule which lasted well into the nineteenth century. Only at the end of Queen Victoria’s reign, and on into the early twentieth century, did bonfires and fireworks become more respectable, with more children participating, and with shouts of ‘penny for











the Guy’. But despite these changes, there was, throughout, an underlying theme of militant, national Protestantism, which was always the key to its survival. Put the other way, as Justin Champion reminds us, this meant that the Fifth of November has always been an explicitly or latently anti-Catholic event: indeed, for well over the first hundred years of its existence, it was the Pope who was burned in effigy, and it was only in the late eighteenth century that Guy Fawkes became the central figure who was now consigned to the flames.

These national changes and developments are vividly illuminated in Mike Jay’s essay, which explores Bonfire Night in Lewes, a generally quaint and quiet market town in East Sussex, where the observances retain much of the riotous and oppositional character by which they have been characterized since the late eighteenth century. For reasons that are not wholly clear, the town remains to this day a ‘strong citadel of Bonfiredom’, and for this one night only it combines civic pride and civic disobedience in a particularly resonant combination: in addition to Guy Fawkes, other figures recently burned in effigy have included Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, John Major and Gordon Brown. But the Fifth of November needs to be understood not only in local but also in global terms, and this is the purpose of Brenda Buchanan’s concluding contribution. Fireworks and Bonfire Night are inextricably linked in the popular mind; but as she explains, this was not a pre-ordained union. Getting gunpowder from China to England was a complex and protracted business; and thereafter fireworks were more broadly associated with military triumphs, royal occasions and civic ceremonial. Only in the late nineteenth century did they become the indispensable accompaniment to the Fifth of November itself.

All of which is simply to say that the history of Bonfire Night is a long, complex, changing and contested one, which has rarely received the attention that it merits, and which may be approached in a variety of (not always compatible) ways. From one perspective, that history may be regarded as a consensual display of shared national values, collective identity and religious moderation; from another, it can be seen as a sustained display of establishment exclusiveness, national xenophobia and religious bigotry; from yet a third it can be looked at as a sign of vigorous popular protest, committed radical politics and technological cosmopolitanism. There are thus many narratives of the Fifth of November, and they do not all lead to the same conclusions. That, in turn, may help to explain its unique longevity: it has meant many things to many people in many places at many times. Nor is that history over yet. In recent years the growing concern about terrorism and about health and safety, the decline in a shared sense of national and Protestant identity, and the alternative, American allure of Hallowe’en, have led some to fear that the Fifth of November is on the way out. But such anxieties have often been expressed across the four hundred years since 1605, and they have never yet been borne out.

Are things different in 2005? How will Guy Fawkes Night look in 2010? If the varied, disputed, unpredictable history of this event is any guide, then it is impossible to predict how it will evolve in the future. As the bonfires burn, the fireworks fizzle and the sparklers sparkle in this anniversary year, they may seem the dying embers of an outmoded festival that no longer resonates in the secular, multicultural, globalized world we now inhabit, where the old national identities, built around (among other things) royalty and religion, have lost some of the significance they once had. But it may be, in an era when many Britons are hostile to ‘Europe’, with (as they see it) its historic and alien connotations of Catholicism and authoritarianism, and when others are no less opposed to what they regard (and regret) as the Americanization of our culture, of which the recent rise of Hallowe’en is but one more disturbing sign, that the Fifth of November will take on a new identity as a focus for protest against our nation’s precarious position, increasingly threatened by two powerful (and predatory?) continents. ‘Guy Fawkes for UKIP’ may not seem a wholly plausible slogan. But stranger things have happened during this remarkably long-lived festival of fun and fire, playfulness and patriotism, inclusion and exclusion. Only time will tell.


CHAPTER ONE

The Gunpowder Plot Fails

PAULINE CROFT

On 9 November 1605, four days after the discovery of the Gunpowder Plot only hours before the state opening of Parliament, the shaken members of the House of Lords and the House of Commons were sent home. The government of James I wanted to concentrate on pursuing the terrorists and bringing them to justice, without the additional distractions of managing a parliamentary session. On 21 January 1606, after a lengthy Christmas break, the Lords and Commons reconvened. The prolonged holiday had done little to lessen the general sense of shock. Both Houses were still stunned by the near-miss of the planned atrocity which would have killed and maimed so many of their members. As the Attorney General, the great lawyer Sir Edward Coke, commented sombrely: ‘No Man can aggravate [exaggerate] the Powder Treason. To tell it, and know it, is enough.’ Coke’s words point to the immediate impact of the plot and help to explain its enduring place in British historical consciousness. However, ‘to tell it, and know it’ we must begin much earlier.

By 1590 Queen Elizabeth, born in 1533, had lived longer than either her father or her grandfather, and her subjects were ever more aware that her days were numbered. North of the Border, James VI of Scotland was manoeuvring energetically to maximize his chances of succeeding to her throne. James was the queen’s nearest blood relative, like her a direct descendant of the first Tudor monarch, Henry VII. After his birth in June 1566 his mother Mary Queen of Scots had publicly hoped that he would be the first ruler to unite the kingdoms of England and Scotland. Elizabeth granted a pension to the impecunious Scottish king in 1586 and promised that she would not undercut any right or title that he possessed. Further than that she would not go. As the years passed James became increasingly agitated that he had never been officially proclaimed her heir.

To ensure his accession, the king planned both to build up English support and to disarm any foreign opposition. He corresponded with the young earl of Essex, Elizabeth’s last favourite, hoping that Essex’s inside information on court politics would ease his way to the throne. Many of the earl’s followers were Catholics, members of the post-Reformation religious minority in England that bore the burden of the recusancy laws (aimed at those who would not attend their Protestant parish churches). The laws were unevenly enforced, and many low-profile Catholics got off virtually scot-free, but the psychological burden was considerable and most Catholic males knew their career prospects were blighted if they adhered openly to the old religion. Within the small Catholic community was a much smaller group of proudly committed, faithful dévots to whom the recusancy laws might bring grave financial hardship and years in prison. For Catholic priests, particularly those belonging to the new Counter-Reformation order of the Jesuits, service in England meant disguise, the constant fear of betrayal and possibly a hideous death by hanging, drawing and quartering.

Essex occasionally indulged in a rhetoric of tolerance towards those Catholics who were politically loyal. As a result, many of them followed him in offering their service to the Scottish claimant to the English throne. In Europe, the Protestant regimes of the Dutch and the Scandinavian monarchies would not oppose James, but Spain, the leading power of Catholic Europe, might make trouble. In 1588, as the Armada sailed, Philip II had announced that his daughter, the Infanta Isabella, descended from the English King Edward III, would replace Elizabeth as queen. The Armada was defeated, but Isabella’s claim remained a part of official Spanish policy, although she had few if any Catholic supporters in England. In 1595 the Scottish Catholic gentleman John Ogilvy of Poury began a journey across Europe which included a visit to Spain, where he indicated that James might become a Spanish ally and possibly also a Catholic. This informal probe was followed after the death of Philip II in 1598 by the mission of another Catholic, Lord Robert Sempill, who hoped to persuade the new king, Philip III, to recognize James as Elizabeth’s heir. Neither of these diplomatic missions was successful but they convinced the Scottish Jesuits resident in Madrid that their king was a friend to Catholics.

The attitude of the papacy might be crucial in swinging the support of other Catholic states such as Savoy and Tuscany. Here, James turned to his advantage the conversion to Catholicism of his wife, Anne of Denmark, who had been a Lutheran on her arrival in Scotland in 1590. Anne came under attack from the Scottish Presbyterian Kirk, which deplored her extravagance and love of court entertainments. The Kirk’s censorious hostility alienated the young queen from its dour Protestantism. Her close friend Henriette, the French-born wife of James’s supporter the marquis of Huntly, was influential in leading the queen to take instruction in Catholicism. In 1599 James wrote to Pope Clement VIII on a minor ecclesiastical matter, signing himself in Latin as ‘your most obedient son’. Then Queen Anne wrote to the Pope and to Cardinal Borghese, announcing her conversion. Her ambiguous use of the royal ‘we’ gave rise to hopes in Rome that the king would soon convert, and in 1602 Clement VIII urged James to do so. The king’s other Continental overtures were rather less successful. Ferdinand I, the wealthy grand duke of Tuscany, conducted a courteous correspondence but sidelined James’s suggestion that a Tuscan bride would be very acceptable for the king’s eldest son, Prince Henry. Once again, however, the news spread that James was a friend of Catholics, and neither the papacy nor Tuscany showed any interest in opposing his claim to succeed the English queen. The Infanta Isabella, by 1599 married to her cousin the Archduke Albert and resident in Brussels, was also hopeful of the king’s conversion. ‘The Archdukes’, as the royal couple were known, were keener than Philip III to end the stale Anglo-Spanish war that had begun nearly fifteen years earlier, and proved disastrous for the Netherlands’ commerce and prosperity. Isabella was averse to any Spanish attempt to prevent James’s ultimate accession to Elizabeth’s throne.

So the king’s strategy of making overtures to foreign powers was effective in deflecting any Catholic-led opposition to his claim. Much more important, however, was the quiet revolution that took place in Anglo-Scottish affairs in 1601. Sir Robert Cecil, who had succeeded his father Lord Burghley as Elizabeth’s chief adviser, was aware from dispatches sent from Scotland that the king was dangerously restive over the unresolved succession. Then in February the earl of Essex, in disgrace after his failure to put down a major revolt in Ireland, led a band of young malcontents into the streets of London in a rash attempt to evict his enemies from court. The chaotic rising failed. Essex was quickly tried and sent to the block, leaving James without a confidant at the English court. Cecil was deeply perturbed by the revolt, which suggested that England might become ungovernable in the queen’s declining years. In the spring, when Scottish envoys arrived in Whitehall, Cecil made it clear that, when the time came, he would support the Scottish claim. A discreet agreement was reached that he would write privately to the king, joining in a secret correspondence with James already being conducted by a group of pro-Scottish Englishmen, most notably the crypto-Catholic nobleman Lord Henry Howard. The rapprochement was a crucial turning point. After spring 1601 James, by far the strongest candidate for Elizabeth’s throne, was acting in concert with Cecil, the leading member of the English Privy Council. It would be virtually impossible to derail his accession. Reassured, the king stopped sabre-rattling and promised that he would follow Cecil’s advice, biding his time patiently until Elizabeth died.

The correspondence between James and Cecil inevitably touched on religion. In his book Basilicon Doron, the king made it plain that he regretted that the Presbyterian Reformation in Scotland had lacked ‘the prince’s order’, a compliment to the contrasting English experience of a royal Supreme Governor over the Church. To Cecil, James expounded his views on Catholics. ‘I will never allow in my conscience that the blood of any man shall be shed for diversity of opinions in religion,’ he wrote, ‘but I would be sorry that Catholics should so multiply as they might be able to practise their old principles on us.’ Unlike many Protestants, James accepted that the Roman Catholic Church was ‘our mother church’, but he also viewed it as corrupt, and he did not wish Catholic numbers to increase. Cecil admitted that he loathed seeing Catholic priests die by hanging, drawing and quartering, but his tolerance did not go quite so far as the king’s. To the earl of Northumberland, who wrote on behalf of the English Catholics (although denying he was one himself), James set out his future policies clearly. ‘As for the Catholics, I will neither persecute any that will be quiet and give but an outward obedience to the law, neither will I spare to advance any of them that will by good service worthily deserve it.’ This suggested that once he was in England, James would follow Elizabeth in requiring outward conformity, but would also follow the course he adopted in Scotland, where he angered the Kirk by his warm acceptance of Catholic nobles such as the Huntlys.

These carefully qualified royal remarks were often interpreted much more generously. Northumberland’s kinsman Thomas Percy, who often acted as a messenger for the earl, visited James at Holyrood palace in 1602 and was convinced that he would offer a general Catholic toleration on his accession. Percy spread the good news, and when Elizabeth finally died on 24 March 1603, English Catholics openly rejoiced. Some, like Sir Thomas Tresham in Northamptonshire and Lord Arundell of Wardour in Dorset, overrode local officials in their eagerness to proclaim the king ahead of official instructions. Others like the priest George Blackwell contributed barrels of wine to celebratory bonfire parties. Fr. Henry Garnet, Superior of the English Jesuits, wrote enthusiastically in April that ‘A golden time we have of unexpected freedom… Great hope is of toleration; and so general a consent of Catholics in the king’s proclaiming, it seemeth God will work much.’ Exiled priests and lay people began to flock back across the Channel. It was even suggested that the English Catholics would soon have a formal legal toleration comparable to that established for the French Huguenots in 1598 by the Edict of Nantes.

In April 1603 the king left Edinburgh for London. From Newcastle, he wrote to the Privy Council explaining that many came to him with grievances, and suggesting that a public acknowledgement might be made of ‘severities’ in the late queen’s time – clearly a gesture to Catholics. As he visited York he was petitioned for toleration by both a Benedictine priest in disguise and a Catholic layman. In June, as Queen Anne followed her husband south, a group of Catholic ladies gathered at York to urge her to use her influence towards a toleration. In July, just before his coronation, James received Tresham and other leading Catholic gentry at Hampton Court. They brought a petition urging a public debate on the position of Catholics, aiming to show that a toleration offered no threat to stability. Instead, the king told them that he would suspend the monthly recusancy fines so long as the Catholic community continued to support both king and state. Records of the fines show that they fell rapidly, proving that James kept his word.

So far everything had gone fairly well for the Catholics. Then in June and July came the revelation of the Bye and Main Plots. The Bye Plot, so called because it was the lesser in importance, was a mad attempt led by a priest named William Watson to hold the king to ransom until he declared a toleration. The Main Plot was more drastic, and more secular. Led by Lord Cobham and other notables including Sir Walter Ralegh, it aimed to get rid of the Scottish king and his ‘cubs’, instead placing his English-born cousin Lady Arbella Stuart on the throne. It was the first sign of English disenchantment with the new Scottish regime. Neither plot came anywhere near success, not least because two Catholic priests got wind of the Bye Plot and tipped off the Privy Council. English Catholics reacted with horror at the folly of the plotters, and James accepted that the community as a whole was not tarred by the disloyalty of Watson and the rest. Even so, it was the first sign that the king’s dealings with Catholics might rebound against him.

By winter 1604 James was securely settled in England and his earlier conciliatory stance was hardening. In January at Hampton Court he conferred with the other end of the religious spectrum, the Puritans, who petitioned for further reformation in the Protestant Church of England. They got little by way of concessions, with the king asserting his support for bishops and showing his distaste for what he saw as nitpicking on unimportant issues. Early in February he made a speech in which he mentioned the Bye Plot and sounded much less open towards Catholic petitioning. He assured the Privy Council of his utter detestation of ‘their superstitious religion’. On 22 February a proclamation was issued, attacking the papacy’s claim to dispense with the king’s subjects’ natural obedience to him and ordering Catholic priests to leave the realm by 19 March 1604. James much preferred exile to execution. In the first Parliament of the reign, summoned for 19 March 1604, a new recusancy bill was promoted, confirming all the Elizabethan legislative penalties on Catholics. It received the royal assent in July 1604, and in the same month, at Warwick, two priests who had refused to leave the country were executed in the usual barbaric fashion, the first victims of the reign. By late 1604 the recusancy fines were once again being collected.

Even during the early months of 1603, while the king had been reaching out towards Catholics, some expressed their disappointment. Many Catholics growing to manhood in the 1590s were less quiescent than their parents and hoped that James’s accession would signal not just an easing of conditions, but genuine ‘regime change’. They were prepared to use physical violence in pursuit of it. Robert Catesby, the tall, handsome and charismatic son of a wealthy Catholic family from Warwickshire, was a follower of Essex and fought in his doomed rebellion of 1601. Alongside Catesby fought Francis Tresham, his cousin and close friend, son of the Northamptonshire landowner Sir Thomas Tresham. Jack and Kit Wright, both noted swordsmen and brothers-in-law of Thomas Percy, also fought in the rebellion. They were at school at St Peter’s, York, with Guy Fawkes, who left England in 1592 to fight in the armies of Catholic Spain in the Netherlands against the rebel Dutch. Catesby was related to Robert and Thomas Wintour of Worcestershire. Like Fawkes, Thomas was a former soldier in the Netherlands, and his uncle was a priest who had been hanged, drawn and quartered. The Wintour home, Huddington Court, was known as a priests’ refuge, and in late autumn 1601 Tom Wintour journeyed to Spain on behalf of Catesby, Tresham and others left leaderless after the downfall of Essex. He offered support in case of a future Spanish invasion of England to aid Catholics, but got little more than promises of financial assistance. When the queen died, the Spanish had formulated only an impractical policy that vaguely inclined to support a (non-existent) English Catholic contender for her throne.

Wintour was not the only member of the group that originally looked to Spain. Guy Fawkes also travelled to Spain and in July 1603 wrote a memorandum, still in the Spanish archives, which scorned James and insisted that he was ‘a heretic… [hoping] in a short time to have all of the papist sect driven out of England’. Fawkes revealed his fiercely anti-Scottish streak, emphasizing the dislike of the English nobility for the Scottish newcomers and arguing that the natural hostility between them would make it impossible to reconcile the two nations for long. He warned the Spanish court that any peace overtures from James should be treated as subterfuges and ignored. Fawkes was too late, for in spring 1603, ‘the Archdukes’ had immediately sent an envoy to the new king to congratulate him. Spain grudgingly followed their lead. Philip III, using the opportunity of the new reign to end the state of hostility that had endured between England and Spain since the Armada, thought that his envoy Juan de Tassis should insist on toleration for Catholics as part of the negotiations. But on arrival in England Tassis realized this would be impossible and advised that the matter should be set aside until after the peace treaty was finalized.

Catesby and his friends had already begun to lose faith in Spain. In winter 1604 Tom Wintour was summoned to London and found Catesby and Jack Wright at Catesby’s house in Lambeth, across the Thames from Westminster. Catesby announced that he had thought of a way ‘at one instant’ to deliver English Catholics from their bonds, without foreign help. ‘In a word, it was to blow up the Parliament house with gunpowder; for said he, in that place have they done us all the mischief [by the recusancy laws] and perchance God hath designed that place for their punishment.’ Catesby probably got the idea on reading the proclamation that came out on 18 January, announcing that the new king would shortly call a Parliament. Wintour was taken aback, because a failure would be catastrophic, but Catesby insisted ‘that the nature of the disease’ required ‘so sharp a remedy’. His mesmeric self-confidence won over the initially reluctant Wintour: ‘I told him Yes, in this or what else soever, if he resolved upon it, I would venture my life.’ However, as a last-ditch effort, they decided to contact the Constable of Castile, the chief Spanish envoy for the forthcoming peace treaty recently arrived in Flanders, to see if he would help the English Catholics in his negotiations. They received a sympathetic response but no promises, and the Catholic exiles at Brussels were convinced that everyone was so desperate for peace with England that nothing would be allowed to stand in its way. In April, Guy Fawkes was waiting at Dunkirk to cross into England, and encountered Tom Wintour who told him that they ‘were upon a resolution to do somewhat in England if the peace with Spain helped us not’. Shortly afterwards, Thomas Percy came to London, and burst out at the gathering, ‘Shall we always, gentlemen, talk and never do anything?’ Their resolve was stiffened, and in May the inner group of five men met at a lodging behind St Clements in the Strand. They took an oath of secrecy, then heard Mass in another room and took the sacrament, whereupon Catesby disclosed to Fawkes and Thomas Percy his plan, already familiar to Wright and Wintour. The priest who celebrated the Mass, Fr. John Gerard SJ, was not present at their discussions.

By this time the first session of Parliament had opened on 19 March 1604 and was likely to close before the summer set in with its usual threat of plague. On 24 May Thomas Percy used his links with his kinsman Northumberland to lease a small house adjacent to the House of Lords’ chamber in the old palace of Westminster. The idea was to drive a shaft – ‘the mine’ – from the cellars through to the foundations of the chamber. Then gunpowder could be ferried across the Thames at night from Lambeth and hidden there. A sixth man, Robert Keyes, was brought in as keeper of Catesby’s house and its gunpowder store. Before much could be done, Parliament was prorogued on 7 July with its next meeting announced for 7 February 1605.

The treaty negotiations between Spain, England and Spanish Flanders were concluded in August 1604. Scotland had never been at war with Spain so James signed solely in his capacity as king of England. There was no mention of toleration for the English Catholics in the treaty. A scheme for buying out the recusancy fines with Spanish money was mooted, but nothing came of it, although Spain was happy to promise lavish, no-strings-attached pensions to the leading English Councillors. When the Constable sailed from Dover on 30 August 1604, it was painfully obvious to English Catholics that nothing had been achieved that would make their lot any easier. More bad news followed, as James commissioned Lord Chancellor Ellesmere to preside over a Privy Council committee to ‘exterminate’ Jesuits, other priests and lay Catholics who were aiming to subvert the king’s subjects from their lawful allegiance.

The plotters must have been relieved to leave Westminster behind for a healthier summer in the country, but there is no indication that they took trouble to ascertain the exact terms of the treaty before continuing with their plan. They had already abandoned any hopes of Spain. They agreed to meet again at the start of the Michaelmas law term, which would give them time to dig the mine before the new parliamentary session intended for February 1605. Unfortunately, their conveniently placed house was then requisitioned by the commissioners for the king’s proposed but eventually unsuccessful constitutional Union between England and Scotland, who were summoned to meet at Westminister on 20 October 1604. It was not until a fortnight before Christmas 1604 that the plotters were once again in possession and could start to dig, only to learn on 28 December that lingering plague outbreaks had forced a further prorogation of Parliament until 3 October 1605. They suspended work until early February 1605, when they rowed all the gunpowder over from Lambeth and concealed it in the house. The time spent digging and propping up the mine was passed in discussing how they could get hold of the young Prince Charles and his sister Elizabeth. The heir, Prince Henry, would attend the Parliament with his father, and ‘happily’ meet the same fate. For the coup to be successful, it would be necessary to have all the surviving royals in their hands. Through the patronage of his kinsman Northumberland, in June 1604 Percy was made a gentleman pensioner (one of the king’s bodyguard), and promised to use his position at court to capture Charles. The four-year-old boy only arrived from Scotland in October 1604 and was regarded as sickly: no one took him too seriously, since he might not survive. Moreover, the plotters were working on the usual gender assumptions of their sex and class, so Princess Elizabeth seemed likely to make a more malleable puppet monarch, and she figured more largely in their plans than her younger brother.

March 1605 marked the beginning of a new phase of the plot, when Robert Wintour (Tom’s brother), Kit Wright (Jack’s brother) and John Grant (the Wintours’ brother-in-law) were let into the secret. Then, just at the point when their tunnel encountered the redoubtable stone foundations of the Lords’ chamber, a new opportunity arose. The street-level chamber or vault between the tunnel and the Lords’ first-floor meeting place was used for coal storage, and unexpectedly became available for rent. A lease was secured on 25 March for £4 per year. The chamber formed part of the warren of medieval kitchen buildings of the original palace of Westminster, abandoned as a royal family residence after a disastrous fire in 1512. It made the task far easier since they could stack the gunpowder directly under the House of Lords. Once again, they broke off for the summer and Fawkes went back to Flanders. Catesby, the paymaster for the whole venture, surveyed his finances on a visit to Bath, where he met Percy. It was agreed he could recruit some others to help bear the costs. So Ambrose Rookwood, Sir Everard Digby and Francis Tresham joined the inner circle, although Tresham was so agitated on hearing what was planned that he tried to bribe Catesby to abandon the plot. On 3 October 1605 Parliament was prorogued again until 5 November. In the entourage of Lord Monteagle, Tom Wintour attended the prorogation ceremony in the Lords, where he must have reflected that, if the gunpowder secretly stored below went off, he would die in the company of a large number of noblemen and Privy Councillors.

By late October the plotters were congregating in London. Wintour and Fawkes brought in some fresh gunpowder in case the original stores were damp, and everything seemed to be in place. However, on 26 October 1605, just as four of the leading lords of the Privy Council – the earls of Salisbury, Suffolk, Northampton and Worcester – were sitting down for a convivial supper at Whitehall, a letter was brought in to them by Lord Monteagle. An erstwhile Catholic and a follower of Essex,
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