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He, Michelangelo, is never less alone than when alone . . . yet he willingly keeps the friendship of those in whom rays of excellence shine forth – for instance, the illustrious Monsignor Pole, with his rare talents and singular goodness . . .

– Ascanio Condivi, Life of Michelangelo, 1553
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Prologue

One night some time ago three men broke into a room which is now famous all over the world and which even then, while under construction and shrouded in secrecy, was the subject of intense curiosity in Italy and beyond.

The term ‘broke into’ perhaps conveys the wrong impression. Using a key illicitly obtained, they made their way through the dark in almost complete stealth.

Right at the entrance, however, two of them stumbled, one after the other. This was because the door, which is framed in marble, has an unusual high threshold or ‘saddle’, to use the technical term. You walk into the room as if stepping through a window frame. Even today, in our own perilous but well-lit age, this can trip the unwary.

The first man cursed in Italian: he knew the obstacle was there but had forgotten. The second cursed, in English, because he stubbed his toe.

It would do no good to tell you what they said. Nothing dates with such finality as an oath. The ‘fuck you’s of the 1960s and the ‘sink me’s of the 1690s share the same doom. But two of those shadows slipping into the Medici chapel in Florence that night were young men in their twenties, for whom even the idea of their own death is hard to believe, much less the fact that one day they will have died so long ago they will seem no more than stick-figures from an antique age.

The Italian who led the way in was a workman on the site. Following him were two Englishmen. One was a scholar named Tom Lupset. The other was considered the most brilliant and accomplished young man in Italy. His name was Reynold or Reginald Pole. In Italy he was known as Il Signor d’Inghilterra, the English lord, or even the lord of England, although he was in fact an ordinary ‘Mr’.

But he was a cousin of Henry the Eighth, and a much cherished cousin at that, which was itself unusual, for Henry preferred attention to be directed to his own accomplishments. As King of England, however, he was not in a position to shine in person in the Italian universities. And his cousin’s reputation there reflected well on his own genius. Henry paid Pole one hundred pounds a year to maintain a magnificent household among the students.

The Italians for their part were very pleased with Pole. His lineage alone made him a figure of romance. He seemed to have arrived among them straight out of the beautifully named, if confusing, War of the Roses, la rosa bianca e la vermiglia. His mother was the last person to bear the surname Plantagenet. It was his grandfather who drowned in the famous butt of Malmsey.

As well as all that, young Pole was noted for scholarship and virtue. Not only the Doge of Venice and the political establishment of the Republic paid him compliments; he was befriended and praised by the leading scholars and intellectuals of the day – Erasmus, Bembo, Giberti, Sadoleto . . .

What amazed people about him most, however, was this: he put himself to bed.

We have a contemporary description of Pole: ‘Of medium height, in complexion white and red, as commonly are the English, his face a little broad, with merry and benignant eyes, and in youth his beard was rather fair. Robust of body, seldom sick . . . he did not care for much personal service and often went to bed without assistance.’

And furthermore: ‘He rose before daylight and dressed himself without any man’s help.’

Pole had been a student in Padua since 1521. In 1525 he made his first visit to Rome. It was on the way back from Rome that we see him slipping into the construction site in Florence.

Entry into the Medici chapel was strictly controlled. Michelangelo, the architect and sculptor of the work, kept the keys; he was the last to leave at night and first back in the morning. A few months before, at the end of 1524, there had been a series of nocturnal break-ins. Nothing was stolen; the sole purpose seems to have been to look around the chapel, where, it was reported, a marvellous group of figures was coming into existence – gathering, as it were, at the tombs of two young Medici dukes, Giuliano and Lorenzo.

Michelangelo was furious at the incursions. To his mind, making a work of art was like making a child – something best done in private. For a week or two he made his foremen stay on site and keep watch all night. But it was midwinter, it was bitterly cold, they missed their lovely wives, and in any case nothing ever happened. After a while he had to let them go home again.

Cautiously, the midnight visits were resumed. This, after all, was Italy. In other countries, aristocratic pastimes were different – hunting, tournaments, mock battles where only the blows given to the peasants were real. But in Italy there was a great passion for art. Dukes and cardinals spied through keyholes, lured away painters, sculptors and medallists, swooped on commissions made by others. The Pope himself slipped into the Sistine one day to inspect the ceiling frescos before they were finished, only to be met by a rain of curses, and, so it is said, planks, thrown down by the painter, working alone high above him.

In the Medici chapel, however, any such seclusion was out of the question. Dozens of stone masons, carpenters, bricklayers and labourers were employed there. We have their names, we even know their nicknames – Chicken, Liar, Gloomy, Babyface, the Goose, Horse, Nero, Antichrist, Woodpecker . . . And when Antichrist and Babyface are on the payroll, even the best security arrangements tend to go awry. Which particular workman let in Lupset and Pole that night is uncertain. Let’s say it was Woodpecker, if only because his name brings him closer to us than the others: across the centuries, you can still hear the very light, rapid action of his chisel . . .

So there they are – Woodpecker leads the way in, Lupset and Pole follow. Woodpecker stumbles, Lupset stumbles, then all three are inside the ‘chapel of the princes’. High above them the cupola is unfinished; only a little starlight shines in. But then Woodpecker brings out the little lantern he has kept until now under his cloak, and suddenly, here and there among the builders’ gear, they begin to see human forms, strange, splendid, some alone, some in groups, some carved in white marble and others, their direct forebears as it were, full-sized models made of dark tow, pitch and rags.

For five hundred years people have been trying to describe the peculiar melancholy conveyed by the statues in the Medici chapel. The figures are sublime, august, yet the atmosphere is muted, full of doubts and speculation, modest; it suggests something remote but commonplace, domestic almost, and inevitable. In short, the subject is the hour of death itself.

Pole and Lupset have no opportunity to consider their impression of the chamber. Woodpecker is in a hurry to leave. Temporary custodian of the Medici tombs, Woodpecker is a tyrant. His modern equivalents, glaring over their morning paper at American tourists, are not much better. Suddenly Woodpecker puts his finger to his lips. Then he blows out the lantern. He has heard a noise. They must not be caught there, especially not by Michelangelo, the terrible maestro with his ‘eyes the colour of horn’ (according to his contemporary, Vasari) ‘flecked with bluish and yellowish sparks’, of whom even the Holy Father in Rome is afraid. The three men stand there stock-still in the dark. But nothing happens. There was no noise. There never had been one. Michelangelo is still fast asleep in his house around the corner. Nevertheless the tour is finished. In a few moments Pole and Lupset are hustled out of the chapel, down the aisle of the outer church and then out into the street and away, through the city under the stars.

By that time, in 1525, among the nine or ten models made of pitch and tow, two or three of their marble descendants were almost complete – the figures of Duke Lorenzo, and his two companions, the Dawn, a beautiful young woman, reluctantly waking, and Dusk, a middle-aged man, looking back sadly at the end of the day.

It was this trio which stayed in Pole’s mind when the lantern went out, and the next day, and indeed, for the rest of his life – the naked girl, the middle-aged man and the figure of Lorenzo, eyes shadowed by a helmet, the pupils un-engraved, the whole figure somewhat inert, withdrawn, elegant, sunk in thought . . .





BOOK I





Chapter 1

I was just a boy when my father died and left me his second-best ambling mare – a grey, milky in colour and with the eyes black, a sure sign of good disposition in a light-coloured horse.

My father was on his way to the Holy Land at the time, but his journey ended in Italy. In fact, it was on the road between Florence and Rome that he closed his eyes and ended all his journeys. Even as a young child, I knew that Florence was a long way off – further than Alcester, further than Bredon Hill, which I sometimes saw on the horizon, and away over the sea, which I had never seen but envisaged quite clearly. I knew exactly where Florence was, as my father had always promised that one day, when I had finished my studies, I could go there with my brother Anthony. Anthony, who was already in Italy, inherited my father’s best horse, but I did not mind that. My eldest brother, George, inherited much more than both of us, which is to say almost everything, and I did not care about that either. Every day I hurried out to watch for my grey mare. I must have spent hours sitting on the gatepost at Coughton looking down the road. This was partly to avoid the gloom in the house – my mother and aunts and sisters all wept a great deal on hearing of the death of my father, which made me feel sad, but I don’t think I understood that he was in fact never to come back. So I stayed well out of the way, watching the road for my inheritance.  

The lads in the stables gave me a switch so that when she saw me she would know her master. In fact, we knew each other quite well already. Once at the Alcester fair I ran out across her path and she knocked me down: I can still remember being struck by her breast, which was surprisingly soft and silken, and then she ran on sure-footedly over me. Someone screamed. A woman I had never seen before swooped and picked me up and held me to her breast, also surprisingly soft and silken.

My father, who had been riding the mare, came back and leapt off, in a rage with everyone – with me, with himself, with the horse, perhaps with the woman holding me to her bosom. I was, however, quite unharmed.

After that, I felt we knew each other, the grey and I; when I used to go out to the stables and look up at her in the stall, there was a kind of severe understanding between us. A few years later she was ridden away to Italy.

She never came back. I forget the reason. Perhaps she was sold and the money was sent home, which would have been the sensible arrangement, but one which I didn’t grasp. In any event, for a whole summer I sat on one of the gateposts, a globe of stone roughly pricked with yellow lichen, watching for my inheritance. One night I even dreamt that I was on her back and riding towards her owner, that is to say, towards me, asleep in bed at the time, at Coughton. This did not unduly trouble the dream. And now when I look back at my life, I think that perhaps its whole course was laid down right there, on that gatepost at Coughton in Warwickshire, looking down the road towards the wide world. Most people, thinking back to their childhood, can see signposts which long ago were pointing to their future. My intimation, however, was simpler than most: for me, the road ahead was the road – and specifically, the road to Italy. For I doubt if anyone alive has ridden back and forth between England and Italy as often as I, Michael Throckmorton, Esq. of Warwickshire and London and now of Mantua. In short, it has been my whole career.

Of course I have performed a good many other feats as well – married twice, fathered six children, been twice to prison, become rich, and bred some excellent horses – but chiefly in my life that is what I have done: ridden back and forth between England and Padua or Verona or Venice or Rome, almost always in service to the most illustrious Mr Pole.

On his account I have met one emperor, two kings, a queen, two popes, and any number of lords, ladies, fools, thieves, liars and, I think, more than one murderer. On Pole’s behalf I once made a long address before a king and queen and the greatest gathering of nobles and prelates ever seen in England. My voice did not shake at all: I had become an accomplished professional – a courier.

It was not an occupation I ever sought, although it is not entirely without honour, being carried out in the service of Mercury, who reveals to men the decisions of destiny, which are not necessarily pleasant. For this reason his servants are sometimes disliked and even hated; being in his service is not a safe occupation. This is something we couriers and envoys have to put up with, but we take due precautions: the god of the highway, the crossroads and the city gate, is also the patron of thieves, reporters and pickpockets. In short, we learn a few tricks to survive, but that in turn earns us even deeper suspicion.

On my very first mission, I noticed the mistrustful expression that greets you even if you have just crossed Europe in record time.

That was on the journey I undertook to deliver Mr Pole’s great book or letter to the King. By that time, you must know, King Henry had divorced his wife, married Dame Boleyn and, refusing any longer to recognise the authority of the Pope, declared himself Head of the Church. One day, a year or two after these events, he remembered his beloved cousin, Reynald Pole, immersed in his studies far away in Italy and, recalling also his great reputation for wisdom and goodness, he sent a message requiring him to state his opinion of the changes in England. In reply Pole wrote a long, long letter – I think more than two hundred pages – and gave it to me to take to Henry. So there I was, in front of the King, on one knee as required, holding out the leather satchel which contained the book.

The King stood looking at me for a minute as if I was an apparition from the underworld.

‘You came on your own?’ he said.

I nodded my head.

‘That seems very strange,’ said the King. ‘Suppose this packet had fallen into the wrong hands.’

‘The wrong hands!’ I said. I felt my face burn. As if I would permit some stranger to disburden me on the road. I suppose I had rather a hot temper in those days.

‘Ah, well,’ said the King, pacifically, ‘perhaps it’s all right. After all – here you are. And they say that good writing is like a good man: it needs no protection as it makes its way through a wicked world.’

Then he unbent a little more and asked me one or two other questions – what I thought of the ladies in Venice, for instance.

I said that some were beautiful, but they were haughty and that I was thinking more of an English wife.

To this he said nothing.

He wore a gold dagger slung on a silk girdle from his hip. It was a magnificent object, with the face of a lion on the pommel, or was it a man or a woman turning into a lion?

He had made no move to take the satchel, and was still looking thoughtfully at me.

‘Why you?’ he said.

I was puzzled and said nothing.

‘There are many gentlemen in Mr Pole’s household,’ he said. ‘Why were you chosen as courier?’

‘Oh,’ I said, ‘I’m the fastest.’

And at that His Majesty suddenly beamed and opened his hands, as at some charming new economy.

At the same moment Dr Starkey, the King’s chaplain, came up and plucked the satchel from my hands as if it was his own trophy. In a way, I suppose it was – Starkey was Pole’s great friend, it was Starkey who had reminded the King of Pole’s genius. If the King was pleased with Pole’s book, that would be a great triumph for Starkey. All the same, I was enraged. I had been strictly ordered by Pole to hand the book to the King and to no one else. But what could I do? I didn’t know how things were done at court; perhaps kings don’t unwrap parcels. The satchel was of very fine leather. It was my own – I never saw it again, by the way. After that, I don’t remember what was said, or how I left the room or the palace, or, for that matter, London. And this is my defect: not to be far-sighted and see what one day will be of importance. What I do remember are many things of little or no value to others and often enough of little or none to me.

Yet now that I have passed the age of forty – at which point, says Portaleone, who is my doctor here in Mantua, a man may without blame recount the story of his life and describe the splendid deeds he has done and the terrible things he has suffered – I must make do with the currency I have. And so there we were – the King’s golden dagger was in front of my eyes, Starkey took the book out of my hands as if it was his own first-born child – and the next thing I remember is the following day, riding through Warwickshire, where as far as the eye could see the elms were casting noontide shadows as dark as inkblots in the middle of the fields. It was almost midsummer’s day. Then a little later I rode through the six-furlong wood, where there is always feeding for fifty hogs, and I came in sight of Coughton, the house where I was born.

There I stopped short and rubbed my eyes. I don’t suppose I actually rubbed them, it’s only an expression for astonishment and not very apt: rubbing your eyes or any other member is not going to restore the world to its proper state. And at that moment it was in a most improper one. For the house was gone. In its place rose a pompous castle, or rather the commencement of one, fifty-feet high and adorned with oriels, battlements, turrets and pinnacles.

Above the arch of the gate were the family crest and the royal arms carved in stone, and an inscription, HA, both above and below: HA HA.

I forgot to say that when I got back to England on that first journey, these initials HA, of King Henry and his second wife, Dame Anne, could still be seen carved, painted, inscribed or sewn above archways, door-yards, the entrances to tunnels, stables and mews, on pelmets, cushions and the backs of chairs. By then, however, Anne had been dead for months, executed for treason, and the device was rapidly disappearing. But some people, such as my brother Sir George, for instance, were strangely languid when it came to removing it. On her coronation day, it was said, she wore a gown embroidered with tongues pierced by nails, just to show anyone who spoke against the marriage – HA – what they might expect. Now I suppose the joke was on her.

But for my part I felt a joke had been played on me. Everything was utterly different from what I expected. How often had I imagined this moment, my first sight of home, in the years I was away! Yet there above me stood strange bran-coloured battlements of newly dressed stone, and even the gateposts of my childhood with their old globes of stone were gone. In their place were two of those nasty sharpened pillars called obelisks. Nothing, in short, had kept faith with my imagination.

At that moment, on the threshold of my birthplace, I felt a pang of homelessness as sharp as any I had known on foreign shores.

Portaleone laughed very merrily when I described this.

‘Everyone knows the memory plays tricks,’ he said. ‘Why should you expect your foresight to be any better? The mind looks both ways, like a man crossing the road who can be knocked down by a cart from either direction. Even so, you should have known your brother better. Of course he spent the family fortune on turrets and battlements! What – a man who sent you abroad to live on a pittance for five years! A brother? A fiend in human form, more like! And here is your other great defect: you are no judge of your fellow man.’

In point of fact, my brother George had given me the usual allowance. But I let Portaleone carry on lecturing me. He does not approve of our English inheritance laws. In any case, he has an upbraiding streak – he likes to stroke fur the wrong way. But as he is my physician, and now my literary advisor here in Mantua, I listen to him peaceably enough.

He then began to laugh and to shake his head. ‘You are altogether too innocent, too trusting.’ (This is not true.) ‘Your memory plays tricks on you. Your foresight is faulty. What a start to this project! Still, it is a good idea to write your life story. I, as your physician, advise it. It will help with your insomnia. And it will send your readers to sleep as well. No, no – I’m only joking. But what do you intend to call your book?’

I said that I had thought of calling it: My Life by Michael Throckmorton.

‘No, no, no,’ he said irritably. ‘A book should have a beautiful title. It is generally the only part of it that will be read. But even the best works thereby gain a mysterious lustre. For example:

The Book of the Honeycomb’s Flow

or

The Mirror of Gold for the Sinful Soul

or

The Banquet of Sapience

You see? Something of that kind would do. But in your case, as there will be but little sapience, or honey, what can I advise?’

Portaleone knows all about many high and difficult things – astronomy, the Talmud, the writing of comedies, the bloodlines of hunting dogs and so on – so I listen carefully to his advice. Even Cardinal Gonzaga, the Regent of Mantua, often calls him to the palace to ‘drive forth the time’ for no one is more eloquent, amusing and impromptu than my physician.

On this occasion, however, he tapped the end of his nose, meaning he would confer with his wisdom in private, and so we parted.

A few days later we met again in the street.

‘I have a title for your book,’ he said,

I could see he was laughing to himself, so I understood some asperity was coming.

‘I suppose I must steel myself,’ I said.

‘Now, now,’ he said, ‘you are far too untrusting. It is a very good title. It came to me while thinking about your brother’s gatehouse. HA HA, indeed! I propose you name your book after that very moment, when you found everything changed as if by sorcery. Even the little stone seats of your childhood had gone. In their place stood two obelisks. And what better title could there be for your book than an obelisk?’

‘But why an obelisk?’ I asked.

‘Why?’ he said. ‘Why, the obelisk is the symbol of time itself. It is, after all, nothing more than the needle of a sundial, although in Egypt the needles grew to such a size that even the Romans, the most thievish of races, stole them from the banks of the Nile in order to adorn Rome, knowing they could do no better for themselves. And thus, being a symbol of time, which changes all things and is therefore the subject of all books, it would do very well on the title page of yours.’

‘Yes?’ I said, suspiciously. ‘And there’s something more?’

‘Well, yes, perhaps there is an additional meaning – almost the opposite in fact, but instructive all the same. An obelisk, you must know,’ said Portaleone, ‘is the name of the printers’ mark beside a passage of writing which is spurious or doubtful, error-ridden, false and not to be trusted. And as you yourself admit – your memory plays tricks, your foresight is poor, you are no judge of your fellow man. Why not declare all your faults at the outset, like an honest man crossing the border?’

‘I see,’ I cried. ‘That’s not a title you have given me – it’s a confession or a curse or something just as bad which I can’t think of at the moment. Well, I won’t have it,’ I said, and went off down the street in a rage. Our meetings often end that way. As iron sharpeneth iron so does a friend sharpen the countenance of the other. Those words might have been written for Portaleone and me. And it is not necessarily pleasant, to have your countenance sharpened.

But then, a few hours, or days, later . . . you may find you have come to agree with your enemy. This honing often takes place while you are asleep. In this instance a day or two went past and then I woke up and thought, ‘Well, why not? Perhaps it has a certain ring to it. And I’ve nothing better in mind. Anyway, he’s right – those obelisks I saw as I came out of the wood proved that nothing ever stays still or turns out as you might think.’

And in that same hour, still in my nightclothes, I came to my desk and sat down and with some reluctance wrote here (there was no room at the top of page one)

The Book of Obelisks

And thus, properly entitled, we may proceed, just as I did long ago, into the shadow of the new gatehouse arch, where my horse’s hooves clattered very strangely to my ears, and on to the rest of this history.

I came out into the courtyard beyond.

And then I stopped, as if to rub my eyes again. For there in front of me was our old house, after all – or half of it – still crouching under its crooked roofline. And at the end of the yard were the same ancient apple trees, still crooking their fingers towards me like old widows, as I used to think of them as a child. I stopped and gazed all around, thinking of my poor dead parents with tears in my eyes, and then a door was flung open and out came one, and then another, and then half a dozen servants, most of whom I recognised though they had all changed in different ways, some being stouter and redder, others thinner and greyer or bent a little nearer to the earth – none of which amendments they seemed in the least aware of, crying out instead that it was I, young Michael, who had appeared in a new form – a bearded giant in a red cloak, a German, a Venetian, a perfect Turk . . .

Then the door on the other side flew open, and my sisters came out and began to cry – not solely I suppose at the sight of me, but over the years that had gone by and which would not be back again, and then I was surrounded by my many nieces and nephews, some of them very little children whom I had never seen before, who looked at me with shining eyes as if I had blown down from a hilltop or the clouds. Although my brother had been banished from court, he proved himself the King’s most loyal subject by fathering more new ones than any other man in England.

Among the crowd, but standing back, I saw a pretty girl of seventeen or so, with dark hair and clear high colouring, looking most composed, although quite aware that, in this instance, she was an outsider. This was the first sight I had of my Gloucester cousin, Judith. In fact it was the first intimation that I had a Gloucester cousin at all.

Then my brother and his poor wife appeared. Sir George, alone of all the gathering, did not seem very pleased to see me. It was true I had sent no word of my arrival – yet how could I do that, since I myself was travelling as fast as any messenger? It also turned out that I had forgotten to write from Italy for half a year or so. But my real offence was more serious than that. I had arrived at the worst moment possible, just as the roast dinner was being served.

In a way I was glad of this. Arriving back home after so long, I almost felt that my head was among the stars. George, however, made it plain that home is also the place where, no matter how far you have wandered, you will be held strictly to account if the gravy is burnt.





Chapter 2

That night, my first at home in so many years, I rode over to Weethley Wood just before the sun set with two of my nephews and four or five of the servants. For a long time the hunting rights in this wood had been under dispute between our family and the diocese; now we had it from a good source that the bishop’s men were coming that very night to take four young goshawks from a nest high in the middle of the wood.

Our party split into two. Some went in among the trees, Tom Rutter and I hid on the outskirts of the wood. We stayed there and watched the moon come up. A little while later, four or five figures came past and went on into the trees. Rutter whistled softly into his fist. After a while an owl answered deep in the wood.

Then we came up behind the bishop’s men, and we all fought in the dark with sticks and swords until they ran away. One of the bishop’s men was Rutter’s brother. He was the source of our information. All the same, both brothers fought manfully and gave each other some good blows with their staves.

The following morning I had a long talk with my brother George. When I told him that I recently had seen the King, he went very red.

‘Did he mention me?’ he asked, scanning my face earnestly.

‘It was not that kind of conversation,’ I said. ‘I can’t be sure what was discussed – the fall of Tunis, the state of the Venetian navy . . . There was no occasion to turn to personal matters.’

It had been four years since George was sent away from court. Every hour he dreamt of returning, but no word of forgiveness had come. While we talked, he seemed to look at me in a new light, his eyes darting up and down and taking in the worn jerkin and breeches and seven-day beard.

‘Well, I hope you did not disgrace your family, that’s all I can say,’ he said. ‘Heaven alone knows if you did not commit some solecism that will never be forgotten. For me, of course, it is different – I was brought up with the idea of the court. From the cradle, I thought of nothing but the services our father did there, and his before that, and his before that. I know at once, for instance, without even thinking, to whom one should bow, to whom bend the knee, to whom smile and whom to ignore, which ladies one might dance with and which to kiss. It was all mother’s milk to me, I could do it blindfold, whereas, of course, for you, with different prospects . . .’

The reason George had been banished was this: one day, he approached the King and his secretary Cromwell, and announced that he desired to state his opinion about the plan to divorce the old queen and marry Anne Boleyn.

They both gazed at him in astonishment. Though at the time it was the sole subject on everyone’s mind, in front of the King everyone was infinitely discreet and in fact behaved exactly like mice on the floor of a lion’s cave.

‘Well, what is it that you have to say?’ said Cromwell.

‘Your Highness must not marry this girl,’ said George.

The King stared at him.

‘And why not?’ he said.

‘Because,’ said my brother, ‘Your Highness’s conscience will never lie easy. You have already meddled with the sister, and also the mother—’

‘Never with the mother,’ said the King in a low voice.

‘Nor never with the sister either, so put that from your mind!’ cried Cromwell, and he turned to glare over his shoulder as he hurried after the King, who was walking rapidly away.

The next day George was summoned to see Cromwell and told to leave court at once, take himself off to the country and hold his tongue and mind his own business. For years he waited for forgiveness. During this time he diverted himself with building the gatehouse, impoverishing the estate and teaching the servants some of the manners of court.

As we spoke that morning, for instance, there in the dining room, Tom Rutter dressed in livery was standing behind my brother, glaring at the back of his head. During my childhood Tom was the chief captain of the stable lads, hapless victor in the village brawls and lord of the chaff-house where, to my wonder, he used to stretch out his hand like lightning and catch a mouse and squeeze it to death in his bare hand. Now he was being taught to lean forward and fill my brother’s wine cup from time to time without being asked, and without getting drunk himself, in the process.

‘You cannot imagine the difficulties that present themselves at court every minute of the day,’ Sir George went on. ‘Suppose you meet an ambassador coming round the corner. In the twinkling of an eye, you must recall his rank, the power of his country, and whether or not they are friendly to us at that moment. If, for instance, you were to run into this Duke of Muscovy who is supposed to be on his way here, then you should greet him thus,’ and he rose and turned and advanced on Rutter, smiling delightfully and twirling his hand towards him.

‘You see?’ he said, standing back to study the effect. ‘He is of exalted rank, but on the other hand he is from a very distant and barbarous land. In short, he is a kind of natural wonder, like the hippopotamus sent to the King of France, to which you may be as pleasant as you like without incurring any blame. If, on the other hand, it is the imperial envoy you bump into – a man of no rank, yet representing a great power – then you accost him thus’, he bowed low to Rutter, ‘unless, of course, the trouble over the excise has flared up, in which case you must do this—’ and, looking coldly at Rutter, he gave him a curt nod and turned on his heel.

‘You see how difficult it all is,’ he said, resuming his seat with a sigh. ‘It is exactly like the labyrinth described by the ancients, where the bull ate up the maidens. One must be cunning as a serpent and as watchful as a hawk. Above all, be discreet. There is your password: discretion.’

I left Coughton after a week, promising that I would return very soon, though how this was to be achieved I was not sure. But the fact was I had fallen passionately in love with Judith, my second cousin, my Gloucester cousin. I blessed Gloucester first for having bred her and then for being so generous or careless as to give her up. This was my first love. Until then my love affairs had, it now seemed to me, been nothing but aping and mimicry. For several days Judith and I had ridden around Coughton together, over the meadows and into the woods, always with the nieces and nephews in tow, and never a word of love was spoken, but one day I thought: ‘Well, what more is needed? It is time I got married and there will never be anyone better.’

Still I said nothing, being naturally sly and suspicious, as younger sons have to be. Judith was free to marry, or rather she soon would be. She was an orphan, and not even a penniless one. In the meantime, my brother was her guardian. I knew he would stand in my way – it was in his nature, he couldn’t help himself – but I also saw that Judith had a temper, and could stamp her foot at him and make him quail, for I had seen her do it.

I was almost certain that she returned my feelings. The gleam of merriment in her eyes was not just amusement. She was happy to be in my company for another reason. One night, sitting up late by the fire, she taught me a game of cat’s cradle – the most complicated cat’s cradle ever known, she said, in the world, or at least in Gloucester – in which, after many bewildering manoeuvres with a loop of silk ribbon, two lesser loops chase each other over the knuckles of the hand, and then, on the verge of parting for ever, they meet and embrace.

One of the loops, she said, was a woman, and the other was a man. For an hour that night we sat side by side, with our fingers like so many troopers, engaged in marches and counter-marches. Several times Judith burst out laughing at my clumsiness and several times she gave up the tuition completely, saying I was beyond all hope. I for my part was somewhat distracted by her lowered eyelids, the nimbleness of her fingers and a certain aspect of her upper lip. In fact, just as I was about to give up the tuition and lean forward and kiss her, Sir George came stamping in with his candlestick, and began raking out the fire and banging the shutters open and closed again and saying, ‘Time to shut up shop!’ As usual, this made Judith go pink with amusement, and thus we parted and went to our beds. But before we did, she gave me the loop of silk thread to keep and practise with.

The next day, the time came for me to leave. I had promised Dr Starkey and Cromwell that I would be back in London after three days, to see what message I might take back to Mr Pole in Italy. Now a whole week had passed. I suddenly became alarmed. Perhaps I had let this show of carelessness go too far. It is hard to make these calculations. In any event, I left the next day, as I say. Just before I mounted my horse, I had a word alone with Judith.

‘I will be back,’ I said. ‘There is some information which I need, and only you possess.’

I looked straight into her eyes as I spoke. Naturally, just at that moment, she became inscrutable and gave no sign that she knew what I meant or what her answer might be.

I rode away just before dusk. A few miles down the road, Rutter came out of the hedgerow and we went together to Weethley Wood. There we dismounted. Rutter whistled softly into his fist. After a pause, an owl hooted. Soon his brother appeared. They cuffed each other about the head for a little while and then the younger one led us into the depths of the wood, to the foot of the tree where the goshawks nested. He was slighter in build than Tom and he went up that tree as easily as a man goes up his own stairs in the dark, and then he came down with two fledglings in his shirt. I slipped a hood on each and put them in a wicker cage and we went back to the horses.

Then I rode on to Inkberrow where we had a farm and I slept there the night. I left the next day and rode away for London feeling strangely solitary and sad. Of course I had no idea then that I would not see Coughton for many years.





Chapter 3

Cromwell, although then not yet an earl or even baron of Wimbledon, was, after the King, the most powerful man in the country and nobody cared to cross or disappoint him. Yet when I, five days in arrears, presented myself at his house, for some reason I was quite calm and unafraid. I was led in to see him at once – leapfrogging, as it were, over many ladies and gentlemen waiting outside who, to judge from their very long faces, had been there the same amount of time. I felt conscious only of my distinction: I was more important than they. Even on the step of the gallows I suppose men take pleasure in precedence. Cromwell was indeed angry with me. I could tell that at once from a glint in his eye. Yet it was the glint of restraint. Think of a big sleek house cat that will not pounce until the mouse comes forward another inch. No, that’s not right either: Cromwell had no intention of pouncing. He did not want to kill me or even alarm me. On the contrary, I was necessary to him alive, and at liberty and in good spirits. I suppose I knew that as well as he did. All the same, the dignity of his high office made remonstrance necessary. A frown deepened on his brow.

‘Young Throckmorton!’ he said. ‘You have given me several sleepless nights. I was about to send the officers to beat the bushes and hedges to find you. “Has he fallen into harm’s way?” I asked myself. “Or is it some young man’s business he has run off on, which we older men have forgotten?” ’

‘O my lord,’ I said, ‘forgive me. Five years I have been away from home, and I had forgotten – I don’t know how – how excellent the hunting and the hawking is in that corner of the country, much better than anywhere else in England or in Italy, for that matter. I could not bring myself to leave. As well as that, there was my family to see, and I had to go and stand at my mother’s grave . . .’

Cromwell was watching me closely, thinking, no doubt, ‘How great a fool is he?’ But I could also see that he was interested in what I was saying. Remember: the father made his living fulling cloth in Putney, and now here was the son, Lord Privy Seal, soon to be ennobled, already amassing great estates and ruling over the peers of the realm, and, above all, wishing to be one of them. In short, hunting was now his passion. There is, after all, no accomplishment more necessary for a nobleman than to hold a hawk well on his fist.

At this point I opened the wicker cage.

‘I have brought you a gift,’ I said, ‘from our own place. They are high-mettled birds, I can assure you: we know their parents, which are wild birds, pretty well.’

Cromwell thanked me abruptly – the frown deepened still more – and yet I knew he was pleased.

‘You can see they are very young,’ I went on, ‘which is the very best thing possible. At this age they will completely forget their mothers and instead grow fond of and come to love the man who fosters them and brings them up. Master Secretary, if you want a loving bird that hears your voice and comes back to you from no matter what distance, there is no better way than to feed and handle and hood her yourself and caress her and cure her. I beg you to delegate none of these offices but keep them for yourself.’

‘Yes, yes, very well,’ said Master Secretary, and then he stacked some papers sharply to show the time had come for business. Yet as we then spoke I noticed that several times he threw a glance at the young goshawks which had just arrived in that room at the centre of power from the top of the highest tree in the middle of Weethley Wood. And they were indeed a fine sight – a princely gift, in fact, little princes of the air, fierce and erect.

At the sound of each of our voices, they turned their hooded heads together first in one direction, then in the other.

The business in question was Mr Pole’s book.

‘Do you know, Michael,’ said Cromwell, ‘what is in this book?’

At that I became angry. The book was sealed, I cried, when I left Italy and sealed when I reached England. Did he think I had stopped by the side of the road to meddle with it or read it by candle in some French inn?

‘No, no,’ he said soothingly, holding up his hand. ‘No one accuses you of any misdemeanour. I ask merely if you know, roughly, the matter, the argument, of this writing?’

‘As to that,’ I said, ‘I was supposed to tell you – but perhaps I forgot – that never did a man put pen to paper so unwillingly as Mr Pole, but none the less he obeyed the King’s command to write and state his opinion truly and plain, without colour or cloak of dissimulation, which the King most princely abhors, and that if what he has written is displeasing—’

‘Displeasing?’ said Cromwell. ‘Oh no – it is far from displeasing. It is very clerkly written, some of the matter could not have been handled better. We – the King, that is – perhaps does not agree with everything he has written. In fact, we disagree with all of it. That is what makes it so desirable now to confer in person. Letters are dead things. The living man is, as it were, heaven-sent. In short, the book has marvellously whetted the King’s appetite to see the author stand in front of him again. How long is Mr Pole to remain lost to his native land, living in umbra – in the shadows – drowned in his studies? The King desires you therefore to repair to Italy at once and to tell him to return. Indeed, we want you to do more than that. You must persuade him to come. Put him up on a horse yourself if necessary and seize the bridle. Will you do that, Michael? You are to leave at once.’

Thus I returned to Italy and completed the first of my round journeys. I left London the next day. It was the height of summer. The heat was unexampled. Even on the sea, the air breathed hot on us. Halfway over the Channel, late in the afternoon, I saw a shooting star that trickled down the sky as if it were melting. The great heat did not abate all the way to the city of Verona, where I found Pole waiting for me.

I conveyed the King’s command that he return home at once, adding that letters are dead things, that a living man is heaven-sent, etc., and that no one understood how long he meant to live in the shadows and drown in his studies.

Before leaving London I had, on Cromwell’s order, gone to see Pole’s mother, the Lady of Sarum, in her house at Dowgate. She was an old woman, tall and thin, with eyelids like acorn caps – one of those elderly ladies who look as if a puff of wind could carry them off and yet who have a will of iron.

She told me she had known my father, and that she knew why I had now come to see her. ‘You are going back to Italy to see my son.’

‘Yes, madam.’

‘He has written a wondrous great book for His Grace, and now you are to bring him home.’

I bent my head.

‘Do you see this?’ she said, pointing to words picked out on the wall: Spes mea in Deo est. Her hand was trembling a little. ‘ “In God Is My Hope.” Tell him that by this token his mother greets him, and begs him now to come home again and be a comfort to her in her old age.’

I repeated all this to Pole.

‘And what do you think I should do?’ he said.

‘You must obey your sovereign lord, and your mother, and go home,’ I said.

‘And what will happen when I get there?’

‘Well,’ I said, ‘I expect you will be dead within a week.’

‘What?’ he cried.

‘The King will put you to death on the spot.’

‘Good God,’ he said, ‘then why tell me to go?’

‘I promised Cromwell that I would.’

There was a pause.

‘I see,’ he said.

After a while he asked, ‘How are you so certain of this?’

‘Starkey let me know,’ I said, ‘although he didn’t mean to. He is not very discreet. I do not think he is suited to life at court.’

And then I described how, just as I was leaving the palace after seeing Cromwell, I had bumped into our old friend.

‘Doctor Starkey!’ I said, ‘how are you?’

He was as white as a sheet, and seemed to have aged ten years.

‘I think I must be in a nightmare,’ he said.

Then he stopped himself and gave me a peculiar look, as if we had never met before, and he turned and went away.

So all the way from England to Italy, from Calais to Montreuil, to Abbeville, to Fontainebleau in the forest full of wolves, past Sancerre on the right, on to Nevers and down to St Jean and the river which has no fish in it and makes men deaf with its noise, and then over the mountains and across the plain, all that way in the great heat, I was thinking ‘And as soon as I get there, I’m going to have to turn round and come straight back’.

For I had promised Cromwell that, if Pole refused to return, I myself would immediately go back to England.

But I had also lied to Cromwell: I had a very good idea of what was in the book which Pole wrote for the King, and I knew that he could never go back, not if he wanted to keep a head on his shoulders.





Chapter 4

How I, of all people, came to be in possession of this information, then known to only a handful of people in the world – Pole himself, and the King, Cromwell and Starkey – was one of those strokes of chance, or, if you prefer it, one of the tricks played by the god of the crossroads by which the whole course of your life is changed, although you may not realise it at the time. Everyone can think of an instance in their own story.

In my case, I was not even awake as I came riding up to the crossroads of my life, but still asleep in bed in Pole’s house in Venice, where I lived along with several other Englishmen. It was late in the morning, but then I was in my twenties; the young consider the night is their natural field of operations and forgo many hours of day without disquiet. In any event, there I was, still asleep, nearly at noon, when I heard a distant voice crying out ‘Maggiore! Maggiore! ’ (‘Greater! Greater!’)

This rather puzzled me – which is possible in sleep – since, being the youngest and least distinguished member of the household, I was in the smallest and highest room of the house, in fact an attic where sounds rarely penetrated. And what did it mean, this ‘Maggiore! Maggiore!? ’ In my half sleep, I took it as a signal to me. But who was calling so loudly? I got up and stumbled down the stairs. My head was bad. The night before, Morison had been teaching me to drink Friulian reds. It was already very hot, one of those stifling days which Venice sets like a trap for her citizens. I remember the dry odour of marigolds – Italians believe that marigolds keep a house cool at night – and of the salt sea, with hints of dead cat: in short, the aroma of Venice. And down there at the front door, with the sea rocking on the marble step, I found a great altercation in progress.

Although violent, it was of a simple nature. A messenger had arrived with a bundle of letters for Pole, sent on from one of the embassies. Now Pole – ‘il Signor’ as we called him – was away at the time, and while the messenger was prepared to leave the letters, or to take them away and bring them back later, he utterly refused to go in search of Pole, who was at the time on the nearby island of S. Giorgio Maggiore.

This seemed reasonable enough, but our Sandro, who served as butler in the household, would not hear of it. The messenger must go to the island at once. Who could doubt the letters were of the greatest importance? Was not Pole a friend of the ambassador, not to mention the Doge?

The courier was unmoved. It was not his job to chase all over Italy for vagrant foreigners, no matter how exalted.

The two stood on the wide stair, battling it out at the top of their voices.

‘My God,’ cried Sandro, ‘what are things coming to when a common messenger no longer performs his basic tasks?’

‘I’ll take them back, or I’ll leave them with you, but I’ll do no more – take it or leave it,’ cried the messenger.

At this point I intervened. I said that I would take the packet over to il Signor.

Now this greatly disappointed both combatants – what’s that phrase about anger as sweet as honey in the veins? Sandro turned on his heel haughtily, saying ‘Oh, I give up’, and he went off downstairs. He had a difficult life, our Sandro: he saw himself as a scholar, and indeed he was a scholar and was busy translating St Basil, yet Pole also put him to work as butler, and when the cook fell ill he sent Sandro down to the kitchen to oversee the pantry and even, on occasion, to cook.

The messenger, whose face I can no longer bring to mind, slapped the packet into my hand and turned and also went away muttering. The local boatmen, rocking on their little skiffs, had been highly pleased with the entertainment and were also sorry to see it concluded. But I myself was very pleased to be out of that hot attic and within half an hour crossing the strait, on which the sun, at every instant, carelessly lit a thousand sparkles while the noontide clouds carelessly put them out.

I had never been to the island before. I knew that Pole had once stayed there with Pace, the last English ambassador, and on landing I went first to that house, but was directed instead to the monastery. I was then led this way and that around many long Benedictine corridors until we came to a narrow door. I went through this and found myself in a little wood. This astonished me: living in Venice you almost forget that fields and trees exist. Even the richest citizens hardly bother to bring horses over on the ferry, for the streets are no wider than windowsills and you have no more chance of a gallop on a live horse than on those bronze steeds above the porch of the cathedral, which always look as if they mean to leap downward and scatter sparks over the square one night but which never will. In short, you live in a world of water and walls and occasionally glimpse a garden the size of a handkerchief. Yet here were trees arching overhead, and a green field beyond, and there were even some birds singing nearby, exactly as if they were in a wood in England.

I went down a path towards the open garden, where I saw ‘il Signor’ Pole, with two or three other men talking under the shade of a tree.

In those days, Abbot Cortese and all the clever young men who gathered around him, such as Pole, were reading Luther and the new thinkers. I paused for a moment, somewhat embarrassed at the thought of interrupting such a high discourse, but Pole caught sight of me and came over and took the bundle of letters. I should have left then, but instead I remained looking all around in delight. Pole was amused at my reaction to a bit of green grass and leafy shadow. As their discussion was coming to an end, he said, he would show me the whole garden. Then Abbot Cortese, who always loved to honour il Signor, declared that he would come along as well and show me the rest of the island, and so we set out on this great perambulation.

Now this intimidated me a bit. I would have been happy to roam about the place on my own, but to be led off by these great personages . . . After all, I was not only the youngest of Pole’s household, but also the most ignorant. I should say now that I had not been sent to the University of Padua because I was a great scholar. In fact, I went abroad under something of a cloud. I was completely innocent in the case: the mercer was stabbed on account of a certain want of courtesy on his part, and although I was present I did not draw my dagger. I think I can safely say I have never shed innocent blood. But we were mad young fighting fellows in those days and there was a good deal of trouble about the mercer. So it was judged best for me to go and see the world and then to continue my studies. My brother paid my way. That was how I came to be under Pole’s roof in Padua and in Venice. Even then, I often did not see him for months on end, and when we did meet I used to think he looked puzzled at the sight of me, wondering what I was doing on his stairs. Yet in point of fact, these two grandees, Pole and the abbot, could not have been easier company. Pole explained to Cortese that his family and mine had had a long alliance, and then Cortese entertained himself by repeating my name – ‘Trock-mor-ton-e’ – and inquiring as to its origin. I explained it meant the moor with the rock on it, and that led to the question of the words ‘moor’ and ‘rock’ and in the end he laughed and said it was no wonder that no other people in the world had ever learnt English or ever would, it being so strange and abrupt a tongue, with the syllables hanging in mid-air.

During this discourse, we had gone round the whole field and through the kitchen gardens, and then Cortese led us up the stairs of the old bell tower to show us the island at our feet, and I looked out and saw the city just across the water, and the great lagoon stretching blue and green in all directions. Pole, meanwhile, had been turning over the letters in his hand, glancing at the dates and datelines and, as Cortese was pointing out the sights, he began to open one or two of them.

So it was there on the tower of S. Giorgio Maggiore that the news first reached us of a great and fearful shift in direction of events in England.

This came in the form of a report sent by the imperial ambassador in London, which had then been copied on to the embassy in Venice.



Yesterday were dragged through the length of the city three Carthusians and a Brigettine, all men of good character and learning, who were put to death in the place of execution, for maintaining that the Pope was the Head of the Church universal . . . The King’s son, Richmond, was there, the Duke of Norfolk and other lords and courtiers were present, quite near the sufferers.



And there was a second letter, which came from Paris, and which was more terrible still:



These men the King caused to be ripped apart in each other’s presence, their arms torn off, and their hearts cut out and rubbed upon their mouths and faces.



On reading this, Pole looked staggered. He went pale, and Cortese asked him sharply what the matter was. He answered, in Italian and, for some reason, while speaking to the abbot he handed the letters to me – though I suppose there was no reason why not, for the information was not secret. These were, I think, the first death sentences carried out under the new laws devised by Cromwell. They came as a bitter shock to Pole, who above all had always loved the King, his cousin, so much so that he now had the look of a man transfixed by a sword who at first does not credit what has happened to him.

There was another letter in the bundle, in the handwriting of Tom Starkey, Pole’s closest friend, and it was to this that Pole now turned, eagerly, as if hoping it would disprove the power of the sword. This is what Starkey wrote:



At the last parliament, an act was passed that all the King’s subjects should, under pain of treason, renounce the Pope’s superiority; to which the rest of the nation agreed, and so did these monks, three priors and Reynolds of Sion, though they afterwards returned to their old obedience . . . Reynolds, whom I have often heard praised by you, would admit no reason to the contrary . . . They were so blind and sturdy they could neither see the truth in the cause nor give obedience to those who could. Therefore they have suffered death according to the course of the law . . . This is the truth for . . . I was admitted to hear Reynolds’ reason and confer with him . . . I conferred with him gladly for I was sorry to see a man of such virtue and learning die in such a blind and superstitious opinion. But nothing would avail . . . It seemed they sought their own deaths, of which no one can be justly accused.



‘Reynolds?’ said Pole. ‘Not Reynolds!’ He gazed at us for a moment as if he could not make us out.

‘But who is Reynolds?’ said Cortese.

‘Reynolds . . . Reynolds,’ said Pole almost to himself. ‘He was my teacher. He taught me the ancient languages. What! “The king caused his heart to be cut out and rubbed on his lips”. I do not believe what I am reading. I cannot. Reynolds! A man with the spirit and countenance of an angel. “It seemed they sought their own deaths”? Oh, Starkey. Tom Starkey! For shame!’

Below us a flotilla was sprinting towards the open sea – the Turkish threat had increased that month and the Jewish corsair with his thirty foists was prowling near Corfu – and from the city amid its smoke and hum came a strange sound every five seconds or so, a regular thud like a crack of a whip. I think it came from the Arsenal where they were building ships, but all the time, as the news sank in, I kept wondering what it was, as if hearing for the first time the great clockwork of mankind. Pole, meanwhile, had taken his letters and shuffled through them all again, and began to read the first one again, aloud, and to the end:



People say the King himself would have liked to see the butchery, which is very probable, seeing that all the Court and the Privy Council were there . . . and indeed it was thought he was one of five who came there . . .



‘He? Who? Does he mean the King?’ said Pole, muttering to himself, but then went on:



It was thought he was one of five who came there accoutred and mounted like Borderers, and armed for secrecy, with visors before their faces . . . and when they spoke all dislodged . . .



‘What does it mean? What is he saying?’ said Pole. ‘The King was there? Ah, you wretch! You went to watch the fun! But you kept your face hidden . . .’

I was astounded to hear the King spoken of in this way, but that was how his new image first came to me. In fact, I could never think of him again without seeing a man in a Borderers’ helmet – a very good helmet it is, too, with the moveable cheek-pieces, and a keel hammered into the central ridge for strength – watching behind a closed visor as four of his most learned subjects were tortured to death.

How long we stayed on the bell tower I am not sure. When we first went up, the Alps were shining with snow to the north, but then a wind sprang up – you could hear the squeak of a weathercock shifting this way and that above our heads – and the mountains faded like the daytime moon and soon the plains on the mainland were lost in a haze. I could still see some domes far away, perhaps those on the big church in Padua, which the licentious students liken to a woman’s breasts. In the other direction, many leagues out to sea, a ship under full sail was coming towards us with all diligence and yet it was so far away it seemed motionless. I began to wonder how to make my departure, but then Cortese and Pole, who had been talking earnestly all this time, ended their discussion. They came down with me and I said my farewell and went to the jetty.

But before I sailed off, Pole sent a man after me, and then he himself came down to meet me as I returned to the monastery. He spoke with great earnestness and asked me to forget everything that I had heard.

‘I spoke out of turn,’ he said. ‘My thoughts were disordered. I need time to think. Say nothing, Michael – especially in our own house, where letters fly out the door to England every hour of the day.’

I promised to keep my counsel. I knew that by then Pole had already been ordered by the King to write his opinion on the Divorce and the new laws in England. I knew also that he hadn’t started yet. Everyone said he was ‘collecting his thoughts’. Now it seemed he would have to start a new collection.

He made me repeat my promise; I did so; we shook hands and then I left and crossed back to the city.
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