

[image: ]




Also by Eric Frattini

SELECTED NONFICTION

Los Espías del Papa

CIA. Joyas de Familia

La Conjura, Matar a Lorenzo de Medici

ONU, historia de la corrupción

Secretos Vaticanos

Mafia S.A. 100 Años de Cosa Nostra

Osama bin Laden, la espada de Alá

FICTION

El Quinto Mandamiento











THE

ENTITY


[image: ]

FIVE CENTURIES
OF SECRET VATICAN
ESPIONAGE




ERIC FRATTINI

Translated by Dick Cluster






ST. MARTIN’S PRESS   [image: ]   NEW YORK





THE ENTITY. Copyright © 2004 by Eric Frattini. English translation copyright © 2008 by Dick Cluster. All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. For information, address St. Martin’s Press, 175 Fifth Avenue, New York, N.Y. 10010.

www.stmartins.com

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Frattini, Eric.
      The entity: five centuries of secret Vatican espionage / Eric Alonso Frattini; Translated by Dick
Cluster.
          p. cm.
      ISBN-13: 978-0-312-37594-2
      ISBN-10: 0-312-37594-8

   1. Espionage—Vatican City—History. 2. Intelligence service—Vatican City—History. I. Title.
      UB271.V38F73 2008
      327.12456’34—dc22

2008025769

First published in Spain by Espasa Calpe under the title La Santa Alianza

First U.S. Edition: November 2008

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1





To Hugo, the most valuable to me
thanks to his constant presence and for the love
that he gives me every day of his life …

To Silvia, for her love and her unconditional support in everything I do …

To my mother, for always supporting and encouraging me …





CONTENTS

Acknowledgments

Introduction

1. Between the Reformation and a New Alliance (1566–1570)

2. Dark Years (1570–1587)

3. Times of Action (1587–1605)

4. New Horizons (1605–1644)

5. Era of Expansion (1644–1691)

6. Time of Intrigue (1691–1721)

7. Some Brief Reigns (1721–1775)

8. The Rise and Fall of Eagles (1775–1823)

9. An Era of Spies (1823–1878)

10. The League of the Impious (1878–1914)

11. The Horseman of the Apocalypse (1914–1917)

12. Intriguing Toward Peace (1917–1922)

13. Era of the Dictators (1922–1934)

14. Rise of the Terror (1934–1940)

15. The End of the Thousand-Year Reich (1940–1945)

16. “Odessa” and the “Vatican Ratline” (1946–1958)

17. New Alliances (1958–1976)

18. “Vatican, Inc.” and God’s Business (1976–1978)

19. Time of the Assassins (1979–1982)

20. The Polish Years (1982–2005)

Epilogue: The Years to Come: Benedict XVI

Appendix: List of Popes Since the Creation of the Holy Alliance

Notes

Bibliography

Archives Consulted

Index





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

To the sources who have provided invaluable aid whose names I prefer not to have appear in this book.

To the sources who have provided invaluable aid who have asked that their names not be cited in this book.

To the archivists and librarians of more than thirty-nine institutions in fourteen countries who I have consulted. Without many of the documents to which they gave me access, I could not have written this book.

To Tuhviah Friedman, director of the Institute of Documentation for the Investigation of Nazi War Crimes, in Haifa (Israel), for providing all the documentation about Vatican relations with Nazi Germany, the information about members of the Vatican hierarchy’s roles in the escape of Nazi war criminals, and the original files on high-ranking Nazis who had contact with Pius XII during the occupation of Italy.

To Alison Weir, for her magnificent documentation on Mary Strewart’s reign and her era.

To Dorothee Lottman-Kaeseler, director of Jewish History in Wiesbaden, German Federal Republic.

To David Álvarez, professor of politics at St. Mary’s College, California, for what I have learned from reading his marvelous books. Without doubt, a true maestro.

To Manuel Fernández Álvarez, a true maestro and authentic tower of knowledge on Philip II’s reign and era. I have learned so much from reading his Felipe II y su tiempo (Philip II and His Time).

To the Office of Information of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) in Langley (Virginia); to the administrators of the National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) and the National Security Archives of George Washington University, for giving me access to their documents on the U.S. intervention in Poland under the Reagan administration.

To David M. Cheney, for allowing me to review his magnificent and well-documented historical archives on the Catholic hierarchy and the Roman curia. Without these, I would have found it very difficult to write this book.

To Dick Cluster, for the arduous task of having to translate my book into English, surely not a simple one.

To Phil Revzin, my editor, for believing in this book and in me.

And finally and especially, an acknowledgment to all the people and organizations who erected obstacles, barriers, and stumbling blocks to prevent this book from becoming what it is today. They sharpened my curiosity and, therefore, my research as well.

To all the above, my most humble and sincere thanks. Part of this book belongs to all of you.





In every espionage operation there is an above the line and a below the line. Above the line is what you do by the book. Below the line is how you do the job.

—John le Carré, A Perfect Spy





INTRODUCTION
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The papacy, the supreme authority at the head of the Catholic Church, is the oldest established institution in the world. It was the only institution to flourish during the Middle Ages, a leading actor in the Renaissance, and a protagonist in the battles of the Reformation, the Counter-Reformation, the French Revolution, the industrial era, and the rise and fall of communism. For centuries, making full use of their famous “infallibility,” popes brought their centralized power to bear on the social outcomes of unfolding historical events. The historian Thomas Babington Macaulay, in his study of the history of Protestantism, asserted that the popes knew how to place the Church in the center of events, just as they knew how to mitigate its role. He stressed the pontiffs’ ability to co-opt new social movements that kept arising over the course of centuries, or to adapt the Church to them.

The emperor Napoleon Bonaparte regarded the papacy as “one of the best jobs in the world.” Adolf Hitler called it “one of the most dangerous and most delicate in international politics.” Napoleon likened the power of a single pope to that of an army of 200,000 men. Really, throughout history, the papacy has always displayed two faces: that of the worldwide leadership of the Catholic Church and that of one of the planet’s best political organizations. While the popes were blessing their faithful on the one hand, on the other, they were receiving foreign ambassadors and heads of states and dispatching legates and nuncios on special missions.

This power has led many to see the popes more as the “priests of princes” than as the “vicars of Christ.” From the eighth century on, the supreme pontiffs sought primacy and universal jurisdiction for their pronouncements until in 1931, with the creation of Vatican Radio, they gained uninterrupted contact with the world, which made this desire a reality. During the Reformation, Martin Luther attacked the papacy as an unnecessary human evil. The Catholic historian Lord Acton criticized the papacy’s excessive centralization and, after a trip to Rome, declared that “power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.”

The history of the Holy Alliance (in 1930 renamed The Entity), the Vatican’s spy service, cannot be told without telling the history of the popes, nor can the history of the popes be told without telling the history of the Catholic Church. It is clear that without Catholicism there would be no pope, and, as Paul VI wrote in his encyclical Ecclesiam suam, “Take away the sovereign Pontiff and the Catholic Church would no longer be catholic.” Without the actual power that the popes have possessed, neither the Holy Alliance nor the counterespionage unit Sodalitium Pianum would exist. Both have formed part of the machinery that they have also helped to create: the Holy Alliance since its foundation in 1566 by order of Pope Pius V, and the Sodalitium Pianum (S.P.) since its foundation in 1913 by order of Pius X.

Carlo Castiglioni, historian and author of one of the best encyclopedias on the papacy, wrote: “Without any doubt, the triple crown worn by the popes symbolizes the power they exercise in heaven, on earth, and in the underworld.” That statement is easy to explain. In heaven, the pope has God; on earth, the pope has himself; in the underworld, the pope has the Holy Alliance.

In spite of the fact that papal authority has been changed by modernization and renewal, by politics and economics, the interests of the Church have always determined the actions of the Vatican’s spies. Experts on the Vatican assure us that the Church and its papal structures have never abandoned their imperial image. Rather, attributes of an emperor have simply been transferred to the pope.

Forty popes have governed or, better put, “reigned” since the creation of the Holy Alliance, from Pius V to John Paul II. They have had to confront de-Christianizations and schisms, revolutions and dictatorships, colonizations and expulsions, persecutions and attacks, civil wars and world wars, assassinations and kidnappings. Papal policies have always set the objectives; the Holy Alliance has been a powerful instrument for carrying them out.

From the sixteenth to the eighteenth century, the enemies the papacy and the Holy Alliance had to confront were liberalism, constitutionalism, democracy, republicanism, and socialism. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, these enemies became Darwinism, Americanism, modernism, racism, fascism, communism, totalitarianism, and the sexual revolution. In the twenty-first, they will be scientific intrusion in religious questions, the unipolar power bloc, overpopulation, feminism, and social agnosticism.

These examples serve to demonstrate that often the Vatican’s political activity and its secret service have operated in parallel fashion, using different methods toward the same objective. On one hand, popes have negotiated to roll back or neutralize certain measures directed at Rome; on the other, the Holy Alliance and the “Black Order” have intervened to destroy the enemies of the Church.

David Rizzio, Lamberto Macchi, Roberto Ridolfi, James Fitzmaurice, William Parry, Marco Antonio Massia, Giulio Alberoni, Alexander de’ Medici, Giulio Guarnieri, Tebaldo Fieschi, Charles Tournon, John Bell, and Giovanni DaNicola have been among the Holy Alliance agents whose operations changed the course of history from the mid-sixteenth century to the twenty-first.

Ludovico Ludovisi, Lorenzo Magalotti, Olimpia Maidalchini, Sforza Pallavicino, Paluzzo Paluzzi, Bartolomeo Pacca, Giovanni Battista Caprara, Annibale Albani, Pietro Fumasoni Biondi, and Luigi Poggi have been some of the powerful chieftains of the pontifical espionage apparatus who, always in defense of the faith, have planned and ordered covert operations, political or state-sanctioned assassinations, and mere “liquidations” of secondary players who got in the way of the policies of the pope of the moment, the policies of God on earth.

Kings have been killed, diplomats poisoned, and one or another among feuding factions supported, all as a norm of papal diplomacy. Blind eyes have been turned to catastrophes and holocausts. Terrorists have been financed, as have been South American dictators, while war criminals have been protected, Mafia money laundered, financial markets manipulated, bank failures provoked, and arms sold to combatants even as their wars have been condemned. All this has occurred in the name of God, with the Holy Alliance and the Sodalitium Pianum as His tools.

Since the inquisitor Pius V (sanctified years later) founded the Vatican espionage service in the sixteenth century with the sole objective of ending the life of the heretic Elizabeth I of England and supporting the Catholic Mary Queen of Scots, the Vatican state has never admitted the existence of the Holy Alliance or of the counterespionage arm Sodalitium Pianum, although it can be said that their operations have been an open secret. Simon Wiesenthal, the famous Nazi hunter, declared in an interview that “the best and most effective espionage service I know in the world belongs to the Vatican.” Cardinal Luigi Poggi, nicknamed “the Pope’s Spy” (John Paul II being the pope in question), carried out one of the largest modernizations of the Holy Alliance by taking advantage of his close contacts with the Israeli Mossad. Thanks to His Eminence, the Israeli secret service was able to foil a planned attack against Prime Minister Golda Meir during her visit to Italy. Poggi would also be in charge of channeling the necessary Vatican funds, by way of Paul Marcinkus’s Vatican bank, the Institute for Religious Works, to finance the Solidarity trade union led by Lech Walesa. That would be a joint operation between the Holy Alliance and William Casey’s CIA.

Through its five centuries of history, the long shadow of the Holy Alliance has been visible in plots against Elizabeth I of England and in the St. Bartholomew’s Eve Massacre in France; in the adventure of the Grand Armada and the assassinations of the Dutch prince William of Orange and the French king Henry IV; in the War of the Spanish Succession and the confrontation with Cardinals Richelieu and Mazarin in Paris; in the attempted assassination of King Joseph I of Portugal; in the French Revolution and the Battle of Austerlitz, the rise and fall of Napoleon; in Cuba’s war against Spain and the South American secessions; in secret relations with Kaiser Wilhelm II during the First World War, Adolf Hitler during the Second, and the Nazi-related affairs of “Croatian Gold” and the “Odessa” organization immediately after; in the fights against the terrorist group Black September, Carlos the Jackal, and communism; in the obscure finances of the Institute for Religious Works and its still more obscure ties to Freemasons, Mafiosi, and arms traffickers; in the creation of financial companies in fiscal paradises and in the funding of right-wing dictators like Anastasio Somoza and Jorge Videla.

During these five centuries, secret societies answering to the Holy Alliance—like the “Octogonus Circle” or the Black Order—have carried out covert operations for other countries’ spy services, including the Mossad and the CIA. While in such cases the target has been a clear enemy, such as Arab terrorism or the “evil” of communism, the Holy Alliance has known how to adapt to any time and situation because, as the all-powerful Cardinal Paluzzo Paluzzi, head of the Holy Alliance in the mid-seventeenth century, once remarked, “If the Pope orders the elimination of someone in defense of the faith, this is carried out without question. He is God’s voice and we [the Holy Alliance] are his right hand.”

This book, far-ranging though it may be, is just a small exploration of five centuries of history by way of the covert operations of the powerful spy service of the city-state called the Vatican. The priest-agents of the papal espionage service, the Holy Alliance, and the counterintelligence, the Sodalitium Pianum, have killed, robbed, conspired, and betrayed by command of the supreme pontiff in the name of God and the Catholic faith. The pope’s spies have been the perfect symbol of the symbiosis under whose slogan they have acted: “With the Cross and the Sword.” All events narrated in these pages are real. All individuals mentioned are real as well.

El Tamaral, Spain
2004




1
BETWEEN THE REFORMATION AND A NEW ALLIANCE (1566–1570)
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For many, as I have often told you and now tell you even in tears, conduct themselves as enemies of the cross of Christ.

—Philippians 3:18



There are various stories as to who actually founded the Holy Alliance, the Vatican’s espionage arm. But it was surely Pope Pius V (1566–1572) who in 1566 organized the first papal espionage service with the goal of fighting Protestantism as represented by Elizabeth I of England.

Protected by the powerful cardinal Giovanni Pietro Caraffa (the future Pope Paul IV), Miguel Ghislieri had been summoned to Rome to take charge of a special mission. Ghislieri was instructed by His Eminence to create a sort of counterespionage service. Organized in the shape of a pyramid, it had the task of collecting information about anyone who might violate papal directives or Church dogma, so that they might then be judged by the Inquisition, or “Holy Office.”

The young priest was fond of secret societies, and for him the Holy Office was one of the most powerful “secret societies” of its time. The work carried out by Ghislieri’s agents in the regions of Como and Bergamo caught the attention of the powers-that-be in Rome. In less than a year, almost twelve hundred people ranging from peasants to nobles were judged by Inquisitorial courts. More than two hundred, after undergoing terrible tortures, were found guilty and executed.

The rope torture consisted of tying the presumed heretic’s hands behind his or her back and then lifting the prisoner by a rope hanging from the ceiling. Once the prisoner was suspended in this way, the rope would be released for an instant so the body would fall by its own weight, and then the fall would be broken while the prisoner was still a few feet above the floor. The violent motion would dislocate the suspected heretic’s extremities.

Another frequent tool was the water torture. The torturers would lay their victim in a wooden trough and stuff a soaked cloth in his or her throat while covering the nose to prevent breathing. When Inquisition doctors would halt the torment, many of the captives were already dead.1

In 1551, under the papacy of Julian III (1550–1555), Miguel Ghislieri was promoted by Caraffa, for services rendered, to the position of commissary general of the Congregation of the Holy Office of the Inquisition, as the chief official of the Roman Inquisition was known. As such, Ghislieri set about improving the Holy Office so it could better fulfill its objectives. In the first place, he reformed its governing council, and the pope named a group of cardinals to control it. In the case of important figures of Roman society being brought up for judgment, these cardinals served as both judges and papal counselors.

It was also Ghislieri who, early in 1552, established the seven classes of criminals who could be judged by the courts of the Holy Office: heretics; suspected heretics; those who protected heretics; magicians, witches, or sorcerers; blasphemers; those who resisted the authorities or agents of the Inquisition; and those who broke, disrespected, or violated the Holy Office’s seals or emblems.

In that same year, Ghislieri began to assemble a true network of spies all over Rome. They operated everywhere, from the city’s brothels to the kitchens of its noble palaces. The information of all sorts that they collected was delivered personally to Ghislieri in one of two ways: by word of mouth or by the so-called Informi Rosso (Red Report). The latter was a small piece of parchment rolled up inside a red ribbon bearing the emblem of the Holy Office. According to the laws in effect, breaking of this seal was punishable by instant execution. In these reports, Ghislieri’s agents wrote down all the charges, often without a shred of proof, against Roman citizens thought to have violated Church precepts and so be susceptible to investigation by a tribunal of the Holy Office. The Informi Rosso was deposited in a small bronze mailbox dedicated to this purpose in the Roman headquarters of the Inquisition.

For years, the general of the Inquisition created one of the biggest and most effective spy networks and one of the best archives of personal data about the citizens of Rome. Nothing was said or done in the lanes or squares of the city without Ghislieri’s knowledge. Nothing was said or done in the interior of the Vatican, either, without the general of the Inquisition knowing about it.

On May 23, 1555, after the brief papacy of Marcellus II, which lasted for less than a month, seventy-two-year-old Cardinal Giovanni Pietro Caraffa was elected pope without opposition from either the faction favoring the Holy Roman Empire or that favoring France. The Venetian ambassador, Giacomo Navagero, described the new pontiff this way: “Caraffa is a pope of violent and fiery temperament. He is too impetuous to manage the affairs of the Church and, of course, this aged pontiff does not tolerate anyone contradicting him.”2

Caraffa, now Pope Paul IV, came to fear the unprecedented power of Miguel Ghislieri, whom the Roman populace called “the shadow pope.” In spite of everything, however, the pontiff bestowed the title of cardinal on him. From then on, Ghislieri the Inquisitor became ever more dangerous and powerful. Many members of the College of Cardinals did not want to let him chart the future of the Catholic Church from his post atop the feared Inquisition.

Ghislieri’s agents did as they pleased, spreading terror through the streets of Rome. The cardinal’s spies, known as “black monks,” chose a victim and waited for him to go walking down some lonely street. At that moment he would be attacked, spirited into a closed carriage, and taken to one of the compounds of the Inquisition. A friar who was witness to the arrival of such captives described it this way, as published in Leonardo Gallois’s Historia General de la Inquisición in 1869:


The victim was taken to the ground floor, just off an inner courtyard near the main entrance. There began his initiation, in a circular room where ten skeletons hung from the walls to announce that in this abode the guests were sometimes nailed there alive to calmly await their deaths. After such a holy warning, the victim came upon two more human skeletons in an adjoining gallery, not on their feet as if receiving visitors, but spread out like a mosaic or carpet. On the right side of the same gallery, a grease-stained oven could clearly be distinguished. It was the secret replacement for the bonfires in public plazas which had fallen into disuse in this corrupt century …. Few cells, properly speaking, could be found here on the first floor, but on the second floor, to the right, was the chamber of the Holy Tribunal flanked by two doors. Above one was a sign proclaiming stanza del primo padre compagno and above the other, stanza del secondo padre compagno. Thus were named the two inquisitors in charge of the double mission of helping the Suprema to uncover criminals and turn them definitively into convicts.3



Cardinal Ghislieri’s situation, however, changed completely when Pope Paul IV died suddenly on the night of August 18, 1559. As word of his death spread, sedition spread, too, through the Roman streets. Hunting down Ghislieri’s agents became one of the main pastimes of the aroused masses. Many of those who had loyally served the Holy Inquisition were killed by the crowds and their bodies thrown into the sewers. The disorder did not end there. The Roman masses attacked the palace that housed the Tribunal of the Inquisition and toppled the statue of the late pope.4

Cardinal Ghislieri and some of his men managed to preserve a large part of the secret archives, which accompanied them in eight carriages in their flight from Rome.

At last, normalcy returned when, on December 25, 1559, Cardinal Giovanni Angelo de’ Medici, enemy of the late pope, became his successor under the name of Pius IV.

This pope was a man of firm character, a skilled diplomat determined to cleanse the Catholic Church of all traces of Paul IV. To this end, he surrounded himself with two loyal cardinals who were also his nephews, Mark Sittich von Hohenems and Carlo Borromeo. The first was a master swordsman, skilled in all the arts of war. The second was a master diplomat.

Borromeo had been Archbishop of Milan, papal legate in Bologna and Romagna, head of government in the papal states, and finally the pope’s private secretary. As a first measure, the cardinals Carlo and Alfonso Caraffa were arrested and confined in the castle of Sant’Angelo. So were Giovanni Caraffa (the Duke of Paliano) and other gentlemen of the duke’s court who were accused of the murder of his wife.

As his second measure, following the advice of Carlo Borromeo, Pope Pius IV decided to rehabilitate Cardinal Morone and Bishop Fiescherati, who had been accused of heresy by the Holy Office on Paul IV’s orders. His third measure was to send Cardinal Ghislieri into exile and dissolve his network of black monks.5 His Eminence, who had taken refuge in an isolated monastery, thus returned to his duties in his former bishopric, which was well regarded when the College of Cardinals assembled once again after Pius IV’s death on December 9, 1565. Curiously, after three weeks of deliberations, Pius IV’s key advisor, Cardinal Carlo Borromeo, decided to support the candidacy of Ghislieri, which was backed by King Philip II of Spain. For years, Ghislieri had been collecting an annual subsidy of eight hundred ducats from the Spanish crown.6

On January 7, 1566, Cardinal Ghislieri was elected pope. He adopted the name Pius V. The Spanish ambassador reported, “Pius V is the pope whom the times require.” Philip II also approved of his ally’s ascension to the Throne of St. Peter. His selection represented a victory for all the forces who wanted a pontiff who was austere and pious but simultaneously able to fight and act energetically against the Protestant Reformation. What was surely true was that Pius V would use his broad experience as head of the Inquisition to create an effective espionage service, implacable and operating with blind obedience to the orders of the pope.

The first function of the agents of the Holy Alliance—a name bestowed by the pope himself on his secret service in honor of the alliance between the Vatican and the Catholic queen Mary Stuart—was none other than that of obtaining information about possible political movements and intrigues directed from the court of London. The reports they assembled were sent to the powerful monarchs who supported Catholicism and papal power against the rising Protestant tide. The main responsibility of the papal spies was to lend their services to Mary Stuart (Mary Queen of Scots) with the aim of restoring Catholicism to Scotland, which had declared itself Presbyterian in 1560, and to fight against Protestantism in general. Pius V understood that his main enemy was the schismatic Church of England, represented by Queen Elizabeth I, the daughter of Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn.

Henry VIII had broken with the Catholic Church in 1532, when he asked Pope Clement VII (November 19, 1523–September 25, 1534) for permission to divorce his queen, Catherine of Aragon, daughter of the “Catholic Monarchs” Ferdinand and Isabella of Spain and aunt of the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, who was also King Charles I of Spain, so as to marry his lover, Anne Boleyn.7 The pontiff studied the letter sent him by the English king, an old parchment measuring sixty by ninety centimeters and bearing the supporting signatures of seventy-five leading personalities of the realm. Seventy-five red silk ribbons hung from the document, with seventy-five wax seals.8

In his petition, Henry VIII expressed the desire to marry his lover, and he requested the pope’s permission to divorce his current queen, Catherine of Aragon. The petition was denied by Clement VII, which provoked Henry’s rage and rejection of the Catholic Church. The King of England decided to marry Anne Boleyn. In spite of Rome’s rejection, he ordered his marriage to Catherine annulled.

The definitive schism was provoked on January 15, 1535, under the papacy of Paul III, when, in order to give juridical legitimacy to his new ecclesiastic supremacy, Henry VIII summoned the clergy and the scholars of all the universities of his realm to publicly declare that the Roman pope had no divine right or other authority over England. The new church was to be a Catholic-Anglican institution under the authority of the crown.

The five-year reign of Mary Tudor, which came to an end with her death on November 17, 1558, was nothing if not intense. Wars, executions, internal rebellions, coups d’etat, and religious conflicts were the order of the day. The night Mary died, her sister, Elizabeth, was proclaimed Queen of England.

A great part of the English populace received the new queen’s ascension with joy. In part, this reaction stemmed from their painful memories of the reign of her sister, popularly nicknamed Bloody Mary. At her ascension to the throne, Mary had decided to restore Catholicism whatever the cost—a policy supported by Pope Paul IV but opposed by the Spanish ambassador. A precondition of this policy was to cut off the heads of all those who had defended the Reformation.

Many of the Protestant bishops (castigated by Mary as “bad shepherds who have led their flocks to damnation”)9 were the first to be burned at the stake for the crime of heresy. The former bishop of London, Nicholas Ridley (the same who had shortly before judged Mary Tudor a bastard and proclaimed Lady Jane Grey Queen of England in her place), was burned alive on October 16, 1555, in a public square in Oxford. Hugh Latimer, the ex–bishop of Worcester, accompanied him in the flames. Another execution ordered by the queen, to the surprise of both Rome and the English Parliament, was that of the ex–bishop of Canterbury, Thomas Cranmer, who was condemned on March 21, 1556. Cranmer had pronounced the annulment of Henry VIII’s marriage to Catherine of Aragon and consummated the definitive break with papal power in Rome.

On January 15, 1559, Elizabeth was crowned Queen of England, and on May 8, Parliament opened its new session at which she proposed new laws permitting the reestablishment of Protestantism throughout the kingdom and its possessions. Rome and its Catholic Church, led by Paul IV, an old man of eighty-three, lacked the strength to resist the renewed religious shift in England.10

What the pontiff knew for sure was that the only way to at least maintain a Catholic enclave in Protestant England was to support the Queen of Scotland, Mary Stuart. Over the years that followed, she would become a puppet in conspiracies hatched by Paul IV and his successors along with the powerful and monastic King Philip II of Spain, the capricious King Charles IX of France, the insignificant and uncultured Ferdinand I of Austria, and Mary’s own son, Prince James, who would eventually betray her and inherit her throne.

The circle began to close around Mary Stuart when the two men closest to her became spies for powers with important interests in Scotland. On July 29, 1565, she married the Catholic Henry Darnley. The new king-consort of Scotland was tall, strong, blond, and attractive to women, but unlearned and possessed of little culture. Furthermore, Darnley, though the new Scottish monarch and the bedmate of its queen, was himself a puppet in the hands of Sir Francis Walsingham, the head of Elizabeth’s spy network, and in those of the Scottish nobles. Darnley was a coward above all.11

A few months later, toward the end of 1565, Mary developed a friendship with a young dark-skinned Italian from the Piedmont region, David Rizzio. Rizzio came to Scotland as a member of the retinue of the visiting Marquis of Moreta, ambassador from Savoy.12 He was twenty-three years old and had round green eyes that caught the attention of a queen much attracted to men’s appearances. Rizzio was skilled in music and poetry, in the lute and the making of verses. He was also a priest and one of the most active spies in the recently created Holy Alliance.13

Mary Stuart asked the ambassador of Savoy to cede young Rizzio for her personal enjoyment. Little by little, the Piedmontese courtier worked his way up in her entourage. Within a few days he rose from being a mere singer at the queen’s pleasure to a post as a personal attendant with a salary of seventy-five pounds a year. Thanks to this position close to the queen, Rizzio gained access to her most private papers.

The queen found in the Italian everything her husband, Henry Darnley, lacked. Rizzio had clear ideas and wide knowledge of the arts; he knew Latin, spoke perfect French and Italian, and was fluent in English, too. Despite his newfound royal favor, the spy continued to eat at the servants’ table, but a chance to alter this situation appeared when the queen fired her private secretary, Raulet. Though Raulet had been her most trusted assistant, she fired him when she discovered that he had been ignoring several Scottish nobles’ assertions about English “bribes.” Walsingham, head of the Elizabethan spy network, devoted significant crown funds to bribes with which to acquire the services of infiltrators in the Scottish court.

So Raulet’s desk was occupied by David Rizzio instead. In spite of being a loyal defender of the Counter-Reformation and informing Pope Pius V of all English and Scottish doings, Rizzio now dedicated body and soul to the service of Mary Queen of Scots.

The Holy Alliance’s spy was gaining more and more power, and Darnley knew it. The queen’s husband, however, knew that if he wanted to get rid of Rizzio, he needed to first consult Walsingham, who in turn needed to consult Elizabeth I. He knew that only thus could he be safely covered if his wife were to get wind that he was responsible for the assassination of the Piedmontese.

David Rizzio and his brother Joseph, whom he had brought with him from Italy, had become part of the Holy Alliance’s circle of spies in Scotland. Their mission, by order of the pope, was to collect information about John Knox, a former student of John Calvin’s, who surpassed his master in orthodoxy and fundamentalism. For Pius V, Knox was the only obstacle to Scotland’s returning to the bosom of the Catholic Church. According to the reports of papal spies, Knox was a former obscure Catholic priest who had decided to plunge into the Reformation. Calvin and George Wishart had been his teachers until the Scottish queen regent Mary of Guise (mother of Mary Stuart) had decided to burn Wishart at the stake. That was the act that engendered Knox’s dogmatic fundamentalism, as well as a deep and visceral hatred toward the Stuarts.

On the death of his teacher, John Knox became the leader of the so-called Rebellion against the Regent. French troops who landed in Scotland to support Mary of Guise captured Knox and sent him to the galleys.14

After he was freed, Knox took refuge in Calvinist lands, where he learned how to preach and solidified his implacable hatred of sumptuous display. Almost as soon as he reached Scotland, he succeeded in winning both the lords and the people to the cause of the Reformation. Joseph Rizzio informed the pope of Knox’s activities, writing in one document:


Converted into a Scottish prophet, he thunders every Sunday from his pulpit in St. Giles, casting hatred and damnation on all who do not heed his word. Like a child, he celebrates every defeat suffered by a Catholic or by any adversary of a different religion. When an enemy has been killed, Knox speaks of God’s hand. Every Sunday at the end of his sermon he praises God and asks Him to soon do away with the reign of the usurping Stuarts and thus with the queen who occupies an undeserved throne.15



David Rizzio himself informed Pius V about the encounter between Knox and Mary Queen of Scots:

“This meeting between the faithful Catholic queen of Scotland and the fanatical Protestant John Knox took place in Edinburgh. The preacher turned impolite and held the Roman Catholic Church responsible for a whore who could not be the bride of God. These words offended Queen Mary.”16 The Holy Alliance told the Rizzio brothers to reinforce their security measures. Apparently they had made too many enemies in a very short time, and the pope’s network did not want to lose such precious agents. Two of the main enemies of the pair of Italians and of the Counter-Reformation in Scotland were the queen’s chancellors: Moray (her illegitimate stepbrother) and William Maitland, both Protestants.

Soon the spies of the Holy Alliance discovered, through a traitor, that Elizabeth I of England had been bribing Chancellor Moray and several lords to promote a rebellion against Mary. The pope could only inform the Spanish king, Philip II, who in turn sent word to the English court, through his ambassador, that if this were to happen, perhaps he would find himself obligated to send help to the Catholic queen. The ambassador made no mention of Pius V’s letter to Mary Stuart on January 10, 1566: “My dear daughter: We have heard with great joy that you and your husband have given great proof of your diligence by restoring in your kingdom the true religion of God,” though he must have been aware of it.17

The ever-closer relationship between Mary Stuart and her secretary, David Rizzio, began to make many of the powerful men around the Scottish queen uncomfortable. Her marriage to Henry Darnley went from bad to worse. Darnley felt rejected by his wife, not only as a husband but also as a king. He felt disappointed that he had not been proclaimed King of Scotland with full rights and duties but only by honorific title.

Philip II, meanwhile, had written to his ambassador Guzmán de Silva, telling him “he should let the queen of Scotland know she should act with moderation [toward Rizzio] and avoid anything that could irritate the queen of England.” This message fell into the hands of Elizabeth I thanks to an infiltrator in the Spanish ambassador’s household who was loyal to Randolph, the English ambassador. In fact, Philip II did not understand Mary Stuart’s temperament, which put the pope’s spy in serious jeopardy. During an episode of pillow talk between Rizzio and Mary, the Italian had told the queen of his discovery that the English were paying Scottish rebels.18

The English ambassador, for his part, did not know that David Rizzio and his brother had discovered in early February 1566 that the escape of Scottish rebels who had risen against the queen the year before had been financed through Randolph. Thanks to the Italian spies, Mary had a lengthy report on the English diplomat’s role in the Scottish unrest of the previous year. Armed with Rizzio’s report, Mary Stuart summoned the English ambassador to her presence on February 20, 1566.

Even today, expelling an ambassador is no simple matter. It was all the less simple in the sixteenth century if one wanted to escape the consequences of such an act, and Mary Stuart did not give the consequences enough thought. On the day after ordering Randolph’s expulsion, Mary sent Elizabeth I a letter absolving her of any responsibility, in spite of knowing that Elizabeth was the intellectual author of the operation and Randolph her executing arm. Even the nearly three thousand escudos used by Walsingham’s men to bribe those who aided the escape of the Scottish rebels had come from the English queen’s private coffers, but the Scottish sovereign always remembered the words of her Spanish counterpart about avoiding any action that could upset Elizabeth.19 On February 21, 1566, Mary Stuart wrote Elizabeth I, in courtly French:


Lady, my good sister: In accord with the sincerity I always have practiced toward you, I believe I must write these words in which you shall be informed of the wrong actions and behavior of Randolph, your minister here. I have been told on good authority [by Rizzio and the Holy Alliance] that, in the most dangerous of the disturbances carried out by my rebels against me, the said Randolph supported them with the sum of three thousand escudos to win the favor of individuals and to strengthen my enemies’ hands. As a consequence, I immediately removed this thorn from my side, calling Randolph before me and my council and demanding that he admit to whom he had conveyed this sum. I dare to hope that, he having been sent by you to lend us his good offices but having devoted himself to the contrary task, you will deem him unfit to be shielded by your authority. However I do not wish to deal with him more harshly than to return him to you with letters that will convey my accusation in greater detail.



On March 1, 1566, Ambassador Randolph departed Scotland with his retinue, but he left the blow against Pius V’s spies almost fully prepared. One of his most valuable allies in this vengeance would be the queen’s husband, Henry Darnley.

In his return voyage to London, Ambassador Randolph stopped in the city of Berwick to await orders from his queen. From there he sent a letter to Elizabeth:


A matter of no small consequence is about to take place in Scotland. Lord Darnley is furious with the queen, because she has denied him the crown matrimonial and he has assured knowledge of such usage of herself [her relationship with David Rizzio] as altogether is intolerable to be borne…. He [Darnley] has decided to free himself of the cause of this scandal [the agent of the Holy Alliance]. The execution and performance of these matters will take place before the session of Parliament, as near as it is.20



Darnley was no longer invited to the special sessions of the Council of State, he was denied use of the royal arms of Scotland, and he found himself reduced to a mere prince-consort. The contempt shown to Mary Stuart’s husband came not only from the queen herself but also from her closest courtiers. David Rizzio, as her private secretary, no longer showed Darnley official documents. He wielded the so-called Iron Stamp (the royal signature) himself, without consulting Darnley. The English ambassador no longer addressed Darnley by the title of Your Majesty, and coins bearing the faces of Mary and her husband and the legend Henricus et Maria were recalled from circulation; they were replaced with new coins bearing the legend Maria Regina Scotiae. To all this were added the rumors about Mary’s relations with her secretary, now become maître de plaisir, or “pleasure master,” to the queen.

Thanks to his ability to please Mary Stuart, the Holy Alliance’s agent had taken on princely gestures and was arrogantly carrying out maximum duties of state, when only a few months before he had been eating with the servants and sleeping above the stables. The nobles, many of them Protestants, knew that Rizzio was only a pawn of Pope Pius V in his plan to make Scotland a Catholic nation within the great plan of Counter-Reformation being carried out by Rome.21 Apparently Mary Stuart had agreed with Pius V to make Scotland the first country to abandon the Reformation and return to the great Catholic union.

The pontiff had given orders to his agents to protect Mary Stuart from any danger that could impede such an important step. The Scottish nobles, for their part, regarded David Rizzio as the secret orchestrator of that design. Ambassador Randolph had already let his sovereign know this when he wrote in his letter from Berwick, “Either God will give him [David Rizzio] a quick end or they [the Scottish nobles] will make his life unbearable.”

In spite of their hatred for the Italian spy, the nobles did not want to confront their queen. They knew the harshness with which she had repressed the previous rebellion. Nor did they want to accompany Moray into the fate of an English exile. They reasoned that if they won the support of Henry Darnley, this would change the character of an assassination of Rizzio. Rather than being a simple crime of envy—and, as such, an act of rebellion against the queen—it would become a patriotic act in defense of the true faith (the Protestant one).

To lure Darnley to their cause, the conspirators would have recourse to something as simple as his jealousy of the Italian. They didn’t know that Rizzio, on the pope’s orders, had kept Mary from conceding the matrimonial crown and associated rights of rule to Darnley. Pius V wanted to avoid at all costs the possibility that, if something happened to the queen, Darnley as regent could change his mind about making Scotland a Catholic nation. But none of this bothered Darnley as much as the fact that his wife didn’t let him touch her, while she allowed the spy of the Holy Alliance to spend long evenings with her in her room.

Mary Queen of Scots was now pregnant with the child who years later would become James VI of Scotland and James I of England. The conspirators had, for the first time in the history of Scotland, a king’s permission to rebel against their sovereign. The conspiring nobles promised to seize power from Mary and give it to Darnley as the new Scottish king. For his part, he promised to grant them amnesty and to reward them with new lands once he assumed the throne. Walsingham’s spies informed him that “the queen [Mary Stuart] repents her marriage to Henry Darnley, but some talk of awarding him the crown of Scotland whether the queen likes it or not. I know that if that thing should take effect which is intended, David [Rizzio], with the consent of the king, shall have his throat cut within these ten days.”22

Darnley did not want the pope’s spy dead for political reasons; he wanted him dead out of simple jealousy of the man who had made off with his wife’s trust and his royal seal. Moray prepared for his return to Scotland once the coup had been carried out, and the fanatic John Knox had already written a sermon praising the death or, better put, execution of a miserable Catholic.23

It was March 9, 1566, in the afternoon, in Holyrood Castle. That very morning David Rizzio had received a warning from one of his spies, but he paid no attention. He knew he would be spending the whole day at the queen’s side and so nothing could happen to him, because no one would dare raise a weapon or even a hand against him in Mary’s presence. However, he was wrong.24

The day went by quickly. Mary Stuart was reading in the chamber attached to her bedroom, on the fourth floor of the tower. Henry Darnley invited Rizzio to play cards there. The Italian suspected nothing. Several nobles sat down around the table in the royal chamber, along with the queen’s stepsister and, across from her, Rizzio, dressed in a damask gown. The conversation was pleasant, and music filled the small room. A miniature door in the rear, hidden by a curtain, opened to admit Darnley. The door had intentionally been left unlocked. The consort sat down next to his wife.

Seconds later, the curtain flew open again and the conspirators appeared in the room, swords and knives in hand. The first to enter with unsheathed sword and be recognized by the queen was Lord Patrick Ruthven.

The queen stood up, knocking over her chair, and chastised Ruthven for coming into her presence with his sword out of its scabbard. The Scottish noble told her not to fear, because his intrusion would affect only the Italian spy. Rizzio had gotten to his feet, but he was unarmed. Only the queen could protect him. Darnley stepped back to get away from the imminent fight. Mary Stuart stepped in front of Ruthven, whose eyes were fixed on Rizzio, and demanded that he relinquish his weapon. The Scot replied, “Ask your husband.”

The queen turned to her husband, who was hidden behind a curtain. He managed to reply, between stammers, “I know nothing of the matter.”

Now Ruthven was joined by more of the conspiring nobles, likewise with swords in hand, who had mounted the narrow spiral staircase leading to the queen’s bedroom. Rizzio tried to escape, but the Scots grabbed his arm.

The rebels shouted to the queen that Rizzio was a spy of the pope and for this he deserved to die. Mary Stuart replied that if David Rizzio was to be charged, Parliament should do it. Ruthven held the Italian’s arms while another conspirator bound him with a rope. As he was dragged away, he grabbed at the queen’s dress, which ripped under the pressure of his terrified fingers.

Mary continued to protest. One of the rebels leveled a pistol at her. Ruthven brushed the pistol away with his hand so the shot passed above the queen’s head and buried itself in the wall. Darnley held the queen, who was sinking toward the floor. The others dragged Rizzio’s body down the narrow stairway, banging his head against the steps.

Once outside the royal presence, the conspirators pounced upon the Holy Alliance spy. The first thrust entered through his left side. The second pierced his right hand when he tried to cover his face and passed through into his neck. Bleeding, he tried to rise, but another thrust cut his jugular vein. A cry drowned in blood before it could exit from his mouth. Then Ruthven’s well-aimed thrust pierced his heart. Rizzio was dead.25

Mary Stuart, still held by her husband, kept on shouting at the conspirators and her traitorous spouse. Darnley, his mouth to her ear, reproached her for having banished him from her bed in favor of Rizzio, while Ruthven returned to the room with his sword still dripping the Italian’s blood. In a voice deep and low, Mary repeated over and over that the pair of them had signed their own death sentences. Her vengeance would be terrible.26

The cries and the sounds of swordplay attracted the attention of James Bothwell, head of the queen’s guard, but he found the door locked. After a brief reconnaissance, Bothwell and his second-in-command, Huntley, leaped in through a window, swords in hand. Henry Darnley calmed them by saying what had happened was the killing of a spy sent by Pope Pius V, whose mission was to prepare a landing of Spanish troops in Scotland. Thus Rizzio’s assassination both separated Mary Stuart from the Scottish crown and cut the direct line of communication between queen and pope.

A little more than three months later, on June 19, 1566, the new heir to the crown of Scotland was born. That Mary gave birth to James in the month of June means that he must have been conceived in September of 1565. That was the month of the Scottish rebellion, weeks after Mary Stuart had expelled Henry Darnley from her bed after having married him in July. David Rizzio appeared in the Scottish court in mid-September, which suggests the possibility that James VI was really the son of the Holy Alliance spy. Mary Stuart, very intelligently, pardoned Darnley, which allowed her to recover her crown and her freedom. But the Holy Alliance was not inclined to allow the murder of one of its members to pass without revenge.

The pope gave his agents an express order to identify the conspirator who had directed the murder of Rizzio, and Henry Darnley appeared at the top of their suspect list.27

There are various opinions as to who specifically ordered the reprisals against the killers of David Rizzio. Whoever it was, they did not realize that this would be one more step toward the fall of Mary Stuart as the Scottish queen.28

Elizabeth I of England had to bring a law of succession before Parliament, which would contain the name of her successor in the event of her death. Mary Stuart hoped to press her claim to the throne, but to win the title of heir, she had to avoid any error that would prejudice her case. The citizens of both Scotland and England tended more and more to see James as the prince of both nations, which displeased Elizabeth. Mary pondered how to break through the circle of enemies surrounding her and avenge the death of her loyal servant Rizzio.

Henry Darnley, her traitorous husband, knew that while Mary was pregnant he could not endanger the baby she carried in her womb. When all was said and done, this child would be the future monarch of Scotland and, with luck, of England as well. Therefore Darnley had ended the queen’s enforced seclusion and allowed a doctor and two aides to attend to her. Mary had used one of the nurses to communicate with Bothwell and Huntley, her two trusted men. When Mary managed to win Darnley himself to her cause, the conspiracy weakened still more.

Forty-eight hours after the assassination, all was forgotten. The Holy Alliance spy had been buried in a secret location. Now was the time to plot revenge.

The first four targets were Ruthven, the noble who first seized hold of Rizzio; Fawdonshide, who aimed and shot at the queen; John Knox, the radical preacher who labeled the queen a bastard; and finally Moray. All four were aware that there would never be a true pardon for them, and at the same time they recognized that the nobles would not lift a finger in their defense, because the child Mary was carrying would be the future ruler of a united kingdom of Scotland and England.

Pope Pius V was not disposed to permit the murder of one of his agents by four Protestants without revenge; the supreme authority of the pontiff required a response. The former head of the Inquisition summoned a priest named Lamberto Macchi.

This young man from Verona, son of an aristocratic family, had joined the priesthood at the age of only fourteen. He was a Jesuit, a member of the order founded by Ignatius of Loyola twenty-six years before. It had been created in 1540 as a rapid-strike force, a corps of soldiers ready to die for the faith and the pope, doing honor to the four Latin words that made up its slogan, Ad Majorem Dei Gloriam, “for the greater glory of God.”29

Ignatius of Loyola had founded the order under three clear premises. The first was to be ready to answer the call of the pope at any time and any place. The Jesuits were, from the start, the “Pope’s Men.” Second, they were to be the pope’s soldiers. Members of the order had to prepare themselves to be devout, but also to be soldiers of God. Jesuits would be hanged in the squares of London, disemboweled in Ethiopia, eaten alive by Iroquois in Canada, poisoned in Germany, whipped to death in the Holy Land, crucified in Siam, left to die of hunger in South America, beheaded in Japan, and drowned in Madagascar, but the spirit of adventure in the name of God was what made the young nobleman Lamberto Macchi join their ranks.

For Ignatius of Loyola, it was very important that his men possess a variety of skills. The founder and his pope needed intellectuals. They needed chemists, biologists, zoologists, linguists, explorers, professors, diplomats, confessors, philosophers, theologians, mathematicians, artists, writers, and architects. They also needed commanders, intelligence agents, spies, and special messengers. Macchi was an expert in these arts. The son of a rich merchant, he had learned swordsmanship while he studied philosophy. He had learned to use explosives while he studied theology. He had learned the art of assassination while he studied foreign languages.

The pope ordered the Jesuit Lamberto Macchi to travel to the court of Scotland with the mission of discovering and revealing Rizzio’s assassins. Accompanied by three other Jesuits, Macchi knew what he was supposed to do once he had this list. For him, to snuff out the lives of four Protestants was more a religious issue than a personal one; the order, after all, came from the pope himself. In his bag he carried an Informi Rosso that gave him carte blanche for any action in defense of the faith. The name of this document dated from the time when the pope had been commissary-general of the Inquisition in Rome.

Macchi’s contact in the Scottish court was none other than Lord Bothwell, head of Mary’s personal guard, who now functioned as her advisor and a sort of regent, which displeased the British in general and Queen Elizabeth I of England above all.30 Some nobles within the realm complained that Bothwell was more arrogant than the Italian David Rizzio, but the difference was that he knew who his enemies were—one of them being Darnley. Moray, on the other hand, was an ally, which placed him in open conflict with Darnley, who had begun to send accusatory letters to Queen Elizabeth in which he proclaimed that his wife, Mary Stuart, was unreliable in religion and that she was offering Scotland to Philip II, the protector of Catholicism.

Toward the end of September, Darnley made the fateful decision to leave Scotland, since the position of king had been denied him. This placed Mary Stuart in a difficult situation. Henry Darnley could not leave Scotland before the heir was baptized in Stirling Castle, especially given the continual rumors about the real paternity of Prince James. He had also not yet decided where to take refuge—in England under the protection of Elizabeth I or in France under that of Catherine de’ Medici. As a counterstroke, Mary Stuart sent a diplomatic letter to Catherine in which she accused her husband of possible treason.

While this was going on, the Holy Alliance agent Lamberto Macchi and his three comrades had arrived in Edinburgh, under the roof of one of Bothwell’s men, while they waited for a chance to act. Shortly before the end of 1566, Mary Stuart, as advised by both Moray and Bothwell, signed the pardon of the conspirators who had killed Rizzio, but this made no difference to Macchi. The Jesuit had an express order from the pope, and he had to carry it out without discussion or doubt. For Lamberto Macchi, a papal order was a religious truth.

As one of the instigators, Moray was in Macchi’s sights. Darnley knew that, in spite of the public proclamation of the royal pardon, he himself would be a prime target of the avengers, so he fled and took refuge in his father’s castle in Glasgow.31

All Bothwell had to do was put the conspirators within reach of the pope’s agents, and they would take charge of the executions. Yet he also knew that he alone would be responsible before God, his queen, and the people of Scotland—a risk and responsibility he was willing to assume.

On January 22, 1567, Henry Darnley fell gravely ill with syphilis, but he remained hidden in Glasgow under the protection of his father, the Earl of Lennox. Meanwhile Mary Stuart, still convalescent, went in search of her husband to get him to return to Edinburgh under her personal escort. Even so, Darnley knew he could be attacked at any moment by Bothwell’s followers, by the pope’s agents, or by his former coconspirators whom he had left in the lurch and who now were back in Scotland thanks to the royal pardon.32 Yet Darnley did not know that his return to Edinburgh would be the road to his death. He would not leave the Scottish capital alive.

If the avengers of the Holy Alliance wanted to get all the conspirators who had acted against David Rizzio, they had to do away with the husband of Mary Stuart. Their chosen locale was nothing less than Darnley’s own temporary dwelling place, an isolated building of typical Elizabethan construction in the neighborhood of Kirk O’Field, accessible by a dark, narrow road known as “Thieves’ Row.”33

The interior of the house was decorated with an attractive open hallway, ornamented fireplaces, exquisite tapestries, elegant silver tableware bearing the royal seal of Scotland, Persian rugs, and a comfortable bed that Mary Stuart’s mother, Mary of Guise, had brought with her from France.34 Lamberto Macchi and his men were not able to get too close to Darnley, so they had to attack with explosives. The time they chose for this, their first act of vengeance, was the night of Sunday, February 9, and the morning of Monday, February 10, of 1567.

That night the queen gave a grand ball and banquet in honor of the marriage of two of her most faithful servants. Lord Darnley and his retainers were, of course, invited. This gave the Holy Alliance agents time to prepare their attack while the house in Kirk O’Field remained unguarded.35

Moray, meanwhile, had mysteriously disappeared from Edinburgh, and Bothwell was nowhere to be found—a fact noted not only by the nobility attending the queen’s festivities but also by Darnley, still debilitated by his disease. By 11 P.M., Darnley was worn out and ready to retire, but the queen would not allow him to spend the night in the royal residence of Holyrood. So he set out for his cold mansion in Kirk O’Field.

The executioners of the Holy Alliance, aided by Bothwell, had placed a massive charge of gunpowder in the structural pillars of the house.

At about two in the morning, the Scottish earth trembled. The shock wave could be felt even through the thick walls of the queen’s residence. Suddenly the door to Mary Stuart’s bedroom burst open, and a servant showing the effects of great exertion informed her that the king’s residence in Kirk O’Field had been blown up.36

Escorted by armed guards, Mary led a party that quickly arrived at the place where a few hours earlier a lordly mansion had stood flanked by green fields. Now they found only a large crater surrounded by burned and blackened earth. The scattered bodies of Henry Darnley’s servants appeared hundreds of yards from the site of the explosion. The king’s corpse lay in a creek a few yards away, along with that of a servant and the twisted remnants of his bed, various shards of which were embedded in his flesh. The wounds that the explosion had inflicted on the body of the king-consort of Scotland did not allow its finders to see the marks left by the slim cord with which he had been strangled.

The type of knot used to kill Darnley and his servant was the same one used by the members of a sect in the mountains of Alborz, to the northeast of Tehran and the northwest of Qazvin, called ashishin. The explorer Marco Polo had visited the castle of Alamut, headquarters of these ashishin,37 in 1273. In one of his travel diaries he recorded their secrets, their systems, and methods of assassination, including more than thirty-two forms of strangulation.38 Part of this text was recovered by the Jesuit Matteo Ricci during one of his travels to that part of the world, retracing the steps of the Venetian.39

As soon as they had lit the fuses, the four Holy Alliance agents, including Joseph Rizzio, David’s brother, left Edinburgh on horseback. The explosion did not even make them turn their heads. Lamberto Macchi knew the result perfectly well. Part one of the revenge had been completed. The supreme pontiff in Rome was so informed.

May 15, 1567, still in mourning, Mary Stuart married Bothwell, whom everyone regarded as the mastermind of Henry Darnley’s assassination. On June 6, a group of lords rebelled in the face of Bothwell’s possible coronation as King of Scotland. Nine days later, after an inconclusive skirmish at Car-berry Hill, Bothwell took flight and Mary Stuart was taken prisoner.40

Through a series of events, the relations between Elizabeth I and Philip II went from bad to worse. A report from Pius V, received in Madrid, did nothing to improve them. The report told the powerful Spanish king of the English crown’s implication in the recent events in Scotland that led to the ousting of the Catholic Mary Stuart.41 The year 1568 proved to be the annus horribilis of Philip’s reign, and the actions of the Holy Alliance did not help. For the great protector of Christianity, that whole affair was really an “English tangle.” Still, the Protestant Elizabeth of England was not going to lift a finger against the Catholic Mary Stuart while Spanish armies under the command of the Duke of Alba were in Brussels, so nearby. Thus Philip II displayed his military power.

Meanwhile, Lamberto Macchi and his men had their search for the remaining conspirators firmly in mind. Macchi still carried the red-velvet-wrapped papal document that detailed their mission and conferred the pope’s protection. The parchment was to be destroyed once the vengeance was completed or returned to the pope if it were not. The priest’s next targets were Lord Patrick Ruthven; Lord Fawdonshide, who had aimed a pistol at the queen; the queen’s able if skittish stepbrother Lord Moray; and the radical preacher John Knox.

Fawdonshide was the next to fall. This time Lamberto Macchi and his three followers did not have far to look. Though brave enough to raise his weapon against the queen, Fawdonshide was found hiding in a small house on the outskirts of Lochleven, where he awaited his death in comfort. Putting up no resistance, he was led to a nearby tree and hanged by the neck.42 The Scottish nobleman was still kicking at the end of the rope when the four horsemen of the Holy Alliance set off in search of their next victim. In the Informi Rosso, Fawdonshide’s name was crossed out with red blood.

Moray fell next, on January 11, 1570, the victim of a sword thrust through his neck. Macchi wet his finger in the Scotsman’s blood and crossed off his name on the parchment, but the avenging of David Rizzio was not over yet. John Knox and Patrick Ruthven remained alive. The Informi Rosso, which had been given to Lamberto Macchi in Rome, crowned with a papal seal, could not yet be destroyed.

More than a month later, on February 25, Pius V published the bull Regnans in Excelsis, which announced the excommunication of the heretic Elizabeth I of England.43 Such a sentence was an extremely serious measure in sixteenth-century Europe, and it affected the English people more than it did their sovereign. English Catholics found themselves caught between the loyalty they owed their queen and that which they owed their faith and, therefore, the pontiff of Rome. The English Protestants, on the other hand, had been given a tool to label the pope the “Roman Antichrist.”44 What most worried Elizabeth was not the content of the document as such, but the fact that behind the papal signature probably lay the hand of Philip II of Spain or that of Charles IX of France. However, the Spanish monarch sent a letter to his ambassador in London, Guerau de Spes, in which he showed his surprise:


His Holiness has promulgated a bull without consulting me or informing me at all. I would, surely, have been able to give him better advice. I fear that all this, far from improving the situation of English Catholics, will lead the queen and her councilors to intensify their persecution.



For the Spanish king, Pius V’s bull constituted a grave act of interference in European political affairs. Philip II himself knew that the years when a pope (Gregory VII) could oblige an emperor to humble himself before him, or in which a pope (Urban IV) could award the kingdom of Sicily to a prince, were long since over. The Spanish monarch had no doubt Pius V had mistaken the century in which he lived.

The consequences of the bull would be the martyrdom of thousands of English Catholics and the end of any possible détente between London and Rome. In the short term, the main victim of this declaration would not be Elizabeth I of England but Catholicism itself. The crowned heads of Europe knew this, but Pius V, the inquisitor-monk and creator of the papal espionage service, was not inclined to retreat, even if he had to use the Holy Alliance’s assassins in defense of the faith. Dark years lay ahead.


2
DARK YEARS (1570–1587)

[image: ]


Maintain good conduct among the Gentiles, so that if they speak of you as evildoers, your good works may silence the ignorance of foolish men.

—I Peter 2:12 and 2:15



For the great Catholic powers France and Spain and their crowned heads of state, two policy alternatives remained after the excommunication of Elizabeth I. The first was to help the English Catholics get rid of their heretic sovereign however this might be done and, as part and parcel of this approach, replace her with the Catholic Mary Stuart. The second was to look the other way and keep up good diplomatic relations with the London court.

France was on the brink of civil war, with strong Huguenot pressures coming to bear on its own ruler.1 Therefore the Scottish queen had no choice but to look toward Spain as her only ally and the only possible way out of her situation. In her messages to Pope Pius V and Philip II, Mary Stuart presented herself as the most fervent of Catholics; in her messages to Elizabeth I, as a moderate Protestant; and to Charles IX, as a friend in need.

Pope Pius V needed someone to manage his conspiracy against the heretic Elizabeth, and for this task he chose Roberto Ridolfi. For years, this Florentine banker and Holy Alliance agent had been involved in the intrigues swirling around both the English and the Scottish queens. Short and fat, a good talker, cultured and with important relationships on both sides of the English Channel, Ridolfi was quite good friends with Guerau de Spes, with whom he shared the need to offer political and economic support to a possible Catholic party in England.2 Both the agent of the Holy Alliance and the Spanish diplomat were much devoted to secret and coded correspondence, meetings in dark and lonely spots, and other such endeavors.3

The plan designed by Roberto Ridolfi and approved by Pius V consisted of organizing a rebellion against Elizabeth in the English interior, supported by a large landing of Spanish troops at several points along the coast. These troops would converge on London and free Mary Stuart with the aid of Holy Alliance agents and men loyal to her, all for the purpose of putting her on the throne of England in place of the Tudor heretic.

Philip II knew that the moment to attempt this design had come, although not in the best of eras. Spain had not yet fully suppressed the Morisco rebellion in Granada and was in the midst of negotiations to cement the Holy League that would fight the Turks in the Mediterranean, where they had lately fortified the island of Cyprus. Perhaps the Spanish king believed the rumors out of London that spoke of an aristocratic conspiracy against Elizabeth.4 The lords of Norfolk, Westmoreland, Arundel, and Northumberland all had motives to end her reign.

The Duke of Norfolk, the most determined of the four to carry out some type of action to get rid of the English sovereign, had just been released from the Tower of London. Although Norfolk was closely watched, the Florentine Holy Alliance spy and the Spanish ambassador saw him as the best choice to direct the great conspiracy. He had shown great interest in Mary Stuart, and he had let Ridolfi know that he thought it indeed possible that she could assume the English throne. If the Catholic powers, including Pius V, would support his marriage to Mary, Norfolk would convince her to reinstate the Catholic religion throughout the country, within the general scheme of the Counter-Reformation.5

Before embarking on this enterprise, Philip II consulted with the Duke of Alba, on January 21, 1570. The brilliant Spanish general saw the “English adventure” across the Channel as a great mistake. But even so, he wrote to the king:


And to reply to what Your Majesty asks me in this dispatch, I say there are three ways to invade the kingdom of England: The first, allying Your Majesty with the king of France. The second, undertaking the enterprise alone. The third, if some powerful subjects in Scotland or England could secretly foment rebellion, and so open the way.6



Ridolfi had already created an authentic network of spies, which reached from Edinburgh to London and from Glasgow to the Netherlands. The papal spy’s first contact with the Duke of Norfolk developed toward late November or early December of 1570. The Florentine wanted a firm commitment that once Mary Stuart was enthroned and Norfolk married to her, he would convert to Catholicism and order all the citizens of his realm to do the same.7 Pius V wanted a commitment from Norfolk before giving his blessing to the whole operation, and he wanted it in writing.

This written commitment made Norfolk a prisoner of the pope of Rome, and likewise of his Holy Alliance agents. If Norfolk signed, he was joined body and soul to the plot against Elizabeth. He knew he would be wagering his head.

Norfolk’s first step would be to serve as intermediary in the transmission of large sums of money to Mary Stuart’s followers, who were holed up in Dumbarton Castle. Ridolfi managed all his pieces as if he were playing a game of chess. He sent letters to the Duke of Alba, Philip II, the bishop of Ross, and Pope Pius V. He made a secret swing through the Netherlands, Italy, and Spain, accompanied by several agents of the Holy Alliance, including Lamberto Macchi, Darnley’s “executioner.”

The military plan involved landing some six to ten thousand men who would come from the Netherlands, part of the host of troops under Alba’s command. Ambassador Spes considered the plan a masterwork, but the duke, much more expert in military matters, saw things differently. To him, Roberto Ridolfi was an Italian too fond of talk. In spite of a warning letter the powerful general sent to his king, Philip II decided to take the Holy Alliance agent’s communications very seriously.8 The monarch even put a possible assassination of Elizabeth of England before his council. With that decision, this sixteenth-century ruler gave what in the twenty-first would be called an “executive order.”

The problem was that in those times it was an extremely complex task to make all the gears of such a piece of machinery mesh perfectly, due in part to the distances separating the plotters and the slowness of their communications. After a time, Elizabeth’s secret services began to spot the first telltale threads of the so-called Ridolfi Plot. The first warning sign came to Elizabeth in the month of May, when the Grand Duke of Tuscany, a Protestant, told London of a “possible” conspiracy against her, organized by a famous Florentine agent of the Holy Alliance by the name of Roberto Ridolfi.9 Later, several English agents discovered a small chest containing six hundred pounds sterling that had been sent by the Duke of Norfolk to Mary Stewart.10 On April 11, a Holy Alliance agent had been detained in Dover with letters in code, while in Scotland documents that implicated the plotters were confiscated after the fall of Dumbarton.

The Queen of Navarre, Jeanne d’Albret, confiscated still other letters and reports from a messenger sent by the Duke of Alba. D’Albret lived in France under the protection of the French crown, and these documents were sent on to Elizabeth. By August 1571, the English spy apparatus had the names of all the plotters as well as the functions to be performed by each. The network was nearly complete.

Curiously, in April of that same year, the English queen had taken a step in the direction of granting some freedom of religion, or at least she had tried to do so. She had convoked Parliament to discuss the revolutionary idea of “religious freedom, loyalty to the queen above all.” The document presented to Parliament said:


Her Majesty would have all her loving subjects to understand that as long as they shall openly continue in the observation of her laws and shall not willfully and manifestly break them by open acts, her Majesty’s meaning is not to have any of them molested by any inquisition or examination of their consciences in causes of religion. Her Majesty is very loathe to alter her natural clemency.11



But for a final decision she needed approval by the clearly anti-Catholic Parliament. The document forwarded by the chamber made its position quite clear to the sovereign:


This liberty, that men may openly profess diversity of religion, must needs be dangerous to the Commonwealth. One God, one king, one faith, one profession, is fit for one Monarchy and Commonwealth. Division weakens, concord strengthens.



Elizabeth made her dissatisfaction with that answer clear, but the issue was settled and the queen’s hands were tied.

The discovery of the Ridolfi Plot and the Holy Alliance’s maneuvers to get rid of Elizabeth I put Mary Stuart in the gravest danger. The conspirators’ goose was finally cooked by the pirate John Hawkins.12 This privateer had convinced Roberto Ridolfi that he would be willing to fight for Philip II and Mary Stuart as the commander of an English Catholic fleet. To Ridolfi, that offered an ideal form of propaganda for the idea that a homegrown rebellion against Elizabeth was emerging inside England. What Ridolfi didn’t know was that Hawkins, in fact, was working for the English spy service under the command of William Cecil (Lord Burghley), the queen’s favorite.

Elizabeth I of England could read John Hawkins’s report:


The pretence is that my power should join with the duke of Alba’s power which he doth shortly provide in Flanders as well as with the power which cometh with the duke of Medina out of Spain, and so all together to invade this realm and set up the Queen of Scots … but God, I hope, will confound them and turn their devices upon their own necks. Signed: from Plymouth the 4th day of September, 1571, your good lordship’s most faithfully in my power, John Hawkyns.13



On September 7, the Duke of Norfolk was arrested. On the 9th, the bishop of Ross followed, and the next day, Mary Stuart herself was imprisoned in a dismal chamber of Sheffield Castle.

Confined in the Tower of London, Norfolk continued to deny any part in the Ridolfi Plot and even to deny authorship of letters to the papal spy in his own hand. Because the queen personally prohibited any torture of Norfolk, the interrogators concentrated on the bishop of Ross instead.14

The bishop, between tortures, cried out that his tormentors had no right to touch the ambassador of a foreign country (Scotland). But to the English, the bishop was merely a plotting priest who represented the interests of his now-dethroned queen, Mary Stuart, and as such had no diplomatic immunity. With his fingernails pulled out, his flesh swollen by torture, and his feet seared by fire, the bishop confessed that the Scottish queen had poisoned her first husband (King Francis II of France), allowed the murder of her second husband (Lord Henry Darnley), married the instigator of that plot (Lord Bothwell), and finally tried to contract marriage with a traitor (the Duke of Norfolk).

When Mary Stuart was told the content of Ross’s statement motu proprio, she declared that “the bishop is nothing but a terrified and tortured cleric. I have the valor of a queen and trust that my friends in Spain and France will come to free me.” Philip II, who did not have much confidence that Ridolfi’s plan would work, and the Duke of Alba, who had even less, decided to abandon her and the rest of the conspirators to their fates. The only measure taken by the English against Spain was the expulsion in December 1571 of Spanish ambassador Guerau de Spes. For their parts, Norfolk, Arundel, Southampton, Cobham, and Lumley were locked up in the Tower of London while awaiting trial. On January 16, 1572, the House of Lords sentenced Norfolk to death, a judgment that required Elizabeth’s ratification. Norfolk’s father, the third Duke of Norfolk, had been beheaded by her father, King Henry VIII, and now she had to sign the death sentence of his son, the fourth duke.15

Months went by without the queen signing the execution order. On May 8, 1572, Parliament met again, with only a single item on its agenda: the execution of the Duke of Norfolk. Elizabeth received their message and finally, on June 1, ordered that the document be brought to her. She signed it “Elizabeth R,” and then the Lord Keeper of the Great Seal dripped a gob of wax alongside, to which he applied the royal seal.16

On the morning of June 2, Norfolk was escorted to the main courtyard of the Tower. Still on his feet, he swore loyalty to his sovereign, Queen Elizabeth, and fidelity to the true Protestant religion of the land. Then he handed a silver coin to the executioner, who accepted it in his glove. Norfolk knelt with his hands behind him, and a single blow of the axe separated his head from his body. Roberto Ridolfi, for his part, managed to flee from England on board a ship that had anchored in a secluded harbor for the purpose of transporting him to France should the plot go wrong.17

Only two weeks earlier, after the death of the conspiratorial Pius V on May 1, 1572, the College of Cardinals had chosen a new pope: Cardinal Hugo Boncompagni, who received key support from Philip II.18 Boncompagni was the son of a wealthy family in Bologna, where he had studied law. After a period as a university professor, he was called to Rome by Cardinal Parisio, under whose aegis he began his career in the Roman curia. In spite of his legal background and reserved nature, he was not immune to the lifestyle of Renaissance Rome.

Pope Pius IV (December 25, 1559–September 12, 1565) then sent Boncompagni as court papal legate to the of Madrid. There he established close relations with the Spanish monarch, until he was again called to Rome upon the death of Pius IV and the ascension of Pius V to the Throne of St. Peter, this time to take charge of the Secretariat of Papal Briefs (documents and correspondence less weighty than bulls).

After the death of Pius V, thanks to Philip II’s unconditional support, Hugo Boncompagni was elected pope on May 13, 1572, in a conclave that took less than twenty-four hours. He took the name Gregory XIII in honor of St. Gregory the Great, on whose feast day he had been named cardinal.19

The new pope reformed the Trinitarians of Spain and Portugal, confirmed the reform of the Barefoot Carmelites begun by St. Teresa de Ávila, and approved the founding of the congregation of the Oratorio di San Filippo Neri. He also, however, would—with the Jesuits’ help—organize the first task force of the Holy Alliance, the papal espionage service founded by his predecessor. This force consisted of a small detail of shock troops selected by the Society of Jesus and loyal to papal authority, whose sole objective was assassinating Queen Elizabeth, head of the English Protestant Church.

The efforts to overthrow Elizabeth with the aid of Philip II and Irish Catholics were abandoned after the failures of two invasion attempts and an internal conspiracy, but the Holy Alliance would not retreat in its campaign to be rid of the heretic queen.

The results of the Ridolfi Plot, the papal excommunication, and the northern rebellion had broken the unity of English citizens behind their queen. Elizabeth I knew that only a union with France would end Philip II’s attempts at military intervention in England. More and more, Charles IX had granted religious liberties to the Protestants, and civil peace with the Huguenots grew to be established policy after the 1570 edict of Saint-Germain-en-Laye, which upset Madrid. Charles IX knew that if he were to marry Elizabeth, the two of them could confront any Spanish attempt at intervention and, therefore, any action mounted by Pope Gregory XIII.

Even the Huguenots thought about a possible English-French alliance that could fight against the Duke of Alba in the Netherlands. Egged on by his loyal favorite Gaspar de Coligny, Charles IX took a conciliatory tack toward Elizabeth I, signing the Treaty of Blois on April 29, 1572, in which, at Elizabeth’s insistence, there was no mention of freeing Mary Stuart or of restoring her to the throne of Scotland or even of her name. For years, the issue of Mary Stuart had soured relations between London and Paris.20 Now it was time for the political plots and betrayals to play out on new stages, and the same was true for the actions of the pope and his Holy Alliance agents. New situations called for new spies.

While negotiating the English-French treaty, Elizabeth had not stopped keeping her eye on Spain, especially after the expulsion of its ambassador Guerau de Spes for his participation in the Ridolfi Plot. The Spanish crown’s affairs in London now rested in the hands of a secretary without diplomatic powers, Antonio de Guaras. At the end of 1572, he had been recruited by the papal espionage service to inform on any action by Elizabeth until the Holy Alliance could infiltrate other agents into the queen’s circle. After the Ridolfi Plot, the English secret services had captured and executed a dozen papal agents, but the Jesuit Lamberto Macchi was still active—and now in London.

Elizabeth’s first action with respect to Philip II was to expel Dutch privateers from the English ports where they had found shelter and supplies since 1566. This fleet of corsairs, known as the “Sea Beggars,” originated from Flemish-Dutch merchant ships that had taken to the sea to escape from Alba’s forces and to capture valuable war booty by attacking Spanish ships. Their crews were made up of English and Scottish privateers, Irishmen loyal to Elizabeth, and even French Huguenots. They all carried letters of marque issued by William of Orange in his position as sovereign prince of Orange in Provence.21 Letters of marque were documents by means of which a belligerent power conceded to private sailors the right to attack and board any ship belonging to an enemy power.

By expelling the pesky Dutchmen, Elizabeth achieved two objectives: to please the Spaniards and to finally eliminate the smuggling trade carried out by the Sea Beggars. But the order provoked an unexpected result. The Holy Alliance reported that William de La Marck, the Sea Beggars’ commander, desperately needed a supply port. If he couldn’t find one in England or France, he would need to attack Spanish forces in the Netherlands to get one. Rome then gave instructions to its agents to warn Alba’s men ensconced in some of the English coastal cities about any movement by warships.

In fact, on April 1, 1572, the Sea Beggars occupied the port and city of Brielle, on the Dutch island of Voorne by the mouth of the Maas River. The Holy Alliance reported that La Marck’s privateers would not remain there. A few days later, the ships weighed anchor and occupied the fortified city of Flushing on Walcheren island, from which they controlled the mouth of Scheldt. There they raised the flag of William of Orange.22

The Holy Alliance agents reported to Alba that a wave of joy swept through Protestant England, where talk of the possible fall of the Spanish regime in the Netherlands had begun. This wave provoked the enlistment of thousands of English soldiers and French Huguenots in volunteer units that joined La Marck’s privateers in Flushing. The wave ran on, raising the populaces of Flanders, Holland, Zeeland, Guelders, and Frisia against the Spanish authorities. The brilliant spy Lamberto Macchi had reported from London that William of Orange and Louis of Nassau were sending Elizabeth continued entreaties for England to lead the Netherlands’ independence movement under the Protestant banner. Macchi wrote the pope:


Elizabeth has only two options: to remain neutral or to intervene in an open war against Spain on the Continent. She knows this is a very great risk. If the duke of Alba succeeds in recovering control of the rebellious cities, his armies will not stop there and will continue their advance toward London with the blessing of King Philip. Elizabeth cannot put herself in such danger. Nor does it interest her to do away with Spanish power on the other side of the Channel and let William of Orange become such a powerful neighbor.



The Holy Alliance spy knew that although Leicester and Walsingham (now ambassador to Paris) were in favor of intervention, Cecil’s opinion in favor of a wait-and-see policy carried more weight at court.23

Gaspar de Coligny advised the French king to lead both Protestants and Catholics in a war against Spain as a way to unite his realm and to name the Duke of Anjou viceroy of the Netherlands. That image of greatness appealed to Charles. Until early June, it was believed throughout Europe that a great change in alliances was in the making and that Protestantism would end Catholic Spain’s power over the Continent. Nearly fifteen hundred English volunteers had fought alongside the Sea Beggars in the capture of Bruges. This deed put Elizabeth I in dire straits with Philip II.

These first victories that bathed the defenders of the Reformation with glory, however, soon turned to terrible defeats followed by massacres carried out by the defenders of the Counter-Reformation. In mid-June, William of Orange was repulsed by the Spanish armies and pushed back toward Germany with enormous losses. The city of Mons surrendered without knowing that the Huguenot troops coming to its relief from France had been wiped out at Quievrain. This expedition had been commanded by General De Genlis, a relative of Charles IX’s advisor Coligny. At Quievrain, Alba had ordered his troops to take no prisoners.

William of Orange became the Holy Alliance’s new target. With Philip II’s blessing, Gregory XIII ordered him eliminated. The French Huguenots, meanwhile, became the new victims of the Protestant defeat in the Netherlands. To avoid Spanish retaliation, Charles IX had planned to wed François, Duke of Alençon, to Elizabeth. He knew that if he succeeded, Philip II would not dare to jeopardize the fragile stability of Spanish-English relations by attacking France. François was willing to embrace the Protestant faith if that would bring him closer to Elizabeth, and to that end he sent his ambassador Boniface de la Mole to London. Neither the ambassador nor Elizabeth knew that massacres of Protestants in Paris were under way.

Since the first week of August, Charles IX had been maneuvering between two fires. His advisor Coligny continued to urge open war against Philip II. On the other hand, the king was getting opposite pressures from his mother, Catherine de’ Medici, his brother Henry of Anjou, the Spanish ambassador Zuñiga, and Pope Gregory XIII’s representative in court. Prince Henry, heir to the throne of France and a fervent Catholic, knew that to neutralize his brother’s yen to attack Philip II, he had to get rid of Coligny. The heir realized that he had to avoiding bloodying his own hands, so he made the proposition instead to a man sent by the papal nuncio. Apparently, this man was an agent of the Holy Alliance. On the night of August 22, Coligny was riding through the streets of Paris in an open carriage when two closed carriages blocked his way at an intersection. Four men jumped out and tried to skewer the royal counselor with their swords, but a rapid intervention by his guards put them to flight. Gaspar de Coligny suffered wounds in the face and his right arm. It was now clear that someone very close to the king wanted him dead.

Both Prince Henry and Catherine de’ Medici knew that Coligny could inflame the Huguenots throughout the country to rise against the king, so they convinced him to mobilize militias throughout Paris. On the night of August 23 and on into August 24, St. Bartholomew’s Day, a true bloodbath engulfed the capital. Between five thousand and twenty thousand Huguenots, depending on one’s source, were killed in Paris in only two days.24 The militia had free rein. They invaded the Huguenots’ homes, murdered men, raped women, and sliced children’s throats. Afterwards, the corpses were thrown into enormous bonfires.25

Admiral Gaspar de Coligny fell that same week. After the assassination attempt, he had retreated to his family castle of Chatillon, knowing that he could be killed at any moment if he couldn’t make contact with William of Orange. On the night of August 26, three men with daggers made their way into his room and killed him with nine blows. Legend has it Coligny was executed by men of the Holy Alliance, though legend is all this is.

In Protestant capitals, public opinion saw what was henceforth termed the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre as the result of a plot by Philip II, Catherine de’ Medici, the Duke of Alba, and Pope Gregory XIII. What is sure is that for months the Holy Alliance spies had been bombarding Rome with messages about the possible repercussions of the Parisian violence, including the possibility of a massacre of Protestants. Rome did not pass on these warnings to anyone; after all, everyone who died that day—the aged, women, and children included—was a heretic.

Walsingham, the English ambassador, now sent back unequivocal reports: “I do not see how this tragedy can but shock the entire kingdom.” Royal guards dispatched by Charles IX from his palace had protected the diplomat from the militias. This protection had in turn allowed him to shelter Englishmen such as Walter Raleigh, who happened to be in Paris on that bloody day. To mitigate the effect of the massacre, Catherine de’ Medici herself concocted a version that the king went on to defend before his parliament in Paris and that the agents of the Holy Alliance would spread throughout Europe: “Gaspar de Coligny had contrived a plan to kill the king, his brothers, and the royal family. The government had been informed just in time [presumably by papal spies] thanks to divine mercy, and by order of the king the admiral [Coligny] and his accomplices had been executed to avoid a bloody coup d’etat.” So ended discussion of the deaths of thousands of people.

Mary Stuart continued to be the Queen of Scotland, but her support dwindled more and more. Her involvement in the Ridolfi Plot had left her in a difficult position vis-à-vis Elizabeth. France, for its part, was now not so inclined to aid her, because of the projected détente between Paris and London. Even Charles IX’s wife, Anne of Austria, had named Queen Elizabeth as godmother of the daughter she had just borne. More and more, the boy prince James of Scotland was recognized as a rightful king.

From London, Macchi informed Gregory XIII that the English were devising a plan against Catholic Scotland. Elizabeth had sent Henry Killigrew to Edinburgh with specific instructions:


It is evident that the presence of the Queen of Scotland is so dangerous to His Majesty [James] and to the kingdom that it has become necessary to be free of her. Although justice could accomplish this here, for various reasons it appears preferable, nonetheless, to send her to Scotland and there place her in the hands of the regent [Morton] to there face judicial proceedings in such a way that no one may any more be placed in dangerby her.26



This text clearly demonstrates Elizabeth’s interest in sending Mary Stuart to her death. But Morton explained to the emissary from London that if they really wanted to aid Scotland, all they had to do was help get rid of a Catholic thorn embedded in Protestant Scotland: Edinburgh Castle, still in the hands of Mary’s supporters. For the English, to recognize James VI as king was one thing, but to intervene openly in Scotland was another.

Charles IX was busy in La Rochelle, and Philip II in the battle for the Netherlands, so Elizabeth was sure that neither of the two would come to Mary’s aid. Finally, on April 17, 1573, an English army crossed the Scottish border. Lamberto Macchi had sent an urgent message to Rome reporting that a great number of men and artillery were massing there. His report reached Rome on April 28, already too late. On the morning of May 17, bombardment of Edinburgh Castle began. Twelve days later, the besieged forces surrendered.

The next ten years were an unsettled period throughout Europe, still under the effects of the Ridolfi Plot, the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre, and the English assault in Edinburgh. France, Spain, and Rome all continued the policies of the past. Four rulers—Elizabeth I in England, Philip II in Spain, Gregory XIII in Rome, and Henry III (who became King of France after his brother Charles’s death in 1574)—guided the politics of the end of the sixteenth century and the beginning of the seventeenth.

At the end of 1573, Philip replaced the Duke of Alba with Luis de Requesens as governor and commander in the Netherlands, but Requesens died in 1576 after two years in power. The monarch then sent Don Juan of Austria until his death in 1578, when he was succeeded by his trusted advisor and second-in-command Alessandro Farnese, Duke of Parma.

From their base in Flushing, the Sea Beggars loyal to William of Orange continued punishing the fleets that sailed through the English Channel. Elizabeth by now had threatened William that if the Beggars continued boarding English vessels, she would have to ally herself with Spain to punish them. In 1578, because of the pressures applied by the Spanish armies, William of Orange offered the crown of the liberated areas of Netherlands to Elizabeth, but she knew that her acceptance would put the fragile alliance between London and Spain in danger.27

On the other hand, the death of Ignatius of Loyola on July 31, 1556, had left the Society of Jesus without strong leadership for its nearly five thousand members spread throughout the world. In 1581, a thirty-seven-year-old Italian, Claudio Acquaviva, was chosen as superior-general of the order. This marked the beginning of the so-called golden age of the Jesuits. Acquaviva and Gregory XIII formed one of the best partnerships in the entire history of the Catholic Church.28

For some time, the Jesuits had understood how Catholic Ireland occupied a strategic place in any serious attempt to reconquer Protestant England by military means. The pope was convinced that support for James Fitzmaurice, the nephew of the Earl of Desmond, could advance the Catholic cause in the British Isles. The Jesuits’ idea was to organize a military expedition to Munster, whence Fitzmaurice believed he could lead a rebellion against Elizabeth.

To carry out this plan, the Jesuits and the agents of the Holy Alliance chose Thomas Stukeley, a ruffian, former pirate, and self-proclaimed illegitimate son of Henry VIII. Stukeley, who was well known to the English spy apparatus, had become a super-defender of Catholicism and installed himself in Madrid, where Philip II had named him “marquis of Ireland.” Always on the lookout for adventures and honors, before leaving for Ireland, Stukeley decided to join King Sebastian of Portugal in a foolish crusade against the infidels of Morocco. On August 4, 1578, his head was separated from his body in the battle of Alcazarquivir. The Holy Alliance needed a new leader for the Irish rebellion.

Fitzmaurice once again would be at the top of the venture. Gregory XIII was willing to finance and bless the operation, but he determined that a member of the Holy Alliance should accompany Fitzmaurice. This time the choice fell upon an English priest named Nicholas Sanders, who had become famous during Elizabeth’s reign for his pamphlets condemning the Anglican heresy.29

On June 27, 1579, James Fitzmaurice and Nicholas Sanders set sail for Ireland from El Ferrol under the papal flag. Their troops and crew consisted of fifty men, mostly Italians and Spaniards. On July 17, they landed on the Smerwick peninsula, where they made camp while awaiting reinforcements from Spain. The operation very soon began to take losses. A shot fired by English troops felled James Fitzmaurice. The Earl of Desmond, who had returned to Ireland after serving a prison term in the Tower of London, replaced him. Within a few weeks, all of Munster was in open rebellion against the English.

Meanwhile Nicholas Sanders was touring all the churches in Ireland, preaching the need for the Irish to rebel against the heretic queen, with the text of the bull excommunicating Elizabeth in hand. Protestants took refuge in Dublin and Cork. The Earl of Ormonde assumed command of Irish troops loyal to England. Finally, in September 1580, Spain dispatched support troops, but on the day before their arrival, Elizabeth sent English reinforcements and a large naval fleet to put down the insurrection. By November, the rebel stronghold was besieged by sea and by land.

After several days of negotiations, the Spanish commander asked Lord Grey of Wilton, head of the English forces, for surrender terms. Wilton carried orders from Elizabeth herself demanding the capitulation and annihilation of all the rebels.

On November 10, 1580, the gates of the fort opened to admit the English troops and the Irish ones loyal to Elizabeth. More than fifty men were executed on the spot, as were Irish Catholic civilians—men, women, and children—who had taken shelter inside. Thirty Spanish officers were spared and allowed to return to Spain upon payment of a sizable ransom. An English Catholic and two Irish ones who had come from Spain with Fitzmaurice were tortured and executed.30

Nicholas Sanders, who had not been inside the fort, soldiered on as a secret agent of the Holy Alliance in Ireland until 1581, when he died of cold and hunger.31

After the Holy Alliance’s “Operation Munster,” Elizabeth I of England protested to the Spanish ambassador. The English sovereign accused the Spaniards and their king of a hostile act in the form of a landing of troops on soil under English sovereignty. The Spanish diplomat replied that Spain had nothing to do with the venture, which had been planned and financed by Pope Gregory XIII.

The official explanation from the court of Madrid was that “papal ships and papal troops have the right of free passage through the land and ports of the King of Spain, a Catholic prince and defender of the faith.” Elizabeth indignantly threatened to send English troops to the Netherlands in response. Ambassador Mendoza again responded with very little diplomacy:


In your own interest, you must know that if the King of Spain decides to make war upon you, he will do so with such force that you will not even have time to breathe before the blow falls.32



The Irish fiasco caused Gregory XIII to turn his eyes to the still-unresolved Scottish question. Elizabeth I and Philip II did the same.

In the seven years since the fall of Edinburgh Castle, Mary Stuart had lost any vestige of power. Thanks to Morton’s regency, the Protestants and Queen Elizabeth had Scotland on a very short leash while the teenage James VI grew into his role as a good king. Still, storm clouds gathered over Scotland, a pawn in a game of religious chess.

James VI had made a triumphal entrance into Edinburgh on October 17, 1578. The cheers of the crowds whetted his taste for power. The young monarch was intelligent and knew his responsibilities, just as he knew that he needed an advisor to help him navigate the minefield of Scottish politics. He chose a French cousin on his mother’s side, Esmé Stuart, Seigneur of Aubigny, descended from Scots who had taken up residence in the Berry region of France during the Hundred Years’ War.33

Esmé d’Aubigny was a fervent Catholic who had sworn loyalty to Pope Gregory XIII. He soon became a sort of Holy Alliance free agent in Scotland. From his privileged position, almost better than that of David Rizzio with Mary Stuart, he could persuade the young king to convert Scotland to Catholicism—or at least so it was believed in Rome. Rizzio, after all, had managed only the bedroom affairs of a queen; d’Aubigny managed the political affairs of a king.

The Frenchman arrived at the Scottish court in 1579. A year later he officially embraced Protestantism so as to pass unnoticed among James’s courtiers. James made him earl and then Duke of Lennox; he also saw in his distant cousin a possible heir to the throne.34

In other European courts, monarchs and their counselors wondered why Esmé d’Aubigny had so much interest in Scotland and James VI. William of Orange thought he was a French pawn. Elizabeth thought he was an agent of Gregory XIII and the Jesuits. In truth, he was just a man in search of his own fortune. D’Aubigny could play the perfect Catholic to the pope and Philip II and the fervent Protestant to Elizabeth I and James VI.

Advised by the Holy Alliance, Esmé d’Aubigny knew that if he were ever to become king in Scotland, he had to get rid of the regent, the powerful Earl of Morton. On December 31, 1580, special guards arrested Morton as he was about to enter the royal residence. The charge was having participated in the assassination of Henry Darnley fourteen years earlier. The ex-regent found himself confined in a dark cell in Edinburgh Castle, awaiting trial.

On hearing this news from Scotland, Elizabeth decided to send her ambassador Thomas Randolph to demand Morton’s immediate release. The English sovereign was told that James VI and d’Aubigny were being manipulated by a new papal conspiracy—which was true.

Then Walsingham, who was now not only secretary of state but also head of espionage, advised the queen to do one of two things: either send a fleet of warships to the Scottish coast to intimidate James VI into releasing Morton, or simply order the assassination of d’Aubigny. Elizabeth chose option two. But she specified that the killing of the Holy Alliance agent should not take place in the king’s presence.35

One night in March of 1581, four men sent by Walsingham intercepted Esmé d’Aubigny, Duke of Lennox. A skilled swordsman, the Frenchman killed his first attacker with a single stroke, while a shot fired by the second English agent wounded him lightly in one arm. The sound of approaching guards then put Walsingham’s spies to flight. The attack had failed, but d’Aubigny could not leave things as they stood. To avoid a second attempt, the powerful counselor ordered Morton’s execution, which took place on June 2 of that same year.

Meanwhile, another net was being woven around James VI and Esmé d’Aubigny and against Elizabeth I in what became known as the “Throckmorton Plot.” The spinners were many: Philip II, Henry III, Gregory XIII, and Mary Stuart. The objective was the same as always: to oust the heretic Elizabeth and replace her with Mary.

In the first months of 1583, Thomas Morgan, then secretary of Mary’s embassy in France, recruited a twenty-eight-year-old English Catholic, Francis Throckmorton. Throckmorton was a supporter of the pope and a lover of intrigue. Sent to England, he set about collecting as much information as possible about English defenses—coastlines, strongholds, possible landing points, etc. His two main links with the Continent were Charles Paget, another member of the Holy Alliance in London who traveled frequently to Paris with coded messages, and the French ambassador to Elizabeth’s court, Michel de Castelnau de Mauvissière. Throckmorton’s dispatches were also sent to the Spanish and French embassies in London and to the Spanish one in Paris. The Spanish ambassadors Mendoza in England and Juan Bautista de Taxis in France informed Philip II about the progress of a conspiracy in which they were not very sure whether to participate.

By the spring of 1583, Walsingham had much of this plan on his desk, including the names of the Holy Alliance’s conspirators and spies. Throckmorton did not realize the extent of English infiltration of the French legation in London. Since the beginning of the year, Walsingham had a spy who went by the code name of Fagot in place within the French embassy. Many years later, it would be revealed that Fagot was none other than the famous Italian philosopher Giordano Bruno, as historian John Bossy points out in his magnificent book Giordano Bruno and the Embassy Affair.36 Until recently, it was thought that the real traitor who torpedoed the Throckmorton Plot was the ambassador’s secretary, Jean Arnault, Seigneur of Cherelles.37

Thanks to the information supplied by Bruno to Walsingham, Throckmorton was arrested on October 12. Before his detention, a servant in the Spanish embassy managed to hide some important papers that directly implicated Spanish diplomats and the Spanish king. The Holy Alliance spy Francis Throckmorton was executed on July 10, 1584.38 Giordano Bruno—or, better put, Fagot—continued working as an English spy until 1586, when he ceased to live in the French embassy in London.39

All the intrigues directed from Madrid and Rome were designed to increase the tension in Scotland. The original idea had been to create a Catholic military force that, after landing in Scotland, would take James VI prisoner and convey him to France, where he would convert to Catholicism either under duress or of his own free will. In the same operation, members of the Holy Alliance aided by English Catholics would free the imprisoned Mary Stuart and restore her to her throne.40

The pope’s agents were the Jesuit fathers Crichton, Holt, Edmund Campion, and Robert Parsons. Crichton, more loyal to the Jesuit leader Claudio Acquaviva than to Pope Gregory XIII, became an authentic legend in the Holy Alliance until his capture on September 3, 1584. Campion was very cultured, a good conversationalist and diplomat. Parsons was a warrior, skilled with the sword and vehement in speech.41

All of them were supposed to travel to Edinburgh and make contact with lords who would lend their support to Mary’s cause. The operation was to be financed by Philip II and the pope. Henry III of France, who had appointed himself general of the operation, planned the military aspect in detail. On a map of Scotland he deployed tokens representing twenty thousand troops, an unrealistic number for the era. Mary Stuart planned to send her son, the dethroned James VI, to Spain under the “protection” or, better said, vigilance of Philip II, with the idea that he would there convert to Catholicism.

To avoid such an eventuality, Walsingham staged a counteroperation. In August 1582, he ordered the Earl of Gowrie, an enemy of de Aubigny, to capture James VI and hold him in the castle of Ruthven until the Protestants were securely in power in Edinburgh.

A week after the detention of the monarch, Esmé d’Aubigny, Duke of Lennox, fled Scotland and took refuge in France. Walsingham’s agents managed to capture the Jesuit priest Holt. After confessing under torture to his participation and that of the Holy Alliance in the plot, he was hanged without trial. Father Crichton escaped and made his way to Rome. Father Parsons fled to France, where he continued working for the Holy Alliance. Father Campion also escaped from Scotland, but he was caught in England shortly afterwards. Imprisoned in the Tower, he was tortured and executed in Tyburn on December 1.

During 1583, the Scottish problem continued to reverberate through the politics of late-sixteenth-century Europe. On June 29 of that year, James was restored to the throne of Scotland. From that moment on, and knowing that his mother, Mary Stuart, had been involved in the plot to overthrow him, he decided to cut off all contact with her. Officially and in the eyes of England, Scotland broke with its former queen by order of her own son.

Gregory XIII, in weak health at eighty-three years of age, still had the spirit to go out with a bang: he ordered the Holy Alliance to assassinate William of Orange. The Protestant prince had survived one attempt on his life only two years earlier. In late-sixteenth-century Europe, political assassination was less the exception than the rule.

For this operation, the pope turned again to Father Crichton, now in Rome after his successful escape from Scotland. Both the Dutch leader and Protestant queen of England deserved to die in the name of the true faith. Crichton reached Holland in April 1584 and immediately established close relations with Baltasar Gérard and Gaspar de Albrech, two Catholic fanatics from Burgundy, both ready to bring an end to the life of the Protestant hero, even in a suicide mission.

They got their chance on July 10, 1584, in the city of Delft. That morning, William of Orange and some members of his entourage had come to the main square of the town to meet with local authorities. The Dutchman was able to dodge Albrech’s attack, but not Gérard’s.42 The United Provinces mourned the death of their leader, because, although the war with Spain was far from over, the new nation of Holland was taking shape in a Europe devastated by war and religious conflict.

On the morning of September 6, 1584, Dutch privateers attacked a ship crossing the North Sea without a flag. After they killed part of the crew and the rest surrendered, the Dutch pirates searched the ship, where they found a man who refused to identify himself. It was Crichton, the Jesuit priest. After the regicide, he had managed to escape any Protestant retribution. The privateers turned him over to English authorities, who shut him in the Tower of London on Walsingham’s orders, awaiting interrogation.43

The Dutchmen also turned over compromising documents that Crichton had hurled into the sea but his assailants had been able to recover. Those papers, now in Walsingham’s possession, demonstrated the usual interest in invading England with a large Catholic army, freeing Mary Stuart, and putting her on the throne instead of the heretic Elizabeth.44

Also among the Jesuit’s possessions was a letter signed by Cardinal Galli, bishop of Como and Vatican secretary of state. Addressed to Crichton, it said:


Because this woman is guilty of causing so much harm to the Catholic faith and the loss of so many millions of souls, there is no doubt that whoever removes her from this world with the pious intention of serving God not only will not be committing a sin, but will be deserving of eternal praise.



The next Parliament met November 23, 1584. Several deputies cited the so-called Complementary law against Jesuits, priests, and other similar and disobedient persons, promulgated in 1559, which ordered such persons to leave English soil within forty days under pain of death. William Parry, a member known for his Catholic sympathies, attacked the letter of the law and those who wanted to put it into practice, arguing that in England there were many Catholics willing to die for Queen Elizabeth. Few listeners knew that Parry had worked for the English spy services in Europe. Nor did they know that the MP had planned to assassinate Elizabeth I four years before. Parry had discarded that plan at the last minute for reasons of conscience.

At the end of the session, William Parry was arrested, accused of treason, and taken to the Tower. The queen herself ordered his release. He had saved his skin, but not by much.45

From the moment of being set free, Parry began to devise a complex scheme to kill the queen. One of those involved in the new plan, Edmund Neville, Earl of Westmoreland, decided to defect and tell all to Walsingham. The news exploded like a bomb among members of court, who had William of Orange’s assassination so fresh in their minds. William Parry appeared in the role of chief Catholic conspirator, with the aged Pope Gregory and the Holy Alliance once more pulling the strings.

The idea was to shoot at the royal carriage during New Year’s festivities. The plan had been designed by Thomas Morgan, one of Mary Stuart’s faithful confidants. During Parry’s interrogation, ties emerged as well to Scottish Catholic refugees in France under the protection of the Catholic Henry III. William Parry’s trial was quick, and so was his execution on March 2, 1585. Thomas Morgan was confined in the Bastille for his part in the plot and freed four months later. Edmund Neville was released without charges but required to leave England. He died in Rome in 1619 under the protection of Pope Paul V.

On April 24, 1585, the conclave of cardinals selected their Franciscan colleague Felice Peretti as the newest pontiff, after the death of Gregory XIII two weeks before. Peretti, who adopted the name Sixtus V, had been very close to Pius V, thanks to whom he had become an advisor to the Congregation of the Inquisition. His selection as pope had the support of Philip II.

Sixtus would be the pope who established the closest of all ties with the Jesuits and who would use them as a shock force everywhere they were sent to defend the faith, whatever the mission might be.46 He fully supported their use as a military force, though he did not approve of their theological points of view.

Claudio Acquaviva knew that if Sixtus V wanted to keep using the Jesuits as shock troops for “special missions,” he had to give way in theological matters. Sixtus, for his part, was conscious that if he kept up his pressure against the order, Acquaviva would counterattack by asking his members their opinion about the issue of obedience to the pope and about his views. The pope sent a warning signal to the Jesuit superior-general when in 1590 he ordered the name of the order changed from Society of Jesus to “Order of Ignacio.” For Sixtus V, the Jesuits’ use of Jesus’ name was somewhat offensive. This was so for many cardinals of the period, who objected to having to doff their hats or bow their heads when the name of the powerful order was spoken, since it included Jesus’ name. In spite of the papal decision, no Jesuit general or Jesuit assembly ever adopted the new name.

In the spring of 1586, the so-called Babington Plot began, once again with the goal of restoring Mary Stuart to the Scottish throne and possibly of ending Elizabeth’s life so that the Catholic queen could wear the crown of both realms. Really, for the English and Scots of the last years of the sixteenth century, both Catholics and Protestants, to raise one’s hand against a crowned head of state was not just a crime but a sacrilege. Mary Stuart committed such a sacrilege when she joined the Babington Plot. Elizabeth I would do the same if she executed Mary Stuart once the conspiracy came to light.

In August, the plotters were all arrested. Ballard, Savage, and Babington himself were confined in the Tower. Mary Stuart’s trial began October 14, 1586, in Fotheringay Castle in the county of Northampton. On October 25, she was found guilty of high treason, sedition, and support for the plotters who wanted to murder Queen Elizabeth. The tribunal sentenced her to death.

Reactions to the sentence were lukewarm. Henry III of France was too busy fighting two other Henrys: Henry of Navarre and his Protestant backers and Henry of Guise and his Catholics. Philip II was bogged down in Flanders, and Pope Sixtus V had decided to look the other way because James VI of Scotland had allowed him to glimpse a possibility that, once named heir to the English throne and following the death of Elizabeth, he would restore Catholicism. This interpretation led Sixtus to recall the agents of the Holy Alliance from England.47

On February 1, Elizabeth signed the document authorizing the execution of Mary Stuart, once Mary Queen of Scots. A week later, on the morning of February 8, 1587, the anointed Queen of Scotland entered the great hall of Fotheringay Castle, where the scaffold had been erected. Mary Stuart, a queen from the day of her birth, determined to act the part during her execution. The earls of Shrewsbury and Kent served as Elizabeth’s witnesses.

After a short Latin prayer and uttering the words “In te domine, confido, ne confundar in aeternum,” she bent her head on the block, which she grasped with both arms. The executioner lifted his axe and let it fall toward the white neck of Mary Stuart. It smashed part of her skull. His second attempt hit her neck full on, but it took a third to separate her head from the rest of her body. The executioner then grasped her head and tried to lift it in the air. He found himself holding a wig, while the nearly bald, graying head of a woman getting on in years rolled on the wooden floor. In the face of such a vision, someone managed to cry out, “God save the Queen!”48

Elizabeth I of England had finally ended her Scottish problem, but Philip II and Pope Sixtus V did not take the execution of a Catholic queen lightly. Weapons ranging from an Invincible Armada to the assassins of the Holy Alliance would be put at the service of the faith and wielded against the heretic queen. Times of action were at hand.
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TIMES OF ACTION (1587–1605)
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There will be darkness over the earth, so thick that it may be felt.

—Exodus 10:21



For years, almost since Elizabeth’s excommunication in 1570, there had been talk of an open attack upon England by Spain. In spy circles, including those of England, this possible military operation was known by the code word “the Enterprise.” Those attempting to persuade Philip II to carry it out included Pope Sixtus V and the Jesuits, for religious reasons; Mary Stuart’s backers, the Scottish Catholics, with the goal of restoring her to the Scottish throne; and the English Catholics, with the goal of proclaiming Mary sovereign of England as well, where she could restore Catholicism once the heretic queen had been made to disappear. Another backer of the Enterprise was none other than Philip’s half brother Don Juan of Austria, who wanted to marry Mary Stuart and become King of England and Scotland himself.

On the other hand, Philip II did not want to make a bad decision in order to satisfy anyone. The Spanish king had no great desire to put a half-French queen on the English throne. Nor did he want to give a brother whom he didn’t particularly trust access to such a queen. Nor, of course, did he especially want to please the pope, since many people might infer that he was acting at the instructions of Rome.1

The endless wars in the Netherlands were costing Philip too much treasure, and Rome demanded more and more action without giving much help in return. What London didn’t know, however, was that the Spanish monarch saw Elizabeth of England as an aggressor and, therefore, easily attackable from a political point of view. England had openly intervened in the Netherlands with the signing of the Treaty of Nonsuch; she had given the green light, too, to the pillaging of the Spanish coast by pirate ships under the command of Francis Drake.

After Mary Stuart’s execution, the Holy Alliance informed the pope that Elizabeth thought that, having eliminated the basis of an alliance between Scottish and English Catholics and the focal point of Spanish intervention plans, now there was nothing to prompt Spain into a military adventure. With Mary gone, there was no door left open to Rome in its desire to restore Catholicism to the isles. James VI would continue to defend Protestantism, despite the timid messages he sent to Sixtus V about his reasons for not condemning Elizabeth on the matter of his mother’s execution.

James VI wanted to become Elizabeth’s legitimate heir and succeed her on the throne of England. He had persuaded Sixtus V to refrain from stirring up the Catholics until he was named the legitimate successor, arguing that the pontiff should remove from the country and from its court any Holy Alliance agent bent on assassination. James VI had timidly told the pope’s agents that perhaps, once he was wearing the double crown, he could return both realms to Catholicism or at least grant more religious freedom to Catholics—something that never occurred.2

The first reports of the military Enterprise date from the end of 1585. But it was really early the next year when the English espionage service learned from various sources about the formation of a great fleet to be sent against England.3 The English ambassador in Paris wrote to Walsingham:


The Spanish party here in France are boasting that within three months England will be attacked, and that a great armed fleet is being readied for this purpose. I have difficulty believing this, since the time is so short.4



Walsingham half believed this report. Elizabeth’s spy chief suspected that Philip was building a large fleet, not to send against England but to support the Duke of Parma in the Netherlands. However, perhaps the fleet would sail instead for Scotland or Ireland, in which case England needed to be ready to respond militarily. Philip II, meanwhile, thought that once his great Armada attacked England, a weakened Elizabeth would have to negotiate an honorable way out. Clearly, the Spanish monarch did not understand the temperament of the English queen.5

In the spring of 1587, just two months after Mary Stuart’s execution, Walsingham was devoting himself to preparing England’s defenses. His agents in strategic points of Europe informed him that Philip II had decided to proceed with the Enterprise.

As a countermeasure, Elizabeth authorized her loyal Francis Drake to set sail with a squadron of almost twenty ships charged with preventing the assembly of the Spanish fleets outside their home ports. The English ships were to interrupt their lines of supply and to pursue or sink the Spanish warships if they made for England or Ireland. Holy Alliance agents informed Spain that Drake’s fleet was almost ready to embark from Plymouth and, according to their sources, would attack the ports and coasts in the area of El Ferrol.6

On the night of April 2, after Drake’s squadron had set sail without notice, Elizabeth changed her mind. She asked Walsingham to send an urgent message to Drake telling him not to attack the Spanish ports. The first message reached Plymouth at 3 A.M., when the sails of the English ships were still visible on the horizon. A second messenger sent by Walsingham had been intercepted by agents of the pope. Once they knew what was afoot, they sent their own urgent reports to Madrid and Rome, but by then it was too late for both Elizabeth I and Philip II. Drake had decided to alter his own plans, and, instead of attacking a port in Galicia or Cantabria or in the Antilles, he decided to change course and attack the city of Cádiz.7 From his flagship, the Elizabeth Bonaventure, and the surrounding vessels, Drake directed the bombardment of the fortified city and the entrance to its harbor. In the mere two hours the operation lasted, Francis Drake succeeded in sinking almost thirty Spanish ships that had been preparing to join the Armada and destroyed the naval barracks and armories as well.8

When Pope Sixtus V learned of this attack on Spanish power, he declared, “Our king deliberates while the heretic queen attacks.”9

From any point of view, Drake’s “Operation Cádiz” was a master stroke, but in spite of the heavy blow it dealt to Spain’s preparations and pride, the raid set the Armada back only a year. Meanwhile, the Holy Alliance’s agents continued operating openly in the Netherlands, protected by the all-powerful Duke of Parma.

One of their best operations was that of Geertruidenberg. During the peace negotiations taking place in the spring of 1588, the pope’s agents had managed to foment a rebellion among the mercenary troops guarding the fortified city of Geertruidenberg, a strategic point on the south side of the Maas River. German mercenaries made up the first line of defense, Dutch ones made up the second, and English and Protestant Irish constituted the third. The Holy Alliance spies had managed to undermine the morale of the troops due to the nearly four months they had gone without pay. The papal agents made speeches in the Dutch city’s plaza against “those great ones who rest their behinds on the thrones of Europe and look the other way when it comes time to pay those who defend their seats of power.”

England was refusing to pay the debt of 210,000 florins or nearly 22,000 pounds owed to the Geertruidenberg mercenaries, alleging that this was the problem of the States-General (the Dutch parliament), while that body in turn responded that the mercenaries recruited by England were more loyally serving the cause of Elizabeth I than that of Protestantism in the Netherlands. Walsingham knew that Sixtus V was behind the rebellion, and the Duke of Parma and Philip II along with him.

The English spy chief was conscious that sooner or later the troops needed to be paid, or else the strategic city would fall into Spanish hands. At last, when lack of payment had the mercenaries on the point of surrendering the city to the Spaniards, a message from the States-General arrived assuming responsibility for the debt. Thanks to the agents of the Holy Alliance, though, the Spanish army had nearly taken an important military objective without firing a single shot.

Philip II could not easily forget the blow Elizabeth had dealt him in Cádiz, and so he hurried the preparation of the Enterprise all the more. The plan was simple. Embarking from Lisbon, a Grand Armada would set sail for the English Channel, evade any encounter with English warships, cross near Calais, and land in Margate, in the northern part of Kent. There they would be joined by Parma’s troops, arriving from the Spanish-controlled ports of the Netherlands. In all, some thirty thousand men would defeat the weak English army and march on London.10 On paper, the plan was clear and simple. In practice, in the years of the late sixteenth century, this was not the case.

The agents deployed in the areas of action expressed their doubts about the military operation. In a document sent to the pope, one agent wondered how the Duke of Parma’s troops would get from the Netherlands to England. Sixtus V himself asked Philip what would happen once England was in Spanish hands. None of these questions was answered.

Parma had made clear that he would gather his fifteen thousand men in Dunkirk, Nieuport, and Sluis, but without the Armada’s protection it would be almost impossible to transport them across the Channel, which was full of Dutch privateers and Drake’s ships as well. So the Spanish governor requested that the king send the Armada to the coast of the Netherlands to protect his troops before striking the main blow against England. But this itself required first capturing a secure harbor in England, such as the port of Dover.11 According to historian Garrett Mattingly in his book The Defeat of the Spanish Armada, that was the weak point of the whole operation.

The Holy Alliance had instructions from Pope Sixtus V to seek support in the English coastal towns for a possible rising against local authorities once the sails of the Armada came into view. The papal agents also had the mission of creating an extensive communication network that would cover the whole eastern coast of England and the western coast of Flanders and France, so as to keep the Spaniards informed of all English movements.

One of the most active agents of the Holy Alliance, the Genovese Marco Antonio Massia, reported to the pope:


Here in England it is believed that the Spanish will come with their ships’ holds packed full of gallows on which to hang all the men, and whips with which to flog the women, and four thousand wet nurses to suckle the babies who will be carried back to Spain in the ships. It is also said that all children from seven to twelve years old will be branded with hot irons. All these things arouse the people to offer resistance to Spain.



To Rome and Madrid it was obvious that such tales, spread by Walsing-ham’s men, would indeed have their impact on the uneducated populace of the late sixteenth century. The truth is that Philip II had no well-developed plan for the English succession after Elizabeth, nor had he given it much thought after the death of Mary Stuart.

For Philip, the Protestant heir James VI of Scotland was not a valid candidate, although it was always possible that Sixtus V could declare him, too, a heretic and excommunicate him. Really, the pope was more and more in disagreement with Philip II because his agents in the court of Madrid had told him of the monarch’s desires to be declared King of England himself, by virtue of being descended on his mother’s side from the House of Lancaster.12 Sixtus V would not allow the Spanish king to unite the crown of England with those of Spain, Portugal, Sicily, and Naples, not to mention the other domains under his control in 1588.

To command the Armada, Philip appointed Admiral Álvaro de Bazán, an experienced seaman and military expert who had already defeated the French fleet in 1582 in the Azores. The problem was that the admiral was now quite advanced in years, and the task of preparing the Armada finished him off on March 9, 1588. Philip replaced Bazán with the Duke of Medina-Sidonia, a rich nobleman recommended by nothing more than his great loyalty to the king. He was, as history would demonstrate, pessimistic, wavering, and in fact somewhat of a coward—three bad qualities in an officer in charge of a great enterprise like the Armada. Philip II was perfectly aware of the defects of his inexperienced admiral and therefore wanted to lead the venture himself. Medina-Sidonia was merely his hand on the tiller of the ships.13

The pope’s spies kept up their steady stream of reports about English preparations. As her Lord Admiral, Elizabeth named Charles Howard, loyal to the queen despite being the younger brother of the Duke of Norfolk executed in 1572. The English squadron based in Plymouth would be led by Francis Drake, whose job was to keep the Spanish galleons out of the Channel. Howard, for his part, was to block any movement of Philip’s ships toward the North Sea.

The Genovese Marco Antonio Massia, now infiltrated into England, reported to the pope that the English had set up a system of coastal bonfires to immediately relay the news of the Armada’s arrival. Parma’s troops were to be blockaded by the Dutch fleet, made up of thirty ships under Justin of Nassau. The Holy Alliance also reported continual movement of troops and warships in several ports of Flanders and Zeeland. By the beginning of July, the English court knew that the Grand Armada had left Spain. The die was cast.

During the preceding weeks, Walsingham’s police devoted their efforts to hunting and capturing the pope’s spies. Many of the best of them were interned in the Castle of Wisbech, near the fens of Cambridgeshire.

On the diplomatic front, Elizabeth was sure that France would not support Spain. Henry III had already let Madrid know that his delicate situation did not allow him to support the attack on England. James VI of Scotland was another matter. Elizabeth was not so sure that Mary Stuart’s son would refuse to support Philip II, if Philip would help him ascend the English throne as legitimate ruler. What James needed was an army with which to prove his valor in an open confrontation with Elizabeth. The Armada’s troops could be just that.14

Walsingham advised Elizabeth to order the deployment of troops on the Scottish border while explaining to James that this was not a sign of aggression toward his country but rather a means of defense in case the Spaniards chose to invade England by way of Scotland. Elizabeth did in fact fear a possible Spanish-Scottish alliance. As historians Neil Hanson, Colin Martin, Geoffrey Parker, and Garrett Mattingly all agree in their works The Confident Hope of a Miracle: The Real History of the Spanish Armada, The Spanish Armada: Revised Edition, and The Defeat of the Spanish Armada, the English treated the defense of kingdom against Spanish invaders almost as a joke. Walsingham wrote then: “Our manner of proceeding is so tepid and unconcerned that only the grace of God and a miracle can save us from such a danger.” In any case, the miracle did arrive.

The size of the Armada was incredible for its time: 130 galleons divided into eight squadrons carrying thirty thousand men, to be bolstered by the fifteen thousand more under the Duke of Parma who were waiting in Flemish ports to board ship for England.15 The English defensive fleet had only thirty-four ships and 6,700 men. Spain outnumbered England by nearly four to one in ships and nearly seven to one in troops. Everyone knew the combat about to unfold would pit five Spanish Goliaths against a puny English David.

The huge fleet left Lisbon on June 7. An intense storm stirring up the Atlantic scattered most of the Armada. The battered ships regrouped in La Coruña. The water in their casks was stagnant, the meat was full of worms, and several hundred men who had taken sick were discharged. On July 22, the fleet weighed anchor again, heading north from the Galician coast. On the 29th, it neared the English coast. Walsingham’s spies in Cornwall spotted its sails billowing in a strong wind from the west. In crescent formation, with the flagship in the lead, the Armada advanced along the Devon coast. Drake’s and Howard’s ships began attacking the stragglers on July 31.16

On August 4, one of the Spanish galleons was wrecked on the French coast with important documents on board. Two days later the wind shifted, and Medina-Sidonia made a bad decision. He ordered the entire Armada to take shelter in Calais, but the bay was too small to make room for the whole fleet, and the bulk of the ships remained exposed.

Once again, Drake and Howard decided to attack, while the Spanish ships were struggling to stay anchored rather than be pulled into the North Sea. Parma’s troops remained nowhere to be seen, and the English-Dutch fleet blocked any Spanish retreat. Soon many of Medina-Sidonia’s ships were on fire, sunk, dismasted, or lost.

On August 8, Admiral Howard launched his last great attack on the Armada, eliminating any possibility of counterattack by the Spanish galleons. The military operation planned by Philip II had been flawed from the start, as the spy Marco Antonio Massia reported to the pope. The Spanish monarch had designed the whole operation as a huge landing and invasion of England, but never as a naval battle. Drake’s and Howard’s ships took care of the rest.

Ten days after this definitive defeat, Philip II read a rosy message sent by his ambassador in London reporting that Medina-Sidonia had sunk fifteen of Drake’s ships, including his flagship. Thanks to the effectiveness of the agents of the Holy Alliance, Sixtus V, seated on his throne in Rome, was the first to know all the gory details of the Spanish defeat. The Armada was no more. The crews shipwrecked in Scotland were given aid and shelter and later repatriated by order of James I; those wrecked in Ireland were massacred. Only twenty-seven ships managed to return to Spain. Though Medina-Sidonia was accused of incompetence and cowardice, Philip kept him on as a trusted aide.

England, on the other hand, trumpeted its victory over a now-weakened Spain, and the triumph of the true religion over the darkness of Catholic papistry. By order of Queen Elizabeth, a new coin showed a Spanish galleon struggling against the waves under the legend “VENIT, VIDIT, FUGIT.“ (It came, it saw, it fled.) Pedro de Valdés, one of Medina-Sidonia’s lieutenants who was taken prisoner by Francis Drake, remained confined in the English pirate’s house for five years and was displayed to visitors like a humiliated animal.17

The Armada, which the English now styled with the sarcastic adjective “Invincible,” has passed into the realm of myth, as has the participation of the Holy Alliance’s agents, like the Genovese Marco Antonio Massia, before, during, and after the military operation. Many of the pope’s spies were used as simple messengers, others as spies in enemy ports, and others as saviors of many of the shipwrecked crews. Massia himself negotiated with James VI the repatriation of nearly 630 Spanish sailors and soldiers wrecked on the Scottish coasts.

Soon afterwards, ironically, the losers found themselves made into heroes, and the winners into losers. While the Spanish survivors were feted as heroes by their people and their king, many of the demobilized English defenders were felled by typhus, hunger, and exhaustion without Queen Elizabeth I offering them any aid. The victors soon forgot their heroes while the losers glorified theirs. Philip II restored his battered finances thanks to the ships full of gold and precious stones arriving from his American possessions, while England had to rely on plunder and piracy.

The last years of the 1580s brought many deaths of the famous. The Earl of Leicester died of a fever on September 4, 1588. The next year brought the death of Walter Mildmay, close counselor to Elizabeth, chancellor of the exchequer, and scourge of the spies of the Holy Alliance; he succumbed to poison administered by the Holy Alliance, or so it was said. Francis Walsingham, spymaster and true founder of the British secret services, died in 1590; so did his antagonist Pope Sixtus V, on August 27, at the age of sixty-nine. The late pontiff was the one who made most use of the Holy Alliance as an instrument of espionage and special operations, including assassination.

In only fifteen months, three new popes occupied the Throne of St. Peter: Urban VII, Gregory XIV, and Innocent IX. During this short interval, there were no known Holy Alliance operations, or at least no documented ones. The election of Cardinal Ippolito Aldobrandini as Pope Clement VIII on January 30, 1592, set the pontifical espionage apparatus back in motion. Once again, the Holy Alliance began intriguing to get rid of the heretic Elizabeth I.

The new pope, who came from an aristocratic Florentine family, had been part of the entourage of Cardinal Miguel Bonelli, legate a latere18 from the Vatican to the court in Madrid. There he had established good relations with Philip II’s spies, and in 1571 and 1572, Aldobrandini became a kind of permanent Holy Alliance agent in the capital of the Spanish empire. He reported directly to Pope Pius V, who founded the papal espionage service only six years before.

Aldobrandini’s career as a Vatican spy suffered an abrupt setback with the death of Pius V. During the papacy of Gregory XIII, this former agent of Pius V toiled in the management of legal affairs. When Sixtus V ascended the papal throne, his fortunes changed again. Sixtus became his patron, raising him to cardinal and entrusting him with special missions.19

Sixtus V knew that Aldobrandini had experience in the espionage world, the diplomatic world, the religious world, and most important, he had good relations with those surrounding Philip II.

The first special mission of the spy Ippolito Aldobrandini took place in May of 1588, when the pope sent him to Poland. The Holy Alliance agent had to try to mediate among the factions supporting two claimants to the crown following the death of King Stephen Bathory. Aldobrandini tried to get the two heirs, Sigismund Vasa and Maximilian von Hapsburg, to reach a peaceful accord but also to extract from them a firm commitment to keep Poland within the Catholic sphere and in strict obedience to the pope. Sigismund acquired the crown of Poland, making a stable and lasting peace with Maximilian on March 9, 1589. The success of his Polish mission made Aldobrandini one of the most prestigious members of the College of Cardinals.

Pope Innocent IX’s sudden death on December 30, 1591, required the fourth convocation of the cardinals in seventeen months. Spanish pressure, as so often before, was quite strong. This time Philip II wanted a more tractable pope on the Throne of St. Peter than Sixtus V, whom he had characterized as “too independent and too given to intrigues.” At last, thanks to the Spanish monarch’s support, Ippolito Aldobrandini, former spy, was named pope on January 30, 1592.

Clement VIII became pope at a very unsettled European moment. The Netherlands were aflame everywhere, and Maurice of Nassau had emerged as an authentic leader in the fight against Spain.

The previous year, Philip II’s forces had lost Zuthphen, Deventer, Hulst, and finally the strategic Nijmegen. From then on, the southern flank of the future nation of Holland was secure. In December of 1592, the situation took an unexpected turn with the death of Alessandro Farnese, Duke of Parma. The court at Madrid named a series of successors, but none was more than a witness to the coming of the end. Count von Mansfeld, the Archduke Ernest, the Count of Fuentes, and the Archduke Alberto were some of them.20 Little by little, the future Holland was establishing its borders: in Nijmegen in 1591, and in Groningen and Geertruidenberg, which were recovered in 1593 after a long siege by Maurice of Nassau’s troops.

The same year and rather suddenly, a new front opened in France. Henry of Navarre had become Henry IV of France after the flight from Paris of Henry III. The deposed king was then assassinated in 1589 by a fanatical Dominican friar and, some sources say, agent of the Holy Alliance. Apparently Pope Sixtus V did not want any obstacles in the progress of Henry IV and his kingdom toward Catholicism, and Henry III was one.21

Henry of Bourbon, the Calvinist king of Navarre, had previously been one of the greatest defenders of Protestantism and had been condemned as such by Pope Sixtus V. However, Philip II and Clement VIII did not count on the large number of French Catholics who recognized Henry IV as their king.

As his first measure, Henry IV ordered the evacuation of all the Spanish troops from Paris. Philip II took this as a serious warning that could spark an open war between the two countries. Holy Alliance agents had advised Pope Clement VIII to keep himself in the background, because they knew that Henry IV was ready to reject Calvinism and convert to Catholicism, as indeed came to pass. Aware that the only way to put an end to the divisions in the realm was to reject Protestantism, Henry IV decided to convert on July 25, 1593, just as the agents of the Holy Alliance had foreseen.

That same year, the new King of France sent a representative to Rome to persuade the pope to revoke the censures and penalties imposed by Sixtus V, but Clement VIII was unsure. The cardinals seemed inclined to offer Henry IV absolution. To put a stamp of approval on the reconciliation between Rome and Paris, diplomatic relations—broken off in 1588—were restored.

Instead of supporting Madrid, Clement VIII interceded to get Catholic France and Catholic Spain to sign the Peace of Vervins on May 2, 1598, and put an end to the war that had been desolating both countries for three years. Philip II recognized Henry IV as the true king and returned the territories Spain had conquered in northeastern France. Calais came back into French hands after many years of Spanish domination. At the same time, with the Edict of Nantes, Henry IV permanently introduced freedom of religion throughout his realm.

Elizabeth continued to regard the French-Spanish reconciliation with suspicion and described the French king as “that ungrateful Antichrist.” Her rejection of a stable peace placed her once again in the sights of the Holy Alliance. Clement VIII, after all, had to keep defending the true faith, even if it meant he had to approve assassination attempts on the heretic queen.

To show that she would not hesitate to repress Catholicism within her kingdom, Elizabeth demonstrated unprecedented cruelty. In the first years of the 1590s, the queen ordered the execution of sixty-one priests and forty-seven laypersons. In 1593, Parliament approved the so-called Act for Restraining Popish Recusants, which barred Catholics from traveling more than five miles from their homes.22 After the execution of Mary Stuart, English Catholics had become less restive or perhaps had simply accepted their place in history, but the Jesuits, loyal as they were to the pope and to Philip II, continued to be the most implacable enemies of the heretic Elizabeth.

In 1593, a Jesuit sent by the Holy Alliance took ship from somewhere in the Netherlands with the intent to throw a bomb at Elizabeth’s royal carriage as it passed.23 Apparently, Walsingham’s agents managed to prevent this. A figure who might have been in a position to kill Elizabeth of England, however, was a doctor, Rodrigo López.

At the beginning of 1594, the English court was still caught up in the atmosphere of suspicion and deception created by an affair that involved the queen’s favorite, the Earl of Essex. For some eight years, Elizabeth’s personal physician had been Rodrigo López, a Portuguese doctor of Jewish origins converted to Christianity. López had become quite well known among the British aristocracy since his arrival in London in 1558. He numbered among his clientele the most important figures of the court: Lord Burghley (William Cecil), the Earl of Leicester, Burghley’s son Robert Cecil, and even Essex himself. Thanks to his service to the queen, the physician had been granted a monopoly on the importation of anise, which had made him very rich. No one was surprised to see him arrive at the royal palace deep into the night, carrying his black cases full of medicines.

Because of his Portuguese origin, López was also in the circle of friends of Dom Antonio, pretender to the Portuguese crown. In reality, he served as a triple agent, spying for the pope, for the Spanish king, and for Burghley, now chief of the English spies. In December 1593, Essex undertook his own investigation of the spy, whom he accused of trying to kill the queen at the behest of Pope Clement VIII and Philip II. In January 1594, Essex sent a report to Anthony Bacon, one of Elizabeth’s confidants:


I have discovered a most dangerous and desperate treason. The point of the conspiracy was her Majesty’s death. The executioner should have been Dr. López. This I have so followed that I will make it appear as clear as noonday.24



The letter found its way into Burghley’s hands. Elizabeth’s spy chief doubted the truth of Essex’s accusations. What motive did López have to assassinate the queen, who showered him with attention and favors? Essex did not know that López passed on information to Burghley, specifically about actions and plots against the queen originating in Rome and Madrid. As a precaution, however, Burghley ordered López to remain inside his house. He told the queen that the doctor was ill and had confined himself to avoid passing on any contagion. An epidemic of plague had struck London, and the court had moved to Hampton Court Palace. Essex, seeing that his accusation against López was not resulting in any action, decided to tell the queen his suspicions. She ordered him to silence, accusing him of trying to remove a loyal man out of simple jealousy.25

Essex, however, did not give up. López was brought secretly to the Tower of London on January 29 to be interrogated by Essex and Robert Cecil. Brutally tortured, López ended up confessing that he belonged to the Holy Alliance under orders of Pope Clement VIII and that he had proposed to poison the English sovereign. As proof, he showed Cecil and Essex the gold ring sent to him by Philip II for future “service,” which he in turn had offered as a gift to Queen Elizabeth. The queen had refused to accept it, returning it to the doctor.

The fact was—as a later trial would show—that Rodrigo López had tried to collect from all sides, including a promised fifty thousand crowns from Philip II once the queen was dead. Burghley asked the doctor why he hadn’t revealed the plot before. But López knew that even revealing it, he could be condemned to death under the laws approved during the time of Mary Stuart.

The trial of Rodrigo López and Claudio Tinico (a Holy Alliance spy who served as intermediary between López and Rome) took place on March 14. The sentence was death, but curiously enough Elizabeth did not affix her seal to ratify the sentence until June 7. That same night, López and Tinico were brought to the main courtyard of the Tower, hanged by the neck until dead, and their bodies quartered. The queen continued to believe in Rodrigo López’s innocence, though none but the executed prisoner would ever know the truth. In spite of his being convicted of high treason, López’s goods were given to his widow, and she was granted a pension for life. Elizabeth kept the ring that Philip II had given the doctor, which she would wear on her finger until the day of her own death.26

At the end of June, Philip II ordered the transfer of his own court to his palace at El Escorial in spite of the protests of his doctors, Juan Gómez de Sanabria and Cristóbal Pérez de Herrera. The chill of the mountains on these outskirts of Madrid was bad for his health. On September 1, the king, now very weak, officially desisted from all tasks of state. From that day on, only the friar Diego de Yepes, his personal confessor, ministered to his spiritual needs. On September 13, 1598, at 3 A.M., Philip II died peacefully in his bed in the Monastery of San Lorenzo in El Escorial.27 Thus vanished, too, one of the main spiritual and financial pillars of the papal secret service, the Holy Alliance, founded thirty-two years before.

For Elizabeth, the death of the principal bulwark of the Holy Alliance would not improve her situation or free her from future intrigues—at least, not so far as Pope Clement VIII was concerned. There remained many intrigues to undertake and many plots to organize against the heretic queen.

The next conspiracy against Elizabeth I was hatched in the Netherlands, under the protective hand of the Spanish governor, the Archduke Alberto, an ex-cardinal now married to the beloved daughter of Philip II, the Infanta Isabel Clara Eugenia. Three Jesuits, one of them Father Carew, crossed the English Channel on board a fishing boat. Upon landing in England, they made their way to London. Their goal was to place a powerful explosive under the queen’s bed. To gain such access, the trio sent by the Holy Alliance made contact with a Catholic servant working in the royal palace. Days before they were to attempt the assassination, two of the Jesuits were arrested in the inn where they were staying. The third, Father Carew, managed to escape. Apparently, the servant decided to confess the plot to Robert Cecil.28 The two Jesuits were executed and quartered in the Tower in April of 1602. Father Carew, arrested shortly afterwards, suffered the same fate in February of 1603.

In July 1601, meanwhile, the Spanish siege of Ostend had begun, while English troops were busy fighting a war in Ireland. For the poorly prepared English army, two fronts were too many. Elizabeth therefore decided to negotiate with Henry of France to guard the waters of Calais and prevent the Spanish from invading England by that route.

Henry IV decided to send his close friend the Duke of Biron to speak with Elizabeth and promise not to allow Spanish forces to use Calais as platform for any invasion of English territory.

In March 1602, Henry IV learned from his secret service that the Duke of Biron, his best friend and comrade-in-arms, was working as a Holy Alliance spy in the service of Philip III of Spain. The duke’s idea was to turn all the south and east of France over to Spain and be named King of Burgundy and the Franche-Compté in return. The evidence was conclusive. One of the supposed papal spies used by the duke to carry his messages in fact worked for the French, so all his correspondence with Clement VIII and Philip III had come into the possession of Henry IV. On July 31, 1602, the duke was executed in the Bastille, crying fealty to the king, his friend.

In the beginning of 1603, after a forty-five-year reign, the scepter was finally about to pass from Elizabeth’s hand. On March 14, her condition improved considerably, so that she was able to receive an ambassador, Giovanni Scaramelli, sent by the Doge of Venice to reestablish diplomatic relations between England and the Serene Republic. The old woman of seventy still found the strength to flirt with the Venetian. On March 16, she suffered a relapse from which she would not recover. Early on Thursday, March 24, 1603, Elizabeth of England died peacefully in her bed, just as her historic enemy Philip II had done five years earlier. As her legitimate heir she left James VI of Scotland, who would adopt the name James I of England.29 His first measure as the new monarch was to bring the body of his mother, Mary Stuart, from her secluded tomb in Peterborough cemetery to the crypt in Westminster Abbey housing the remains of the kings of England. Elizabeth and Mary now rested together for all eternity.30

Rome received the news of the queen’s death with joy. Catholicism’s great enemy was dead. Clement VIII ordered the bells rung. His joy, however, proved only momentary, for he soon discovered that James I, King of England, Ireland, and Scotland, twenty-fourth King of England in line from William the Conqueror, had not the least intention of making his country into a Catholic realm.

The pope then ordered the creation of a seminary for Scottish priests in Rome and confirmed the English seminaries created in Seville and Valladolid by Philip II, awarding them important privileges and entrusting their direction to the Jesuits. These centers would produce many new agents of the Holy Alliance willing to give their lives in the name of the true faith and in strict obedience to the supreme pontiff. Clement VIII, in fact, made the papal espionage into a true secret service and its members, the majority of them Jesuits, more and more expert in their “executive” missions.

The pontiff also supported the evangelization of America, where he created new dioceses, and of the Far East. Gregory XIII had given his shock troops, the Jesuits, a monopoly on all missionary work in China and Japan, but Clement extended the privilege to all the orders.

On March 5, 1605, Clement died in Rome. However, he left to his successors in this new century all those new horizons to discover, new spaces in which the Holy Alliance could operate. The English heretics were no longer the prime objective above all else.
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