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1 Daniel Mytens, King James I of England and VI of Scotland (1621). The aging king in his garter
robes during the period of his attempt to settle the Palatinate crisis through a marriage alliance with
Spain. James’s motto “Beati Pacifici” (Blessed are the Peacemakers) adorns the tapestry behind him,
while the odd angle of his right foot suggests the congenital weakness in his legs.




2 William Larkin, George Villiers (c.1616). The earliest major portrait of the court
favourite, commissioned from the early Jacobean court’s most skilled painter of material
splendour, depicts Villiers in garter robes and thus commemorates his elevation to the
Order, one of the first of a long series of honours and titles granted him by the crown.



3 Daniel Mytens, Prince Charles (1623).
Charles as Prince of Wales, painted around
the time of his trip with Buckingham to
Madrid in 1623.

4 Daniel Mytens, James Hamilton, 2nd Marquis
Hamilton (1624). Painted the year before

his controversial death, the portrait depicts
Hamilton in his court office as Lord Steward.




5 Michael Jansz van Miereveld, George Villiers, Duke of Buckingham (1625-26). A stunning example
of the royal favourite as a work of art. Painted during Buckingham’s diplomatic trip to The Hague in
1625, Miereveld’s portrait captures the duke’s calculated use of sartorial splendour - ornate ruff, ropes
of pearls, fashionable lovelock - to project his authority.
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INTRODUCTION

"SUCH TALES AS GOES HERE OF HIM~
HISTORY, MEDICINE AND THE MURDER OF

KING JAMES I

EwW MEN KNEW King James VI and I better than Thomas Erskine did. He

had sat with him as a schoolboy in Scotland, and in 1585, at the age of
nineteen, had become a gentleman of James’s bedchamber, an office that kept
him in frequent attendance on the young king. In 1601, after Erskine had
helped save James from would-be assassins, the king appointed him to the
Scottish Privy Council, and, on accession to the English throne in 1603, named
him Captain of the Guard. James continued to honour his old friend, making
him Lord Erskine in 1604 and Viscount Fenton in 1606, adding him to the
English Privy Council in 1610, before naming him Earl of Kellie in 1619. But
Kellie’s most significant office was the one he had acquired back in 1605, when
he became James’s Groom of the Stool, the bedchamber servant who dressed
and undressed the king and assisted him at the toilet. Intimate bodily service at
the heart of the English court gave Kellie virtually unmatched access to the
king and thus to power itself.!

As head of the royal bedchamber, Kellie had plenty of news to fill his letters
home to his cousin the Earl of Mar, one of the most powerful politicians in
Scotland. As the years passed, Kellie’s letters dwelled increasingly on James’s
health, which by late 1624 had become alarmingly erratic (Plate 1). Late that
November, James was “verrye weill in his helthe”, though much less active than
he had been. Three weeks later, the king was bedridden, “ill trubled with a
universall paine in shulders, elboes, knees and feete”. Yet by early January 1625,
James seemed “weill convalessed”; indeed, after staying up until the early hours
at a court masque, he was ready to quit Whitehall for his hunting lodge at
Newmarket.? By early March the king was at Theobalds, his grand estate a dozen
miles north of the capital. But when Kellie next sat down to write, the news was
dispiriting: shortly after arriving at Theobalds, James had fallen ill again.

On 9 March, Kellie reported that James had suffered “three fitts of a tertian
agew”. This was not particularly worrisome: many suspected a mild intermit-
tent fever might actually do the king good, and although James intensely
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disliked the hot phase of the fever fit, he coped much better with the shivers
and sweats that preceded and followed it. A week later, however, Kellie had
started to worry. After spending the night nursing James through his seventh
fit, he reported that the latest episode had been less intense than the previous
three. But James’s usual “impatiencye in the tyme of the heate” tended to
prolong the fits, and his stubborn refusal to follow his physicians’ advice risked
complications. “If he wold be rewled or advysed I doe not doubt but it wold doe
mutche good,” Kellie complained, “utherwayes he is in perrell to fall in a
dropsye, whitche I beseitche God to preserve him from?” By 22 March, Kellie’s
worst fears had been realized. For the past two nights, James had been in such
“great extremetye” that “it did frycht us all>. The fever fits, initially returning
every other day, were now daily events, and had intensified alarmingly. “God
save the King,” Kellie wrote, praying that James would “have noe more sutche
fitts as he had this last nycht and the nycht before.” If the illness persisted like
this, he confessed, “it shall make us all mourne” The Earl of Mar should have
no illusions; James was “a seeke man and worss then I love to wret”?

A week later, James was dead and Kellie’s world lay in ruins. His first letter,
scribbled the day after James died, was noticeably terse: “I culd not but wret,
thoe my subject dois not weill pleis ather of us”. James had died on Sunday,
27 March, Kellie reported. “For this tyme I will saye noe more, but as he leved
in pace soe did he dye in pace, and I praye God our [new] King . . . maye follow
him in all his good, whitche for my pairt I think was noe small portione.” Ten
days later, he sent further news of “this sorrowful accident’, reassuring Mar that
James had died bravely and well. With the future uncertain, Kellie wondered
whether it was time to retire “now, when he is gone that I have waitted on theis
fyftye yeares” The veteran bedchamber man had faith in the young King
Charles, but others were less certain; many worried, in particular, about “my
Lord of Bukkingame his power with him”* They had reason for concern. A
decade earlier, Kellie and several other courtiers had pushed the handsome
young George Villiers onto the path to preferment, hoping that he would
counter the influence of the king’s current favourite, the Scotsman Robert Carr,
Earl of Somerset. But after Somerset’s shocking fall from grace in 1615, Kellie
had witnessed at close hand Villiers’s meteoric rise. By the time Villiers became
Duke of Buckingham in 1623, he had amassed unprecedented numbers of
offices and titles, and acquired levels of wealth and influence that overshad-
owed all rivals. No court favourite had ever been quite like him, and his power
reached deep into the royal administration, even into Kellie's domain in the
bedchamber. As James I's health began to decline, Kellie marvelled at
Buckingham’s canny cultivation of the heir to the throne; in January 1625 he
had told Mar that the “affectione betwyxt” Prince Charles and Buckingham
was now “Infinite”. This new-formed alliance swept all before it. A fervent
supporter of peace with Spain, Kellie had been mostly powerless in James’s
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final months, as the prince and the favourite mobilized the regime for war.® For
men of Kellie’s ilk, the certain promise of Buckingham’s continued dominance
at court made withdrawal an increasingly attractive option.

Back in Scotland, as he pondered this uncertain future, the Earl of Mar
doubtless returned to the letter his cousin had written on 22 March, five days
before James’s death. Along with Kellie’s report of James’s violent fever had
come equally unnerving news. As the king’s condition worsened, his attend-
ants began to quarrel, voicing almost unspeakable allegations against the most
powerful courtier of all. “Their hes sume thing fallin out heir mutche dislyked,
and I for my selfe think mutche mistakkin,” Kellie had written. The Duke of
Buckingham, “wishing mutche the Kings healthe,” had supplied James with
medicines, a plaster “applyed to the Kings breeste” and a “drink or syrope”; and
he had applied these drugs “without the consent or knowledge of onye of the
doctours” This meddling was bad enough, but there was worse—James had
become “extremlye seeke” after taking these unprescribed medicines. “This has
spreade sutche a busines heir and discontent as you wold wonder,” Kellie
reported. A few bold attendants accused the favourite of foul play. “Doctoure
Craige is now absented from Court, and Henrye Gibb of his Majesties bedd-
chamber is quarreled for it, and my Lord of Bukkinghame soe incensed as your
Lordshipe wold wonder.” Despite his ambivalent feelings towards the favourite,
Kellie sympathized with the duke’s anger. “If I was in his plaice”, he told Mar, “I
wold be soe myselfe, considering what the world sayes, and I protest I think he
gets great wrong in saying sutche tealles as goes heir of him.>

o

This book offers the first modern account of the long and damaging history of
those strange “tealles” about Buckingham’s potion and plaster and their role in
the old king’s death. Even before James had breathed his last, rumours of
poisoning had begun to spread outside the court. In the spring of 1626 these
whispers acquired a far more detailed and compelling form in a remarkable
pamphlet published in Latin, English and German editions that spelled out
how the duke had systematically poisoned his court rivals and his king. This
book, titled in English The Forerunner of Revenge Upon the Duke of Buckingham,
was the work of George Eglisham, a Scottish physician, polemicist and poet.
Eglisham did not consciously model his narrative on Procopius’s famous Secret
History of the court of the Emperor Justinian, written in the sixth century, but
his book followed Procopius’s pattern, exposing lurid dealings at court and
offering his readers a compelling secret history of the crimes of the great and
powerful.” George Eglisham’s secret history of the murder of James I, and the
countless variations his contemporaries played upon it, exerted a near-
continuous influence on British political culture for the next thirty-five years.
In the late 1620s contemporaries scrambled to find printed or handwritten
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copies of Eglisham’s tract, which they read and pondered with unusual care.
In 1626 debates over James’s death, stimulated in part by The Forerunner of
Revenge, irreparably damaged an already fragile relationship between Charles
I and his Parliament. Libellous poetry and seditious talk continued to target
Buckingham as a poisoner, and these allegations fuelled the mounting popular
outrage that culminated in the duke’s assassination in 1628. When civil war
began in England in 1642, Eglisham’s pamphlet reappeared in multiple new
editions to harden the resolve of those now taking up arms against Charles I.
Early in 1648, as many yearned for a negotiated settlement, radicals in the
Army and Parliament used variations on the secret history not only to end
negotiations with Charles but also to implicate him in his father’s death. A few
months later, claims about James’s murder hung over the debates about his
son’s trial. Indeed, by the time of Charles’s execution in January 1649, James’s
murder had become a revolutionary shibboleth, and it figured prominently in
the foundational mythology of the English Republic, repeatedly invoked by the
regime’s propagandists to condemn the Stuart monarchy and defend the Free
State. During the 1650s historians and polemicists of many political stripes
bitterly debated the manner and significance of James’s death as they tried to
explain the Stuart dynasty’s dramatic fall. Indeed, for the next two hundred
years, historians as diverse as Gilbert Burnet, Paul de Rapin-Thoyras and
George Brodie continued the debate, feeling obliged to consider the allegation
even if they eventually dismissed it.

That debate ended in the late nineteenth century. The first generation of
professional historians, trained in the latest positivist methods, were embar-
rassed by their predecessors’ fascination with James’s supposed murder. S. R.
Gardiner, the brilliant, painstaking scholar who published the first modern
analytical narrative of early seventeenth-century English politics, knew very
well that allegations about James’s death had been central to the parliamentary
debates of 1626 and 1648, but he thought their prominence an unfortunate
distraction from the more serious religious and constitutional issues at stake
(Fig. 1). Between 1863 and 1882, Gardiner produced a History of England in
five two-volume sets, and the first volume of his pair of books on the years
1624-28 patiently reconstructed what had really happened at Theobalds in
March 1625. After detailing how Buckingham and his mother Mary Villiers
had applied remedies to the king, Gardiner recounted the physicians annoy-
ance at this meddling and acknowledged that, “it soon became an article of
belief with thousands of not usually credulous persons that the King had been
poisoned”. Gardiner, however, did not share this credulity. “The remedies may
have been, and probably were, harmless”, he wrote, adding wryly that the
ageing Countess of Buckingham had applied them “with all the zeal which
elderly ladies are apt to throw into the administration of remedies suggested by
themselves” In a footnote Gardiner added that he considered the “evidence”
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for poisoning “worthless in itself”, for the “only ground for supposing it to
have any value is cut away” once we realize that “Buckingham had no object
[i.e. motive] in poisoning the King”.? Of George Eglisham and The Forerunner
of Revenge, Gardiner said nothing. A non-conformist Victorian Liberal
fascinated by stern figures of sound moral character, Gardiner had scant
historical sympathy for more equivocal men, little tolerance for scurrility, and
no time at all for libel. Thus, in his accounts of the political crises of 1626 and
1648, Gardiner persistently minimized any mention of poisoning talk. He
failed to explore the House of Commons’ hearings into James’s death in 1626,
and he passed over most of the bitter debates that ensued. Recounting the
parliamentary declaration of 1648, in which the death of James I loomed large,
he commented with exasperation that “Unfortunately even the scandal of
Buckingham’s administering physic to James was raked up.” Gardiner did not
ask why it was raked up, and he never referred to the charge again.’

By the time Gardiner published his revised ten-volume edition of the
History of England in the later 1880s, he had discovered modern medical
support for his verdict. In 1856, Norman Chevers, a thirty-eight-year-old
British physician, expert on tropical medicine and the Principal of the Calcutta
Medical College in India, had published A Manual of Medical Jurisprudence for

Figure 1: James Russell & Sons, Samuel Rawson Gardiner, c. 1900 (National Portrait Gallery).
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Bengal and the North-Western Provinces (Fig. 2). Poisoning was endemic in
this part of the subcontinent, and Chevers devoted a third of his manual to
the crime. In passing, he glanced in a footnote at “the libellous Eglisham” who,
he concluded, had exaggerated the medical evidence for James I's murder. Yet
Chevers’s interest was piqued, and he soon began a more systematic inquiry
into James’s death. In 1862 he summarized his findings in a pamphlet, published
in both Calcutta and London, which took as its title the stark question Did
James the First of England Die from the Effects of Poison, or from Natural Causes?
After assembling a wide range of printed evidence and subjecting it to scien-
tific scrutiny, Chevers delivered what looked to be a clear-cut verdict: “there is
not a vestige of evidence, which would be accepted in the present day, to show
that King James was poisoned.” As he prepared the revised edition of his
History, Gardiner added Chevers’s verdict to his original footnote on the
poisoning allegations: “Dr. Norman Chevers’, he reported, “has shown that
there is no medical evidence in favour of the theory of poison.”"® Gardiner’s
work effectively ended serious scholarly consideration of Eglisham’s secret
history. The great historian had instructed students of the period to ignore this
palpable falsehood, and for over a century virtually all of them complied.

Figure 2: G. Jerrard, Deputy Surgeon-General Norman Chevers (Wellcome Library).
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Professional historians and their students continue to read Gardiner, but
few now pay much attention to Norman Chevers. Yet Chevers had grasped
aspects of this strange case that Gardiner was unable or unwilling to see.
Chevers was convinced that The Forerunner was factually wrong, fatally
compromised by Eglisham’s “personal malice against the Duke of Buckingham”
Eglisham’s medical reasoning seemed profoundly flawed; and he had wilfully
exaggerated the few shreds of solid information he possessed, which “in the
report of a physician who wrote with such direct purpose and with so much
command of language . . . amounts to absolute falsehood”. Still, Eglisham fasci-
nated Chevers. Tantalized by this elusive figure, Chevers thought it vital to
know more about him—was he alive during the civil wars, for instance, or was
he bribed to write his tract? Chevers was fascinated too by the unknown history
of the tract itself. Unable to find a copy of the 1626 Forerunner, he speculated
about possible differences between the original and the 1642 republication,
and he insisted that “a close scrutiny into all that relates to the Eglisham
pamphlets is much needed’, urging future students to make a “search in foreign
libraries, especially in Belgium and Holland” to trace the true history of the
book and its author. Most important, unlike Gardiner, Chevers realized that
this potently constructed “falsehood” mattered. He believed that in every
political conflict, a “circumstance of aggravation” could sting the “combatants
to desperation” and render “all compromise impossible”. This is what had
happened in 1626, when The Forerunner apparently “stained” the dukes
hands with the late king’s blood. This attack on the royal favourite, which a
majority in the Commons endorsed, soon rendered impossible any compro-
mise between the king and Parliament. The long-term consequences were
devastating. Eglisham’s pamphlet, Chevers argued, was nothing less than “the
spark igniting that train which exploded in the Great Rebellion and in the
death of King Charles the First upon a scaffold at Whitehall”"!

Chevers understood the power that a widely shared perception, even a
palpably false one, could have in early modern political life; in effect, he
suggested that since the truth about James’s death had now been established,
it was time to explore the stories about the king’s murder from new and more
productive angles. Gardiner recognized the historical existence of the percep-
tion, the “article of belief” about James’s poisoning. But because this “article of
belief” had no basis in fact, and, perhaps more importantly, because it did not
conform to his understanding of the political world, the eminent historian, and
the generations of scholars who followed in his wake, had little or no interest
in the origins, nature and significance of that “article of belief”. This lack of
interest had steep costs; for, as we hope to show, the secret history of James’s
murder is not a bizarre aberration disconnected from the great ideological and
religious struggles of the early Stuart age that so preoccupied Gardiner and his
successors. In fact, it allows us to see their true nature.
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* ok X

Our book starts from a simple premise: what matters in the history of
The Forerunner and of the numerous variations upon it, is not whether the
poisoning claims were true. What matters is whether, how and why contempo-
raries claimed or believed them to be true, and the nature and consequences
of those claims and beliefs. Drawing on the insights and methods of both tradi-
tional political historiography and the new “post-revisionist” cultural history
of early modern politics, we have thus written a case study of the making,
mutations and manipulations of a potent and destabilizing set of political
stories, myths, perceptions and representations.'> We work on the assumption
that historians cannot fully understand the power politics of early Stuart
England without understanding the presuppositions and codes, images and
representations, symbols and rites, beliefs and perceptions that underpinned
action and discourse. Political historians cannot afford to dismiss the strange,
the implausible, the fantastic: if our subjects wrote about it, talked about it,
debated it, believed it or scoffed at it, then it matters. Political images, myths
and perceptions drove political action, they sustained and challenged authority,
and they made sense of complex events and confusing realities. Using eyewit-
ness experience, rumour and report, and pursuing personal as well as political
goals, George Eglisham crafted a compelling story of James I's court and the
poison politics that threatened to destroy it. For complex reasons this story, and
the variations played upon it, had real cultural and political traction. It provided
anxious contemporaries with a coherent way of explaining an increasingly
turbulent and confusing political world; its credibility allowed ambitious men
to advance different political causes; and it provided a set of images that were,
as the ethnographers like to say, “good to think with, offering ways of wrestling
with fundamental political questions about the operation and nature of monar-
chical power in an age of widening ideological and religious division."?

This book thus reconstructs the history of a political myth—what we
will call a secret history—and of the various images, adaptations and actions
it spawned: how they were made, what they meant, and how they changed
meaning as they served various ideological purposes across more than three
decades of crisis and unrest. We argue that, far from distracting us from what
really happened and what really matters, a systematic examination of the secret
history of James I's murder opens up important new perspectives on the turbu-
lent politics of early and mid-seventeenth-century England, while revealing in
often startlingly new detail the complex ideological and political forces that
unsettled and eventually destroyed the Stuart monarchy. Some of our interven-
tions contribute directly to important debates about causation and political
conflict. It is clear, for instance, that we cannot understand either the calami-
tous breach between Charles I and his Parliament in 1626, or the emergence of
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regicidal politics in 1648, without appreciating the centrality to both crises of
stories about the murder of James I. Political historians’ habit of brushing these
stories aside has fundamentally distorted our understanding of these two
crucial seventeenth-century crisis points.’* But the secret history of James’s
murder can teach us much more. Like a radioactive dye on a medical scan,
stories of Jamess murder reveal the essential features of early seventeenth-
century political culture and the fault lines running through it. As we follow
these stories, we thus cast new light on the political and cultural dynamics at
the heart of the long-term origins of the English Revolution, and on the forces
that made that revolution both imaginable and possible.”” By exploring the
media history of James’s murder, for instance, we see how an emergent public
sphere of increasingly engaged critical readers could fundamentally destabilize
a monarchy as yet unprepared to shape publicity to its own ends; and by
following this media history across time, we can trace the genealogy of the fully
revolutionary public sphere of the 1640s that would permanently remake the
practice of politics in England.' By analyzing how myths and perceptions
sustained or critiqued royal power, we can rethink the nature of the legitima-
tion crisis that weakened monarchical authority in the decades before the Civil
War, and, then, more radically, in the years leading up to regicide. By paying
attention to the role of politicized memories of James’s murder in the 1650s,
we can explore too how England’s republican regimes engaged in their own
quest for legitimate authority."” And by listening closely to the anxious, angry
and often radical words that contemporaries across the country and the
social spectrum used to talk about James’s murder, and by opening our eyes
to the wide range of texts and idioms they used, we can restore a sense of the
simmering ideological conflict long missing from academic discussion of
the causes and course of the mid-century Revolution.'®

Our pursuit of George Eglisham and his secret history of Jamess murder
has also forced us to rethink the geographical and geopolitical units in which
we research and write English political history. Since the beginning of the
1990s, the study of early modern England has been framed first by the “British
problem”, focused on the interactions and interconnections among England,
Scotland, Ireland and Wales, and, more recently, by the new Atlantic and global
history of the Isles and their politics.”” The intellectual and methodological
significance of these shifts cannot be overestimated. But this broadening of
horizons has long suffered from a curious blind spot. As English historians
became British and British historians became Atlantic and global, the British
archipelago became increasingly unmoored from continental Europe. Indeed,
it now seems long past time for English and British historians to consider
the benefits of a revived European “turn” to their studies. The story of
George Eglisham and his secret history makes clear just how much we lose by
uncoupling Britain from Europe, for it is a story that only makes sense in a
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transnational European context.?® Eglisham’s life and work were shaped by
his movements through European cultural, political and ideological networks—
Flemish, French, German, Dutch, Spanish and Italian, as well as Scottish and
English. The reception of The Forerunner, written and printed in Flanders,
also took place across national borders. Copies circulated far beyond English
shores in different forms and languages, through different communication
networks, acquiring different meanings for different readers of different reli-
gious confessions and nationalities. Furthermore, the book’s making, meaning
and reception can only be understood within a set of diplomatic, military and
political contexts that were European rather than simply British in scope.?! The
story of Eglisham’s secret history, we suggest, reveals the workings of a densely
entangled transnational European political culture in which ideas, people,
goods, news and texts were in constant motion across the Continent. Until
we begin to explore these transnational mobilities and entanglements, our
understanding of English political history will necessarily remain parochial
and incomplete.*

* ok %

To capture the multi-centred and multinational entanglements that shaped
the story of James I's murder, we have had to approach our subject from many
different vantage points. Our book follows a chronological arc, but includes
several abrupt shifts in perspective, source base and narrative strategy that
allow us to pursue our quarry from numerous intersecting angles. This multi-
faceted approach emphasizes the interconnections between numerous sites of
political engagement and maps a political world that stretches from court and
Parliament-house to hunting lodge and tavern, from city streets to country
houses, from London to Brussels, Uppsala and beyond. And we situate the
political events and discourse around these sites within multiple, interlinked
social and cultural spheres, from the Latinate republic of letters to the demotic
networks of plebeian rumour and news. Our analyses rely on a correspond-
ingly diverse array of archives and evidence: libellous poems, parliamentary
speeches, diplomatic correspondence, cheap pamphlets, medical treatises,
newsletters, account books, stage plays, criminal depositions and religious
polemics. And we depend upon an equally diverse set of methodologies
and narrative strategies to bring this evidence to life. Sometimes we play the
biographer, hunting clues to the lives and passions of libellers and kings alike;
other times we play the historian of mentalités, exploring cultural attitudes to
illness, or poison, or the secrets of dead bodies. At times we play the traditional
historian of high politics, analyzing factions and politicians, states and institu-
tions; at others, we play the historian of ideas, closely reading texts and textual
debates, and situating them in fluid contexts. Furthermore, this diversity
of evidence and approaches has required us to engage with interpretive
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techniques from many different historical sub-disciplines, while all the time
maintaining open lines of communication with literary and art historians,
ethnographers and historians of the book. This is a book about cultural
mobility—the movement of people, ideas and narratives—across time and
space; and it deploys an innovative structure to capture this history, deliber-
ately collapsing or bending older paradigms of historical analysis as it does
so. At the same time, we have also paid close attention to the nuances and
details of our evidence, allowing the dead a chance to speak as we strive to
capture something of the sound and feel of passionate political engagement in
a long-vanished world.

The book begins by setting out two intersecting contexts that framed
the emerging stories of James’ illness and death: the interpersonal relation-
ships of king, favourite and prince, and the political and diplomatic crises that
placed these relationships under significant strain. Having established these
contexts, Part I of the book turns to the “authorized version” of James’s death:
the official medical reports that explained how and why a usually harmless
tertian ague had killed a king; and the narratives of the kings good death
that celebrated Jamess spiritual confidence and confessional orthodoxy.
This authorized version of James’s death reaffirmed monarchical authority, but
within months this version had been challenged by an unsettling secret history
of courtly betrayal and poison. Part II reconstructs the making of the secret
history by returning first to Theobalds in March 1625, where we situate the
initial recriminations over James’s medical treatment and death within bitter
disputes about foreign and military policy. We then piece together the remark-
able career of George Eglisham, following him across northwestern Europe
and tracing his precipitous rise and calamitous fall from grace, experiences that
shaped the writing of The Forerunner and explain its remarkable power.

Eglisham wrote and published in Brussels, and to understand his work we
need to understand its European contexts—its place in a long line of Catholic
polemical interventions in English affairs, and its central role in the remark-
able, transnational Habsburg propaganda campaigns early in the Thirty Years
War. Having uncovered the European context, we then explore what The
Forerunner said, how it said it, and what it meant, analyzing how Eglisham
connected his compelling stories of Buckingham’s crimes to his portrait of
broader political and moral decay, and unpacking the literary and cultural
strategies that made his murder narrative so persuasive. We then turn to the
political damage The Forerunner left in its wake. Part III offers a new account
of the 1626 parliamentary impeachment of Buckingham, exploring the
Commons’ investigation of James’s death, the framing of the charge against the
duke of “transcendent presumption’, and the ensuing battle to define or refute
the volatile allegation of murder, a battle that left king and Parliament-men
dangerously at odds. Angered by the Commons’ claims about his father’s death,
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Charles dissolved Parliament and struck back at Buckingham’s sharpest critics,
but he decided against a large-scale campaign to discredit Eglisham. The costs
of this inaction were high. The secret history quickly established itself in the
English political imagination, and in Part IV we reconstruct the mechanics
of the underground publication systems that allowed this to happen, while
exploring the politics of the growing belief, articulated in verse libels, manu-
script separates, pamphlets, seditious talk and rumour, that Buckingham was a
poisoner. We conclude Part IV with an analysis of Thomas Scott of Canterbury’s
unusually well-documented reading of The Forerunner, a reading that led him
to the revolutionary conclusion that King Charles must have been complicit in
his father’s murder.

The consequences of Charles’s possible involvement take centre stage in
Parts V and VI, which explore the secret history’s mutations during the revolu-
tionary crises of the 1640s and 1650s. Hard-line Parliamentarian propagan-
dists repeatedly used Eglisham’s allegations to support the case for war against
a badly misguided king; and during the opening months of 1648, a radical
variation of the secret history was at the heart of the bitter pamphlet debates
that would pave and litter the road to regicide. The ghost of the murdered
James I that haunted Charles I’s trial and execution was not easily exorcized.
Throughout the 1650s, the secret history continued to mutate, as defenders of
the republican regimes used it to denigrate the Stuart dynasty and to legitimate
the Free State and Protectorate, while Royalists tarred Eglisham’s allegations as
nefarious falsehoods that had helped ambitious traitors turn the world upside
down. After the Restoration of monarchy in 1660, the secret history ceased to
play a central polemical role, but it only slowly faded from political conscious-
ness. Our epilogue thus explores how later writers kept the debate over the
murder of James I alive well into the nineteenth century.

b

Was James I poisoned? Unfortunately for readers expecting a footnoted episode
of “CSI: Jacobean London”, we offer no definitive verdict—far too much
evidence has long since turned to dust. This is a book more concerned with the
multiple retellings of the event than with the “real history” of the event itself.
Still, the question is not an idle one. Retrospective medical diagnosis of long-
dead historical figures is, of course, a tricky—possibly futile—endeavour. Yet
historians and physicians continue to ask whether James’s “tertian ague” was
really a malarial fever. They have pored over the king’s medical history and
suggested that he really suffered from variegate porphyria or from chronic
vascular dementia, hypertension and cardiovascular disease. They have argued
that James’s medical and emotional history is consistent with mild cerebral
palsy. And they have maintained, in the most recent attempt at retrospective
diagnosis, that he had a mild (attenuated) variant of the neurological disorder
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Lesch-Nyhan disease, along with “associated Asperger traits”, and that James
died “following a stroke, associated with probable hypertension”* None of
these modern studies ponders the possibility of poison; for the retrospective
diagnosticians, at least, that particular case appears closed. But it is important
to acknowledge that something untoward probably did happen in James’s sick-
room, and that, even as we turn our attention from what happened to how it
was re-presented and perceived, the fact remains that Buckingham’s medical
meddling may have contributed, most likely unintentionally, to James’s death.
Norman Chevers, for one, thought this a real possibility, concluding that “The
medical facts of the case render it, in the highest degree, probable that the
king’s death resulted from natural disease, the severity of which appears to have
been aggravated by the use of common but inappropriate medicine”**

Yet at this late date, even the most ambitious historical prosecutor would
find it difficult to frame a watertight charge of manslaughter or reckless endan-
germent, still less of wilful murder, against the duke. And given the brutal
nature of orthodox early Stuart medical treatment, there is little reason to
assume that Buckingham’s interventions shortened James’s life any more than
his physicians’ remedies already had. What ultimately matters, however, is not
the lack of evidence to establish the truth of James’s death, but the survival of
evidence, in often astonishing abundance, demonstrating how the secret
history of James’s murder gripped the imagination of his contemporaries. By
tracking that story’s making, meanings and mutations, we cannot hope to solve
a four-hundred-year-old cold case. But we can cast new light on England’s
most revolutionary age.
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PROLOGUE

OUT OF THE SPANISH LABYRINTH

THE KING, HIS SON AND HIS FAVOURITE, 1618-24

DUDLEY CARLETON COUNTED himself a very lucky man. The nephew and
namesake of the English ambassador to The Hague had only just returned
from Holland, when, noticing a crowd milling around Whitehall, he found
himself drawn into one of the most compelling pieces of political theatre
anyone could remember. On 23 February 1624 the House of Lords had invited
the Commons to join them the following afternoon in the Painted Chamber to
hear “certain Particulars, of great Consequence”. But as excitement mounted,
the Lords proposed a last-minute shift: the expected crowds would be “better
accommodated” in the Great Hall of the adjoining Palace of Whitehall. The
Parliament-men agreed, but anxious about security they ordered that “none be
admitted to this Conference, but the members of this House”, each of whom
had to present the sergeant-at-arms with “his Name, in Writing, and the Place,
for which he serves”. The Marquis of Hamilton, the Lord Steward, arrived early
to help with security, but crowd control proved ineffective, and young Carleton
found himself carried along in the crush, getting “entrance among others that
had as little to do in the assembly as my self”! The crowds had come to witness
an unprecedented address on matters of the highest importance, an address
that would fundamentally reorient English foreign policy.

Over a decade earlier, James I of England had married his daughter
Elizabeth to the Calvinist Frederick V, the Elector Palatine, thus forging an alli-
ance between England and one of the leading German Protestants. In 1619,
against his father-in-law’s advice, Frederick accepted the crown of Bohemia
from the Protestant rebels attempting to throw off the rule of the Catholic
Emperor Ferdinand II (Fig. 3). Frederick’s decision proved disastrous. The
Emperor had powerful allies, most notably his Habsburg cousin, the king of
Spain, and imperial troops soon drove Frederick first from Prague and then
from the Palatinate. In 1622, as Elizabeth and Frederick took refuge in The
Hague, Habsburg forces stormed first Heidelberg and then Mannheim. In
March 1623, Frankenthal, the Elector’s last town in the Palatinate, surrendered;



2 PROLOGUE

the previous month, the Emperor had transferred the title of Elector Palatine
to the Catholic Maximilian of Bavaria. The debate about England’s response to
these events haunted the politics of the 1620s. While many of James’s subjects,
especially the more godly Protestants, called for full-scale intervention in what
was, to their minds, a religious war, the king favoured a primarily diplomatic
approach. Conscious of his massive debts and anxious to avoid becoming
dependent on parliamentary finance, James had few military options. A major
land war would prove inordinately expensive—an army of 20,000 men would
cost more than a million pounds annually—and the Exchequer had trouble
funding even token English garrisons abroad. The Spaniards had helped
finance the Emperor’s military operations, and had provided troops for the
conquest of the Palatinate; in 1621, moreover, they had resumed their war
against the Protestant Dutch. To many English Protestants, Spain was England’s
natural enemy, committed to crushing the Reformation and establishing a
“universal monarchy”. James, however, saw Spain as the solution, and renewed
efforts to marry his son Charles to the Infanta Maria, sister of Philip IV, the
king of Spain since 1621. This alliance, James hoped, would resolve the Palatine
situation without the expense of English blood or treasure, and a generous
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Figure 3: Frederick V and Elizabeth, King and Queen of Bohemia, 1619 (National Portrait Gallery). The
image celebrates the ascent of James’s daughter and son-in-law to the Bohemian throne, and the
expulsion of Romish religion from their new kingdom.
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Spanish dowry would bring the cash-strapped Exchequer a massive infusion of
ready money (Fig. 4).

Many in England, however, feared the price of the Spanish match. Philip
insisted on a formal toleration of English Catholics, not just in the royal house-
hold but across the country. And since a Catholic consort would control her
children’s upbringing, James’s grandchildren were likely to be raised in the
Roman faith. The match would also bring England into the Spanish diplomatic
orbit, forcing James to abandon German (and perhaps Dutch) Protestants to
the militant Catholic Reformation. While James was willing, albeit reluctantly,
to go ahead with the Spanish match, many of his subjects refused to put either
England’s independence or the True Religion at risk. Others thought the
Spanish were playing false, and deliberately protracting negotiations to immo-
bilize James while the Habsburgs crushed their German opponents. Rather
than more diplomacy, then, many in England called for military action. James
could strike the Spanish Netherlands, a project sure to win Dutch support and
unite the two major European Protestant powers. More tempting still, he could
follow his predecessor Elizabeth I's lead, challenging Spanish control of the
Atlantic and Caribbean while picking off their treasure ships as they headed
home to Seville. But James clung to his strategy, reminding the warmongers of
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Figure 4: Prince Charles and the Infanta Maria, 1622 (National Portrait Gallery). This frontispiece to
Michael Duval’s Latin tract, eventually translated into English as the Spanish-English Rose, praises the
planned Spanish match.
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the Latin tag, “dulce bellum inexpertis”—war is only sweet for those who have
never known it.2

James’s son Charles and his favourite, George Villiers, Marquis and later
Duke of Buckingham, publicly supported royal policy, but became increasingly
restive. The prince was close to his sister Elizabeth and saw the resolution of the
Palatine question as a matter of family honour (Fig. 5). In 1619, Buckingham
had declared “that as he had received all he had from His Majesty’s most
gracious favour and bounty, so he was ready to spend it all in the cause of the
King of Bohemia’, and in 1620 he had contributed £5,000 to the benevolence
for the Palatine cause. Although he continued to follow James’slead, Buckingham
also began reaching out to the war party, forging connections with such
committed Calvinists as Sir Edward Conway, Sir John Coke, John Packer and
the preacher John Preston.’

Early in 1623, Charles and Buckingham settled on a bold plan to secure the
Spanish match and to restore the Palatinate. Donning false beards, and travel-
ling as Jack and Tom Smith, the two slipped out of England and rode through
France to Madrid. Some characterized the journey as a chivalric romance, “an
action’, explained Sir George Calvert, the Secretary of State, “affected with
much passion” by Charles “out of an earnest desire to see his mistres”. But, as
Calvert also acknowledged, the trip was primarily intended “to give a finall end
to that Businesse 