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From S. Bindoff, Tudor England (Baltimore: Pelican Books, 1965). 

Essex
As one after another, they were laid in their sumptuous graves the Old Guard of Elizabethan England left behind them a sovereign who, beneath her mask of perennial youthfulness and vitality, grew ever more conscious of her years and her loneliness, and a government which lost, with them, not a little of the stability which had been the fruit of their long service and ripe experience. In particular, it was the partial vacuum created by their passing which helped to raise that political whirlwind of the nineties, the career of Robert Devereux, Earl of Essex.

 
The hand which fate had dealt this last of the Tudors' over-mighty subjects was strong in two suits. There was that unique complex of charms - the beautiful face and body, the brilliant personality and style - which first captured the royal favour and then time and again recovered it after follies which would have doomed a less ornamental offender. Then there was the 'noble forwardness in arms' which made its possessor the darling of the 'men of action', that significant element in the nation which the war had precipitated to the surface of affairs. p. 296-7.

a
Early in February 1601 his lieutenants gave the final touches 


to a plan for seizing the Court, the Tower, and the City 



as the prelude to imposing their will upon the Queen. 

b
But the government forestalled it with a timely summons to Essex


 to appear before the Council. 

c
He refused to go, 

d
then, knowing that the Court was proof against surprise, 


he attempted to raise the City, 



as his French counterpart Guise had raised Paris a dozen years before. 

e
On Sunday morning, 8 February, 
Essex House was the rendezvous of a tumultuous assembly. 

f
Four officers of state, sent to learn the reason, were seized as hostages. 

g
Then Essex, with about 200 followers, mounted 

h
and galloped into the City, 

i
crying, 'For the Queen! For the Queen! 

i

the crown of England is sold to the Spaniard! 

j

A plot is laid for my life!', 

k
he led them up Ludgate Hill and along Cheapside. 

l
But the Mayor had been warned, 

m
neither arms nor men were forthcoming, 

n
and the Londoners merely gaped at a spectacle 



more suited to the stage of the Globe than the streets of the capital. 

o
Speedily proclaimed a traitor, 


and knowing the game was up, Essex turned for home, 



to find,



 as Wyatt had found in '34, 



Ludgate locked and held by troops.

p
A charge against them was repulsed, 

q
and Essex had to steal back to his house by water. 

r
He found the hostages gone and the house besieged, 

s

and when in the evening  the Lord Admiral threatened



to blow it up around his ears 


he gave in. 

t
It was the end. 

u
Within ten days his peers had condemned him for treason, 

v
within another week he was dead. 

w
It was better so for Essex than to let him linger



 as Norfolk had lingered, a hostage to royal indecision; 

x
it was better so for the state than to court a revival of popular sympathy


 for a fallen idol. 

y
The swift justice



 which overtook Essex 


was matched by the clemency shown to his associates. 

z
Five ringleaders only were executed, 

a2
and of the rest only those of wealth were fined. 

b2
The last armed challenge to the Tudor throne was the cheapest of them all.


It was also - with the exception perhaps of Northumberland's - the one least dignified by principle. Essex died, as he had lived, a man of one idea, the idea of his own aggrandisement. He had served no worthier cause in church or state, had identified himself with nothing of permanent importance in the national life. A fashionable partiality for puritans and poets, and an indirect share in the foundation of the Bodleian Library, are things too flimsy to veil the naked egoism which inspired this most glamourously misspent of Elizabeth's careers.  -- pp. 303-4.

