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Abstract 

When Elizabeth took the throne in 1558, her kingdom was in religious turmoil. 

Elizabeth’s Spymasters, William Cecil and Francis Walsingham, were given the difficult 

duty of maintaining England’s security during a period when Catholics and Protestants 

were constantly fighting. This conflict resulted in the Northern Rebellion in 1569. With 

the quick Catholic defeat, Elizabeth’s Spymasters started to focus their attention on 

eliminating the Catholic threat. In the 1570s and 1580s, this included Mary, Queen of 

Scots and a number of plots to remove Elizabeth from the throne.  This thesis investigates 

the rise of intelligence operations during the mid-Elizabethan period in order to 

demonstrate the influence the intelligence community had on the changing religious and 

diplomatic politics. 

By examining the Northern Rebellion and the Dutch Revolt, the importance of 

spies in securing England from the Catholic threat and to an extent Spain is better 

understood.  Walsingham and Cecil play a vital role in maintaining England’s security 

from Spanish and Catholic force through the use of their spy networks and through the 

use of several spies including William Herle. The actions of these men encourage the 

argument behind how the changing political and religious sentiments after the Northern 

Rebellion had a direct correlation with the rise of intelligence networks within Europe 

during the mid- Elizabethan period. 
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Chapter I

Introduction 

Since the early 1570s, Sir Francis Walsingham and William Cecil had been 

watching over Mary, Queen of Scots correspondence. Having made her escape to 

England in 1568 amid accusations of having a hand in her second husband’s 

assassination, Mary had immediately become a realistic threat to Queen Elizabeth’s 

position on the throne due to her strong Catholicism and her close ties with France.1 

Whether she had wanted the role or not, Mary, Queen of Scots, became the face of the 

Catholic threat in England. With the realization of the dangers Mary posed to Elizabeth, 

many of Elizabeth’s advisors began to implement the necessary steps to limit and observe 

Mary’s communications. This was only exacerbated by the discovery of the Northern 

Rebellion in 1569, where the main goal was to replace Elizabeth with Mary as Queen of 

England.2  

The Northern Rebellion began with rising tensions between Catholics and 

Protestants within Elizabeth’s government. Several Catholic earls had felt slighted by 

Elizabeth and other Protestant members of her court due to Elizabeth’s preference for 

Protestants. These earls included Thomas Percy, seventh earl of Northumberland, and 

Charles Neville, sixth earl of Westmorland. They, along with several other earls in the 

north, started making plans for a revolt in the summer of 1569. There were several 

different goals for the revolt. However, the one that got the most attention involved 

1 Stephen Alford, Burghley: William Cecil at the court of Elizabeth I. (New Haven: Yale  University Press, 

2008): 107. 
2 K.J. Kesselring, the Northern Rebellion of 1569: Faith Politics and the Protest in Elizabethan England. 

(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 49.  
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replacing Elizabeth with her cousin, Mary, Queen of Scots.3 Elizabeth, upon hearing 

rumors of trouble in the north, had sent Thomas Radclyffe, the third earl of Sussex, to 

have these northern earls brought to London on October 24, 1569 for questioning.  

Sussex tried on multiple occasions to bring these earls in, and each time they refused. 

Finally on November 14, 1569, the earls moved to occupy Durham in the north of 

England and the rebellion began.4 Walking the thin line of protest and open resistance, 

the earls had written to Pope Pius V in early November with the hope of receiving some 

guidance. The Pope’s response was positive and supportive and he replied that he would 

give them both spiritual and financial help. Pius V had also declared Elizabeth a heretic 

by the end of November 1569, in order to demonstrate his support of not only the 

rebellion in the north, but also for Mary, Queen of Scots.5  

On orders from Elizabeth, the earl of Sussex was forced to ride to Durham and 

disband the rebels. When the battle seemed lost, Northumberland, Westmorland and other 

leaders of the rebellion fled to Scotland. With the earls gone, Elizabeth turned on the 

people who had followed them. According to historian Ronald Pollitt, approximately 750 

of the participants of the rebellion were ultimately executed or fined.6 The Northern 

Rebellion was understood to be a popular religious rising and Elizabeth, along with her 

closest advisors, had come to see the threat that Catholicism posed to her rule.7   

3 Robert Hutchinson, Elizabeth’s Spymaster: Francis Walsingham and the Secret War that Saved England, 

(New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2006), 21. 
4 Kesselring 55-56. 
5 Ibid., 58. 
6 Ronald Pollitt, “The Defeat of the Northern Rebellion and the Shaping of Anglo-Scottish Relations,” The 

Scottish Historical Review 64 no. 177 (April 1985): 5. Accessed on February 4th, 2014. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/25530109 
7 Kesselring, 73. 
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When Elizabeth assumed the throne in 1558, she ruled a kingdom in turmoil. Not 

only was England involved in a war on the continent, but religion had long been a 

particular area of concern. When Elizabeth’s father, Henry VIII broke with Rome in 

1533, he turned England into one of the first Protestant nations in Europe. Under Edward 

VI, this Protestant conviction became stronger. However, when Edward died in 1553, his 

Catholic sister, Mary Tudor, took the throne and England reverted back to Catholicism. 

When Mary died in 1558, many wondered in what religious direction Elizabeth would 

take the country.8 As historian Wallace MacCaffrey describes it, “the religious tone of the 

new [Elizabeth’s] courts was of course in sharp contrast to Mary’s [Tudor].”9 Elizabeth 

had supported the Protestant fractions within her government, yet prior to the Northern 

Rebellion, she had not been entirely anti-Catholic. Elizabeth had been willing to walk the 

fine line of tolerance in order to maintain the peace. However, distrust of Catholics would 

only increase with these threats from the continent. One of the primary ways that 

Elizabeth and her advisors dealt with the constant threats was through the use of 

intelligence operations. It was only after the Northern Rebellion of 1569 that intelligence 

operations started to gain support from the government and there was a rise of the so-

called “Spymasters.” Prior to the Northern Rebellion, Elizabethan intelligence operations 

had followed a more medieval system, relying heavily on the use of foreign intelligence 

to help influence their diplomatic decisions. Yet, after the rebellion, the use of undercover 

spies to gather information increased with the Spymasters forcing their attentions on 

specific threats and started to pay more attention into discovering these secrets. The 

8 A.G. Dickens, The English Reformation. (New York: Shocken Books, 1964). 
9 Wallace MacCaffrey, the Shaping of Elizabethan Regime, 1558-1572, (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 1968), 40. 
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Spymasters funded spies and encouraged them to obtain valuable information in order to 

protect England from the Catholic threat.  

Historian Robert Pollitt argues that a shift in intelligence operations occurred 

“early in 1570, coincidentally with the defeat of the Northern Rebellion, [when] the 

government of Queen Elizabeth I added a dimension to its intelligence operations that 

both expanded the nature of those activities and altered the Crown’s approach in dealing 

with its enemies.”10 Pollitt not only gave a date for the shift in intelligence operations, but 

he also gave the reason for the shift. While he suggests that the Northern Rebellion might 

have been a powerful motivator in changing how Elizabeth understood her enemies, it 

ultimately also led to the introduction of new forms of intelligence operations, in 

particular the use of covert operations.11 In this thesis, the term “intelligence operations” 

will refer to any operations made by a spy or informant working for one of the 

Spymasters or a spy working under an assumed name or identity. It is in this connection 

that applies the context to the events of the mid and later Elizabethan period. 

After the Northern Rebellion, the danger of the Catholic threat became a reality 

for Elizabeth and her government. It was because of this that men such as Sir Francis 

Walsingham, the Secretary of State and William Cecil, Lord Burghley, the former 

Secretary of State and later Lord Treasurer, were of such importance to the security of the 

country. Their role within the early modern intelligence community has only recently 

started to garner attention from scholars and it is because of this that that these men have 

been labelled “Spymaster.” “Spymaster” is a modern term that has been used by 

10 Ronald Pollitt, “The Abduction of Doctor John Story and the Evolution of Elizabethan Intelligence 

Operations.” The Sixteenth Century Journal 14 no. 2 (Summer 1983): 131. 
11 Ibid. 
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historians who have focused their attention on Cecil, Walsingham and their intelligence 

networks.12 

This thesis will develop an original comprehensive study of intelligence 

operations during the mid-Elizabethan period (1569-1588) and will explore why the 

Catholic threat started to influence policy after 1569. Many other historians have focused 

on intelligence operations by focusing on the Spymasters or particular spies. This work, 

however, will investigate the impact of the Catholic threat on the development of 

intelligence operations. During the mid-Elizabethan period, England began to secure its 

position as a Protestant nation and there were growing foreign and domestic Catholic 

threats against this development. Intelligence operations have usually been considered as 

a subset of the larger Elizabethan diplomatic history and the impact of the Catholic threat 

in the influencing the movements of the Spymasters has not been an area of focus. It is 

with this in mind that an investigation of the Catholic threat in intelligence operations 

during the mid-Elizabethan period will be explored. 

Historiography Review 

The historiographical field of Elizabethan diplomacy has changed over the years 

from the traditional examinations of major men or women to investigations of the impact 

of their actions on a broader political narrative. The works by historians such as Wallace 

MacCaffrey, Conyers Read, and J.E. Neale have all influenced the Elizabethan 

12 Hutchinson 25, 60-61. 

Besides Sir Francis Walsingham and William Cecil, Robert Dudley, the third earl of Leicester is also 

considered to be one of Elizabeth’s spymasters. However, unlike Cecil and Walsingham, Leicester worked 

primarily in the later 1570s and throughout the 1580s, yet he did not have the same level of results as 

counterparts. It is for this reason that he will be largely omitted from the thesis.  
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diplomatic historical narrative, and have created the foundation for understanding and 

interpreting Elizabethan politics. MacCaffrey examined the roots of the foundation of 

Elizabethan government, and how the actions of certain men, Walsingham and Burghley 

primarily, played an important role in the development and the security of Elizabeth’s 

reign.13 Read has focused on Walsingham and the many accomplishments he had during 

his life, he has also examined the role of William Cecil and how his interactions in 

government allowed him to bridge the gap between Elizabeth and Parliament and help 

implement a variety of agendas.14 Neale, however, primarily examined the role of 

Parliament and how Elizabeth’s interactions with Parliament shaped her government.15 

His examination of the relationship between Elizabeth and her Parliament draws out the 

core issues that plagued Elizabeth’s advisors and how it was debated within the 

government. This would include issues such as the line of succession, the role of 

Catholicism within England and Mary, Queen of Scots.16    

These broad examinations of the lives of the men who ran Elizabeth’s government 

have traditionally been used to understand Elizabethan foreign policy and diplomacy. 

Arguments over who, Burghley or Walsingham, had more control in the government and 

over the necessary information needed to maintain Elizabeth’s security has been hotly 

debated by historians. The main question has to do with the extent of Burghley’s and 

13 Wallace MacCaffrey, The Shaping of Elizabethan Regime, 1558-1572; Wallace MacCaffrey, Queen 

Elizabeth and the Making of Policy 1572-1588 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981); Wallace 

MacCaffrey, Elizabeth I: War and Politics 1588-1603. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992). 
14 Conyers Read, Lord Burghley and Queen Elizabeth. (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1961); Conyers Read, 

Mr. Secretary Walsingham and the Policy of Queen Elizabeth. 3 vol. (Cambridge MA: Harvard University 

Press, 1925). 
15 John Neale, Elizabeth I and her Parliament vol. 1 1559-1581 and Elizabeth I and her Parliament vol. 2 

1581-1603. (Norwich, England: Fletcher & Son Ltd., 1953). 
16 Ibid. 
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Walsingham’s influences over Elizabeth and who had the greatest impact within the 

government. 

Historians John Cooper, Robert Hutchinson and several others have focused on 

the interactions between Walsingham and many of the spies under his command. They 

have also investigated Walsingham’s ability to control the information that he received 

and how he used it to his benefit. Walsingham had many roles within Elizabeth’s 

government, however the role he is most remembered for is the one he held as a 

Spymaster.   More recently there has been a shift to focus on the spies who gathered the 

information on his behalf. John Bossy was one of the first historians to write about an 

individual spy in his books Under the Molehill: An Elizabethan Spy Story [2001] and 

Giordano Bruno and the Embassy Affair [1991]. These books focus on the actions by 

spies and moles within the French Embassy in England, particularly the actions of Henry 

Fagot.17 Bossy describes a spy as being “a relative outsider and a more occasional 

contributor” of information, while at the same time he describes a mole as being 

“someone with a permanent and confidential position in an establishment dealing with 

matters of state who uses his special access to documents and other sources of knowledge 

to convey them or their contents to a foreign and hypothetically hostile owner; he does 

this systematically and over a period of some time.”18 To Bossy, this means that the spy 

had to exist outside of the sphere of influence of the environment in which they attempted 

to gather information.  In using these definitions, Bossy has allowed for a broader 

17 John Bossy, Under the Molehill: An Elizabethan Spy Story. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001). 

John Bossy, Giordano Bruno and the Embassy Affair, (London: Vintage, 1991). 
18 Bossy, Under the Molehill, 2. 
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examination of other spies such as Thomas Phelippes, Walsingham’s master code-

breaker and William Herle, another skilled spy. 

 Other historians who have utilized these definitions include Steven Alford and 

Francis Edwards. Alford examined how individual spies’ gathered their information and 

how it impacted the political environment of the Elizabethan period in his book The 

Watchers: A Secret History of the Reign of Elizabeth I [2013].19  Edwards draws on the 

use of microhistories in his book Plots and Plotters in the Reign of Elizabeth I [2002]. 

Rather than focus on the individual spies and their impact on the Elizabethan political and 

diplomatic history, he examined how plots against England were discovered and their 

lasting effects, if any, on the Elizabethan government.20 Woven into Edwards’ work is the 

idea of the rise of the Catholic threat. The Catholic threat was at the heart of many of 

these plots, however historians have not examined how the threat of Catholicism 

influenced the Spymasters, their spies, and intelligence operations. 

When the study of Elizabethan intelligence operations started to develop, it 

followed a similar path as the diplomatic historical field by focusing on important figures 

and their actions. But the study of intelligence operations has only recently expanded 

beyond this narrow interpretation and now involves the work done by lesser men within 

England such as spies and moles. The actions of these men are essential to understand not 

only the actions of the Spymasters, but the overall course of diplomacy. There has 

already been attempts by Bossy, Alford, and others to examine these men and their 

19 Stephen Alford, The Watchers: A Secret History of the Reign of Elizabeth I, (London: Penguin Books, 

2013), 15. 
20 Francis Edwards, Plots and Potters in the Reign of Elizabeth I, (Portland, OR: Four Court Press, 2002), 

15.
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specific actions, however there is still a large void that remains. The actions of these spies 

influenced Walsingham’s and others’ actions on the larger political scale. There is a need 

to attempt to understand these spies and how the information they gathered had an impact 

on how intelligence operations worked and transformed Elizabethan diplomacy. 

Methodology and Sources 

This thesis will be split into three different chapters. The first chapter will 

examine the Northern Rebellion in 1569 and the English involvement in the Dutch 

Netherlands. The Northern Rebellion was a moment when the political environment in 

England shifted from being slightly religiously neutral to having strong anti-Catholic 

popular sentiment as the growing tensions between Catholics and Protestants become 

more palpable. This complex relationship between Catholicism and Protestantism 

contributed to tensions that arose between England and the rest of Europe, in particular 

Spain. This was seen primarily with English involvement in the Dutch Revolt of the 

1570s and 1580s, when Dutch rebels were constantly turning to England for support 

against the Spanish. From the Northern Rebellion onward, Elizabeth’s supporters started 

to wage an undeclared war against Catholics and Catholic nations. 

While France is a major rival of Spain during this time and plays an influential 

role in the diplomatic policies of England and the Spanish Netherlands, this thesis will 

only briefly touch the role France plays in international politics. During the 1570s and 

1580s, France becomes consumed by its internal religious issues that in order to fully 

engage in France’s role and influence over the religious tensions, that it would currently 

detract from the focus of this thesis. It is for this reason that it is through a conscious 
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effort that France will be excluded from most of the diplomatic analysis and the role it 

played in influencing both English and Spanish actions during the 1570s and 1580s. 

It will be through an examination of the Northern Rebellion and the Dutch Revolt 

that Burghley’s and Walsingham’s attitude towards Catholics will be studied in order to 

show how it impacted their methods in intelligence gathering. Using a number of primary 

sources such as the Calendar of State Papers from Scotland and both the foreign and 

domestic Calendar of State Papers of England, allows for an analysis of the Northern 

Rebellion’s place within the greater context of the Elizabethan intelligence operations. 

When several of the northern earls made their escape, they fled to Scotland and the 

records of their stay and the resulting conversations between England and Scotland are 

contained in these collections. The collection entitled Memorials of the Rebellion of 1569 

will also be used to emphasize the negative Protestant attitudes towards the Catholics in 

the north and to understand what happened during the rebellion. With the rise of anti-

Catholic sentiment within England also came a rise in the use of propaganda against 

Catholic nations. These will also be examined to demonstrate how popular reactions to 

the Northern Rebellion influenced and impacted the path England and Elizabeth took in 

dealing with the international community during the 1570s and 1580s, in particular, in 

relation to the Dutch Revolt. 

The second chapter will contain an analysis of the two leading Spymasters. Sir 

Francis Walsingham and William Cecil, Lord Burghley were in significant positions of 

power in Elizabeth’s government. They were both in a position to influence the direction 

of domestic and foreign policy. However, they were not the only Spymasters of the mid-

Elizabethan period. The earl of Leicester, Robert Dudley, also had a hand in creating his 
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own spy networks. He would go as far as use some of the spies working for Cecil and 

Walsingham. Yet, his influence and the complexity of his spy networks pale in 

comparison with his counterparts that it lacks the sufficient ability to be as effective as 

Cecil’s or Walsingham. It is for this reason that while he will be present throughout the 

thesis, the earl of Leicester will not be analyzed to the extent of Walsingham and Cecil.  

Their status within the Elizabeth’s government allowed them to control and manage the 

information they orchestrated and received. It will be through an examination of the 

Calendars of State Papers from Scotland, Venice and Spain, the Cecil Papers, 

Walsingham’s private journal and the Calendar Papers both foreign and domestic of 

England that the role of these men will be explored. This will allow for a deeper analysis 

of the methods that these men used in order to gather information and utilize it to protect 

both Elizabeth and England from the perceived Catholic threat. By looking briefly into 

the lives of these men, it will provide for some context behind their personal dislike of 

Catholics and the reasons behind why it influenced their actions. 

The final chapter will provide a case study of William Herle and his participation 

in different types of intelligence operations. William Herle was a spy who took place in 

some of the major intelligence operations of the time such as the discovery of the Ridolfi 

Plot (1571), the Throckmorton Plot (1583) and the Parry Plot (1585). Unlike many of his 

fellow spies, Herle had connections with all of the Spymasters working during the 1570s 

and 1580s.21 He was one of the key informers of the Dutch Revolt and spent a great deal 

21 Susan Harriet Bleisweis, “The Elizabethan Intelligence Service 1572-1585” (PhD diss., Rutgers 

University, 1976), 18-19. 

While most spies worked under a spymaster, William Herle was known to have had connection with 

William Cecil, Sir Francis Walsingham and the earl of Leicester. 
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of time in the camp of the Dutch leader, William of Orange. This case study will use a 

number of Herle’s letters, many of which are now available online, and Calendar papers 

to illustrate the involvement of Herle in intelligence operations and how his actions 

reverberated throughout the continent. 

This thesis will examine mid-Elizabethan intelligence operations and the men 

who influenced the path Elizabethan diplomacy took during 1567-1588. The information 

gathered by the spies for their Spymasters was instrumental in influencing the decisions 

Burghley and Walsingham would make. With the Northern Rebellion in 1569, the idea of 

the Catholic threat became realized and Mary, Queen of Scots, became the primary 

enemy for both of the Spymasters. Their dealings with spies came down to one ultimate 

objective, the protection of England from this Catholic threat. The relationship between 

the rise of covert intelligence operations in the 1570s and 1580s and the rise of the 

Catholic threat is one that has received little attention on the part of historians. When 

examined, this connection will demonstrate the strong impact intelligence and covert 

operations played on how Cecil and later Walsingham made their decisions regarding 

England’s diplomatic, and to an extent domestic, policies. It is this relationship that will 

be investigated throughout the course of the thesis. 
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Chapter II

Rebellion against the Crown: Triggering the Rise in Intelligence 

Operations 

Introduction 

When Elizabeth took the throne in 1558, she was quick to recognize the dangers 

religion could pose to her reign. Many English Catholics viewed her as an illegitimate 

claimant to the throne. They believed that Mary, Queen of Scots, who was only sixteen at 

the time and Catholic, had a stronger claim than Elizabeth, whose legitimacy was still 

under question due to the circumstances surrounding her parents’ marriage.1 Since the 

start of her reign, the north of England had remained primarily Catholic. However, this 

would all change in November 1569 with the Northern Rebellion. 

The Northern Rebellion was a major turning point during Elizabeth’s reign. While 

initially there had been some Catholics working in government, attitudes toward them 

would dramatically shift after the rebellion. Elizabeth had spent the early part of her reign 

remaining seemingly religiously neutral through the creation of the Elizabethan 

Settlement; she did not interfere with the growing religious issues abroad and remained 

focused on maintaining the safety of her kingdom from her enemies.2 The Northern 

Rebellion changed this and forced Elizabeth to reevaluate her decisions regarding 

religion and diplomacy. This new perspective would also be tested with the Dutch 

Revolt. With rising tensions between Catholic Spain and Protestant England, Elizabeth 

had to make decision about how to deal with the Spanish Netherlands. When the Dutch 

1 Carole Levin, The Reign of Elizabeth I, (New York: Palgrave, 2002), 7. 
2 Conyers Read, Lord Burghley and Queen Elizabeth, (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1961), 458. 
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started their revolt in 1567, several of the provinces within the Netherlands had looked to 

Elizabeth for support. An uprising over changes regarding the political and governing 

practices in the Spanish Netherlands by King Philip II of Spain was started by the 

members of the upper-class. Rebels lacked cohesion, however, and this was apparent 

during the first few years. It would only be in 1572, when the Revolt would have a sense 

of unity with the successful capture of the city of Brille from the Spanish at the hands of 

the sea-faring Dutch rebels.3 This spurred many of Elizabeth’s advisors to attempt to 

convince Elizabeth to take actions and to start to pledge some support for the Dutch 

Rebels. However, Elizabeth was still resistant to pledge any strong support against Spain, 

even during the aftermath of the Northern Rebellion. 

In order to better understand the diplomatic circumstances England had to face, 

Elizabeth allowed some of her advisors, such as William Cecil and Francis Walsingham, 

the so-called “Spymaster,” to focus their attention on gathering information through their 

use of intelligence operations. Prior to the Northern Rebellion, Elizabeth did not place 

much emphasis on the gathering this kind of information. She found it useful but not a 

necessity for her government.4 This changed after 1569 when the Spymasters were given 

permission to use covert operations to expand their networks to help ensure England’s 

security. The Northern Rebellion revealed the domestic Catholic threat and underscored 

the issues that Elizabeth’s advisors had to deal with in order to protect England. The 

Catholic threat is best defined as the dangers that Catholicism posed in terms of the 

3 Richard S. Dunn, The Age of Religious Wars 1559-1715, (New York: W.W. Norton & company, Inc., 

1979), 43-44. 
4 Alan Haynes, Invisible Powers: The Elizabethan Secret Service 1570-1603, (Great Britain: Alan Sutton, 

1992), 157. 
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security of England. There were many elements to the Catholic threat and its meaning 

tended to evolved throughout the course of the Elizabethan period. This chapter will 

examine the consequences of the Northern Rebellion and the English participation during 

the early part of the Dutch Revolt in order to recognize how the results of these uprisings 

precipitated and increase in intelligence operations to defend England against the 

perceived threat of Catholicism. 

The Northern Rebellion- The Domestic Push 

The Northern Rebellion started on November 14, 1569 when a group of Catholic 

earls from the north organized a revolt against Queen Elizabeth. Protestantism had taken 

root in most of the country by the time of the uprising. However, Elizabeth had allowed 

several regions in the north to retain their Catholic identity.5 This did not prevent the 

northern earls from facing scrutiny over their Catholic leanings by their Protestant 

counterparts. While Elizabeth’s government had not been particularly anti-Catholic in 

terms of persecution, it was not yet pro-Protestant with many of its policies.6 Elizabeth 

has been remembered as one of the few monarchs who managed to maintain a level of 

civility between the two religions. This religious influence on Elizabeth’s government 

allowed for growing resentment from the Catholic minority as Elizabeth tended to side 

with her Protestant advisors. 

The idea to revolt was not an immediate decision on the parts of the northern 

earls. There had been a level of planning that had been included into their decision to 

revolt. The idea of the rebellion had started a year earlier when Mary, Queen of Scots, 

5 Wallace MacCaffrey, The Shaping of Elizabethan Regime, 1558-1572, (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 1968), 113. 
6 Ibid., 40. 
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arrived in England in 1568 as the Catholic rebels had a viable replacement for Elizabeth. 

The northern Catholic earls now had their champion. Mary was not only Catholic, but the 

next in line to the English throne through her paternal grandmother, Margaret Tudor. 

With a legitimate heir residing in the north of England, talks of rebelling started to spread 

in the north.   

When Mary arrived in England, she was described by Sir George Bowes, one of 

Elizabeth’s military commanders in Cuthbert Sharp’s Memorials of the Rebellion of the 

Earl of Northumberland and Westmorland, as having a sense of “beauty and misfortunes 

[that] excited universal interest [and] effect the minds of those who saw her as next in 

line to the throne.  This is especially true for those in the North who had remained more 

Catholic.”7  The misfortunes that Mary had experienced throughout her life had the 

ability to turn her into a martyr in the eyes of her fellow Catholics residing in England. 

Discussion of a possible rebellion was in full swing in the north by the summer of 1569. 

Several of the lords who joined the cause by this point included Thomas Percy, the 

seventh earl of Northumberland; Charles Neville, the sixth earl of Westmorland; Leonard 

Dacre, Thomas Markenfield and Richard Norton, Norton’s brother and several of 

Norton’s sons. They immediately started to come up with the goals for this rebellion. One 

that was floated and later agreed upon was the removal of Elizabeth from the English 

throne in favor of Mary.8 In an official declaration on November 1569, the earls of 

Northumberland and Westmorland had announced that: 

7 Cuthbert Sharp, ed. Memorials of the Rebellion of the Earls of Northumberland and Westmorland, 

(London: John Bowyer Nichols and Son, 1840) google e-book, X. 
8 K.J. Kesselring, The Northern Rebellion of 1569: Faith, Politics, and Protest in Elizabethan England. 

(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 49. 
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 We, Thomas Earl of Northumberland and Charles Earl of Westmorland, most 

loyal vassals of her Majesty, to all that are of the ancient and Catholic religion, 

greeting… Whereas divers disorderly and wicked men, that are about the Queen, 

have by their subtle and malignant intrigues made themselves so great and 

powerful as to condemn God's true and Catholic religion to a subterranean 

existence in this realm; and thereby have misguided the Queen, distracted the 

realm, and finally have sought and endeavoured the destruction of the nobility; 

We therefore have made common cause to resist by force, nay, rather by God's 

aid and the people's to see if we can apply a remedy to such disorders, and restore 

all the ancient liberties of God's church and the realm, which being left undone by 

us would expose us to the hazard of its accomplishment by foreigners, to the 

scathe and great jeopardy of the state of this our country, which we are all bound 

to serve.9 

These earls had wanted an end to Protestantism and return England back to the Catholic 

Church. They made the argument that Elizabeth had been led astray by her advisors. 

Westmorland and Northumberland believed that it would only be through a return to 

Catholicism that England would remain safe from foreign threats. This announcement of 

their intention demonstrated a strong religious component to this rebellion, which 

emphasized the Catholic threat that had started to worry Elizabeth’s advisors. There was 

a realization amongst Elizabeth’s advisors that there was a probable chance that the 

people would rise up against Elizabeth in favor of a Catholic Queen. 

9 CSP Rom, 622. Newsletter 11 Dec.1569. 
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During the autumn of 1569 discussions of the rebellion in the north started to 

trickle south to court. Upon hearing these rumors of a potential rebellion and of the earls 

involved, Elizabeth sent the earl of Sussex to retrieve them and bring them to London to 

explain their actions to her. In early October, just weeks before the rebellion was to 

breakout, Sussex attempted to retrieve them for a third time, yet just as the times before, 

the earls refused.10 In November, Sussex published a proclamation, in compliance with 

the Queen’s order, “declaring truly the falsehood and vaine delusion where by the Earles 

and there Confederates abuse the Quene Majesties subjets, to maintayne their rebellious 

enterprise.”11  Sussex was referring to the northern Catholic earl’s actions and how the 

reason behind the earl’s movements against the Queen had more to do with their personal 

desires to free Mary than it did with a wish to return England to Catholicism. 

Preparing to commit treason for the sake of their religion, the northern earls had 

turned to Pope Pius V for advice and support. They sent him a letter in early November 

1569 and awaited his response. Pius V replied with the Vatican’s support for their 

endeavors and even renounced Elizabeth’s claim to the English throne. On November 3, 

1569, Pope Pius V sent a message to the Duke of Alva, the governor of the Spanish 

Netherlands, “exhorting him to do what he may in aid of insurgent Catholics in England, 

and for the liberation of the Queen of Scots and her restoration to the throne of 

Scotland.”12 Placing Mary back on the Scottish throne would succeed in restoring a 

Catholic monarch in Scotland and effectively surround England with Catholic neighbors.  

10 Kesselring, 55. 
11Sharp, 52. 
12 CSP Rom, 617 Pope Pius V to Ferdinand the Duke of Alva, November 3, 1569. 
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With the Pope’s approval, the earls started their rebellion by marching to Durham, one of 

the major cities in the area.13  

When the Rebellion started, Sussex was forced to gather his men and march north 

in an effort to disband the uprising. In addition in the north of England, cities such as 

York started to prepare themselves for battle. York immediately became one of the cities 

under Sussex’s control and he used it as his base of operations for the duration of the 

Rebellion.  He started to reinforce other cities and garrison to prevent the rebel forces 

from gaining territory. However prepared Sussex was, he still managed to lose the town 

of Hartlepool to the earl of Westmorland in the early stages of the rebellion.14 One of the 

major battles occurred in December 1569 when the rebel forces laid siege to Barnard 

Castle where Sir George Bowes had been stationed. Bowes had managed to gather a few 

hundred of men to support the defense of the castle from the rebels. He had received a 

report for the Council of the North and on December 3, 1569, where he was informed that 

the council “have received your letres of the fyst of this month, and thereby preceyve the 

rebelles have besieged you, and we meen to releyve you with alle possible spede; so in 

the mene tyme we pray you to gyve credyte to the bere, in that tocheth your own 

surety.”15 Sussex believed that the Castle would be able to withstand the siege long 

enough for him and his forces to arrive. However, he was quickly rid of that notion when 

in a matter of a few days the walls of Barnard Castle were breached and the men under 

Bowes started to join the rebel cause. Sussex had sent a message to Bowes on December 

13 Kesselring, 56. 
14 Ibid., 84-86. 
15 Sharp, “91 The Council of the North to Sir G. Bowes,” in Memorials of the Rebellion of the Earls of 

Northumberland and Westmorland, December 3, 1569.  
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7, 1569 apologizing that “I am sorye that I cowld not come soner to your rescue,” 

however, Sussex did not abandon Bowes. He eventually managed to get two armies to 

head toward Barnard Castle. Sussex hoped “that one of these armyes, or bothe, will be 

with you on Mundaye nexte.” 16 However, the Castle had fallen by the time these armies 

arrived. Bowes managed to make his escape and meet up with Sussex in mid-December 

1569. The reinforcements that had gone to help Bowes eventually helped him recapture 

the Castle from the rebel forces. While these defeats hurt Elizabeth’s forces, the rebellion 

was not over. By December 13, 1569, the rest of Elizabeth’s forces arrived and within a 

week, the rebel leaders were making their escape to Scotland. 

While there had been instances when the rebel forces outnumbered Sussex’s men, 

they were not as well trained. The north had numbers, but Sussex had skills and 

experience on his side.17 Sussex sent a message to Cecil almost a month after the 

rebellion had begun discussing how his “horsemen…be fewer in number than the rebells, 

but the most of those I have now well appointed.”18 According to historian K.J. 

Kesselring, there were approximately “2598 rebels whose status were known,” however 

she does mention that there was a high level of turnover within the rebels due to “men 

coming and going as needed.”19 The majority of the people who took up arms in this 

rebellion were from small towns and villages in the north and lacked the formal training 

that Sussex forces had. This became part of the reason why the rebellion would be 

16 Sharp, “94 the Earl of Sussex to Sir G. Bowes” in Memorials of the Rebellion of the Earls of 

Northumberland and Westmorland, December 7, 1569. 
17 Kesselring, 58-68. 
18 Sharp, “95 the Earl of Sussex to W. Cecil” in Memorials of the Rebellion of the Earls of Northumberland 

and Westmorland, December 8, 1569. 
19 Kesselring, 64. 
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defeated so quickly. By mid-February 1570, news spread about how “the insurgents in 

England have dispersed of their own accord, and their leaders have fled to Scotland.”20 

Soon, knowledge that “the Queen (Elizabeth) was mustering 6,000 soldiers, and also 

arming six ships to be sent to Scotland in aid of those Huguenots, and to extirpate those 

Catholics who have fled from England to Scotland” spread throughout Europe. 21 This 

resulted in the realization that Catholics had failed in their endeavors. In response, the 

Pope had already started to move to excommunicate Elizabeth from the Catholic Church 

by the end of March.22 With the rebellion over, all that was left was to deal with the 

traitors.23 

Intelligence gathering had played an import role throughout the course of the 

rebellion. It was primarily used to inform the Privy Council of the events that had 

occurred during the uprising. It would later be used to inform the council of the escape 

made by the earls to Scotland. The Privy Council had been told by the earl of Sussex that 

“the Earles rebelles and the confederates were, with ther horsemen, fled to Exham, in 

Northumberland,” and then to informed them of the capture one the main leaders, the earl 

of Northumberland, on December 28, 1569 in Scotland.24 A relatively good diplomatic 

relationship between England and Scotland had been forged by William Cecil several 

years prior to the rebellion. He quickly recognized that retaining a healthy relationship 

between the two countries would help in the defense of England from foreign threats.  

20 CPS Rom, 646 Newsletter, February 15, 1570. 
21 CSP Rom, 650 Newsletter, March 5, 1750. 
22 CPS Rom 657 Pope Pius V to Ferdinand, Duke of Alva, March 30, 1570 
23 Kesselring, 85-90. 
24 Sharp, “the Earl of Sussex to Privy Council” in Memorials of the Rebellion of the Earls of 

Northumberland and Westmorland,  December 17, 1569, 105; Sharp, “the Earl of Sussex to Carey” in 

Memorials of the Rebellion of the Earls of Northumberland and Westmorland,  December 28 1569, 121. 

Texas Tech University, Helen Rose, December 2014



22 

 

When Elizabeth took the throne, he had originally started to help fortify the relationship 

with her northern neighbor. Cecil had served in several diplomatic missions to Scotland, 

including the one which had resulted in the Treaty of Edinburgh of 1560. But this 

relationship was tested when the earls fled to Scotland with the hope of escaping 

Elizabeth’s wrath in 1570. In order to prevent a war between the two countries, Scotland 

immediately moved to help capture many of the earls and hand them over to England. 

When Elizabeth took the throne, there was an exodus of Catholics immigrating 

into the Spanish Netherlands. Due to their close proximity and the strain relationship 

between their two rulers, it quickly became a haven for those escaping the anti-Catholic 

sentiments in England.25 After the Northern Rebellion, this had become especially true. 

After their original escape into Scotland following the end of the Northern Rebellion, 

several leaders of the Northern Rebellion made their way into the Spanish Netherlands to 

fall under the protection of Philip II. This only raised the tensions between England and 

Spain. The geographical distance between England and the Spanish Netherlands meant 

that the Spanish had a working and viable base in which to launch an attack against 

England, especially if they were to have followed through with their pledge of support 

during the Northern Rebellion. However, due to the uprisings within the Spanish 

Netherlands by the Dutch Rebels that happened concurrently with the Northern 

Rebellion, Spain quickly became too preoccupied with their internal issues to lend 

significant support to Catholic uprising and Plots within England, yet this did not stop 

them from supplying minimal support.  

25 Kesselring, 35. 
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The Northern Rebellion had demonstrated not only the dangers of Catholicism 

within England, but also the true danger that Mary, Queen of Scots, represented to 

Elizabeth. Mary’s close ties to both France and Spain had caused many of Elizabeth’s 

advisors to feel that the threat of a foreign invasion was imminent. The Northern 

Rebellion became a moment that forced Elizabeth to deal with rising problems in 

England and the continent such as England’s position regarding the Dutch Revolt. While 

her somewhat indecisive nature could sometimes be a hindrance to Cecil during his time 

as Secretary of State, Elizabeth had to make firm a decision as to how to deal with these 

rebels and how far the English government would be willing to go to remove the threat.26 

This would lead to a growth of intelligence gathering and revealed how necessary it was 

to expand into the use of covert operations. 

Changing Control over the Domestic Sphere 

The defeat of the Northern Rebellion left its mark on the Elizabeth’s government. 

Elizabeth started to take a stronger stands against Catholics especially those in the north. 

Her government focused attention on the domestic actions of English Catholics and 

implemented new policies to control information being passed through the population.27 

In addition, the population of the north suffered as Elizabeth took out her vengeance on 

those who had rebelled against her. As early as January 2, 1570, the earl of Sussex 

supplied the lists of people who should be executed for their role in the rebellion to 

26 Stephen Alford, the Watchers: A Secret History of the Reign of Elizabeth I, (London: Penguin Books, 

2013), 37. 
27 Kesselring, 90; Ronald Pollitt “The Defeat of the Northern Rebellion and the Shaping of Anglo-Scottish 

Relations,” The Scottish Historical Review 64 no. 177 (April 1985): 5. 
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Cecil.28 Historians have described the Northern Rebellion as a populous religious 

uprising due to its popular movements.29 It had been the people who had risen against 

Elizabeth, not just the Catholic earls. Elizabeth took the rebellion as an affront to her 

reign and acted swiftly in response. The retribution she required was harsh and resulted in 

around 750 of the participants being executed for treason.30 In order to demonstrate her 

control over the northern parts of England, Elizabeth became stricter against anyone who 

had attempted to argue against her claim to the throne. The Catholic threat had become 

real and Elizabeth knew the only way to deal with the threat was to demonstrate two 

things: one was her harsh policies regarding traitors, and the other was to restrict the 

spread of Catholic and anti-Elizabethan propaganda amongst the population.31  

In the wake of the rebellion, the press and print started to be censored even further 

by the government. Cecil, and later Walsingham, worked with a number of spies who 

related information regarding the movement of priests as well as banned Catholic 

books.32 One example was the secondary job of the playwright Anthony Munday, who 

was to keep an eye out for such movements and report back to the Spymasters.33 He and 

others like him had assisted in the arrest of numerous Catholic priests and helped prevent 

28 Sharp, “The Earl of Sussex issued his orders for certain executions in Northumberland” in Memorials of 

the Rebellion of the Earls of Northumberland and Westmorland,  January 2 1570, 133 
29 Kesselring, 73-90. 
30 Robert Hutchinson, Elizabeth’s Spymaster: Francis Walsingham and the Secret War that Saved England, 

(New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2006), 22. 
31 Cyndia Susan Clegg, Press Censorship in Elizabethan England, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1997), 38, 84. 
32 Lisa Ferraro Parmelee, “Printers, Patrons, Readers and Spies: Importation of French Propaganda in Late 

Elizabethan England,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 25 no. 4 (Winter 1994): 861; Clegg, 79-80; Thomas 

Merriam, “The Misunderstanding of Munday as Author of Sir Thomas More,” The Review of English 

Studies 51 no. 204 (November 2000): 548. 
33 Merriam, 550-51. 

Texas Tech University, Helen Rose, December 2014



25 

the spread of some Catholic books.34 Examples of these books include A defence of the 

honour of the right highe, mightye and noble princesse Marie queen of Scotlande by John 

Leisle, Bishop of Ross. In this book that Leisle argued that Mary was the rightful heir to 

the English throne.35 Similar in this fashion was the book A treatise of Treason against Q. 

Elizabeth and the Croune of England which was written in 1572. This book not only 

attacked Cecil for his actions against the Duke of Norfolk for his role in the Ridolfi Plot, 

which took place shortly after the defeat of the Northern Rebellion, but also for the 

bloody aftermath of the Northern Rebellion.36 However, while the laws regarding printed 

materials had caused books and pamphlets to become harder to circulate, there were still 

materials circulating among the population. It was this material that the government 

wanted to prevent in order to stop the growing Catholic threat. This would cause the 

Spymasters to look to their spies to have them gather the necessary information to 

safeguard England. 

 A common theme of the Catholic propaganda focused on the role of Mary, 

Queen of Scots and the situation she was in. The Northern Rebellion had caused these 

relationships between Mary and Catholic members of Elizabeth’s court to be viewed with 

a closer scrutiny than previously. Cecil knew the dangers of foreigners and was in a 

34 Robyn Jade Adams, ““Both Diligent and Secret”: The Intelligence Letters of William Herle” (PhD diss. 

Queen Mary, University of London, 2004), 164-165; Haynes, 40. 
35 Clegg, 81; John Leslie, “A defence of the honour of the right highe, mightye and noble Princesse Marie 

Quene of Scotlande and dowager of France with a declaration aswell of her right, title & intereste to the 

succession of the crowne of Englande, as that the regimente of women ys conformable to the lawe of God 

and nature, 1569 Early English Books Online. 

36John Leslie, A treatise of treasons against Q. Elizabeth, and the croune of England diuided into two 

partes: whereof, the first parte answereth certaine treasons pretended, that neuer were intended: and the 

second, discouereth greater treasons committed, that are by few perceiued, (1572) Early English Book 

Online. 
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constant fear of a foreign invasion from Spain. This was a fear that several in the 

government as well as the population shared.37 The rebellion had resulted in a wide 

dislike for Catholics and a greater dislike of foreigners. With the revelation of Spain’s 

plans to invade England, the anti-Spanish sentiment within England started to grow.38  

With Mary’s close ties to the continent and her Scottish identity, there had also been a 

growing dislike for her as well. Yet, while the members of the court recognized the 

dangers she presented, Elizabeth continued to refuse to act against her fellow monarch.39  

However in several messages that were passed between Mary and Cecil indicate 

that Mary recognized the danger of her position and quickly moved to prove her 

innocence and by denying to any knowledge of the rebellion prior to when it had 

started.40 This was enhanced when the earl of Northumberland was captured and 

interrogated in 1571 for his role in the Northern Rebellion. He admitted that he had 

wanted the “reformation of religion, and the preservation of the second person, The 

Queen of Scotts, who we accompted by God lawe and mens lawe to be right heire.”41 He 

was also adamant that Mary had not known what they were trying to accomplish and 

denied she had made any orders to have them do these acts.42 Whether Mary actually 

knew of the rebellion before it had occurred is not known, however, from the start of the 

rebellion she had fought to secure her reputation of ignorance to Cecil and the Queen in 

order to not implicate herself in any treasonous acts.43 While this would not be a singular 

37 Pollitt “The Defeat of the Northern Rebellion and the Shaping of Anglo-Scottish Relations,” 1. 
38 Ibid., 5. 
39 Alford, The Watchers, 235 
40 CSP Scot, earl of Shrewsbury to William Cecil, November 17, 1569, 883. 
41Sharp, “the Earl of Sussex to Sir W. Cecil,” in Memorials of the Rebellion of the Earls of Northumberland 

and Westmorland, December 28 1569, 121. 
42 Ibid. 121-122. 
43 CSP Scot, Mary Stuart to Elizabeth I, March 11 1570, 887. 
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event as others would claim to fight to place Mary on the English throne, she would 

always deny knowledge of these men’s actions and would have little to do with them. For 

the rest of Mary’s time in England she would fall back on the excuse of ignorance of 

what was being done in her name. Mary’s defense after the Northern Rebellion would 

continue to be her main shield against the later accusations made by Cecil and 

Walsingham. This defense would force the Spymasters to develop new and innovated 

techniques to monitor the movements of Mary. 

One example of how intelligence gathering changed after the Northern Rebellion 

was the abduction of Dr. John Story in 1570 and how it demonstrated that Elizabeth was 

not one to allow traitors to escape her wrath.44 Story had been a Catholic Member of 

Parliament who had been opposed Elizabeth and the Reformation. He was one of the 

primary voices against the prohibition of Catholic books and propaganda. It was later 

discovered that he had been working for Catholic counter movements. Once this had been 

discovered, he fled England for the Spanish Netherlands, hoping that Philip II would 

provide him sanctuary against Elizabeth, much like he did for the leaders of the Northern 

Rebellion.45 She allowed Cecil to implement a covert operation to abduct Story from the 

Netherlands and return him to England for trial. Not only was this the first successful use 

of a covert intelligence operation by English spies, but it was also a demonstration of 

Elizabeth’s influence and strength to her foreign counterparts.46 This ability to abduct 

44 Ronald Pollitt, “The Abduction of Doctor John Story and the Evolution of Elizabethan Intelligence 

Operations,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 14 no. 2 (Summer 1983): 131. 
45 T.B. Howell, ed. “59. Arraignment, Judgment and Execution of John Story for Treason,” in A complete 

collection of State Trials and Proceedings for High Treason and other Crimes and Misdemeanors, 

(London, 1816), 1087-1090. 
46 Pollitt, “The Abduction of Doctor John Story,” 131. 
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traitors from the Netherlands would also play an important role in the Elizabeth’s desire 

to maintain stability in the Spanish Netherland at the start of the Dutch Revolt. Much like 

the leaders of the Northern Rebellion who had fled England, Elizabeth did not allow 

many of the leaders to escape her grasp for long.  

Covert operations under Elizabeth became one of the primary methods of 

obtaining information during the mid-to-late part of her reign. Spies such as William 

Herle, William Parry and Henry Fagot were all placed in specific locations throughout 

England and Europe to gather information especially about Catholics. Herle split his time 

between Marshalsea Prison in London and the continent. Parry worked mostly in the 

Italian States and Fagot obtained a position within the French embassy in London. 

Elizabeth’s position started to become clearer to her fellow European monarchs and it 

allowed them to realize that Elizabeth would finally take the steps to prevent the rise of 

Catholicism in England and secure the country as a Protestant kingdom.  The Catholic 

threat had been discovered on English soil and Elizabeth and her advisors were placed in 

a situation in which they would need to stop the source of the problem, Spain. 

England’s Role in the Dutch Revolt 

 Much like the Northern Rebellion, English participation in the Dutch Revolt 

stemmed from the underlying religious subtext that had taken hold of Europe since the 

start of the Protestant Reformation. With the Low Countries under Spanish rule, Cecil 

and other of Elizabeth’s advisor advocated rebellion against Spain.47 Since the start of 

Elizabeth’s rule the relationship between England and Spain had been tense.  However, 

47 G.J. Meyers, The Tudors: The Complete Story of England’s Most Notorious Dynasty, (Delacorte Press: 

New York, 2010), 493. 
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with the increase in domestic unrest amid the discovery of Spain’s support of the 

Northern Rebellion, it would only be through Elizabeth’ reluctance, not to mention that 

of King Philip II of Spain, to enter into open conflict that would cause both sides to do 

whatever they could to prevent a war between their two counties for almost three 

decades.  

Religious differences started to emerge in the political atmosphere as waves of 

English Catholics moved to the Spanish Netherlands while Dutch Protestants in 

increasing numbers made their way to the south of England.48 This became especially 

apparent when the surviving leaders of the Northern Rebellion had sought Philip II’s 

protection in the Spanish Netherlands after escaping from England at the start of the 

1570.49  

As the Dutch Revolt escalated in early 1570, it quickly become the battle ground 

for the major powers within Europe. At first, Elizabeth did not outwardly support the 

rebellion in the Low Countries.50 However, there were several events that have led 

historians to begin to question her true motivations and actions in the Netherland. Many 

historians have made the argument that while the fighting of the rebellion might have 

begun in 1568, it was not until the seizure of the city of Brille by the Sea Beggars, the 

nickname given to the Dutch Rebels that roamed the seas, and their ship the La Marck on 

April 1, 1572 that the revolt truly started.51 Historians such as J.B. Black have generally 

48 Hugh Dunthorne, Britain and the Dutch Revolt 1560-1700, (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 

UK. 2013), 140. 
49 CSP For, 128 Answer made by the Council to Zwegenhem’s article, February 22 1572. 
50 Dunthorne, 181. 
51 Dunn, 40-43. 
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regarded this seizure as the “first decisive drama of the Dutch republic.”52 The capture of 

Brille and a rebel victory against Spain demonstrated to the Dutch provinces the 

possibility of further success against Spain and resulted in the rebellion to continue as 

Elizabeth’s made England’s presence more noticeable in the sea. 

The success at Brille started to push other Dutch provinces into rebelling against 

Spain. Just five days later on April 6, 1572, the people of Flushing took arms against the 

Spanish. They had been informed that other nearby towns would be taken over by the 

Spaniards as the Duke of Alva had withdrawn his garrison from the area. With the 

garrison cleared out by the Duke, the people of Flushing were said to have cried out that 

“They would rather spend the last drop of their blood than submit to the slavery and 

wrongs of that nation [Spain].”53 The townspeople shot at approaching vessels and were 

soon joined in their cause by other towns in their defense against the Spanish.54 This line 

of defense would only increase with the arrival of English and French volunteers in 

1573.55 This instance allowed for the Dutch to rally behind one force. Holland and later 

Zeeland would continue to rebel against Spain and they would never fall back under 

Spanish rule.56 

 However, what role did the English play in this victory? Since the start of the 

rebellion, Elizabeth had been approached by Dutch leaders who hoped to obtain her 

military and financial support against the Spanish. The relationship between England and 

52 J.B. Black, “Queen Elizabeth, the Seabeggars, and the Capture of Brille, 1572,” The English Historical 

Review 46 no. 181 (Jan 1931): 30. 
53 CSP For, 220 Commotion at Flushing, April 6 1572.   
54 Ibid. 
55 CSP For 324 Affairs of the Low Countries, April and May. 
56 Dunn, 44. 
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Spain deteriorated as both sides had employed actions against one another. Spain had 

supported Catholic plots and uprisings, in particular the Northern Rebellion, in England, 

and England had countered by permitting its privateers to go after Spanish ships and ports 

in Europe and the New World. The privateers were English sailors entrusted with the 

ability to attack enemy ships in the name of England. One of the more famous privateer 

of the Elizabethan period was Sir Francis Drake. Prior to the Northern Rebellion in 

January 1569, the Duke of Alva had placed a shipping embargo against England and one 

of their primary trading cities, Antwerp, in the Spanish Netherlands. England retaliated 

by moving its trading interest north to Hamburg. This resulted in a devastating blow to 

the economy of Antwerp.57 Adding to the continued animosity between England and 

Spain was the growth of piracy in the English Channel. The Duke of Alva accused 

Elizabeth and her Privy Council of not doing everything in their power to ensure the 

safety of Spanish ships and prevent the growth of piracy. This was only enhanced with 

the presentation of the knowledge by the Spanish Ambassador, Don Gerau De Spes, in 

London: 

that sundry Englishmen served in their ship, and that some of the ships in their 

company were English, which… proclamation was made that no Englishman 

should continue in that manner of service under pain of punishment, and because 

he [Philip II] complained that such orders and edicts were not duly executed, it 

was said that commissions were sent under the Great Seal of England to 

noblemen and others in the countries upon the seaside, and that the 

57  Charles Wilson, Queen Elizabeth and the Revolt of the Netherlands, (University of California Press: 

Berkeley, 1970), 22-25. 
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commissioners found sundry that had offended in secret relieving of them, which 

were committed to prison, the goods by them bought stayed, and restitution 

made.58 

The Spanish argued that while Elizabeth had implemented harsh punishments for pirates, 

such laws were not being enforced and it appeared to the Spanish that Elizabeth had been 

supporting the Dutch, many of whom had “professed to serve the Prince of Orange” the 

leader of the Dutch Revolt.59   

In the early 1570s with a push from Spain, Elizabeth started to implement several 

anti-piracy policies. She had begun to expel pirates and prohibit them from docking in 

England. One of the ships that was expelled was the La Marck, the Dutch sea-rover, 

which had been instrumental in the capture of Brille in 1572. Black makes the argument 

that it was because of Elizabeth’s actions in allowing the Sea Beggars to dock in Dover 

before expelling them that had allowed for the Dutch to successfully attack and capture 

Brille.60 Elizabeth would defend herself with the argument that the attack was the side 

effect of her attempt to prevent piracy in the English Channel and not an attempt to 

demonstrate a support for the Dutch against Spain. Yet the conflict between her words 

and her actions caused historians to question her true intentions towards the Spanish. 

Spain had supported the Northern Rebellion, and Elizabeth had given some of her 

unofficial support to the Dutch. Neither side might have liked the idea of open rebellion 

but the tensions between England and Spain could eventually subvert those sentiments. 

58 CSP For 128. 
59 Ibid.  
60 Black, 42. 
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However, this rivalry did not mean that Elizabeth would not interfere with the 

events of the Spanish Netherlands. Her first course had been to attempt to act as a 

mediatory between both sides. The Dutch rebels continue approached her for her support 

and while she would not commit until the mid-1580s with the Treaty of Nonsuch, she and 

her advisors started to plant spies in the Netherlands. One agent who worked to gather 

information in the Netherlands was William Herle.61 In a discourse on Flanders in 

December 1575, the Privy Council referred to information gathered on Philip of Spain, 

who: 

with the provocation of the Pope, having ought to plant the Inquisition in the Low 

Countries, the nobility forseeing that this would lead to uproar and civil 

dissension amongst the people, privately dealt with the Regent (Margaret of 

Parma), and finding no redress, sent a supplication into Spain by two noblemen, 

where it was slightly regarded. The people, however, grew to arms, and the Prince 

of Orange and others of the nobility joined with them.62 

The Dutch Revolt was growing and Elizabeth and her advisors realized that England 

would need to make a decision on how to proceed with the Dutch rebels. The Revolt was 

starting to look for other allies within the international community and it would only be a 

matter of time before they looked to France, Spain’s only rival on the continent. 

By the mid-1570s, Elizabeth’s indecisive nature started to play a role in how the 

Dutch rebels viewed English support. With the lack of outward support from the English 

monarch, the Dutch started to lose popular support during the mid-1570s just as they 

61 Wilson, 84. 
62 CSP For, 542 A Discourse on Flanders, 
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were losing territories to the Spanish. On January 15, 1576, Elizabeth finally gave the 

Dutch her answer. They were informed that: 

Her Majesty has…found in this great cause many difficulties. Being so hardly 

treated as they have been, and no remedy found by their submission, there is 

appearance of reason in their defending themselves and seeking aid other 

ways…as to give them aid in such manner as they require, there appear so many 

and great ifficulties as this present time will not permit her to help them with 

forces and thereby to enter suddenly into war with the King of Spain. The war 

would require great provisions of money, men, armour, and munitions…Besides 

this, the entry into war with the King of Spain would not only banish the trade of 

the merchants with his dominions, but yield to him as a prey all their goods which 

shall be there at this time.63  

With Elizabeth making clear her reasons against going to war with Spain, the Dutch 

turned to the French in hopes of obtaining their support.64 The Franco-Spanish 

relationship was in an even worse condition than the Anglo-Spanish relationship. For the 

over a century, Spain and France had been “locked in a struggle for domination” in 

Europe. 65  Both countries attempted to fight against one another in order to gain 

superiority on the continent. With the Dutch approaching the French during the mid-

1570s, when negotiations with England seemed to be struggling, the tide of the Dutch 

Revolt started to shift. 

63 CSP For, 574 Answer Given to the Hollanders. 
64 Dunn, 45. 
65 Meyers, 491. 
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 Elizabeth might not have been the greatest supporter of the Spanish, but she 

preferred their presence in the Low Countries more than she did the French.66 This 

became even more apparent as she started to help negotiate a peace treaty between the 

Dutch rebels and Spain. As early as 1576, Elizabeth had been pushing the two sides come 

to an agreement. She had been advocating the use of what historians have called the 

“Burgundian Solution.” This would have involved the Spanish retaining the sovereignty 

of the Netherlands, but political control would be returned to the Dutch with no Spanish 

troops to be stationed within their borders.67 However, this solution was not agreed upon 

and the fighting continued for the next several decades. 

 As Elizabeth was attempting to secure the Netherlands, she also had several spies 

working in the area. The Netherlands had been seen as a haven for English exiles during 

Elizabeth’s reign. This became especially true after the Northern Rebellion when it 

fulfilled its purpose as Catholic exiles, and the leaders of the Northern Rebellion, fled in 

order to be under the protection of Spain. Many of these exiles would work diligently to 

attempt to convince Philip II to invade England for the sole purpose of reverting the 

religion back to Catholicism and removing Elizabeth from the throne.68 

This was why the use of English spies in the Netherlands was so important for 

Elizabeth.  The spies played the vital role of keeping the Spymasters informed on the 

events in the Spanish Netherlands. The constant uprisings on the part of the Dutch had 

served the purpose of distracting Spain and preventing an invasion of Spanish forces. 

During the Northern Rebellion, prior to the escalation of the Dutch Revolt, Spain had 

66 Wilson, 28-29 
67 Adams, “Both Diligent and Secret”, 315. 
68 Kesselring, 158. 
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pledge the support of troops to help the Rebellion succeed in their goal. It was this fear of 

foreign invasion that pushed Cecil and the other advisors to become wary of the threat 

posed by Spain. This was where the spies came in. They monitored the situation in the 

Netherlands and reported back on the movements of English exiles and Dutch leaders. 

Even William Herle’s proved useful when he was one of the first to write back to 

England about the status of William on Orange in 1582 after an assassination attempt.69 

Spain’s protection over the exiles would prove to be illusionary after the successful 

retrieval of Dr. John Story. Elizabeth could implement successful retrieval missions, and 

Spain could not stop her. 

Conclusion 

The Dutch Revolt, the true areas of contention were found outside of the 

battlefield. Historian Charles Wilson makes the argument that as early as the Treaty of 

Cateau-Cambresis in 1559, which withdrew England from the wars it had entered under 

Mary Tudor, the way that countries dealt with one another started to change. The world 

of major battles to determine the outcome of a conflict was slowly disappearing and the 

methods that countries used to demonstrate their strength shifted to include a “new phase 

that was dominated by the spy, the assassin, the agent provocateur, the fifth column, the 

privateer and the pirate.”70 The role of intelligence gathering started to become an area of 

greater importance for European governments. This became especially true with the rise 

of the Spymasters during the reign of Elizabeth. 

69 WHL, 205-207 William Herle to the earl of Leicester, March 20 1582. 
70 Wilson, 22. 
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The Northern Rebellion of 1569 and the start of the Dutch Revolt significantly 

changed how England approached its domestic and international policies. Intelligence 

networks started to gain traction and began to spread. Information became vital to the 

nation’s struggle for dominance on the European stage. Domestically, the Protestant-

Catholic relationship shifted and anti-Catholic sentiment started to grow. Anti-Catholic 

policies and the Catholic threat took ahold of Elizabeth’s advisors and caused them to 

implement greater restrictions on publications and to known enemies of the state, in 

particular Mary, Queen of Scots. With the constant threat from the Spanish, Cecil and his 

compatriots knew the only way to secure England was to help keep the Spanish occupied. 

The Dutch Revolt did this. The rebellion forced Spain to keep its focus away from 

England. The Dutch Revolt held several religious and political elements that would 

eventually cause England and France to get involved. The Dutch played with ancient 

rivalries in order to use their allies into supporting their cause against Spain. 

With the escalation between the growth of information gathering and the desire to 

secure their borders from the Catholic threat, England looked to expanding its spy 

networks to improve its defense against Spain. The next chapter will investigate the 

Spymasters’ networks and how Elizabeth’s two top men, William Cecil and Francis 

Walsingham, worked with the intelligence they gathered from their spies to prevent 

several plots against Elizabeth and ultimately cause the destruction of Mary, Queen of 

Scots. 
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Chapter III

The Rise of the Spymasters: William Cecil’s and Francis 

Walsingham’s Spy Networks 

Introduction 

When Elizabeth became queen in 1558, she sought the guidance of informative 

and influential men to help run her government. One of her first choices was William 

Cecil.  He had risen within the government and used his skills to make a name for himself 

during Edward VI’s reign (1547-1553). Cecil and Elizabeth shared several interests and 

goals in terms of the directions they each had wanted to take in setting up her 

government.1 One of the men who had helped Elizabeth and Cecil mange England was 

Sir Francis Walsingham, who made a name for himself within Elizabethan government 

through his diplomatic actions during the time he spent as ambassador to France during 

early part of Elizabeth’s reign. The experiences that both Cecil and Walsingham had 

during their time in government influenced how they went about creating their spy 

networks. 

Both Cecil and Walsingham focused their attention on continental Europe and 

Scotland in order to maintain England’s security. Cecil knew that the key to England’s 

security lay with maintaining England’s northern neighbor as a Protestant nation.2 

Originally, this seemed to be more difficult than expected as Scotland had a Protestant 

1 Stephen Alford, the Early Elizabethan Polity: William Cecil and the British Succession Crisis, 1588-

1569. (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 4. 
2 Steven Alford, Burghley: William Cecil at the court of Elizabeth I, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

2008), 85. 
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government but still maintained a Catholic Queen, problems explored in the previous 

chapter. These conflicting agendas had caused struggles to arise between Mary, Queen of 

Scots, and her Scottish Lords. Cecil and Walsingham wanted to be able to secure England 

from the growing Catholic threat to maintain a Protestant line of succession. Elizabeth’s 

advisors managed to accomplish this by creating spy networks throughout Europe. These 

men, especially Cecil and Walsingham, are sometimes referred to as Elizabeth’s 

“Spymasters.” An investigation of Cecil’s and Walsingham’s actions against these threats 

will to show how they used their intelligence networks to benefit England and secure it 

from the Catholic threat. Their use of spies and moles was instrumental in managing risk 

and trying to prevent attacks against Elizabeth. By first examining William Cecil, who in 

1571 became Lord Burghley, and then Sir Francis Walsingham, the networks that these 

spymasters managed to create and the plots they helped uncover would ultimately deter 

the Catholic threat for the majority of Elizabeth’s reign and prevented Mary, Queen of 

Scots from ever taking the English throne.  These networks would help Cecil and 

Walsingham secure England from the perceived threat Catholicism played in the country, 

which was directly related to the fear of a Spanish invasion. 

William Cecil, Lord Burghley 

William Cecil’s career in government started under Edward VI in 1547, when he 

worked for Lord Somerset, Edward’s uncle, as one of his secretaries. His skills were 

quickly noticed by Katherine Parr, Henry VIII’s sixth wife, and he managed to expand 

his political reach with the government. He was seen as “one of the brightest lights of 
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Edward VI’s government.” 3 When Edward died in 1553, Cecil was one of the Lords who 

sided with placing Lady Jane Grey on the throne. Following Jane’s downfall, Cecil’s 

political and diplomatic quick-thinking managed to keep him off the chopping block. 

Cecil was quick to issue to Queen Mary an apology for his actions against her and proved 

his dedication to remaining a loyal subject.4  While he never managed to get a working 

position within Mary’s government, he did manage to remain close to court and win over 

some of her favor through the use of well-placed relatives and by remaining a very 

visible member of the court.5 However, the primary issue that would separate the two was 

religion. Mary Tudor was a devout Catholic, while Cecil was Protestant. When Mary died 

in 1558, Elizabeth took the throne and immediately placed Cecil as her Principal 

Secretary. Cecil began to fill Elizabeth’s Privy Council with his fellow Cambridge 

scholars, including men such as Sir Francis Walsingham, Robert Dudley, earl of 

Leicester and Christopher Hatton. Cecil wanted to fill Elizabeth’s Council with 

likeminded men who all had had similar training in politics and diplomacy, and more 

importantly who were all Protestant. 

Cecil had recognized early on that Elizabeth’s position as queen was not secure 

and it would remain so until she produced an heir. Cecil realized that the line of 

succession would be a constant issue for England as long as Elizabeth remained 

unmarried and Mary, Queen of Scots remained next to inherit the throne. In 1558, Mary 

was not only Queen of Scotland, but through marriage had also become the Queen of 

France. When her husband Francis II of France died in 1560, her title of Queen of France 

3 Alford, Burghley, 82; Alford, the Early Elizabethan Polity, 25. 
4 Alford, Burghley, 62-63. 
5 Ibid. 62-72. 
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might have been gone, but the relationship between Scotland and France was not.  Mary 

was a devout Catholic and the last thing Cecil wanted was another Catholic monarch on 

the throne. Early in Elizabeth’s reign, Cecil focused his attention on securing her 

monarchy through marriage. He used his diplomatic skills to arrange marriage proposals 

between Elizabeth and other European princes as he recognized the urgency behind the 

need to secure the line of succession.6 These efforts would ultimately be in vain as 

Elizabeth would prolong her deliberations in order to demonstrate her power and use 

them to her political and diplomatic advantage. Elizabeth did not want to end up like her 

sister Mary, who had married and ruled almost only in name as her husband, King Philip 

II of Spain, held most of the control. Elizabeth wanted to maintain the sole power. She 

wanted everyone to recognize her as the ruler of England, not simply as a queen or 

spouse.7  

When Mary, Queen of Scots, made her escape into England in 1568 after being 

accused of murdering her second husband, Lord Darnley, Cecil immediately became 

concerned that her proximity to Elizabeth would heighten the threat that she posed to 

England. It was one thing to have a foreign Catholic heir, it was another to have that heir 

residing in England and posing as a champion for the Catholic cause. The observation of 

Mary started almost immediately upon her arrival in England. Mary knew the situation 

that the Northern Rebellion, as explored in Chapter1, had put her in and was wary of 

people reading her correspondence. She knew that Cecil and his colleagues were 

watching her and it was because of this that when questionable material would appear in 

6 Alford, the Early Elizabethan Polity, 43. 
7 Alford, Burghley, 37. 
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her letters, she was be quick to ask for forgiveness and plead with Cecil that she had 

“denied knowledge of certain letters of which he has sent her duplicates, Begs him to 

forget them as she will, and to continue his good will towards her.”8  While Elizabeth’s 

advisors had recognized Mary as a threat, they failed to realize just how powerful a threat 

she actually was until the Northern Rebellion. It was through an observation made by 

Alvise Contarini, the Venetian Ambassador in France to the Signory, on April 11 1571 

that demonstrate the international conversation regarding Mary’s treatment in England. 

Contarini writes that “although during the life of Queen Mary and when she was a private 

person and almost a prisoner, she had never passed a week without being visited either by 

or on behalf of the Ambassador [most likely French] who represented your serenity at the 

Court, since she [Mary] had been Queen your Serenity had become so unmindful of 

her.”9 This relationship between Mary and the French and Venetian ambassadors 

demonstrates her close ties with foreign governments and only helped push the 

xenophobic sentiments that had started to arise after the rebellion. Mary attempted to 

have these ambassadors’ help her secure her freedom from England. This was one of the 

most common goals associated with the many plots against Elizabeth.10  

 As soon as the Northern Rebellion ended in 1570, Cecil and Elizabeth’s other 

advisors become aware of the realistic dangers that the Catholic threat and especially 

Mary posed to England. As discussed earlier, Mary had become a viable Catholic 

replacement to Elizabeth in the eyes of many English Catholics and she would remain so 

8 CSP Scot, 47 Queen Mary to Sir William Cecil, February 11 1569. 
9 CSP Ven, 481 Alvise Contarini Venetian Ambassador in France to Signory, May 30, 1570. 
10 K.J. Kesselring, The Northern Rebellion of 1569: Faith, Politics, and Protest in Elizabethan England. 

(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 49; Francis Edwards, Plots and Potters in the Reign of Elizabeth I. 

Portland, OR: Four Court Press, 2002.  

Texas Tech University, Helen Rose, December 2014



43 

until her death in 1587.11 In recognizing the dangers that Mary represented, Cecil started 

to create his own domestic web of spies to monitor the situation. After the Northern 

Rebellion, there was an increase in censorship as well as more spying on the general 

population.12 There was an increase in the number of spies who reported back to 

Walsingham and Cecil because there was now a mission to focus their attention on. It is 

during this time that a number of moles started to be put into place within the embassies 

of foreign dignitaries. One in particular was Henry Fagot.13 This is also when the careers 

of code breakers and decipherers started to come into play as men such as Thomas 

Phelippes and Anthony Munday started to work to help the Spymasters secure England 

against the Catholic threat. 

Using his position as the Secretary of State, Cecil began to use covert intelligence 

operations to gather more information on possible threats. Cecil began to send spies and 

informants to Mary’s circles and a number of different embassies. One of the most 

famous informers was Henry Fagot who had worked closely with Cecil, and later 

Walsingham, in supplying them with the correspondence being transmitted between 

Mary and the French ambassador.14  Fagot had worked as a mole within the embassy and 

utilized his position to better supply the information being transmitted between Mary and 

the French ambassador in London. Fagot intercepted letters and was one of the many 

11 Wallace MacCaffrey, The Shaping of Elizabethan Regime, 1558-1572. (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 1968), 297-98. 
12 Lisa Ferraro Parmelee, “Printers, Patrons, Readers and Spies: Importation of French Propaganda in Late 

Elizabethan England,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 25 no. 4 (Winter 1994): 855. 
13 John Bossy, Under the Molehill: an Elizabethan spy story. (New haven: Yale University press, 2001). 
14 Ibid. 
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ways in which Walsingham used to obtain secret letters between the French ambassador 

and Mary. 

   Cecil’s use of spies helped him uncover and prevent future Catholic uprisings. 

His goal was to protect England from Catholicism, and the information he managed to 

gather domestically helped him prevent plots such as the Ridolfi Plot in 1572.  He would 

later place spies abroad and within foreign embassies. In the Cecil Papers a response 

between Lhuillier Maisonfleur, an envoy from the French Embassy, to Queen Elizabeth 

in 1572 indicated that there were spies in the French Embassy who would “remain quiet 

in place.”15 This discussion illustrates the need to keep people, especially spies and moles 

in place and not to disrupt their undercover positions. The longer these covert spies could 

remain hidden within their undercover identities, the longer they could gather more 

useful information they could extract and the more useful they would be to the 

Spymasters. 

It did not take long for the Ridolfi Plot to be discovered through information 

gathered by these spies, in particular William Herle. The Ridolfi Plot was started in 1572 

when the Duke of Alva, the governor of the Spanish Netherlands, planned to send to 

England 6,000 men to help free Mary, Queen of Scots so that she could marry the 

Thomas Howard, the fourth Duke of Norfolk (and Elizabeth’s cousin).16 The marriage 

between Norfolk and Mary had been pushed by Norfolk ever since she had arrived in 

England in 1568. Elizabeth did not allow the marriage to take place due to the strength it 

would give Mary in securing her position as heir to England. It was because of this that 

15 CP 95 Maisonfleur to the Queen, December 1572. 
16 Edwards, 29-73. 
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Norfolk then turned to Spain to see if the Spanish could help him secure the release of 

Mary. This plot quickly unraveled and it was eventually revealed that Norfolk had plans 

to remove Elizabeth from the throne in favor of Mary. The Calendar of Cecil Papers 

contains the transcription of Norfolk’s trial in December of 1572. Norfolk was charged 

with: 

A general three points: - 1. Imagination and device to deprive the Queen of her 

crown and royal style, and so consequently of her life; 2. Comforting and 

relieving the English rebels that stirred the rebellion in the north, since they fled 

out of the realms; 3. Comforting and relieving the Queen’s enemies in Scotland, 

that succuored and maintained the said English rebels.17 

Even with these charges of treason, Elizabeth was hesitant to execute Norfolk due to her 

familial relationship with him. This aggravated both Cecil and Walsingham as it 

undermined the strong-armed approach Elizabeth had taken in the aftermath of the 

Northern Rebellion.18 This hesitation would push Cecil even further to try to get 

Elizabeth married during the 1570s and to secure the line of succession away from Mary, 

Queen of Scots because he knew Elizabeth’s temperament could work against him. 

By June 1574, several of Elizabeth’s advisors acknowledged that the easiest way 

of removing the threat that Mary posed to Elizabeth was through her death. It was at this 

point in which the Spymasters began to redouble their efforts to entrap Mary and remove 

all possible allies from her reach. However, much like Elizabeth herself, they were 

hesitant to kill a monarch, no matter how dangerous she was.19 Mary’s position made the 

17 CP 98 Trial of the Duke of Norfolk, December 1572.  
18 Carole Levin, the Reign of Elizabeth I, (New York: Palgrave, 2002), 92. 
19 CP 197 Sir A Champernoun to Lord Burghley, Jun 15 1574; Burghley, 186. 
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political environment in England dangerous as religious tensions between Catholics and 

Protestants increased. It would be around this time that there was also an increase on the 

censorship of printed material relating to the lines of succession.20 

Domestic threats were not the only issues that Cecil had to face. As a result of the 

Dutch Revolt, the Spanish Netherlands would also become an area of contention between 

Elizabeth and Cecil. Cecil wanted Elizabeth to interfere with the Spanish Netherlands and 

cause more friction with Spain to keep the Spanish from interfering with English affairs. 

Due to the geographical proximity of England to the Netherlands, Spain had the ability to 

use the Spanish Netherlands as a base from which to attack England. Cecil viewed the 

Netherlands as possible allies for England and sided with the Low Countries in their 

rebellion. An observation made by Diogene Franceschini, a Venetian in England, to 

Giovanni Fransesco Morosini, Venetian Ambassador in France in 1576, claimed that “it 

would aid the result greatly if you would speak to the English Ambassador, who is so 

friendly with our nation, to write in strong terms to the Lord High Treasurer (William 

Cecil), who is favorable to our cause, asking him to speak with her Majesty for the public 

advantage.”21 They could see the benefits of having conflict between England and Spain 

as the Italian States could move in to fill the economical gap that would arise with the 

conflict. At the time, Spain and England had several economic ties. Should these ties be 

broken due to a war between the two, England would be forced to look for a new market 

to sell their goods. While the Italian States would be a further market, it could fill the gap 

20 Cyndia Susan Clegg, Press Censorship in Elizabethan England, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1997), 84. 
21 CSP Ven 649 Diogene Franceschini to Giovanni Francesco Morosini, Venetian ambassador in France, 

February 6 1576. 
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left behind by the Spanish and the Venetian ambassadors were very much aware that any 

move to shift England’s economic ties would lie in the hands of William Cecil. 

Whether England supported or denounced the Dutch Revolt, it was still in a 

precarious position as either choice could lead the country to war with Spain. Much like 

his position on maintaining good relations with Scotland, Cecil knew that a successful 

revolt in the Spanish Netherlands would help keep England safe against the Spanish and, 

more specifically, the Catholic threat, just as the Netherlands knew that Cecil would be 

the key in getting Elizabeth’s support.  

With the Dutch Revolt attracting most of Spain’s attention during the early 1570s, 

Cecil could recognized the political benefits because it could continue to help secure 

England from the Catholic threat. By the mid-1570s, the Catholic threat had become 

almost synonymous with Spain and the threat of a Spanish invasion, something Cecil had 

feared since the Northern Rebellion.22 The pledge of support from Philip II of Spanish 

troops during the Northern Rebellion had done nothing but increase the fear of a foreign 

invasion.23 However, Cecil was able to recognize the problems that Philip II faced with 

his large empire. Due to the size of Philip’s holdings, the fact that the Dutch were 

revolting resulted in England falling from being one of the main priorities for Spain.24 

Nevertheless, Cecil continued to monitor Spain closely. 

 In order to discover Spain’s intentions, Cecil used his spies to gather information 

on Spanish movements on the continent. In particular, he relied on William Herle to 

gather information. Herle had been trained as a diplomatic courier, however, he was 

22 Alford, the Early Elizabethan Polity, 217. 
23 MacCaffrey, The Shaping of Elizabethan Regime, 14. 
24 Alford, The Early Elizabethan Polity, 194-217. 
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generally being used by Cecil and later the other Spymasters, Sir Francis Walsingham 

and the earl of Leicester, as a spy for England.25 Cecil had originally started by using 

Herle as a spy in Marshalsea Prison order to gather information on any plots against 

England. Between 1571 and 1585, Herle was sent multiple times to the Spanish 

Netherlands with orders to retrieve information and to help prevent any future attacks on 

England. He spent a great deal of his time in the Low Countries and reported back to 

Cecil during the Dutch Revolt. In the late 1570s and early 1580s, Cecil used Herle as spy 

against the French. Cecil also ordered Herle to work with other spies and moles in order 

to gather information about the likelihood that France and Spain would join forces 

against England.26 It was during his time at the French Embassy in England in May 1583, 

that Herle was able to reveal to Cecil that “The Frenche Ambassador on Thursdaye 

morning… had Archeballd Duglasse brought secretely to him by Coreselles into his 

chamber, where after long ernest consultation had bettwen theme, which chiefly 

concerned the late letter received from the Scottish Queen.”27 It was through this letter, 

that Cecil started to realize the true extent of Mary’s connections with foreign 

ambassadors and her use of known clergy and that there was the need to come up with a 

plan to entrap her. Cecil knew he needed to convince Elizabeth to take concrete actions in 

the Spanish Netherlands before the problem worsened and England face an invasion from 

both Spain and France as they attempted to defend and free Mary from her prison. 

25 Susan Harriet Bleisweis, “The Elizabethan Intelligence Service 1572-1585,” (PhD diss., Rutgers 

University, 1976), 18-19. 
26 Alford, Burghley, 111. 
27Quoted in John Bossy, Giordano Bruno and the Embassy Affair, (London: Vintage, 1991), 206. 
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In 1580 during one of his brief visits to the continent, Herle sent a memorandum 

to Elizabeth informing her of the state of affairs in the Spanish Netherlands. He included 

information such as “Holland and Zeland ar hable to make ten thowsand saile of 

shippes.”28 Overall, Herle spent the majority of the letter imploring Elizabeth to help the 

Dutch cause claiming that “And your Majesties acceptacon of them shall awaken all 

Germanie out of sleepe to back and assist the Cawse.”29 Herle supported Cecil’s belief in 

the Dutch Revolt, believing that by the English pledging their full support other 

Protestant lands, in particular the German States, would follow through as well. Herle 

was an adamant believer in the Catholic threat and was loyal to his Spymasters. His 

background in diplomacy had allowed him to better understand the changing moods of 

the Dutch and the need for action against the Spanish. Herle’s information had allowed 

Cecil to discover the French movements in helping the Dutch rebels fight against the 

Spanish. Cecil used the information that Herle and others provided to gather support for 

the Dutch cause and to help push Elizabeth into making a definite decision regarding how 

to proceed with the Dutch Revolt. Elizabeth had decided in 1576 to try to play the pacifist 

and mediator between the two sides in order to demonstrate her support of the actions of 

the Dutch Rebels, yet not enter a costly war with Spain.30 

By the late 1570s, Cecil had already managed to help secure Scotland as a 

Protestant nation. Cecil had known there had traditionally been close ties between 

Scotland and France, and had used the Treaty of Edinburgh of 1560 to limit the amount 

of influence France had within the Scottish government. The Treaty of Edinburgh was 

28 WHL, Herle to Elizabeth I, 1580. 
29 Ibid. 
30 CSP For 574 answer given to the Hollanders, 
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not only an embarrassment to Mary as it limited the amount of power Mary could exert 

against England regardless of her feelings on the matter, and it also helped secure a good 

relations between England and Scotland.31 The Treaty of Edinburgh had allowed 

Scotland to continue to have a working relationship with England even after Mary made 

her escape into England and as the issues in the north were settled. Once Cecil had the 

relationship between England and Scotland and France relatively under control, he started 

to pour his efforts into preventing Spain from invading England.32   

Cecil knew that the one of the most important ways to maintain England’s 

security was to prevent an alliance between the two strongest countries on the continent, 

France and Spain. One way to do this was to secure a marriage between the Duke of 

Anjou, the heir to the French throne, and Elizabeth in order to cement an alliance 

between France and England. The Venetian ambassador, Sigismondo di Cavali, wrote to 

the Signory when the negotiations first started in 1573, informing him that “both these 

personages [Cecil and Lord Robert Leicester] have advised the Queen to marry a 

foreigner.”33 Yet try as Cecil might, Elizabeth would never follow through with the 

arrangement. Cecil had hoped that a marriage with the Duke of Anjou would not only 

secure an alliance between France and England, but prevent a future alliance between 

France and Spain. Cecil believed the stronger the alliances between England and other 

countries, the safer England would be in the future. 

31 Wallace MacCaffrey, The Shaping of the Elizabethan Regime, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

1968), 388. 
32 Ibid. 
33 CSP Ven The Venetian ambassador, Sigismondo di Cavali, to the Signory, August 31 1573 
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However, while Elizabeth never married the Duke of Anjou, the alliance between 

France and Spain never really became an issue until the late sixteenth century. France 

was quickly becoming involved with religious wars within its borders and Spain had to 

deal with the uprisings in the Netherlands, not to mentions problems in Portugal and 

other territories. This would secure England from any attempt of invasion of foreign 

powers until 1588. Yet while the attempt was not made for a good portion of Elizabeth’s 

reign, the threat of an invasion helped fuel some of Elizabethan anti-Catholic decrees and 

perceptions that became a defining feature of English political culture for decades.34    

The concern over a foreign invasion from the continent and the growing problems 

that Mary represented were not the only issues that Cecil had to deal with in his attempt 

to secure a Protestant dynasty. Cecil knew that there were traitors within the government, 

and that there were also possible traitors among his own men. In 1585, The Parry Plots 

was discovered. The focus of this plot was an assassination attempt against Elizabeth. 

The conspirators wanted to assassinate the queen by shooting her when she was visiting 

her private gardens at Whitehall Palace. The information was relayed to Cecil when one 

of the conspirators, Edward Nevylle, surrendered himself. Cecil was surprised to learn 

that one of the men behind the attack had included William Parry, a man had been 

working as an agent for him in France, and Thomas Morgan, who had managed the 

affairs of Mary, Queen of Scots.35 Morgan had originally been forced into exile in the 

Spanish Netherlands when it was discovered that he had been using his position at 

Tutsbury in the early 1570s, the location of Mary’s court, to manage Mary’s 

34 Clegg, 84-89. 
35 CSP Spain 389 Bernardino De Mendoza to King, March 15 1585. 
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correspondence and passed secret messages between her and her former ambassador, 

John Leisle, the Bishop of Ross.36 Parry's story is slightly different.  He has been 

described by historian Stephen Alford as being a “gentleman, discovering information 

about the English Catholic exiles of the city in his own leisured way, a spy who enjoyed 

the dinners in the company of very important men” and “too keen to dabble in gossip and 

he was easily bored.”37 Parry wanted to make connections with powerful men and this 

would lead him to make contact with the earl of Westmorland, one of the former leaders 

of the Northern Rebellion, during his exile in France and the Spanish Netherlands.38 

Parry was well known for helping Catholic exiles and had attempted on numerous 

occasions to help them reconcile with Elizabeth. 

 By 1582, Parry had managed to convince Cecil to let him go back to spying in 

return for his freedom and was able to return to Paris where he had “reconciled to the 

Church, and advised to live without Scandal.”39 Parry chose to ignore this advice and 

started working as a double agent in Elizabeth’s service in 1583.40 Eventually, Parry 

decided to side with Rome. 41 Parry’s time as a double agent allowed him to get close to 

Cardinal Campeggio, a high ranking member of the Catholic Church. Parry sent him a 

letter in March 1583 stating: 

36 Edwards, 79. 
37 Alford, the Watchers, 86-87. 
38 K.J. Kesselring, The Northern Rebellion of 1569: Faith, Politics, and Protest in Elizabethan England. 

(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 58. 
39 T.B. Howell, ed. “The Trial of Dr. William Parry, at Westminster, for High Treason,” in A complete 

collection of State Trials and Proceedings for High Treason and other Crimes and Misdemeanors, 

(London, 1816), 1095-1096. 
40 Conyers Read, Mr. Secretary Walsingham and the Policy of Queen Elizabeth, vol. 2 (Cambridge MA: 

Harvard University Press, 1925), 400-406 
41 Edwards, 107-111. 
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I, William Parry, an English nobleman, after twelve years in the service of the 

Queen, was given a license to travel abroad on secret and important business. 

Later, after pondering over the task committed to me and having conferred with 

some confidants of mine, men of judgment and education, I came to the 

conclusion that it was both dangerous to me and little to my honour. I have 

accordingly changed my mind and made a firm resolution to relinquish the project 

assigned to me and, with determined will, to employ all my strength and industry 

in the service of the Church and the Catholic faith.42  

He was informing the Cardinal that he renounced his status as an English spy and was 

willing to do what he had to for the sake of the Catholic Church. It had been through the 

works of his contacts who still trusted him in England, Cecil and Sir Edward Stafford, 

which allowed Parry to obtain an audience with Elizabeth in 1584 and it was here that he 

had informed her of the “conspiracy he had engineered to kill her.”43 Elizabeth had taken 

“it doubtfully” and Parry was forced to “depart with fear” with the cold realization that he 

might have had incriminated himself in a treasonous plot. 44  This fear resulted in him 

leaving the intelligence field for a few months because he became worried about how 

deeply involved he had become in various conspiracies and plots. He remained relatively 

silent until the autumn of 1584, when he chose where to place his loyalty. He chose 

Rome and began to plan out the most effective way to assassinate Elizabeth.45 Within the 

42 Howell, “The Trial of Dr. William Parry,” 1097-1098. 
43 Alfords, the Watcher, 183. 
44 T.B. Howell, ed. “59. Arraignment, Judgment and Execution of John Story for Treason,” 1095-1096. 
45 Ibid, 1097-1101. 
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span of three years William Parry transformed from being a loyal spy for England into a 

spy willing to assassinate Elizabeth. 

Parry began by recruiting a fellow conspirator, Edmund Nevylle, to help him in 

his attempt. During the next few months, the two conspirators discussed various ways to 

kill Elizabeth. They finally agreed upon attacking while she was in her private garden in 

Whitehall Palace. By February 6, 1585, they were ready.46 While Parry could not have 

been more excited, Nevylle started to have some doubts. When Nevylle confronted Parry, 

the plot to kill Elizabeth started to fall to pieces. The next day Nevylle surrendered 

himself to authorities and Parry was caught a week later. By the end of February, Parry 

had been charged with treason and sentenced to be executed. 47 

In March 1585, a message from Bernardino de Mendoza, the Spanish ambassador 

to France, to Philip II indicated that the result of the failed attempt on Elizabeth’s life was 

not limited to Parry and Nevylle. Mendoza wrote that “I have reports from England that 

they have arrested William Parry…he is suspected of a design to kill the Queen and has 

confessed as much. They have also arrested ere, at the request of the English ambassador, 

one Morgan [Thomas Morgan], who managed the affairs of the queen of Scotland, and 

have seized his papers.”48 The arrest of Thomas Morgan resulted in one of Mary’s key 

players to be removed from a position of influence. Morgan had been the one who 

supplied Mary with information. Morgan’s arrest, whether Mary knew it or not, was the 

start of the end for her. This, added to having just escaped retribution for the 

Throckmorton Plot in 1583, in which errors made by Walsingham and his men had 

46 Ibid., 1109-1112. 
47 Read, 406. 
48 CSP Scot 389. 
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allowed Mary to escape arrest and guilt, had made the tensions between Mary and the 

Spymasters electric.49   

 Cecil had continued to have some of his spies monitor Mary, Queen of Scots. He 

knew that she had close ties with both the Spanish and French ambassadors.50 Her ability 

to manipulate men into helping her accomplish her goals was something that Cecil knew 

he would have to prevent if he wanted to protect England.51  In order to accomplish this, 

Cecil, along with Walsingham, started to observe Mary’s correspondence. Mary knew 

that the number of people she could trust was dwindling. In a letter to the French 

ambassador in 1584, she indicated that: 

it has not been possible for to send my reply by the way which yours came, since 

the gentlemen has been informed that spies have been set day and night around 

your house to watch who comes in and goes out of it. Furthermore, owing to the 

discovery of all my contacts who have frequented your house, many people have 

a grave suspicion that one of your servants has been corrupted; which, to tell the 

truth, I rather think myself.52 

Mary was starting to recognize how far the reach of the Spymasters extended. While the 

Spymasters had been monitoring her known associates, this demonstrates one instance 

that Mary had been warned by her allies of the dangers that existed by directly 

communicating with them. 

49 Alford, The Watchers, 133. 
50 Alford, the Early Elizabethan Polity, 184. 
51 CSP Scot 30 Earl of Sussex to Cecil, January 28 1569. 
52 Quoted in Bossy, Under the Molehill, appendix C.  
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 Cecil was on the right track in his desire to entrap Mary. While Walsingham 

moved on Mary’s person, Cecil focused his attention on her allies. He had placed moles 

and spies within the French and Spanish embassies in order to better investigate the 

correspondence between Mary and these ambassadors. His use of covert intelligence 

operations helped secure important information that would lead to the discovery of 

various plots against Elizabeth. One of the more famous moles was Henry Fagot (his real 

name is believed to have been Giordano Bruno) who worked in the French embassy at 

Salisbury Court in London during the late 1570s and early 1580s. He played a vital role 

in acquiring evidence connecting Mary to both the Throckmorton Plot in 1583 and 

Babington Plot in 1586, both of which will be discussed in more detail later in the 

chapter.53 Fagot’s position had allowed him to relay information regarding who was 

coming into the French ambassador’s home and the reasons behind the visit. Through 

this, Fagot was able to uncover two Papist booksellers who were at the French embassy 

and who also acted as chief agents of Mary’s in 1583.54 Another man whom Cecil used to 

gather information was George Fitzwilliam.  He held a similar position to Fagot within 

the Spanish court in Spain and was useful to Cecil in his ability to gather information 

about Spanish movements against England.55  

William Cecil’s role was of vital importance to the development of Elizabeth’s 

governmental policies. He used diplomacy to secure England and his spy network 

allowed him to remain one step ahead of Mary and the Catholic threat. Cecil’s ultimate 

53 Bossy, Under the Molehill. 
54 CSP Scot 61 Henry Fagot to_____, April 1583. 
55 Geoffrey Parker, “The Place of Tudor England in the Messianic Vision of Philip II of Spain,” 

Transaction of the Royal Historical Society 12 (2002): 200. 
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goal was to protect Elizabeth and to keep England Protestant. While he never got 

Elizabeth to marry, the heir to the English throne after Mary’s execution was Mary’s son, 

James VI of Scotland. James might have been born to a Catholic, but he was raised 

Protestant. While Elizabeth would not fully commit to the Dutch cause until later in her 

reign, Cecil’s role had managed to convince Elizabeth to start taking steps to prevent 

Spain from focusing its full attention on England by helping the Dutch Revolt survive 

and to continue to monitor the situation through the use of a number of spies and through 

diplomatic measures to ensure a level of civility existed between Spain and England.  

Throughout his life, Cecil used all of the assets available to him in order to prevent the 

Catholic threat from rising within England and maintain the Protestant succession.56  

Sir Francis Walsingham 

Sir Francis Walsingham’s trajectory in Elizabeth’s government followed a 

slightly different path than that of his mentor William Cecil. After King Edward VI’s 

death in 1553, Walsingham had exiled himself to the continent in order to escape Mary 

Tudor’s reign. Walsingham was younger than Cecil and did not have the same level of 

responsibility in 1553, thus making his decision to leave for the continent easier.57 It was 

during his time abroad, that he learned several languages and created a grand of people 

throughout the continent. In spending time in Switzerland and northern Italy, 

Walsingham managed to utilize these networks and language abilities to create his spy 

network. Similar to Cecil, Walsingham was educated at Cambridge and this education 

56 Alford, the Early Elizabethan Polity 217,204; Malcolm R Thorp, “Catholic Conspiracy in Early 

Elizabethan Foreign Policy,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 15 no. 4 (Winter 1984): 432. 
57 John Cooper, The Queen’s Agent: Francis Walsingham at the Court of Elizabeth I. (New York: Pegasus 

Books, 2012), 32. 
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helped him to develop the diplomatic skills he would use throughout his career. Once 

Elizabeth took the throne, Walsingham was often used as a diplomat. Early in her reign, 

Elizabeth sent Walsingham to Scotland as her ambassador. However, in 1572, 

Walsingham had been working as the ambassador in France and witnessed the 

devastating effects of religious instability during the start of the French Wars of Religion, 

including the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre. This along with the Northern Rebellion 

had cemented Walsingham’s deep mistrust of Catholics.58 Walsingham had a deep hatred 

for Catholics and went out of his way to discover evidence to arrest Mary for treason. His 

networks were designed to stop Catholicism within England and to prevent it from 

reaching its borders. Walsingham was more concerned in the preservation of 

Protestantism and the creation of anti-Catholic sentiments then he was in maintaining 

peace between England and Spain. 

Using the connections he had forged on the continent with spies and informants, 

Walsingham started to utilize his spy network to gather information abroad during the 

mid-to-late 1570s. His time on the continent had been essential in allowing him to 

develop his skills at diplomacy and the management of his network of spies. While Cecil 

dominated the intelligence networks within England, Walsingham’s capability lay in his 

ability to produce information from abroad.59 His international networking far exceeded 

those of the other Spymasters of his time. Historian Steven Alford argues that when 

Walsingham died in 1590, so did the majority of his spy networks because after his death 

58 John Cooper, The Queen’s Agent: Francis Walsingham at the Court of Elizabeth I. (New York: Pegasus 

Books, 2012), 52. 
59Bleissweis, Appendix D Table 4; Appendix D table 6. 
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no one was able to replicate the same reach that Walsingham had managed.60  This 

argument indicates the importance of Walsingham’s intelligence networks. 

Similar to Cecil, Walsingham had no love for the Scottish Queen and recognized 

that as long as she was the heir apparent, she would be the face of the Catholic threat. In 

his eyes this meant that she was an enemy of the state and needed to be removed. 

Walsingham constantly received reports about various plots to free Mary from her 

English captivity. One example was when Edward Stafford, a diplomat for England, 

wrote to Walsingham in August 1584 stating that: 

There is a Spaniard here hath assured me that there are certain Spaniards in the 

Low Countries, directed by the Spanish agent here, that have a certain enterprise 

for the deliverance of the Scottish Queen, and that the said agent despatcheth him 

within twelve days to go to them where they be in Flanders, and so into England 

for that intent that they carry with them excellent engines, to carry under their 

arms with a certain wheel and cords in fashion of a ladder, to climb up and to 

come down the highest castle or wall that may be; that he will, if I give him letters 

of direction where they land, put them into the searcher's hands and their 

instruments. 61 

Walsingham knew that the majority of these plots were simply rumors, but they could 

always have a shred of truth to them. It was through his use of spies that several of those 

plots were discovered. Yet, the Spymasters had learned their lessons from the Northern 

Rebellion. Walsingham and Cecil made considerable efforts to limit the number of 

60 Alford, the Watchers, 257. 
61 CP 99 Sir Edward Stafford to Sir Francis Walsingham, August 24 1584. 
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Mary’s attendants and constantly moved her location in attempt to distract would-be 

rescuers. 62 Walsingham regularly received reports about the discovery of “secret 

advertisements” or Catholic propaganda, and of how “all hopes of the Papist are in 

Scotland.”63 It can be assumed that Scotland was used as a reference to Mary, Queen of 

Scots.  

Walsingham’s reputation as Spymaster made him seem infallible in the field of 

intelligence gathering. However, the revelation of the Throckmorton Plot in 1583 

demonstrated the limits of his spy networks because there were plots that could elude his 

knowledge.64 The Throckmorton Plot was a plot named after Francis Throckmorton, an 

English courier for the Spanish ambassador in London. The plot was a plan created by the 

Mary’s cousin, the Duke of Guise, and Charles Paget, a Catholic exile on the continent, 

to invade England to rescue her.65 Walsingham’s experiences had him believing that 

diversity in religious opinions would harm England more than it would help and therefore 

must be prevented. Unlike Cecil, Walsingham and others of his generation had never 

prayed to the Pope and this impacted his views on religion by pushing stronger anti-

Catholic sentiment within the government.66 In communications from Giordano Bruno 

sent to Walsingham on April 29th, 1583, Bruno reported “Throckmorton dined at the 

[French] ambassador’s house. He has recently sent the Queen of Scots 1500 ecus sol, 

which is on the ambassador’s account” and that “The chife agents for the Queen of Scots 

62CSP Scot 40 Earl of Shrewsbury and Sir Francis Knolls to Sir William Cecil, February 5 1569; CSP Scot 

47 Reasons to move the Queene’s, May 20 1572. 
63 CSP Dom 29 W Williams to Sir Francis Walsingham, August 25 1582. 
64 Read, 385. 
65 Alford, the Watchers, 152. 
66 Cooper, 11. 
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are M. Throckmorton and Lord Henry Howard. They never come to bring things from her 

except at night, and the ambassador does the same.”67 Another of Walsingham’s spies 

was Malivery Catilyn, who worked as a Catholic informer and a prison spy on the 

continent before reporting back to Walsingham with any information regarding plots, 

schemes and conversations.68 Some of the information Walsingham managed to retrieve 

would need to be pieced together in order to understand the larger context in which the 

danger to England might be imbedded. 

Although Walsingham had discovered Mary, Queen of Scots’ association to the 

Throckmorton Plot in 1583, he realized that he lacked sufficient evidence to convict her 

of treason.69 This fueled his desire to arrest her, knowing the positive ramifications of 

getting rid of Mary. Yet, while he lacked the evidence to convict her of treason, the 

discovery of this plot was not for nothing. The Throckmorton Plot revealed continued 

Spanish intentions of ridding England of Elizabeth in favor of who they believed to be 

the true heir to the English throne, Mary, Queen of Scots and the result would include the 

expulsion of a second ambassador from England.70 But Mary quickly realized the 

dangerous game she was placing when she had received some warnings before the 

Throckmorton Plot unraveled that she needed to be careful of what she said in her letters 

to the Spanish embassy Walsingham had a deep hatred for Catholics and went out of his 

way to discover evidence to arrest Mary for treason. His networks were designed to stop 

Catholicism within England and to prevent it from reaching its borders. Walsingham was 

67 Quoted in Bossy, Giordano Bruno, 202; 192. 
68 Alford, the Watchers, 101. 
69 CSP Scot 39 Heironymo Martelli to the Queen of Scots, November 18 1584. 
70 Edwards, 77-99. 
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more concerned in the preservation of Protestantism and the creation of anti-Catholic 

sentiments then he was in maintaining peace between England and Spain. Heirnoymo 

Martelli, a Catholic spy working for Mary, had sent a notice to Mary on November 18, 

1584 indicating that Throckmorton had been compromised and later one indicated the 

death of Throckmorton for treason.71   

The Throckmorton Plot would lead to drastic changes in England’s foreign policy. 

Elizabeth immediately expelled the Spanish officials and closed the Spanish embassy due 

to their involvement with the Throckmorton Plot and the pledge of support they had 

given the conspirators. The Spanish Netherlands were still in revolt and the English, 

while previously not having stated their support; started to openly supply troops and to 

help the Dutch against the Spanish.72 In 1585, the relationship between England and 

Spain was drastically disintegrating and would only get worse. Eventually, it led to war. 

In the meantime, however, Walsingham knew he needed more information. He 

began to wait for the next opportunity in which he might be able to entrap Mary. It would 

take a few years, but slowly, Walsingham managed to place his spies within Mary’s inner 

circle. Her current keeper, Amais Powlet, constantly kept his ears open to any new 

information. When Powlet would hear something suspicious or relatively treasonous, he 

would report it back to Thomas Phelippes, Walsingham’s master code breaker and right 

hand man in the destruction of Mary, Queen of Scots.73 Phelippes was able to become a 

prominent member within Walsingham’s spy network due to his many skills. By the 

1580s, Phelippes had made a name for himself with his language and deciphering 

71 CSP Scot, 39. 
72 Edwards, 97-98. 
73 Hutchinson, 99, 115. 
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abilities.  He had been Cambridge educated and Phelippes was skilled in both ancient and 

modern languages.74 He was described as a man “of low stature, slender in every way, 

dark yellow haired, and a clear yellow beard…eaten in the face with smallpox.”75 This 

description of Phelippes paints the look of a slight man where his defining feature would 

be his skills and his mind, rather than his looks. 

 Knowing the close relationship Mary, Queen of Scots had to the ambassadors 

from France and Spain, Walsingham had started to use Phelippes to decipher her letters.76 

If there would be any way to entrap Mary, it would be through the use of these letters. 

With the constant fear of the Catholic threat, Phelippes was ordered to work on 

deciphering the correspondence between Mary and her allies. 77 Added to this, 

Walsingham had been using Henry Fagot and William Herle as a mole and spy, 

respectfully, in the French embassy in London and used them to serve his ultimate 

purpose of gathering more information against Catholic threats and against Mary. 

By 1585, Phelippes had uncovered a conversation between Mary and Chateaunef, 

the new French Ambassador.78 The Babington Plot was in the process of being 

discovered and after what had occurred during the Throckmorton Plot in 1583, 

Walsingham and Phelippes knew they would have to take their time in understanding 

what had happened. Phelippes worked closely with Gilbert Gifford, the man whom 

Walsingham had managed to convince Thomas Morgan to hire as a courier for Mary.79 

74 Cooper, 204. 
75 Alford, The Watchers, 204-205. 
76 Cooper, 205. 
77Ibid., 207. 
78 Ibid. 
79 Alford, Burghley, 260. 
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Gifford had acted as a covert agent for Walsingham, and Morgan assumed that Gifford 

was in favor of Mary and the Catholics, never suspecting his true allegiance to 

Walsingham and Elizabeth. This would prove detrimental to Morgan and Mary as it was 

Gifford who gave the letters he had been entrusted to carry over to Phelippes to decode. 

Gifford was secured in place and Anthony Babington, a Catholic conspiracy assumed to 

be working for Mary, was unknowingly surrounded by Walsingham’s men. The 

takedown of Mary, Queen of Scots, was almost completed.80 

Phelippes worked hard to decipher the information from the letters. In July 1586 

Walsingham asked Phelippes to make the trip to court with the copies of the letters he 

had made from the correspondence between Mary and her allies.81 By August, 

Walsingham was ready to bring in William Cecil. This way the two of them could present 

a united front to the Queen and encourage her to pursue the investigation of Mary.82 It 

was only through the evidence gathered by Phelippes from his spot near Mary that 

Walsingham was able to present the information to Elizabeth and secure the authority to 

investigate Mary even further. Pushing this, Walsingham was able to find the evidence to 

try Mary, Queen of Scots, with treason.83  

By July 1586, Walsingham recalled Phelippes to London with the original letters 

from Babington and the duplicates from Mary.84 Walsingham had been working 

independently from Cecil during his primary investigation against Mary. Once he 

80 Alford, the Watchers, 232-233. 
81 CSP Scot 68 Sir Francis Walsingham to Mr. Phelippes, July 22 1586. 
82 CSP Scot 63 Sir Francis Walsingham to Mr. Phelippes, August 28 1586 
83 CSP Scot 8 Queen Elizabeth to Lord Burghley and Sir Francis Walsingham, October 7 1586; CSP Scot 

10 Queen Elizabeth to Lord Burghley and Sir Francis Walsingham, October 8 1586 
84 CSP Scot 68. 
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gathered enough information and had the deciphered messages implicating Mary in the 

Babington Plot, he started to turn his evidence and information over to Cecil. Cecil would 

be the one to present the case against Mary to the Queen. On October 8, 1586, Elizabeth 

gave her agreement to “Authorize them to use their discretion respecting the manner of 

first communicating with the queen of Scots; also in respect to any private interview with 

her if she should require it.”85 By January 1587, Mary was arrested and was awaiting to 

go to trial for treason. 

The end to Mary did not mean the end to the Catholic threat. While Walsingham 

and Cecil had finally managed to convict Mary of treason and have her executed in 

February 1587, before Elizabeth had a chance to change her mind, the Catholic threat 

only became more apparent. By 1587, Walsingham’s spies had reported that the Spanish 

Armada had been ready to sail. It was only delayed due to weather and efforts made by 

men such as Sir Francis Drake.86 In 1588, Catholic Spain would send the first of several 

Armadas to attack England in an attempt to remove Elizabeth; however, much like the 

plots against Elizabeth’s life, each one of these armadas resulted in an even greater 

victory for England.  England was put into a precarious position as it would have to 

continue to deal with Spain and Spanish influence over the Catholics within the English 

borders. The later part of Elizabeth’s reign would be filled with attempts made by Spain 

to invade England and to instigate civil unrest. 

85 CSP Scot, 8; CSP Scot, 10. 
86 Gordon McBride, “Elizabethan Foreign Policy in Microcosm: The Portuguese Pretender, 1580-89,” 

Albion: A Quarterly Journal Concerned with British Studies 5 no. 3 (autumn 1973): 204. 
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Conclusion 

Walsingham and Cecil worked to create spy networks to secure not only England 

and to prevent Catholics from taking the throne. The Catholic threat was something that 

both of these men took seriously and believed that the only way to neutralize was through 

the death of Mary, Queen of Scots. When this had first been recognized it was seen as 

simply being the threat of Catholicism within English borders. However, it had slowly 

shifted to include the threat in the lack of a non-Catholic heir and it then transformed to 

define the threat of a foreign invasion led by Spain. The Spymasters would eventually be 

proven wrong as it was through Mary’s execution that the Catholic threat became 

realized and England was thrown into a war with Spain. 

The Spymasters’ management of these networks allowed for them to protect 

England from the Catholic threat.  While both men had taken different routes, they 

ultimately both succeeded by expanding England’s influence through diplomatic and 

political means. Cecil depended on spies and on diplomatic alliances and followed a more 

rational approach in his dealings with Catholics. He desired to secure England from 

foreign threats and used a number of diplomatic tools to help him accomplish this goal.  

Walsingham focused on his spy networks and his work in diplomacy. His spy networks 

and the information he gathered had an anti-Catholic fervor associated to it and helped 

fueled his dislike of Mary. This allowed for the growth of their influence both 

domestically and abroad. 

Ultimately it would be through the use of their intelligence networks that would 

help protect England from invasions from Spain and to keep Mary, Queen of Scots’ 

actions against Elizabeth to a minimum. While during the mid-Elizabethan period there 
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were several Catholic attempts to remove Elizabeth from the throne in order to replace 

her with Mary, it was the work done by Cecil and Walsingham that had prevented this 

from happening. Yet, all their networks would have been futile had it not been for the 

spies who had helped them gather the information. 

Texas Tech University, Helen Rose, December 2014



68 

Chapter IV

William Herle and the Use of Undercover Agents 

Introduction 

The methods used by William Cecil and Francis Walsingham during the 1570s 

and 1580s were motivated by what they perceived to be the Catholic threat to England. 

They worked to maintain the security of England against this enemy. It was due to their 

efforts that England remained relatively secure for the first part of Elizabeth’s reign. 

However, these men were not without their faults. As explained in the previous chapters, 

the Spymasters went about connecting the information that they were given from their 

spies. After the failure of the Northern Rebellion there had been a significant rise of 

Catholic threats against Elizabeth and England. Both Cecil and Walsingham started to 

employ a number of spies to help keep themselves informed of the threats the ruling 

monarch of England and the rest of Europe. Cecil and Walsingham were diligent in 

gathering information. They employed a number of different spies, one of whom was 

William Herle. 

Within the intelligence community, Herle was somewhat of an anomaly. While 

other spies usually reported to one of the Spymasters, Herle was known to have worked 

for all three Spymasters, Cecil, Walsingham and the earl of Leicester, at one point or 

another in his career.1 His ability to align himself with the goals of the different 

Spymasters allowed Herle to become an interesting subject for historians to examine. 

Due to with the survival of several of his letters, a number of which are now online, 

1 Robyn Adams, ““The Service I am Here for”: William Herle in the Marshalsea Prison, 1571,” Huntington 

Library Quarterly 72 no.2 (June 2009): 218. 
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Herle’s employment under the Spymasters can be carefully documented and analyzed. 

Herle’s most famous role however, was his undercover mission which resulted in the 

discovery the Ridolfi Plot. This chapter will explore Herle’s time at Marshalsea Prison 

and how his letters have allowed historians to better understand the complex relationships 

between spy and Spymaster. 

Herle’s actions within the intelligence community reverberated during the 1570s 

and 1580s. From his instrumental role in uncovering the Ridolfi Plot to going undercover 

in the French embassy to help transport documents from the mole Henry Fagot to 

Walsingham to gathering information during the Throckmorton Plot, Herle was there to 

facilitate the exchange of information for the Spymasters and was a pivotal player in the 

discovery of some of the more famous plots against Elizabeth.2  Several of Elizabeth’s 

advisors placed a heavy emphasis on England’s diplomatic relationships with the rest of 

Europe.3 It was vital for Cecil to use someone who had a background in diplomatic 

missions. Therefore it is not difficult to understand why the diplomatic courier William 

Herle would be a prime choice for William Cecil to use as a spy. 

Herle did have some similarities to other spies of his time. He used his 

Spymaster’s need for information to his advantage to further himself within the English 

government. However, being a diplomatic envoy was not a cheap lifestyle and like many 

others in his position, he became heavily indebted.4 Many spies were reliant on the 

patronage of the Spymasters to succeed and in essence flourish within their fields. Herle 

2 Bossy, Under the Molehill: An Elizabethan Spy Story. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001). 
3 Stephen Alford, the Early Elizabethan Polity: William Cecil and the British Succession Crisis, 1588-

1569. (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 181-182. 
4 Adams, ““The Service I am Here for”, 234. 
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used his skills and became a valued informer and a defender against the Catholic threat. 

His rise to fame within the Elizabethan government however, all started with him being 

put into prison. 

William Herle in Marshalsea Prison 

As early as 1558, William Herle was working for Cecil as a diplomatic courier. 

Intelligence was a valuable commodity and while Herle was not yet a spy, his letters were 

filled with information regarding his observations of the foreign courts. Not much is 

known of Herle’s life and career prior to 1558.5 Cecil tended to have an affinity to 

surround himself and work with men who had graduated from Cambridge. 

Herle was fluent in Latin and French with a basic understanding of Dutch and 

Italian that helped him during his trip to Europe as a courier between England and the 

other counties of Europe such as the German States and the Spanish Netherlands and later 

became important for his ability to further his career as a spy.6 For the majority of his 

career on the continent, Herle spent his time gathering information from the German 

States and the Spanish Netherlands. During the 1570s, during the height of the Dutch 

Revolt, Herle’s information greatly influenced the later actions of the Spymasters and 

how they went about trying to influence Elizabeth into taking action.7 

While toward the end of Herle’s life he was well connected within the secret 

world of spies, he made his debut as a spy during his mission in Marshalsea Prison in 

London the early 1570s. It was due to the information he managed to gather during his 

5 Ibid., 222-223. 
6 Ibid., 218. 
7 Malcolm R Thorp, “Catholic Conspiracy in Early Elizabethan Foreign Policy,” The Sixteenth Century 

Journal 15 no. 4 (Winter 1984): 432-433. 
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stay that would help Cecil prevent the Ridolfi Plot in 1572 and push the Spymasters to 

reconsider their tentative stance of Mary, Queen of Scots, to actively start to search for 

incriminating evidence to bring before Elizabeth in order to bring Mary down. 

 The failure of the Northern Rebellion in 1569 and the start of the Dutch Revolt in 

1568 had caused England to reevaluate its relationship with Spain, as I argued in Chapter 

1. Spain had been a supporter of the Northern Rebellion and therefore had been seen as a

part of the Catholic threat against England. Yet, with the start of their own conflict within 

the Dutch Revolt, England would remain safe from too much Spanish meddling within its 

political affairs. 

Spain and Catholicism were two parts of the Catholic threat that instilled fear into 

the hearts of Elizabeth’s advisors. In 1569, the Catholic threat had become real and the 

Spymasters were in a desperate need to gather more information. Mary, Queen of Scots 

was another matter that need to be resolved when dealing with the threats that surrounded 

England. With her quick denial of any involvement in the Northern Rebellion, 

Elizabeth’s advisors could do little more than to limit her correspondence and monitor 

her movements. Yet, this level of observation was continually frustrated due to Mary’s 

constant use of codes and ciphers.8 It was at this point was when Cecil started to come up 

with a plan to gather necessary information from the Catholic traitors.9 William Cecil 

came up with a plan to gather information from the Catholics whom had been imprisoned 

at Marshalsea Prison. He knew that the key needed to decipher Mary’s letters would be 

8 Stephen Alford, Burghley: William Cecil at the court of Elizabeth I. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

2008), 167-173. 
9 John Cooper, The Queen’s Agent: Francis Walsingham at the Court of Elizabeth I, (New York: Pegasus 

Books, 2012), 207. 
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found in the prison due to the information he had managed to extract from Catholic 

prisoners. 

However, for Cecil’s plan to work, he would need a spy to enter Marshalsea 

Prison and begin to gather information from arrested priests and Catholics who had 

managed to enter England undercover and were captured by Cecil and Walsingham 

throughout the 1570s and 1580s. There were only two types of men who were sent to 

Marshalsea Prison in order to be interrogated for foreign information: those who were 

caught smuggling letters and those who were captured for being seminary priests and 

Jesuits.10 William Herle was the perfect candidate to be a spy in the prison. Due to his 

extensive trips to Europe on behalf of Elizabeth and England, he was heavily indebted 

and desperately needed the work. 

 Herle’s background was not without controversy. There had been several 

instances before his mission into Marshalsea in which he had to prove his loyalty to 

Cecil. One of the first was when he had returned to England from the German States in 

1565, when he was convicted of piracy.11 Upon his re-entry into England from his time in 

the German States, Herle was aboard a ship that was involved in piratical actions. 

Quickly, others were willing to sell this information to Cecil. Upon hearing the 

accusation, Herle was questioned by Cecil and Herle quickly denied the rumors. In 

August 1565, he wrote to Cecil telling him how he: 

10 Susan Harriet Bleisweis, “The Elizabethan Intelligence Service 1572-1585,” (PhD diss., Rutgers 

University, 1976), 65. 
11 WHL 224 Herle to Burghley July 31 1565 
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was in Wyllsons ship…I determyned to leve them & so from the trade I cam to 

waymowth in on Moncks ship of Lyn, havyng bin Awthor whyle I was with them 

& no lewd fact was comitted by the maryners, so as I & willson ran in danger to 

have byn cast over bord, but stayeng theyr doings further & further, xij of them att 

on clap departed with the bote, wherbye the government was the better 

afterwards…And whyle I was with them, onlye on tonne of whyte wyne was 

taken of a flemyng for vyttayl, & a cable was changed for jd which morehowse 

made a byll of vijli (9) for th'exchange, & vli I thinck for his wyne, bycawse it 

was no better than Rochell wyne.12 

As far as he was concerned, the ship that he was on was only guilty of transporting wine, 

not engaging in piracy and he was completely innocent of any actions that these men had 

engaged in as he and his travelling companion were more interested in maintaining a safe 

passage to England.  However despite his attempts to clear his name, his reputation had 

already been damaged.13 Desperate to return to the good graces of both his financier and 

patron, Herle knew that if he could successfully accomplish this mission of going 

undercover to retrieve the cipher key that would allow the Spymasters to decode the 

Catholic letters, his reputation would be saved. By January 8, 1570, Herle received his 

orders and was placed in Marshalsea Prison. 

In one of his first letters from Marshalsea Prison to Cecil in 1570, Herle wrote: 

So truly do I renownce all vanityes & errors that have bin noted in me for ever, as 

haply more have bin noted than ever were, & if I have offended in thys, which I 

12 WHL 219 Herle to Burghley August 3 1565. 
13 Ibid. 
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now suffer hardly for, I aske no favor butt extreme Justice... Wherbi your L. hath 

dooble merite beffore God, to deffend the truthe oppressed, & to restore a strayer 

to the Comune weall.14 

Herle stated within his letter that he wanted to “restore a strayer to the Comune weall,” 

referring to the traitors that he had been sent to uncover and his desire find the enemies of 

England. Herle targeted the arrested Catholics in the prison as they could supply 

information regarding the Catholic threat.15 Herle admitted to wanting to do what was 

right for Cecil and knew that the only way to accomplish this was to gather information 

on the traitors being sent to the prison. He would do everything in his power to gather the 

information he had been sent to discover.  It is this willingness to obtain the patronage of 

Cecil that has caused for there to be some ambiguity towards the reason why Herle was 

placed in Marshalsea prison in the first place. Historians are still attempting to understand 

the complex story Herle and Cecil created to place Herle in the prison.  

As Herle became more accustomed to his new role as a spy in the prison, he 

began to send Cecil information he had gathered. Not long after he had first entered the 

prison, Herle had set his eyes on one possible “strayer.” He wrote to Cecil on April 10, 

1571 about a man “whose name is Charlles [Bailey] & pretendes to be a Brabander borne 

att Bruxelles, but indede I understand hym to be a scott & a minister to the Bishop of 

Rosse.”16 This man was not only a Scotsman but also had connections to the Bishop of 

Ross, a close associate of Mary, Queen of Scots’. With the ease with which Cecil 

14 WHL 1 Petition from Herle to Sir Nicholas Bacon, January 8 1570. 
15 Adams, ““The Service I am Here for”, 222. 
16 WHL 63 Herle to Burghley, April 10 1571. 
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managed to place Herle in the prison, it is not hard to assume that Cecil also had a hand 

in orchestrating Bailey’s placement in Marshalsea as there were several strings that 

would have had to have been pulled to have allowed Herle to obtain the level of freedom 

he claimed to have had in his letters. The most obvious of these freedoms was the ease 

with which he was able to write and send letters from the prison without arousing 

suspicion. All of the signs pointed to Bailey being a Catholic and a spy of Mary’s. Herle 

was able to recognize how important Bailey would be in gathering information against 

the Scottish Queen. 

Bailey as not the only man Herle tried to gather information from. Around the 

same time Bailey entered Marshalsea, Herle attempted to extract information from 

another man, an Irish priest who was also a French schoolmaster. Herle wrote again to 

Cecil to inform him of this lead by asking for him to “help me [Herle] with som receytt 

for hym [the Irish priest] to wryte by som juyce to cover his secretts the more, I dowtt 

nott butt ani hydden practis or entent of his wold easely be discoverd at full” in order to 

instigate the bribe. 17  Herle knew how he could get this man to talk, but there was little 

he could do to accomplish this method from inside the prison. It is for this reason he 

turned to Cecil. 

The information Herle managed to gather from the schoolmaster informed him 

and Cecil of how the Spanish viewed the relationship between England and her 

dominions. Since Pope Pius V had excommunicated Elizabeth in the aftermath of the 

Northern Rebellion, he had “given awaye her [Elizabeth’s] kingdomes allredy, namely 

17 WHL 175 Herle to Burghley, April 10 1571 
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Ireland to the King of Spayne, wherby all those that favor religion in his Contrey, ar 

throwly perswaded to owe no dutye nor allegiance to the Q. Majestie.”18 According to the 

Pope, Ireland no longer belonged to Elizabeth, but rather her rival, Spain. This revelation 

would only further damage the tense relationship between England and Spain.  

Herle asked permission to be able to persuade the Irish priest to divulge some 

information. He continued his letter to Cecil by revealing that he “have thought of a 

waye, which [if] your L. will allowe, that …the partye shall make sute to your L. … to 

have all things reveled by his own mowth, wherin & in the rest, I beseche your L. of som 

present [answer] & where I wrytt to yow ones that R huddilstone might be brought in as a 

wyttnes.”19 Herle seemed to be more conscientious of the position he was in than other 

spies. Like most spies, one of the key methods to gather information was to appear to be 

on the same side as your target. Without the approval from Cecil, Herle would have to be 

wary of who could hear him utter potentially treasonous words. There were spies 

everywhere, and Herle knew better than to trust anyone other than his Spymaster. It was 

for this reason Herle seems to take so much effort to obtain Cecil’s approval for his 

actions. This was not a skill utilized by all spies. The most famous example is the story of 

William Parry in the 1580s who had started to act outside of Cecil’s orders, which 

resulted in his execution in England as a traitor, which I explored in the previous 

chapter.20  

18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 T.B. Howell, ed. “59. Arraignment, Judgment and Execution of John Story for Treason,” in A complete 

collection of State Trials and Proceedings for High Treason and other Crimes and Misdemeanors, 

(London, 1816), 1087-1096. 
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The following day, Herle sent another letter to Cecil regarding the information he 

had gathered from the priest. He lists four possible sources for information and his 

thoughts regarding these two men he targeted. In reference to Bailey, Herle had 

discovered that “he is the Scotts Q.s man and pretendes to be of the lowe Countrey But I 

as learne secretly is indeede a Scott speakeng sondry langwages easely deciphered he is 

one of the onely and secretes Ministers that the Q. & the Bp. of Rosse hath.”21 While 

Bailey had pretended to be someone else, Herle was now certain of his links to Mary and 

the Bishop of Ross. Herle also discovered that Bailey had had “ill dealing in 

Flander…these 4 yeres well nigh,” and that “He hath dealt nowe & dothe from tyme to 

tyme with our Rebells beyond the Seas & with the Duke of Alva & is privie as may 

appeare withall her Confederates of this side bringing over nowe sondry writings.”22 

Herle was referring to the start of the Dutch Revolt. By this time, Herle had been able to 

verify that Bailey was at the very least working for the Bishop of Ross and would have 

the key to the cipher Mary and the Bishop of Ross had been using to share information in 

their letters. 

Herle’s time in Marshalsea Prison continued as he tried to extract more 

information from Bailey. On April 16, 1571 Herle tried a different tactic to break Bailey 

and obtain the cipher key. Cecil had contacted the Keeper of Marshalsea Prison and had 

requested for Bailey to be placed in isolation.23 Herle now had a way to get close to 

Bailey. Herle started to convince Bailey into changing his allegiance from the Bishop of 

21WHL 64 Herle to Burghley, April 11 1571. 
22 Ibid. 
23 WHL 61 Herle to Burghley, April 16 1571. 
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Ross to himself by convincing him of how his “friends forsake him.”24 By April 18, 

Herle had Bailey’s trust. He wrote to Cecil to inform him of how Bailey had “entred to a 

leage with me.”25 Herle seemed almost gleeful with this announcement. It would now 

only be a matter of time before Bailey handed over the key. 

Herle’s time at Marshalsea was starting to come to an end. He had just over a 

week left and while he had managed to turn Bailey against the Bishop of Ross, Herle was 

still did not have the key Cecil had sent him to obtain. On April 19, he wrote to Cecil 

about Bailey’s past, informing him of how Bailey was “borne in Bruxelles & hath served 

the Q. & the Bishop well ny these vij [seven] yeres, & especially employed, in these 

latter yeres very much in the Q. busynes, for as he is a propper man, so is he verey 

diligent & faythfull, suche vertues as Princes most embrace.”26 Herle was gathering 

information on Bailey and delivering it to Cecil with the hope that it might help Cecil 

provide some leverage against Bailey. Herle was adamant that Bailey would be the 

deciding factor into gathering the key to the Scottish Queen’s ciphered letters. 

This belief was proven correct when on April 20, 1571, Herle managed to 

convince Bailey to hand over the ciphers which would help him to decode Mary’s and 

her compatriot’s correspondence. However, while the key was the main goal, the code 

itself could prove to be useful to those who understood the message. This was proof that 

Herle’s methods of inserting himself into Bailey’s life were working. Bailey had taken to 

viewing Herle as both a friend and a companion. 

24 Ibid. 
25 WHL 176-177 Herle to Burghley, April 18 1571. 
26 WHL 178-181 Herle to Burghley, April 19 1571. 
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In order to convince Bailey into revealing the cipher key, Herle started to push 

harder. However, Bailey had suddenly started to act cold toward Herle, perhaps because 

he had started to suspect Herle’s true intentions. Regardless, he was no longer being as 

cooperative as he had been previously. In a letter to Cecil on April 24, 1571, Herle once 

again revealed a conversation between Bailey and himself. He told Cecil that he had: 

receve from Charlles by mowth, which may brede the gretter trust in travaileng in 

that maner, & may discover the more matter by entring into nerer familiartye with 

hym, changing writeng haply into messaige, & bringing them by menes to wryte 

bothe unto me, wherby I enter into a hope, that I may lerne Charlles Cipher, 

pretending therby to wryte the more secrettly. I have talked with Charlles abowtt 

mydnight who hath delyverd me another lre for the B. in cipher, which I send 

herewith & conteynes as I suppose his examinatyon before your L. & the L. 

Chamberlain, wherin he sayth that he hath bin hard handled by yow in groping 

hym verey nere, & that he was demanded whatt liveng he had in the Lowe 

contreyes.27  

As long as Bailey believed that Herle was in support of the Catholic movement, then he 

would be willing to hand over the information he had received from the Bishop of Ross 

and more importantly, the key to the cipher that was being used. 

Two days later at Marshalsea Prison, Herle finally succeeded in his mission. Herle 

wrote to Cecil on April 26 informing him how he had managed to obtain the letter. He 

wrote: 

27 WHL 63 Herle to Burghley, April 24 1571. 
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copyed owtt mi Lord, the Cipher butt it was nott abowtt me when those that cam 

which your L. sent to me, to whom I made grett difficultye to delyver ani 

writing…having ment for that I never cowd close up Charles lre, to have broken it 

in 3 or 4 parts, yett in suche sort as they might well have bin peced agayn together 

to th'end that I might have declared to the B, that I was serched, & had so broken 

them before hand hydeng them away & now sent them to hym that he might be 

the better armed, wherby a second trust might rise in hym & mi purgatyon appere 

sufficient, reqwireng hym as he is wise & noble, now to shew it & never to 

confesse of my being with him, wheruppon I am sure he will write to me & 

further matter may be discovered, menyng in th'affter noone to send your L. the 

Cipher I drew, therfore yf it seme good unto you, it may plese you to retorne his 

Charles cipher to be used as I entended wherof no dowtt gretter service is to 

ensue.28 

Herle had obtained the cipher from Bailey while still maintaining his undercover identity 

so that this might be used once again. All of Herle’s hard work had paid off. Bailey had 

handed over the cipher, and Herle in turn had sent it over to Cecil. Herle ended his letter 

in an upbeat note. He was sure that this cipher was the start of the end of the Catholic 

threat in England. In some ways Herle was correct with his sentiment as it would lead to 

the future discovery of new threats against Elizabeth. However at the same time it is 

revealed just how dangerous of a threat Catholicism posed to Elizabeth’s reign. 

28 WHL 175. 
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This cipher allowed Cecil to gather the evidence he needed to arrest the Bishop of 

Ross for treason. It was as the Spymasters started to surround the Bishop of Ross in late 

1571 and early 1572 that they started to uncover the movements of the Spanish 

Ambassador, De Spes, and the Duke of Norfolk, who had been working to overthrow 

Elizabeth in favor of Mary, Queen of Scots. It had been through the actions of William 

Herle that had allowed Cecil to break the cipher that that kept the Ridolfi Plot secret. 

The Ridolfi Plot was only one of the few plots uncovered shortly after Herle had 

sent this letter to Cecil about the retrieval of the cipher key. Cecil had been keeping track 

of Mary’s correspondence since 1568 when Mary had made her way into England, and 

Cecil used this cipher to help him unravel the many Catholic plots against Elizabeth. 

From this point onward, Cecil and later Walsingham would use similar tactics to gather 

information from the Scottish queen and her allies. Herle’s information had become key 

and historians have in turn chosen to examine Herle’s well-documented movements as a 

way to “understand the Elizabethan network of informers and the place of prison spies 

within these networks.”29 Without the information that Herle had gathered from Bailey 

and later other Catholic sympathizers, Cecil would not have been able to entrap the 

Bishop of Ross, nor remove him from Mary, Queen of Scots’ sphere of control.30 

While the Ridolfi Plot was one of the first plots that Herle played an instrumental 

role in discovering, it was not the last. As Herle’s career continued so did the plots 

against Elizabeth. Herle started to gain more assignments under Cecil and later the other 

Spymasters. Upon leaving Marshalsea Prison, Herle was sent to the Spanish Netherlands 

29 Adams, 218. 
30 Alan Haynes, Invisible Powers: The Elizabethan Secret Service 1570-1603, (Great Britain: Alan Sutton, 

1992), 9. 
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to report back upon the news that was occurring between the Dutch rebels and the 

Spanish Army.31 This mission would allow him to inform Cecil, Leicester and 

Walsingham of the movements within the Netherlands of the Spanish which would allow 

them to better deal with the diplomatic issues that arose between England and Spain due 

to this conflict. 

Many spies would have had to follow similar etiquette that Herle used when it 

came to communications with the Spymasters. There also seems to have been a level of 

cordiality that was required regardless of the importance or haste behind it. Herle would 

always refer to Cecil as “My Lord.”32 This relationship between spy and Spymaster was 

to be held at a high esteem. Cecil knew the only way to gather information was through 

the use of these spies. Herle likewise knew that the only way to improve his position 

within his government and in the eyes of his patron was to maintain a good working 

relationship with him. 

Looking at Herle’s movements within the prison, it becomes evident that there 

was an outside force which allowed Herle the level of autonomy that enabled him to 

gather information from Bailey and other potential informants. Cecil was the most 

obvious suspect to have orchestrate the subtle movements that enabled Herle to obtain the 

information considering the fact that Herle had been placed there upon his orders and 

they both knew the urgency behind this need for information.  Historian Robyn Adams 

makes the argument that this was due to the invisible hand of Cecil held within the prison 

that allowed Herle to move easily and gather information.33 Herle’s escapades at 

31 Adams, “Both Diligent and Secret,”15-16. 
32WHL 175. 
33 Adam, 224. 
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Marshalsea Prison have helped historians to better understand the complex mechanisms 

behind the use of prison spies at the time. They were one of the key lines of defense 

against the Catholic threat. 

In 1571, William Herle was able to demonstrate how prison spies were able to 

gather important information while maintaining an undercover persona. The use of 

undercover agents would only increase as there were more attempts against Elizabeth and 

her position on the throne. This would later be seen through spies such as Anthony 

Munday, who went undercover at a Jesuit seminary in Rome to gather names of potential 

priests who might enter England.34 As the Catholic threat started to grow, so did Cecil’s 

and Walsingham’s intelligence networks. These Spymasters prevented dozens of attacks 

against Elizabeth and England, however, none of that would have been even remotely 

possible had it not been for the efforts made by agents such as William Herle. 

For the next fifteen years, Herle worked under Cecil and later Walsingham and 

Leicester. He played an instrumental role in gathering information from the Spanish 

Netherlands. Throughout the 1570s, the Dutch revolt was a question that was constantly 

being debated within the English court. Which side should Elizabeth support? Should she 

support the Catholic monarchy of an enemy nation or Protestant rebels? The relationship 

between Elizabeth and the Dutch Netherlands helped push the rising tensions between 

England and Spain and Herle was in the Netherlands gathering information to give back 

to his Spymaster. 

34 Alford, the Watchers, 58-68; Lisa Ferraro Parmelee, “Printers, Patrons, Readers and Spies: Importation 

of French Propaganda in Late Elizabethan England,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 25 no. 4 (Winter 

1994): 861. 
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Herle also played an important role in the discovery of Throckmorton Plot in 

1583 and the Babington Plot in 1585. Herle worked closely with Henry Fagot and was 

the man who worked as a courier transporting the letters from Fagot at the French 

embassy to Walsingham and Cecil.35 Herle managed to maintain his undercover identity 

of a Catholic sympathizer and it was through this that he was able to integrate himself 

into these famous plots and helped the Spymasters into discovering and preventing these 

Plots from happening.  

Herle’s end is still somewhat of a mystery. What is known, however, is that he 

died sometime in the summer of 1585.36 The reason is unknown and has not been 

documented. However, even this amount of information is more than what is known 

about some of the other spies of the time. William Herle was instrumental in gathering 

and delivering information that played a vital role in the discovery of Plots against 

Elizabeth. He worked with the Spymasters to destroy the Catholic threat and in many 

ways he succeeded in prevent Catholicism from gaining a strong hold and in stopping 

Mary and her compatriots from gaining strength. 

Throughout his career as a spy, Herle proved that he could and would be 

successful in preventing the Catholic threat from succeeding in England. Spending the 

majority of his career either abroad or in prison, the information he extracted for the 

Spymasters played a vital role in helping them prevent Plots against Elizabeth. Not only 

was Herle skilled as a spy, but he was also skilled at using the Spymasters to serve his 

own needs. He managed to use the political rivalries of the Spymasters to succeed in 

35 WHL, 178r-180v William Herle to Burghley, November 15, 1583. 
36 Adams, “Both Diligent and Secret,” 11. 
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obtaining patronage from all of them and securing himself a position as a diplomat during 

the 1580s.  While his death is still shrouded in mystery, many aspects of his life is still 

remembered and discussed by historians.
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Chapter V

The Start of a New Age 

The end of the 1580s witnessed the star of a war between England and Spain. No 

longer was the threat from the Spanish and Catholicism simply about minor acts of 

aggression. They were now open acts of war. Tensions that had been mounting since the 

Northern Rebellion in 1569 had finally came to fruition because any amount of goodwill 

between the two countries had been destroyed with the execution of Mary, Queen of 

Scots in 1587. England and Spain had been tittering on the brink of war since the 

Northern Rebellion had broken out and it had only been due to a mutual desire to not 

enter into armed combat that had previously prevented these two monarchs to start a war 

with one another. 

During William Cecil’s and Francis Walsingham’s career, they had made it their 

mission to protect England and Elizabeth from the Catholic threat. In order to accomplish 

this goal, the two men were forced to turn to spying. After the Northern Rebellion of 

1569, English intelligence operations changed. Prior to the rebellion, the focus had been 

relatively passive as there were very few active attempts to gather information. The 

gathering of information was important and it was utilized, yet it was only after the 

Rebellion, that the Spymasters started to actively gathering information in an attempt to 

obtain the upper hand against the Catholic enemy.  

The life of a spy was dangerous. They dealt in information and the methods they 

used in order to gather this information had the ability to cost them their lives if they 

were not careful. After the Northern Rebellion, there was a rise of covert intelligence 

operations. This meant that some spies would be working as double if not triple agents. If 
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one side lost their trust in the actions of these spies, they could be placed on trial for 

treason. Such was the case of William Parry. Many times these spies would have their 

loyalties tested. They would have to battle against accusations that were created to harm 

their reputations and even more importantly, their relationship with their Spymaster. This 

was seen clearly when William Herle had to defend himself against accusation of piracy 

prior to his entrance to Marshalsea Prison because the maintenance of his reputation was 

of major concern to him. Herle relied heavily on the support of his patrons and it if they 

should lose their trust in him, Herle would be lucky if they only left him be and did not 

execute him for treason.1 

Most spies were ambitious. They knew that the more important or influential the 

information they gathered, the better their relationship with their Spymasters would 

become and the perks and patronage they would be able to experience. This would lead 

several to take ambitious and slightly ingenious steps in order to gather information. 

Sometimes it would pay off, while other times it would backfire and would result in the 

spy’s execution. This was seen with William Parry. He had been working for Cecil. Cecil 

did not place much confidence in the spy and in an attempt to prove himself, Parry began 

to work as a double agent to gather more information. Ultimately, this led to Parry 

becoming involved in a plot to assassinate Elizabeth in 1585. Upon the discovery of his 

role in the plot, Parry was executed as a traitor this plot was later renamed the Parry Plot 

in remembrance.2 

1 WHL 63 Herle to Burghley, April 24 1571. 
2 Francis Edwards, Plots and Potters in the Reign of Elizabeth I. (Portland, OR: Four Court Press, 2002), 

77-98. 

Texas Tech University, Helen Rose, December 2014



88 

Most spies did not have happy endings. The majority of them remained in need of 

the patronage they had obtained from their Spymasters. Upon losing the support of their 

former employers, many were caught or fell into debt and arrested for their debt. Few are 

still remembered today. Only those whose actions influenced the course of history or 

whose records have survived are among the lucky to be remembered. Due to the secret 

nature of the information they were gathering, there are several spies who might have 

played influential roles, yet no records exist for them to be remembered. Beyond Herle’s 

movements and impact in the discovery of several plots against Elizabeth not much is 

known about his ultimate end.3 Even the end of Thomas Phelippes, Walsingham’s master 

code breaker and the man responsible to deciphering the letters that were used in the 

arrest of Mary, Queen of Scots during the Babington Plot in 1586, is still obscured. Not 

much is known of his actions after Walsingham’s death in 1590. Phelippes attempted to 

work with the new star of Elizabeth’s court Robert Cecil, the second son of William 

Cecil, but this fact has only recently been patched together by historians.4  

The Spymasters themselves seemed to have little favoritism toward their spies as 

they used the information that these men had gathered to attempt to identify foreign 

threats. Since 1569, Cecil recognized the danger that Spain posed to England. While he 

was never out-right aggressive toward the Spanish that is not to say Cecil did not have a 

hand in pushing others to act in his stead. Cecil would never attack Spain and Phillip 

outright, what he did was more in line with his position as a Spymaster during the 1570s 

and 1580s. Cecil was a supporter of England privateers and he would support the men 

3 Adams, “Both Diligent and Secret,” 11-20. 
4 Stephen Alford, the Watcher: A Secret History of the Reign of Elizabeth I, (London: Penguin Books, 

2013), 285-297.  
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who would, and could, attack Spain in his stead. Cecil was able to recognize the dangers 

of having Spain’s attention. The more preoccupied Spain was with dealing with their own 

internal problems, as well as those in the Spanish Netherlands, the less likely it would be 

that they would support anti-Elizabeth efforts in England.5 

It was this desire to destroy the Catholic threat that also persuaded Cecil to 

support the Dutch rebels against the Spanish during the Dutch Revolt. Cecil understood 

the need to maintain economic ties between England, Spain and Spanish colonies 

regardless of his feelings towards the Catholic country. The Netherlands, mainly due to 

close proximity to England, had been a strong trading partner for England. With the 

Netherlands falling under Philip’s control, it was also the ideal location for English 

Catholics exiles to make their home.6 This was primarily seen during the aftermath of the 

Northern Rebellion as many leaders such as the earl of Westmorland, who managed to 

survive Elizabeth’s original persecution, had made their new homes in the region.7 The 

Northern Rebellion had had Spanish support. Philip was willing to donate troops to help 

facilitate and to encourage the popular movement against Elizabeth within England.8 

Cecil saw the Dutch Revolt as an opportunity to interfere in the domestic Spanish 

situation, much in a similar situation as Spain did during the Northern Rebellion. 

5 Stephen Alford, the Early Elizabethan Polity: William Cecil and the British Succession Crisis, 1588-

1569. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 217; Stephen Alford, Burghley: William Cecil at 

the court of Elizabeth I. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), 104-114; Hugh Dunthorne, Britain and 

the Dutch Revolt 1560-1700, (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, UK. 2013), 206; Thorp, 432. 
6Dunthorne, 140. 
7 Robert Hutchinson, Elizabeth’s Spymaster: Francis Walsingham and the Secret War that Saved England, 

(New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2006), 17; John Cooper, The Queen’s Agent: Francis Walsingham at the 

Court of Elizabeth I. (New York: Pegasus Books, 2012), 80-118. 
8 Robyn Adams, ““The Service I am Here for”: William Herle in the Marshalsea Prison, 1571,” Huntington 

Library Quarterly 72 no.2 (June 2009): 221; Dunthorne, 149. 
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Cecil’s attitude toward Catholics was similar to those of Walsingham. However, 

unlike Cecil who was known to be able to work around his dislike of Catholics, 

Walsingham held a strong hatred of Catholics that consumed his actions. Unlike Cecil 

who had understood the need to maintain a decent relationship between the two religions, 

Walsingham believed that Catholics could not be trusted as a result of his time as 

ambassador to France and lived through the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre.9 After 

witnessing this event, Walsingham internalized his hatred of Catholics, which became 

evident through his desire to convict Mary of treason against Elizabeth.  

With Walsingham’s death in 1590, Cecil’s in 1598, there were new leaders in 

Elizabeth’s court, ones who were sometimes at odds with the aging monarch. Elizabeth 

saw these men as young and inexperienced, they saw Elizabeth as old-fashioned and 

stubborn.10 The cohesive relationship between Elizabeth and her advisors had slowly 

disappeared with the death of her closest advisors. Change was in the air and Elizabeth 

did not want to adapt in her old age. With the end of the sixteenth century, there was a 

new rise in intelligence operations and new operatives working for the new Spymasters 

within Elizabeth’s and later James’s court. They followed the new techniques that had 

been set down by their predecessors and used them to better secure England from foreign 

threats. 

Intelligence Operations have never ended, they have only become more 

sophisticated. The ways in which the Elizabethan Spymasters managed to gather 

information and how they used their spy networks is a vital part of the Elizabethan 

9 Dunthorne, 140. 
10 Alford, the Watchers, 323-324. 
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diplomatic and domestic politics that has been largely ignored by historians. While it has 

started to gain some tractions, many historians have examine the use of these networks 

from either a broad or narrow perspective. Many do not incorporate when there might 

have been a change in how and why there was a sudden growth of intelligence operations 

during the mid-Elizabethan period. While their contributions to the field is important, 

they tend to focus more on the development of a narrative. Which seems to be the 

indication that this field is only starting to grow. This thesis has started to develop the 

analysis of this narrative and incorporated an argument on why there was this change 

during the mid-sixteenth century, which will push the field into examining new ways of 

interpreting the actions of Elizabeth, William Cecil and Francis Walsingham and their 

methods to stop the rise of the Catholic Threat.  
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