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Chapter 7 – Section 1
Europe in Crisis: The Wars of Religion

Male Narrator: Elizabeth I of England was impossible. She flirted outrageously with her courtiers. She threw tantrums, vacillated, changed her mind and was absurdly vain. But I believe Elizabeth made England what it is, she fought against religious fanaticism and founded our tradition of tolerance. She beat off the Spanish Armada and won this little island the respect accorded to great powers. To understand Elizabeth forget for a moment those very dated formal portraits and think instead of a woman far ahead of her time, possessing qualities that we might think of as very modern. When England was under attack she inspired this nation to repel invasion as Churchill did centuries later. Elizabeth loathed religious bigotry, not least because the struggle between the extremes would make England ungovernable and put her throne in danger. She refused to enforce anti-Catholic laws pushed through by Parliament. For her, as for her father Henry VIII the important thing about Protestantism was that it made the monarch, not the Pope, head of the Church in England. As long as that principle was safe she was happy to allow people their candles, crucifixes and priestly robes. She chose an English middle way, Protestantism with Roman tinges, a religious settlement that might attract converts from Catholicism and that would give no cause for new martyrs. As Elizabeth once said, there is only one Jesus Christ; the rest is dispute over trifles.
Male Speaker: What was no trifling matter to Elizabeth was the integrity of the realm. Being a moderate sort of Protestant she was reluctant to get involved in religious wars and she didn’t want to intervene in the affairs of other monarchs because that would give them an excuse to interfere in England.

Elizabeth had a passion for ships and didn’t like to risk them in unnecessary wars, but she did think it right for England to send troops to the Netherlands against the king of Spain who was fighting the Protestants. The Spanish were altogether too powerful, Francis Drake took them down a peg or two by attacking their galleons and stealing their gold. The queen was highly amused. The king of Spain, however, failed to see the joke. He set about building an Armada an invasion fleet, vastly bigger than Elizabeth’s puny navy. As Sir Francis Drake tracked the mighty Armada along the English Channel, everyone remarked on Elizabeth’s composure. She issued morale boosting messages to her forces. She wrote a prayer that was read in every Church in England. Off the Dorset coast the smaller English ships darted in to inflict heavy damage on the Spanish, then as their fleet lay at anchor in the channel, Drake unleashed his fire ships, the Spanish panicked set off in every direction and were scattered by the wind. Elizabeth shaped us; she possessed wisdom, learning, moderation, courage, charisma, leadership, any one of which alone could carry the stamp of greatness. All those qualities were concentrated in this one great Britain, this one extraordinary woman, Elizabeth Regina.
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