The Gunpowder Plot
In 1603 Queen Elizabeth I died.  James I became King of England.  At this time there were many quarrels in England about religion.  Elizabeth had been a strong supporter of the protestant Church of England.  She had treated Catholics very badly.  The Catholics knew that James's mother had been a Catholic.  So they hoped for better treatment now that James was King.  However, James proved a great disappointment to the Catholics.  He continued to make them pay heavy fines for not going to Church of England services, just as Elizabeth had done.  His chief minister, Sir Robert Cecil, really hated Catholics.  He encouraged James to pass even harder laws against them.
A few Catholics were so angry with James that they decided on a desperate plan to kill him.  This was the famous Gunpowder Plot.  The leading plotters were Robert Catesby, Thomas Percy, and Francis Tresham.  They were helped by another Catholic called Guy Fawkes.  He had been a solider and was an expert on gunpowder.  Their plan was to blow up both the new King and the House of Lords when James went there for the state opening of Parliament.
Wintour’s confession said the plotters first tried to dig a tunnel under the House of Lords which was abandoned when noises were heard above.  Since no trace of a tunnel was ever found, Guy Fawkes only confirmed it on the fifth round of interrogation, none of the plotters had experience of tunnelling and no evidence was ever given at trial, this may be something the prosecution made up. If the tunnel plot was real, the plotters were stuck.  The state opening of Parliament was only a few days away, and they could not get the gunpowder in place under the House of Lords.  
Suddenly they had two strokes of luck.  Firstly, the opening of Parliament was postponed due to concern over plague. Secondly, Thomas Percy heard about an undercroft (like a basement) of the House of Lords which was to let. In the early 17th century the Palace of Westminster was a warren of buildings clustered around the medieval chambers, chapels, and halls of the former royal palace that by then housed both Parliament and the various royal law courts.  The undercroft, on the ground floor, was directly beneath the first-floor House of Lords and had access to the Thames. Unused and filthy, its location was ideal for what the group planned to do. All they had to do now was to move the gunpowder into the cellar. 
Altogether there were 36 barrels of gunpowder. They brought them across the River Thames by boat from Catesby’s rented accommodation in Lambeth directly opposite, under cover of darkness and then carried them into the cellar. It took two men to lift each barrel.  By July 1605 they had moved all 36 barrels. In August Wintour and Fawkes discovered the gunpowder had decayed, so more had to be brought in. They covered this with firewood to hide it. The State Opening of Parliament was not due until 5 November so most of the plotters returned to their country homes whilst Guy Fawkes went abroad for a while. The gunpowder remained undiscovered during this time. 
However, in late October a mysterious man approached one of Lord Monteagle’s footmen in the street and gave him a letter addressed to his employer. Lord Monteagle was a member of the House of Lords and would have been blown up if the plot succeeded.  When Monteagle was given the letter he was entertaining some friends to dinner.  Instead of reading the letter to himself, as he usually did, he ordered the footman who had brought the letter to read it out to his guests straight away.
Monteagle immediately took the letter to the King's chief minister, Robert Cecil.  Cecil reported the letter to the King on 4 November upon his return to London.  One sentence read: "I say they should receive a terrible blow this Parliament and yet they shall not see who hurts them".  James immediately seized upon the word blow and felt that it hinted at "some strategem of fire and powder" - an explosion, and gave orders for the House of Lords to be searched.
During the initial search Fawkes was found amidst piles of firewood. Fawkes was assumed to be a servant and gave his name as John Jonson and named his master as Thomas Percy. The searchers reported back that nothing untoward had been found. However, Thomas Percy was known to be a Catholic so James I ordered a second search late that same night.  This time Guy Fawkes, still claiming to be John Johnson, was arrested and searched and found to be in possession of match cord (fuse cord).  The gunpowder was discovered under the firewood. He was taken to the King the following morning.  
In his initial interrogation, John Johnson insisted he was working alone to kill the King and his Parliament. As news of John Johnson’s arrest spread the authorities closed the city gates and ports but they were too late, most of the plotters had already fled north, stopping to collect arms and attempting to raise an army on the way. However even friends and family refused to help, presumably because they were either scared of repercussions or against violence.  On 6 November, the Lord Chief Justice, Sir John Popham questioned Rookwood's servants. By the evening he had the names of most of the conspirators: Catesby, Rookwood, Keyes, Winter, John and Christopher Wright, and Grant. The conspirators moved on to Holbeche House on the border of Staffordshire.
Fawkes was tortured on the rack until he eventually gave away the names of the other plotters.  The other plotters were soon tracked down and captured.  During fighting, in which the plotters were surrounded by several hundred armed troops, Catesby and Percy were shot.  The man who shot them was given a reward of two shillings (10 pence) a day for life, despite ending the hope of interrogating the two men  who knew the most about the plot.
The other plotters were brought back to London.  There they were hung, drawn and quartered - hanged for a short time, cut down alive to have their hearts and entrails plucked out and burned before their faces.  After death, their bodies were quartered.
Francis Tresham, was not executed although his head was later displayed in Northampton alongside Catesby’s and Percy’s. Tresham was Lord Monteagles' brother-in-law and many believe the writer of the letter to Monteagle.  In his confession, he claimed his involvement in the plot was very limited, and that he had intended to inform on his conspirators. However, he did not mention the letter. He died in prison of natural causes in December 1605. Lord Monteagle was rewarded for his part in the discovery of the plot with a pension of £700 per year for life.
Further thoughts on the plot
Ever since the plot there have been theories that someone in government may have engineered the plot in order to discredit Catholics further and make James I treat them more harshly. Here are a few of the ideas that have not yet been fully explained.
The original tunnel, if it existed, was never found, nor was any earth and rubble that may have been excavated from it.  
The cellar rented by Thomas Percy was owned by a government official, who died suddenly on the morning of 5 November 1605.  No one is certain of what he died of.
At the time of the plot the government looked after the making, storing and selling of gunpowder.  They had a government monopoly. Thirty-six barrels was around a month's supply for the whole of England.  How could the plotters have got hold of so much gunpowder without someone who worked for the government realising something was going on? .The records for the storage of gunpowder for 1604 are missing ... So did someone make sure they got the gunpowder with no questions asked?
If the plotters purchased the gunpowder via the black market it would have been very expensive.  Since none of the plotters were rich men how did they afford it?  Or did someone make sure they received all the money they needed?  
At the plotters’ trial no witnesses were called.  Nor did Robert Cecil show anyone the original confessions.
It has been suggested by some that Monteagle knew about the plot long before the letter surfaced.  
In the letter received by Lord Monteagle, each individual letter was written differently each time they appeared. Usually a person writes a letter the same way every time he writes it. This suggests that the Monteagle letter was written by someone who wanted to disguise his handwriting. The number of blots and crossings out also indicates this.
Cecil has often been suggested as being aware of, possibly even masterminding the plot, but no evidence has ever been found that really implicates him. Being pleased with the outcome of the plot because it made Catholics very unpopular and rallied the people behind an unpopular king is not evidence of his involvement in it. 
Cecil’s relationship with Lord Monteagle is interesting. Monteagle was a Catholic. This simple fact should have made both men despise one another. Yet Cecil clearly protected Monteagle in the investigations after Fawkes was found. On the back of a letter which would have got Monteagle into a great deal of trouble because of his comments about the king, clearly written in the hand of Cecil were the words “this was forbidden by the king to be given in evidence.” Was Monteagle one of Cecil’s spies? He was given a very handsome pension after the whole affair was finished. His name was also removed from all documents relating to the Gunpowder Plot. Was he secretly passing information over to Cecil and giving the plotters ‘advice’ on how to proceed with the plot – maybe with Cecil’s full knowledge? We will never know.
[bookmark: _GoBack]So the crucial question is who wrote the Monteagle letter?  Perhaps we will never know.
