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[EDITED AND ABRIDGED]
FRANCE’S ‘COMING OF AGE’: HENRY IV and the BOURBONS

The Bourbon Family line descended directly from saintly King Louis IX who’d built the Sainte-Chapelle two centuries ago. Henry of Navarre (northern Spain), ten generations removed from Louis IX, was set to inherit the throne of France, and if he and his family could deftly arrange a dynastic marriage, his power would be unmatched. Enter “match-maker” Catherine de’ Médici, a direct-descendent of the Médici family of Italy, and Queen of France from 1547 – 1559. In 1572, she arranged for a marriage between her Henry and her daughter Margaret of Valois. If this marriage worked, the Bourbon and Valois lines would be conveniently joined again. In short, France would cement a dynastic legacy between two of France’s largest families. 

But despite the dynastic convenience, this marriage provoked one, very big question: 

· Why would Henry, a Protestant, marry Margaret, a Catholic?
The humanist King François I (1515 – 1547) had tolerated Protestants in his realm for a while. By the time he’d decided they were dangerous, it was too late. The north of France was solidly Catholic. So mostly was Paris. The modest numbers of Protestants in the city worshipped quietly, in their own houses mostly, and took care not to draw attention to themselves. But in the southern mountains and Atlantic ports like La Rochelle, huge numbers of people had taken the new faith. They went by many names—Protestants, Reformers, Calvinists, Huguenots. Many were humble craftsmen, but others were merchants and knights.

It was hoped that after this marriage between Henry and Margaret, the Catholics and Protestants would be able to coexist peacefully. But people feared that the orchestration by Catherine de’ Médici was much more underhanded. For why would an Italian Médici, a kinswoman of popes, tolerate Protestants in her realm?

People mused: was the wedding some sort of trap? Almost every leading Protestant in France came to Paris for the wedding, along with their followers. Some even dared to venture: would she kill them all? Many started compiling evidence to support their claims:

“Who made Henry a Protestant in the first place?” 

“His mother, the Queen of Navarre.” 

“And what happened to her?” 

“She died.” 

“Exactly.”

“What are you saying?” 

“Catherine poisoned her.” 

“There is no proof.” 

“There never will be. But once Henry is left married to Catherine de Médici’s daughter, with his mother 

gone, and all his supporters murdered, he will be entirely isolated. He will either convert to Catholicism, or …”

If the royal marriage was intended to improve relationships between Catholics and Protestants, then initially, things appeared to be getting off to a good start. But on August 24, 1572, on the day of feast honoring the French saint Saint Bartholomew, things changed instantly. 

SAINT BARTHOLOMEW’S DAY MASSACRE

Reports surfaced that the Duke of Coligny, Henry’s closest advisor, was suddenly killed. Then more news circled that all the Protestants staying at the King’s apartments at the Louvre were murdered. Every one of them. According to one report:

“They’ve been going around every lodging where Protestants are staying. The Protestants have realized what is happening and they’re trying to leave the city. But they can’t. All the gates have been locked to keep them in. You don’t hear it here, but they’re hunting them down in the streets. I saw twenty bodies floating in the river as I came this way..”

Catholics started wearing armbands to distinguish themselves from Protestants. The terrible massacre on the Feast of Saint Bartholomew lasted well past the day itself. Estimates varied, but thousands were slaughtered in Paris alone. Soon news came that the massacres were taking place in other towns and cities as well. What the Catholic forces had started in Paris, the mob continued all over France. Orléans, Lyon, Rouen, Bordeaux, in one after another, Catholic mobs massacred Protestants in the thousands.

Outside France the news of the massacre traveled like wildfire. The pope sent the King of France a formal congratulation, had the artist Vasari commemorate the event in a fine painting and ordered a Te Deum to be sung in celebration upon that day for years to come. It was said that when the King of Spain heard of the massacre, it was the only time he was ever heard to laugh.

What was Henry IV, new king of France, born Catholic but raised a Protestant, to do? Convert to Catholicism. That was his only option. The Médici queen would have a Catholic son-in-law after all. Was it a sincere conversion? Very much. After all, he was told to do it on the spot or they’d cut his head off.

But Catherine and the Catholics hadn’t made one miscalculation: they’d supposed the massacre of 1572 would terrify the remaining Protestants into silence, but it didn’t. Though royal armies attacked in force, the great Protestant strongholds like La Rochelle held out. Soon they were pressing the government for freedom of worship just as strongly as before. Once again, Henry of Navarre became a Protestant. It took him years to get his following back, but finally, he had a Protestant army behind him.

But the Catholic forces were not done yet. They formed the Catholic League. Spain came to their aid. When Henry and his army came to Paris, they found a Catholic city, reinforced with Spanish troops. There was a siege. There were endless talks. But in the end Henry had no choice. “Paris”, he said, “was well worth a Mass.” He became Catholic again, and got the throne of France. But he did not turn his back on his Protestant followers. In 1598, he issued the great Edict of Nantes, which allowed Protestants to worship as they pleased. And he reigned, for all his faults, the most genial king the French had ever known.

