
  
 
 
 
On 5th November 1605 King James I was due to open his 
first parliament.  All the MPs and lords would be 
gathered in the House of Lords to hear him speak.  
However, the evening before, a catholic named Lord 
Mounteagle had received a mysterious message from a 
stranger in disguise.  It advised him to find an excuse 
not to go to parliament.   Mounteagle showed the 
message to Robert Cecil, the king’s adviser.  Cecil had 
the Houses of Parliament searched.  He found 36 
barrels of gunpowder under the House of Lords and a 
catholic, Guy Fawkes, ready to light the fuse.  Guy 
Fawkes was arrested and he confessed under torture.  
The plotters were executed for treason.  The country 
celebrated and November 5th became a night of 
celebration.   

 
 A TRUE TALE OR AN ELABORATE SET UP? 
 

THERE ARE TWO THEORIES ABOUT WHAT ACTUALLY HAPPENED IN 1605. 
 
THEORY 1:   Robert Cecil found out just in time from the mysterious message about 

this genuine Catholic plot to blow up King James. 
 
THEORY 2: Robert Cecil framed the catholic plotters.  This meant that King James 

had an excuse to pass harsher laws against Catholics. 
 

Which theory will you agree with? 
Your challenge is to use the evidence and tasks that follow to 

uncover what you think is the truth about what happened on the 5th 
November 1605. 

History Challenge 



Stage 1: What does the evidence say? 
 

Below is a range of evidence about the gunpowder plot.  You may want to decide which 
pieces of evidence support which theory.  Colour coding the evidence may help, but 

remember some of the evidence might need to be combined. 
 

Robert Cecil was afraid that King James was 
going to relax the laws against Catholics.  
Cecil wanted to keep the laws. 

At that time all gunpowder was controlled by 
the government and kept in the Tower of 
London. 

The 1605 records of the government 
gunpowder store are missing.  Why is this? 

Guy Fawkes was tortured to make him 
confess and give the names of the plotters. 

Tresham’s brother-in-law, (Lord 
Mounteagle) received his warning letter at 
night on 27th October.  This was the only 
night of 1605 that he was at home!  Could 
he have been waiting for it? 

Lord Mounteagle told the King about his 
letter on October 27th yet the government did 
nothing until November 4th. 

The government seemed to know where all 
the plotters were.  They were arrested in 
Holbeach House on November 7th. 

Those men who may have known the truth 
were shot by the government troops or died 
suddenly. 

Francis Tresham was the only plotter not 
killed or captured.  He was left free until 
December 12th.  Why? 

Robert Catesby, Guido (Guy) Fawkes, Thomas 
Winter, John Wright and Thomas Percy were 
known to be Catholics. 

When the trial of the other plotters was 
over Tresham was taken to the Tower of 
London where he died of a mysterious 
illness on 23rd December 

Guido Fawkes was a Dutch explosives expert.  
He was not English so he must have come to 
England specially to set the explosives. 

Francis Tresham was only thinking of his 
brother-in-law’s safety when he sent the 
letter. 

Gunpowder was not normally kept in the 
cellars under the Houses of Parliament.  It 
was obviously put there by the conspirators. 

Guido Fawkes revealed the names of the 
conspirators whilst in prison. 

Guido Fawkes made a signed confession. 

Robert Cecil was King James’ I chief 
minister.  Cecil hated Catholics. 

Francis Tresham may have been a spy working 
for Robert Cecil. 

Only very important people could access the 
gunpowder kept in the Tower of London.  
The conspirators could not have smuggled 
20 barrels of it into England. 

John Wynniard was a close friend of Robert 
Cecil and a king’s official. Wynniard rented 
the cellar in which the gunpowder was 
placed. 

The signature on Guy Fawkes’ confession 
did not match his normal signature. 

Francis Tresham was the only conspirator not 
executed. Why? 

 



 
Stage 2: What do the sources say? 

 
Sometimes historians use evidence from the time something 
happened.  These are called PRIMARY SOURCES. 
 
Read the sources below and tick the correct column to show which 
theory they support?  
 
 THEORY 1: IT WAS A CATHOLIC PLOT 

TO BLOW UP THE KING. 
THOERY 2:  CECIL’S PROTESTANT GOVT. 
SET UP THE CATHOLICS TO GET RID OF THEM. 

SOURCE A   

SOURCE B   

SOURCE C   

SOURCE D   

SOURCE E   

 
 SOURCE A (an Italian visitor 1605) 

 
Some hold it as certain that there has been 
foul play and that some of the government 
secretly spun a web to entangle these poor 
gentlemen. 
 
Think: 

• The visitor is saying the government did 
what? 

• What religion would an Italian be? 
• How would that affect what he thought 

about a protestant government? 

SOURCE B (Robert Cecil’s speech to a catholic 
Venetian visitor) 
 
The king’s excessive kindness has ended in this, 
that Catholic priests go openly about the 
country saying mass.  This gives great offence to 
others.  We cannot hope for good government 
while we have a large number of…  …Catholics. 
The priests preach that Catholics must even kill 
the King to help their religion. 
Think: 

• What does Cecil think about King James’ 
attitude to Catholics? 

• What does Cecil think has to be done in order 
to get a good government? 

SOURCE C (letter to MountEagle, delivered by disguised messenger) 
 
My Lord, I have care for your safety.  Therefore, I would advise you to devise some excuse to miss 
your attendance at this Parliament. … 
 
Think: 

• This was the only night Mounteagle stayed in his London house in 1605.  Why did he choose this night to 
stay? 

• Why was the messenger in disguise?  Who might have been behind the message? 
• Is it possible that this was a set up to implicate the plotters? 



SOURCE D (Guy Fawkes confession) 
 
He said he did not intend to set fire 
to the fuse until the King came into 
the Houses of Parliament, and then 
he intended to do so that the 
powder might blow up a quarter of 
an hour later. 
 
Think: 

• Guy Fawkes was tortured to 
make him confess.  Would he 
admit to anything to end the 
pain? 

SOURCE E (Thomas Winter’s confession) 
We were working under a little entry to the Parliament 
house.  We under propped it with wood.  We bought 
gunpowder and hid it in Mr Percy’s house. We worked 
another 2 weeks against the stone wall, which was very 
hard to get through.  At that time we called in Kit Wright.   
About Easter we rented the cellar.  After this Mr Fawkes 
laid into the cellar 1000 sticks and 500 faggots. 
 
Think: 

• Robert Cecil never allowed anyone to see the original 
confession statement.  He had a new copy written out for 
the court.  Why would Cecil do this? 

 

 
Are the sources reliable? 

 
As historians we sometimes have to ask the question, do we trust the 
evidence?  This helps us to judge if a source is reliable, or how reliable 
it is.  On each of the sources read the questions in blue and think about 
your answers to them.   
 
Once you have thought about your answers fill in the table below to 
decide if you think the source is reliable or not.   

 
 



 

 

SOURCE WRITTEN BY? RELIABLE OR NOT? 

A An Italian Visitor in 
1605 

 

B Robert Cecil – the Kings 
first minister  
Written to a Catholic 
Venetian visitor. 

 

C A disguised messenger 
to Lord Mounteagle. 

 

D Guy Fawkes – 
confession under 
torture. 

 

E Thomas Winter - 
confession 

 



Final stage: What is your judgement? 
 
At the beginning of this investigation, we said there were two theories 
 
THEORY 1:   Robert Cecil found out just in time from the mysterious 
message about this genuine Catholic plot to blow up King James. 
 
THEORY 2: Robert Cecil framed the catholic plotters.  This meant that 
King James had an excuse to pass harsher laws against Catholics. 
 
You will now present your judgement.  You can use one of the two sets 
of sentence starters from below to help you bring your ideas together. 
 

_________________________________________ 
 
I think that Guy Fawkes and the Catholics really tried to blow up King 
James.    
My first piece of evidence to support my theory is… 
This means… 
Another piece of evidence that supports my theory is… 
This shows… 
Gold Level 
Finally my third key piece of evidence is… 
This shows… 

Or 
 
I think Robert Cecil was behind the plot and tried to frame the Catholics.  
My first piece of evidence to support my theory is… 
This means… 
Another piece of evidence that supports my theory is… 
This shows… 
Finally my third key piece of evidence is… 
This shows…   
 
You can attempt three levels for this challenge: 
Bronze  A judgement that considers the evidence from stage one to 

reach a conclusion 
Silver  A judgement that considers stage 1 evidence and the 

primary sources to reach a judgement 
Gold   As silver but also considering the reliability of the primary 

evidence they have selected. 
 


