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Charles V ruled many years during a tumultuous
time in Europe. It is difficult to summarize all the
events in his life in a simple and concise way.
Charles V was born on February 24, 1500 in the
Netherlands, into the Royal House of Hapsburg. He
was the Holy Roman Emperor from June 28, 1519 until
his abdication on August 27, 1556. In addition, he
ruled as King of Spain (including colonies in America,
South America and Africa) and Lord of the Netherlands. During his reign he conquered vast parts of
Italy, imposing his rule there as well. No one had
ruled as much territory in Europe since the 800’s, and Young Charles by
no one would again after him until the time of Hitler.
Lucas Cranach
The Hapsburgs were one of the most powerful families in Europe at that time, related to the ruling houses of England,
Spain, Germany, the Netherlands and more. Notably, Charles’ aunt
was Catherine of Aragon, the first of Henry VIII of England’s six wives. At
the time of his birth, Charles’ grandfather, Maximillian I, was the Holy
Roman Emperor. Maximillian spent many of his last years campaigning
for Charles to become his successor as Emperor.
Charles’ father died of typhoid fever in 1506 when Charles was six,
leaving him next in line to inherit the rule of the Hapsburg family. When
Maximillian died in 1519, Charles was elected Holy Roman Emperor with
the help of substantial bribes. The money for the bribes (500,000 Guilders) was secured through the Fugger family of Augsburg who also financed the selling of indulgences in 1517.
Though Emperor of what is now Germany, Charles spoke only Spanish.
As a result, in the early years he relied heavily upon the Dukes of the
empire to help him rule. A good Spaniard, Charles was staunchly Roman Catholic all the days of his life. However, in the 1520’s, he conquered Italy and held Pope Clement VII prisoner for purely political reasons.
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One challenge Charles faced
was that his various kingdoms surrounded France on two sides. In
addition, his Aunt was Queen of
England to the north of France. As
a result, much of Charles’ early
reign was spent fighting wars
against Francis I of France. This
allowed the Reformation teachings to pick up steam while
Charles was focused elsewhere.
When a peace was finally
signed with France (all be it a brief peace) in 1529, Charles called the
Diet of Augsburg to deal with the Reformation. However, he couldn’t
act as freely as he wished, because at that time the Turks were besieging Vienna Austria in the East, one of the empire’s cities. Charles needed all the Holy Roman Empire to be united together to have the
strength to fend off 120,000 Turks invading his realm. As a result,
Charles compromised with the Protestants in the Peace of Augsburg,
allowing the Reformation to continue.
In 1546, with many of his foreign enemies defeated or appeased,
Catholic Charles finally turned his focus on the Reformers. He ended
the truce, and invaded protestant lands, defeating the protestant
princes of the Schmalkaldic league. He set foot
in Wittenberg only to find that Luther had died
shortly before. Charles tried to reinstate Catholicism, only to discover that in the decades he’d
been focused elsewhere, the Reformation had
become too deeply entrenched to eliminate.
Charles abdicated the throne in 1556. Weary of
war, he entered a monastery in Yuste, Spain to
make penance for his years of battling. He died
there two years later in 1558 at age 58.
Charles had an enormously enlarge lower jaw,
something that became a trademark of the
Hapsburg family. It probably had resulted from
inbreeding in the family to maintain dynastic
power. He also suffered from epilepsy and gout.
The gout became so severe at the end of his life,
that he was carried around the monastery in a
chair.
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