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In the seventeenth century a receipt book was not, as you might imagine, an aid to accountancy – according to the OED, it didn’t acquire that meaning for another century. Four hundred years ago, a receipt book was what today we would call a recipe book but containing medicinal remedies as well as culinary recipes, both referred to as receipts. It was the indispensable handbook for every woman who commanded a household, compiled by her from receipts given to her by friends and relations, her guide and manual as she travelled through life, wherever it might take her.


Ann Fanshawe, whose receipt book will serve as our guide to her life, was born in 1625, the daughter of a prosperous servant of the crown. Her father, Sir John Harrison, had arrived in London as a young man with £13 in his pocket and made a great fortune as a customs officer. He owed everything to the king. When they began, the civil wars spun the Harrisons’ world on its axis. A decade of dissastisfaction with Charles I’s autocratic rule had turned much of the country – and, significantly, a great proportion of his MPs – against him. In January 1642, after the king ignominiously failed to force Parliament to charge its five leading critics of his rule with high treason, he fled London and began to gather his forces together, preparing for war.


At seventeen, taking flight from her home to join Sir John with Charles at his court-in-exile in Oxford the following winter, Ann brought with her only what she could carry on horseback: some clothes, quilted or fur-lined against the cold, and a sheaf of her mother’s receipts that she had copied out as a childhood handwriting exercise, thrust into a cloak bag. Today, refugees carry their world in their mobile phone – contacts, memories, plans and dreams. For Ann, the world she hoped to remember and recreate was in that slim bundle of papers.


These remedies and recipes were the core of what would become Ann’s large (20 by 32 cm) book, thick cream pages handsomely bound in gold-tooled brown leather and written out in sepia ink probably mixed by Ann herself from copper sulphate, oak-galls and gum. (Her book does not contain instructions for making ink, but many did.) There are remedies from society doctors and one from a London apothecary; one medical recipe comes from an advertisement, torn out of a news-sheet and stitched into the pages. Although most entries are undated, the earliest is marked 1650, when Ann was a young wife and mother aged twenty-five, and the last was added long after her death, indicating that her daughter, to whom she left the book, continued using it for many years. (What happened to it next we don’t know: Ann’s daughter was unmarried and didn’t have a daughter of her own to hand it on to.) Other surviving receipt books, like commonplace books, contain evocative extraneous material: lines of poetry, snippets from the Bible, shopping lists, pressed flowers and leaves, shaky letters of the alphabet in a child’s hand, rough copies of correspondence, scrawled accounts, sketches, prayers. They are maps of their owners’ worlds, records of their hopes, demonstrations of wealth or poverty, culture and social ties, witnesses to joy, failure and despair.


The recipes for food are wonderfully redolent of seventeenth century England: syllabubs, ‘makeroons’,* possets, roast meats, ‘sallets’ or salads, a myriad of methods of preserving fruit and vegetables so they could be enjoyed all year round. Ann’s book contains eleven cherry recipes – preserved, dried, pickled, put into jelly and made into wine – testament to her lifelong weakness for them. Foreign recipes, including French bread and beef à la mode, Spanish eggs, bacon and limonado, and an Italian dish of hogs’ heads, reveal her cosmopolitan lifestyle. She was at the cutting edge of culinary fashion: her book contains the first recipe in English for ‘icy cream’ – though it doesn’t work, according to various experts in seventeenth century food technology – and the first in English for hot chocolate, mixed with a molinillo, a wooden whisk still used in Central America, and accompanied by a drawing of ‘the same chocelaty pottes that are mayd in the Indis’.1 Except for chocolate from the Indies, she noted with characteristic attention to detail, the best was made in Seville.


I have concentrated on the medicinal receipts, using one to introduce each chapter. Usually placed at the front of receipt books, the remedies were at the heart of this type of book, vital for the basic survival of every family. At a time when there was only one licensed doctor at work in the entire county of Shropshire, for example, a woman of status, as Ann was, would be depended upon to dispense medicine and nursing advice not just to her own family but to the families of her dependents and neighbours of all classes. In the absence of hospitals as we know them today women attended each other in childbirth and nursed even the mortally sick in their own homes. Whatever medical knowledge they had gleaned from their mothers, friends or doctors over the years might well turn out to be the difference between life and death for themselves or their loved ones.
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Ann’s sketch of a chocolate pot, used for making the fashionable new drink of chocolate, and its molinillo, or whisk.


Ann’s receipts are notable for being useful and surprisingly modern in outlook. She included many of the popular remedies of the day under one name or another – Lucatella’s Balsam, Gascoigne Powder (also known as the Countess of Kent’s Powder), Aqua Vitae, the Flower of Oyntments (or the yellow salve), the King of France’s Balsome (or the green salve to be made in May) – but was evidently unpersuaded by the excessive use of snails and worms, and there are no receipts that call for things like skinning puppies or roasting live pigeons, featured in other books of this era. There are receipts to induce vomiting and methods of taking blood, both remedies in vogue in the seventeenth century, and one for laudanum, a risky but effective new painkiller.


But there was another, more subtle significance to these carefully guarded morocco-bound books or scraps of ink-stained paper wrapped up in fraying ribbon. Life in the mid-seventeenth century was terrifyingly insecure, whichever side of the political divide you found yourself on. Ann Fanshawe had been forced to leave her comfortable childhood home before her childhood was over and spent the next seventeen years living (as she put it) ‘in tents, like Abraham’2 as she and her family gave not just their life savings but literally their life blood to restore the Stuart monarchy and with it their place in English society.


During Ann’s adulthood, roughly the years of the civil wars, Commonwealth and Protectorate, the English body politic was on its sickbed. Divided by war and bloodshed, torn apart by dissenting ideologies, father opposed son and brother met brother on the battlefield. But while war raged on the cobbled streets and green fields of England, for their mothers, wives, sisters and daughters, inside the home, domestic life continued as it always had done, marked by births and deaths, illness and good health, hunger and feasting. The rituals of daily life were by necessity unaltered: even if men were fighting there were still children to be taught, clothes to be mended, sick relatives to be nursed, marriages to be arranged. Across the country, all through this turmoil, women struggled to maintain their households, families and social networks. Their silent efforts contributed powerfully to the restoration of peace once the fires of conflict had burned themselves out.


In this world, a receipt book was at once a jewel of knowledge to be treasured from generation to generation (like Ann’s, these books were often itemized in wills) and an amulet you could carry with you which would offer you real protection from the perils you were facing. It was a memento of absent friends and family, whose love for you was demonstrated by their contributions to your receipts and thus to your well-being: a peculiarly feminine response to the upheavals of war at a time when politics infused every aspect of society, a ‘rich and important intersection between domestic practices and national identity, of private and public, of everyday and state affairs’.3 For Royalists in particular, receipt books were endowed with special significance as reminders of happier times past and images of what they believed they were working so hard to restore: civility, hospitality, security, generosity – a healed and whole country. As Ann would write of her husband, ‘he loved hospitality, and would often say, it was wholly essential for the constitution of England’.4


Receipt books were seen at once as practical manuals and, because there was so little understanding of why certain remedies worked, repositories of arcane, almost miraculous knowledge. Another seventeenth century manuscript book held by the Wellcome Collection, by Mary Doggett, includes a water to relieve ‘ye passion of the heart’ alongside the usual receipts for jaundice, ringworm, pickling cucumber and washing ‘partie-coloured stockings’.5 The heroines of a 1644 play, The Conceal’d Fancies, bored with their French lessons, steal the keys to their father’s cabinet and discover ‘rare cordials for the restoration of health, and making one young’.6 The claims of remedies like these were satirized in the late 1630s in the final masque performed at Charles I’s court, with a quack doctor called Wolfgangus Vandergoose whose receipts included a spirit of Bacchus to make one dance well, an opiate to make one forget one’s creditors, various love potions, a drink ‘to make a sufficient Linguist without travelling’ and ‘Treakle of the gale [sic; I think it should read ‘tail’] of Serpents, and the liver of Doves to initiate a Neophite courtier’.7


Ann does not seem to have used published receipt books (a new feature of this period) as sources, relying instead on friends and especially family for remedies and recipes they had found successful. What emerges, when you look at the list of names in her manuscript, is a network of Royalists, often émigrés like her and her husband and often connected to the Fanshawe family into which she would marry or with shared roots in Hertfordshire. Her mother Margaret is the most cited; her godmother is there as well alongside several of her children’s godparents and frequent, repeated references to siblings, in-laws and cousins.


This deep immersion in family and place is evident in her memoirs, too, written in the 1670s, more than twenty years after the receipt book was begun, and left to her only surviving son in her will. An extended, established family and wide-spreading networks of kin were a source of pride for Ann and her contemporaries as well as being invaluable practical supports. Particularly during the troubled 1640s and 1650s it was family who provided Ann and her husband, Richard, with places to stay and live, whether as guests or tenants, and income in the form of cash, bequests and loans; they acted as godparents, advised about marriages, doctors and servants, and gave and received news, favours, presents – and receipts.


In causing her receipts and her memoirs to be written down, Ann was very much part of her generation, ‘this scribbling age’.8 The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries saw an explosion of literacy, writing and investigations into selfhood that can only be compared to our own internet revolution. In the words of Thomas Browne, another seventeenth century writer, Ann and her contemporaries wanted to communicate their powerful sense ‘that [the] masse of flesh that circumscribes me, limits not my mind’.9


Women as well as men were active participants in these arenas. The first autobiography published in English was the mystic Margery Kempe’s in 1501 (long after her death); the first secular text translated by a woman was published in 1578; Hamlet came out in 1603, the year of the first English translation of Montaigne’s essays; ten years later, for the first time, a play written by a woman was published under her own name – significantly, a nascent Royalist, Elizabeth Cary, Lady Falkland, whose son would die at the Battle of Newbury fighting for the king. Sarah Jinner, compiler of ladies’ almanacs (annotated calendars which included astrological information and useful miscellanea, including medicinal receipts) published in the late 1650s, is a candidate for the first English woman to make a living with her pen.


Ann’s writing, both family memoir and receipt book, was purely domestic and wholly conventional. She never dreamed of publishing her work. Even so, taking up a pen was a feminist statement, whether she would have regarded it as such or not: a declaration of identity and independence. Although she never challenged her role as wife and mother, simply by writing she was subverting contemporary ideas about proper female conduct.


Women were expected to be silent and submissive and men could be scathing about them trespassing on their intellectual territory. The Cavalier poet Richard Lovelace attacked female poets who snatched the quill from their husbands’ hands, deriding their attempts to adorn their minds just as they painted their faces:




Now as her self a Poem she doth dresses,


And curls a Line as she would so a tresse,


Powders a Sonnet as she does her hair,


Then prostitutes them both to publick Aire.





Speaking publicly was explicitly associated with sexual promiscuity, publication with prostitution. Lovelace reserved his praise for only ‘one Sapho’,10 probably the famously retiring Royalist poet Katherine Philips.


Sarah Jinner disputed this. Citing Semiramis, Pope Joan, Elizabeth I, Margaret Cavendish and the countess of Kent as well as Katherine Philips, she introduced her first almanac in 1658 with a passionate justification of a woman’s right to express herself:




Why [should] not women write, I pray? Have they not souls as well as men, though some witty coxcombs strive to put us out of conceit of ourselves, as if we were but imperfect pieces?… Why should we suffer our parts to rust? Let us scowre the rust off, by ingenious endeavouring the attaining higher accomplishments: this I say, not to animate our Sex, to assume or usurp the breeches: No, but perhaps if we should shine in the splendour of vertue, it would animate our husbands to excell us: So by this means we should have an excellent world.11





Jinner’s message evidently chimed with her female readers: her books were bestsellers.


Margaret Cavendish, held up as an example by Jinner but largely ridiculed by her peers, attached a rambling explanatory note to her autobiography, published in 1656:




I hope my Readers, will not think me vain for writing my life, since there have been many that have done the like… and I know no reason I may not do it as well as they; but I verily believe some censuring Readers will scornfully say, why hath this Ladie writ her own Life? Since none cares to know whose daughter she was, or whose wife she is, or how she was bred, or what fortunes she had, or how she lived, or what humour or disposition she was of? [But] I write it for my own sake, not theirs.12





Ann guarded against such ‘censuring Readers’ by not publishing her work and also by ostensibly prioritizing her husband’s life over her own, much as Katherine Philips constructed an image as a blushing poetess shying away from any public recognition of her work in order to reconcile her literary ambitions with contemporary views of ideal womanhood (perhaps one reason Lovelace approved of her).13 Her receipt book and memoirs can be seen at once as the manifestation of Ann’s maternal and wifely devotion and as the creation of an independent identity outside these roles.


Self-effacement came into conflict with self-assertion as women navigated the boundaries between the ways they were expected to conduct themselves and the ways they actually behaved.14 Their writing shows how inventive seventeenth century women could be in exploiting the limited space available to them, managing at once to conform to cultural expectations and to express themselves as creative, autonomous individuals. The historian Cissie Fairchilds dedicated her book, Women in Early Modern Europe, to her mother, a housewife in 1950s America: ‘Like them [Fairchilds’s subjects], she lived in a time when society’s expectations for women were very restrictive, yet like them she made for herself within those parameters a full and meaningful life.’15


Although women were often cautioned against writing, still – just like their men – they kept diaries and memoirs, composed letters, religious prayers and meditations, collated receipt books and commonplace books, and wrote conduct books (manuals on behaviour, very useful in a changing world), poetry, plays and translations. Despite or perhaps because of its perceived moral dangers, writing was fashionable. While it carried a risk to a woman’s reputation, equally it could bestow on her social prominence, respect and a kind of glamour she could gain in no other way: it was not an accident that the few women mentioned by John Aubrey in his Brief Lives, an idiosyncratic guide to the great and good of the seventeenth century, were either learned or ‘fallen’ – or both.


Throughout this book, taking advantage of the upsurge of literacy that inspired Ann Fanshawe, I’ve also turned to the correspondence, diaries, poetry and devotional writings of people of similar age, background and preoccupations to cast light on the corners of her life not revealed in her receipt book and memoirs, my main sources. The names of these people and others, separated from Ann by only a degree or two, appear throughout the book and will become almost as familar as hers: Dorothy Osborne, the star-crossed lover; Ralph and Mary Verney, like Ann and her husband a young couple tossed by the storms of rebellion and exile; John Evelyn, a cousin through marriage and a keen recorder of his own life; the passionate, pious Elizabeth Mordaunt; and, towards the end, the irrepressible young diarist, Samuel Pepys.
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Ann’s memoirs were written in 1671 for her only surviving son and her receipt book was collated over decades and given to one of her daughters in 1678, two years before she died. While the memoirs, first published in the nineteenth century, are familiar to scholars of the civil wars and Ann is a frequent subject of early life-writing and gender studies, her receipt book, which exists only in manuscript and was in private hands until 1997, when the Wellcome Collection bought it, is less well known. (It is now digitized and available to everyone.) The two sources have never been written about together and although there are modern editions of Ann’s memoirs there has never been a biography of her.


Part of the reason Ann Fanshawe is not better known, I think, is that her writings are so personal. They were intended to be read by members of her family; in different ways they were her bequests to them when she had little else to give. Just as the trinkets at the bottom of a jewellery box hold little glitter for anyone except the person who has collected them, so Ann’s detailed account of her own and her husband’s families and their conduct during the civil wars is tailored to her son and no one else. She wanted him to embark on his adult life with a pride in what his parents and ancestors had achieved. In both her books she was passing on to her children practical lessons for life and her concerns reflect those of her time and class as well as the devastating effect the wars had on that class.


Looking a little deeper, we can see in Ann’s memoirs and receipts the tight-gripped effort to hold her family together in the most challenging of circumstances, and her attempts, through the creation of a network of friends and relatives – often but by no means exclusively female – to create a bulwark against the destructive impact of the war, a reality she lived alongside from her earliest adulthood and which claimed her brother and numerous other friends. Receipt books, as one historian observes, were ‘a powerful expression of cultural belief in human transformation and of women as authors of such transformation’16 and Ann’s is no exception.


Blood – in the sense both of bloodlines and of healthy blood – preoccupied Ann. Her memoirs counsel her son to be proud of his family, his blood; her receipts teach her daughter how to run a good household, which meant keeping her family well. Extending these ideas to the seventeenth century concept of the body politic, in which the nation was metaphorically viewed as a body, with the monarch as its head, we can think of the sick body that was England being healed by books like Ann’s, in which friendship and social harmony, webs of social networks as constructed by women, become as crucial an element of their families’ and their nation’s survival as their husbands’ service and loyalty to the king or to Parliament.


On one hand this book is the portrait of an individual, detailed and intimate, while on the other it conjures up the world in which she lives: her place in society, as the wife of a Royalist diplomat and servant of the crown, as a woman, as a Protestant but not a Puritan. I want to challenge two preconceptions about this period. One is that the women of the period who mattered were either made prominent by their birth, like the queen, Henrietta Maria, or were exceptions – women who defied convention to preach, to act, even to publish. I hope to show that ordinary women* like Ann Fanshawe shaped their world in quieter but no less fundamental ways.


The other is that the civil wars were all about masculinity, a brutal, hard-edged era dominated by Roundheads in their metal helmets marching off to battle and tense debates in Parliament between stern-faced men in monochrome. They were also about women and femininity: soft power, friendship, family and loyalty; bloodlines and blood ties, rather than bloodshed. Ann may not have fought in the wars that defined her century but she was a heroine of them as surely as any bloodstained soldier.


Always, in times of war and crisis, the roles men and women play in society change. The civil wars and their aftermath were no exception. Ann had to become a different person than the one she would have been to cope with the tests with which her times confronted her. Not for her a serene, constrained existence as a housewife and matriarch, rooted in the home; instead she had to become a woman of business, of action, of decision, a woman on the move. To survive she had to be independent, quick-thinking and brave at frightening moments. Her marriage had to be a partnership of equals rather than a relationship between superior and inferior. In a patriarchal world women are used to working outside the rules, negotiating boundaries; that skill becomes even more valuable when no one knows the rules. Ann never questioned the way her society worked, but she had to function outside its conventions to thrive in the new order thrown up by war and rebellion and she relished those challenges.


I often wondered, as I wrote this book, whether she would have chosen peace and a less interesting life, if she could have. For Ann the civil wars must have been much as the twentieth century’s world wars were to the generations who lived through them – moments of such drama and intensity, personal as well as political, that they coloured and shaped everything they touched. Just as my grandmother never forgot the horror of being in London during the Blitz – and equally the snatched bliss of dancing at a basement nightclub beneath the blown-out streets with the man she’d just met, who would become my grandfather – I am sure that part of Ann was always the windswept, exhilarated girl dressed up in a sailor’s clothes on a Dutch ship in the Mediterranean, or the bereaved mother weeping over the frail body of a dead newborn in unfamiliar lodgings, afraid she would never visit his or her resting place again.


In her memoirs and receipt book Ann left us part of her story and I have tried to fill in the gaps, to get and give some idea of the fullness of her life, what it felt like to be a woman in her extraordinary times. Her devoted marriage combined with her sense of adventure make her a wonderfully modern heroine. I want to show how it felt to inhabit her skin, to love and support a man fighting what must have seemed to be a losing war, to live because of that war not in a home but in a series of lodgings she could never call her own, to bear children almost annually and for them to die almost as quickly, and then to have to leave them in graveyards she knew she might never see again. Her struggles and her joys give us a fresh perspective on the troubled but thrilling times she lived through.




Three gypsies stood at the castle gate,


They sang so high, they sang so low.


The lady sat in her chamber late


Her heart it melted away like snow.


They sang so sweet, they sang so shrill


That fast her tears began to flow.


And she laid down her silken gown,


Her golden rings and all her show.


Then she took off her high-heeled shoes


All made of Spanish leather-O!


She would in the street in her bare, bare feet


All out in the wind and the weather-O…


‘What care I for a goose-feather bed?


With the sheets turned down so bravely-O!


For tonight I’ll sleep in a cold open field


Along with the wraggle taggle gypsies-O!’


SEVENTEENTH CENTURY BALLAD, ANONYMOUS
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______


* Spelling was not standardized in the seventeenth century so where possible I have kept to the original, often idiosyncratic spelling (sometimes it’s been modernized in printed sources). It can look strange but it’s always legible phonetically, if you say it out loud: two of my favourites are ‘postibelly’ for possibly and ‘liques’ for likewise.


* The historian David Cressy estimates from surviving signatures on legal documents that nine-tenths of English women were illiterate at the time of the civil wars as compared to two-thirds of men, so in this one important way Ann had to be extraordinary: by necessity, for my purposes, she had to be literate and was thus part of a very small, prosperous elite.





CHAPTER ONE


1643
For the Greene Sicknes
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Take of the dust of the purest Spanish Steele a Spoonfull up heapt, a Nutmeg made into fine Powder, as much weight of Anyseeds in powder finely searsed [sifted] and halfe so much Liquorish, and a quarter of a pound and two ounces of Sugar finely beaten and searst. Take as much as will lye upon a shilling in a morning fasting in Warme Beer or warme Sack [fortified wine] in three spoonfulls of either. You must not eate in two hours after, but rub, or saw, or Swing, or walke very fast. For diet refrain all Milke Meats whatsoever, and use Broths with opening herbes espetially Penny Royall, Veale and Mutton chiefly.





Early in 1643, Ann Harrison’s father summoned her and her younger sister, Margaret, from their handsome new house in Hertfordshire to join him in Oxford, which had over the past winter become the wartime capital of the beleaguered king, Charles I. Dutifully they rode into the unknown, seventy miles or so through the unsettled country north-west of London, over the chalky hills and through the beech woods of the Chilterns, to his side, taking only what ‘a man or two’ could carry on horseback in their cloak bags.


Ann and Margaret did not question their father’s order. ‘We knew not at all how to act any part but obedience,’ Ann wrote later of her seventeen-year-old self, using a dramatic idiom well suited to her theatre-obsessed age and narrating events that could have graced a Jacobean melodrama. Later, it is implied, she would learn to be less biddable. ‘From as good a house as any gentleman of England had, we came to lie in a very bad bed in a garret, to one dish of meat, and that not the best ordered, no money, for we were as poor as Job, [and had] no clothes’.1 I love that single dish of ‘meat…not the best ordered’; artlessly it speaks of such privilege.


‘The scene was so changed,’ said Ann: not just the scenery and their costumes but the parts they were playing. From the role of cosseted and protected daughters at the pinnacle of Stuart society they had been recast as refugees, exiles in their own land. The only analogies that could help her describe their situation were Biblical. ‘I began to think we should all, like Abraham, live in tents all the days of our lives.’ 2 She was right. This strange existence would become her reality.
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If, a year earlier, Ann Harrison had imagined her future, it would almost certainly have looked very much like her mother’s: marriage to a man not unlike her father, from a family which had grown prosperous in the service of the crown; comfortable houses both in London and set in knot-gardens, orchards and green fields outside the city, their warm-panelled, candlelit rooms the backdrop for celebrations of future christenings and marriages as well as the grief of unavoidable funerals, man’s lot on earth being to suffer as well as to be joyful.


Apart from her mother’s death two years earlier, fate had been kind to Ann. ‘We lived in great plenty and hospitality,’ 3 she remembered of her childhood, and no expense was spared by her doting father to equip her for life as a woman with all the responsibilities as well as privileges of gentle status. At their newly built rose-coloured brick mansion in Hertfordshire, Balls Park (see plate section), in the summer, and during the autumn and winter in London at Montague House, Bishopsgate, Ann was taught the bearing and accomplishments considered essential in the world she inhabited: to dance gracefully, to play the lute and the virginals, to sing and to speak French and to sew and embroider.


But though she ‘learned as well as most did’ she was, she said, ‘a hoyting girl’ 4 – that is to say, a hoyden, wild and carefree. She delighted in running, skipping and riding. Although her mother’s death, when she was fifteen, made her grow up, her sense of adventure would never leave her.


It was the example of her mother, Margaret Harrison, that made the young Ann ‘as an offering to her memory… [fling] away those childnesses that had formerly possessed me’. As the elder of his two daughters, she took charge of her widowed father’s household. Despite her independent streak, all through her adult life, as her memoirs and receipt book demonstrate, Ann would strive to be, like Margaret, ‘a loving wife, and most tender mother’ 5 and, implicitly, the final element in the triad that made up the sole acceptable vocation of a seventeenth century woman, mistress of a well-run house.


As the daughter of a rich man and future wife of another, Ann would need to do no more than expertly oversee most domestic chores, such as butter-making, everyday cookery and laundry. Perhaps the most important practical skill she would learn from her mother was household medicine. Her mother’s remedies form the core of the medical section of Ann’s receipt book and she must have stood at Margaret Harrison’s shoulder in the still-room of her childhood home watching her make up many of them. A still-room (short for distillation-room) or still-house was the desirable household adornment of the day, where the mistress of the house would dry herbs, extract essences and concoct ointments and cordials. As the repository of these complex skills, a still-room demonstrated the mistress of the house’s compassion, learning, status and femininity.


Only one such still-house survives, almost intact, at Ham House, just south of Richmond on the River Thames, built in the 1670s – significantly, for its female owner, who would have told her architect exactly what she wanted. Bright and well lit, with its own entrance by a side door (leading out towards the herb garden) and the original crisp, black and white chequerboard floor, it is dominated by an oven with compartments for cooking at different temperatures, a large work-table and tall, shelved, heated cupboards lining one wall. Still-room inventories list pestles and mortars of wood and stone, braziers, scales and weights, small refrigerators for cooling heated liquids, presses, bain-maries, glass funnels and bottles, containers of earthenware, brass and silver, gallypots (small glazed pots for storage), graters, strainers and sieves, chopping boards and a collection of ‘queer tin vessels of many shapes with spouts at all angles’ 6 alongside a bewildering variety of potent ingredients ranging from the humble (locally gathered wild herbs and fresh eggs) to the expensive and exotic (nutmeg from the Banda Islands in Indonesia, ground pearls or olive oil from the Mediterranean) to the dangerous (opium, mercury and arsenic).


Ann would also have been given instruction in financial matters, for as a good wife she would need to administer her household with discretion and frugality. As with healthcare, this skill was too important to delegate. A rare account book survives from c.1610–13, detailing the personal expenses of Margaret Spencer (another Margaret, not Ann’s mother; it was a popular name, redolent of feminine strength, harking back to that legendary fifteenth century matriarch, Margaret Beaufort) between the ages of thirteen and sixteen and kept as an educational exercise. The concern with pin-money demonstrated by this book was far from trivial. Margaret’s father, reckoned one of the richest men in England and the source of her generous allowance, examined her accounts regularly, because a woman who could take responsibility for appropriate expenditure would be a valuable wife and thus a successful daughter.


Most of Margaret’s spending was on clothes, a necessary expression of her status as much as frivolity or luxury – fine lawn to be made into smocks, spangled lace sewn onto ribbon, kid gloves stitched with silk flowers, velvet masks, a tall, fashionable hat of albino beaver fur from the Americas – or on looking after her wardrobe, having clothes made or expensively laundered and starched. But she also paid for lessons in dancing and playing the virginals and for small gambling debts as well as buying a ‘silver thimbell’ for her embroidery, a ‘picktooth cass and picktooth’ and, somewhat surprisingly, ‘a payer of pistolls’.7


It is a measure of how independent young women of gentle birth were expected to be that, in her early teens and unmarried, Margaret commissioned friends and relations with errands, requesting feathers for a hat to be sent to her from London, for example, and then tipping the servant who delivered them, or buying presents for friends and family. Gift-giving was an important social function of seventeenth century society, encompassing valuable concepts of favour and obligation: it was a skill even girls could not be too young to learn. Far from being sheltered, Margaret’s account book reveals a young woman immersed in society and serving her apprenticeship to it, learning to supervise servants, sewing and reading, visiting and entertaining, attending sermons and performing private devotions, a young woman much as Ann Harrison must have been at the same age some thirty years later. Its particular poignancy today lies in the knowledge that the lessons in adulthood Margaret was learning were acquired in vain, for she would die unmarried at sixteen.


Existence was precarious in the seventeenth century. Ann was just two years older than Margaret Spencer when her world and expectations changed forever. The comfortable security of her early life was shattered in 1642 when her father, Sir John, was arrested and his house and its contents were confiscated by the Parliamentary forces hostile to his master, Charles I.
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In 1642, unable to persuade Parliament to grant him the taxes he wants and control over the army, King Charles I rides out of London and raises his banner against the men opposing him, whom he calls rebels. The Parliamentarians believe royal power should be subject to Parliament; the king’s men, Royalists or Cavaliers, believe royal dignity is divinely ordained and must not be challenged. Support for Parliament against the king, warns an ominous royal proclamation that July, would ‘end in a dark equal chaos of confusion’.8 The first inconclusive battle of the civil wars that will define the next eighteen years of British history, Edgehill, takes place that October. With neither side able to claim victory, the scene is set for a long struggle ahead.
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Ann’s father, Sir John Harrison, had made a great fortune serving the king. A man of humble background and great talent from Lancashire, arriving in London with nothing but his education, he had risen through the Treasury (and an advantageous marriage) to become a loyal MP as well as the first Commissioner of Customs, a position he created. Throughout Ann’s childhood, the family’s main home was near the parish church of St Olave’s, Hart Street (also Samuel Pepys’s church, where he and his wife are buried, and indicating a similar government and businesslike milieu for John Harrison). This area of Thames-side London was within sight of the White Tower built by William the Conqueror nearly six hundred years earlier and at the heart of the city’s burgeoning trading centres, excise offices and customs houses, warehouses, exchanges and sales rooms.


Sir John, whose impressive wealth and influence derived from this area, was a familiar figure in these bustling, narrow streets as one of the crown’s senior officials. When sides had to be chosen – and as the diplomat Sir Thomas Roe wrote to the Elector Palatine the month after Edgehill, ‘No neutrality is admitted… Both parties resolve that those who are not with them are against them… and all who will not are as corn between two millstones’ 9 – Harrison didn’t really have a choice. He owed his fortune and his hopes for the future to his association with the crown and, unlike more established gentry or aristocratic families whose loyalties were sometimes divided, his allegiance was never in doubt. Like Lord Goring, he could truly say, ‘I had all from his Majesty, and he hath all again.’ 10


That summer of 1642, Parliamentarian forces ransacked the houses of prominent Hertfordshire Royalist families, including the Fanshawes, kinsmen of Ann’s mother who lived at Ware Park just a few miles from Balls, and their relations, the Capels of Hamerton, and sent the weaponry they found stored there to their leaders in London. Ann’s older brother, William Harrison, then in his early twenties, rode to join the king’s army at Nottingham. Soon afterwards Parliamentary forces plundered the Harrison house in Bishopsgate and took Sir John prisoner. Pretending he needed to fetch some papers they were demanding from him ‘concerning the public revenue’,11 astute Sir John managed to evade their grasp and, summoning his daughters, left London for Oxford in early 1643, to the king’s court-in-exile.


This is the historical account. From the almost prosaic tone in which Ann related it, years later, it seems likely that when her father was arrested she and her sister were safely out of the way, presumably at Balls; there is little immediacy in her version of events. No other account records Balls being searched or plundered, the word in common use at the time. Contemporary letters, however, reveal how frightening it was to watch your country splinter into civil wars even from the sidelines and how divided individuals were about how to cope with the coming conflict. Twenty-two-year-old Lord Henry Spencer (who would have been the nephew of the diligent young accountant Margaret Spencer) wrote to his wife of three years from the king’s camp at Shrewsbury, where William Harrison was among his fellow officers: ‘If there could be an expediency found to salve the punctilio of honour, I would not continue here an hour.’ (He added with half a smile, and just a drop of puritanical distaste, that though the king was ‘very cheerful… by the bawdy discourse [of camp], I thought I had been in the drawing room [at court].’)12


Sir Edmund Verney, of Sir John’s rather than William Harrison’s generation, was equally torn. Before joining the king’s army as his hereditary standard bearer he told Sir Edward Hyde, ‘I do not like the quarrel and do heartily wish that the king would yield and consent to what they [the Parliamentarians] desire’. Like Sir John, though, he saw no options available to him. ‘I have eaten his bread and served him near thirty years, and will do no so base thing as to forsake him; and choose rather to lose my life (which I am sure I shall do) to preserve and defend those things that are against my conscience.’ 13 His words were prophetic: he would die at Edgehill with Charles’s banner in his clenched fist, still unconvinced by the cause for which he gave his life and knowing that his beloved eldest son and heir, Ralph, had chosen Parliament over the king.


Before he left his estate in Buckinghamshire, Sir Edmund had written to his steward anticipating worse times to come and instructing him to do all he could to safeguard their precious corner of England. ‘I praye have a care of my howse, that roages break not into it, have stoare of bullett and powder, and gett some boddy to lodg in the howse that may defend it if need bee. Have my wagon in readiness, if I should att any time send for it; gett in all such monys as are owing you with all speede for wee shall certainly have a great warr.’ 14


Women were by no means excluded from these agonizing debates. A family friend and neighbour from London, Lady Sydenham, wrote from the king’s camp to Sir Edmund’s daughter-in-law, Mary, wife of the young rebel Ralph Verney, in part to assure her that whatever choice her husband made politically their friendship would remain unaltered, in part to reassure her because ‘you ded exspres a trobell in yours [letter] to me about your hosband’s reselushons’ and in part to question those resolutions.




i kno he has chossen the strongest part, but i cannot thinke the best, but i am confedent he dus believe tis the best, and for that he chos it. But truly my hart it stagers me that he shold not se clearly all thar [Parliament’s] ways, being it tis so aparrant, for how tis for the lebberty of the subget to tacke all from thim which are not of thar mind… Nor do i find that it is in god’s lay [law], to tacke arms aganst thar lawful king.15





Sir Edmund’s daughter Cary Verney, newly married at fifteen and staying with her husband’s family in Bedfordshire, wrote to her brother Ralph with more practical worries later in the year. ‘The parlement has frittened ous [us] from Hill [house], and sinc has frittened our carreg that was comin to ous back agane, and ther it is in danger of plondarin’.16 Her brother-in-law’s servant had been arrested by Parliamentary soldiers and £52 that he was carrying for his master taken from him; Cary begged Ralph to ask a family friend, a prominent fellow Parliamentarian, to do what he could to help, notwithstanding that her own husband of only a few months was in the king’s army, on the other side. Another Verney correspondent wrote indignantly with the news that when she had sent some horses to collect her children from London they had been confiscated by Parliamentarians.


Plundering, however, was a mere inconvenience compared to the increasingly common reports Ann would certainly have heard of frightening violence, often against women as well as men, being committed by both sides. In February, perhaps while Ann and her sister were making their uneasy way across country to Oxford, more than three hundred people were killed on the streets of Cirencester in a battle between Royalists and Parliamentarians that took place amid the mellow stone houses, outbuildings and gardens of the town, with narrow streets barricaded with overturned wagons and musketeers firing from windows tucked into the thatched eaves of cottages. One woman, Lady Jordan, was said to have been sent mad by the bombardment, reverting to childhood. She was noteworthy at the time because of her status; many other people, whose names were not recorded, were surely similarly traumatized.


During the long, wet, muddy summer of 1643, women became actors in rather than witnesses to the war, their stories recounted with either scorn or admiration (depending on the affiliations of the story-teller) across the country in conversation, letters and news-sheets. The Puritan Brilliana, Lady Harley, stoutly defended her house, Brampton Bryan in rural Herefordshire, during a three-month siege by Royalist soldiers. (Her husband, Sir Robert, was busy elsewhere, heading the newly created Commons Committee for the Demolition of Monuments of Superstition and Idolatry; the Puritans had become a powerful political force, motivated by their distrust of the traditionalist Charles and his openly Catholic queen.) The Royalist Lady Mary Bankes kept Parliamentary forces at bay outside Corfe Castle in Dorset for three years from May 1643 before being betrayed by one of her officers.


Though he chose to follow the king rather than remain to defend his estate, Sir John Harrison was one of many royal servants whose houses, lands and furniture had been sequestered by Parliament, living in exile from their homes with scant access to income. (Despite his losses, Sir John was still able to form part of a group of seven customs farmers who, in October 1643, lent the king more than £250,000, though he refused to buy a baronetcy, titles money-strapped Charles was selling for £1095 apiece.) Eighteen years later Sir Edward Nicholas, Secretary of State to Charles I and Charles II, petitioned for compensation for what he had lost in 1642 from his houses in London and Surrey when they were overrun by Parliamentarians: five black trunks filled with linen, bedding and a brass warming pan, four kettles and his valuable still-room equipment, ironware, another hamper and two bundles, altogether ‘at the value of £1500 at lease [least]’.17


Oxford in 1643 was full of men like Harrison and Nicholas, not thrusting youths on the make but established men trailing newly rag-tag families, squeezed into tiny lodgings, living on what they would have considered scraps a few months earlier. Even the royal family had become gypsies. After Edgehill, the previous October, which they had watched from a distance with their tutor, nine-year-old Prince James, duke of York, turned to his older brother and asked when they would go home. With all the authority of twelve years, Charles replied, ‘We have no home.’ 18


The city of students was transformed into a city of soldiers, its wartime population swelling to 10,000. New College School became a storehouse for barrels of gunpowder; tailors stitched soon-to-be bloodstained coats of blue, red and yellow* in the Music and Astronomy Schools; and oxen and sheep to feed the men were kept in Christ Church College quad, hard by the royal quarters. Schoolboys intoxicated by the whiff of gunpowder in the air gathered to watch soldiers practising drills in Christ Church Meadow and artillery in Merton College Grove. Once the soldiers arrived ‘they could never be brought to their books again’.19


Alongside this martial energy and glamour, so potent to young men, ran its realities: hunger, cramped conditions, filth and contagion. Corpses of animals and rotten herbage choked the Cherwell and the Isis rivers, rubbish filled the streets and regular outbreaks of disease – ‘the sickness’ in 1643 and plague in 1644 – swept through the city and its muddy camps. ‘We had the perpetual discourse of losing and gaining towns and men,’ remembered Ann, and ‘at the windows the sad spectacle of war’.20


Reports of deaths and casualties flooded into Oxford after every skirmish and engagement. After the battle at nearby Newbury in September cart-loads of dead and wounded were carried into the town, among them ‘that modest, courageous and loyall young Lord, the Earle of Sunderland’,21 the Henry Spencer who had written so regularly to his beloved wife Doll from the king’s camp the previous summer. She was just twenty-six, heavily pregnant and with three young children, when she heard news of his death, which had been a dreadful one. He died in agony on the battlefield, wounded and conscious to the end, and his corpse was robbed and defiled by Parliamentary soldiers so that it was unfit for burial; only his heart was sent home to Althorp. Doll’s father consoled her as best he could: ‘I know you lived happily, and so as nobody but yourself could measure the contentment of it. I rejoiced at it, and did thank God for making me one of the means of procuring it for you [in arranging her marriage]. That now is past, and I will not flatter you so much as to say I think you can ever be so happy in this life again; but this comfort you owe me, that I may see you bear this change and this misfortune patiently.’ 22 It was advice women all over the country were learning to heed.


Ann’s own ‘dear brother William’ 23 died in June 1643 when his horse was shot out from under him during a skirmish, days after formally being expelled as a Royalist from the House of Commons, to which he had been elected in 1640 but from which he had quickly dissociated himself as the times shifted beneath his feet. ‘He was a very good and gallant young man,’ she wrote in her memoirs, remembering her lost brother from a distance of thirty-three years, ‘and they are the very words the king said of him, when he was told of his death: he was much lamented by all who knew him’.24


But Ann was young and this was her first taste of adult life. Despite the horrors, the dangers, the tragedies of war, evident all around her, she knew nothing else. And although it was a military court-in-exile, lacking much of the formality and splendour of times gone by at Whitehall or Windsor, Oxford was still a royal court. Feasts and ceremonies continued; Charles was dressed by grooms and attended by trumpeters; he processed in ceremony from Christ Church to Merton to visit his queen, Henrietta Maria; he took the royal beagles hunting (an excellent form of military exercise); the royal portraitist William Dobson was at work in a studio at St John’s College; even masquing may have taken place, though the evidence to support this is fragmentary. Parliamentary newspapers disdainfully reported the Royalists in Oxford dancing ‘through the streets, openly with musick before them’:25 vibrant, hedonistic, living for pleasure in the shadow of death.


So persistently sumptuous was his court that in June 1643 Charles was forced to issue a proclamation outlawing lace, ribbons and gold buttons and clasps as much in an effort to change the public perception of his Cavaliers as idle fops as to reflect the straitened circumstances of wartime. The name Cavalier was originally a derogatory one, given to the king’s followers by disapproving Parliamentarians, but Royalists soon began identifying themselves as Cavaliers, saying that the original meaning of the word was mounted soldier – which they proudly were.


In the normal course of things, Ann might barely have gone to court. Though rich, her father lacked the aristocratic connections to place her in Henrietta Maria’s household. Marriage and a family to look after, in the most comfortable but retired of circumstances, would have been the future her parents desired for her. But at Oxford, where favoured soldiers ran up and down the back stairs at Christ Church in their buff coats (leather coats typically worn by soldiers, beneath a metal breastplate or cuirass for battle; the finest examples had strips of gold and silver lace on the sleeves), military informality extended to women too. Suddenly the sheltered eighteen-year-old had an entrée to an intriguing new world.


A court lady was a particular creature whose attributes, as popularly imagined, can best be seen in the negative, as in this defence of a Puritan wife from the Parliamentary press:




She is not like your court madams, Aulicus [literally, princely. The Mercurius Aulicus, printed at Oriel from January 1643, was the most prominent Royalist newsletter]; uses no oil of talc, no false teeth, no wanton frisking gate [gait], no caterwauling in Spring Garden [a park near Whitehall, frequented by the fashionable elite]… She cannot measure out a whole morning with curling irons and spend the afternoon in courting and vanity and toying.26





The diarist Elizabeth Delaval remembered her misspent youth in the 1660s, before marriage and sobriety overtook her, as a time of ‘maidenly indulgences’:27 flirting and running up debts at court, gorging on fruit and mounting an elaborate production at home of Il Pastor Fido (The Loyal Shepherd), one of the favourite plays of the period, almost certainly using the 1647 translation from the Italian by the poet, courtier and diplomat Richard Fanshawe, who would become Ann’s husband. ‘Many an houer have I robed my selfe of rest to waist them in dancing, in play [at cards], in reading unprofitable books, and such foleish devertions,’ 28 she lamented afterwards. Other women remembered spending their youth ‘in exquisite and curious dressing’,29 going to the theatre, reading romances, playing musical instruments, dining in barges on the Thames, wandering through pleasure gardens and, that archetypical seventeenth century extravagance, eating too much fruit. ‘Hid Park and the cheries there is veri pleasant to me,’ 30 wrote fifteen-year-old Betty Verney, fresh from Buckinghamshire. Girls were not alone in being seduced by the pleasures of the capital: the young diarist John Evelyn, a cousin, kinsman and friend of Richard Fanshawe’s, was in London for two months in 1642, aged twenty-two, ‘studying a little, but dancing and fooling more’.31


Sir Edward Hyde, one of Charles’s advisors, deplored the mores of the early years of the war, when ‘the young women conversed without any circumspection or modesty’.32 This concern about women speaking out was associated, in the popular press, with sexual disarray. In 1642 and 1643, a flurry of satirical pamphlets appeared, ostensibly by women petitioning Parliament, mocking women in the most basic sexual imagery for daring to comment on the great events of the day (on one title page a woman was shown urging her husband, wearing the horns of a cuckold, to ‘go to the wars’) but containing within them a kind of recognition of the validity of their comments.


‘The Mid-Wives’ Just Petition’ was published in January 1643, a plea for peace from a spurious London guild of midwives, an inversion of the Fishmongers’ and Apothecaries’ which held such power in the city. War, the imaginary midwives argued, was devouring England’s youth and, by extension, their livelihood. ‘Little gettings have we in this age barren of all naturall joyes, and onely fruitfull in bloudy calamities, we desire therefore that for the better propagating of our owne benefit, and the general good of all women, wives may no longer spare their husbands to be devoured by the sword, but may keep them fast locked within their own loving armes day and night.’ Bawdy innuendoes apart, this was a difficult argument to counter. It was better, urged the authors, in terms everyone would have understood, for men to be ‘at home with their wives, then for them to runne abroad to be a common souldier, and stand sentinel two or three hours in the cold for a little Suffolk cheese and a piece of browne bread, and at length kill one another for eight pence a day.’ 33


At a time when, as these pamphlets demonstrate, women were seen as possessing the legacy of Eve, a sexual appetite that could threaten themselves and society if left unchecked, young unmarried women posed a distinct danger. They even had their own disorder, green-sickness, also known as the Virgin’s Disease. The name conjured up the green of fresh leaves, fresh life; the green of inexperience and adolescent love sung by classical poets (Sappho’s fragment 31, translated by Anne Carson: ‘and cold sweat holds me and shaking/grips me all, greener than grass/I am and dead – or almost/I seem to me’); and the pallid green tinge of the complexion of its sufferers. Wives and widows could succumb, noted the midwife Jane Sharp, ‘yet it is more common to maids of ripe years when they are in love and desirous to keep company with a man’.34


Today green-sickness is called hypochromic anaemia, a condition in which the red blood cells are paler than usual due to iron deficiency and which can cause a greenish pallor. Its symptoms are headaches, passivity, lack of appetite and dyspepsia, a want of energy and irregular or no periods; Jane Sharp added the ‘longing after hurtful things’.35 In 1943, the medical historian Henry Sigerist described green-sickness, known as chlorosis in the nineteenth century, as ‘the disease of the young girl of the upper classes who lived an indoor life without physical exercise, doing some needlework, playing some music and waiting for her husband to relieve her’.36 Others have speculated that it might have been an early form of anorexia; some of the symptoms resemble Chronic Fatigue Syndrome, particularly prevalent among teenagers. I see it as a physical expression of powerlessness, as an unmarried girl waited for a husband to be produced for her, for her fate to be decided by others.


Almost every contemporary receipt book contained remedies for green-sickness, ranging from eating six bitter almonds, or alternatively six raisins, every morning, to drinking a glass of white wine infused with a powder made from earthworms – washed, of course – soaked in vinegar and then dried. (Earthworms are still a feature of Chinese medicine: they are used to unblock hot and painful obstructions, which might be applicable here.) Most recommended exercise – indeed, one medical advice book claimed that it could be cured by exercise alone – and it was well known that the best time of year to cure green-sickness was spring, when the warmth in the air would help thin blocked menstrual blood. The late seventeenth century doctor Thomas Sydenham is credited with recognizing iron as a remedy for anaemia, but steel filings and powders had long been a feature of popular and receipt book remedies for green-sickness.


There is no evidence that Ann Harrison suffered from green-sickness – perhaps her hoyting tendencies preserved her from it – but a remedy for it, attributed to a Mrs Ailiffe (probably her cousin Margaret Ayloffe), appears on the first page of her receipt book marked by the cross that she seems to have used where others used the letters ‘prob.’, short for probatus, or proved. The treatment contained powdered Spanish steel as well as aniseed, which the herbalist John Gerard noted stirred up ‘bodily lusts’ and was also used to relieve menstrual cramping. Costly nutmeg, from Indonesia, could be used – like aniseed – to bring on a miscarriage, and as such was specifically left out of most remedies for women, but here it was intended to stimulate menstruation. The active ingredient in liquorice, glycyrrhizin, is antiviral, antimicrobial, anti-inflammatory, increases blood pressure and is hepatoprotective, which means it protects a healthy liver – good for the blood – as well as helping the body absorb other medicines. Finally, the toxic herb pennyroyal was traditionally used to stimulate menses (and indeed as an abortifacient).
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