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Good people I pray you give ear unto me,


A story so strange you have never been told.


How the Jesuit, Devil and Pope did agree


Our State to destroy and religion so old


To Murder our King


A Most Horrible Thing!


But first of Sir Godfrey his death I must sing;


Who Murder’d that knight no good Christian could be.


The truth of my story if any man doubt


W’have witnesses ready to swear it all out.


A True Narrative of the Horrid Hellish Popish Plot: The First Part (1680)




Introduction: A Death in the Family


Primrose Hill near Hampstead was a noted beauty spot on the outskirts of London. On Thursday 17 October 1678, at around 6 o’clock in the evening, a group of fourteen men, led by the local constable of the parish of Marylebone, John Brown, approached the south side of the hill where a dead body had been reported lying among the brambles in a drainage ditch. They were uneasy with the task at hand, as various rumours had already circulated around London in the course of that week. The well-known magistrate Sir Edmund Berry Godfrey was missing, arrests were being made and talk of a new popish scandal was in the air. An informer by the name of Titus Oates had apparently revealed a deeply laid popish conspiracy that threatened the king’s life. It was said that even the normally unflappable Charles II was disturbed by these events.


It was soon apparent to the men now standing next to the ditch that whatever the rumours, the man lying face down and run through with a sword really was dead and this was no trick of the light or courtier’s ruse. In the gathering gloom the local parish constable and his neighbour William Lock descended into the ditch for a closer look. ‘Pray God it be not Sir Edmund Berry Godfrey,’ said one of them, ‘for he hath been missing for sometime.’ With some difficulty Brown and Lock turned over the body and pulled back the coat that had been thrown up over the head. At first both men were unable to recognise the ruddy face of the magistrate who was a well-known figure about the City. With nightfall beginning to close in and the weather turning blustery, Brown, who seems to have been a man of some intelligence and who took his office seriously, finally made his decision. It was no use leaving the body lying there and none of the men with him wished to spend the night on the Hill. With no higher authority readily available, the constable drew out the sword that had pierced the body from chest to back and he, together with his assistants, heaved the corpse of the magistrate out of the ditch. The men then laid the corpse on two staves and raised them up. One of the group gingerly picked up the hat, scabbard, belt, stick and gloves of the dead man, which were lying nearby. They then carried the body over the fields to a somewhat disreputable public house nearby, where further inquiries could be made and a coroner’s inquest would sit on the strange death of Edmund Godfrey.1


In the seventeenth century death was a familiar matter, so what made this death so singular? In the first place the death of Edmund Godfrey had an air of mystery that could never quite be dispelled. As we shall see, it is a historical puzzle of great complexity and so it had a longevity not usually given to other contemporary deaths. The nature of Godfrey’s demise, the sword through the body and the marks on the neck, the fact of his death in the course of that crisis known to contemporaries and to history as the Popish Plot, have all puzzled investigators since 1678. To his contemporaries the death of Edmund Godfrey was naturally attributed to Roman Catholics; the ‘villainous papists’ had murdered the Protestant magistrate as part of a wider Popish Plot and were intent upon other malicious actions if they were given the chance. Indeed, because of this apparent Catholic involvement three innocent men, Robert Green, Henry Berry and Lawrence Hill, were to die upon the scaffold.


Yet historical mysteries require more than obvious solutions to fascinate and to be sustained. In an era troubled by plots and crimes of one sort or another, this affair stood out. In fact, although the evidence first pointed to murder, then to the possibility of suicide, then again to murder, this political cause célèbre was muddied by a number of interested parties over the following years and was frequently re-examined and reinterpreted thereafter. The basic facts of the case appeared clear enough. Sir Edmund Berry Godfrey, a melancholy fifty-six-year-old bachelor and businessman, was also a justice of the peace of good standing in his local community. He left his home early on the morning of Saturday 12 October 1678, having recently become embroiled in the beginnings of a series of lies and exaggerations known as the Popish Plot. He disappeared at some point before 3 o’clock that day and was found five days later, on Thursday 17 October, some miles from his home and dead in a ditch at the foot of Primrose Hill. The question of who killed Godfrey or how he died was of some importance to contemporaries for, as we shall see, the magistrate’s death appeared, at least in part, to confirm the truth of the Popish Plot, whose ramifications were daily becoming ever more sinister. Plans to murder the King, raise armies of Roman Catholics and return the nation to popery could all apparently be proven by the death of this one magistrate.


With regard to the case itself, however, it is arguable that most previous investigators have in fact begun at the wrong end of the problem. There is a natural tendency when examining the Godfrey affair to look for a killer, obvious or not, create a profile that fits the suspect and thus ‘solve’ the mystery. In reality the solution, if any can now really be found as to how Edmund Godfrey met his death, might arguably lie by looking in another direction – namely, Godfrey’s background, life and personality. It is through an examination of his life that we may find clues as to his death, and subsequently gauge the impact of his death on Restoration London. In other words we need to know who Godfrey was before we can say why he had to die.


By adopting this approach, we will be recreating more than just a murder mystery. Edmund Godfrey was a real man, not a fictional character, and although he died in brutal circumstances, he was also someone with a past. His life of nearly fifty-seven years had taken him from his native Kent to Oxford in his early career, and then to London and Westminster in the Restoration period. He had his own thoughts, feelings, friends, enemies and acquaintances who knew him and his doings long before his life ended in so mysterious a fashion. Naturally, as with most men and women of that period, the evidence of Godfrey’s life is often sparse and towards its conclusion can be plainly contradictory. Nevertheless, the recent discovery of a series of personal letters between the magistrate and his great friend, the Irish healer Valentine Greatrakes, has done much to place some flesh on the bare bones of the Godfrey story, and with this in mind a re-examination of the mystery of his death now seems in order.2


This book will attempt to place Edmund Godfrey, the man at the centre of the story, before examining the circumstances of his death. Consequently, chapters one and two are taken up with exploring Godfrey’s early life, his background, family, character and business interests. The context of the Popish Plot and the momentous events in which he became embroiled form the subject of chapter three. Godfrey’s last days and his part in the Popish Plot, as well as the reaction to his death, are dealt with in chapters four and five. In the case of Godfrey’s last days, I have tried to stay as close as possible to the contemporary evidence, rather than rely upon modern theories, and thus to build up an image of the man as he moved towards his eventual fate. Finally, a review of the evidence relating to his demise, as well as a re-examination of the hunt for a solution to the mystery, are left to chapter six.


As one contemporary put it, for those of ‘liquorish fancies, who delight in hearing strange stories’, this affair is one of the strangest of the seventeenth century.3 It is to be hoped that in this most mysterious of mysteries


the art of the reasoner should be used . . . for the sifting of details [rather] than for the acquiring of fresh evidence. The tragedy has been so uncommon, so complete, and of such personal importance to so many people, that we are suffering from a plethora of surmise, conjecture, and hypothesis. The difficulty is to detach the framework of fact – of absolute, undeniable fact – from the embellishments of theorists and reporters. Then, having established ourselves upon this sound basis, it is our duty to see what inferences may be drawn, and which are the special points upon which the whole mystery turns.4




CHAPTER ONE


Family and Early Life


I was by birth a gentleman living neither in any considerable height nor yet in obscurity


Oliver Cromwell


My wife was delivered of another son the 23 Decemb[er] 1621, between the 3 and 4 of the clock in the morning, being Sunday . . . They named my son Edmund Berrie.


Thomas Godfrey, Domestic Chronicle


THE GODFREYS OF KENT



Edmund Berry Godfrey was born on Sunday 23 December 1621 into the prosperous and growing family of Thomas and Sarah Godfrey. He was the fifth son of his father’s second marriage. The Godfreys themselves were a family of ancient Kentish lineage, who had been quietly rising among the gentry of Kent for many years.1 Indeed, it was said that the Godfrey family tree stretched back, with some distinction, to one Godfrey le Falconer, himself a son of William FitzBalderic who had been granted land in Kent by King Henry II in the twelfth century. Like many another enterprising county family, the Godfreys had evidently taken to Kent, settling in Lydd where a Thomas Godfrey, a direct ancestor of our Edmund Godfrey, was buried in 1430. The family flourished there for over two hundred years, with many of the Godfreys becoming mayors of the local community until at least the eighteenth century. They were held in ‘good Esteem and Reputation’ by most of their neighbours, and they were also part of an existing sense of Kentish community common to those days.2 Indeed, Kent was a ‘community of blood and feeling’ in the seventeenth century and the inhabitants Lydd personified Kentish folk.3 A small town of fewer than 350 people, it had seen better days.4 Nevertheless, the Godfreys retained a native pride in the county and high on the list of any Kentish family’s agenda was a willingness to serve their community. So it seems to have been Edmund’s grandfather, imbued with such feelings and also called Thomas, who instilled in the family a desire to make a name for itself in the seventeenth century, and under his guidance the Godfreys became conspicuous among the lesser gentry of the county and sought links with the aristocracy.5


His second son, and Edmund’s father, who was also given the family Christian name of Thomas, was not the least conspicuous of the Godfrey family, if only because of his ability to sire enormous numbers of offspring by his two marriages.6 It was said of Thomas, as it had been said of his father, that he was a man who served his ‘generation eminently and faithfully’, and he was particularly noted as a ‘good lover of learning and all ingenuity’. He was certainly generous to all of his children in respect of their education, seeming to see in it the root of success in public life. Indeed, with an inbuilt family pride in all of his doings Thomas even set about keeping a record of the family, and in 1608 he began to write a domestic chronicle of his affairs that he kept, on and off, for the next forty-seven years. It is because of his labours that we are able to perceive the type of family into which the young Edmund Godfrey was born.7


In a number of ways, Thomas Godfrey represented many of the unusual features in the Godfrey family. Born on 3 January 1585, he was baptized six days later at Lydd church. He proved to be a man long-lived like much of his family; he was eventually to die in 1664, and was buried at Sellinge in his native Kent after a busy seventy-nine years.8 In a crowded family home Thomas’s upbringing was typical of that of a man from his social background. His father being apparently too busy to look after his second son, Thomas was farmed out to his aunt Berrie, until, aged eight, he was installed in 1593 in Challock Grammar School. This was common at the time. Many children found themselves brought up in a relative’s home rather than their own during their minority. While at Challock, Thomas boarded out with yet another of the innumerable Godfrey clan and in 1599, aged fourteen, he was finally sent up to St John’s College, Cambridge. There he underwent the standard education of an English gentleman of his day. Thomas Godfrey’s tutors were to be Robert Spalding and Peter Benlos. Neither man was particularly prominent in college affairs, but Benlos ultimately proved to be the more interesting, not the least because he was shortly to leave England to become a Jesuit priest. He was certainly enough of an influence upon Thomas Godfrey for his former pupil to want to visit him much later at Louvaine (modern-day Leuven) in 1615. After Cambridge Thomas went on to the Middle Temple of the Inns of Court and there he spent the next three years gaining the legal training thought necessary for a gentleman to survive in the world.9


At this point Thomas Godfrey was rescued from the law or a legal career, or, like most of his fellow Kentish gentry, from a swift return to Kent. As the second son he could not inherit his father’s estate, so as recompense he was given an introduction by his father to the patronage of Henry Howard, Earl of Northampton, Lord Warden of the Cinque Ports, Lord Privy Seal and an important figure in the political life of the state.10 It was in the Earl of Northampton’s household that Thomas Godfrey found a position as a gentleman in ordinary, where he remained for some two years. Northampton’s religion had been Roman Catholic. Although he had adopted the state religion of the day under King James I, he was to return to the beliefs of his youth towards the end of his life. Thomas Godfrey’s clientage to Northampton was to prove yet another of his connections with the old religion. Nonetheless in May 1609, aged twenty-four, Thomas Godfrey decided to leave his patron’s immediate service and he married for the first time. His new wife was Margaret Lambarde, daughter of William Lambarde of Greenwich.11 Thomas and his wife retired into the country, although not from an active life. Indeed, he soon purchased the manor of Hodiford in the parish of Sellinge in the Weald of Kent.


By the next year the couple had the beginnings of a young family to support and Thomas was already deep into local politics. As a Northampton client he had become a freeman and jurat of Winchelsea in 1609, and together with one Thomas Greene, he was sent up to London to deliver a petition to his patron the Lord Warden of the Cinque Ports (Northampton) concerning the election of the mayor of the town. It must have seemed to the citizens of the town that with Thomas Godfrey as their representative their relationship with the Lord Warden would prosper accordingly, and Thomas subsequently held various other offices there. Naturally he gained some social distinction from these professional connections.12


Thomas’s first wife Margaret died, muttering of angels, in 1611, apparently from complications during childbirth. By the following May the somewhat sentimental, but still business-like Thomas had tired of being a widower and like so many of his contemporaries he remarried, aged twenty-seven. His new wife was Sarah Isles, a young daughter of Thomas Isles of Leeds who had recently relocated to London from Yorkshire.13 Now living in Hammersmith and Fulham, Thomas Godfrey’s new father-in-law was one of the Procurators of the Arches, a high-sounding title masking a minor functionary’s position, but the match was another good one for Godfrey. He took his new wife to live in Halling. There in October 1612 Thomas and Sarah set up home in a house located next to the ferry and soon began to create a prolific family. On 23 July 1613 the couple produced twins, who unfortunately died the same day. Sarah also endured a series of miscarriages in 1613 and 1614, but thereafter she continued to produce children for the rest of her life. All told, eighteen children were born to Thomas and Sarah Godfrey.14


In his public life, Thomas was successful enough. In April 1614, he was chosen as Member of Parliament for Winchelsea, with his patron Northampton as Lord Warden of the Cinque Ports, using his influence to find his client a seat. Thomas was apparently moderate in his politics and, being of an old country family, his clientage won him some local recognition. In fact, this was the last favour Northampton would do for Thomas because the earl died a few months later, and the parliament itself proved to be a rather abortive affair. Indeed, it went down in history as the ‘Addled Parliament’, although Thomas Godfrey was not a very prominent figure during its existence and his influence on national events was negligible. In the meantime, however, Thomas had acquired a taste for London life and after a year in Paternoster Row, he and his family finally settled in Grub Street in July 1614.15


In March 1615 a break in the routine of the family’s social climbing occurred. Thomas Godfrey, with his half-brother Richard, his cousin William Epps and one Adrian Reade (to whom after some discussion, Thomas and Richard lent money in order that he could join the party) organized a visit to northern France and the Netherlands. They obtained their pass from Lord Zouch, the new Lord Warden of the Cinque Ports, and set off for France. They landed at Calais on 16 March 1615 and toured various sites. In particular, they stopped off at St Omers, where they spent Easter day at the Jesuit college and then moved on to Flanders and Douai; the latter was a noted English recusant haunt. They also visited ‘Nôtre Dame de Hale’, a pilgrimage site, and finally Louvaine, where Thomas Godfrey reacquainted himself with his former tutor Peter Benlos, now a Jesuit priest going by the name of Father Benson. The party then moved through Flanders and into the United Provinces, before returning home to England on 25 April 1616.16


Why Thomas and his friends undertook such a visit is not very clear from his ‘Domestic Chronicle’. It may have been in part a holiday, or in part a business trip. Perhaps significantly, he does not say. The peculiar aspect of the trip, especially given his son’s future history, was, of course, the visit to the Jesuits and Benlos. Naturally, Thomas Godfrey was neither the first nor the last Protestant to be entertained by Jesuits in these parts, but it is clear that none of the Godfreys were particularly hostile to Roman Catholicism, which, given most Englishmen’s attitudes to Roman Catholics (as we shall see), at least marked them out as atypical.17 Thomas Godfrey, Lambarde (his eldest son by his first marriage) and his most troubled offspring, Edmund, all had fairly amicable relations with Catholics both at home and abroad. We might also reflect that Thomas had served in a Catholic household, his former tutor at Cambridge had converted to Catholicism, and his patron was also a Catholic nobleman, albeit one who kept his Catholicism private. Lambarde Godfrey went on to become a lawyer, recorder of Maidstone, served on the county committee for Kent and was a member of parliament for the county in the 1650s. He went so far as to openly defend the rights of Roman Catholics in one of the Cromwellian parliaments. It may well be that some of Thomas Godfrey’s apparent liberalism in religion and his religious tolerance were passed on his sons; if so, his views were taken to heart. Thomas also seems to have been something of a compromiser in his politics, coming down neither on one side nor the other in the great debates of the day, but his generous attitudes do not appear to have prevented his further election to parliament in 1627.18


Not that Thomas was above acquiring minor court office. Ten years earlier, in 1617, he had become a ‘Sewer’ of the Chamber Extraordinary. In July 1618, however, he again went abroad, this time taking his wife, her friend Mrs Anne Whetenhall and his friend Edmund Harrison with him. Again they visited St Omers, returning to England in August. Thomas then started to busy himself with land speculation. This mainly consisted of the purchase of marsh and woodland in the districts of West Hith, Hopton and Standford, as well as a house and land at Braband Lees. In December 1621 Edmund Bury Godfrey was born and in the same year his grandfather, being decayed in memory and body, finally left Lydd and went to his son Richard’s home to live out his last years. As the eldest son, Peter Godfrey took much of the estate, but the three halfbrothers (Peter, Richard and Thomas) agreed to split some of their father’s estate in return for his maintenance.


As the round of births and deaths in Thomas and Sarah Godfrey’s family continued unabated, the young Edmund Godfrey witnessed what appeared to be an endless succession of family celebrations followed by family funerals, as each child was born and more often than not died. The psychological effects of this upon the young child are difficult to assess. Social historians have argued for years over the nature of the early modern English family.19 The growth of affective individualism (an interest in the self with a recognition of individuality and a growth in affectionate relations within the nuclear family), the pattern of child rearing and the nature of relationships within it have all been pursued with equal vigour, as we learn ever more about the internal workings of the family structure of the day. In reality, there seems little doubt that despite its share of tragedies and Thomas’s travels, the Godfrey family was a relatively stable unit. Thomas would on occasion have appeared a harsh and authoritarian figure to his children, a patriarch, but he did his best for them in terms of affection, setting them up for life with as good an education and patrimony as possible. Edmund’s mother, however, remains a shadowy figure, even, one suspects, to her husband, and she must unfortunately remain so, for we know little about her other than that she suffered through the birth and death of her children on a regular basis. In short, in many ways the Godfreys were a fairly typical gentry family.20


In 1627 Thomas once more found himself in parliament, this time for the New Romney constituency.21 As before, although he did not excel as a parliamentarian his presence in the House eventually led to other gains. In May 1632 he was made Scout Master throughout the lath of Shepway and he was also sworn in as a justice of the peace in 1630. His last attendance in parliament was to be in April 1640. In the Short Parliament (lasting three weeks) of that year Thomas once again sat for New Romney until parliament itself was hastily dissolved in May 1640 by Charles I. Thereafter Thomas Godfrey did not seek or was not given a chance to sit in the Long Parliament that was to shape England’s destiny for the next ten years.22


What then can we make of Edmund Godfrey’s family background? It is clear that the family was apparently solid and respectable, albeit with what at the time would be seen as some slightly dubious religious leanings. Led by the enterprising Thomas, his sons made their own way in the world and chose their offices and allegiances in the conflicts of the 1640s with some care. Following the death of Edmund Godfrey in 1678, some questions about the mental health of his father were to be raised. It was said that Thomas was subject to moods of depression and as a consequence even prone to violence. Indeed his church memorial noted the ‘Christian courage [with which] he overcame many infirmities of his life’. There seems little to suggest any problems in his ‘Domestic Chronicle’, but this document ends in the 1650s and we do know that his own father’s mind had deteriorated in old age. Despite Thomas Godfrey’s apparently busy life and prosperity, he may well have harboured deeper problems and secrets that the family, if they knew of them, kept to themselves.23


THE EARLY LIFE OF EDMUND GODFREY



Among the surviving children of Thomas and Sarah Godfrey, Edmund Berry Godfrey did not stand out as unusual except in his possession of two Christian names. Edmund was born, as already noted, on 23 December 1621 and baptized in the established church on 13 January 1622.24 The cold winter weather and the dangers of a seventeenth-century childhood not having killed him off, he grew to be, as far as we know, a healthy child. Edmund’s full and uncommon name (which was to cause such problems for writers after his death) was the result of his father’s combining the names of Edmund’s godfathers – Captain John Berrie, a cousin and a foot soldier in a garrison at Lydd, and a former neighbour and Thomas Godfrey’s ‘faithful loving friend’, Edmund Harrison. Two Christian names were relatively uncommon in that period. (Indeed it seems that as an adult Edmund himself always eschewed the second one, for he would commonly sign his name ‘Edmund Godfrey’, rarely ‘Edmund Berry Godfrey’, and never ‘Edmundsbury Godfrey’ – as some of his early biographers would have it.) Given Thomas Godfrey’s interest in fostering his children’s early education, young Edmund, like his brothers before him, was launched as a boarder into the world of that ‘prime nursery’ of Englishmen: Westminster school.25


As an educational establishment, Westminster school was soon to reach its pinnacle of achievement under the headmastership of Richard Busby. However, Godfrey himself was at the school under the controversial figure of Lambert Osbaldeston.26 In many ways Osbaldeston proved a difficult man for his superiors to deal with. In 1638, the year Godfrey finally left the school to go up to Oxford, Osbaldeston had been discovered referring to William Laud (the high and mighty Archbishop of Canterbury, and King Charles I’s right-hand man) as a ‘little meddling Hocus-Pocus’ in a letter. As a result the headmaster was brought before the Star Chamber and, perhaps to the joy of his pupils, sentenced to have his ears nailed to a pillory while standing before his own school. Fortunately for Osbaldeston, he was able to slip away before the sentence could be carried out and hid himself until the Long Parliament took its own form of revenge on Laud.27 Nonetheless, as an educator Osbaldeston was apparently sound enough and made Westminster school a noted place for the education of young gentlemen.


Edmund’s arrival at Westminster may well have been his first real view of the bustling metropolis that was to dominate his life. Although there is little doubt that the comings and goings of the Godfrey family in and out of London must have given Edmund some sight of the capital, for the next few years he concentrated on what was happening within the school walls and in the classroom. The significance of Westminster school in the seventeenth century in educating the English élite for the professions and government cannot be underestimated.28 In between the birch, in common use at Westminster, and the book, Edmund’s education would have proceeded apace. Of his schoolfellows Edmund later only spoke of the future Lord Conway, who was his ‘fellow boarder’ there. We do not know whether the schoolboy Edmund was either shy or boisterous in his dealings with others, but it is clear that he was a bright pupil. Education at Westminster was well suited to fit out any young gentleman for his future life. Most of the daily routine at the school was spent upon grammar and translation, some extemporary versifying, a little geography, syntax and classical history. The school also fostered a spirit of competition. Rewards and prizes were given to the best scholars, and classical and Christian ideals were inculcated at a school that on occasion also revealed its darker side. Hard knocks, bribery between the boys and their superiors, as well as moral corruption, were not uncommon.29


Having completed his time at Westminster, the young Edmund Godfrey was ready for the next stage of his education. In November 1638, aged sixteen, he went up to Oxford to attend Christ Church. Oxford or Cambridge and the Inns of Court were the traditional route for any young man with ambition to make something of his life. For the aristocracy, residence at a prestigious university would enable them to become more polished and refined, and for those of less wealth or a lower social standing it allowed them to place themselves among their peers with some confidence. A career in the church, at the Bar, or as an amateur gentleman administrator in local or central government beckoned for most students. By the age of seventeen Edmund Godfrey had proved himself ‘diligent and industrious’.30 He had also begun to indulge a youthful loyalism towards a monarchy that in his later life he was to view at first hand and about which he was to be less than complimentary. Like many another young man, this early loyalty took its form in poetry and it is here we catch the first real glimpse into the character of the young Edmund Godfrey. He made a contribution to a volume of verses written to congratulate Charles I on the birth of his daughter Anne in 1637.31 It must be said that Edmund’s attempts at poetry were no worse than those of many others at a time when poetry was seen as one of the accomplished arts of a gentleman. To be able to versify for friends and relatives alike was a skill, but Edmund’s contribution to the collection – a doggerel verse blandly replete with clichés and catchphrases – was at least his own work, even down to the awful pun:


No little stone, but on these happie days


A pyramid of marble lett men rayse;


That should you chaunce to leave us, it might be


A faithful STEUART of your memoire[,]


But if at last old age consume the same,


Weele have a grater monument; your name.32


It is interesting that the metaphor of birth and death, two elements common to his own siblings and family life, were mixed in his verse, but one can say little more about his poetic impulse.


Of Edmund’s life at university we have few clues. Had he chosen to do so, the ever-inquisitive John Aubrey might well have revealed more, for he at least knew some of Edmund’s chamber fellows; but in fact he gives little away about Godfrey’s university life.33 It is not even clear whether Edmund took his degree. It was not uncommon for men of his social status not to take a degree for a number of reasons, but there is no evidence to prove that Edmund left Oxford either disappointed or in disgrace. Perhaps both he and his parents felt that the young man had acquired sufficient polish to be going on with. In the event, he was next found in Europe completing his education on a continental tour. After his death in 1678, it was alleged that while abroad at this time Edmund had kept himself free of immorality and vice, although he associated with Catholics and had Catholic friends.34 It was also claimed that he was true to the Protestant religion. There seems no reason to doubt this claim, but given his father’s liberal attitudes, Edmund’s opinions on Roman Catholicism were very likely to have been formulated at this time and were certainly more liberal than most of his class. Nor in his later life, as we shall see, could he keep these opinions hidden.


Whatever the future held for Edmund, in 1640 home beckoned him once more and he returned to an England on the eve of civil war. Yet here again there is little evidence to suggest that he took any interest in the great events of the turbulent 1640s. Instead, Edmund entered Gray’s Inn at the Inns of Court in 1640, where a promising career at the Bar seemed the most reasonable prospect for this younger son of the gentry. According to one source, he stayed there long enough to arrive at that ‘mature proficiency as gave him a good title’ to the lawyer’s garb.35 Unfortunately, at this point he was also struck down by a serious infirmity. It was later claimed that Edmund had been forced to abandon his legal studies because of ill health and increasing deafness. How serious the latter was remains open to doubt. Was this, as some have speculated, an excuse to cover up a more serious breakdown in his personal life? One early biographer claimed that his deafness ‘though not very great was always natural to him’. John Aubrey, on the other hand, claimed that Godfrey had given up the Bar because he ‘conceived he should gain more by turning woodmonger’, but whatever the true nature of his problem Godfrey’s ailment may have been sufficiently serious to prompt his association in the 1660s with the Irish healer Valentine Greatrakes.36 In the 1640s at least, Edmund evidently thought his deafness precluded all thought of a career at the Bar, where indeed a man needed to have all of his wits about him, and he left Gray’s Inn without assuming a ‘graduates robe’.37 Yet his contemporaries make little mention of his deafness in the later stages of his life. If it did remain troublesome, then Edmund’s partial loss of hearing could perhaps account for some of the character traits that soon began to be observed in him. He became a rather straightlaced and melancholy young man who favoured solitariness over ‘good company’. Later on, some contemporaries began to think his disposition odd if not downright peculiar, and his appearance was to be memorably described by Roger North as ‘black, hard favoured, tall, stooping . . . and . . . commonly wiping his mouth and looking [up]on the ground’.38 For whatever reason(s), Edmund in his maturity became a very grave, gloomy and somewhat querulous individual, who may have believed that he had inherited his father’s tendency towards depression.


Be that as it may, Edmund’s eccentricities certainly became more pronounced as he grew older and he was more set in his ways. It was alleged, for example, that he found crowds ‘very irksome’, as well he might if his hearing were impaired, and his association with men who were socially beneath him shocked many of his acquaintances. Godfrey, it was said, was often seen playing bowls in the company of footmen and ‘ordinary’ folk.39 All of this savours of a man who became merely eccentric or simply careless of the normal social conventions of the day. There were to be few individuals around him in his personal life to curb such eccentric behaviour. According to one of the social conventions of the day he was in a minority (albeit a growing one): Edmund Godfrey remained unmarried and (as far as we can tell) never sought a wife for the remainder of his life. This was not that uncommon for the time. It may be that as a younger son he was never lucky enough to catch an heiress, and this resulted in him being among the one in six men (according to the statistics) who were still unmarried in their fifties. For whatever reason, Edmund Godfrey was never ‘clogged with a wife and family’.40 One of his early biographers, desperately attempting to give Edmund the state of martyrdom he felt he surely deserved, believed Godfrey to be completely celibate. This may or may not have been true. Naturally his sexual life remains, like many another in the period, obscure, and there were women, or for that matter men, available, especially in London, had he wanted them. However, unlike his father and grandfather, Edmund Godfrey was to gain neither a wife nor children in whom he could confide or to whom he could turn for comfort when troubled.41


With the legal world closed to him, apparently for good, Edmund Godfrey retired to the countryside to rethink his future. ‘Idleness being always a burthen to him’, and with his busy father and brothers Michael and Benjamin as his example, he needed an occupation. The outbreak of civil war in 1642 did not seem to raise the martial spirit in the 21-year-old Edmund. Indeed the Godfreys, sensibly enough, mostly seem to have remained out of the firing line over the eight-year period of the wars. We know that Edmund for one appears to have remained away from London during the war years. According to Richard Tuke, Edmund still had some ‘unhealthiness in his body’ and for this reason settled in the country.42 He was involved in a legal dispute over some land in Stevenage in 1647, but this is one of the few traces of him in the 1640s.43 Edmund’s part in the great conflicts of the era, if he ever played one, has sunk without trace. His brothers Michael and Benjamin were certainly kept out of harm’s way, and perhaps Edmund followed a similar course. Benjamin remains a shadowy figure, although long-lived – he died in 1704 aged seventy-three. A businessman for much of his life, he apparently held similar political views to his brother Michael. Indeed Michael, about whom we know much more, was eventually parcelled off into an eight-year apprenticeship under Major Thomas Chamberlain of Leadenhall Street, but in August 1647 both he and his friend Thomas Papillon went abroad as a consequence of the troubles of the Civil War in England. Michael Godfrey was employed for some seven years as a factor at Morlaix and Rouen in France. His ‘economy, attention, steadfastness, hopefulness and courtesy’ did him no harm, and in the best tradition of such tales, he returned to London and in January 1655 married his master’s daughter Anne Mary Chamberlain at St Dionis Backchurch. His apprenticeship completed in spectacular style, he was admitted to the Mercer’s Company and in 1659 called to its livery. In 1681 Michael was to be labelled by his enemies as a ‘stark Ph[anatic] but goes to church’44 and we will meet him again, but it is worth noting at this point that he apparently had a shrewd eye for business. As for Edmund in the late 1640s, the prospect of being a self-made man of business in London seems also to have had its appeal, and it is to this next phase of his life that we must now turn.




CHAPTER TWO


The London Woodmonger


If [I] wo’d be throw paced [I] might be somebody among them, But I fear [I have] a foolish & narrowe conscience, and that spoyles [me] and all that use it.


Edmund Godfrey


A MAN OF BUSINESS



Whether by accident or design, Edmund Godfrey found a congenial role for his talents in business. He took up the trade of woodmonger and coal merchant in London in 1650 by entering into a partnership with James Harrison (a relative of his father’s dearest friend Edmund Harrison). As they were armed with an estate of some £1,000 per annum, both men were able to invest in a yard near Dowgate in the City of London.1 Godfrey at least proved himself a skilful businessman and the business quickly prospered. His relations with Harrison were good and the eventual separation of the partners was an amicable one, made the more so by the fact that Harrison had married Jane Godfrey, one of Edmund’s sisters. It is possible that Harrison was initially the senior partner in the business and that Edmund learned his trade from him. When Harrison retired from the firm, however, Edmund took it over and made it his own. His first move was an ambitious one. Evidently seeing better opportunities in the city of Westminster (where indeed there was less competition in his new trade) than the City of London, he moved his livelihood into the parish of St Martin’s-in-the-Fields in 1659 and restarted the business as a timber merchant and coal dealer.


On the eve of this new business venture, what sort of man was Edmund Godfrey? His person at this time was described by Richard Tuke, his first true biographer, as of a ‘stature extenuated some what above the common size of ordinary tall men: the habit of his body spare, far from corpulencie; but well set and exactly proportioned. He was indeed (as most tall men are) somewhat inclined to stoop in his going, which might be occasioned by the thoughtfulness of his musing head.’2 There are in fact available three reliable portraits of Godfrey from his years in London.3 Two were painted just after his death, but one, a portrait miniature by John Hoskins of Godfrey in 1663, aged forty, and painted when he had been in business for a number of years, is possibly the most significant. This miniature shows a rather different image from the careworn figure generated by the Whig propaganda machine after Godfrey’s death. It is a portrait of a rather heavy-faced man with curly brown hair worn down to the shoulders; he had yet to adopt the fashionable long wig. A small goatee beard sits upon his chin under a prominent nose and slightly pursed mouth. Heavy-lidded eyes stare off into the middle distance past the viewer and the face is a stern rather than a kindly one. Otherwise it is the portrait of a man of the City and of business who has made good in London, dressed as he is in a fine lace collar, lawn shirt and rich, black-patterned doublet. Whatever the truth of his personal life at the time, the fact is that Edmund Godfrey had soon made himself a noted figure in the bustling streets of London.


London, the home of 350,000 souls in 1659, was in fact two cities, London and Westminster; or three, if one included the growing suburb of Southwark with its stews, brothels and playhouses.4 The metropolis was just emerging from the trauma of the Civil War in which it had played such a notable part, and in 1659 it was still the centre of Republican government. The Lord Protector, Oliver Cromwell, who had died on 3 September 1658, was succeeded by the brief, but turbulent, rule of his son Richard Cromwell. As Godfrey was setting up shop in the parish of St Martin’s-in-the Fields in 1659, this rule was coming to an end. The year 1660 would see the ushering in of the Restoration under King Charles II, and in the streets of the metropolis there would be opportunities aplenty for the enterprising businessman.


London in the late 1650s and early 1660s still retained a somewhat medieval flavour, although new building and the shift of the élite population to the West End in order to surround the court based at Whitehall Palace had already begun.5 Indeed the old city’s population had already outgrown its walls and was gradually spreading west, east and north. Edmund Godfrey was to take advantage of this general movement. Earlier in the century James I and his son Charles I, fearful of any metropolitan expansion beyond their control, had singularly failed in their attempt to prevent the enterprising Londoners from expanding their residences any further.


Architecturally, however, it was a mixed metropolis that greeted the eye. London’s skyline was dominated by the bulky, recently refurbished, but now sadly neglected cathedral of old St Paul’s and hundreds of other obscure, and not so obscure, church spires. Below this lay densely packed houses and streets with the city clustered along the banks of the Thames from the low dens and shanty houses of the East End around the Tower to the green Moorfields stretching beyond Westminster. In the West End fine townhouses were beginning to replace the rather old-fashioned and decayed palaces once used by the aristocracy and courtiers. However, many of London’s buildings, their top storeys leaning outwards and seeming to cramp the noisy streets below, were also made of wood and represented a great fire hazard. Despite this, the metropolis remained a great and noble city. However, for the more puritan members of the population, London represented a new Babylon, a den of iniquity, merely waiting for the justice of God to fall upon it, which, they noted with some perverse satisfaction, it finally did when struck by plague in 1665 and the Great Fire in 1666. For others London took on a different guise, as an ‘immense crowd and hurry and bustle of business and diversion . . . the noble churches, and the superb buildings of different kinds, agitate, amuse, and elevate the mind . . . Here a young man of curiosity and observation may have a sufficient fund of present entertainment, and may lay up ideas to employ his mind in an age.’6


Economically, the metropolis was something of a boom town. Finance jostled alongside industry, and the smoke and fumes of the town became such that John Evelyn was later moved to write a tract against them in his Fumifugium: or the Inconveniencie of the Aer and Smoak of London Dissipated.7 Parts of London were also densely overcrowded. With the end of the civil wars hordes of disbanded soldiers and their families came to the city, adding to the already high annual migration into the packed streets. Plague and other diseases periodically eliminated some of these dense pockets of humanity, but migrants still flocked to the capital seeking wealth, education, opportunity, a new life and invariably finding the streets paved with a less salubrious substance than gold. It was a city ‘wither all sorts reside, noble and simple, rich and poor, young and old from all places and countries, either for pleasure . . . or for profit’.8 In fact, the citizens of the capital were busy with both native and immigrant energy. In one of the great pictorial poems of the era, John Gay described London life in 1716 in a way that gives a flavour of what Edmund Godfrey would have found in his daily rounds of the metropolis.9 Among the forest of houses, alleyways, streets and courts, the smells and sounds of the great crowds of city life bustled from dawn to dusk. At dawn:


Industry wakes her busy sons


Full charg’d with News the breathless hawker runs:


Shops open, Coaches roll, Carts shake the Ground,


And all the streets with passing cries resound.10


With the sun’s rising a raucous noise began, amplified in the narrow streets by the movement of carts, coaches and sedan chairs all crowding each other over the cobbles and making life dangerous for pedestrians.11 The different street cries also marked the seasons in the town: the ‘bounteous product of the Spring! / Sweet-smelling Flow’rs . . . And when June’s Thunder cools the sultry skies, /E’ven Sundays are prophan’d by Mackrell cries’.12 As John Gay noted, one could also:


. . . remark each Walker’s diff’rent face,


And in their look their various Bus’ness trace.


The Broker here his spacious Beaver wears,


Upon his Brow sit Jealousies and Cares;


Bent on some Mortgage, to avoid Reproach,


He seeks bye Streets, and saves th’expensive coach.


Soft, at low Doors, old Letchers tap their Cane,


For fair Recluse, who travels Drury-lane.


Here roams uncomb’d, the lavish rake, to shun


His Fleet-street Draper’s everlasting Dun.13


While the city was busy during the day, other forces roamed its streets, alleys and courts at night. Honest people went home at sundown and left the night-time to those of more curious tastes and less respectability. Gay noted that the walker at night should:


Let constant Vigilance thy Footsteps guide,


And wary Circumspection guard thy side;


Then shalt thou walk unharm’d the dang’rous Night,


Nor need th’ officious Link-Boy’s smoaky Light.


Thou never wilt attempt to cross the Road,


Where Alehouse Benches rest the Porter’s Load . . .


Let not thy vent’rous Steps approach too nigh,


Where gaping wide, low steepy Cellars lie; . . .


Though you through cleanlier Allies wind by Day,


To shun the Hurries of the publick Way,


Yet ne’er to those dark Paths by Night retire;


Mind only Safety, and contemn the Mire.14


London after dark could be a dangerous place. The era remained a violent one. Civil wars and political plots were one side of life, but Londoners in particular were prone to violence. In a vigorous, bustling city, both gentleman and commoner invariably carried weapons and were occasionally forced to use them. In the crowded taverns, inns and gin shops where both men and women gathered to drink, tempers were easily lost and passions were often ungovernable.15


Lighting in London streets at this time was minimal. Although each householder was meant in theory to place a lantern outside their dwelling, few did so and when the sun went down shadows and darkness covered the metropolis. Thievery and violence in this darkness was commonplace. Understaffed, underequipped and untrained nightwatchmen often fought running battles with groups of drunken aristocrats. Nor were violent mobs unknown. In Drury Lane and elsewhere many of the city’s prostitutes openly plied their trade with passersby. Consequently, after dark there were a number of follies the unwary traveller could fall prey to if lost in the shadows of the city’s streets. In an age of uncertainty, crime and poverty stalked London alongside industry and pleasure. Amid the squalor and the misery, however, a burgeoning population, honest hardworking folk for the most part, were wary but enterprising citizens of the greatest city in Europe.


Edmund Godfrey was soon among the most enterprising. He made his first home in 1659 in Greenes Lane, part of Hartshorne Lane, in the parish of St Martin’s-in-the-Fields, a relatively new area that had been developed in 1628.16 Godfrey rented a house, yard and wharf. The lane itself was a long, low, dingy passage that ran down to the Thames and lay at the south-east corner of Charing Cross, off the main thoroughfare. It is no longer in existence, having been demolished in 1760, but it can be traced on contemporary maps. It was only one of a number of narrow streets and alleyways in the area and not that notable, although Ben Jonson had apparently lived there as a child. Hartshorne Lane was known for being ‘much clogged and pestered with carts’, mainly plying their trade from the wharves and sheds at its end to Charing Cross and the Strand, and back again to the wharves.17 John Gay later described the carts:


. . . issuing [forth] from steep Lanes, the Collier’s steeds


Drag the Black Load; another cart succeeds,


Team follows Team, Crouds heap’d on crouds appear,


And wait impatient, ’till the road grow clear.18


Hartshorne Lane, like many of Westminster’s alleys and lanes off the main road, was a gloomy affair, poorly lit, airless and narrow, although still densely inhabited. It was caught between the palatial surroundings of Northumberland House, with its once fashionable architecture, courts and gardens, and the rising clamour of Hungerford market, selling its wares of fruit and vegetables – although the latter had recently been losing business to the much more profitable Covent Garden on the other side of the Strand.19 A number of alleys and courts led into and out of the lane, and its residents numbered the occasional professional (two doctors in 1663), small tradesmen, businessmen, carpenters, bricklayers, stone masons and cordwainers, most of whom had connections with the royal palace of Whitehall, which lay just past Charing Cross.20
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