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Authors’ Note





Seventeenth-century dates can be confusing. Legally, the new year did not begin until 25 March (Lady Day). However, in common practice it began on 1 January. As a result, both dates were given in the form ‘1 January 1678/79’. We have followed common practice in beginning the new year on 1 January.


Until 1752, British (‘Old Style’) dates were ten days behind their European (‘New Style’) equivalents. Dates in this book are generally Old Style unless otherwise stated.


In the interests of clarity, we have modernised spellings.
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Into the Tower





He was led outside, the heat of their wrath at his back. As he emerged through the stone archway, fat drops of spring rain were falling from a dark sky.1


His eyes suggested a judicious mind and he carried authority, but his fleshy lower lip and extra chin told a more sensuous story of good food, wine and women. The inquisitive little frown was permanent though deepened at this moment, perhaps, by indignation. His colleague arrived beside him and, under guard, they began the journey away from their old lives. His name was Samuel Pepys. He was an MP. He had just been accused of treason in the whitewashed chamber of the House of Commons.


The heavy sky rumbled. They were led away from the seething Commons, through the houses that spilled down to the steps on the bank of the Thames and into a boat. Nearby, Pepys’s luxurious private barge, decorated with paintings of ‘little seas’, lay ignored at its mooring.2 They pulled out into the tide and got a last view of Westminster. The Commons’ House – St Stephen’s Chapel – rose in medieval splendour. Once Henry VIII’s private place of worship (and lined with squirrel tails and peacock feathers), its stripped walls now contained the turbulent MPs who had taken it for themselves.3 Beside it were Westminster Abbey and Westminster Hall, and beyond them, parkland and open fields. A hundred yards further on, they passed the Admiralty Office in Derby House with Pepys’s comfortable lodgings over it, now entirely beyond his reach.


The modern world knows Pepys’s loves, ambition, anxieties and transgressions through his Diary, but at this moment it remained his secret, closed ten years earlier and protected from prying eyes by his neat shorthand.


The men who had condemned him in the Commons knew him only for his public work as Secretary to the Admiralty; a short man who cut a mighty figure in King Charles II’s administration.* The knowledge necessary to qualify a man for that position, as Pepys himself was aware, unavoidably carried with it the ability to deliver up his country (if, like this, an island) to any neighbour furnished with even a moderately powerful navy.4 Nonetheless, it had come as an immense surprise to be accused of having sold England to her oldest enemy.


The King’s ramshackle palace of Whitehall sprawled along the bank, then gave way to the gardens of the Strand mansions running down to the river. As the boat rounded the bend, the quiet, upstream world of governmental and judicial power dropped out of sight and London stretched ahead. At its western outskirts St James’s church was under construction in the opulent new courtier area around Piccadilly, and the garden of the Earl of Leicester’s mansion had recently been developed and renamed Leicester Square.5 Their boat picked a line through the river bustle, and the mansions gave way to quays and wharves. In the aftermath of the Great Fire thirteen years before, the entire river frontage of the city had been cleared and the first buildings now stood forty feet back, making a space to collect water should the city burn again.6 Behind these, the anarchic patchwork of timber-framed houses had gone. Londoners had pushed stakes into the charred ground to claim back the land their homes had stood on and medieval London had risen again, fast and  bland, in brick and stone.7 The buildings no longer reached over the streets at their upper storeys, and the sky seemed bigger.


Against the black clouds, the city was a sorry sight. Most of the spires – ornamental extras in a rebuilding effort born of pressing necessity – were not yet raised above the new churches.8 Only the blackened skeleton of old St Paul’s drew Pepys’s eye upwards. When London burned, the lead had come pouring off the cathedral’s high roof and its stones had burst like grenades.9 All that was left were the high columns and soaring arches, and the sky was visible through the glassless windows. As the prisoners passed by, a host of labourers was scaling the heights to swing pickaxes into the scorched mortar. They detonated explosives under the taller structures, which rose a few feet before falling ponderously in a cloud of dust.10 Tucked low, out of the prisoners’ sight, were the beginnings of a new cathedral, gleaming in clean Portland stone.†


The city was familiar to Pepys and his serious-faced fellow MP, prisoner and companion on this journey, Sir Anthony Deane. They knew the towering Monument to the Fire, its walls filled with the rubble of old St Paul’s.11 They were familiar with the motion of the vessel on the water from years of travelling between the rural quiet of Westminster and this part of the city, a short boat-ride and a world away. Here was buzzing business and, beyond London Bridge, a clutter of tall masts. The bridge, the only crossing point for land traffic, acted as a giant sieve, allowing smaller craft through but forcing the larger ships to offload at the docks downriver. If the tide was wrong, even the smaller boats had to stop and their passengers disembark and walk since the narrow arches formed a sluice, through which the running tide poured in dangerous torrents. On the far side, blocks of white stone, wrapped against irreparable salt water staining, were being unloaded on to the dock and dragged by teams of  straining horses off towards St Paul’s churchyard.12


The tall buildings right across London Bridge blocked their view downstream. The barge rocked on the tide through the archway and rushed out into the port of London. There ahead, dominating the north bank, was William the Conqueror’s grim bastion, the Tower of London. The barge came alongside and the two men were escorted ashore and taken into captivity by officials of the Tower. Samuel Pepys found himself a prisoner in the medieval building which formed the final eastern marker, the end of the city, on contemporary maps. It had been protected from the Fire by the good fortune of an easterly wind. From here, Pepys had watched medieval London, the London of Shakespeare – whose powerful kings could keep their servants safe under royal wings – burn and disappear.13 Alone, with no hope of protection from King Charles, he faced a trial it would be almost impossible to win. If he lost, he would be executed.




Notes


1 The weather references throughout this book are provided by a beautifully bound and presented manuscript volume in the Bodleian Library (Rawlinson D 662). The anonymous book contains full day-by-day details of the weather for this period. Although it does not say where the observations were taken, we can be confident that it refers to London itself or to somewhere close by since it shows a close correspondence with weather references in Pepys’s Diary.


2 Description from libel ‘A Hue and Cry after P. and H.’, quoted in Arthur Bryant, The Years of Peril (1948), p. 305.


3 John Field, The Story of Parliament in the Palace of Westminster (2002), pp. 14–15.


4 Samuel Pepys’s Naval Minutes, ed. J. R. Tanner (1926), pp. 338–9.


5 Stephen Inwood, A History of London (1998), p. 255.


6 Adrian Tinniswood, By Permission of Heaven: The Story of the Great Fire of London (2003), pp. 194 and 243.


7 Ibid., p. 254. Inwood, p. 246. Charles II made a royal proclamation after the Fire for the rebuilding of a less combustible city.


8 Inwood, p. 249.


9 John Evelyn, Diary, 4 September 1666.


10 Christopher Wren’s son reported that one blast shifted the masonry ‘somewhat leisurely, cracking the walls to the top, lifting visibly the whole weight about nine inches, which suddenly jumping down, made a great heap of ruin’. Quoted in Tinniswood, By Permission of Heaven, p. 258.


11 Jane Lang, Rebuilding St Paul’s after the Great Fire of London (1956), p. 50.


12 Ibid., p. 104. The only way to undo the staining was to soak the stone in fresh water or bury it for a year.


13 Diary, 2 September 1666.









* Ten years before, Pepys had confided to his Diary that he could stand easily under the arms of ‘the great tall woman … in Holborn’. When he went back to measure the giantess he found her to be six feet five inches tall without her shoes. By a process of deduction, it has been estimated that Pepys stood around five feet one inch tall. Walter H. Whitear, More Pepysiana (1927), p. 108.







† More men were killed demolishing Old Paul’s than died in the Great Fire. Some thirty-one or thirty-two people were killed in the demolition. Only five were killed directly by the Great Fire although that does not include those who may have died due to their living conditions in its aftermath.
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Toys for King Louis





In May 1660, nineteen years before Samuel Pepys’s imprisonment in the Tower of London, Charles Stuart came down in triumph to the beach at The Hague. After nine years as an exile on the Continent he was preparing to sail for England and sit as king on the throne that had been denied him. The white sands of the Dutch coast were black with the people who came to watch his departure. When the King’s presence on the shore was made known to the English fleet waiting to collect him, its commander fired his ship’s guns. The rhythmic explosions of the salute fell out of time as the fleet joined in, a disordered cacophony of celebration.1 Pepys, who at that time was a young clerk, was on board one of the ships by virtue of his family links to Edward Montagu who commanded the fleet sent to bring Charles home. Pepys fired one of the guns himself, but leaned too far over, and the flash from the touchhole hurt his right eye.2 All day the guns fired; England had a king again.


When Pepys woke the next morning, his eye was red and sore but his spirits were high, for a new age was being born. Everywhere the old regime was coming to an end. The ships’ crews had been busy painting the royal coat of arms over the Commonwealth harp, and the King and his brother, the Duke of York, set to at a table on the Naseby’s quarterdeck to make changes. Having no wish to travel back to England in a ship named after the Cromwellian Civil War victory which finished his father, Charles renamed her the Royal Charles, while the Richard, accompanying her, became the Royal James. On deck Pepys watched as ‘we weighed anchor, and with a fresh gale and most happy weather we set sail for England’.3


He set these events down in a book he had bought at the end of the previous year. Its pages were white, and he had ruled neat red margins on to them. On 1 January he had begun his record. It was the diary of a poor man at the beginning of his career.


As the wind filled the sails to return the fleet and its precious royal cargo to England, a series of little events marked the turn in the fortunes of Samuel Pepys. First, he discovered that he quite liked the new king. Pepys had been sufficiently republican to watch the execution of Charles I with interest, but there was a note of admiration in his description of the dead king’s son. ‘All the afternoon,’ he observed, ‘the King walked here and there, up and down (quite contrary to what I thought him to have been) very active and stirring.’ Industrious Pepys admired the display of energy. The King could also tell a good story, relating what happened to him after the battle that drove him abroad.




Upon the quarterdeck he fell into discourse of his escape from Worcester, where it made me ready to weep to hear the stories that he told of his difficulties that he had passed through, as his travelling four days and three nights on foot, every step up to his knees in dirt, with nothing but a green coat and a pair of country breeches on, and a pair of country shoes, that made him so sore all over his feet, that he could scarce stir.4





In the years to come, Pepys was to hear this many times as Charles told it to courtiers at every opportunity. On that quarterdeck at that moment though, he was privy to the first telling of the most exciting adventure in the life of the most famous Englishman. It would be the talk of the alehouses the length and breadth of the country, a poignant tale with the happiest of endings.


Charles’s dog defecated in the boat, to Pepys and his companions’ huge delight. A king, Pepys concluded privately, is just as others are. The discovery was both mundane and momentous. At the heart of royal power there was a human being – fallible, powerful and accessible; Pepys was in the right place at the right time. As the fleet approached the English shore, he went to Charles’s royal brother James, Duke of York, about some business, and the Duke delighted Pepys by showing that he already knew his name. Pepys plucked up the courage to ingratiate himself and the Duke’s response was encouraging. In his diary that night the little clerk recorded the moment with typical brevity; the Duke, wrote Pepys, ‘upon my desire did promise me his future favour’.5 When the fleet completed its Channel crossing, great crowds greeted the royal brothers at Dover. ‘The shouting and joy expressed by all is past imagination,’ wrote Pepys.6 Four days later, on 29 May, King Charles II entered London and the old city – Shakespeare’s London, a city of tightly packed timber-framed houses whose upper levels still reached out over the streets and shrank the sky – welcomed him and his brother with celebration and open arms.


For his part in the Restoration, Pepys’s patron Montagu was made Earl of Sandwich. Sharing Montagu’s good fortune, Pepys was helped to the post of Clerk of the Acts – an administrative post with secretarial duties – in the Navy Office later that summer. It was a lucrative job. The Navy Office ran the supply side of the navy, providing it with men, materials and ships. Pepys was officially the most junior of the four officials in charge of it and his Diary shows that his enthusiasm was initially for the comforts of his new life.7 The navy was disorganised and run on a hand-to-mouth basis. The new Clerk of the Acts did his job well enough but no better.


His life changed at the beginning of 1662 when new instructions from the Duke of York as Lord High Admiral arrived at the Navy Office. Pepys recognised in them the Duke’s determined appetite for reform. He saw that he would do well to follow that lead and began to employ a vigorous precision in his work. As he wrote in his Diary the next day: ‘and so to the office, where I begin to be exact in my duty there and exacting my privileges – and shall continue to do so.’8 From then, he had an increasingly high regard for the Duke as a clear-sighted champion of proper resourcing for the beleaguered, cash-strapped navy. The Duke was a stiffer and less intelligent man than his subtle brother, the King, but he was an expert on this subject. The favour that he had promised Pepys on the ship came naturally. Pepys and the Duke stood together against frequent outbursts of obstruction, suspicion and criticism from the House of Commons and Pepys became the Duke’s advocate and public protector in that forum. He was a man on the make, seizing the opportunities the job offered to raise his own status among his Navy Office colleagues and to swell his own income in the process.


Through the rest of the 1660s, as that first Diary was filled and succeeded by five slightly larger volumes, a million and a quarter words in Pepys’s neat shorthand tell the story of his increasing status and the growing royal dependency on his bureaucratic and presentational skills. In the foreground of the Diary stand the dramatic events of that decade, the Plague and the Great Fire, woven in with Pepys’s sharp observations on all around him and all within him – few diarists have been so honest about their own frailties and peccadilloes. He confessed everything on the page: his jealousy of his wife’s flirtations, his own extramarital sexual encounters and, memorably, one unsuccessful search for any woman in a ‘hot humour’ which ended with him going to bed alone to fantasise about the Queen.9 The Diary ended abruptly in sadness on 31 May 1669 when Pepys’s eye troubles persuaded him he would go blind if he continued to write. It was a low point in his private life. His passionate French wife Elizabeth had caught him in a compromising position with their maid. A deep frost had glazed their marriage. Far more sadness followed. Soon after the Diary ended, Pepys took Elizabeth to Paris, perhaps to restore their joy. On the way home she caught typhoid fever and died.


In 1674, five years after her death, Pepys was made Secretary to the Admiralty. Political events had removed James, Duke of York from the post of Lord High Admiral the previous year. James, unwilling to take the anti-Catholic Test Act oath, had been replaced by a weak ‘commission’ of fifteen men supposedly running the Admiralty, leaving King Charles effectively in charge. Pepys, whose idea this may have been, was able to use the situation to redefine the role of Secretary, gathering new powers to himself and keeping the Duke well informed on key naval matters.10 On 25 July of that year Pepys sent a letter to Anthony Deane, the man who was destined to accompany him on the grim journey from the House of Commons to the Tower. The letter instructed Deane to hurry up from Portsmouth ‘to receive the King’s commands touching the building of 2 yachts which the King of France desires to have built for him here’.11


Anthony Deane was a master shipwright, a status he had attained at the age of only twenty-six. He had designed a string of highly regarded ships and when he received Pepys’s letter he was at the peak of his profession. He and Pepys had first encountered each other shortly after Pepys had discovered his new zeal for naval order in 1662. Pepys had been on his way to dinner with a new navy commissioner, a man of a similar mind.* As they approached the Ship tavern in Lombard Street, they bumped into the captain of the Rosebush, which was meant to be on its way to Jamaica. This kind of disorder infected the navy, and Pepys and his companion were trying to stamp it out. Pepys’s companion had become enraged, threatening the errant captain with dismissal. After lunch, united by their indignation, the two men took a boat downriver to Woolwich where they boarded the Rosebush and told its officers to prepare for sea. Then they turned their attentions to the Navy Yard ashore, where they interrupted a half-hearted inspection and stocktaking ‘so poor and unlike a survey of the Navy, that I am ashamed of it,’ as Pepys declared. As they set out to find as much fault as possible with the way the yard was run, a young man came over to offer his help. He showed them how the navy was being overcharged by a fraudulent method of measuring the timber it was buying. Pepys recorded his comments in that day’s Diary but got his name wrong. In the first of his many appearances in that document, the young Anthony Deane is recorded as ‘Mr. Day’.12


Soon, Deane was up in town to tell Pepys more about timber measuring and to offer an irresistible gift. ‘He promises me also a model of a ship,’ Pepys recorded, ‘which will please me exceedingly, for I do want one of my own.’13 Their relationship grew closer, and although Pepys was often aware of an underlying vanity in Deane, they shared a keen interest in building the up-to-date ships that the navy desperately needed. Deane was not always easy to deal with. He had an arrogant streak, sometimes put down to a need to compensate for his humble origins. A captain who fell foul of him in 1666 accused him of ‘having an uncivil tongue’ because he was a tradesman.14


Of his shipbuilding talent and loyalty to his king, however, there was no doubt, and when, through Pepys, the King’s command came to build the two little yachts, he obeyed to the letter. They were to adorn King Louis XIV’s lake at his palace of Versailles. Eleven months passed and they were ready – two neat examples of elegant design and Deane’s superiority in international shipbuilding; a piece of English dexterity to sail on placid French waters. One was put in the water at Deane’s yard at Portsmouth, where it showed off its excellent sailing properties. Pepys, taking his chance to sail in it, was delighted with it.15


The little yacht was not the only boat to go in the water that day, 29 June 1675. A brand-new 100-gun battleship named Royal James slid down the Portsmouth slipway. The ship was a replacement; three years earlier, the previous Royal James had been caught napping and found itself surrounded by an entire squadron of Dutch ships. Fighting desperately within sight of appalled spectators on the Suffolk shore, the Royal James had finally lost the battle when the Dutch sent a fireship alongside, igniting its powder magazine and blowing it to pieces. Edward Montagu, Earl of Sandwich, Pepys’s patron, had made the James his flagship during the battle. Days later, Sandwich’s remains were picked up out of the sea, identified only by the insignia of the Order of the Garter still pinned to his uniform.


This was the breadth of Deane’s skill on display in Portsmouth that day. On the one hand were the toys for King Louis; on the other, one of the most powerful weapons of the time. Deane’s ships were fast and seaworthy, and able to sail closer to the wind than most. They could carry heavy guns on their upper decks without compromising their sailing – an advantage in battle. Up there (unlike down below), the wind would blow the thick clouds of powder smoke away and give the gunners a clear view of their target, and the gunports could be opened safely even in a heavy sea. Such technical know-how was coveted, and a great gift to the country.


King Charles arrived in Portsmouth late, having encountered a violent storm on his journey from Gravesend which forced him ashore on the Isle of Wight. He missed the launch of the Royal James, but when he saw it, he immediately knighted its designer, who found himself designated ‘Sir Anthony Deane’.16


The delivery of the two little yachts to the lake at Versailles had been sanctioned by Charles as a friendly gesture to his French cousin, King Louis. Deane was to accompany the yachts and see them safely put in place. Pepys was later to insist that he had warned Deane that mischief might be made of this.17 But the wish of a monarch is not easily resisted. As the summer peaked, Deane departed.


He did not go alone. His companion on the journey was Pepys’s chief clerk, Will Hewer. Now thirty-three, he had been in Pepys’s service since he was eighteen, in both the Navy Office and Pepys’s private household. After a shaky start when Pepys had to counter young Will’s fondness for late nights and bad company, he became Pepys’s closest ally at work and also at home. He even acted as an intermediary to Samuel and Elizabeth at fraught moments in their tempestuous marriage. He was the nephew of the secretary to the powerful East India Company and was independently wealthy, lending his own money to the navy to finance shipbuilding.18


Hewer was not used to overseas travel and it worried him. He arranged safe-keeping for his chests full of gold and silver, totalling £8,500, wrote his will and asked Pepys to keep an eye on his elderly mother.19 His concern was reasonable. England’s third war with the Dutch had ended the year before, but France was still at war with the Dutch and therefore no Channel crossing was completely safe. The Channel was a hunting ground for French and Dutch privateers – the private men-of-war operated under government licences, out to snatch ships or cargo belonging to the enemy.


Deane and Hewer sailed from Portsmouth for France on 9 August 1675 on the royal yacht Cleveland, another Deane design.20 The Cleveland arrived safely at Le Havre and the yachts, which had already sailed across, were taken up the Seine. A letter from Deane to Pepys described the task. For a man who could draw precise designs for ships, something seemed to come to pieces when he used those same hands for writing. His spidery words are remarkably ill formed. The yachts had to be carried overland from the Seine to the Versailles canal, he told Pepys. The roads were bad and the route ran up and down hill for several miles. It took one hundred and sixteen horses to haul the first of the yachts to the palace.† By the time it arrived, the boat was filthy and the trolley they carried it on had broken.21 Hewer also wrote about the incident, praising Deane for his efficiency in ‘doing that in a day which the French were four days about’.22


Versailles had once been a small sandy knoll in the middle of a marsh. Louis XIV’s father had had a twenty-room hunting lodge here; Louis had extended it enormously. He had enveloped it in a vast array of new wings, buildings and gardens, forbidding his architects, despite their pleas, to alter any part of the original. The labourers, mostly soldiers, who had struggled to make canals, aqueducts and a firm, level platform for the building, died in their thousands of malaria. Their bodies were taken away on carts at night to avoid  upsetting the rest of the workforce.23 The water supply had to be brought miles from the river Eure. The King’s adviser tried to persuade him that the Louvre would make a better and more convenient palace but Louis did not want to be in the heart of Paris. Like Charles II, he had seen anti-monarchical violence as a child; he would not tolerate any challenge to supreme royal power, nor even reasoned criticism. Versailles was to be his refuge and eventually his seat of government. He went to Paris increasingly rarely after it was completed. Louis’s France, with a vast standing army at his beck and call, was the superpower of Europe, funded by heavy taxation. Versailles was the excessively luxurious haven built to keep him away from the people who paid for it.


The sight of this Catholic king’s palace would have made the average Protestant Englishman deeply uneasy. This, after all, was the concrete manifestation of a king who disdained the values of parliament and who denied his subjects a representative voice. But Will Hewer was rather taken with it. He was hugely impressed by the grandeur around him. He wrote to Pepys,




We have as yet seen only the King’s house and garden at the Versailles, the place called the Goblings where the King employs the year round … painters, stone cutters, makers of hangings, silver smiths and a hundred more sort of artificers … I do believe there cannot in the whole world be anything that is finer.24





By 16 August the delivery of the yachts was complete and Deane and Hewer had arrived in Paris and gone sightseeing, visiting ‘the gardens at the Lover and St Jermins but not the houses in regard we could not then get tickets’.25 The French, delighted with Deane’s work, made sure that he was well looked after. ‘Sir Anthony’, Hewer wrote home to Pepys, ‘has been nobly and extraordinarily treated.’ The French even provided him with an attendant to pay his bills and cover his expenses during his stay. The treasurer general of the French navy himself was instructed to accompany Deane and Hewer to Fontainebleau ‘where it is said we shall see a very stately house and garden’.26


Such treatment was exactly what was required of the French. It was their duty as loyal subjects of their king to celebrate the shipwright, and Deane’s diplomatic duty to enjoy the hospitality on behalf of his own king. But there was a bit of delicate diplomatic footwork going on in Deane’s tourist gawping and in the French garlanding of him, for Deane’s intentions were shadier. He was trying to do a little quiet research into the state of the French navy. However friendly the relations between the two kings might be, there were men in parliament who would be glad to learn of any deficiencies in the French defences – just in case. In return, the French were suspicious of Deane’s intentions. Hewer, seeing through the façade of hospitality, realised that the French attendant who diligently leapt to pay any bills and was always at Deane’s elbow made it difficult for Deane to see anything he should not or to travel independently to the great naval bases in the south. ‘I confess,’ Hewer wrote to Pepys, ‘I am of opinion that they do defray his charges here on purpose to prevent his going.’27 But if Deane could make the journey, Hewer would go too, for he thought he would never have such an opportunity again. The nervous traveller had become an enthusiastic explorer.


Deane and Hewer went to a grand dinner with the French navy minister, the Marquis de Seignelay.28 After de Seignelay’s feast, the entertainment continued. On 31 August, they were invited to dinner by navy treasurer Georges Pellissary at his house in the rue Cléry. The floors were paved with black and white marble, and the gardens contained myrtles and orange trees.29 Pellissary had five of his friends there, senior men in the French administration. Deane spoke no French and Pellissary no English but fortunately Deane’s son was on hand, brought along to act as an interpreter. After the meal, the men went to the rooms of Pellissary’s wife, Magdalen Bibaud, who had been dining separately with her sister. There they heard her play the harpsichord and they danced to the ‘Tambour de Basques of the Bohemians’.30


Deane never got far beyond Paris but he did procure enough information to compile a report on the state of the French navy. He had been ordered to do so. After his return to England, he wrote to Secretary of State and spymaster Sir Joseph Williamson to say, ‘I must take 12 or 14 days to complete what I have observed in my journey, which I hope is little less than a full satisfaction to what you gave me in command at my departure.’31


The elements of the plot against Pepys were all in place. His increasingly close relationship with James, Duke of York, was the first, the trip to France with the two little yachts was the second and the dinner at a French navy minister’s house was the third. All innocent enough – patriotic even – but lethal when England flared.
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A Single Hair





It began with an anxiety that moved under the skin of England. The average seventeenth-century English subject thought of him or herself as Protestant; even to those, like Samuel Pepys, whose commitment to religion was social rather than zealous, Protestantism was ‘our religion’. But where there was a Protestant ‘us’ there was also an opposing ‘them’ to be feared and mistrusted: the Catholics in their midst. The Protestant Englishman entertained the suspicion that the Catholics’ real desire, the dream they whispered to each other, was to finish new St Paul’s in the gaudy colouring of a Catholic cathedral and take England back for the Pope. The Protestant Englishman quaked at the prospect for, to him, Catholicism was a superstition of fire and revenge, of Queen Mary’s bonfires which had consumed good Protestants bound to the stake, of the Gunpowder Treason and perhaps (it was widely believed) even the Great Fire itself.*


This anxiety surfaced from time to time: here, as a piece of anti-Catholic legislation; there, in a rumour that a priest had been seen with an incendiary device to start another great fire. Such stories provoked a flurry of fear and gossip, which dissipated reluctantly when proof failed to appear, for in reality practising Catholics amounted to less than five per cent of the population.1 Catholicism  was a religion on the retreat, sustained in isolated pockets in the country seats of the remaining Catholic aristocracy – the last vestige of pre-Reformation English social structures. The beleaguered Catholics were financially broken by the penalties that following their religion incurred, and scorned for their beliefs. One MP called Catholicism ‘a ridiculous and nonsensical religion. A piece of wafer, broken betwixt a priest’s fingers, to be our Saviour! And what becomes of it when eaten, and taken down, you know.’2


When King Charles arrived in London, his Restoration had been all that mattered, and the English had poured out sentiment expressing their royalist credentials. ‘That Monarchy is the best of governments is a matter so pre-eminently above all question,’ wrote an enthusiast, ‘that one penfull of ink spent on the subject cannot but be esteemed waste.’3 Such loyalty might have continued if the English had been a Protestant people under an unambiguously Protestant king, but Charles’s private inclinations lay elsewhere.


In 1662, Pepys watched Charles descend from his closet in Whitehall chapel, go down on his knees and receive the Protestant sacrament.4 Increasingly, however, the court began to display a liking for cooking, dress and music that looked distastefully like what went on in Versailles. At the end of 1662, Charles tried to lessen the burden on Catholics by granting them liberty of conscience. The Commons put a stop to this, a defeat the King brushed off cheerily, saying he believed no prince had ever been happier in a House of Commons than he was.5 In fact, as Pepys found out, Charles was incensed by the defeat. The growing realisation of the King’s Catholic sympathies saddened Pepys, and he feared that if they were made known, there would be great general discontent.6 The Protestant sacrament had lost its power to reassure. When, in 1666, Pepys again watched the King receive the sacrament, he shared the unease of other Protestants who found it disquietingly similar to the Catholic ceremony.7


It was true that Charles felt a strong affinity for Catholic France. His beloved sister had married into the French royal family. Until her death in 1670 at the age of twenty-six, she served as go-between to King Louis, cementing the bond between the English and French crowns in the Treaty of Dover. The politicking between Whitehall Palace and Versailles, however, would never have been accepted on the London streets, where the ordinary people saw the Protestant Dutch as England’s natural allies. The violence of this feeling among the English was so strong that a central part of Charles and Louis’s treaty had to be kept secret from the common people; Charles had promised, in exchange for French money, that he would declare himself a Catholic as soon as circumstances permitted.8


The belligerence of English Protestantism meant that circumstances were never going to permit such a declaration. Nonetheless, Charles made pro-Catholic gestures to keep Louis’s money coming in. In 1672 he again tried to enforce religious tolerance on his people with a Declaration of Indulgence, suspending penal laws against the Catholics. Just as it had ten years before, this proved only that his subjects were neither tolerant nor indulgent. A fearful society could not allow the objects of its fear more rights; the Commons snapped its wallet closed and so blocked the Declaration with the most effective weapon in its arsenal – the refusal to fund the Crown.


King Charles, caught between the need to rule a simmering Protestant nation and the need to please a foreign Catholic king, walked the finest line. His father had paid with his head for his disdain for the representatives of the people in the Commons; Charles was determined not to make the same mistake. But his situation was a strain, and the thin veneer of acceptable Protestantism which covered his unacceptable fondness for Catholic France began to crack. Suspicions grew in England’s streets that Charles was in league with the hated Catholic king.


It might have gone badly for Charles but, although he sailed dangerously close to the wind, he kept his true sympathies hidden and the majority of his people were convinced he was indeed a Protestant king. Even some of his closest servants could not be certain with which religion his affections lay. Much later, after his death, a man who had served the Crown long and faithfully plucked up the courage to discover in which religion Charles had died. He was told in confidence that Charles lived and died a Roman Catholic, and he was shown a paper the late king had written charging the Church of England with heresy.9


The King’s brother, James, Duke of York, was incapable of such prudent ambiguity. This was the man who had promised Pepys his future favour as they crossed the Channel at the Restoration, and to whom Pepys grew increasingly close through the 1660s and 1670s. Where the King was dextrous and flexible in politics, the Duke was rigid and unsubtle. He saw no need to grovel before England’s prejudice, and some time in the ten years up to 1671 he converted to the Catholic faith. In 1672 he ceased to attend Anglican Communion and in 1673, when Parliament passed the first Test Act preventing those outside the Church of England holding public office, his resignation as Lord High Admiral was the most spectacular result. In the same year he married a fifteen-year-old Italian Catholic princess. The furious House of Commons voted to try to force a Protestant marriage. The poor princess, a girl ‘of fine stature, brown, and her face promises a reasonable share of beauty as she grows a little older’, learnt about the vote while she was on her way to England for her wedding and, distraught, took herself to bed without supper.10


James’s conversion presented England with the prospect of a Catholic king, for since Charles had no legitimate children, his brother was the heir. The idea of the arrogant Duke succeeding to the throne was appalling. The last Catholic monarch had been the brutal Mary. Across the Channel, in the terrible splendour of Versailles, King Louis epitomised everything that was wrong with Catholic rule. If the Duke came to the throne, it began to be whispered, he would dispense with Parliament. At present the relationship between Crown and Parliament was reducible to the simplest form: the King’s need for money forced him to summon a Parliament that demanded things of him in return for their cash. Parliament was the hand that restrained the King. The fearful whispers said that, as king, James would replace Parliament with a standing army and collect taxes by force. Since that army would have to be paid, taxes would soar. The people would suffer but would have no parliamentary voice to express their suffering. This was royal absolutism and at the moment the Duke became a Catholic it rose like a spectre to haunt the English.


Until 1678 this was just a possibility – nightmarish, but unlikely to come about when the King was robust and might well outlive his brother. But that August, as a result of a man named Titus Oates, everything changed.


Oates had a startling physical appearance. He had a dished face with his mouth right at the centre of it, the space below taken up by an enormous chin. His eyes were small and sunken, his cheeks prominent and ruddy. His voice left a strong and unpleasant impression on all who heard it; it was harsh, high-pitched and braying. He had left his Cambridge college under a cloud without a degree and been dismissed as chaplain of a naval frigate for homosexual practices. He moved easily in Catholic circles, befriended by priests. Through the patronage of the head of the English Jesuits (the Society of Jesus, a Catholic order), he was regarded as a potential recruit, sent first to the Jesuit college at Valladolid in Spain and then to their school at St Omers in France. His age, behaviour, lack of Latin, and sexual tastes did not fit and he was expelled.11


Returning to England in June 1678 desperately poor, he had taken up with an old acquaintance, a half-mad ex-Puritan, Israel Tonge, who suffered from powerful delusional beliefs centred on the Jesuits who, he thought, were responsible for the English revolution, the execution of Charles I and the Great Fire of London. Tonge had believed in a popish – that is, Catholic – plot for years and was anxious to extract anything Oates knew about the Jesuits. Oates, depending on Tonge for his subsistence, saw advantage in feeding that paranoia. He equipped himself with a bogus doctorate of divinity from Salamanca, the Spanish equivalent of Oxford University, a Catholic distinction which lent him credibility as one who knew the darker secrets of the Catholic Church.


Oates now invented a plot to kill the King and replace him by his Catholic brother, laid out in forty-three numbered ‘articles’. Through a like-minded friend the King was told of a plot to shoot him or, if that failed, for the Queen’s doctor to poison him.


The King took a personal part in the cross-examination of Oates and soon caught him out on some of his facts. When Oates claimed to the Privy Council that he had seen Don John of Austria at a meeting of the plotters, Charles asked him to describe Don John’s appearance. With no hesitation Oates said he was tall, lean and dark. Charles laughed. He said Don John, whom he knew well, was fat, short and fair.12 Given such transparent incompetence, the ‘plot’ should have stumbled to a halt straight away. But then Oates produced the name of Edward Coleman. On Sunday, 29 September 1678, Oates told the Privy Council that if they read Coleman’s letters they would find material that ‘might cost him his neck’.


Coleman had been secretary to the Duke of York but he had been demoted to work for the Duchess instead, partly on account of the alarmingly unrestrained vigour of his Catholicism. From 1673 when changes in the law introduced a new intolerance of Catholics, Coleman kept up a busy correspondence with contacts in the French court, looking for ways to bring England and France closer together and cleanse England of its Anglican shame. He was a pawn convinced he was a knight, but sufficiently useful for Louis XIV to send him money to bribe key members of the English Parliament to French purposes.


Coleman’s name was suspect before Oates denounced him. Two years previously, one of the two Secretaries of State (who combined the roles of Home Secretary, Foreign Secretary and spymaster), Henry Coventry, had received an unsigned order from the King to discover what correspondence Coleman had both at home and abroad, ‘by intercepting letters’.13 Coventry, anxious about interfering with the letters of a royal servant, asked the King to sign the order. Charles breezily replied that there was no need, since the matter was to be kept secret. Coventry persisted, concerned that the King might forget having given the order. Charles promised he would remember well enough, and so shifted responsibility to his long-suffering Secretary of State with a smile.14


Coventry had duly ordered officials at the Post Office to intercept Coleman’s letters.15 Such orders were not uncommon. The post went up and down the major roads radiating from London three times a week, so that most mail passed through the General Letter Office in Lombard Street. Those writing sensitive letters took precautions, delivering them just before the post so any interference would show up in their late delivery, or using intricate sealing techniques to detect tampering. Some apparently miraculous machines existed in the seventeenth century to defeat such precautions. A letter of 1695 says they could open a sealed letter without leaving a trace, copy a seal, imitate any writing or take a copy of an entire letter in a minute.† The benefits were obvious; by such means, ‘the King may discover the true temper of his subjects.’16


Although the Secretary of State knew of Coleman’s correspondence with the French, he certainly would not have passed such information on to Titus Oates. But there were men who realised how Oates’s story might usefully inflame England’s hatred of Catholicism and harden the country’s resolve to stand united against a Catholic successor. These men saw the value of giving Oates credibility. Sir George Savile, Marquess of Halifax, was one of the King’s inner circle, having become a Privy Councillor in 1672. By the time of Oates’s accusations he, like others, had thrown himself into securing England against Catholicism, and worked closely with those men who had an interest in fanning the flames of Oates’s story. Savile makes a possible suspect for getting the story of Coleman’s betrayal to Oates.


When Oates gave Coleman’s name, Coventry was aghast, saying of Oates, ‘If he be a liar he is the greatest and adroitest I ever saw.’17 Coleman destroyed most of his papers before his house was searched but forgot an old wooden box hidden in a fireplace. He was held  while a Secret Committee of the Privy Council grappled with the letters hidden there, some written in cipher, some using vague and elusive terms. Coventry sent a progress report to the King who had gone horse racing at Newmarket: ‘Mr. Coleman’s letters have given us much more trouble, though most we have yet found are of an old date, very few of this year but the matters treated in those papers are of very high consequence.’18 Coventry had them sealed up to prevent their details being leaked by committee members to stir up the public – but many details got out regardless. When the deciphering was done, the King was informed that the letters were treasonable. Coleman was found guilty on 27 November 1678 and executed six days later.


Oates’s revelations – now seemingly backed by proven fact – put the match to the old powder-keg of suspicion and anxiety. Charles’s death, Oates declared, would be followed by a Catholic revolution. Contemporary writers felt compelled to wake the ‘drowsy subjects’ of England to the threat. They spooled wildly through images of horror. ‘Imagine you see the whole town in flame’, urged a tract coming off the presses in 1679. ‘You behold troops of papists ravishing your wives and daughters, dashing your little children’s brains out against the walls, plundering your houses and cutting your own throats, by the name heretic dogs. Then represent to yourselves the Tower playing off its cannon, and battering down your houses about your ears.’19 The images were potent. London’s destruction by fire could be remembered by everyone in their late teens and upwards; the battered landscape was not long rebuilt.


‘Casting your eyes towards Smithfield, imagine you see your father, or your mother, or some of your nearest and dearest relations, tied to a stake in the midst of flames, when with hands and eyes lifted up to heaven they scream and cry out to that God for whose cause they die.’20 Everywhere, people came forward to support Oates’s claims, and England’s prejudice spoke with many voices. One pamphlet listed recent London fires begun, the writer claimed, by papists. Their tactics included ‘fire-balls, put in with poles or otherwise through holes … into houses’, ‘hard fire-balls thrown through glass windows’, creeping into empty houses and setting them alight or even ‘firing their own lodging, as the French man did in Shoe Lane, in the time of the Great Fire’.21 Vast French armies were said to be approaching the coasts. The Dorset militia was roused to oppose a rank of marauding invaders who turned out, in daylight, to be a hedgerow. Night riders were spotted everywhere, passing messages between secret Catholic strongholds.


Oates’s ‘discovery’ of the Plot was fuel on the fire of the Duke of York’s Catholicism but there was a third factor which put the blaze beyond control. The nation’s suspicions that behind closed doors Charles was sympathetic towards Catholics at best, or at worst a practising Catholic himself, had been held at bay largely thanks to the work of the Earl of Danby, his first minister. Danby had followed a policy of placating the Commons with nationalist, anti-Catholic and anti-French policies. His open attempts to steer the King towards an alliance with the Protestant Dutch were popular in Parliament and the country, and reassured the Commons that he was restraining Charles.


At the end of 1678, that façade collapsed. Danby was demolished by an alliance of the former English ambassador to France and the French ambassador in England. Each had their reason for disliking him. The Englishman was driven by thwarted ambition and a thirst for revenge; Danby had blocked his promotion. The French ambassador in London hated Danby for his anti-French policy. Together they concocted a plan.22 The Frenchman provided the Englishman with a letter that Danby had sent to the French. In it was a demand for six million pounds from the French, in return for which Danby would silence the English Parliament and guarantee peace between England and France. The letter was read in the Commons, who listened in horror. Every popular policy that Danby had pursued had been a sham – a smokescreen to distract England from his true intention: to get enough money from the French to allow Charles to rule without Parliament.


 Nothing could have torn down the Lord Treasurer’s pretence of a Protestant, anti-French policy more completely. The House voted that there was sufficient ground for impeachment.


Danby’s exposure confirmed the nation’s fears; the first moves towards absolutism were already in place. Catholicism loomed over England like a sword ‘supported by no stronger force than that of a single hair, his Majesty’s life’.23 Samuel Pepys’s patron, Catholic James, Duke of York, was waiting. The assassin’s stroke would make him king. England had to act.
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Gravesend





For a month after Titus Oates first made his wild claims, he might or might not have been believed by the people of London. Then, on 17 October 1678, a day of freezing rain and violent winds, three men found a body in a ditch.1


Edmund Berry Godfrey had been a wealthy London merchant selling coal and timber, and a Justice of the Peace, which combined the roles of magistrate, policeman and prosecutor. A tall, stooping man fond of wearing black, he showed signs of family melancholy; his father had died mad and suicidal. He was deaf and was said to walk the streets staring at the ground, wiping his mouth. He was also brave. During the Plague, he had stayed in London to help keep order. Chasing a grave-robber who, it was claimed, had dug up a thousand corpses to strip them of their winding-sheets, he entered the man’s house when his constables baulked at the health risk and dragged him out into the street to face justice.


On 6 September, Titus Oates, accompanying Israel Tonge, had gone before Godfrey to swear his account of the Catholic plot to kill the King. As the spotlight of celebrity urged Oates on to invent more details he vastly expanded his story. He moved beyond naming the would-be assassins (mostly Jesuits and others against whom he had some personal grudge) and began to name the men who – he claimed – were ready to take over the government and the military after the King’s death, among them some Catholic lords. On 27 September he returned to Godfrey with Tonge and another and swore to this expanded story.


Two weeks passed. On the morning of Saturday, 12 October, Godfrey left his house in Hartshorn Lane, close by the Thames. He was seen walking in the fields to the north of Oxford Street and then failed to turn up for an important lunch appointment. For no logical reason, rumours immediately spread that he had been done away with by papists. At two o’clock on the following Thursday afternoon, two men, a farrier and a baker, were heading for the White House Tavern at what is now Chalk Farm. Walking along the edge of a field on Primrose Hill they noticed gloves, a belt and a cane on the ground and, thinking the owner was possibly relieving himself, walked on. The landlord of the White House thought this was odd, but by now it was raining, so they stayed in the tavern drinking. When the rain stopped, the three men went back to the spot. Nearby, lying face down in a ditch, was Godfrey’s body.


His own sword had been driven right through him and the tip was sticking out of his back. Despite the deep surrounding mud, the shoes on the corpse were absolutely clean. Investigators soon decided Godfrey had been killed elsewhere and brought to the spot possibly in the back of a cart, covered in hay.


There are several curiosities connected with the case: the candle wax smears on the clothes of his corpse, which suggested Catholic ritual; the man who announced in a barber’s shop that Godfrey had killed himself on Primrose Hill two days before the corpse was found and another who proclaimed its discovery with the sword run through it but several hours too early and naming the wrong field. It had the hallmarks of a carefully staged production around the finding of the corpse in which some of the inflammatory publicity was mistimed.


It worked. The news of Godfrey’s murder was instantly sensational and chilling. His name was on everyone’s lips and in everyone’s thoughts in a spreading wave of fearful apprehension that this was the first of the onslaught of Catholic terrorist murders. The hunt began for the murderer. Attention focused on the Jesuits, seen as the extreme end of the Catholic spectrum and believed to owe allegiance to neither king nor country, but only to spreading Catholicism by any means. Orders went out to the ports to watch for a fleeing Jesuit assassin. A report from Gravesend came back, admitting the escape of a man who fitted the bill perfectly. The report landed on Samuel Pepys’s desk.2


Gravesend was a likely exit point for a fugitive. It had grown around a spur of chalk sticking out of the miles of marshland that lined the Thames estuary, a port of departure and a sailors’ town. The streets and quays were lined with taverns and chandlers. Boatmen ferried passengers out to the larger vessels and local officials called ‘searchers’ investigated the goods and passengers coming in and out. The East India Company had a large base to provision its ships there. It was a busy place, and once a year it became even busier when crowds filled its streets for the Gravesend fair.3


In the early afternoon of Saturday, 19 October, two days after Godfrey’s body was discovered, a boot-and shoe-seller named Constable was riding to the fair when he found himself with unwelcome company. He was joined a little short of the town by a stranger, a well-built man with a rough face, bushy eyebrows and a slight squint. The man was dressed expensively, almost flashily, with a bulky pale wig under his black hat and a jacket trimmed with lace. He was displaying a pair of holstered pistols and his black horse had clearly been ridden hard. Constable did not like the look of him. He took him for a highwayman.4


The rough-faced stranger left his lathered horse on the outskirts of the town at a house belonging to John Skelton and his wife. When the fair was on, the Skeltons made their house an inn, but it had no proper stables, only a small outbuilding. The stranger wiped the sweat from the horse’s flanks, told the ostler to look after it and went in for a meal of pork and sausages. The busy fairground covered forty acres to the west of the town. After his meal, the stranger walked in and bought himself a heavy campaign coat. That purchase was significant in three ways. It undermined the account he was soon to give of having spent several days on the road; the previous day had been cold and wet and yet his quite unsuitable clothes seemed clean and dry. It was a heavy travelling coat, showing he had a journey ahead of him. But most importantly, and by the slenderest of chances, the stall-holder, one of the many who came from London to the fair, recognised him.


An eclipse of the moon made it an unusually dark evening. The new arrival decided not to lodge at the Skeltons’ but left the horse, his pistols and holsters with them. He took the ostler into town to the Horns Tavern, where he took a room. In the kitchen, he plied the ostler with drink. Two men asked his name. He told them it was Godfrey.


It was a lie. It was also the most inappropriate pseudonym he could have conjured up. Everything he had done until that point had been designed to preserve his anonymity: he had arrived in the town when it was busy with strangers; he walked rather than rode in to merge with the crowd; and the campaign coat covered his distinctive lace-trimmed jacket. Now, at the first interview, he had blurted out the name of the murdered London Justice of the Peace. It was his misfortune that the two men who asked him, Mr Skarr and Henry Gals, worked for the port authorities. The name and his demeanour alerted them. They ‘took more than ordinary notice of him there and resolved to watch him the next day’.


The attempt to discover whether Godfrey was the wanted assassin began. Early the following morning, Henry Gals set himself to watch the Horns Tavern. Soon after nine o’clock Godfrey emerged, and Gals followed him to the Skeltons’ house on the outskirts. Gals waited. When the ostler appeared, Gals intercepted him. He was carrying a chicken under his coat for Godfrey’s lunch. An hour later, the ostler came out on Godfrey’s business again, going down to the quay at the west end of town to buy four small whiting intended for his supper.


Around five o’clock, ‘a little after evening prayer’, the watcher’s patience was finally rewarded. Godfrey set about organising his escape. He came out of the Skeltons’ and walked to the house of one of the Gravesend ‘searchers’, the customs and immigration officers of the day. Clearly he had been there before and knew his way around; the searcher’s gate required a special knack but Godfrey let himself in with no difficulty. While he was there, the searcher gave him the information he needed and Godfrey then went to the King’s Head tavern where he asked for a man named Thomas Low, master of the Assistance, a ship which had called at Gravesend, bound for Lisbon. Those watching Godfrey heard him ask Low if he knew him.


‘No,’ said Low.


‘You shall know me better before we part,’ said Godfrey and sat down with him. Godfrey now used the information that he had got from the searcher to bully Low, by pretending that he represented the owners of Low’s ship. He threatened to arrest Low because he had not handed in proper accounts for his last voyage.


Poor Low went straight to his only ally, the bartender, who came from his part of the country, and asked him to find out if there was a writ against his ship. No writ existed, but by now Low was in such a state that he hid at the searcher’s house for fear of arrest. Godfrey’s work was done; Low was broken and pliable. Allowing Godfrey to sail on the Assistance would be a small price for Low to pay to escape arrest.


Meanwhile, Godfrey covered his tracks by telling the gathering in the King’s Head that he had been on the road for two weeks, travelling around the coast, and that he had just come from the house of the Whig MP Sir Frances Rolle. He claimed he had missed a yacht that would have taken him around the coast to Deal and now he needed alternative transport.


By this time it was seven o’clock and Godfrey had drunk two bottles of claret. He was becoming increasingly talkative. It must have been Dutch courage that drove him back to the Horns Tavern, where he had first come across the suspicious port officials Skarr and Gals. They were there again. In a display of drunken confidence, Godfrey joined them. There was a heated discussion, fuelled by the wine, in which Godfrey was caught out while boasting of his knowledge of the geography of the Kent coast. Then he described a journey to Jerusalem, saying he had landed at Alexandria, near Aleppo. A man called Parker, who knew that area well, pointed out that Alexandria was nowhere near Aleppo, and he must mean Alexandretta. Godfrey tried to brush off the mistake but Parker was clearly annoyed by the man’s bragging and led him into a trap. He asked him how many inns there were between Aleppo and Jerusalem. Godfrey produced name after name and Parker listened attentively to the growing list before pointing out that there was not a single one.


Godfrey then raised a toast to the Duke of Buckingham. Gals went next, drinking to the confusion of all those who had a hand in the Plot. At this, Godfrey ‘was observed to hold the glass long in his hand until desired to drink, at which he put the glass to his mouth and drank a little, and flung the rest in the fire’. This was what they had been watching for – hard evidence that Godfrey’s inclinations were not patriotic and Protestant but Catholic, conspiratorial and murderous. By now though they were drunk and it was the waste of wine that angered them. Godfrey answered their complaints by boasting of his skill as a wrestler, saying he was not afraid of anybody. Skarr challenged him to a fight. Godfrey accepted and told him to choose what form the bout should take. They settled on competing to see who could drink the most and parted, the best of friends, at about nine o’clock.


In the cold light of the next morning, Godfrey’s refusal to drink the toast sounded a more insistent warning note, and the port officials went back to tracking his movements. He ate a lunch of roast mutton at the Skeltons’ house and made a deal with them to feed his horse until he returned. He asked the ostler to buy a brush and comb to keep it well groomed; he told Skelton he intended to return within a week or so. At two o’clock he went back into town, the ostler coming along behind carrying his boots, saddle, holster and pistols. From the public stairs on the quay he got a waterman to transport him out to the Assistance, whose master he had bullied in the tavern, and he got on board.


 The officials watching him saw no need to act; the boat could not sail without being cleared by the searchers. In London the previous day a £500 reward had been offered for Edmund Berry Godfrey’s murderers. If that news had reached them in time, they might have taken more care. They did not know that Godfrey’s friend, the corrupt searcher, had cleared the ship illicitly and privately. The Assistance unexpectedly up-anchored and sailed. Their bird had flown.


The account of Godfrey’s escape landed on Samuel Pepys’s desk in London five days later. The report came from the mayor of Gravesend rather than the river authorities, who were presumably loath to admit that one of their searchers had helped Godfrey slip away. Pepys immediately wrote letters by express to the commander-in-chief of the King’s ships in the Downs, the sheltered anchorage off the Kent coast. He went personally to ask Secretary of State Henry Coventry to write to Plymouth and Falmouth, where his own authority did not run. Coventry sent instructions about ‘a very suspicious person who goes under the name of Godfrey’. If the Assistance came near either port, they were to ‘board her … cause the said Godfrey to be seized and brought on shore and kept in safe custody’.5


But Godfrey was too good at the game. He left the Assistance long before the navy could catch her, switched boats, then hired a horse to ride across country to Folkestone, arriving there at night on Wednesday, 23 October. The following day he went to the house of a reliable fisherman, James Sturgis, who had transported him across the Channel three months before, and asked to make the journey again, offering four guineas.6 Sturgis landed his passenger at Boulogne that afternoon. Godfrey told him that if Sturgis ever needed him, he should go to the Duke of Buckingham’s and ask for the Duke’s friend John. Describing Godfrey, Sturgis mentioned the wig and the bushy brown eyebrows, denied he had a squint but said his sister had noticed the initials ‘J S’ marked on his handkerchief.


By now Pepys was hot on the scent. Trailing somewhat behind him was the Duke of York, who delivered the report from the Gravesend mayor to the House of Lords on Saturday, 26 October, whereupon Pepys was ‘called in and desired to acquaint one of the secretaries [of state] with it’, something Pepys, it seems, was too polite to tell them he had already done the previous day.7 In the absence of any other information or clues about Godfrey, the Lords focused on the horse he had left behind at Skelton’s. Poor Mr Skelton received an order from the Secretary of State to ‘lay hold on whosoever shall enquire after the horse’.8 It was a weighty task for a man whose heaviest duty in life was to convert his house into an inn at fair time. It must have been a relief that within four days the horse was taken from him and delivered to the Lady of the Manor as the abandoned possession of an absconded suspicious person.9


There were plenty of people more qualified to uncover Godfrey’s mysteries than Samuel Pepys. The murder of Edmund Berry Godfrey was hardly a naval affair but Pepys had a duty to act because he was a Justice of the Peace for Kent. In September 1660, he had been sworn in so that he could wield legal powers in the royal dockyards there as well as in Middlesex, Essex and Southampton, although he admitted at the time that he was ‘wholly ignorant in the duty of Justice of the Peace’.10 He also had a personal motive. Godfrey had put one past him in slipping away from the coast despite the Admiralty Secretary’s attempts to alert the ports. Now his investigations were helped by the Gravesend mayor. Hearing of Godfrey’s new campaign coat, they traced the stall-holder who had sold it to him; when questioned, he did not just remember his customer, he knew where he lived. The stall-holder explained that he normally worked at a tavern in Cannon Street in the middle of London and he knew that Godfrey lodged across the road at the house of a ‘haberdasher of hats’.11 Four days after Godfrey reached Boulogne in Sturgis’s little boat, Pepys questioned the landlord, who told him that his tenant Godfrey, now Pepys’s quarry, was really called Colonel John Scott.12


In the last days of October, Pepys had Scott’s lodgings in Cannon Street searched and a list was compiled of everything found there. The curious haul included a trunk full of mathematical instruments, ten guineas stored in his closet and a host of suspicious papers. These ranged from poetry to copies of political speeches. Among them was a copy of a document that Pepys recognised well, because he had written it for Parliament; it was a detailed analysis of the costs and strengths of England’s army and navy. Scott’s landlord was questioned by Pepys, the Lord Mayor of London, and Sir George Jeffreys, the Recorder, in effect London’s senior judge. Behind the quiet questions of these three powerful men, all England clamoured to find the murderer.13


Nothing they learnt proved that Scott had killed Edmund Berry Godfrey. They heard which tavern he liked to drink in (the Bear, in Cornhill), that two of his closest friends were American sailors and that he had ‘one or both crooked legs’. The landlord had heard that Scott was a Jesuit, but that was contradicted by the fact that Scott had claimed he was poisoned by Jesuits, and by his close association with several prominent politicians who abhorred Catholicism. Scott’s credentials as a Catholic murderer were weak. Nonetheless, the circumstances of his disappearance and the papers found in his lodgings were suspicious enough for an arrest warrant to be issued, to come into force when Scott set foot back in England.
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