


[image: image]





HENRY



WINSTANLEY




[image: Image] and the [image: Image]



EDDYSTONE



LIGHTHOUSE





[image: Images]




 


 


 


First published in 2002 by Sutton Publishing


Paperback edition first published in 2003


The History Press


The Mill, Brimscombe Port


Stroud, Gloucestershire, GL5 2QG


www.thehistorypress.co.uk


This ebook edition first published in 2013


All rights reserved


© Adam Hart-Davis and Emily Troscianko, 2002, 2013


The right of Adam Hart-Davis and Emily Troscianko to be identified as the Author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyrights, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights, and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.


EPUB ISBN 978 0 7524 9511 8


Original typesetting by The History Press




CONTENTS







	

 




	

Preface









	

 




	

Acknowledgements









	

 




	

Timeline









	

1.




	

The Eddystone









	

2.




	

Audley End









	

3.




	

An Ingenious Engraver









	

4.




	

Winstanley’s Wonders









	

5.




	

Of Ships and Shipwrecks









	

6.




	

To Build a Lighthouse









	

7.




	

Winstanley’s Dream









	

8.




	

A Stately House on the Sea









	

9.




	

The Great Storm









	

 




	

Epilogue









	

 




	

Notes









	

 




	

Bibliography












PREFACE



During the 1990s I presented on television a series of programmes called Local Heroes, in which I cycled around Britain (and occasionally other places) telling the stories of long-dead scientists, inventors and entrepreneurs – people who had left a mark on the world and were recognized as heroes, at least in their own home towns. We used to look for heroes for the series by telephoning local studies libraries and asking for potential candidates. A librarian in Plymouth suggested that I should read Fred Majdalaney’s book The Red Rocks of Eddystone. When I did so I was captivated by the story of Henry Winstanley and his lighthouse, and I soon wanted to find out more and write my own book.


Finding out more proved a difficult task. Henry himself wrote little, and his contemporaries were not much better. I have visited what is supposed to be his birthplace, Winstanley House in Saffron Walden, and received much help and support from the library there. By what I consider a cunning piece of detective work I believe I have pinpointed the position of the house he built himself in Littlebury – the site of Winstanley’s Wonders. In Audley End, the stately home where he worked for many years and made the acquaintance of King Charles II, I have recorded part of a radio programme about him, and also, rather incongruously, was filmed dressed as a monk in and around the walled garden. I have trodden the ground near Hyde Park Corner where he built his Waterworks. I have stood on the Barbican in Plymouth to tell the tale for radio of how he defied the advice of the fishermen and went out to Eddystone for that fatal last time. But above all I have been out to Eddystone: I have rowed between the ragged rocks, and even landed on the very rock where he built his lighthouse and later came to grief. Sitting on that rock, while the boat pulled away, was a moving and memorable experience.


This is the story of a remarkable man, his considerable achievements and his tragic end.


Adam Hart-Davis


January 2002
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He erected the first Eddystone light-house, which he began in 1696 and finished four years after. But, on the 26th November 1703, he was in the light-house, superintending some repairs, when there came on the most terrible tempest which was ever known in England; and, on the next morning, not a vestige of the building was to be seen. It had been swept into the deep from the foundation, not a stone, or beam, or iron bar remaining on the rock. Such was the melancholy fate of poor Winstanley!


– G.S.


Advertisement, 1709, in Exhibitions of Mechanical and other Works of Ingenuity, BL 1269 h.38, f. 105.
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THE EDDYSTONE



The troubled Ocean like a Caldron boils,


And vomits up its long devoured Spoils . . .


Mountains of Water in the Air do glide,


Waves on the back of Waves in Triumph ride . . .


It is the land, not the sea, that makes a storm lethal to sailors. Out in the open sea, a good ship, well sailed, can get through most of what the skies might fling at it, but being blown on to the rocks leads always to disaster; as Daniel Defoe writes in his book, The Storm: ‘The Fury of the Sea is the least thing our sailors fear: Keep them but from a Lee Shore, or touching upon a Sand, they’ll venture all the rest.’ Nevertheless, few sailors enjoy the fury of an Atlantic gale, and given the chance most would willingly take refuge in a safe haven – perhaps in one of the Channel ports. But the south Devon coast is as dangerous as any in the British Isles. Since records began, no fewer than 1,495 shipwrecks have been documented along its 90 miles, almost one wreck for every hundred yards of shore – and those are the ones we know about. Added to the usual dangers of a lee shore are those of rocks further out; barely sticking out of the water at high tide, they can be seen and avoided with difficulty, and can tear through a ship’s hull with frightening ease.


As a ship runs from a growing gale in the Atlantic for shelter in the English Channel, the lights of a town suddenly flicker through the darkness and the spray to the north-east. Could it be Plymouth? Sighs of relief from the crew, since the headlands on either side of Plymouth Sound and the mouth of the Tamar river offer renowned and longed-for protection from the westerly winds. But 14 miles south-south-west of Plymouth lies a trap that has caught hundreds of sailors grown confident too early. Three ridges of rocky spikes spring up from the deep sea, one running approximately north–south, the other two splaying outwards from it. At low tide each ridge shows above the water for perhaps 300 yards, resembling a child’s drawing of crocodile teeth, but at high tide only the two central rocks are visible; they just pierce the surface of a calmish sea, but are hidden by a heavy swell.


This cluster of rocks rises straight up from the depths, so there are rarely breakers to advertise its presence. And, as a steep mountain towering over the sea floor, it interferes with the water’s normal flow and creates its own deadly maelstrom of tides and currents; hence its name, the Eddy-stone. The water is never calm round the Eddystone; as the Victorian poet Jean Ingelow puts it, ‘. . . the calmest seas that tumble there/Froth like a boiling pot’.


No one knows for sure how many ships have gone down on this ‘rock of dark renown’ (Ingelow). The square-riggers Half Moon in 1673, HMS Coronation and HMS Harwich in 1691 all sank before the fateful year of 1695, in which the sinking of Snowdrop and Constant spurred Winstanley to action. In the eighteenth century the sailing vessel Marseilles sank on 6 May 1746, and on 18 August 1756 the brig Pelican, en route from Spain, was lost with all hands. In August 1792 the brig Grampus from Whitehaven sank on her maiden voyage. Even in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, with lighthouses to warn them off, at least forty ships are known to have met their end here, but records from before the nineteenth century are scant. They often tell us no more than that a ship set sail on a given date, never to be seen again. A wreck on an inhabited shore might provide identifiable washed-up remnants – or even survivors – and the information find its way back to the owners; but a ship that sank at Eddystone could easily do just that – sink, unnoticed, to the bottom. Wreckage rarely drifted the 14 miles into Plymouth – and how many can swim so far in a stormy sea?


The countless ships lost on the rock itself are, furthermore, only a fraction of what it has to answer for; in his biography of the great eighteenth-century engineer John Smeaton, who later built his own lighthouse on Eddystone, Samuel Smiles explains the additional toll:


To avoid this terrible rock, the navigator was accustomed to give it as wide a berth as possible, and homeward-bound ships accordingly entered the Channel on a much more southerly parallel of latitude than they now do. In his solicitude to avoid the one danger, the sailor too often ran foul of another; and hence the numerous wrecks which formerly occurred along the French coast, more particularly upon the dangerous rocks which surround the Islands of Jersey, Guernsey, and Alderney.


Eddystone was a perfectly placed peril. Plymouth has always been an important port. During the Hundred Years War against France, Plymouth provided 26 ships and 603 men for Edward III in the battle of Crécy in 1346 and the siege of Calais a few months later. In 1588, on the grassy clifftop above the Sound known as Plymouth Hoe, Francis Drake is supposed to have ignored the approaching Spanish Armada in favour of his game of bowls. In 1620 the Pilgrim Fathers set out from Plymouth in the Mayflower on a hazardous three-month crossing of the North Atlantic, and the captain noted the Eddystone in his log:


a wicked reef of twenty-three rust-red rocks lying nine and one half miles south of Rame Head on the Devon mainland, great ragged stones around which the sea constantly eddies, a great danger to all ships hereabouts, for they sit astride the entrance to this harbour and are exposed to the full force of the westerly winds and must always be dreaded by mariners. Leaving Plymouth, we managed to avoid this reef but ships making harbour must stand well to the south and this is difficult in stormy weather, for if any vessel makes too far to the south as likely as not she will be caught in the prevailing strong current and swept to her doom on those evil rocks.


Trade with the New World swelled year after year, but the city’s status as a major port was compromised by the famous danger, which those wanting a share of the spoils had to avoid. On her travels in 1698 the diarist Celia Fiennes sketched the town as a picturesque port menaced by the seas:


Plymouth is 2 Parishes called the old town and the new, the houses built of this marble and the slatt at the top lookes like lead and glisters in the sun; there are noe great houses in the town; the streetes are good and clean, there is a great many tho’ some are but narrow . . . up to the town there is a depth of water for shipps of the first rate to ride; its great sea and dangerous, by reason of the severall poynts of land between which the sea runs up a great way, and there are severall little islands alsoe, all which bears the severall tydes hard one against the other . . . The mouth of the river just at the town is a very good harbour for shipps; the Dock yards are about 2 mile from the town, by boate you goe to it the nearest way; its one of the best in England, a great many good shipps built there, and the great depth of water which comes up to it, tho’ it runs up for 2 mile between the land, which also shelters the ships . . .


The end of the seventeenth century was a turbulent time for the British monarchy. In February 1685 the fun-loving Charles II died, and his brother became king, but James II was immensely unpopular, especially for trying to reinstate Roman Catholicism. When his wife Mary produced a son who was widely (though wrongly) believed to be someone else’s baby, smuggled into her bedchamber in a warming pan, the country turned against him, and he fled for his life. In the Glorious Revolution of 1688, Prince William of Orange, married to James’s daughter Mary, restored the Protestant supremacy. William brought his fleet of 400 ships into Plymouth, for a safe haven in what is now Devonport Dockyard.


Increasing American trade was making the port ever more prosperous. Prince William wanted this financial growth to continue unchecked by natural obstacles, and recognizing Eddystone’s dangers he decreed that a lighthouse should be built on it as a warning to approaching ships. However, recognizing and decreeing were only the start of the solution.


In response to this royal incitement, the accomplishments (or lack of them) of one Walter Whitfield were destined to echo those of a pair of similarly ineffectual gentlemen, Sir John Coryton and Henry Brouncker. Thirty years earlier, in 1665, Coryton and Brouncker had made a petition to the Admiralty at Trinity House for leave to erect ‘certain lighthouses’ on the southern and southwestern coasts of England, at that time entirely unlit. They suggested placing ‘coal-fire lights’ in a number of prime positions, including on the Scilly Isles, the Lizard, Portland Bill and the Eddystone. But Trinity House, the authority in charge of lighthouses then as now, while simultaneously acknowledging the necessity of a lighthouse, dismissed the Eddystone as a rock upon which any building work ‘could hardly be accomplished’. Whether they were discouraged by this dampening response, or perhaps simply decided that they would rather avoid danger and stay rich, Coryton and Brouncker allowed their plans to sink out of sight, as the ships continued to do.


Whitfield’s application to build a light on Eddystone, made in 1692, was likewise withdrawn when he realized how unattractive the terms would be. Trinity House decreed that the architect was to design and build the lighthouse at his own expense, and then recover the costs by collecting dues from ships sailing up the Channel which would benefit from its existence. But the rates stipulated were such that the outlay would not be recouped for decades: Trinity House considered that two pence per ton of ship would be quite enough, and, moreover, that ‘the natives of his majesty’s kingdoms’ should be exempt from payment altogether. And on top of these discouraging terms was the high risk of failure. Eddystone was a protrusion of sloping slimy wave-dashed rock, hard enough to land upon, let alone build upon.


Then, in the last days of 1695, the enterprising shipowner Henry Winstanley was sitting having a quiet drink in a London pub when two bedraggled sailors staggered in and announced that one of his ships had sunk. On her way into Plymouth on Christmas Eve the Constant had gone down on the Eddystone Reef.


Then stepped two mariners down the street,


With looks of grief and fear:


‘Now if Winstanley be your name,


We bring you evil cheer.’


Earlier that year the Snowdrop had gone down with her entire crew of sixty; now another vessel and more men had been destroyed by the Eddystone, spurring Winstanley to make the week-long journey, on horseback along rutted tracks, through the wilds of Devonshire to investigate:


‘I will take horse,’ Winstanley said,


‘And see this deadly rock.’


What he found was a challenge that he could not resist. Engraver, engineer and entrepreneur, Henry Winstanley had enjoyed the patronage of King Charles II. He had built himself a house of wonders in Essex, and a fabulous amusement centre in London. He had become a nationally famous showman and a shipowner, but he believed himself destined for greater things; his ambition was insatiable. The new king had said there should be a lighthouse on the reef, but no one was prepared to build it. Here, at last, was a chance for Winstanley to show his calibre to the world. His bravery fuelled by ignorance and inexperience, he declared his intention of achieving the unachievable and building a lighthouse on Eddystone. As Smeaton later put it:


It would appear to those then best acquainted with them, that the difficulties necessarily attending such an undertaking, were likely to prove insuperable: and perhaps in reality it may have been a peculiar advantage to every undertaker, and to the undertaking itself, that no one could, previous to the actual commencement of the work, be fully sensible of the difficulties which would inevitably attend it; and which he must surmount or fail of success.

OEBPS/images/title.png
HENRY
WINSTANLEY

and the
EDDYSTONE
LIGHTHOUSE

ADAM HART-DAVIS
and EMILY TROSCIANKO

The
History
Press





OEBPS/images/line.png





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
HENRY
WINSTANLEY

AND THE

EDDYSTONE
LIGHTHOUSE






