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PREFACE



On 29 May 1660, his thirtieth birthday, King Charles II of England, Scotland and Ireland rode across London Bridge, triumphantly entering a city he hardly knew and had not seen for almost twenty years. This book is about how the relationship between King and city subsequently developed, and about the remarkable people who helped London during his reign become the pre-eminent city in Europe.


Though it is difficult to say with certainty, London was possibly already the continent’s largest city. It was not only the kingdom’s capital, but its long-standing economic vibrancy had led it to become disproportionately large – perhaps nearly one-tenth of the entire English population lived in the city, making it ‘a Head too big for the Body’, according to one contemporary source. Owing to the scale of London, together with its satellite towns spread along the Thames Valley, in 1660 England was already beginning to look like a Monopoly board tipped up to let all the pieces fall to the bottom right-hand corner.* Of all parts of the kingdom, London was therefore the one of key importance to the returning king.


London was one of a handful of ‘world cities’ scattered across the western hemisphere. Well-to-do Londoners drank tea from China and coffee from Arabia out of Chinese porcelain cups, enjoyed sack from Spain and the Canary Islands, put West Indian sugar in their drinks and syllabubs, smoked tobacco from Virginia, wore silks from Turkey and India, and flavoured their food with spices from Zanzibar and Indonesia. In the winter the wealthy kept their heads warm with hats made from beaver pelts from the far north of America. All this luxury was imported on English ships made watertight with tar and pitch from the Baltic, with sails hoisted aloft by ropes made with hemp from Russia to billow out from masts and spars made from Swedish pine. When Charles returned from exile, he was instantly involved in the commercial life of the city, particularly investing in and encouraging the slave trade, an issue examined here in some depth.


World cities – which at one time or another included, besides London, Venice, Lisbon, Antwerp and Amsterdam – owed their size and eminence to well-established long-range trading links across the world. With such trade came wealth, and with wealth came power. Such cities therefore tended to become the focus for all domestic policies, the hub for home markets in commodities and raw materials, and the centre of national political power. Some, like Venice, grew so powerful they could exist without a country or political hinterland attached; others drew power towards them over large geographic areas. In the case of London, by the time Charles II rode through its streets on that first occasion, the city had become the centre of England’s economy, controlling markets in goods as far away as Cornwall and the Scottish borders, and even in Ireland. What made this possible, indeed inevitable, was the city’s trade with Africa, America, Asia and the Far East.


As contemporary observers noticed, cities grew rich at a rate disproportionate to the growth of their populations. In other words, large cities created wealth more efficiently than less populated areas. London was like that: a magnet for wealth. Already, in the seventeenth century, England’s economy depended upon its capital. In 1660, every thousand people living and working in London generated considerably more wealth than a similar number scattered through the villages and countryside.


Not unnaturally, London therefore had strong historic views about its own important place in the realm, its rights and its freedoms. It was Charles’s misfortune to rule over a people he barely knew and who did not know him. It was the misfortune of Londoners to have a king who had grown to adulthood estranged from them.


While King Charles II was in exile in Europe, at home the genie had escaped from the bottle: large numbers of people, from politicians to the plainest folk, had started to believe that they could look after their affairs without a king, or at least without one who believed – as the Stuarts tended to do – in absolutist rule that saw little need for representation of at least some of the people through Parliament. After the execution of Charles’s father, Charles I, following a protracted power struggle, England had been ruled without a monarch for eleven years, first as a republic and then as a form of military dictatorship. When this dictatorship collapsed in recriminations and further power struggles, the executed King’s son was invited to return to put things right. From the royalist perspective, it looked as if the genie had been put back in the bottle. But it had not. In London’s political and civic circles there were many who waited to see how an unpractised king would manage their needs and aspirations.


Charles was born in London on 29 May 1630, at St James’s Palace, built by Henry VIII to the west of the City of London on the site of a leper hospital. As an infant, he was put into the care of the Countess of Dorset, wife to the 4th Earl of Dorset, Lord Chamberlain to Charles’s mother, Queen Henrietta Maria. Charles was brought up at his own palace at Richmond, nine miles up the Thames from his parents’ palace at Whitehall and a full ten miles from the Ludgate, the most westerly of the gates in the Roman walls containing the medieval heart of London.*


When the prince was aged about eleven, rumours spread through London that he had attended Catholic Mass in his mother’s private chapel at Somerset House. Questions were asked in Parliament. The following year, civil war broke out, caused by a power struggle between Charles I and Parliament over the royal prerogative, the authority of Parliament and the right to levy taxes. The country split into forces loyal to the King and those loyal to Parliament. The King then went on a march through various counties to garner support. When his return to London was prevented by superior Parliamentarian forces at Turnham Green, Charles set up his headquarters at Oxford. This meant that from the age of about twelve, Prince Charles was brought up in a royal court at war with Parliament and about half the population, and unable to return to its main palace at the capital city. Within three years, with the war going badly for the Crown, the King dispatched his son to the West Country, as titular commander-in-chief. According to the courtier Edward Hyde, the Prince took little interest in discussions about the war, preferring to flirt with a former nurse.


By 1645 the situation had deteriorated so badly that the King ordered Prince Charles to leave for France. After much procrastination, the Prince sailed from England in March 1646 to live with his mother, now ensconced in a palace not far from Paris courtesy of her French royal relatives. Less than three years later, in January 1649, Charles I was tried and found guilty of treason against his people. He returned to the palace he had left seven years before to be executed. When the Prince heard the news, he was living in The Hague, thanks to the hospitality of his sister Mary, who was married to Prince William II of Orange. Two years later, Charles was crowned King of Scotland and led a Scottish Presbyterian army into England. Oliver Cromwell’s superior forces crushed the invasion at Worcester. Charles had to escape like a criminal, hiding out until he sailed in disguise for France. He had been in England for just five weeks.


After the debacle of the failed invasion, Charles’s return to the throne looked unlikely. Most European powers, including France, recognised the Commonwealth as the de facto ruling power in England. Charles, a king without a kingdom, became an isolated figure. With little future ahead of him, he took to a life of ease and debauchery. Then circumstances changed. Cromwell died in 1658 and his son Richard was appointed Lord Protector in his place. Richard lacked the drive and character to rule and was deposed by a group of army grandees. Many wondered where the country was heading next. An elite group of politicians, aristocrats and bishops, a sort of establishment clique, invited Charles to return for the good of the country. During this period, stability was ensured in London by an army under former Cromwellian general George Monck, who brought the city under martial law on behalf of the Crown. Charles then returned and ruled for twenty-five exhilarating and tempestuous years, the period covered by this book.


The scene was set for London to develop into one of the greatest cities in the world – if not the greatest of them all. Though its fabric was medieval, in the minds of its people the modern world was taking shape. The great trading city, developed to a large extent by the materialist ideas of Puritanism, would now benefit from the power of royal authority to propel it into a new era.


Under the returned King, London looked forward to stability. The arts and sciences attracted some of the most brilliant minds in British history. Architecture flourished, with a cool, northern aesthetic drawn from hot, Mediterranean origins by men such as John Webb and most notably Christopher Wren, the father of English baroque and the designer of St Paul’s Cathedral as it stands today. London’s theatres, long closed, reopened to enchant with a saucy vigour and novelty of production thanks to impresarios such as Sir William Davenant, a man who claimed lineage from Shakespeare and happily rewrote his plays. Women played their part, within the constraints of seventeenth-century male society. Female playwrights including Aphra Behn appeared, together with that significant artistic innovation of the age – the female actor. Great artists of the stage rose up, including Elizabeth Barry, together with those who, like Nell Gwyn, became notorious for other reasons. Science blossomed, with the formation of the Royal Society; its members, including Robert Boyle and Robert Hooke, brought new insights into the workings of mankind and the universe. New music accompanied royal pageants and masques, and even the moribund world of English art began to revive. People poured in from all over the country and the city’s ships and merchants expanded their international trade, growing fat on slavery, creating a new form of mercantile trade that would literally be the envy of the world. William Petty, John Locke and others expounded new theories of commerce and wealth creation, leading towards modern economics and capitalism.


But it would not be all plain sailing. Under the rule of Charles II the city experienced some of the greatest cataclysms in its history. In 1660 London was still emerging from a depression that began in the early 1650s with the expansion of Dutch trade at the expense of its rivals, including England. In 1665–6 the city suffered an epidemic of bubonic plague, during which then-current medical remedies were tested and found wanting. Following the plague, the centre of the historic city burned down in one of the worst city fires in history. During these and other trials, Charles’s character was tested to the full. He proved to be a paradox, being, for example, both selflessly brave and totally selfish.


London’s wealth was based on international mercantile capitalism, ‘the inhabitants of Europe being addicted to trade’. For this enterprise to work successfully, the state had to be intimately involved; in the case of London this meant Charles II.


The ruler’s role was to regulate, to set taxes or enforce tariffs against foreign trade, and to help merchants increase their trade in the world by, if necessary, waging trade wars – and hence to increase London’s profits. The person who sat at the apex of this great enterprise was therefore of supreme importance. In early 1660, that person was missing. It was as if Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan had no head on its shoulders to guide it.* It was therefore understandable that Londoners, the majority of whom had supported Parliament against the Crown in 1642, now wished for a king to give leadership again. In adopting this role, Charles was handed one of the most difficult tasks allotted to any monarch.


It is not possible to convey in one book all the many enterprises and innovations of an age, nor to include all the interesting or significant personalities – one can give only a snapshot. For example, Isaac Newton appears in these pages as a slightly peripheral figure. This is because his seminal work was done in Cambridge, not London, and to give full weight to the central place in modern physics he shares with Albert Einstein would require more than one book all to himself. Nor is it possible to delve into the twists and turns of political or ecclesiastical life to a great depth. What is attempted here is an impression of the vitality of early modern English life, and in particular in the place where everything was, or seemed to be, magnified – London. It is not fanciful to suggest that during Charles’s reign much of what shapes modern Britain was first forged.


This book is the third and final part of a series about the reign of Charles II commissioned by Tim Whiting of Little, Brown. The first book in the series, The King’s Revenge, told the neglected story of Charles’s campaign for retribution upon the men who executed his father Charles I, while the second, The King’s Bed, examined how Charles’s notorious personal life influenced his reign. Both books were written in collaboration with Michael Walsh, who unfortunately has been unable to participate in this final part through illness. I say more about Michael and our long-standing collaboration on many projects in the Acknowledgements at the end of the book.





 


_______________


* For this vivid image, I must thank that most distinguished British city planner and urban theorist, the late Professor Stuart Hall, who used it in a conversation with me.


* Richmond Palace stood upstream of present-day Richmond Bridge, between the river and Richmond Green. It was demolished in the mid-seventeenth century.


* The frontispiece of the first edition of Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan, published in 1651, has a drawing of the state represented as a giant man whose body is made up of hundreds of little people gazing up reverently at the giant’s face. The giant holds a sword representing armed strength and a bishop’s crozier representing the Church, while its head wears a king’s crown. Hobbes came up with the design himself. A more disquieting image of total power would be hard to conjure.





PART 1




1660–1663:
THE YEARS OF OPTIMISM






CHAPTER 1



A CITY OF EXPECTATION


In the spring of 1660 the city was enveloped in noxious fumes. Truth be told, the air was never good at any time, though the direction of the wind had a major influence upon its quality. When blowing from the west it carried acrid smoke across the city from limekilns sited in the grounds of Whitehall Palace, less than a mile from the city walls. When the wind veered to the south, it carried fumes from the leather tanneries, the kilns and factories in the industrial slums across the river.


When there was no wind at all, the furnaces of the trades inside the medieval city walls – the ironworkers, cutlery makers, leather workers, bakers, brewers, soap makers, glass blowers, silversmiths, goldsmiths, and anyone else who needed a flame – belched out a cloud of polluting chemicals that hung in the still air and sank into the streets and alleyways like a shroud. On Sundays the industrial smog died down, leaving the smoke from thousands of chimneys to puff sulphurous fumes from the sea-coal the inhabitants used to heat their homes and cook their dinner.


Beneath Londoners’ feet the ground was as unwholesome as the air they breathed. Sanitation was rough and ready. Each house had a dry toilet at the back, in which human waste accumulated until collectors came round to shovel it up, load it onto carts and carry it out of the city. Collections could be irregular. In one repellent entry in his diary, Samuel Pepys described how his neighbour’s heap of human waste broke through the adjoining cellar wall, causing an unholy mess in Pepys’s cellar. Outside the city walls, at collection points too terrible to contemplate, human waste was mixed with horse manure to fertilise the fields in which the city’s food was grown. In this way London helped to feed itself – and possibly to recycle its diseases. This was also the age of the plague, the dreadful disease that had swept Europe periodically since the Black Death in 1382 – there had been more than thirty outbreaks in England alone, several of them touching London, the most recent of which had taken place in 1637.


Londoners emptied their chamber pots into the open sewers that ran down the sides of the streets and sometimes through the middle. The contents routinely spilled out across the cobbles, covering them with a vile mixture of pig and horse manure mixed with rotting vegetables, animal entrails and human urine. Only rain could improve conditions, temporarily cleansing the air and washing away the hideous slush, sluicing it down to the choked rivers and culverts that ran under the streets into the Thames.


During the spring of 1660, nothing could wash away the persistent rumour that stuck to the city with an obstinacy that equalled of the tenacity of its smells: the King, it was said, was about to return from exile. Eleven years had passed since most of London had turned out to witness the old King, Charles I, beheaded on a scaffold outside his lavish Banqueting House, crowding Whitehall for a mile all the way from Charing Cross to the river. After that, London’s population had been compelled to settle for a Puritan regime under which making money was good and frivolity was not. The great Maypole on the Strand had been pulled down, the theatres closed, and Christmas celebrations frowned upon.


It was not all bad; music was not only allowed, but encouraged. The people of London had need of a good tune to cheer their hearts. They had been through a great deal since the outbreak of civil war in 1642. The brilliant German artist and engraver Wenceslaus Hollar told a friend, biographer John Aubrey, that when he first came to England in 1636, it had been a time of peace and the people, rich and poor, looked cheerful. When he returned after the war he found ‘the countenances of the people all changed, melancholy, spiteful, as if bewitched’.1


Bewitched or not, by early 1660, the Puritan experiment in governing without a king had spiralled into chaos. Following Oliver Cromwell’s death in 1658 the army and Parliament began a protracted duel for supremacy, during which Cromwell’s son Richard was appointed Protector, only to be roughly shooed away without a fight by a group of army heavyweights. The army then tightened its grip on London. Sir John Barkstead, a London-born goldsmith, who under Cromwell had become Lieutenant of the Tower, ran a cruel and corrupt administration. During the winter of 1659, Londoners got up petitions to complain about the army’s repressive use of force. The army, in turn, fired on demonstrating crowds, causing several deaths. Feelings ran high. The need for change, for a new ruler to take hold of the deteriorating situation, was the talk of London.


It was far from certain that the young King, Charles II, would return from exile. He had been away from England since he was sixteen and had no experience of power. Some said Richard Cromwell should be given another chance. Others said that George Monck, the former Cromwellian general who now had an iron grip on London and whose troops were bivouacked throughout the capital, had designs on becoming another Cromwell. Though Monck publicly proclaimed his earnest allegiance to Parliament, his loyalty privately lay elsewhere. He ordered that the old city’s defences be dismantled. Troops went to the city’s eight gateways and lifted the great wooden gates, studded and reinforced with iron, off their hinges. With great difficulty, portcullises were removed from the gatehouses and broken up. London, the walled city that had closed its gates to a king during the civil wars, now lay defenceless, a fact not lost on the inhabitants of a city once described as ‘England’s Jerusalem’.2


There was no official census and hence no record of London’s population. One of the inhabitants, a draper named John Graunt, wondered how many people lived in the city and decided to find out. Graunt ran a successful family haberdashery business in the heart of the old walled city. He had an inquiring mind and, though we have no record, seems to have been well educated. Apart from carrying out a full census, sending recorders door to door, there was no accurate means of estimating the population. So Graunt set out to invent a means of reaching such an estimate. He took as his starting point a trawl of the parish records of births and deaths. Then he estimated the average number of people living in each household. From this, Graunt was able to estimate the city’s population at 384,000. The total population of England in the middle of seventeenth century was at most five million, and perhaps as low as four, meaning that between one in ten and one in thirteen of England’s population lived in London.3


To gain a sense of London’s great scale, we should remember that the next largest city in England was Norwich, with a population of 25,000.* Unlike London, with its many trades and industries, the economy of a city like Norwich tended to be based on one major industry. In the case of Norwich, this was the textile trade, mainly the weaving of worsted wool cloth. Norwich’s population included a large number of foreign migrants, escaping religious persecution and attracted by the vibrant cloth industry.


In the north of England, among the largest towns was York. Though once a major ecclesiastical centre, York’s significance had declined with the dissolution of the monasteries. Its seventeenth-century population of something over 10,000 was supported by an economy based on woollen manufacturing, leather tanning and general trade, both domestic and foreign; its significance as a trading centre was due to its location on the Great North Road and the River Ouse, which flowed eastwards into the Humber Estuary, enabling York to export cloth to the continent. In time even this trade would largely be taken over by Hull, owing to its situation on the coastal estuary. Perhaps greater in population than York was Newcastle, a major industrial hub and coal port.


Until the mid-1600s towns on the east coast tended to be of greater size and importance than those in the west, thanks to their proximity to continental Europe, with which England and Scotland had historically traded. By the middle of the century, Liverpool was a fishing town with a population of perhaps two thousand. Growing trade with England’s new colonies across the Atlantic meant that Liverpool’s population would increase as it became a centre for refining sugar brought from the West Indies, the first so-called sugar houses appearing in the town in the 1670s. Sugar was later followed by the cotton imports that fed the industrial revolution in Lancashire. In a similar fashion, the seaport of Bristol became involved in the importation of sugar and tobacco. Like Liverpool, it would not grow significantly until the following century, when it became rich on slave trading on an industrial scale.


Larger than any town in England other than London was the Scottish capital of Edinburgh. In the mid-seventeenth century it was a walled city laid out on an east–west axis with its one grand street of handsome houses and public buildings rising up to the royal castle at its western end. Off this thoroughfare ran hundreds of narrow streets and alleyways like ribs from a spine. In all, the city housed somewhere from 30,000 to 40,000 inhabitants.


The city inhabited by John Graunt was clearly on a completely different scale from anywhere else in the kingdom. Even in Europe, only Naples and Paris competed for size. The population of the former was somewhere around 300,000, while that of the latter was variously estimated at between 180,000 in 1600 and 500,000 in 1700; the latter figure was probably wildly optimistic, because of the depredations of the civil war known as the Fronde.


There were other large cities in northern Europe. Amsterdam, the premier Dutch seaport, had a population of around 200,000. Leiden, the Dutch city where many Englishmen went to study medicine, had a population of more than 100,000. Because of their scale, these early megacities created environments unlike almost everywhere else. They offered totally different ways in which to live and to experience life. Not only that: long before the seventeenth century London had developed into the centre in which the entire country’s political power resided and via which its economic life was channelled or controlled.


If it could be said that one city was obsessed with another, then the city with which London was obsessed was Amsterdam. By any measurement apart from size, Amsterdam was the most successful city in Europe. Trade, banking, culture, painting, crafts and medicine all flourished in what was to become known as the Dutch Golden Age. The Dutch had built on their commercially advantageous position next to Germany at the head of the Rhine and next door to the Baltic. They then branched outwards into the eastern spice trade, becoming wonderfully wealthy. Their society was far in advance of England’s, their institutions in advance of London’s. At any one time, among Amsterdam’s population of 200,000 lived large numbers of English and other merchants from all across Europe. The English merchants in Amsterdam were able to examine Dutch society at first hand and admire its Calvinist orderliness and dedication to trade. They envied the Dutch for their commerce, their knowhow and their money. These preoccupations were to have significant ramifications for both countries during the ensuing years.


When not selling gentlemen’s clothing, John Graunt continued to work on his mathematical obsessions. The intellectually curious Graunt seems to have hit upon the art of statistical analysis all by himself. His work – a form of proto-epidemiology – would later propel the shopkeeper into the circles of the scientific elite.


Graunt was an influential man in the meritocracy of city merchant life, a captain in the trained bands (London’s part-time militia) and an alderman, one of the ruling elite, elected from among the city’s common council members. London’s establishment was based on the city’s ancient social structure, centred on the Corporation. This was medieval in origin, hierarchical in form and fiercely independent. The Corporation was comprised of a pyramid of elected representatives, beginning with councilmen; one tier up were the aldermen, followed by two sheriffs and finally the Lord Mayor. Only those who were Freemen of the City of London could vote or stand for election. To become a Freeman was to enter a closed shop, based on the medieval system of guilds or livery companies, each representing a trade. The guilds were arranged in hierarchical order dependent upon social status, from humble wheelwrights and tin workers at the bottom to the grand mercers (international cloth merchants) and grocers (international spice merchants) at the top, wielding power and influence. To join a guild usually entailed having to serve a lengthy and often expensive apprenticeship. An apprenticeship with the grocers or mercers amounted to what would today be a university-level education in economics and commerce, together with the hands-on experience of a sandwich course. London was thus ruled by a self-perpetuating clique, which ran the city through the two powerful entities of the Corporation and the guilds. The system served London’s interests well.*


Graunt had a friend with whom he could discuss his arithmetical problems. This was William Petty, a true renaissance man: colonial administrator, mathematician, surveyor, musician and leading exponent of the study of the finance of trade and the nation (what would in time become known as economics). Petty had made his fortune in Ireland, surveying the island for Oliver Cromwell, in preparation for selling off the best arable land to English settlers. It was said, probably with good reason, that Petty had used his position deceitfully to enrich himself. His income from land rents was said to be £18,000 a year, putting him among the very top echelons of the contemporary rich list.


Petty’s beginnings could not have been more different. His parents had, like Graunt’s, been in the rag trade, and he had, like Graunt, largely educated himself in his early years. The difference was that Petty had started lower, as a cabin boy, and climbed higher; academically trained in Holland, he had become personal secretary to Thomas Hobbes, the mathematician and philosopher, before studying medicine at Oxford.


Petty, with his rigorous education, was better versed in mathematics than Graunt. Thanks to his status as an alderman, however, Graunt was able to help Petty – who was now, because of his wealth and education, his social superior – recommending him for the professorship in music at Gresham College, London’s only institution of higher learning. The college had opened to promote the latest and most advanced learning at the beginning of the century, when the merchant philanthropist Sir Thomas Gresham bequeathed his mansion to the city. Gresham had made his money in several spheres of business, including the building of the Royal Exchange at the western end of Cornhill, where London’s stock trading took place.


In the spring of 1660, Petty had a more mundane problem on his mind: he had been thrown out of his Gresham College rooms. Thanks to the military crackdown, the army had commandeered the college for barracks. The building was ideal for the purpose, being a large mansion with a courtyard, situated inside the city walls. Petty, along with his friend and fellow professor Christopher Wren, resigned from the college in protest at its requisitioning. His rooms having vanished, Petty’s mind turned to staying with his friends, the Graunts.


The route of Petty’s coach to the Graunt home in Birchin Lane would have taken him south along Bishopsgate and up the slight incline of Cornhill. Here Petty found himself atop the middle of the three hills on which medieval London was built. To his west was Ludgate Hill, crowned by St Paul’s Cathedral, an ancient crumbling church of great significance to Londoners by virtue of its antiquity rather than its architecture; to his east, Tower Hill, named after the huge, grey Norman keep of the Tower that sat between it and the river.


At this point, Petty had to force his way across the constant stream of people, carriages and carts pouring into Leadenhall immediately to his left, one of the city’s greatest streets, where once had stood the Roman forum. Now, together with Cheapside, Leadenhall was London’s international shop window, selling the most exciting goods from around England and the world. Terraces of graceful, timber and plaster buildings rising six storeys high lined the road. Their pointed gable ends faced out onto the street, giving the roofline a vibrant rhythm. Foreign visitors marvelled at Leadenhall’s luxury and vivacity.


Turning away from Leadenhall’s delights, Petty would head west along Cornhill, one of the most congested parts of the city. A flood of humanity flowed past his carriage; shoppers, idlers, deliverymen with their barrows, draymen on their carts, pickpockets, the poor, the industrious and the rich. The streets, already narrow, were reduced to tracks by the hordes of street sellers, licensed and unlicensed, selling poultry, vegetables, butter, cheese, beer, cutlery and woollen cloth. Petty’s coach turned south off Cornhill, leaving behind the merchants and millers haggling over seasonal prices, to descend into Birchin Lane, where he reached his destination, a substantial property on the west side of the street. This was Graunt’s home and shop, just across the street from the house where he had been born.


Born on 24 April 1620, Graunt served in London’s militia through the Civil War years and into the Commonwealth and Protectorate. He would therefore have been a Parliamentarian, like most of London’s middle classes and proletariat. His friend Petty had worked directly for the Cromwellian regime in Ireland and so we can assume they shared political opinions. How strongly held these were we cannot say with certainty, but soon enough both men would be willing to accept privileges from the King.


London was a city of chiming clocks. Almost every parish church had a clock, which struck the hour and sometimes the half-hour and the quarter. They did not chime in unison, so Londoners took the time from each parish as they passed by the neighbourhood clock. London was a city in which timekeeping mattered.


While Petty fretted about his lodgings, Captain William Rider, seafarer and merchant, waited for the daily chime of the bell in the tower of the Royal Exchange, summoning all merchants to trade. The Exchange was the city’s commercial heart, modelled on the great Burse at Antwerp, Europe’s first stock exchange, which in its sixteenth-century heyday had attracted bankers from all over Europe.4 London’s Royal Exchange did not deal on such an international scale, but it was where London’s business was done. It sat at the intersection of six streets, forming a natural focal point for the eastern portion of the walled city, just as St Paul’s Cathedral did for the western end. Twice a day, at twelve noon and six in the evening, the bell in the Exchange’s tower rang. In its Italianate piazza, stocks were traded, shares bought and sold, gossip exchanged.


Rider personified commercial London. For generations, the city’s merchants had enjoyed elevated status, their prestige recorded in the city’s ancient livery halls, grand homes of the city trade guilds. Stained glass windows, rich plateware in silver and gilt, ceremony and ritual marked their members out as nothing less than mercantile heroes.


We should define here what constituted a merchant in seventeenth-century London. A merchant was a wholesaler who almost certainly traded goods on the international market. Those who sold goods or services on the domestic market were never known as merchants; they were simply known after their trades, as haberdashers, shipwrights, vintners, tailors, and so on. A merchant had a status well above the average person in a trade. Some merchants, it was said, were as rich as princes.


Rider was not quite a merchant prince, but he was on the way up. With the knack of thriving in any weather, he had made his money under both monarchy and Commonwealth. During the reign of Charles I, Rider laid the foundations of his fortune as master of a ship trading in the Straights – the common name for the Mediterranean, so called after its narrow entrance from the Atlantic. The Mediterranean had been a mainstay of London’s foreign trade for hundreds of years. Shakespeare nodded to this important link in several plays: The Two Gentlemen of Verona, Romeo and Juliet (set in Verona), The Merchant of Venice and Othello (whose full title was Othello, the Moor of Venice). Trade with Italy, Turkey and the Levant was well established from Tudor times, bringing spices, cloth and luxury goods for sale in the metropolis’s upmarket shops, or to be sold on into other west European countries. Londoners were acquainted with the Ottoman Empire both via the tales of those who went there – sailors, merchants and their factors – and by the goods that emanated from it. Queen Elizabeth had strengthened trade links between the vast empire and her small realm off the coast of Europe.


From his trading activities in the Mediterranean, Rider made sufficient money to become a major investor in the East India Company (EIC). This great speculative machine controlled the majority of London’s eastern foreign trade, chiefly with the emperors, nabobs and sultans of countries such as China and India. Those who ran the EIC believed that no foreign ships should trade along routes or in foreign ports it considered as its own. Trading voyages might take two years or more, but the potential profits were great. So were the risks. The EIC allowed merchants like Rider to split the risk on voyages. Each year, the company would assemble a fleet bound for the east. The merchant princes and aristocrats who owned stock in the company shared in the profit – or loss – of all ventures. Later, the rules were altered to allow merchants to buy parcels of investment in each of the ships. Thus each merchant was not open to all the company’s risk, but only to that in the voyages he helped finance.


With his fingers in many pies, Rider was far from unusual. Many wholesale merchants had multiple interests. In Rider’s case, the business that had made him wealthy was the prosaic, everyday matter of supplying the navy. During the Commonwealth years, he imported timber, tar and pitch via the Baltic, chiefly from Sweden, making himself essential to government.


What men like Rider hoped was that any new government, especially a new monarchy, would continue to find them indispensable. In the meantime, impermanence in government was bad for business; orders were not made, bills not paid. For Rider, a political settlement of whatever nature was best arrived at soon. Merchants like him provided the economic powerhouse that made London what it was – a city grown fat on trade, where all social classes lived cheek by jowl in the maze of its medieval streets and the entrepreneur was never far from the next deal. For such men, a change of government was something to be weathered rather than feared.


The close proximity of London’s social classes reflected the city’s history. A wall around any city initially dictated the limits of building. The great and the wealthy lived cooped up with the low and the needy. When the threat of invasion receded and the city could expand outside the walls, the new suburbs tended to cater for a growing workforce rather than for the wealthy. Only with the western expansion of London towards Westminster in the early 1600s had an area grown up specifically for the aristocratic classes. The merchants, many of them spectacularly wealthy and members of merchant dynasties, tended to stay put in the original city, next to their businesses and close to their rivals. By and large, this meant they rubbed shoulders daily with the poor and the ordinary. All shared in the atmosphere of urban vibrancy on a level unknown anywhere else. The urgency, the fun, the immediacy, the opportunity and the unhealthy stench all made London what it was. There was simply nowhere else like it in England.


It was therefore no surprise that the retailer John Graunt and the plutocrat William Rider lived among the same crowded streets. In what had once been the heart of the Roman city, along Lombard Street and thereabouts, merchants built their houses of brick or dressed stone, marking them out among the medieval wood and plaster cityscape. These grand houses were generally set behind courtyards, distancing their inhabitants from the noise and bustle of the street.


For most who could afford it, that was not enough; taking a leaf from the aristocrats’ book, a country house was required. Rider was one of those who could afford it. He could escape the old city’s smells and filth by taking a coach through Bishopsgate and driving a mile north-east to his Elizabethan country house, Kirby Castle, in the pleasant agricultural hamlet of Bethnal Green.


A man like Rider spent most of the week at his city house, from where it would take minutes by carriage or sedan chair to the Royal Exchange or to a tavern where fellow merchants congregated to gossip and do deals, or else to the waterfront where the core of the city’s business lay among the warehouses and shipping. From the Exchange, Rider’s journey to his warehouses took him down Water Lane, where sat the headquarters of Trinity House.* This was the corporation that oversaw safety at sea, building lighthouses, marking channels and providing pilotage on the Thames. In the spring of 1660 Rider became a trustee of Trinity House, an honour that allowed him to take a small but important step into the establishment.


From Trinity House, Rider had only to turn the corner to enter Thames Street, fronting the river. If Leadenhall was the chief retail artery of the city, the Thames was its beating heart. So important was the Thames to London that the city’s Lord Mayor was the ‘conservator’ of sixty miles of river from ‘Gravesend in the East, to a place called Colme Ditch in Surrey’ (possibly the point at which the River Colne joins the Thames at Staines).5 Lining the old city’s southern edge were the quays and docksides along the river. This was the Pool of London, the deep anchorage stretching from London Bridge to the Tower. Standing on the quays, Rider could see before him a constantly changing scene of ships coming and going, barges putting in and out, wherries criss-crossing; the sky was filled with the persistent movement of masts, sails and spars.


On the landward side of Thames Street ran a continuous wall of solid buildings with small, barred windows. These were the warehouses. Ships and lighters tied up at the wharfs to unload pepper from Java, cinnamon from Istanbul or Malaya, sugar from Barbados and Jamaica, tobacco and indigo from Virginia, wool from Yorkshire, coal from Newcastle, tar and timber from Sweden, cotton, silk and saltpetre from the Bay of Bengal. Here could be found more of London’s wealth than anywhere else in the city, except perhaps for the strongboxes of the goldsmiths in Cheapside, under the afternoon shadow of St Paul’s Cathedral.


William Petty watched and wondered about the economic laws that underpinned the city’s economic activity. Bringing his analytical mind to bear, he formulated theories about the nature of trade and the economic forces at work which would influence Adam Smith in the eighteenth century, Karl Marx in the nineteenth and John Maynard Keynes in the twentieth. In the 1660s the merchants of London worried about more immediate things: how the King would affect their business, what taxes might be imposed, and whether or not London could find a way to compete with its great rivals, the Dutch. Amsterdam’s trade was greater than London’s, its merchants wealthier, its global reach further and more secure, its shipping better developed and its navy stronger. As London waited to welcome its king, Amsterdam was the great cloud on the horizon.


*


For the warehouses to be filled, emptied and filled again required a huge army of workers, each one connected in some way to the next – chandlers, sailors, shipping agents, ware-housemen, customs officials, carters, shipwrights, ropemakers, sailmakers, tavern owners, potboys, victuallers, cooks and more. Their living depended not only upon their own efforts, but on those of people from across the world whom they would never meet. London was the hub of a global economy, linking China, India, Java, Borneo, Zanzibar, West Africa, the Americas, the West Indies, Sweden, Turkey, the Levant and Russia. London was not simply a city, it was a great engine of trade.


There was one London trade in which the merchandise at its heart did not have to enter or leave the city to make money. This was the African slave trade. The business consisted of trading textiles from the East Indies and other goods for slaves in East Africa, who were then sold in the slave markets in the West Indies and America. The slaves were shipped across the Atlantic via what was known as the Middle Passage to English colonies. On the return voyage the ships were loaded with tobacco, sugar, indigo and other produce to be off-loaded in British ports, before completing the triangular journey back to Africa. The trade was slow and haphazard. For it to become an organised economic force a figurehead was required, someone who could give the trade new impetus and focus. In the spring of 1660 such a person was yet to appear.


As the spring days lengthened, there seemed no escape from the rumours and speculation. The gossip spread out beyond the city walls at Ludgate, across the Fleet River, and into the lawless alleys of the ragged urban slum known as Alsatia. Built across a former monastery garden, this was now home to some of the most villainous people in England. In a maze of streets sandwiched between the Tudor walls of the Bridewell prison on the east and the lawyers’ leafy enclave of the Temple on the west, debtors, scroungers, murderers and thieves were left to manage their own affairs and think their own duplicitous thoughts. The area was so notorious that it would provide the material for a play, Thomas Shadwell’s The Squire of Alsatia.


West again was the Strand, where speculation circulated among the wealthy aristocrats and gentry who inhabited fashionable modern mansions and older houses built in Tudor times. For aristocrats, the return of the King mattered a great deal, for without a king, the aristocracy had no meaning. The aristocratic system worked on patronage flowing downwards from the monarchy. If the King returned, patronage would flow once more; status and power would be restored to nobility who during the Cromwellian era had been seen as less valuable than, in Cromwell’s famous dictum, ‘the middle sort of men’.


North of the Strand lay the mildly disreputable area of Covent Garden. Only a few years before, it had been fashionable, after Francis Russell, 4th Earl of Russell, commissioned Inigo Jones to create a square with a church and a terrace of fine houses in the 1630s to replace a shanty town that had offended Charles I. The area had fallen down the social ladder once more when taverns and brothels opened up around the south end of Jones’s innovative Italianate piazza, copied from that at Livorno. One of the inhabitants of the Piazza was the artist Peter Lely. If the King returned it could herald a great commercial opportunity for Lely, who had been making his living painting the portraits of wealthy merchants and Parliamentarian grandees. A reinstated royal court might be a major new source of commissions.


Lely was one of a large and varied population of foreigners living in the city. They included German merchants, Jewish traders, diplomats from many states, a handful of men of letters, and commercial agents and merchant seamen from many lands. A member of a small group of foreign, chiefly Dutch, artists who had come to earn their living in England, he was born in Germany to Dutch parents; his real family name was van der Faes. The name Lely derived from a lily carved over the door of the house where his father was born in The Hague.


Lely arrived in England in the early 1640s aged twenty-one, at what seemed an excellent time for an ambitious young artist. The arts were flourishing in England. Charles I was a great patron of painters, commissioning works from many of the finest European artists. England had few notable painters of its own: the break with Rome and the rise of Protestantism had seen to that. Only the great William Dobson rose out of a sea of home-grown mediocrity. With the death of Antony van Dyck in 1641, and Dobson five years after that, there was room for a new premier court painter.


Lely hoped his time had come, but within a year of his arrival civil war broke out. It had been a hardscrabble existence since then. He had been reduced to giving painting lessons, among his pupils being a keen boy of very limited financial means and a real aptitude for drawing: his name was Robert Hooke, the son of a curate and schoolteacher on the Isle of Wight. Perhaps with the return of the King, Lely could give up teaching and get back to producing the great landscapes he longed to paint.


Close to Lely’s house in Covent Garden Piazza, in an alley off Drury Lane, Mrs Helena Gwyn struggled to bring up her two daughters Rose and Eleanor (the latter known either as Nell or Nellie). Mrs Gwyn had been born in the parish of St Martin in the Fields, and had lived in the parish almost all her life. Her husband, who was said to have been a Welsh army captain, had abandoned the family, leaving mother and daughters to fend for themselves. Mrs Gwyn took to the bottle and to keeping a brothel in Coal Yard Alley. It can’t have been an easy business in a Puritan town. Her girls grew up knowing they had to make their own way in life without the expectation that anyone would help them. Families like the Gwyns had more to worry about than whether or not the King was likely to return.


Further west, in the drawing rooms along the well set-up streets around Whitehall Palace, political gossip competed with social chatter. Here were located the houses of the nobility most closely connected to the royal court. In 1660 the few former courtiers who remained in residence shared the comparatively clean streets and air of Westminster with the Parliamentarians, soldiers and political revolutionaries who had run the country under Oliver Cromwell. Included among them were those who had sat in judgement on the old King and sent his head rolling on a scaffold outside his own Banqueting House. Such men had especially good reason to ponder how the dead monarch’s son might deal with them if and when he were restored to the throne.


The aristocrats, too, had reason to be wary; as the political wind backed and veered, it was not impossible that a more draconian regime might emerge that would not look kindly on the nobility. Many stayed out of town, glad to find an excuse to keep away.


Family matters called Katherine Jones, Viscountess Ranelagh, to Ireland and ensured she was well away from any unpleasant developments. She was one of the most important figures in Restoration London. The so-called ‘invisible college’ that preceded the Royal Society may have met at her house. London was her natural milieu; there she mixed in the circles of the most brilliant minds of the day. Her brother, Robert Boyle, who was yet to carry out the scientific work that would grant him lasting fame, was also in Ireland, finding life on the family estate increasingly unrewarding. A settlement that restored stability would attract those of wealth and status back to London.


Secrets, no matter how vital, were hard to keep. From drawing rooms, taverns and the teeming streets, talk of the King swirled down to the Thames, to be picked up in the hundreds of wherries that sculled across to the far bank of the river, taking the gossip to the industrial slums of Southwark, where the unskilled and the skilled worked and lived together. The rumours flowed down the river, to the shipyards where ships that sailed across the Atlantic or the Indian Ocean and beyond were built, maintained and lay at anchor between voyages. A procession of ship owners, captains, investors and merchants daily made its way up and downstream to see how their new ships were coming on, their rowers dodging between the hundreds of other wherries criss-crossing the river.


Downriver, beyond the Deptford shipyards, the land was low-lying and given to swampy pools; these harboured mosquitoes that caused malaria – swamp or campaign fever, as it was called. Yet the air here was cleaner than in the city. Here were several more of London’s shipyards, some military, others commercial. Next to the shipyards of the East India Company, across two hundred acres of land, John Evelyn and his wife Mary had created their Garden of Eden, a unique collection of trees and shrubs, many of them rare species from overseas. Evelyn was a cultured man of inherited wealth. He and his wife had evaded the horrors of the Civil War and the subsequent problems associated with being Royalists by travelling in Europe. Evelyn was warm-hearted, a steadfast friend to those he considered worthy. He had a puritanical attitude to all forms of licentiousness, along with a well-developed sense of duty to the state – and on the debit side was as dreadful a snob as any man whose father made the family fortune from the manufacture of gunpowder.


When Evelyn was not thinking about horticulture and his beloved garden, he thought about London, its great capacity for wealth and its current parlous state. He compiled lists of the practical trades, the processes involved in manufacture, and the types of businesses undertaken. His hope was to produce encyclopaedic profiles of London’s business and trades. The sheer diversity and complexity of the material defeated him, and he abandoned it. This allowed his inquisitive mind to be taken up with the unstable political situation. In the autumn of 1659 Evelyn had anonymously published a pamphlet entitled An Apology for the Royal Party, arguing that the interregnum had brought nothing but unfulfilled promises propped up by military might. Only the restoration of the monarchy could, he reasoned, bring the order and stability he saw all around him in his garden.


In his modest house in Holborn, John Milton had Evelyn’s pamphlet read to him. The poet was now totally blind, but he could plainly see the way the political wind was blowing. He dictated a broadside in response to Evelyn, advocating a return to republican principles of equality.6 But Milton was tarnished goods, having sold out in some eyes by becoming a minister in Cromwell’s military Protectorate. There were few republicans – or Commonwealth men, as they were known – of any substance left to speak out. They were either dead, in retirement, or destroyed by events. The last of the breed, General John Lambert, had been ignominiously deserted the previous autumn by the army he hoped to lead against Monck and thrown in the Tower. There was some heroic spark left in the old soldier: on 3 March Lambert escaped and attempted to raise an army to overthrow Monck, only to surrender without a shot being fired.


Even though the republican cause was hopelessly compromised and fragmented, Milton felt he must reassert its values and warn against the re-establishment of monarchy, that ‘unsound noxious humour of returning to old bondage, instill’d of late by some [cunning] deceivers’.7 Others spoke out, but they were people without clout; men like Robert Locker, a labourer, who appeared before the Middlesex magistrates to answer the charge that he had spoken ‘words against the King’s Majesty’. Other men and women were heard saying uncomplimentary things and hauled before the magistrates. Only a month or two before, they would have been cheered for their egalitarian spirit. Those of more substance, and with more to lose, kept their heads down as events unfolded with astonishing rapidity.


Among them was John Thurloe, Cromwell’s Secretary of State and spymaster. Throughout the growing turmoil, Thurloe had somehow managed to remain in government and, to everyone’s surprise, in the spring of 1660 still occupied his post. Thurloe had information that might be worth a great deal to a returning monarch. But could it be parlayed into an agreement? And would Thurloe wish in any case to part with it? Even with his precious supply of intelligence, could Thurloe, the arch Commonwealth and Protectorate man, do anything to ensure his survival under a restored monarchy?


In London, royalist politicians secretly and tentatively felt their way towards an agreement with the exiled King, who resided in Holland. At the centre of these delicate negotiations, directing emissaries back and forth, was General Monck, a man proving himself to be more flexible than his physical bulk might indicate. At the start of the Civil Wars Monck had fought for the King, then for Parliament, becoming a bulwark of Cromwell’s Protectorate. What Monck seemed to hope for with the King’s return was the introduction of a constitutional monarchy, encompassing a Parliament with ample powers, and a liberal atmosphere in which all political sides and creeds could get something of what they wanted, ensuring peace would reign. Like many old soldiers, Monck was more politically naïve than he liked to think.


Parliamentary elections were held. The country voted out numerous old Commonwealth men and Cromwellians and voted in many royalists and Presbyterians, men who favoured an agreement with the King. Among those elected was Thomas Bloodworth, an ambitious member of a very wealthy London merchant family whose fortune came from dealing in silk and lead, investment in property and membership of the East India Company. His father John had been master of the Vintners’ Company, while his mother Anne was the daughter of the East India Company’s bookkeeper, Andrew Ellam. The family were staunch royalists who supported the return of the King. Thomas, ambitious for influence as well as money, was one of five merchants who signed a credit note promising £25,000 for the King to assist his return. Within a few years Thomas Bloodworth would be Lord Mayor of London.


As spring wore on, despite the commercial activity in the streets, a stillness enveloped the city. It was a stillness of the mind, of expectation and suspense. The army was everywhere, its officer class noticeably culled of its Commonwealth men and replaced by royalists and trimmers. And, like the first sparrows of spring, a type of person long exiled from London began to appear on the streets. Threadbare figures who, despite their obvious dearth of funds, carried themselves with the assurance of those who had once been able to hold their own and were certain of their worth, some had the look – a sort of contained hauteur – of men who had once been able to persuade others to do their bidding, to turn the disposition of a crowd.


These were theatrical men, stalwarts of the playhouses that had existed before the wars. They had lost their livelihood when the Puritans closed the playhouses in 1642 to cut down on public licentiousness, ‘Fasting and prayer having bin often tried to be very effectuall.’8


With rumours of the King’s return, the theatricals emerged to sniff out the possibility of returning to their old profession. Among them was a tall, distinguished-looking figure, his dignified appearance let down by an oddly upturned nose. This was the theatrical producer and writer Sir William Davenant. At the age of fifty-four, Davenant was a link with the past, with the great period of Renaissance English theatre. William Shakespeare had been a friend of his parents. For a few years Davenant had been keeping the wolf from the door by staging semi-clandestine theatrical evenings in his home. In this way, he dodged precariously around the ban.


Sensing the royalist wind was picking up force, Davenant was keen to open a new public theatre. He knew that other former theatre owners were also anxious to resume business. Aware he had to beat the opposition, Davenant went to inspect a disused real tennis court at the end of Portugal Street to see if it could be turned into a theatre.*


Building a theatre inside such a tennis court was an idea copied from the French. Tennis courts proved ideal for the purpose, their long, high interiors lending themselves to the erection of a stage and a deep auditorium. Davenant signed a lease and began to look around for an architect and builder to turn the property into the theatre he had in mind.


Word spread that the wily impresario and poet was returning, planning to open a public theatre. The theatricals sensed their time was coming round again. And so, with Charles not yet back on the throne, theatrical life began to seep back into the city, coming up from below, without fanfare, whispering that fun was about to make a comeback.


Off the Kent coast meanwhile, at anchor in The Downs, the English navy awaited instructions.*





 


_______________


* Today, Greater London’s population of 8.5 million is eight times that of the next largest city, Birmingham, which has a population of 1.1 million.


* The Corporation of London continues to run the City of London, lobbying for its own privileges, overseeing its planning applications and finances. How well this sits in a modern democracy is open to debate.


* Trinity House came into being in 1514 by royal charter of Henry VIII.


* In Wenceslaus Hollar’s perspective map of central western London of 1650, the tennis court can be seen on the western side of Lincoln’s Inn Fields, protruding into the public spaces.


* The Downs was the sheltered stretch of water north of the English Channel, stretching between Dover and Deal. Here the fleet could maintain a state of readiness, while still taking on supplies.





CHAPTER 2



THE KING COMES IN


At his home in Axe Yard, not far from John Thurloe’s official residence, a young man made preparations to accompany his employer on a voyage. This was 27-year-old Samuel Pepys, born in Salisbury Court off Fleet Street, the university-educated son of a tailor and a seamstress, now with several years’ experience in government work as a teller in the Exchequer. Pepys arranged for his house to be shut up, while his nineteen-year-old French wife, Elizabeth de St Michel, was sent to stay with friends in the country. In his diary (which he had started to keep in January), he wrote on 6 March 1660 that he thought the King might return soon. It is safe to suppose that he based this speculation on information from his employer.


Edward Montagu was the son of an earl and held the rank of general-at-sea, recently bestowed upon him by the Council of State. Despite the great differences in their social status, Pepys and Montagu were related; Montagu’s mother was Pepys’s great-aunt. Pepys was Montagu’s private secretary, and the two men shared an analytical and pragmatic turn of mind. Born in a house built by Oliver Cromwell’s grandfather, Montagu had served as a general in the Parliamentary forces. In the heady and uncertain days of late 1659 and early 1660 he switched sides. Seeing the political chaos that had developed since Cromwell’s death, Montagu was not alone in believing rule without a king had run its course.


Along with General Monck, a few among the nobility, and a few Anglican bishops, Montagu nursed a secret: he was in contact with the exiled King. Montagu was one of those planning, in the parlance of the time, ‘the King’s coming in’. At his desk at the Navy Office in Seething Lane, Montagu compiled lists of dyed-in-the-wool Cromwellian officers to be forcibly retired from the Navy. His view was that this was the time for flexible men like himself, men who knew how to bend with the wind, to take charge. On Montagu’s hit list were those he could not trust to accept change, those firmly attached to the ideals of the Commonwealth or the rule of the Protectorate.


On 23 March, Montagu left his desk and took a boat down the Thames to join the fleet off Dover. Pepys accompanied him. Once on board his flagship, Montagu vigorously renewed his cull of officers with republican or suspect sympathies.


In the Dutch town of Breda, the exiled King was preparing his statement of intent, a letter setting out his objectives upon his return. Charles had lived in Breda for most of his exiled years, thanks to the support of his sister Mary, who had married William II, Prince of Orange and head of state of the Dutch United Provinces. Upon William’s death, the country’s republican leader and opponent of the House of Orange, Johan de Witt, extended his predecessor’s courtesies towards the Stuarts. Owing to its historic connections to the House of Orange, Breda had once been an important city. Many noble families had resided there. Its glory days, though, were long over and the town in which Charles resided was a backwater, largely ruined by war, with only a few fine houses remaining.


Here, Charles drew up his calling card to his kingdom. His close advisors were his Civil War counsellor Edward Hyde, the Irish royalist James Butler, 1st Duke of Ormonde, who was a close friend of the King, and Sir Edward Nicholas, former Secretary of State to Charles I. The letter they produced promised freedom of religious expression for all who did not seek to overthrow the Crown, restoration of land and titles to dispossessed aristocracy, and a general amnesty for all who had fought on Parliament’s side against Charles I. Those who had directly planned the execution of the King were to be exempted from the amnesty. An order to this effect was to be drawn up by Parliament, which would decide who was to receive exemption. Charles’s document seemed to have something for everyone, including death for the regicides – except that the document was not quite what it seemed.


With hindsight, it would be realised that the document had one clear intention and one clouded exclusion. The clear intention was to ensure that soldiers like Monck, who had fought with Cromwell, would be immune from any future legal action for their part in the war against Charles I, and their subsequent part in the administration of the Commonwealth and Protectorate. The part that would later be seen to be important by omission was any guarantee for the actual role of Parliament in the future government of the country. The declaration mentioned a ‘free parliament’ by which Charles gave the word ‘of a king’ to be advised, but it did not spell out the actual relationship between Parliament and Crown concerning, for example, which took precedence over the other on important matters such as taxation or declaring war. In his clandestine negotiations, Monck had been too eager to safeguard his own position to think about that of the country as a whole. Charles and his advisors must have marvelled at an agreement so advantageous to the King and of such disadvantage to those old adversaries of the House of Stuart – the elected members of the House of Commons.


On 1 May the secret talks were made public. Rather than seeking to sharpen up a hazy document, the two Houses of Parliament, now replete with royalists, sought only to race one another for the honour of voting for the King’s return. The House of Lords won by a whisker. Thirteen years had passed since the Cromwellian generals Henry Ireton and John Lambert had written a constitution that guaranteed rule by monarchy and Parliament. Charles I had turned it down and gone to his death. Now his son was to return on the basis of a document that did not spell out the constitutional arrangements for how the country would be governed. It was one of the greatest failures of oversight in the history of Parliament, and indeed of the country.1


On 9 May the Declaration of Breda was presented to Parliament in the form of a ‘Bill of General Pardon, Indemnity and Oblivion’. Heated debates took place, with many showing their new zeal for the monarchy by calling for widespread retribution. Realising their days on earth were numbered, many of those who had signed Charles I’s death warrant quietly began to leave the country, bound either for the Calvinist states of northern Europe or for Puritan New England. The round-up of those who stayed stretched from Yorkshire to Ireland. The changing of the political guard was taking place swiftly, although the King was still weeks away from landing on English soil.


A letter from the King was presented to London’s Lord Mayor, the sheriffs, aldermen and common council men, promising to renew the city’s charter and to allow the Corporation to retain its privileges. Commonwealth politicians of the upper social ranks kept their thoughts to themselves, but republicans from London’s working classes made their views known in strong language. Many appeared in magistrates’ courts, charged with treason. On 11 May, Edward Medburne, a glazier from Wapping, was arraigned in front of the Middlesex magistrates, accused of shooting his mouth off in the Gun Tavern in Wapping. According to witnesses, Medburne said he that if he met the King he would ‘run his knife through him and kill him’, and he did not mind if he was hanged himself. He also said that if the King and General Monck were hanged together he would ‘spend that day five shillings for joy’, a hefty sum for a working man.2 Dorothy Phillips, the wife of a shoemaker, was brought in front of the magistrates for calling the King a bastard. It is not known what happened to Medburne and Phillips, but it was not a time for leniency.


Events were moving rapidly. On 12 May, Montagu’s fleet set sail and two days later it arrived at the Dutch port of Scheveningen. A large retinue of members of the Houses of Lords and Commons and of assorted grandees from the merchant classes of London made their way to The Hague to greet the King, who had left Breda to base himself on the coast in preparation for returning to England. Businessmen always know on which side their bread is buttered. In their hearts, many – or even most – might have remained antagonistic to the House of Stuart and hostile to Episcopalian rule by the church of which the monarch was the figurehead, but in their heads they knew the direction in which power had shifted. Shrewd minds would have worked out that if London were to be able to go about its business unhindered by the change in government, it had better take the initiative. Thomas Bloodworth was among the eighteen ‘commissioners’ representing city merchants. If Charles was astonished to see them on Dutch soil, he let nothing show. He knighted all of them for their pains.


On 23 May, Charles, accompanied by his brother James, went on board Montagu’s flagship. On the same day, in London, husband and wife Edward and Alice Jones appeared in court, charged with treason for saying that ‘it was the King’s time now to reign but it was upon sufferance for a little time.’ Over the ensuing weeks, Londoners regularly appeared in court accused of similar crimes. Others rejoiced and paraded royalist banners in the streets.


As the royal entourage set sail from Holland, London’s business elite busied itself getting rid of republican symbols. The arms of the Commonwealth were removed from the Guildhall and replaced with the yellow and blue Stuart royal standard. In New Palace Yard, in Cheapside and at the Old Exchange, the common hangman burned copies of the Parliamentarian Solemn League and Covenant. Not to be outdone, courtiers gathered in Whitehall Palace found a bust of Cromwell, strung it up by the neck and left it dangling from a window.


On 25 May the King landed at Dover. Monck was there to greet him. The King made Montagu and Monck Knights of the Garter. Montagu was created an earl and Monck, by dubious dint of descent from an illegitimate son of Edward IV, a royal duke. For his part in the voyage, Pepys received a sum of money, something always close to his heart.


Charles was astonished at the tumultuous welcome that greeted him. He had fled the country on 14 March 1646, pursued by Oliver Cromwell’s Ironsides, with a £1000 price tag on his head. Now Cromwell’s former flagship, the Naseby, renamed the Royal Charles, brought him back in triumph. He landed on the beach at Dover to the blare of trumpets and a salute of cannon. The huge throng of people gathered under the cliffs heaved with excitement as the King, whom most had never seen, sprang agilely ashore.


A press of courtiers and dignitaries jostled to kiss the hem of the King’s slightly threadbare robes and deliver the humblest declarations of loyalty and love. Most were rewarded with a smile and a nod. The one exception was the King’s friend from boyhood, George Villiers, 2nd Duke of Buckingham. Three years earlier Buckingham had made his peace with Oliver Cromwell and returned to England from exile. Charles found that hard to forgive. When Buckingham kneeled, Charles snubbed him.


There followed words of homage from the mayor of Dover and other dignitaries before a leisurely progress towards London, which Charles planned to reach on his thirtieth birthday, 29 May 1660. He made one lengthy stop en route. Six days earlier, at Charles’s urging, his dead father had been canonised at Canterbury as a martyr of the Anglican Church. Charles’s first task in England was to pay tribute to his father. During his three-night sojourn in the cathedral city, the King was presented by the mayor with ‘a tankard of massy gold’. During the stopover, George Monck – along with three others, the Earl of Southampton, William Morrice and Sir Anthony Ashley Cooper – was made a privy councillor.


The Stuarts particularly valued the order, which bound its members, or knight companions, personally to the monarch. Charles I in particular had held great store by it, wearing the insignia to his death on the scaffold. On hearing of his father’s death, nineteen-year-old Charles II had his portrait engraved by Wenceslaus Hollar. Charles I was depicted wrapped in a cloak on which was ostentatiously pinned the order’s great star-like medallion, giving the little portrait an impressive symbolic meaning that indicated it was created to be distributed for propaganda.


Then it was on towards the capital. The King, now attired in a silver doublet and a gold-laced cloak, was accompanied by his two brothers, riding just behind and to either side; the humourless James, Prince of Wales, dressed all in white, and the boisterous Henry, Duke of Gloucester, in green silk, twenty years old and described by Edward Hyde as ‘a prince of extraordinary hopes’.* Hyde later recalled: ‘all the way from Dover thither being so full of people . . . it was as if the whole Kingdom was there.’3 Samuel Pepys noted that, ‘The shouting and joy expressed by all is beyond imagination.’4


Charles recorded his own reaction in a letter to his sixteen-year-old sister Henrietta Anne, written after his first day back in England: ‘My head is so prodigious dazed by the acclamation and by the quantities of business that I know not whether I am writing sense or no.’ He joked that it was clearly his own fault that he’d stayed away so long, since everyone he met in England had longed for his return.5


Meanwhile, from across the south and east, troops, militia and bands of rejoicing royalists were drawing towards Blackheath. This high expanse of heathland immediately to the south of London had been the scene of historic gatherings including the Peasants’ Revolt in the fourteenth century and Jack Cade’s Rebellion and the Cornish Rebellion in the fifteenth. Now it was the rendezvous for Charles to inspect an army that had been until days before, in name at least, that of a republic. It was to be the greatest demonstration of loyalty so far.


General Monck had spent five months purging the army of republican and other ‘unhealthy’ elements, cashiering hundreds of religious and political radicals and replacing them with royalists. At the same time, the delicate business had begun of disbanding all Cromwellian regiments, the continued existence of which was a permanent threat to the monarchy. Facing the King so soon after his arrival in the country with tens of thousands of battle-hardened Roundheads might prove a venture too far.


Charles’s cavalcade lengthened as it reached the heath. But all was not unalloyed celebration. Macaulay’s History of England gives us a typically vivid insight into the other side of the King’s reception:




Everywhere flags were flying, bells and music sounding, wine and ale flowing in rivers to the health of him whose return was the return of peace, of law, and of freedom. But in the midst of the general joy, one spot presented a dark and threatening aspect. On Blackheath the army was drawn up to welcome the sovereign. He smiled, bowed, and extended his hand graciously to the lips of the colonels and majors. But all his courtesy was vain. The countenances of the soldiers were sad and lowering; and, had they given way to their feelings, the festive pageant of which they reluctantly made a part would have had a mournful and bloody end.6





Macaulay’s flowery description seems at first fanciful, but it was based to some extent on the eyewitness account of Edward Hyde, the King’s loyal counsellor. Ever attentive to the political wind, Hyde detected hostility in the ranks. In more prosaic style than Macaulay, Hyde recorded that the expressions on soldiers’ faces that day made plain that ‘they were involved in a service they were not delighted in’.7


*


Charles reached London Bridge on his birthday, 29 May, riding a white stallion. Before him ran the River Thames, to which London owed its birth and on which it depended for its life. Beyond the river the city sloped upwards to the great cathedral, with the rooftops of the Guildhall and the other mansions of the guilds rising above close-packed streets, signifying wealth and commercial expertise reaching back hundreds of years. Above them jutted the spires of the parish churches; ninety-seven in all, with a few smaller ones besides. Outside the walls were thirty-three more, all testifying to the religious core of seventeenth-century society. Bells rang from scores of belfries. Banners fluttered everywhere.


At the south side of London Bridge, the Lord Mayor of London, Thomas Allen, offered the King his sword of office. In return the King knighted Allen and gave him back his sword. The mayor’s act of greeting the King was no idle piece of theatre. It was based on the ancient ritual whereby in exchange for maintaining London’s liberty as a self-governing city, the mayor once a year made the journey to Westminster to swear allegiance to the king. This annual journey soon became known as the Lord Mayor’s Show, and is enacted to this day.


The Lord Mayor rode across the bridge in front of the King, to be greeted with jubilation. Among the crowds that lined the streets was John Evelyn. Always anxious to be at the heart of things, Evelyn had travelled up the river from his estate at Deptford to see the King’s return. Wisely, he chose not to watch the King pass through the congested medieval city, instead picking the wide, modern road of the Strand, which followed the line of the river west to the King’s destination at Whitehall. On the Strand, Evelyn found a celebratory mood prevailing among the rank and file stationed along the highway as Charles’s cavalcade passed by:




This day, his Majesty, Charles II came to London, after a sad and long exile and calamitous suffering both of the King and Church, being seventeen years. This was also his birthday, and with a triumph of above 20,000 horse and foot, brandishing their swords, and shouting with inexpressible joy; the ways strewn with flowers, the bells ringing, the streets hung with tapestry, fountains running with wine; the Mayor, Aldermen, and all the companies, in their liveries, chains of gold, and banners; Lords and Nobles, clad in cloth of silver, gold, and velvet; the windows and balconies, all set with ladies; trumpets, music, and myriads of people flocking, even so far as from Rochester, so as they were seven hours in passing the city, even from two in the afternoon till nine at night.


I stood in the Strand and beheld it, and blessed God. And all this was done without one drop of blood shed, and by that very army which rebelled against him: but it was the Lord’s doing, for such a restoration was never mentioned in any history, ancient or modern, since the return of the Jews from their Babylonish captivity; nor so joyful a day and so bright ever seen in this nation, this happening when to expect or effect it was past all human policy.8





Evelyn was correct – it was extraordinary and unexpected. The city that welcomed Charles II was wracked by divisions left intact by the war fought between Charles’s father and major elements of Parliament. London, formerly the bedrock of Puritan opposition to monarchy, now rose in celebration of the return of the exiled King. Writing two decades after the event, Hyde recalled that from the time the Restoration looked certain, ‘there was such an emulation in Lords, Commons and city and generally over the kingdom [on] who should make thee most lively expressions of their duty and of their joy.’9 Writing from a royalist perspective, Hyde had inadvertently put his finger on an interesting phenomenon. As if overnight, the city outwardly changed from being pro-Parliament and republican to being for the King. Monck’s purges of the upper echelons of the army had done their job, while London’s Parliament-supporting trained bands were no match for Monck’s military grip.


Lucy Hutchinson, a Latin scholar whose husband had been a Roundhead officer, wrote that Charles enquired, ‘where were all his enemies?’. No wonder, she asked, ‘for he saw nothing but prostraitive expressions of all the love that could make a prince happy’. ‘Indeed,’ she added, ‘it was a wonder that day to see the mutability of some and the hypocrisy of others and the servile flattery of all.’10


Both the statesman and the army officer’s wife alluded to the great divisions in the nation that had prevailed during the previous twenty years. The country had been split into opposing religious and political factions. In such conditions, where one came from and what one’s parents’ religion was were matters of great concern. Each person’s upbringing defined how they lined up during the taking of sides that led to civil war in 1642, and where they stood afterwards. Now, with the return of the King, many found it in their interests either to change sides or to keep their mouths shut.


The key to why a city that had been staunchly nonconformist and Presbyterian during the Cromwellian years put on such a splendid show for a returning member of the hated House of Stuart lay in its ancient structures. The origins of London’s self-governing charter were lost in time, but it may have first been granted by William the Conqueror. The city’s rights were subsequently written into the Magna Carta in 1215. The livery companies, the ancient guilds regulating individual trades, also traced their power back to royal charters, the oldest of which was that granted to the mercers, or cloth merchants, by Richard II in 1394. Charles II and his advisors understood this and knew that support in London was vital to the success of his return. Therefore, the King had written a letter from Breda to the mayor, sheriffs and aldermen asserting the city’s ancient rights to self-government by a corporation, and the renewal of its royal charter. The members of the livery companies saw royal acceptance as vital to their ability to protect their interests. Those at the forefront of corporate and commercial life in London were hardly supporters of the House of Stuart, but they knew they required validation from the King in order to perpetuate their ancient systems of independent governance and freedom to trade. A good show was one way of ensuring the returning King would look upon them kindly.


In this way, the city that greeted Charles was shaped by a dynamic past bound up with that of the monarchs of England. Its ancient origins lay in Roman settlement in ad 47, with its walls built in the time of the Emperor Constantine. Subsequently, it was sacked by Queen Boudicca, rebuilt and then abandoned by the Romans, before resettlement by Alfred the Great in the ninth century. All this explains why the city was a medieval jumble of streets inside Roman walls. By the seventeenth century its confined and twisted medieval heart was a far from ideal cradle for the creation of the modern world. But London was more than that; though the walled city was its core, its royal hub was to the west, with the ‘West End’ developed during the reign of Charles I. Thanks to the ribbon development that snaked along both the south bank of the Thames to the shipyards and the main roads out of the city, London was already in the process of turning itself into the multi-centred metropolis we see today.


The population was young; attracted by the chance of a job or a fortune, people flooded in from all over the country. Marriage took place comparatively late among the labouring classes (it was generally delayed until people were in their late twenties), so the greater part of the workforce was unattached and full of youthful vigour. This was a population ready to cast off Puritan shackles and have fun. Tavern keepers and street entertainers were ready to provide the sport they needed. At night there was no street lighting, so citizens had to beware of robbers. No gentleman of rank would venture out without a sword, and would preferably go in company.


Almost everything made in England was either sold or finished in London. The city’s chief industry in the 1600s was cloth finishing – the messy and smelly business of cleaning, bleaching and dyeing woollen cloth into a finished product for domestic and foreign markets. Along with that went the trades making domestic items and luxury goods for home and abroad, and the shipbuilding trade along the Thames. This huge concentration of industry required large amounts of coal, brought by sea from Northumberland, and a banking system based around the goldsmith-bankers to finance it all.


The city that greeted the returning King was a mixture of the luxurious and the squalid. John Graunt thought it overcrowded. ‘The old streets are unfit for the present frequency of coaches,’ he wrote. Graunt considered overpopulation to be the cause of Londoners’ ill-health. Tuberculosis was common, with an astounding 10,000 people per year dying from it. Plague returned with appalling regularity. Infections spread easily as the poor lived in houses of multiple occupancy, several families often inhabiting a space built for one. They shared latrines inadequate even for the original number for which they were intended. Basic hygiene was difficult for the poor, who could not afford piped water and had to depend upon public standpipes and pumps. In such households, coal to heat water for washing the body was a luxury.


On the late spring day of 29 May, however, London’s usually filthy streets had been cleaned, flowers scattered along the royal route, flags and banners roped from house to house and rich tapestries hung from balconies. The King paused his horse continually; he kissed the beautiful wife and newborn baby of a tavern owner; he watched a spectacular pageant laid on by the Corporation in St George’s Fields. Deep into the night giant bonfires burned, some two or three storeys high. Cavalier songs were sung and fountains reportedly flowed with wine. There was no let-up in the following weeks as nobles, courtiers and city grandees vied with one another to entertain the King and his brothers. To welcome the King, the city’s livery companies put on grand banquets in their ancient guildhalls, each competing to be more lavish than the others. The poet John Dryden, who had walked in Cromwell’s funeral cortège beside fellow poets Andrew Marvell and John Milton, now wrote a long panegyric to the King, entitled Astraea Redux:*




Oh Happy Age! Oh times like those alone


By Fate reserv’d for great Augustus throne!





Dryden celebrated what he perceived as the return of justice and order. Most of all, what the poet was looking for was political stability. He was not alone.


The return of monarchy after eleven years’ absence caused those of a reflective turn of mind to wonder exactly what might be in store. Charles II was something of an unknown quantity, a cipher onto whom great things were projected. But would an untested king have the personality and character to carry the people with him and heal the fractured kingdom? In the minds of the people of London, and in those of many who laid plans for his return, the unproven and largely unknown Charles was the perfect exemplar of a traditional king: a man who embodied God’s rule on earth and was a regal symbol of that power. What most did not know – for how could they? – was that he was a playboy, carrying hardly a jot of statecraft within him.*


Though obsessed with carnal pleasure, this unlikely ruler was set to become a catalyst to whom London reacted favourably. The lives of a great many of its inhabitants would undergo radical changes – those of Montagu and his secretary, William Rider and other merchants, the experimenters in the new field of natural philosophy, at least one of the daughters of Mrs Gwyn the brothel-keeper, John Graunt, John Evelyn and many, many others. Under Charles II, London would enter an age of transformation.





 


_______________


* Henry was to die three months later of smallpox.


* Astraea was the Greek goddess of justice, hence ‘Justice Returned’.


* According to his boyhood friend, the 2nd Duke of Buckingham, Charles had no statecraft at all.





CHAPTER 3



THEATRUM REDUX!


The lavish arrival ceremony for the returning King signalled a return to London of crowd-pleasing spectacle. During the tight grip of Puritanism all grand public displays had been banned. With the return of the monarchy, public pageants and the playhouse were also set to make a comeback. Prominent among those anxious to bring the theatre back to London was the former theatrical impresario Sir William Davenant. Once a leading light in the world of the English stage, Davenant had been running a semi-clandestine theatre in the back salon of his rented home, Rutland House in Aldersgate, near Smithfield livestock market. Now that the Cromwellian ban had been lifted, he was keen to resume business.


With advanced ideas on staging, Davenant was to play a decisive role in the story of English theatre, changing the style of productions and the form of plays. Davenant’s important role in the revival of the London theatre grew out of his colourful pre-Restoration career. Like many of those who were to make their mark in Restoration London (the polymath Christopher Wren being a good example – his father having been Dean of Windsor, young Christopher spent some of his childhood living at Windsor Castle, where he would undoubtedly have met the King), Davenant was an important link between the Restoration and the pro-royalist antebellum.
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