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Author’s Note


In late-seventeenth-century England, the new year officially began on 25 March, however 1 January was also recognised by contemporaries as the beginning of the year. To overcome this discrepancy, dates between 1 January and 24 March would often be chronicled by contemporaneous record-keepers in a ‘split year’ format (e.g. what we would recognise as 1 February 1666, would be recorded as ‘1 February 1665/6’). For clarity, this book takes 1 January as the beginning of the year. For the most part, this book uses dates according to the Julian calendar; by the seventeenth century this was ten days behind the Gregorian calendar used on the Continent. The reader should also note that, where appropriate, obscure spellings within quotations have been modernised.








 


 


I am much deceiv’d if any have so dearly purchased  their Reputation . . . than [through] an expensive, though necessary, War, a consuming Pestilence, and a more consuming Fire.


John Dryden, Preface to Annus Mirabilis:


The Year of Wonders, 1666


 


‘O, wonder!


How many goodly creatures are there here!


How beauteous mankind is! O brave new world,


That has such people in’t!’


William Shakespeare, The Tempest










Prologue


Moorfields: Saturday, 1 September 1666


He was usually dressed in white with a black mask. The opposing colours were a nod to life and death. Carrying a wooden baton, he shuffled awkwardly to and fro as an eclectic crowd of spectators eyed his every move; they had travelled from all over London just to see him. He was an uneasy mix of stupidity and cunning; his voice was shrill, his temper was short; and taut strings of silk tugged at his tiny arms and legs, manipulated by an operator hidden from view. For now, his name was Polichinello, but within a couple of decades Londoners would come to know him as ‘Punch’.1


On this late summer afternoon, Samuel Pepys was part of the audience watching this ‘puppet play’ in Moorfields. It was a place of trees and open fields to the north of the city and was lined with shops, taverns and brothels, and filled with an assortment of characters – from booksellers and ballad singers to laundresses, pickpockets and gentlemen. The horrors of the previous summer – the carts, the bodies and the smell – had all but gone. They were now nine months into the year that some had warned, and many had feared, would herald the biblical End of Days. Centuries of religious conditioning had led the Christian world to see disasters and major events as signs of God’s providence, and the year 1666, with its link to the biblical Number of the Beast, had been earmarked by religious factions from as early as 1597 as the beginning of the apocalypse. The king’s own grandfather, James VI and I had written a tract rooted in the Book of Revelation arguing that he and his contemporaries were living in ‘this our last age’ and, over the course of the previous two decades, religious fervour had escalated. Yet despite the prophecies and the undeniable bad fortune of the previous year, the world appeared to be intact and London at least was almost wholly returned to normal.


While the exact nature of Polichinello’s performance is unknown, puppet shows thrived on satire and farce, subverting the narrative of well-known events, fables and histories. It was the third time in just over a week that Pepys had seen this particular show and he thought it to be ‘The best that ever I saw.’ Joined by his wife, Elizabeth, her friend Mary, and their acquaintance Sir William Penn, this cheery, albeit windy, Saturday afternoon would continue with food and wine at a nearby alehouse. It was a typical afternoon in the historic metropolis of London.


Only it wasn’t typical. Within hours a fire would begin in the heart of the city. It was to be a fire that would transform the London they knew for ever.










Part I


1665










1


The London Burns


. . . for it is observed that in most Families of England, if there be any Son or Daughter that excels the rest in Beauty or Wit, or perhaps Courage or Industry, or any other rare quality, London is their North-star, and they are never at rest till they point directly thither.


Edward Chamberlayne, The . . . present state of england1


Tuesday, 7 March 1665


The day started like any other. A pale winter sun brought the dawn. Casting a mottled-grey glow on glazed windows and icy puddles, it offered light but little warmth. London was a month into a deep frost. Across the capital, people woke to clanging church bells and the hubbub of the streets: barking dogs, clattering carts, calling pigeons and chattering early risers. Candles and fires were lit, chamber pots were emptied, food and drink were taken, and the people of the metropolis prepared for the day ahead. The butchers, bakers and tallow-chandlers; the booksellers, grocers and coffee-house keepers; the apothecaries, goldsmiths and city drapers made the short journey from their living quarters upstairs to their shops and businesses below. The rest of the city’s inhabitants stepped into the big wide world; their misty breath swirling and rising above the medieval streets.


On this day, if someone had viewed the capital from above, they would have found a city that had long given up the fight to contain itself. A vast canopy of tiled roofs, Gothic church spires, and stone chimneys emitting thick black smoke, covered a warren of passageways and streets below – some unevenly paved, others hard mud and stone. These streets, ‘so narrow and incommodious’ in the centre of the city, according to John Evelyn, cleaved through a discord of overhanging timber-framed buildings, replete with heavy wooden trade posts suspended overhead. To John Milton, who resided at Artillery Walk to the north-east of the city, it was a place ‘Where houses [were] thick and sewers annoy[ed] the air’2 – indeed, that air often made visitors sick, with Thomas Ellwood being forced to leave three years earlier due to ‘the sulphurous air of that city’.3 Writing some decades later, the poet John Gay asserted that mornings were the best time to travel because ‘No Tides of Passengers the Street molest’.4 Those navigating this labyrinth on foot, and there were a great many, kept close to the walls so as to avoid the waste from the ‘troublesome and malicious . . . Spouts and Gutters’ above and the Hackney carriages and sedan chairs in front and behind.5 During busy periods, fighting for ‘the wall’ was common. In 1664, Samuel Pepys recorded how ‘two men . . . justling for the wall about the New Exchange, did kill one another, each thrusting the other through’.6 Thanks to its meandering streets, it was, as French philosopher Samuel de Sorbière declared, the type of city that required ‘a Year’s time to live in it before you can have a very exact Idea of the Place’ and while brick buildings could be found in the wealthier areas, the medieval dominated.


Once a modest Roman settlement, the ancient city walls had surrendered to London’s growing population and prosperity, allowing the capital to spill out of its old boundaries and form a metropolis of three parts. There was the mercantile heartland within the historic walled City of London, reached by the six city gates and controlled by the Lord Mayor, aldermen, and powerful livery companies. Here, many of the former ‘great houses’ once owned by noblemen had been turned into tenements, with the most affluent residents living in the centre.7 Umbilically linked by the Strand to the south-west was the City of Westminster. Containing the palaces of Whitehall and Westminster, it was the formal seat of the nation’s political and royal power. Finally, there was the ever-expanding cushion of suburban sprawl that buttressed the walls and tumbled into the surrounding fields and farmland: north, east, south and especially west. These expanding suburbs, alongside the grand houses lining the Thames and Westminster, offered a glimpse of London’s architectural future. In Bloomsbury, the Earl of Southampton was in the process of building what Evelyn described as a ‘noble square or piazza’ – it was in fact the first garden square of its type in London; in Lincoln’s Inn Fields, the colonial merchant and Treasurer of the Tangier Committee, Mr Thomas Povey, had an ‘elegant house’, containing vases imitating porphyry, stables tiled with delftware, fountains and ‘pretty cellar and ranging of his wine bottles’;8 in Piccadilly work was well underway constructing grand new residences for the Earl of Clarendon, Sir John Berkeley and Sir John Denham.9 All of which looked to the vast, silver River Thames to the south.


Today, an array of characters could be found going about their business. On the river, there were the watermen – like Mr Delkes who carried ‘pins always in his mouth’10 and occasionally pimped out his pretty daughter – bobbing in boats at the wharfs waiting to carry Londoners to and fro. There were the merchant sailors who prepared a cluster of vessels for passage across the Atlantic, transporting Quaker prisoners to work as indentured servants on ‘the plantations’ of the English colonies of Jamaica, Barbados or Virginia (most likely the former).11 There were also the many fishermen, out to catch and then sell sturgeon and trout that were in the river in abundance. In the city, Mathew and Thomas Aldred, who had recently set up shop treating ‘melancholique and distracted persons’, could be found close to Angel Alley in Bishopsgate.12 Near to the Rainbow Coffee-House of Fleet Street, Thomas Grey sold lozenges for coughs, colds and consumption between ‘the two temple gates’.13 Along Fleet Street, the artist Mary Beale might have been seen packing together her worldly goods ready to retreat to Hampshire after living in the capital for several years. On cold days such as this, a seventy-six-year-old gentleman named Thomas Hobbes could often be seen leaving the Duke of Devonshire’s house, wearing a black velvet coat and ‘bootes of Spanish leather, laced or tyed along the sides with black ribbons’, to take his morning walk.14 Those needing to leave the city might have made their way to the Red Lion tavern in Lambeth, where Thomas Fisher and Thomas Ryder ran a daily coach service to Epsom, leaving at 8 a.m. promptly. To the west of St Paul’s Cathedral, a ‘Choice collection of Rarities’ (including Egyptian mummies, the ‘Thigh-bone of a Gyant’, and ‘A Mermaid’s Skin’), could be seen for a small price.15 If money was short, Londoners might consider visiting ‘one George Gray, Barber and Periwig-maker’, where he would ‘give 10 or 12s per ounce for long Flaxen hair, and for other long fair hair 6 or 3s per ounce’;16 wigs for men and women were a burgeoning trade.


There were an estimated 460,000 people living and working in London,17 sustained by a vast network of agriculture and industry the length and breadth of the country, and beyond. Coal was shipped from the Tyne, lead from Derbyshire, tin (vital for creating pewter) from Cornwall, fruit and vegetables from the neighbouring counties of Hertfordshire and Kent, cloth arrived from Wiltshire and Sussex, clay pipes for tobacco from the Isle of Wight, and livestock for butchering from Ireland. Further afield, glassware was transported from Delft, fashionable exotic spices and silks arrived from the East Indies, and tobacco and sugar from the Americas. Ale, cider and wine were the safest drinks to consume, but water of varying quality was available. Wells were scattered around London and filthy water from the Thames could be accessed via a large water wheel at London Bridge. The cleanest drinking water available though was supplied by the New River Company outside the city. Established at the start of the century, it had constructed a forty-mile long artificial waterway, beginning at the freshwater springs of Chadwell and Amwell in Hertfordshire, and ending in Clerkenwell, London. For a price, residents could have a lead pipe installed to feed regular fresh water into their homes.


Like every city, London consisted of both the real and tangible world of food, drink, money, streets, houses and goods, and the illusory, the imagined and the ideological. The Restoration of the monarchy in 1660, following over a decade of republican rule, gave another twist to the kaleidoscope of seventeenth-century habits, creating new patterns of daily life. Sundays remained sacrosanct, but every other day saw shops remain open until 10 p.m. Coffee houses and Royal Society meetings offered a space for a select but vocal few to discuss natural philosophy and conduct experiments, while taverns and commercial and cultural centres like St Paul’s Churchyard and the Royal Exchange roared with life and frivolity. The Royal Exchange in particular was a cradle of news and gossip. Positioned between Threadneedle Street and Cornhill, ‘the Exchange’ as it was often called had stood for nearly a hundred years as a centre of trade. The brainchild of Sir Thomas Gresham (whose other project included the college at which the Royal Society was based), it contained a square piazza lined with several levels of shops, stalls and meeting places.


Alongside traditional festivals and fairs, Londoners enjoyed an evolving and vibrant mix of public entertainment – from the theatre, bearbaiting and gambling to new forms of music, dance and an invigorated interest in Continental fashion (buckled shoes, the precursor to the three-piece suit and, most notably, the periwig). There were new spaces to explore, such as the royal parks and shopping arcades, while for those higher up the social ladder, spectator sports such as tennis and horse racing became popular – Charles II himself was reputed to play tennis every morning, and the court trips to Newmarket to watch horse racing became increasingly popular, with two excursions each year. In short, there were many reasons, aside from work and worship, for Londoners to be out and about.


A large number of London’s almost half-a-million inhabitants were migrants from around the country who had brought with them a drive to better their lot. The Taswells were one such family. Merchants from the Isle of Wight, in 1660 they had moved to a substantial property in Bear Lane close to London’s Custom House on the east side of the city.18 The statistician John Graunt, himself the son of a migrant father, estimated that each London household consisted of roughly eight people: ‘the Man, and his Wife, three Children, and three Servants, or Lodgers’.19 As a typical merchant family, the Taswells probably conformed to this model. Headed by James and Elizabeth, they had at least two sons, and William, their second son, attended Westminster School on the other side of town. In Westminster, William Taswell may have unknowingly come into contact with another London family, the Mitchells. They lived in a house with five hearths and ‘a little sorry garden’20 in Wood Street. Headed by Miles and Anne, the Mitchell family also included at least two young adult sons and possibly a daughter that Anne had given birth to out of wedlock, thirty years previously.21 As a family of booksellers, information was their trade and for the past couple of years they had ploughed it well at Westminster Hall on the western side of the city.


As with many semi-public spaces, the ancient hall of Westminster – where nearly two decades earlier Charles I had been sentenced to death – had become a commercial hub packed with traders and shoppers, bartering for bargains and jostling for space. Approaching the hall on 7 March 1665, customers would first be greeted by the macabre sight of three heads skewered to spikes outside the entrance. They belonged to Oliver Cromwell and fellow regicides Henry Ireton and John Bradshaw who, five years earlier, had been exhumed from their tombs at Westminster Abbey on the orders of Charles II and ‘executed’ as traitors at Tyburn. Entering the main hall, customers would have found all manner of goods on sale, from clothing and books to wigs and buttons. The Mitchells’ shop was noted in one of their publications as being ‘the first shop in Westminster Hall’.22 For company, they had their friends John and Elizabeth Howlett, who were haberdashers that had traded from Westminster Hall for at least twenty years. In fact, so strong was the bond between the two families that the eldest Mitchell son was betrothed to the Howletts’ pretty daughter Elizabeth, or ‘Betty’ as she was known. Plans were in place for the couple, once wed, to move to a house in Thames Street, with the Mitchell boy taking on his father-in-law’s trade rather than becoming a bookseller like his parents.


There were, of course, booksellers throughout London offering a multitude of printed works. John Playford sold music and dance books at the Temple; Henry Herrington sold plays and operas at the New Exchange; Peter Dring sold the works of cookery book writer Hannah Woolley next door to the Rose Tavern; and James Allestry sold works of science from the Royal Society at St Paul’s Churchyard, including its new science journal Philosophical Transactions, printed for the first time the previous day. What marked the Mitchells’ shop apart at Westminster Hall was its proximity to political power: it was the perfect place to pick up rumours and gossip from the movers and shakers of the city.


Alongside their books and pamphlets, the Mitchells probably sold the main weekly London newspaper, the Intelligencer. Smaller than modern newspapers, the Intelligencer ran to four or five pages and offered a round-up of events from across the country and the Continent. Since the return of the monarchy, a strict censorship had been imposed on the press under the management of Roger L’Estrange, but the newspaper still offered information for the casual reader. In the latest issue, customers could read about the murder of an English gentleman across the Channel, the capture of foreign merchant ships by a veteran Royalist in Portsmouth, and a great storm in France where there was ‘little news at present, but disasters . . .’.23 There were also reports that the Dutch fleet was rapidly expanding, and that it would be ‘ready’ by the end of the month.


[image: ]


Richard Newcourt’s map of London, 1658


 


Most of London would have known what was meant by ‘ready’, but those in any doubt could read the three-day-old notices pinned to the city’s landmarks. They were all that remained of a grand, trumpeted procession that had swept through the capital the previous Saturday. Beginning at Whitehall gate at 10 a.m., the king’s heralds, supported by sergeants-at-arms and eight trumpeters, had travelled along Cheapside before culminating at the Royal Exchange. Like the notices they left behind, the heralds had announced to the citizens of London that, for the second time in just over a decade, the English had declared war on the Dutch.24


It was a war that surprised few. Bound together by a shared Protestant religion in a largely Catholic continent, Anglo-Dutch relations were complex. Under Elizabeth I, the English had supported the Dutch in their revolt against Spanish Habsburg rule, which had resulted not only in the defeat of the Spanish Armada but in seven provinces of the Netherlands forming a free and independent Protestant state, the Dutch Republic. As the Habsburg Empire weakened, the Dutch merchant fleet grew into the largest in Europe, dominating trade along the Iberian coast and competing with the English in pursuit of former Spanish- and Portuguese-controlled trade posts. The resultant prosperity of the Dutch Republic, coupled with the splintering of competing Protestant factions either side of the Channel, stoked an Anglo-Dutch rivalry that shaped European relations throughout the mid- to late-seventeenth century. During the early years of Cromwell’s Commonwealth in England, state-sanctioned privateering ensured this rivalry mutated into all-out naval war, with the First Anglo-Dutch War taking place between 1652 and 1654. Under the command of bullish Parliamentarian naval leaders such as Robert Blake, George Monck and John Lawson, English warships were victorious but their defeat of the Dutch was not decisive enough to stem the cause of tension: the tug-of-war for trade supremacy in the East and West Indies.


The fierce competition produced vicious literature that played on national stereotypes, with God and religion used to condemn the failings of each state: in 1664, an English pamphlet entitled The English and Dutch affairs Displayed to the Life argued that the recent deaths of thousands in Amsterdam due to plague was down to God’s punitive will;25 another, linked Dutch prosperity to ‘the bloody and inhumane butcheries committed by them against us’;26 another still, entitled The Dutch Boare Dissected, or a Description of Hogg-Land, described the Dutchman as ‘a Lusty, Fat, two Legged Cheese-Worm: A Creature that is so addicted to Eating Butter, Drinking fat Drink, and sliding, that all the World knows him for a slippery Fellow’.27 For their part, Dutch anti-English literature centred on the idea that Britons were in league with the Devil following the regicide of Charles I. Imagery depicted the English with the tails of foxes, dragons and even devils.28 In the Dutch poem Nederlandtsche nyp-tang (1652) the author claimed that, of the English:


 


There false deceit I must tell


and of course their descendency from Hell.29


 


Powerful factions in Holland were also fearful of the House of Orange, a formidable family of Dutch stadtholders – an elected position, essentially the Dutch Republic’s head of state. Strategically planted with English seed when Charles II’s nine-year-old sister married William II of Orange in 1641, in 1665 their offspring William was only fifteen years old and had been orphaned by the premature deaths of both his parents. His uncle Charles II was the closest link the teenager had to his beloved mother.


Yet for all the Anglo-Dutch hostility, there was also considerable cross-pollination. Many English Parliamentarians had fled to the Dutch Republic following the Restoration of Charles II, while Dutch merchants were among the numerous foreigners living in the metropolis of London. A particularly prolific Dutch family of goldsmiths and glass merchants headed by Johan Vandermarsh lived along Lime Street, within the city walls. Charles had spent time in the Netherlands during his exile, as had his brother James, and the king’s ambitious Secretary of State, Lord Arlington, had recently married a Dutch woman. Artists from the Netherlands were highly regarded in England – with the death of the Flemish painter Anthony van Dyck, the Dutch-trained Peter Lely became the official royal painter; Dutch engineers specialising in the drainage of marshland had been sought out to transform the Norfolk broads; and even the chief coiner at the Royal Mint, John Roettiers, was of Dutch origin.


The path to the current war had started in April 1664, when the attentions of a committee organised by the House of Commons and chaired by Sir Thomas Clifford had shifted from investigating the nation’s declining cloth industry to examining the deterioration of English trade in general. During the committee meetings, merchants were encouraged to voice their grievances against the Dutch. With companies venturing further afield for mastery of trade in gold, silver, sugar, tobacco, silks and spices, key complainants were the Levant Company, the East India Company, and the Royal Adventurers for Trade in Africa – who complained that the Dutch had taken possession of all the former Portuguese territories along the West African coast, inhibiting England’s ability to trade.30


In fact, that same year, a forty-three-year-old Irish-born sea captain named Robert Holmes had been charged with facilitating the expansion of the newly formed Company of Royal Adventurers Trading into Africa. Founded on the belief that there were rich gold fields along the Gambia river, the state-backed company had regularly come into conflict with Dutch trading bases along the West African coast. Its primary goal was the acquisition of gold but it also had explicit orders to establish a trade in slaves, with the aim of acquiring 3,000 per year to sell to the West Indies. In his forty-gun flagship, the Jersey, Holmes led a taskforce of English vessels to capture the Dutch fortress of Carolusborg, on the northern part of the Gulf of Guinea. With him was a new spring-based pendulum watch, designed by the illustrious Dutch scientist and inventor Christiaan Huygens and refashioned by the Royal Society ready for the sea. It was hoped that the watch might enhance the accuracy of navigation. By his own admission, Holmes was a cunning man who looked ‘his enemies in the face with as much love as his friends’;31 he was also a determined military leader. With the support of his loyal crew and aided by the latest naval weaponry and navigation equipment, it took Holmes eleven days to capture Carolusborg, which was renamed Cape Coast Castle under English control. The Dutch eventually managed to win back many of the other bases Holmes had taken, but they never again had control of Cape Coast Castle; a fortress that, over the next two centuries, morphed into the rotten heart of the British Transatlantic Slave Trade.


The Anglo-Dutch rivalry also played out across the Atlantic; New Amsterdam was (re)claimed in 1664 by the English and renamed New York (after the Duke of York), while Surinam was taken from the English by the Dutch in the same year. The opposing nations were evenly matched in their ambitions, their navies and their dogged confidence. As the Venetian ambassador in Paris warned,


 


with both sides strong in the great number of their ships, well provided with troops and with officials on the fleet itself to distinguish the actions of captains in the very heat of action with reward and punishment, spurring the others on to valour and unparalleled determination, the scene cannot fail to be a very tragic one for both sides, the issue being left to the arbitrament of fortune.32


 


War could make many cripples, but it could also turn a profit for some. At the Navy Board offices in Seething Lane, an ambitious thirty-two-year-old clerk was finding that conflict could do wonders for a man’s career. He was the son of a tailor, but the impending war had made him busier than usual and there was a growing possibility that his hard work and accounting skills might see him elevated to the position of Secretary of the Tangier Committee, a powerful role with a substantial salary. On 7 March 1665, he sat with his back to the fire. He should have been working, but was troubled by a pain in his left testicle: he’d spent the previous night in agony with an ache in his groin and daylight had provided only mild relief. No doubt tired, he sat in his office until noon, but the pain returned. He blamed the heat from the fire and was set into such ‘a great rage again’ that he left the office and returned home to his wife, Elizabeth. Having undergone a risky operation in the late 1650s to remove bladder stones in his urinary tract, Samuel Pepys had a history of groin problems. Unable to focus on anything other than his severe discomfort, he spent the rest of the day lying in bed.


While he slept, thirty or so miles to the south-east the wheels of war turned. A small flotilla of ships was being readied at the key victualling dockyard of Chatham. It was to make the winding journey along the Medway to join the rest of the fleet at an anchorage called ‘the Hope’ close to Tilbury on the Thames. Among its number was one of the jewels of the Restoration navy, a 64-gun, second-rate frigate called the London. It wasn’t the biggest ship of the fleet, but it was certainly one of the most prestigious, with ‘a state-room much bigger’ than that of the first-rate flagship the Royal Charles, though ‘not so rich’. Built in 1656, it had formed part of the convoy that escorted Charles II from the Netherlands to England in 1660 – carrying the king’s own brother and heir, James, Duke of York. A year later, it had transported the king’s beloved young sister, Henrietta, to France to marry Louis XIV’s brother, the Duke of Orleans.


Like most ships of the age, the London had three tall masts with large square sails and its watertight hull was likely coated with a mixture of resin made of ‘deal, hair and lime’ to prevent barnacles and wood-damaging ‘ship-worm’ taking hold.33 At 37 metres long and 12 metres wide, the streamlined wooden vessel was typical of English seventeenth-century style. The long broadside had three decks, two tiers of which had a complete row of cannon ports, and the third had cannon ports filling half of the deck. It had a bulbous roundhouse at the rear, decorated with the gilded Stuart lion and unicorn, and glass windows facing out to sea and into the top deck.


The London was to be the flagship of experienced naval captain Sir John Lawson who was 25 miles away with the rest of the fleet, awaiting its safe arrival. Lawson was a complex man with money troubles, an upwardly mobile family and ambitious daughters. On several occasions he had tried but failed to remove himself from naval service. Born into a Scarborough – or possibly Hull – shipping family in around 1615, he had quickly risen through the ranks: he began as a merchant sailor and then, when the First Anglo-Dutch War broke out, became one of the many captains in the fleet. By the end of the war, he had been promoted to vice admiral. It was an impressive ascent for a man of his background, and one that could only really have happened in the quasi-meritocratic republican navy. But merit only took him so far. In the late 1650s, despite being by far the more experienced man, Lawson was overlooked for the role of Commander of the Navy in favour of the Earl of Sandwich. Lawson’s dubious sectarian beliefs and his involvement in the Fifth Monarchists – a staunchly republican millenarian group formed during the interregnum that prophesied the End of Days – may have made him a risk not worth taking. Lawson had an attachment to the London, having commanded it during the famous 1660 convoy from the Netherlands with the king, and knowing it was to be his ship once more, he had manned the crew with many loyal men, family, and friends.


His ship was designed for a crew of around 300 men, but on this day records reveal that, curiously, women were on board too. Technically, women were banned from boarding navy vessels, but throughout the period sporadic references appear in the archives to their presence in the lead up to, and sometimes during, war. Given the length of the journey, it is possible that the ship was performing a kind of informal naval parade between Chatham and the rendezvous point along the Thames: the wives, daughters and sisters of the crew may have boarded to experience the sea before parting from their loved ones. It was not a long journey and at no point during the voyage would the ship be in the open sea. Bolstering this theory is a letter sent by one John Allin ten days later. Writing from Southwark to his friend in Rye, he revealed that the ship contained not only men and women, but ‘children together’ too. As teenage sailors were very common within the fleet (the Earl of Sandwich took his fifteen-year-old son on his campaigns) the term ‘children’ probably referred to the very young, almost certainly of a pre-teen age. There would be no reason to have very young children on a warship, unless they were with family.


Preparations at Chatham had not been without difficulty. A couple of weeks earlier, orders had been made for some hoys (small carrier ships) to transport ballast to the London, but en route one of the vessels had been stopped at Deptford and ‘all her men pressed away’34 (since 1664, the Navy had adopted a system of enforced subscription, known as ‘impressment’; seamen on board merchant vessels were often targeted). When a delivery of 5,000 hammocks arrived at the dockyard, to provide somewhere for crew on the various ships to sleep, many were found to be of ‘bad’ quality, while timber needed for repairing ships and the building of new ones had been slow to arrive from Sherwood Forest, because the sailors tasked with transporting it to the various dockyards had been scared to take to the sea in case they too were ‘pressed’. Nevertheless, on 7 March 1665, the London was deemed to be ready to join the fleet. As it left the dockyard, it was packed with supplies: leather boots, clothing, candles, food, bedding, medical equipment and beer and water barrels filled the storerooms in the lower decks. The vessel was also armed with brass ordnance and plenty of gunpowder.


On entering the ship, passengers would have found themselves in the middle of the three decks close to the Great Cabin, a common space used for music, drinking and socialising during voyages. Directly above, was the assembly room, where the officers dined and held councils of war. The quarterdeck was above this, with the far end roofed by the ‘poop’, and within this space the most senior members of crew had their cabins, with windows looking out to sea. It was a cold day, but if  the passengers had looked out as the London sailed along the Medway, they would have seen flat agricultural fields dotted with farmhouses, and as the ship hooked around St Mary’s Island they would have viewed an open expanse of water littered with small islands. With plenty of twists and turns, the Medway was a tricky estuary to navigate, forming an almost impenetrable avenue into the south-east of England. Only a year before, a bill had been passed by Charles II to make the River Medway, and other important waterways, more ‘navigable’.35 Yet, the London sailed seamlessly along.


As the ship approached the Nore (a sandbank used for anchoring at the mouth of the Thames estuary), something went dreadfully wrong. The cause is debated to this day, but fresh archaeological evidence suggests a likely scenario. As the London continued its journey towards the Thames, deep inside the ship’s magazine (where the ship’s artillery was stored), gunners began the process of preparing the cartridges and cannons that would be used in battle. Like many ships of this time, the magazine included cartridges that would be re-used. These second-hand cartridges often contained traces of old gunpowder and cotton that could become highly combustible if mixed with fresh gunpowder; needing only the smallest amount of friction to explode into fire. Evidence suggests that the ship’s gunners were in the process of packing the cartridges into the cannons when the contents of one of the half-filled cannon barrels sparked, igniting the ship’s magazine. This sent fire careering through the hold where the rest of the ship’s gunpowder suddenly exploded.36


Travellers on a small boat about half a league away watched the devastation unfold, witnessing the ship’s almost total destruction as the force of the fire tore through the huge vessel. One blast propelled the front half of the ship westwards, destroying its central part and pushing the hull, filled with disused cannons as ballast, down into the water. Nothing except part of the hull and the stern was left.37 There are no records of those last few moments on the ship, but of the 350 people on board, as Pepys later wrote, only ‘about 24 [men] and a woman that were in the round house and coach saved; the rest, being above 300, drowned’.38


News of the explosion travelled fast, although details were lacking at first. Writing that day to Lord Arlington (Secretary of State), William Coventry (Commissioner of the Navy), informed him how ‘A ship hath blowne up below the Hope what kind of ship I cannot tell but it is supposed one bound to the Barbadoes’.39 The next day, the eye-witness on the carrier boat delivered an account of what he had seen to an official at Dover, who immediately wrote to Arlington’s secretary Joseph Williamson: ‘[the] brave ship London is blowne upp but how god knows, [there is] . . . nothing left but part of the Hull, & stearn’.40 At his  office, Pepys – somewhat recovered after passing ‘two stones’ the previous day – also received news of the disaster. Recording in his diary:


 


This morning is brought me to the office the sad newes of ‘The London’, in which Sir J. Lawson’s men were all bringing her from Chatham to the Hope, and thence he was to go to sea in her; but a little a’ this side the bouy of the Nower, she suddenly blew up . . . the ship breaking all to pieces, with 80 pieces of brass ordnance. She lies sunk, with her round-house above water. Sir J. Lawson hath a great loss in this of so many good chosen men, and many relations among them.41


 


From Pepys, we also discover that reports were quick to spread. When he visited the Exchange later that same day, he found that the news had been ‘taken very much to heart’ and it wasn’t long before plans were put in place for the city to give the king a new ship to replace the London.42


The more pressing matter was the survivors. This fell to one of the four commissioners responsible for the care of wounded seamen and prisoners of war, John Evelyn. Evelyn lived in a grand house at Sayes Court, near to Deptford dockyard, with his wife, Mary, and their ten-year-old son, also called John. There had been other children – four, in fact – but three had died before their first birthday and another had only lived until his fifth. On 9 March, Evelyn ‘went to receive the poor creatures that were saved out of the London frigate, blown up by accident, with above 200 men’.43


By 10 March, rumours circulated in the coffee houses of London that the ship had blown up because the navy had used cheap gunpowder from sellers outside the capital, that was ‘20s cheaper than the powder sold in London’.44 It was also on this day that word of the disaster began to be spread by foreign ambassadors, with the Dutch ambassador in London, Michiel van Gogh, writing that ‘The London, prepared for Vice-Admiral Lawson, was blown up while sailing up the river, and only 19 out of the crew of 351 saved’. Besides the obvious tragedy, it was a real financial loss: brass ordnance was expensive, plus the ship had been fully stocked with supplies. On 11 March, Sir William Batten and Sir J. Minnes, who had been to survey the wreck, returned to London claiming that ‘the guns may be got, but the hull of her will be wholly lost’.45


Over the course of the next couple of months, John Evelyn took charge of organising the care of ‘the poor orphans and widows made by this bloody beginning . . . whose husbands and relations’, he wrote, ‘perished in the London frigate, of which there were fifty widows, and forty-five of them with child’.46 Sir John Lawson, who had lost a number of his kin, offered recommendations regarding the most in need. Before the Second Anglo-Dutch War had even started, it had been baptised in fire and death.


To the pamphleteer Thomas Greene the destruction of the London marked the beginning of a series of terrible events indicating God’s displeasure with the people of London:


 


Oh my heart hath been in sorrow for thee, and a burthen hath layn upon me as concerning thee, ever since the Lord began to manifest his displeasure against thee, even ever since the Ship called the London was blown up where more then 200 persons were torn to pieces, whose Graves were in the sea; this then was the cry of my heart; saying, think yee they were greater sinners above all men?47
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Outbreak


Wherein could this flea guilty be,


Except in that drop which it sucked from thee?


John Donne, ‘The Flea’1


 


After the death of their host, fleas have around three days to find a new source of blood. After that point, they will starve. If a flea carries Yersinia pestis,2 a bacterium that blocks the valve to the stomach, the need to feed intensifies. Only through the flea’s persistent efforts to feed will the bacterium become dislodged, after which it is spewed into the bite wound. While the flea’s belly fills with fresh blood, the bacterium infiltrates the new host’s bloodstream, multiplying and injecting toxins into every cell.3 On board a ship, fleas might cling to cotton or silk bales until another living body, usually a black rat, can be found. In this way, jumping from host to host, the parasite can travel across waters; across from, say, the Netherlands to England.


In the winter of 1664, a cluster of isolated and unusual deaths occurred in the English port of Yarmouth. They coincided with a spectacular ‘blazing light’ that scratched a line across the sky. It was the brightest comet seen for decades, visible for several days across western Europe, and many observers, including the king and members of the Royal Society, wondered what it could mean; in the seventeenth century comets were thought to be portentous symbols of doom. Then, during the Christmas holidays, a London physician named Nathanial Hodges was called to a patient with ‘two risings about the size of a nutmeg . . . one on each thigh’, encircled with what he described as a ‘black hue’. In the first week of January 1665, the weekly Bills of Mortality – drawn together by parish clerks and sold for a penny – revealed the death of a person in the parish of St Giles in the Fields, London. The ‘Bills’ as they were often called detailed not only the number of dead the preceding week, but their cause of death too. The death in St Giles in the Fields was curious; it was a woman and her body showed the symptoms of a much-feared contagion. Unknown to the deceased and everyone else, her journey to the grave had begun with a bite from a flea carrying Yersinia pestis. The Black Death had returned to London.


The visit of plague in 1665 should not have come as a surprise. Plague was endemic in England, with a small number of cases occurring around the country almost every year. As Dr Hodges noted: ‘It was a received notion amongst the common people that the plague visited England once in Twenty Years . . . as if after a certain interval, by some inevitable necessity, it must return again.’4


In truth it had been almost thirty years since the last large-scale epidemic of plague in London, but significant outbreaks had occurred throughout the seventeenth century. In 1603, plague struck London immediately after the death of Queen Elizabeth I, killing over 30,000 people. In 1625, following the death of James I, another outbreak wiped out just over 20 per cent of London’s population. In terms of the proportion of the population killed, this was the last truly dreadful plague year in the capital, but there were further epidemics in 1630 and 1636. By 1665, for many of London’s inhabitants, a major epidemic was just outside the realms of living memory.


Bubonic plague was, and remains, a disease unrivalled in its capacity to dehumanise its victims. It destroys the body by infecting the lymphatic system, causing fever and chills, headaches, weakness, seizures, vomiting, diarrhoea and extreme muscle pain. Initially, victims develop a rash and become lethargic but are unable to sleep due to extreme internal and external pain. As the fever sets in, speech and coordination fail, causing victims to resemble drunks. The swelling lymphatic glands form the buboes in the groin, armpits or neck (and sometimes at the site of the flea bite). Pressure from these buboes causes bleeding underneath the skin, turning the area a dark blue or black – hence ‘the Black Death’. Finally, red spots, known as ‘tokens’, appear when the victim is close to death.


Unlike many other diseases that tended to affect the weakest in society, Thomas Vincent, a puritan preacher, believed that the plague spared ‘no order, age, or sex’. He thought that the vicious arrow of plague ‘pointed to rich and poor, to high and low’. But he was wrong. In reality, plague was a disease of the poor and it was those living in the poorest areas of London, in highly concentrated ramshackle tenements, full of tenants and families, and those without the means to leave the capital, that generally died.5 Mortality rates were high – estimates are between 70 per cent and 80 per cent – and little had changed in prevention or treatment since it had first arrived in England three hundred years earlier. Locked into centuries of flawed medicine, there was no prospect of a cure.


In the seventeenth century, medical practice rested upon age-old Galenic theories. This posited that the body became ill due to an imbalance of the four humours: black bile, yellow bile, blood and phlegm. For this reason, treatments involved balancing out the humours – inducing sweat or vomit, or letting blood. A contagion like plague was believed to be spread through miasma, or ‘bad air’, so preventative measures rested on ‘purifying’ the air with aromatic bonfires and pleasant scents. It would take another 250 years for the biological nature of the disease to begin to be understood, and even now discussion continues regarding the different strains of the disease. Historic epidemics appear to have been much more virulent than modern plague, leading some to posit that human fleas and body lice may have also played a significant role as vectors of the disease during the early modern period. In humans, bubonic plague is typically caused by a bite from infected fleas that infest Rattus rattus, or the black rat.


What was known at the time was that outbreaks in England were usually preceded by outbreaks on the Continent. From as early as 1663, the presence of plague in the major trading ports of Amsterdam and Hamburg caused enough concern within the Privy Council for a plan to be developed to prevent it reaching British shores. At the recommendation of the Lord Mayor of London, Sir John Lawrence, a quarantine unit was established at Canvey Island, at the mouth of the Thames estuary, to isolate any infected ships and crew before they could approach England. Despite initial success – in 1664, there were 24,000 plague deaths in Amsterdam compared with just a handful in England – plague was a force too great for seventeenth-century border control. Inevitably, the contagion entered England.


Late in 1664, there were rumours that a group of infected Frenchmen had carried plague from Westminster to the City of London, but it is just as likely that it arrived in several waves from infected Dutch ports. This was made all the easier in March 1665 when war between the English and the Dutch was declared, and offshore quarantine measures relaxed. In his memoir from the period, Dr Nathaniel Hodges argued that it: ‘was imported to us from Holland, in packs of Merchendize; and if anyone pleases to trace it further . . . it came thither from Turkey in Bails of Cotton, which is a strange Preserver of the Pestilential Steams’.6


In any case, the first official plague fatality of 1665 in London did not cause widespread alarm. St Giles in the Fields was a poverty-stricken area to the west of the city. Named after the patron saint of lepers, the suburban parish was built on the site of a long-gone medieval leper hospital and was a good distance from both the River Thames and London’s mercantile heartland. By 1665, it had become a cosmopolitan place, home to a substantial French population (including Samuel Pepys’s mother- and father-in-law), and contained well over a thousand dwellings.7 The largest of London’s outer parishes, it was a mix of poverty and prosperity and stretched from Lincoln’s Inn Fields in the east to Charing Cross in the west. The poorest inhabitants lived in timber tenements in Cole Yard, Cross Lane and the alleys and lanes surrounding a drinking haunt named the Crown Tavern. The richest residents – including the president of the Royal Society, William Brouncker – lived in grand brick houses along Great Queen Street and the blossoming theatre district of Drury Lane.


In places like St Giles in the Fields, the existence of the odd plague death on the Bills of Mortality every now and then was not unusual. As long as cases remained at a low level, there was usually no cause for concern. In this spirit, the January plague fatality was brushed aside as an isolated case. But then, in February, the parish witnessed its second plague fatality and the Bills of Mortality revealed a steady increase in the number of deaths overall. This included cases of ‘spotted fever’ (now known as typhus), an infectious disease spread by body lice with very similar symptoms to plague. Nathaniel Hodges, who lived within the city walls, claimed that as soon as rumours of a possible contagion reached ‘the common people . . . every one predicted its future Devastations, and they terrified each other with Remembrances of a former Pestilence’.8 Writing some years after the event, Daniel Defoe, who was only a young boy at the time seems to have based his account on a combination of research and the second-hand testimony of older relatives, claimed that this second death ‘possessed the heads of the people very much’ with very few caring ‘to go through Drury Lane, or the other streets suspected, unless they had extraordinary business that obliged them to it’. In reality, however, one of the area’s most famous businesses, the King’s Playhouse, was busier than ever.
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