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THE HEARTS OF OAK TRILOGY



This is the second book of the Hearts of Oak trilogy, which explores three of the most iconic and yet largely unexplored stories of the ‘Great Age of Sail’. The Fighting Temeraire, The Admiral Benbow and The Glorious First of June, are the biographies of a ship, a man and a battle that will splice together to form a narrative of an era that stretches from the English Civil War of the 1640s to the coming of steam two centuries later. This ‘Great Age of Sail’ was once written about in heroic terms but many of those legends have since been overlooked. The details of the stories themselves have become confused and the reasons behind the formation of those legends ignored. With more than a century of professional naval history to draw from, together with new access to previously restricted archives, now is the time to look afresh at those stories of heroism from the perspective of the modern historian; now is the time to understand how and why The Fighting Temeraire, The Admiral Benbow and The Glorious First of June became legends.


Heart of oak are our ships, jolly tars are our men,
We always are ready; Steady, boys, steady!
We’ll fight and we’ll conquer again and again.


D. GARRICK, Heart of Oak (1759)
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Come all ye seamen bold, lend an ear, lend an ear
Come all ye seamen bold, lend an ear
’Tis of our Admiral’s fame
Brave Benbow by name,
How he fought on the main you shall hear, you shall hear
How he fought on the main you shall hear.


From The Death of Admiral Benbow (anonymous, undated)
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Introduction: Benbow’s Book


Ask the person sitting next to you if they have heard of Admiral Benbow.


My experience, having done this compulsively for more than a year, is that a surprisingly large number of people, with no conscious interest in maritime or naval history, know the name. Some think it is the name of a pub, others that he was a fictional character. A few will know he was a real admiral and will claim he was the Nelson of his age; some will even recognize his name as the title of a once-famous folk song. Among those who know him to have been a real admiral, some may have heard the story of ‘Benbow’s Last Fight’, a sea battle fought in 1702 off the Spanish Main in which Benbow was abandoned by his captains in the face of the enemy and died of his wounds shortly after. Even for professional naval historians this story raises more questions than it provides answers, and uncertainty surrounds most of his career. His name conjures up maritime glory in a way that other famous naval names do not, simply because it is cloaked in mystery. Nelson is known, and what he did is known, but the same cannot be said for Benbow. His is fame without substance; it is history without meaning.


This combination of awareness and ignorance is intriguing, and it is partially explained by a fictional radio play, screenplay and novel by Ned Sherrin and Caryl Brahms that captured the public imagination in the late 1960s, loosely based on Benbow’s life. The novel was a clever spoof: the authors even invented plausible quotes from the diaries of Samuel Pepys and John Evelyn.1 But Sherrin and Brahms were drawing on an existing awareness of Benbow created by Robert Louis Stevenson’s calculated use of the name in Treasure Island. The Admiral Benbow is the name of the inn where, in the opening chapters, Jim Hawkins meets Billy Bones, who has Captain Flint’s treasure map. This in turn has spawned its own trail of Admiral Benbow pubs that can be found worldwide.


The Admiral Benbow therefore is an inn, both in fact and fiction, and he is a character of sorts, again in both fact and fiction, but Stevenson did not pluck his subject from historical obscurity. In exactly the same way that Turner chose to immortalize HMS Temeraire in his painting The Fighting ‘Temeraire’, Tugged to Her Last Berth to Be Broken Up, 1838, so Stevenson chose the name Benbow: the names were already common currency at the time of painting and writing – Benbow and the Temeraire were already famous. In my previous book, The Fighting Temeraire (2009), I explained how the Temeraire won her fame, and the purpose of this one is to do the same for Benbow.


It is one of the most alluring challenges in naval history. Much of Benbow’s fame came from the re-telling of the story of his last fight, but the very subject of Benbow’s last fight intrigues. Why, we must ask ourselves, does it matter that it was his last fight? What had he done in his first fight, and every fight that followed? The underlying assumption that his last fight mattered at all suggests that he already was famous, that there are two levels or periods of fame: before his last fight and after his last fight. There is perhaps no naval officer better suited to biography. We cannot locate Benbow in history until we understand his history; we cannot understand what came last until we know what came first.


This is not as easy as one would hope, however. He died more than a century before the Battle of Trafalgar (1805), and we think he was born around 1650, in the immediate aftermath of the three wars of the English Civil War. Oliver Cromwell then ruled over the broken bones of a country shattered financially, militarily and administratively. During the wars accepted perspectives had shifted. Friends had become enemies, protective walls prisons, churches castles. It is all too easy to see the great naves of English churches as places of spiritual protection, but the Civil War commanders saw them as ready-made strongholds with ready-made watchtowers. Many churches still bear the physical scars of Civil War conflict, their tough skins pocked with the scars of musket and cannon fire. The perishable flesh vanished, however; and the records of families, births, deaths and marriages were lost. In short, it is very difficult indeed to trace birth dates and locations in the 1650s.


The administrative records of the government, army and navy were also primitive in comparison with the vast bureaucratic machine of the late eighteenth century, and the already basic level of record-keeping was further threatened at times of regime change. The Civil War is one such example, but for Benbow it was just the start of decades of upheaval. When he was nine or ten Oliver Cromwell died and his son took over. Under the leadership of Richard Cromwell, a shadow of his father, the Commonwealth crumbled, and in 1660 Charles II sailed back to England from exile to restore the monarchy. After a lengthy reign Charles died in 1685 and his brother, James, became King. But James’s Catholicism presented a threat to the Protestant majority and only three years later England was invaded by a Protestant Dutch prince, William of Orange. William ruled with his wife Mary until her death, and then alone until 1702, when one of James II’s daughters, Anne, became Queen. Shortly after that, Benbow fought his last fight and died.


Benbow therefore lived through no fewer than five regime changes as England see-sawed between civil war, military dictatorship, commonwealth and regency, and between Protestant and Catholic monarchs. With such a lack of stability the sources for Benbow’s life have suffered, a significant problem further exacerbated by a fire in the Admiralty, fifteen years after his death, in which many of his private papers were destroyed.2 This has made our understanding of Benbow characteristic of the period in which he lived: it is patchy and unstable. At the same time, however, the instability he endured tells us much about the man. He entered the navy during the reign of Charles II, whom he served with success. Remarkably, that success then continued during each of the next three ideologically and religiously diverse reigns. Perhaps nothing else indicates his professional ability so clearly. Countless others, including such notable professionals as Samuel Pepys, found themselves out of favour at one stage or another. Some, like Pepys, were even condemned to the Tower of London.


Benbow also lived through a period of extraordinary change in the Royal Navy and the broader maritime world. During his professional career the focus of the navy shifted from East to West; from Holland to France; and from the North Sea to the English Channel and its western approaches, and beyond to the Caribbean. Naval hospitals and naval retirement homes were built for the first time; physicians became regularly employed in the fleet and conducted the first known trials to investigate the effects of life in the service; the coasts began to be scattered with sea-marks and lighthouses; bomb vessels were invented; exploding ships were used for the first time in more than a century; the design of sailing warships improved, stalled and then improved again; inland waterways were cut to join great rivers; dockyards began to change in their location and scope; and operations at sea changed to meet new threats. This was a period of both vast fleet battle and elusive privateering threat; of failed and successful invasion; of aggressive coastal raid and passive blockade; and of merchant, pirate and piratehunter. Abroad, colonies succeeded and failed in both the Mediterranean and Caribbean. Benbow had a measure of influence in every one of these issues.


His domestic life is no less intriguing. Consider this: you are in a position of some considerable responsibility at one of His Majesty’s dockyards, and a tall stranger with a group of men approaches you and asks you to sub-let your rented house. You agree because the stranger is the Tsar of Russia. You are, however, a little concerned because of the Tsar’s unmatched reputation for debauchery and because your house is one of the finest in the land, a regular venue for royal entertainment and owned by none other than John Evelyn, courtier, author and horticulturalist. The garden is one of the finest in the world, with thousands of exceptionally rare species. Three months later the Tsar leaves, having devastated the house and garden through riotous partying. Among the eye-popping damage are three hundred broken window panes, floors ruined with scorch marks, grease and ink, and sixty-five chairs broken or lost. Sixty-five!


Fresh archival research has thrown new light on every aspect of Benbow’s career. For example, the muster books of the Royal Navy show us that he did not join the navy aboard Admiral Herbert’s flagship the Rupert in 1678 as we have suspected for so long, but that he joined the Rupert from a smaller ship, the Phoenix, and that he had even come there from yet another, unknown ship. Even more significantly, Benbow was not at the Battle of Barfleur in 1692 as historians claim, but was comfortably at home in Deptford. These are but two of many discoveries made in the writing of this book, but they make a very important point about Benbow. Generations of biographers have wanted to fit him into the most significant events of the era, and to link him with the most significant people. For the historian wanting to establish Benbow as the ‘Nelson of his age’, it was natural to force him into the greatest fleet battle of his lifetime, the Battle of Barfleur, and to start his career with a bang, aboard the Rupert, the flagship of the finest commander of the time, Arthur Herbert. That neither of these elements is true does not reduce the value of Benbow as a naval hero. The desire to see him as a precursor of Nelson is an important aspect of the power of his fame. If he was not at Barfleur and did not start his career with Herbert, then the creation of his success and fame becomes even more interesting.


The problem is rendered more complex still by a significant discovery I made several years ago, deep in the shelves of the rare books room of the National Maritime Museum in Greenwich. On a shelf full of volumes from the early and mid-seventeenth century is an extraordinary book about seven inches long and well thumbed, the second edition of a manual of navigation written by Edmund Gunter, Professor of Astronomy at Gresham College, London. Published in 1636, its full title is a perfect example of the laborious verbosity of the seventeenth century: The description and use of the Sector and Crosse-staffe and other instruments, With a Canon of Artificiall Sines & Tangents to a Radius of 10000,0000 Partes & the use Thereof in Astronomie Navigation and Dialing. This second edition, ‘much enlarged by the Author through the whole worke of his life Time’, includes a ‘newe Treatice of Fortification not before Printed’ and was sold by the bookseller James Boller ‘at the Signe of the Marigold in Paulls Church Yard’.


Gunter’s book is a classic example of an early navigation manual clogged with complex equations and theorems. It was not essential knowledge for the practical seaman, but it was required reading for those interested in the science behind the art of seafaring, and was written by one of the foremost scientists of the age. To own it was to display an interest in, if not necessarily an understanding of, the academic study of navigation, explored through mathematics and geometry. Spherical triangles had to be solved to calculate the azimuth of the sun, which in turn solved problems in Mercator sailing, and trigonometry was also necessary to establish location. The first tables to help mariners with these calculations were published as early as 1594. Not long afterwards Gunter himself invented the Gunter Scale, a straight rule with a slide and engraved with logarithmic scales of numbers and trigonometrical functions. It was still used in 1877, more than 250 years after its invention. The sector and cross-staff referred to in the title are navigational aides and Gunter explained their use in detail.


The importance of Gunter’s book and inventions was to make the mathematical solution to navigational problems accessible, while at the same time offering other interesting snippets of information for the mariner, such as the means of measuring time by counting one’s pulse or repeating set forms of words. This was over a century before the problem of taking timepieces to sea was solved. Occasionally the book is marked with specific paragraphs, highlighted by a simple pencilled cross in the margin, and there are notes jotted in the margin. What they mean is unclear but their existence suggests that the book did not rest on a shelf for show; it was studied and used.


Nine original copies of the book survive in British institutions, but what makes the copy in Greenwich unique is that its ownership over almost two centuries, from 1636 until 1821, is recorded. To celebrate and further advertise the book’s heritage, written on the sides of the pages at the top, centre and foot of the book, and thus visible if it is lying flat on a table, are the three most significant names in that heritage. At the top are the unmistakable six letters that exude the heroism of the Age of Sail and are the very embodiment of naval legend. It simply reads, as a declaration of ownership, ‘Nelson’. Impressive enough, but the sense of something really special grows if one flips the book over and looks at the sides of the pages at the bottom. There we find ‘Hawke’, referring to Edward Hawke, annihilator of the French at the Second Battle of Finisterre in 1747 and the Battle of Quiberon Bay in 1759. And finally, on the long side, is the unmistakable name of Benbow.


Nelson. Hawke. Benbow. All of these names are written in the same hand, with the same coloured ink and apparently with the same nib: they are not the personal signatures of Nelson, Hawke and Benbow made at different times. Inside the front cover, and in the same hand, the full heritage of the book is recorded. This is what it says.


The book was first owned by a John Benbow who, on 5 May 1671, gave it to his son, the future Admiral Benbow, also called John. It was then passed to Captain Thomas Hardy on 30 November 170–. The page has been torn and so the date is unknown, but it would make sense for the book to have been passed on after Benbow’s death, in November 1702. Thomas Hardy became Vice-Admiral Thomas Hardy and on 28 March 1717, at the end of his career, he gave it to Rear-Admiral James Mighells. On 4 April 1733 Mighells, now a vice-admiral, passed the book on to a young lieutenant, Edward Hawke. In 1777 Hawke, already six years retired, handed it on to another young lieutenant, this time of the Lowestoft, and his name was Horatio Nelson. On 21 October 1805, that famous date in naval history when Nelson destroyed the combined Franco-Spanish fleet at the Battle of Trafalgar and paid for it with his life, the book passed from Nelson to the captain of the Victory and his great friend, Thomas Hardy. Perhaps Hardy took it from Nelson’s deserted cabin as the Admiral’s corpse lay below decks. From Hardy the book passed to Captain Salisbury Pryce Humphreys on 11 June 1813, when Humphreys’ seagoing career was already at an end. From Humphreys it passed to its final recorded owner, Edward William Lloyd on 27 July 1821, just eight days after he had been promoted to captain, following an already impressive career. This ancestry is then signed by Lloyd, who also carefully wrote ‘Talavera’ across the centre of the page, perhaps his then location.


But what should we make of this? Perhaps it is pure fantasy, the product of the fertile mind of the last recorded owner, Captain Edward Lloyd. Perhaps the ancestry of the book was passed down with the book itself, and Edward Lloyd, receiving it on 27 July 1821, recorded it for posterity, personally signing the page as proof of its authenticity. None of it is implausible. The early life of Benbow is so sketchy that there is nothing definitive to say that he didn’t have a father called John who was still alive in 1671. Benbow’s well-documented interest and ability in navigation would make it a perfectly sensible book for him to have, and, if he did not actually own a copy, it is certain he would have known the work. The links between Hawke and Nelson are also well documented as the two shared a personal friend in William Locker, who studied under Hawke and later became a mentor for Nelson. The dates that the book changed hands also make sense. It changed ownership immediately after the deaths of both Benbow and Nelson, and those who were fortunate enough to survive their naval service bequeathed it later in life or at the end of their career. The names themselves are also interesting as the book was passed between men of extraordinary fame and achievement – Benbow, Hawke and Nelson – and others of more modest success. We do not know how and why the book was passed on, but perhaps it was to men of promise, only some of whom realized that expectation. The mixture of success and failure, of great talent and mediocrity, of great fame alongside anonymity, gives it a clear glow of authenticity.


If its ancestry is authentic, this remarkable little book eloquently locates Benbow in British naval history by making a direct link from Nelson to Benbow via Hawke, each a giant of his own generation. Even if it is not an authentic possession of Nelson, Benbow and Hawke, it is still important and interesting. Whoever owned the book believed that a direct link between these great men was possible, plausible and worth celebrating, an opinion shared by many historians since, not least those wishing to locate Benbow at the Battle of Barfleur. In either case it is a significant addition to the Benbow myth and to those that surround Hawke and Nelson. Atmospheric, absorbing and mysterious, it is the very essence of the Benbow legend and it is the inspiration for this book.


Several years later I can say that while some of the Benbow legend is true and some false, far more importantly the legend is only a fraction of the man. His story takes us from the inland navigation of the Severn to the Barbary Coast; from the Glorious Revolution of 1688 to the coastal bombardments of northern France in the 1690s; from privateer hunting in the North Sea to pirate hunting in the Caribbean; from the first Eddystone lighthouse to the first hospital for seamen at Greenwich; and from Chatham and Deptford to Barbados and Jamaica. This book changes the way that we think about Benbow, the Royal Navy and the second half of the seventeenth century, and, in every instance, it takes the reader to unexpected places. It does not begin, for example, in a fully rigged warship rolling gently in green seas off the Spanish Main, but in a cabbage patch outside Shrewsbury Castle.








1.
Benbow’s Bloodline
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Standing in that cabbage patch was a soldier waiting to die, and his name was John Benbow, a colonel in the army of Charles II that had just been routed at the Battle of Worcester in 1651. It was Charles’s last attempt to wrest control of his country from Oliver Cromwell, the man who had created the Commonwealth by executing her king, and Charles’s father, Charles I. The Parliamentarian soldiers who captured Benbow were not forgiving, for John Benbow was once one of them, and now he was going to be executed as a traitor.


At the outbreak of the First Civil War, in 1642, Benbow had declared for the Parliamentarians. Immediately given the rank of lieutenant and put in charge of a party of horse, he was ordered to raid Royalist supply lines and soon played a prominent role in two notable campaigns of that first conflict. At the start of the war Charles had established his headquarters at Shrewsbury, the centre of Royalist loyalty in and around the West Midlands and a town that remained an important symbol of the Royalist cause throughout the wars. In the winter of 1645 Shrewsbury was notably weakened by strong fighting at the nearby city of Chester, where reinforcements had been sent. The Parliamentarians took advantage of Shrewsbury’s weakened state and, encouraged from within by citizens or possibly troops disaffected with the Royalist cause, launched an audacious attack in the early hours of a freezing February morning. At 4 a.m. sentries on the Shrewsbury defences noticed men hacking through the palisades. Shortly after, a small group of soldiers, led by John Benbow, crossed the Severn in a specially constructed boat and made their way through the broken palisades. They then scaled the rampart and crept to St Mary’s Water Gate, where the troops were silenced and the gate opened. The Parliamentarian cavalry swept in and took the town within hours. The fall of Shrewsbury is one of only two successful surprise attacks in the entire history of the Civil War, and Benbow played a leading role. He received written commendation from Parliament and was immediately promoted to captain. In 1646 Benbow again fought with distinction, at Beaumaris Castle in Anglesey.1


Three years later the strategic situation had radically altered. Charles I had been captured and executed in front of an angry crowd in Whitehall on 30 January 1649. His body, with the head sewn back on, had then been placed under lock and key at St George’s Chapel in Windsor, where it could not generate any mob devotion. Within two days the Scottish parliament had proclaimed Charles’s son, Charles II, King, but mutual distrust between Charles and the Scots prevented any formal agreement being made for almost fourteen months. On 24 June 1650, however, Charles landed at Garmouth in Scotland, ending his lengthy and wandering exile. After six months of political wrangling he was crowned in Scotland and prepared to take the fight to Cromwell. On 31 July he led an army of twelve thousand Scots into England and they marched solidly for three weeks, heading for the loyal Royalist hinterland of Shropshire and Worcestershire.


Charles had believed, or dared to hope, that his presence on English soil would provide sufficient motivation for those who had supported his father once more to rally to the Royalist cause, but he was badly mistaken. After Charles I’s execution Royalists throughout England had been purged. Many had been heavily fined; others forced to give oath that they would not raise arms again against their enemy; some drafted by force into the Parliamentarian ranks, usually to fight abroad. Charles, moreover, now marched at the head of an army of Scots, and for many ex-Royalists this was too much by far. Hitherto the Scots had been the staunchest allies of the Parliamentarians, and many of the Royalists held them accountable for the death of Charles I. At Shrewsbury Charles was met with forceful resistance. Colonel Mackworth, the town’s Governor, was summoned to declare for the King, but refused with such breezy confidence and determination that he directed his answer not to the King but to the ‘Commander in Chief of the Scotch Forces’.2 At Worcester, however, Charles was kindly received and proclaimed King by the Sheriff.


Just as at the beginning of the Civil War, with both armies in the field and recruiting, those of fighting age were forced to make a choice. As one contemporary wrote at the outbreak of the war: ‘I find all here full of feares and voyd of hopes. Parents and children, kindred, I and deere friends have the seed of difference and division abundantly sawed in them.’3 Now, nearly a decade later, the same choice had to be made. For most it was difficult, and for some the answer was not the same as it had been in 1642. Benbow was one of those men. Along with a fellow Parliamentarian officer named Cornet Kinnersly and two of Kinnersly’s brothers, Benbow switched sides and marched to Pitchcroft, then a village just north of Worcester, to declare his loyalty to the King. His presence there is recorded in the muster taken on that day.4 Why he and Kinnersly turned we do not know, but we do know that loyalty in the Civil War was not as rigid as we might suspect. The progress of the wars was at times startlingly swift and the politics and ideology of both parties changed swiftly too. Some swapped allegiances to suit their own interests. Colonel John Morris, the Parliamentarian Governor of Pontefract, let the city fall to the Royalists in 1648, five years after surrendering Liverpool to the Parliamentarians when he was its Royalist Governor.5 For many the illegal trial and execution of the King was a significant turning point.


Certainly the timing of Benbow’s defection from the Parliamentarian ranks suggests disillusionment but it remains a curious and reckless time to have changed. Most established Royalists, however fervent, are known to have been extremely cautious about committing themselves to Charles in 1651 or to any of the intermittent plots in the following years.6 One other Parliamentarian officer, who is known to have switched sides at exactly this time and about whom we know a little more, was Colonel John Birch. ‘Judgement was not his talent’ was an inspired contemporary observation on Birch’s character. Modern scholars maintain that he was fanatically independent and contemptuous of contemporary opinion.7


Benbow therefore was joined by men like Birch and other scattered Royalists who were willing and able to offer their support to an English king leading an army of Scots. James Stanley, the Earl of Derby, a Royalist who had been based on the Isle of Man, crossed the Irish Sea and raised a small army. Charles proclaimed him ‘General of all the countyes of Lancashire, Cheshire, Shropshire, Staffordshire and Worcestershire and the six countyes north of Wales’ but the small force he was able to raise was cut to pieces in a skirmish at Wigan, and when Stanley arrived at Worcester he was wounded in the face, arms and shoulders and led no more than thirty horsemen. There were few other names of note at the muster and they were only boosted, in the words of a contemporary pamphlet, ‘by some adventurers from London who had been forced to pass through the Parliamentarian army’.8 Shortly after his arrival at Worcester, Charles had only succeeded in adding perhaps two thousand Royalist Englishmen to his army of twelve thousand Scots, and Cromwell was rapidly descending on the West Midlands at the head of twenty-eight thousand men.


The constables of neighbouring parishes raised men to labour on the defences while the Scots captured and then destroyed all of the significant bridges around the city.9 Five drapers were commissioned to provide cloth for uniform but there was insufficient time to make them up: the Royalists fought without a uniform, as bedraggled as their cause was bleak, the disunity of their army unmasked.10 There was open argument between the English and Scottish troops as the tension grew but, of all those men in the Royalist camp preparing to fight, Benbow’s future was particularly hazardous. At the start of the Civil War captured turncoats were tried for their lives but few were executed and the majority of all prisoners were simply sent home after swearing not to take up arms again. A particularly unlucky few were transported or ‘volunteered’ for military service abroad. By the Second Civil War of 1648–9, however, both sides had hardened their stances, particularly after the violent Parliamentary victories at Colchester and Pontefract, and thereafter captured turncoats on both sides were executed.11


When Cromwell arrived he set up camp with his main body of soldiers at Red Hill, about a mile south-east of the city. The Royalists took shelter behind the city’s walls and dykes, and carefully burned the suburbs right up to the walls so that the Parliamentarians would be forced to approach without cover. That night a strong Royalist force made a sally but the Parliamentarians had been forewarned of the attack by a tailor and they were forced back into the city with significant losses. The traitorous tailor was hanged the next day. Meanwhile, the Parliamentarians kept their position at the top of Red Hill, watching and waiting for the crucial equipment they knew was on its way.


The key to the siege of Worcester were the rivers Severn and Teme, which curled around the city’s walls and protected the approaches from south and west. Few armies had any sophisticated engineering equipment that would allow them to cross rivers, even as a temporary measure, so even the narrowest crossings became tactically crucial. The Severn at Worcester is no narrow crossing, however, but a magisterial sweep of waterway that required specialist ferrying equipment to traverse. The river provided the answer as easily as it posed the problem. Despite being so far inland, the river at Worcester is still navigable, and the resourceful Cromwell simply sent a force about twenty miles downstream to Upton and Gloucester, from where they brought a fleet of river boats. On 2 August the fleet arrived and the Parliamentarian forces began to bind them together and strengthen them with extra timber to form a number of makeshift bridges. Charles watched the preparations from the very top of the Cathedral’s tower, 170 feet high, from where the panoramic views of the scarred landscape stretched to the horizon at Red Hill. It was a commanding view of a landscape he did not command. The impact on Charles of this location was so profound that the next day he brought his army’s leaders to the tower and held a council of war there.


The details of the ensuing battle are hazy as they are so easily overcome by the events that immediately followed the fall of Worcester. At some point in the afternoon, possibly around 3 p.m., Cromwell himself led a large body of men across the temporary bridge over the Severn before leading an assault on Royalist troops in which ‘he did exceedingly hazard himself … riding up and down in the midst of the shot and riding himself in person to the enemy’s foot offering them quarter’.12 This was typical of Cromwell. He had demonstrated early on in his career in the army that he was capable of instinctive and decisive acts in the face of extreme danger and by 1645 his ability to inspire loyalty in his men was as absolute as his own loyalty to God.


Shortly before Cromwell crossed the Severn, another strong force had crossed the Teme and engaged the Royalist defenders who had lined the hedgerows stretching right back to the city. Driven back relentlessly by Cromwell’s two-pronged assault, the defenders retreated before regrouping for a sudden and violent sally. Yet again, however, they were driven back, but this time with the Parliamentarian troops at their heels, and some of them even in front. The Royalist cannon were seized and turned on their own troops, ‘which so wrapt them up with a spirit of terror and confusion, that afterwards, the night being come, we soon gained an Entry and became Masters of the Town’.13


The scarcity of eyewitness reports of the final hours of that day at Worcester is the most troubling aspect of the battle. All of that time has been lost to history by those unable or unwilling to write about their experiences. Under the rules and customs of warfare, Worcester had fallen to storm and therefore the population were not protected by the commonly shared principles that governed behaviour in warfare. The Royalist troops knew this as well as the trapped citizens, and panic spread as quickly as the fires that burned the houses. Royalists on horseback trampled their own troops to hasten their escape, and Royalist fought Royalist, each ‘readier to cut each others throats than to defend ourselves against the enemy’.14 Aware the city had fallen, as many inhabitants joined the sack alongside the Parliamentarian troops as had become its victims. ‘You cannot hear too bad an account of the inhabitants of Worcester,’ wrote Sir Rowland Burkeley, a neighbouring Royalist who had not joined the fight. ‘All houses being ransacked top to bottom, the very persons of men and women not expected.’15 Another compared it to the fall of Constantinople to the Turks, the troops ‘giving no quarter to any they found in the Streets’.16 There is general agreement that there were nearly four thousand dead, and the corpses of both men and horses were piled in the streets. Eventually the dead were carried to the churchyard, the Royal Accounts recording that it was the churchwardens of St Michael’s who were charged with the gruesome task of burying the dead and the equally unpleasant task of carrying away ‘the litter … which the Scotts lay upon’. In a further attempt to eradicate all trace of the odorous Scots, the chamberlains paid two shillings ‘for ston pitch and rosen to perfume the Hall’.17


Almost ten thousand prisoners were taken at Worcester, the majority of them incarcerated in the Cathedral until they could be marched to London. That march was a horrifying experience as most were barefoot and naked. Many Londoners were sympathetic when the bedraggled army appeared.18 The scale of the victory and the subsequent impact that it had on the Royalist cause is best conceived by studying a brief list of the prisoners. Among those of importance or high social rank were the Duke of Hamilton, the Earls of Rothes, Lauderdale, Carnworth, Kelly, Derby, Cleveland and Shrewsbury; Lords Spyne and Sinclair, Sir J. Packington, Sir C. Cunningham, Sir R. Clare and the King’s secretary, R. Fanshawe; six Colonels and nine Lieutenant-Colonels of Horse, thirteen Colonels and eight Lieutenant-Colonels of Foot, six Majors of Horse and thirteen of Foot, thirty-seven Captains of Horse and seventy-two of foot, fifty-five quartermasters of Horse, eighty-nine Lieutenants of Foot, seventy-six Cornets of Horse, ninety-nine Ensigns of Foot, ninety Quartermasters of Foot, thirty of the King’s servants, nine Ministers and nine chirurgeons (surgeons). Among the General officers were Major-General Piscotty, Major-General Montgomery, the General of the Ordnance, the Adjutant-General of Foot, the Quartermaster-General, the Marshal-General and the Waggonmaster-General. The Royal Standard, 158 regimental colours, the whole of the artillery, the entire baggage train of both army and King, the King’s coach and horses were all taken. The Mayor of Worcester, the Sheriff and all the Aldermen were also arrested.19


There was of course one very important person missing from the list of prisoners: King Charles himself. As night fell on 3 September, the twenty-one-year-old Charles, highly distinctive for his height and swarthy complexion, was forced to stop fighting. He had not lacked for bravery, and much like Cromwell had led from the front on a number of occasions, even trying to rouse his cavalry to a final desperate charge. Now he rode to the north while Worcester was sacked and the Scots lay dying. With Charles were a number of his most loyal Generals, including the Earl of Derby, and they rested just beyond Stourbridge, twenty miles or so from Worcester. Exhausted from the fight and flight, Derby advised resting at Boscobel House, a hunting lodge owned by Catholics, equipped with priest holes and surrounded by dense woodland. Derby, moreover, knew its value personally: only eight days earlier he had successfully hidden at Boscobel after his defeat at Wigan. Charles agreed, was hidden in an oak tree and then in a priest hole in the attic, before making his way south, never far from his pursuers and narrowly evading capture on many more occasions than that most famous example at Boscobel. The original oak tree has long since been destroyed, but two possible priest holes still survive, one more convincing than the other. The one linked to Charles is in the attic and is a little over three feet wide and just over four feet high – cramped quarters indeed for a man generally held to have been over six feet tall. Six weeks after his decision to rest at Boscobel, Charles boarded a ship at Shoreham, in Sussex, which took him to Normandy and safety.


The escape of Charles further hardened Parliament’s resolve against his captured underlings and it ordered the Council of State to make an example of those taken at Worcester. All officers and every common soldier were court-martialled, and the Governors of Liverpool, Chester, Stafford, Worcester and Shrewsbury were ordered to send all captives to Bristol for transportation.20 In the end, however, the army simply did not have the resources to punish every captive and most English prisoners were conscripted into the New Model Army and sent to fight in Ireland. Others were simply sent home. Almost eight thousand prisoners, most Scottish, were sent to New England, Bermuda and the West Indies, where they worked as indentured labourers – effectively slaves. Some worked for the rest of their lives mucking out pig houses, sweeping slave quarters or working in the grinding rooms of sugar mills.21


Only a handful of high-ranking or otherwise significant prisoners were tried, and Benbow, a man renowned for his local exploits for Parliament in the preceding wars, was one of these. His execution would be a potent symbol of Parliament’s triumph and their belief in loyalty. Another man to be tried was the Earl of Derby, who had assisted the King in his escape and was well known by Parliamentarians for having had a hand in a massacre of Parliamentarians at Bolton in 1644. The court met and resolved that Captain John Benbow was a ‘fitt person to bee brought to tryall and made an example of justice’. And so the wheels of Parliamentary justice began to roll. Benbow was to be tried at Chester the following day, charged with high treason against the Commonwealth of England, specifically that he had broken a law that prohibited ‘correspondencey’ with Charles or any of his party.22 This was a significant step. The prisoners brought to trial were not being tried for what they had done on the field of battle as soldiers, punishment for which was restricted by accepted rules and customs of behaviour, but as enemies of the State, their offences punishable by death. The wheel had turned full circle. Just as Parliamentarians had not been recognized as lawful combatants at the outbreak of the Civil War, so now were Royalists not protected by the legal custom of military conflict. We do not know much of the detail of the Benbow trial, but we do know that the Earl of Derby was outraged at this legal manoeuvre and couched his defence in exactly those terms, arguing that he should be tried as a soldier and not as a civilian traitor.23


When Benbow was eventually brought into the court the prosecution began its case with his defection from Parliamentary forces, ‘whereupon he did go from Shrewsbury where he then inhabited, to the said declared traitor and enemy Charles Stuart, and for the carryinge on of his designe and war against the parliament and commonwealth of England’. He was accused, after being granted a commission by Charles, of going around Salop (Shropshire) ‘for the raising of horse arms to complete his regiment’. It was claimed he appeared in Newport, Drayton and Bridgenorth, where he had Charles proclaimed King before taking a number of soldiers from the local militia as prisoners back to Worcester. During the battle, it was claimed, he charged the Parliamentary forces before being taken prisoner, and that he did all of this ‘contrary to his duty and allegiance, and contrary to several Acts of Parliament’.24


Benbow had very little to say in his defence. He admitted that before Charles arrived at Namptwich (Nantwich) he had served the forces of Parliament; that he had received a commission from the King; and that he had raised a regiment of about thirty horse. He had then marched with Charles to Worcester but denied ever being in Bridgenorth. He also stringently denied taking part in any charge against Parliamentarian troops and further denied any active involvement in the battle before being taken prisoner by Major General Lambert. Otherwise, his defensive stance was purely theoretical: that he never ‘knew or overheard before coming to Shrewsbury that the said Charles Stuart and his adherents were ever by Act of Parliament proclaimed traitors’.25 After a brief speech he was taken away before being brought back once more and given a final opportunity to say anything in his defence. He added nothing and was sentenced to death by shooting, his execution to take place at Shrewsbury, the very place where he had distinguished himself as a Parliamentarian soldier. The man responsible for this ingenious punishment was the same zealot, Colonel Mackworth, who had so stubbornly refused Charles entry to Shrewsbury. The Earl of Derby also pleaded ignorance of the new law declaring association with Charles a treasonable offence and so too were his pleas heard and ignored. The Earl of Derby’s death was also symbolic: he was beheaded at Bolton, the site of his massacre of Parliamentarians in 1644.


Shortly before his execution date, Derby escaped down a rope from his window and fled along the banks of the River Dee, where he was quickly recaptured. But Benbow was carried directly to Shrewsbury, where, in a cabbage patch in the castle grounds, he was shot just after 1 p.m. on 15 October 1651 and thus became another in the growing list of Royalist martyrs whose fame was reborn after the restoration of Charles a decade later. He was buried at St Chad’s in Shrewsbury and his gravestone is still visible today. While Benbow and Derby were executed, the widow of the tailor who had warned Cromwell’s forces of a night attack at Worcester was rewarded with £200 in cash and a further £200 per year: after Worcester loyalty was rewarded as much as disloyalty was punished.26


That is the story of Colonel Benbow as far as we know it and there is no reason to doubt the details: his career and fate are well documented. What remains much less clear is how Colonel John Benbow was related, if at all, to the future Admiral John Benbow. He has variously been described as Admiral Benbow’s father, his uncle and as no relation at all.


There is no definitive proof for any of these claims, but the assertion that Colonel Benbow was Admiral Benbow’s uncle is one of the most interesting because it provides the basis for an apocryphal story which links Admiral Benbow’s father directly to the King himself. Colonel John Benbow had a brother named Thomas (or perhaps William), who was also a Colonel in the Royalist army. He too was captured after the Battle of Worcester, but managed to escape and lived out the years of the Commonwealth in Shropshire. When Charles II was restored to the throne in 1660, Thomas Benbow’s loyalty was rewarded with a steady if poorly paid job in the Tower of London, working for the Ordnance Office. One day, as preparations were made for another war against the Dutch, the King came to the Tower to inspect the magazines and there he recognized the elderly Benbow. ‘My old friend Colonel Benbow!’ he cried. ‘What do you here?’ Benbow explained in suitably loyal tones that he had been given a position that brought in ‘fourscore pounds a year, in which I serve your Majesty as cheerfully as if it brought me in four thousand’. ‘Alas!’ said the King, ‘is this all that can be found for an old friend at Worcester? … bring this Gentleman to me tomorrow, and I will provide for him and his family as it becomes me.’ Unfortunately for the elderly Benbow, overcome with gratitude and love for his sovereign, he immediately collapsed and died.27


There is no written evidence supporting this tale, which came directly from Admiral Benbow’s son-in-law, a man named Paul Calton. A valid source, one might assume, but the value of Calton’s testimony has been severely attacked.28 The outlines of the story are not implausible, however. Most well-known Royalist officers were hard-hit by the wars. Either their personal fortunes were spent in raising and maintaining armies or they had been crippled by heavy fines. When Charles II was restored to the throne he set out to reward those who had demonstrated loyalty, and in 1663 he set aside £60,000 for their relief.29 There are, moreover, striking similarities between the Benbow story and the better-documented fate of another Colonel, John Birch. Like Benbow, Birch had met the King shortly before the Battle of Worcester. When, after his restoration, Charles met Birch again, he rewarded him with a life appointment at the Treasury, even remaining on friendly terms with the Colonel for the rest of his life.30 It is not inconceivable therefore that something similar happened to the Colonel Benbow who escaped from Worcester.


Admiral Benbow’s birth date provides little help in solving his origins as it too is uncertain. The evidence we have comes from two sources. The first and most obvious is his tombstone embedded in the floor of Kingston Parish Church in Jamaica that states that he died in ‘the 52 year of his age’. As he died in 1702 this means that he was born in 1651. The second significant piece of evidence concerning his birth date comes from a very curious source: the notebook of John Partridge, an eccentric but very well-known English astrologer, and a contemporary of Benbow. One of Partridge’s notebooks is held in the manuscript collection of the British Library. It is well kept and each page is marked with a single square chart, the personal horoscope of an individual that maps the heavens at the moment of their birth. Such a horoscope is known as a nativity.


In the centre of each square a name is entered along with a birth date, and in this case it reads: ‘Admiral Benbo natus die 10 March 1652/3’. With some relish Partridge explains why he has been selected for study, as a man of curious fate: ‘He died of his wounds at Jamaica in November 1702 being betray’d by a pack of rogues that suffered him to be destroyed and would not come to assist him for which two of them were shot for cowards.’31


Leading from the corners of the central ‘naming’ square are ruled lines, and these in turn are joined together by a larger diamond shape that surrounds the central square. Partridge has inscribed all of these lines with astrological symbols, the purpose of which, as he tells us on the front cover of the notebook, is to allow the astrologer to ‘say something of a general judgement thereon’. Unfortunately there are no accompanying notes and we will never know Partridge’s conclusions, but one thing is obvious: according to Partridge, the Colonel Benbow who was shot could not have been Admiral Benbow’s father; by the time the future Admiral was born, the Colonel had been dead for seventeen months.


Amid all this uncertainty it is important to recognize that the combined stories of the two Colonel Benbows, in which ‘both brothers fell martyrs to the royal cause, one in grief, and the other in joy’,32 provide an all too poetic genealogy that must be considered with caution. It is understandable that early historians of Admiral Benbow easily linked the Admiral from Shrewsbury with the famous Benbow brothers of the Civil War, also from Shrewsbury. Each reinforces the other as a tale of loss for the sake of loyalty and honour, characteristics which contemporaries believed to be hereditary and therefore passed down through the Benbow family tree. As the Admiral’s earliest biographer wrote:


He was descended from the ancient and honourable family of the Benbows … which, though now sunk in point of riches and credit, is still remembered with honour, as it deserves to be, since the misfortune of the family were [sic] not the effects of their follies and vices, but owing to their firmness and fortitude, their attachment to honour in preference to interest, and their unshaken adherence to the good old English principles of loyalty and patriotism.33


A good story, maybe, but it remains open to doubt that Benbow was linked in any way with both or either of these men.


For some, however, the specific identity of his relatives is less important than the branch of the sprawling Benbow family tree from which the Royalist brothers came, because that branch of Benbows were wealthy members of the Shropshire landed gentry. There is some mixed evidence in the form of coats of arms to support these claims to his high-born status.34 It is quite extraordinary that alongside this theory exists an equally potent, equally romantic and equally unsubstantiated theory that argues the exact opposite and dissociates Benbow and his family from any hint of power, money, position or status. This theory maintains that he was the son of a tanner, and one version sees him running away to sea to seek his fortune. It is unclear when this argument was first proposed, but it is referred to indirectly by Benbow’s earliest biographer and was then argued in detail by a succession of modern historians.35 The most recent research, however, leans towards the Admiral being descended from landed gentry.


These, then, are the two radically different theories of Benbow’s descent and although it is unlikely that the murky years of the end of the Civil War and the start of Cromwell’s Commonwealth will ever produce sufficient documentary proof of his pedigree, the divergent conclusions that have been reached in modern times are important in their own right. The genealogy of Benbow matters not only for the bare facts of his heritage but also for how the Benbow story fitted into a famous contemporary debate about the relative competence of naval officers from different social backgrounds.


That debate was formed in the complex political aftermath of the Restoration. In short, during the Civil War the navy had been purged of officers who were openly loyal to the Royalist cause or even perceived to have a tendency in that direction. They were replaced by officers with a firm and demonstrable dedication to Republicanism and everything that went with it, not least a transparent belief in Puritanism. Most of these men were taken from the merchant marine, although some were promoted from within the navy. As a rule, these men were not of high birth and they were renowned for their knowledge and ability of seamanship. They were hardened salts, and known to contemporaries, because of the oiled canvas of their foul-weather gear, as ‘tarpaulins’. The nickname still survives in the truncated form ‘tar’, as in ‘Jolly Jack Tar’, and even now conjures up the essence of these men as hard-working, thoroughbred seamen.


When Charles II returned from exile in 1660 he was thus faced with a problem. The State’s Navy (as it was known under Cromwell) had conducted itself for the most part with impressive skill and no little success, but now the King was required to purge the navy once more, to guarantee its loyalty just as Cromwell had done before him. Charles’s purge was not so extreme as the Parliamentarian one had been, however, not least because in the merchant service the Parliamentarians had enjoyed a far wider base of manpower from which to select their new naval officers than Charles now did. There were few naval officers loyal to Charles with adequate experience and both Charles and his brother James, whom he had appointed as Lord High Admiral, were canny enough to realize that retaining the services of officers who had served under Cromwell, although distasteful, was essential to the future security of England and the prosperity of her trade. In recent years the focus of British foreign policy had been on war with the Dutch. That war, in 1652–4, had been fought entirely at sea and in 1660 there was sufficient tension between England and Holland to indicate that a further war was not out of the question. As a result the majority of the navy’s officers were retained but a significant portion of new officers, all of good Royalist heritage and all gentlemen, entered the service.


So in the 1660s and early 1670s there were two distinct groups of officers in the Royal Navy. There was a larger, older and more experienced group, most of them of indeterminate social status, and most of them talented seamen; and there was a smaller, younger group, most of them born into aristocratic, noble or gentry families, and most of them with little experience of the sea. They spoke differently, they wore different clothing, they behaved differently and they performed their duties with different levels of success. Gentlemen officers were the focus of stinging criticism from those close to the navy, not least from Samuel Pepys himself, who, although dedicated to Charles, was consistently and actively hostile to his programme of granting commissions to gentlemen who had little relevant experience compared with established seamen. Richard Gibson, an associate of Pepys, wrote and published a critique of the officer corps in 1690. In it he awarded the gentleman captains ‘the honour to bring in Drinking, Gameing, Whoreing, Swearing and all Impiety to the Navy’. ‘Before Gentlemen came to Command the Navy,’ he continued, ‘we were able to fight with all the world at sea.’ For others the criticism did not stop there and included every sin imaginable to a good Calvinist conscience: treachery, cowardice, profanity, impiety, wanton cruelty and sodomy.36


‘Tarpaulins’ were not openly criticized in this way, but were lampooned in contemporary poetry, song and theatre for their unworldly appearance, language and honest virtue. A fantastic example survives from a play of 1695 by William Congreve, entitled Love for Love. Its hero, Ben, has been at sea long enough to acquire the language of a tarpaulin and he uses it to woo his love: ‘If you like me, and I like you, we may chance to swing in a hammock together.’37 The particular advantage of this debate was that it served as an obvious, but at times quite sophisticated, analogy of Britain’s recent troubled past. To criticize the foppish, incompetent gentleman captains was to criticize the new King and his brother the Lord High Admiral; to celebrate the tarpaulins was to celebrate the success of the State’s Navy and to revel in the maritime glory that had been won by Britain’s honest seamen in the 1650s. In fact this became such a valuable tool for political rhetoric that the debate over the relative abilities of gentleman and tarpaulin officers survived long after the problem had ceased to exist. Recent scholarship has further exploded the notion of a continuing debate by demonstrating that, by the late 1670s, the once-clear division between gentlemen and tarpaulins was rapidly being broken down, that the majority of captains were neither gentlemen nor tarpaulins, but somewhere in between, and it is this new interpretation of the social and professional make-up of the navy that has a direct relevance to the career of Benbow.


Naval command became a particularly attractive field of work after the Restoration. The only wars were maritime wars and so the most effective way of demonstrating one’s allegiance to the new King through military service was through service in his navy. Therefore many families with a Royalist tendency, who might otherwise have considered the army, now sent their sons to the navy. At the same time, the majority of those Royalist families had suffered severely in the Civil War through heavy fines or confiscation of their property. But the navy offered the next generation a very real way to revive the fortunes of an established family. A further attraction was that the public nature of the debate between gentlemen and tarpaulins had had a profound effect on Charles and James, leading them to take steps to improve the professional quality of young gentlemen entering the service. They did this by introducing for the first time a formal professional examination for the post of lieutenant, which required the applicant to have had at least three years of sea experience, including a year as a midshipman. The interview that followed was a stiff examination by a number of senior captains. They also introduced the rank of ‘volunteer per order’, which allowed young gentlemen no older than sixteen to learn seamanship and navigation aboard ship. The result was that, by the time Benbow joined the navy, the former polarity between gentlemen and tarpaulins was already becoming less clear, and within a generation had changed beyond recognition. By 1688 almost all of the rising generation of English sea officers were gentlemen who had entered as volunteers per order.38 Now, young gentlemen who sought their fortune in the navy could not do so without a significant degree of professional training and examination of their competence. This was, in effect, a ‘third way’, a dream of a mixture of the good qualities of both gentlemen and tarpaulins.


The importance of this new interpretation of the officer corps of the Restoration navy is that it so neatly fits the broad outlines of the Benbow story as we know it. If, as the evidence seems to suggest, Benbow is somehow related to the executed Royalist Cavalier, then Benbow, son of a ruined gentry family, joined the navy to revive his and his family’s fortunes. Benbow’s father, perhaps too old to join the navy, could nevertheless pave the way for his son. With exactly this in mind, his father bred him to the sea, apprenticed him to a waterman on the Severn and then presented him with a book of navigation shortly before he joined the navy. He was then so successful in his naval career because he came from a respectable background and excelled at seamanship. He was, in essence, exactly what Pepys, Charles and James were looking for: he was the very model of a member of the new professional officer corps. Demonstrably loyal to the King through his family history, young and highly skilled, Benbow represented nothing less than the navy’s future. It is certainly a career path that others followed. Consider Sir John Kempthorne, about whom we know a great deal. Son of a Royalist officer and technically a gentleman in that he inherited a coat of arms, his family had lost all of their money in the Civil War. Kempthorne learned his trade on fishing vessels before joining the Levant Company to gain more experience of ocean-going seamanship. Only then did he join the navy, but his rise to Vice-Admiral was as rapid and extraordinary as Benbow’s.


If we take the alternative view of the Benbow family tree – that he came from nothing and ran away to sea – then his story is equally significant and equally complimentary towards the Restoration navy under Charles and James’s guidance and Pepys’s administration. Benbow would thus become one of those famous maritime warriors who rose through the ranks to the very pinnacle of his profession. If we adopt a broad perspective on maritime history, Benbow takes his place alongside Francis Drake, son of a shearman; Christopher Columbus, son of a weaver and cheesemonger; the Turkish Admiral Barbarossa, son of a potter; the Dutch Admiral Michiel De Ruyter, son of a beer porter; and James Cook, son of a labourer. In the context of his contemporary navy, Benbow’s name could be added to the greats such as Cloudesley Shovell and John Leake. Shovell started his naval career as a cabin boy and servant, while Leake was the son of a gunner, but both rose to Admiral, were knighted and became Members of Parliament.


In either case, son of a gentleman or son of a tanner, Benbow enjoyed a career that shines a favourable light on the navy in which he served. For either he was a gentleman who became a skilled sailor, or he was a tarpaulin who was allowed to rise through the ranks on competence alone. The fact that either career path was valid was a foundation stone of the officer service that ultimately produced men like Anson, Hawke, Hood, Howe, Duncan and Nelson who dominated the eighteenth century. From varied social backgrounds, each was a thoroughly professional skilled seaman and aggressive fighter, attributes for which they were respected, promoted and rewarded with great success and fame. So, although the detail of Benbow’s past remains uncertain, we can say with confidence that he was one of the very first of this new breed of English fighting sailors, a breed that would define British naval success for nearly a quarter of a millennium.





2.
Benbow’s Barges
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Benbow’s childhood and early adolescence were lived during years of tumult in which the foundations were laid for the conflicts that both defined much of his adult life and ultimately caused his death. We simply do not know where he grew up, but it is possible that he spent some time in London until 1665, when he would have been about thirteen.1 Those thirteen years were among the most extraordinary in the entire history of England. As Charles II lived an extravagant life in exile in France, Cromwell’s unique brand of military Puritanism held London in its firm grip, sought to ensure England’s safety from invasion and to project the glory of the English Commonwealth beyond English shores through its magnificent new warships. Cromwell’s flagship was named the Naseby after the battle of June 1645 in which the main army of Charles I was destroyed, and it bore a figurehead of Cromwell himself on horseback, trampling underfoot England, Scotland, Ireland, France, Spain and Holland.


The Commonwealth knew that its Protestant Puritanism was despised by Catholics everywhere and that its regicide was condemned by Protestants and Catholics alike, even by many of those who had fought for Parliament during the Civil War. Aggression born of insecurity; this brashness was reflected in English foreign policy and was epitomized by the Navigation Ordinance of 1651, which effectively banned all foreign merchant navies from trading with England. From then on, goods bound for England, from anywhere in the world, had to be carried and traded by Englishmen on English ships to the profit of English merchants. Thus the Commonwealth sought to protect itself financially but also to provoke on an international scale. The initial aims of the Commonwealth had been met: the English were ruled by a parliament and not by a king, but that war had been won by overwhelming military power and that association of political power and armed force simmered beneath the surface, and at times in open defiance of the democracy that the Commonwealth stood for.


In 1652 this bellicose English foreign policy erupted into war with the Dutch over trading rights. The war, fought entirely at sea, saw more sustained vicious fighting than had ever been seen in northern waters. Again and again the fleets met as the Dutch sought to force large merchant convoys down the English Channel and the English sought to stop them. There were successes on both sides but repeated English victory in battle, alongside an effective maritime blockade, began to badly affect the Dutch desire and ability to fight.


Before the war ended, the English were forced to endure yet another transfer of power when, in 1653, Cromwell took power into his own hands by force, driving the Rump Parliament out of Westminster at musket point in a classic coup d’état. Thus the English Civil War, fought to save Englishmen from the tyranny of power resting in the hands of a single man, had led to exactly what it had sought to destroy. In 1653 Cromwell declared himself Lord Protector, a title borrowed from the Duke of Somerset, who had ruled as King during the childhood of Edward VI, Henry VIII’s only son. Somerset ended up on the block and Cromwell’s fate, though he died of natural causes, was ultimately as sinister.


In 1654 Cromwell concluded the war with the Dutch, despairing at the pointlessness of fighting against a fellow Protestant nation, but he was as much a soldier as he was a religious zealot and the conclusion of the Dutch War simply allowed him to prosecute an aggressive foreign policy against those he felt to be his more natural enemies: Catholics and Muslims. Extended operations against Spain and the Barbary Regency of Tunis followed but on 3 September 1659, seven years to the day after he finally destroyed the Royalist cause at Worcester, Cromwell died. His son Richard succeeded him but it soon became clear that he had inherited none of the savvy that his father had used to keep the powerful factions of Parliament and army in precarious balance. With Cromwell’s death the complex equation of military power and democracy that had defined the Commonwealth became unbalanced and internal order collapsed. He had created a system so tailored to his own personality that without him it could not work. Time and again he had solved complex constitutional problems with temporary measures and threats, and with no sophisticated perception of the challenges of the future.


In London the perceptible loss of leadership immediately led to social disorder. One contemporary witness wrote that ‘the city lies under the highest discontents that ever I saw it. Shops are shut up, trade gone, fears and jealousies multiply’; another that ‘we are here in great disorder, and expect to be in blood every hour’.2 The latter comment was made in a letter sent to General Monck, epitome of the changing fortunes of the age. A distinguished Royalist soldier, Monck was captured by the Parliamentarians and condemned to the Tower. There he converted to the Parliamentarian cause and became one of the finest commanders in the Cromwellian army. Next he joined the navy as one of Cromwell’s ‘Generals at Sea’ and served with great distinction in the Dutch War. As the Commonwealth fell apart under Richard Cromwell, Monck took matters into his own hands and staged yet another coup, but this time with the restoration of the King at its heart. He took power himself but, after protracted contact with the exiled Charles, sent a delegation to the Hague to invite him to rule the land that had been denied him.


While much of this would have been beyond the perception of an eight-year-old boy, the celebrations on the London streets after the Restoration of Charles II would certainly have been real enough, with bonfires, the roasting of great rumps of meat and other festivities. These exceptional events apart, the streets of London where Benbow grew up would have remained the same. After Constantinople and Paris, London was the third largest city in the world. The seat of a government and a merchant city only a few miles upstream from the largest naval base in the country, London united everything that was required to make any city great. The result was a sky above the city heavily polluted by the coal-burning dockside industries and the thousands of fires that heated domestic houses; a river flowing with rubbish and industrial waste from the tanners, butchers, soap-boilers, glue-makers and tallow chandlers that lined the docks; and narrow streets pocked with human and animal excrement and rubbish, and blocked by carts, livestock, carriages and pedestrians. This was Benbow’s London.


A little over eight months after the Restoration there was another event of great importance, orchestrated and designed for the people of London. On 30 January 1661, the twelfth anniversary of the execution of Charles I, the body of Oliver Cromwell was exhumed from its grave in Westminster Abbey. His body or, as some claim, one purporting to be his,3 was then hanged for several hours at Tyburn, the location near Marble Arch of all of London’s public executions. The man who had been buried as a king in Westminster Abbey, complete with crown, sceptre and orb, was thus hanged like a common London criminal. And still Charles was not done. Cromwell was cut down and beheaded, the divided corpse buried near Tyburn, as was common practice with all those hanged there. But for Cromwell’s head a more notable fate awaited: Charles had it placed on a spike outside Westminster, where it remained, rotting and then picked clean of flesh, for nearly a quarter of a century. Eventually it was taken down and, after a curious life deserving a book of its own, was finally reburied in 1960 – 299 years after it was disinterred – at Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge University, where Cromwell had studied.


By 1665 the gloss of the Restoration had worn very thin. London was gripped by the Great Plague that would eventually kill almost a fifth of its population, and war with the Dutch was brewing once again. Press gangs prowled the streets and docks and policed the river. It was an auspicious time for a fourteen-year-old boy to leave London.
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