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  Editor’s Note




  Well, how much truth is in it? Anyone who reads the ensuing narrative may wonder whether Colonel Kinsmere (rest his soul) was not glorifying his grandfather by building the sort

  of vague legend found among many families into a lyric edifice of lies. This is the verdict of one of his descendants, Mr. Herbert Darlington, who has assisted me in preparing the record, so that

  in suggesting it I am in no danger of getting myself sued for libelling somebody’s ancestor.




  Primarily, the story was designed to amuse young people at Blackthorn during the troubled month of June, 1815. The bogy of Napeleon Bonaparte was abroad in Flanders, and three members of the

  Kinsmere family were shortly to face him in the army of Field-Marshal the Duke of Wellington. Boney’s drums could be heard even in that quiet library by the Avon. Whether the story was in

  part invented by an old gentleman of exuberant fancy (Colonel Kinsmere had celebrated his eighty-third birthday on the previous 11th of April), or whether every incident really occurred as he swore

  it did, is a question to which no answer can be supplied.




  And yet, though certain details may be stretched or elaborated, we need not necessarily doubt everything. Today’s experience suggests that, in matters of diplomatic hocus-pocus behind the

  scenes, the melodramatic explanation is usually the true one. Besides, when Colonel Kinsmere told his tale in 1815, research into the records of the seventeenth century had attained only a

  rudimentary stage; even Pepys’s diary was not yet decoded.




  The real-life people to whom Colonel Kinsmere introduces us behave so much in accordance with the discoveries of present-day scholars as to afford proof that he heard the details at first hand.

  The same may be said of topographical detail: the London background, the Devil tavern, the arrangement of rooms in Whitehall palace. Though it is impossible to discover whether a performance of

  Julius Caesar was given by the King’s Company on the date he assigns to it, those actors and actresses who appear with Dolly Landis in chapter IX were all authentically members of

  the King’s Company at that time, playing the parts that would have been given them.




  Again, Colonel Kinsmere’s characters talk so entirely in the style of the seventeenth century that Mr. Darlington and I were somewhat tempted to woo readers by modernizing it. But this, as

  contemporary letters and diaries attest, is how people really did think and speak in the year 1670; it makes very easy reading when long sentences are punctuated into short ones and we have decided

  neither to alter nor to apologize.




  Finally, it might be interesting to quote extracts from the diary of Mrs. Anne Kinsmere Darlington (1799–1868), who took down the narrative verbatim. She declares, in her diary, that she finds

  it a shocking story, though there is nothing in the least shocking about it. Whatever the lady’s views, it is to her interest and industry that we owe its preservation; certain marginal notes

  indicate she might surreptitiously have wished for herself the broad charms and amatory adventures of Dolly Landis. In any event, here is the tale as Richard Kinsmere told it; the reader may be

  left to determine how much probably happened, how much might have happened, and how much could never have happened in this world.




  







  PART ONE




   




  The Raree-show




  “Rares choses à voir! Rares choses à voir!”




   




  Cry of the Puppet Show-Man


  Seventeenth Century




  I




  He was a sizzler, was my grandfather.




  I am aware that this modern term “Sizzler” might seem to lack something of the veneration we are taught to accord grandfathers in general. The memories we retain of our own

  grandsire, as a rule, are few. To a child he occupies the awesome and unaccountable position of being father to our father, and therefore presumably capable of twice as hard a caning.




  We regard him, in fact, as something between a saint and a bad dream. His white hair and beard confuse him in our minds with a mysterious personage out of the Bible, who is always stalking about

  very excitedly in a species of nightshirt, and preaching something to somebody. Though he seems a more sedentary sort of being than this, he has a shrewd taste for asking questions; besides, we are

  forever offending him. We somehow contrive to land a cricket ball in his cup as he sits down to tea, and all the aunts seem turned to stone when he swears. Then the aunts look sorrowfully at

  us. They convey the impression that it hurts them beyond words to hear a boy cursing so viciously at the tea table.




  This, I gather, is the sort of cloudy memory most young people retain. I do not think, however, that you can regard me in such fashion. And if you think I am tolerably active for my

  age, and an unpardonable old rip of a grandfather into the bargain, then, Lord love us, you should have seen your great-great-grandsire as I saw him all those years ago.




  Ah, yes. Yes, indeed!




  I remember the night I heard him tell how he fought Captain Harker in the dark at the old Devil and St. Dunstan tavern in Fleet Street. He recounted the tale in ’forty-two,

  seventeen-forty-two; I am sure of it because they were sending me away from the Hall to school in the same week, and they had let me sit up at table with the gentlemen when the port went round

  after supper. The vicar was there that night, and Squire Redlands from Cyston Court down Gloucestershire way, and Major McCartney of the Life Guards; I remember Major McCartney’s red coat and

  fine gold epaulets.




  “ ’Twas thus, mark you now!” says Rowdy Kinsmere.




  For my grandfather not only told that rousing story of the fight in the dark; he borrowed Squire Redland’s sword and illustrated it all over the dining room, with the sword in one hand and

  a glass of port in the other, whooping out comments as he did so. When old Silver came in to suggest that it was bedtime, he was so excited that he fired the cut-glass decanter at Silver’s

  head, and very nearly hit it at that.




  (Indeed, considering the length of our dining room here, I do not think I have ever seen a better shot: except perhaps when Scrope Wiley wagered two thousand pounds he could throw a toasting

  fork and spear the Lord Mayor of London exactly in the seat of the breeches at a distance of sixty feet; and did it, too, during the Procession of 1756. In Parliament it was called attempted

  assassination.)




  Anyway, on this night I was telling you of, they sent me up to bed after I had drunk all a boy of nine years can conveniently carry. I went to bed, but I was awakened by some noise just as the

  stable clock was striking four, and I crept out and peeped over the banisters into the main hall.




  In the main hall (which was paved with flagstones at that time) there stood my grandfather, and Squire Redlands, and Major McCartney, and the vicar, with their arms round each other’s

  shoulders, singing Macheath’s song from the Beggar’s Opera. Squire Redlands and the vicar, of course, were put to bed in the house, but Major McCartney had to ride to Bristol

  that night. So my grandfather propped him up on his horse, and saw that he was pointed in the right direction, and then stood out on the drive in the autumn mist and hallo’d him out of

  sight.




  “Poor fellow, being obliged to leave us,” says Rowdy Kinsmere. “Ah, poor fellow!”




  Upon my solemn oath, he was up drinking his ale at the breakfast table next morning, no whit the worse for it. And he had celebrated his ninety-second birthday on the previous 15th of May. Later

  he came to help them pack my box, which was to be put on the London coach for school. My mother had forbidden me any pocket money beyond the four shillings a term prescribed by the school; but he

  roared, “Hell alive, woman!” and crammed my pockets full of gold sovereigns, telling me to be sure not to spend ’em for anything sensible or he would birch me when I came back. He

  also made out a list, and showed it to me, of things at school for which I should receive a bonus. One, I remember, was for a prize in fencing and riding competitions; one for any completely new

  cheat or bubble I could devise to devil my housemaster; but the others I cannot call to mind.




  Yet I can still see him in the room I occupied then: the little panelled room up under the eaves of the west wing, which Edward’s son has now. To the end of his life he would never wear

  anything except the clothes that were fashionable in his youth. So I see him standing by the window, in his great black periwig of Charles the Second’s time, his black camlet coat and the

  lace at his throat, reading that list through his spectacles, and the ilex tree throwing a shadow on the floor.




  Now when I say to you that he was, in the language of 1815, a Sizzler, I do not refer to him in his old age. I would tell you of him as he went up to London in those distant days when the throne

  of England was graced or disgraced by a king whom some called Old Rowley. For you may be assured that, even in a family whose most conspicuous talent lies in its spontaneous ability to become

  embroiled in devilment, nobody ever had such a taste for it, or experienced so much of it, as your great-great-grandfather.




  There are others, of course. You will perhaps have heard of my uncle Charles, his second son, who used to go to those private theatricals Queen Anne loved, and once hired a conjuror to find

  three gold watches and the Duchess of Marlborough’s garters in Dean Swift’s hat. But they didn’t know the man was a conjuror, you see, so that my uncle Charles was compelled to

  depart for the colonies in some haste.




  And so I would tell you my grandfather’s story, young ladies and gentlemen, partly to beguile the time for you while your elder brothers are away in Belgium with Lord Wellington, and

  partly so that you may tell your grandchildren you have heard the true things out of a century and a half gone by: of what manner of men they really were who diced and jested, and fought

  and bussed wenches, at the court of Our Sovereign Liege Charles the Second.




  It is very real to me. I heard it all, being Rowdy Kinsmere’s favourite. At my first duel he insisted on standing by with the surgeon, holding the cloths and the water basin. I had the

  good luck to run my man through the shoulder during the first minute of play. Afterwards my grandfather escaped from those who were supposed to keep an eye on the old reprobate; he was inviting the

  whole village to take beer at his expense in the taproom of the local tavern, and singing a duet with the blacksmith, when they found him.




  His first name being Roderick, it was shortened to “Rod,” or “Roddy,” and became, almost inevitably, “Rowdy.” By my parents—a somewhat sanctimonious

  pair, though worthy people—he was regarded as a fierce old villain, past comprehension and damned as well. In actuality, a kinder-hearted or more muddle-headed person never lived. He made

  much of that little pinprick of a duel, and afterwards (I was fifteen) treated me as a man grown.




  “You are blooded,” declared he. “It is better so.”




  But was it?




  The quarrel leading to the duel, I recall now, was with poor Bunny Whipstead, Squire Whipstead’s son, who never did anybody the least harm. The last time I saw Bunny must have been close

  on forty years ago, at Alexandre Man’s Coffee-House behind Charing Cross. We got drunk with a pair of actresses from Covent Garden, and I cannot call to mind whether or not he married one of

  ’em; but, anyway, a few weeks later he went off with Johnny Burgoyne to fight the Americans, and got killed somewhere.




  However, speaking of tippling with actresses in taverns reminds me of my grandfather again, and of the time they discovered the dead man in a cupboard: the question as to the identity of the

  skulker with the bone-handled knife, and the relationship borne by such events to the Secret Treaty of Dover.




  In order to understand all this from the beginning—especially a small matter of piracy in the English Channel—I must tell you first of the ring. It is the ring which explains the

  whole affair.




  Fetch the lamp, now, and hold it up to his portrait over the mantelpiece. This is Rowdy Kinsmere as he looked when Kneller painted him in 1678. You see the heavy peruke falling to his shoulders,

  the dark-grey velvet coat and silver-grey waistcoat, his pleased expression as he seems to open one eye and say, “Damme, sir, did you mention a cup of wine? Why, hang me, sir, I don’t

  mind if I do.”




  You have seen it a thousand times, but I wonder if you have ever observed that ring he wears on the left hand resting on his sword hilt?




  The painter shows it as a vague blue stone. It was actually a very fine sapphire, almost (as you shall hear) a unique sapphire. King Charles the First, of Glorious Memory, gave it to his

  aide-de-camp, Roderick Kinsmere’s father, after Newbury fight in the Great Rebellion. The sapphire was cut into the likeness of the king’s head, an astonishing piece of craftsmanship,

  some dozen years before the king’s real head fell under the axe outside the Banqueting House at Whitehall. But that ring is not in the possession of our family now, though “Buck”

  Kinsmere, whose true name was Alan, handed it down to his son. It is buried in the coffin of the woman . . . no matter. Set down the lamp again.




  Buck Kinsmere, my great-grandfather, was in no great danger of persecution by Cromwell’s Protectorate. Still, he followed Charles the Second into exile two years after his own son was born

  and his wife died here at Blackthorn. You might have thought he had done enough already, having fought in every major engagement since Edgehill, lost an arm at Naseby, and flung away his fortune in

  the king’s cause; but he only did what many another gentleman did, quietly, in the mysterious ways of faithfulness. After the Restoration he returned here and presently died. He was weary,

  and always a trifle puzzled that the oak trees should look the same on the lawns, and the summer rains still whisper, whether a Stuart sat on the throne or no.




  Meanwhile my grandfather had been brought up (with casual proddings, now and then, as you would doze before a fire and give it an occasional poke to make sure it doesn’t go out) by his

  uncle Godfrey and a tutor named Dr. Harrison.




  This Harrison was a great scholor, and also a notorious toper. He used to get fuddled every night at dinner, and then go down the south meadow to the Avon and recite Virgil by moonlight. One

  night in the sixteen-sixties he was ripping out something especially noble, Dido’s funeral pyre or the like, and thrashing his arms above his head, when he fell into the river and was

  drowned.




  This occurred just at the curve of the valley where we have put the stone bridge now: where the Avon is narrow and very still, and dark green with the reflection of its banks. So they buried Dr.

  Harrison in Keynsham churchyard, and all his scholarly cronies staggered to the funeral. I remember my grandfather telling me that one of them read a fine Latin oration over the doctor’s

  grave, which brought tears to everybody’s eyes. But it concluded my grandfather’s classical education just at the point where all he could remember was that virgo does not

  necessarily mean “virgin,” and some complicated business about the movements of the sun and the earth—he could never remember exactly what, or anything about it, except that you

  demonstrated it by means of oranges.




  Of religious education he had, I regret to say, little. This was partly due to a curious circumstance which nobody has ever explained. The land, it is true, was under the domination of the

  Puritan clergy. And these Puritans, although sour enough fellows, were either not so tyrannical as we suppose nowadays, or else they had a suspicion it was not altogether safe to cross a Kinsmere;

  in any event, they made few attempts to enforce their form of worship on the people at Blackthorn. But they would send missionaries, in steeple hats and grey worsted stockings, to exhort with the

  godless. Being a hospitable sort of man, my grandfather’s uncle Godfrey would at least have admitted and fed them, except for the circumstance I was telling you of.




  Uncle Godfrey had a favourite bull terrier named Goblin. Now Goblin, everybody agreed, was a tolerably mild-mannered dog, as dogs go. Yet it so happened that the very sight of a clergyman of any

  sort seemed to drive him into a frenzy. Nobody could control him. No sooner would he see a steeple hat coming through the lodge gates and up the hill than down he would streak after it in a fury of

  cannibal glee.




  “Eh, Goblin,” they would all cry. “Parson, Goblin! Go it, boy!”




  And Goblin took that advice to the letter. He chased one nimble Man of God across two meadows, a cornfield, and the river, and finally treed him in the apple orchard; and the stablemen had to go

  down with pitchforks to get him off. My grandfather told me that this particular divine must have been the fastest sprinter in holy orders, because so fine a performance never occurred again.

  Anyhow, what with Goblin pursuing clergymen at the first sight or sniff of a square-toed shoe, and a standing bet with the head gardener as to which portion of each one’s anatomy would

  receive the most damage, I regret to say that Roderick Kinsmere was accorded no vast amount of ghostly counsel.




  Indeed, you will perceive that even for those times Blackthorn was considered a somewhat careless and demon-infested place. The village hanged a witch or two among our tenantry; but at

  Blackthorn they believed in witches, and regarded this as fair enough. Otherwise it was a lazy life. Nobody paid great heed to the weeds or nettles, or the fact that pigs would escape through the

  kitchens into the house; I can remember this occurring in my own time.




  When Buck Kinsmere returned after the Restoration, of course, they made some attempt to put a better face on it, because Buck Kinsmere was a great diplomat, and a fine soldier, and polished with

  the airs of court. Yet, beyond the few duties he would hold to, he seemed to take little interest.




  Sometimes he would assemble his household in the great oak library, which later was so much damaged by fire in sixteen-ninety-one, and he would offer up thanks for the safe return of Charles the

  Second, confusion to his enemies, and prayers for the soul of Charles the Martyr. The morning sun would just be touching the mullioned windows of the room, not lighting it greatly. My grandfather

  remembered him standing with his back to the hood of the tall stone fireplace, in his long curling hair and lace collar. His eyes would be shut, with one hand extended towards the windows, the

  gilt-edged prayer-book under his empty left sleeve; and the household all kneeling, silent, around him.




  Then sometimes he would take my grandfather into the main hall, to show him his pistols hung up on the wall, and his old breastplate with the rusty bloodstains upon it. He would bid my

  grandfather never to forget two things: the loyalty he must bear to his king, and the memory of his mother who was dead. Buck Kinsmere said quietly that, when his son came of age, the boy must at

  length go to court among the noblemen, and that the inheritance from Roderick’s mother had made this possible.




  She must have been a clear-headed little lady, Mathilda Kinsmere. She had been Mathilda Depping, the shipman’s daughter; her father owned a stout fleet of merchant vessels which put out

  from the port of Bristol to trade in rum and slaves. When Edward Depping died, and she married my great-grandfather, Mathilda Kinsmere had the fleet sold so that there should be no taint of trade

  in the family; but she would not allow her husband to throw all her fortune as well as his own into the royal cause. Thus it came about that a part of this fortune, approximating ninety thousand

  pounds, was put into trust for my grandfather with Buck Kinsmere’s friend Roger Stainley, the head of the great Stainley banking house, which is known all over the world nowadays.




  Their destinies were to cross in singular fashion, because . . . but no matter for that, now. This inheritance was the precaution Mathilda Kinsmere took. You have seen her portrait in the Long

  Gallery, all stiff with lace after the Dutch style, with her red cheeks and merry eyes. But she died notwithstanding, of rust that got into a cut finger: she and Buck Kinsmere still loving each

  other so much that his was the worse heartbreak when he knew she had to go.




  Still!




  I do not wish to tell you of the ghosts and shadows you may find here, but of my grandfather growing up and going to London for his great adventure.




  He had a pleasant time of it at Blackthorn. His uncle Godfrey taught him the use of small arms, particularly the four-foot double-edged rapier and the new-style, much lighter

  cup-hilt—narrow of blade, without cutting edges but needle-sharp for play with the point alone. They used to practice on the bowling green, where it was shady. The serving-girls would run to

  the windows, and Dr. Harrison sit under a plum tree with his pipe and a jug of cold punch, to watch some pretty rapid fencing matches there.




  But what drew everybody round to shout, especially the men from the stables over the way, were the quarterstaff bouts. To see a whirl between two well-matched fellows, each with a seven-foot

  staff shod in iron, is a rare thing nowadays. When I was down from school once I saw Jem Lovell, the West Country champion (he was a Somerset man, though he settled in Devon), fight a Welsh

  challenger at the fair on Hanham Green; but today the sport has pretty well given place to boxing.




  There was small notion of social dignity at Blackthorn after Buck Kinsmere died; and, my grandfather having acquired great proficiency in the quarterstaff art, a circumstance occurred which

  brought him wide notoriety in the country.




  This fell out in the year 1669, when he was past his twentieth birthday: a genial, easygoing young fellow, with a knack of using long words in addition to his other accomplishments, and a nice

  eye for a wench.




  Of his nimbleness with the quarterstaff Uncle Godfrey was especially proud. So it fell out that one night at a magistrates’ meeting Uncle Godfrey drank a bottle too many, as old gentlemen

  will do. He got up on the table and offered even money on his nephew to crack the skull of any man in Somerset within half a stone of his weight. Whereupon a visiting landowner from the Mendips

  instantly offered two-to-one odds on a promising carter of his village, and a match was arranged—under terms of the most absolute secrecy—to take place at Blackthorn.




  It so happened that this same carter (as the Mendip gentleman well knew when he made the wager) had been accustomed to drive twenty-odd miles every week in order to ogle a certain pretty dairy

  maid of our village. Which dairy maid was already—most reprehensibly, I grieve to say—a safe conquest of my grandfather, and well satisfied with the arrangement. Being informed of this

  fact did not please the honest carter. To the contrary, he swore by all his gods he would “smash yon yoong zur’s poll for ’ee, and lay ’ee down dead, look.” The

  J.P.’s felt themselves justified in expecting results of a tolerably lively nature. They had arranged for the presence of a small chosen group to watch the encounter on the bowling green: all

  very secret and orderly, as befitted their magisterial dignity.




  You will, no doubt, anticipate what occurred.




  On the appointed date, the whole countryside roundabout bore the general aspect of fair day. The good peasantry, still exulting in the free-and-easy reign of King Charles the Second, were full

  of what we should nowadays describe as “beans.” Having already wagered their shirts on this bout, they were out to see fair play. They came flocking in, horse, foot, and wagon, in their

  best clothes. They rang the church bells, shot off squibs, hanged unpopular characters in effigy, danced in the taverns, and generally fortified themselves for the occasion. They also contrived to

  catch a bailiff and hold his head under a pump.




  My grandfather, it need hardly be said, was immensely well-liked in the district. By nine o’clock in the morning he was down among them, settling the score for their beer, saluting the

  women, and inviting everybody to Blackthorn for the mêlée.




  The opposing faction—consisting of a strong body of Mendip backers—arrived drunk towards one o’clock in the afternoon. They marched up the High Street singing

  “Here’s a Health unto His Majesty,” and broke a number of windows by way of diversion. Certain delays ensued, due to the outbreak of sporadic fights, and the discovery of one

  unlucky fellow (suspected of having been an exciseman for the late Commonwealth’s tax on ardent spirits), who was chased as far as Kingswood and thrown into the pond.




  The bout took place at three o’clock, and was an epic. It lasted for an hour and twenty minutes, 8 1/2-foot staves bound in iron, without either the carter or my grandfather being able to

  land a blow that would stretch the other insensible. By this time they were both so furious, what with the futile whirling and cracking of quarterstaves, their own injuries, and the

  spectators’ goading yells, that they could endure it no longer. They flung away weapons and went for each other fists, claws, and teeth.




  This was the true battle. It shot and fizzed round the bowling green like a grounded skyrocket, the spectators buckling out to make way for it, and then closing in behind with howls of

  encouragement. It rolled away off the green, making the manure fly in clouds and scaring the very wasps out of the flower beds. It got up presently, danced a trifle, and reeled past the smithy

  (which stood where the summer arbour stands now). Here my grandfather stumbled on a wagon wheel, and they pitched forward into the dust again. The carter tore loose long enough to lay hold of a

  light hammer and throw it, which might have won the day for him; but it sailed through the forge window instead, and did no damage. Eventually the battle wound up in a horse trough over against the

  stables, both contestants being hauled out exhausted, half-drowned, and almost unrecognizable, when Squire Thunderman decided it was time to cry quits.




  After a consultation Squire Thunderman mounted to the stable roof and stood up against the gilt face of the clock in the tower, where he made a speech declaring all bets void. Uncle Godfrey

  followed him, being whistle-drunk by this time, and the politest man in Somerset always.




  “A few words, good people?” appeals Uncle Godfrey. “A few words, under favour and by your leave?”




  “If that be your desire, have at it,” says Squire Thunderman. “And yet the hour grows late. You will be short, sir?”




  “Oh, ay,” cries Uncle Godfrey, striking as much of an attitude as his years and weight would permit. “There need be no fear, dear brother-justice. I will be short; depend

  on’t.”




  True to his promise, therefore, the old gentleman held forth for less than an hour in the most graceful terms, thanking the spectators for their presence there and congratulating both sides: he

  invited everybody to drink his health in the dining room, as well as my grandfather’s for good measure; and concluded (in the course of a complicated oratorical gesture) by falling off the

  roof.




  Thus amicability was restored, and all went right merrily until well into the following morning. Indeed, my grandfather liked this carter for his fight, and discovered him to be a most excellent

  fellow; shaking hands with him warmly, and saying, “By God, man, I am thy brother!” He also made him a present of a fine team of greys, feeling a trifle guilty about that dairy maid;

  and would have handed him the girl, too, if she had permitted it; and so passed the day.




  You now have some notion of the calm pastoral life Roderick Kinsmere led, and of the elements that went into his making. It will not do to dwell on this, since there are mighty things a-brewing

  in the great world beyond Blackthorn gates. The time has come to speak of him—some eight or nine months after his fight with the carter—when he must pack his saddlebags and ride up to

  London to claim his inheritance.




  From the strongbox in the library he took the letters his father had written for him years ago, notably a letter to His Grace the Duke of Buckingham at York House, one of the most powerful

  noblemen at court; and also from that strongbox he took the fine sapphire ring. His uncle Godfrey presented him with a letter to Mr. Roger Stainley, a pouch full of money, and a new sword.




  All the tenantry had assembled to see him go, lined up deep before the old grey house. Under pretext of addressing parting injunctions to his nephew, Uncle Godfrey did not lose the opportunity

  of holding forth to them at considerable length.




  The old gentleman stood on the steps under the arched doorway out there, carved with heraldic beasts as you see it now, and wiped a vinous tear from his eye as he exhorted. Uncle Godfrey bade

  him to be of good cheer; to remember the manners of his father, and his father’s famed civility; to reflect on and hold dear the ancient Kinsmere name, its honesty and its worth; and manfully

  to smite in the eye any ill-disposed thus-and-so who doubted it. Uncle Godfrey further counselled him (rather unexpectedly) to remember that flesh is but grass, and man travelleth a weary road

  throughout his life, and liveth but to die; and after some minutes of this vein he had got both himself and the tenantry into such a depressed frame of mind that he fell back overcome.




  During the harangue my grandfather sat quiet on his horse, with his hat off out of politeness. But he refused to be cast down; he could taste the air of springtime and see the green meadows warm

  under the sun. So he replied that he would strive to remember all this advice; he bade everyone good-bye, and rode down from the house with the tenantry cheering behind him, in a very tolerable

  good humour with himself and with the world. Mingled in the cheers he could hear the bells of Keynsham Church ringing far away, and the friendly pigs honking by the roadside; and this was in the

  green month of May, being the Year of Our Lord one thousand six hundred and seventy, and the tenth since the return of Our Sovereign Liege Charles the Second.




  II




  But now I must tell you of London, of its masks and fashions, of its squalor and glitter, as my grandfather first saw it all those years ago.




  They caught the highwayman Claude Duval one night in January, at the Hole-in-the Wall in Chandos Street: as they catch knaves, almost always, whose tongues clack too freely in public. Claude

  Duval was the graceful cutthroat who played the flageolet on Hounslow Heath; who stopped the coach, and danced a coranto with the lady on the smooth turf in the moonlight before he relieved her

  husband of much booty.




  But they took away his own money pouch and pistols, clapping him into Newgate. Then arose a great uproar and to-do; ladies in vizard masks came tearfully to visit him. Claude was a hero. Claude

  postured with ease in the dock at the sessions house, speaking up mighty jocosely to the red-robed judge above the bar, who felt his own importance when he fitted on the black cap.




  And then one raw morning the great bell boomed at St. Sepulchre’s. They put Claude into a cart, with the sheriff going before and the javelin men around; they presented him with a bunch of

  flowers as the procession moved out along roads that ran two and a half miles through the countryside to Tyburn gallows. A vast crowd saw Claude turned off after an affecting last speech, but his

  honours had only begun when his legs ceased to twitch.




  Wailing their lamentations, his admirers arrayed him in finery, put him into a mourning coach, and set his body to lie all night in state at a tavern near St. Giles’s, with eight wax

  tapers burning about the bier and eight black-cloaked gentlemen in attendance. This, then, was at the turn of the year, at the beginning of the second decade in the reign of King Charles the

  Second; and Claude with his dancing master’s airs might have been put up as a model for the time, like the status of King Charles at the New Exchange.




  It was a noisy time, a posturing time, a time of jigs and of bludgeoning wit: a cruel, swaggering, credulous, clever time, for smoky London on its mud-flats. This New Exchange, on the south side

  of the Strand, made a shopping centre for the western end of town, waxing rich on my lord and my lady’s passion for gewgaws. Four galleries, inner and outward walk, upper and lower walk, held

  a clamour of damsels crying finery at their stalls. Very good gloves and ribands, sir; choice of essences, rings, clouded canes with silken tassels; the true wigs of Chedreux, sir, and our dusky

  Lower Walk very useful for assignations. In the courtyard pigeons fluttered round a statue of His Majesty’s self, looking stately in the dress of a Roman emperor.




  But for the finest knick-knack wonders, the trinkets of China which my lady must have or die of shame, they went further. They went into the darkest City, to Leadenhall Street, where the India

  House held its sales, its auctions, its raffles and tea drinkings. A prosperous time, this, for the fat merchant companies: for the Turkey Company, the Russia Company, the Africa Company, the newly

  formed Hudson’s Bay Company; most of all, for the great East India Company. Would my lady have a fall of Mecca muslin, woven with gold and silver? A dragon in speckled porcelain? A caged

  nightingale? Some gilded jars of snuff and pulvillio, or the stuffed sawfish everyone so much admired?




  It was all there for her. She had my lord’s purse, or somebody’s purse. On any day she could go rolling in her huge springless coach to the India House, where the raffle-wheel spun,

  and spices were burned in the fire, and opulence served tea out of cups like tinted eggshells.




  A season of prosperity, too, for the toymakers round Fleet Street, who could charm the most sober minds with a jack-in-the-pulpit or an ingenious climbing monkey. His Majesty the King much

  prized an artfully fashioned clock which was made to run by the motion of rolling bullets down an inclined plane; he would roll bullets for hours at a time. His Royal Highness James Duke of

  York—who not many years before had been putting bullets to a rather less domestic use, in the war against the Dutch—sat on the floor with a bevy of ladies, playing “I Love My Love

  with an A,” or enjoyed the Cromwellian pastime of cushion pelting.




  Give us, cried fashion, all manner of toy wonders. Even the Royal Society, under the aegis of their silver mace, gravely played at science with clocks, barometers, vivisection, and chemistry.

  They exhibited mummies and the livers of vipers. They conceived plans for a steam engine, a housebreaker alarm, and a tinderbox that turned into a pistol; they injected sheep’s blood into a

  man’s veins, to see what happened, and puzzled their wits over His Majesty’s query about the fish in the water pail. Very remarkable grew the debates of the Royal Society at Gresham

  College, until they gathered up their flasks and loadstones to run westward before the roar of the Great Fire.




  The fire swallowed thirteen-thousand-odd houses in that year ’66, when Prince Rupert and the Duke of York were scorching the Dutchmen’s tail feathers at sea. Annus

  Mirabilis, Mr. John Dryden called it when he wrote the poem, in his natural enthusiasm and desire for preferment. Mr. Dryden even had the wondering fish raising their heads out of the water to

  contemplate the spectacle. And from this ruin a new town had begun to take shape. Kennels were no less foul, sewage as bad, and paved streets as few. The tanneries, the lime kilns, the soap vats

  still brewed a murk of oily smoke, raining soot flakes as big as your thumbnail and making a fog all the year round.




  But the new streets were raised and widened; the new houses were built of brick, not pitch-coated matchwood; and the plague of ’65 had been burnt out of every hole. Back crept the vintners

  to Three Cranes, the mercers to Paternoster Row; Cheapside once more raucously rang with the cries of ’prentices, and coaches rumbled again past the rails round the black-gutted stumps of Old

  St. Paul’s.




  In fine, none had fared better through evil days than those same merchants I was speaking of. Their tables grew heavy with gold plate, and four Flanders mares drew their coaches to the Royal

  Exchange. They were the aldermen of that powerful body, the Corporation of the City of London. As symbol of their pomp, my Lord Mayor rode to the feats at Guildhall in scarlet robe and black velvet

  hood, with the gold chain around his neck. His trainbands numbered twelve regiments of foot and two of horse; the corporation’s own poet laureate rhymed (somewhat optimistically) the

  splendour of his name in future ages. Hence your merchant-lords, watching the throng of bubbleheads who bought their gauds in such profusion, could scheme better bargains at Lloyd’s

  Coffee-House in Leadenhall Street, and drink the soot-black delicacy out of a dish.




  Already a multitude of glass lanterns had appeared before the coffee-houses. A glass lantern was its sign, as a red lattice indicated a tavern. Presided over by pretty jillflirts of

  accommodating character, they were fair quarters for the inhaling of tobacco and snuff. Though the best of them in the money-changing area might be accounted Garraway’s, off Cornhill; yet

  these dusky rooms of high-backed settles were the forerunners of all our clubs; and, to taste the true flavour of an institution uniquely British, any foreigner went westward.




  He took an uncertain footing down Ludgate Hill, where the hackney coaches splashed a jolting passage. From here to the Strand, under painted gables, rolled a din of barter and brawling. They

  cried rotten fruit, jars of usquebaugh, and scrofulous-looking sausages. They hawked mackerel and rosemary, their voices rising as harsh as the clank of passing-bells.




  “Have you,” bawls a tinker, after his rattle of ghostly knocks at somebody’s door, “have you a brass pot, iron pot, skillet, kettle, or frying pan to mend?”




  “No, we have not. Be off!”




  “Come, mistress, a word with you. I’ll adventure it.”




  “Will you so, God damme? Gardy-loo, jackanapes! ’Ware slops below!”




  This may have been witty; it may not. Yet any pedlar, you conceive, must be nimble in more senses than one. Here rattled the crooked lanes of street signs, bright-painted, gilded, carved to huge

  goblin shapes a-creak in high winds; and an imp-black dwarf of a chimney sweep tripped up an incautious baker, coloured all silver-grey from the dust of the basket on his head.




  Now God help, in all pious sincerity, any impertinent foreigner who went to find the good talk of the coffee-houses in Fleet Street. They always took him for a Frenchman, what they called a

  Mounzer, and they hated him. They knocked him under waterspouts, pelted him with rams’ horns out of the kennel filth, mashed his toes with the barrels that draymen were rolling into cellars.

  Does he clap handkerchief to his nose against the smells? Won’t he let the bootblacks brighten his shoes with a polish of soot and rancid oil? That beggar at the corner of Water Lane, who has

  burnt sores in his own face and festered them to hideousness with powdered arsenic: that bundle of ulcers wheedling on his knees, with white eyeballs uprolled—is the foreigner heedless of his

  whining.




  “French dog!” screech gamin and slut. “Mounzer! Papist! Lousy spy!”




  Mounzer’s periwig is fouled with beer foam or twitched off as a trophy. Mounzer, who can find no coach, bolts over Fleet Ditch, past Bridewell Prison and the scaffolding round new St.

  Bride’s Church, which Dr. Wren is fashioning for the peace of God; up the long slope toward Temple Bar. The clatter of pursuit, battering through Fleet Street like a ’prentices’

  football chase, will bring Bully of Alsatia shouldering out of his den to see the sport.




  He was all too familiar a figure, Bully of Alsatia: a greasy, swaggering, chin-jutting, many-oathed bravo. They knew his flopping hat, pinned up at one side; his frowsy linen and sandy

  weather-beaten peruke; above all, the scandalous iron sword rattling at his heels. Alsatia, his stable, made a small plague spot bounded on the east by Water Lane, on the west by the wall of the

  Temple, on the south by the Thames, and on the north by Fleet Street: a dozen-odd stinking lanes in a corner, the sanctuary for every unhanged rogue in town.




  No bailiff’s footstep shoot the flies off a dead dog’s carcass inside Alsatia; no bailiff dared come. Even a magistrate would not venture among such mephitic houses without a company

  of musketeers behind him. Let any suspicious stranger be detected here, and they set on him a-whooping with swords, spits, bricks, and broomsticks. They battered him senseless, tossed him in a

  blanket to point the lesson, and flung back the pulp to Fleet Street.




  In this rabbit warren, down by the mud-flats where the stench of tannery smoke hung thickest, Bully ruled supreme above his crew of pickpockets, thimbleriggers, pimps, cutpurses, and bankrupts.

  He had been (he said) a soldier. He knew the ways of fashion. That ruined gentleman, sobbing draggle-haired across a chair, “Our Father, which art in heaven,” who needed half a pint of

  raw Hollands to quieten his shaking guts and steady his hand for dealing at cards again: that ruined gentleman was Bully’s closest friend. Bully jostled the timid when he ventured forth. He

  swore By the Hilts; he went sometimes to the bear garden at Southwark across the river, there to guzzle warm wine while dogs tore out the throat of roaring Bruin, or two fencing masters made each

  other’s blood fly in a cut-and-thrust with double-edged swords. When he had a shilling or two to wager, he visited the cockpit in Shoe Lane. Meanwhile, at the George above Hanging Sword Alley

  he shook out dice among the quart pots, with his fuddled harlots around.




  Bully and his cronies kept up an incessant feud, for one reason or another, with the stately old institution next door. Side by side with Alsatia, separated from it only by a brick wall, lay the

  premises of the Temple. Here the Templars—young men they were, mostly—lived in a sort of university, with the Benchers as dons and the Treasurer as Chancellor. In mentibus

  parentorum, they studied law. In actuality, they did almost anything else.




  Through courts and cloisters swarmed a pack of robust, arrogant students as formidable as Bully himself. Questionless, there must have been somebody of studious habits—Roger North says his

  brother Francis was. Tucked away up two pairs of stairs, in an airless petit chamber with a tallow dip, you might perhaps have found one earnest young man poring late over Littleton, Manwood on

  Forest Law, Coke’s Pleas of the Crown and Jurisdiction of the Courts, Fitzherbert’s Natura Brevium, and other delectable uses of hic, haec, hoc. A most exemplary

  fellow, this, who kept vast commonplace-books, practised putting causes in the Common Pleas, had a weak smile and fluttery hands, nor ever got drunk except with a judge.




  But the Templars in general, being three-bottle men, were lads of a different kidney. They paid five pounds entrance fine to get five years’ sport before they assumed wheedling airs and a

  scarlet gown at Westminster Hall. If an officious Bencher tried to make them behave, he was held under a pump. Even my Lord Mayor, who essayed an entry in full panoply with the sword of state

  before him, got his sword of state beaten down and himself booted out, and provoked a riot for whose quelling he must appeal to the king and whistle up the trainbands. Your Templars gave much

  patronage to fencing-and-dancing schools. They were fond of a hand at basset over a late tobacco pipe and half a dozen of claret; they ate cheese-cakes; they pursued with gusto masked nymphs in the

  Mulberry Garden or picked up a fashionable disease among the trulls at Whetstone Park.




  If a poor Bencher complained to the judges about them, he was frequently snubbed. And why not? Those were great days (say four or five years after the Great Fire, about the time when Sir Matthew

  Hale became Lord Chief Justice of the King’s Bench) for the brethren of the long robe. Anybody, from the nervous barrister with a first brief to the eminent serjeant-at-law in his black coif,

  could tell you that advancement did not lie in knowledge of the Year Books.




  “Keep on the good side of the judge, young man,” shrewd counsel would have run. “Know the judge; study the judge; let your client lose his cause without a word, but for

  God’s sake don’t cross His Lordship or dispute with him when he shows signs of having a bee under his peruke.”




  Or, as a litigious widow once put it:




  “Come, Mr. Blunder, pray bawl soundly for me at the King’s Bench. Bluster, sputter, question, cavil; make sure your argument be intricate enough to confound the court, and then you

  may do my business.”




  But, imprimis, coddle His Lordship. Even our rigid-minded old Puritan Hale, as a result of dexterous smoothing, has a partiality for drunken Will Scroggs, whose tipple is claret, and

  for drunken young George Jeffreys, whose tipple is anything. Above all, for the long run, strive by judicious toadying to win the favor of a patron: first among the powerful aldermen of the City

  and then—if Providence is kind—among the all-powerful lords of His Majesty’s court. You may be Chief Justice in half a dozen years, and perhaps Lord Chancellor in ten.




  Anyhow, it made a pleasant interval for shrewd lawyers in the haunts south of Temple Bar. Towards evening, when a mist crept up from the gardens along the river, Fleet Street grew warm and

  bright with the red lattices of taverns. Over against the Middle Temple gate stood the famous Devil and St. Dunstan, which Ben Jonson knew in James the First’s time. Not far away was the

  Cock, where the actress Mrs. Knepp ate lobster with Mr. Pepys of the Admiralty before they took coach for some amorous fondling at Vauxhall; the Globe, at which Mr. Henry Vaughan scribbled verses

  “in a chamber painted overhead with a cloudy sky”; the Bell, Peele’s, and the Greyhound. Hard by Temple Bar stood Dick’s, and the Rainbow that was the second oldest

  coffee-house in London. At the corner of Chancery Lane—its double balcony overlooking the pillory in Fleet Street—you might see the notorious King’s Head tavern, at which the

  Green Ribbon Club would scheme its Whiggeries in later years.




  Not the taverns of the courtliest wits, these. For such you must pass Temple Bar, far westward into the world of fashion. Hereabouts you would seldom find Jack Wilmot, “Little Sid,”

  or Gentle George Etherege. These arbiters of the witty word visited Fleet Street only as preparation for a night’s scouring through the City: to wrench off door knockers, belabour the watch,

  or smash the windows of blind old Mr. Milton’s house in Holborn.
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