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  ‘Imagine Samuel Pepys re-incarnated as a 20th-century woman lawyer, and looking back at 17th-century London not as a diarist but as a social analyst. Imagine P. D. James

  deciding to set a thriller in the time of Charles II and assembling her background materials . . . There is almost no aspect of life in Restoration London that is not meticulously described

  in these 300-odd pages’




  Jan Morris, Independent




  ‘A potpourri of the ordinary and the extraordinary, the predictable and the astonishing’


  Literary Review




  ‘This is a joy of a book. Its style is both simple and evocative . . . and it radiates throughout that quality so essential in a good historian: infinite

  curiosity’




  Roy Porter, Observer




  ‘An encyclopedic overview of the London of Pepys and Wren . . . Answers all those questions about the Great Fire of London you wanted to ask but never knew where to look

  for the answer’




  Andrew Roberts, Mail on Sunday




  ‘Anyone who enjoys the minutiae of life in the past will have great fun exploring’




  Juliet Townsend, Spectator




  ‘A beautifully produced reference work . . . [an] entertaining historical bran tub’




  Rose Tremain, Financial Times




  ‘A densely textured accumulation of physical detail for the period, a history of the prosaic written with clarity and modesty . . . An engagingly eccentric book which

  adds texture to existing accounts of the time’




  Helen Simpson, Times Literary Supplement
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FOREWORD





   




  

    

      

        

          

            

              ‘Indeed many excellent authors there be who have wrote excellent well of some particular subjects herein treated of. But . . . there is not one of them hath

              written upon all of them.’




              Hannah Wolley, Guide to the Female Sex (1682)


            


          


        


      


    


  




   




   




   




   




  I have a practical mind. I have always been interested in how people lived. The practical details are rarely covered in social history books. Perhaps I lack some secret ability

  that would enliven such books for me; as it is, I have nearly always found them disappointing. The only answer appeared to be to write a book myself.




  I am not a historian. I am a lawyer. I have a liking for primary evidence – not what someone wrote long afterwards, or what someone has concluded from a selection of documents that I have

  not seen, but what someone said who was there at the time. This has led me down interesting detours, while I reinvented the wheel, and read as many contemporary documents as I could find. It

  perhaps wasted a lot of time; but it served as an enjoyable apprenticeship.




  I had to set myself definite limits, in time and in place, if I were to avoid anodyne generalisations. Samuel Pepys provided my limits: the time (1660–70) and the place (London) covered by

  his Diary. (His Diary ends in May 1669; I have finished the decade without him.) I have allowed myself some latitude in time, where slightly later sources appear to relate equally to

  earlier times, or earlier sources record things which probably continued unchanged; and in place, where things of the right period have survived outside London. On some subjects, the Diary

  provides an incomparable record. I got to know it so well that I fell into the habit of referring to Mr and Mrs Pepys as Samuel and Elizabeth. I trust the reader will not think

  this an undue familiarity. References to the Diary are to the edition edited by Robert Latham and William Matthews, published in eleven volumes by Bell and Hyman, 1970–83.




  Hannah Wolley was a redoubtable woman who published a variety of ‘conduct books’ in the period; a seventeenth-century Mrs Beeton, dealing not merely with how to cook, but how to run

  a household. In our day, she would have run anything in sight, with charm and efficiency.




  An unexpected mine of information was a man, Randle Holme, who set himself the task of describing everything used in heraldry. His three (part of another exists in manuscript) huge tomes, The

  Academy of Armory, were not published until 1688, but he had been writing them for years, certainly during the period I have chosen. His method was to list, in more or less alphabetical order,

  every relevant object, linking it to the relevant surname by the formula (taking an example at random): ‘He beareth sable a Chamber pot or a bed pot argent – Chamberley or

  Potts.’




  He gives detailed descriptions of men’s and women’s tailoring, as well as furniture and household equipment, and in case there should be any doubt in his reader’s mind as to

  what each item looked like, there are pages of thumbnail-sized drawings, some of which unfortunately have suffered with time. I was able to read his books in the British Library and the Bodleian

  Library, except for volume IV, which the Royal Librarian in Windsor Castle kindly allowed me to see.




  Nicholas Culpeper was another vivid person in whose writings I immersed myself. He was born in London in 1616, the son of a non-conformist clergyman. He went to Cambridge for a short time when

  he was eighteen, and was possibly apprenticed to an apothecary. At twenty-four he set himself up as an ‘Astrologer and physician’, in Spitalfields. He fought on the Parliamentarian side

  in the Civil War, and was wounded. Perhaps it was while he recovered that he translated the Pharmacopoeia used by all physicians, from Latin into English, thereby making it directly

  available to the average literate man and incurring the wrath of the medical establishment of the time. His style, exemplified in the many books he found time to write, is gentle and paternal. He

  was concerned to see that the poor, so often ignored in those days, could have some basic kind of medical care, even if it was only self-medication using the herbs that grew wild, instead of costly

  ingredients recommended by his colleagues. He sounds like the kind of family doctor one would like to have.




  It was hard to tear myself away from the beautiful flower books of the time, and books of garden advice.




  John Evelyn is underrated. He cared passionately about London, and often wrote about it. His Diary tends to name-drop, but his description of the Fire, for example, is more evocative than

  Samuel’s, which is more often quoted. In contrast to Evelyn’s elegance is splendidly eccentric John Aubrey. Aubrey was born in 1626, the son of an impecunious Wiltshire squire. Like

  Culpeper his education was interrupted by the Civil War, but unlike Culpeper he never really worked thereafter. His debts overtook him, and an effort to solve his problem in the obvious way by

  marrying an heiress merely landed him in more trouble. He must have been a delightful man to have in the house, because he spent the rest of his life living with, and on, his friends, and following

  his antiquarian hobby. He died in 1697. His closest friend described him as ‘shiftless . . . roving and maggotty-headed’, yet was devoted to him. That friend, another of my sources, was

  Anthony à Wood, as he liked to style himself, scribbling away peevishly in Oxford, where his quiet academic life was disrupted by the periodic incursions of the Court.




  A fascinating contemporary source is the Calendar of State Papers Domestic. This is a rag-bag of papers about matters which nowadays would fit roughly into the spheres of the Home Office,

  the Department of Social Security and the Ministry of Defence, with some spice from current scandals. It stretches from a £3 reward offered for some strayed cows in Ashdown Forest, to the

  several millions voted for the Navy. Much of it, indeed, refers to the Navy: anguished letters from ships’ captains to ‘Sam. Pepys’, asking for supplies of everything from men and

  masts to beer. The entries are not always clearly dated except by year. The reiteration of ‘CSPD’ in the notes indicates the many hours I spent reading the Calendar in the

  Bodleian Library, sometimes cross-eyed at the end of the day because the entries are not effectively indexed.




  Then I settled down to the statutes passed between 1660 and 1670; and a great deal easier to read they were, than modern statutes. The draftsmen had not discovered the magic device of the

  schedule, nor had they yet become adept in the double negative qualified by exceptions to be read in conjunction with later inconsistent sections. Of course, the passing of a law has never meant that its provisions were observed from then on. If this happy state of affairs applied, the restrictions on urban development passed in the fourteenth century need never have

  been, as they were, reiterated by every successive administration. But the very frequency of statutes dealing with the same problem shows, at least, the urgency of the problem. And the

  ‘preambles’ or explanations, which tend to be scattered through each Act instead of in one lump at the beginning as now, provide a fascinating picture of the situation which the

  legislators were trying to cure. To a lawyer, preambles are not part of the Act, and can be ignored. To a historian, I suggest they are worth more than the substantive sections, since they are

  likely to be true.




  Hansard had not yet begun, but volume IV of Cobbett’s chatty Parliamentary History provided a splendid picture of the Members, once they had decided to recall Charles, frantically

  scurrying about like a disturbed antheap, each intent on showing how he had really been a Royalist at heart all the time. Luckily someone noticed in time that there was no crown to put on

  Charles’s head, the last one having disappeared in the Troubles, and one was hastily ordered, with a sceptre to match.




  Newspapers really got into their stride a little later, but I was able to read most of those in the British Library collection. The Bodleian Library has a rich collection of almanacs, which I

  found useful as evidence of contemporary thought.




  The Register of Patents provided another happy hunting ground. The series began in 1617. None was registered after 1642, until just before Charles’s return in May 1660. Thirty-two were

  registered in the decade 1660–70. The trouble is that not all inventions were patented, and of those that were, not all of them were viable, and there is no indication whether they had any

  commercial success. One feels that the Marquis of Worcester’s invention of ‘a watch or clock without string or chain or any kind of winding up [which] if [the owner] . . . lay it aside

  several days or weeks . . . it shall go very well and as justly as most watches that were ever made’ would have swept the market, long before the Swiss got there; but no. Elizabeth’s

  father Alexander Marchant took out several patents, none of which made him any money, judging by his son-in-law’s reluctant handouts to him over the years. Perhaps there was some flaw in his

  thought processes, which became more evident later when he dedicated to the King a ‘proposition’ that he could ‘draw up all submerged ships even from the deepest waters . . . and

  has discovered King Solomon’s mines . . . now much fuller than they were in that king’s time’. He would have felt at home with an optimist who, in 1687,

  undertook to teach ‘persons to . . . remain under water for the space of one, two or even three hours, without any covering over their heads or bodies, the water coming both round and next

  their naked skin, and so with their perfect senses to work . . . in recovering . . . merchandise lost under water’, a frequent occurrence in those sailing-ship days.




  In 1669 a 29-year-old Italian prince was sent off round Europe to ‘eradicate from his heart an ill-fated passion’. He was Cosmo (or Cosimo) de Medici, who became third Grand Duke of

  Tuscany. His love affair was unusual. He had had the misfortune to fall head over heels in love with his wife, who loathed him and preferred, so it was said in hushed tones, a perruquier.

  Cosmo travelled about Europe incognito, which possibly raised more problems than it solved because no one quite knew how seriously to ignore him. Obviously his father expected him to make

  good – that is, educational – use of his time. Equally obviously, if he were to do all the expected things, he would hardly have time to write about them as well. So one of his

  entourage took a very full note of all they saw and did, ‘under the direction’, so he said, of Cosmo. Count Lorenzo Magalotti was the obvious choice, having for ten years been secretary

  of the Academia del Cimento, an assembly of scientists including several disciples of Galileo.1




  His account is wordy, and worthy, but it does supply an inimitable picture of London and the English as a well-educated foreigner saw us. He is not always reliable: for instance he thought

  English gardens dreary compared to the umbrageous terraces of Italy. He could also, from time to time, swallow what looks like a splendid invention for the benefit of tourists. He was shown the

  crown jewels ‘which the kings use at their coronation’, but what he saw had been newly made for Charles; and in the Banqueting House he saw the ‘drops of blood which fell

  there’ when Charles I was executed outside (perhaps it did splash about rather), ‘that they have not been able to obliterate from the spot, though they have

  frequently washed it in the hope of doing so’ (just like Rizzio’s blood in the Palace of Holyroodhouse).




  The many volumes of Magalotti’s account of all Cosmo’s travels reposed in an Italian library until 1821, when the English part (and a little about Ireland and the Scilly Islands,

  since the captain of Cosmo’s ship was surprised to find himself in the Irish channel instead of the English one, and so Cosmo was able to see Ireland while the captain

  recovered his nerve) was translated into English. I refer to it in the notes as Magalotti. (For anyone who is interested, Cosmo reigned from 1670 to 1723, and his wife submitted to him enough to

  produce two sons before she left him for good. Neither son produced an heir, so to save the family from dying out, Cosmo got his brother Cardinal Francesco to unfrock himself and marry. Even this

  did not work, and the Medici line died out in 1735.)




  There are not many domestic buildings surviving from the 1660s. Ham House in Richmond is a wonderful example of plutocratic living. Chastleton, on the border of Oxfordshire and Gloucestershire,

  is also now owned by the National Trust. Still under wraps as I write, it beautifully exemplifies a small country house almost untouched since the seventeenth century. There is a terrace of houses

  in Islington, built in 1658. They are not open to the public, but their graceful front elevations can be enjoyed. Both the Geffrye Museum, in Hackney, and the Victoria and Albert Museum are worth a

  visit. While you are in Hackney, go and see Sutton House, another seventeenth-century survival in the middle of twentieth-century development.




  The difficulty with using original sources is that one never knows whether an event was reported because it was extraordinary and abnormal, or because it was just one more example of modern

  life. When does an exception become a trend? Equally, propagandists can be misleading, read centuries later. Evelyn wrote a whole book about the merits of eating salad. Was this because people did

  eat salad, and he wanted to tell them more, or because they did not eat salad, and he wanted to persuade them?




  In the last 30 years there has been an immense advance in our knowledge of the early modern period. Where contemporary records are deficient or possibly misleading, I have gratefully relied on

  scholarly works on specific subjects, which I acknowledge individually in the notes. I hope that the notes are not irritating to the gentle reader, but sufficiently reassure the learned reader, if

  any.




  At this stage, writers normally thank the many people who have helped them, while reserving to themselves the blame for any mistakes. The mistakes are indeed all my own work,

  but since I rarely venture into original thought I hope they are more a matter of emphasis than accuracy, and that you will at least find the book entertaining, if taken in

  small doses. I really have few people to thank, except Benjamin Buchan of Weidenfeld and Nicolson, whose friendship has sustained me through the process of parturition and whom I am glad to thank

  here; my neighbour Peter Stalker, who uncomplainingly accepted the role of my computer guru and many times rescued me from computerised despair; the unknown young man at the next desk in the Public

  Record Office who saw me struggling to read a horizontally written document in a vertically organised microfiche machine, and silently turned the gizmo round for me; and another kind young man, who

  has given unfailing moral support to his mother. Even more usefully, he produced a secondhand personal computer, and initiated me into the foothills of its miracles, without which etc.




  Liza Picard




  Gray’s Inn




  Hackney




  Oxford




  





   




   




   




   




  
PROLOGUE





   




   




   




   




  In the courtyard of the Royal Exchange, the mercantile centre of London, a crowd of men eddies and swirls, their black steeple hats bobbing as they talk.




  

    

      

        Have you heard the latest about the King and Lady Castlemaine?




        How much is corn fetching?




        Has the coal fleet from Newcastle been sighted?




        What are you paying for pepper?




        Are you interested in a consignment of printed calico from India?




        Have you seen Nell Gwynn, showing off her legs in that silly play?




        Have you seen the King looking at her?




        What do you give for a strong slave nowadays?




        What are the trade prospects with Russia?




        Have you seen the latest Plague figures?




        Did the Consul at Smyrna manage to placate the Greeks?




        When is the East Indies fleet expected?




        Do you know a good tailor?


      


    


  




  To one side stands the Russian Ambassador, with his befurred entourage. The Emperor’s English physician had described this scene to him. Things are not done that way in

  Moscow.




  The babble of voices decreases, as men leave for dinner; it is nearly noon. A dapper figure detaches himself from a coterie of naval friends and makes for home, nearby. Unfortunately, Samuel

  Pepys has forgotten that it is washing day, and the house is in chaos. There is nothing for dinner but cold meat.
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  THE URBAN ENVIRONMENT




  





   




   




   




   




  
CHAPTER 1





  LONDON




   




   




   




   




  Facts and figures




  England in 1660 was prosperous. Few people died of hunger, unlike the peasants on the continent. Waves of enclosures had swept away medieval hovels from English fields, and

  farming methods were slowly improving as Dutch technology spread. Wool was still the country’s mainstay. In medieval times, it had been exported ‘unwrought’; it now went through a

  series of labour-intensive processes, which resulted in lighter-weight, fashion-conscious fabrics (‘the new draperies’). Textile finishing was largely concentrated in London. Newcastle

  sent coal down to London (‘sea-coal’) in fleets of collier ships, hundreds at a time. Lead was mined in Derbyshire, tin and copper in the West Country, iron in the Forest of Dean. They

  were all channelled to London.




  The population of England was just over 5 million. In villages, solidly built houses clustered round the dual sources of refreshment, Church and Inn. A network of seven or eight hundred market

  towns provided for the business and social needs of their inhabitants, and of the country dwellers within a comfortable radius.1 The total population of

  the five major provincial cities, Norwich, Bristol, Newcastle, York and Exeter, was only 80,000.




  Over 300,000 people, getting on for one in sixteen of the population, lived in London. In the known world, only Paris and Constantinople were bigger, and they were flagging. London’s

  steady increase had by 1700 outstripped Paris, and by 1750, Constantinople.2




  ‘London’ comprised: (1) the square mile within the Roman walls, and small areas to the west at Blackfriars, and to the south, across London Bridge, at Southwark. This was the City of

  London, administered in 26 wards by the Lord Mayor of London and the Common Council of Aldermen. Its population had declined by 20,000 between 1640 and 1660. (2) The

  ‘suburbs’. The rich and fashionable were filling the space between the Roman city of Londinium and the Danish foundation at Westminster. The middle classes were moving west as well, and

  north towards Hackney. The poor, particularly the thousands dependent on the ship-building and carrying trades, migrated east along the river. The suburbs were booming.




  The built-up area extended north to Clerkenwell, with ribbon development along the river and the approach roads. Before the Fire in 1666, the skyline was mainly flat, broken by the bulk of

  Westminster Abbey, the Banqueting Hall in Whitehall, and St Paul’s Cathedral and the Tower in the City. The square medieval church towers did not punctuate the skyline gracefully, as

  Wren’s spires were to do.3




  The street layout had not changed since the Romans left. The traveller from Kent, or Europe, approached London by ‘Kentish Street’, through Southwark and across London Bridge. If he

  was heading north, a straight road led through the city and out by Bishopsgate, towards Hackney. The main east–west axis was Cheapside. From it, Fleet Street and the Strand led towards

  Westminster. To the east, through Aldgate, lay the open fields. Thames Street, along the river, was constantly blocked with commercial traffic to and from the wharves and warehouses and the Customs

  House.




  There was still only one bridge across the Thames. In 1663 the Lord Mayor petitioned Charles II for leave to set up two ferries ‘on account of the straitness

  [narrowness] and trouble of passing London Bridge’. The Royal Surveyor of Works supported the petition, ‘as being the only expedient to ease the Bridge . . . from the multitude of carts

  drays and drifts of cattle, since His Majesty would not admit of another bridge’. His Majesty promised to think about it; if he did, nothing came of it.4 In 1664 he was faced with a detailed plan for a bridge between Westminster and Lambeth, to be funded by a toll and a voluntary contribution from ‘neighbouring

  gentry’5 – with the same result.




  London was the principal manufacturing city of England. The development of industrial conurbations in the Midlands was still centuries away. The London needle-makers’ monopoly, for

  instance, covered London and 10 miles round; outside that radius, the trade was shared with Worcester. The manufacture of cutlery was shared with Sheffield. But luxury trades

  were wholly concentrated in London; and far away the largest national source of income was the new trade of cloth finishing, almost wholly concentrated in London.6




  Financiers were evolving more sophisticated banking systems; their base was London. Lawyers were well placed in the Inns of Court, including the Temple, which they had taken over when the Order

  of Knights Templars was dissolved in the fourteenth century; fast boats took them to their commercial clients in the City, or upriver to the law courts at Westminster. The spiritual life of London

  was supervised from Lambeth, Westminster and St Paul’s. The monarchy was established at the Palace of Whitehall, built by Cardinal Wolsey close to the Abbey, and acquired by Henry

  VIII on Wolsey’s downfall. Lastly, London was England’s major port, with a safe harbour for sea-going vessels, facilities for building, repairing and supplying

  ships, and thousands of experienced seamen.




  The combination of all these functions in one city goes far to explain London’s disproportionate size, compared to other English cities, and to European capitals, where the monarch or the

  merchants or the shippers might reside in separate places.




  It produced a polyglot, colourful crowd. Young people up from the country to serve an apprenticeship or enter domestic service gaped at English grandees in velvet-lined coaches, and fine ladies

  in sedan chairs escorted by liveried servants and African slave boys. Street sellers and mountebanks rubbed shoulders with sailors and beggars. Foreign languages and Latin vied with the country

  accents of young gentlemen up from the provinces.




  In all this confusion, important announcements needed all the emphasis they could get. The Dutch Ambassador, Van Gogh, described the Proclamation announcing the declaration of war against his

  country, on 22 February 1664:




  

    

      

        On Saturday last, the King’s declaration was solemnly proclaimed. Two heralds in their coats of arms with four mace-bearers, nine trumpeters, and two troops of

        horses assembled at Westminster, where the trumpets sounded, and the declaration was read with great shouting and rejoicing of the people; thence they went to Temple Bar, where the Lord Mayor

        and Aldermen, in scarlet gowns on horseback, conducted them to Temple Gate where it was read with more acclamation than before, the Horse Guards drawing their swords and clattering them; then

        again in Cheapside and before the Royal Exchange.7


      


    


  




  Similar pomp had attended the Proclamation of Charles’s return, on 8 May 1660. But then, the new regime’s cupboard being so exceedingly bare, the

  herald had had to borrow a ‘rich coat of arms’ from Henry VII’s chapel in Westminster Abbey, ‘to perform the solemnity, which was returned the next

  day’. His own had been plundered in the recent war.8




  In 1658, while Oliver Cromwell was still on the throne, Richard Newcourt had published a map of London. Tactfully ignoring recent history, Newcourt invented a mythical history for London,

  beginning with Uranus and Saturn and ending with Brutus, ‘anno mundi 2853’ (2,853 years after the world was created). The London in his map was ‘the most magnificent and renowned

  City of Europe, both for the antiquity of her foundation as also for Honour, Wealth and Beauty’. Mr Newcourt wanted to sell his product.9




  Three years later, John Evelyn presented to Charles II a very different picture, in his Fumifugium, or the Inconvenience of the Aer and Smoak of London Dissipated.

  Evelyn had spent the Interregnum on the continent, where he admired the elegance of modern towns. He deplored that London, ‘this glorious and antient city should wrap her stately head in

  clouds of smoke and sulphur . . . that the buildings should be composed of such a congestion of misshapen and extravagant houses: that the streets should be so narrow and incommodious in the very

  centre and busiest places of intercourse’.




  The streets




  ‘Narrow and incommodious’ the streets certainly were. ‘The common Highways leading unto and from the Cities of London and Westminster and the suburbs thereof .

  . . are at present and for some years past have been so miry and foul as is not only very noisome, dangerous and inconvenient to the Inhabitants thereof but to all the King’s liege

  people.’10 Some streets were paved. The market selling hay for London’s thousands of horses and cows was. ‘Piquadillo’ was paved

  in 1662, and Holbom two years later. The owners of houses fronting on Pall Mall were obliged to contribute to the cost of paving it.11 Drury Lane,

  Hatton Garden, Lord Southampton’s development at Bloomsbury, and parts of Bishopsgate were paved. So was the road north from St James’s Palace; although it led through the fields, it was used by some eminent people. Streets were not necessarily level, even if they were paved. In 1667 a master paviour petitioned for an Act of Parliament to

  ensure that the ‘accustomed manner’ of paving the streets with ‘unshapely flint stones, which break like glass, or soft rag stone which quickly moulders, or too small pebbles, and

  all these laid not on sand or fine gravel but on rough gravel soon carried away by the raker [street-cleaner]’ should cease, and ‘good stones 10–12 ins square and set 12 ins deep

  in good sand’ – no doubt provided or laid by him – should be used.12 No such Act was passed.




  Otherwise, the City streets were cobbled. The rare side-walks were reserved for pedestrians only by a line of posts. Sometimes the road surface sloped down to a central drain, blocked with

  rubbish and horse droppings. Sometimes there was no drain at all. When cobbles were clean, they provided a certain amount of drainage. When they were filthy and in poor repair – as all too

  often – they were lethal. Evelyn again: ‘So many of the fair sex and their offspring [have] perished by mischance . . . from the ruggedness of the uneven streets.’13




  Whether paved or cobbled, the pedestrian had a slightly better chance of avoiding the filth thrown from windows, the rain cascading from the roofs, and the litter on the road surface if he could

  walk along beside the houses, under their projecting upper storeys. But others might have the same idea; ‘jostling for the wall’ could lead to argument, even to fights and

  death.14




  Main streets were prone to traffic bottlenecks. Of all the modern causes of traffic jams, at least no London driver has had to face a drove of up to a thousand turkeys walking to their last home

  in London storehouses, from their birthplaces in Norfolk and Suffolk.15 Thames Street, the service road for the wharves and warehouses along the river,

  was only 11 feet wide in places. There was a major ‘conduit’ (public water supply) in a building in the middle of Cornhill, and another in Cheapside beside the church of St Michael le

  Querne, where water vendors and private citizens would congregate to draw water, and inevitably stand and gossip. These buildings were not just shelters for standpipes; they were about the size of,

  and rather resembled, Victorian gate-lodges. They had originally been sited so as to be handy to as many people as possible, before wheeled traffic came to be the curse that it has remained; they

  were bound to cause obstructions.




  In the Strand, opposite Somerset House near the hackney coach stand, there was a ‘most prodigious’16 maypole. It had

  been demolished under Cromwell, but was re-erected in April 1661 with great popular excitement, by twelve sailors under the personal command of the King’s brother, the Duke of York, in his

  capacity of Lord High Admiral of England – sailors being the only men who could handle such a tall mast. As it rose, ‘little children did much rejoice, and ancient people did clap their

  hands saying, golden days began to appear’.17 It was the tallest maypole in London, but far from the only one. ‘Maypoles which in the late

  hypocritical times ’twas forbidden to set up now were set up in every cross-way’ (according to John Aubrey), even before Charles’s state entry. May-day 1660 was celebrated with

  maypoles, for the first time since 1654. They gave great pleasure, but they hardly helped the traffic flow.




  Side streets were punctuated by narrow alleys barely wide enough for two pedestrians to pass, leading to cramped courts and alleys presided over by an inn or ‘tippling house’, or to

  the mansion of some rich citizen; London was surprisingly mixed.




  Streets were encumbered by sign boards,18 hanging from almost every house, nine feet off the ground – in theory – to give room for a man

  on a horse to pass underneath. They did not always mean that a trade was carried on there, and if it was, they did not always identify it. Sometimes an elaborate code conveyed their meaning. The

  sign might use part of the arms of the appropriate livery company; so, Cupid and a torch meant a glazier, a cradle meant a basket-maker, an elephant showed where combs of ivory and other materials

  could be bought, Adam and Eve offered apples and other fruit, and a green man, or Jack-in-the-green, meant a distiller. Over apothecaries’ shops hung unicorns’ horns and dragons, their

  fabulous nature extending to some of the remedies sold there. Signs were not always so subtle. A row of coffins meant that a carpenter there could oblige; a bag of nails, an ironmonger. (The

  nineteenth-century scholarly reading of ‘Bag o’ Nails’ as a corruption of Bacchanals was not, regrettably, correct. Nor did the Goat and Compasses ever mean that God encompasseth

  us; it was merely a combination of a leather-man’s (cordwainer’s) goat and a carpenter’s compasses). Nursery-men and seedsmen adopted artichokes and pineapples; stationers, a hand

  holding a Bible, or a pen-knife – a necessary implement for cutting quills into pens. Some private houses had signs, without any particular significance. Residents would direct their friends

  to the nearest sign, and hope they arrived in time for dinner. An advertisement in the London Gazette of 28 May 1668 recommended ‘Egbertus Wills, healer of deformed

  bodies – to be found at Mr White’s house at the Cock and Bottle in Aldersgate street.’




  After the Fire, this fondness for signboards continued. Signs were not prohibited until 1762. Even then it took another ten years for Londoners to adopt the simple, dull expedient of giving each

  house a street number.




  When the Grand Duke of Tuscany came to London in 1667, his secretary Magalotti was impressed by the fact that ‘streets are lighted till a certain hour in the morning by large

  lanterns’, and when they had gone out ‘you may find boys at every step, who run before you with lighted torches’. He must have been lucky. Householders had a duty to hang out a

  candle or a lantern from dusk until nine o’clock, during the winter, but from the frequency with which this duty had been repeated in regulations since the fourteenth century, one can only

  suppose that it was not generally observed. Mostly, the City streets were ill-lit or dark.




  In the suburbs between London and Westminster, developers were beginning to lay out wide paved streets ‘elevated in the middle with channels for water at the sides’,19 and elegant squares. Covent Garden Piazza had been built in 1631, on the site of Westminster Abbey’s convent garden. Lincoln’s Inn Fields were laid

  out between 1640 and 1660. The Earl of St Alban’s (the contemporary spelling) was developing the area round St James’s Square. In 1659 Abraham Arlidge, ‘carpenter’, had

  begun a comprehensive scheme in Hatton Garden, designed for merchants and others who wished to move out of the City, but not too far. The last of his 372 houses was completed in 1694.20




  Water supply




  A network of elm pipes was laid under the main streets.21 They were tolerably water-tight, except at the joints, and where small

  boys had created fountains from judiciously bored holes. Regulations provided that, in time of fire, pumps should be carefully inserted at predetermined points – the early fire hydrants. In

  the conflagration of 1666 this was forgotten and people tore up the streets and punctured the water pipes here, there and everywhere, reducing the pressure to nil.




  In 1609 Hugh Middleton had completed the construction of his New River, bringing pure spring water 38 miles from rural Hertfordshire to a reservoir at Islington, and thence to 30,000 houses in

  the city. (The reservoir, called the Ducking Pond, attracted wildfowl. It was a pleasant country resort for shooting ducks, and fishing – not for ducking witches or scolds.) For a quarterly

  subscription of between 5s and 6s 8d, a householder could be connected to the mains by a lead ‘quill’ or pipe. By the 1660s the supply to him ran only two or three days a week, so he

  needed a storage tank in his cellar. Stagnant water run through elm and lead pipes must have had a certain bouquet. No wonder it was not usually drunk, the more so considering the offences that

  were – again – prohibited in 1669: not only ‘the opening of pipes from the said river without permission’, but also ‘the defiling of it by drains, watering cattle,

  keeping geese, casting carrion’.22




  As long ago as 1581 a Dutchman, Peter Morritz, had installed a water wheel under the northernmost arch of London Bridge. (The Dutch excelled in dealing with water, even then.) The disadvantage

  of his wheel was that it worked when the tide was right, but not otherwise. A better idea was to pump the river water up to the top of a 15-foot tower, which gave enough pressure to serve the

  houses roundabout. But this too ran into trouble, when the Queen Mother objected that it spoilt the view from Somerset House. It was, she said, ‘inconvenient’. The alarmed

  ‘undertakers’ petitioned the King to allow them to build elsewhere, or they would be ‘ruined and clamoured against by hundreds of people who have laid pipes and taken leases for

  water’. They got their licence, on condition that the new ‘waterwork’ was not more than 15 feet high.23




  By 1667 the New River company was competing with Sir Robert Viner and the other owners of the ‘Thames Waterwork in Durham Yard’; Sir Robert’s company protested at being

  ‘excluded from St Clement Danes [north and west of Somerset House] and other parishes, where their pipes have been laid twenty years, nor from Covent Garden, which they were just preparing to

  serve, having spent £8,000 in preparation to supply the western parts of London, and for which the small proportion allotted to them in Bloomsbury will be no compensation’, while the

  New River company wanted to ‘continue their pipes where they now are . . . and to lay, remove or amend pipes in counties Hertford and Middlesex, and in London and

  Westminster’.24 One can begin to see why the cobbles were in such poor repair.




  Luckily for the developers of Piccadilly and Pall Mall, useful springs were discovered nearby. Supplying water was a paying proposition. An annual rent paid to the Crown for the Piccadilly

  springs, of 6s 8d for 60 years, must have left a considerable profit, even after the expense of laying the pipes.25




  Where piped water was not available, or too expensive, there was usually a well in the garden, often cosily juxtaposed to the cess-pit. Those who had no supply at all would fetch water from the

  nearest conduit, or buy it from itinerant ‘water tankard bearers’, who might for a small tip even carry it upstairs for them.




  Pollution




  Householders were forbidden to pave the floors of their stables and pigeon-houses. Animal and avian dung was a valuable source of saltpetre (nitre, the main ingredient of

  gunpowder) and a useful supplement to the supply imported from India by the East India Company. ‘Saltpetre men’ would periodically scrape off the top layer of dung-soaked earth. An Act

  of 1656 obliged them to give the householder reasonable notice before they came in. There must have been a fair degree of evasion; pigeon dung was much sought after by market gardeners, being

  particularly good for asparagus. The smell of a clean, paved stable may be acceptable. When the saltpetre men were late, and the weather was hot, it was a different kettle of fish.




  The Victualling Office for the armed forces had a slaughterhouse on Tower Hill. How did its raw material arrive? Clattering down from the shires on its own feet (specially shod for the

  journey),26 through Hackney by Mare Street, along Bishopsgate, turning left with shouts and moos at Leadenhall Street? Or up from Kent, straggling

  across the Bridge? Or did it come by boat, to be unloaded at Tower wharf and driven protesting up the hill? There were other, private slaughterhouses in alleys and yards all over London. There was

  one in Newgate Street, convenient for the market there. Magalotti saw ‘vast hordes’ of cattle in the fields outside London, waiting to be driven in, ‘the English eating more meat

  than anything else, on this account there are slaughtered there, every day, besides other animals, 3,000 oxen’: even allowing for Italian ebullience with figures, a

  great many animals. Butchers kept their forward stock in their back yards, and slaughtered as needed: for instance in 1662 Eleanor Davies, of the Maypole, Strand, was licensed ‘to kill and

  sell all manner of fresh meat except beef during the ensuing Lent’,27 after which, presumably, she slaughtered her stock, including beef cattle,

  as needed. In the reign of James I a Londoner had kept 200 pigs in his yard, and this was only a side-line; he was a starch maker by trade. The habit had not died out by

  Victorian times, although after the eighteenth century abattoirs needed licences.28




  City and royal authorities had tried for centuries, with only partial success, to discourage ‘noxious’ trades from operating in their main market, London. When animals have been

  turned into meat, their skins become available to the tanners, their fat to the soap-boilers, and their bones to the glue-makers: all markedly smelly trades. The tanners treated raw hides with dog

  turds and urine. There were 80 tanneries south of the river.29 The soap-makers made do with urine only. Another use for urine was in the processing of

  alum, essential to London’s textile-finishing trade. (How was all this urine collected? Under some Roman emperors, convenient receptacles could be found at every street corner. I can find no

  comparable system in 1660s London; but it was a saleable commodity, called ‘old lant’, then and for a hundred years and more. The Victorian housewife relied on Scrubb’s Ammonia,

  put up in bottles.)




  As early as 1634 a hopeful inventor had patented a heating process for dyers, soap-boilers and other trades that heated liquids in vats, to prevent ‘the great annoyance of smoke’

  from them. A slightly later patent added ‘foulness’ to the smoke. Evelyn’s list of pollutors included brewers, bakers, salt-makers, sugar-boilers, chandlers (candle-makers),

  hat-makers and ‘some sort of fishmongers’, as well as slaughterhouses, soap-boilers and glue-makers. There were kilns of some kind in Scotland Yard, beside the royal palace of

  Whitehall. It is just possible that they were part of the royal Office of Works, which was in Scotland Yard. Mr Newcourt discreetly omitted them from his map, but they can be seen as large as, or

  larger than, life in an earlier map of 1582, belching out the smoke that Evelyn complained of in 1661, when ‘a presumptuous smoke issuing from one or two tunnels [kilns?] . . . not far from

  Scotland Yard did so invade the Court that all the rooms, galleries and places about it were filled and infested with it, and that to such a degree, as men could hardly discern one another for the

  cloud’.




  Even when ‘noisome trades’ obeyed the rules and stayed away from London, air-borne pollution was blown into the city from the lime kilns at Limehouse or across

  the river at Bankside. By 1680 the dyers long established at Southwark, who relied on drying their finished cloth in the open air, were moving away down-river to the clean air of

  Crayford.30




  Evelyn focused his main attack on industrial pollutors. But a huge proportion of the smog afflicting London came from ordinary domestic fires. Sea-coal was more acrid and sulphurous than coal

  produced by modern methods; ‘oleaginous’, according to Magalotti.31 London is only recently free of foul-smelling, lung-wretching, filthy

  smogs, when asthmatics sealed their windows and stayed indoors, and still died. As Evelyn put it, ‘Almost one half of them [who have] perished in London die of phthisical and pulmonary

  distempers. The inhabitants are never free from coughs and importunate rheumatisms, spitting of impostumated and corrupt matter.’




  Before the Fire, there were more than 100 parish churches within the walls. It was the custom to bury notable parishioners in the church itself. Evelyn deplored ‘that superstitious custom

  of burying in churches or having their dormitories in the very heart of cities, where frequently churches are built, I neither think it decent nor sufferable’.32 The vaults became more and more overcrowded. When the Plague struck, the churchyards became full of rotting flesh. Coffins were not always used. On 30 January 1666, Samuel

  Pepys was frightened ‘to see so many graves lie so high upon the churchyard’ in his local church, St Olave’s, ‘where so many have been buried of the plague’. In all,

  194 parishioners had died, of whom 146 had been buried in the churchyard and the rest in The New Churchyard near Bishopsgate, established in 1569 for the burial of the poor. How space was found for

  146 corpses in St Olave’s tiny churchyard defeats the imagination. Certainly bodies and coffins were piled on top of each other.33 The next day

  Samuel noted that ‘many about the city that live near churchyards are solicitous to have them covered with lime’; he hoped St Olave’s would be done. The City magistrates did

  indeed order that all churchyards used for plague deaths should be covered with lime, but the Earl of Craven, one of the very few City dignitaries who stayed in London throughout the Plague,

  reported that ‘the churchyards have not been so generally covered with lime, in respect of the dearness and scarcity thereof but much fresh earth and lime has been laid in many

  churchyards’.34 The stench in churchyards was still ‘offensive and unwholesome’ in November 1666.35 Many hundreds of corpses were summarily tipped into pits, hastily dug in any available open space, and as summarily covered; they cannot have smelt any

  sweeter.




  Public executions were usually followed by the gruesome process of eviscerating and dividing the corpse. The four quarters and heads were nailed up here and there through the City, especially

  over the city gates, and stayed there rotting.




  There were few public lavatories. Richard Whittington, that admirable man whose charities have been so overshadowed by his fictitious cat, built a 128-seater, equally divided between men and

  women. He died in 1423, and his ‘longhouse’ was not maintained. In 1660 the usual practice was to nip into an inn, or a friend’s house. But there was always a convenient corner or

  accepted ‘pissing place’. Anthony Wood bitterly, and understandably, resented the casual excretory habits of the courtiers, when Charles II moved to Oxford:

  ‘Though they were neat and gay in their apparel, yet they were very nasty and beastly, leaving at their departure their excrements in every corner, in chimneys, studies, coal-houses,

  cellars.’




  Waste disposal




  Household waste comprised food, paper, sweepings, ashes and excrement. Some food scraps could be disposed of by sale; one of the cries of London was ‘Any kitchen stuff

  have you, maids?’ The rest could be put out for the birds. Paper could be used to kindle innumerable fires. The flimsy paper on which the mass-circulation ballads and chap-books were printed

  could easily find another use. Sweepings could probably be swept finally out into the street, against the rules.




  But (leaving excrement on one side for the moment, as people did all too often) there remained a heap of rubbish that the householder had to dispose of, somehow. In 1654 John Lanyon had tendered

  for a central contract to replace the parochial system, which was not working. His ‘Proposals’ deserve citing, for the picture they give – although biased, and six years before

  our period – of London’s streets:




  

    

      

        It is too apparent that notwithstanding many persons and considerable sums of money are employed for cleansing the streets yet they grow daily more

        offensive with dust and unwholesome stenches in summer and in wet weather with dirt, which occasions a swarm of Coaches [because people refused to walk], to the disturbance of the City and

        the increase of noisome soil that . . . being washed into the common sewers [drains] and passages and thence into the Thames, the sewers are much obstructed . . . and the River itself,

        especially above Bridge, made daily less navigable. Besides the Avenues [main roads] to the city are almost all day pestered with those Carts which only carry away some small part of the soil

        [dirt] out of the streets and are made exceeding noisome and almost impassable with dirt carelessly spilt by the way to the common Laystalls [tips], which being so many and so near the City

        yield a great and contagious stench, offensive to passengers [passers-by] but especially to the [outskirts of the town, which else would be the most delightful places, and what wind so ever

        blows brings those noisome vapours into the city itself . . . The rakers being insufficiently paid employ their carts from time to time on more profitable jobs and are not under any general

        superintendence.36


      


    


  




  John Lanyon’s proposals were not accepted. An Act of 1662 tightened up the parochial organisation. ‘Whereas great quantities of sea-coal ashes, dust, dirt and other

  filth . . . are daily thrown into the streets lanes and alleys of the Cities of London and Westminster’, citizens were to sweep their frontages daily, and on Wednesdays and

  Saturdays37 put their rubbish out in ‘baskets tubs or other vessels ready for the Raker or Scavenger’. The rakers and scavengers were

  allowed to ‘lodge their Ashes dust dirt or other filth in such vacant public places in or near the streets or highways as shall be thought convenient . . . for the accommodation of

  country-carts returning empty’, which does not seem a very efficient system.




  Excrement was collected by the night-soil men. Regular, tidy emptying of private cess-pits was the ideal, but in 1660 Samuel was not pleased to find that his neighbour’s cess-pit was full

  ‘and comes into my cellar’. Five nights later – a considerable interval, in the circumstances – the night-soil men arrived, and slopped their way through Samuel’s

  house. Three years later Samuel got his own back, when the night-soil men emptied his cess-pit through that same neighbour’s house. Two other neighbours, senior to Samuel in rank, agreed

  between themselves to have their cess-pits emptied through Samuel’s office. Many houses did not have cess-pits, some even had no privies. Chamber pots were emptied from upper windows, without

  so much as a ‘Gardez l’eau’. By the 1662 Act, the scavengers and rakers ‘shall every day except Sundays bring carts, dung-pots or other fitting carriages

  where such carriages can pass and shall at their approach make distinct and loud noise by a bell horn clapper or otherwise and make the like noise in every . . . alley . . . into which the said

  carts cannot pass and abide there a convenient time’. In hot weather, one doubts if such audible notice was needed.




  Noise




  Street noise was excruciating. Two drays (the heavy goods vehicles of the time) could pass, just, in a street 14 feet wide. Any narrower – and Thames Street was 11 feet

  wide in parts – and it came to a shouting match, there being no Highway Code. Iron-shod wheels crashed and screeched over the uneven cobbles. Animals protested as they were driven to market,

  or the slaughterhouse. Samuel was woken one night by a ‘damned noise between a sow gelder and a cow and a dog’ in the street below;38 and

  when the sow-gelder had duly advertised his trade by blowing on his horn, and got down to work, a further discord arose.




  Horses neighed and stamped. The drivers of wagons and hackney carriages, notoriously foul-mouthed, expressed their views of other drivers. Overhead signs creaked and squeaked. Street vendors

  yelled their advertising slogans and apprentices bellowed from their masters’ open-fronted shops. From the windows came the sound of music, and otherwise, as enthusiastic amateurs strummed

  and sang. Dogs barked at the traffic, cats howled in the alleys, singing birds added their trills, flocks of pigeons cooed on the roofs. Leather-soled shoes clattered on the cobbles, joined on a

  rainy day by iron pattens. The ‘distinct and loud noise’ of the dung-carts was heard daily. No wonder that those who could afford to, lived away from the streets, and those who could

  not, lived upstairs. What an unspeakable relief when the traffic died down and the shops shut and only the watchman was left, calling out the time and a weather report.




  





   




   




   




   




  
CHAPTER 2





  THE HOUSES




   




   




   




   




  Newcourt’s map-view




  Richard Newcourt’s 1658 map is a ‘map-view’ or picture-map: a formalised bird’s-eye view, assuming a high-flying bird making north, and surveying the

  scene below, from Westminster to Limehouse. In an elegant flourish, Newcourt assures the purchaser that his map is drawn to scale. The built-up area is filled with a conventional design of zig-zag

  roofs, the west side of each roof catching the sun and the other side in black shade. A few notable buildings are distinguished, a few streets are named, and a numbered index gives 130 churches

  ‘by which the eye may be guided to the eminent streets on which they stand’. Major green spaces are shown, such as Lincoln’s Inn Fields and the gardens of the mansions along the

  Strand and in the new developments near St James’s Palace, and the Drapers’ Company’s garden in the City. The general effect, however, is of a uniform mass of tightly packed

  houses.




  But London never has been uniform. Since masons’ labour was expensive, successive builders made use of their predecessors’ work where possible, reusing old foundations and

  incorporating walls and arches and even single stones into new buildings. So, delete Newcourt’s houses and fill in his street layout with a higgledy-piggledy mixture of large and small, rich

  and poor, old and new, industrial and domestic, brick and stone and timber. Add thousands of smoking chimneys – there are none in the map-view – and scatter green spaces here and there.

  Now, if the bird could see anything at all through the smog, it would have a more accurate view.




  Tresswell’s surveys




  Between 1585 and 1614 a surveyor named Ralph Tresswell was employed by several large London landowners to produce accurate, measured plans of their properties. These

  plans,1 which have survived, show who lived where, in how many rooms, how big the rooms were, even whether they had fireplaces or privies. Widow Kinrich

  lived in a little house in Billiter Street, of just two rooms, one above the other, each about 14 feet square. She had a garret, but no yard, or garden, or back door, or privy. Widow Smith a few

  doors up the street had a cellar, as well as a privy. Both houses backed on to a rambling property with two vast gardens, occupied by Sir Edward Darcy.




  The editor of Tresswell’s surveys grouped the properties into four categories:




  

    

      

        one-room plan houses




        two-room plan houses




        medium-sized houses with up to six rooms on each floor




        larger houses.


      


    


  




  There is no reason to suppose that London houses changed markedly in the next 70 years. Some of them became empty and derelict, as people deserted the City for the suburbs. The

  predecessors of the unimpressive buildings along the Strand in front of Somerset House, which were already there when Inigo Jones designed his Palladian entrance early in the century, were probably

  the 24 houses that had formed part of the Queen Mother’s dowry in 1625, but had somehow got into such disrepair that special measures had to be taken to get them repaired before they fell

  down.2 Another change was that most of the Tudor long galleries had been subdivided by the mid-seventeenth century. But in general, Tresswell’s

  plans typified many houses in the City, before the Fire of 1666.




  The one-room plan houses included authorised houses like Widow Kinrich’s. They could also be the kind of accretion that grows up everywhere, like weeds. A temporary stall acquired a roof,

  then the walls were strengthened and another storey appeared – and another and another. John Stow, writing in 1598,3 described the process. What

  began as greengrocers’ stalls turned into houses three, four or even five storeys high, still on the sites of the original stalls. A fishmonger’s stall transformed itself into a

  ‘tall house’. The south side of old St Paul’s was ‘defaced’ and hidden by the houses that had sprouted from the stalls selling knick-knacks to

  tourists.




  Two-room plan houses in City side streets were mostly the trading premises of small craftsmen. The shop/workroom gave on to the street to catch passing trade, while the stockroom

  (‘warehouse’) lay behind it. The family lived above. In 1664 a two-room plan house in New Street, Fetter Lane, not far from the City boundary, containing ‘a cellar, now made a

  kitchen, a shop, two chambers, and a garret’ was let for £14 a year, with a £10 premium.4




  Houses outside the constricted City could be more spacious. There is a terrace of four two-room plan houses still surviving in Islington, which was a country district when they were built in

  1658. They have three storeys, garrets and cellars. Access to the middle two houses is by a narrow arched brick passage, straight out of Vermeer. The two rooms on each floor are about 15 by 18

  feet.




  Pictures of London events such as funerals and processions before the Fire show streets lined with timber-framed houses, apparently two-room plan – certainly with single gables, facing the

  street. This can be misleading, since a group of two or three single-gabled houses, each with its own flourish of individuality, might be internally linked to form one substantial dwelling. That

  was one advantage of timber-frame construction. As long as the frame was not disturbed, internal partitions could easily be constructed, moved or demolished. Such views are also misleading because

  they show only the street frontage. Many houses, like Sir Edward Darcy’s, were hidden from sight.




  The ‘misshapen’ appearance that John Evelyn deplored was exacerbated by the practice of (unlawfully) encroaching on the airspace of the street by throwing forward (French

  jeter; hence ‘jetties’ or ‘jutties’) each successive storey, by as much as 18 inches. If two jettied four-storey houses faced each other across a street 11 feet wide,

  a pedestrian would not see much sky when he looked up. Someone in the top storey would have a splendid view of the room over the way, but not much else.5




  As to ‘medium-sized’ and larger houses, Tresswell’s surveys show how a considerable mansion and its grounds might be screened from pollution and noise by a fringe of small

  houses, such as Widow Kinrich’s. City Aldermen who were obliged to live within the City, rich merchants who did not want to be too far from their trading premises, and magnates with no family

  seat outside London could enjoy the pleasures of gardens and even an orchard or two, and a spacious mansion looking over them, secluded from traffic and passers-by. These

  mansions might be brick or stone or timber framed, romanesque or Renaissance; magnificent or crumbling; centuries old or spanking new.




  Many were converted monastic buildings. London had been well provided with religious foundations. Holy Trinity Priory was founded in 1108, just within the City walls at Aldgate. Its church was

  huge, its cloisters extensive, its rent-roll plutocratic. But by 1532 it was debt-ridden, and its Prior was glad to surrender all the buildings to Henry VIII.6 Henry sold them to a property developer called Thomas Audley, who unroofed the chancel and the nave of the church and built two imposing houses, one for himself and

  one for sale. Audley’s house (later known as Duke’s Place, after Audley’s son-in-law, the Duke of Norfolk) survived until at least 1676. Smaller houses were contrived out of the

  chapels round the choir: one-room plan houses, with secular jettied rooms sprouting incongruously over monastic arched windows.




  Audley died in his great house, in 1544, before the main wave of monastic property redevelopment began. In 1547 Henry VIII decided that the wealth of monastic foundations

  could more usefully fund such necessary expenditure as wars, palaces and international conferences. Hence the Dissolution of the Monasteries: not, as one might be forgiven for thinking, melting

  them away like sugar-lumps in a cup of tea, but putting them into compulsory winding-up, leaving their buildings intact and available.




  So the White Friars left their house on the river beside the Temple, and the Black Friars theirs, just outside the City walls. The Carthusians of the Charterhouse and the nuns out at

  Clerkenwell, the monks of St Bartholomew’s Priory and the Grey Friars at Newgate, the Augustinian (‘Austin’) Friars by All Hallows and the cross-bearing (‘Crutched’)

  Friars south of Aldgate, and St Helen’s nuns near Bishopsgate – away they all went, some to the secular life and some to sister houses, some with pensions and some destitute, leaving

  their buildings silent and empty. But not for long.




  Whitefriars yielded ‘many fair houses’, according to John Stow. The newly formed Society of Apothecaries took over part of Blackfriars. Charterhouse was transformed into a

  magnificent mansion in which Lord North entertained Henry’s daughter, Queen Elizabeth. The nunnery at Clerkenwell had been transformed into rows of desirable residences by 1658. The site of

  St Bartholomew’s had been laid out as streets of two-room plan houses by 1581, except for the part always occupied by the annual Fair, one end of the church (which still

  survives); and part rededicated as a hospital. The Grey Friars’ buildings were used as an orphanage. Sir William Powlett built himself a ‘great house’ in the Austin Friars’

  buildings. He divided their church in two, the west end going to the Protestant refugees from Holland, ‘to be their preaching place’, and the altar end meeting the ignominious fate of

  ‘household uses as for storage of corn, coal and other things’. Later ‘the monuments of noblemen there buried in great number [and] the paving stone . . . which cost many

  thousands’ were sold for £100 and the sad wreck was used for stabling horses. The buildings of the Crutched Friars were made over into a carpenter’s yard, a tennis court and a

  glass factory. The nuns’ church at Bishopsgate became the parish church.7




  Many Londoners must have lived in stone houses with arched windows and graceful pillars, and perhaps even the occasional angel.




  It was not only religious buildings that survived from the distant past. In 1466 Sir John Crosby, a grocer and wool merchant, had built himself a house in Bishopsgate. He incorporated in it

  parts of the house already on site, which had belonged to an Italian merchant. According to Stow, Sir John’s house was of ‘stone and timber, very large and beautiful’. Large it

  certainly was. The ‘hall’ (principal room) was over 60 feet long, the ‘parlour’ almost as big. The house survived intact for more than four centuries. Samuel must often have

  passed it. (In 1907 the hall was moved to Chelsea Embankment, lock, stock and barrel. It is still there.)




  Here is the story of another plot, in Seething Lane. In 1303 a goldsmith, Roger de Frowick, lived there,8 conveniently near the Mint, which was in the

  Tower. Perhaps his architect was inspired by the stone ornaments of the Abbey up-river at Westminster, in the French gothic style. Or he may have preferred the gentle brick of Lambeth Palace, parts

  of which date from 1297. By 1461 the site belonged to a wool merchant, John Warre, a contemporary – perhaps a friend – of Sir John Crosby. Did the new owner decide to demolish de

  Frowick’s outmoded building and start from scratch? And if so, did he follow Sir John into stone, or the Archbishop of Canterbury into brick?




  Another 100 years went by, and the site was bought by Sir John Alleyn, a rich silk merchant, who had twice served as Lord Mayor of London. About this time, a magnificent house was going up, just

  round the corner in Crutched Friars. Its jettied frame glittered with double-height windows, separated by friezes embellished with armorial shields and grotesques. The

  door-cases were elaborated with herms and scrolls and strap-work. There was not a square inch without some decoration.9




  Sir John was a ‘man of great wisdom and charity’. Perhaps he deplored such conspicuous consumption, and built in a less flamboyant style. Or did he decide to outdo the Crutched

  Friars mansion?




  In 1553, eight years after Sir John’s death, the Muscovy Company was founded.10 Its object was to find a sea passage to China by sailing round

  the north of Russia. It was the first English ‘joint stock’ company. Its other claim to fame is that Sebastian Cabot was its Governor. Its full title was ‘the Mystery and Company

  of the Merchant Adventurers for the Discovery of Regions Islands and Places Unknown’, but it settled down to the mundane trade of importing flax, wax, tallow, fish and whale

  (‘train’) oil and furs from Russia. When it outgrew its original quarters, and trade seemed to justify the purchase, the company bought Sir John Alleyn’s old house, in 1564. Did

  the shareholders emulate their European competitors, and the East India Company,11 and adorn their new headquarters with whales and tritons and ships

  and mermaids, and whatever else they thought appropriate to advertise their trade? Perhaps they overextended their resources. Sixteen years later they sold die building to Queen Elizabeth’s

  counsellor and spy-master Sir Francis Walsingham. He died there in 1590.12




  In 1603, the year of James I’s accession, the Earl of Northumberland bought the place for £2,000, no doubt anticipating a property boom when James and his

  courtiers and hangers-on eventually reached London. But the Earl was unlucky. He sold it three years later for only £1,800, with a public house thrown in. The purchasers, John Wolstenhulme

  and Nicholas Salter, split the property between them. Wolstenhulme took the northern part. When he put it on the market in 1654, the Navy Office snapped it up for £1,400. They were

  understandably keen to move from the premises on Tower Hill that they had been sharing with the Victualling Board, ‘by reason of . . . being annoyed by the slaughter house of the

  Victuallers’.13 Wolstenhulme’s part of the original house, alone, was big enough to provide substantial lodgings for the senior officers of

  the Navy Board and their clerk, as well as office accommodation and a garden. And here, on a fine July day in 1660, Samuel Pepys and his wife moved in, ‘mightily pleased with our new

  house’.




  There is no means of knowing what that building looked like. Although it escaped the Great Fire of 1666, it was burnt down in 1673. All that we can safely deduce is that the

  original dwelling-house, before partition, must have been very substantial, with its own gardens.




  Similar stories could be told of many buildings within the City, as successive owners built, and rebuilt, and adapted, and modified and divided their houses, and prospered, and declined.




  One group of buildings deserves a paragraph of its own: the houses on the Bridge. The first sight that greeted the traveller from Europe was an arch crowned with stakes on which were impaled,

  until they rotted and fell off, the heads of traitors. John Aubrey has a story of how Sir Thomas More’s head fell into the lap of his favourite daughter, who took it away and buried it. After

  that welcome, the traveller pushed his way through arches under the tall houses built over the Bridge, the ground storeys of which were used as shops. Getting through the traffic could take so long

  that it could be quicker to dismount before it and take a boat.14 The exteriors of the houses were astonishingly elaborate; a cross between Queen

  Elizabeth’s Palace of Nonsuch out at Sutton, and an early twentieth-century mansion block. Residents with windows over the river enjoyed, as a modern estate agent would say, freedom from

  drainage problems – on a windless day.




  As to building materials, Sir John Crosby had gone against the trend, in using stone rather than brick. In 1425 the Drapers’ Company used brick for its new hall. Lambeth Palace’s

  gatehouse (1490) was of brick. In 1518 the Benchers of Lincoln’s Inn chose brick for their gatehouse on Chancery Lane, and the buildings behind it. With all that religious stone at his

  disposal, Henry VIII built his palaces of St James and Bridewell, where the Fleet river joined the Thames, of diapered brick.




  Anything built in the City after 1605 should, in theory, have been built of brick or stone, not timber. James I, Britain’s first king, determined to emulate

  Rome’s first emperor, Augustus, who ‘found the City of Rome of brick and left it of marble’. James wanted to go down in history as one who ‘found our City and suburbs of

  London of sticks [timber] and left them of brick’.15 Timber buildings were still allowed in side streets, where they would not show, and, by

  special dispensation, in the marshy areas of the eastern suburbs, where the piles necessary to support a brick building would have been prohibitively expensive.




  There was a brief vogue for stepped brick pediments such as the merchants of Antwerp and Amsterdam favoured. The East India Company’s headquarters had an elaborate

  stepped façade topped by an armed man and flanked with whales. The vogue faded when James I appointed Inigo Jones16 as

  Surveyor-General of the King’s Works, in 1614.




  Jones had come back from Italy fired by Palladio’s neo-classical ideas. His first royal commissions, both in stone, were the Queen’s House in Greenwich, for James’s queen, and

  the Banqueting House in Whitehall.17 The Crown was well placed for the best stone, since it was Lord of the Manor of Portland. For non-royal clients,

  Jones used brick. His Italianate piazza in Covent Garden was an innovatory experiment in persuading Englishmen to live cheek by jowl, behind elegant, uniform façades, instead of in fiercely

  idiosyncratic and ‘misshapen’ houses. The pilasters and frieze of the 1658 terrace in Islington derive, remotely, from Jones’s Palladian designs. No doubt many other London houses

  made similar gestures in his direction.




  He was the most famous architect to borrow classical ideas, but not by any means the first. Many Elizabethans had preferred the flat roofs of a classical design, to steeply pitched gables, for

  the opportunity they gave of surveying their gardens and the distant hills of Hampstead, and enjoying the comparatively quiet, clean air. There are many references in the Diary to musical

  parties on the roof. One may infer that part, at least, of Sir John Wolstenhulme’s house was flat roofed.




  But the most influential building of all was designed not by Jones but by a comparatively unknown follower, Roger Pratt. Evelyn called it ‘the best contrived, the most useful, gracefull,

  and magnificent house in England’. Samuel found it ‘the most elegant place for prospect that ever was in the world, it even ravishing me’.18 Magalotti admired it. It was built for the Earl of Clarendon, Charles II’s Chancellor, on an 8-acre site looking across Piccadilly to St

  James’s Palace and backing on to open country. It was the elegant epitome of all that we think of, mistakenly, as ‘Wren’ – an elaborate gateway on Piccadilly, leading to a

  wide courtyard as in any proper country house, with two wings, a central block with a pediment and a cupola, and a balustrade linking the skyline. It was copied all over England; yet it lasted only

  sixteen years.




  The unfortunate Clarendon and his house had become identified, in the popular mind, with the sale of England’s last continental possession, Dunkirk. As if that were not enough, he was

  blamed for Charles’s marriage to a barren queen; and, in the way small irritants have of being more intolerable than major grievances, he was said to have used the stone

  earmarked for rebuilding St Paul’s, for his own house.19 Mobs broke down the trees in front of the house, and daubed graffiti on the walls. An

  anonymous letter was sent to the King: ‘All think [the Chancellor] treacherous in counsel, blame him for the selling Dunkirk and the present war, mortally hate him, and wish to see his

  Dunkirk house level with the ground.’20




  In December 1667 Parliament passed an Act banishing and ‘disenabling’ the Earl of Clarendon. He had little choice but to leave his beautiful house, and retire to France. His house

  reverted to the Crown,21 and Charles sold it to the Duke of Albemarle in 1675, who demolished it in 1683, to make room for redevelopment.22




  Near Clarendon House was a square of ten or twelve houses, each costing ‘not less than £1,000’, developed by Sir John Denham and Sir William Poulteney.23 The Earl of St Alban’s was building ‘13 or 14 good houses’ – extraordinary that they never seemed to be sure how many – ‘in St

  James’s Fields, fit for the dwelling of persons of quality, and needed for the beauty of the town and convenience of the Court. The King had ordered such houses to be erected there . .

  .’.24 Two other great houses on Piccadilly survived Clarendon House, built by Lord Berkeley and Lord Burlington. The elegant West End of London

  was taking shape.




  The Fire




  The summer of 1666 had been dry. On a sweltering Saturday, Thomas Fariner worked all day in his bakery in Pudding Lane, near London Bridge. Perhaps he slaked his thirst

  unwisely, perhaps he was just tired. When he shut down the ovens and went to bed, he missed one red ember. In the small hours of Sunday, 2 September, he was awoken by the smell of smoke. A fresh

  easterly wind had sprung up, and fanned the ember into flame . . .




  The fire burned fiercely for four days and nights. By Thursday it had burnt itself out. The wind had changed, and was blowing the flames back to the ashes.25 The valiant efforts of the fire-fighters, including the King and his brother, and sailors brought in at the last moment to demolish houses and make fire-breaks, had all been

  pointless.




  Wenceslaus Hollar, Charles’s ‘Scenographer, or designer of prospects’, produced two views of London: ‘A true and exact prospect of the famous city of

  London, from St Mary Overy’s steeple in Southwark, in its flourishing condition before the Fire’ and ‘Another prospect of the sayd citty taken from the same place, as it appeareth

  now after the sad calamitie and destruction by fire’.26 Looked at quickly, they seem to be little different. In the second, St Paul’s still

  rears its bulk in the west, church towers and spires still stand. A closer look shows that St Paul’s is roofless; the lead had melted, run down into the crypt, and destroyed the stock of

  paper and books stored there for safety. The stone walls of the huge building still stand, kept up only by force of habit, the mortar having been destroyed in the heat as the internal beams burned.

  What at first sight looks like a careless rendering of the original plate, on the south side of St Paul’s, is a chaos of rubble, where houses had once stood. Churches formerly half-hidden

  behind houses are shown down to ground level; but they no longer have their full complement of turrets and towers. The medieval Guildhall stood ‘for several hours together, after the fire had

  taken it, without flames . . . in a bright shining coal as if it had been a palace of gold or a great building of burnished brass’.27 Now it was a

  charred wreck.




  Almost the whole of the City, 436 acres, ‘lay buried in its own ruins’.28 A small area survived to the north-east, including the Navy

  Office, but to the west the flames had leaped the walls and burned a corresponding area, like a hideous shadow. Some 13,200 houses had gone, including shops and inns and tippling houses. So had all

  the public buildings from which the City was administered. The General Post Office had gone, and the gaol at Newgate, and nearly all the food markets.




  ‘In three days the most flourishing city in the world is a ruinous heap, the streets only to be known by the maimed remainder of the churches.’29 A Kensington resident, writing to a friend in the country on 8 September, described how ‘my gardens were covered with the ashes of papers, linens, plaster-work etc. blown

  hither by the tempest’.30 Sixty miles away in Oxford, Antony Wood wrote in his diary: ‘the wind being eastward blew clouds of smoke over

  Oxon the next day . . . the sunshine was much darkened . . . the moon was darkened by clouds of smoke and looked reddish’.




  London had always been subject to the risk of fire, but it had never suffered such a cataclysm. Many people attributed it to divine wrath at the goings-on of Charles and his frivolous Court.

  Others blamed foreigners, who had to lie low until xenophobia, never far from an English crowd, was appeased by the death of an unfortunate, blameless Frenchman. Charles

  himself, taking no personal responsibility, attributed it to ‘the hand of God’.31 The real causes were the dry summer, the wind, the narrow

  streets and wooden houses, and the ill chances that many merchants and prosperous men who might have taken quick action were away in their country houses, enjoying a weekend respite from city heat,

  and that, near the fire’s source, the warehouses on the river were full of oils and flammable goods. When they exploded into flames, the fire was unstoppable.




  The aftermath




  Temporary rehousing was fast and efficient. The Exchequer moved to Nonsuch out at Sutton, commandeering ‘as many lighters and carriages as needful’. Other government

  departments found themselves temporary offices. The Heralds’ Office was burned, but they managed to save all their records, a notable achievement that enabled them to fight off a takeover bid

  for the pedigree market by the Company of Painter-Stainers.32 The shopkeepers in the Royal Exchange moved to Gresham College, and reopened their doors

  for trade in December.33 Private individuals with enough clout were rehoused promptly; Alderman Backwell’s ‘business being of great

  importance’, he too moved into Gresham College, evicting someone further down the ladder. Sir Robert Viner, having managed to get his stock of money and jewels stored in Windsor

  Castle,34 moved his affairs to Broad Street, with other Lombard Street merchants, ‘having by the good providence of God been entirely preserved by

  a timely and safe removal of all his concerns, almost 24 hours before the furious fire entered Lombard Street’.35 God seems to have played an

  ambiguous role.




  Lesser ‘burnt Londoners’ – 200,000 of them – had escaped to the open fields of Islington and Highgate. It took them only four days to find themselves permanent shelter.

  Others camped out on Moorfields, and in every open space they could find, with their pathetic bundles beside them. Some went to other cities, where the Christian welcome they received was no doubt

  tempered by a royal Proclamation exempting them from the closed-shop rules of the local guilds. Some emigrated to the colonies in America and the Caribbean; even St Helena had an

  influx.36 Some sheltered with friends or family in the suburbs, and found conditions there so much more to their liking than the

  old, constricted ways of the City that they were glad to settle there, despite the steep rise in rents. Houses that had been available for £40 per annum rose to £150 overnight.




  Others picked their way back over the smoking rubble and defiantly set up shacks of fallen bricks and charred wood, in the ruins of their houses. They were not alone in that desolate landscape.

  ‘Foot-pads’ (muggers) found the ruins a useful no-go area. ‘There are many people found murdered and carried into the vaults among the ruins . . .’.37




  The difficulties and dangers of clearing the ruined buildings, with the aid, only, of manpower and horsepower, must have been prodigious. The site of St Paul’s had to be completely

  cleared, somehow. The west end still stood, with its massive Corinthian pillars, and ‘the principal walls . . . together with the remains of the roof of the larger nave and of the pilasters

  which support it . . . [Otherwise] one sees only a huge heap of stones cemented together by the lead with which the church was covered’,38 which

  made the task of demolition no easier. In August 1668 the King issued directions to the Lord Mayor:




  

    

      

        [Since a] great part of St Paul’s church has to be re-edified and other parts taken down, so that there will be an extraordinary quantity of stony rubbish . . . we

        wish you to order the said rubbish to be carried to the low parts of Fleet Street [which would have to bear unusual loads of rebuilding materials until the wharves on the river were reopened]

        and other places, till raised to the designed level, and no other to be used whilst there is sufficient from St Paul’s. This will not only ease the vast charge of repairing the said

        Church, but provide for raising the said places with sure and lasting material.39


      


    


  




  Somewhere under Fleet Street is the rubble from old St Paul’s. The timbers of the Guildhall had to be dismantled carefully, since some of them could be used again. The

  present Guildhall contains wood salvaged in 1666, and again in 1940. London Bridge was blocked by fallen debris. Only the houses at the north end caught fire. Residents in the others had a

  grandstand view. Workmen were set to clear the bridge, by the light of torches. They got 4s each.




  The fire had stopped just short of the main market building at Leadenhall. Other temporary food markets were opened, by Proclamations of 5 and 6 September. Bread and other food were distributed.

  (This relief effort misfired; the bread was navy biscuit. ‘The people being unaccustomed to that kind of bread, declined it, and so it was returned in great part to His

  Majesty’s stores again, without any use made of it’, since the markets ‘were already so well supplied’.)40




  The Court was besieged by petitioners: for instance, ‘Sarah, widow of Francis Crafts . . . for grant of aid towards rebuilding houses worth £5,000 burnt . . . whereby she and her

  children are reduced from a plentiful condition to turn servants’. But Parliament declined to vote any public money, and Charles had none of his own to give; indeed he ‘declared to his

  City of London upon the occasion of the late calamity by the lamentable fire that no man’s loss was comparable to his’. On 10 October there was a nationwide voluntary collection in

  parish churches. Devon contributed £1,480 6s. Merioneth managed £1 16s.




  An information office was set up in Bloomsbury41 so that mail for previous city-dwellers could be forwarded to their new addresses in the suburbs, to

  ‘remedy the interruption of trade through the Fire’. An optimistic proclamation ordered ‘all persons who have taken plate, goods, building materials etc. from the ruins of the

  houses demolished by the late Fire either wilfully ignorantly or of purpose, [in order] to return the same to the owners, to bring them to the armoury in Finsbury Fields, there to be kept and

  inventoried for restoration to the rightful owners’.42 History does not, so far as I can tell, relate its success.




  The rebuilding




  In an ideal world, London would at last have received the thorough replanning that John Evelyn and others had long advocated. Evelyn produced an elegant City plan, within days.

  (He was rash; a less well-known citizen, one Valentine Knight, published ‘rebuilding propositions . . . with considerable advantages to his Majesty’s revenue . . . as if His Majesty

  would draw a benefit to himself from so public a calamity to his people’.43 For this disgusting behaviour, he was arrested.)




  But the real world demanded that, because there was no viable substitute for the complex of functions fulfilled by the City of London, it must resume normal operation as soon as humanly

  possible. The kind of redevelopment the idealists wanted would have necessitated a clean sweep of all the complicated land titles that had accrued over centuries, which would

  have been unacceptable. So everyone who claimed any interest in burned premises had to submit not only ‘a perfect survey’ of his plot, but also details of his legal title – not so

  easy, if all the documents had burned with the house.44




  The pragmatic solution that was adopted worked remarkably well. A week after the flames had died down, Charles issued a Proclamation promising ‘a much more beautiful city than that

  consumed . . . but the inconvenience of hasty and unskilful buildings must be avoided, and lest any should obstinately erect such buildings, on pretence [on the pretext] that the ground is their

  own, the Lord Mayor and others are authorised to pull down the same’.




  By the end of November, the huge task of demolition was nearly over. The winter rains quenched most of the sullen embers, and helped to lay the black, pervasive dust, although Samuel noted that

  the ruins were still smoking as late as February 1667.




  In that month, and with uncharacteristic speed, Parliament passed two Acts. One set up Fire Courts, to determine disputes between landlords seeking to enforce their tenants’ obligations to

  rebuild, and tenants who were ruined. (No such thing as fire insurance existed; it came into being as a result of the Fire – too late for many – in an ‘Insurance Office at the

  Backside of the Royal Exchange’, under the aegis of Dr Nicholas Barbon, the son of Praise-God Barebones, who had given his son the baptismal name of

  If-Jesus-Had-Not-Died-For-Thee-Thou-Hadst-Been-Damned.) Normal litigation on such promising matters could have kept lawyers in comfort for generations, while London’s rebuilding waited.

  Despite such expedition there was a backlog of business after a year. The court decided to sit at 8 a.m. and ‘order the speedy hearing of the cases in arear’.45 In general, its judgments were so clear and fair that many potential litigants, seeing the trend, settled out of court anyway.




  The other Act was the Rebuilding Act, which dealt, as efficiently, with the physical effects of the Fire. At a single stroke it abolished a client’s right to niggle with his architect

  interminably, about dimensions and construction methods. It imposed a set of clear, inflexible Building Rules to be incorporated in every building contract. It specified the height of each storey

  and the height of each kind of house. No house, even ‘mansion houses of the greatest bigness’ for ‘citizens and other persons of extraordinary quality’ could exceed the

  uniform height regulations, no matter how secluded the mansion. For the rest, there were three sorts of houses: the ‘least sort’ fronting ‘by-lanes’, which could have two

  storeys only, with cellar and garret; the second sort fronting ‘streets and lanes of note’, which could have three storeys, cellar and garret; and the third sort,

  fronting ‘high and principal streets’, which could have four storeys. Down-pipes and gutters were obligatory, and ‘no jetties, windows or anything of the like sort shall be made

  to extend beyond the ancient [former] foundation line’. Once again, but this time with more chance of conformity, ‘all the outsides of buildings [are to] be henceforth of brick or

  stone’.
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