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  ‘Her formula . . . is a winning one . . . Elizabeth’s London is, like its predecessors, a storehouse of fascinating information. Every page contains a nugget

  . . . From birth to death, and everything in between, Picard has given us a wide-ranging survey of London and Londoners in an earler age’




  Lucy Moore, Daily Mail




  ‘This riveting account embraces everything from immigration, crime and poor relief, to the invention in 1596 of the water closet. There are fascinating chapters on the

  naming and shaming of miscreants . . . Picard reads with style and grace’




  Betty Tadman, Scotsman




  ‘The third of Picard’s series of London histories is full of . . . evocative images and little gems of information . . . Picard is at her most entertaining in

  describing the agonies of Elizabethan fashion . . . Picard’s technique of using short entries to cover all aspects of daily life makes her books so rewarding to dip into’




  Maureen Waller, The Times




  ‘The reader is taken along the Thames, through the city drains and conduits to the sewers and privies, buildings, gardens and streets, from there to the people who

  crowded them, and to their complexes and cares. There is much to learn here: how to amputate a leg, or bake a humble pie (deer’s entrails with mutton suet). The author has a charming

  fascination with words and their origins . . . This is a vibrant, sparkling insight given with great zest and personality’




  Alex Burghart, TLS




  ‘A warts-and-all portrayal of the sights, stinks and cries of this vibrant, teeming and unsanitary city. Every chapter is filled with incident and accident . . .

  Picard’s book contains many surprises . . . Elizabeth’s London provides a wonderfully evocative portrait of this lively, if squalid, city, and is an essential companion to the

  author’s previous books’




  Giles Milton, Living History




  ‘Drawing on a variety of scources, including records from Queen Elizabeth I’s astrologer, doctors, churchwardens and foreign visitors, Elizabeth’s

  London describes what life was like 400 years ago, not for the royal courtiers we so often see in period dramas, but for ordinary Londoners. It covers all the topics you might expect –

  such as food, buildings, diseases and religion – as well as the more unusual realities of life during Elizabeth’s reign . . . Following Dr Johnson’s London and

  Restoration London, Picard again demonstrates her enormous knowledge of, and passion for, London’s past’




  Les Pickford, Geographical




  A book that is both historically sound and hysterically funny, this is one to be cherished’




  Good Book Guide




  ‘Setting out to provide a detailed inventory of daily life in Tudor London . . . she is unflappably curious in her sifting through 16th-century lives’




  Andrew Holgate, Sunday Times




  ‘This exuberant book . . . a conscientious and scholarly analysis of London’s condition in the 16th century, contemplating every civic aspect from the sartorial to

  the gynaecological. Reading this book is like taking a ride on a marvellously exhilarating time-machine, alive with colour, surprise and sheer merriment. It is a fantastic London Eye, perhaps,

  queue-less and five centuries retrospective’




  Jan Morris, New Statesman




  ‘Picard makes spirited use of topographies, diairies, letters, account books, wills and inventories to detail the costs and conditions of this unprecedented expansion . . .

  The author’s third guide-book to the capital’s past is as highly readable as her earlier examinations of Restoration and Georgian London’ Robin Blake, Financial Times




  ‘An evocative survey of the satisfactions and vexations of life in the capital in the later 16th century’




  History Today




  ‘From traffic congestion to cues for kidney stones; from water supplies to wood panelling; from etiquette to immigrants; from gardening to childbirth . . . For all the

  easy-going tone, this is a work of impressive learning, full of details of everyday practicalities that most history books ignore. Often a revelation, it’s invariably a pleasure’




  Michael Kerrigan, Scotland on Sunday




  





   




   




   




   








  To the Reader




  Divers writers of histories write diversely . . . For though it be written homely, yet it is not (as I trust) written untruly. And in histories the chief thing that is to be

  desired is truth. Wherefore, if thou find that in it, I beseech thee, wink at small faults, or at the least, let the consideration of my well meaning drown them.




   




  John Stow
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  You only have to open Samuel Pepys’s Diary and you are back in the London of Charles II. A hundred years later, Dr Johnson is pontificating and Hogarth is

  painting, and again, you can easily imagine that time. But to go back to the days of the first Queen Elizabeth needs more effort. Her own appearance is familiar, from the many portraits which she

  authorised, to keep her image before her public. As she aged, her portraits became less and less like her, but the idea behind them remained the same – a gorgeously dressed queenly icon. The

  members of her Court look out from their portraits, some so lifelike that they could be the commercial barons and top civil servants of nowadays, in fancy dress. But they were a tiny section of

  society. Where can we find the ordinary people?




  When I began this book I found them elusive. There was no diarist who conveniently covered the period. There are few buildings surviving, especially in London. Artefacts and clothes from the

  time are rare. How could the life of Londoners during Elizabeth’s long reign, 1558–1603, be evoked?




  The first man I turned to was John Stow. He lived in London all his life, 1525–1605. His father and grandfather had been Londoners too. He belonged to the Merchant Taylors’ livery

  company, who clearly thought him a worthwhile member, whatever his merits as a tailor, because he was given a pension in 1578 so that he could devote all his time to his historical research. He

  published his Survey of London in 1598, when he was over 70.1 It is a meticulous account of the London he knew, based on his own perambulations

  and on records he had seen and collected over the years. He looked back to the 1300s as if they were yesterday. The only caveat I would enter for a modern reader is that he dealt with London ward

  by ward: if at all possible, have a map of the wards by you as you read.




  William Harrison, 1535–93, wrote a Description of England for inclusion in Holinshed’s Chronicles in 1587.2 It contains many references to London, as well as generalities about England and its laws, customs, etc. Just occasionally one is aware of a possible tendency to pad the book out

  – was he paid by the thousand words?




  I found, as I delved deeper, more diaries than I had originally expected, but of course they were kept by moderately prosperous men – none was kept by a poor man or by a woman. Some were

  travel journals kept by foreign visitors. A young Venetian merchant, Alessandro Magno, arrived in London in August 1562. He knew no English, but he had an acute eye, and the account of his

  seven-week stay is factual and fascinating.3 Emmanuel van Meteren, another merchant, this time Dutch, had lived all his life, 1558–1612, in

  England; he wrote a description of it in 1599.4 A Dutch physician, Levinus Lemnius, came to see his son, who was practising as a physician in London, in

  1560, and wrote very favourable ‘Notes on England’.5 Samuel Kielchil spent more than two months in England in 1585, possibly influenced by

  the English habit of kissing visitors, ‘even foreigners’.6 London was on the route of educational tours by young Germans, who found

  Protestant England more congenial than Catholic Italy. Frederick, Duke of Württemberg, arrived in 1592. He – or his secretary – wrote a detailed description of London, as well as

  Oxford and Cambridge, no doubt for home consumption to show how profitably he had spent his time.7 Paul Hentzner came over in the suite of a young

  Silesian noble in the summer of 1598, and was startled by Queen Elizabeth’s ‘uncovered bosom’.8 Thomas Platter arrived from Basle in

  1599 and conscientiously did the tourist sites.9




  Elizabeth’s astrologer, Dr Dee, recorded in his diaries many domestic details as well as his success, or otherwise, in summoning spirits.10

  Another astrologer, Simon Forman, ran a thriving medical practice. His habit of keeping notes on his patients, deplored by the College of Physicians, provides a treasure-trove for

  historians.11 Thomas Wythorne was born in Somerset in 1528. His efforts to find himself a rich wife in London while evading the attentions of

  marriage-bent widows, as recorded in his diary, could happen to any young man.12




  Henry Machyn’s Diary is a much more serious matter. His business was the provision of funeral furnishings. Few sights delighted him more than a properly

  organised funeral, but he found time to record much of the daily life of London.13 Richard Stoneley was a Treasury official, whose manuscript diary

  happened to be included in the vast mass of papers left by Lord Burghley. It attracted the notice of an antiquarian with a magpie mind, Francis Douce, who copied in his own handwriting the passages

  that intrigued him: mostly notes of expenses, including the cost of a short spell in prison while Stoneley’s official accounts were sorted out. Fortunately Douce’s handwriting is for

  the most part legible.14




  Accounts may sound formidably dry, but they can provide a vivid objective picture. The prosperity of the great livery companies, shown in their accounts, made them sitting ducks for the

  Queen’s constant demands for revenue.15 Probate inventories of the possessions of the rich, such as the Earls of Leicester and Bedford, throw a

  narrow but dazzling light on their lives.16 At the other end of the scale, the churchwardens of each parish painstakingly recorded every sum spent or

  received, such as the bellringers’ pay for ringing the bells of Lambeth Church whenever the Queen chose to pass by on the river.17 A laborious

  search of the records kept by clerks and officials, and administrative proclamations and statutes, produced occasional rewards, such as the irate woman screaming rude words at her neighbour across

  the yard, which were carefully noted in a court record.




  Elizabethan Londoners’ ambivalence about foreigners gave rise to periodic checks on them to see exactly what they were doing and how many of them there were. An astonishing amount of

  information was recorded – the names, ages, occupations and places of birth of all foreign household members in London, including servants and apprentices. In those respects we know much more

  about foreign immigrants than about native-born Londoners. Here I relied principally on the scholarship of Irene Scouloudi, who edited the 1593 Return of Strangers.18 Another meticulous work of research enables the reader to visualise each building in a group of inner London parishes, and trace its history from the

  Great Fire of 1666 back to the thirteenth century.19




  Shakespeare arrived in about 1580, half way through Elizabeth’s reign, but there were earlier playwrights and poets, from whose works an image of London life can sometimes be inferred, if

  only by noting the things they took for granted. Another set of writers was invaluable – the ultra-Puritans, who disapproved of almost everything. Foremost among them was Phillip Stubbes,

  whose descriptions of contemporary dress enable us to see it in every shocking detail.20




  At an early stage I decided that as much as possible I would quote verbatim from the contemporary documents I was using, which evoke those times more vividly, to me, than the most scholarly or

  the most imaginative accounts based on them. I hope you agree. I have in places punctuated the excerpts I have used, to make them easier to read, and I have used modern spelling. Where the sense

  needed the addition of a word or two I have added them in square brackets. I should perhaps say at this stage that I consistently, and sometimes inaccurately, refer to Elizabeth’s chief

  minister William Cecil as Burghley. This is the name by which he is best known to us, and it would be, I thought, needlessly pettifogging to signal the exact date, 1571, when Elizabeth made him an

  earl.




  I knew I needed help this time, and I had the sense to ask for it. In that way I met many delightful people who wear their immense knowledge lightly, and unstintingly share it with an amateur

  making clumsy and, I am sure, badly timed, enquiries. Jenny Tiramani, Master of Design of the New Globe Theatre, found time in an appallingly busy day to talk to me about making Elizabethan

  costumes. Nick Humphrey took me round his new British Galleries in the V. & A. and explained them so that I saw them with new eyes. Gill Saunders, of the Prints and Drawings Department there,

  showed me fascinating survivals of wallpaper which I would never have seen without her. The staff of the London Metropolitan Archives were, as always, endearingly enthusiastic and brilliantly

  helpful. Heather Creaton and Olwen Mihill of the Centre for Metropolitan Studies in the Institute of Historical Research did not mind at all that I didn’t even know

  what I was looking for, and directed me to all kinds of treasures. I spent a happy day with Marion Rea, archivist of Bart’s, looking at the hospital’s amazingly complete early records,

  and two more days in Horsham reading the early records of Christ’s Hospital with the help of its archivist, Rona Mitchell. Irene Gilchrist and her staff at the Guildhall Library were as

  unfailingly helpful as I have always found them. The staff of the British Library patiently saw me through my difficulties with their computerised catalogue.




  In Oxford I have been privileged to learn from Professor Catherine Duncan-Jones, Dr Marjory Pelling, Dr Barbara Harvey and Dr Lucy Wooding. The last piece of research I undertook was a boat trip

  from Gravesend up the Thames as far as Lambeth, with that unique source of riverine experience and knowledge, Captain Potter of MV Princess Pocahontas. The fact that the trip was entirely

  pleasurable does not disqualify it from being work. But the star of this list has to be Ms Lawik, who deals with requests by country readers for books from the London Library, that astonishing

  institution. Not only did she see that whatever I asked for arrived, but also she helped constructively with suggestions, and it was always a delight to talk to her. And my thanks, too, to Jan

  Morris for explaining the meaning of St Vincent’s rocks here.




  From time to time I flagged, or panicked, or both simultaneously, but I knew that I could rely on the wisdom and encouragement of my editor, Benjamin Buchan, in whom I am very fortunate. My

  other unfailing sources of support have been my friend Henrietta Wilson of Gray’s Inn, who has sheltered and refreshed me in all the ways a friend can do, and, as always, my dear son John.

  Now I can add his wonderful wife Natasha. Their daughter Rosa is a bit too young to do more than crow with laughter, understandably, at the sight of me. Lastly I thank once again my kind neighbour

  Peter Stalker, without whom much of this book would have disappeared several times.




   




  

    

      Liza Picard




      Oxford




      December 2002
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  Everyone knows what Elizabeth herself looked like – or, at least, what her public image looked like – but how relevant was that, to the life of the average woman?

  Did the man in the street really wear those amazing upholstered knickers, or were they just a Court fashion? Who were these ‘average’ women and ‘men in the street’ anyway?

  How did they live, and love, and have children, and go about their businesses?




  The recent history of England




  Henry VIII had six wives. That is sometimes all that people know about him. He was Elizabeth’s father. What about her grandfather, Henry VII? It seems reasonable to start

  with him. After all, most people can remember at least one grandparent.




  The Wars of the Roses had been bloody and miserable, not deserving their fragrant name, which was thought up by Sir Walter Scott. Bickering between rival aspirants to power dragged on for 30

  years, ending in 1485 with the Battle of Bosworth, when Richard III was killed by the army led by Henry Tudor, an obscure Welshman with a shaky claim to the legitimate succession. As Henry VII he

  managed to wean his subjects away from the habit of war, in favour of peace and prosperity. By 1501 he had made England sufficiently important on the European stage for the Spanish monarchs to send

  their daughter Katherine to marry his eldest son Arthur. Arthur died, however, a few months later. His brother Henry succeeded to the throne in 1509, aged eighteen. He was the ideal Renaissance

  man.




  Henry’s matrimonial ventures were sometimes dictated by his heart, when he fell in love – again – and sometimes by his head, as when he decided that it made good political

  sense for him to marry Katherine of Aragon, his brother’s widow. This needed permission from the Pope. Marrying your deceased brother’s wife did not become

  legal until the twentieth century. Katherine and Henry duly married, in 1509, but poor Katherine let him down by producing only a daughter, in 1516, after a series of miscarriages and stillbirths.

  The succession would be safer in the hands of a son, and anyway Henry was in love. He applied to the Pope again, to release him from the marriage that the Pope had sanctioned. He expected that his

  application would be granted without difficulty: after all, he had written a fulsome pamphlet in defence of the Papacy in 1521, for which the Pope had bestowed on him the title of Defender of the

  Faith. But he found that this time the current Pope, fortified by the power of Spain, was not so amenable. Henry’s determination to get rid of Katherine resulted in a permanent rift with the

  Church of Rome and the genesis of the Church of England. In the end an English court gave Henry a controversial decree of annulment in 1533. Katherine stayed on in England until her death in 1536.

  Her daughter, Mary, was brought up as a devout Catholic.




  The next queen, Anne Boleyn, had a daughter by Henry in 1533. This was a severe disappointment to Henry, who longed for a son, but at least he gave her his mother’s name, Elizabeth.

  Whatever Anne’s private morals – and Henry later said she was a whore so that he could have her executed in 1536 and move on to his next conquest – she was a well-educated

  Renaissance lady, and her daughter was brought up in the same climate. In 1537 Henry’s third wife, Jane Seymour, produced the longed-for male heir, Edward. He was reared in the Protestant

  faith. Under the terms of Henry’s will he took precedence over both his sisters, and succeeded to the throne on Henry’s death in 1547. He died of tuberculosis six years later. Just

  before he died he and his advisers tried to prevent Mary from succeeding, by interposing the unfortunate Lady Jane Grey. She had some claim to the throne and, more importantly, she was a

  Protestant. England, especially the provinces, did not care for this manoeuvre. Mary was acclaimed as the rightful queen in 1553. Jane was executed a few months later.




  Mary had led a secluded and devout life. It was clear to her that her religious duty obliged her to marry a Catholic and have his children, so securing the succession

  to her throne in a Catholic dynasty. The obvious choice was Philip, the son and heir of the Holy Roman Emperor. Philip arrived in England in 1554, and Mary pathetically fell deeply in love with

  him, a passion that was not reciprocated. She was convinced she could still have a child by him, despite her age, 38. The short time Philip could spare Mary from his other duties (he became King of

  Spain two years after becoming king consort of England) was not long enough for her to achieve pregnancy. She even announced the glad news that she was with child, but the swelling in her abdomen

  was a cancerous tumour from which she died, in 1558.




  Mary’s devotion to her mother’s faith led her to extreme measures. Her father had banished the monastic orders. She invited some of them to return, and retrieved some of their

  property for them. To save the souls of the heretic English, and in their true interests, as she saw them, she burned about 300 of their bodies. Perhaps all that she achieved was to water the

  Church of England with the blood of martyrs.




  Elizabeth’s accession in 1558 was welcomed with rejoicing. Since her father’s death she had lived quietly and circumspectly, careful to avoid any appearance of courting popular

  sympathy. People still remembered the civil war. In his old age John Stow told how he had talked with old men who remembered Richard III, who had died in 1485 in the last battle of the war. No one

  wanted war again, even though the new sovereign was, unfortunately, female.




  Elizabeth was 25 when she came to the throne, and 70 when she died in 1603. She never married, and she died a virgin. She used her matrimonial possibilities as a counter in European diplomacy,

  and an inducement to her supporters at home to spend their lives and wealth in her service. She was beautiful, as a young woman, and could assume the appearance of beauty when she was old. She was

  learned and accomplished, speaking several languages fluently. She was superlatively eloquent in English. Above all, she was an unbeatable politician, seeming to bend to popular opinion where

  necessary but following her own line even when it seemed circuitous to the onlooker. She spent money when she had to, but much preferred other people to foot the bill.

  By the time she died, the southern part of this small offshore island had become a world power.




  During her reign some things, naturally, changed. Elizabeth had played her cards so wisely during her sister’s Spanish marriage that Philip became the first of her suitors, and they might

  have lived happily ever after if Elizabeth had not put English religious and political freedom, and her own independence, above wedded bliss. In thirty years, Philip changed from affectionate

  brother-in-law to public enemy number one, who dispatched the Armada.




  Elizabeth had to resile from the generous religious toleration that she had promised at the beginning of her reign, because of persistent disaffection fomented by foreign Catholic powers, coming

  to a head when Mary Queen of Scots was implicated in plots to displace Elizabeth and take the English throne herself. By 1587 Elizabeth had no choice but to order her execution. London rejoiced,

  but religious toleration suffered. Some regretted the passing of the old Catholic religion of her sister Mary, or the new Protestantism of her brother Edward. In general, most people seem to have

  acquiesced in Elizabeth’s religious settlement with sighs of relief.




  The history of London1




  The site of the city of Londinium was inevitable once the Romans’ invasion strategy had been decided, in AD 43. To reach the shires north of the

  river, they had to cross the Thames. The most efficient way was to bridge it, and the best place to do so was where there was a narrow spit of hard ground in the surrounding marshes, on the north

  bank of the river, and a smaller outcrop opposite it, which meant that a bridge could be built to carry the army over to the north bank. The Romans built their capital city there, and constructed a

  road network from Exeter to the Scottish border, centred on Londinium.




  The site of the bridge had another advantage. The river was still tidal there. As long as a channel was kept clear by dredging, sea-going ships could unload trade

  goods and army matériel at the extensive wharves that the Romans built, and load the cargoes of slaves, tin and lead which Britain produced.




  After the Romans left, in 410, their city mouldered, but successive waves of invaders never totally destroyed it. In 604 the Anglo-Saxons used the site of a Roman temple to Diana, within the

  walls, to build a cathedral dedicated to St Paul. West of London there was another outcrop of hard gravel at Thorney Island. Edward the Confessor (who ruled 1042–66) decided to build himself

  a palace there, thus initiating the two-centre conurbation, London and Westminster, that has characterised the metropolitan area ever since. Edward also founded there a magnificent minster or

  cathedral, in the Norman style familiar to him from years of living in France. He died just before the Normans arrived, in 1066.




  The Roman city was still worth salvaging. The Normans fortified the river crossing by a massive keep beside the north end of the bridge. In 1087 the Anglo-Saxon cathedral within the walls was

  destroyed by fire. The Normans rebuilt it using stone imported from France.




  The effective administrative system of parishes and wards which was already in place was formalised. Many parish churches date from this time. Religious communities began to congregate in

  London, funnelling the wealth contributed by the faithful into abbeys and convents. They often chose sites at the edge of the built-up area, but still within the Roman walls. The increasing

  prosperity of London was, however, brutally halted in 1349 by the Black Death, a virulent epidemic of plague, which killed half the population of England and left many empty spaces in London.




  Nobles began to find it convenient to have London bases near the royal Court in Westminster, as well as their territorial seats, since disputes could no longer be settled by war. As manufactures

  and import and export trading grew, merchants set up commodity exchanges, and built themselves comfortable houses in the City. There was a thriving market for construction skills, and for workers

  in luxury and service trades, all of whom had to find roofs over their heads, and markets supplying their everyday needs.




  By the sixteenth century the monastic orders had acquired enormous wealth. Once Henry VIII broke with Rome he dissolved the orders, appropriated their possessions and

  sold off or gave away their lands. As he disposed of property after property, between 1536 and 1540, London became a vast building site. This turmoil of redevelopment was still going strong at the

  end of the century.




  By the middle of the sixteenth century, the population of England was probably about 3 million, increasing to over 4 million by the end of the century. London had begun its inexorable growth,

  rising from about 120,000 in mid-century to 200,000 in 1600.2 The authorities did not think this was a good thing, and periodically tried to persuade

  the nobles to go home to their country houses, and the merchants and others to stop building new houses in London. But as a policy, it did not work. Building went on.




  . . . as the Elizabethans saw it




  To be respectable, a city had to be old. John Stow, that devoted historian of London, began his Survey of London thus:




   




  

    

      As the Roman writers, to glorify the city of Rome, derive the original thereof from gods and demi-gods, by the Trojan progeny, so Geoffrey of Monmouth, the Welsh historian,

      deduceth the foundation of this famous city of London, for the greater glory thereof and emulation of Rome, from the very same original. For he reporteth that Brute, lineally descended from the

      demi-god Aeneas, the son of Venus, daughter of Jupiter, about the year of the world 2855, and 1108 before the nativity of Christ, built this city . . .


    


  




   




  Here Stow coughs slightly, and excuses his colleague: ‘antiquity is pardonable, and hath a special privilege . . . to make the first foundation of cities more honourable,

  more sacred, and, as it were, of greater majesty’. He himself prefers the surer ground of Julius Caesar. He takes his readers methodically through the Romans and

  the Saxons, and then breaks off to look at the ‘Wall about the City of London’. But he does bring London history up to date – he was writing in 1598 – with reasonable

  accuracy, despite his regret, as an antiquarian, for so much that had gone.




  Historians of the time had to tread fairly carefully when they got to recent events. By then England was safely out of the bosom of the evil Papacy, where it had rested comfortably for so many

  centuries, and the Tudor dynasty was firmly settled on the throne. But one never knew whether a careless word might be misinterpreted and have to be explained away. So perhaps it was wise to focus

  on the Trojans, whose wars and heroes could not upset the most tender conscience.




  Definitions




  We think of London as the metropolis that has recently acquired a mayor of its own: the vast sea of bricks and mortar, with occasional green patches, that stretches out of sight

  from the top of the London Eye, with a population of seven million people, not counting commuters. In this book, I use ‘London’ to mean the two cities of London and Westminster, with

  adjacent built-up areas along the banks of the river. By ‘the City’ I mean the area of one square mile within the Roman walls, with the outlying developments round the walls, and the

  parish of Southwark across the Bridge: the territory within the jurisdiction of the Lord Mayor of the City of London.
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  It is high tide. The river laps at its shores, rocking the swans, and the ships waiting for daylight. Ropes tap, timbers creak,

  a bird calls. Moonlight silvers the Tower of London and gleams on the water, save for the shadow cast by the Bridge. Sleepy sounds come from sheep waiting in Southwark for the Bridge gate to open.

  Someone is playing a lute by an open window in one of the houses on the Bridge, and singing a love song. The City crouches close to the water. A bull roars and stamps its feet, in its stall on the

  south bank. On the north bank, the great mansions show a few lights in their windows, and there are flickering torches at one jetty, waiting for the master of the house to come home from a

  night’s revels. The sky begins to colour and the stars are less bright. Smoke rises from the chimneys. London is awake.




  







   




   




   




   




  
CHAPTER 1




  The River




   




   




   




   




   




  

    

      Thames, the most famous river of this island, beginneth a little above a village called Winchcombe, in Oxfordshire, and still increasing, passeth first by the University of

      Oxford, and so with a marvellous quiet course to London, and thence breaketh into the French ocean by main tides, which twice in twenty four hours’ space doth ebb and flow more than sixty

      miles in length, to the great commodity of travellers . . .


    


  




   




  So said that devoted London supporter John Stow.1 The Thames drove some poets to verse:




   




  

    

      

        

          Thou stately stream that with the swelling tide




          ’Gainst London walls incessantly dost beat




          Thou Thames, I say, where barge and boat do ride,




          And snow-white swans do fish for needful meat . . .


        


      


    


  




   




  And so on. The poet, George Turberville, is asking the river not to be beastly to his loved one when she embarks on it, by weltering up and surging in wrathful wise as rivers

  sometimes do, but just to stay in its normal channel and ‘in wonted gulf to glide’; a very practical suggestion.2 Edmund Spenser went in

  for a more rhapsodic approach. To cure his irritation at having got nowhere at Court, he




   




  

    

      

        

          Walked forth to ease my pain




          Along the shore of silver streaming Thames




          Whose rutty bank, the which his river hems




          Was painted all with variable flowers,




          And all the meads adorned with dainty gems . . .




          

            

              Sweet Thames run softly till I end my song . . .3


            


          


        


      


    


  




   




  Michael Drayton wrote a song to Beta – can this possibly be his dread sovereign lady Queen Elizabeth? – which begins:




   




  

    

      

        

          O Thou fair silver Thames, O clearest crystal flood! . . .4


        


      


    


  




   




  All very lovely, if that’s your taste; but was the river really like that?




  The Thames rises near Kemble in Gloucestershire, and flows for 215 miles through the English countryside until it spreads into a wide estuary and reaches the sea at Gravesend. The distance from

  Chelsea to Greenwich is 16 miles, and from Greenwich to Gravesend 20 miles. The river flows at 3½ knots an hour. On its way it gathers silt, which makes its water an opaque grey, very far

  from a ‘clearest crystal flood’. It is tidal as far as Teddington, with high tides twice every 24 hours. The difference in water level between low and high tide can be as much as 25

  feet.5




  The Lord Mayor had jurisdiction over the whole stretch from Staines to the Medway, dating back to a deal with Richard I, in 1197. The King transferred to the City his authority over this part of

  the Thames, in return for cash, which he badly needed, having overspent on the Crusades.6 This enabled the City to impose a unified traffic policy on

  the main approach to the capital. The river was the most convenient route to the markets and bright lights of London, for traders, farmers from Kent and the home counties, and foreign visitors from

  the continent. As John Stow put it, ‘this river opens indifferently [impartially] upon France and Flanders, our mightiest neighbours, to whose doings we ought to have a bent eye and special

  regard’.7




  The long ferry from Gravesend




  A visitor from the continent had first to survive the Channel crossing. The plight of Frederick Duke of Württemburg, in 1592, will be all too familiar to passengers on a

  Channel ferry on a bad day. ‘Not being used to the sea we were seized with horrible vomitings and most of our party . . . thought they were dying.’8 He completed his journey, wan and shaken, by land. He could have landed at Gravesend and gone up to London by the ‘long ferry’.9 This regular public service had the possible disadvantage of carrying livestock as well as passengers, such as lambs (20 for 8d), calves (2d each) and boars (alive 8d,

  dead 4d). In view of the boars, it might be pleasanter, if you could afford it, to hire a barge for 4s, including four rowers and a steersman.




  River traffic was – in theory at least – tightly controlled. Yet in 1598 a tilt-boat (a large rowing-boat with an awning or canopy over it) carrying ten passengers over the legal

  limit was run down by a hoy at Greenwich, with the loss of nearly everyone on board, and wherries were still plying which were so ‘shallow and tickle [sic]’ that they were

  under the legal requirements of at least 22½ ft long and 4½ ft wide, ‘thereby great peril and danger of drowning hath ensued’.10




  Apart from the other river traffic there was not much to look at between Gravesend and London, unless you were as lucky as the Duke of Württemburg. Despite his rough Channel crossing, on

  his way home he must have felt stronger, or had a short memory, so he decided to take the long ferry down to Gravesend. ‘The waves were very high and boisterous, and we saw a great many large

  black fishes called sea-hogs which are from 8 to 10 feet long.’11 Another German visitor, Thomas Platter, who took the long ferry up to London in

  1592, merely noted that ‘the banks of this river . . . are wooded and gay with pleasant hamlets and homesteads’.12 He did not notice the

  shipbuilding yards at Blackwall and Woolwich, but he could not miss the tall lead-roofed turrets of the Tudor palace of Placentia at Greenwich, twenty miles from Gravesend on the south bank, with

  its stairway down to the river, and a massive water gate to admit the royal barge.13




  Henry VIII had been born at Greenwich, his brother Arthur had married Katherine of Aragon there, and Henry’s son Edward VI was sent there to profit from the fresh country air, but he died

  of tuberculosis three months later. Elizabeth had been born there, and loved the place. Apart from going on progresses to stay with lucky nobles – whether or not they could afford it – she mostly lived in Greenwich in the summer. When Martin Frobisher arrived at Greenwich with his fleet in 1576 on his way down the river to Canada and, he hoped,

  China, ‘her Majesty, beholding the same, commended it, and bade them farewell with shaking her hand out of the window’.14




  After Greenwich the tiny hamlet of Rotherhithe on the south bank had only a church and a few houses to attract the tourist’s attention.15 From

  time to time an alehouse could be seen, near enough to the bank to be used by ships waiting for a berth upriver.16 On the north bank, the gallows at

  Wapping in the Woze was usually occupied. For pirates a special death was waiting for them there: they were hanged down at the low water-mark, ‘there to remain till three tides had overflowed

  them’.17 A few more bends in the river, and the ancient stone walls of the Tower of London rose on the right (north) bank.




  Opposite the Tower the visitor could probably see among the trees Bermondsey House, built after the dissolution of the ancient Benedictine abbey of Bermondsey, recycling the stones from its

  demolition. The abbey orchards and gardens, pastures and pools still survived on the twenty-acre site. From 1567 the Earl of Sussex lived here, and Queen Elizabeth visited him, even coming to his

  death-bed in 1583. (In Hofnagel’s painting of a wedding at Bermondsey, there is what looks like a church tower on the right, through the trees; this must have been the new house, as the abbey

  had been demolished in 1541.) After Bermondsey House there were three corn-grinding windmills on the south bank of the river. The City had spent £2,600 on those mills, but it ran into trouble

  with the Privy Council and building was held up until the dispute – whatever it was – had been resolved.18




  The legal quays, and up-river




  The long ferry ended at the legal quays, just before London Bridge, where cargo had to be loaded and landed and assessed for customs and other duties.19 Another German visitor was impressed:




   




  

    

      Ocean-craft are accustomed to run in here in great numbers as into a safe harbour, and I myself beheld one large galley next the other the whole

      city’s length from St Catherine’s suburb [just east of the Tower] to the bridge, some hundred vessels in all, nor did I ever behold so many large ships in one port in my

      life.20


    


  




   




  There were ingenious cranes, which caught the eye of Alessandro Magno from Venice.21 The sketch in his notebook shows a boat

  discharging its cargo of barrels at a wharf. Alongside the boat is a small cabin raised on poles, containing a large skeleton wheel, big enough for a man to sit inside it. From the wheel a

  rope goes up, out of the cabin, over a pulley, along a jib, over another pulley and down to the boat, where a barrel is attached to it with hooks. By pedalling in his wheel, the man can raise the

  barrel without undue strain. Someone at ground level then turns the cabin round, and the man takes up position on the other side of the wheel – still inside it – and gently lowers the

  barrel down to the waiting cart.22




  To go on, up-river, from the legal quays you would take another boat. Most people who wanted to continue their journey past the Bridge landed on one side of it and walked round to the other side

  of it to take another boat. It was possible to ‘shoot the Bridge’, but only if the tide was exactly right. When Queen Mary sent her sister Elizabeth to the Tower under suspicion of

  plotting against her, in 1554, the barge she was in




   




  

    

      could not shoot the arch, and lay hovering upon the water for a time, the danger was too great for the bargemen to plunge into it as they were ordered. Their unwillingness

      gave way to peremptory command, but in trying it again the stern of the boat struck the ground, the fall was so big and the water was so shallow; the boat paused a while under the bridge and at

      last cleared it, and she was landed at Traitor’s Gate.


    


  




   




  Where, according to tradition, Elizabeth sat down on a stone – she must have needed to after that ordeal – and said, ‘Here landeth as true a subject as ever

  landed at these stairs.’




  After the Tower, the narrow streets of the City crowded down to the river’s edge, until they gave way to the beautiful mansions along the Strand, and finally the

  royal palaces of Whitehall and Westminster. On the south side23 the land was marshy, and had not been built over except for Southwark, but it provided

  ideal sites for the animal-baiting rings and the playhouses, easily reached by water, but away from interference by the City.24 After them there were

  only rather soggy fields, until the village of Lambeth and the Archbishop of Canterbury’s London palace there, conveniently opposite the seat of secular government at Westminster.




  The river’s moods




  The river could be temperamental, from glassy to choppy, ‘weltering up and surging’ to almost dry. Without Bazalgette’s Victorian embankments it was shallower

  than now, and much wider, though a contemporary statement that it was 1,000 feet wide at Westminster is surprising.25 The winter high tides often

  brought floods, which made the water so muddy that ‘you shall take haddock with your hand beneath the bridge as they float aloft upon the water, whose eyes are so blinded with the thickness

  of that element that they cannot see where to become’.26 (More modern thought suggests that the lack of oxygen in the mud had driven the poor

  fishes up to the surface, to breathe.) In January 1564 ‘the river Thames was so agitated that the tide recoiled twice, five hours before its time’. In 1579 there was a heavy snowfall;

  when the thaw came ‘the water rose so high in Westminster Hall that fishes were found there after the waters had subsided’,27 which must

  have smelt appalling, although someone had the sense to sweep them up and leave them in the palace yard outside ‘for who so list, to gather up’.28 Yet just the year before a freak low tide had meant that ‘men might stand in the middle of the Thames’.29




  The river sometimes froze solid. In 1537 Henry VIII and his then queen, Jane Seymour, and the whole cavalcade of courtiers had crossed the river on horseback, to Greenwich Palace. There

  was a famous Frost Fair on the river in the winter of 1564, with archery contests and dancing, and football played ‘as boldly as if it had been dry land’, and

  ‘all sorts of carriages and diversions’, and ‘the people went on the Thames in greater numbers than in any street in the City of London’.30 But it took less than a complete freeze to put the watermen out of business, and force them to beg until the river was clear again.




  Fog must have been a constant river hazard. One evening in 1575, Elizabeth took her barge down-river to see her friend the Countess of Pembroke at Baynards Castle, and stayed later than she

  meant. By ten o’clock, ‘being so great a mist as there were divers of the barges and boats that waited of [for] her lost their ways and landed in wrong places but thanks be to God Her

  Majesty came well home without cold or fear’.31




  The poets liked to dwell on the ‘crystal stream’ of the Thames. Far from being translucent, it was, and is, a uniform opaque grey because of the silt it carries, but it must have

  been fairly unpolluted, judging from all the fish in it. Down in the narrow streets by the Bridge, in Pudding Lane, ‘the butchers of Eastcheap have their scalding house for hogs there, and

  their puddings [intestines] with other filth of beasts are voided down that way to their dung boats in the Thames’;32 and at the other end of

  London, the Queen’s slaughter-house at her palace of Westminster gave directly on to the river. Although industrial waste and effluent was not supposed to be dumped in the river, it was

  difficult to stop it, espcially on a dark night with no watchmen about.




  Great occasions




  The river provided a superb processional route between the royal palaces of Westminster, Whitehall and the Tower. After Mary’s death Elizabeth came to London and stayed

  for a week in the Tower before she ‘went in procession by water, to Somerset place [sic], trumpets sounding much melody accompanying’.33 In 1559 she went from Westminster to the Tower ‘attended by the Lord Mayor and aldermen in their barges, and all the citizens in their barges,

  decked and trimmed with targets [shields] and banners of their mysteries [livery companies] . . . shooting off lustily as they went, with great and pleasant melody of instruments which played in most

  sweet and heavenly manner’.34 All this shooting off lustily could be risky. In 1568,’on the occasion of Her Majesty proceeding in her barge

  on the river, one Thomas Appletree discharging his piece [gun] the bullet ran through both the arms of one of her water-men, but the Queen understanding that the shot was by casualty [accident]

  pardoned the offender’, not before he had had some very nasty moments.35




  The Queen seems to have enjoyed river trips, quite apart from state occasions. On another visit to the Pembrokes, but in better weather, ‘after supper the Queen’s Grace rowed up and

  down the Thames, and a hundred boats about her Grace, with trumpets and drums and flutes and guns and squibs, hurling on high to and fro till ten at night . . . all the waterside with a million

  people looking on’.36 One hot June night in 1559, ‘about eight of the clock at night the Queen’s Grace took her barge at Whitehall,

  and many more barges, and rowed along by the bankside by my Lord of Winchester’s palace [on the south bank, just west of the Bridge] . . . and so crossed over to London side with drums and

  trumpets playing . . . and so to Whitehall again to her palace’.37




  Queen Elizabeth’s personal barge had glass windows and two splendid cabins, beautifully ornamented with painting and gilding.38 For a royal

  trip one summer’s day it was made even more beautiful ‘with garlands of artificial flowers and covered with a canopy of green sarcenet [thin silk], wrought [embroidered] with branches

  of eglantine, on embroidery, powdered [scattered] with blossoms of gold’.39 Can William Shakespeare have had this lovely sight in his mind when

  he described Cleopatra’s barge on the Nile?




   




  

    

      

        

          The barge she sat in, like a burnished throne,




          Burned on the water. The poop was beaten gold,




          Purple the sails . . . the oars were silver . . . 40


        


      


    


  




   




  Elizabeth’s barge fell a little short of that, and the hard sweaty work of rowing was done with strong wooden oars from another boat in front

  ‘so that it might glide more smoothly’, which intrigued a visitor from Basle who may not have seen this arrangement before.41




  Did Elizabeth ever wish she could just go for a quiet boat trip without all that noise? The parish church at Lambeth, across the river from the Queen’s palace of Westminster, must have

  wished she could: but every time she was spotted coming down her private stairs or jetty to go down to Greenwich or up-river to Richmond, the church bellringers had to turn out to salute her with a

  peal. Their usual charge, carefully noted in the churchwardens’ accounts, was 3s 4d – not so much, only 2s 6d, when they were merely celebrating her birthday or the anniversary of her

  accession, presumably because these calls could be predicted and arrangements made, without calling the bellringers away from their work at a moment’s notice. The ringers would need

  sustenance – ‘to the ringers to drink 3d’. They had a strong bargaining position, in negotiating with the churchwardens. By 1596 a new rate had been agreed: ‘The ringers for

  Her Majesty’s remove shall have every time of her passage [passing] here 3s, and for Her Majesty’s birthday 3s 6d, and for the coronation [anniversary] day 6s 8d.’ No wonder, with

  all this wear and tear, that the bells needed constant repairs and even renewal: ‘paid to Mr Mote for the new bell £14 11s 8d’ in 1599, a considerable inroad into the

  church’s finances.42




  Every year since 1422 the Lord Mayor had gone by water to Westminster on his election, to swear fealty to the monarch. By the sixteenth century this was a magnificent regatta. ‘On the 29th

  day of October [the Lord Mayor’s Show used to be on 29 October, before the eighteenth-century rectification of the calendar, which is why it is now in November] the new Mayor took his barge

  towards Westminster . . . with the aldermen in their scarlet robes and all the crafts of London in their livery and their barges with their banners and streamers, of every occupations’ [coats

  of] arms: and there was . . . great shooting of guns, and trumpets.’43 In fact not all the livery companies could, or

  would, afford this lavish expenditure, and not all of them had their own barges. The Carpenters’ Company hired their barge out, for 10s 4d, ‘when the Mayor goeth to

  Westminster’.44 The Butchers’ Company had to hire a barge, for 20s, to attend the Queen’s coronation parade.45




  As well as the livery companies, private citizens who enjoyed conspicuous consumption kept their own barges. Sir Francis Drake was able to live in style, in 1574, in a mansion called The Herber,

  ‘where he kept his barge in which he was frequently rowed on the river’,46 a pleasant memory while he was circumnavigating the world three

  years later.




  Tilt-boats, wherries and watermen




  Alessandro Magno found that a tilt-boat with a canopy could be hired




   




  

    

      at various points that are used by groups of people to travel to various towns [up-river] or to cross the river, or to enjoy themselves in the evenings. It is just as

      pleasant as it is to go in summertime along the grand canal in Venice . . . [giving] a very fine view of beautiful palaces and gardens, and many boats go there for pleasure


    


  




   




  – like hiring a minibus for an office outing.47 And although I have found no reference to this, surely these happy trippers

  sang and played music as they went? Music, as Samuel Pepys and George II both found, sounds so much better on a river. Elizabeth’s river trips were accompanied by trumpets and flutes; surely

  the citizen out for an evening took his lute with him, or a trumpet or two?




   




  

    

      While a very fine long bridge is built across this strait [narrow water], it is more customary to cross the water or travel up and down the town, as at Lyons and elsewhere,

      by attractive pleasure craft, for a number of tiny streets lead to the Thames from both ends of the town; the boatmen wait there in great crowds, each one eager to

      catch one, for all are free to choose the ship [sic] they find most attractive and pleasing, while every boatman has the privilege on arrival of placing his ship to best advantage for

      people to step into.48


    


  




   




  In other words, it was like trying to catch an Italian bus, there being no queuing system.




  At least once you were safely aboard you knew how much to pay. An Act of Philip and Mary,49 which applied to the river between Windsor and

  Gravesend, had recognised the need for some sort of control:




   




  

    

      Heretofore for lack of good government and due order amongst wherrymen and watermen . . . many mischances [have] happened . . . to a great number of the King and Queen’s

      subjects, as well to the nobility as to the common people . . . by reason of the rude, ignorant and unskilful number of watermen, which for the most part been masterless men, and single men of

      all kinds of occupations . . . which do work at their own hands [self-employed], and many boys, being of small age and of little skill [who] do for the most part of their time use dicing and

      carding and other unlawful games . . .


    


  




   




  Now the watermen were to be controlled by eight rulers or overseers, ‘the most wise, discreet and best sort of watermen’, appointed by the Lord Mayor. Watermen were

  to serve an apprenticeship of two years, and then be certified as competent by the rulers. On two-men wherries at least one of them had to have such a certificate and one of them must have

  been rowing on the Thames for at least two years. Single oarsmen on the river had to show they were in employment or apprenticed. The Lord Mayor and aldermen were to set controlled fares, to be

  ‘written and set up in the Guildhall in the city of London, Westminster Hall and elsewhere’, and the dimensions of river boats were to be controlled. It took the Lord Mayor some years

  to get round to this, but by 1559 the new rates were published.50 A two-oared wherry between London and Greenwich would cost you ‘8d with the tide, and against the tide 12d’. You could cross the river in a wherry for 1d, or a smaller ‘sculler’ for a halfpenny. You could go all the way up to Windsor

  in a tilt-boat, with four oarsmen and a steersman, for 10s, or just as far as Barne Elms in a wherry for 10d. Business trips between Blackfriars and Westminster cost 3d, and between the Temple and

  Westminster only 2d.




   




  

    

      The watermen of London and Westminster found considerable employment in ferrying persons to and fro the playhouses etc. at Bankside: several attempts were made to introduce

      similar places of amusement into the city of London, but they were strenuously opposed, not only by the Lord Mayor, who disapproved of them, but also by the watermen and their friends, as being

      against their interests.51


    


  




   




  (Why is it surprising to find lobbying so flourishing, so long ago?) The Lambeth churchwardens were always having to go down to the city on legal business, or to see about their

  bells. The item was neatly entered as ‘botehier’ (try saying it aloud: boat hire). They paid 2d for ‘botehier over the water and back again’ on one trip in 1588.




  The German tourist who described the waiting ships was also impressed by the rowing boats, called wherries. He found ‘charmingly upholstered and embroidered cushions laid across the seats,

  very comfortable to sit on or lean against, and generally speaking the benches only seat two people next to one another. Many of them are covered in, particularly in rainy weather or fierce

  sunshine. They are extremely pleasant to travel in and carry one or a couple of boatmen.’52 It says something for the Elizabethan wherries, that

  a Venetian tourist, too, found them very comfortable.53




  The 2,000 wherries and small boats on the river provided employment for 3,000 watermen, not counting the oarsmen and steersmen in grandees’ barges, who did well at 6d a day ‘without

  meat or drink’.54 The watermen relied on the fares paid by their passengers, their only expenses being repairs and replacements, and their quarterly dues to their company. But it was a chancy, sometimes dangerous trade, dependent on the weather and popular demand, and their skills made them subject

  to ‘pressing’ or impressment – compulsory service with the Navy in times of national emergency. This had been going on since 1355, and stopped only in 1814. If a waterman tried to

  evade the press-gang, he risked two weeks’ imprisonment and ‘banishment’ from the Thames for a year and a day.55 At the time of the

  Armada, in 1588, most watermen joined up voluntarily, which must have made it difficult to travel about London.56 A more peaceful and potentially

  rewarding occasion came in 1601, when five ships sailed for the East Indies. ‘Many of the watermen entered the service . . . it being a favourite service for apprentices to make one or two

  voyages during their apprenticeship.’57




  Although it is a little after our period, I cannot resist the picture of a waterman in Sir Thomas Overbury’s Characters published in 1614–16:




   




  

    

      A waterman is one that hath learned to speak well of himself . . . He is evermore telling strange news, most commonly lies . . . His daily labour teaches him the art of

      dissembling, for like a fellow that rides to the pillory he goes not that way he looks. He keeps such a bawling at Westminster that if the lawyers [who practised in the courts there] were not

      acquainted with it an order [to keep the peace] would be taken with him. When he is upon the water he is fare-company [sic]: when he comes ashore he mutinies and contrary to all other

      trades is most surly to gentlemen when they tender payment. The playhouses only [i.e. alone] keep him sober, and as it doth many other gallants, make him an afternoon’s man [when the

      playhouses were open]. London Bridge is the most terrible eye-sore to him that can be. And to conclude, nothing but a great press makes him fly from the river; nor anything but a great frost

      can teach him any good manners.


    


  




   




  Flood control




  The Statute of Sewers had been passed in 1531. ‘Sewers’ meant primarily storm and surface-water drains. The preamble to the Act refers to ‘the outrageous

  Flowings, Surges and Course of the Sea . . . as also . . . land-waters and other outrageous springs’. Commissioners of Sewers were to be appointed for all the districts within the Lord

  Mayor’s Thames jurisdiction. They could make and enforce orders on the owners of riparian land, raise money by precepts, and impose fines.




  The Court Minutes of the Surrey and Kent Sewer Commissioners show how they stood no nonsense.58 The Archbishop of Canterbury was ordered to

  ‘[re]new the sluice at the wall against his Grace’s ground leading towards Lambeth’. The Masters of St Thomas’s Hospital were told to unblock their part of the comon sewer,

  and the Bishop of Winchester was ordered to ‘cleanse a rod [5½ yards] of length going into the park in the parish of St Saviour’. At a lower social level William Bestern, brewer,

  was told to ‘turn his watercourse of the filth of his yard and house from the street into the ditch of his backside as it hath been for it is noisome to the Queen’s people and infective

  . . . and doth fill up with the said filth one ditch or pisser to the common sewer’, which throws a murky if obscure light on general environmental habits. The usual order was on the lines of

  – ‘to cope and make higher the said banks and walls, substantial and strong and four feet broad in the top at least’ or to ‘cut up the bank and scour and grave the

  river’, or to ‘scour his sewer’. Even overhanging branches were noted and the owner told to cut them back.




  The precept was set at a fairly high level. The Bishop of Winchester was assessed at £5 in 1571, for his 60 acres on the south bank. If the assessment, or any subsequent fine for default,

  was not paid, the Commissioners’ officers could forcibly enter the offender’s premises and take and sell his property. It looks as if the Commissioners deliberately set the rates high,

  allowing for mitigation in deserving cases. The widow Manning was due to pay 33s 4d, but she was allowed to settle for only 2s 6d.




  Fishing




  Magna Carta had ordered that ‘all weirs . . . out of the Thames’ were to be removed. Weirs were a profitable method of fishing, by setting stakes across a river to

  make a trap. Somehow, despite Magna Carta, they survived. In 1580 the Lord High Admiral got the Privy Council to complain to the Lord Mayor that weirs choked the river from London Bridge to

  Windsor, making it almost unnavigable: ‘please deal’, as a modern civil servant would say. The Lord Mayor replied tartly that it was the Lord High Admiral’s own fault, for

  interfering with the Lord Mayor’s jurisdiction, and anyway




   




  

    

      the river, eastwards from London Bridge, had become so decayed that ships or vessels which, within twenty or forty years past might have come up to the pool against St

      Katherine [just east of the Tower of London] could not pass at low water without danger between London and Greenwich. The channel being choked, the lands adjoining were overflowed to the danger

      and destruction of the fry [young fish] and brood of fish, whereby the City lacked the good store of fish which used to be taken from the river . . .


    


  




   




  – and the Privy Council and the Lord High Admiral should take appropriate action.




  Whoever won that round, in 1598 a foreign visitor noticed how ‘everywhere [was still] spread with nets, for the taking of salmon and shad’.59 There was another rousing correspondence about these nets, between the fishermen, called trinkermen, and the Lord Mayor. The trinkermen said that their nets, which had a

  1½-inch mesh, had been allowed since 1423 or earlier. The Lord Mayor said the trinkermen had not only destroyed the fry but fed it to pigs. Because of their offences, ‘the passage of

  the river [was] made very dangerous, so much that ships which formerly came to St Katherine’s could not now come to Blackwall [much further downstream]. Tiltboats and wherries were scarcely

  able to pass from London to Greenwich at low water’, so please confirm the Lord Mayor’s right to sort this out.60

  (I do not know the end of this story. It was still going strong as late as 1611. Interesting, though, to see the mesh size of fishing nets being a source of grievance, so long ago.)




  As the Lord Mayor said, London depended on fish. A sturgeon was caught in the Thames in 1583, ‘which, according to usage, had been sent by the hands of the Waterbailiff to be presented to

  Her Majesty’.61 ‘Fat and sweet salmon’ and all kinds of other fish abounded: trout, perch, bream, dace, flounders, shrimps and eels,

  according to Harrison. ‘Only in carps it seems to be scant’, but they were gradually appearing ‘from the floods breaking gentlemen’s fishponds’, so that the carp in

  private ownership found their way to the river.62 A pod of eleven whales had been beached, in 1240. One of them ‘was pursued by the fishers and

  could scarcely pass through the arches of London Bridge’. It was finally killed at Mortlake.63 There were ‘several whales in the river, and

  a sword fish, and a fish called Mors Marina’ (Marine Death) in 1457, but I have found no record of whales in Elizabeth’s time.




  The swans




  Going back to the poem by Turberville with which I began, what is the ‘needful meat’ of swans? If the poet meant fish, the swans were well catered for; but I think

  they prefer vegetation. They were said to be so tame that ‘they take food from men’s hands’.64 A foreign visitor who arrived in 1584

  took a boat thirty miles up-river to Oatlands (near Walton on Thames), where the Court was, and back to the City, and ‘all the time the river was full of tame swans, who have nests and breed

  on small islands formed by the river’.65 Another visitor commented on them in 1598: ‘The sight of them swimming in flocks . . . is vastly

  agreeable.’66 (The reader puzzled by this eighteenth-century phrase is right – it occurs in Horace Walpole’s 1757 translation.)

  Harrison also referred to their ‘infinite number’.67




  The correct collective noun for swans is a ‘game’. The Dyers and the Vintners had licensed games of swans. The owner of each bird could be identified by the

  nicks on its beak, one nick for the Dyers, two for the Vintners, at an annual ceremony called swan-upping (which is still done, but now the birds are ringed, not nicked). All unmarked swans, or

  swans with five nicks, belonged to the Queen ‘when at large in a public river’.68 Hence the number of taverns at the ‘sign of the

  Swan with Two Necks’, their necks having been transmogrified from nicks.69 Anyone who altered these marks risked a year’s imprisonment,

  under the Order of Swans of 1570.




  Thomas Platter ‘encountered many tame swans on the water, which the Queen has plucked annually for repairing the down in the royal household, and no harm may be done to them on pain of

  punishment’.70 Plucking a large protesting bird reputed to be able to break a man’s arm with one blow of its wing when angry, must have

  been a hazardous operation. I have found no confirmation of Platter’s statement, but while it may have been just one more piece of tourist misinformation it does make some sense, and provides

  another reason for keeping these beautiful birds other than to eat them at feasts, which they often were.




  







   




   




   




   




  
CHAPTER 2




  The Main Streets, Water Supply and Sewerage




   




   




   




   




  This chapter does not fill in the details, such as the side streets and alleys, houses, markets, theatres and gardens. It points out the more obvious routes, so that you can

  follow them in your mind’s eye. Some surviving buildings can serve as landmarks, and many street names can still be found on a modern map. In the City, the Guildhall and the Tower of London,

  and St Paul’s Cathedral (rebuilt after the Great Fire of 1666, but on the same site) have not moved. The present London Bridge was built in 1967, on much the same site as its predecessors. In

  Westminster, the medieval Great Hall is still there, beside the grandiloquent nineteenth-century Palace of Westminster. The Abbey and St James’s Palace (much restored) still remain. Lawyers

  still work in the Temple, although nowadays they have only to cross the road to get to court, instead of taking a boat up to Westminster Hall. The red brick and grey stone of Lambeth Palace are

  still there, across the river. (See the map, plate 7.)




  For this quick survey I shall suppose us to be walking about London on a summer’s day in 1598, when John Stow’s Survey of London was published.1




  Southwark




  The City bought the ‘liberties of Southwark’ from the crown in 1550 after many years of bickering. Sixteenth-century maps of London tend to show only the City, the

  Bridge and a fringe of buildings on Bankside, but Southwark stretched south for a mile from the river, including the former abbey at Bermondsey, and the built-up area along the river was a mile

  long, east and west of London Bridge. It had long been a favourite place for foreigners – ‘strangers’ – to settle. By 1510, for example, there were

  400 continental craftsmen in the furniture trades in London, such as carvers, stool-makers, joiners and upholsterers, and most of them had settled in Southwark.2




  Unless they decided to take the long ferry, all travellers from Kent and the continent reached the City via Southwark – farmers with their flocks of sheep and loads of cherries, statesmen

  with their entourages, grandees returning from a foreign tour and foreigners ‘doing’ England, visitors up from the country, and spies and Catholic priests hoping their disguises were

  impenetrable. Traffic came to a standstill during the great Southwark Fair every September, but even at ordinary times the road was clogged with traffic. All this made a pause for refreshment along

  the way irresistible. The street was lined by pleasant houses and tree-shaded inns.3 On the left there used to be an ornate mansion belonging to the

  Duke of Suffolk, but it had been redeveloped into ‘many small cottages of great rents’ by the 1590s.4 By now, over all the other usual

  smells, the traveller could smell the unmistakable reek of the river at low tide. The bridge was near.




  London Bridge




  London Bridge was the only way to cross the river with carts or flocks. The wooden bridge that the Romans had built was prone to destruction by fire or enemy action. Its future

  improved in 1176 when it was rebuilt in stone. It was a marvel of medieval construction. No wonder Londoners were proud of it. It had twenty arches of squared stone, thirty feet wide and twenty

  feet apart.5 The piers were protected by small islands of stone and brushwood called starlings. They certainly fulfilled their designed function of

  protecting the piers from impact and tidal erosion – the Bridge lasted until 1830 – but they gradually accumulated debris and silt, narrowing the channel between them until every tide

  produced a dangerous mill-race. In the 1580s this hydraulic power was tapped, at both ends of the Bridge. In 1581 Peter Moritz was allowed to put a massive waterwheel into

  the northernmost arch, with another in the next one a year later, and in 1588 the two most southerly arches were occupied by corn-grinding mills. All this only increased the turbulence through the

  remaining arches.




  Peter, chaplain of St Mary Colechurch, who designed the bridge, put a substantial chapel in the middle of it, dedicated to Thomas à Becket, the Archbishop of Canterbury who had opposed

  the royal power and died for it six years earlier. Thomas was later sanctified, and a popular cult grew up round his memory, which Henry VIII was determined to eradicate, not viewing Thomas’s

  politics with favour. The chapel was hastily rededicated to another St Thomas, the Apostle, but by 1553 it had been largely destroyed.6 Peter’s

  bones were discovered in its foundations, years later.




  There was a drawbridge about a third of the way across, which could be raised to let shipping through to the markets beyond the Bridge, but it had not functioned since 1500 when Henry VII

  decided, to the consternation of the Bridge overseers, to sail his royal barques under the Bridge. By 1576 its tower had been ‘taken down . . . being in great decay, and soon after made a

  pleasant and beautiful dwelling house’.7 The drawbridge tower had been useful for displaying the heads of traitors – a nasty habit that had

  begun in 1305 with the head of the Scottish rebel William Wallace and continued until 1746. When the drawbridge tower was demolished, the heads were moved to the Great Stone Gateway, the first

  gateway to the Bridge on the Southwark side, to give approaching visitors a welcoming grin. In 1599 a visitor from Basle, Thomas Platter, saw




   




  

    

      stuck on tall stakes more than thirty skulls of noble men who had been executed and beheaded for treason and for other reasons. And their descendants are accustomed to

      boast of this, themselves even pointing out one of their ancestors’ heads on this same bridge, believing that they will be esteemed the more because their antecedents were of such high

      descent that they could even covet the crown . . . thus they make an honour for themselves of what was set up to be a disgrace and an example. Just as only recently here in Basel the young earl of Suffolk, grandson to the duke of Norfolk, in order to raise the honour of his family, showed that he was so well connected that his forefathers’ heads too

      were on the tower of London Bridge for having coveted the English crown.8


    


  




   




  This demonstration of English snobbery must have seemed strange to the good citizens of Basle.




  The most eye-catching building on the Bridge was without doubt Nonsuch House, perhaps inspired by Henry VIII’s palace of Nonsuch down at Merton. It was a Renaissance extravaganza made

  entirely of wood, even down to wooden pegs instead of nails, with turrets and gilded columns and carved galleries, projecting over the river on both sides. It was prefabricated in Holland, and put

  together on site, which must have held up the traffic over the Bridge for quite a long time.




  The Bridge was treated as a prime building site for more than five hundred years, 1200–1758. By Stow’s time it was ‘replenished on both the sides with large, fair and beautiful

  buildings, inhabitants for the most part rich merchants and other wealthy citizens, mercers and haberdashers’, who kept their shops on the ground floors. Long after, when the old houses were

  being cleared from the Bridge in 1746, the workmen found ‘three pots of money, silver and gold, of the coin of Queen Elizabeth’, presumably the cash hoard of an Elizabethan

  merchant.9 Some of the houses were four storeys high. At least they had a unique advantage. Their privies, not relying on cesspools, drained straight

  down to the river. Or one could always empty pots out of the windows, having first checked the wind direction.




  Stow recounts a charming story of a little girl, dating from 1536:




   




  

    

      Sir William Hewet was a merchant, possessed of a great estate of six thousand pounds per annum, having three sons and one daughter, Anne. The maid, playing with her out of

      a window over the river Thames, by chance dropped her in, almost beyond expectation of her being saved. A young gentleman named Osborne, then apprentice to Sir William Hewet, at this

      calamitous accident, leaped in and saved the child. In memory of which deliverance, and in gratitude, her father afterward bestowed her on the said Mr Osborne, with a

      very grand dowry.


    


  




   




  And it is pleasant to relate that both Sir William and Edward Osborne became Lord Mayors, in 1559 and 1583 respectively.10 But no

  doubt other casualties were not so lucky.




  The traffic problems were intractable, as the prosperous merchants struggled to get to their own front doors through herds and flocks and itinerant street sellers and sightseers, and their

  customers despaired of reaching the shops. There was even a ‘man child Christopher, ¾ [nine months old]’ who was abandoned there and had to be taken to Christ’s

  Hospital.11




  There were three gaps between the houses, where you could enjoy the view of the Tower of London and the majestic Gothic pile of St Paul’s, or count the merchant ships waiting to unload at

  the Custom House or the hundreds of wherries darting about on the other side, or watch young men playing water sports in holiday time.




  The City gates




  Although the gates are long gone – they were all demolished in the eighteenth century – they were such a fact of Elizabethan life that we need to look at them in

  detail. Forget any idea you may have of a gate in a farmyard wall. Imagine substantial buildings with spacious rooms that could be used for all kinds of purposes, straddling the roadway. Three of

  them, Aldgate, Aldersgate and Lud Gate, had been part of the Roman plan a thousand years earlier, according to Stow. Beginning, as he did, at the Tower of London, there was a narrow gate, or

  postern, just past the moat. Then came Aldgate, which still had a working portcullis. Through it lay the main road to the east. So far the wall ran nearly due north. After Aldgate it turned

  north-west to Bishops Gate, guarding the route to Norfolk, Suffolk and Cambridgeshire. The identity of the eponymous bishop was unknown to Stow, who knew most things about

  the London of his day. By 1479 the duty to repair it had fallen on the Hanseatic merchants, who wielded a strong commercial power at the time, and they rebuilt the gate ‘beautifully’,

  according to Stow. Next there was Moorgate, another postern, which gave access to the open space of Moorfields.




  The next gate was Cripplegate, rebuilt in 1491. Stow states, but carefully does not confirm, the derivation of the name from the cripples who used to beg there. When the body of Edmund the

  Martyr came through the gate in about 978 they were miraculously cured. This was the gate through which Elizabeth first rode into the City in state, in 1558. Soon after Cripplegate the wall made a

  right-angle bend south, and then straightened out again to almost due west. Soon after that bend came Aldersgate. There was a tall timber-framed building on its inner side with ‘divers large

  rooms and lodgings’. Then there was a postern made in the time of Edward VI, to connect his foundation of Christ’s Hospital, just inside the wall, with his father’s refounded

  Hospital of St Bartholomew in Smithfield.




  Then followed New Gate, ‘new’ being a comparative term – it was built ‘about the reign of Henry I or King Stephen’ (1100–54), and had been refurbished by the

  executors of Dick Whittington’s will, in 1423. We may have problems with our prisons, but we never accommodate prisoners in gates, so the use of both Newgate and the next one, Ludgate, for

  this purpose seems odd until you remember that the ‘gates’ were multi-storey blocks, pierced by archways. Newgate had been used as a royal gaol since at least 1218. The City seems to

  have taken it over by 1382, since when it was used for freemen of the City who had committed serious crimes.




  The last gate in the circuit was Lud Gate. According to Stow it may have been built by an ancient Briton, King Lud, in 66 BC (but he was not sure about it,

  ‘wherefore I overpass it, as not to my purpose’, an admirable habit). It had certainly been one of the Roman gates, leading to the west. Since 1378 it had been the prison used for

  freemen of the City who were imprisoned for minor offences such as debt. It was rebuilt by the City in 1586, at the huge cost of £1,500, but you cannot put statues of ‘Lud and others’ on the east side, and Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth on the west side, for nothing. On its lead roof was an open area where the prisoners might have ‘fresh air and

  ease’ more peacefully than in the prison’s ‘large walking place’ at ground level.12




  Originally the wall went straight on down to the river, but the Dominicans (‘black friars’) whose friary occupied a large area there persuaded Edward I (1272–1307) to bend the

  wall to enclose their territory, so that it met the Thames at the mouth of the Fleet river. The Romans had also fortified the bank of the Thames, but commercial and residential use and land

  reclamation had long destroyed their works.




  One macabre feature of all the gates: they were useful for displaying the bodies of criminals, especially those convicted of treason: for example, ‘John Story . . . who before had been

  condemned of high treason, was drawn from the Tower of London to Tyburn, and there hanged, bowelled and quartered, his head set on London Bridge and his quarters on the gates of the

  City’.13




  To the north




  By Stow’s time the main south–north artery ran from the Bridge by Fish Street and then due north across the City by Gracechurch Street, out through Bishopsgate and

  on towards Hackney. (Gracechurch Street is still there. Its name tended to vary between Grace Church Street, Gracious Street and Grass Street, in Stow’s time, as well as the version

  eventually adopted, by which I shall refer to it.) As far as its junction with Cornhill, the road was slightly uphill. There was an elaborate conduit or fountain half way up Gracechurch Street.

  Stow never mentions whether animals as well as humans benefited from these conduits, but surely a cart driver would manage to give his horse a drink after the hectic passage across the Bridge and

  the pull up Fish Street.




  Bishopsgate Street, north of Cornhill, was not so tightly packed as the area near the river. There were some sumptuous houses there, such as Crosby Hall and Sir John

  Gresham’s house, lately made into a college. You could probably see on your right a particularly interesting conversion of former monastic property, at St Helen’s Priory. At the gate,

  there might be a bottleneck which gave you time to contemplate the heads and bits of bodies stuck on long stakes on the top of the building. Once through the gate, you soon passed Bethlehem

  Hospital (‘Bedlam’) on your left. You set out along Bishopsgate Street Without (i.e. outside the walls), with gardens and ribbon development on both sides. About 120 yards from the

  gate, you passed on your right the former Priory of St Mary Spital (later known as Spitalfields: now mostly under Liverpool Street station). You were about a mile and a quarter from the north end

  of the bridge, and outside the City’s bounds. That was why two playhouses were built there, the Theatre in 1576 and the Curtain in 1577, where the Lord Mayor could not close them down.




  The east/west route via Cheapside




  The most fashionable, most impressive thoroughfare in the City was Cheapside, or more correctly Poultry and West Cheap. (Cheap means market place, regardless of the price or

  quality of the goods.) Three streets converge at the east end of Cheapside: Three Needle Street (now Threadneedle Street), Cornhill and Lombard Street. This trivium is easy to spot on any modern

  map. Where they met was a space occupied by the Stocks Market, which is now the site of the Mansion House. It had nothing to do with stocks and shares, which had not yet been invented: there was a

  permanent stocks there. On Three Needle Street the most prominent buildings were the hall of the Merchant Taylors’ livery company, and the Royal Exchange opened by Queen Elizabeth in 1570, a

  few houses from the junction of Three Needle Street and Cornhill. The centre branch, Cornhill, led almost due east, to Aldgate, for Whitechapel and the eastern counties. The third branch was

  Lombard Street, leading on to Fenchurch Street, which curves north-east again, to Aldgate. There were two impressive mansions in Lombard Street, one built recently by a

  goldsmith and the other going back to the time of Edward III.




  Cheapside had everything. It had always been spacious. In 1331 King Edward III held a tournament there, ‘the stone pavement being covered with sand [so] that the horses might not slide

  when they strongly set their feet to the ground’. There were three monuments in the middle of this space: the Great Conduit near the east end, the Standard half way down and Cheap Cross at

  the west end. Bucklersbury (still there) to the left of the Great Conduit was where the apothecaries and grocers sold herbs and spices, making a welcome change from the normal London stinks.

  Falstaff derided fops who ‘smell like Bucklersbury in simple-time’, simples in this context being herbs for medicines.14 Some of the

  houses along Cheapside were five storeys high and ornately decorated, especially Goldsmiths’ Row opposite the Cross. Sixty-three properties here were owned and occupied by goldsmiths,

  including the delightfully named Affabel Partridge, one of the Queen’s mint-masters, who was prominent in the reorganisation of the coinage. Some were just shops, some combined residential

  and shop premises, and some incorporated workshops and furnaces as well. The signs on their frontages creaked and swung, such as the Black Bear, the Acorn, the Three Wells, the Broad Arrow, the

  Holy Ghost, the Black Boy, the Leg, the Bottle, the Crown and the Red Cross.15 The names belonged to the sites, or the buildings, and did not, as

  that list makes clear, denote the trade carried on there.




  The west end of Cheapside leads into Newgate Street. There was an interesting district to your right, known as the Liberty of St Martins le Grand. The foreign craftsmen who settled there were

  notorious for the counterfeit jewellery they made, to the annoyance of the Goldsmiths’ Company. The area still had an ill-defined exemption from the Lord Mayor’s

  jurisdiction.16 If you took a detour in that direction, you would hear more Flemish, Italian and French being spoken than English.




  Once through Newgate, the road dipped sharply down to the bridge over the Fleet river, via Snow Hill. (Snow Hill is still a steep slope. The Victorians flattened out so much of London, in this

  instance by routing traffic over Holborn Viaduct, that one forgets the gradients, unless bicycling. Look over the edge of Holborn Viaduct and you will see what I mean.) The

  Fleet river was a mixed blessing. Butchers and leather-tanners saw it as a useful means of getting rid of their trade refuse. Residents objected to the resultant stink. (The dispute was not settled

  to everyone’s satisfaction until the Fleet was culverted. It still flows, underground.) Once up the other bank and along Holborn, life became much quieter, unless the students in the Inns of

  Court happened to be rioting. At Staple Inn you passed the Bar (both Staple Inn and Holborn Bar are still there, but in Victorian guise), which marked the boundary of the Lord Mayor’s

  jurisdiction to the west. If you kept going long enough along this road, you should get to Oxford. A few miles from the centre of the City, you would pass on your right Tyburn Gallows (roughly on

  the site of Marble Arch), which was even more isolated when it was first built in 1388.




  Thames Street




  Thames Street ran along the back of two huge riverside houses built by medieval barons. Going east from Blackfriars, the first is Baynards Castle, where Elizabeth’s

  friends the Pembrokes lived. The next was Bygot House, no longer inhabited by Stow’s time. Then further east Thames Street gave access to a network of narrow streets leading down to the

  river, none longer than 150 yards, some only the width of one house apart. At the stairs (jetties) at the ends of the streets, you could shout ‘oars’ or ‘westward ho!’ or

  ‘eastward ho!’ for a boat, if there was not one already waiting.




  Queenhithe, about half way to the Bridge, used to be the main landing place for goods until the river became too silted up, the drawbridge fell into disuse and the boats got bigger; but it still

  handled river traffic from the countryside up-river. Billingsgate, just to the east of the Bridge, had become the main depot. Almost at the Tower of London was the Custom House, built in the first

  year of Elizabeth’s reign. (Its successor is slightly west of the old site.)




  St Paul’s/Ludgate/Fleet Street




  When Sir Christopher Wren was contemplating the ruins of the City after the Great Fire in 1666, he planned a magnificent setting for his masterpiece, the new cathedral.

  Architects have been trying to achieve this ever since. But St Paul’s still sits obdurately at the western end of the City, with no splendid vista to enhance it. Absurdly, it looks like an

  afterthought plonked clumsily among the existing streets, if you try to make sense of it on a map. It is, of course, oriented due east, whereas the street layout follows the river, which does not

  flow exactly west/east here. There never was a vista framing the City’s main place of worship. (The best view today is from across the river, from Tate Modern.)




  In Stow’s time, standing at the west porch of the enormous Norman cathedral, you looked down Bowyers Row towards Ludgate. Once through the usual traffic jam at the gate, and down Ludgate

  Hill, you came to a bridge over the Fleet river. (From now until Temple Bar the street is called Fleet Street.) The Fleet prison was 100 yards north of the Fleet bridge, and the former royal palace

  of Bridewell, converted to use as a workhouse, lay to the south, where the Fleet river flowed into the Thames. After the Temple on your left, and other Inns of Court to your right, you passed

  Temple Bar (shown on modern maps but, of course, not on the Elizabethan version), and once again you had left the Lord Mayor’s jurisdiction.




  The City to Westminster




  The stately procession of mansions along the river proclaimed the lineage of their owners. After the Temple came Essex House, then Arundel House, Somerset House, the Savoy,

  Bedford House, Durham House and York House, until the river bent south past the royal palace at Whitehall. Since the natural traffic route between the nobles and the Court was by water, the most

  elaborate frontages of their houses faced the river, and elegant stairways and landing stages awaited the barges and private boats used by the grandees and their

  visitors.




  Gates on the Strand were needed when bad weather made the river impossible, and for wheeled traffic and the crowds of supporters and serving men who often accompanied their masters. The other

  (north) side of the Strand was fringed by modest development only one house deep. The Strand lay parallel to the river until the sharp southerly bend in the river, where a side street headed north

  (now Cockspur Street) and the main road continued, following the river, to the palaces of Whitehall and Westminster. At the junction of the two roads, in the village of Charing, was the last of the

  crosses erected by Edward I in 1290 to commemorate his wife Eleanor, whose coffin rested there on its way from Nottinghamshire to Westminster Abbey that same year. (The present Charing Cross in the

  station forecourt is a Victorian pastiche not even in the right place, which is now occupied by the statue of Charles I looking down Whitehall.) On the other side of the junction lay the royal mews

  (the site of Trafalgar Square). The public road went straight through Whitehall Palace to Westminster Abbey, Westminster Hall and the old Palace of Westminster, where the kings of England had

  lived, from William I to Henry VIII. (This is the line of the present Whitehall.)




  It seems extraordinary for a palace to be built across a public highway. Access was to some extent controlled by a series of gates across the road. It is fair to say that Whitehall was not just

  one palace building, but a complex more like a small village. It was designed for Cardinal Wolsey, but Henry VIII liked it so much that he allowed Wolsey to give it to him in 1530.




  Road surfaces




  Some of the principal streets were paved. A Venetian tourist in 1562 described them as ‘spacious and well paved with limestone and flint’.17 But there were not many paved streets in his native city, so perhaps he was easily impressed. Some streets were cobbled. Before the Reformation, road repairs had been

  a fitting object for charitable bequests, but that source had dried up. It is hard to tell how many streets in Elizabethan London were paved, or how well. By an Act of 1543

  the residents in some ‘suburbs’ – that is, outside the City walls – had been obliged to pay for the street outside their houses to be paved. This included the Strand.

  Cheapside was mostly paved by the 1550s.18 In 1572 the Lord Mayor and the city surveyors were considering paving the road outside Aldgate,

  which surely implies that the road inside the gate was already paved.19 Bishopsgate Street was paved as far as the hospital of St Mary Spital outside

  the gate.




  Where roads were not paved, what was the road surface? Perhaps it was just gravel, or beaten earth turning to mud in wet weather. Here is the Venetian ambassador, describing Elizabeth’s

  coronation procession in January 1559: ‘Owing to the deep mud caused by the foul weather and by the multitude of people and of horses, everyone had made preparation by placing sand and gravel

  in front of their houses.’20 In July 1561 the route east out of London, which the Queen would take to go on one of her annual progresses,

  ‘was new gravelled with sand, from the Charterhouse through Smithfield and through St Nicholas’ shambles, Cheapside, and Cornhill, to Aldgate and Whitechapel’.21 Were the City roads particularly dirty that summer? Or was it done regularly, or at least every time the Queen was going to use that road?




  Machyn, from whose Diary the description comes, did not record any other such preparation, so we are left wondering. Perhaps the answer is in an entry in the records of Gray’s Inn

  in 1559: ‘upon the petition of many [of] the inhabitants of Gray’s Inn Lane for the paving of that part of the lane leading into the fields’, the Inn agreed to bear part of the

  cost if the tenants bore the rest.22 Chancery Lane was paved in 1597, the cost shared between Lincoln’s Inn and the residents on the other side

  of the road.23 So perhaps road surfacing was a piecemeal affair, done as and when residents demanded it and were prepared to pay, or when the City

  authorities decided that the expense would be balanced by commercial advantage.




  Transport




  Most people walked. After all, the whole of London including Westminster and the river frontage of Southwark was only three miles long and two miles wide, according to William

  Smith, Rouge Dragon Poursuivant, in 1588. If you had a heavy load, you could hire a porter or use a pack animal. If you had the means, you could save your clothes from the muck of the streets, by

  riding horseback. The horse harness could be magnificent. The inventory of the household goods of Sir Thomas Ramsey, Lord Mayor, who died in 1577, included ‘two velvet bridles with the two

  furniture [sic] of black velvet trappings, studded’, valued at £4.24 Lord North spent £7 10s on a velvet-trimmed saddle

  and harness, in 1578.25 Women rode sidesaddle, or sat pillion behind the driver. These pillion saddles could be roomy and comfortable, with leather

  bags as well for light luggage.26 Horses were usually geldings. They could be security-marked, by a brand or a cut on their ears, but the notorious

  traders in stolen horses merely obliterated the marks, moved the horse well away from its home, added a few more marks and sold it at a nice profit, despite all the laws passed to stop

  them.27




  Queen Elizabeth, when she wanted maximum public exposure, and elderly ladies who preferred privacy, sometimes used litters, the curtains of which could be opened or closed.28 But as Stow said, ‘the world runs on wheels with many whose parents were glad to go on foot’. William Boonen, a Dutchman, had started the rot by introducing

  Queen Elizabeth to his newfangled coaches, in 1564. They cannot have been very comfortable. The Queen’s, covered with brass-studded red leather, had a maximum capacity of two, twelve wheels

  but no springs.29 Within twenty years anyone who was anyone had some sort of wheeled transport. The Earl of Bedford’s ‘two coaches and

  two coach horses’ were valued together at £10, in 1585.30 The Earl of Essex’s ‘two old coaches’, one covered with

  leather, were perhaps more elaborate; they were valued at £10 and £8.31 Some women no doubt justified a coach, to their husbands, as cost

  saving:




   




  

    

      If their mistress is to ride abroad she must have six or eight serving men to attend her, she must have one to carry her cloak and hood lest it

      rain, another her fan if she use it not herself, another her box with ruffs and other necessaries, another behind whom her maid or Gentlewoman must ride, and some must be loose [available] to

      open gates and supply other services . . . There is a new invention, that is, she must have a coach, wherein she with her gentlewoman, maid and children and what necessaries as they . . . are to

      use, may be carried with smaller charge [expense] less cost and more credit . . . for one or two men at the most, besides the coachman, are sufficient for a Gentlewoman or Lady of worthy

      parentage.32
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