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TALE OF A WHALE

LAST WEEK A WHALE SWAM PAST THE BOTTOM of my road. I live about a hundred yards from the Thames, in Pimlico, central London, so when the news came on the radio, I dashed down to the river to take a look.

There were hundreds of people there already, focusing their binoculars and clutching flasks of tea. It was rather a cheery, holiday happening – but also, in some way, an historic moment. Parents had brought their children to witness this event of a lifetime. Peering under the bridges, we could see that gallant volunteers had waded into the water to try to shoo the bewildered creature back downriver. When it became clear she could not do the job herself, they hoisted her on to a rescue barge.

I saw the barge come steaming back downstream, heading for the mouth of the river. It was travelling fast. On the deck we could make out the grey, shiny mass of the whale, surrounded by the volunteers splashing water over her. Could they keep her alive for long enough? we wondered. Could they make it to the open sea?

In the event, our hopes were dashed. The whale died, still on board the barge, in the estuary of the Thames, and the papers next day mourned her passing. One asked its readers for £10,000 to save the animal’s bones for the nation, and there were agonised heart-searchings – could more have been done to save ‘celebrity big blubber’?

It all made a striking contrast to the year 1240, in the reign of King Henry III, when a whale swam under London Bridge and the citizens pursued it upstream to Mortlake. They harpooned the creature to death – and when, four centuries later, another ‘beast of prodigious size’ lost its way in the river, it was similarly set upon, to be sliced up and borne away in oil-dripping chunks. The date was 3 June 1658, following ‘an extraordinary storm of hail and rain, the season as cold as winter’, and this disruption of nature’s course was taken to be a significant omen. Oliver Cromwell fell ill that summer, and died three months later.

From old-time slaughter to modern empathy, with some ancient superstition along the way, the history of London’s human-whale interaction from 1240 to 2006 would seem to demonstrate that mankind’s finer feelings have made progress over the years. What a concentration of human goodwill was beamed towards that whale!

But consider how, in the centuries before people flicked a switch to light their homes, whale oil was a premier source of clean and bright illumination – a precious commodity. Then spare a few minutes, if you can bear it, to survey the superstitious omens on offer in the average modern horoscope column. Add in the tens of thousands of pounds that were spent in January 2006 on helicopters, cameras and whale punditry to turn the lingering death of a tragically disoriented mammal into a round-the-clock source of popular entertainment, and perhaps you will arrive at a different perspective – from level-headed survival to empty-headed sentimentality, perhaps? At least the harpooners of 1240 and 1658 put the poor animal out of its misery with dispatch.

The verdict is yours, dear reader. The job of the historian is to deal objectively with the available facts. But history is in the eye of the beholder and also of the historian who, as a human being, has feelings and prejudices of his own. In the two previous paragraphs you have seen the tale of the whale designed and redesigned to offer you two alternative conclusions.

So let me try to be candid about some of my own prejudices. I believe passionately in the power of good storytelling, not only because it is fun, but because it breathes life into the past. It is also through accurate narrative – establishing what happened first and what happened next – that we start to perceive the cause of things, and what influences human beings to act in the noble and cruel ways that they do. I believe that nobility actually secures more effective outcomes than cruelty, though the story of the slave trade in the pages that follow might seem to challenge that. I also believe that ideas matter, that change is possible, that knowledge dispels fear, and that good history both explains and facilitates all those things.

This volume, the third and final part of my ‘Great Tales from English History’, opens in 1690, and describes what flowed from the momentous agreement of 13 February 1689, the day when England’s Parliament concluded its negotiations with Willem van Oranje,* the Dutch prince who had forcibly captured the country four months earlier. As we read at the end of volume 2, this 38-year-old Willem the Conqueror had assembled the largest invasion force ever to land in England and had chased away his father-in-law, the Catholic King James II. Now Willem’s blue-coated Dutch soldiers patrolled the streets of London.

The previous morning his wife Mary, daughter of the deposed King, had stepped off a ship from Holland. After changing her clothes and breakfasting at Greenwich, Mary had travelled up the Thames to Westminster to join her husband and add some blood legitimacy to his naked military power.†

Modern history starts here. You might have thought that the execution of Charles I in January 1649 had settled the question as to whether King or Parliament had the final word on how England was to be run. But the bitter divisions of the Civil War, over which more than eighty thousand men had fought and died, had not been resolved by the Cromwell years – and when Charles II was restored in 1660, he had cannily sidestepped attempts to define his powers. The ‘Merry Monarch’ ruled for a quarter of a century as if his father’s head had never been cut off, and from 1685 his brother James nursed a similar confidence that he was divinely blessed. It had ended with Willem’s invasion and with King James II tearing up the writs summoning Parliament as he stalked off into the night – throwing the Great Seal of England into the Thames for good measure.

Now Parliament determined to get the system right: the King must obey the law; he would have no right to interfere with the country’s judges or with the legal system; he must call Parliament regularly and he could levy taxes only with Parliament’s consent; the Crown could not interfere with elections, and must also guarantee freedom of speech in debate; no monarch could maintain a standing army in peacetime without Parliament’s consent.

All these conditions were read out to Willem van Oranje and his wife Mary on 13 February 1689 as they sat beneath the gloriously painted ceiling of Whitehall’s Banqueting Chamber – the last thing that Charles I would have seen as he walked out to be beheaded forty years earlier. When the assembled Lords and Commons heard the couple (both of them grandchildren of the executed King) promise to accept and abide by this ‘Declaration of Rights’, they offered them the crown. The deal was done. England had the basis of its modern constitutional system of government, and while the future would offer conflicts and turmoil aplenty, with a last Stuart attempt to seize the throne in 1745, there would be no more civil wars.

Stooped and racked with an asthmatic cough, England’s third King William was not obvious king material. His only evidence of regality was a head of hair that sprouted so luxuriantly he did not need to wear a wig. But he had good armies and the right wife. Traditionalists felt Queen Mary II should now inherit the throne, but William of Orange hadn’t led twenty-five thousand soldiers to England in order to end up the consort of his spouse. So Parliament sorted that one out as well. For the first and only time in history, England had joint sovereigns. ‘WilliamanMary’, as 1066 And All That would later describe them, were crowned together on 11 April 1689.

It all went to show how the people’s elected representatives, meeting with the peers, judges and bishops in the House of Lords, could arrange things in England more or less however they wanted, and so it has proved ever since. From 1690 onwards Parliament would meet every single year – theoretically at the summons of the sovereign, but in reality on the basis of its own hard-won power and authority.

But we should not think of England at this date as a modern parliamentary ‘democracy’. Women had no vote at all, and would not get it for another two hundred and thirty years. Elections were decided by the votes of less than 25 per cent of the country’s adult males – most of them at the richer, land- and property-owning end of the social scale. There was no secret ballot.

Yet in 1690 there was no country on earth that could match the degree of popular representation that England enjoyed, and this was reflected in a grudging acceptance of different religious points of view. Roman Catholics were marginalised, Jews were often envied and sneered at, while ‘Mahometans’ were bizarre strangers from beyond the fringe of the civilised world. But the suspicious and previously warring factions of the Protestant faith had negotiated a coexistence that was the envy of visiting foreigners. England’s liberty of worship, declared the French philosopher Voltaire, who fled from Paris to London in 1726 to escape the intolerance of an absolute monarchy, was the secret of the country’s great achievements.

We shall read of these achievements in the pages that follow – of how English and Scottish enterprise helped manufacture ‘Great Britain’ with its massive military might and its much celebrated dominion of the seas. In many respects this third and final volume leaves England behind, to recount Great Tales of British History, in which the English, Irish, Scots and Welsh, while remaining healthily fractious, collaborate as never before – not least in the creation of the world-wide British Empire. This profitable adventure, which involved considerable loss of life, was built on the world’s first ever ‘Industrial Revolution’, on countless individual tales of success and suffering – and, yes, on the slave trade, that profoundly shaming sin. The political context for all these complex developments was provided by the deal that Willem the Dutchman struck with Parliament on 13 February 1689.

Later that year King William III would cross to Ireland to fight the campaign that culminated in the Battle of the Boyne, ensuring that his deal beneath the painted ceiling – soon to be celebrated as the ‘Glorious Revolution’ – would have a chance to bear fruit. But let us start with the philosopher who put the inspiring idea of toleration into words.



JOHN LOCKE AND TOLERATION

1690
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SNOW FELL HEAVILY IN HOLLAND IN THE winter of 1683, and one of the victims of the cold was a lioness that died in the Amsterdam zoo. As Dutch academics gathered for the rare opportunity to dissect the corpse of an exotic beast, they were joined by an English doctor and philosopher, John Locke. Locke had recently arrived in Amsterdam and when he struck up a conversation with Philip van Limborch, a local professor of theology, the exchange between the two men soon extended far beyond the autopsy. They both had an interest, they discovered, in religious toleration – it was a burning issue of the moment – and van Limborch encouraged Locke to set his thoughts down on paper.

Locke, fifty-one, was a political exile in Holland. A small-time lawyer’s son from the Somerset village of Wrington, he had been a teenager during the Civil War, then studied at Oxford University in the years following the death of Charles I. As religious sects quarrelled and the army made and unmade parliaments, the visionary chaos of Cromwell’s England started pushing Locke to consider that there must be some more stable and rational way of government. The essence of civil society, he came to feel, should be a fair working contract between the governor and the governed, and this had inclined him to welcome Charles II’sreturn at the invitation of Parliament in 1660.

But the restored King had proved, for all his charm, to be an absolutist like his father. Locke drifted into the Whig, or anti-royal camp, becoming a friend and medical adviser to Anthony Ashley Cooper, the Earl of Shaftesbury, who led the Whig attempt to exclude the future James II from the succession. When Charles defeated the third Exclusion Bill in 1681 and determined to rule without Parliament, Shaftesbury fled for his life to the Netherlands, dying there in 1683. Later that year Locke decided that he too would be safer in the Netherlands, and so found himself, soon after his arrival, in the crowd that gathered around the lioness on the dissecting table.

Shadowed by Stuart agents and hiding under a variety of aliases, Locke was working on the philosophical text for which he would become most famous, An Essay on Human Understanding. ‘The highest perfection of intellectual nature,’ he wrote, ‘lies in a careful and constant pursuit of true and solid happiness.’

Looking for happiness in this life might strike many today as the most obvious of goals to pursue, but it was heresy in an age when most people assumed they would only encounter and fully experience their God after they had died. Locke’s suggestion that earthly life was something to be enjoyed here and now jarred on many of his contemporaries as ‘atheistic’.

In fact, the philosopher was a devout Christian, and in the autumn of 1685 he was appalled by Louis XIV’s sudden revocation of the freedom of worship that France’s Protestants, the Huguenots, had enjoyed since 1598 under the Edict of Nantes. As Huguenot refugees fled persecution – England alone welcomed fifty thousand – Locke took up his Dutch friend van Limborch’s suggestion and sat down to compose Epistola de tolerantia, A Letter Concerning Toleration. Spiritual belief, Locke argued, was no business of the state, which should confine itself to the ‘civil interests’ that he defined as ‘life, liberty, health and indolency [freedom from pain] of body, and the possession of outward things such as money, land, houses, furniture and the like’.

A century later Thomas Jefferson would combine these words with the key phrase from Locke’s Essay on Human Understanding to produce his stirring battle cry for ‘Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness’. The US Declaration of Independence would echo round the world.

In his own lifetime, however, Locke felt it safer to keep a low profile. Although he came back to England on 12 February 1689 on the same ship as Princess Mary – who, next day, would strike the deal with Parliament that made her husband and herself joint sovereigns – Locke found it prudent to keep some of his crucial essays anonymous. There was no author’s name on A Letter Concerning Toleration: the title page carried scrambled letters that were code for ‘Locke’ and ‘Limborch’, to whom the work was dedicated. Only Locke and the Dutchman knew the code, and Locke acknowledged his authorship of the Letter and other works only in a codicil to his will signed the month before his death in October 1704.

By then, people were coming to see that Locke had put into words the essential values of the Glorious Revolution – and particularly in his Two Treatises on Civil Government that he published anonymously in 1690. Governments, he wrote, may not ‘levy taxes on the people’ without ‘the consent . . . of their representatives’. No government, he argued, could be considered legitimate unless grounded in the consent of the people – and any ruler who attempted to exercise an arbitrary power ‘is to be esteemed the Common enemy and Pest of mankind and is to be treated accordingly’.

Nowadays John Locke is thought of almost exclusively in terms of his political philosophy. He is studied at universities as the apostle of modern Western liberal democracy, as Marx was the apostle of Communism. But in his own lifetime he was a hands-on man of many talents – throwing himself into the vortex of thought and experiment that came to be known as the Enlightenment. Elected a member of the Royal Society, he served on a ‘committee of experiments’, and when his patron Lord Shaftesbury fell ill, he supervised the risky operation that drained an abscess on his liver. Above all, he spoke up for toleration, and was delighted when one of the first statutes of William and Mary’s reign was an act that allowed Dissenters (though not Catholics) to worship in their own licensed meeting-houses.

‘Toleration has now at last been established by law in our country,’ he wrote triumphantly to his lioness autopsy friend, van Limborch. ‘Not perhaps so wide in scope as might be wished for by you . . . Still, it is something to have progressed so far.’



‘REMEMBER THE BOYNE!’ – THE

 BIRTH OF THE ORANGEMEN

1690
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AT THE BEGINNING OF JULY 1690, KING William III and his officers sat down for a picnic on the north bank of the River Boyne, thirty miles north of Dublin. On the other bank were massed the more numerous forces of James II, who, having fled from London the previous year, was now trying to recapture his kingdom with the help of his loyal Catholic subjects in Ireland and a contingent of crack French troops. The French King Louis XIV was backing James as part of his campaign for French and Catholic domination of Europe.

It was a momentous confrontation – the last between two rival kings of Britain. Either man could lose everything, and William nearly did when a stray shot from the southern bank came sailing across the river and smacked into his shoulder, sending him tumbling to the ground. The Jacobites (so named from the Latin for James – Jacobus) could not believe their luck. With one stray shot, it seemed, they had reversed the ousting of their Catholic champion the previous year.

But within hours William, calm as ever, was riding among his troops, with his arm in a sling – a token of God’s providence and also of his cool Dutch courage. That night he showed his Dutch cunning as well. He dispatched a section of his troops west along the river to the ford of Rosnaree, making enough noise to persuade the Jacobite scouts and sentries that most of his army was on the move.

James responded by breaking camp and marching for Rosnaree with a major contingent to foil this flanking attack. But when the sun rose the next morning, the Jacobite troops that he had left by the Boyne peered through the river mists to see, with horror, that most of William’s army was still in place. From having outnumbered their enemy, it was they who were now outnumbered – and one of the mysteries of that day is why the deposed King, when he reached Rosnaree and discovered he had fallen for a ruse, did not come marching back post-haste. James was strangely invisible on this day that would decide his – and Britain’s – destiny. The little figure of William with his bandaged arm, by contrast, was much in evidence as his men forded the river and fought their way uphill to eventual victory.

By the end of the following day William was riding into Dublin in triumph – while James, for the third and last time in his career, was escaping from the British Isles as a fugitive. ‘I do now resolve,’ he declared with resignation, ‘to shift for myself.’

William was generous in victory. He allowed some eleven thousand Jacobite soldiers to go freely to France, where they became ‘the Wild Geese’ – a foreign legion of devil-may-care mercenaries who fought for the Catholic cause in the royal armies of Europe. William also promised Ireland’s Catholics ‘such privileges in the exercise of their religion . . . as they had enjoyed in the days of Charles II’.

But Ireland’s victorious Protestants did not share their new King’s spirit of tolerance. It was not easy to expunge the religiously entwined hatreds between settler and native that went back, via Oliver Cromwell’s atrocities of the 1650s, to the original colonisation by the Normans. In the months before the Boyne, during the brief period when James II controlled the island, the Catholics had been merciless. Taking their revenge for centuries of subjection, they had dispossessed Protestants of their land, pushing them back to their northern strongholds in Ulster, and particularly to the town of Derry, where the local apprentice boys rationed the available oatmeal and horsemeat in a desperate siege that lasted 105 days before the army of ‘King Billy’ relieved them.

Now the Protestants in turn took their revenge. In 1691 Catholics were excluded from Ireland’s Parliament and, the next year, from serving in the army; Protestants could carry firearms, but Catholics could not. In subsequent years Catholics were excluded from public office and prevented from building up large estates – all this making brutally clear that Ireland was, in effect, a colony and its Catholics second-class citizens. In 1720 the Declaratory Act laid down that while London had the right to veto acts passed by the Irish Parliament, Ireland must accept all legislation that Westminster might send the other way.

The hatreds have lingered poisonously into the present. At the Boyne, William of Orange’s troops wore orange sashes, and to this day the Apprentice Boys and the bowler-hatted men of the Orange Order, now mainly concentrated in the counties of Northern Ireland, march proudly every July to commemorate the victory of King Billy. The annual ‘marching season’ seldom fails to bring Ireland’s sectarian bigotry to the boil, with bitterness – and, not infrequently, bloodshed.

‘Remember the Boyne!’ The rest of the British Isles has come to see the factious anniversary of this battle as a peculiarly Irish obsession. In fact, the victory deserves wider celebration, since it guaranteed England and Scotland the benefits of the ‘Glorious Revolution’ – restraint, equality, and respect for the law. These were the forward-looking principles that the real King Billy made possible in his unexciting but effective way, and it seems unfair that the Orange King should have become the symbol for the perversely backward-looking values that still bedevil Northern Ireland.

‘1690?’ runs a message on the wall of one Catholic ghetto. ‘Let’s have a replay!’



BRITANNIA RULES THE WAVES –

 THE TRIANGULAR TRADE

1693
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ON 18 NOVEMBER 1693 CAPTAIN THOMAS Phillips was sailing his ship the Hannibal along the west coast of Africa, when he made a curious discovery. One of the young black soldiers on board, by the name of John Brown, was not a man but a woman. Her true sex had been discovered when she fell ill and the ship’s surgeon had ordered a ‘glister’. Administering this enema, or rectal poultice, the surgeon’s assistant ‘was surpriz’d to find more sally-ports than he expected’.

Captain Phillips immediately arranged separate quarters for the young woman, and had the ship’s tailor make up for her some female clothing. She had been living on the all-male ship for several months – she had fooled the recruiters of the Royal Africa Company and had enlisted in London to serve in one of their forts along the coast of ‘Guinea’, as West Africa was known. Was she one of the ‘blackamoor’ community that had existed in London for more than a century? The blackamoors were descendants, for the most part, of imported black African slaves – and this enterprising twenty-year-old probably disguised herself as a soldier to get back ‘home’ to Guinea. But what was her real name, and what had inspired her to hide under the identity of ‘John Brown’?

History, sadly, gives us no answers to these questions, for having repaid Captain Phillips for his kindness by washing his linen, ‘John Brown’ disembarked with the other, truly male soldiers at Cape Coast Castle (in modern Ghana), vanishing from the pages of the captain’s log and of any other surviving record. Yet her intriguing adventure does open the door on to the bizarre and scandalous commerce that would help make thousands of Englishmen very rich in the next century or so – the transatlantic slave trade, also known as the triangular trade.

The Hannibal had been sailing south on the first leg of this triangle when Captain Phillips discovered ‘John Brown’. By this date English slave-traders had been travelling down to Guinea for more than thirty years with cargoes of cloth, guns, brass, knives, beads, mirrors, cooking pots, beer, cider, brandy and the occasional horse, which they would use to purchase slaves – men, women and children – captured by local traders and warrior chiefs. The soldiers on board the Hannibal were on their way to garrison the little beachside castles with which the Royal Africa Company, founded by Charles II, protected the slavers from attack.

The second leg of the triangle carried the slaves westwards across the Atlantic to be sold to the plantation owners in England’s colonies in North America and the Caribbean – the Hannibal was heading for the sugar plantations on the island of Barbados. This so-called Middle Passage was marked by conditions of the most appalling barbarity, starting with the branding of each slave on the breast or shoulder with a hot iron – ‘the place before being anointed with a little palm oil which caused but little pain’, according to Captain Phillips, ‘the mark [usually the first letter of the ship’s name] being usually well in four or five days, appearing very plain and white’.

Shackled and stacked like so many books on a shelf, the captive Africans endured unspeakable squalor in the dark and fetid holds of the slave ships. One in eight died on the voyage. Twice a day they were taken up on deck, chained in pairs, for fresh air, a pint of water and two pints of soup. But infected by the urine and excrement in which they lay, many succumbed to ‘the flux’ – vomiting and diarrhoea. Other vessels would try to keep upwind of the slave ships, which were notorious for their noxious stink.

Unloaded for sale on the other side of the Atlantic, the human cargoes were poked and prodded, their jaws clamped open for teeth inspection, their private parts fondled, on occasions, and exposed to inspection of a still more demeaning sort. ‘Do you not buy them and use them merely as you do horses to labour for your commodity?’ protested Richard Baxter, the Puritan preacher. ‘How cursed a crime it is to equal men to beasts.’

But few others saw it that way. African slaves provided cheap, sturdy labour – and profits. John Locke was an investor in the Royal Africa Company, along with most of the English court and the political elite. England was developing a profitable sweet tooth, along with a free-spending taste for other addictive substances – coffee, tobacco and rum (distilled from cane sugar). Only muscular young men who were acclimatised to working in a tropical climate could handle the back-breaking labour of the plantations that produced sugar, tobacco and also cotton.

These were the cargoes that now filled the slave ships – sluiced down and considerably cleaner than they had been on the Middle Passage – as they sailed home on the third and final leg of their triangular voyage that had lasted between a year and eighteen months. In the 1690s London provided both the start and the finish for most of these lucrative ventures, but Bristol would take over in the 1730s with roughly forty trips a year, and Liverpool took over after that. By the end of the eighteenth century this one-time fishing village at the mouth of the Mersey was a prosperous metropolis from whose grand stone quays and warehouses a hundred slave ships were sailing every year.

The profits of the triangular trade helped fuel the spectacular economic take-off that the whole of England – and later Scotland – would enjoy in the eighteenth century, along with the prosperous growth of Britain’s overseas Empire and the control of the seas celebrated in ‘Rule Britannia’, the hit song of 1740: ‘Britons never, never, never shall be slaves.’

But that would not prevent Britons from buying and selling them.



JETHRO TULL’S ‘DRILL’ AND THE

 MINER’S FRIEND

1701
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LIKE MANY AN INNOVATOR, JETHRO TULL was something of a crank. In 1701 he got annoyed when the labourers on his Oxfordshire farm refused to follow his instructions for planting sainfoin, a clover-like fodder plant that took its name from the French – literally, ‘wholesome hay’. Educated at Oxford University and trained as a barrister, Jethro reckoned he had the wit, as he later put it, to ‘contrive an engine to plant St Foin more faithfully than [paid] hands would do’. Machines, unlike ‘hands’, did not answer back. ‘[So] I examined and compared all the mechanical ideas that ever had entered my imagination.’

This gentleman farmer found his inspiration in the soundboard of a musical instrument – an organ, whose grooves and holes suggested to him a way that sainfoin seeds could be channelled into the earth at a controlled rate. To the rear of this device Jethro added the spikes of a harrow that would rake soil over the seed, and he named his new machine a ‘drill’ – ‘because,’ he explained, ‘when farmers used to sow their beans and peas into channels or furrows by hand, they called that action drilling’.

Jethro Tull was ahead of his time. It would be a century and a half before factory-made mechanical seed drills were a common sight on English farms. Some of Jethro’s theories actually held back farming progress – he opposed the use of manure, for example, on the grounds that it encouraged the spread of weeds. But Horse-Hoeing Husbandry, the book that he wrote to publicise his inventions, encouraged England’s farmers to think in scientific and mechanical terms, and this made an important contribution to the movement that historians would later call the ‘Agricultural Revolution’.

The efficient production of low-priced food meant that the typical eighteenth-century English family did not have to spend nearly everything it earned on bread, as was the case in France before 1789. They had spare money for shopping. Economists have identified this surplus purchasing power as one of the factors contributing to Britain’s so-called Industrial Revolution, with people spending their spare cash on the consumer goods that started to emerge from the growing number of ‘[manu]factories’.

Many of these new factories would come to depend on the efficiencies made possible by harnessing the power of steam, and this breakthrough was first announced in the year after Jethro invented his drill. 

The year 1702 saw the publication in London of The Miner’s Friend – or a Description of an Engine to raise Water by Fire by Thomas Savery, a Devonshire naval engineer who devised a means of powering ships by mechanical paddles. The navy turned down Savery’s suggestion for a paddle-boat, but he had more luck with his ‘Miner’s Friend’, a machine he devised to improve the efficiency and safety of Cornwall’s tin mines. A coal-fired boiler heated water to produce steam. When cooled, the steam created a vacuum that drew up water from the mineshaft as a primitive pump.

This pumping action was improved a few years later by another Devonshire inventor, Thomas Newcomen, who collaborated with Savery and added a piston to his process. Newcomen’s piston dramatically increased the volume of water that could be brought to the surface, and by the time of his death in 1729 more than a hundred such steam pumps were working in British tin and coal mines. Standing at the head of the pit shaft, Newcomen’s heavy beam, rocking to and fro to the sighing of the steam and the creaking of the piston, was the technological marvel of the age.

But Newcomen did not die a wealthy man – the canny Savery had taken out a patent extending to 1733, which covered all engines that ‘raised Water by Fire’. Like Jethro Tull, Newcomen furthered technological progress, but scarcely profited from it.



MARLBOROUGH CATCHES THE

 FRENCH SLEEPING AT THE 

VILLAGE OF THE BLIND

1704
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AS DAWN ROSE ON 13 AUGUST 1704 OVER the village of Blindheim in southern Germany, a French officer was horrified to wake and see the red and white uniforms of an English army advancing towards him in full battle array. Riding hell for leather back into the French camp, he found his troops in their tents fast asleep – they had all thought the English were miles away. The battle that followed at Blindheim (literally, ‘the home of the blind’) would rank as England’s greatest military triumph since Agincourt, and would make the reputation of the general who accomplished it – John Churchill, Duke of Marlborough.

Churchill specialised in dawn surprises. Early on 24 November 1688 he had led four hundred officers and men out of the camp of King James II on Salisbury Plain to join the invading army of William of Orange – it was the key defection in the Dutchman’s bloodless takeover. Rewarded with the earldom of Marlborough, Churchill would build a spectacular military career based on imagination, administrative ability and a willingness to lead from the front.

But Churchill’s bravery was matched by his arrogance, vanity and deviousness – for many years he maintained a secret correspondence with the exiled James II and in 1694 even betrayed the battle plans for a British naval attack on the French port of Brest. Churchill also played domestic politics with the help of his equally ambitious wife Sarah, who used her position as best friend and confidante of Queen Mary’s younger sister Anne to intrigue at court on her husband’s behalf.

Following the death of Mary in 1694 and then William in 1702, Anne became Queen in her own right, and the Churchills, John and Sarah, made full use of the wealth and influence that went with being the power-couple behind the throne. In 1702 Sarah controlled the three main jobs in the new Queen’s household – she was groom of the stole, mistress of the robes and keeper of the privy purse – while John, now Knight of the Garter, was ‘Captain-General of her Majesty’s land forces and Commander-in-Chief of forces to be employed in Holland in conjunction with troops of the allies’.

England was then at war with France, the so-called War of the Spanish Succession that followed the death of the mad and childless Carlos II of Spain. The conflict had been sparked in 1701 when Louis XIV backed his grandson Philip’s claim to the entire Spanish Empire that included large areas of Italy. Not content with that, he had recognised James II’s son, James Francis Edward Stuart (the child believed by Protestants to have been smuggled into the royal birthing bed in a warming pan), as ‘King James III’ of England. To resist the French King’s bid for a ‘universal monarchy’, England, the Netherlands and Austria had banded together in a ‘Grand Alliance’ – and the Earl of Marlborough was given command of the English and Dutch forces.

Marlborough’s problem was that Holland viewed its army primarily as a defence force. The Dutch did not want their soldiers deployed too far from home. So Marlborough did not tell his allies the full story as he headed south towards the River Mosel. Swinging eastwards, he made a series of forced marches, travelling from 3 to 9 a.m. in the morning in order to avoid the summer heat and the French spies. At every halt, masterly planning had fresh horses, food and clothing awaiting his troops – in Heidelberg there was a new pair of boots for every soldier. Meeting up with Prince Eugene, the Austrian commander, Marlborough went to view the enemy encampment at Blindheim from the top of a church tower on 12 August, and the two men agreed to make a surprise attack next day.
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