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Author’s Note on Dates, Spellings and Names


During the period of this book, the late seventeenth century, the New Year in England did not start officially until 25 March, even though in the popular mind it had already begun on 1 January. In response to the confusion this caused, many wrote the date during the first three months of the year using both numbers such as in the lettering 1681/2 used on Thynn’s tomb. There was also a ten-day difference between the date in England, following the Julian calendar, and the date on the Continent, following the newer Gregorian calendar.


Many of the characters in this book were happy to spell their own names in several different ways. For the sake of reader clarity I have standardised the many variant spellings. In the case of Bette, her name was pronounced Betty, but I have preferred to follow the Bette style of spelling.


When quoting original source material I have tried as far as possible to use the original spellings, except where clarity of meaning has become hopelessly jeopardised.
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Thomas Thynn’s Memorial


PROLOGUE [image: images]


1682


WESTMINSTER ABBEY


As through the Abbey wondring strangers pass,


To view the Fabrick, Tombs and painted glasse,


When the Great Thynn’s Rich monumental shrine


(Which like the Moon, ’mong lesser Stars doth shine,)


Containing Sacred Relics, Dust Divine;


They see, and by the epitaph certified


How that by murder he untimely dye’d:


Desire to know, who was the Cause; the Clarke


With Truth shall soon reply, Count Konigsmark.


– Anonymous poem published as a broadsheet 16821


Arnold Quillan2 lies on his back upon the ancient and uneven paving stones of the Abbey, tapping with mallet, gouge and chisel at a block of the finest white Italian marble. His eyes grow dim with the strain of constantly gauging the exactness of the line. It is difficult working in such sepulchral gloom. His apprentice Jan Ost stands over him with a lantern, but the flickering light can prove deceptive. One slip now and the work of months would be ruined. He is putting the finishing touches to the tomb of Thomas Thynn. Most of the carving has been completed in the workshop on Ludgate Hill, the ‘Belle Sauvage’, but there is always some last-minute pointing and polishing after the slabs have been hoisted and swung into their final positions.


It had been a troublesome commission from the outset. Quillan had spent long weeks on the lettering of a convoluted inscription that had been stipulated by the executors, only for Dean Thomas Sprat of the Abbey to intervene at the last moment and insist on its immediate and total removal. The words may have been in Latin, and so understood only by the few, but they were still an insult to Count Konigsmark, a libel upon Lady Bette, a slur upon the English justice system, and, above all else, they were defamatory of King Charles himself. So the slab had been removed in its entirety and smashed into pieces and a new monument has been lowered solemnly into its place which reads simply:


THOMAS THYNN of LONG LEATE in Com. WILTS Esqr.
Who was barbarously murdered on Sunday the 12th February 1681/2


No fingers pointed. No explanations offered. Below is just a large and empty space.3


Quillan gets to his feet, brushes the dust from his shirt and stretches his cramped legs. He is a tall, well-shaped man, not yet thirty years old, an immigrant from Holland. He stands back a couple of paces and views his handiwork. His own name is already being spoken of in the same breath as the great Grinling Gibbons.4 There are those who are saying he may soon surpass him.


Quillan is well enough pleased with the top section. He has embellished it with the required paraphernalia of swagged curtains, pediments and urns. Thynn is shown reclining with a cupid at his feet. He is gazing heavenwards, his lips slightly parted, a limpid expression on his face, indicative of his saintliness. Neither the executors nor the Dean could surely quarrel with any of that. But it is the scene depicted below upon which Quillan has lavished his greatest care.


It records the moment of Mr Thynn’s brutal murder. Three horsemen are shown attacking a fashionable coach. One of the assassins, with elaborately coiffeured hair, which falls forward in two lustrous locks, catches hold of the carriage harness. A second, wearing a small three-cornered hat, threatens the two footmen travelling pillion. The central figure of the three shoulders a musquetoon and discharges its fatal contents through the coach window. Thynn throws his hands into the air in a gesture of horror and despair.


The Abbey, as always, is busy with tourists and pilgrims, antiquarians and beggars, the idle and the curious. Once they have finished viewing the main attractions, Elizabeth’s tomb or the painting of Richard the Lion Heart, the more adventurous wander off towards the South Choir Aisle to gaze upon the newcomer who has just taken up residence there. Everyone of course has their opinion about the murder. Some say the young and handsome foreign Count, Karl Konigsmark, who was quite the talk of the town, commissioned it for love of Lady Bette. Others think it was the fourteen-year-old girl herself who was behind the killing, and if Konigsmark was involved at all, it was only out of gallantry. Then there are those who whisper that Thynn’s death was nothing to do with love or honour, that there are many in high places who are glad to see him dead, especially the Catholic conspirators.5


Quillan professes no opinions. He is not paid to profess opinions. He is paid to raise monuments to the dead, magnificent shrines to embellish the memory and to immortalise the names of the departed.
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Soldier and Girl in a Brothel by Frans Van Mieris
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THE AMSTERDAM ORDINARY




He’s well acquainted with the ostlers about Bishopsgate Street and Smithfield, and gains from them intelligence of what booties go out that are worth attempting. He pretends to be a disbanded officer, and reflects very feelingly upon the hard usage ‘we poor gentlemen meet with, who have hazarded our lives and fortunes for the honour of our Prince, the defence of the Country, and the safety of religion . . .’ At such sort of cant he is excellent.


– Ned Ward, London Spy1





In August 1681 Lieutenant John Stern, forty-two years old, a soldier by trade, washed up in London. Like Quillan, he was an immigrant, one of the thousands constantly deposited by the tide on the muddy shores of the Thames. Unlike Quillan he didn’t have a job or a network of contacts. He arrived wearing a small three-cornered hat and among his meagre possessions he carried a single book, Dilheren’s Way to Eternal Happiness, a self-help guide to getting into heaven. He had been kicking around northern Europe for the previous twenty-three years, enlisting in whichever army would have him. His only marketable skill was killing people.


In his Last Confession, hastily scribbled in Newgate Gaol, Stern claimed to have been born of Swedish nobility, a son ‘by the left hand’ as he put it. It may have been true but his failure to name his father does not inspire confidence. There is not much about Stern to inspire confidence. There must have been some family money, because after he left his native Sweden at the age of fifteen he spent two years at school in Germany. This smattering of education, however, just made his present reduced circumstances that much more galling. He clearly saw himself as a cut above the general run of illiterate cannon fodder.


At the age of nineteen he travelled to Pomerania, where he entered the military service of the Elector of Brandenburg. Within three months he had quit that employment and was on the road again, heading south this time through Poland and into Bohemia. From there he went to the Netherlands and then to France. After that it was back into Bohemia, followed by Austria and Hungary, and ending up with a longer stay than usual in the Netherlands, now fighting for Louis XIV, the most powerful Catholic king in Europe, against the Protestant Dutch. When things finally got too difficult for him in Holland, he once again upped and left, this time for Denmark and finally Holstein.


‘I have ever had a great fancy to travel, and from a Child have had inclination to be a soldier,’2 he confided. This desire to travel was often cited as the reason for enlisting by both soldiers and sailors, but it was also the last resort of miscreants fleeing from their murky pasts. Ned Ward, that sharp observer of London low life around this period, certainly made the connection between out-of-work soldiers bewailing their misfortunes and the criminal fraternity looking to pick up useful information for their next big haul.


By 1681 times were hard for the average mercenary like Stern. The Treaty of Nymegen three years earlier had put an end to the wars between Holland and France, and so drastically reduced demand for the professional soldier. It was while he was in Holstein that he decided to try his luck on the other side of the North Sea. He must have heard the common rumour that London was the place to go if you wanted to make a quick fortune. There was some truth to it. London was the fastest-growing city in Europe, with over half a million inhabitants. It was shortly to become the largest metropolis in the world, overtaking Paris. Metropolis was the new fashionable word to use when trying to communicate the wondrous seething monstrosity of it all.3


Stern took a room in the Amsterdam Tavern, or Ordinary, as pubs were then called. It was situated in Broad Street close to the Royal Exchange in the commercial heart of the city. It was an odd choice. If he had been serious about enlisting in the King’s Life Guards, as he claimed in his Confession, he would have been better advised to go to Westminster, where most of the soldiery lived. Alternatively he might have found a welcome in the Swedish quarter around Well Street, near Wapping Docks. Instead he gravitated towards the Dutch financial centre, the home of diamond dealers, insurance brokers and bankers.4


Whatever Stern’s reasons for choosing the Amsterdam, one thing was quickly evident. By the time he arrived in London the allure of travel was long over. As he himself put it, the desire to travel had ‘much decreased with time’.5 At forty-two he was, by the standards of the age, an old man. He was almost out of money. His boots were worn down. His clothes were shabby. He had a string of broken relationships behind him and he was fond of fulminating about the inconstancy of women. He preferred horses. Horses were creatures you could rely on.


There is a painting, from around the middle of the seventeenth century, by Frans van Mieris that hangs in the Mauritshuis in The Hague. It shows a leering officer holding out his glass, waiting for it to be filled with ale by a pretty young serving maid. They may be in an inn or possibly a brothel. In the background a man and a woman are embracing in a doorway. Two dogs are depicted in the act of copulation. Used bedclothes have been slung over a railed gallery to air. Another soldier slumps in a dead-drunk stupor with his head on a table. It is impossible to look at this painting and not think of Lieutenant Stern drowning his sorrows.


Then a miracle happened. Stern was a man who believed in miracles as well as visions, apparitions and the mysterious power of dreams. The miracle was the arrival of a man called Vollichs. Except Vollichs wasn’t his real name. His real name was Vratz, Captain Christopher Vratz. He moved into the big room next to the one that Stern was quartered in.


The two men struck up an immediate friendship. It wasn’t surprising. They were both professional soldiers who had seen something of the world. Vratz was a little younger, but only by four years. They both spoke High Dutch.6 They both had a contempt for the established order of things. The big difference between them was that Vratz was flush with money, and Stern wasn’t. Vratz had four servants and a shiny new pair of leather boots. It was the boots that most impressed Stern. The possession of a stout pair of boots was high up on any poor soldier’s wish list.


Drinking quarts of ale together soon bred intimacy. It wasn’t long before Vratz confided to Stern that he had an important request to make. Stern answered promptly that he would do whatever he was commanded, ‘to the utmost of my power’.7 He was a natural follower, eager to assume the deferential role in this relationship right from the outset. Vratz was obviously impressed by Stern’s enthusiasm to serve. He decided to take him into his confidence a little further. He explained that he ‘had a quarrel with a gentle man’.8 He was proposing to challenge him to a duel. He wanted Stern to act as his second. Duels were illegal, but they were also commonplace, and the authorities largely turned a blind eye. Vratz told Stern that if he would like to stay on in London, ‘during the four weeks he should stay, then he [Vratz] would pay for everything’.9 Stern accepted. The fatal pact was sealed.


But talk of the proposed duel was soon dropped. When the subject of the quarrel was next raised it was in the context of ‘fighting’ rather than duelling, a subtle but important shift of emphasis. November came. It was a month for conspiracy and cheap taverns were seductive places for the imparting of secrets. Customers sat in closely panelled booths almost as if they were in a private room. The constant fug of sulphurous smoke from an ill-functioning chimney combined with the sweeter smell of tobacco and the meaty tang of tallow candles. Smoke and beer fumes mingling created a convenient cloak of obscurity, blurring a man’s breath, clouding his words. It was in such fuddled circumstances that Vratz, a man not much given to idle chatter, came across with one all-important further piece of information. He told Stern the name of the man who was his intended victim. It was a ‘Mr Thynn’. ‘Mr Thomas Thynn of Longleat’. Not only did Stern learn the name of the enemy, but the nature of Vratz’s ambitions underwent a further and critical evolution. There was no longer talk of duelling or even of fighting. Instead, Vratz was much more interested in the hiring of a professional assassin. He told Stern that if he could find him someone ‘who would kill the gentleman, . . . he would give him 200, nay 300 Dollars’.10 For Stern this was a mouth-watering, beer-dribbling, sum of money.


Then quite suddenly, around the middle of the month, Vratz left their lodgings early and didn’t come back. ‘The Captain went out one morning, saying he would return in the afternoon, but . . . came not again,’11 Stern explained during his cross-examination. A tailor, who had been previously employed by Vratz to work on his plum-coloured velvet coat and white lace shirts, came round and paid for the cost of lodgings to date. He also collected Vratz’s boots which Stern so admired, and which Vratz had left behind in his haste to depart. Although Stern knew that Vratz was only intending to stop in England for around four weeks, he had not expected the leave-taking to be quite so abrupt. There was no message. No arrangements had been made for his future maintenance. He felt profoundly let down. He hung around for a few more days and then decided to cut his losses and head back to the Continent. London was just one more place that wasn’t working out for him.
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The Royal Exchange in 1681
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THE ROYAL EXCHANGE




Husbands are very bad, and scarce any good ones . . . Ungrateful and vile age!


– Charles Bertie, in a letter to his niece,
the Countess of Rutland, 8 September 16811





Captain Vratz was not the only one leaving London for the Continent in a hurry during that November. Lady Bette also had plans to flee. She had been married to Mr Thynn on 14 July of the previous summer. At the time of the ceremony it had all seemed rather like a game. A coterie of admiring and laughing friends had egged her on. But within just a few hours of the marriage she was bitterly regretting the rashness of her actions. She was also very angry. She had been misled by those who were closest to her, those whom she had believed she could rely on and trust, including her own grandmother, the Dowager Countess of Northumberland. She had quickly come to learn certain particulars about Thynn’s character and, still worse, his person, which made her blood congeal. She now dreaded the thought of him touching her with his poisonous lips. He was everything that was most loathsome in the world.2


It had been a specific requirement on Bette’s part that the marriage would not be consummated until the year of mourning for her first husband, Henry Ogle, had been completed. For this reason the marriage was also to be kept a secret. Thynn had complied with these requests. She was, after all, still only fourteen. There was plenty of time. He was content that the contracts had been signed, the marriage solemnised, and he was now in possession of Bette’s immense property empire. The rest could wait. His friend Major Brett3 had badgered him about the importance of bedding Bette at the first opportunity, as if his own gratification depended on it, but Thynn was happy to delay. Delaying had certain advantages. It gave him a few more months to attend to some pressing private matters of his own.


The year of mourning expired on 1 November 1681. Thynn communicated to Bette, from his bachelor lodgings in Canon Row, Westminster, that he would shortly be taking up residence with her in her home, the stately and sprawling Northumberland House.4 It was an imposing property and it was now legally his to do with as he wanted. Rather more to the point, she too was his to do with as he wanted. He told her that he desired that they should now live as man and wife. The consequences of her summer madness were fast closing in on her.


On the morning of Monday, 7 November, she rose early, dressed in her outdoor clothing and ordered her carriage to be prepared, stating that she wished to go shopping in Lombard Street in order to buy some silver plate and other items of value at a particular goldsmith’s she was fond of patronising. She departed the house at 9 a.m. with no trunks, portmanteaux or baggage, merely the clothes she stood up in, her purse and her servants.5 It was a cold brisk morning. The coach rattled through the great iron gates onto the street already choking with chairmen and carmen, hansom cabs and carriages, horses, pigs, cattle, dogs, street purveyors of every imaginable form of comestible from oyster pies to lemon tansies. Bette was impatient. She wished they could move faster through the pressing crowds. The flags flapping loosely from the highest turrets of the grand houses along the northern bank of the Thames confirmed her great fear, that the wind was blowing from the east.6 That was most unfortunate. An easterly wind could trap shipping in the river for days, sometimes weeks, and completely destroy her hopes of escaping. She prayed that the breeze might shift towards the west.


She left her carriage and servants outside the goldsmith’s, telling them she would return shortly. She first wished to visit the Royal Exchange,7 which was close by and could be easily reached on foot down Exchange Alley. She set off with only her page in attendance. The Exchange had been severely burnt in the Great Fire of 1666, but since then, like much of the old city, it had been magnificently reconstructed. At ground level there was now a colonnaded walkway, with a black and white tessellated marble floor, running around the fronts of the new emporiums. The central area was open to the sky and the ground sparkled with ‘Turkey stones’,8 the size of small chicken’s eggs. It was here that merchants and lawyers, bankers and brokers, stock holders and underwriters, flocked each day to pick up vital news on shipping arrivals, imports and exports, fluctuations in insurance rates, price movements, bankruptcies. It was a place for meeting, gossiping and making deals. At each corner there were spacious flights of black marble stairs that led up to a higher gallery where a further 190 shops were situated. The rent for a unit was very high, £20 per annum, but they were all taken. London was riding the crest of a trade boom and was awash with easy money and luxury goods. There was plenty here to make a young girl’s mouth water, and Bette was a keen shopper, but on this particular morning her mind was running on more urgent matters.


On arrival at the Exchange, she promptly sent her page on an errand, commanding him to return to where she was waiting when he had finished. When he came back she was no longer to be seen. After some period of procrastination, the page started to look for her in her favourite haunts, the bookshops and the tea emporiums, but she was nowhere to be discovered. He returned to the coach thinking he must have misunderstood her instructions, but she was not to be found there either. A wholesale search was now commenced. The fear was that she had been abducted. The abduction of heiresses was a frequent occurrence and there had been much talk of such plots in relation to Bette all through the preceding summer.9 Now Bette was legally married there would be nothing to be gained from kidnapping her, but as the marriage had been kept secret, a fortune hunter might well be ignorant of her married status.


Anxious servants remained at the Exchange until after dark, still hoping their young mistress would put in an appearance. They were terrified that if they went back to Northumberland House without Bette they would get the blame. The Dowager Countess was notorious for her short temper. She was fond of flaying the naked backs of her female maids with her own hand for the most minor of indiscretions.10 For a misdemeanour of this magnitude, who could say what kind of rage she might fall into? But eventually there was no avoiding it. Return empty-handed they must.


On learning of her granddaughter’s disappearance, the Dowager Countess promptly dispatched messengers scurrying this way and that to every house in the neighbourhood where something might be learnt. They called on Lady Wriothesley, Bette’s estranged mother, and also on Lady Rachel Russell, her aunt. Thomas Thynn was notified and Major Brett, as were all those of importance with whom the family was involved – the Powerscourts, the Orrerys, the Longfords and the Albemarles, the Newcastles and the Sunderlands. The word went rapidly round the great houses of London. Bette was missing. But all enquiries drew a blank. If anyone knew anything, they weren’t saying.


The following morning, in spite of the frantic searching that the Countess had ordered, there was still no clue to Bette’s whereabouts. The situation was considered to be so serious that Major Brett was prevailed upon to go to the King and enquire directly of him whether he knew of any plot to steal Bette away. It was an unenviable task. He first had to confess that his good friend Thomas Thynn had married the young heiress in secret several months ago, even though Brett had given the King repeated assurances that this was not in fact the case. It was hardly going to be welcome news at Westminster, particularly as Charles had always hoped to secure Bette for one of his own tumultuous and impecunious brood, preferably his favoured bastard son George Fitzroy.11 Only the King was likely to know whether or not the ruthless and reckless Barbara Palmer, Duchess of Cleveland, Fitzroy’s mother, had commissioned some wild scheme to kidnap Bette.


The King’s reaction was as Brett had feared it might be. He told Brett bluntly that if Bette was married to Thynn then ‘she had been betrayed by those who pretended and ought to have been her best friends’.12 He went on, in his sardonic manner, to thank Brett, ‘for having played the knave’, but explained that he declined to play the role of fool, as it appeared Brett wished him to do. There was clearly no assistance forthcoming from that quarter, and it was a sign of Brett’s desperation that he had gone to him in the first place.


The mystery of Bette’s disappearance was partially solved later that same day when her personal chambermaid handed the Dowager Countess a letter written in Bette’s own hand. The contents were brief and to the point: ‘she did own her marriage in some measure to Mr Thynn, but not fully, and that now she could not endure him, and therefore could not think of living with him, and therefore was gone away, but would not let her [the Dowager Countess] know where nor with whom’.13 In the letter was enclosed the ring that Thynn had given her which she asked to be returned to him. Bette had accomplished her departure with careful planning and admirable coolness of head.


When Thynn learnt that Bette had run off, he was furious. At this stage he wasn’t particularly concerned that his possession of her property might be challenged. Indeed her absenting herself made his administering her estate to his own advantage even easier. What riled him was that he had been made to look a complete fool before the entire world. ‘Mr Thynn storms and rages to extravagancy in his passion,’14 wrote the Duke of Newcastle to the Duke of Albemarle. ‘She has left in her lover no other passion but that of indignation against the sexe,’15 concurred Charles Bertie. The main reaction, however, to the news of Thynn’s discomfiture was, predictably enough, one of amusement. Chaloner Chute thought the whole story was all rather more fun than a fashionable comical novel.16 The Viscountess Campden took it as an opportunity for a weak quip: ‘My Lady Ogle’s great fortune has brought her to a great deal of ill-fortune.’17 Charles Bertie was probably the most sympathetic of the town’s gossips to Bette’s feelings. He described how ‘the contract she lately signed rises in her stomach’, and ‘she shows all manner of aversion to the match with Thynn’. He concluded on a note of caution: ‘Wee must be allowed a little more time to learn the reason for this so surprising an action.’18


What everyone wanted to know was not only where she had gone, but even more importantly, who she had gone with. According to the Duke of Newcastle ‘’twas said she was gone along with the Count Konigsmark, but that is only a report’.19
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Anti-Catholic Propaganda 1681
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THE DUTCH LUTHERAN CHURCH, BROAD STREET




The Fire in the City was begun and carried on by the Treachery and malice of the Papists.


– New inscription ordered 5 August 1681 by the Corporation of London
for the Monument commemorating the Great Fire of 16661





London was a filthy, dark, noisy and overcrowded place. A contemporary Guide for Foreigners warned of ‘the thick air proceeding from the moisture of the weather and the smoak’ as well as the night being made ‘incommodious by the rattling of the coaches, hurry of chairs, and the great crowd of people, and the streets being not so well lighted as so Great a City ought’.2 All these disadvantages could be supported easily enough with money in the pocket, but without Captain Vratz around, Lieutenant Stern was critically low on funds. He stowed his few meagre belongings on an outward-bound ship lying in the Thames which was ready to sail in just a few days and set about finalising his affairs. At this point he was staying in lodgings at Bock’s Place in Nicholas Lane. He and Vratz had transferred there shortly before Vratz had disappeared. It was cheaper than the Amsterdam Tavern.


One of Stern’s last ports of call before he was due to leave was the Dutch Lutheran church in Broad Street.3 There he found a letter waiting for him. He must have been using the church as a kind of poste restante. The letter was from Vratz, and Stern gives it in full in his Last Confession:




Sir,


I am sorry I could not have the Honour to take my leave of you; but be it all to your advantage. I am going for France, yet have not as yet a certain Commission. In the meanwhile be pleased to continue, either at Mr Bocks, or in the City of Amsterdam, where I will not fail to pay for all. I am your obliged servant, De Vrats, alias de Vollichs.4





It is not clear whether Stern was quoting this letter from memory or whether he still had the original letter in his possession and was transcribing its contents. Either way it must have been through a further translation, because the original, like the Last Confession itself, was written in High Dutch. It is oddly formal. One suspects that Stern, who was rather fond of literary flourishes, and who had aspirations towards the gentility of learning, may have embellished it a little. On first glance the content seems straightforward enough. Vratz confirms that he has left the country, but makes it clear that while he is gone he is happy to continue bankrolling Stern’s living expenses. However, other parts of it are more opaque. For a start there is the issue of Vratz’s alias. It can be presumed that Vratz signed this letter simply Vollichs and that it is Stern who has decided to include his true name of Vratz for the sake of reader clarity. But Stern never explains why Vratz was going under an alias in the first place. It probably had something to do with the fact that Captain Vratz was already infamous in Eastern Germany for several major thefts.5 If Stern was aware of this he doesn’t let on. To admit that he already knew something of Vratz’s criminal history would have been to undermine his presentation of himself as an innocent, caught up in a business that he always regarded as honourable.


The phrase ‘have not as yet a certain Commission’ is intriguing. There can be little doubt that this is an oblique reference to the much-discussed murder plan, but for the first time it is suggested that the final decision lies not with Vratz alone, but is dependent upon authorisation from a higher and more powerful personage as yet unnamed. Vratz is no longer the principal in this quarrel, which is how he had previously presented himself. He is now just an agent, and the trip abroad is a necessary preliminary before Thynn’s murder can be given the go-ahead. This is not seen, however, as diminishing the chances of both men receiving rich rewards. The general tone of the letter is breezily optimistic. Vratz is confident that the deal is going to come off and that everyone is going to benefit.


The effect of this letter on Stern was to promptly make him change his mind about leaving. He fetched his belongings from the ship and went not to the Amsterdam Tavern, nor back to Bock’s, as suggested, but to a new lodging house in Blackmore Street. It is a characteristic of both Stern and Vratz that neither of them liked to stay in the same place for too long.


The exact chronology of these events is important, particularly the timing of Vratz’s sudden return to the Continent, but Stern’s grasp of dates is infuriatingly vague. In his Last Confession he offers two different time sequences for the same events, and in his cross-examination by Justice Reresby there is a third version.6 The one that makes most sense has Stern arriving in London in late summer, Vratz turning up in the middle of October, and then leaving again around the middle of November. This places Vratz’s departure just a few days after Lady Bette’s.


So Stern returns to what he is best at, hanging around in taverns and waiting. He can be pictured easily enough slumped in a drunken haze, clutching his weak beer in a jug decorated with the satirical figure of the fat-bellied, long-bearded Jesuit Cardinal Bellarmine. Even drinking vessels had been co-opted into anti-Catholic propaganda. Hatred of Catholics ran deep through the city and the mood on the streets was increasingly fractious. Stern was not much interested in any of this bitter political and religious factionalism. He never mentions it in his Confession. He was far too preoccupied with his own problems and his own dreams. All the same he must have been aware of it swirling around him. Hardly a week went by without a new demonstration by one grouping or another. Windows were stoned, lanterns broken, constables attacked. Legitimate political protest easily turned into alcohol-fuelled rioting. On occasion there were pitched battles between rival gangs of London apprentices or ‘crews’ as they liked to call themselves. Stabbings were frequent. Some nights great fires lit up the skyline and the rumour went round that the Catholics were burning the city again. Usually it turned out to be nothing more sinister than a neglected candle in a warehouse full of pitch.7 But the atmosphere was tense and Stern was shortly to find himself in the centre of this maelstrom, whether he wanted to be or not.
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Late seventeenth-century royal yacht
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THE CLEVELAND YACHT




You must confess that I have reason to condemn this senseless passion; that whereso’ever it comes destroys all that entertain it; nothing of judgement or discretion can live with it.


– Dorothy Temple to her husband, William Temple,
condemning the folly of elopement.1





Within a few minutes of giving her servants the slip Bette met up with Dorothy Temple, fifty-four years of age, ample-bosomed, kindly-faced,2 and an old family friend. Bette, estranged from her own mother, at loggerheads with her grandmother, betrayed by those she had thought she could trust, had found in Dorothy a comforting maternal surrogate. For her part, Dorothy regarded Bette almost as her own. She had given birth to nine children, only two of whom had survived infancy, and one of those, her only daughter and a playmate of Bette’s, had recently died of smallpox.3


Dorothy Temple was a woman of impeccable reputation and her husband, William, was a much-respected former ambassador to Holland, and close friend to the Percy family. Dorothy was the last person who would ever knowingly have involved herself in a mad escapade or a wild romantic dash. She thoroughly disapproved of unrestrained passion. The fact that she was prepared to aid Bette in her flight from Thynn merely underlines the gravity and urgency of Bette’s situation.


While her servants waited patiently in Lombard Street outside the goldsmith’s, Bette pulled a hood over her head and hastened into a hired coach waiting in Cornhill. Curtains were hurriedly drawn across the windows and the small party set off. They must have turned right into Birching Lane, crossed over Lombard Street and then gone down St Nicholas Street, where Stern and Vratz were still residing in Bock’s lodging house, discussing the different ways in which Thynn might be killed. Bette’s carriage passed the Fox Tavern on the right, turned left into Great East Cheap, and then right into Fish Street, heading for London Bridge. Progress was painfully slow, for the streets were narrow and congested. Every time they stopped to allow for the passage of a suicidal pig, or the crossing of a blind water-carrier, Bette must have been terrified that they were being held at gunpoint and that she was about to be seized by some of Thynn’s henchmen and dragged back to Northumberland House, where Thynn himself would be waiting for her with his drooping lower lip and his heavily jewelled fingers. But on each occasion it proved a false alarm and the carriage jerked forward again.


They reached New Fish Street with the Sun Inn on the left, where Pepys admired the quality of both the breakfasts and the conversation.4 They passed the church of St Magnus the Martyr and entered onto London Bridge, seething with people in a perpetual whirl of movement.5 The river was choked with shipping, wherries, ketches, pinks, galliots, scullers, smacks, hoys, flyboats, doggers and sloops, as well as the great East India Company ships at anchor further down towards Black-wall. Everywhere, jetties, wharves, and wooden bulwarks, were pushing out into the tidal stream, extending rickety walkways for the unloading and stowing of barrels, boxes and bales. There were so many new obstructions being built out from the river banks, despite all the ordinances and regulations forbidding it, that the pent-up waters constantly frothed and eddied in frustration at the many obstacles that were put in their way. Once the bridge had been safely traversed, they turned east by St Thomas’s Hospital, crossed Horsley Down, passed through Rotherhithe and headed out towards Deptford.


It was at Deptford Royal Docks that the two fleeing women met up with Henry Sidney. He was a cousin of Bette’s, in his early forties, a bachelor and a notorious womaniser. He would not have been anyone’s first choice to play the role of chivalrous knight, but he was undeniably a useful fixer. He was the current ambassador to Holland and he had a house in The Hague.6 Even more importantly he had use of a royal yacht, the Cleveland, which was at that very moment riding in the Thames, with his own goods and servants on board, waiting to be dispatched to Rotterdam. A royal yacht was the fastest and most convenient mode of transport available. It was the perfect solution for a quick getaway.7


The sight of the Cleveland must have set Bette’s heart racing with a mixture of relief and excitement. On the surface it was a shimmering dream. The beauty of its lines and the richness of its decoration suggested Cleopatra’s barge, or some similarly sumptuous vessel out of the Arabian Nights. At the bowsprit was the painted figurehead of a young woman in loose Roman robes with bare breasts. In her left hand she held a sceptre decorated with a lily that quelled a monster which writhed beneath her. The stern was even more elaborately carved, gilded with the royal arms, the rampant lion and unicorn bearing aloft the crown, and a variety of magical creatures, serpents, birds and flowers, interlaced beneath. Three massive lanterns surmounted the aft railing. It was only a small ship, some sixty feet long by eighteen feet wide, eight small cannon of the Rupertino design piercing its sides. It was single-masted with a gaff mainsail and a square topsail. A silken pendant hung limply from the truck at the top of the mast. What wind there was still came from the east.8


Bette was entered onto the ship’s books as ‘Madamoiselle Ryswick’. Lady Temple travelled as ‘Madame Borlaise’.9 Both women spoke good French and so the subterfuge was easy to maintain. Henry Sidney handed over one hundred pounds in cash and a bill of credit for one thousand pounds that Bette could draw on once she reached The Hague.10


The appearance of the Cleveland yacht may have been pretty on the outside but inside the accommodation was cramped in the extreme. At the stern were situated the quarters of Captain John Clements. The rest of the crew of thirty were crowded together in the forepart. Lady Bette and Lady Temple, along with half a dozen or more of Sidney’s servants, were squashed into a small cabin towards the stern. Below the waterline the yacht’s wormy and barnacle-encrusted timbers creaked and groaned.


That night the wind shifted to the south-west11 and the yacht got underway on an ebbing tide. Bette’s prayers had been partially answered. The candles inside the great stern lanterns sputtered and flickered into life, creating a fretwork of reflections on the water. Sidney stayed with the fugitives until the Cleveland was safely below Gravesend. From there he took a horse straight back to Westminster and reported what had taken place to Charles in person. As he later wrote in his diary: ‘The great business I had then upon my hands was about my Lady [Bette] . . . The 7th of November I went with her aboard the yacht, and conducted her below Gravesend, and came back and told my story to the King, who was very well pleased.’12 It is clear from this diary entry that Bette’s flight from her husband had received a prior nod of royal approval.


When Sidney’s role in facilitating Bette’s escape became known, it was generally rumoured that he was hoping to marry her himself.13 Such rumours were inevitable and there is no evidence that there was any truth to them. Sidney’s motives were far simpler. Assisting Bette was a way of ingratiating himself with King Charles and furthering his own political career.


When Thynn discovered that Sidney had been instrumental in spiriting Bette out of the country, he promptly sent a servant to Sidney’s London house and challenged him to a duel. This message was delivered early on the evening of Sunday 13 November. Sidney sent his answer by return. He remarked on the fineness of the weather and the fullness of the moon and suggested they should settle their differences immediately. Thynn demurred. Sidney had a reputation for being an excellent swordsman. Thynn told him that the following morning would after all be more convenient and he would hear from him further. Sidney waited in all that Monday morning but there was no further message. By three in the afternoon he had grown tired of waiting and so sent a friend of his to Thynn’s to remind him of his previous promise. Thynn replied that ‘he had since better considered of it, and thought it not proper on that account to quarrel and fight with him so near a relation of his Lady’s’.14 He had no doubt made the pragmatic calculation that apart from the public humiliation involved, Bette’s flight hardly mattered. Eventually her head must cool and she would be left with no alternative but to slink back home. Meanwhile, he instructed his steward to start collecting Bette’s huge rent roll. All further talk of a duel fizzled out.
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PETER’S COFFEE HOUSE


If you see the great Morat


With Shash on’s head instead of hat,


Or any Sultan in his dress,


Or picture of a Sultaness, . . .


Or if you see a Coffee-cup


Fil’d from a Turkish pot, hung up


Within the clouds, and round it Pipes,


Wax Candles, Stoppers, these are types


And certain figures . . .


Which plainly do Spectators tell


That in that house they Coffee sell.


– From The Character of a Coffee House (London: s.n., 1665)1


In the late autumn of 1681 the disappearance of his bride was not Thynn’s only problem. He was also seriously out of favour with the King. The reason was his close and longstanding friendship with the Duke of Monmouth, Charles’s eldest, illegitimate and troublesome son. For the previous ten years, Thynn and Monmouth had shared a taste in foppish clothes, fine clarets, fast horses and debauching pretty young women, none of which was likely to upset Charles. But more recently they had turned their attention to an altogether grander prize. Monmouth had started openly canvassing to be named as the Protestant heir to the throne, the popular alternative to the Catholic but legitimate James, Duke of York, Charles’s younger brother. Charles was still fond of Monmouth in a doting, fatherly kind of way, admiring of his handsome looks and his expert riding skills, but he was also increasingly annoyed by his unwanted and unhelpful political interventions. In Charles’s view it was men like Thynn who were encouraging Monmouth in this ridiculous dream he had of becoming King, and the particular danger with Thynn was that he had the financial resources to bankroll Monmouth’s foolish campaigning antics.


By October 1681 the West Country, where Thynn was a powerful landowner, was in virtual open rebellion. Unemployment in the wool trade had reached alarming levels.2 Thynn had been named in July by one of Secretary of State Sir Leoline Jenkins’s spies as one of ‘the greatest countenancers of the disaffected party’.3 Charles had already made a move against Thynn the previous March, stripping him of his position of Colonel of the Wiltshire Militia, but Charles’s ministers were having difficulty enforcing this humiliation. The office of regimental colonel was technically in the gift of the Earl of Pembroke and Pembroke was one of Thynn’s closest cronies and adept at finding reasons to delay. By the beginning of November a new Colonel had still not been put in place.4


Thynn and Pembroke and others of their faction felt that they could flout the views of the Court because Protestant opinion in the country was behind them. The succession issue was becoming increasingly urgent because of mounting worries about Charles’s state of health. It was this nagging anxiety that fed into the growing movement for an Exclusion Bill to be passed, banning a Catholic from sitting on the throne, which would have the effect of sidelining James and bringing in Monmouth.5


It was not very long before the old story of the mysterious ‘black box’ resurfaced. It supposedly contained documents to prove that the King had been lawfully married to the Duke of Monmouth’s mother, Lucy Walter. If true, Monmouth would be legitimised and his path to the throne cleared. A Captain Aldridge appeared before the Privy Council to swear to its existence and he claimed that there were twenty others who would swear likewise.6 The black box was said to be secreted in a convent in France and access to it was strictly guarded. Lucy Walter herself had died in 1658.


As demonstrations became more frequent, attitudes hardened. On 6 October Lord Mordaunt, another close friend of both Monmouth and Thynn, obtained an interview with the King and ‘for two hours was endeavouring to reconcile him [Charles] to the Duke of Monmouth’. Afterwards Charles’s Secretary of State, Lord Conway, commented that Mordaunt ‘received little satisfaction’.7 Charles was generally lackadaisical when it came to issues of government, but on some matters he could be stubborn, and he was determined that it was his brother James who would succeed him.


The two sides had some inventive terms of abuse for each other. Monmouth and his supporters were the ‘Fanatick Party’, the ‘Discontented’, the ‘Mutineers’ and the ‘Whigs’. The Court Party were ‘Yorkists’, ‘Tantivies’, ‘Sham plotters’, ‘Papists’ and ‘Tories’.8 The struggle between them took place as much on the streets as in the corridors of Parliament, but it was the columns of the newspapers that fanned the flames.


No one better represented the new breed of newspaper man than Nat Thompson.9 He was a tough Irish-born journalist, except, of course, the word journalist had not yet been invented. If you’d asked him he would have described himself as a printer. He was in reality a news gatherer, writer, printer, publisher, entrepreneur and political activist all rolled up into one. Like Stern he’d arrived in London more or less penniless. His first job had been as an inky-faced apprentice to the printer Thomas Radcliffe. His first astute career move was to marry his boss’s daughter, Mary. When Thomas conveniently died in 1678, son-in-law Nat promptly took over the family firm. He was soon publishing his own weekly paper, The Loyal Protestant and True Domestick Intelligence, or News from both the City and the Country. It was not exactly a snappy title, and the use of the word Protestant was something of a smokescreen. Most of his contemporaries considered him to be a closet Catholic. ‘Popish Nat’, as he came to be known, was certainly a fervent supporter of James, Duke of York, and he missed no opportunity for sniping at the Protestant Whig lobby.


The newspaper business was in its infancy, but growing rapidly. Between 1679 and 1682 no fewer than forty different titles were published, mainly by one-man bands.10 No wonder John Evelyn, writing to Samuel Pepys on 28 April 1682, referred to ‘This diffusive age, greedy of intelligence and public affairs’.11 There was fierce competition for this new readership and men like Thompson were none too scrupulous about how they got their information or its accuracy, just so long as it caused a sensation and satisfied his clientele. He had a pugilistic way with words and was not averse to a scrap in the gutter.


In early November 1681, Thompson was involved in a very public row over whether or not the Earl of Huntingdon had abandoned the Whigs and joined the Tory loyalists. A rival newspaper called The True Protestant Mercury, published by Thompson’s great enemy Langley Curtiss, carried a letter, signed by Monmouth and Pembroke, which denied that Huntingdon had defected and called Thompson’s reporting ‘insolent and injurious’.12


As it happened, this particular argument was not just being carried on in the columns of the rival newspapers. It had also spilled over into that latest social phenomenon, the coffee house. Much of the unrest in London around this time was centred on individual coffee houses. Such places were widely regarded as breeding grounds for subversive political opinion. In the popular imagination, drinking the juices of the potent bean was synonymous with intellectual ferment and the brewing up of dissent. Coffee houses were places where newspapers were freely available, broadsheets were pinned to walls, leaflets were left lying around, and even the playing cards were loaded with satirical insults directed at the celebrities of the day. The physical structure of the coffee house, with its long plain wooden tables set in one large room, was much more conducive to open debate and discussion than was the case inside the traditional tavern, where wooden partitions separated off one party from another, and conversations were huddled private affairs.13


Sensitive to their troublesome character, in December 1675 Charles had passed a decree banning coffee houses altogether. When this proved impractical he tried to impose a licensing system. When that didn’t work either, Charles, with his usual pragmatism, just gave in. By the end of the century it was estimated that there were two thousand coffee houses in London alone. There were still over twice as many taverns, approximately one for every one hundred inhabitants, but considering that fifty years earlier coffee houses were almost unheard of, it was an amazing growth story.


The seventeenth of November 1681 was a big day in the Whig calendar. It was the anniversary of the accession to the throne of Queen Elizabeth, the hero of the Protestant cause. Nonconformist belligerence was all fired up. Nat Thompson might have been well advised to stop indoors, but keeping a low profile wasn’t his style. He was out and about early as usual, picking up on rumours about the big march planned for after dark. He very probably called in at Peter’s Coffee House, situated in Covent Garden. He was certainly in the vicinity a little later, on that same morning. Peter’s was one of a number of establishments where Monmouth’s supporters had put up posters denying Thompson’s newspaper story about the Earl of Huntingdon going over to the pro-James lobby. A day or so after the poster had first appeared a Tory loyalist had torn it down. Pembroke himself replaced it with a new version, this time with the postscript: ‘the rascal that dares pluck this down I will send his soul to the Devil with a brace of bullets in his head.’14


Pembroke was not a man to mess with. He was pathologically violent, but not untypical of the young overprivileged aristocratic thugs that marauded the streets of Restoration London, many of whom were numbered among Monmouth’s friends and supporters. The memoirist John Aubrey described Pembroke’s grand house at Wilton as being a place you would find ‘52 mastiffs, 30 greyhounds, some bears and a lion and 60 fellowes more bestial than they’.15


At 11 o’clock on the morning of 17 November, Nat Thompson was strolling along the Strand, not very far from Peter’s, when he became aware that he was being followed. He continued on his way determined to take no notice. He passed between the two gates of the Temple, leading to the Inns of Court, a quieter area where prostitutes lingered and muggings were frequent. He was in the vicinity of Pissing Alley when a man came from behind and struck him three blows to the head with a cudgel. One of his attackers cried out, ‘god damn you . . . I am resolved to be revenged on you, you dog . . .’16 Thompson fell to the ground. His attackers assaulted him some more, kicking him several times in the stomach, and then ran off leaving him for dead. Thompson, however, was not quite done for. He struggled to his feet, made his way back to Fleet Street and into the nearest shop, to get his breath back and attend to his injuries. He was in the middle of cleaning up his clothes when his attackers, who must have noticed his recovery, came back for a second go. They burst into the same shop, much to the dismay of a bemused assistant. Thompson fled upstairs and locked himself in a storeroom to save his life. Eventually the attackers withdrew before the beadles arrived. There is no conclusive evidence as to who was behind this attack on Thompson, but it was almost certainly organised by those close to Monmouth, and there was no one closer to Monmouth than the likes of Pembroke and Thynn.


Thompson’s rough treatment on the morning of 17 November may have prevented him from going out again later that evening and seeing for himself the biggest demonstration the Whigs had got together yet. Some twenty thousand people marched on the streets, shouting, singing songs and hurling abuse. Bonfires were lit, coaches were stopped and drink money demanded, and there was the repeated chant of ‘No Popish successor. No York. A Monmouth. A Monmouth. A Monmouth.’17


The mob started out at Katherine Wheel Alley in Whitechapel, progressed to Aldgate, turned down Leadenhall Street, then Cornhill and Cheapside, to Temple Bar. From there they turned up Chancery Lane, went down Holborn to Newgate and then on to Smithfield, where a giant effigy of the Pope was ceremoniously burnt. The route mainly passed through those nonconformist areas where sympathy for anti-Catholicism was likely to be at its strongest.18 Leaflets were handed out with simple messages satirising the Catholic religion. ‘For money you may heaven Buy / But those that have no money got / Hell is their Portion and their Lot.’19 Afterwards you could purchase a cheap print of the entire occasion, to remind you of the good time you had enjoyed, or to give to a friend who had unluckily missed the chance to be there.


At the front of the procession was a bellman, solemnly tolling. There followed, on a white horse, a straw effigy of the dead body of Sir Edmundbury Godfrey, who was believed to have been murdered by Papists in revenge for his role as a judge in a trial of Catholic conspirators. He wore white gloves on his hands and there were spots of blood on his wrists and chest, a visual echo of Christ’s crucifixion. Around his neck he wore the cravat which, according to some, had been used to strangle him, before his body had been further mutilated. In the three years since Godfrey had been found dead, he had achieved the status of a martyr among supporters of the Whigs.


Behind their hero came the villains. The Pope was pre-eminent, of course. He was depicted seated on his gaudy throne, a triple crown upon his head, a sceptre in one hand and a cross in the other, a fawning spaniel on his lap, a pen in his ear, a fiddle by his side and a broom at his tail. His head was articulated so it could be made to bow up and down before any house where Catholics were known to live, and at this absurdity a great roar of mocking approval and laughter resounded from the crowd. After His Holiness there followed a succession of other hate figures, bishops dressed in sumptuous purple surplices with richly embroidered copes and golden mitres. And finally there came a raggle-taggle of miscellaneous bogey men, including an effigy of Nat Thompson himself, with cross keys at his girdle and a pile of holy catechisms under his arm. All of them were tossed into the flames. Thompson, being the abrasive publicity-seeking character he was, would have been disappointed if he had not been represented. He relished all the personal abuse and gave as good as he got. But when it came to his reporting of Thomas Thynn’s murder, just over a couple of months after this event, he overstepped the mark and found himself inside Newgate Gaol for his trouble, alongside the three assassins.
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THE ROAD FROM STRASBOURG TO METZ




He takes place of all the thieves as the most heroical, and one that comes nearest to the old knight errant, though he is really one of the basest, that never ventures but upon surprizal, and where he is sure of the advantage.


– Samuel Butler, ‘The Character of a Highwayman’1





News of Bette’s flight to Holland did not remain a secret for more than a few hours. Henry Sidney knew her plans, and so did King Charles, and they were both lovers of gossip with no reason not to broadcast the story. The fact that it would embarrass Thynn intensely merely added to their pleasure. Vratz probably got wind of it within a day or so.


In his dealings with Stern, Vratz had always been careful to conceal the identity of the man he was working for. He had given Stern the impression that in pursuing a vendetta against Thynn he was acting on his own initiative. The truth was very different. He was actually in the employ of the young Swedish count, Karl Johann Konigsmark. Karl had been in England until shortly before Bette’s disappearance. His younger brother, Philip,2 was still living in London and was an intimate of Court circles. Philip would have been certain to let Vratz know of Bette’s flight at the first opportunity. Immediately Vratz heard the news, he set off across the Channel for France to join Konigsmark, not even stopping to take a proper farewell of his new friend, the lugubrious Lieutenant Stern. In order to take full advantage of the latest dramatic developments he could not afford to delay for a moment.


In 1681, Count Karl Konigsmark was twenty-two years of age. He was a young man of an adventurous inclination and restless habits. He had already spent several years shifting around the Courts of Europe like some medieval knight errant in search of a chivalrous cause. He came from a distinguished military family. His grandfather had fought in the Thirty Years War. His father had died when Karl was thirteen and since then his upbringing had been left largely to his uncle Otto, a general and a mercenary, who fought in the armies of both Louis XIV and the Holy Roman Emperor, and managed to remain on good terms with both.


The young Karl was welcomed wherever he went, not least because he was wealthy, capable of great charm and, according to his admirers of whom there were many, wonderfully handsome. His most remarkable feature was his long curling fair hair, which reached to below his waist and was of the finest texture. He disdained to wear a wig, unlike most of the fashionable young men of his generation, so that he could better display to the world his extraordinary locks.


In the summer of 1680, Konigsmark presented himself to Charles at Windsor3 and offered to serve the royal cause by enlisting as a volunteer in the English regiment fighting against the infidel in Tangiers. Tangiers had been acquired by King Charles as part of the dowry of Catherine of Braganza, and it had proved to be a thorn in his flesh and a drain on his purse ever since. This wasn’t Konigsmark’s first visit to England. He had been in London in the mid-1670s and it is quite possible that it was then that he first made the acquaintance of Lady Bette, as he knew Bette’s stepfather.4


Whether Konigsmark actually went to Tangiers or whether he just talked about going is unclear. He was certainly in England again during the following summer, when Bette married Mr Thynn, to her immediate regret. Konigsmark and Vratz were staying in Richmond together, and it was while they were there that Konigsmark evidently did something to incur Thynn’s intense displeasure. According to Vratz, as reported during the course of his later examination, Thynn went about insulting Konigsmark behind his back in a manner that no gentleman could possibly permit or forgive. Thynn apparently called Konigsmark a Hector – that is to say, a bully. Still worse, he was rude about his horse.5 Exactly what Konigsmark had done to incur such an outburst by Thynn is never spelt out, but it is not difficult to surmise in general terms what must have occurred.


The fact that the Duke of Newcastle, who was very fond of Bette, and was excellently placed to know the gossip about her, links the names of Konigsmark and Bette together as early as November 1681, just after she has run away from Thynn, is a strong indication that there had already been some kind of romantic liaison between them. Why else would Thynn make the remark? The most probable explanation for Thynn’s anger is that he had got to hear that Konigsmark had been visiting his newly acquired wife and he did not welcome such attentions.


Konigsmark did not travel with Bette on the Cleveland yacht – that much is certain. But it is not surprising that Newcastle thought he might have done. When Bette disappeared, the Count had not been seen for some days in his usual haunts, the Court of Westminster, the glittering salons of London’s great houses, the royal theatres, the pleasure gardens, or the private gentlemen’s clubs. He had, in fact, already slipped quietly out of town several weeks beforehand, in early October. This is around the same time that Vratz turned up at the Amsterdam Ordinary and first made the acquaintance of Stern. Konigsmark’s destination was Strasbourg, in eastern France, where he had some important private business to conduct, and it was in Strasbourg that Vratz caught up with him.


The quickest way from London was to ride post horse to Dover, take the twice-weekly packet to Calais, or possibly hire a fishing boat, and then ride a series of staging horses across northern France. Even if the weather had been favourable it would have taken Vratz well over a week to complete the journey. He had always been intending to meet up with Konigsmark in Strasbourg, but Bette’s sudden departure had forced him to bring forward his travel arrangements.


Konigsmark is highly excited by Vratz’s news. His own business in Strasbourg has also gone well. The two men now finalise the details of their plans. Vratz writes to Stern telling him that he will be back in London shortly and that the gold dollars will soon start flowing. It is also decided to send off a letter to a servant of Konigsmark’s called George Borosky, a Pole living in Hamburg, whose assistance may prove useful. Borosky is told to make his way directly to London. A coach is then hired and Vratz and Konigsmark set off in the direction of Metz, en route for Holland, where Bette is residing.


Konigsmark has two weighty portmanteaux. In addition, they take great care with the stowage of a small wooden box bound with iron hoops and extremely heavy. It is probably placed beneath the coach seat. It contains 1,500 pistoles of gold coin that Konigsmark has just acquired.6 It is a very large amount of money to be carrying on an open road, in the middle of winter, without an armed guard. The road from Strasbourg to Metz passes through the mountains of the Vosges, an isolated and barren country noted for its bandits.


The coach crosses the Alsace plain with its neat timbered houses and carefully laid out vineyards. The two travellers observe how the tall grey spire of Strasbourg cathedral gradually diminishes in size and the dark mountains with their snow-covered slopes loom ever larger. It is as if they are leaving the protective shadow of the church and slowly entering upon a wild and godless heathland. Konigsmark is tense. He has the disconcerting habit of chewing his lace cuffs when he is feeling anxious. Vratz is coolly laconic as always. He knows a thing or two about bandits. It isn’t many years back that he carried out a number of daring robberies himself. He is confident that they can see off any marauders. They are heading for the village of Saverne, where they will spend the first night. The following day they will attempt the pass through the mountains. Outlaws are not their only worry. There is also the risk of being stranded in a heavy snowfall. They examine the sky for that sulphurous yellow light that presages a blizzard. Once winter begins in earnest it is not advisable to attempt the Saverne Pass.
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