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Author’s Note



IT WAS ONLY when I began work on this book that I fully appreciated how extraordinarily complicated were the politics of the reign of Charles II. This might seem of secondary importance in a work about his mistresses, but the controversy which surrounded his lifestyle seeped into the heart of British life for the twenty-five years of his reign – indeed, it had already begun to colour national and international reaction to him during the miserable years of his exile, during the latter years of the Civil Wars and throughout the period of the English republic that followed the execution of his father, Charles I. And, indeed, it matters far more that his mistresses were perceived as having influence at the time than whether they really did or not in hindsight. His tendency to shower money on them when he was frequently at loggerheads with Parliament over financial support and taxation made him reliant on other sources of income, notably from Louis XIV, the cousin who largely despised him. Though the king cheerfully took the money and fulfilled none of the promises he had secretly made in securing it (making him, at least on paper, a traitor to the country he ruled), this is scarcely an exoneration.


The mistresses themselves are a fascinating and flawed group of women. Only the actress Nell Gwyn is generally remembered today, but her predecessor Barbara Palmer, countess of Castlemaine, and Nell’s rival, Louise de Kéroualle, duchess of Portsmouth, between them dominated the king in ways that Nell never could, the one through passion and the other through simpering guile. Frances Teresa Stuart, who arrived at the Restoration court from France in her mid-teens, hid a ruthless instinct for survival beneath a naive exterior and managed to stay out of the king’s bed while having to submit to frequent public gropings that must have been excruciating. Hortense Mancini, duchess Mazarin, had led such a colourful life before taking refuge in England that some of the other ladies seem almost tame in comparison. While the king’s mistresses aimed at celebrity and wealth, only his rejected wife, Catherine of Braganza, seems ever to have truly loved him. I have tried to give a more positive picture of this Portuguese princess than is often the case. Recent research on her cultural interests and approach to queenship has revealed that there was much more to Catherine than the weepy, despairing foreigner retreating into religion than is often supposed. Nor should we underestimate one of her less obvious achievements, that of making the drinking of tea for pleasure, as opposed to a strange medicinal brew, so fashionable.


Charles II ruled a deeply divided country, where religious persecution, whether of Catholics or Protestant non-conformists, was rife. His reign saw the beginnings of the two-party system which still, for good or ill, underpins British politics to this day. He cared nothing for Scotland or Ireland and was happy to trade on a false reputation for bonhomie, of being the sort of man that other men like because of his penchant for women and his apparent approachability, which was, in reality, a sham. The fact that he is still viewed as the ‘Merrie Monarch’ and has been treated with indulgence by history (though not necessarily by historians) is something I find bewildering. Yet the contradictions remain. His private life makes Henry VIII look puritanical, but Charles II, despite the many and varied mistresses, could not be induced to divorce his wife, let alone execute her. His reign saw humiliation heaped on Britain from abroad and catastrophe overtake his capital in the mid-1660s, yet he somehow managed to survive and to dispense with Parliament in the closing years of his reign. The lasting impression of Charles II, when all the sordid glamour of his court and his mistresses is stripped away, is of a lazy, intelligent man, forever marked by the hardship of his formative years, a pleasure-loving cynic not quite redeemed by his death-bed conversion to Catholicism.


I should like to thank James Palmer at Dorney Court for letting me consult his archives on a very wet July day in 2017 and His Grace the Duke of Richmond and Gordon for permission to use the Goodwood Manuscript at the West Sussex Record Office. Dr Sean Cunningham and Elisabeth Novitski at the National Archives gave advice on sources and private archives. Crispin Powell, archivist to His Grace the Duke of Buccleuch, gave enthusiastic support to a request to look at the Montagu Papers at Boughton House in Northamptonshire. The staff at the London Library, British Library, Bodleian Library and West Sussex Record Office were unfailingly helpful. Thanks, as ever, to my editor, Georgina Morley, to Laura Carr, Managing Editor at Pan Macmillan and to Penelope Price, my copy-editor. With much gratitude also to my agent of many years, Andrew Lownie, and husband of even more years, George Porter, to whom one of my books is, at last, dedicated.
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The Illegitimate Children of Charles II



BY LUCY WALTER: James Crofts (later Scott), duke of Monmouth and Buccleuch (1649–85)


BY ELIZABETH KILLIGREW: Charlotte Jemima Henrietta Maria Fitzroy, countess of Yarmouth (1651–84)


BY CATHERINE PEGGE: Charles Fitzcharles, first earl of Plymouth (1657–80)


Catherine Fitzcharles, b.1658, died in infancy


BY BARBARA PALMER: Anne Fitzroy, countess of Sussex (1661–1722)


Charles Fitzroy, duke of Southampton (1662–1730)


Henry Fitzroy, duke of Grafton (1663–90)


Charlotte Fitzroy, countess of Lichfield (1664–1718)


George Fitzroy, duke of Northumberland (1665–1715)


BY NELL GWYN: Charles Beauclerk, duke of St Albans (1670–1726)


James Beauclerk (1671–81)


BY LOUISE DE KÉROUALLE: Charles Lennox, duke of Richmond and Lennox (1672–1723)


BY MARY (MOLL) DAVIS: Mary Tudor, countess of Derwentwater (1673–1726)
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THE HAGUE, UNITED PROVINCES OF THE NETHERLANDS, FEBRUARY 1649


IT HAD BEEN a subdued festive season at court, despite the host’s attempts to lighten the atmosphere. Charles Stuart, Prince of Wales and heir to three kingdoms, had recently recovered from a bout of smallpox and, though restored to health without any of the disfiguring effects of a disease that often blighted the lives of those who survived, he was beset by concerns which could not be alleviated by the normal diversions of Christmas. In England, his father was kept a close prisoner with an uncertain fate. Here, in the United Provinces of the Netherlands, there was tension of a different sort. Charles was not blind to the failings of his sister Mary’s husband or to the strains in their marriage. William of Orange seemed happier with drunken companions and whores than he did with his wife. Not that this was entirely surprising. Plucked from a secure childhood as Princess Royal of England, to be married at the age of nine to a fourteen-year-old whose father occupied an uncertain role in a struggling republic, Mary had never settled. Even the presence of an affectionate aunt and a bevy of cousins, all exiles themselves, had not entirely assuaged her heartache. Mary felt the marriage was beneath her, never bothering to learn Dutch, relying instead on the French that she had learned in the schoolroom at St James’s Palace. Since her arrival here seven years ago, she had grown apart from the handsome teenager she had married as an innocent child. Yet William, keen on glory but low on funds, was still committed to helping the beleaguered Stuarts. For that, Charles and his brother James were grateful, especially as their mother, Queen Henrietta Maria, had never succeeded in getting anything but fair words from her relatives in France.


The anxieties that hung in the air that Christmas grew even greater at the beginning of 1649. After two years enduring the patronizing disdain of the French court – for it is always disquieting to have close relations who seem to have lost their grip on power – Charles was not sorry to be away from Paris and his mother’s ghastly matchmaking schemes. The queen’s determination to arrange a marriage for her tall, taciturn son, who conveniently forgot all his French when forced to woo his incurably vain cousin, La Grande Mademoiselle, did not make Charles eager to find a wife. In the Netherlands, he was at least able to relax with Mary, of whom he was very fond, and keep a careful eye on James, whose antics after he had escaped from England nearly a year earlier had caused Charles much dismay. His affection for James was always muted, though he would remain true to him for the rest of his life.


For a family already reeling under the strain of a long civil war, divided between three countries and with two children still effect-ively prisoners of the rebels in England, the year 1649 started grimly. Word soon came across the North Sea that Charles I was about to be put on trial for treason against his own subjects, causing further consternation to the three oldest Stuart siblings. The penalty for treason was death, but it was surely inconceivable that such a fate would befall an anointed king.


When the news of the outcome of the trial reached the United Provinces, nearly a week after Charles I’s execution, no one knew how to tell his eldest son. Though accounts vary, it seems likely that he was gently taken out of a crowded room by his chaplain, Dr Goffe, into a quieter, private place. The good doctor, uncomfortably aware of the gravity of what he was about to impart, was unable to find the words to break such tidings. Instead, he knelt before the boy (Charles was still only eighteen years old) and addressed him, quite simply, as ‘Your Majesty’.


Overwhelmed by the emotion of the moment, the new king burst into tears. But even as he tried to take in the enormity of what had happened, the weight of responsibility now thrust upon him and the loss of a father he had loved, he might, however briefly, have reflected on the fact that he was about to become a father himself.










Part One
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Companions in Exile


LUCY WALTER



1630–58










CHAPTER ONE


‘Mrs Barlow’
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‘A brown, beautiful, bold but insipid creature’


John Evelyn, on Lucy Walter


THESE WERE UNCERTAIN times. The Thirty Years War, the last great religious conflict in Europe, had just ended. The British Isles stayed largely aloof, before being consumed by their own woes. The Civil Wars that broke out in England in 1642 were preceded by serious revolts in Scotland and Ireland, fatally undermining the authority of Charles I. Families were divided and lives disrupted during the conflict. The loss of life was significant – a fifth of the population is estimated to have perished. Small wonder, then, that those who were determined to hold the king to account called him ‘that man of blood’. For the royalist survivors of the wars, there were limited options. A significant number chose to stay and see if they could settle in the strange new world of an English republic. But some had decided to leave well before the axe fell on the monarch’s bowed head on 30 January 1649. Clinging to the hope that there were opportunities in Europe, rather than the bitter bread of exile, they were willing to risk all. One of them was a girl, still in her teens, who believed that her prospects would be brighter across the North Sea. There, she might find, among the soldiers and cavaliers who had accompanied the Prince of Wales into exile, if not a husband, at least a protector. She had frequented the company of military men in London and knew how to make the most of her attractions. And those attractions were considerable.


Lucy Walter was the same age as Prince Charles when they met in the summer of 1648 at The Hague. Born in Pembrokeshire, in south-west Wales, Lucy came from a family with long links to the area. Her father, William Walter, was a local gentleman of moderate means whose lands included the medieval tower house known as Roch Castle, set high above the shoreline in Haverfordwest.1 Socially, William Walter was a solid member of the gentry but his wife, Elizabeth, brought not only a substantial dowry but aristocratic connections; her uncle was the first earl of Carbery. Lucy did not, however, enjoy a happy childhood. Elizabeth Walter claimed that her husband was constantly unfaithful to her, and, worse, that he made her take in his bastard children by one of the family’s maids. When she protested, he assaulted her.


Whatever the truth of this story, it is clear that the marriage had foundered by the time Lucy was eleven years old, because her mother, then living in London with her daughter and two sons, was granted financial support against her husband’s estates in a case which eventually went all the way to the House of Lords. For six years, despite the ravages of civil war, Elizabeth Walter seems to have received enough of the settlement to live on but in 1647, with William Walter countering his wife’s claims of abandonment and adultery by accusing her of the same conduct, the decision was reversed and Elizabeth was ordered to return her children to her husband’s custody. Clearly, Lucy did not want to go back to rural Wales and a violent, unreliable father. She and her mother made the decision to leave England and cross to the Netherlands, where one of Mrs Walter’s sisters lived. In order to avoid detection, they travelled under an assumed name, so that, when Lucy set foot on Dutch soil, she had been transformed into Mrs Lucy Barlow. The title did not denote married status; in the seventeenth century, all women who were not part of the aristocracy were known as ‘Mrs’. To be referred to as ‘Miss’ was derogatory, since it indicated that you were someone’s mistress rather than wife.


The time spent in London was a formative part of Lucy’s chaotic upbringing. Though she probably received only the most basic education, she had acquired sufficient social polish to make her acceptable in polite society. This was coupled with very considerable beauty (even James II, who later had cause to belittle her and sully her reputation, acknowledged as much). She had learned how to look good on the arm of a young aristocratic soldier. The great republican thinker and brave Parliamentary army officer, Algernon Sidney, second son of the earl of Leicester, was said to have parted with fifty gold pieces in order to enjoy her company, according to the future James II: ‘Algernon Sidney (though at that time a colonel in Cromwell’s army of Saints) having got notice of her, entered into treaty about her and came to an agreement for fifty broad pieces (as he himself related this story to his RH). But being in the nick of time commanded hastily out of London to his regiment, he missed his bargain.’2 The story cannot be corroborated, though Algernon Sidney’s most recent biographer says that it should not automatically be discounted, even if it was put around subsequently as part of a concerted attempt to depict Lucy as a good-time girl and woman of easy virtue. She would, no doubt, have viewed such an arrangement as a reasonable business transaction. There were plenty of other young women in her situation doing exactly the same. Like them, Lucy knew that her physical attractions and a pleasant, flirtatious manner were her passport to security. She had every intention of deploying her weapons and using the connections she had made in London, once she got to Holland.


There, she attached herself to Algernon’s younger brother, Robert Sidney, who was a royalist officer in the service of Prince Charles. Lucy was untroubled by the conflicting principles of the two brothers. Financial support and the prospect of enjoying herself were more pressing concerns for an eighteen-year-old whose mother soon returned to England, leaving her alone, much to the disapproval of Elizabeth Walter’s Dutch in-laws. Ignoring their reaction to her lifestyle, Lucy enjoyed several months with Robert Sidney and was much admired by other young royalist officers who crowded around the Stuarts. It was a febrile community, united in equal parts by boredom and bravado, and Robert Sidney soon realized that it would be difficult to keep Lucy to himself. Certainly, he could not hope to compete with Prince Charles when the heir to the throne’s eye lighted on Sidney’s beguiling mistress. Humiliated by Lucy’s abandonment of him, Sidney made disparaging comments about her sexual history, though the fact that she had long since lost her virginity could scarcely have come as a surprise to anyone.


We do not know how Lucy came to Charles’s attention and contemporary sources are split as to who was the instigator of their affair. But some time in the summer of 1648 she left Robert Sidney for the Prince of Wales. She and Charles were the same age, both good-looking, dark haired and living for the moment, because, in truth, there was nothing else they could do. Their romance, if it can even be called that, was brief, perhaps no more than a few nights of passion. Lucy Walter was an amusing distraction while he waited for an opportunity to take decisive action that might help his father, then a prisoner on the Isle of Wight, triumph at last in the long struggle with his subjects. That chance came much sooner than he expected. A week or so after he bedded ‘Mrs Barlow’, Charles sailed away from the Netherlands at the head of a royalist fleet revitalized by the addition of turncoat Parliamentary captains and their mutinous crews.


This foray into naval warfare was unsuccessful. Prince Charles never managed to land in England and was back in the Netherlands by September 1648, where he passed the remainder of the year as a helpless spectator of the final act in the drama of Charles I’s life. Yet if his sudden departure from Lucy had effectively ended their liaison almost as soon as it had begun, he could not quite brush it off altogether. For Lucy was pregnant and Charles acknowledged the child she was carrying as his own. Their affair may have been short but its repercussions were long – for the king, his brother, James, duke of York, and for the baby son who became the first of Charles II’s fourteen illegitimate children, the ill-fated duke of Monmouth.










CHAPTER TWO


The Trouble with Lucy
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‘Before I take the liberty of writing to Your Majesty of Mrs Barlow, I did sufficiently inform myself of the truth of what I write, since I had the opportunity to save her from public scandal . . .’


Daniel O’Neill to Charles II, February 1656


IN THE DECADE following her son’s birth in April 1649, Lucy’s behaviour became increasingly reckless, leading to an irretrievable breakdown in her relationship with Charles II. Even during her pregnancy, the intention to keep her at arm’s length was clear. Charles may have been willing to acknowledge that he had fathered her child but there was no question of Lucy giving birth at Princess Mary’s court at The Hague. Instead, the future duke of Monmouth was born seventeen miles to the south, in the port city of Rotterdam. The child was given into the care of an English wet nurse and accommodated by a Dutch merchant who owned a house just along the coast, in Schiedam. Lucy, after a suitable period of recovery, was able to resume her life without inconvenience. She was young and healthy and would, no doubt, have hoped to remain close to her royal lover. Her son was called James, though we do not know who made the choice of name. Perhaps it was a compliment to the king’s brother, the duke of York. If so, it was one that the duke would not find gratifying. Young James was a healthy baby and grew into a strikingly handsome child. In his youthful portraits, we can see something of what his mother must have looked like, since no pictures of Lucy Walter, painted during her lifetime, survive.


Whatever Lucy’s expectations that spring, her relationship with Charles was already on the wane. This was, in part, because circumstances made it difficult for him to remain in the Netherlands after the death of his father. Within weeks of his son’s birth, he was on the move, returning to his mother in Paris. The United Provinces of the Netherlands was a republic and politicians there, remembering the prolonged and bloody struggle for independence against the Spanish monarchy, did not share the Prince of Orange’s enthusiasm for monarchy. Charles was always rather good at realizing when he had outstayed his welcome. It has been speculated that he visited little James before his departure, though there is no firm evidence for this.1 Lucy certainly travelled to Paris herself later in the summer but whether this was on her own initiative or at Charles’s invitation is unknown. Given her subsequent behaviour, it is probable that Lucy was the instigator of this journey. The diarist John Evelyn, a royalist supporter, shared a coach with her on the way to Saint Germain, where Henrietta Maria and her sons were living on the grudging hospitality of the French court, and it was this enforced proximity that prompted his famous comments, quoted at the head of Chapter One, about her being both bold and insipid. He described her as the king’s mistress, a quasi-official appellation of which Lucy would have been proud, but does not mention whether she had brought her son to France with her. At this point, obviously keen to remind the king of her charms and probably show off her son as well, Lucy had no particular reason to suppose that he would try to separate her from James. A year later, she knew differently.


What was Charles’s attitude towards Lucy Walter and her offspring? It is unlikely that she was his first sexual adventure and the baby may not have been his first child. There were rumours of a liaison during his stay, in 1646, on the island of Jersey but he had never admitted to mistresses or paternity before. Yet his reluctance to keep Lucy with him on his travels is plain and, as she seems to have realized early on, absence, in the case of Charles II, did not always make the heart grow fonder. Given the nature of their encounter, Lucy’s history and Charles’s wandering eye (he would soon tell his cousin, Sophia, that she was more beautiful than Mrs Barlow), any expectation that the king would put their relationship on a more permanent footing was unrealistic. Perhaps she did dream of marriage, and Charles had his own parents’ fidelity and happiness as an example, but his mother was a Bourbon princess, not a Welsh adventuress with an already murky past. Even as a ‘maîtresse-en-titre’, as the other women in the lives of his French royal cousins were known, Lucy did not measure up. She was not an aristocrat. And besides, Charles well knew that his marriageability was a political asset, even for an impoverished exile. He was not likely to throw it away in a moment of romantic delusion. A more pragmatic woman than Lucy would have accepted that the best she could hope for was a regular source of income for herself and her son, and a measure of respect, if she conducted herself with decorum. Charles evidently did make some financial provision for James, though precise details are lacking and its regularity may have been dependent on his resources, which were always stretched. They would remain so until he could get his throne back. For the latter half of 1649 and the first months of 1650, he was preoccupied with the development of a strategy which would allow him to achieve this goal. Once his plans were made, Lucy Walter was effectively no longer part of his life.


The fall of Ireland to the forces of the English republic ended all hopes that it could be used as a springboard for a royalist invasion of England. Instead, in March 1650, Charles received a Scottish delegation at Breda and discussed with them the terms of an agreement by which he would use their support. The talks were difficult, for though Charles demonstrated all the charm for which he would become renowned, as well as his uncanny knack for spotting divisions and differences among his opponents, he was unable, in the end, to exploit these to his benefit. It has been said that he summoned Lucy Walter and his baby son to Breda to show off his virility to the Scots but if this did happen it was surely a miscalculation. A group of Scottish Calvinists were unlikely to be impressed by the appearance of a bastard son of a monarch whose freedom of action they intended to curtail. It would merely have reinforced in their minds the need to keep him away from unsuitable companions, of whom they were already wary. Charles sailed for Scotland in June, leaving Lucy behind. Though she did not know it at the time, he intended the parting to mark a decisive end to their relationship. Nor did Lucy know of his intentions for little James, though she would find out soon enough.


*


THE FIRST ATTEMPT to kidnap the king’s son might have succeeded, since the plans for it seem to have been laid with care. Soon after Charles II’s departure for Scotland, the easily flattered Mrs Barlow, who had always liked the attention of wealthy and, preferably, titled men, was inveigled away to the Rotterdam Fair, perhaps by the earl of Craven. Not that the earl really desired Lucy’s company. He was part of a plot masterminded by John Eliot, one of Charles’s longest-serving grooms of the bedchamber, who had stayed behind in the Netherlands with instructions to remove little James from his mother. The king wanted custody but seems to have been unwilling, or, perhaps, unable to bring this about openly, with Lucy’s agreement. Evidently it had not yet crossed her mind that an attempt might be made to remove James forcibly and she was greatly distressed when, on her return from Rotterdam, she found the child gone. ‘She rent her apparel, tore the hair from off her head and whole showers of tears bewailed the greatness of her loss.’ If this was the first, it would certainly not be the last very public scene that Lucy would make in respect of her son. Her theatrics, however, were soon replaced by a more considered and organized response. She ordered horses and rode through the night to the port of Maassluis, presuming that her son was about to be shipped off, back to England. How she came by such information is not clear but it was erroneous. Lucy made a great scene on the quayside, throwing gold coins at the local mayor and yelling that a royal child had been abducted. She certainly attracted a crowd but it was all to no avail, since her son was not there. Some ten days later, he was discovered in a village not far from The Hague, in the care of two of John Eliot’s accomplices, unharmed and apparently unaware of the furore surrounding his disappearance. He was returned to his mother but only, according to one source, after a lawsuit. And if Lucy had at first thought that the king’s enemies in England had ordered the abduction of her son, she now knew differently.2


Acceptance of reality was never one of Lucy’s strong points and she seems to have clung to the hope, during all the time Charles II was away, that their affair could somehow be renewed. Even after the king’s return from the crushing defeat of the royalist cause at the Battle of Worcester in 1651, she tried to rekindle their relationship by going, once again, to Paris. But it was abundantly evident that her status was nothing like it had been two years previously. As far as Charles was concerned, she was part of his past and he did not like the rumours about her conduct that were becoming more insistent. He would try his best, in these straitened times, to support their son, but he did not want anything more to do with Lucy herself. Yet whatever provision the king had made for her and James, it was clearly not sufficient from her perspective. She would need to leave Paris for good and find support elsewhere. Her choices were limited, so The Hague beckoned again.


There, she took up with Viscount Theobald Taaffe, an Irish peer in his fifties, who had for some time been a dubious influence on the king. Charles enjoyed Taaffe’s company, conveniently overlooking his lax morals and military ineptitude because he was convivial and a good dancer. Taaffe was the ageing male equivalent of the good-time girl that Lucy, through inclination and inevitability, had become. Their mutual attraction was predictable. Lucy, relieved to have found a new protector, enjoyed her life with Taaffe. He treated her well and probably fathered her second child, a daughter named Mary. As much as he could, he tried to represent Lucy favourably to her former lover. There were rumours of a possible marriage (Taaffe was a widower) but no wedding took place. This was unfortunate for Lucy – and, indeed, for Charles II – because marrying off a discarded mistress was a time-honoured ploy for British royalty. Henry VIII had followed this course with Bessie Blount, and Charles’s Stuart ancestors, James IV and James V of Scotland, had found husbands for the mothers of their illegitimate children. We do not know why the Taaffe marriage never materialized but it may be that even the easy-going Taaffe was not in the end convinced that Lucy would make a faithful wife. For, much to the king’s unease, his erstwhile mistress’s reputation continued to go downhill.


*


BY THE MID-1650S, Lucy was becoming a serious embarrassment to Charles II. The well-travelled king was far away from her at that time, having tactfully removed himself and a small group of followers from Paris to Germany. The invitation from the Imperial Diet of Ratisbon at the end of 1653 allowed the king to leave France without losing face, a move made all the more pressing by the alliance of Cardinal Mazarin, chief minister to Charles’s young cousin, Louis XIV, with Oliver Cromwell, the undisputed leader of the English republic. A seething Henrietta Maria stayed on in Paris, despite the continued threat posed by the series of rebellions known as the Fronde. In truth, she had little choice. For Charles, the promise of a pension of £45,000 by the German states, and an extra £23,000 from Emperor Ferdinand III, offered an honourable way out. He left in the summer of 1654 and spent an idyllic few months with his sister, Mary, who had travelled from the Netherlands to be with him, visiting the Shrine of Charlemagne in Aachen, taking the waters at Spa and sailing down the Rhine. We do not know whether they discussed the woman whom Mary referred to in letters to Charles as ‘your wife’. Not too much should be read into this appellation; Mary was unlikely to refer to ‘your mistress’, though this reference has been used to bolster the claim that a marriage between Charles Stuart and Lucy Walter had taken place earlier.3 But when the princess returned to The Hague, she would have been well aware of the continued problem Lucy posed, even if outwardly they remained on cordial terms.


The king did not need his sister to remind him of Lucy Walter. At first, he had accepted the advice that Lucy would behave herself if adequate funds for her upkeep and the needs of her son were forthcoming. Charles duly authorized an annuity of 5,000 French livres, a sum roughly equivalent to £650,000 today. His intentions may have been genuine but he simply did not have adequate funds to meet such a commitment. Lucy never received anything like the amount promised and since she was convinced that the only real prospect of finding a man wealthy enough to support the lifestyle she craved, as well as her two children, was from among the royalist exiles at Princess Mary’s court, she was deaf to pleas that she should live quietly, away from public scrutiny. By May 1655, the king was imploring Taaffe to inform Lucy of his desire that ‘she goes to some place more private than The Hague, for her stay there is very prejudicial to us both.’4 Unfortunately for Charles, Lucy’s behaviour was providing just the sort of ammunition that his enemies in the English republic could use against him. He stood to lose, in the short term, the support of more strait-laced rulers, such as Philip IV of Spain, who was viewed as a potential source of desperately needed money. Philip presided over a stuffy and very proper court and was hardly going to hand over money to an exile whose former mistress was renowned for her continuing life of sin. In the longer term, the Cromwellian propaganda machine would delight in using this apparently never-ending source of smut to scupper any hopes he might have of restoration.


When Taaffe failed to secure Lucy’s cooperation, Daniel O’Neill, a groom of the bedchamber who was one of the most influential and loyal of Charles II’s followers and effectively the king’s spymaster, stepped in to try to bring a decisive end to the problem of Lucy Walter. O’Neill, an Irish Protestant, had spent the early years of exile on the move, dividing his time between Paris, The Hague and the Spanish Netherlands and was well regarded in all three places. The king’s chief minister, Edward Hyde, nicknamed him ‘Infallible Subtle’. It was an apt epithet. O’Neill’s informers had been watching Lucy for some time and initially he had thought her little more than a nuisance who could be contained, paid off with a dribbling allowance. By 1656, he knew that this was not a viable option. Convinced that she posed a growing threat, O’Neill’s tactics were ruthless. He was unswerving in his advice that Lucy must be negated as a threat to the reputation of Charles II. Nothing could be expected from Spain, he warned, if rumours concerning Lucy’s wild behaviour continued to circulate. He had been told that ‘one of the greatest exceptions the ministers of Spain had, was that there was nothing a secret in your court.’5 In other words, Charles’s private life must not be made public by the antics of his erstwhile mistress. Cutting Lucy off, both financially and morally, was an absolute necessity. It would also be necessary to gain permanent custody of young James, her son.


Deprived of what little money she had received from Charles II, Lucy followed what was, by now, a predictable path and found another lover. Thomas Howard, the younger brother of the earl of Suffolk, was Mary’s master of the horse and had been at her court for some years. His wife, Walburga van der Kerckhoven, was governess to Mary’s son, the future William III of England. He must have seemed an ideal beau, with his aristocratic connections and refined manners. Lucy was evidently smitten by Howard’s attentions and his expensive presents. He was even willing to set her up in a house of her own outside Delft, at a tactful distance from The Hague. Howard was certainly a catch. Yet it may be that Lucy was the one who had been ensnared.


There is indirect evidence that Princess Mary had dangled Thomas Howard in front of Lucy Walter deliberately, in a bid to free her brother of an increasingly troublesome woman, and that Howard knew very well what was expected of him.6 Whether this was part of Daniel O’Neill’s wider strategy for neutralizing Lucy is not clear. The cynicism of such a scheme is as distasteful as its crass immorality. Could Howard’s wife, for example, really have been a party to such a plot, or was she as taken in by it as Lucy Walter? The idea was also inherently risky, as an unexpected development would soon show. Before Lucy could even move into her new house at Delft, she was heading back to republican England and the king’s son was going with her. Unable, apparently, to dissuade her, Howard decided that he had better go along as well. Instead of enjoying the discreet and ladylike life offered by a mansion in the Dutch countryside, Lucy was about to be lodged in an altogether different venue: the Tower of London.


*


IF LIFE HAD taught Lucy anything, it was that opportunities for financial security should never be overlooked. So, when her brother, the soberly named Justus Walter, arrived from England to inform her that their mother had died in February 1656, leaving all of her estate to their aunt in the Netherlands, Lucy did not need much convincing to return to England with him to contest the will. The plans to contain her were suddenly thrown up in the air and the difficulties that might ensue with someone so unpredictable being let loose in Cromwellian England caused consternation. The level of anxiety may be gauged by the fact that Charles II, recently arrived in the Spanish Netherlands as a pensioner of Spain, had a brief meeting with Lucy on 22 May in Antwerp, shortly before she sailed. Since Antwerp was something of a detour from Flushing, the port Lucy was to depart from, this was not a chance meeting. We do not know who instigated it or what passed between them. Charles may have wanted an opportunity to see his son and perhaps to suggest that James remain with him while Lucy went in search of her inheritance. He could have ordered and imposed such an outcome if met with resistance, but, mindful of Lucy’s talent for causing a scene, he would not have wished a scandal to reach the ears of his new hosts within days of his arrival. It was ironic that fate should have brought Lucy and Charles together again when he had been trying to put as much distance as possible between them. Both were now in their mid-twenties, with difficult years behind them and uncertain futures ahead. The summer of 1648 seemed a world away. Yet for all the tension that hung in the air, neither could have known that this brief encounter would be their last.


The Cromwellian England to which Lucy returned was by no means the sterile military dictatorship depicted by the Lord Protector’s opponents. Literature and music flourished, private performances kept the theatrical tradition alive and coffee houses in London were thriving social hubs. Charles II and his threadbare courtiers, roaming the smaller cities of Europe, could not hope to match the English republic’s standing in the eyes of the world. No longer a small northern European country riven by civil war, the republic was an international power. But it was a suspicious city to which ‘Mrs Barlow’ returned, watchful of new arrivals, especially those with royalist connections. Lucy was naive if she thought that she and her little party could pass unremarked through its streets. Within two weeks of her arrival in June 1656, Lucy discovered that Thomas Howard could not protect her – or, indeed, himself – from the well-oiled machinery of Cromwell’s spy network, controlled by Oliver’s self-effacing but extremely competent secretary, John Thurloe. Having watched her lodgings in the Strand and followed her every movement, Thurloe’s net closed in. Lucy’s group, including her children and maid, were detained and taken to the Tower of London for questioning.


This frightening episode is glossed over in the hagiographic biography of James, duke of Monmouth, which was published thirty years later, when Lucy’s son was desperately trying to mend his relationship with his father. The grovelling author of this work would have his readers believe that Lucy’s time in London was a triumph: ‘. . . the Cavaliers carried themselves towards her with a profound reverence and awful respect, treating her as a sacred person, serving her on the knee.’7 Lucy’s contacts in London before her arrest are unknown but her interrogation in the Tower was led by John Barkstead, a hard-line regicide not known for his gentle treatment of prisoners. He was more likely to have viewed Lucy as a royalist whore than a ‘sacred person’. Under his initial questioning, Lucy claimed to be the widow of a Dutch sea-captain, explaining that she had returned to England to claim her mother’s legacy. That part of the story was true but Barkstead knew that the rest was a pack of lies. Was she not, in fact, Charles Stuart’s mistress, he asked, and the mother of his son? Cornered, Lucy did not deny that she had given birth to the king’s child but claimed that he had died. The two children accompanying her now were the offspring of the conveniently dead Dutchman.


Barkstead was not fooled for one minute. From Lucy’s blabbermouth maid, Anne Hill, the authorities had already learned all they needed to know. Howard was not a chance acquaintance encountered on the North Sea crossing but Lucy’s lover and the boy was indeed the son of Charles Stuart. Their suspicions confirmed, the Lord Protector and his advisers now considered what to do with this unexpected opportunity. The conclusion they came to was that Lucy was not a royalist spy and that they would be better off deporting her. The damage she could continue to wreak on Charles Stuart’s reputation was far greater if she was free than if she was detained in England. Accordingly, the order was given, signed by Cromwell himself: ‘Lucy Barlow, prisoner in the Tower, to be sent back to Flanders with her child’.8 The child, in this case, meant the seven-year-old James, there being apparently no interest in his young half-sister, Mary. The document describes Lucy and her son disparagingly, as ‘Charles Stuart’s lady of pleasure and the young heir.’9 Mercurius Politicus, the official newspaper of the republican government, was quick to point out to the regime’s royalist enemies that they were ‘already furnished with an heir apparent.’10 Lucy was lucky to escape from this ill-advised return to her native land without far more serious consequences. Her dreams of using her mother’s money and Howard’s continued largesse to buy a coach lined with red velvet had been met with a rude awakening, but much worse was to follow.


*


SCANDAL AND LUCY Walter were always close companions. A more placid woman might have been content with her fine house outside Delft but though she drew up plans for renovation with her brother, Justus, whose tastes for lavish living matched her own, Lucy’s capacity for getting into trouble had not been contained by her sojourn in the Tower of London. She became embroiled in a dispute with a local wine merchant (the precise causes of which remain unclear) and ended up in jail. She was eventually released but ordered to leave Delft. No help was forthcoming from Thomas Howard, so Lucy, with the unexpected assistance in this extremity of Robert Sidney, decided to sell her splendid house with most of its contents and move to the Spanish Netherlands. If the affair with Thomas Howard was already cooling, it now descended into acrimony as Howard disputed Lucy’s right to sell off the house’s contents, most of which, he claimed, belonged to him. Deserted and wondering if she had been played for a fool all along, Lucy’s thoughts turned to revenge. She would make Howard pay, and not just with money – for there seemed to be no more of that forthcoming – but with his life.


On 24 August 1657, a young cousin of Lucy’s, Charles Bursfield, who had arrived from England to support her, attempted to assassinate Howard in Brussels. His earlier attempt to challenge Howard to a duel, a time-honoured way of defending a lady’s honour, had been met with derision and so he resorted to a surprise attack with a stiletto dagger in an alleyway, not far, as it turned out, from where the king himself was lodging. The attack, like much else attempted by Lucy Walter, failed, though Howard suffered a severe arm wound. Charles II and Edward Hyde were left shaking their heads over this latest exploit involving Lucy Walter. They were already plentifully supplied with other damaging titbits. For the past two years, Daniel O’Neill had been gathering more information about Lucy’s unsavoury life. He learned of abortions, plots to murder a maid who talked too much; in short, he had a full portfolio of dirt on ‘Mrs Barlow’ to add to the escapade in Brussels.


Still, Charles hesitated. At his behest, Lucy had been lodged with Sir Arthur Slingsby, a royalist living in Brussels, who was supposed to keep an eye on her and suppress the possibility of further damaging behaviour. But Lucy had by no means exhausted her options and, having already sold letters Howard had written to her, revealing his activities as a royalist conspirator, she now announced her intention to ‘post up’ Charles’s letters to her, in full public view, in the Grande Place in Brussels, unless her pension was increased. This threat prompted the king to arrange another attempt to kidnap his son. Slingsby was to remove him from his mother and take him to a secure place. The plan was put into action on a cold evening in early December 1657 but was, once again, thwarted by Lucy. She ran, screaming, into the street, causing a huge scene that naturally drew onlookers. The violence of Slingsby’s attempts to restrain and quieten her brought the gathering crowd firmly on to her side. This bungled attempt proved a great embarrassment for Charles II. The Spanish ambassador to Charles’s exiled court in Brussels, Don Alonso de Cárdenas, described Slingsby’s behaviour as ‘most barbarous, abominable and most unnatural’. He offered Lucy and her son his protection. The incident threatened to derail the relationship between Spain and the Stuarts, which had been so painstakingly established.11


The king, providentially away in Bruges when the kidnap attempt took place, could not afford to lose Spanish support. Equally, he could not let Lucy Walter continue to damage his international reputation by her shenanigans. He needed to tread carefully in his response to her latest aggravation and to get the Spanish on his side, not hers. Accordingly, he wrote a carefully worded letter of explanation to Cárdenas, explaining his side of the story. His concerns, he explained, had always been for the child, and, indeed, for Lucy herself. He needed Spanish help to prevent Lucy’s ‘mad disobedience to his pleasure’ and settle matters once and for all. It would, he said, ‘be a great charity to the child, and to the mother herself, if she shall now at length retire to such a way of life (that) may redeem in some measure the reproach of her past ways.’12 The Spanish accepted this explanation and agreed to assist Charles in containing Lucy. She spent Christmas under the watchful eye of Cárdenas. Meanwhile, Daniel O’Neill told Slingsby to make sure that the potentially damaging letters that Lucy had so unwisely shouted about be removed from her possession as soon as possible and returned to the king. Like so much else connected with Lucy Walter and the written evidence of her relationship with Charles II, they conveniently disappeared.


It was now just a matter of time before she lost her last bargaining chip, her nine-year-old son. In April 1658, while his mother was in another part of the house, James was successfully removed from her custody by two of Charles’s servants, by the simple expedient of distraction. For all her faults, Lucy was a stout-hearted woman and she immediately began to search for James. This time, however, she would not succeed. For months she tried, first in Brussels and then following James to Paris, where he eventually ended up in the care of William Crofts, a royalist politician who was on friendly terms with the king. But Lucy never saw James again. She was already ill when she arrived in Paris and now, in the autumn of 1658, she faded fast. The cause of her illness cannot be identified with any certainty. James, duke of York, subsequently claimed that she had contracted venereal disease because of the life she led but he had every reason to wish to blacken the reputation of a woman who was no longer able to defend herself. Whatever killed her, it is clear that, as she faced death, Lucy had regrets and expressed them in a confession made to John Cosin, the chaplain to the Protestant exiles in Paris, whom she had probably met on previous visits to the French capital. He, at least, did not judge her as her life ebbed away.


At the end, Lucy Walter was a lonely figure, attended to her grave in Paris (long since lost) by a spy from Charles II’s exiled court. Nor has time been kind to her reputation. It might justifiably be argued that Lucy brought many of the difficulties that beset her on herself. She was ambitious, headstrong and overconfident, and relentlessly combative, mindful of her son’s usefulness to her but completely neglectful of the education of someone who was a royal child. Crofts was astonished to discover that his new charge, though intelligent and willing to learn, could not read or count beyond twenty. But Charles II had never been able to make provision for a proper education for his son and probably would not have trusted Lucy Walter with the money while James remained with her. Her death, at the beginning of December 1658, relieved Charles of a thorn in his side. Very few people have spoken up for Lucy since and attempts to do so have been unconvincing.


There remains, of course, the intriguing question of whether Charles II, as a teenage prince in The Hague, did indeed go through some form of marriage ceremony with Lucy Walter. He denied it throughout his reign and his brother, challenged by Lucy’s son for the succession, made sure that her memory was vilified. The papers which Lucy is said to have entrusted to John Cosin during her last days in Paris have never been found. Probably they were destroyed, if anything of any note ever actually existed. Cosin’s extensive library and correspondence can now be consulted in the libraries of Durham University and Durham Cathedral and it may be that, among their pages, a surprised researcher could, one day, discover something that escaped the suppression of Lucy Walter’s papers and will vindicate her brittle and sad life.










CHAPTER THREE


Marking Time


[image: image]


‘For I cannot choose but say she is the worthiest to be loved of all the sex’


Charles II reveals his admiration for Princess Henrietta Catherine of Orange, 1658


THE EXILED KING had readily found a succession of ladies willing to succumb to his considerable charms by the time Lucy Walter met her cheerless end in Paris. Nor was young James Crofts his only child, though it is unlikely that Lucy’s son knew he had, by 1658, three half-siblings: two sisters and a brother. The first of these, Charlotte Fitzroy, was born in 1651 to Elizabeth Killigrew. Known as Betty, Elizabeth Killigrew was a member of Henrietta Maria’s household in Paris and the sister of playwright Thomas Killigrew. The Killigrews were a well-connected royalist family (Thomas acted as a diplomat for Charles II in northern Italy during the 1650s) and Betty had been married to the Irishman Francis Boyle, later made Viscount Shannon, since before the outbreak of the Civil Wars. She was eight years older than Charles, which has sometimes been taken as an indication of his weakness for older women, though the king’s very varied taste in women does not really support this interpretation. Her marriage appears to have survived this affair and her daughter was the first of Charles’s illegitimate children to be given the surname Fitzroy in acknowledgement of her parentage. Charlotte was not, however, one of Charles’s favourite children.1 Her existence was kept quiet for almost twenty years.


Betty Killigrew was not Charles’s only conquest in Paris. Eleanor Needham, the widowed Lady Byron, also shared the young king’s bed. The 1664 portrait of her by Sir Peter Lely in the Royal Collection shows a dark-haired, good-looking woman, who was then in her late thirties but looks younger. There were no children of this liaison but Eleanor was, nevertheless, determined to get a pension out of the king in recognition for having slept with him. She doggedly pursued the collection of the considerable monies promised her but received very little.


During his time in Bruges, the king formed a relationship over several years with Catherine Pegge, the daughter of royalist exile Thomas Pegge of Yeldersley near Ashbourne in Derbyshire. She was said to be a great beauty but little is known of her beyond the fact that she bore Charles a son and a daughter, in 1657 and 1658. The son, Charles FitzCharles, was nicknamed Don Carlos, either because he was born in the Spanish Netherlands or because of his dark good looks. It took fourteen years for his father to acknowledge him formally and he had to wait until 1675 to be given a title, when he was made earl of Plymouth. His sister, named Catherine after her mother, died young. The complete opposite of Lucy Walter, Catherine Pegge obligingly stayed in the shadows. It is not clear what, if any, financial support Charles gave her. She was eventually married to Sir Edward Greene of Great Sampford in Essex, in 1667, and they had one daughter. It has been said that Catherine died a year after her marriage but her father’s will, made in 1676, clearly shows that she was still alive then, as she and her sister are named as his main beneficiaries.2


Attempts to justify Charles II’s sexual adventures during the period of his exile as being unremarkable for a young aristocrat in the mid-seventeenth century overlook the fact that his behaviour was in stark contrast to that of his own father, whose example he was clearly not inclined to follow. His lifestyle was also grist to the very productive mill of Cromwellian propaganda, playing into the hands of his enemies in England by allowing them to represent him as a sleazy playboy, unfit to rule. Edward Hyde and other advisers were seriously worried about the effect this would have on Charles’s chances of regaining the throne. The king was certainly aware of how he was being represented in the English news-sheets. Referring to reports of his amours in England, Charles noted, with an air of wearied amusement, ‘they have done me too much honour in assigning me so many fair ladies as if I were able to satisfy the half.’3 But after Cromwell’s death in 1658, he began to think seriously of the advantages that a marriage might bring. His choice fell on a girl he had known for some time. She had the right credentials of both birth and religion and he was also fond of her. The young lady in question was the twenty-one-year-old Princess Henrietta Catherine of Orange Nassau, sister-in-law of Mary Stuart, the Princess Royal.
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