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Praise for Leo Hollis


‘This wonderful book has many layers: the entwined stories of the men who stamped their names on the streets of London and, in their midst, one woman for whom a rich inheritance became an impossible cage. Leo Hollis knows the expanding city like the back of his hand, and brings a forensic eye and a deep empathy to the mystery at the heart of Mary Davies’s tragic life. Combining biography and detective story with urban panorama and a thought-provoking exploration of the nature of property, Inheritance is a consistently enthralling read.’


Helen Castor, author of Joan of Arc


‘A fascinating insight into a tragic backwater of London’s history, yet from which one of its most magnificent estates emerged…’


Simon Jenkins, author of A Short History of London


‘Hollis expertly weaves together the human tragedy and high politics behind the explosion of one of the world’s greatest cities. His scholarship and storytelling makes the seventeenth century seem so familiar.’


Dan Snow, author of Death or Victory:
The Battle for Quebec and the Birth of Empire


‘Leo Hollis combines meticulous research with his trademark style once again in this perceptive and humane book on one of modern London’s most significant origin stories.’


Lucy Inglis, author of Georgian London: Into the Streets


‘Identifying an authentic seventeenth-century mystery, Leo Hollis uses the form of the classic detective story to deliver a fast-moving and forensic account of the birth and development of the London property market. Here is a valuable addition to the literature of the city in another period of cancerous growth.’


Iain Sinclair, author of The Last London


‘Wonderfully rich and informative… To present deep scholarship so accessibly and with such fluency is a rare achievement.’


Tom Holland, author of Dominion, on The Phoenix


‘A tour de force of biography, history, politics, philosophy and experimental science… With huge skill, Mr Hollis weaves his characters through this thickly detailed scene.’


The Economist on The Phoenix


‘A fascinating picture of the rebirth of London after the Fire… combining the history of ideas, architecture and the life of the city in a riveting narrative.’


Jenny Uglow on The Phoenix


‘What makes this book so fascinating, though, is not just the rich detail, but also its explanations of the emergence of the new thinking that so profoundly shaped the spirit of the age.’


Independent on The Phoenix


‘Leo Hollis’s book is as impressive a construction as St Paul’s itself… Hollis makes us see St Paul’s as if for the first time, a remarkable achievement.’


Jonathan Glancey, author of
The Story of Architecture, on The Phoenix


‘This is a superlative book. Leo Hollis has that rare gift of making the incomprehensible, such as the nature of light and the complexity of national finance, comprehensible to the most lay of readers.’


Liza Picard, author of Victorian London:
The Life of a City 1840–1870, on The Phoenix


‘From Westminster Abbey to an unremarkable house in Spitalfields, this ingenious study unearths the architectural history of 12 buildings to produce engrossing insights into London’s transformations.’


Sunday Telegraph on The Stones of London


‘From Mumbai to Shanghai, Hollis is the perfect guide to the art, science and even maths of what makes cities so great.’


Marcus du Sautoy on Cities Are Good for You


‘Extremely timely… Fascinating and thoroughly researched.’


Financial Times on Cities Are Good for You
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‘Many men make no scruple to marry a woman they don’t love, for the sake of her money; it may therefore be supposed, that women of fortune, are more liable to injuries of that kind than any other part of the sex.’


Sarah Chapone, The Hardship of the English Lawes in Relation to Wives, 1735
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Introduction


THE CARRIAGE ARRIVED at the Hôtel Castile, on Rue Saint-Dominique, deep in the night of Sunday, 12 June 1701. There was great activity as soon as the horses came to a halt, and as the party of English travellers uneasily stepped down to the street. This troupe included Lodowick Fenwick, a Benedictine monk. As a Catholic persecuted for his faith in Britain he often wore secular clothes in order to dissemble his true vocation. Beside him, looking frail and in distress, came Dame Mary Grosvenor, who was rushed into the house and her rooms on the first floor, with a view to the garden beyond. She was followed by a flurry of servants, who had accompanied her on the arduous journey. The owners of the hotel, Madame Dufief and her husband, had already prepared rooms and now busied themselves in settling the guests in.


Dame Mary, exhausted by the journey, took to her bed immediately. She had been ill when they had departed Rome a few weeks before and her condition had not improved despite a break in the itinerary for rest in Lyon. This respite included a succession of doctors’ visits, and a regime of bleeding and dosing. There had been reports of her behaving strangely in Italy, of talking in agitation during a concert, and other unexpected conduct encouraging gossip and concern. Perhaps she was still in the depths of mourning, following the death of her husband eleven months before. Others interpreted her eruptions as something more disturbing: a mental instability manifesting itself in public. From the scenes that night and over the coming week, it appeared the days in a cramped carriage, exposed to the elements, had dramatically worsened her condition.


The exact location of the Hôtel Castile is unknown. It is not identified on the detailed Turgot map drawn thirty years later, illustrating each house, garden and churchyard in the city. On this plan, Rue Saint-Dominique sweeps into the city from the south-west, following the bend of the Seine, and emptying out into the bustling St Germain. Until the 1630s the route was known as the Rue des Vaches, a cattle path into the city markets. However, the establishment of the Dominican monastery and the elegantly baroque Église Saint-Thomas-d’Aquin demanded a more tempting identity for the emerging bourgeois neighbourhood.


It was a suitable location for respectable British travellers to find a resting place in the city. Fine stone buildings, in the latest modern styles, lined both sides of the street, making it a desirable enclave. More importantly, this was close to the exiled English community that clustered around the eclipsed star of the banished former monarch James II, at Saint-Germain-en-Laye. This court-in-exile attracted all sorts of Catholics, chancers and spies, which fixed an additional layer of intrigue to Dame Mary’s story.


The rooms in the hotel had been arranged days before by Dame Mary’s Paris banker, Mr Arthur, and Fr Fenwick’s brother, Edward. Dame Mary had been in touch with Mr Arthur often to ensure her affairs were in order, and to share some gossip. On the other hand, Edward had met Dame Mary only twice before. During the previous summer, they had been introduced at the Fenwick family home in Essex, where the two seemingly made a connection; and then again a few weeks later in London, just before the group had set out on their travels. The brief encounters had made an impression on both.


That same summer, Michael Dahl, a fashionable portraitist amongst conservative grandees, painted Dame Mary in his studio on Leicester Square. Mary is in her widow’s clothes, a simple black shawl and dress, a white lace collar and sleeves offering contrast. There is no background scenery, nor any object of contemplation in her hands. No rings on her fingers. It is as if she is looking into the future with nothing to guide her. She wears a white veil that frames her face; it appears like a Spanish mantilla with an intricate fringe. Her face is plain, without expression. Her eyes are heavily lidded. The portrait seems intended to display rather than record the person.
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Michael Dahl’s portrait of Mary Davies, 1700


Here was a woman who now faced the world alone. She was only thirty-five years old, a mother of four children – three boys and a seven-month-old daughter. As the child heir of an extensive plot of land to the west of the city, she had been marked out as an heiress of considerable fortune. As a child she had been a prize in the marriage market, the subject of negotiations with aristocrats and grandees. And finally a wife, married before her thirteenth birthday and, possibly, a mother still in her teens. As a widow, this inheritance was now hers once again, held on behalf of her children and future generations. She was already taking control of the management of the estate and, while in London, had signed a contract concerning a lease. This was the first legal agreement that she had signed in her own name. For reasons we will see, it turned out to be her last.


Something about those two short meetings in Essex and London had encouraged Edward Fenwick to follow on to Paris some months later. His cousin, Francis Radcliffe, had encouraged him to ‘pursue his courtship’, yet Edward had arrived in Paris three days after his brother and Dame Mary had left for Rome and he was forced to linger there for their return. In the meantime, he had taken a position as a tutor to a young aristocrat. However, once Dame Mary had arrived back in the city, Edward’s attentions again turned to the ailing widow.


Over the next week Dame Mary kept to her rooms at the Hôtel Castile. Edward and other visitors were allowed to visit on Tuesday. There were solicitations after her health, as well as opinions sought and discussions on who were the best doctors amongst the English community in Paris. On the following day, Dr Ayres, recommended by Mr Arthur, was called for and Dame Mary was given an emetic to purge her malady. Despite the unpleasant vomiting, which weakened her body, the antimony did not seem to have had the desired effect. And on Thursday the doctor prescribed opium pills. By Friday, the symptoms had not altered and the doctor returned to bleed the patient as she lay in her bed. She was also dosed with opium. The bleeding was intended to release a surfeit of blood that caused the hot fever, but this only weakened her further.


On the following morning, Saturday 18th, gossip started to thread through the English community in Paris. Her name began to circulate with the news that Mary had woken up that morning with Mr Fenwick in her bed, and the widow had taken the sacred oath of marriage. There seemed to be no other witnesses than the couple, Fr Fenwick, who conducted the service, and two servants. Could it be true?


Immediately, whispers of foul play swirled. Mr Lewis, secretary to the British ambassador, noted that he had heard ‘particularly in the chocolate and coffee houses, that Dame Mary Grosvenor had lately received ill-usage from Lodowick Fenwick, and persons about her’.1 The ambassador himself contacted London in order to get word to Mary’s family. He feared that she was being trapped, and that they might lose her estate through this misadventure.


Nearly three weeks later, Mary found her way back to London, and to her mother’s house at Millbank, overlooking the Thames. Here, still in an anxious mania, she denied her marriage to Fenwick, swearing that it never happened. At the same time she wrote: ‘I positively deny it, and so will swear, and shall never own any such thing, it being absolutely false; for I never saw book, nor heard marriage words, nor said any.’2


The close family were fearful that Fenwick might soon follow on from Paris to claim his property; and so he did. The supposed-husband arrived in the capital three weeks later and immediately started to behave like the rightful owner of Dame Mary’s birthright. He began contacting the tenants who leased lands from her estate, demanding rents to be paid directly to him, while threatening eviction to others.


He then made his way to Millbank. When the widow’s mother, his apparent mother-in-law, refused to receive him, he demanded that the servants show him to his wife. Instead, he was handed a note stating that Mary was not there and, furthermore, she was not betrothed. Forced to leave empty-handed, he was nevertheless not dissuaded from his course. And so on 12 August his representatives returned to Millbank and served Dame Mary with a legal demand from the Spiritual Court of the Dean and Chapter of Westminster that questioned why Edward Fenwick should not have ‘the benefit of his conjugal rights’.3 On the following day, 13 August, in fear that Fenwick now had the legal means to take control of his new wife, the family decided to send her away to the Grosvenor family estate in Cheshire.


These disputes culminated, over two years later, in a legal case in front of the highest court in the land in Westminster Hall. The building, over six hundred years old, had been the theatre for political drama, revels and regicides, and home to the court of the Queen’s Bench. Above the hubbub, the elegant vaulted ceilings gave a sense of serene, structured order. Along the walls, fifteen statues of English monarchs stood in niches looking down upon the milling crowd below. A visitor or a petitioner might think that here, upon the flagstones, was the forum of the nation: where the law met power, and the business of the city. Within the throng, everything had its price, including justice. One side of the room, according to one contemporary observer, was ‘occupied by the stalls of seamstresses, milliners, law stationers, and secondhand booksellers, and even publishers’,4 while in the west corner of the room sat the Queen’s Bench, where Dame Mary’s fate was to be decided.


This came to a head in the early hours of the morning of 4 February 1703, when, after fourteen hours of deliberations, pleas and cross-examinations, Lord Chief Justice Holt, the leading judge in the country, turned to the jury of twelve men and asked them to adjudicate upon a legal case that had scandalised London for the last two years. Witnesses had been called from across the Channel to bear testimony to what actually happened in that hotel on Rue Saint-Dominique on 18 June. Over the previous day and night of questions and witness statements, many disturbing tales were revealed in public about what had gone on. There were accounts of how the husband’s family had laced glasses of wine with laudanum, and sprinkled strawberries with ‘black grains’ of salt prunello. Alternatively, the jury was informed that Dame Mary had fallen in love too fast, and then had had regrets. That she was turned against her new husband by her family who cared not for her heart, but only about her fortune.


Whatever the reasons, there was more at stake than the desires of a woman who had been treated as a commodity all her life. One can only imagine the gossip bubbling through the public gallery. What was a recently widowed woman doing, leaving her children behind for a reckless trip to Europe? Why was she alone with these men on that Saturday night? Was she drugged, and failed to remember what happened in that hotel room? Was the marriage legitimate, albeit unwilling? Or too hasty, and swiftly regretted?


Such hearsay and legal wrangling came to determine not only the lives of Dame Mary and her supposed husband, Edward Fenwick, but her whole family: her mother, Mrs Tregonwell, and her own brood from her first marriage. And, in time, their family, for many generations to come. Furthermore, it is fair to say that the future of London itself was also in the balance as the judge made his ruling on the legitimacy of the wedding:




Gentlemen of the jury, it is supposed and admitted on all hands to be the estates of the Lady Grosvenor Mr Edward Fenwick does endeavour to make out his title to … On this account, that he was married to her (as he says), and that, Gentlemen, is the only question you are to try. If so be Mr Fenwick be [sic] the husband of Mary Grosvenor, then he hath a good title to the estate; if he is not married to her, that he hath not.5





The jury took only half an hour to make their decision.


* * *


I had not started out writing with this story in mind. I had begun with a completely different question: who owns London today? Researching the housing crisis, I soon came to recognise how often the question of land is overlooked. When we think about the modern city we look at the buildings and the infrastructural flows of the urban environment: stones, bricks, stairs, windows and kerbs. It is often assumed that when we consider the current housing crisis the debate is concerned only with the supply and distribution of houses. We should build more; open more space; construct taller; increase density. But this is not the solution in itself.


The question of land is indelibly linked to the question of the form and functions of the city. As radical geographer Brett Christophers notes, in London nearly eighty per cent of the price of a property is actually for the purchase of the land rather than the bricks and mortar that sit on top of it.6 This has convinced me of the obvious, but ambiguous, fact that whoever owns the land has a disproportionate say in how the city is shaped and functions.


Having written one history of the seventeenth-century capital,7 I realised that this period – so volatile, dangerous, transformative – was the crucible of the modern city. During the span of a single life, London went from a dilapidated backwater to the largest city in the world. It faced revolution, plague, fire, was the theatre for political ruptures and economic storms. Here, one finds the forcing ground of banking, empire, the Enlightenment. It changed the idea of what a city can be – in form, and as an idea. And in particular, what it was to be modern. This involves not just changes in technology and architectural style, but also a rupture in the economic system, a revolution in the understanding of value, time, work, and even a sense of self within an increasingly complex world.


It is therefore easy to overlook the birth of a young girl in the midst of these tumults, and the particulars of her circumscribed life afterwards. I was familiar with the story of Mary Davies’s teenage marriage to Sir Thomas Grosvenor, and how this noteworthy union had set the future course of Mayfair, the most glittering of London estates. It appears in most history books as a fragment in time within much larger historical movements. For most narrators of this story there was a seeming inevitability between the wedding and the construction of Grosvenor Square over fifty years later.


The rest of Mary’s life is less well known, although the subject of an idiosyncratic two-volume history in the 1920s,8 and an essay by seasoned London chronicler, Simon Jenkins.9 The events in Paris were even less well known, seemingly irrelevant to what happened afterwards. Surely there was something more to uncover here and something more to say? Not just to excavate the lives of the people involved but also to see how the activities and actions of this period formed our own. In order to understand what was happening today, one had to go back to see how the question of land and the form of the modern city intertwined.


Could something like the idea of private property have its own history, and what if it was less timeless than we commonly assume? What if we can see that, close up, a doctrine that seems to be solid and resolute is made up of contingencies, historical accidents and overlooked injuries? It was these questions that then set me on this course.


What did it mean to own something in 1700? We assume that private property has always existed, but both ‘private’ and ‘property’ are volatile notions that have evolved and mutated over centuries. Few in the seventeenth century had any concept of what private might signify as we do today. It was foremost the preserve of the king, who was advised by a privy council. Similarly, only the rich could afford to live separately from the rest of bustling society. The word was less an appeal to solitude than a barrier against the many. And as for property? This was also an emergent notion during this period. Who owned what? What freedoms and obligations did property offer? How was it to be protected, valued, or passed on? Charting these intellectual struggles through the story of the inheritance of Ebury Manor reveals the foundations of our own times to be based less on universal truths and more on anxious, historical contingency.


This is the story of an heiress and her inheritance, the Manor of Ebury, a plot of land to the west of the capital that became the compass of her life. It is a narrative of tragedy, leaseholds, marriage negotiations, long journeys across Europe, court cases, poisoning and accusations of lunacy. It is the story of a woman and her right to own property in a century when new ideas of ownership were formulated and the notion of private property was sanctified as the bedrock of modern politics. And yet, despite these seismic ruptures, the question of a woman’s inheritance was constantly circumscribed by the men that surrounded her: father, guardian, husband, executor.


It is surprising how much of a life one can glean from a bundle of legal documents. Mary Davies’s biography is written in deeds, covenants, leases and contracts. Other than that, there are only a scattering of letters written in her own hand. There is also a brief description of her life, written by her mother as a justification of her duty of care, rather than a true picture of the young girl’s upbringing. A single painted portrait from the middle of her life, yet unfinished, shows the viewer how she wished to present herself. Court papers accumulate evidence of her tragedy, and offer another portrait. These are the raw materials at hand when attempting to restore Mary’s story and the history of her inheritance. Each contract tells of a place, and an exchange of obligations, but also acts as the crystallisation of a moment. Together, these documents chart the pathways of a life like boundary markers along the route.


Property and marriage were the warp and weft through which Mary’s tapestry is woven. Thus, the truth of her life, and much of the drama, was attached to the inheritance that weighed upon her every move, and informed the intentions of those around her – her mother, suitors, husband, confidantes and confidence men. In Grosvenor family histories, the episode at the Hôtel Castile in 1701, and the later court case, is blanketed over as ‘the tragedy’. In almost every written portrait of her, Mary is brushed aside as a lunatic, whose irrational behaviour threatened the steady flow of dynastic destiny.


I want to claim Mary’s life from such unpromising source material. For the life seeps through the pages of these documents. As a child, her inheritance was overseen by her family. After marriage, it became the property of her husband. Later in life, it was looked after by her guardians, and then passed to her children. A woman’s life in the seventeenth century, it seems, was always someone else’s property. A woman was not sovereign over her own domain: she could be portioned, sold, managed, improved and turned to profit. Yet the biography leaks out despite the legalistic jargon, the set phrases of ‘bargain and sale’, the dates of money due, bonds put down, the measurements of acres and fields. Furthermore, much can be interpreted through the silences, where a woman’s voice is lost or misinterpreted. Desires remain unarticulated, or are diagnosed as unreasonable. Character can be read through points of negotiation between parties, weighed against more material gains.


But this is not just the story of Mary Davies and her inheritance. Another reason why Mary’s story is often forgotten concerns the question of her legacy itself. When she inherited the Manor of Ebury, the fields, pastures and marshy riverbanks stood a long way outside the city. But as she aged, the city grew, until, in her sixth decade, this rural hinterland became some of the most valuable real estate in the metropolis, ripe for improvement. That scrub and fields became the squares, wide streets and elegant homes of Mayfair, and later Belgravia, Kensington, Pimlico – some of London’s most exclusive neighbourhoods. In turn, the land made Mary’s descendants one of the richest families in Britain, the Dukes of Westminster.


Property has shaped the destiny of the city; and whoever owned the land held the future in their hands. One can still find the delineation of the Great Estates in London today. The names of the distinguished landowners, who have made their fortunes from developing and speculating upon the ground beneath our feet, are etched into the urban spaces. Grand houses. Street names. Neighbourhoods. These enclaves have defined elite housing since the eighteenth century, and are still the most sought-after addresses amongst the world’s Ultra High Net Worth Individuals. Some aristocratic landlords have risen, other have collapsed, but the overbearing power of private property has remained constant. It is London’s lodestar.


But to tell that story, and Mary’s, we need to start before her birth, with the formation of her inheritance: the Manor of Ebury, and the man who bought the land and then passed it to the Davies family.










1


‘The Way to be Rich’


ON FRIDAY 23 January 1663, following a visit to a coffee house and a discussion on the state of trade with his friend Sir John Cutler, the clerk to the Navy Board, Samuel Pepys, found himself wandering by the Temple Bar, at the western end of Fleet Street. This was the place where, travelling out of the City, the main thoroughfare flowed westward into the Strand towards Westminster. Here, Pepys was at the meeting point where the two tidal currents – the commercial and the courtly – of Restoration London swelled and churned.


To the east, the route rolled downwards to Ludgate and the Fleet River, a slow roiling sewer that disgorged its refuse into the Thames. And, up the other side of the fetid gap, stood the dilapidated hulk of Old St Paul’s Cathedral. This was the City of London, the merchants’ capital. To the west, past the churches of St Dunstan’s and St Clement’s, stood the old aristocratic houses that hugged the Thames along the Strand. They were decidedly down at heel, hard to distinguish from the slums that clustered within the gaps, signs of the disorganised expansion of the city. Beyond, the road followed the curve of the river past the newly established Covent Garden and the open space of the King’s Mews towards Whitehall and Westminster, the centre of the recently revived royal court.


From here Pepys observed urban life in all its variety. This was a place of exchange: along Fleet Street tradesmen, craftsmen and retailers took advantage of the continuous passing traffic to sell their wares, and this main thoroughfare was home to some of the finest purveyors in the capital. Each outlet could be identified by its unique signage, so that the street became a sea of ‘Lions blue and red, falcons, and dragons of all colours, alternated with heads of John the Baptist, flying pigs, and hogs in armour’. Shopping intermingled with fancy, and danger. It was a place for riots and protests, as young people gathered for entertainments and wonders. The playwright Ben Jonson wrote of seeing a performance of ‘a new motion of the city of Nineveh, with Jonas and the whale, at Fleet Bridge’.1 Here also stood St Bride’s Church and Bridewell Gaol to remind the traveller that the distance between salvation and the fall from grace were never far away.


From 1500, when Wynkyn de Worde set up his first press at the sign of the Sun on the south side of the street, this was also home to booksellers and printers that serviced the demands of the educated City elite. It was from one of these booksellers that Pepys picked up, as he later noted, ‘a serious pamphlett and some good things worth my finding’.2 The item was an anonymous thirty-two-page broadside with the full title: ‘The Way to be Rich, according to the practice of the great Audley, who begun with two hundred Pound, in the year 1605, and dyed worth four hundred thousand Pound this instant November 1662, etc.’3


The publication acted as a brief eulogy to Hugh Audley, who had indeed died in November the previous year and, as Pepys noted, had ‘left a very great estate’. Other obituaries noted that he was ‘infinitely rich’. Later historians accepted the definition without scrutiny and Audley became the emblematic image of the early modern moneylender, living alone with his fortune in his rooms in the Temple. Yet Audley could not be reduced to an archetype.


No portraits were painted of this unique Londoner, so the pamphlet that Pepys picked up that January morning will have to suffice. One imagines a man in sober dress, ‘grave and decent’. ‘He wore a Trunk Hose with Drawyers upon all occasions, with a leather Doublet, and plate Buttons; and his special care was to buy good Cloth, Linnen and Woolen, the best being best cheap, and to keep them neat and clean.’4 He avoided taking sides where possible, either religious or political. He was wary of taking high office or becoming too close to the grandees of the city. As he noted: ‘He that eats Cherries with Noble men, shall have his eyes spitted out with the stones.’5 Thus, as he rose, he did not become part of the elite but remained apart, a new class: the so-called ‘masterless men’.


Today, his likeness appears caught between that of the medieval usurer and the protean capitalist. In truth, his life’s work encapsulates the transitions eddying through in the city, as it evolved from a citadel of obligations and hierarchies to a metropolis of speculation. As London lurched fitfully towards becoming the first modern city, Audley became adept at riding the turbulence. His eulogy presents him as a thoroughly modern man: ‘He went on as in a labyrinth with the clue of a resolved mind, which made plaine to him all the rough passages he met with; he with a round and solid mind fashioned his own fate, fixed and unmoveable in the great tumults and stir of business, the hard Rocke in the middest of Waves.’6


Amid such choppy waters emerged the story of Mary Davies’s inheritance.


Audley was born in the heart of the Elizabethan capital, in January 1577, the tenth child of the wealthy merchant, John Audley, and his wife, Margaret. From a young age he was encouraged to learn his letters at the Temple, and was made a lawyer’s clerk. He swiftly proved himself to be a prudent and intelligent student, who learned thrift as well as guile. At this stage of life, his parents may have hoped for a position near to the source of ultimate power, the Crown. To become a councillor was the ideal route for a well-educated citizen, a Thomas Cromwell, giving advice to the monarch, pulling the threads of state, and reaping the profits. However, the queen was not the only master in the city. Money itself was a bright star by which many merchants navigated.


As he learned the law, Audley scrimped every penny where he could, and rather than remain in chambers he became a judicious moneylender. At the time usury was considered a pursuit of ungodly profit, but the negotiations of debt and credit were the grease that lubricated the city’s economy. Banking, as we understand it today, did not yet exist, so all borrowing was on an intimate level and Audley soon gained a reputation as a shrewd but fair creditor. He placed himself close to those who could push business his way, and stepped forward when the right time presented itself. Despite what later historians have claimed, he did not gouge his debtors, but offered a reasonable interest rate of six per cent. However, as his obituary did note, he lived by his wits: ‘his High-way is in By-paths, and he loveth a Cavil, better than an Argument; an Evasion, than an Answer. He had this property of an honest man, That his Word was as good as his Bond; or he could pick the Lock of the strongest Conveyance, or creep out at the Lattice of a word.’7


In time, Audley gathered a fortune of £6,000, but this was just the first act in his accumulation of ‘infinite riches’. Next, he chanced his hand in the Exchange, moving from usury to investments. In the first decades of the emergent English Empire, he put £50 into each of four ships that sailed from the Thames to find new trade. One sank, but the other three returned, and he tripled his ante. After similar successful ventures, once again he needed to diversify his portfolio. Such high-risk speculations demanded to be hedged and Audley then ploughed his surplus into the procurement of lucrative offices, and the safest investment of all – land.


In 1619, he spent £3,000 to purchase the clerkship of the Court of Wards and Liveries, based in the Temple, where he once again took chambers and remained for almost the rest of his life. The Court of Wards was a remnant of a bygone way of the world, a reflection of the feudal obligation of the landowner to his king and a reminder that the Crown was still the final judge on all property.


All property belonged, and still does to this day, to the Crown, obtained through the Norman Conquest. Therefore, property was an idea that originated from, and was imposed from, the top down. This system during the feudal period was structured through the division of the land, and the obligations that went with it. The king gave estates to his barons, who further divided the lands amongst knights, who leased to tenants, and then down to the lowest level of villeins. The donation of land always came with duties going back up the hierarchy: political obedience, military service, a portion of the crops, taxes, rents or mandatory agricultural labour. Thus, the social order of the agrarian economy was regulated and made rigid by the control of access to, and use of, land.


A complex lattice of regulations and customary rights evolved across the centuries. Land moved from one generation to the next by means of primogeniture, the first son taking control of the whole estate on the father’s death. This practice was encouraged, and later enforced by law, to prevent the division of the estate. These feudal rights and customs soon enough became encoded in statutes and contracts. This enshrined in clause and codicil the tension between the king who wished that all property be in his gift, and the landowners who wished to hold on to their property as a legal right.


Initially, common law was encouraged by the Crown as it offered a process that appeared to centralise power, enshrined in the three courts of Exchequer, Common Pleas and the King’s Bench, taking priority over local jurisdictions and manorial traditions. But as the major landowners grew powerful, they too used common law for their own ends. For example, the 1215 Magna Carta was a set of commands to protect the barons’ rights as property holders, in opposition to the Crown.


However, this system was in flux. Slowly, land transformed from the site of customs and obligations, into a legal, and then a commercial, instrument that could be quantified and exchanged. As a consequence, these measurements and transactions needed to be managed, and the professions of lawyers, judges and surveyors, and places of the law, like the Inns of Court, soon blossomed as the proving ground for the new doctrines of private property relations. Most significantly, Parliament emerged as the meeting place for the interests of the emerging landowning classes. In this manner, British law and economy was founded in the adjudication of land disputes and the primacy of property over all other considerations. At the heart of this was the question of the protection of ownership, the mechanics of exchange and the management of inheritance. Often this was in conflict with the interest of the Crown.


But for a market to grow it needs not just a ready demand, the codified rules of exchange, and the offices to oversee it, but also the steady supply of land itself. The 1530s–40s saw the largest exchange of property in British history, that radically transformed the complexion of the nation. It is estimated that in 1531 the Catholic Church owned fifteen per cent of all English land, about twenty per cent of all farmable property. At the time, Henry VIII wanted to break with Rome and was in need of cash to fund his wars. The Dissolution of the Monasteries and the sale of Church lands provided him with a solution to both problems.


This newly acquired land was to be turned to profit. The vast transfer of land heralded a revolution in the law to describe ownership: not for purposes of sufficiency but the production of surplus. Here, English law grew increasingly complex as it sought ways to protect land and empower landowners. This was personified in Parliament itself. And, at the start of this revolution, these tectonic shifts between power, property and privilege set up the inevitable contest between the Crown and the Commons to establish who had power over the regulation of property.


This dispute is illustrated in the strange case of the true mile. In the contest about who had the final say about the laws governing land, measurement became increasingly important. Since the thirteenth century most land was measured by the ‘perch’ or the surveyor’s rod, traditionally marked at 5 1/2 feet. But this only makes sense if the inch itself was also regular. At the time, it was measured by ‘three grains of barley dry and round’. However, Henry VIII decided to reduce the size of the rod by 1/11th, in order to plump up his tax revenue. In response, Parliament refused to comply and maintained the old measurement. This may not have mattered much on a small scale, but when it came to distances like miles, which were also calculated as a multiple of the rod, this created disparities that were to cause serious problems. This dilemma was not cleared up until the 1593 Weights and Measures Act that defined an English mile as 5280 feet. From now on, the measure was to be strictly regulated and policed. Places became defined by their dimensions and boundaries.


Yet there was an alternative system of ownership, in contrast to private property, and one that was regulated from the bottom up: the commons. Common land had traditionally been reserved for the community for their free use. It was often poor soil, but here the poor were able to eke out some kind of subsistence. However, in time, the commons were increasingly deemed unproductive; in the words of Thomas Fuller: ‘the poor man who is monarch of but one enclosed acre will receive more profit from it than from his share of many acres in common with others.’8 And so the commons were enclosed and the poor were driven away. Fences and hedges were raised in order to stop the use of common lands, and despite the powerful history of disputes where boundaries were torn down again, and enclosure challenged, in the end, the interests of private property won, and the fences stayed up.


A good example of this was in the fields close by the Manor of Ebury in Westminster, enclosed in 1592 with ditches and hedges, presumably to be converted into land for livestock, or gardens to produce food for the ever-hungry city. By custom these lands were called Lammas Ground, which is to say that they were commons that anyone could utilise from the day after the harvest, around the beginning of August, to Candlemas, in early February. But when the parishioners were confronted with fences that year, they gathered on 1 August, Lammas Day, with pickaxes and other instruments to rip the hedges out, and break the gates. The evidence given by a local constable, Ralph Wood, offers an account of coming across over 100 protesters breaking fences. In the following trial, the tenants and landowners made their case, saying that the rioters should face the full force of the law. As expected, the state took the side of the landowners, and to make this loss concrete, some accommodation was made with the arrangement of Lammas money that was given to the parish in place of common grazing rights.


As a consequence, the poor became wage labourers, their rights reduced to a financial transaction. This drove many of them away from the village towards the city, where they became absorbed into the cash nexus. The land they left behind that once grew the grain to feed the village was now turned to pasture, and England became a country of sheep. As Thomas More exhorts in a famous line from Utopia, the transference of common land to sheep fields was devastating: ‘Your sheep … that commonly are so meek and so little, now, as I hear, they have become so greedy and fierce that they devour men themselves. They devastate and depopulate fields, houses and towns.’9 As Ellen Meiksins Wood notes, therefore, British capitalism ‘was born in the countryside’, but it was converted into cash in the city.10


These systemic paradigm shifts were coming to the fore as Audley acquired his new position. In the midst of this maelstrom, however, the anachronistic Court of Wards remained a cash cow that could not yet be sacrificed. It was formed by the warmongering Henry VIII who needed cash wherever it came from. For a payment or fine, a guardian could be found to look after those unfortunate orphans who needed the king’s protection against untrustworthy relatives. The court further arranged for safeguards to preserve estates. It policed the role of executors and kin who might want to take advantage of the situation. All this for a fee, and the chance of plenty of graft to the officers who took advantage of the situation. It delivered a steady stream of coin into the Royal Exchequer without the interference of Parliament.


But this antiquated system was coming unstuck during the seventeenth century. James I and then Charles I were both determined to rule without parliamentary interference and, desperate to find any new source of income outside the normal tax levy, they turned to the Court of Wards, amongst other schemes. During the 1630s, Charles I attempted to rule without MPs, and he floated his venture on fines, extra-parliamentary taxes and customs, the sale of knighthoods and monopolies, and the Court of Wards. Revenue from the Court went from £49,069 in 1627 to £83,085 in 1639. No wonder, according to the Earl of Clarendon, the landowners were displeased: ‘all the rich families of England, of noblemen and gentlemen, were exceedingly incensed, and even indevoted to the Crown, looking upon what the law had intended for their protection and preservation to be now applied to their destruction.’11


Audley entered this circus and ‘gained money by doing a good Office, viz. in hindring some great persons to make a prey of young Heires, for some fees allowed him by the Heirs relations, and therefore he was the father of the fatherless.’12 Furthermore, there was money to be made, bribes to pocket and influence to buy. Audley continued to find profit where it lay. This also allowed him access to a wider range of aristocrats and property owners who, on occasion, needed financial aid, which he was well placed to provide.


During this period, Audley rose in reputation but refused to forget where he came from. As he noted, ‘I am loth to rise higher, for I fore-see my Fall.’13 He had few friends, preferred the company of serious men and shunned folly. He sounds like a Puritan but was a confirmed Anglican who believed in the established order of king, Church and bishops, as much as a well-ordered investment. For this reason, despite his skills in making his fortune in the courts or the bourse, he saw the value of putting his money into land rather than impressing princes. There were few better places than the courts to hear the distressing news of estates on the brink of collapse, or noblemen and heirs on the rocks. And Audley was always there to offer advice and respite, as long as it was to his own advantage. Hearing of one woodland estate that was mortgaged to the hilt, Audley bought the obligation for £13,200, cut down the timber for £4,000, and sold the land in thirty-two parts and made an overall profit of £8,000 in a year. He also bought estates in Norfolk, Lincolnshire and Wiltshire.


His next purchase, the Manor of Ebury, came out of a scandal that embroiled his superiors in the Court of Wards. Lionel Cranfield, like Audley, was a London-born son of a merchant who, unlike his fellow, had set his compass towards power and the court of James I. He became Surveyor General of Customs, in charge of raking in taxes for the king from the goods arriving at England’s ports from around the world, as well as receiving other honorific titles such as Keeper of the Great Wardrobe, Master of the Court of Wards (becoming Audley’s superior) and, in 1622, Lord High Treasurer. He had climbed the greasy pole and that year was named Earl of Middlesex.


But, as Audley himself might have warned, those who seek reputation must suffer the consequences. Only two years after his elevation, in 1624, Cranfield clashed with the Prince of Wales and his favourite, the Duke of Buckingham, over whether England should go to war with Spain. That same year, the new Earl was accused of corruption by the House of Commons, and the Lords stripped him of all offices. In a desperate attempt to stay afloat, Cranfield sold his assets including a collection of estates that he had been slowly accumulating to the west of the city: the Manor of Ebury, Hyde Manor and Neate House. Audley picked up this motley collection of farmland, marshes and waterfront for £9,400 in 1626.14 Cranfield had made a small profit on the sale, but still opined that Audley had driven a hard bargain.


The history of the manor lands reflects the complex history of ownership reaching back to the era of the Norman Conquest. Originally called Eia, the estate was entered into Domesday Book as a farm of arable, pasture and meadow. It was gifted by the king to one of his knights, Geoffrey de Mandeville, but in time the fields had passed into ecclesiastical hands and, after the Dissolution of the Monasteries, the royal estate.


Cranfield had bought the land in two plots in 1618 and 1623, but even within these deeds there were ancient obligations, exemptions, leases and complications. For example, some fields belonged to other estates: a strip of waste land that later became the exclusive site of the Dorchester Hotel on Park Lane was held by the Dean and Chapter of Westminster Abbey. Another plot, where Buckingham Palace now stands, had been retained by James I, who had planted a series of mulberry trees here, in the hope of inspiring a home-grown silk industry to rival France or Italy. It was an abject failure. Elsewhere, the Crown had sold off long leases on some plots, so there was to be no new revenue until the contracts expired in the 1670s. It was a tidy investment for Audley, if not the crowning jewel of his portfolio.


However, at the time he had other, more urgent issues close at hand. Despite his attention to the business of business, it was impossible to divorce these machinations from what was happening beyond the Inns of Court. As events were escalating in the Palace of Westminster, Audley was not immune to the political tumult that swept the city. For many Parliamentarians, the work of the Court of Wards went in direct opposition to their interests. To finish Clarendon’s remark from above: ‘and therefore (the great and the good) resolved to take the first opportunity to ravish that jewel out of the royal diadem.’ In the Grand Remonstrance of 1641, a list of the MPs’ grievances against the king, there was an explicit criticism of the Court that had ‘been grievous in exceeding their jurisdiction’. And the further complaint that ‘The estate of many families weakened, and some ruined by excessive fines, exacted from them for compositions of wardships.’15


This did not toll the end of the Court quite yet. By January 1642, the divisions between the king and his Parliament had become so hot that Charles I fled his capital and, later that summer, declared war. London had been, so far, the forcing ground of revolution, but now the violence spread across all four nations of England, Wales, Scotland and Ireland. Nevertheless, back in the Temple, the power of the Court of Wards, based as it was on a received notion of royal power, was under existential threat; but the ready funds it produced proved too alluring to both sides.


Late in 1642, Charles I set up his new centre of power in Oxford, where he attempted to open a reconstituted Court of Wards. He needed the money, and many of the existing officials were willing to travel to the royal camp and pledge their loyalty. Audley, despite having been openly in support of Charles, was ordered to stay in London and Parliament jealously coveted the income that his work might generate, while ignoring the ironies of its origin.


Eventually, in 1645, the Court collapsed under its own contradictions. Nevertheless, Parliament was still keen to chase up any funds it could, and when it was later revealed that Audley had sent money to Charles in Oxford, the MPs demanded the moneylender pay a £10,000 bond to them. Parliament were determined to have a figure like Audley close to them, and in 1649, after the execution of Charles I, he was forced into service as Sheriff of Norfolk. Despite his reluctance to leave the capital, he was threatened with another fine of £1,000, and so did as he was told. In time, he returned to his chambers at the Temple and settled back into his life’s work of bonds, credit and contracts.


No matter who sat on the throne, or took the king’s seat, there was always a place for profit. When Cromwell started to penalise leading Royalists who remained in their estates with a fine called the compound, which was usually calculated as one-tenth of the estate but sometimes went up to one-third, Audley was there to give support at his usual rates. As many of his borrowers faced lean times, he was also able to add to his property portfolio with significant lands across the counties.


In 1660, on his Restoration, Charles II confirmed the extinction of the Court of Wards and Liveries alongside the end of Feudal Tenure laws. The old systems of knight service and feudal ownership were over. The fates of widows and orphans were no longer the gift of the Crown, but the subject of wills and testaments, courts and common law. This marked a watershed in the question of private property.


* * *


Hugh Audley died on 15 November 1662, in the house of Dr Dukeson, rector of St Clement Danes, on Milford Street, only a few hundred yards from his old lodgings in the Temple. Dukeson was related to Audley through his daughter’s marriage to Audley’s great nephew, Alexander Davies. Dukeson had been rector here since 1635, except during the Wars, when he had been punished for his loyalty to Anglican orthodoxy. Following a 1648 petition from his own parishioners, Parliament had forced him out of his living. They claimed that he was a gambler and had raised funds for wounded Royalist soldiers. Furthermore, he promoted Anglicanism, including – scandalously – refusing to preach on Christmas afternoon.16 He had been reinstated to the parish on the Restoration, and by 1662 was settled back in the Rectory.


Audley, now in his eighties, had in recent years become the victim of sharp practices from those who were supposed to be looking after his interests. In 1654, he had taken on a new assistant, John Rea, who had swiftly got on top of Audley’s complicated transaction records and took control over other aspects of his master’s life. Rea became indispensable and Audley started to treat him like a potential heir, bestowing profitable leases and legacies upon him and his family. But it soon became clear that Rea was cooking the books. Furthermore, during the summer of 1661, the clerk had shipped his master off to his own family in Richmond for care. During Audley’s absence, his property was raided, with a loss of gold, silver and jewels and the account books. However, unusually, the locks were still intact. The family was forced to act, either out of a sense of duty or in fear of losing their own legacy. Alexander Davies, trained as a scrivener, became the old man’s confidential clerk, while other members of the family took charge of his businesses.


Davies’s father, John, a draper from Old Jewry, had married Audley’s niece, Mary. The family had struggled during the Civil Wars, and the father had died in debtors’ prison in Blackfriars in 1652. Alexander was born in 1634, educated at Merchant Taylors’ and by the time of Audley’s death was living with his own wife, Mary, in Southampton Buildings near Gray’s Inn. Working in Audley’s office meant that he was at the heart of a major financial corporation, where he did more than draft contracts and take notes, and was as adept at the law and finance as estate management.


And thus Audley’s affairs were settled before his death. In his will, he asked to be buried in the Temple chapel and for attendants to the funeral to come ‘without any blacks or mourning weeds’. He gave a large bequest of £333 to his faithful servant, Marie Lockwood, ‘towards a satisfaction of her broken sleep and pains taken with me in my sickness’.17 A series of funeral rings were struck for family members. One was recently found by a treasure hunter in Norfolk. It is 24 carat gold, with a skull engraved on the outside and the date of Audley’s death on the inside of the band.18


The rest of the vast wealth was to be divided up amongst the moneylender’s kin, the descendants of his three sisters. Before his death, there had been much speculation about how he was going to share it out. There were five recipients and executors: Thomas Bonfroy, Robert Harvey, Nicholas Bonfroy, the scrivener and his older brother, Thomas Davies, a successful bookseller, with a stall at the sign of the Bible in St Paul’s Churchyard. Thomas had already started to climb the tiers of civic government. He was to be a sheriff and was knighted in 1667, Master of the Guild of Booksellers the following year, and the Lord Mayor in 1676. In a later report, he was called ‘A mean spirited person … He seldom appears in any business but his own.’19


On 14 April 1663, five months after the funeral, it was decided that all the beneficiaries were to meet at the Mermaid Inn by Gray’s Inn to settle their shares, and to sort out Audley’s affairs. There was a paper tower of unsettled debts and mortgages from all quarters – grandees returning from exile, Royalists who borrowed against their lands to raise troops, nobles who suffered during the Interregnum, merchants and former Roundheads, Papists who had to cover the fines for their delinquency, and dukes who needed ready cash for lavish entertainments to catch the attention of the restored monarch. It was agreed that all these bills were to be placed in a trunk that was then kept in an agreed place. Three keys were cut and shared amongst the five.


The Agreement between the executors now resides in the Westminster Archives.20 The vellum document is heavily water damaged, and the surface ranges in tone from dirt to bone white. In places the text is illegible. From the bottom of the page hang what remains of the seals of the executors: the two Bonfroy brothers, Harvey, Alexander and Thomas Davies. Looking at Alexander’s signature, it is most likely that the whole document is written in his hand, reflecting the scrivener’s duty always to be legible. There are gaps in the main body of text due to wear and tear, but sewn in are three long strips: the Schedule of debts and the Schedule of legacies. Each line begins with a dash and Item in bold; then a list of Audley’s mortgages, loans and possessions, from a small black box to debts of thousands of pounds.


The executors hoped that by organising Audley’s affairs in this way, they might not fall out amongst each other. Undoubtedly, the sharing out of Audley’s fortune ‘made a great many poor familys rich’, and no such good luck comes without divisions and squabbles. The estate was to be shared five equal ways, but how to measure this? Biographer Charles Gatty estimates that legal cases concerning the legacy continued for another forty years, ‘when all the parties originally interested had left the world and its goods behind’.21 The division of Audley’s property portfolio lay at the heart of these disputes. Some of the moneylender’s estates were to be sold immediately to pay for any outstanding debts and for the division of bequests. Others were to be passed to members of the family. Who would inherit the Manor at Ebury was a revealing case of Audley changing his mind over the years. This plot was not the most prized amongst his estate, but rather it illustrated how he kept his family in check, balancing interests, and affections.


In 1647, when Audley was at the impressive age of seventy, and at the end of the first Civil War, he settled the farm on his nephew Robert Harvey ‘for the consideration of the actual love and affection which he did bear unto him’.22 But this affection only lasted so long. For in 1656, the estate was then resettled on another nephew, Nicholas Bonfroy, and his family. Harvey was given other lands in Lincolnshire in recompense.23 No reason is given for the change of mind, and it could have been solely a matter of convenience: Harvey lived in Godmanchester in Huntingdonshire and the new estate was nearby; meanwhile, Bonfroy lived closer to London. However, the bequest was changed again the following year, when the estate was promised to the malevolent assistant John Rea. This gift was withdrawn when Rae’s crimes were unveiled in 1660, and then finally in 1662, just before his death, all the properties within the Manor of Ebury were settled on Alexander and Thomas Davies.24 Thomas was given the land close to the Thames, the Market Meadows, while Alexander was promised the rest. That Alexander was Audley’s scrivener and the old man spent his last days in the house of the young man’s father-in-law, Dr Dukeson, surely played some role in the generosity of the settlement.


* * *


As the question of private property became more important, so too did the map. Here the literal representation of the lie of the land became the essential method of charting and measuring land. And so, as soon as Alexander Davies inherited the Manor of Ebury, he set out his new property in a comprehensive surveyor’s chart that now resides in the British Library.25


The numerous maps of the city during this period are testament to this growing fascination with measuring the exact dimensions of the city, the limits of ownership, the designation of the metropolis’s boundaries. In 1653, one new map advertised itself as ‘A guide to countrymen in the famous city of London by the help of which plot they shall be able to know how far it is to any street. As also to go unto the same without further trouble.’26 This functional street map came with a directory of street names covering the walled city and liberties around, running across the bottom of the chart, each marked by a number, symbol or letter. This was clearly an attempt to anatomise and label every corner of the city. Another version, at the end of the Commonwealth years, in 1658, by Newcourt and Faithorne, illustrates a growing commitment to scientific accuracy. Yet still individual houses are imagined, inconvenient spaces ignored. There are rowing boats on the Thames as tall as churches! Nonetheless, it offers insight into the dimensions of the metropolis (a word first used to describe London that year). To the west, the map reaches as far as the orchards at Millbank, which delineates the end of the city, and a collection of houses to the north.
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A section from Hermannides’s 1661 map, showing Westminster and the
Horse Ferry at the very western fringes of the city


Similarly, the map Londinum London, made in 1661 by a Dutchman, Rutger Hermannides, attempts to encapsulate the Restoration city. In order to do this, it is almost as if he has flown high above the city, and looked down – an angel’s view. There is no perspective, or idiosyncratic inclusion of watermen on the river, or stags gambolling in the park. This is as mathematical an approximation to real life as possible, as shown by the sea captain’s pincers and the scale bar in the bottom right-hand corner. From this altitude, the individual buildings have lost their identity unless they are palaces, livery halls or churches. What one notices immediately is the expansion of the city to the east. The docks are now drawn in, as well as the houses of Whitechapel, Shoreditch, Wapping and Limehouse. To the north, the fields of Moorgate are being filled in with new neighbourhoods. To the west of the walls, Lincoln’s Inn Fields and Covent Garden, both now near completion, set a new boundary. To the west, however, there has been little change. One can still find the Horse Ferry and beside it the orchards of Millbank. Following the road north from Westminster Abbey, one finds a windmill, just north of where Piccadilly Circus now stands, and a few houses, dotted throughout the heath and hunting grounds.


During the sixteenth century, London grew from 50,000 inhabitants in 1500 to 140,000 on Elizabeth I’s death in 1603, and was close to 250,000 by the time of Hermannides’s map. There had been few attempts to manage this rapid increase. London was staggering out of the tumults of civil war and the Commonwealth years of Oliver Cromwell’s rule, into the uncertainties of Charles II’s Restoration. While statute books could be redrafted, a new age heralded and a reconstituted political settlement celebrated, the city could not be refounded. In the words of one historian, the city in 1660 was ‘not much more than a collection of monumental buildings with a slum attached’.27


In October 1661, the diarist and intellectual John Evelyn had been aboard a ship with Charles II, when the monarch bemoaned ‘how good building was now very rare in England comparatively to other countries’.28 In the hope of further gaining the attention of the king, Evelyn wrote Fumifugium, presenting London as a uniquely situated city, ‘the most considerable that the earth has standing on her bosom’, but that had been allowed, through a lacking of planning, to become ‘a suburb of Hell’.29 The use of coal choked the city, ruining the architecture, allowing fruit to wither on the branch.


Charles himself could do little about it: he was not rich enough to build palaces or act as a patron. Instead, the king was reliant on aristocrats and cultural influencers such as Evelyn, architects who desired to be praised for their innovation, as well as speculators such as Davies who made plans for the new projects hoping to attract the most tasteful and distinguished residents. The market determined the innovations in British taste rather than royal patronage.


The aristocrats who returned in 1660 with Charles II from Europe not only wanted to mark their restoration with the latest architectural projections, they also wanted to do it in a completely new place, on the western edge of the city. This drift had, of course, started before the Wars. The tailor Robert Baker was the first speculator to build on what came to be known as Piccadilly, supposedly named after the trendy collar ruffs that made him his fortune. Next to the windmill, where Great Windmill Street stands today, he rented land on the back of the King’s Mews ‘at the Town’s End’.30 In time this became the site for a gaming house and a bowling green; a tennis court was added. The neighbourhood soon gained a reputation for hijinks and dangerous behaviour. There was at least one crime of passion across a dicing table. In 1664, the estate was bought by the gambler Thomas Panton who was said to have won £1,500 at the tables one night, bought the freehold, and never put down a bet again. Panton developed a series of housing schemes over the next few years, expanding the city westwards from the new Leicester Square.


The city was ripe for improvement, and it was men like Alexander Davies who were planning to transform the capital. On the settlement of Audley’s will, the creation of a surveyor’s map was the first act of defining the extent of the estate and its legal standing. This was the best way for the new owner to understand the size and form of the holding, as well its complex legal status.


The whole estate was made up of three manorial plots – the Manor of Ebury, Hyde Manor and Neate House – that had been gathered together by Lionel Cranfield and sold to Audley. (In describing the estate, I will overlay the modern city in order to give a sense of proportion as well as to chart the peculiarities of various boundaries and plots.) It appears on the map like two flaps of land that narrow in the middle, like a badly skewed bow tie, meeting at what is now Hyde Park Corner. To the north, the main portion, the Hundred Acres, starts at Oxford Street (then called Tyburn Road), and runs from Marble Arch to just beyond Bond Street station. The western edge is Park Lane, to the east the course of the River Tyburn, the boundary with the neighbouring estates. The river rolls westward until it cuts across Piccadilly near Shepherd Market.
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Alexander Davies’s surveyor map of his new inheritance, 1662


South of Piccadilly, the estate widens out again to include the lands of Goring House (which later became the site for Buckingham Palace) and leads towards the Thames at the Horse Ferry, west of Westminster. The western boundary of this portion took in the lands of Neate House. This was a property separate from the Manor of Ebury, but both had been owned by Westminster Abbey and so came into the possession of the Crown at the Dissolution of the Monasteries and were passed on as a single property. It was named after the Abbot’s house that was close to the river (south of present-day Victoria station).


Here, at the hinterlands of the city, only a short coach ride from the metropolitan fug, one could find open fields. The physician Dr Everard Mainwaringe observed that such places were much sought after as ‘there being country air, pleasure and city conveniences joined together’.31 Yet the Market Meadows did not quite have the aspect of other fashionable locales such as Bloomsbury. It was marshy ground, open to flooding. Following the 1651 Battle of Worcester, Cromwell had imprisoned some four thousand Royalist prisoners on these fields before they were sent abroad. Many died due to the wretched conditions.


Returning to the surveyor’s map: the fields within the maps are divided and coloured, and filled in with annotations. Each field has its own name. So present-day Belgravia is recast as More Gardens, Allen’s little meade and Allen’s great meade, Broadmore, Doggesmeadow, Little Horseleyes. Alongside, notes on the tenancies: ‘Allen’s Great Meade 5:1:0 5:3:12 [the name and the proportions of the field] Child once Tenant. 20 Dec. 12 Jac [the date of the original tenancy: 20 December 1615] Let by Hayes to Doubledayes. In 37 let by Foster. 53 let by Ashton. 58 let to Calaway’.


Even with this level of detail, disputes were likely to occur as tenants claimed precedents and rights, while others challenged the size of the grounds or the measurement of the boundaries. This is the accumulation of facts, contracts, precedents, court papers and rulings upon which our current understanding of how the system of property is built. For Davies as he inherited this estate, this brought in an annual income of approximately £1,200, but some of the land did not offer any sort of income, as it was tied up in historical leases that did not expire for another decade. However, Alexander saw a new harvest to be made from these fields.


Next door and close by the river stood the Market Meadows that had been given by Audley to Thomas Davies, rather than Alexander. Because of its proximity to the river and the royal court at Westminster, this plot had the most potential: it was land that could be improved. And so as soon as he was able, Alexander made an offer to his brother to take this marshy farm off his hands.32 It is highly probable that the deal was done while the executors were still shuffling through the moneylender’s papers. Thomas, the bookseller, was not interested in becoming a landowner, seeing his future in urban politics. They signed the deal on 28 May 1663, but Alexander had already started work on leasing out the plot. A month later, Thomas was complaining that the remainder of the price ‘was not then nor is paid’.33 This debt hung over the family for years to come.34


The scrivener had turned into a developer. Before building, therefore, the ground needed to be irrigated and the river held back. On 14 January 1664, Alexander leased out portions of the river front and wharf to the carpenters John Goodchild and Robert Stawker.35 There was a down payment and a yearly rent folded into the agreement, but also these craftsmen were expected to improve their plot with building.


To the south, work started on the Market Meadows as soon as Davies was able. He had had to borrow more, and was often slow in paying. The houses that ranged west of the Horse Ferry were large enough to accommodate respectable families. Davies clearly liked to deal with a small team of speculators; a tip he may have learned from Audley. Stawker was leased further land to build two houses on 13 April and three houses on the following day.36 John Goodchild also started speculating by buying up a lease for more land in March 1665, and then again the following month.37 According to another cartographer of the region, this was ‘a very good row of houses, much inhabited by gentry, by reason of the pleasant situation and prospect of the Thames’,38 although it was damp and somewhat bleak in winter due to being surrounded by low, marshy meadows.


By 1664, the hearth tax returns for that year showed a cluster of new houses. While there were a number of dwellings that only reported one hearth, which were clearly poorer houses, there were eleven that reported over ten fireplaces, which indicates a sizable and respectable home. Notably, John Goodchild had chosen to live in one of the new houses, while Stawker was not listed, although there is a ‘Stocker’ that sounds very similar.39 The Davies name was not yet recorded as a leaseholder as the house was still a building site.


The plans included a new family home for Alexander and his wife, Mary. The new house was to face out towards the Thames with a large garden to the north. An etching exists that originated from a drawing of the house in 1666. It is purported to have been built by the first Earl of Peterborough, and was for a long time named Peterborough House, but this is an oft-repeated mistake. However, the house was of elegant proportions, in brick with simple fenestrations and pilasters, offering a modern touch without being too exclamatory. The house was designed in the latest style, fit for an urban grandee.


In other areas of his life, Alexander was also thinking about the future. In August 1664, he noted down a settlement for the estate that would give security to his wife and, as Mary was now three months pregnant, their forthcoming child. Three months later, Alexander and the now heavily pregnant Mary took a lease on a house in Lincoln’s Inn Fields. It was a short distance from their previous home, but while that former address had been perfectly respectable for a scrivener, the new dwelling was a residence for a respectable man in town. By this time, Lincoln’s Inn Fields had established itself as the home for the well-to-do. In 1664, according to the rates book, the square appeared to be ideal for a new family on the rise, with twenty-two peers and forty-two gentlemen as neighbours.


Planning for the future of the family was important, because on 17 January 1665, a baby was born; a girl, called Mary, after her mother. Three weeks later, on 3 February, her name was registered in the baptism records of St Giles in the Fields. Mary Davies’s first mark on the world was, predictably, a ledger.
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