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Epigraph





  
  We bring no store of ingots,
 Of spice or precious stones,
 But what we have we gathered
 With sweat and aching bones:
 In flame beneath the Tropics,
 In frost upon the floe,
 And jeopardy of every wind
 That does between them go.

  Coastwise – cross-seas – round the world and back again,
 Wither flaw shall fail us or the Trades drive down:
 Plain-sail – storm-sail – lay your board and tack again –
 And all to bring a cargo up to London town.

  RUDYARD KIPLING, The Merchantmen, in The Seven Seas (1896)
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Preface





  
  
    Definitions
  

  We live, today, in a world of absolutes. The introduction of standard time with the arrival of the railways and the telegraph was so long before living memory that we take Greenwich Mean Time and time zones for granted. Once, time was local and measured by the sundial. In Thomas Bowrey’s day, dates, values, and measures, among other things, were not absolute. Often they varied by location, time or even what was being measured. In view of this, some explanation of the conventions used in this book is necessary.

   

  
    Dates
  

  In 1752, Britain adopted the Gregorian calendar – the one we use today. During the period of this book, the Julian calendar was still used in England but not in much of Europe, especially the Roman Catholic countries. This resulted in the English calendar being ten, later eleven, days behind Europe. Until we adopted the calendar promoted by Pope Gregory XIII, the New Year in England officially started on 25 March but the situation was more complex. 1 January had been celebrated as New Year’s Day for centuries.

   In view of this, dates between 1 January and 24 March were often, but not always, written in the style 14 March 1712/13. The English writing in the East Indies tended to use the English form of date but correspondence between England and Europe often used the style 25/14 March 1712/13. Where these formats were not used, there can be doubt about the true date.

  At the same time, some non-conformist groups, such as the Quakers, refused to use the standard, pagan names, for months used in English. Instead, they numbered months from the official New Year. Thus 9br was the ninth month, counting from March, which is November. 

  For simplicity, all dates in this book have been converted to the modern calendar for years and months whilst maintaining the English day used in the original document. The New Year will be taken to be 1 January.  Thus, the date in my example (that of Thomas Bowrey’s burial) will be shown as 14 March 1713. Because of the variety of formats that may have been used, at times the true date is ambiguous in the manuscripts consulted and, in those cases, I have used the most likely in the context. 

   

  
    Monetary Values
  

  Inflation today may be more under control than in the relatively recent past but anyone reading this will have experienced how prices rise year on year. The value of money since the time of Thomas Bowrey has devalued considerably. In order to present monetary values in terms that can be understood, I have used the measuringworth.com website to convert them to present day values. This site presents estimates of a value in a target year (the current year) given the price in the year the expenditure was incurred but the calculation made is not that simple. For any cost input, the values returned depend on a large number of factors. Rather than confuse by varying the calculation used in different circumstances and to avoid any risk of exaggeration, I have used the real price of commodities calculations throughout.

  In India in the seventeenth century, the primary currency in use was the pagoda. In his Bay of Bengal, Thomas Bowrey sets out the value of a pagoda in different locations. In most of his accounts, he specifies whether the values are expressed in pagodas from Fort St George or elsewhere. In Pulicat, there were twenty-four fantams to the pagoda and twenty-four copper cash to the fantam. This breakdown was not consistent. There were thirty-two fantams to the pagoda and eighty copper cash to a fantam at Fort St George. Alongside the pagoda, trade was also carried out using royals of eight (Spanish silver reales or pieces of eight), rupees and other currencies. Where possible, I have converted these currencies to sterling using Thomas Bowrey’s own conversion rates.

  The United Kingdom introduced decimal currency in 1971. Prior to that there were twenty shillings to the pound and twelve pence to the shilling. Nine pounds, nineteen shillings and eleven pence was written £9/19/11. A shilling was converted to five pence at decimalisation. 

   

  
    Measures
  

  Many different units of weight were used in the East Indies and these, again, varied by location and the goods being measured. Although Thomas Bowrey listed the various units used in his Bay of Bengal he did not give as much detail as for monetary values. In view of this, where weights and other measures are involved, it has not always been possible to give modern equivalents.

  The United Kingdom today uses metric measures that did not exist in Thomas Bowrey’s day. However, imperial measures remain widely understood, and even habitually used by many. To avoid the cumbersome translation of all imperial measures into metric ones, I shall give the conversion rates here:

  
    Distance
  

  1 inch = 2.54 cm
 1 foot = 12 inches = 30.48 cm
 1 yard = 3 feet = 91.44 cm
 1 mile = 1,760 yards = 1.61 km

   

  
    Weight
  

  1 ounce = 28.35 g
 1 pound = 16 ounces = 453.59 g
 1 stone = 14 pounds = 6.35 kg
 1 hundredweight = 8 stone = 50.80 kg
 1 ton = 20 hundredweight = 1.02 tonne

   

  
    Names and Places
  

  In the days before the first English dictionary, there was no standard accepted spelling of words. The same applied to personal names and geographic locations. The spelling of names of geographic locations was even more problematic for English writers overseas to whom many local names were difficult to understand or pronounce. 

  Throughout this book I have used modern spellings in most cases and have attempted to standardise personal names. For geographic locations I have chosen, for the most part, to use the name by which they were known by Europeans at this time as they remain more accessible to the majority of readers in English. Where multiple names and/or spelling were used I have opted for a single variant. For example, in the case of what is now known as Chennai, I have used Fort St George, the name of the East India Company fortified factory there. Thomas Bowrey and his correspondents appear to have used Fort St George, Madras (the settlement that grew up around the Fort) and Madraspatam (Madras town) interchangeably. I have included a gazetteer at the back of the book for further clarification. 

  The majority of the story of Thomas Bowrey’s life took place before the political union of England and Scotland. Possibly because of his role in the events that accelerated the union, he was precise in his use of the terms England and Britain before and after the union. I have maintained this convention in this book.

   

  
    Ships
  

  In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, a ship was technically a square-rigged, decked vessel with three masts. However, in the papers of Thomas Bowrey, the term ship was often used in the same way as in the twenty-first century; that is, with the wider meaning of any large seagoing vessel and it is this definition I have used in this book. Thomas Bowrey was involved with the voyages of many types of ships. Definitions of each of these can be found in the glossary.

  
    
       
    
  

  
    Politics of Pre-Colonial India
  

  Thomas Bowrey’s lifetime long preceded British rule in India. When the Europeans arrived, the sub-continent had been ruled by Muslim Grand Mughals since 1526. Between 1658 and his death in 1707, the sixth and, effectively, last Mughal was Muhi-ud-Din Muhammad, known as Aurangzeb. The Mughal Empire was made up of a large number of semi-autonomous princely states each with their own ruler. Muslim rulers of princely states held titles such as Nawab and Hindu and Sikh rulers were called Maharaja among other titles.

  European East India companies negotiated licences to set up their settlements alongside the existing political structure. The opportunities of the region also attracted Europeans independent of the companies such as Bowrey. They joined retired company employees who remained once their contracts ended. These independents had an ambiguous relationship with their national company expecting freedom from their control but looking to them for protection when threatened. As the number of their nationals free of their company increased, European governments sent consuls to the region to look after their interests. Consequently, an individual may have had to answer to the Mughal’s and local authorities as well as to their consul and company officials.

   

  
    East India Company
  

  On the final day of 1600, the queen granted The Governor and Company of Merchants of London Trading into the East Indies a royal charter with a monopoly of all English trade in all lands washed by the Indian Ocean from the southern tip of Africa to Indonesia in the South Pacific. The East India Company was destined to rule India with its own army but this was over one hundred and fifty years in the future. Initially, it was purely a trading company until, in 1683, it was granted a charter by Charles II giving it the power to establish courts of judicature with jurisdiction over European residents. 

  Over the years, the East India Company’s monopoly of the English East Indies trade was challenged and periodically reinforced. In 1694, a group of independent merchants took their case to the House of Commons. Four years later, the English Company Trading to the East Indies, commonly known as the New or English East India Company was created, in return for a £2 million loan to the government. The original company of London merchants became known as the Old or London East India Company.

  The Old Company took a large share of the New, dominating it. There was still a strong rivalry between the two companies for the dominant share of the trade but, as a large part of the profits from the New Company went to the Old, the result was little real commercial competition. Eventually, in 1702, the two companies were amalgamated under a tripartite agreement with Queen Anne. They were allowed a number of years in which to wind up their businesses before the union was ratified. 

  For simplicity, throughout this book, I have used the single term East India Company for the Old, New and United companies unless it is material which company was involved.
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Introduction: The Paper Trail





  
  
    THE BOWREY PAPERS
  

  It was a great inconvenience. He was extremely busy but now red spots had broken out on his face, forearms and hands, Thomas Bushell could no longer ignore his fever. He needed to find an apothecary. Although the symptoms were relatively mild, was he concerned he had contracted smallpox? He had probably known of cases of the disease where the early symptoms were similar but much more severe. 

  It was 17 February 1721 and later the same day, he wrote home to his cousin at Cleeve Prior about five and a half miles north of Evesham in Worcestershire saying he hoped his mother would not be concerned because the apothecary had confirmed his was a very kind sort of pox. Bushell almost certainly had variola minor or ordinary smallpox, which although as highly infectious as the more usual variation was much less common. The rash would soon spread to his trunk and lower limbs but this form was fatal in less than one percent of cases. 

  Bushell was not greatly debilitated by his illness. On the same day as he saw the apothecary, he despatched an iron chest containing silver and jewellery weighing about two hundredweight home by carrier. He suggested a wheelbarrow would be needed to collect it. For security, he had retained the key so the chest could not be opened until he returned home, presumably once he had fully recovered.

  The letter was written from Marine Square in Wapping, the home of his late aunt, Frances Gardiner. Frances had died in mid-January and Bushell, her sole executor, may have organised her funeral at Lee in Kent on 17 January 1721 before staying in London to obtain probate on her estate two weeks later. Frances had recognised her affairs were complex and made provision for her servant, Joseph Noden, to assist Bushell until he became familiar with them. The help was probably much needed. It was a busy time for Bushell. He had buried his father at Cleeve Prior on 6 October 1720 and obtained probate on his estate the day prior to his aunt’s.

   

  
    [image: Cleeve Prior manor house. [From The Papers of Thomas Bowrey (1699-1713), edited by Temple.]]
    Cleeve Prior manor house. [From The Papers of Thomas Bowrey (1699-1713), edited by Temple.]

  

   

  It is not known if the iron chest contained anything in addition to the silver and jewellery or whether Bushell returned to the manor house at Cleeve Prior with another chest because nothing more is heard of Frances Gardiner’s legacy for the next two hundred years. It is likely anything other than the valuables mentioned in the letter were considered of little worth. Twenty-three years after Frances’ death, Bushell’s uncle George Fettiplace died naming his nephew as his heir. Thomas Bushell changed his name to Fettiplace and moved his family to his late uncle’s estate at Swinbrook, Oxfordshire.

  The house the Bushells vacated at Cleeve Prior had been in continuous occupation by the family since the dissolution of the monasteries under Henry VIII. During the English Civil Wars, the family had Royalist sympathies. Anthony Bushell (born 1611) was a Royalist Lieutenant-Colonel who deserted the king’s cause before the Battle of Naseby. The penalty for fighting against Parliament was the confiscation of property but, in 1649, Anthony managed to avoid losing his estates by compounding for his delinquency, paying a fine. According to tradition, in 1650 Thomas Bushell, probably the father of Anthony, hid in a converted disused garderobe, or toilet chute, to evade capture by Parliamentary troops. He later obtained his liberty by giving securities for his good behaviour. After 1744, the house stayed in the ownership of the family but was occupied by tenants.

  In August 1913, the then resident of Cleeve Prior decided to have a clear out and discovered an old, wooden chest in a windowless attic room. As one newspaper reported some years later: 

   

  How excited most of us would be if we discovered a little room under the roof that no one knew about before! … In one corner there was a curious old chest. It was a romantic moment. Would there be Spanish doubloons or emeralds from the newly-discovered land of Peru lying in that ancient coffer? Eagerly the old fastenings were undone, and to everyone’s disappointment nothing was seen but a bundle of letters.

   

  
    [image: The chest. [From The Papers of Thomas Bowrey (1699-1713), edited by Temple.]]
    The chest. [From The Papers of Thomas Bowrey (1699-1713), edited by Temple.]

  

   

  The disappointing find was a large collection of late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century manuscripts which, when examined by John Humphreys the president of the Birmingham Archaeological Society, were found to relate to Captain Thomas Bowrey. When I learned of the papers from a chance Internet search another century later my reaction was very different.

  I had recently registered my Bowry surname study with the Guild of One-Name Studies and such a find is like treasure to a genealogist. I immediately set to tracing the present whereabouts of the documents. Over the intervening period, the papers had been purchased by Henry Howard in 1921, examined, sorted and divided between different repositories. The chest was presented to the Victoria and Albert Museum. The documents were donated and sold in a number of tranches and have all moved at least once since but the majority are now held by just
 two archives.

  In the main, documents relating to Thomas Bowrey’s life in India and his Malay-English dictionary are at the British Library. Those relating to his life after he returned to England are kept at the London Metropolitan Archives. This split is not as clear cut as it may sound. Smaller groups of manuscripts are now held elsewhere. By 1955 when they were published in Healey’s Letters of Daniel Defoe, two letters from the author were in the possession of Dr Henry C Hutchins of Connecticut. Hutchins sold them at Sotherby’s, New York, in 1984 and they were sold again at Christie’s, London, on 3 July 2007 for £15,600. Their present location is unknown. The documents signed by Elihu Yule were donated to Yale University but typed copies were retained. A few receipts issued by Quaker Peter Briggins’ were given to his descendant, Lady Ruth Fry, and are now at the Quaker House Library. The whereabouts of many of the family papers, especially those relating to the Bushell family, including the letter quoted at the start of this Introduction, is unknown. 

  Some of the papers have been published. In 1927, Richard Carnac Temple edited the diary of a six week tour of Holland and Flanders in 1698 together with those connected with the Mary Galley into The Papers of Thomas Bowrey (1669-1713). In his General Introduction, he states that the earliest document discovered was dated 1669 and the latest 1751. The earliest manuscript I have tracked down from the papers discovered at Cleeve Prior is dated 28 September 1671 and the latest 4 June 1715. Disturbingly, in his Introduction to the story of the Mary Galley Temple mentioned chemically treating water damaged pages of sailing directions. These have disappeared. How many other manuscripts were treated in such a way, damaged beyond recovery and are no longer available? Later, in 1930, Temple wrote the New Light on the Mysterious Tragedy of the Worcester 1704-1705. Temple’s death in 1931 brought to an end his hopes of publishing all of the papers. 

   

  
    THE BAY OF BENGAL MANUSCRIPT
  

  Temple’s interest in Thomas Bowrey had begun in the early years of the twentieth century when he was asked to inspect another manuscript in the possession of Eliot Howard, the cousin of Henry Howard. It had been known prior to this date and had been quoted from by Yule (in 1889), Anderson (1890) and the Oxford English Dictionary. With permission of the owner, Temple edited the manuscript, publishing A Geographical Account of Countries Round the Bay of Bengal 1669-1679 in 1905. 

  Temple was, perhaps, an obvious choice as editor because of his wide knowledge of the region. He was born in 1850 in Allahabad, India, where his father was working as a civil servant. His great-grandfather had been Governor of the Bombay Presidency 1838-1841; a position Temple’s father was to hold some forty years later. After his education at Harrow and Cambridge, Temple joined the army transferring in 1877 to the British Indian Army serving in many areas from Bombay to Rangoon. Following his retirement and return to the UK, he became a writer and amateur anthropologist. From shortly after his retirement until his death in 1931, Temple served on the Council of the Hakluyt Society dedicated to publishing the records of voyages, travels and other geographic material. 

  Howard and Temple proceeded to carry out extensive research and identified the author as the Captain Thomas Bowrey who had written the first Malay-English dictionary. Temple suggested the Bay of Bengal manuscript had passed down the Eliot-Howard family from an ancestor, Quaker diarist Peter Briggins. From the two Briggins’ diaries, Temple deduced that he was acquainted with Bowrey during the period from 1706 until the captain’s death. Subsequently, Briggins helped Bowrey’s widow. Temple concluded that it was only reasonable to conjecture that the manuscript was given to Briggins as a token of gratitude. 

  My reading of Briggins’ diaries alongside Thomas Bowrey’s papers leads me to conclude their relationship was purely a business one. Bowrey was renting the King’s Head Inn in Southwark from Briggins and they met only when the rent was due, when Briggins often had to chase after Bowrey for a number of days. As he usually paid his bills promptly, this suggests Briggins was not in the forefront of Bowrey’s mind. In the final days of Bowrey’s life and immediately afterwards, Briggins assisted Thomas and then his widow in an insurance matter. This was most likely insurance on the Southwark inn. An incomplete manuscript seems to have been an unlikely thank-you gift for someone, especially for a recipient with no connection to India except for some shares in the East India Company, but there are few other plausible explanations for the manuscript being held by Briggins’ descendants. A John Eliot was surgeon on Thomas’ ship the Mary Galley and it is possible he may also have been a member of the Eliot-Howard family although I have been unable to identify any connection. As ships’ doctors had low status compared to other officers, it seems unlikely there was any reason for giving him the manuscript.

  Whilst the provenance of the manuscript remains a mystery it undoubtably relates to Thomas Bowrey, the subject of this biography. The original manuscript signed only TB is now held at the British Library. To this amateur eye, the handwriting is correct and sufficient of the contents can be cross-referenced to other documents to have confidence in the attribution.

   

  
    THE ESSEX MANUSCRIPTS
  

  Thomas Bowrey’s father-in-law, Phillip Gardiner, died in August 1704 at a property he held in Great Clacton, Essex. A small bundle of his papers, including some in Thomas’ hand, are now held in the Essex Record Office but no acquisition record survives. It is possible these were either donated to an unidentified local repository by Henry Howard or, as suggested by the record office, they were a separate batch of documents held by a local firm of solicitors who deposited them locally before they were transferred to the county archives.

   

  
    THE SLOANE CHARTS
  

  While trying to identify the author of the Bay of Bengal manuscript, Temple discovered a set of twelve charts of the islands of the Indian Archipelago, the River Hooghly and the Persian Gulf by Thomas Bowrey at the British Museum Library. The earliest was dated 1681. I was naturally curious about how these charts were acquired by the Library long before the discovery of the Bowrey papers.

  Unexpectedly, rather than coming to the British Museum Library from the India Office, the twelve charts form part of the Sloane Additional Manuscripts. Although said to be part of Hans Sloane’s personal collection that formed the basis of the original British Museum collection, these additional manuscripts were transferred to the Department of Manuscripts after the publication of Samuel Ayscough’s Catalogue of the Manuscripts in the British Museum created in 1782, nearly thirty years after Sloane’s death. Consequentially, the source of these charts is
 ambiguous. 

  Sloane was a contemporary of Thomas Bowrey. They were born just seven months apart. Sloane left for Jamaica in 1687 and returned to London in the same year as Bowrey arrived back from India but there is no evidence that they knew each other. However, Sloane and William Dampier, who had also spent time in Jamaica, knew each other later in London. Dampier was believed to have received at least one chart from Bowrey and may have passed others to Sloane. Otherwise, in his will dated 11 March 1712, Bowrey bequeathed his maps to Thomas Studds, the son of his cousin Hannah Middleton, and eventually they may have passed from a Studds descendant to the British Museum sometime between 1783 and 1835.

   

  
    THE IDENTITY OF THOMAS BOWREY
  

  In his introduction to the Bay of Bengal, Temple states that there were no grounds for doubting that TB was the same Thomas Bowrey who wrote the Malay-English dictionary. Although, he reached the conclusion purely on the weight of evidence that there was no one else it could be, I agree with him but there are people who question the attribution. He wrote many years before the Bowrey papers were discovered at Cleeve Prior. Has that discovery strengthened his argument?

   In the preface of his dictionary, Thomas Bowrey says that he was resident in the East Indies for nineteen years, departing from Fort St George on the Bengal Merchant in 1688. From this, it can be concluded he started his residence in the East Indies in 1669. Documents relating to the dictionary were included in the Cleeve Prior papers as was a draft letters dated 1688 stating that he was being now bound for England on the Bengal Merchant. At the beginning of the Bay of Bengal manuscript, Thomas repeated the claim to have started his time in the East Indies at Fort St George in 1669. Thus, the discovery of the Cleeve Prior papers provided the confirmation that the person responsible for them also wrote both the dictionary and the Bay of Bengal manuscript. 

   

  
    THE LIFE OF THOMAS BOWREY
  

  The death of Richard Carnac Temple may have brought to an end his hopes of publishing the remaining papers of Thomas Bowrey but that was not the end of interest in them. For more than a century, his papers have been referenced by academics, writers and students of subjects ranging from the East India Company to the recreational use of cannabis. Yet, in all that time, no one has attempted to write his full biography.

  Today there is an enormous amount of material available referencing the man and his writing. I constantly make new discoveries. The more I learned about Thomas Bowrey, the more intrigued I became with his life and character, and determined to write this book. The sheer volume of material available has, at times, seemed overwhelming but my study of it has been rewarded by uncovering a fascinating character who led an extraordinary life. 

  





  
  









1: Early Life (1659-1668)





  
  
    THE BEGINNINGS
  

  There was a lot to fear as Elizabeth Bowrey felt the first pangs of labour. Childbirth in the mid-seventeenth century was dangerous and Thomas, her husband, was at sea. The sea was a perilous place at any time but England was at war. Thomas had engaged with the enemy already that year. What Elizabeth could not know was he had done so again the previous day. Would he return to her and their baby in Wapping? If he returned, her worries would not be over.

  It was September 1659. The civil war that had raged in England for nine years had ended just eight years earlier. The country had been bitterly divided. The king had been executed. The memory was still fresh. The Parliamentary victory in October 1651 had not brought the peace everyone craved and since then England had been at war first with the Dutch and, now, with the Spanish. These were both naval conflicts impacting on the lives of those living in Wapping. Both sides saw the enemy’s merchant shipping as legitimate and lucrative targets. Prize money awarded to crews for the capture of enemy shipping was some compensation for tardy payment of wages. When the focus of the naval war moved from Europe to the West Indies with the change of opponent, the opposing navies still had to protect their own shipping around their coasts. 

  Following the purge of Royalist naval officers and the execution of Charles I, there had been an unprecedented expansion of the Commonwealth Navy. The opportunities for those sympathetic to Parliament were good. Elizabeth’s husband had followed his brothers into the service. By January 1653, shortly before his eighteenth birthday, he had already seen action. Having demonstrated his courage and discretion, the captain of the Constant Warwick recommended his promotion to lieutenant. Promotion was rapid in times of war but during the Commonwealth period, officer selection depended on ideology and religious zeal in addition to the traditional criteria. Less than two years later, he was already master of the Roe ketch when his officers and crew petitioned the Admiralty over their dissatisfaction with their lack of pay. Thomas’ crew were, by now, in dire straits having received neither wages nor prize money. 

  Although similar to the king in being tardy paying their mariners, Parliament differed from the monarch in recognising the importance of trade. They implemented a convoy system and Thomas’ service was primarily spent protecting the country’s merchant shipping. Necessary but tedious, it was not a glamorous career. Most of his time was spent on the east coast of England trying to press a crew, fitting his vessels out ready for sailing and overseeing repairs to his ship. In the choppy waters of the North Sea, he had to keep station with his ponderous charges. England’s shipping was at risk from the enemy, privateers and pirates. The crew could not always look forward to the reward of a hot meal. During storms or enemy attack, the galley fire was dowsed to reduce the risk of conflagration. In February 1659 Thomas was involved in an engagement with a Spanish pirate close to the Humber. The Roe was a small ship with just eight guns and came off worse. More than a third of her main mast was shot away and her sails destroyed. It was an inglorious engagement. Thomas lost the ships he was escorting and had to head to Harwich for repairs. His ketch repaired, Thomas returned to the tedium of convoy duty interspersed with action against the enemy.

  On land civil war was replaced with political and religious infighting, the two inextricably intertwined. Simply to believe the wrong thing brought the risk of condemnation, arrest or even death. In Wapping and the other Thames-side hamlets where the population was constantly exposed to new ideas from travel and immigration, independently minded scepticism was the norm. Education of children was important to equip individuals to decide for themselves. Religious radicalism, anti-Catholicism and Puritanism formed the basis of their beliefs. Such free-thinking had given rise to support for the Levellers during the war. Levellers believed in the equality of all citizens and freedom of conscience in religion. These egalitarian views were seen as dangerous and threatening by the ruling classes.

  England as a whole did not seem to know what it wanted. Eight years after beheading their king, Oliver Cromwell was offered the crown. He declined but when he died the following year his son, Richard, inherited the title of Lord Protector just as if he was a royal heir. Richard Cromwell was not much of a leader and had been deposed earlier in the current year. A crisis was building. First Parliament ruled the country and then the army before Parliament took over again. Those who fought for Parliament questioned if this is what they had risked their lives for. The tension was rising, especially in London. Within months there would be rioting. Some even described it as anarchy.

  There were rumours of Charles’ son returning as king. Elizabeth wondered if her husband would still have a job. Worse, would his life be at risk on land as well as at sea? Commanding a ship in the Navy was not just a job, it involved taking sides. And London was always a volatile place. Was it all starting again? Would she ever be able to stop worrying for her child?

  Thomas, the son of Captain Thomas and Elizabeth Bowrey, was born into this uncertain world on 7 September 1659. The event was recorded three times: in the margins of the pages of the parish register for October 1660 and September 1661 and immediately before his sister Elizabeth’s baptism on 17 March 1665. The three records of Thomas’ birth are a result of the troubled times. During the republican period baptisms were disrupted. The English Commonwealth government had decreed births should be registered in their place. Baptisms took place where the minister had not fled his church but were often not written up until later. Few birth records survive from this period. None has been found for Thomas but his birth was recorded when he was baptised in the parish church at Wapping on 23 April 1660. Still over a month before the Restoration of the monarchy, the baptism was not written into the parish register at the time. When his sister was taken to be baptised some years later his parents probably thought to check Thomas’ was there. It had been missed. The minister wrote it out of order before his sister’s and tried to add a note on the correct page as well, as many others had been, but got it wrong the first time. Thomas was later to confirm his birthday in an early draft of his will.

  The three baptism records were to form the pattern of Thomas’ life. There is nothing unusual about there being two types of record for his marriage – the licence and the parish register – but, more unusually, there are two for his burial – first in the Stepney parish register with the note that the body had been taken to Lee in Kent and again at Lee where he was buried. In between, he left a wealth of documentation much of which shows his mother, Elizabeth, was right to worry. 

  The day before his first son’s birth, Thomas senior had requested permission to put into Harwich to clean his ship’s hull and restock with supplies. On east coast convoy duties, his ketch would become foul from worm and weed, and required cleaning every three months. In a navy constantly short of funds, it was probably considered pointless to carry provisions for a much longer period. A week later, he was reduced to six days’ provisions and was short of men. He again requested permission to return to port. This time permission was granted and his ship was docked at Harwich for two weeks. Did he have the opportunity to return home to see his son?

  If he did, it was not a long visit. By the end of the month, Thomas senior had sailed from Harwich to Plymouth Sound to deliver a package before returning to Harwich and then carrying another package to Sweden. Six weeks later, he was to play a small part in a crucial action during the death throes of the English Commonwealth, one that was recorded on the first page of Samuel Pepys’ diary as Lawson lies still in the Thames.

  Following the overthrow of Richard Cromwell as Lord Protector, the army had closed down the Rump Parliament, the reduced Parliament made up only of anti-royalist members. Vice-admiral John Lawson, a staunch republican with the loyalty of most of his officers and crew, resisted attempts to persuade the navy to join the army in establishing martial law. He, along with much of the country, supported the supremacy of Parliament. During December, riots broke out between soldiers and apprentices in London. This turmoil was mirrored in the rest of the country. On 13 December 1659, Lawson and his fleet, including Thomas senior with the Roe ketch, sailed from the Downs to Gravesend in the Thames estuary. Here they anchored, prepared to fight to force the army to reinstate the Parliament. By blockading the river and starving London of precious provisions and trade, Lawson hoped to gain the city’s support for his aims. 

  Thomas senior departed the Thames as Pepys made his note of the blockade in his diary. Lawson had sent his ketch to Dover on an errand. When completed, Thomas returned to the vice-admiral at Gravesend for further orders. The fleet was to remain on the Thames for several weeks but whether Thomas remained with it is not recorded. The army backed down and the Rump Parliament survived for the time being but the disruption was not at an end. The political machinations eventually lead to the return of the monarchy. 

  Young Thomas cannot have been aware of troubles in the country but his first winter was hard. Pepys recorded in his diary that it snowed hard all morning on 4 January and his nose swelled with the cold. It snowed hard again eleven days later and the next day was cold, frosty and windy. Any disruption to coal supplies from the north of England due to the blockade involving Thomas senior would have had severe consequences for his son’s well-being. 

   

  
    FAMILY
  

  Another Commonwealth period regulation replaced marriage in church with civil marriages. Few records survive for the civil marriages of the time but some couples’ forthcoming marriages were announced on market days and others had notices called by the cryer. In Wapping, the equivalent of banns were recorded in the parish register. The marriage of Thomas’ parents, Thomas Bowrey mariner and Elizabeth Bentham spinster, both of Wapping, was announced on the three Lord’s Days up to 27 September 1657 in Wapping Chapel. 

  In a phrase of the time, Thomas was born to the sea. His father, grandfather and other family members were all intimately connected to the sea in one way or another. Thomas senior was the son of Joseph and Hellin Bowrey and was baptised at Wapping on 1 March 1635. Joseph was a shipwright of Queen’s Head Alley down by Wapping Dock, close to the river and his work. The footprint of Queen’s Head Alley still exists as the path through the middle of Wapping Rose Garden. As was common, his house probably overlooked his shipyard. Here Joseph’s family were surrounded by Thames watermen and lightermen, mariners and other shipwrights. It was a rough area crowded with rowdy taverns where children were raised surrounded by those who worked on the water.

  Thomas senior had three older siblings: Ellen born in 1624, John in 1626 and Joseph in 1630. The brothers were also baptised at Wapping but Ellen’s baptism took place at Deptford, the location of a major naval shipyard and where Joseph senior had married Hellin Wall on 16 June 1623. All three brothers, perhaps entranced by the tales of exotic places they had heard from birth, chose to go to sea rather than follow Joseph’s trade. Ellen, married another mariner, William Middleton, and young Thomas’ Middleton cousins were to be close to him in later life. 

  Hellin was still living in Queen’s Head Alley when she wrote her will in 1669. There is no surviving record of Joseph senior’s death but he probably predeceased his wife as married women had few property rights at the time and she owned her own house, a second in the Alley plus other property at the time of her death.

  
     
  

   

  
    CHILDHOOD
  

  As for most children at the time, little is known about Thomas junior’s childhood except it was short – by 1668 he was on his way to India – and traumatic. With a father and uncle who suffered injury, shipwreck and defeat at sea, life ashore ought to have been more secure but there were greater risks to come.

  His father was at sea when Thomas was born in 1659 but, with naval officers laid off at the end of the Anglo-Spanish War and the purge of parliamentarian sympathisers following the Restoration, he may soon have been at home more often. He is only mentioned once in the records after being with Lawson at Gravesend. It is possible he found work within the merchant navy. If work was hard to find, Thomas’ parents may have had money worries. The political situation was uncertain for someone who had demonstrated his sympathies by serving in the Commonwealth Navy. In 1662, a little brother, Joseph, was born. He was baptised at Stepney on 25 January 1663. Another brother followed on 17 April 1664 but little Joseph had probably died before then because the new baby was also baptised as Joseph. Finally, on 2 March 1665, a sister was born and named Elizabeth.

  Whilst many institutions suffered during the Protectorate, education of the young was considered important. There was a strong belief the people should be able to read the bible themselves. London was better provided with schools than other areas of the country and, based on the number of adult who could sign their name, the level of literacy in London across all classes and for both sexes was between double and treble the national average. Schools teaching navigation and elementary engineering had been set up in the Elizabethan period because of the importance of sea-power to the country’s security. Schooling was not compulsory but started at the age of six or seven. Knowing Thomas’ abilities with writing and accounts later in his life, it seems impossible he did not receive schooling or other education whilst living in England. School fees were not high and his parents may have received support from family but, if they found themselves unable to pay, many parishes had their own school offering free tuition to the poor. As well as writing and arithmetic, navigation was seen as a subject suited to prepare pauper students for a career in the Royal or merchant navies but whether this was taught to pupils under the age of ten is not known.

  Just as life may have become more settled for Thomas’ family, the plague hit London. 

   

  
    PLAGUE
  

  Plague was a periodic hazard throughout the seventeenth century but London had been spared the epidemics of the 1650s and had not experienced a serious outbreak since 1636. There was a small outbreak in the autumn of 1664 but it did not cause alarm among the complacent population because the epidemic was expected to die out before the end of the winter. In the second week of February 1665 the Bills of Mortality recorded just a single death from plague in London. Two further deaths were recorded in the third week of April followed by nine in the week ending 9 May. The City authorities took action but this was all in the west of the City, a long way from Wapping and unlikely to have concerned Thomas’ parents. But the actions of the authorities failed to stop the spread. The first plague deaths in Wapping and the nearby parishes of Stepney and Whitechapel occurred in early July. By the first week of August the number of deaths across the whole City had risen to more than four thousand. In the heat of summer, the plague really took hold. 

  All around Thomas’ neighbourhood, homes were closed up with red crosses painted on their doors. The family stayed indoors as much as possible. Nobody wanted contact with others and risk infection. Shut up inside his home to avoid contagion by others, Thomas heard the constant tolling of the passing bells and the drivers of carts crying out for people to bring out your dead. 
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  Then, in the peak month of the plague during which 30,000 people died of it in London, what the family had all been dreading happened. Thomas senior contracted the plague. If he was fortunate, he may have dropped dead in the street without warning as happened to a few. More likely, he was shut up with his household in his house for at least forty days as the regulations demanded, dependant on others to deliver food to them. Food was left on their doorstep and, in return, they left the money for it in a dish of vinegar to destroy the contagion. The symptoms experienced were diverse but usually started with a fever. The course of the disease was always painful and accompanied by the swelling of the lymph glands called buboes and known at the time as the marks of the plague. Often, towards the end, gangrene set in turning fingers, toes and noses black as the tissue died.

  Thomas senior died. By this stage of the epidemic, fear meant that bodies were no longer buried with respect. His was collected by the cart that came round each night collecting the dead and he was buried at Whitechapel on 10 September 1665. The following January his widow, Elizabeth, administered his estate. No further record of Joseph and young Elizabeth has been found and they were not mentioned in their grandmother’s will. This last major outbreak of bubonic plague in England killed about a quarter of the population of London. Many plague deaths were not recorded. The two children may well have perished at this time leaving six-year-old Thomas alone with his mother. 

   

  
    UNCLE JOHN
  

  After the death of his father, it was likely Thomas still had a father-figure in his life. His uncle John Bowrey had no children and may have entertained his young nephew with tales of life at sea. John had married Judith Lester of Wapping in the City of London on 12 February 1650. His career in the Commonwealth, and subsequently the Royal, Navy is well documented. If he craved excitement, at least that is how his career started. He had seen action as early as 1652 when he was seriously enough wounded on board the Unity to be awarded thirty pounds compensation, worth over £4,000 today. The Unity was part of a squadron commanded by Sir George Ayscue when they were defeated by the Dutch at Plymouth. Despite having prevented the fleet defecting to the Royalist cause during the Civil War, Ayscue was relieved of his command, not returning until after the Restoration.

  A career in the navy was rarely continuous as officers and crew were laid off when they were not needed in times of peace or when their ship was out of action for repairs. Thus in 1653, although being described as a raw seaman but civil and stout, fit for a lieutenant by the Admiralty, John was awarded a privateer’s commission for a trading voyage on the Hope of London bound for Leghorn, now known as Livorno. However, England was at war for most of the seventeenth century until 1668 and by July John was needed back in the Navy. He was captain of the Hunter, a small fire-ship with just ten guns and a crew of thirty which was sunk by the Dutch at the Battle of Scheveningen. He had been an unlucky sailor until then but later he successfully commanded the Eaglet and for four years the Drake, mostly undertaking convoy duty. In 1656, John was accused of embezzling prize goods but he admitted his error and apologised. That appears to have been the end of the matter because there is an almost continual record of John’s naval service beyond the Restoration and until 1663. On 21 February 1663, with a Captain Taylor he met with Samuel Pepys. Four months earlier, John had been recommended to Pepys as deserving further employment because he had acquitted himself well in two voyages carrying horses. He had just been hired for a voyage to Tangiers and the three walked along Cornhill before going to a tavern together where Pepys had a glass of wine. He did not record what John drank. 

  By 1666, the Hearth Tax returns for Stepney show John as having six hearths, which probably equated to nine or ten rooms, a sizeable house. The majority of households had only two or three hearths. He was doing well but not for much longer. In February 1667, John was relieved of his command of the Antelope at Portsmouth because he was no longer fit enough for a voyage to Gothenburg but, before then, another catastrophic event hit London.

   

  
    FIRE
  

  When Thomas awoke on Sunday 2 September 1666 there was a tension in the air. In the west, about a mile from where he and his mother were living they could see thick smoke rising. There was a strong easterly wind blowing so the smoke did not immediately trouble Elizabeth and her son. Like most people in London not yet affected, they probably went to church as usual and prayed for salvation from the fire. Fire at sea was the worst fear of every sailor at the time and, after the long dry summer, the risk could not be ignored. The old, poorly maintained, timber-built houses, warehouses and other buildings were tinder-dry. That Sunday morning, the Wapping congregation understanding this probably prayed more fervently than most.

  As the day continued, the conflagration grew larger. The warehouses down by the river between the Tower of London and London Bridge exploded as their contents spontaneously combusted in the incredible heat. Thomas had been brought up among people who knew that alongside tar, pitch and oil, wine and brandy, the warehouses held highly flammable hemp, flax and cordage. Fire was an enormous risk at the best of times. Many on ships and in shipyards started when pitch was being heated. The heating of the stored pitch by the conflation could easily start new, spontaneous fires. 
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  Did Thomas venture down to his grandmother’s house by the river and watch the scene from there? Did he watch in horror as the bridge burnt or was his child’s mind amused by the sight of people’s prized possessions floating by? For Elizabeth and Thomas’ watermen and lightermen neighbours, the fire was a mixed blessing. They were making a small fortune rescuing people and their belongings from the river bank. Other neighbours who owned carts, waggons and barrows were also doing well taking goods in the other direction, north to Moorfields. Most refugees headed north but some streamed through Wapping to the fields beyond. 

  That night the fire had grown so that it stretched about half a mile wide. Eastwards, towards Thomas’ home in Wapping, it had only spread to Botolph Lane, the next street along from the source in Pudding Lane, but westwards the wind had carried it as far as Three Cranes Wharf more than five hundred yards west of the bridge. Northwards, it stretched as far as Cannon Lane about three hundred and fifty yards from the river. At night the sky in the west glowed red from the flames.

  The people of Wapping woke on Monday morning to find the fire still burning. The easterly gale was still blowing but, if it should turn, the Tower would be at risk. It stood less than half a mile from the Pudding Lane and was used to store 900 barrels of gunpowder, the largest ammunition store in the country. As all mariners knew, gunpowder, stable when left undisturbed, was very unstable when exposed to a flame. Only eighteen months previously, the explosion when fire broke out in the powder room of the ship London close to Leigh in the Thames estuary was heard as far away as Holland. If the powder in the Tower was to ignite, a huge area would be devastated. The bridge would be destroyed and so would much of Wapping.

  Firefighting teams were set up, led by soldiers and manned by volunteers. Now, even as far as Wapping, the noise was dreadful. The cracking sounds of homes burning or being pulled down to make firebreaks were terrible. The flames roared as it raced before the wind. The shattering of glass windows announced the destruction of each church in in its path. The heat could be felt over a great distance, even when separated by several streets of as yet undamaged buildings. Many of Thomas’ mariner neighbours were likely to have volunteered. They were experienced fighting fire at sea and knew what needed to be done.

  During the day, clouds of smoke blocked out the sun. By the end of the day, nightfall no longer brought darkness. The fire lit up the sky and had doubled its reach northward and westward but it was still only creeping eastward towards Wapping. 

  Tuesday morning brought no respite. The conflagration continued to spread but the wind was still blowing from the east, continuing to protect Wapping. As it spread, the stream of refugees was endless. The noise was relentless. Time passes more slowly for children. Had Thomas wondered if it would all end? How would it all end? Was he watching from Wapping later that evening when the unthinkable happened? St Paul’s, the soaring landmark built on a hill and visible to all of London, burst into flames. As the fire reached its climax, lightning bolts sparked above the cathedral. This can only have been made more dreadful when around the same time there were explosions much closer to home as the buildings next to the Tower were blown up to create a protective firebreak. Overnight, the wind changed direction increasing the risk to the Tower.

  During Wednesday, the people of Wapping grew accustomed to the sound of explosions as more and more firebreaks were created elsewhere in the City. At the same time, the wind eased. The fire was beginning to come under control and some semblance of normality returned. Markets were set up in nearby Mile End Green and Ratcliffe, as well as other places further afield, at the order of the king. Many of the City markets had been destroyed and the population including the estimated 100,000 refugees needed to be fed.

  By the evening, most of the fires had been extinguished although there were small outbreaks in places that needed to be dealt with. As everyone relaxed a little, the alarm went up that 50,000 French and Dutch soldiers were invading London. The rumour was false but rioting broke out among the refugees in the fields before it was quashed.

  The next day, Thursday, the fire finally burnt itself out possibly as much because the wind had stopped as the belated efforts to create effective firebreaks. Miraculously, it had stopped just before it reached the Tower but it would be a long time before London was to recover. That night, the moon was red.

  Thomas woke on the morning of Friday 7 September, his seventh birthday, to a city flattened and blackened by fire. Little rebuilding took place before he left London, bound for India, less than two years later. By the time he returned after twenty years, the city of his childhood would be unrecognisable. He was to remember the threat to Wapping all of his life and, after he had returned to England, was to raise a petition protesting against the Tower still being used as an ammunition store.

   

  
    THE END OF CHILDHOOD
  

  Thomas wrote in his Bay of Bengal manuscript that he started his life in the East Indies at Fort St George, later known as Madras. There is no record of how he travelled to India but the prevailing winds in the South Atlantic dictated a direct voyage needed to leave England some time during the last quarter of 1668 to arrive at India during the late spring or early summer 1669. Thomas was just nine when he left home in London. The following can only be speculation but fits with the known facts.

  Thomas’ father had died of plague in 1665 and it is likely his siblings also died around this time. The fire the following year made life extremely difficult for all Londoners, even those whose homes had not been destroyed. How much more difficult it was for a young widow with a young son? Only nine months later, the Dutch carried out a devastating raid on the Medway and burnt the English fleet at Chatham. Fearful that their city would be the next target, nervous Londoners fled again. To prevent the Dutch navy sailing up the Thames, merchant ships, still laden with their rich cargos, were sunk at Woolwich Reach and Barking Creek. It would have been understandable for Elizabeth to have been concerned about her son’s future. 

  She would likely have found a new husband as soon as possible and, living where she did, her neighbours were all connected to the sea. A power of attorney for Elizabeth Smith, the sister of John Bowrey and wife of Samuel Smith has survived in the Bowrey papers and this Elizabeth may well have been Thomas’ mother. The terms sister and brother were often used to denote in-law and step relationships at the time. Did the widowed Elizabeth marry Samuel Smith? Her son’s grandmother mentioned my daughter Smith in her will. Although not conclusive, this was not indicative of a close relationship and may have referred to her widowed daughter-in-law. 

  It is most likely Thomas sailed with his close relation Samuel Smith to India. It was not unknown for boys as young as eight to be employed on board ships as cabin boys or officers’ servants. Many officers in the Royal and Commonwealth Navies started their careers as a captain’s servant at the age of nine years. With his family background Thomas was probably always destined for the sea. The insecurity of life in London, may have hastened the start of that career. Being in the care of a relation, stepfather or uncle, put Thomas in a better position than most young lads and his mother knew pay and conditions on East India Company ships were considered better than those in the Royal Navy. 

  On 28 December 1666, the East India Company in London wrote to their factory at Fort St George advising them they were finding it difficult to charter trading ships and were sending a small ship of their own, the Charles, also known as the Little Charles, commanded by Captain Samuel Smith. The Charles was to take trade goods to Fort St George via the Atlantic island of St Helena and return with a cargo of saltpetre to be used to preserve food and make gunpowder. It is not clear if the difficulty chartering ships was connected to the Fire but Smith was to carry with him a copper plate of a map showing the devastation of the capital. This was likely to be a copy of Wenceslaus Hollar’s famous map.

  The Charles departed from the Thames in January 1667 but in the middle of this month disturbing news of Fort St George arrived from Surat causing the Company to delay the voyage. Eventually, new orders were issued on 16 April and delivered to Walter Clavell who was to travel on the ship as a newly appointed factor at the Fort. As it was now too late to beat the monsoon in the Bay of Bengal, the Charles was to be diverted to Surat. Once they arrived, if there was more positive news, Clavell was to proceed from there to Fort St George. In the event, the Charles did not arrive in Surat on the far north-west coast of India until May 1668. 

  Surat, on the banks of the Tapi River and close to the Arabian Sea, was a natural hub for the trade of the region when Thomas first arrived in India. It was the reason it existed. Despite this, the river was heavily silted and heavy ships such as the Charles, anchored at Swally Hole close to the Hazira Mangroves at Suvali and about fifteen miles downriver. Here the ships were protected by a sandbar. In May, it was approaching the end of the dry season when the heat and humidity reached their peaks and was almost intolerable, especially to Europeans. Within a month, the monsoon season was expected to begin bringing heavy rains and stormy seas. This was why Smith had been diverted to Surat despite the imperative to get to Fort St George and it is likely that he decided to sit out the wet months at Bombay about one hundred and eighty-five miles south of Swally.  

   

  
    [image: Bombay]
    Bombay

  

   

  The East India Company was planning to move its western headquarters from Surat to Bombay to avoid the increasingly frequent Maratha raids. The Company was already encouraging the production of quality cloth on the island that had been ceded to England in the dowry of Catherine of Braganza in 1661. At that time, there was a Portuguese manor house there, close to where the Gateway of India stands today. Seven years later, Bombay was leased to the East India Company who immediately built a quay, customs house and warehouses. The manor house was renamed Bombay Castle. It was surrounded by a pleasant garden but defended by just four guns. It was a matter of urgency to build fortifications to protect it.  

  The January following the Charles’ arrival at Surat the Deputy Governor of Bombay wrote to Company officials at Surat informing them Smith had been appointed Chief Engineer and Master Controller of the Ordnance following the death of the previous holder of the post. He was to take charge of constructing the fortification of Bombay, being described as extremely well qualified and experienced both for the building of the fortifications and artillery. He drew up plans and the work started immediately. 

  The island of Bombay had already been reclaimed from six islands by the time the English took over. More reclamation has taken place since and it is no longer an island. At the time, it was approximately seven miles long by three and a half miles wide. The English town only covered about one mile of the south-east tip. Beyond it were fields of buffalo, an orchard and coconut grove, the Portuguese settlement and a fishing village. There was no fresh water on the island other than one spring near the fishing village. A reservoir for collecting rain water was build next to the fort. It was an unhealthy place and miserable during the monsoon rains. In October 1669 Smith died of the flux as dysentery was known.

  If Thomas had stayed with the Charles he would no longer have his relation to watch over him but the newly settled Bombay was no place for a young child. The East India Company was already experiencing difficulties with widows of deceased Company servants there. Thomas had travelled with Clavell during their long voyage from England and may have accompanied him, perhaps as a servant, when he proceeded to Fort St George. Clavell departed from Bombay on the Charles but illness forced him to go ashore at Goa from where he travelled overland to Masuliputam before finishing his journey to Fort St George on the Loyal Merchant that had departed England a year after the Charles. Clavell arrived there, weak from illness, in January 1669. He recovered but died in August 1677.
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  However Thomas had travelled, a young child had arrived alone in the East Indies where he was to spend the next nineteen years of his life before returning to Wapping, his childhood home. Despite the distance, the insecurities of his early life would never be forgotten. 
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