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O London, thou art great in glory, and envied for thy greatness: thy towers, thy temples, and thy pinnacles stand upon thy head like borders of gold, thy waters like fringes of silver hang at the hems of thy garments. Thou art the goodliest of thy neighbours, but the proudest; the wealthiest, but the most wanton.

Thomas Dekker, The Seven Deadly Sinnes of London (1606)

Moved by the good affection … and much more by that good will, which of duty I bear to my native country and countrymen, which have of late to their great praise (whatsoever succeed) attempted with new voyages to search the seas and new found lands …

Richard Eden, A Treatyse of the Newe India (1553)






The Triumph of London

This book tells a story that breaks all the rules of historical probability: how one city grew in spite of huge and recurring demographic crises of mortality and disease, coped with massive levels of immigration and, on top of all this, found the confidence by the late sixteenth century to explore, trade with and colonize far parts of the world unknown only two generations before. It is a story about money, wealth, poverty, self-confidence, greed, tenacity and remarkable happenstance and accident. It is the story of Tudor London, the city William Shakespeare knew.

As much as this is a book about a single city, it also explores significantly changing worlds of experience, knowledge, possibility and imagination within and beyond London. To say that English horizons were opened up between 1500 and 1620 would be a severe understatement. Where for centuries London’s merchants had been content to send their ships to and from the Low Countries (today Belgium and the Netherlands), France and the Baltic, by 1620 they knew Russia, Persia, the far eastern Mediterranean and Africa, and had bases from the Red Sea to Japan, as well as colonies in North America. Their ambitions were without limit; they built vast trading corporations and entertained hopes of trans- and inter-continental business that would circumnavigate the globe. Hand in hand with this was the discovery by ordinary people of faraway places through books printed in London. In 1500 the keenest bibliophile would have struggled to fill even a modest shelf with books printed in the city. A century later, thanks to a combination of a thriving industry and readers eager for new knowledge, the same shelves would have heaved with pamphlets and volumes of explorations, navigations, exotic peoples, sermons, foreign languages, histories, poetry and drama. Add to this what was effectively the quadrupling of London’s population in just over a century and the physical reshaping of a city bursting with people, and it is no wonder that we are left with the exciting task of trying to understand (or sometimes frankly to keep pace) with a dizzying story.

We need right at the beginning to leave behind some big modern assumptions. The first is that the kingdom of Tudor England was a major player in Europe; the second (a hard notion to let go of today) that to speak English counted for anything. In European terms, England in 1500 was a marginal backwater, London a solid enough but broadly unspectacular city. English was a minor language spoken by some, but by no means all, of the inhabitants of what today we call the British Isles. Survey the various fields of European endeavour in 1500 and England barely registered; its cultural pulse was very faint indeed. The great names of the day in art (Sandro Botticelli and Albrecht Dürer, for example), church power (Giovanni di Lorenzo de’ Medici, later Pope Leo X), finance and banking (Jakob Fugger), navigation and exploration (Christopher Columbus), political analysis (Niccolò Machiavelli), science and human knowledge (Leonardo da Vinci) and university scholarship (Erasmus of Rotterdam) all had, as well as their brilliance, at least one other thing in common: they were not English. The most powerful royal courts and most impressive seats of learning were to be found in Italy, Spain, France and Germany. The Tudor Henry VII, king of England in 1500, was able to punch above his weight diplomatically by signing international peace treaties and marrying off his children to fellow princes. But Henry’s wider influence was as nothing compared with the kings of France and Spain and, pre-eminently, the Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I, who ruled the great agglomeration of territories that make up modern Germany and central Europe. To be understood abroad, an Englishman had to speak either another European vernacular or, ideally, Latin. English was a language whose furthest reach was Calais, at least when Calais was still an English possession (but it was lost by battle to the French in 1558).

In terms of trade and navigation, England was a very long way behind other European powers. As we will see, the great entrepôt of north-western Europe, where the riches of the Middle East and Asia were bought by English merchants, was Antwerp; before that it had been Bruges. The Italian cities of Genoa and Venice were formidable commercial powers in the eastern Mediterranean, and Naples was much larger even than Paris in terms of its population (and Paris in turn was considerably bigger than London). Banking houses of Augsburg like the Fugger and the Welser dominated the financial scene of western Europe, lending huge sums of money to kings and emperors, including (a little later) kings of England. London was a modest satellite of a European system of international trade whose weight was settled firmly in the middle of the continent.

When it came to the wider world, by 1500 Spain and Portugal had well-established global ambitions. Blessed by the papacy, those two Iberian powers had practically carved up the whole world between them, as in 1493 Pope Alexander VI divided the globe by a meridian drawn north to south 370 leagues west of the Cape Verde Islands. Spain’s western imperial ambitions were just at that point beginning to develop. Already by 1500 Portuguese explorers knew Africa and the Middle East and were establishing bases in the East Indies to import pepper and valuable spices into Europe. Within a few decades the vast riches of Mexico would be opened up to plunder and exploitation; the silver fleets returning across the Atlantic by way of the Caribbean became the greatest prop of global Spanish power. In 1503 the Casa de la Contratación, a department of Spain’s central government, was set up to process the immensely valuable cargoes returning from the other side of the world. It was also a highly regarded school of navigation that developed ever more advanced techniques of further exploration. In this new world, English merchants and navigators were nowhere to be seen. To say ‘empire’ or ‘colony’ to such a merchant in 1500 would be to invite a puzzled look at words which had no obvious relevance to his life and business. Equally, English navigators would take another half century even to begin to catch up with the advanced skills of Portuguese and Spanish sea captains.

If the rise of London looks all the more remarkable in the light of the utter marginality of England at the beginning of the sixteenth century, then just as confounding is the fact that the city flourished as, in the decades that followed, continental Europe was torn by religious war, massacre and revolt.

Europe at the best of times was a hotchpotch of kingdoms, provinces, dukedoms and city-states. Even relatively settled kingdoms like France and England had all kinds of semi-autonomous regions and princedoms. Notionally Europe was bound together by the idea and structures of Christendom, in which the formidable multinational spiritual corporation that was the Catholic Church, with its pope in Rome, offered to all Christian Europeans the keys to heaven and gave a sense of unity to an otherwise disparate and diverse continent. In 1500 the enemies of Christendom were firmly on the outside: the Ottoman Empire in the far eastern Mediterranean (always a danger), or Muslims forcibly pushed out of southern Spain in the late fifteenth century. Other than isolated heretics and heresies here and there, there were few enemies within. But all that changed in 1517, when the lectures of an Augustinian monk and university teacher called Martin Luther escalated into a movement that shook Christendom to its foundations.

What became the Reformation is one of the great backdrops to this book. After 1517 the whole of Europe was turned upside down by Protestant ideas that unravelled the fabric of Christian Europe. There was more than one kind of Protestantism and many Protestant leaders of different generations: Luther, Ulrich Zwingli, Johannes Oecolampadius, John Calvin, Theodore Beza and others. What each of these movements and theologies had in common was the power to challenge not only the Catholic Church, but also the authority of kings and princes: the Bible as God’s unimpeachable word could be used to challenge fundamental assumptions of who was in charge of kingdoms and peoples. For a century Europe was convulsed by wars between and within its greatest powers. After the 1560s France was all but paralysed by periodic and vicious bouts of religious civil war. In the same decade, patriotism and faith combined together in the Low Countries to stimulate resistance to the rule of the imperial Habsburg family, and the greatest king of his day, Philip II of Spain, son of the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, would spend a fortune on sending armies of crack Spanish troops to crush the rebels. Nothing in Europe between 1517 and 1600 stood still for very long. For more than eighty years, every assumption about religious faith and political order and authority was shaken to its core.

In all this, England sat slightly apart. Its own Reformation was of a strange kind. Not provoked by a popular movement, it was Henry VIII – emphatically no Protestant but rather a highly idiosyncratic kind of Catholic – who for reasons of politics, dynastic statecraft and raw ego broke away in the 1530s from the Church of Rome. With the exception of the years between 1553 and 1558 (the reign of Henry’s older daughter, the Catholic Mary I), the England ruled by his son Edward VI and younger daughter Elizabeth I was a Protestant state whose monarch was the spiritual leader of his or her people. Queen Elizabeth’s advisers believed that England was a model kingdom and a beacon of hope in a continent soaked in the blood of martyrdom and persecution. To Catholic Europe, however, Tudor England was a pariah state, isolated and embattled; Philip II of Spain in particular thought England’s heresy an abomination. A plausible counterfactual history of the later sixteenth century might comfortably imagine Elizabeth I’s Protestant England by 1600 crushed and beaten out of existence. Instead, it clung on to survival.

London was not insulated from the storms battering Europe in the later sixteenth century. True, in so many ways Londoners were fortunate. They enjoyed a civil peace that in 1572 Parisians could only yearn for: in that year Catholics in Paris massacred thousands of their Protestant neighbours. Yet in their own way Elizabethan Londoners felt the challenges of the age. They wrestled with domestic and foreign immigration, a fact of life over decades as thousands of displaced refugees and émigrés made new lives for themselves in the city. Ordinary Londoners had to come to terms with outsiders who threatened their livelihoods. At times the city crackled with hostility and threatened violence. Equally, London had in the sixteenth century an impressive ability to absorb new arrivals into its social fabric.

London’s merchants had no choice but to trade with a Europe where little seemed truly stable. Over the decades they became used to having their goods and ships seized in diplomatic spats between monarchs, or being denied access to the ports of the Low Countries by Spanish military blockades and diplomatic embargoes. With English sailors and troops fighting Spain at sea and on land in the Low Countries in the 1580s and 1590s, they learned to adapt to war conditions, lending money to a royal exchequer squeezed almost to exhaustion. Merchants thought about money in new ways, shrugging off centuries of church teaching about the evils of usury, pragmatically embracing the benefits of interest. They began to look for new markets and opportunities. In part prodded by circumstances beyond their control, they went very much further afield than western Europe, helped by geographers and navigators who were convinced that it was possible to sail vast distances and build new trading links, emulating – perhaps even surpassing – the achievements of Portugal and Spain. Odd though it may seem in a book on London to write at length about voyages to Asia and Russia, America and the East Indies, it would be impossible to understand what made the city’s mercantile elite tick without taking in the whole globe. And it just so happened that in this formative time in London’s history the businesses of merchants and the policy interests of the monarch’s advisers meshed: this book shows how effortlessly money and power can sit together. Without looking closely at what was going on in Elizabethan London, we would struggle to understand how a global trading organization like the East India Company, which in later centuries built an empire, came into being. If the world helped to reshape London, then London helped in turn to change the world.

This is an ambitious book; there is, I hope, no other quite like it in terms of approach and method. Certainly there are already plenty of books about London. Some tell the city’s story in a vast historical sweep of two millennia. Others, impressive models of close scholarship, explore London’s government, its merchant elite and trade guilds, its archaeology, its demography, its religious reformation, its print culture, its architecture and its literary life. Though much of the academic substructure of London’s Triumph is buried away in my notes and references, I should say at the beginning how acutely conscious I am of just what I owe to scholars who have devoted their careers to these specialist fields of study.

My wish was to do something different, pushing forward the subject (and also pushing myself) by trying to capture London’s life in three dimensions: to explore the city and its buildings, certainly, but to look above all at its people, trying to make out a little of the texture of their lives. I give as much importance to woodcuts, fabrics, letters and gravestones as I do to portraits, letters, plays and poems, sermons and books of travel adventure. All of these sources help to bring back to life, imaginatively, Elizabethan Londoners. Exploration and encounter are two words that occur and recur. This book is in part about how people come to terms with a world changing all around them. For Londoners of the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries those changes – physical and material, intellectual and imaginative – were real, and there was no escape from them.

At the beginning we have to take into account what was lost in the Great Fire of London. Most of the buildings and places I describe were reduced to ashes in 1666, when most of the Tudor city was razed. We rely for our knowledge of sixteenth-century London on archaeology and those books, papers, maps and pictures that did survive the fire, and have since survived wartime bombs and the gradual erosions of time. There is still so much to work with, and it is striking how far we can bring the Tudor city into light and focus. There is all the difference between the simple woodcut of London’s church spires from a medieval chronicle and the way we can use later plans, sketches, engravings and surveys to explore every nook and cranny of the Elizabethan city. That city developed a sense and understanding of itself; it is as though Londoners and others came to recognize the vastness and substance of everything around them, and set about recording London in new ways – here, for example, the drama of the Elizabethan playhouses gives us the sights, sounds, colours, fashions, pastimes and manners of a city developing a new and arresting cultural self-confidence.

Some of the greatest names of Elizabethan history, like Sir Walter Ralegh, Sir Francis Drake or even Queen Elizabeth I herself, are purposely on the margins of this book. I have given much more space to characters who otherwise lurk too much in the shadows of the familiar. Some are remarkable and deserve to be better known, like the younger Richard Hakluyt, geographer and theorist of colonial plantation, whose magnum opus, The principal navigations, is one of the glories of English prose. Another is the explorer and merchant Anthony Jenkinson, who carried the name of London and the interests of its trade to Russia, Persia and beyond. Sir Thomas Smythe, who bridged the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, was the consummate mercantile bureaucrat whose skills gave shape to English trade and plantations in the East Indies and America. Other characters are less spectacular; and yet they made up the complex weave of London’s life, whether they were workaday merchants trading with Antwerp, ordinary Londoners worshipping in their parish churches, foreign immigrants who came to the city to find safety and work, angry young apprentices kicking against authority, or preachers calling Londoners to repentance. This book spends more time on the streets of London and with its merchants abroad than it does walking the corridors of power at the Elizabethan court, and deliberately so.

People have helped me to bring something of Tudor London to life. Indeed, it is impossible in its story not to be struck by the sheer cumulative weight of human life, energy and experience, the rich variety of community, the sheer force applied to far parts of the globe, all in one city.




Chapter One

A Merchant’s World

[image: Image]

In about 1533 the artist Hans Holbein the Younger made two imposing decorative murals for the hall of the London base of the German Hanse merchants. Their headquarters on the River Thames was known as the Steelyard, a rectangle of real estate west of London Bridge in the parish of All Hallows the Great, a small portion of the City of London in the preciously guarded jurisdiction of its lord mayor and aldermen, where the Hanse merchants were old and privileged guests. The Stahlhof was a working base, with a great half-timber-framed warehouse on the waterfront and a crane on Easterlings quay used to load and unload boats. An imposing tower crowned by a blue cupola looked out over the neighbouring wharves and jetties of Queenhithe, Three Cranes and Coldharbour. Like so much else in London, the Steelyard was an unapologetic statement of mercantile power and money.

Holbein, a fellow German, knew some of the Hanse merchants very well. He painted their portraits – young men held for us vividly in a moment of time: alert, confident and self-assured in their chambers and counting houses, expensively dressed and well used to good food and wine. In the murals he made for the Great Hall, by contrast, Holbein’s technique and purpose were very different. Large and striking, the murals were painted on fine linen cloth with a blue background heightened with gold. They were allegorical – big, bold and morally challenging. One had Poverty personified as a woman raggedly dressed sitting in a rickety cart, leading a rabble of artisans, labourers and vagabonds. The second showed Plutus, the Roman god of riches, elderly and stooped, enthroned in a chariot piled high with treasure.

At first glance Plutus’s procession looked like a great celebration of wealth and material comfort. It was instead a cheerless march of the doomed, for trudging beside Plutus, burdened by their riches, were the unhappy figures of Cleopatra, Croesus, Midas and Tantalus, with Fortune, her eyes bandaged, blindly throwing out gold pieces. Hovering above was Nemesis the avenger, ready to chastise those whose hubris offended the gods. Holbein presented for his merchant clients a hopeless scene, as stark in its way as those medieval carvings of devils swallowing down into Hell unrepentant sinners. Behind this ambitious allegory was the uncompromising judgement of God. Riches, it was clear, were as much a way to Hell as they were to worldly success. Like the priest and the preacher, Holbein knew that the sin always catches up with the sinner.

The murals had inscriptions. One read: ‘Gold is the father of blandishment and the author of sorrow/Whoever lacks it dies, whoever keeps it, fears it.’ The other: ‘He who is rich … fears hourly that the inconstant wheel of fortune may turn.’

Holbein’s allegory had a double title. The first was The Triumph of Poverty, the second The Triumph of Riches.1

* * *

We begin not very far away from the Steelyard, a little way north of the wharves and landing steps of the River Thames and across the close tangle of the city’s streets, in the parish church of St Antholin, with a man who knew it all so well and was buried there in the early months of the year 1500. Both are markers: St Antholin’s of a pre-Reformation London proud of its churches and monasteries, a modest city in European terms; and our parishioner as a sort of merchant Everyman, typical of his kind in a city on the eve of a new century. In this book such markers are important – for London, and for the lives of the people who lived there, changed in the following twelve decades almost beyond recognition.

St Antholin’s was a church like so many others in the city, neat and small, with a compact tower and some striking stained glass, sitting humbly yet solidly in its plot on Budge Row. Founded in the twelfth century, a generous lord mayor paid for it to be rebuilt in about 1400, and over the generations dozens of other rich benefactors and parishioners had shaped the church, repaired its fabric, added new chapels, beautified it with glass, and filled it with their tombs and memorial brasses. Somehow only an old church can capture in the present moment that deep sense of time past.

On a day early in 1500 the corpse of a London merchant of middle age was lowered into a grave in the church’s chapel of St Anne. There was nothing unusual about this; the same kind of burial took place every week across the city, as it had in the decades that, by the compound interest of time, had accumulated into centuries. And there was nothing so unusual about the merchant, for there were hundreds just like him in London. Successful and respected, well up the rungs of the ladder of city responsibility, his name was Thomas Wyndout.

Death was not a surprise for Wyndout. He had prepared for eternity much as he operated his business trading in fine textiles – with care and thought. He had made his will in good time, in July 1499, the fourteenth year of the reign of the Tudor king Henry VII, when John Percyvale was London’s mayor and Stephen Jenyns and Thomas Bradbury were its sheriffs. Wyndout made all the provisions he felt were necessary for the well-being of his family and posterity and for his kinsmen and friends. As a pious Catholic, he made a solemn reckoning with God, recommending himself to Our Lady St Mary and all the holy company of heaven in the hope and expectation of eternal life.2

Wyndout was a freeman of the Mercers’ Company and a citizen of London. The London citizenry in the sixteenth century was an exclusive club. Only a fraction of the city’s inhabitants belonged to it, and those who did – the privileged few – had a voice in the government of their city that was denied to so many other Londoners. The route to citizenship was freedom of a city livery company, which brought both seniority and respectability. These livery companies were the bodies that organized and supervised the various trades of London, companies like the clothworkers, drapers, goldsmiths, skinners, tallow chandlers, vintners, butchers and so on. Each had a clear hierarchy, with wardens, masters and other officers, a governing court that regulated the activities of members and disciplined those who broke a company’s rules and laws, a hall for common feasting (the social life of any company was hugely important) and often a chapel for worship. Livery companies built almshouses and handed out charity, and sometimes they built and founded schools. They formed the tough sinews of London’s body politic: they stood for money and power. Company and city government fused together, as London’s sheriffs, aldermen and lord mayors were all senior company men, and there was no other route to city influence. Power in Tudor England rested for the most part in the hands of a landed elite of Crown, nobility, gentry and Church, but in London the key to influence and high office was mercantile success.

Wyndout enjoyed the prestige of belonging to the Mercers’ Company. With its origins in the twelfth century, out of all the London companies it was pre-eminent, a fact that becomes clear when we look at the profile of London’s top job. Twenty-two mayors held office between 1480 and 1500. One was a senior man in the Fishmongers’ Company, one was a haberdasher, one a skinner, one a merchant taylor, two were goldsmiths, two were grocers, and three were drapers. Eight were mercers, and one of those mayors, Henry Colet (a man Thomas Wyndout knew very well), served twice.3

Wyndout ran his business from Cheapside, the greatest mercantile thoroughfare of London, the showcase and window display of a vibrant trading city. Lying in the shadow of St Paul’s Cathedral, Cheapside bustled with the shops and stalls of haberdashers selling their caps, hats, threads, tapes and ribbons, and mercers their cloths and luxury fabrics just in from Antwerp. Close by was the headquarters of the Mercers’ Company in the hospital of St Thomas of Acon (or Acre). Centuries earlier, this had been the base of the Knights of St Thomas of Acre, a semi-religious military order similar to the Knights Templar (hence the word ‘hospital’, from ‘hospitaller’, a monk under military discipline fighting for Christianity). St Thomas of Acon was further imprinted with special spiritual significance, for on the same site in 1120 Thomas Becket had been born, the martyr archbishop and saint, known for centuries as ‘lux Londoniarum’, ‘the light of the Londoners’.4

St Antholin’s church and St Thomas of Acon were two places in London of enormous significance for Thomas Wyndout. In the first he took the Christian sacraments, in the second he ate and drank with his fellow mercers, and sat too in the company’s court. Faith and business were hard at times to tell apart, something true also of Thomas’s responsibilities as a citizen. Here a third site in London, not far away from Cheapside, stood out in Wyndout’s life. This was the Guildhall, which for Thomas was a familiar walk from St Antholin’s to St Laurence Lane and Catte Street, where the gate to Guildhall Close was tucked in tight against the eastern wall of the church of St Lawrence Jewry.

The whole of London was governed from Guildhall. Decisions that affected every aspect of life in the city were made in a great pile of fifteenth-century Gothic architecture built self-consciously and deliberately as a statement of both London’s wealth and its chartered rights to independent self-government. Guildhall was a splendid maze of halls, courtrooms, undercrofts, a chapel and a library. Throngs of people walked through its beautifully carved porch to attend courts whose sometimes mysterious names spoke of London’s long and rich history: the court of the mayor, the court of the aldermen, the court of husting, the court of orphans, the court of the sheriffs, the courts of hallmoot and wardmoot, and the court of requests, also known as the court of conscience. This was very much Thomas Wyndout’s world, for he was one of the two city sheriffs (for the year 1497–8) and in the last months of his life alderman for Cripplegate, one of London’s twenty-six electoral wards. As alderman he would have worn a striking gown of scarlet.

* * *

Like so many of the Tudor city’s merchants, Thomas Wyndout was a Londoner by adoption, not by birth: he was a native of Hertfordshire. His parents were buried in the small village of Buntingford on Ermine Street, the old Roman road that years before had taken their son south to London.

Sixteenth-century London was a city of immigrants: some lucky, some, as we shall see, much less fortunate. The lucky ones were boys who had the stamina to serve out the better part of a decade in a demanding apprenticeship before settling themselves in their own businesses. Young Thomas was lucky that his master was the mercer Henry Colet, an influential man in the company and later a lord mayor.

A merchant’s career went through a number of typical phases. First there was apprenticeship, the success of which rested on the relationship between apprentice and master. An apprentice, usually a teenager, was a member of his master’s household – really a member of his extended family – and Colet’s family was a very large one. We have to assume, given his later success, that Thomas’s years with Colet gave him a superb entrée to city life.

A second phase was freedom of the company. This was probably as challenging as apprenticeship. The young merchant needed the right kind of sponsorship and advice (here again there was no better master than Colet), as well as enough money to start trading. Any merchant, as a pragmatic man of the world, was on the lookout for a wife, ideally the daughter of a rich mercantile family, who would bring to the marriage a large dowry, or maybe a widow whose former husband’s fortune (though not straightforwardly hers) could be used imaginatively by a new spouse. Sometime after 1480 Thomas Wyndout married Katherine, the daughter of Thomas Norlande, a London grocer, an alderman and a former sheriff. With Henry Colet’s support, the connections of Katherine’s family and a growing constituency of influential friends in the tiny world of the London mercery trade, Thomas Wyndout was set up for life.

But that was not how it had looked in January 1480, when Wyndout’s career had hung in the balance, and he was brought before the court of the Mercers’ Company accused of a business agreement that looked to outsiders highly suspicious and even criminal in nature. More than this, the accusation even suggested that Thomas, then still single, had designs on a woman already married to a senior mercer. Disciplined by his betters, Thomas Wyndout learned a hard lesson.

Thanks to the official paperwork of the Mercers’ Company, the story of Wyndout’s indiscretion was put on record. Whether it was fully told is not clear: there is just a sense that some of the awkward details were fudged for the archive. What we know, however, is this. In 1478 Wyndout owed a large sum of money to a fellow London mercer called John Llewelyn for some cloth that he had bought. In Antwerp in September the two men had drawn up a contract for the repayment to Llewelyn of the 540 Flemish pounds borrowed. Here was the odd twist of the agreement: Wyndout would pay the money back ‘at the time that I, the said Thomas Wyndout, mercer, be wedded unto the wife of Thomas Shelley, mercer of London’. When they were married, Wyndout bound himself and all his goods to pay to Llewelyn the sum in full.5

It was a deeply peculiar contract. It was worrying, too, for it had the whiff of a conspiracy. How, after all, would Wyndout be able to marry Mistress Shelley without getting her husband out of the way first? Probably through Master Shelley’s information, the government of King Edward IV got wind of the agreement. Over a year later, in December 1479, the Mercers’ Company received a stiff letter from the king. This looked like a murder plot: the bargain could not be kept ‘but upon assurance’ of Thomas Shelley’s demise, ‘Whereby it may appear evidently that the said bargainers fully conspired and imagined his said death’. Thanks to the intervention of Shelley himself, the king allowed the Mercers’ Company to examine the matter and punish the offenders. But royal officials let the company know that if it did not act in ‘an offence right pernicious’ royal justice most certainly would.6

The mercers’ court heard the case in February 1480, determining the facts of the ‘divers controversies, stirs, debates and demands of late had and sprung’ between Shelley and Wyndout. Llewelyn seems to have played no part in the hearing: at contention was Shelley against Wyndout. Wyndout was very lucky. The court decided that the bargain had been made out of great ‘simpleness’. It was a word that the senior officers of the company had chosen with great care: it suggested naivety, not malice. For Thomas it must have been an excruciating experience. One of the presiding mercers was his former master Henry Colet, another was Thomas Shelley himself. Wyndout was ordered by the court to go down on his knees before Master and Mistress Shelley to ask their forgiveness, and he was fined the then huge sum of £40, £30 of which went in damages to Shelley and the remaining £10 to the company’s coffers. Here was decisive disciplinary action – and no wonder, given the seriousness of the allegation.7

Following this thoroughly sobering episode, Thomas Wyndout’s counting house must have been emptier than it had been before the court’s judgment, though probably worse must have been having a private indiscretion made the public business of his company. In mercantile London tongues wagged freely and easily.

So far as we can tell, Thomas Wyndout never again put a foot wrong. He and Katherine had a son, Bartholomew, and a daughter, Joan. In the 1480s and 1490s his business grew and diversified. He traded in luxury fabrics, even supplying the royal household with textiles; seven yards of Wyndout’s black velvet were used to make a short gown for Henry VII. He exported fleeces and wool into the Mediterranean and imported wine from France. He was ambitious for office and government. Friends and partners in business sponsored his election as alderman, just as during his year as sheriff Wyndout had supported them.8 In this tiny world of money and influence, merchants knew as much about cooperation as they did competition.

When he made his will in the summer of 1499, Thomas Wyndout’s career in city government had just taken off. Ahead of him might have been years of office – perhaps he even aspired to be Lord Mayor. As it was, he had at best months in the court of aldermen. And yet he was a success: his business interests flourished; he knew rich and powerful men whom he counted as allies and friends. Wyndout was international in outlook, yet he was rooted firmly in London. He was one of the fortunate and established: a mercer, a citizen, a sheriff, an alderman, elected to the House of Commons for London in 1497. Trade, family, friendships: in mercantile London in 1500 – as in 1600 also – it was impossible to disentangle the three strands of life and career so closely interwoven.

Saturating Thomas Wyndout’s world was a late medieval Catholic Christianity that marked out in long-established ritual the rhythms of life and death. In a city of tens of thousands of people jammed together in urban congestion, existence was precarious and uncertain: faith, by contrast, was reassuringly fixed in belief and practice. Even over the busy, hectic and jostling world of the city there hung the promise of the peace of heaven. Wyndout needed to attend to his soul just as much as any other Tudor Londoner.

He wanted to be buried in the thirteenth-century chapel of St Anne in St Antholin’s church. It was all prepared: in 1499 a blank stone was waiting there for the appropriate inscription. In so many ways, the church contained Wyndout’s London life. In its stained glass he saw Henry Colet and Colet’s sons and daughters, Thomas’s first family in the city.9 His own family worshipped there, surrounded by the memorials of men just like him. And he knew that in St Anne’s chapel his corpse would lie until the day of his bodily resurrection.

Tudor Londoners could not afford to take life for granted. They were fond of memento mori – so much in the city reminded them of their own mortality. They lived under God’s scrutiny and they prepared for heaven. The stone tombs and brass plaques that Thomas, Katherine, Bartholomew and Joan saw in St Antholin’s week in and week out both celebrated the material success of the parish’s merchant benefactors and reminded the living that life was fleeting and temporary. On his memorial, Thomas Knowles, the lord mayor who had rebuilt the church, was celebrated in rhyme: ‘Here lieth graven under this stone/Thomas Knowles both flesh and bone’. ‘Such as I am, such shall you be’, said the tomb of a fifteenth-century grocer. Even more uncompromising are the words of another inscription:


Example by him ye may see

That this world is but vanity:

For whether he be small or great,

All shall turn to worms’ meat.



There was no escape from death even for the greatest and the richest of the city: no one was spared the judgement of God.10

When the end came for Thomas Wyndout, he was buried in St Anne’s chapel to the light of eight torches and four tapers. We can imagine St Antholin’s on that day: incense hanging heavily on the air, the familiar Latin liturgy, the lights burning at the graveside and on the altars of other chantry chapels. It was a city event, the church full of London’s worthies from the livery companies and government, aldermen in gowns of violet, with the sword-bearer in black processing before the Lord Mayor. For the London elite, strict protocol and long tradition meant everything. The torches at Thomas’s grave marked his journey from this world to the next; they were symbolic of memory and obligation – for Wyndout himself and for those members of his family who had lived and died before him. In his will he bequeathed torches and tapers to the church in Buntingford where his father and mother were buried.11

Wyndout asked his executors to commission a priest to sing at his burial the office of the dead ‘with other orisons accustomed … and mass of requiem’ for his soul. He left money to pay for nearly 400 requiem masses for the souls of his father and mother and instructed his executors to find a ‘good honest priest’ to pray for him, his parents and all Christian souls for a period of twenty years. Charity was essential for a Catholic Londoner of Wyndout’s generation, and for a Protestant a century later too, though the emphases were different. For Wyndout, Christian generosity would help to ease his way through a purgatory that Protestants later did away with.

Wyndout’s charitable bequests show the rich patterning of institutional life in London, as well as all the obligations to others that men of substance felt they needed to make. It was a kind of spiritual quid pro quo. Religious houses and churches were high on his list of beneficiaries. Thomas gave money to the Carthusian priory at the London Charterhouse near Smithfield, to the Charterhouse at Richmond, to the high altar of St Antholin’s, and to the mercers’ chapel in St Thomas of Acon. In the same spirit of Christian duty and civic obligation, he left money for the repair of the city’s roads, for its poor, for its prisoners, for scholars in Oxford and Cambridge, and for the marriages of poor maidens, expecting their prayers in return for his charity.

In preparing for death, Wyndout looked above all to his family: to the security of his wife Katherine, to their children, and to his servants. He appointed as executors and overseers of his will and estate seasoned and experienced men. They were men of his own kind, each one a freeman and citizen of London, each a member of a powerful and privileged livery company. Some were his friends and partners in business, heavyweights in the city; others former servants, loyal to the end.12

Thomas Wyndout’s obligations were manifold: to God, to family, to the Mercers’ Company, to his fellow Londoners. They found expression in the ordering of his affairs and in charity. The passage of a life was part of an inextinguishable human continuity, something Wyndout articulated most powerfully when he wrote in his will of his family and inheritance, and of ‘my fellowship of the Mercery of London’. Fellowship was belonging.

To Thomas Wyndout, the Mercers’ Company was more than just a club or a trade guild: for him (and for others) it was a way of life bound by long tradition – something instinctive to him, part of his being. This is why he wanted to make a gift to the company of a fine cup in silver gilt, eventually presented, with great ceremony, by his executors to the company’s wardens in 1503. It was a celebration of the mercers’ past and present. And it was something, too, for the future, a reminder of Wyndout in the years to come. Friends remembered him in prayers to be said annually in the mercers’ chapel, and there was more to this than good form or routine. When in 1506 the company’s priests found it difficult to squeeze Thomas’s memorial prayers into a busy chapel schedule, his widow Katherine went to the wardens to suggest a neat solution, and they were moved instead to the feast of St Katherine – simply and touchingly because that was her own name.13

Katherine Wyndout lived a quarter of a century beyond Thomas’s death. Fairly quickly she remarried. Her new husband was Sir Richard Haddon, a widower himself, and one of the powers of the city: a sheriff and an alderman like Thomas, in 1506–7 lord mayor, and a senior official of the Mercers’ Company. By his first wife Sir Richard was a brother-in-law of Wyndout’s great friend and former business partner, the goldsmith John Shaa – a single but far from unusual example of how intricately interwoven were ties of friendship, business, blood and marriage for families like the Wyndouts and Haddons and very many others like them.14

The women of mercantile London helped to bind together the city’s elite. Marrying, having children, seeing to the welfare of their sons and daughters and their families, the women are often in the background and taken for granted. But they are most certainly there, sometimes in the precarious conditions of a marriage, where their value might be measured by a dowry, or sometimes as widows. Remarriage was common for younger widows with family and a dowry. Marriage was an efficient and necessary way of moving capital between families and businesses. In making their wills and testaments, husbands often made sure that their wives were set up securely for the rest of their lives with a home and income, while upholding the principle of patrilineal succession. Sons inherited houses, money and businesses; daughters helped to build mercantile dynasties.

It is hard not to be impressed by Dame Katherine Haddon. She was scrupulous in honouring both of her husbands. For the sake of Thomas’s soul, she went, as we have seen, to the Mercers’ Company in 1506, and when Sir Richard Haddon died in 1517, she maintained his prayers and charities. For his part, Haddon never avoided his duties to Katherine and her family, especially to her daughter Joan, who was also, through Joan’s marriage to his son and heir William, Sir Richard’s daughter-in-law. Haddon had to take urgent action against William to protect Joan in what was a painfully stormy marriage.15

In 1499 and 1500 Thomas Wyndout, citizen, alderman and mercer of London, had made his final reckonings. He had looked to his soul, provided for his wife and family, saluted his friends and his fellowship, and tried to ease the burdens of the poor in the hope that they would pray for him. He had prepared for Heaven, settled his affairs, and made his confession, with only the slimmest sense of what the future might hold for his children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren.




Chapter Two

Londoners
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Thomas Wyndout brought miraculously back to life in 1600 would have boggled at the numbers of people then living in London. About 50,000 people lived in the city he knew; that figure rose to approximately 75,000 in 1550 and somewhere in the region of 200,000 by 1600. No other urban centre in England came remotely close to that scale or pace of growth. Bristol and Norwich, jointly second in size to London, had populations of about 10,000 people in 1500 and 12,000 a century later. London was a leviathan, massive and overwhelming – and it ranked in European terms. In the middle of the sixteenth century it was the sixth largest city in Europe. By 1650 only Paris was bigger, London having overtaken major ports and commercial centres like Antwerp, Lisbon, Naples and Venice.1

In many ways, the city’s population was merely catching up with itself after the horrors of the Black Death in the middle of the fourteenth century. That generation of Londoners had known cataclysm: of perhaps nearly 100,000 inhabitants, some 48 per cent had died of bubonic plague. The city’s elite was cut down with savage speed; the poor were even more vulnerable.2 It is a wonder that London was able to function. It took two hundred years for the city to recover itself, a recovery that began in the middle decades of the sixteenth century.

With roughly 115 male to 100 female births, there were more men than women in Tudor London, a trend further exaggerated by the high numbers of young men coming to the city to apprentice themselves to merchants. Early middle age as we know it was the beginning of a fairly brisk journey to the grave, so Thomas Wyndout’s death in around his middle forties was no great surprise. Here we have to rely on the complicated mathematics of population models that, because of the nature of the records kept, work better for men than they do for women. Of all the male infants, boys and men in the city in about 1550, a fraction more than six out of ten were under the age of thirty-four years. According to this model, the proportion of men in the city aged over thirty-five shrinks quickly, and only a handful of Londoners were over the age of sixty, meaning that there were very few greybeards in the city Shakespeare knew. On the face of it, the demography of Tudor London was much more like that of a society in the developing rather than developed world in the twenty-first century.3

Two blunt realities stalked Londoners in the sixteenth century. One was the very high level of mortality in the city, the second its persistently low birth rate. For the seventy years between 1580 and 1650 there was fewer than one (0.87) baptism for every burial in the city, and that number is unlikely to have been higher for the years before 1580. What struck the city hardest were epidemics of disease. In 1563 plague killed 17,404 men, women and children, just over 85 per cent of all Londoners buried that year, and probably somewhere in the region of 20 per cent of the city’s entire population. Though the city government could do almost nothing to stop the spread of infection, it was at least assiduous in recording the numbers of dead.4

All of this means, of course, that London should have shrunk and contracted. But when we look at what actually happened – the quadrupling of the population – we see at once that something very important was going on. That something was migration into the city: migration that was heavy, sustained and necessary. The city’s mercantile elite had no choice but to renew itself by means of recruitment from outside London. In the 1550s, fewer than two in ten of new freemen in the city’s livery companies had been born in London. The rest came from throughout England, nearly 30 per cent of them from Yorkshire, Lancashire and the other northern counties.5 London was able to draw young men, especially, and young women from across the whole kingdom, who came to the city to change their lives. What they found when they arrived was, we can be sure, an intensity of human society on a scale beyond their experience.

Elizabethans themselves pondered the reasons for London’s success, sensitive to the charge that it was massively overbearing, and that its merchants were ruining the trade of other English towns. The antiquary John Stow, the greatest Elizabethan expert on the city, summed up the case in five words: situation, estimation, service, government and benefits. Decoded, Stow meant that London was ideally placed geographically, that it had played a long and distinguished role in English history, that its reputation as a city was unparalleled, that it enjoyed excellent government, and (an argument as controversial in Stow’s day as it is in ours, at least for anyone living outside London) that it benefited the whole realm.6 It is easy to see what Stow was driving at. London was undoubtedly England’s chief city, and for most of the time the king’s or queen’s court, from where the kingdom was ruled, was close by. Royal courts, which needed provisions, were good for business, just as courtiers, with houses near the city, had expensive tastes for fine things. London benefited, too, from the purses of the country gentlemen lodging there when they had business in the law courts of Westminster.

Most significant of all were the Thames and the merchants who used it to send out ships to the ports of mainland Europe. As formidable as the great river were the livery companies of London: they were extraordinary concentrations of money, mercantile dynasty and privilege. Together, London’s merchants were a powerful constituency that could help to make up the minds of monarchs and their councils.

Londoners were used to seeing foreigners and strangers on the city’s streets. Foreign merchants and financiers had long had outposts and offices in London, though it had not always been in the premier league of Europe’s great trading cities. Best known are the Hanse merchants of the London Steelyard, whose league was founded in Lübeck in the fourteenth century, and whose international European trade connected London to Hanse bases in the Low Countries, the Baltic and Russia. Resident Italian merchant bankers had made loans to English medieval kings. The Pope’s Head on Lombard Street, one of the great taverns of Tudor London, had its origins in the fourteenth century as a house owned by the Bardi merchants of Florence.7 Italian ships docked on the city’s quayside in the fifteenth century, bringing from the Mediterranean wines, spices, sugar and fine cloths, their crews recruited from the coast of Dalmatia, the Peloponnese and the Greek islands, as well as southern Spain.8 Merchants from France and the Netherlands were also frequent visitors to London.

Some Londoners stood out more than others. The slaving voyages of Sir John Hawkins in the 1560s brought about 300 Africans to the city.9 In 1588 ‘a man blackamore’ was found dead on a street in the parish of St Olave, Hart Street, not far from the Tower of London. He was buried in its churchyard, as were two black women, Mary and Grace, who had lived in the same parish as servants to the physician and merchant Hector Nunes (or Nuñez).10 Nunes was a Portuguese Jew by birth whose family had been forcibly converted to Christianity. He lived in London for over fifty years, practising as a doctor to the nobility at the queen’s court and trading as a merchant with Spain, Portugal and Brazil.

Striking in London’s sixteenth-century story (and a subject to be picked up later in this book) is the arrival in the city of thousands of Protestant refugees. Fleeing war and persecution, families from France and the Netherlands settled in London. On one level they were welcomed as fellow Protestants. On another, many Londoners were troubled by fears of competition, especially given that many of the émigrés brought skills in clothworking, metalworking, printing and brewing. The city’s elite prickled at the notion of outsiders challenging the privileges of citizens. Occasionally the atmosphere of the city was heavy with violence against the strangers, as young men roamed the streets in gangs looking for a way to vent their frustrations and resentments.

This was London’s diversity: French merchants, Dutch craftsmen, Italians who kept seedy bowling alleys, a handful of Africans, foreign teachers and printers, refugee doctors, promenading gentlemen, wide-eyed boys and girls from across England, rich, poor or middling – the city was a complex and sometimes volatile human patchwork made up of many thousands of individual pieces.

Most Londoners had to work hard to survive. Illustrations on maps and plans of the Tudor city show laundresses laying out clothes to dry on frames, milkmaids with pails, water-bearers with buckets and drovers with their cattle. The wharves and docks of London were always busy, with an armada of wherries, barges and rowing boats moving up, down and across the Thames. There were gun foundries at Houndsditch near the Tower and on the corner of Water Lane and Thames Street. Lime and brick kilns pumped out smoke. Windmills, built on top of rubbish tips in Finsbury Fields, ground corn. Throughout the city there were shops and buildings for dyeing, brewing, butchery and tanning, foundries for making bells and factories for making pottery.11

The city’s merchants lived in grand townhouses built of stone, slate, timber and plaster. These often served as their business headquarters as well as family homes. Life for merchants was comfortable. They were able to furnish their chambers with tables, beds, cupboards, chests, fine carpets and tapestries and silverware.12 Many merchants had houses and estates in the countryside outside the city. All of this was a very long way removed from those Londoners who scratched a living and found themselves in overcrowded and filthy tenements. London was both a triumph of riches and a triumph of poverty. And yet there was an equality of sorts to be found in the city’s parish churches, where records were kept of the baptisms of the sons and daughters of gentlemen, merchants, serving men, carters, joiners, glaziers, wool-packers, bakers, porters, musicians, cloth-workers, smiths, chandlers, tailors, labourers and strangers – all Londoners united by a church and a font.13

Dress in the sixteenth century was a quick and effective way to identify and classify others. It would have been impossible to mistake a labourer or a craftsman for a freeman of a livery company. Aldermen and sheriffs wore gowns of scarlet and violet, with velvet hoods and furred capes. The codes of dress were clear – by law as much as by fashion – with sumptuary statutes setting out restrictions according to social rank, limiting to the elite the wearing of velvets, satins, damasks and furs. Merchants and their wives wore caps and long gowns often trimmed with fur, ruffs and elegantly worked gloves. The proper balance of taste and authority was neatly expressed in the merchant’s suit of black: modest, discreet and unostentatious, certainly, but also very expensive given the complicated process of dyeing black cloth.14

By modern standards, Londoners owned very little. A London priest called John Haigh was comfortably off and in 1514 left a black gown to his mother, his horse to his brother Roger, and his best bow to a gentleman called Master Henry West. Haigh’s possessions were those typically listed in the wills and testaments of the time: gowns, jackets and doublets; a bed with bolster, pillow and coverlet; blankets, sheets and hangings. Possessions like these (or the single brass pot left by a London yeoman, John Gyllyke) were precious, and in their wills testators used them to honour friendships. For those who could afford them, mourning rings with a death’s head were especially popular.15

London in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries was in many ways a confederation of much smaller communities – the city’s electoral wards and, of more significance to ordinary Londoners, the city’s parishes.

The sense of communal life could be powerful. There were times of festival and celebration, with bonfires in the streets and the ringing of church bells. The provision of charity by the wealthy helped a deeply unequal society to cohere – it also reminded the poor of who was in charge. Feasts were important events. When John Barnaby, the rector of St Matthew’s church near Cheapside, made his will in 1517, he left money for food and ale to be served at his burial service.16 London’s parish churches were expressions in stone of common belonging and the continuity of community life. They stood for ritual and routine, year in, year out: the auditing of parish plate and books, repairs to family pews, bell-ringing at funerals, provisions for the poor, the holly and ivy brought in at Christmas, the scouring out of the pissing place in the churchyard, the annual walking of the parish boundary followed by breakfast in a local tavern.

Food and drink mattered, of course, and London was full of inns, taverns and beer gardens. Some Londoners bought food cheaply from cookshops: for the poor, without the utensils, fuel or money to cook their own food, a cookshop offered hot fast food. Early Tudor Londoners could dine out on a range of meats, fish, eggs, cheese and fruit, eating salmon, oysters, herring, sprats, lamb and rabbit, and drinking good wine, ale and beer. A Venetian merchant visiting London in 1562 wrote: ‘if anyone wishes to





















































Author’s Note

Dates are given according to the Old Style Julian calendar. Though Elizabethans exchanged New Year gifts on 1 January each year, the calendar year began in Europe on the Annunciation of the Blessed Virgin Mary or Lady Day (i.e. 25 March). Throughout the book I have adjusted all dates to a calendar year that begins, as ours does, on 1 January.

Money is given in its pre-decimal form in use until 1971. There are 12 pence in a shilling (modern 5p or US 6 cents) and 20 shillings in a pound (£1 or US$ 1.30). Given the effects of inflation, currency devaluations and so on, modern equivalents for sums of money in the sixteenth century are practically impossible to calculate. A very rough estimate may be obtained by multiplying all the numbers by a thousand.

For a sense of the relative values of amounts of money, readers might like to bear in mind some of the following prices and wages in Tudor and Jacobean London. In 1506 a quart (two pints) of red wine cost 3 pence and a kilderkin (a cask containing between 16 and 18 gallons) of high quality ale 2 shillings. In the 1550s the price of a boat ride across the Thames between Westminster and Lambeth was a penny; a gentleman’s haircut 8 pence; a loin of veal 1 shilling; a dozen rabbits for the table 4 shillings and 4 pence; and a hogshead (63 gallons) of claret 40 shillings. By 1610 a London ‘ordinary’ (a fixed price meal) cost 12 pence, for which the diner could eat goose, woodcock, stewed mutton and a dessert of fruit and cheese. The day wage of a London labourer in 1563 was 9 pence (or 5 pence if he was also given food and drink) and the same in 1588. In those years a carpenter employed by one of the city companies earned 4 shillings a week, a brewer likewise employed £10 a year and a shoemaker and a fletcher £4 a year.

Act, scene or line references to drama and poetry are taken from the following editions: The dramatic works of Thomas Dekker, ed. F. Bowers, 4 vols (Cambridge, 1953–61); The Cambridge edition of the works of Ben Jonson, ed. David Bevington, Martin Butler and Ian Donaldson, 7 vols (Cambridge, 2012); Thomas Middleton: the collected works, ed. Gary Taylor and John Lavagnino (Oxford, 2007); and The Riverside Shakespeare, ed. G. Blakemore Evans (Boston, MA, 1974). Reference to other works, literary and otherwise, will be found in the Notes at the end of the book.

The map illustrations in the book are taken from Edward Wright’s world map of 1599 (sometimes known as the Wright-Molyneux or Hakluyt-Molyneux map) in the first volume of the second edition of Richard Hakluyt, Principal navigations, voiages, traffiques and discoveries of the English nation, 3 vols (London, 1598–1600) in the Special Collections of the Universiteitsbibliotheek in Leiden (shelf-mark (KL) 1370 C 10): ‘Thou hast here (gentle reader) a true hydrographical description of so much of the world as hath beene hitherto discovered, and is comme to our knowledge.’
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Chapter Six: Searching for Cathay


fn1 A pinnace was a small sailing boat that could be towed by a larger ship.
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