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A NOTE ON NAMES

I’ve encountered more than a dozen spellings of Rainborowe—everything from Rainbow to Rainsborough to Raynesburrow. I have settled on Rainborowe because this is how the Rainborowes always spelled their name. It seems presumptuous to correct them.


PREFACE:
THEIR EARTHLY CANAAN

It started, as these things often do, with a couple of lines in someone else’s book.

I was leafing through an old edition of John Winthrop’s journal of the beginnings of the Massachusetts Bay Colony when I came across this entry from 1645, three years into the English Civil War: “Mr. Israel Stoughton, one of the magistrates, having been in England about merchandize, and returned with good advantage, went for England again the last winter, with divers other of our best military men, and entered into the parliament’s service. Mr. Stoughton was made lieutenant colonel to colonel Rainsborow, Mr. Nehemiah Bourne, a ship carpenter, was major of his regiment, and Mr. John Leverett, son of one of the elders of the church of Boston, a captain in a foot company.”

I already knew a little about the Rainborowe family. The father, William Rainborowe, was a powerful figure in English naval circles in the 1630s, an adviser to Charles I, and the leader of a spectacular raid to free captives from a Moroccan pirate base in 1637. His eldest son, Thomas, the “colonel Rainsborow” in Winthrop’s journal, was well known to students of the English Civil War as a brilliant siege commander on the parliamentarian side and a man of advanced political views. His passionate speech in favor of universal male suffrage—“I think that the poorest he that is in England hath a life to live as [much as] the greatest he”—is frequently quoted as a landmark in English political history. But why should a bunch of New Englanders, a merchant, a shipwright, and the son of a church elder, travel 3,000 miles to fight for Thomas Rainborowe? Was the English Revolution of the 1640s nourished by radicalized Americans?

That chance encounter with Governor Winthrop’s journal led me back and forth across the Atlantic as I tried to track the lives of the Rainborowes and their clan. They drifted in and out of history, sometimes standing right at the heart of things, sometimes hovering in the shadows. I discovered that when Winthrop made that entry in his journal, one of the Rainborowe girls was living in his house, the wife of his own son Stephen; that in 1647 John Winthrop himself would marry another Rainborowe sister; that so many members of the Rainborowes’ extended family emigrated to Massachusetts from their Thames-side homes in Wapping that the place where they settled in Charlestown was named Wapping Street. All enthusiastic Puritans, the Rainborowes belonged to the first generation of New England settlers. They helped to build the city on a hill.

And then they built it all over again in the land of their birth, seizing the freedoms that were being held out to Puritans in the old England of the 1640s. The Rainborowe clan epitomizes an unfamiliar side of early colonial life: the unsettled nature of settlement, the willingness of so many New Englanders to leave their brave new world in search of something better.

As I delved into the complex web of relationships that defined the Rainborowes and their friends and relations, watching it stretch from Salem and Charlestown to the battlefields of the English Civil War and beyond, to the deserts of North Africa and the islands of the Mediterranean, it became obvious to me that the middle decades of the seventeenth century are perceived very differently on each side of the Atlantic. In England the period is dominated by the violent struggle for power between King Charles I and his Parliament. Even now, 370 years later, mention the English Civil War and most Brits will declare an allegiance. Everyone is a cavalier or a roundhead, wrong but romantic or right but repulsive. Everyone still takes sides in the English Revolution.

America, however, is not quite sure what to do with the seventeenth century. Once the Pilgrims have landed and the remnants of the first Thanksgiving have been cleared away, colonial history fast-forwards to the Sons of Liberty and the Boston Tea Party, intent on the glorious cause of forging a nation, a little uncomfortable at the repression and intolerance that shaped and informed the New England way (unlike old England, where distance lends enchantment and historic repression and intolerance are celebrated as part of life’s rich pageant).

Perhaps I’m being unfair, to both nations. There has certainly been a great deal of insightful research on early colonial America and the Atlantic world carried out by historians on both sides of the Atlantic in the opening years of the twenty-first century. But the sense persists that for America the seventeenth century was a prelude, whereas for England it was a defining moment.

And this masks a different truth. In both Massachusetts and England, the period 1630–1660 was a quest for identity, a time when both communities sought to define the nature of government, the nature of representation, and, most importantly of all, the rights of the individual in relation to the state. No matter that the journey would last for centuries. This is where it began.

The Rainborowes witnessed these events. Some of them played leading roles. If things had turned out differently, they might have lived out lives indistinguishable from those of thousands of hardworking, God-fearing entrepreneurs and artisans who made their homes by the Thames in seventeenth-century London. Just another English sea captain and his wife, with a gaggle of children and a tribe of like-minded relatives.

But something in the Rainborowes’ makeup set them apart, turned them into adventurers, made them pirate-hunters and revolutionaries, visionaries and pioneers. The Thames was not wide enough, the London sky was not big enough, England was not good enough for them. So the Rainborowes went in search of the Promised Land. They built new societies. They were ordinary men and women, and they did an extraordinary thing.

In their own small way, they changed the world.
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PART 1
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BEGIN THY DOOM


       CHAPTER 1

Between Worlds and Worlds

Eleanor Roe watched from the deck of the Sampson as four sleek war galleys slipped through the narrow entrance to the harbor and rowed out toward her. They flew the distinctive red-and-white colors of the Order of St. John of Jerusalem, and that should have reassured Lady Roe. From their base on the tiny Mediterranean island of Malta, the Knights of St. John waged a crusade against Islam, attacking Muslim shipping, raiding villages along the North African coast, enslaving the Turk wherever they found him. But in theory, as defenders of the faith they protected all Christians whose business took them into the dangerous waters of the eastern Mediterranean.

In theory.

It was ten o’clock on the morning of August 8, 1628. The Sampson was making its slow way home to London from the Levant with a cargo of silks and wool and a passenger list that included Lady Roe and her husband, Sir Thomas, who had just served a grim six and a half years as English ambassador at Istanbul. The ship had left the Ottoman capital on June 1 and, after putting in at Smyrna for a month, was now bound for the Tuscan port of Livorno, where the Roes and their household planned to continue their homeward journey overland while the Sampson and its valuable cargo—“goods to the value of half a million [ducats],” according to Venetian intelligence sources—sailed on to England.1

On this particular morning, the Sampson found itself becalmed a few miles off the coast of Malta. The sea was “as smooth as glass,” recalled Sir Thomas later, “not a breath of wind.” So it must have been with some trepidation that the Roes watched the four Maltese galleys take formation and advance toward their ship, the more so when they were near enough for the couple to make out that in addition to their complements of oarsmen, the galleys were crowded with hundreds of armed men.2

Shortly after midday, without any warning, the leading galley opened fire. It was a ranging shot from a cannon mounted on a fighting platform in the galley’s prow, and it fell short. The galley edged closer and fired another, which almost reached the English ship. A third shot from one of the other galleys went high, whizzing over the Roes’ heads and passing between the Sampson’s masts. Then the Knights of Malta stopped and waited.

If they expected the English vessel to strike its colors and surrender, they had made a huge mistake. The Sampson was a big ship of five hundred tons, and it was well armed for a merchantman, with thirty-two iron guns, at least six of which were culverins, heavy cannons capable of throwing a forty-pound ball more than a quarter of a mile.

But the Sampson’s most potent weapon was its master, the London merchant-mariner William Rainborowe. Forty-one years old and with more than a decade of experience in these waters, Captain Rainborowe had fought off pirate attacks before. And he had a lot to lose if he yielded to the Knights of St. John: not only the Levant Company’s vast and vastly valuable cargo, which, because he had been trading with the Turks, the Knights would consider fair game, but also his ship. In a very real sense it was his ship; he was co-owner of the Sampson as well as its master.

There was a standard procedure to follow when facing an attack at sea. If a vessel was carrying bales of cloth, as the Sampson was, the crew dragged them out and positioned them so that they would absorb the impact of the enemy’s shot and take the lethal splinters of wood that would fly around the deck like shrapnel. Rope netting was suspended above the deck to entangle boarders; canvas drabblers were laced to the bottoms of the sails to give extra speed when the ship was maneuvering or, in this case, if the wind got up and the Sampson was finally able to maneuver. Small arms and swords were distributed among the crew and handed to any passengers who cared to join in. Cannons were lashed into place, and gunners organized everything that was needed to use them: powder measures and ladles and rammers and sponges, baskets to carry the shot to each gun, barrels to carry the powder, wedges to adjust the elevation of the guns, fuses to fire them.

Captain Rainborowe ordered this done as soon as he realized that the galleys were making for his becalmed vessel. Their appearance, recalled Sir Thomas Roe, was enough for the captain “to fit sails and selves for fight, not knowing their purpose.” So he was ready for the Knights’ ships. After their third ranging shot, he ordered his gunners to return fire. A cannonball from one of the Sampson’s heavy guns grazed the captain general’s starboard bow, and the fight began.3

The Maltese galleys—all painted a bright red except for the captain general’s, which was a sinister black—lined up facing the Sampson’s starboard side. Mediterranean war galleys had their heavy armament mounted in the prow, usually with wooden fighting platforms above, where members of the fighting crew stood at swivel-mounted antipersonnel guns. The galleys thus presented the smallest possible targets to the Sampson’s guns, while the merchantman’s broadside was a sitting target.

The captain general’s galley had a demicannon, two demiculverins, and five smaller cannons mounted in the prow, and when they all were loaded and ready, the galley rowed up to within 150 or 200 yards of the Sampson and blasted away with all eight pieces at once. Then the galley fell back and another galley took its place, turn and turn about. In all the smoke and confusion, it was hard for the Knights’ gunners to see what impact their salvos were having, so each vessel kept a man hanging out on the end of one of the galley’s oars to observe where the shots fell.

For three hours Captain Rainborowe exchanged fire with the Knights, taking hits and giving them. A passenger was killed when a ball from a demicannon smashed through the cabins next to the Sampson’s main mast. A shot went through the forecastle and into the galley and hurt two men, another cannonball in the same area killed two sheep, and two more went through the great cabin and killed a parrot, perhaps William Rainborowe’s pet.

Eleanor Roe remained remarkably composed throughout. According to her husband, she sat on the deck among the guns and watched the action, except every now and then when that action came a little too close for comfort and she was forced to retreat to the other side of the ship. “She showed no fear nor passion,” said Sir Thomas proudly. Great shot fell around her, and she remained unmoved. Only once, when her husband came to see how she was faring and was knocked to the deck by a falling timber, did she show any emotion; and even then, “when I rose, and had no harm but pain, she said the chance of the day was past” and the bullet that had his name on it had missed him.4

In midafternoon a gentle breeze got up, enough for Rainborowe to take the Sampson round so that it presented a smaller target to the Maltese galleys and he could bring the stern guns into play. Still the battle raged on, until around five o’clock, when the knights decided they would board the Sampson or sink it. All four galleys came up abreast until they were within pistol shot. Their men crowded on deck with swords drawn and trumpets sounding and called on Rainborowe to lower the topsail in surrender. His response was to invite the knights to come aboard if they dared, and he ordered one of his crew to beat the charge on his drum from the poop deck. The galleys came on until they were only yards away from the Sampson, pouring shot into it all the time, but Rainborowe held his nerve and held his fire.

It wasn’t until they were almost under the ship that he gave the order. “And then,” said Sir Thomas, they “poured in two culverin, and two demy-culverin, and one saker with a round shot and a case, that raked them fore and aft.” The captain general’s black galley lost its poop, which was blown into the sea. Another shot from the Sampson snapped off the galley’s foremast at the deck, and a third pierced its bow and came out of its stern, causing carnage among the banks of rowers. The galley fell back and played no further part in the battle. After another desultory bombardment, the other galleys followed the captain general’s example, and all four hoisted sail and retired to Valletta harbor to lick their wounds.5

It was half past six in the evening; the battle had lasted nearly seven hours, and the Sampson had received more than 120 hits in its hull, masts, yards, and rigging. The main mast was shot through, and the ship was hit in eight places between wind and water, some of the balls passing through nineteen inches of plank and timber and burying themselves in the bales of silk and wool. The knights’ final parting shot had been one of the most damaging, coming into the Sampson’s gunroom and injuring three sailors. But casualties were miraculously light, with fatalities confined to the single passenger, the two sheep, and the parrot.

Rainborowe got his battered ship to the tiny island of Lampedusa, a hundred miles west of Malta. His crew spent the next five days making running repairs to the sails, the masts, the rigging, and, of course, the damaged and leaking hull. “The carpenter,” said Roe, “was forced to hang like a tortoise upon the water, and drive many nails under the sending of the sea, washing him over continually.” The Sampson eventually reached Livorno eighteen days after the attack. While the merchantman was there, reports came in that the captain general of the galleys had been killed in the battle (he hadn’t) and that 36 knights and officers had died with him, along with 264 slaves, oarsmen, and soldiers.6

Sir Thomas Roe praised the Sampson’s captain as a man “who behaved himself with brave courage and temper,” and, ever the diplomat, he celebrated his miraculous deliverance from the Knights of St. John with a letter to England about the need to maintain peaceful relations with all the nations of the Mediterranean, lest “our poor merchants suffer.” Eleanor Roe, when she reached her parents’ home at Stanford in Leicestershire after an absence of seven years, commemorated “God’s great mercy, goodness and protection in a long and dangerous voyage” by donating a Book of Common Prayer and a carpet for the communion table to her parish church.7

Captain William Rainborowe took his courage and his temper back to his wife in the close-knit little community by the Thames that was his home. His voyage was over. But the adventure had only just begun.


       CHAPTER 2

That Proud City

Stand with your back to the Tower of London so that you have the brown waters of the Thames to your right. You’re at the eastern edge of the city of London. The shadow of Tower Bridge flicks out across the cars as they flash by. The curving glass bubble of City Hall gleams on the opposite bank, and the corporate high-rises of Canary Wharf puncture the distant skyline.

Now walk east following the Thames Path past the ugly bronze and concrete hotel complex in St. Katharine’s Dock, and in ten minutes you’ll find yourself on Wapping High Street, zigzagging in and out between canyons of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century warehouses reinvented as fashionable riverside apartment buildings. To the north is Whitechapel, where tour companies vie with each other to offer the most ghoulish Jack the Ripper walk. To the south, the occasional container barge chugs past, weaving its purposeful way through the armada of sightseeing cruisers that waddle up and down between the Houses of Parliament and Greenwich.

Now retrace your steps, and take that journey again. Your starting point is the same place, but a different time. Say it is early November 1628, when William Rainborowe and the Sampson reached home after their bloody encounter with the Knights of Malta. The only tall buildings for miles around are the White Tower, popularly (and wrongly) said to have been built by Julius Caesar, and the medieval St. Paul’s Cathedral, whose massive outline had been more massive still until 1561, when its spire was struck by lightning. William Rainborowe’s London is a low-rise city, with the exception of these two buildings and the towers and steeples of 109 churches that cluster together so closely that they seem to fill the sky.

There is no Tower Bridge, of course. In William Rainborowe’s day, the only fixed crossing over the Thames for miles is the medieval London Bridge, a few hundred yards upriver. Its stone arches are crowned with two hundred shops and houses, and above the gatehouse on the south bank there is a cluster of thirty or so skulls and withered heads on pikes, a warning to the curious that treason against the state rarely ends well.

The route of the Thames Path now runs through St. Katharine’s by the Tower, the densely packed neighborhood immediately to the east of the Tower of London. This tiny suburb of around twenty-four acres is home to nearly four thousand people—“more in number than in some cities in England,” according to John Stow’s Survey of London in 1603. They have come from all over England and Protestant Europe, drawn by the fact that St. Katharine’s lies just outside the jurisdiction of the city of London, which enables them to trade and work unhindered by the authorities and unencumbered by the restrictions imposed on artisans by the livery companies that control commerce and manufacture within the city walls. But there are also plenty of sailors and river watermen here, and that means there are hundreds of lodging-house keepers and tavern keepers and whores who offer their services to mariners and take their money.1

Within a few hundred yards, St. Katharine’s gives way to Wapping High Street, dismissed by Stow as a “filthy strait passage, with alleys of small tenements, or cottages.” Wapping is a comparatively new hamlet in 1628. For several centuries, it was the traditional place of execution for pirates, who were hanged by the low-water mark and left until three tides had washed over them as a warning to others. But toward the end of Elizabeth I’s reign, the gallows were moved upstream, and after that clusters of cottages and tenements sprang up to house the sailors, shipwrights, chandlers, and victualers who make their living from the port. No doubt there are plenty of small tenements and cottages, as Stow says, some of them scarcely more than one-room lean-to shacks; the fact that apprentice boys could pull down four houses at Wapping during a riot in 1617 suggests a certain impermanence. But there are also some substantial houses with ten or twelve rooms, the homes of prosperous merchant-mariners. William Rainborowe owns several houses in one of the dozens of little alleys and courts that lead north off Wapping High Street, and this is where he lives.2

The marshes of Shadwell, to the east of Wapping, have been drained in William’s lifetime, and as a result this area is also developing into a sizable community, with marine industries, smithies, roperies, and wharves (thirty-two along a four-hundred-yard stretch of waterfront by midcentury). Next door to Shadwell is Ratcliffe, another Thames-side hamlet that is growing rapidly; “of late years,” says Stow, “shipwrights, and (for the most part) other marine men, have built many large and strong houses for themselves, and smaller for sailors.” Ratcliffe is the first landfall downriver from London to have a decent road leading into the city; as such it is a popular embarkation point for travelers and mariners. William Rainborowe sometimes leaves his ship twenty miles downriver at Gravesend and travels the last leg of his journey by barge or lighter. When he does, Ratcliffe is where he comes ashore if he can’t persuade the barge to land him at one of the dozens of busy wharves in Wapping itself.3

Elizabethan poet Edmund Spenser’s “silver-streaming Thames” is everything. It defines the landscape. It provides a living. It carries people away, and sometimes it brings them home again. It is a highway, the biggest and most reliable in England. And it is busy. “Here for almost two miles,” wrote a German visitor to Wapping in 1609, “we saw an infinite number of ships on the river, gallant in their beauty and loftiness.” Above London Bridge there might be fifty or more vessels in sight at any one time: wherries and ferries and rowing boats, fishing skiffs and eel ships, barges carrying everything from civic dignitaries to bales of hay. Below the bridge in the Pool of London there are also all these vessels; but this is the heart of the busiest port in the kingdom, and they are joined by a fleet of heavy two- and three-masted oceangoing craft, as well as dozens of vessels riding at anchor in midstream or working their way slowly down toward the lower reaches of the river or tied up at wharves while their cargoes are loaded or unloaded. The clerks and comptrollers in the Custom House welcome and inspect and charge duty on goods from almost every part of the known world: pitch, tar, and hemp from the Baltic to supply the naval dockyards; timber and tobacco from the plantations of Virginia; raw cotton and sugar from the Caribbean; and spices from the Dutch East Indies. And every one of the vessels that ply their trade out of London needs crew, it needs ropes and sails and masts, it needs victuals and munitions.4

The extramural neighborhoods of St. Katharine’s by the Tower, Wapping, Shadwell, Ratcliffe; Limehouse and Poplar a little farther east; Rotherhithe on the south bank of the Thames: these riverside hamlets form a tight community of interests, with the making and fitting and supplying and sailing of ships at its core. Among them, they house 80 percent of London’s population of seamen, watermen, and fishermen and 86 percent of the capital’s shipmasters. Small though it is, Wapping is home to more than 370 mariners and Ratcliffe to more than 1,000. And this world, contained within a mile or so of riverbank and quays and wharves, warehouses and taverns and cottages, is the world that made William Rainborowe.5

Rainborowe was an Elizabethan, born the year before England’s defeat of the Spanish Armada and baptized on June 11, 1587, at St. Mary’s Whitechapel because Wapping was then part of Whitechapel parish. His parents, Thomas and Martha, had been married at St. Mary’s five years earlier; his younger brother and his three sisters would all be baptized there after him.

William’s father called himself a mariner, but he was rather more than that. For one thing, he was co-owner of four merchant ships—the Lily, the Barbara Constance, the Rainbow, and the Royal Exchange—all of which operated out of London. The last three, certainly, and the Lily possibly, sailed to and from the eastern Mediterranean, the Aegean, and the Sea of Marmora carrying goods for the Levant Company, which had a monopoly on the trade. Bales of West Country cloth, dyed bright red, violet, burgundy, or green, which were sought after all over the Ottoman Empire, had to travel in company ships, or the merchant would have to pay a prohibitive 20 percent surcharge. So did the return cargoes: Persian silks, Turkish mohairs, and currants from the Greek islands.

Old Thomas Rainborowe’s status as a ship owner needs a little qualification. He actually had a sixteenth part of the Barbara Constance, the Rainbow, and the Lily (and of their tackle, sails, guns, and other equipment) and a forty-eighth share in the Royal Exchange. This reflects a general change in patterns of ship ownership during the first half of the seventeenth century: as vessels grew bigger and more expensive, single ownership gave way to partnerships as a means of spreading the cost, especially in London. (The smaller coastal outports maintained the habit of single ownership for rather longer.) The advantage to Thomas Rainborowe of having a relatively small share in several ships is obvious: the more baskets he put his eggs in, the less he stood to lose if one of his investments foundered. Sixteenth shares were usual in the larger ships, although they were sometimes combined so that one investor might have a quarter—powerful Levant Company merchants in the city were the chief owners of the Barbara Constance, for example, and of William Rainborowe’s Sampson—while other shares were bought by syndicates, so four people might have equal shares in a sixteenth. Thirty-seconds and forty-eighths weren’t uncommon. More often than not, a master would hold a share in the vessel he commanded, as well as taking wages.

Like many successful merchant-mariners, Thomas Rainborowe also had interests in property, which paid fair returns without the risks involved in sea voyages. At his death in 1622, he owned a house in Greenwich, having moved from Wapping, and he had a lease on an estate at Claverhambury in Essex, the rents from which were worth £220 a year.

At the time of his father’s death, William was an experienced sea captain in his midthirties. Details of his early life are sketchy: in 1618, he was the captain of a Levant Company ship and performing good service against pirates in the Mediterranean, for which the company offered him a reward of £25; he turned it down and asked instead to be admitted to membership, which allowed him to trade on his own account. Two years later, in 1620, he sailed to Istanbul as captain of the Castle, another Levant Company ship, and toward the end of 1625, he took command of the powerful five-hundred-ton Sampson, newly built in one of the yards at Limehouse.

The Rainborowes’ social networks revolved around ships and shipping. William married the daughter of another Wapping owner-mariner, Rowland Coytmore, who was prominent in both the Virginia Company and the East India Company. Neither her name nor the date of their wedding nor even the date of her death is known. The only evidence for the marriage is a passing reference in Coytmore’s will to William as his son-in-law. It is probable that William’s eldest son, Thomas, was the product of this marriage and possible that his second son, William Junior, was too. Again, no one knows their dates of birth, only that both were over the age of twenty-one in 1638.

William’s mysterious, anonymous first wife died some time before January 23, 1615, when twenty-seven-year-old William married Judith Hoxton at St. Edmund’s Church in Southwold, on the Suffolk coast. Judith, who was in her teens, was the daughter of a prominent Wapping shipwright, Reynold Hoxton. The couple had six children: Martha, born in April 1617; Judith (September 1624); Samuel (July 1628); Joan (birth date not known, but probably around 1630); Reynold (June 1632); and Edward (October 1633).

The already-tortuous Rainborowe pedigree took another twist in the 1630s when daughter Martha married Thomas Coytmore, the sea captain son of Rowland. That meant Martha Rainborowe married her own stepuncle, if such a relationship exists.

One of William’s sisters married a Rotherhithe sea captain who was a part owner of the Rainbow and the Exchange. And William’s own marriage to Judith brought a link to another important Wapping family. In 1627 her brother John Hoxton, a shipwright with a yard in Wapping, married Martha Bourne, the sister of Nehemiah Bourne, another shipwright and a near neighbor of the Rainborowes in Wapping. To further complicate this already complicated social network, Rowland Coytmore was referred to by the Bournes as their kinsman because one of his wives (he was married three times) had been the widow of a Bourne cousin’s father-in-law.

Family mattered in the seventeenth century. So did community. When, for example, a Wapping gunner’s mate was captured by North African pirates on a voyage to the Strait of Gibraltar, leaving his wife and three children destitute, Nehemiah Bourne’s father, Robert, petitioned for their relief. When a Wapping ship owner fell on hard times after one of his ships coming from Norway was wrecked in a storm and another was lost on the North African coast with all hands, Rowland Coytmore, in his capacity as church warden of St. Mary’s Whitechapel, helped organize a collection for him in the city.

The most important instrument of community for sailors like William Rainborowe was Trinity House, which began life in 1514 as the Guild of the Holy Trinity, a fraternity of mariners. The guild was granted a charter by Henry VIII “so that they might regulate the pilotage of ships in the King’s streams.” By the early seventeenth century, Trinity House had moved to Ratcliffe from its original home by the naval dockyards at Deptford to be more accessible to the city and the marine population of east London, and the organization had taken on new responsibilities, including the provision of ordnance to merchant ships and advice on the construction of sea defenses, the conservation of the Thames, and the licensing of indigent seamen and their wives and widows to beg without being prosecuted for vagrancy. The majority of the corporation’s members were masters of ships, and they were divided into two classes: 31 elder brethren, who formed the governing body, and 254 younger brethren. An inner caucus of masters, four wardens and eight assistants, was chosen from among the elder brethren and elected by the whole membership.6

William and his ex-father-in-law, Rowland Coytmore, were both elder brethren and both members of the inner caucus. Coytmore was particularly active, helping to arbitrate on matters as diverse as the definition of the Levant Sea (it began within the Strait of Gibraltar and extended to the coast of Syria), the erection of dwelling houses for seamen at Blackwall, and the construction of a bridge over a creek in Maidstone, Kent.

Trinity House also provided important advice on ships for the king’s navy. In 1621 the navy commissioners wrote to say that a Scotsman, John Dove, had recently built a ship, the three-hundred-ton Mayflower of Leith, and had brought it down to Shadwell to offer it to the king, claiming it was built as a man-of-war and that its “strength and goodness at sailing is inferior to no other ship in the kingdom.” Coytmore and his comrades went aboard, surveyed the Mayflower, and declared it “unfit for the King’s service.” That was that.7

Being an elder brother of the corporation, and particularly being on the Court of Assistants, brought power, influence, and opportunities to help friends. Robert Bourne, Nehemiah’s father, requested permission to extend his “wharf or building place for ships” at Wapping another fourteen or fifteen feet into the Thames, “because ships are now built of greater burthen and length than formerly.” Coytmore, who was his kinsman, was one of those who recommended a license for the work. When Trinity House inspected the new wharf the following year and discovered that Bourne had actually carried it out twenty-five feet, Coytmore was one of those who recommended that it should stay, declaring it “in no way hurtful to the bridge or the city.” And when an anvil maker on the river complained that his next-door neighbor had built out a new wharf to the detriment of his business, and some elder brethren went down to inspect it, they decided there were no grounds for complaint. It was hardly a coincidence that the neighbor of whom the smith complained was Rowland Coytmore.8

William was elected an elder brother of Trinity House in or before 1625, and he was made a member of the Court of Assistants soon afterward. He was made a master in 1633. Until 1635, when the surviving Trinity House transactions for the period come to an end, he frequently appeared in the corporation’s minutes, arbitrating on everything from the shares in a prize owing to officers of a man-of-war (the captain should have the best piece of ordnance and the lion’s share of captured clothing) to the best method of dredging the Thames. The advantages of being an elder brother, besides the warm glow of altruism and the exercise of power, lay in extending his network of contacts to the heart of government. Admiralty court judges conferred with William over maritime precedent; the principal officers of the Royal Navy asked his opinion on the seaworthiness of the king’s ships; the Privy Council at Whitehall, which advised the king, asked for his help making collections for the ransom of sailors who were being held by pirates.9

Alongside Trinity House and informal networks—family and neighbor-hood, the taverns and wharves and shipyards where men who earned their livings from the sea always congregated—the life of the community revolved around the church. Wapping was in the parish of Whitechapel. But as the hamlet grew, its inhabitants felt the need for their own place of worship, because St. Mary’s was a mile away and also, perhaps, because their sense of identity required it.

The result, consecrated by the bishop of London in July 1617, was St. John’s on Wapping High Street, a square brick box in an uneasy mixture of Gothic and Tuscan. It cost the community £1,600. A century later Edward Hatton’s A New View of London still remembered that “the building was procured by the special care of Mr. Rowland Coytmore, Mr. Robert Bourn[e] . . . and other inhabitants of this hamlet.” Coytmore, who had sailed for Surat as master of the East India Company’s Royal James before the work was finished, helped to organize a shipboard collection of £180, which funded “a pretty gallery of the Tuscan order” on which was painted a commemorative inscription and an uncompromising message of welcome: “Know ye that the Unrighteous shall not inherit the Kingdom of God.”10

If the preambles to their wills are anything to go by, William’s parents leaned toward an earnest Protestantism. His father was sure that he would be “freely pardoned all my sins” and that “after this transitory life I shall remain with [Christ] in glory for ever more”; his mother looked to be made “partaker of the kingdom of heaven, with the blest in Christ.” The same held true for the East London milieu in which the Rainborowes moved: the Coytmores and the Hoxtons and the Bournes all lined up with the godly on the Puritan side of the Anglican Church. There was a definite flavor of Calvinism about Rowland Coytmore’s will, as he assured himself that he was, “through the merits, bitter death and passion which my Saviour suffered for me, to be one of God’s elect in heaven.”11

It seems fair to assume that William and Judith Rainborowe also leaned toward the Puritan wing, a religious and ideological position that would dominate and define the lives of their children. But the very word “Puritan” (a term of abuse that first appeared in Tudor times) is liable to cast more darkness than light. “Concerning the name Puritan,” declared an Oxford cleric in 1630, “it is ambiguous, and so it is fallacious.”12

He had a point. Puritanism was not so much a fixed theological position in early seventeenth-century England as it was a spectrum. Almost all English Puritans operated within the Anglican Church, even though they disapproved of its hierarchies, its rituals, and its love of uniformity in worship. Very few indeed contemplated a spiritual life outside it, even those who argued for a form of governance that centered on the congregation as a unit rather than on archbishops, bishops, and clergy. There were some things all Puritans agreed upon: they stressed the teaching function of the church, and they disapproved of the wearing of surplices by ministers, the singing of psalms, and the slavish adherence to the Book of Common Prayer. Such things smacked of popery, and no matter where Puritans saw themselves on the Protestant spectrum, they were united in their loathing of the Catholic Church. However, they were less likely to agree on the role of bishops or the personal experience of God’s grace as a prerequisite for salvation. Giles Widdowes, a hostile Oxford cleric, satirized ten different types of Puritan, from the Perfectist and the Ser-monist to the Presuming Predestinatist, who assumed to be saved “by God’s absolute election.” It was parody, but it hovered at the edge of truth.13

The eastern suburbs where the Rainborowes and their kin lived had a tradition of religious independence stretching back to the 1550s, when as many as two hundred Protestants who were opposed to Mary Tudor’s reintroduction of Catholicism would meet at Wapping, at a house by the waterside. Eighty years later a group broke away from an independent church in the city and moved to Wapping, where they formed the first Particular Baptist congregation in England. In the neighboring parish of Stepney, a Puritan minister got rid of the organ in 1585—church music was one of the many, many things that Puritans disapproved of—and Stepney didn’t get another for nearly one hundred years. The same congregation also ejected one vicar “for being a proved prelatical innovator of Romish ceremonies and a desperate malignant.”14

There are good reasons for this predilection for reformed religion in the Thames-side hamlets. More than most, the mariners who lived in them were exposed to new ideas on their travels, and at the same time incomers from the Low Countries who settled around St. Katharine by the Tower introduced their own reformed worship. It isn’t hard to imagine men like William Rainborowe subscribing to what have come to be seen as traditional Protestant values: self-reliance, a mistrust of arbitrary authority, a strong work ethic. And a resistance to authority, which manifested itself in the neighborhood in all kinds of ways, political as well as theological: when Charles I tried to raise money without recourse to Parliament through the Forced Loan of 1626, for example, locals refused to pay up. His commissioners reported ruefully that “it was commonly said in Wapping, Ratcliffe and Limehouse, that if it were done by Parliament they would pay . . . but by this course they would not do anything.”15

Wapping’s choice of minister for St. John’s says something about the religious temper of the congregation at a point when cracks were widening in the Anglican consensus. Richard Sedgwick, the forty-three-year-old son of a Norfolk clothier, came with a long record of causing trouble. Educated at Peterhouse College, Cambridge, he had taken up a series of posts before coming to St. John’s, and each time, according to his biographer and fellow Puritan Samuel Clarke, “the devil . . . raised up persecution against him.” He must take some of the credit for that himself. He was dismissed from Canterbury after preaching against the corruption of the cathedral clergy. He was dismissed at Battersea “because he freely reproved sin, and boldly spake against the corruptions that were then in the Church.” He was very nearly dismissed from a preaching post with the Merchant Venturers at Hamburg after one of the English merchants in his flock took exception to his teaching and threatened to have him summoned back to England; “but before that day came,” said Clarke with satisfaction, the merchant “was summoned by death to another place.”16

After being called to Wapping in the spring of 1617, Sedgwick spent the rest of his life there, “being holy and exemplary in his life and conversation and abundant in labours,” reported Clarke, “preaching constantly thrice a week, and catechizing on the Lords-day besides.” He was a popular minister, mentioned approvingly by local shipwrights and mariners as a preacher of God’s word; and his only published work, an admirably brief discussion of the articles of faith, the Ten Commandments, and the Lord’s Prayer, he dedicated “to my loving and beloved brethren and neighbours, ordinary auditors in the new chapel at Wapping.”17

With his preaching three times a week and catechizing on Sundays, Richard Sedgwick must have been a powerful influence on the young Rainborowes. William had limited opportunities to hear him, of course. Although Sedgwick preached that long absence between husband and wife was a sin, except “in the unavoidable necessity of extraordinary employments, or of men’s particular callings,” the sea captain’s occupation certainly involved the unavoidable necessity of extraordinary employments, and he spent most of his time in the 1620s and early 1630s apart from Judith and his children. Even if he only took the Sampson out for the Levant Company once a year, the annual 5,000-mile voyage to Istanbul, Smyrna, or Aleppo might last up to three months, with a stop at Livorno to take on fresh provisions. And that was one way. Add another couple of months while the company’s factors, or agents, shifted the incoming cargo and bargained for goods for the return journey, and perhaps another month while William sailed from one Levant port to another, and a single voyage could easily involve an absence of eight or nine months.18

In the autumn of 1628 when William Rainborowe and the Sampson returned home, the eldest Rainborowe boys, Thomas and William Junior, were in their midteens and old enough to go to sea or to be put out to learn a trade. But Martha was only eleven, little Judith just four, and Samuel only three months. Responsibility for their upbringing and education rested with their mother. Like everyone in their social group, the Rainborowes would have kept servants, at least a couple of maids, and neighbors played an important part in the extended support network that helped to define social life in the early-modern world. Baby Samuel may have been handed over to a local wet nurse, although Puritan teaching disapproved of the practice and urged women to suckle their children themselves. “God hath given to women two breasts fit to contain and hold milk; and nipples unto them fit to have milk drawn from them,” wrote the male author of one manual on domestic duties. “Why are these thus given? To lay them forth for ostentation?” Within the more immediate family circle, we would expect to find Judith’s mother and mother-in-law taking significant roles, although that wasn’t so easy in practice: old Martha Rainborowe now lived on the other side of the city, in the parish of St. Bride’s Fleet Street, while Judith’s mother and father, Joan and Reynold Hoxton, had moved a hundred miles away to the coastal town of Southwold in Suffolk. Judith had no sisters of her own, but she did have Rainborowe sisters-in-law; perhaps they involved themselves in her children’s upbringing.19

In later life the two older boys were well able to express themselves in writing (as was their father), which points to their having had some formal education, probably to grammar school level. Neighbor Robert Bourne wanted his son Nehemiah to study at Cambridge, “if God shall fit him with gifts in that behalf.” God didn’t; instead of going to university, Nehemiah followed in his father’s footsteps and became a shipbuilder in Wapping.20

The three Rainborowe girls are a different matter. They were taught their letters in a local petty school or at their mother’s knee. One of the virtues of the Protestant cultural climate in which the Rainborowes lived was a recognition of the value of literacy for both boys and girls. Men had died to make God’s word freely available to everyone, and it behooved the godly to ensure that their children were equipped to benefit. Elizabeth Jocelin’s Mothers Legacie, to her unborne Childe, which went through many editions after its posthumous publication in 1624, expressed the aspirations of a moderate Puritan mother for her daughter: “I desire . . . her bringing up may be learning the Bible, as my sisters do, good housewifery, writing and good works: other learning a woman needs not. . . . But where learning and wisdom meet in a virtuous disposed woman, she is the fittest closet for all goodness. She is like a well-balanced ship that may bear all her sail.”21

One of the duties of the Protestant household was the inculcating of godliness, accomplished by ensuring regular church attendance and by giving daily instruction within the home. “The family is the seminary of the church and common-wealth,” wrote theologian John Downame in 1622. It is “as a private school, wherein children and servants are fitted for the public assemblies . . . to perform, when they meet together, all religious duties of God’s worship and service.” Families were encouraged to confer together about the sermon they had just heard as soon as they got home from church, the older ones sometimes having taken notes while the minister was preaching. Communal prayers were said every day, and Protestant household manuals urged parents to “call every morning all thy family to some convenient room; and first, either read thy self unto them a Chapter in the Word of God, or cause it to be read distinctly by some other.”22

Invoking texts such as Ephesians 5:22—“Wives submit yourselves unto your own husbands as unto the Lord”—the same manuals took it for granted that the responsibility for ensuring that children heard and understood God’s Word rested with the father as head of the household. “In the family a parent is all in all over his child: a King, a Priest, and a Prophet. Therefore that which a Minister is to do for matter of instruction in the Church, a parent must do at home.” In households like the Rainborowes’, where the man might be absent for long periods, the woman was often the primary educator (if she was literate herself), helping the young children with their letters and hearing their catechism.23

William Rainborowe’s homecoming in 1628 was marred by problems over the Sampson’s cargo. He spent most of November trying to arrange for merchants who had goods aboard to come and collect them. But word had spread about the ship’s epic fight with the Knights of Malta, and the damage the cargo had sustained in the course of it, so a number of merchants refused to accept their goods. That meant William couldn’t discharge his crew. Eventually, he petitioned the Privy Council over the matter, and at the end of the month the council issued an order from Whitehall acknowledging that he was “at great charge every day for the maintenance of his men” and authorizing him to deliver the leftover goods to Custom House quay, where they were to be kept in safe custody until their owners came to collect them.24

The homecoming was marred by something else. The new son whom William met for the first time when he arrived back at Wapping after his voyage would never learn his letters, never say his prayers. Never go to sea, like his brothers. On November 24, three months and twenty-six days after being baptized at St. John’s during his father’s absence, Samuel Rainborowe was buried there.


       CHAPTER 3

Whom Shall We Send?

It was an ancient piece of fiscal legislation that gave William Rainborowe a new career. In October 1634 Charles I revived a medieval device whereby in times of national crisis the Crown could require coastal and maritime counties to pay for building and equipping a fleet. “You in the sea-coasts, to whom by sea as well great dangers are imminent, and who by the same do get more plentiful gains,” announced the king’s writ, “are chiefly bound to set to your helping hand.” This first levy of ship money raised about £80,000. The following year the notion that only the coastal counties should pay was dropped and the levy was extended to inland counties.1

So what was the crisis? Ostensibly, it was the pirates of North Africa. The first writ of 1634 explained that the money was needed “because we are given to understand that certain thieves, pirates, and robbers of the sea, as well Turks, enemies of the Christian name, as others, being gathered together, wickedly taking by force and spoiling the ships, and goods . . . and the same, at their pleasure, have carried away, delivering the men in the same into miserable captivity.”2

In private, the king’s advisers had other reasons for the levy. Sir Francis Windebank, one of his two secretaries of state, saw a strong fleet as a bargaining counter in a future alliance with Spain against the Dutch Republic. The other secretary, Sir John Coke, was more concerned with the disruption to trade and fisheries caused by Dutch privateers and warring navies in the four seas that England traditionally claimed as its territorial waters: the Channel, the North Sea, the Irish Sea, and St. George’s Channel. Whereas Spain, France, and the Dutch Republic all had large and powerful navies, England in the early 1630s defended its coasts with only half a dozen warships. The ship money would enable Charles to enforce the sovereignty of the British seas without having to pay for it himself and without having to summon Parliament to raise taxes, something he had not done since he dissolved the last disobedient Parliament in a fit of pique in 1629. A stronger navy would also act as a deterrent against overmighty neighbors.

One of the ship-money levy’s consequences was a new role for William Rainborowe, already one of the most respected merchant seamen in England. When the Lords of the Admiralty sought advice on manning his majesty’s ships, they consulted William. When the navy needed someone to inspect new vessels being built at Deptford and Woolwich, it was to William that it turned. He was prosperous and respected, with a family that was growing in every way: Thomas had followed his father to sea; Martha was being courted by Thomas Coytmore, the Cambridge-educated sea captain son of William’s former father-in-law Rowland Coytmore; and after bearing and losing another boy, Reynold, wife Judith gave birth to Edward in 1633. William had been elected master of Trinity House that spring, and in June 1634, just after his term came to an end, he was described approvingly in the Admiralty as one of only two professional seamen “that have the command as captain and [have] performed good fight at sea in merchant ships.” William Rainborowe was doing well.3

There was more to come. In 1635, keen to demonstrate the benefits of the ship-money levy, Charles’s government ordered to sea a powerful fleet consisting of nineteen ships of the Royal Navy and six merchant vessels, including the Sampson and the Royal Exchange, in both of which Rainborowe had an interest. The fleet’s admiral was the Earl of Lindsey, a nobleman with plenty of experience of naval matters, if rather less experience of success: he had been vice admiral of the fleet that went with the Duke of Buckingham on his disastrous 1627 expedition to the Île de Ré and admiral of the fleet that tried and failed to relieve the Huguenots of La Rochelle in 1628.

On March 30, 1635, the Lords of the Admiralty signed an order appointing William captain of Lindsey’s flagship, the Merhonour. Lindsey came aboard on May 26, and the fleet set out at the beginning of June, causing William to miss his daughter’s wedding: Martha was married to Thomas Coytmore at St. John’s, Wapping, a week later.

This first ship-money fleet spent the summer and autumn cruising up and down the Narrow Seas, as England’s territorial waters were known. Lindsey’s orders were to protect fisheries and trade routes, to look for pirates, and to chase away anyone who presumed to keep a guard on British territorial waters. As for exactly how he might do this, the king left it to Lindsey’s own discretion, “who, with the advice of a well-chosen council of war of experienced commanders, will be best able to resolve upon emergent occasions what is fittest to be done.” In any event, there were no emergent occasions, and by the beginning of October, when the fleet arrived back at its anchorage in the Downs, off the southeast coast of England, it had seen no action.4

William’s appointment as Lindsey’s flag captain caused resentment among gentlemen officers of the navy who weren’t accustomed to having a Wapping mariner promoted over them. And he didn’t trouble to ingratiate himself with them once they were ashore. On November 23 he fired off a single-page proposal to the Lords of the Admiralty explaining why the navy’s cherished practice of having galleries around the sterns of larger warships was a big mistake. These covered walks, built out from the captain’s cabin and extending around the port and starboard quarter to provide private promenades for the captain, were usually carved and gilded or painted, external, and very public expressions of their user’s status. As far as William was concerned, they were a dangerous waste of space. A gallery was an easy target, he said, “being made of elm timber and very much dried in the sun and very apt to take fire.” If the enemy was in musket range, then quenching that fire put men’s lives at unnecessary risk, and if it spread, the fire could destroy the entire vessel. A gallery was heavy, it made a ship leaky and rotten, and it reduced the number of guns that could be placed in the stern.5

And what could be said in its favor? Two things: “the grace of the ship, and the commodity [convenience] and pleasure of the captain.” But a ship could be graceful without a gallery; the guns that replaced it would be just as beautiful. As for the captain’s comfort, said William, “I believe all men that know the sea will acknowledge that if the galleries be taken away there will be commodity and pleasure sufficient for the captain.” A real mariner didn’t need such fripperies, in other words.6

It says something for William’s reputation that the Lords of the Admiralty took his proposal very seriously. It was presented to them in early December, and they immediately consulted with the Navy Board, a separate body responsible for building and repairing the king’s ships and for administering the dockyards. The officers of the board sent the proposal to several master shipwrights and to William’s fellow elder brethren at Trinity House. On January 15, 1636, the board reported back, advising compromise: when a warship was brought into dry dock, shipwrights should take the opportunity to rebuild its gallery so that it didn’t project out too far beyond the stern and to replace the side galleries with guns. This would reduce the risk of fire and make the stern quarters more defensible. But as to removing galleries altogether, said the members of the Navy Board, “we are of opinion . . . that it will much diminish the beauty of his Majesty’s ships.”7

So galleries were kept. The same couldn’t be said for Rainborowe’s admiral. By the time the second ship-money fleet went out “on the cruise” in May 1636, the Earl of Lindsey had been replaced (much to his distress) by a man completely inexperienced in naval matters, the courtier Algernon Percy, tenth Earl of Northumberland. William kept his place as flag captain, transferring to the Triumph (a ship that boasted a positively “exorbitant” gallery, according to a fellow officer).8

The 1636 fleet was the most powerful ever fitted out from England. There were twenty-four warships and three merchantmen, carrying nearly 4,700 men and a formidable array of weaponry. Unlike the previous year’s expedition, Northumberland’s was provided with detailed and hierarchical instructions on how to proceed against the enemy in the event of a sea fight: “The Admiral to join fight with their Admiral, the Vice-Admiral with their Vice-Admiral, and the Rear-Admiral with their Rear-Admiral.” Within each of the fleet’s three squadrons, the orders stipulated who was to provide support and what support they must provide.9

The authoritative tone of Northumberland’s fighting instructions wavered a little at the end, when after pages and pages detailing exactly who was to do what to whom and in what order, the unknown author slipped in the admission that “the uncertainty of a sea fight is such that no certain instructions can be given.” Which must have left the inexperienced Earl of Northumberland a little confused. But not his flag captain, who knew better than to rely on theory when it came to the practice of war at sea.10

The expedition proved more successful than the previous one. William took the Triumph down toward the Scilly Isles, where Northumberland received word that a French fleet was off the coast of Brittany and decided to intercept it. But instead of the French, the Triumph found stormy weather. Viscount Conway, who was aboard, described to a friend with gleeful relish how the ship’s chaplain “endures the sea like an apostle,” while the apothecary was trying to bribe the crew to put him ashore somewhere, anywhere, he didn’t care where as long as he could stand on dry land again. “We were one night sitting down to supper,” Conway told his correspondent, “when a tumble of the ship flung all the dishes on the ground. Dowse [a colleague] let go the hold of a post to take up a shoulder of mutton, but his unsteady footing made him sit down in the sauce of one dish with his feet in the buttered meat of another.”11

By the beginning of July, William and the Triumph were back in the Downs with the rest of the fleet. There was no sign of the French, and the weather was still awful. There they waited for several weeks, their days enlivened by an occasional visit from the shore. “Came six or seven wenches of the country aboard this ship,” wrote Conway from the Triumph, “and by foul weather were kept here two days.” They were accompanied by three or four men “that took great care of their maidenheads,” he went on, commenting wryly that no one thought to protect the girls from their gallant guards. Another of the ships received two or three boatloads of women, all in their best clothes and oblivious to the wind and rain, who feasted and danced with the sailors all day.12

Eventually, the fleet weighed anchor and sailed up along the east coast toward the great North Sea herring fisheries. One of Northumberland’s main objectives was to force the Dutch herring fleets, which were believed to take a catch worth £1 million a year off the English coast, to accept that they required licenses from the English Crown and that they had to pay duty in acknowledgement of the king’s “sovereignty and hereditary dominion in his seas.” The fleet was quite successful, dishing out more than a hundred licenses, intimidating the Dutch men-of-war that guarded the herring buses, and generally reminding the world that England was reclaiming its territorial waters. “We shot one day so many cannon,” wrote Conway
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