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Author’s Note

The story told in this book occurred in an age before uniform standards of spelling, grammar, and typography had been established. While original orthography does help preserve some of the texture of the age, archaic spelling can also be disorienting for readers unaccustomed to the distinctive patterns of early modern writing. I have adopted a compromise. In the service of clarity, I have standardised quotations from primary sources. Most idiosyncrasies of spelling and some unusual formatting features are preserved, but I regularise the alphabet, some confusing punctuation, and most quirks of typography, such as the capitalisation of nouns and italicisation of names, which was routine in this period but can be distracting to the modern eye. Italics for emphasis or which have some effect on meaning have been preserved. Contracted and dashed words and names have silently been expanded, superscripted letters silently lowered, and ampersands routinely standardised to ‘and’. The old method of denoting pounds by an ‘l’ has been replaced by the modern symbol ‘£’. Underlined text in handwritten letters has been italicised, as have the titles of books. In the spirit of authenticity, all reported speech is quoted verbatim from contemporary documents. Unless otherwise stated, all dates are given in the ‘old-style’ Julian calendar used in England until 1752, but with the new year beginning on 1 January and not 25 March.




Prologue

The Woman in the Vizard Mask

The summer of 1705 had been blisteringly hot. Farmland all across England’s southern pastures was slowly succumbing to drought. At Greenwich, on the southern banks of the Thames, the ageing polymath John Evelyn noted in his diary that ‘all the country was burnt up’.1 By the middle of June it had not rained in London for over a month. There was no wind. He could not remember having experienced such ‘exceedingly dry and hot’ weather for ‘many years’. The city streets reeked from the drying ooze of human waste and sweat.

A woman walked down Fetter Lane, in the busy legal district of Holborn. Through the dust and crowds she cut a striking figure. Observers described her as a shapely woman, ‘something taller’ than average and ‘pretty burley’,2 with an oval-shaped face, fair hair, and piercing black eyes. Swathed in a black robe, she was not dressed for the weather; yet her clothes nonetheless marked her out as ‘a very genteele woman’. Her stride was deliberate. She knew exactly where she was going, having walked this way before. Weaving through the throng of law students and merchants and booksellers who gathered on the street, she took a sharp left, abandoning the wide expanse of the main road for the ‘close abodes’ of Nevil’s Alley.3

It was like entering a different city. The dome of Christopher Wren’s new cathedral at St Paul’s loomed only half a mile to the east, still clad in scaffolding and ladders; but the woman could not have seen it. This warren of small alleys and courtyards had narrowly escaped the fire which had consumed much of the city some forty years earlier. The buildings here were hundreds of years old, jutting out into the street in a ramshackle mishmash of gnarled wood and plaster. The shade was welcome. Before long, though, her eyes adjusted and the grime of the place became visible. The woman had learned from her previous visits not to let this bother her. She marched over to an innocuous-looking building, pulled a ‘vizard mask’ of black velvet out of her bag,4 covered her face, and knocked on the door.

A robust Welshman answered, his hands blackened with ink. His name was David Edwards, a skilled printer with more than twenty years’ experience in the trade. On her previous two visits the woman had found only his wife, Mary, and promised to return another day. In turn, Mary had warned her husband to expect a suspicious-looking customer. Edwards dealt with plenty of shady types in his business and was a keen reader of people. Although the woman’s face was covered, he was struck by her voice, the melody of which he claimed to recall a full year later. The woman’s request was quite simple. She came with ‘copy to be printed’,5 producing when asked a hefty manuscript from her bag: not large sheets of paper, rather a thick wedge of small pages. Edwards glanced over the packet. Each page was folded down the middle, the left side densely packed with a neat italic script, and the right with occasional marginal jottings. With the exception of a few crossings out here and there, it was a tidy example of penman-ship and would pose no difficulties. In large writing at the top of page one was a title: ‘The Memorial of The Church of England Humbly offer’d to the Consideration of all True Lovers of our Church and Constitution’.6

While Edwards sat reading the first five or six pages of the manuscript, his visitor explained that this essay had been approved by some powerful men and ‘was for the advantage of the church’. Later, under very different circumstances, he claimed to have been shocked by what he read. Certainly the book would sell; but in the present climate it was simply too dangerous for him to print such a vicious polemic. Eyes were everywhere. Turning back to the woman, and noticing that she had not removed her mask, he ‘scrupled the doing of it and told her he had had a great deal of trouble already’. He mentioned George Sawbridge, over at the sign of the three fleur-de-lis in Little Britain. Why didn’t she take it to him? he asked, shuffling the woman towards the door. Sawbridge was Edwards’s go-to business partner when dealing with controversial texts. He would put his name on the covers of books that Edwards manufactured, keeping the printer out of the limelight.

‘By no means’,7 she replied, sidestepping the printer and taking a seat: ‘he had been spoke of for it, but not approved.’ If Edwards wanted to sell the book, he would have to do all the work himself. Eventually, ‘after some persuasion’ and ‘many arguments’, he agreed to take on the job. The woman assured him that ‘there was no harm in it’ and that this could even ‘be the making of him’. She would not reveal the identity of the author or authors of the manuscript when he asked, but alluded cryptically to men in high places who would ‘stand by’ him if necessary. Edwards would never meet them or know their names, she explained, but nor would he be entirely without allies. The printer would not forget this promise.

Having agreed in principle to print the book, Edwards now moved on to the terms of the deal. To have maximum impact the pamphlet would need to be printed and ready for sale within the fortnight. This would be pushing Edwards and his young press team to the limit; but with some extra labour they could manage it. In exchange for the rights to print the book, the masked woman demanded two hundred and fifty copies of the finished product. Edwards was free to keep any and all profits from the remainder of the print run and from any further editions of the text. The terms being settled, the woman passed over one half of ‘an indented paper as a token for the delivery’.8 This sheet had been cut in two along a jagged line. Edwards was only to hand over the books when a courier arrived bearing the corresponding half of the paper. Until then, the masked woman urged, Edwards was to keep this job secret. Nobody beyond his inner circle could know. With those words still ringing in Edwards’s ears, she stood, turned, and disappeared into the street.

Within days of printing The Memorial of the Church of England, Edwards was on the run, chased by government agents acting on the orders of the most important spymaster in the land. His wife, Mary, had already been taken into custody. ‘I wou’d have burnt the book before I had concern’d my self with it’,9 the printer later explained in a letter to his pursuers, ‘had I understood their drift.’ And yet why should Edwards regret not condemning a manuscript to the flames? Why should he need to flee his home and leave his business in tatters? After all, was this not the burgeoning age of enlightenment and liberty? Of ruthless satirists such as Jonathan Swift and of great thinkers such as John Locke and Isaac Newton?

Received wisdom tells us that by the start of the eighteenth century English letters had been ‘emancipated, and emancipated for ever, from the control of the government’. After the government licensing of books, newspapers, and pamphlets officially came to an end in 1695, the free press heralded in an era of open-mindedness, tolerance, and progress in the fields of politics, science, and philosophy. It was the birth of the modern age, we are told. The abolition of censorship has, in the words of the grandiose nineteenth-century historian and politician Thomas Babington Macaulay, ‘done more for liberty and for civilisation than the Great Charter or the Bill of Rights’.10

It is tempting to assume, like Macaulay, that social and political ‘progress’ followed a neat upward curve from darkness to enlightenment, helped by the emergence of a free press. Tempting but wrong. For modern ideals of free speech, pluralism, and toleration did not spring suddenly into being. Nor did traditional attitudes towards treason and sedition disappear overnight. By the time David Edwards was forced to abscond, England had been riven by more than a century of political and religious tribalism. Catholics and anabaptists, puritans and Presbyterians, royalists and radicals, deists and traditionalists all jostled for power and influence. In 1649 the nation had witnessed the execution of Charles I, an event which turned the world upside down. When his son and heir, Charles II, took the throne in 1660, he inherited a nation torn apart by the horrors of civil war.

The question facing Englishmen in the latter part of the seventeenth century was whether the principal threat to society now came from the Catholics, whose loyalties would always be split between their king and their pontiff, or from the Protestant dissenters, who refused to accept the orthodox teachings of the Church of England. This was an era in which church and state were intricately interwoven. Few believed that it was possible to dissent in matters of religion without also dissenting in matters of politics. In the popular imagination, Catholics would plot and scheme to overthrow their monarchs and enslave the nation to Rome. But equally the Protestant sects were believed to hold radical ‘levelling’ principles, overturning the hierarchical structures on which English society was founded, making all men as one.

These disparate factions converged into parties. All sides agreed that the kingless rule of Oliver Cromwell had been wicked and corrupt and that Catholicism was beyond the pale. Yet still the ideological conflicts of the civil wars raged on. Dissenters and broad-minded conformists gathered under the Whig banner to fight what they viewed as renewed tyranny and absolutism. Never a homogeneous group, their cause was the promotion of liberty in all its forms, as the ancient birthright of Englishmen. On the other side of the debate stood the Tories – conformists and churchmen all – for whom the path to civil war and anarchy was paved with religious dissent. Monarchy remained sacred in Tory doctrine and the king was owed blind, passive obedience by his subjects. Fanned by the growth of mass printed media, the flames of partisan conflict rose higher. By the time Queen Anne acceded to the throne in 1702, it was an accepted fact that ‘fire and water are less contrary than Whig and Tory’.11 These two conflicting visions split the nation in two. Scorn, hatred, fear: those were the emotions that dominated the world of Newton and Locke. Enlightenment England could be a very dark place indeed.

In this war of ideas, underground printers were the foot soldiers. Ever since the outbreak of civil war, printed pamphlets had been the principal vessel for public debate. Even after the end of official prepublication censorship in 1695, state authorities stayed keen to stifle the production of seditious books. Underground printers remained one step ahead of the censors only by using cloak-and-dagger techniques to keep their movements secret. Authors remained anonymous and printers, in an effort to protect their own identities, refused to put their names on books.

Reading became an elaborate game in this world of anonymous pamphlets, of rowdy coffeehouses and taverns, of secretive factions and plots. Using their wits, the most sagacious men and women could perceive the identity of an author from matters of style alone. But for ministers of state, discovering the person or persons responsible for any one particular book could require the use of spies and informants and the interception of letters. It could require bribery, intimidation, and extortion. For the men and women of the book trade, the stakes could hardly be higher. If caught printing seditious or treasonable libels, they faced imprisonment, fines, brutal physical punishment, even execution.

The case of The Memorial of the Church of England unravelled slowly and unsteadily. What initially appeared to be a single vicious screed transpired to belong to a much broader effort to undermine the government. The Memorial claimed to expose corruption, greed, and perversion in the corridors of power, a ‘hectick fever’ lurking in the bowels of church and state.12 It was written in such an astonishing manner that, within days of its release, the print run had been seized by the authorities and would soon thereafter be condemned to the flames. The public outcry over the pamphlet’s content triggered a nationwide manhunt for the author. But the energies released by this book would prove still more difficult to contain.

The man charged with investigating the case was no mere constable or local functionary. Robert Harley was among the most subtle, artful, and talented politicians ever to have lived. For Harley, the anonymity of The Memorial of the Church of England was not so much a prudent legal measure as it was a challenge. Under his eye, a confusing and contradictory array of evidence would slowly come to be moulded into something approaching a coherent narrative of events and motives, of actions and reactions. Where was the printer? What of the author? Who were they working for and what was their purpose? Following the paper trails and interrogating the Memorial as he would the witness to a crime, Harley began to coax out the book’s secrets. It would take all of his considerable skills to untangle this knot.

At each stage of the investigation, Harley took notes, rich in anecdotal detail and pathos. Our insight into the case and its characters owes everything to the survival of Harley’s papers and the verbatim accounts they contain. Thanks to these documents, the story of the Memorial is not merely one of pen and paper and ink, of a manuscript scratched out by candlelight or of printed pages issued from the press on Nevil’s Alley. It is a story of living, breathing people: of the printer David Edwards and his tenacious wife Mary, of the drunken satirists William Pittis and Ned Ward, of the slimy industrialist Sir Humphrey Mackworth, of the goggle-eyed crookback lawyer Henry Poley, of a mysterious tall gentleman wearing pale clothes and a stately, pale wig. It is the story of James Drake and Henry Sacheverell and Daniel Defoe, of young porters carrying letters across London, of government ministers fighting for their careers, of pitiless thugs raiding printshops and destroying equipment. As it was handed from person to person, the Memorial brought many into its orbit. Not all would make it out alive.

For years to come, the fates and fortunes of David and Mary Edwards would be interwoven with those of Harley in strange and unexpected ways. When the woman in the vizard mask knocked on their door on that hot summer afternoon, the printer and his wife found themselves thrust into the centre of a dangerous game. Before the end, this couple, chased from their home by government agents, would themselves become the chasers. They could not have predicted the events that would follow, nor where the swirling currents of political intrigue would carry them. Nonetheless, knowingly or not, they had been preparing for this game their entire lives.
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Part One



A TIME OF SCRIBBLE
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CHAPTER ONE

Land Pirates

London. 2 July 1683. It was Monday morning and members of the Stationers’ Company were gathering for their regular session at Stationers’ Hall. The hall itself was a tall, imposing structure, all high windows and clean neoclassical lines set into a courtyard just off Paternoster Row, near St Paul’s churchyard. Members of the Company now gathered in the courtroom, nestled into private gardens between the main building and the city walls. Rules demanded that the doors be bolted against intruders. It was important that the dealings of the court should remain a secret. The Company maintained a lucrative monopoly over the English book trade: it was impossible to become a printer or publisher without first becoming a ‘freeman’ of the Company by serving a seven-year apprenticeship with one of its members. For more than a century the Company had restricted the ‘art or mistery of impressing or printing any book’ to its own number,1 thereby protecting the book trade from unruly outsiders. Any member caught leaking the ‘lawful secrets,2 conferences or consultations’ negotiated in the court session could be fined or dismissed.

Outside the courtroom, in a small adjoining antechamber, four boys lined up with their soon-to-be masters. The book trade was a great social leveller. These boys were the sons of butchers and gentlemen, clothworkers and yeomen. But henceforth, if they worked hard, their careers would be in the printing business. One by one, at the end of a lengthy court session that ranged over personal grievances, stock payments, and the election of new Company officials, each of the boys stepped forward, paid his fee to the wardens, and swore obedience to his new master, who in turn promised to care for the boy for the duration of his apprenticeship and educate him in the art of printing. Young David Edwards was the last to approach the court and give his vow.3 The Company secretary recorded his payment and the duration of his apprenticeship in the ledger. And with that, at the wardens’ signal, Edwards and his new master Thomas Braddyll stepped out of the courtroom into the summer dust.

The other boys had not come far: one had travelled from the Cotswolds, another from Sussex, and the third was local to Kingston-upon-Thames, just a morning’s ride from the city. Edwards, on the other hand, was a long way from home. Some two weeks earlier he had set out from his family household in the sleepy hamlet of Bodfari, tucked into the north-eastern corner of Wales, a few miles outside Denbigh. Visiting Bodfari in the seventeenth century, one would find a cluster of four or five houses around the tower of St Stephen’s church. The altar and font had been replaced before the outbreak of civil war, in 1635, although the imposing bell tower – ‘rather too stately for the church’, according to Dr Johnson – was much older. The second-largest structure in the village, now a pub, was built up against the churchyard. Across the road, ‘surrounded by masonry,4 with steps to go down into it’, was the holy well of Ffynnon Ddeier, where the villagers worshipped on Ascension Day. Ancient Celtic traditions remained alive and well in this corner of rural Wales. Here, as an infant, Edwards would have been ‘dipt up to his neck at three of the corners of the well’ while a live cockerel was offered to the saints to prevent him crying in the night.5 In his notes on the parish, the anti-quarian Edward Lhuyd recorded the continuance as late as 1699 of this bizarre local rite.

About Edwards’s early life in Wales little is known. Although the baptism of his father, Thomas Edwards, is recorded in 1640 in the parish register, the next thirty years of records are missing. Given that seventeen was the usual age at which boys started their apprenticeships, Edwards was very likely born in 1666. Thomas Edwards was a minor local yeoman, so he probably could not have afforded to send David to a good school across the border in Cheshire. Whatever education he received was probably pieced together from visiting tutors and possibly from a period of more formal schooling in Denbigh. He was a bookish child. Despite its remote location, Bodfari had ample connections to London printing. Five miles to the west lived Robert Salusbury of Galltfaenan Hall, a local gentleman whose two sons, Thomas and John, were now finishing their apprenticeships with members of the Stationers’ Company: Thomas with Nevill Simons and John with Thomas Cockerill. John regularly sent books back to his father, who shared them with his neighbours and cousins at Lleweni Hall,6 a mere half-hour stroll from Bodfari. Edwards may well have heard tales of these local boys made good. By his seventeenth birthday he had decided to pursue a career in the book trade. And that meant moving to London.

By the time Edwards arrived in London there were around two hundred bookshops scattered across the city. These ranged in respectability from the neatly kept shops lining St Paul’s churchyard, where one could find Samuel Pepys flicking through recently published plays and poems by John Dryden or Aphra Behn, to rickety stalls and warehouses where topical pamphlets were stacked in ‘columns of scandal [that] reach’d the ceiling’.7 Up Cornhill the suppliers of newspapers rubbed shoulders with foreign merchants at the Royal Exchange. Jonathan Swift grimly imagined future readers searching everywhere for his works,8 only to find them among the vast selection of second-hand and remaindered titles sold on Duck Lane, in the district of Little Britain.

North of the city walls, beneath the trees of Moorfields and all along the railings of Bethlem hospital, were ‘stalls of second-hand booksellers,9 where antiquaries rummaged for black-letter tracts’ and ‘slips of ballads fluttered in the breeze’. Among the men and women hunting for bargains one might spot the poet-physician Samuel Garth or the scientist Robert Hooke, who, a decade later, was appalled to discover nearly a hundred of his old friend Robert Boyle’s ‘chymicall bookes’ lying exposed ‘on the railes’.10 Hawkers touted their wares on the street and sold the latest pamphlets and newspapers to interested passers-by. Even the illiterate became acquainted with printed matter, when lighting pipes, lining pie dishes, or using the privy.

Despite this general familiarity with print, few beyond the capital had any idea about how books were made. Edwards himself had no knowledge of the intricacies of printing before he moved to London. After one ingenious printer called Peter de Peene invented a miniature press, ‘no bigger than a common hour glass’,11 he was encouraged by friends ‘to put this press into a box, with some ink and letters, and go about the countries to shew the art of printing to the country people’. For most Londoners, too, the internal workings of a printing house remained something of a mystery. When Edwards first arrived at Braddyll’s workshop in Bull’s Head Court off Jewin Street, just a stone’s throw from the notorious epicentre of Grub Street, he discovered a nondescript building with one curious detail: the windows were filled not with glass, but with translucent waxed paper. They let in light but stopped pedestrians from snooping. This was to be his new home, where he would work, sleep, eat, drink, and study under the watchful eye of his master for the next seven years.

The first impression on entering Braddyll’s house would have been one of purposeful activity. Up against the windows on the ground floor were vast slanted cases of type separated into different sizes: capitals in the upper case, and standard roman and italic in the lower case. Compositors stood upright at the cases, silently plucking out individual letters and arranging them into words and lines on their composing sticks. Once full, the sticks were carefully emptied into a wooden frame called a galley and, once the galley was filled with an entire page of text, secured with string. Having completed enough galleys to cover one side of a sheet, the compositor would fix them together and pass the resulting ‘forme’ on to the pressmen.

It was skilful work, demanding nimble fingertips, good eyesight, a deft sense of touch, and an obsession for detail. Letters needed to be the correct way up. Lines had to be consistent. Justifying text was an especially tricky job whereby the compositor would iron out tiny inconsistencies with slivers of blank type. Moreover, as Braddyll’s fellow printer Joseph Moxon observed in his detailed account of London book production in 1683, it was essential that compositors ‘should know where the author has been deficient’ so they could ‘discern and amend’ errors in the copy.12 The appearance of the page and accuracy of the text relied to a great extent on the skill and judgement of the compositor.

By the shaded northern wall of the next room, so that the pressmen ‘when at their hard labour in summer time,13 may be the less incommoded with the heat of the sun’, was the press itself. This hulking mass of wood and iron was the domain of two men whose work was as fast and physical as the compositors’ was careful and precise. The room smelt of ink and damp paper. Through the doorway Edwards could see one man using a pair of leather balls to beat an even layer of ink across a completed forme – neither too thin nor too thick – while his colleague laid a sheet out into a frame and folded it down over the inked forme. This was then rolled into the press by the second workman, who pulled the lever to bring down the ‘platen’, rolled the frame out again, removed the paper, and put it to one side. Meanwhile, the first pressman set about re-inking the forme for the next impression. Each stage had to be executed with precision. Only by ‘a pull of the same strength upon the same forme, with the same beating’, explained Moxon, could the printer be sure of producing a consistent impression.

When Edwards arrived it was high summer. Still there was a fire burning in the corner of the room. It was absolutely crucial that the printing house should remain free of damp. Freshly printed sheets of paper were strung up in rows along the ceiling. These could not be folded or collated until they had dried out. After being scrubbed of ink, blocks of type would be laid out to dry before the flames. As the nights grew colder, it was not uncommon for the violence of winter to freeze paper and type solid. If there was any moisture in the wood of the press,14 it could swell and distort the timber, causing the whole machine to seize up. And the cold affected the workmen as well as their tools. Waxed-paper windows did little to protect against the weather. Some years earlier, a scholarly author called Peter Heylyn complained that his book had been a victim of ‘extreme cold weather’ which had ‘benummed the fingers of the compositors,15 and dulled the eyes of the correctors’.

Cold weather was not the only thing that dulled their eyes. In the back room of the printing house were several kegs of beer, which was much safer drinking than the filthy city water. Drunkenness was all too common in the printing house, prompting some authors to object, as did Isaac Newton in 1709, that their printers were ‘mere sot[s]’.16 When Benjamin Franklin came over from Philadelphia to serve as a pressman and compositor,17 first with Samuel Palmer and then for John Watts at Wild Court, he observed that all the other printers ‘were great guzzlers of beer’ whereas he drank only water. ‘My companion’, Franklin reported disapprovingly, ‘drank every day a pint before breakfast, a pint at breakfast with his bread and cheese, a pint between breakfast and dinner, a pint in the afternoon about six o’clock, and another when he had done his day’s work.’ Each worker was required to pay a weekly drinks levy, known as the bienvenu. An alehouse boy would deliver the beer to Braddyll’s workshop at the weekend. Despite his refusal to share in the drinking, Franklin was still forced by his colleagues to cough up. The customs of the house were not optional.18

Some of these practices may have baffled Edwards at first. By ‘custom of time out of mind’, Moxon reported, each printing house was known by its workers as ‘chapel’ and was subject to a set of ‘chapel rules’. Although there is no record of the specific regulations enforced by Braddyll, Moxon offers some examples of rules ‘usually and generally accepted’ among London printers: swearing, fighting, abusive language, excessive drunkenness, leaving a burning candle unattended, and handling other workers’ tools were all off limits. These commandments were printed and pinned to the wall of the press room to remind the workforce of the code to which they had subscribed.19 The document would be signed by all the regular and journeymen printers, who promised to comply with the rules. An example contemporaneous with Edwards’s apprenticeship records specific rules for apprentices, mainly regarding junior tasks and house-keeping. ‘The youngest prentice of this room, every Wednesday and Saturday,20 that he neglects the sweeping, and carrying the dirt out of this said room, forfeits two pence.’ More serious offences such as brawling or ‘playing at any game in the printing house’ demanded a fine of sixpence. Money raised through fines went to drink.

On his arrival at Bull’s Head Court after the ceremony at Stationers’ Hall, Edwards would have been forced to undergo an elaborate initiation ceremony to become a ‘Cuz, or Deacon’ of the printing house. Having approached the most senior workman while clutching a wooden sword, ‘the boy kneels,21 and the father of the chapel, after exhorting him to be observant of his business, and not to betray the secrets of the workmen, squeezes a spunge of strong beer over his head’, at which point the workmen ‘walk round him, singing the Cuz’s anthem’, a nonsensical sing-song word game chanting through all the vowels and consonants in order: ‘Ba-ba; Be-be; Bi-bi; Ba-be-bi; Bo-bo; Ba-be-bi-bo; Bu-bu; Ba-be-bi-bo-bu’, and so on. Afterwards, Braddyll would have been expected to put on a lavish supper for his workmen. It was not the only feast Edwards would enjoy. Each year, when the dark evenings of autumn approached, the journeymen would replace the paper windows and begin working by candlelight. To mark the occasion, tradition demanded, in Moxon’s telling, ‘the master printer gives them a way-goose;22 that is, he makes them a good feast, and not only entertains them at his own house, but besides, gives them money to spend at the alehouse or tavern at night’.

Almost nothing is known about Braddyll’s character. Was he generous to young Edwards or a niggardly master? Was he lean or plump, dark or fair, cowardly or bold? Like most in his profession, he exists half-obscured by the centuries. But evidence suggests he had a radical streak. In 1680 Nathaniel Ponder, the nonconformist publisher of John Bunyan’s hugely successful Pilgrim’s Progress, accused Braddyll of printing a surreptitious edition of the book in ‘a base old letter,23 almost worn out, hardly to be read’, and denounced him and his workmen as a bunch of ‘land pirates’. Others were less hostile. The Whig bookseller John Dunton fondly described him as ‘a first-rate printer’ who was ‘religiously true to his word,24 and faithful to the booksellers that employ him’. ‘I dealt with him for many years, and have not only found him just, but as well accomplished for all the parts of his business as any other printer I can name.’ He also recalled at least one occasion on which, when pressed by government agents, Braddyll denied all knowledge of a large run of seditious books that Dunton had ‘burned in an oven’ to avoid discovery.

When Edwards joined the workshop in 1683, Braddyll was still recovering from his latest brush with the law. Over the past few years there had been numerous run-ins with the authorities:25 in November 1680 he had been censured for printing radical pamphlets for the bookseller Richard Janeway; in the summer of 1681, he was reported to the Stationers’ Company for breaching the regulations concerning ‘a presse in a hole’ – which is to say, an unregistered clandestine press; and in that December he had refused entry to a crew of government henchmen, who were ‘reflected on and abused’ by his workmen. This more recent incident was the most traumatic.

During the spring of 1683 Braddyll had been arrested for printing three sheets of a pamphlet which included a lengthy tirade against the reigning powers at court.26 He had been offered the job by a long-standing associate, a Baptist publisher called Francis Smith. The fact that Smith was cautiously splitting the job between several printers ought to have rung alarm bells. While in jail, Braddyll was visited by a notorious agent of the king’s, a man called Roger L’Estrange. As the chief government censor and ‘bloodhound of the press’, L’Estrange took Braddyll’s indiscretion extremely seriously. Facing a drawn-out spell in prison and the terrifying prospect of interrogation, the printer quickly offered L’Estrange information in exchange for his freedom. He knew the men responsible for the pamphlet, he told L’Estrange. He had met with them in a tavern on the other side of town. Their names were Thomas Dare,27 Samuel Harris, Aaron Smith, Samuel Starkey, Edward Whitaker, and Robert Ferguson. Most of the men belonged to the Green Ribbon Club, a secretive faction which met at the King’s Head tavern on Chancery Lane where its members plotted against the government of Charles II. L’Estrange could not think of a more extreme group of seditious republicans.

Braddyll’s association with Ferguson and his cronies places him near the centre of revolutionary politics in the 1680s. A few years earlier, Ferguson had become a prominent advisor to the Earl of Shaftesbury, who led calls to exclude the king’s Catholic brother and heir, James, Duke of York, from the line of succession, on account of his religion. They feared James would return the nation to Rome, and that the hard-won religious liberties of Protestants would be sacrificed to the Pope, who many dissenters believed was the Antichrist himself. Instead, Shaftesbury proposed that King Charles’s bastard son, the Protestant Duke of Monmouth, should become the next in line to the throne.

During a period that has since become known as the ‘Exclusion Crisis’, Shaftesbury and his followers, the Whigs, repeatedly attempted to secure Monmouth’s succession in law. After a last-ditch effort in the spring of 1681, when the king convened parliament at Oxford, Shaftesbury and the other Whig leaders began plotting more violent insurrection against the government. Ferguson took charge after Shaftesbury’s untimely death in January 1683, and orchestrated a wild scheme to assassinate the king and his brother as they returned to London from the Newmarket races, on a narrow lane near the Rye House at Hoddesdon in Hertfordshire.

Unfortunately for the conspirators, a major fire at Newmarket forced the royal party to leave the races several days earlier than planned, and they missed their opportunity. On 12 June, just three weeks before Edwards took his oath at Stationers’ Hall, the plot was betrayed from within. The authorities moved fast to swoop up the conspirators. Ferguson escaped to Scotland, where he found passage to the Netherlands and eventually joined Monmouth. Yet the prominent republican agitators Algernon Sidney and William, Lord Russell, were among those captured. On 21 July, Russell was dragged to the scaffold at Lincoln’s Inn Fields. His executioner Jack Ketch bungled the job hideously. Only the high-born were beheaded in this era – commoners suffered the more gruesome fate of being hanged, drawn, and quartered – so Ketch was no expert axeman. According to the executioner’s own testimony, Russell ‘somewhat heav’d his body’ as he struck the first blow,28 and the axe landed firmly in his shoulder. It took another two attempts to sever Russell’s head.

A key figure in the arrests was Sir Philip Lloyd, who had been running the investigation into the Rye House conspirators. At Sidney’s trial, the manuscript of his secret republican masterwork, Discourses Concerning Government, was brandished by prosecutors as a ‘witness’ to his crimes. It was Lloyd who had seized this damning manuscript from Sidney’s chest of private papers and presented it to the court. It was also Lloyd who, three days after the raid on Sidney’s house, stormed Braddyll’s workshop searching for a mysterious ‘hamper’ of papers which one of his spies claimed had been sent by the conspirators. The spy was wrong. Information soon surfaced that the hamper had in truth been dispatched to a different printer, John Darby, another sympathiser with the radicals whom L’Estrange believed to be ‘as dangerous and desperate an anabaptist as lives’.29

Edwards started his apprenticeship less than a fortnight after this raid on Braddyll’s workshop. The household was still recovering from the shock and, over the coming years, Braddyll kept his head below the parapet. His name does not appear on any books throughout 1683 and only once in both 1684 and 1685. Whatever Braddyll and his junior employees may have printed in those years, they kept their role secret. The young apprentice Edwards was trained in this furtive atmosphere. The friends Braddyll mentioned to L’Estrange were equally cautious. Aaron Smith was arrested with the other conspirators on 4 July; but Starkey and Thomas Dare had already fled to Amsterdam where they were met by their fellow Green Ribbon man John Locke. Dare’s house became the principal den of radicalism in Amsterdam.30 Ferguson was a regular visitor and Locke himself lodged there for a while. These exiled activists were eventually spurred into action after Charles II died peacefully on 6 February 1685, leaving his brother to succeed him as James II. Guided by Ferguson and his supporters, Monmouth laid plans for an invasion to the south of England, while his ally the Duke of Argyll attacked from Scotland. On 11 June, Monmouth landed at Lyme Regis carrying a declaration of his intent to claim the throne, drawn up by Ferguson.

Monmouth’s rebellion did not end well. Although he assembled a substantial ragtag force as he marched across the West Country, he was foiled within the month at Sedgemoor by James II’s superior army. On 15 July, he became, like his late friend Lord Russell, another victim of Jack Ketch. A puritan minister called Roger Morrice was present at the execution and conveyed the horror of the scene in his diary: ‘Catch [i.e. Ketch] strock five blowes,31 after the first blow Monmouth turned his head a little and looked up, and after the second or third blow spoak a word or two, when Catch seemed to intermitt or lay down the axe.’ The backlash against Monmouth’s allies was significant. More than 1,400 rebels were captured after the battle of Sedgemoor and now sat awaiting trial. Judge Jeffreys was dispatched to preside over the ‘bloody assizes’ at Winchester and Taunton, where he convicted more than a thousand rebels of treason. Many prisoners were transported to the West Indies, where disease or hard labour would claim their lives. But hundreds were sentenced to be hanged, drawn, and quartered. Their butchered remains were displayed in local markets and town squares, a dire reminder of the fate that attended rebellion.

It is impossible to know whether Braddyll was in any way involved with these tumultuous events, although his known associates place him just a heartbeat away from the action. Braddyll was an experienced member of the literary underground. He assisted the radicals by printing seditious books and, according to Dunton, by hiding or disposing of copies before they could be seized by government agents. If Edwards desired an education in the grubby trades of clandestine printing and betrayal, which so often went hand in hand, he could not have wished for a better master.

Although the duties of his apprenticeship kept Edwards busy from day to day, he must have been swept up by events in the city. Apprentices did not live cloistered away from public affairs. Under the terms of his contract to Braddyll, Edwards would have worked and studied from dawn till dusk, for which he received bed, board, clothing, and his education. But as a young man he would have been allowed an hour for dinner and could escape to the taverns in the evenings, to play dice and cards and dominoes, gossip about political affairs, and sing ballads and drinking songs late into the night.

It was a febrile atmosphere. Political commitments and allegiances were forged over mugs of ale and, once laid down, were difficult to escape. Back in 1681 several thousand Tory apprentices had presented a loyal address to Charles II, protesting against ‘the disloyal proceedings of ill-minded men’ among the Whigs and dissenters,32 whom they believed were plotting against their rightful king. John Dunton, though still in the final year of his apprenticeship, led a counter-attack. Incensed by ‘the vanity of [the Tory apprentices] boasting themselves the onely loyal young men of this city’,33 Dunton collected more than 20,000 signatures to present to the Lord Mayor of London, petitioning for a new parliament to be called. ‘If the Tory apprentices did all they could to ruin their country’, Dunton later recalled, then it was ‘the duty of the Whig apprentices to do all they could to save it’, even ‘to the last drop of our blood’.

Of course, that was not the end of the story. On 13 July, the Tory apprentices presented another address to the king, signed by 12,000 of their company, repeating their original declaration of loyalty. Accusations of foul play went back and forth: the Whigs alleged their opponents were being duped by a cabal that met each night at the Crown tavern in Ivy Lane; meanwhile Tories accused the Whigs of falsely inflating their address by bribing an unnamed ‘printer’s boy’ to gather random signatures:34 ‘he produced abundance, and is now ready to attest that the greater part of them were names of his own invention’.

Not all apprentices were satisfied by the formal to and fro of petitions and addresses. While some were content to protest peacefully, others wanted to take direct action. Apprentices on both sides of the political and religious divide were among the most active rioters of their time. During the unrest surrounding the final days of the interregnum, Samuel Pepys witnessed one such apprentice ‘gett a football (it being a hard frost)35 and drive it among the souldiers on purpose … many souldiers were hurt with stones, and one I see was very neere having his braines knockt out’. Throughout the early 1680s crowds of young Whig supporters marched through the streets of London braying anti-Catholic anthems, rallying around burning effigies of the Pope. In the spring of 1680 a
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