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GREENBERRY HILL by NICOLA HUNT  

 

Chapter 1  

Beginnings          

Everyone must have a beginning. This is his. Pushed into the world bloody and 

mottled, black hair plastered against his skull, a blink, a silence, lungs filling with 

the stale warm air of the confinement chamber. He sets up a mighty roar. His 

mother lies back exhausted against the cushions, her anxious face cranes to see 

the object of her pains. The women rush about, his gender announced: A boy! A 

prince! An heir! A smile from the small woman in the large canopied bed. Hands 

about his person, the unfamiliar feel of water on his skin, wrapped about in his 

first royal robes he is presented to his mother. Messages are relayed through the 

palace, A boy! A prince! An heir! A blink, a silence, lungs filling.  

They wonder, all who see him, how so petite a lady as Henrietta Maria could 

have been delivered of such an enormous child. And so dark. ‘He is so ugly that I 

am ashamed of him, but his size and fatness supply his want of beauty’ his 

mother writes. Something blonde and blue eyed would have been more 

fashionable. They cast about in the ancestors for someone to blame. The Guises, 

the Stuarts, the Bourbons, the Medicis.  

Around the royal crib they congregate in the mind’s eye, the absent family 

members, the long and recent ancestral dead gathering to admire the infant 

prince, jostling for position, quick to see themselves in the small newborn face. A 

Bourbon nose, a Medici eye, the promise of life anew. First to arrive are the 
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Stuarts, his father’s line; his grandpa King James I with his train of pretty boys, 

his beloved favourite ‘Steenie’ George Villiers Duke of Buckingham; ‘the enigma 

of the world’ his tomb proclaims; ‘the blight of England’ men grumble. Stabbed 

with a tenpenny knife in Portsmouth two years since, ducal gore glimmers 

against ostentatious costume as he peers in to the royal crib. Next his paternal 

great grandmamma Mary Queen of Scots with her train of husbands, blundering 

in like the beautiful moth she is. She began so well, a glittering marriage to 

Francis the Dauphin of France but then, Darnley, but then Bothwell. Tut tut. She 

was alas too much her father’s daughter, too much Stuart emotion and 

insufficient Guise guile. And here comes her father, great, great Grandpapa James 

V of Scotland and his capable and astute queen Marie of Guise, behind them 

thrice great grandpa James IV and his queen Margaret Tudor. Thrice great uncle 

Harry Tudor lumbers in at the rear trailing the heads of his wives, the hearts of 

his subjects, the soul of his kingdom.  

Turn instead to his maternal kin. Grand-père Henri IV of France le bon roi Henri, 

le vert gallant, first of the Bourbons. This is more promising; a man beloved of his 

people, and his mistresses, of which there appear to be an inordinate number, 

and an accompanying throng of children both legitimate and otherwise. An 

unseemly push and shove for position is averted only by Henri’s natural talent to 

charm and sooth, to amuse, to seduce. The ladies are accommodated alongside 

his still living queen Maria de Medici, under his heavy lidded eye and amused 

smile they coo in unison to the prince in the cradle. Happily these wraiths of the 

imagination bring with them no earthly odour – le bon roi Henri, good humoured 

and charming, was rumoured to smell like a goat. The prince gurgles. Perhaps his 
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royal nose can detect that which our less rarefied olfactory systems fail to 

discern. Whatever his perfume might be, Henri can trace his line back to Louis IX: 

Saint Louis. That beatific gentleman, hair shirted and with a crusader’s gleam in 

his eye shimmers over the gathering, sword in one hand scourge in the other. 

Clad in cloth of gold, cloth of silver, velvets, silks and jewels, this firmament of 

royal phantoms clusters around the royal cradle. Anointed with the holy chrism, 

invested and crowned, regal and deified they view the newborn result of their 

schemes and plans, plots and marriages, alliances and treacheries.  Kings of 

France, kings of Scotland, kings of England. Lately arrived and distantly 

manifesting at the rear we can make out Henry VII, the upstart Tudor, and his 

queen Elizabeth of York, the Plantagenet heiress, whose gift to the infant is his 

thimbleful of true Plantagenet blood, his lineage to the great line of English 

Plantagenet kings. One day he will join their ranks. Today, 29th May 1630 he is 

born. One day he will be Charles II King of England.  

This is what it is to be royal: your lineage drilled into you from the cradle, a list of 

begots and begats like the Old Testament. Here are your ancestors, to them and 

to God you owe your place in the world. Here are your relatives, your cousins 

foreign and domestic, know them for they are your supporters and your 

detractors, your allies and your enemies, your victory and your defeat. If there 

are arguments and disputes amongst you it as well to secure an alliance to one 

before you declare your enmity to another. Wars between kings have 

traditionally been largely a matter of family dispute. Increasingly, since thrice 

great uncle Henry Tudor’s acrimonious divorce, they tend to be religious in tone. 

Increasingly the power of parliament has become a stumbling block to royal 
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prerogative. Thrice great uncle Henry would not have stood it for a moment, but 

thrice great uncle Henry is long gone and times are different now.  

Despite the queen’s own Catholic lineage, her beliefs and their marriage treaty, 

King Charles I, the proud father of the infant in the cradle, has promised 

parliament that the royal children will have a good Protestant upbringing. He 

had tried to insert the Catholic Lady Roxburgh into the nursery as a placatory 

gesture to his wife, but parliament bounced the good lady out and replaced her 

with Lady Dorset. Thus it is a good Protestant governess who holds sway over 

the heir, a good Protestant wet nurse who suckles him, six good Protestant 

rockers, working in shifts, who rock him, and an army of good Protestant 

servants who tend his needs. Emerging from her reverie, his mother approaches 

the cradle and the press of royal shades dissolves and nothing remains but dust 

motes twinkling in the air. Steenie, being the most recently departed, is the last 

to go, his handsome visage floats and glimmers, lingers and stains the memory. 

The royal mother rubs her eyes. She has had her lying in at St James, it is quieter 

than Greenwich where last year’s prince was born a year ago yesterday. Last 

year’s child was small and frail and died, this year’s child is lusty and strong. 

Both were called Charles, almost everyone is these days. Her mother Maria 

Medici sent from France the green satin hangings for her childbed, the cradle is 

adorned with taffeta and ribbons. In it the prince is free to kick and move as he 

pleases, the French royal family do not subscribe to the English habit of 

swaddling their infants; a barbarous custom, but then England is in many ways 

to the French mind a barbarous country. Not so barbarous as Scotland of course, 

but a cold, northern, Protestant place all the same. Bourbon lips purse at the 
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thought of the English, brows are drawn down, heads shake. The principal 

problem with the English, from the French perspective, is their unfortunate 

Protestantism. The principal problem with the French, from the English 

perspective, is their unfortunate Catholicism. It is on account of these religious 

differences that the marriage negotiations between the new mother and father 

were long winded in the extreme.  

When old men lament the behaviour of their children or the present fashions, or 

the manners at court they talk wistfully about ‘the days of Good Queen Bess’, or 

begin on their catalogue of complaints by shaking their gnarly locks and 

speaking of ‘the days of the old king’, as though the reigns of monarchs top and 

tail all men and their doings in a neat and ordered fashion; as though with each 

new prince we begin England anew like a fresh page in an old book. This we 

know to be false. The king may be dead but the lives of his subjects trundle on 

just the same, much as we might wish it we cannot bury courtiers, politics, 

alliances and enmities along with the corpse. There is a period of adjustment, an 

unseemly scramble for favour, a denying of past allegiances, an unpicking the of 

past for a new future.  History is made up of men’s lives, and life is an untidy, 

messy and unruly business. Thus it is that though a new king has just been born 

we must first address the untidy past that has created his present.  

The father of the large ugly baby in the taffeta trimmed crib, King Charles I, is 

quietly pleased and somewhat amazed that this enormous child should have 

sprung from his loins. He grew up a stunted and rickety weed in the shadow of 

his elder brother Henry, the glorious and golden bloom of the house of Stuart. 

Everyone adored Henry, and Henry, being used to such treatment expected it as 
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his due. The boy Charles followed suit laying down his slavish admiration for his 

sibling to wipe his feet withal. Henry treated his younger brother with sneering 

scorn, outright cruelty or tolerant indifference depending on his mood. When 

Henry died age eighteen in 1612 the world stopped. The royal parents were far 

too distressed to attend the funeral and thus the role of chief mourner fell to 

twelve-year-old Charles. Charles-the-spare now found himself Charles-the-heir, 

and was created Prince of Wales in a lack lustre ceremony where the dead prince 

was conspicuous by his absence. Where before strode the handsome Henry, 

quick of wit, lively of mind lissom of limb, (and also priggish, proud and violently 

Protestant) now scuttled stuttering Charles. King James shuddered at his loss: 

that God should take from him such a son and yet spare this creeping thing 

Charles. It is a riddle that defies all human understanding. With the exception of 

siring his children and writing a treatise for the education of his heir, James had 

pursued a course of having as little to do with them, and their mother, as 

possible. At the time of his marriage to Anne of Denmark, King James fancied 

himself in a state of married bliss. However the novelty of female flesh soon grew 

stale and he quickly returned to his natural inclination for vigorous young men.  

So, by the time Charles-the-unpromising Prince of Wales is twenty, James is 

settled with the great love of his life, George Villiers, whom James has raised 

through the peerage at a dizzying rate of knots. Presently George rejoices in the 

title of Marquis of Buckingham, the smart money says he will be created a duke 

by the end of the year. James calls him Steenie after St Stephen, the apostle with 

the face of an angel. Steenie calls his royal lover his ‘dear Dad’. The inseparable 

pair continue as contemptuous of Charles as brother Henry had been and 
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exclude him from their society. As James grows older, frailer (and, men say 

amongst themselves, dafter) an adviser to Buckingham- one Sir Francis Bacon, 

brings to his patron’s attention the fact that King James must eventually die and 

then the Charles-the-unpromising will be king. To this end Steenie develops a 

policy of defending the Prince of Wales to his dear Dad and including Charles in 

royal pastimes. Steenie and James bestow upon the twenty-year-old heir to the 

throne the affectionate appellation of Baby Charles. This being the first 

appellation of an affectionate nature of which Baby Charles has ever been 

possessed, he grows bold and fancies himself in want of a wife. He declares he 

had settled his heart on the Spanish Infanta, Dona Maria, he is enamoured of her 

portrait and besides which the British crown are in need of some Spanish 

goodwill to help out with their family affairs in Bohemia. Thus it is, in pursuit of 

this political and matrimonial goal that he and Steenie set forth on an ill-advised 

expedition of knight errantry under false names and false beards in February 

1623. They are arrested at Canterbury for suspicious behaviour, over-tipping a 

ferryman so vastly that that humble fellow, astounded at a twenty shilling piece 

for a simple crossing, and suspecting their curiously mobile facial hair and barely 

suppressed giggles, thinks they must be French spies. A curious idea of French 

espionage the English peasantry have. Questioned they give their names -with 

further suppressed guffaws  - as John and Thomas Smith – and when this is met 

with suspicion they disclose their true identities, bid farewell to their 

confounded captors and journey on to Dover.  

The Privy Council are, to a man, horrified that the heir to the throne has been 

permitted to make this scandalous and dangerous trip. The news of the incident-
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of-the-beards does nothing to ease their perturbation. Grumblings, muttering 

and forebodings are the business of the day. Fucking Villiers! Lord High Admiral 

and Master of the Horse and what do we get? Schoolboy jokes and encouraging the 

Prince of Wales to go poncing about in false beards. What will befall us if the heir is 

killed or kidnapped? How shall we shift if the Spanish or the French or the Pope 

should seize him?  The ambassadorial channels from Venice to London are abuzz 

with outrage and disbelief – it is the concerted opinion of the diplomatic world 

that King James must have lost his wits entirely in permitting his heir to 

undertake so dangerous and foolhardy an enterprise.  

Arrived at Paris the pair, oblivious to the ministerial misery they have 

engendered, and with their minds still running on hirsute disguises, purchase the 

biggest periwigs they can find. In this condition they get themselves admitted as 

foreign tourists to jostle with a crowd of spectators watching the French royal 

family dine and dance. Lord Herbert the English Ambassador is alerted to this 

shocking breach of protocol by an eagle eyed linen woman who has done 

business in London and recognises the prince. A tidy sum for her to keep her 

mouth shut, a swift dispatch to Messrs Smith to encourage them out of France 

with all speed. A near heart attack for Herbert. Fucking Villiers, he expostulates, 

periwigs indeed! This could have occasioned the most terrible breach of relations, 

the most calamitous of repercussions. King Louis XIII is hopping mad at this 

underhand incursion on his court, gnashing his double row of teeth and 

stuttering out red-faced oaths. The Bohemian business, which has prompted this 

covert royal embassy to Spain, concerns Charles’ sister Elizabeth and her 

husband Frederick, who have fled to Holland having been booted off their 
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thrones by the Catholic Hapsburgs and a Spanish army. It is the Prince of Wales’ 

intention to wheedle the restoration of the royal pair by way of marriage to the 

Infanta. But whilst we presently have our sights set on the Spanish, it doesn’t do 

to piss off the French. The French also have armies, influence and unmarried 

daughters. In the event the Spanish expedition is a failure. Arrived at Madrid the 

prince casts his heart at Dona Maria’s feet, Dona Maria twitches her Hapsburg lip 

and draws down her Hapsburg chin and says she will never marry a heretic. 

Messrs Smith return downcast to England, where, in their absence Buckingham 

has now been made a duke. The smart money collect their winnings. 

Buckingham collects another slice of England and the enmity of jealous men. In 

fact this eccentric expedition was the brainchild of the prince rather than 

Steenie. Dona Maria’s disdain shakes the Prince of Wales’ budding confidence. On 

the political front he repents his overtures to Spain and declares he will wage 

war on them. On the emotional front he is humiliated by his overtures to Dona 

Maria and cleaves all the closer to Steenie.  

The handsome favourite’s stratagem regarding Baby Charles proves fruitful. The 

old king dies, and, arrived at man’s estate King Charles I takes no mistresses. 

Instead he has his Steenie. The father’s bumboy passed down to the son like a 

tarnished heirloom. This second incarnation as royal favourite is an affair of the 

spirit rather than the body. When Charles marries the French princess Henrietta 

Maria in 1625, Steenie is astute enough to realise that there can be only one 

queen at court. He is determined it should be himself. To this end he uses all 

opportunities to promote discord between the royal couple. This is not difficult 

to accomplish since Baby Charles has stumbled to manhood with the 
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understanding and capacity to form only one emotional bond at a time. His bond 

is with Steenie – there is no room for the diminutive French princess. The royal 

couples’ initial conjugal encounters are impersonal and cold: a duty for the 

getting of royal heirs. The chill from the bedchamber seeps into all their doings 

until they are barely on terms of the most basic civility with one another. There 

are arguments and antagonisms, misunderstandings and misinterpretations. The 

queen’s devout Catholicism and her train of monks, priests and French courtiers 

do not help matters. There are tussles over who should be included in her 

household. 

Steenie wants his kin to be made ladies of the queen’s bedchamber. This is only 

common sense, page one of courtier’s handbook – once you are over the wall, 

haul up your kith and kin behind you.  To sure up your power at court you must 

ensure that you can fill all advantageous positions with a family representative. 

Steenie has married (most advantageously) into the Manners family so now 

there are Villiers and Manners folk everywhere you look. They have the pick of 

the marriage market, they are bedding in to every family tree, they are on every 

committee, panel and board, they are created peers, they have perquisite, post 

and position and every pie has a Steenie sponsored finger in it. The queen, 

recognising the favourite as her enemy, scores the hated names off her 

household list. She presents her husband with her own list as they retire to bed 

one night. The king puts aside the list and informs her he will read it on the 

morrow. The little queen hops with impatience and thrusts the paper once more 

under the nose of her spouse.  
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‘Here, sir, is my list’ The queen informs her husband. ‘It contains persons of both 

French and English birth approved of by myself and my mother.’  

‘And what madam, has your mother to do with the matter?’ demands her 

husband. A fart for your list. I shall be master in my own house.’ 

The queen fires off letters to France bemoaning her situation. In Paris Cardinal 

Richelieu is furious. We made that alliance, he storms, expecting to marry 

England to France more than two individuals. He recommends Henriette Maria 

recall that she is a princess of France not a Paris fishwife and to behave as such. 

He awaits the happy news of heir. He has a long wait. And then quite out of the 

blue on the 23rd August 1628 comes news from Portsmouth where Steenie is 

about his military business. One John Felton, an army officer simmering with 

discontent at being overlooked for advancement and looking to do the country a 

bit of good, has gone out and bought a ten-penny knife. He has then walked to the 

Greyhound Inn where the duke is staying and calmly stabbed the royal favourite 

in the chest. Steenie stands a moment, astonished at this treatment, and then 

pucks out the blade shouting ‘Villian’ (as well he might) before staggering a pace 

or two and falling down dead. Proud of his work and unwilling for anyone else to 

take the credit, John Felton stands by the corpse and announces, ‘I am the man.’ 

Here is a great to do. The newly widowed duchess is shrieking and lamenting, 

parliament is a-buzz, a great portion of the nation is composing happy and ribald 

songs on the duke’s demise and King Charles I is inconsolable. And then the king 

remembers he has a wife. In due course there is a baby in the royal crib.  

And here he stands, that ugly baby of the taffeta trimmed cradle, here he stands 

at the age of forty-eight, grown to man’s estate and crowned King of England, 
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gazing out of the window in reverie of odd scraps of other people’s memories. 

These histories have been told to him in bits and pieces through his life. His own 

childhood memories of his Mam and Dad are of a most devoted and loving 

couple, although he is aware that things did not begin so well for them. A 

Catholic queen is a sticky prospect for the Protestant English, as he himself now 

knows. The sight of his mother’s monks filing into mass in 1622 set London by 

the ears; we shall be at the mercy of the papists; we shall be taken over by 

popery!  

Now it is 1678 and the English are saying much the same thing. The English view 

the Pope with more horror than they would the devil. For most of them the two 

are one.  

He lounges now in a rare moment of contemplation gazing out of an open 

window at the busy waters of the Thames. He is swarthy of complexion and 

looks more like a Medici than a Stuart. His eyes are dark, his face is supple with 

deep creases like well oiled leather. What remains of his hair, once lustrous, 

black and curling, is now grey and shaved, he has cast off his periwig, which lies 

on a nearby chair. He is over six feet in height and his restless nature and 

fondness for sports have kept him strong and trim of figure. His is amorous by 

nature, cynical and easy going, he is fond of women, and clocks, science, 

swimming, horticulture and horse racing and is skilled in all of these areas. He 

loves his dogs. He was named commander of his father’s armies at the age of 

twelve, and an exile at sixteen. He was eighteen when Parliament cut off his 

father’s head. He fathered his first child in his teens and presently (to his 

knowledge) he has five daughters and eight sons. None of them are legitimate: 
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four of the boys are called Charles. In 1651, after the battle of Worcester, he fled 

England in the guise of a servant. He knows what it is to be hungry. He knows 

what it is to have no shoes. He is a highly skilled sailor and can master any craft 

you give him. He hates writing letters; in exile he had to write too many, and all 

of them begging. He was restored to his throne in 1660 to great acclaim, but 

knows the English to be a fickle people. He is ambivalent about religion and 

prides himself on his ability to sleep through sermons. He loved his Dad but does 

not emulate him. He is a juggler and politician. Unlike Henre Quatre his 

assassinated grandfather, unlike Steenie the assassinated favourite, unlike his 

own executed father Charles I, he intends to die in his bed.  

Now he turns from the window and runs a hand over his shaved pate.  

“Where’s my wig Will?”  From the shadows steps forth Will Chiffinch, page of the 

bedchamber, keeper of the king’s closet, keeper of the king’s secrets, sniffer out 

of the secrets of others, spinner of stories, the Cerberus who guards the privy 

stair, pimpmaster extraordinaire and general factotum. In the land of the bribe 

and the backstair, Chiffinch is a man without equal, finding an abandoned royal 

wig is a simple task. Charles takes his wig and claps it on his head, whistles his 

dogs. It is his custom to take his daily constitutional in St James’ Park when he is 

at Whitehall. Once a royal game park, he has had St James’ modified along French 

lines, now there is a stylish ornamental canal (in which he is fond of swimming) 

and elegant walks for all to enjoy since he has opened the park to the public. His 

life, like that of all monarchs, is performed in public. Unlike his cousin Louis of 

France, he finds ceremony tedious in the extreme but understands its value. Nine 

tenths of being a king is being seen to be kingly. The other tenth, the part his 
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father lacked, is that all-important human touch. His affability is well known; he 

is the most approachable of kings. He is at once accessible and unknowable, his 

face unreadable, his thoughts unfathomable. The public business of the kingdom 

is done in parliament and at the council table to which he lends his enigmatic 

presence. The private business of the Kingdom is done in the quiet of his closet 

and through the ministrations of his Cerberus, the stealthy step of ambassador’s 

feet up the back stairs, the scratch of secret pens on covert treaties.  

‘Will’, he says, ‘I think we shall go to Windsor; the stink of the river here is 

become unbearable.’ It is August, hot and still and the Thames, that repository of 

all London’s filth, is assailing London nostrils with a noisome brew of rotted 

carcass, effluent and garbage.  

‘I can never abide an open window after April,’ Will comments, closing the 

casement with a firm hand. Will’s apartments are next to his masters, next to the 

backstairs that he guards. ‘Stinks like a St Giles privy out there,’ he remarks. A 

smirk twitches the royal lips. A pack of spaniels and one or two animals of mixed 

and uncertain parentage have collected about the royal person, tails waving in 

expectation of the coming walk, small feet pawing at the royal legs, a cacophony 

of excited snuffles and yelps as they stream out of the door through the jumble of 

palace buildings to the stone gallery and onwards towards the park.  

So, the King of England is taking the air in St James Park.  It is an everyday sight. 

In the course of moving from his private apartments to the park he has greeted a 

range of persons, dispensing smiles and nods and occasional words. He does not 

pause or check his step but moves at his own swift pace. Around him have 

gathered an assortment of men who will accompany him on his jaunt. He stands 



 15 

a good head taller than most of them, it befits a king to look kingly and he is 

majestic in his height. His royal father stood only as high as a woman. Charles the 

father tried to impose his majesty on his parliament, and the parliament took his 

head. Perhaps Charles the son, from his higher vantage point, can navigate a 

safer passage. Height of stature and length of leg made him hard to disguise in 

his days of peril. Now in his kingship they are advantages. He walks with a swift 

and easy gait amid a sea of small dogs and trails eddies and swirls of courtiers, 

petitioners, claimants - all trying to catch the royal ear. The daily royal walk is a 

mixed event – part exercise, part talking shop. It is a pleasant interlude in the 

day’s business – but business may be mooted. If you have an especial favour to 

beg, a scheme to float, a petition to bring to the royal attention, this is an ideal 

time to air it. In amongst conversation on fishing, or yachting, landscape 

gardening or yesterday’s play, whether the commons will vote through a bill, or 

the proper growing conditions for a pineapple - there is a place for you. He 

welcomes all comers and so walks not in the private royal gardens, but in the 

public park. Like all sports, there is an art to this. You must gauge your moment, 

be alive to the trend and tenor of conversation and mood. Ensure the substance 

of your plea be delivered concisely but not abruptly, the tone and timbre of voice 

must please and interest not assail the royal ear. Do not impinge the rules of 

civility. It is better to carry your notes in your head. Glancing down at parchment 

and paper you run the risk of stumbling over the spaniel who has stopped with 

out warning, as spaniels will, to relieve itself in your path. Worse, you might 

tread in the resultant mess, broadcasting its presence with each step and all your 

eloquence lost amid the stink. You will be known as dog-shit-Dick or turdy-

Thomas. This will not help your case and whilst you are swearing and hastily 



 16 

scraping your shoe on the grass, others surge forward to take your place. The 

royal leg strides out. The royal walk to the courtier's trot. His trot to your canter.  

This morning’s walk has barely begun before Christopher Kirkby, a chemist and 

sometime minor assistant in the royal laboratory, darts forth and presses into 

the royal hand certain papers and speaking in an undertone warns of secret 

plotters, enemies with designs upon the royal life.  

‘I am greatly afeared,’ says this chemist ‘your Majesty’s life is in great peril, even 

today, even whilst you walk in the park.’ 

He, Charles, raises his dark brows at this declaration, and glances at the paper in 

his hand. 

‘Well Mr. Kirkby. How might this be?’  

‘I fear your majesty might be shot at,’ says Kirby, looking anxiously about him, as 

though assassins might drop from the trees. ‘I fear it not safe for your majesty to 

be so much abroad in public places.’  

The king’s companions kick idly at the grass and glace with impatience at this 

sweating interloper who has inserted his person between them and the royal 

ear. Charles folds the paper without reading it and, placing it in his pocket, bids 

the chemist to go to his private apartments.  

‘Tell Mr. Chiffinch I gave you leave to wait in the bedchamber.’  Then he turns 

easily toward his courtiers and calmly recommences his morning constitutional, 

idly chatting of this and that.  You would have to wait a long time to see Charles 

Stuart taken by surprise. You would have to wait even longer to see his 
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expression betray his thoughts. So, as Kirkby sets off in a pother of a fret and 

apprehension, Charles saunters and talks of boating.  

Making his way to the King’s private rooms Kirkby finds himself in the grip of 

contradictory emotions. He is somewhat aglow at having finally nerved himself 

to approach the king; he has been hovering about for days seeking and failing to 

find an opportune moment to draw himself to the king’s notice. Charles Stuart 

might make himself approachable to some pretty young women, say or those 

who for whatever reason pique his interest – but his is a commanding presence 

and in his black eyes Kirkby sees dread majesty writ large. He is thrilled at being 

directed to await his majesty’s return in his majesty’s private rooms, and struts a 

little at his own importance, but then recalls that this is Chiffinch’s territory and 

Chiffinch is a man of great and fearsome reputation. Moreover, although Kirkby 

has some knowledge of Whitehall, owing to his one time employment as an 

assistant in the king’s laboratory, he is wary of losing his way.  

Whitehall Palace is an untidy maze of buildings, gardens, yards and courts 

stretching from the river to the park, from Charing Cross down to Westminster. 

It is the size of a small town through which King Street bustles with its press of 

wagons and drays, chairman and carriages, hawkers and sellers, porters and 

pimps, loiterers and lurkers. At either end of King Street is a great gatehouse– 

both remnants of thrice great Uncle Harry’s building programme; at the north 

end where the street meets the wide road known as Whitehall is the Holbein 

Gate; three floors of stone and flint arranged to form the black and white 

chequered design so appealing to the Tudor eye, and topped with four octagonal 

towers. To the south is the King Street Gate, a two-storied structure sporting 
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circular turrets with domed roofs. Much of the original Tudor palace sports this 

fascination with black in white, the Cockpit, the chequered battlements on the 

chapel and great swathes of the interiors still bear this signature of thrice great 

uncle Harry. In the midst of this, like a jewel on a dung hill, sits the Banqueting 

House, the classical lines of which represent the hopes of the Stuarts – it was to 

be one small piece of a magnificent new palace but the money ran out. Instead, 

ad hoc buildings were thrown up hither and yon to house royal children, royal 

favourites, royal hangers on. This is the nature of Whitehall Palace. It is a 

patchwork of styles and ages, revampings and refurbishings, shorings up and 

plasterings over, makings do, and addings on. He, Charles, sees in the busy eyes 

of the visiting French ambassadors their scorn and derision. Never would a 

French king live in such a place. If this is how the English house their king, they 

snicker, where shall we be lodged– in a wattle and daub hut?  

The presence of the gatehouses and the narrowness of King Street mean that 

there are frequent and acrimonious stops in the traffic. Here is a cart turned 

over, the traffic come to halt, the coachman of a courtier demanding everyone 

move to allow his Lordship’s conveyance to pass, a hackney coachman explaining 

in a stream of searing and inventive London vernacular his right to take 

precedence in any imaginable situation pertaining to this road or any other. 

Kirkby picks his way through this chaos and makes his way towards the king’s 

apartments.  


