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INTRODUCTION:
THREE CITIES IN AN
AGE OF REVOLUTION

ON A CHILLY winter’s day, 23 February 1763, sceptical Parisians watched a huge equestrian statue slowly being lowered onto a pedestal at the centre of a vast square on the western edge of their city. The massive artwork, by sculptor Edmé Bouchardon, was a masterpiece (or so critics would soon say) and depicted King Louis XV, still with eleven more years to reign, triumphantly on horseback. It was to be the centrepiece of the cobbled expanse of the elegant Place Louis XV – now Place de la Concorde – which spread out at the bottom of the Champs-Elysées. The kingly horseman and square alike were to be monuments to the glory of France’s Bourbon monarchy, celebrating Louis XV’s triumphs in the War of Austrian Succession (1740–1748). The designer of the square was the king’s favourite architect, the great neoclassicist Ange-Jacques Gabriel, who trumped fierce competition with his choice of location and plan.

The most imposing sight on Place Louis XV was Gabriel’s two colonnaded, symmetrical palaces built in Greco-Roman style in warm golden sandstone, overlooking the square from its northern side. Russian historian Nikolai Karamzin would react just as the designers had intended. In April 1790, as his coach rumbled towards the end of the Champs-Elysées, rolling past its idyllic mix of ornamental groves, restaurants, kiosks and music stands, Karamzin leaned out of his carriage window: ‘Your gaze runs on ahead to where a statue of Louis XV rises on a large octagonal plinth surrounded by a white marble balustrade. Approach it and you will see before you the densely shaded paths of the famous garden of the Tuileries, belonging to the great palace: a beautiful view!’1

As their carriages emerged onto the square, horses’ hooves and rolling wheels resounding across the open space, visitors were always impressed by the unavoidable sight of Louis on horseback, an expression of royal power designed to be admired. Even Thomas Jefferson, though a republican to the marrow, was able to find fulsome praise for Bouchardon’s work. It was, he wrote, ‘probably the best in the world … [I]t is impossible to find a point of view from which it does not appear a monster, unless you go so far as to lose sight of the features and finer lineaments of the face and body’.2

Yet in February 1763, the Parisian spectators were not so sure. As the equestrian mass swung from the taught cables of four wooden cranes, the workmen straining at the ropes and pulleys, they bitterly repeated the remark that their king was being held up by four grues, a double entendre meaning both cranes … and ‘whores’. This Parisian grumbling was aroused by a painful awareness that, just thirteen days previously, the monarchy had signed one of its most humiliating peace treaties. The Treaty of Paris had ended the Seven Years’ War, one of the most devastating global conflicts of the eighteenth century. For France, it was above all a shattering defeat at the hands of its archenemy, Britain. Most of its empire in India and the Americas had been engulfed by the British, the French army and navy mauled and the honour of the monarchy battered. Louis XV himself, it was widely known, had not led from the front: he had scarcely left the sprawling royal palace and grounds of Versailles, enjoying the company of his intelligent mistress, Madame de Pompadour, and frequenting his selection of courtesans – hence the hostile witticisms about grues. The official opening of the Place Louis XV on 20 June that year was timed to coincide with the formal proclamation of the peace. The idea was that Louis XV could be presented as both powerful and a peacemaker, but when set against the scale of the nation’s military disasters, the statue’s pretensions rang hollow.3

Parisians had another, practical, reason for their irritation. The very origins of the Place Louis XV rested in a competition set by the city authorities for a new square that would break open the tangled knot of medieval streets that strangled traffic in the centre. ‘Our towns’, complained Marc-Antoine Laugier, author of the famous Essay on Architecture in 1753, ‘are still a mass of houses crowded together without system, planning, or design. Nowhere is this disorder more noticeable and more shocking than in Paris’. For this reason, some of Gabriel’s competitors had suggested locations in the very heart of the city, but the cost, the legal complications and the logistics of the demolition stymied them all. The king intervened as Parisians pondered their quandary, donating some of his own land on the westernmost edge of Paris, and, unsurprisingly, it was Louis’s own architect Gabriel who won the renewed competition. So while the end result was undoubtedly magnificent, it missed the initial point of the project: for most Parisians, it was in the wrong place. The Place Louis XV represented the triumph of kingly prestige over the day-to-day needs of the crown’s subjects, of royal power over urban reform.4
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THIS FRICTION REVEALS an important part of the history, and the present, of great cities. They are at one and the same time places where individuals, social groups and communities live, work and socialise, but they are also centres of authority and power – economic, political and social. As such, they are not only places where rulers, governments, corporations and institutions actually reside, but also where they inscribe their presence in a visual sense on the cityscape. The buildings and spaces of a city are used by governments, civic institutions and social movements for practical purposes, and they are built, taken over and adapted to suit. In times of political turmoil, public buildings are embellished, vandalised or even destroyed to convey political messages. In times of stability, they become the settled, even mundane, symbols of authority, power, public welfare, freedom – or the benevolence and glory of the ruler. In periods of great transition or revolution, transformation in the use, look and even existence of buildings and spaces is one way in which people experience or ‘live’ the change. Moreover, a physical place may shape the course of an historical event, in the way that terrain affects the outcome of a battle.

For all these reasons, a city’s spaces and places are contested, either in the sense of who actually has control of the bricks and mortar or in terms of what these places signify, as the Parisian reaction to the grandiose statue of Louis XV showed. As the royal likeness was eased into place in 1763, it would be wrong to view the coarse jokes among the onlookers as an early stirring of popular, revolutionary hostility (it would take more than a generation for such grumbling to develop into anything resembling that, in 1789). It does show, however, that, try as it might, no regime can entirely control the political messages that a place, a building or an embellishment is meant to transmit. And the political conflicts that arise from the control, adaptation and use of buildings and open spaces – the palaces, squares, parks, churches, taverns, coffeehouses, streets, prisons and so on – are never more intense and violent than in times of revolution.

This book is about how three cities, Paris, London and New York, became such sites of struggle in a revolutionary age, that of the American and French Revolutions. It explores, in particular, how, in all the political ferment of the later eighteenth century, the spaces and buildings in these cities both symbolically and physically became places of conflict, how the cityscape itself became part of the experience of revolution and may even have helped shape its course. Revolutionaries in New York and Paris and radicals in London used particular locations and buildings to mobilise their supporters, to demonstrate or debate and to move against the existing order.

Yet the upheavals were not just political revolutions but cultural ones as well: through their ideological struggles and attempts to create new political orders, or reform the old one, radicals and revolutionaries used the cityscape to convey their messages, hopeful, threatening and stirring. In the American and French Revolutions, this certainly involved a hefty dose of iconoclasm: pulling down statues, chiselling away political symbols from public buildings, changing street names and, in the French case, destroying religious emblems. Yet it also involved constructing, embellishing and creating: converting old buildings for new political purposes; carving new mottoes and motifs onto older sites, or, in the cut and thrust of revolutionary politics, hastily painting them on; surmounting buildings with emblems such as liberty caps; raising liberty poles; and using the open spaces of the metropolis to hold revolutionary festivals or public meetings to demonstrate political unity and transmit political messages to the massed ranks of citizens. These were all ways in which revolutionaries and radicals sought to rally people to their cause and to implant the values of the new civic order in the hearts and minds of people as they went about their daily lives. In the words of one historian of the cultural history of revolutions, it was an exercise in ‘regeneration through the everyday’, in which the city became the canvas for the cultural revolutions and the scene of the bitterest confrontations between the supporters of the old order and the new. To a large extent, the eighteenth-century battle for political emancipation hinged on control of these spaces, not only in a strategic sense, important though that could be, but also because it determined whose ideas, whose messages, whose authority was disseminated among the people of the metropolis.5

The role of the ‘people’, in fact, is also essential to this story, since in our three cities the struggle for democratic change unfolded in the neighbourhoods and streets of the urban community. Most obviously, when revolutionary or radical symbols and messages were inscribed on buildings, or when the new civic order took over once familiar public places for new purposes, it was a visual, physical way in which the political battles of the era reached into the most local of levels. Thus, ‘space’ in this book has two meanings: it can mean a precise place where people meet and interact, but it can also signify distance and the challenges that the sheer size of the eighteenth-century metropolis, particularly Paris and London, posed to revolutionaries and radicals trying to mobilise the people of the city. So part of this story is the dissemination of political activity and initiative across urban space, a geographical shift from the privileged halls of elite power to the taverns, political clubs, local revolutionary committees and streets that in themselves represented the attempts by the democratic movements to open up politics to wider participation.

Revolutionaries in New York and Paris and radicals in London all found ways of reaching into the neighbourhoods and communities of their cities, through political networks or by encouraging the active role of the man and woman (sometimes quite literally) in the street. The artisans, labourers, shopkeepers, men and women who lived in the tenements, queued at food stalls and socialised in the cafés and taverns were not the passive recipients of these experiences. They took an active part in the upheavals, shaping, adapting or challenging on their own behalf the ideas and claims that the revolutionary or radical leadership was trying to convey. Who acted and why, and which communities were the epicentres of popular action, are part of the story of the revolutions in these cities. This spatial urban experience can be seen as one where different, conflicting visions of the future – between those of the middle-class revolutionary politicians and those of the working, artisanal population, for example – were often played out in the struggles for control of the spaces and places of particular neighbourhoods.

Britain, France and America were not, of course, the only places to have experienced, in different ways, the revolutions of the eighteenth century; regions of the world as diverse as the Low Countries, Haiti and Latin America all had upheavals of their own. Nor were New York, London and Paris the only cauldrons of struggle; all three were set in countries where there was an energetic, even frenetic, political life right across the smaller towns and countryside, where people did not simply grumble and follow the lead of the metropolis. Yet the three cities, as seats of authority, as economic hubs and as centres of culture and leisure, were replete with the institutions of the old order, the buildings that housed them and the symbols, motifs, effigies that represented royal or imperial power: parliaments and assemblies, high courts and churches, barracks, fortresses and prisons, but also statues, palaces and triumphant, ceremonial spaces. So they became the most dramatic arenas in which people who wanted political change would challenge the regime – and leave their mark on the cityscape in doing so. The cities also had a concentrated sparkle of the places and spaces in which reformers, revolutionaries and their opponents organised, mobilised, debated and fought: law courts, legislatures, coffeehouses, cafés, taverns, squares and parks. In America and France, it also made them the logical places for the organs of the new order to establish themselves, taking over the old structures that were once held by the former governors, adapting, embellishing and, sometimes, demolishing them.

In a broad sense, the citizens of all three cities were immersed in a shared political culture that bound their experiences together. This was an Atlantic world in which ships powered by nothing more than wind, currents and human muscle criss-crossed the ocean, carrying with them goods, ideas and, above all, people (including the enslaved, whose experience in New York will be part of the story). In this maritime space, concerned eighteenth-century citizens of all three countries looked to the ideological legacy of the political upheavals of the seventeenth century, in the British Isles, particularly the civil wars of the 1640s and the revolution of 1688–1689. These disruptions bequeathed what was known in the English-speaking world as the ‘Whig’ model of freedom from arbitrary power and civil liberties such as religious toleration, freedom of speech and assembly, habeas corpus and representative government that were jealously defended by British subjects on both sides of the Atlantic and enviously coveted by educated, progressive Frenchmen and -women. Politically engaged people in the eighteenth century also drew on their classical education for inspiration, especially their knowledge of Greek democracy and the Roman Republic. They enveloped themselves in eighteenth-century Enlightenment debates about reason, religious freedom, sovereignty, citizenship, civil and political rights, the social contract, representative government, ‘the people’ and the ‘nation’. Energised by these cultural currents, reform and revolutionary movements made energetic, sometimes heroic, efforts to persuade or to force existing governments to open themselves up to wider, even democratic, participation. France, after all, was ruled by a king who – in theory, at least – wielded absolute power, although there were in practice some important practical and legal limitations to what he could do. Britain, though a parliamentary monarchy, was far from democratic, since the suffrage was limited primarily to male property owners (although, as we shall see, it was a little broader in metropolitan London). Britain’s American colonists exulted in their representative institutions, and because property ownership was more widespread there, the male voting population was proportionately larger than it was in the mother country.

In challenging the limits of the political order, revolutionaries and reformers laid great store in what historians now call forms of ‘sociability’: clubs and societies, festivals, ceremonies and mass meetings that used the spoken and printed word and political symbols, such as the tricolour flag, the liberty pole, the cap of liberty, to transmit their messages to as wide an audience as possible. There were, of course, major differences to ensure that these great movements diverged at important points, not least of which were the intensity and scale of the violence that ensued, the strength and stubbornness of the opposition and levels of support. There were some key cultural and ideological variations, too, conditioned by historical memory that reminded people of past triumphs and tragedies (the civil wars in the British Isles of the seventeenth century, for example) and by cherished myths of a heritage of rights and liberties. Britons and pre-revolutionary Americans spoke of the ‘rights and liberties of freeborn Englishmen’, while French citizens before 1789 looked back to an age when they had once been free under ‘fundamental laws’. These influences were among those that combined to ensure that, in the end, the three peoples emerged from the revolutionary crucible with very divergent results.6

The eighteenth-century Atlantic was a highly mobile region, in which people, goods and ideas moved in multiple directions, interacting and producing the vibrant, fertile world of commercial expansion, cultural exchange and political contention, along with such repressive institutions as slavery. It was a world in which the social elites, and the expanding segments of a burgeoning ‘public’ (a word that was assuming increasingly political overtones in the eighteenth century), could aspire to a cosmopolitan view of the world, learning about it, engaging with it and critiquing it through letter writing and the wide availability of print, including newspapers, journals, books, prints and maps. Travel was undertaken in storm-tossed wooden ships and bone-shaking coaches, but people did it in great numbers, in the pursuit of migration, business, politics and, increasingly for the well-heeled, tourism. The myriad transatlantic connections and how they operated are fascinating subjects, but they are not the subject of this book. Riskily, perhaps, the story here generally takes these connections for granted and concentrates instead on the lives of the cities themselves. So the Atlantic world spans the deep background, but does not figure in the story, which here is the fabric of Paris, London and New York and how their peoples saw their cityscape being used and changed in the process.7

The cityscape as a backdrop, as a place where revolution and radicalism inscribed and transmitted their messages, the buildings as sites of political conflict and the reach of political mobilisation into communities across the metropolis, all of this makes the city itself part of the narrative. This book weaves the story of the cities’ peoples – intrepid individuals, angry or hopeful communities – into the history of the urban fabric in these momentous, tumultuous years. It aims to show how the city itself figured in the drama. It seeks to evoke a sense of place in narrating the experience of this revolutionary age, but it is not a bloodless story about bricks, mortar, stone, fabric and paint. It is also populated by men and women, bewigged aristocrats and lawyers, articulate yet rough-handed artisans and craft workers, quill-wielding bluestockings and doughty fishwives.8

Recently, some historians, very wisely, have begun to think of revolution not just in conceptual terms (although dogged attempts to nail down a universally accepted definition of ‘revolution’ continue to be pursued by the stouthearted) or in seeking to explain their causes, processes and results by references to great human forces like class, ideology and culture. Rather, they are exploring how groups and individuals lived through the revolutionary upheaval with all its anxieties, its stirring visions of the possible, its wrenching fear, its abject despair and seething hatred. The key point is that revolution is a human experience in all its exhilaration, terror and squalor. Part of that experience was seeing – or perpetrating – acts that touched the urban environment in which they lived as different parts of it were adapted, embellished, defaced or even destroyed by revolution and scarred and damaged by conflict. So while this book puts the cities centre stage, that stage is shared with men and women who underwent the lived experience of those triumphant, turbulent and fearful days.9
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AS THE FOCUS of the narrative to come, Paris, London and New York shared some important characteristics, but there were significant differences, too. They were places where political authority, commerce and money, art and intellectual life intersected and from where, for better or worse, these melded forces then transmitted their energy across the surrounding country. Sprawling London and Paris were so large and were such centres of human activity that they were each referred to as a ‘metropolis’ by contemporaries. A rivalry had in fact emerged between London and Paris: in the early 1780s, French writer Louis-Sébastien Mercier (later a revolutionary and member of the French Institute) remarked that ‘to consider London, neighbour and rival, is unavoidable when one speaks of Paris, and the parallel suggests itself. They are so close and so different, even though they are similar in many ways, so that to complete the portrait of one, it is not out of place, I think, to rest one’s gaze a little on several features of the other’. Both were capitals of great European powers, and both were the imperial centres of two sprawling and competing overseas empires. They were among the world’s largest cities: only Beijing, at a teeming 1.1 million in 1800, topped London, which nearly hit the million mark, while Paris contained 600,000 people.10

This translated into a breathtaking, and, for many, intimidating, urban sprawl. London had a nucleus consisting, first, of the City of London (the ‘Square Mile’ being the area within the old city walls) and its ‘dependencies’ in the outlying wards; second, of Westminster, where the centres of political power were located and home to the ‘West End’, the swanky, airy new residences of the wealthy escaping from the congested, noisy bustle farther to the east; and, third, of Southwark, with its pungent tanneries, breweries, warehouses and workshops on the opposite bank of the River Thames. Yet London was far greater than that, enveloping no fewer than 140 parishes, from east to west, and on both sides of the river. In 1724 Daniel Defoe had already asked with alarm, ‘Whither will this monstrous city then extend?’ By 1787 one observer likened the amorphous expansion to a fever, a ‘building influenza’, with London as the ‘centre of the disease’.11

Paris, though more compact, inspired no less astonishment in first-time visitors. Karamzin was awestruck when he first visited in March 1790: ‘Our avid stares turned towards that immense mass of buildings and were lost within it, as if in the vastness of the ocean’. At the centre was the Île de la Cité, the island in the River Seine that for centuries had been the political, legal and religious heart of the kingdom, with its royal fortress turned prison in the Conciergerie, its supreme courts of law and the cathedral of Notre-Dame. Around that were the central districts, called the ville, or the town proper, by locals, delineated by the traces of the medieval walls that had encircled old Paris and, demolished by King Louis XIV (the Sun King) in the seventeenth century, had given way to an internal ring of elegant, breezy boulevards. Beyond that were the ‘suburbs’, or faubourgs, which spread outwards, their tenements and workshops less densely packed than in the city centre, offering glimpses of the grounds of convents and hospitals, of market gardens, their beans twisting around poles, their cabbages lined up in rows and even leafy vineyards undulating over gentle slopes. The boundary of the city, beyond the faubourgs, was marked by a palisade built in 1786 to help the collection of the octroi, the hated tax on goods entering Paris.12

Although the king himself was absent from the city, Paris boasted the pinnacle of the French legal system (as we shall see); the most senior official in the Catholic Church in France, the archbishop in Notre-Dame Cathedral; and the town houses of many of the richest and most powerful nobles in the kingdom. It was also a diverse centre of manufacturing, mostly carried out by its thousands of artisans and craft workers in small workshops.

London, of course, was unambiguously the capital of the British Empire, with its seats of political power in Westminster, which Abigail Adams, arriving for the first time in July 1784, called ‘the Court end of the town’ because it included the royal residence at Saint James’s Palace and the houses of Parliament at the Palace of Westminster. The economic might of the metropolis, however, was seated farther east, in the City of London, which with its banking, finance, heaving quaysides and artisans organised into guilds (or ‘livery companies’) was already becoming one of the world’s great financial dynamos.13

Eighteenth-century New York, by contrast, was diminutive in scale (in 1790 the first-ever US census showed that its population just edged over 33,000) and, before independence in 1783, a colonial city looking to London as the capital. Its extent, marked by the reach of the four-to six-storey brick-built houses and tenements (their roofs covered in cedar tiles, glistening with varnish and painted in all colours), occupied the southern tip of Manhattan and stretched no farther than a mile along the Hudson River, while on the banks of the East River it stretched upstream for two miles at the very most. Yet New York was a metropolis in the New World context. For one, its strategic importance made it the military headquarters of British forces in North America: it was located at roughly the midway point of the Atlantic Seaboard of British North America. Poised at the mouth of the Hudson, control of New York gave access to the river, which was a natural barrier that divided New England from the middle and southern colonies, and gave inland access to Canada. New York, too, had its own political institutions – the royal governor, a garrison and the colonial legislature that made it the capital of the ‘province’ of New York. And for a few years after independence was won, it would be the capital of the nascent United States. Moreover, by the time of the American Revolution, the city was shaking off the aura of a colonial outpost and finding its intellectual and cultural voice, with a fine library, theatre and its own university (King’s College, later Columbia University).14

In the later eighteenth century, too, New York’s thriving commerce, its harbour a forest of ships’ masts, never failed to impress visitors, who likened it to London or Liverpool, which in the eighteenth century was already a great port facing the Atlantic world. The hubbub of the wharves on Lower Manhattan struck visitors. A British traveller, John Lambert, stared amazed at the ‘bales of cotton, wool, and merchandize; barrels of potash, rice, flour, and salt provisions; hogsheads of sugar, chests of tea, puncheons of rum, and pipes of wine; boxes, cases, packs and packages of all sizes and denominations, were strewed upon the wharfs and landing-places, or upon the decks of the shipping’.15

All this maritime activity, focused on the East River rather than the Hudson (New Yorkers then called the latter the North River), would turn New York into the country’s financial and business centre after independence. It also meant, however, that New York was the main port of entry for a polyglot mix of immigrants, either passing through or there to stay. The waterfront and the jumble of streets behind it bubbled to the sound of different accents and languages, as cartmen, peddlers and birds of passage shouted, warned, cursed and called out in English, Dutch, French and German. To the linguistic babel was added a striking ethnic diversity, including Irish, Jews and African Americans: all of this made New York, already perhaps, one of the most cosmopolitan cities on earth.16

Visitors to all three cities were also struck by their tallest structures – their churches. Even diminutive New York had 22 spires puncturing the sky, representing an impressive array of denominations. Catholic Paris had even more, its skyline bristling with the spires, towers and domes of some 200 churches belonging to its parishes, monasteries and convents. The London skyline, too, was pierced by the steeples of its 140 parish churches, but dominating was the soaring charcoal-grey dome of Saint Paul’s Cathedral in the City, while the towers of Westminster Abbey and Southwark Cathedral also contended for attention. Some of these churches had symbolic importance for Londoners, who took great pride and comfort from their parish bells, placing bets as to how far their chimes could be heard. The existence of so many ecclesiastic buildings would prove important to the urban experience in both the American and the French Revolutions, as we shall see. For now, the prevalence of churches on the urban landscape meant that the pealing of their bells was one of the prevalent noises, marking the passage of time, calling the faithful to worship and ringing out in times of alarm.17

Yet this regular tolling was, in these teeming cities, drowned out by the noise of the crush of life in the streets, an underlying cacophony of rumbling carriage wheels, the clopping of horses’ hooves across paving stones, the shouts of drivers and the cries of street vendors selling their wares. Louis-Sébastien Mercier wrote of Paris in the 1780s that ‘the water-carrier, the sellers of old hats, of ironware, of rabbit skins, the woman selling fish, all sing about their merchandise in a high and penetrating fashion. All these discordant cries form a chorus which one cannot imagine unless one has actually heard it’. London was so busy that approaching travellers heard all the noises together as a constant distant roar. A German visitor, Georg Christoph Lichtenberg, described a London street in the evening: ‘chaise after chaise, coach after coach, cart after cart. Through all this din and clamour, and the noise of thousands of tongues and feet, you hear the bells from the church-steeples, postmen’s bells, the street-organs, fiddles and tambourines of itinerant musicians, and the cries of the vendors of hot and cold food at the street corners’. Even in New York, residents complained of the clutter of carts, carriages and goods in some neighbourhoods and of the raucous noise of stall holders competing with ‘much noise and strife … boisterous conversations and … unpleasant disputes’.18

Along with the crush of people and the accompanying aural experience, residents and visitors alike remarked on the smells that enveloped the cities. ‘You inquire of me how I like Paris’, Abigail Adams wrote to her niece shortly after arriving in August 1784. ‘Why, they tell me I am no judge, for that I have not seen it yet. One thing, I know, and that is that I have smelt it … It is the very dirtiest place I ever saw’. London, particularly the manufacturing dockside East End, hung with the smoke from tens of thousands of hearths and the sickly sweet smell of the breweries that blended with the fumes from the city’s tanneries, dyers, blacksmiths and potters’ kilns. French traveller and historian Pierre-Jean Grosley complained in the mid-1760s that ‘this smoke forms a cloud which envelops London like a mantle; a cloud which … suffers the sun to break out only now and then, which casual appearance procures the Londoners a few of what they call glorious days’. In the early 1780s, French writer, and future revolutionary, Jacques-Pierre Brissot de Warville commented on ‘that thick fog, so burning, so filthy, in which part of each day is enveloped’ in London. New York was probably less pungent: smaller, cleared by the breeze from the ocean, it nonetheless had certain districts, particularly on its northern outskirts, that had their share of industrial and effluvial stench, not least the slums around the so-called Freshwater or Collect Pond that lay just beyond the urbanised part of Manhattan. Yet for all the pungency, the olfactory experience of walking down the street of an early modern city might also be one of assault by kinder smells – of the flowers, herbs, fruits and vegetables piled on their vendors’ stalls; of warm bread from the ovens of local bakeries; of hot coffee being delivered in great urns from the cafés (in Paris); and (in New York) of the sea.19

The crush of people, the transaction of business in the street, the noise and the smells stemmed from the fact that all three cities were ‘walking cities’ – places where, in the absence of the mass mechanised public transport that came later, people mostly went about on foot between home, work, shopping and leisure. Hackney cabs – horse-drawn carriages for hire – existed in Paris and London, but they were expensive, and only the very rich few could afford their own coaches or to stable and maintain a horse. High rents also meant that people made more use of the space that they had, cramming larger families into apartments, making use of the street outside. So much life – selling, buying, meeting, discussing, playing, even lovemaking (or, more crudely, rutting) – was transacted in the streets of these crowded cities that there were very close bonds of community in some neighbourhoods, particularly in Paris, where people from a cross-section of social backgrounds sometimes lived not just near each other, but sometimes – almost literally – one on top of the other.20

In Paris the rich, the middling and the poor still lived close together in many central districts, literally stratified according to the floor upon which they lived. Usually, the ground level and courtyard of a Parisian house would be occupied by workshops or retailers. The first storey, or sometimes the second, since it was farther removed from the noise of the street but not too far to climb, was taken over by the well-appointed apartment of a noble or wealthy bourgeois; the upper storeys held the lodgings of the artisan and his family; and the higher up one went, the poorer the accommodations and the occupants – journeymen, apprentices, labourers, servants – until one reached the leaky, dank garrets of the poorest migrant workers and paupers. By the time of the American Revolution, distinct neighbourhoods differing in wealth and poverty were emerging in New York, but in this compact city the streets inhabited by the rich were never far from those of the working population. What this meant was that, in both cities, the better off had daily, or near-daily, contact with their poorer neighbours. This familiarity could make the difference between survival and despair: in Paris there are many documented cases of the elderly, the infirm and the unemployed being given small gifts of food, money, linen and clothing by their neighbours, helping them keep body and soul together. People of different social backgrounds, but from the same street or quarter, passed by each other regularly, chatted, did business and socialised, all of which may have forged a sense of solidarity that carried weight in the political upheavals to come.21

It was perhaps no coincidence that in the one city of our three that did not experience a revolution in this period, London, the segregation of neighbourhoods along varying degrees of wealth and poverty, was the most advanced. In truth, both Paris and London saw the development of wealthy districts swelling with aristocratic mansions and elegant town houses in the West of the metropolis. In both Paris and London, the rich and the fashionable fled the noise, clutter and filth of the old districts and moved westwards, into the prevailing wind, increasingly leaving the East and the centre to the middling sort, the artisans and labourers. In Paris metropolitan nobles were abandoning the great town houses of the increasingly passé Marais in the East to take up residence in the West, in the great mansions of the Faubourg Saint-Germain on the Left Bank of the Seine or, in the later eighteenth century, the even more fashionably aristocratic Right Bank district of the Faubourg Saint-Honoré. Yet the process was far more pronounced in London, where noble landowners made fat profits from developing their estates into spacious, elegant housing often arranged around the airy, green space of a square. In 1752 novelist and magistrate Henry Fielding playfully described this movement of the rich – the ‘People of Fashion’ – as a flight from a relentlessly advancing working-class ‘enemy’ or foe. In the 1780s Prussian visitor Johann Wilhelm von Archenholz observed that London’s East End, ‘especially along the shores of the Thames, consists of old houses, the streets there are narrow, dark and ill-paved; inhabited by sailors and other workmen who are employed in the construction of ships and by a great part of the Jews. The contrast between this and the West end is astonishing: the houses here are mostly new and elegant; the squares are superb, the streets straight and open’.22

This development, accelerating London’s overwhelming sprawl, made the British capital, perhaps more than anywhere else in the Atlantic world, a place where one could find anonymity – certainly more so than in Paris and New York. In 1780 the public-spirited London Magazine published a short list of ‘Rules of Behaviour, of General Use, though much disregarded in this Populous City’, the title itself speaking volumes. Among its admonishments was ‘to be cautious of staring in the faces of those that pass by us, like an inquisitor general; for an over-bearing look has the air of a bully, and a prying one that of a bailiff. If we do it by mistake for a friend, ask pardon’. The same was true of people entering the city’s public places, like taverns and coffeehouses, as such staring risks ‘shocking his modesty, and dismounting his assurance’. And (here the point was spelt out) it was best ‘not to be officiously forward in our discourse or ceremonies to strangers, who, perhaps, desire to be unobserved, or incog[nito]’. This ‘atomisation’ of individuals in the anonymity of the British metropolis may have had political significance in the age of revolutions. During the great upheavals of the French Revolution after 1789, Parisian radicalism would be to a great extent rooted in the neighbourhoods and communities of the city first, before finding the overarching metropolitan organisation to direct the whole popular movement. London radicalism in the same years, by contrast, would succeed in forging a metropolitan organisation very quickly, but may have struggled to put down deep, permanent roots in the multitude of the city’s neighbourhoods.23

Yet all three cities had a vibrant social and cultural life that drew visitors seeking to taste the intellectual and sensory delights that an eighteenth-century metropolis could offer. Taverns, cafés, coffeehouses, theatres, clubs and societies, educational associations, music societies, subscription libraries and reading rooms were all venues where people could gather for company and argument and to consume culture, high and low, in voracious quantities. This was made possible by the very expansion of a consumer society among the industriousness and commerce of the metropolis. Despite the grinding poverty so much in evidence, families with relatively modest incomes worked harder and smarter to raise the extra income for the small luxuries that a consumer society offered – tea, coffee, printed fabrics, finer clothes, decor for homes and also printed literature. This last was becoming more widely available, energised in part by new printing processes, laxer censorship (in Britain and America, certainly, but even in absolutist France) and more efficient forms of distribution, helped by better roads and faster coach services. This was accompanied by the expansion in the layer of literate, educated people outside the aristocratic and bourgeois elites who were finding new ways of spending their leisure time, aided and abetted by the expansion of literacy.24

All this was like a shot of adrenaline into the print culture of the age: newspapers, journals, pamphlets, books and engravings (particularly caricatures). A critical, independent public was emerging, which was one of the most striking cultural and political developments of the century. Eighteenth-century Parisians, Londoners and New Yorkers (and, of course, citizens elsewhere) had come to see themselves as independent, active participants in shaping taste and cultural expression. They found their own diverse, vibrant and even clamorous forms of engaging in public debate, which outstripped and even drowned out the voices in the salons and the more formal cultural institutions. Where this activity was focused on art and literature, this was relatively unproblematic and indeed, during the second half of the eighteenth century, commonplace. Far more controversial at the time was the politicisation of this ‘public opinion’, meaning its elevation as the ultimate source of comment, direction and legitimacy in politics, passing judgement over kings and ministers. This process was already happening in Britain (and its American colonies) by 1700, while in France, groaning somewhat under the weight of its absolute monarchy, public opinion had staggered towards this political application by midcentury. This concept of ‘public opinion’ was potentially dangerous to more authoritarian governments, a potential identified by one of the most progressive Enlightenment thinkers of the age, Guillaume-Thomas-François Raynal, who wrote in 1770 that ‘in a nation that thinks and talks, public opinion is the rule of government, and government must never act against it without giving public reasons nor thwart it without disabusing it’. Paris, London, New York, all had their coffeehouses, their taverns, their theatres, their assembly rooms, reading clubs, music societies, museums, educational associations, academies and their parks, squares and avenues in which citizens could meet, converse, debate and demonstrate. This made the control of such public spaces a critical point of conflict in the upheavals to come.25
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THE INITIAL TREMOR was the Seven Years’ War, which ended in 1763 (it is known as the French and Indian War in America, where fighting had first erupted along the frontier in 1754). Long, bloody and draining, the conflict had been truly global, raging in Europe, on the oceans and along the imperial frontiers of the Americas and Asia. The pressure on the governments and peoples who waged it was intense, through the recruitment of soldiers and sailors, the raising of taxation and the requisitioning of supplies. Above all, its costs imposed enormous financial burdens, particularly on those who paid the taxes. With peace, everyone hoped for an injection of fresh life into commerce, manufacturing and trade. Yet there were daunting challenges: all the belligerents had poured blood and treasure into the conflict, the most brutal in terms of violence, scale and expense in more than a half century. All states, even the victorious British, emerged from the crucible staggering beneath hefty burdens of debt, as governments struggled to retain credit in the great financial markets of London, Amsterdam and Geneva or even to avoid bankruptcy. The French monarchy’s borrowing increased by two-thirds during the war, and, by the end of the 1760s, some two-thirds of its annual revenue was being swallowed up just on paying the interest on the debt. Britain’s national debt doubled. In both countries, the governments began looking for ways to claw back this eye-watering expenditure and, to do so, to strengthen their authority. The length and the bruising nature of the conflict had stretched the existing administrative and financial systems to breaking point; the weaknesses and limits of all such systems had been alarmingly exposed.26

These attempts at overhaul provoked domestic political conflict in all the countries concerned, but particularly tumultuously in Britain, the American colonies and France. In all three countries, the responses of governments and peoples proved to be momentous, unleashing a roar of debate and bursts of political violence that gave rise to claims to freedom, to rights and to more open forms of government, all clashing with more established ideas of what the relationship between the rulers and the ruled should be. In Britain the heat was turned up beneath the habitual sparring between the king’s ministers and the opposition, until it burned in a fiery series of controversies that injected politics with a radical new vigour. In Britain’s American colonies, protests and imperial countermeasures created a friction that became white-hot and a decade later ignited in the American War of Independence. In France the monarchy and the aristocratic elites collided in a series of political battles that, with the benefit of hindsight, presaged the slide of the old regime towards the French Revolution. In terms of its impact on internal politics, the Seven Years’ War may have been one of the most decisive moments in the history of eighteenth-century Europe and America.

These collisions proved to be all the more seismic because they were energised by the entry of the people into politics, and no more so than in the great cities. The return of peace in 1763 did not bring prosperity for everyone. The winter of 1762–1763 had been a bitter one (in Europe there was a freeze in December and January), biting into food supplies and pushing prices up, while slowing down trade in the handicrafts and so depressing the incomes of workers and artisans. With the war coming to an end, demobilised soldiers and sailors added to the armies of labourers seeking honest work, pushing down wages even further. In France, a country where a fifth of the population was dependent upon charity to survive, begging, vagrancy and indigence were permanent features on the landscape, but it is no coincidence that 1764 saw the king – the same benign Louis XV commemorated in stone by Bouchardon – issue a new law against ‘vagabonds’, distinguishing them from ‘real’ beggars who were well known in their communities. Those who were rootless, who had no one to vouch for them and who could offer the authorities no convincing explanation as to how they scraped together a living were punished by three years’ hard labour in the galleys (for men) or confinement to the poorhouse (for women and children). Three years later, the government established special depots for beggars and vagrants, where, under a regime that was intended to be, in the words of one official, ‘better than prison, worse than the army’, the poor were set to work in return for a small wage, food and shelter. There were five such depots outside Paris alone – deliberately removed from the populace. The dread of such places, particularly among the approximate third of the capital’s labourers who lived on the very margins of indigence, was such that it is scarcely surprising to learn of army veterans stepping forward to prevent the arrests of beggars, claiming that they had once served together.27

One might have expected such dire conditions in a city digesting military humiliation, but London seems to have been as badly affected by the post-war dislocation. Paul Sandby’s engravings of London life captured the grimly ironic juxtaposition of, on the one hand, the city’s triumphant position as an imperial capital and, on the other, the evidence of distress among those who did not prosper with the peace: one depicted a demobbed sailor, still in his uniform, eking out an existence by peddling stockings at Charing Cross, the very heart of the metropolis. As early as 1761, magistrate John Fielding (who with his half brother, novelist Henry, had founded the Bow Street Runners, London’s first modern police force) gloomily predicted that a crime wave would cascade across the city when the war came to an end. He directed his officers towards preventing crime and disorder by keeping an eye on taverns, street lighting, brothels and so on, rather than devoting all their energies to just hunting down malefactors after the crime had already been committed.28

Fielding’s forecast proved to be only too accurate because the economic distress was real enough, with a wave of industrial conflict that boiled on through the 1760s, as the discharge of large numbers of sailors along the Thames in the spring of 1763 sent thousands of seamen thronging to the East End in search of work. The depression in wages led sailors to form committees that led a strike wave in the dockyards and along the quaysides. Mariners prevented ships from casting off by climbing the rigging and reefing up the sails while demanding honest pay. The watermen (the boatmen who plied the Thames with their small craft), coal heavers (who unloaded the fuel from the ships tied up at the docksides), shoemakers, hatters, hosiers, weavers, sawyers, glass grinders, coopers, tailors and silk weavers all petitioned Parliament, protested by marching through the city, broke machinery or pressed their claims on their employers. The threat of violence was never far beneath the surface. ‘Sir’ (began one message from striking cobblers to their employer in February 1763), ‘Dam Your Blood if You do not Ryes Your Works Too 2 Pence a Pair moor We Well Blow Your Braines out … You slim Dog We shall sett You Houes on fier’.29

The confrontations crackled on almost for the rest of the decade: in one violent clash between bludgeon-swinging coal heavers and an employer in 1768, the latter shot two of his attackers dead before fleeing over the rooftops. That year also saw the climax of the silk weavers’ attacks on mechanical looms that threatened their livelihoods, and their pain was all the deeper because French silks had been pouring onto the British market since the war’s end. Their assaults on workshops became so aggressive that troops were garrisoned in Spitalfields in the East End: in September 1768, one of these soldiers was killed by weavers, and in turn the redcoats shot dead two weavers. The authorities struck back hard: two ringleaders of the weavers’ strike were hanged in Bethnal Green, while seven of the coal heavers were executed in Stepney in front of a crowd said to number fifty thousand, under a guard of three hundred soldiers.30

New York City was especially hurt by the economic woes that came with the peace because of its position as a colonial port of the British Empire. It had prospered in the war: as the headquarters of British forces in North America, it had seen a lot of business, thanks to the passage of thousands of what one grateful merchant called ‘the Tipling Soldiery’ who patronised the city’s taverns and shops. The maritime community of New York’s docks enjoyed a boom time as the Royal Navy anchored in the harbour and as American privateers – vessels licensed to attack enemy shipping – sallied forth and returned with the fruits of their escapades on the high seas. At the war’s end, the British soldiers and sailors departed, and so shopkeepers and tavern keepers saw a sudden drop in sales. British traders, taking advantage of the security offered by the peace, dumped manufactured goods onto the colonies at slashed prices. New York artisans making shoes, clothes, furniture and iron goods simply could not compete with the flood of cheaper products. At the same time, the demands of the mother country for American grain to feed its burgeoning population brought exports of American wheat soaring but in the process drove up domestic food prices. To make matters worse, British merchants, seeking to recoup losses caused by the wartime disruption, demanded the repayment of advances made to their New York counterparts, while terms of future loans and credit became tougher. ‘Every thing is tumbling down, even the Traders themselves’, cried out one New York merchant in early 1764. ‘Trade in this part of the world is come to so wretched a pass’, noted another with understandable sourness, ‘that you would imagine the plague had been here, the grass growing in most trading streets’. In turn, the American merchants called in the debts of the craftsmen and shopkeepers whom they had kept afloat during the war. So the working people of New York were squeezed in a particularly heavy pincer, between a credit crunch, on the one hand, and a surge of British competition, on the other.31

The result was utter despair. Merchants went bankrupt; workshops and retailers closed down; unemployment spiralled upwards; the Almshouse on the northern side of the Common filled up with the indigent and the desperate. The labouring population was hit the hardest, including artisans, whose small savings were quickly eaten away as they tried to stay afloat. Amongst the inmates of the New Gaol (not far from the Almshouse), eighty were inside for debt in 1766. While the authorities and voluntary organisations did what they could to help, in the next year a tradesman wrote of the ‘dismal Prospect before us! A long Winter, and no Work; many unprovided with Fire-wood, or Money to buy it; House-rent and taxes high; our Neighbours daily breaking; their Furniture at Vendue [that is, for sale] at every Corner’.32

As people of all social backgrounds were experiencing social distress, their governments were confronting the impact of the Seven Years’ War. It was now that they embarked on policies to ease the recovery from the fiscal haemorrhaging of the long conflict and, to do so, to consolidate their control over their subjects. In France Louis XV and his ministers set to work salvaging national strength and honour through an ambitious programme of reform. This aimed to reinvigorate the French state by modernising the armed forces, investing in infrastructure and securing the finances. For a while, these efforts were energised by a patriotic backlash against the national humiliation, a patriotism that the government itself had whipped up during the war and connected the prestige of the monarchy with that of the country at large. That patriotism, writers and pamphleteers suggested, was a virtue that could restore the kingdom to greatness. The king and his ministers worked with the French aristocratic elites, but this sense of common purpose did not last. Ultimately, their interests collided, resulting in a political conflict that seemed to expose the monarchy at its despotic worst – and one of the epicentres of this collision was, of course, Paris.33

In Britain the Seven Years’ War provided the background to the passing of King George II in 1760 and the accession of his grandson George III. Although not the nefarious tyrant that American patriots would soon claim him to be, the young king seems to have been determined to have a more direct, though benign, relationship with his subjects. That meant asserting his authority over the landed oligarchy that dominated Parliament and appointing ministers who, George believed, would govern in the best interests of his people. Yet he appointed his favourite – his tutor Lord Bute – as his prime minister and announced his determination to make peace. While this last was undoubtedly popular in some parts of the war-weary country, it was not universally so. The new pacific policy claimed the political scalp of William Pitt (the Elder), who resigned from the British government in 1761. Popular for his patriotic determination to prosecute the war, Pitt was especially well liked in the City of London, whose merchants and financiers saw in the conflict the opportunity for the British to drive the French and the Spanish from their colonies and from the seas, thereby opening up lucrative opportunities for British business. The City – wealthy, proud and politically active – would be particularly fractious in its opposition to royal authority in the coming years.

The political conflict was aggravated by the post-war financial shock. While in Britain the government’s response to the debt incurred by the global war was to levy a desperately unpopular tax on cider, in the overseas empire it went further, seeking to consolidate its political and financial control over an expanse of territory that, thanks to the war, had grown much larger, both in North America and in Asia. Successively, the British government banned colonial settlement west of the Appalachian Mountains (in order to avoid provoking further conflict with Native Americans), enforced duties on sugar imports into the colonies and passed the Stamp Act of 22 March 1765 through Parliament. This measure was the most controversial because it was the first time the British government had imposed a tax directly on the American colonies. So it was that, of the three cities, New York would be the most inflamed of all.
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