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The Ashes of London  

London, September 1666. The Great Fire rages through the city, 

consuming everything in its path. Even the impregnable cathedral of St. 

Paul’s is engulfed in flames and reduced to ruins. In the chaos of the 

fire, James Marwood, son of a disgraced printer and a reluctant 

government informer, encounters a mysterious young woman, 

desperately seeking her father. Little does he know, the woman is 

Catherine Lovett, daughter of Regicide Thomas Lovett.  

In the aftermath of the fire, a semi-mummified body is discovered in the ashes of St. Paul’s, 

in a tomb that should have been empty. The man’s body has been mutilated and his thumbs 

have been tied behind his back.  

Under orders from the government, Marwood is tasked with hunting down the killer across 

the devastated city. Suspecting that Thomas Lovett is at the heart of the murders, Marwood 

sets off to track down Catherine, knowing that she will lead him to her father.  

But at a time of dangerous internal dissent and the threat of foreign invasion, Marwood 

finds his investigation leads him into treacherous waters, and the hands of a power higher 

than he could have possibly imagined. 
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Andrew on writing The Ashes of London 

The Great Fire of London raged for four days in September 1666, destroying most of the ancient 

walled City, including old St Paul’s, the medieval cathedral, and more than 13,000 houses. 

Around eighty thousand people became homeless. Forty miles away, in Oxford, the moon 

turned red and the roar of the flames sounded like the distant sea.  

The Fire surged across the City from Pudding Lane in the east, fanned by a strong wind. The 

close-packed buildings, the majority built largely of wood, were bone dry after an exceptionally 

hot summer.  

From the start, I knew that St Paul's would be important, to the novel as to the City. For 

Londoners, the cathedral has always been more than a building: for centuries, it has been a 

symbol of the City itself.  

At first it seemed as if St Paul's were under divine protection from the Fire. The medieval 

cathedral was longer and taller than the present building. Many people stored their valuables 

there, trusting in the strength of its huge walls.  

They were wrong. 

The flames left behind them a smouldering wasteland of ashes, where opportunist thieves and 

grieving refugees picked their way through the blackened ruins, and where rumours abounded 

of sinister conspiracies.  

When I was writing The Ashes of London, the story emerged slowly, with research and writing 

going hand in hand. The first character I found was James Marwood, a clerk at Whitehall, the 

largest palace in Europe before its destruction (also by fire) later in the seventeenth century. 

He’s driven by the need to provide for his ailing father, a man broken by prison after backing the 

wrong side in the Civil War.  

The second character to appear was a young woman, Catherine Lovett, who has a strange 

obsession with Baroque architecture and a family who considers her as a cross between a social 

outcast and an asset to be negotiated on the marriage market.  

The novel is a murder mystery: among the long-buried dead of St Paul’s is a recent corpse, a 

man with his thumbs knotted behind his back and a knife-wound in his neck. The body is a 

problem for the Government, terrified that the destruction of the City might be the result of a 

conspiracy, and that its consequences could soon explode into civil unrest or even rebellion.  

It is also a problem for James Marwood, who has his own secrets to hide, and whose boss is 

responsible for government propaganda. The dead man is wearing the servant's livery of 

Catherine's uncle, Henry Alderley, one of the wealthiest men in the country. 

After the Fire, it was remarkable how rapidly a form of normality returned - despite the fact that 

the residential, commercial and manufacturing heart of the Kingdom had been destroyed. What 

made it even more remarkable was that the country lacked a strong, centralised government 
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that could co-ordinate and fund large scale infrastructure projects. Nor was the country 

politically stable: seventeen years earlier, Londoners had watched the execution of Charles I at 

Whitehall; it was only six years since the restoration of the monarchy. 

London survived. Even now, its street pattern is largely unchanged.  Its main locations seem 

curiously indifferent to flames or bombs or even wholesale redevelopment. There they still are, 

strung along the Thames just as they were in 1666: Parliament sits at Westminster; the 

Government rules from Whitehall; and the nation's wealth is centred on the City.  

Just as they did in 1666.  

Reading Group questions for The Ashes of London 

 Cat and Marwood hardly meet until the end of the book. Do you think they will ever become 

romantically entangled? 

 Are the mutual responsibilities of parents and children one of the themes of the novel?  

 What does The Ashes of London tell us about the role of women in the Seventeenth Century? 

 Has Cat any chance of building an independent life for herself in Restoration London. If so, 

how? 

 Are there worse crimes than murder? Who do you think is the worst character in the novel?  

 Marwood is attracted to an older woman of a higher status than himself. Could a relationship 

between them develop in Restoration England? Should it? 

 How has London changed since 1666 - and how is it still the same?  

 How were the Fire refugees able to cope in an era before fire insurance? 

 Seventeenth century people thought (and spoke) very differently from us. How did their 

beliefs differ from ours? Should a historical novel try to impose modern values on the past or 

unquestioning accept the values of the period? 

 The population of London and its suburbs in 1666 was probably about 400,000, of which 

80,000-odd lost their homes and workplaces. Nowadays, Greater London is around eight and a half 

million. If there were a comparable disaster in 2017, we would have nearly two million refugees 

fleeing London. Would we cope? How? 

 Henry Alderley is a goldsmith who looks after other people’s money - and makes loans to third 

parties. Is he the seventeenth-century version of a modern bank? Is he to blame for what he does 

and the problems he causes? Are his twenty-first century equivalents to blame? 

 After the Fire, some people (including Sir Christopher Wren) wanted London to have a new, 

modern street plan. But in the end the city was mainly rebuilt along the old medieval street pattern. 

Was this a lost opportunity? 


