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A few readers may know of the connection between George Villiers, 2nd Duke of Buckingham and the 
Cock and Bottle pub in Skeldergate, in which Villiers was reputed to have conducted experiments in 
alchemy, nearly blowing himself up on one occasion. Villiers sought the “philosopher’s stone”.  The 
Cock and Bottle grew, with many additions, from a house, built around 1575. It eventually became 
part of the grounds of what was York’s largest mansion, built around 1640, which was owned by 
Thomas Fairfax, the famous Civil War General.  Whilst during the civil war York was held by Royalists,  
the Fairfax mansion avoided destruction. Through marriage to Fairfax’s daughter, George Villiers was 
to spend time there, and although the property appears to have remained in his wife’s ownership, it 
eventually became known as Buckingham House. The house on Bishophill Senior fell into disuse, and 
was demolished before 1800. The site of the mansion, then a ruin is shown below on a map of 1851.  

 

 (House shown top right in an engraving of 1718 below). 

 



 

 

Ownership of the house had been transferred to an impoverished branch of the Fairfax family who, 
by 1707, referred to the property as “an old rotten house in Skeldergate”. The Fairfaxes’ agent in 
1706 advised them that he had received an offer of £200 for the land, and £150 for the stone & 
timber. Robert Fairfax decided to downsize and moved to 71 Micklegate. Following the demolition of 
the Cooke, Troughton & Simms factory, which occupied the site from 1855, an old brick wall, 
thought to be part of the Fairfax mansion, was revealed and the brickwork was incorporated in the 
wall of a new housing development in Fetter Lane.  The Villiers family can be traced back to the 
Norman conquerors.  George Villiers the  2nd Duke of Buckingham’s father was George Villiers, 1st 
Duke of Buckingham, the similarity of the name having confused more than one historian. The 1st 
Duke was educated in France, and was instructed in fencing, dancing and foreign languages by the 
best masters in Europe. On his return to England in 1614 he attracted the attention of James I, who 
took Villiers as his lover and nicknamed him "Steenie" (a reference to St. Stephen whom the Bible 
describes as having the "face of an angel"). Villiers’ good looks also appealed to the ladies and his 
highly suspect morals were much in question! The nursery-rhyme "Georgie Porgie" refers to Villiers.  
Villiers’ most notorious affair was his liaison with Anne of Austria (1601-1666), who was the Queen 
of France and married to the King Louis XII, and badly injured both of their reputations. This, 
however, was overlooked by King Louis due to his great friendship with the English King. Villiers was 
disliked by both courtiers and commoners, not least for helping to arrange the marriage of King 
James' son, (later became King Charles I),  to the French Catholic princess Henrietta Maria (1609-
1669)  

Villiers’ rise to fame and power was rapid, becoming the Royal Cupbearer in 1614. In 1615 he was 
made a Gentleman of the Bedchamber and knighted. 1616 saw him appointed Master of the Horse 
and Knight of the Garter. In the same year he was made a viscount and then advanced to Earl of 
Buckingham in 1617, and sworn in as Privy Councillor. 1618 saw him made Marquis. He became Lord 
High Admiral in 1619. The ultimate advancement came in 1623, when he was created Duke of 
Buckingham, the first non-Royal duke to be created in over a century. On the death of  King James, 
the Duke retained great power under Charles I and became one of the richest noblemen in England, 
partly through endowments associated with the positions granted to him by the King,  but also 
through his acquisition and sale of works of art.  He directed a number of military defeats in Europe 
at great cost and loss of life which, together with the rumours of his relationship with James I, made 
him very unpopular. He was assassinated in 1628 by a recently returned infantry officer, bitter over 
the failure of military actions organized by the Duke. News of the Duke’s death was greeted by 
widespread rejoicing.  His son was only seven months old when his father was murdered.  He 
inherited the title, and King Charles I, after promising his mother, Katherine, that he would look after 
her children, decided to remove them from her and take them into his own family. This move was 
prompted by Katherine converting back to Catholicism, which angered the fervently Protestant King. 
So the 2nd Duke and his younger brother Francis spent their formative years together with the future 
Charles II (who was two years younger than George), at the centre of a lavish court and received an 
education from the finest tutors. 

 

GEORGE AND FRANCIS VILLIERS AS CHILDREN 



 

 

At the age of 12 Buckingham and Francis were sent off to be educated at Trinity College, Cambridge, 
where he received a Master’s degree just two years later. The Villiers boys were spared the effort of 
seven years’ academic study normally required to obtain a degree. At the time, noblemen were 
simply awarded degrees without having to pass examinations. 

In 1842, after gaining his degree at Trinity College, Buckingham and Francis left Cambridge, which 
was garrisoned by Parliamentary forces, and joined Charles and the Royalist army at Oxford, seeing 
military action in 1643. Their uncle was killed in battle and the family, in view of their age, (15 & 14), 
agreed for the brothers to be placed under the care of the Earl of Northumberland, who arranged 
for the two brothers to travel with a tutor to Florence and Rome to complete their education. There 
they were to stay four years and, through their connections with King Charles, were welcomed into 
the many palaces of European rulers, experiencing their lavish lifestyles and throwing themselves 
into the amorous opportunities presented.  

On the outbreak of the Second Civil War, the brothers returned to England and joined the Earl of 
Holland's Royalist insurrection at Kingston, Surrey, in July 1648 during which Francis Villiers was 
killed and Lord Holland was captured;  Buckingham succeeded in escaping to the Netherlands. His 
estates in England at Helmsley and York House, London, were confiscated because of his 
participation in the rebellion. He was present with Charles at the battle of Worcester in 1651, where 
Charles was defeated by Oliver Cromwell.  Buckingham escaped safely alone to Rotterdam and 
eventually joined Charles at his court-in-exile in France. 

In consequence of his participation in the rebellion, his lands, which had been restored to him in 
1647 on account of his youth, were now again confiscated. His subsequent negotiations with 
Cromwell's government separated Buckingham from the rest of Charles's advisers and diminished 
his influence. His estrangement from the royal family was completed by his audacious courtship of 
the King's sister, the widowed Princess of Orange, and by a money dispute with Charles. Buckingham 
secretly returned to England in 1657, hoping to recover his estates, which had been granted to Lord 
Fairfax, the famous Parliamentary Civil War General.  Mary, only daughter of Lord Fairfax,  had fallen 
in love with the Duke (most women seem to have found him irresistible) although the banns of her 
intended marriage with the Earl of Chesterfield had been twice called in church. They married in 
September 1657. Mary was no beauty; like the General, she was short and dark skinned. A 
contemporary decribed her as a “little crumpled woman, fond of finery”. Mary was well educated, 
having had as her tutor, Andrew Marvel, the Hull-born poet.  

 

THE DUCHESS OF BUCKINGHAM 

Buckingham seems to have impressed Fairfax himself as well as his daughter.  The Duke had received 
no pardon from Cromwell, and he and Fairfax ran risks of displeasing Cromwell. As soon as news of 
the marriage reached London, a troop of horse was dispatched by Cromwell to arrest the 
bridegroom but, by the time it reached Nun Appleton, the main residence of the Fairfaxes, the bird 
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had flown. Suspected of plotting against the government, Buckingham was eventually arrested and 
imprisoned in the Tower. Fairfax came to London to intercede for him, quarrelling bitterly with 
Cromwell a few days before the Protector's death. Released into Fairfax's custody, Buckingham later 
claimed to have persuaded Fairfax to support the Restoration.  

Charles I was executed in 1649 and in 1650 his exiled son, Charles did a deal with the Scots and was 
proclaimed King. The Scottish Army invaded England in support of Charles but were defeated by 
Cromwell. Oliver Cromwell died in 1658 and for a brief period the country was ruled by his son, 
Richard, who proved to be ineffectual.  Parliament decided to recall Charles from his exile. On 
Charles’s return in 1660, Buckingham met him at his landing at Dover. Although received coldly at 
first, due to Charles’s feeling that Buckingham had deserted him in France by returning to Britain, 
such was Buckingham’s charm that he was  back in favour by the time the pair reached London. He 
was appointed a Gentleman of the Bedchamber and carried the orb at King Charles's coronation in 
April 1661. The coronation was a lavish affair. The crown jewels, destroyed or lost during the 
Cromwellian era, were replaced at a cost of over £30,000 and Buckingham himself was rumored to 
have spent an equal sum on new clothes for the occasion. Later that year Buckingham was made 
Lord-Lieutenant of Yorkshire with headquarters at York. Here he received a rousing welcome, bells 
and cannon pealing and roaring. He took up residence at Fairfax House (later known as Buckingham 
House in Bishophill, part of his wife’s dowry. Nothing remains now of that Elizabethan mansion, 
which occupied the best situation in the city “with a noble ascent out of Skeldergate and gardens 
extending to the ramparts of the city walls beyond”. The site of the house is now occupied by 
Lambert Court, off Buckingham Street.  

Thereafter, Buckingham became deeply involved in the political intrigues of the Restoration court, 
making many enemies. The King arranged for Buckingham to accompany his sister, the Princess 
Henrietta, to Paris on her marriage with the Duke of Orleans, but, inevitably, he made love to her 
himself and was recalled. On the 28th of April 1662 he was admitted to the Privy-Council. His 
confiscated estates amounting to £26,000 a year were restored to him, and he was reputed the 
King's richest subject. He took part in the suppression of the projected insurrection in Yorkshire in 
1663, went to sea in the first Dutch war in 1665, and was employed in taking measures to resist the 
Dutch or French invasion in June 1666. He was, however, debarred from high office by the influence 
of his old enemy Lord Chancellor Clarendon. His opposition to the government had forfeited the 
King's favour, and he was now accused of treasonable intrigues, and of having cast the King's 
horoscope. His arrest was ordered on the 25th of February 1667, and he was dismissed from all his 
offices. He avoided capture till the 27th of June, when he gave himself up and was again imprisoned 
in the Tower.  

He was released, however, by July 17th, was restored to favour and to his appointments on the 15th 
of September, and took an active part in the prosecution of Clarendon. On the latter's fall, he 
became the chief minister, though holding no high office except that of Master of the Horse, bought 
from the Duke of Albermarle in 1668. His title, Duke of Buckingham, meant he outranked all but the 
King and his brother, the Duke of York. Since Buckingham was a minister without portfolio, no one 
(including himself) knew the precise limits of his powers, and everyone feared to enquire. For the 
moment he was the King’s favorite, a fact sufficient in itself. Later years were chiefly marked by 
scandals and intrigues. An affair with the Countess of Shrewsbury led to a duel with her husband in 
1668, in which Shrewsbury was fatally wounded and Buckingham, by installing the "widow of his 
own creation" in his wife's house in Bishophill, outraged even the lax opinion of that day. His wife, 
on protesting that it was not right for her and the Countess to live together under the same roof, 
was told by the Duke “Why.Madame, I did think so, and therefore have ordered your coach to be 
ready to carry you to your Father’s” (Nun Appleton). Despite such treatment, his wife, though 
intelligent, apparently continued to love her husband and patiently bore with “those faults in him 
which she could not remedy”.  



 

 

In 1674 an attack was made upon Buckingham himself simultaneously in both Houses of Parliament.  
In the Lords, the trustees of the young Earl of Shrewsbury complained that Buckingham continued 
publicly his intimacy with the Countess, and that a son of theirs had been buried in Westminster 
Abbey with the title of Earl of Coventry; and Buckingham, after presenting an apology, was required, 
as was the Countess, to give security for £10,000 not to cohabit together again. In the Commons he 
was attacked as the promoter of the French alliance, of "popery" and arbitrary government. 
Parliament  petitioned the King to remove him from his councils, presence and from employment for 
ever. Charles, who had only been waiting for a favorable opportunity, and who was enraged at 
Buckingham's disclosures, consented with alacrity. Buckingham retired into private life, reformed his 
ways, attended church with his wife and began to pay his debts. On the 15th of February 1677 he 
was one of the four lords who endeavoured to embarrass the government by raising the question 
whether the parliament, not having assembled according to the act of Edward III once in the year, 
had not been dissolved by the recent prorogation. The motion was rejected and the four lords were 
ordered to apologize. On their refusing, they were sent to the Tower, Buckingham in particular 
exasperating the House by ridiculing its censure. He was released in July, and immediately entered 
into intrigues with the French ambassador, with the object of hindering the grant of supplies to the 
King; and in 1678 he visited Paris to get the assistance of Louis XIV for the cause of the opposition.  

Charles II was popularly known as the Merry Monarch, in reference to both the liveliness and 
hedonism of his court, and throughout most of his reign enjoyed the company and amorous exploits 
of his childhood friend, the Duke of Buckingham. Buckingham’s personality fitted smoothly into the 
artificial world of the Palace of Whitehall – a world of polished manners, witty speech and shocking 
behaviour. Here were elegant courtiers, cultured and honourable gentlemen who fought duels, 
plotted, lied, cheated, and betrayed their friends, wives or daughters for their own advantage. They 
dressed in thousands of pounds’ worth of silks and satins and substituted perfumes for baths, spat 
on the floors, and often used the fireplaces as toilets. Both Charles and Buckingham had many 
mistresses, both in exile in France and in Britain. Two of the King’s most famous mistresses, Nell 
Gwynn, described as “the indiscreetest and wildest creature that ever was in a Court”, and Barbara 
Villiers, a relation of Buckingham, were also mistresses of Buckingham, whose enemies accused him 
of pimping for the King in order to gain power.  Barbara Villiers was an extremely accomplished high-
class prostitute who, according to accounts, had a variety of wiles and techniques with which to 
please her clients, and possessed an insatiable desire for her own sexual gratification.  

 

BARBARA VILLIERS 

Intellectually Buckingham was better gifted than the King, but whether he would have made a better 
ruler is a debatable question. Certainly he himself thought so. However if he could not be a king, he 
at least could rule one. He had studied his royal master for years and thought he knew the ways to 
“command him”, by keeping him flattered, entertained and occupied with the pleasures of the flesh. 

http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/arts/yourpaintings/images/paintings/gryc/large/ntiv_gryc_196013_large.jpg
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Buckingham’s extravagant lifestyle seems to have drained his significant income ad began to take its 
toll on his health. By the age of 43 he was reported to be losing his teeth, putting on flesh and 
probably was suffering from gonorrhea. He entertained on a grand scale at his London residence, 
York House, which extended from the Strand right down to the Thames. The picture below shows 
the water-gate to the house.  The gate, which prior to the creation of the Embankment in Victorian 
times faced directly on to the river, can still be seen adjacent to Embankment tube station. 
Buckingham was undoubtedly good company, renowned for his wit; he and his mistresses were 
renowned for encouraging friends to drink till four in the morning. He amused his guests with river 
trips on his gilded barge, accompanied by musicians following in a separate barge. Gambling and the 
cost of his many servants, footmen, grooms, a secretary and a chaplain reduced him to near penury.  

 

Whilst the childhood friends Charles and Buckingham had a number of disagreements over the 
years, they were able to renew their friendship quickly and remained close friends right up to 
Charles’s death in 1685, having enjoyed a trip to Portsmouth together just months before the Kings 
death.  Charles was succeeded by his brother James II. 

The coronation of James II turned out to be Buckingham’s final public engagement. In marked 
contrast to Charles’s coronation, Buckingham now held no privileges, and so did not carry any of the 
regalia. Buckingham took no part in public life after James's accession, but returned to his manor of 
Helmsley in Yorkshire, the cause of his withdrawal being probably exhausted health, and exhausted 
finances. He was described as “worn to a thread with whoring”. The castle at Helmsley was in a 
ruinous state having been attacked by his father-in-law, Lord Fairfax, during the Civil War, some forty 
years earlier. A few rooms were still habitable, and occasionally he stayed at Buckingham House, 
Bishophill, which, as part of his wife’s dowry, he had not been able to alienate.  



 

 

 

Buckingham did his best to settle down to the life of a country squire, becoming Master of the 
Bilsdale Hunt, the oldest in the country. He must however have yearned to return to the comforts of 
courtly life and being close to power, but was reconciled to spend his remaining days “playing the 
fool in company” and submitting to the nonsensical chat and barbarous language of farmers and 
Yorkshire squires, celebrated even then for their independence, their churlishness and contempt for 
polished manners.  

He died on the 16th of April 1687 at the age of 59, following a day out fox-hunting, expressing great 
repentance and feeling himself "despised by my country and I fear forsaken by my God”.  

His horse had died after a 3 hour chase of the fox, and the Duke, probably drunk, became exhausted 
and very hot.  Throwing off his coat he sank back on the grass, which was soaking and several hours 
passed before his groom arrived with fresh horses.  

He decided to stay overnight in the house of a tenant at Kirkby Moorside in Yorkshire. The building is 
now “The King’s Head” pub. He planned to carry on to York the next day and sent a messenger to 
Brian Fairfax to ask for a bed at Buckingham House. (His wife had moved to London and no longer 
lived in the house)  He believed he would recover and refused attempts by priests to get him to 
make his peace with God . When asked “What is your grace’s religion? His answer was “It is an 
insignificant question.  I have been a shame and a disgrace to all religions” 

In June 1687 he was laid to rest in the family vault in Henry VI.'s chapel in Westminster Abbey 
alongside his father, two brothers and the son born to Lady Shrewsbury. King James II paid for the 
funeral. Observers stated he was buried in greater state than the late King, and with greater 
splendour, but neither effigy nor slab marked his final resting place. With his death the family 
founded by the extraordinary rise to power and influence of the Duke ended. As he left no legitimate 
children the title became extinct, and his great estate had been completely dissipated; of an 
enormous mansion constructed by him at Cliveden in Buckinghamshire not a stone remains. 

Even his critics agree that he was good-humoured, good-natured, generous, an unsurpassed mimic 
and the leader of fashion; and with his good looks, in spite of his moral faults and even crimes, he 
was irresistible to his contemporaries. One, after alluding to his unrivalled skill in riding, dancing and 
fencing, adds, "When he came into the presence-chamber it was impossible for you not to follow 
him with your eye as he went along, he moved so gracefully." Racing and hunting were his favourite 
sports, and his name long survived in the hunting songs of Yorkshire.   Another wrote, “His quality 
and condescension, the pleasantness of his humour and conversation, the extravagance and 
sharpness of his wit, unrestrained by any modesty or religion, drew persons of all affections and 



 

 

inclination to like his company”.  He was a founding member of the Royal Society and dabbled in 
chemistry, attempting to turn base metals into gold.  

The distinguishing features of his life are its incompleteness, aimlessness, imperfection, 
insignificance, neglect of talents and waste of opportunities.  He is more severely but more justly 
judged by himself, writing: 

"Methinks, I see the wanton hours flee,  And as they pass, turn back and laugh at me”. 

His last recorded words on the approach of death: "O! what a prodigal have I been of that most 
valuable of all possessions—Time!" express with exact truth the fundamental flaw of his character 
and career, of which he had at last become conscious. 

 
 
 

"A man so various, that he seemed to be 
Not one, but all mankind's epitome; 
Stiff in opinions, always in the wrong, 
Was everything by starts and nothing long; 
But in the course of one revolving moon, 
Was chymist, fiddler, statesman and buffoon.... 
Beggar'd by fools, whom still he found too late, 
He had his jest, but they had his estate." 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

The Bishophill Local History Group meets on the first Wednesday of each month, 7pm, at 
Middletons Hotel (Lady Anne Middletons Hotel), Skeldergate.  Why not come along and find 
out more about other aspects of Bishophill’s history and characters.  
 
 
Copies of The Bishophill Local History Groups publications are available to read over a pint 

at the Golden Ball pub in Bishophill. 
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