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David Ramsay, c. 1580–1659
Adrian A. Finch, Valerie J. Finch and Anthony W. Finch*

David Ramsay is one of the most famous names in early horology. As the first Master 
to one of the oldest Clockmakers’ guilds in the world, he has a special place in world 
clockmaking. This article outlines his background, his rise to prominence and his 
eventful career. He was born to a devout Presbyterian family on the outskirts of St 
Andrews and apprenticed to King James VI’s gunsmith in the City, where he learned 
the skills of metalwork. He then took advantage of the ‘Auld Alliance’ between 
Scotland and France to travel as a journeyman to Paris, where he learned the skills of 
watchmaking. By 1610 he was performing independent watchmaking commissions. 
James’s accession to the throne of England meant that Scots such as Ramsay could 
now take up positions in the English Royal Household. Ramsay established a 
successful London watchmaking business in 1613 whilst simultaneously serving in 
the King’s bedchamber. On the succession of Charles, Ramsay became a King’s agent, 
managing the estates of Royal wards and becoming involved in patents, the most 
famous of which is the Clockmakers’ Company petition. At the start of the Civil War, 
without Charles’s protection, Ramsay found himself incarcerated in the Gatehouse 
Prison where he languished for nearly four years. He was finally released in return 
for agreeing to act as an agent for the Commonwealth. He outlived Cromwell but 
died in relative obscurity before the Restoration.

Early origins and family: 1580–1610
David Ramsay’s family origins have been the 
subject of great confusion. He was born c. 1580 
at Langraw, a farm a few miles south of St 
Andrews in Fife.1 His parents, George Ramsay 
of Langraw and Margaret Gourlay, were 

‘heritors’ in the county of Fife, i.e. they owned 
land and had the right to pass it to their next of 
kin. He was descended from Ramsay of 
Colluthie in Fife2 and family tradition claimed 
that they were ultimately descended from 
Ramsay of Auchterhouse,3 from where Sir 

* Adrian Finch (adrian@adrianfinch.co.uk) is a Professor at the University of St Andrews and, along with his 
father Anthony, acquired an interest in horology and archives from his mother Valerie. She had contributed 
to several books and articles on seventeenth-century history of science, including some in Antiquarian 
Horology. An article on Edward East (1602–c. 1695) was published in this journal in 2017. Valerie died in 
December 2018 between the acceptance of the present article and its publication. Anthony is now retired. 

1. There is a great deal of confusion about Ramsay’s early origins. This comes from his son William’s assertion 
in later years that he was a ‘near kinsman and ally’ of the Earl of Dalhousie. This has been interpreted 
literally and hence the clockmaker has been equated with David Ramsays in the Dalhousie pedigree in many 
biographies, including that by A. McConnell in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (hereafter DNB). 
However, William was only very remotely linked to the Dalhousie tree by marriage and his assertion was an 
attempt to ingratiate himself with the most important Ramsay of his day. David Ramsay the clockmaker is 
descended from Ramsay of Langraw (see note 2).

2. George Ramsay of Langraw was the eldest son of John Ramsay of Logie who was the second son of David 
Ramsay of Colluthie. See Ramsay of Colluthie in the Red Book of Scotland Project (online). George’s eldest 
uncle Henry Ramsay had been killed at the Battle of Pinkie in 1547 and his younger uncle Patrick had been 
declared an outlaw by Mary Queen of Scots during the Scottish wars of the Reformation.

3. W. Ramesey, Astrologia Restaurata (1653). In the preface, William Ramsay described his family as ultimately 
having come from Egypt via Germany to ‘Eighterhouse’ in Scotland. The Scots word for eight is ‘aucht’, and 
Ramsay of Auchterhouse were a prominent noble family at the time of the Scottish Wars of Independence.
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John Ramsay had fought alongside Robert 
Bruce in the Wars of Scottish Independence.4 
David’s great uncle, Henry Ramsay of Colluthy, 
had fallen fighting the English at the battle of 
Pinkie in 1547 (Fig. 1, see note 1) and David 
grew up marinated in stories of a bloodline that 
linked him to the events that had shaped 
Scottish nationhood and identity.5

 David was a younger son of the family. He 
was substantially younger than his sister 
Elizabeth, hinting at several elder sisters or 
brothers, some of whom may have not survived 
childhood.6 Their father George was a 
merchant adventurer, who prospered from 
trade between Scotland and other European 
countries. One may suspect that he sailed 
when a young man, making contacts and 
friendships abroad. In later life he would have 
been familiar with the sea captains from 
European countries who sailed the North Sea 
to bring European goods to the Scottish 
market.7 Strong links had always existed across 
to France and Flanders and a brisk trade in 
European goods made St Andrews one of the 
most important cultural and trading centres in 
Scotland. St Andrews is depicted in a map of 
1580 with its harbour full of ships, looking 
towards the sea and Continental Europe.8 St 
Andrews harbour exported wool, skins, salted 
fish, horses, sheep, and oxen; imports included 
fine linen and silks, gold, silver, carpets and 

tapestry, wine, armour and cutlery. 
 The family were Presbyterian in their 
beliefs, a product of the zeal of the Scottish 
reformation. David’s great uncle, Patrick 
Ramsay, had been outlawed for opposing 
Catholic Mary, Queen of Scots (see note 2) 
and in 1584 his father George was imprisoned 
at Dunfermline for ‘admonishing Bishop 
Adamsone and reproving him secretly for 
railing against faithfull pastors’.9 George also 
petitioned to establish a parish church outside 
the city wall of St Andrews bemoaning ‘the 
miserabill estait of thair nychtbouris being in 
ignorance without all knaulege of god’.10 David 
would have been reminded of the Scottish 
reformation when he looked from his home at 
Langraw down over the townscape of St 
Andrews, as he heard the sermons of John 
Knox recounted in his parish church (the 
building in which Knox himself had preached) 
and when he saw the castle and cathedral in 
St Andrews, ruined during the reformation 
and diminishing daily as they were quarried 
for stone. The finesse of David’s signature in 
later years shows that he was educated. St 
Andrews contained some of Scotland’s 
greatest scholars and there was no shortage of 
tutors to support the sons of wealthy 
landowners such as George Ramsay. 
 George Ramsay of Langraw, David’s father, 
invested in land, such as that in Pittencardie 

4. Further details of Ramsay of Auchterhouse are given in A. J. Warden, Angus or Forfarshire; the Land and 
People, Descriptive and Historical. Part 14 (Privately Published in Dundee, 1881), p. 385. 

5. David’s son William explicitly refers to his descent from Ramsay of Auchterhouse who was a key supporter 
of Robert Bruce in the Scottish wars of independence (see note 3). The lands of Ramsay of Colluthie passed 
out of the Ramsay family following the death of Henry Ramsay of Colluthie at Pinkie and David’s father issued 
a disclaimer over any residual right he may have had over Colluthie. William Ramsay’s tenuous link with the 
Earl of Dalhousie came through this branch of the family (see Fig. 1), hence David knew of his great uncle. 
This documentary evidence shows William took pride in his ancestry, surely quoting information gleaned 
from his father.

6. The registers of Anstruther in Fife are indexed on www.scotlandspeople.gov.uk and include the children 
of Elizabeth Ramsay and Robert Durie. Their marriage must have taken place around 1590 but cannot be 
traced. If Elizabeth were 20 at her marriage, this makes her around 10 years older than David. 

7. The records of deeds for the period are incomplete but in 1620 George Ramsay senior of Langraw was 
bound by an agreement to Master William Sandilands of St Monans whom we infer was a sea captain (National 
Archives of Scotland: CC20/11/3 Volume II, 22 May 1620). His son George junior also provided several loans 
including one for £500 to the University of St Andrews (ibid. 7 February 1621).

8. N. P. Brooks & G. Whittington, ‘Planning and growth in the medieval Scottish burgh: The example of St 
Andrews’, Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 2 (1977), 278–295.

9. D. Calderwood, The History of the Kirk of Scotland, Volume 3 (Edinburgh: The Wodrow Society, 1843). 

10. M. R. Smith, The Presbytery of St Andrews 1586–1605: A Study and Annotated Edition of the Register of 
the Minutes (Unpublished PhD, University of St Andrews, UK, 1986). 
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in Fife in 1577.11 Around 1590, David’s sister 
Elizabeth married Robert Durie, the minister 
of Anstruther in Fife who had been educated 
at St Andrews University.12 David’s broader 
family were cosmopolitan and well connected, 
strongly involved with the mercantile life of St 
Andrews. We know his brother-in-law Robert 
Durie visited La Rochelle and the Low 
Countries (see note 12). St Andrews was a 
Royal Burgh with an important role in 
servicing the needs of the Royal estate when 
James VI was in residence at his favourite 
palace at Falkland. When David was in his 
teens, James and David II,13 sons of ‘Black’ 
John Ramsay of Prior Letham, became 
Grooms of the Royal Bedchamber. We do not 
know exactly the relationship between Black 
John Ramsay and David’s father George, but 
they lived within a few miles of each other 
and witnessed each other’s deeds.14 They were 
certainly close friends and probably blood 

relations. King James surrounded himself 
with highly loyal servants taken from the sons 
of the Scottish middle-classes—sufficiently 
educated to understand a King’s requirements, 
but untouched by the intrigue and personal 
agendas of the higher social classes. He 
lavished excess on his servants to ensure their 
loyalty at a time when favours were bought 
and sold.
 As his neighbours found favour at Court, 
David’s family were investing in loans and 
business schemes within St Andrews (see 
note 7). David was a younger son and he knew 
that his elder brother, George junior, would 
inherit the family lands at Langraw. David 
therefore needed an alternative career. He 
was apprenticed 24 May 1594 to a gunsmith, 
Henry Smith, via the guild of Hammermen in 
St Andrews (Fig. 2).15 Smith was one of the 
most senior freemen in St Andrews becoming 
Deacon of the Hammermen (equivalent to 

Fig. 2. David Ramsay’s apprenticeship entry in the Hammermen’s Book of St Andrews (see note 15). 
Courtesy of the University of St Andrews Library. Minute book of the Hammermen of St Andrews 1553-
1792, msDA890.S1H2, fol. 84v. The paragraph reads: The qh[i]l[k] Day in p[rese]n[c]e of Johne Davis 
subjtitat Deakin for the tyme and sevrall counsel of craft. David Ramsay son lawfull to George Ramsay of 
Langraw is entrt and became p[ren]tice to Henry Smyt and payit his debbiture to ye trust labour to ye 
orde[nance] To remayne in his service for ye space of sewn yeres.

11. Register of the Great Seal of Scotland, 1580-1, entry 123, purchase of the lands of Pittencardie by George 
Ramsay of Langraw dated 6 April 1577. 

12. R. Greaves, ‘Robert Durie (1555–1616), Church of Scotland minister’, in Oxford DNB.

13. There are several David Ramsays in London at the time of the present study and distinguishing them is 
problematic. Many previous studies have confused them and errors are repeated by other authors. For the 
present study, the clockmaker is referred to as ‘David Ramsay’, but contemporaries of the same name are 
referred to as David II and David III. We have been at pains to differentiate between the many Davids.

14. Register of the Great Seal of Scotland contains two deeds: 14 February 1600 Lands of George Ramsay 
of Langraw and George junior his son from John Johnstone burgess of Edinburgh was witnessed by John 
Ramsay of Prior Letham. 4 July 1600 shows that John Ramsay of Prior Letham is the brother of James 
Ramsay of the Rind, whose will (National Archives of Scotland CC8/8/38) was overseen by George Ramsay of 
Langraw. The two families were clearly close and both may be descended from David Ramsay of Colluthie. 

15. St Andrews University Special Collections, DA890/S1H2 is the Hammermen’s Book of St Andrews. Fo. 
84 (reproduced in Fig. 2) contains the note of Ramsay’s apprenticeship to Henry Smith; the same volume 
records Smith’s appointment as Deacon and as Armourer to King James.
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Master of a London guild) in 1596, and during 
David’s apprenticeship, he was appointed by 
King James VI as Royal Armourer. We can 
imagine David and Henry Smith riding by 
horse from St Andrews to Falkland Palace to 
provide the personal service the King required, 
measuring his person to ensure plate armour 
fitted and providing him with guns and other 
firearms decorated in a manner befitting his 
position. King James never entered battle, so 
his armourer dressed to impress—to remind 
James’s subjects of the martial skills of his 
ancestors but also to reinforce his reputation 
as an educated and erudite King. 
 The medieval gunsmith took the product 
from unpromising raw materials to the final 
article. This required skills in casting and 
hammering of metal through to the engraving 
and decoration of the finished item. An 
important role was to examine regularly the 
ordnance, looking for the signs of wear that 
would, if not repaired, lead to the guns failing. 
Nowadays we understand that imperfections 
in the purity of the smelted metal translate 
into asymmetries in the stresses caused when 
the gun fires. The repeated stressing of weaker 
parts causes fatigue and ultimately it will blow 
apart when used, seriously wounding or killing 
the user. Although a medieval armourer would 
not have understood the concepts in such 
terms, it was known from practice that only 
the very purest metal, carefully cast and 
meticulously wrought, would make reliable 
ordnance. Therefore the best medieval 
gunsmiths took a personal interest in 
metallurgy—the quality of the starting 
products. Fife was one of the few places in 
Europe which had both reserves of coal 
(required for smelting) and seams of iron ore. 
In 1526, the Principal of Aberdeen University 
bemoaned the advantage that St Andrews had 
in metalworking above Aberdeen stating:

In Fiffe ar won black stanis quhair they are 
kendillit that they resolve and meltis irne 

and are thairfore richt profitable for 
operation of smithis.16 
(In Fife are won [extracted] black stones [coal] 

where they are kindled that they resolve and melt 

iron and are therefore right profitable for the 

operation of smiths.)

St Andrews was one of the few trading centres 
in which direct metallurgy was possible and 
one of the few cities where such skills could 
be acquired. Henry Smith would have known 
that low temperature smelting of iron ore 
produced an inferior product, which failed 
more readily when stressed. Ramsay learned 
from his master the skills of the metallurgist—
extracting metal with the greatest purity from 
its ores—and travelled within Scotland 
identifying the best starting materials.17 In the 
modern world, it is easy to underestimate 
what an extraordinary ability this was to the 
contemporary mind. Smiths like Ramsay took 
lifeless rock and turned it into shining, 
malleable metal. Ramsay was the product of 
an era before the taming of chemistry in 
which such skills appeared miraculous and 
magical. In addition to metallurgical skills, 
Ramsay would have been an adept blacksmith, 
handling and manipulating metal, carefully 
casting and repeatedly hammering to provide 
a homogeneous product. A gunsmith cut the 
wheel-locks that fired the gun and, once the 
piece met the engineering requirements of its 
task, engraved it, modifying its external 
appearance to make the piece worthy of a 
King. Here we see skills akin to those of a 
clockmaker in cutting wheels and pinions and 
as an engraver with an eye for detail.
 David finished his apprenticeship around 
1601. He did not take freedom of the City of 
St Andrews, and we lose track of his 
whereabouts for the next decade. But what a 
decade of change it was! King James VI of 
Scotland inherited the throne of England to 
become James I of England, Wales and Ireland. 
Up to 1603, England had been a hostile and 

16. H. Boece, Scotorvm Historiae a prima gentis origine, cum aliarum & rerum & gentium illustratione 
non vulgari: praemissa epistola nucupatoria, tabellisq[ue] amplissimis, & non poenitenda Isagoge quae 
ab huius tergo explicabuntur diffusius. Published in Paris, 1527. 

17. This and other references to the Hartlib papers below are from: M. Greengrass, M. Leslie & M. Hannon, 
The Hartlib Papers (2013), published by HRI Online Publications, Sheffield at www.dhi.ac.uk/hartlib/. This 
particular inference is made from a note in Hartlib’s diary from late 1648 [31/22/40B] where he notes ‘David 
Ramsay. who hath travelled over to observe all the Oares etc. throughout all Scotland’. 
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unpredictable neighbour, with Scottish 
interests often best served in trade with 
Continental Europe. But now, with James on 
the throne, England became a land of 
opportunity for adventurers like the Ramsays 
of Fife. 
 When James arrived in London in 1603, he 
left much of the English government structure 
as it had been in Elizabeth’s reign. Elizabeth’s 
private quarters—the Privy Chamber—was 
where much of the statecraft of the period was 
carried out. Despite the name, there was very 
little private about the Privy Chamber. Privy 
Councillors, unlike other ministers, had keys 
to the Privy Chamber and would enter and 
disturb the monarch with matters of state at 
will. But James brought with him the practice 
in Scotland, which had, to a large degree, been 
copied from the court in France. James added 
a new layer of privacy—the Bedchamber to 
which ministers had no access—beyond the 
Privy apartments. Hence whenever ministers 
sought audience with James, they entered the 
Privy Chamber but were halted by the Groom 
of the Stool, Sir Thomas Erskine. If James 
wished to converse, he would leave the 
bedchamber to conduct audience in the Privy 
Chamber. If he did not, he would simply send 
word he was not to be disturbed. This infuriated 
Privy Councillors who were used to obtaining 
the sovereign’s attention at will.18 
 When King James assumed the throne, he 
accepted the logic of a Privy Council with 
equal numbers of English and Scots. However, 
no such agreement had been made regarding 
the bedchamber. James and his sons were 
served in the bedchamber by a hand-picked 
group of Scots which included David Ramsay’s 
cousins, David II and Black James Ramsay. 
The bedchamber—the route for an audience 
with the King—was until 1618 entirely 
controlled by Scots and this caused great 
resentment amongst the English nobility. 
More than one English suitor complained he 
had been made ‘lousy’ whilst waiting for 
audience under the watchful eye of Sir 
Thomas Erskine. The English Court baulked 
at the largesse the King expended on his 

servants, but by doing so, James ensured the 
loyalty of his bedchamber staff. 
 Back in Scotland, David Ramsay’s firebrand 
brother in law, Robert Durie, had attended an 
evangelical General Assembly in Aberdeen in 
1605, and his subsequent refusal to admit 
wrongdoing offended King James. Durie was 
convicted of treason and exiled. He saw 
Scotland for the last time on 7 November 
1606, sailing from Leith to Bordeaux. At that 
time Ramsay’s sister, Elizabeth, was pregnant 
and she gave birth to a son Robert in 
Anstruther in early 1607. David’s father, 
George Ramsay of Langraw, presented his 
grandson to the congregation in Anstruther 
for baptism in March 1607. We infer that 
Elizabeth Ramsay joined her husband 
sometime soon after and from Bordeaux they 
travelled across France and the Low Countries, 
finally establishing themselves in Veere and 
then Leiden.
 Our next record of David Ramsay is in 
1610, when the Fife nobleman, John Carnegie, 
wrote to his brother from Paris to say that:

Langrawis son and I haiff bein throw all the 
palais and the town siking knoks; thay ar 
werry skant, and dier; I can not by ane 
reweill matin wnder fowirtie crowns of 
seluer. The king’s knokmaker hes promesit 
to latt ws sie ane knok vith ane reweill 
matin, werry fyn, within tua dayis : I sail by 
that quhilk Dauid Ramsay and Hary Wymis 
thinks best wirth the siluer.19 
(Langraw’s son [i.e. David Ramsay] and I have 
been through all the palace and town seeking 
clocks, they are very scant and dear. I cannot 
buy a reveille matin [an alarm clock] under 40 
crowns of silver. The King’s clockmaker has 
promised to let us see a clock with a reveille 
matin very fine within two days: I shall buy that 
which David Ramsay and Harry Wemyss think 
best worth the silver.)

Hence by 1610, David was in Paris and we 
infer that in the intervening years, he had 
taken advantage of the Auld Alliance between 
Scotland and France to leave St Andrews to 

18. The political backdrop is covered in several histories of the period. We have particularly drawn from G. 
Davies, The Early Stuarts 1603–1660. The Oxford History of England (Oxford University Press, 1987).

19. W. Fraser, History of the Carnegies, Earls of Southesk and of their Kindred, Vol. 2 (1867), p. 324. 
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take up a position in Paris.20 Whatever 
Ramsay’s route, by 1610 he was clearly well 
connected. His familiarity with Denis 
Martinot, clockmaker to Henry IV of France, 
shows he had specialized in clock manufacture, 
and the fact he acted as a translator to 
Carnegie indicates that he had resided in 
France long enough to learn the language. 
Speaking about this time many years later, 
Ramsay’s son claimed: 

His ingenuity led him to understand any 
peece of work in that nature [i.e. 
watchmaking].. We read the same of Henry 
the 4th and Lewis the 13th and many 
Princes and Emporers in Germany.20

While some of this may be embellished, it 
indicates that Ramsay was highly skilled and 
well connected, serving Royal families on the 
Continent from a base in France. Ramsay’s 
son’s account implies that David was an 
independent clockmaker in his own right; 
however, Carnegie’s letter (see note 19) does 
not mention Ramsay’s own workshop. Hence 
we suggest that while Ramsay met personal 
commissions, he served these heads of state 
as a senior journeyman to an existing 
business. One such business, consistent with 
both the Carnegie letter and William’s account 
of his father’s prowess, would be that of the 
French King’s clockmaker, Denis Martinot.
 King James was clearly aware of the 
Scotsman working at the highest levels of 
clockmaking in Paris. One imagines that Black 
James and David II Ramsay would have 
reminded the King, as they served in the 
Bedchamber, that the boy who had once served 
him in Falkland as his armourer’s apprentice 
had now become a highly celebrated 
watchmaker on the Continent. And so in 1610, 
while Carnegie and Ramsay were in Paris 
‘siking knoks’, James commissioned three 
watches from David Ramsay on behalf of his 
son, Henry Frederic, Prince of Wales. James 

was still served by his Royal Clockmaker, 
Randolph Bull, and one imagines this 
commission was a snub to the watchmaking 
community of London. James was clearly 
impressed with the watches he received, even 
if his exchequer were unimpressed by the bill 
that accompanied them.21

 The table clock in Fig. 3 dates from this 
time. The square base with a perforated dome 
was popular amongst contemporary French 
pieces and the engraving underneath shows 
King James with his sons Henry and Charles 
holding the Pope’s nose to a grindstone. Such 
images date after 1609, when the alliance 
between Spain and the Netherlands appeared 
as a blow to Papal power in Europe. However 
the presence of Prince Henry, who died in 
1612, dates this item closely to the latter part 
of the period that Ramsay was in France. 
Despite the quality of London watchmaking at 
the time, there remained a fashion for French 
items. We infer this piece was manufactured 
in Paris to fulfil a commission from England. 

Ramsay’s move to London: 1613–1619
In 1613, James offered Ramsay two positions: 
Groom of the Privy Chamber and Page of the 
Bedchamber with a joint stipend of £250 per 
annum, vastly exceeding any support enjoyed 
by Randolph Bull. Many years later, Ramsay’s 
son wrote: ‘When... King James came to the 
throne of England… he sent into France for 
my father who was then there’. It is important 
to remember that Bull had not yet vacated the 
position of Royal Clockmaker, although he 
was growing older and possibly more infirm. 
David’s tenure of positions both as Royal 
Clockmaker and within the bedchamber is 
reminiscent of the position held by Denis 
Martinot, clockmaker to King Henri IV of 
France, who was similarly Groom of the 
Bedchamber. It has been commented that 
James particularly favoured servants with 
experience of court life in France, and it may 
be that Ramsay was familiar with French 

20. W. Ramesey, Astrologia Restaurata (1653) contains a summary of the author’s background and parentage. 
Ramsay’s son commented ‘when King James came to the throne of England he sent into France for my father’ 
and this has been taken to imply that Ramsay came to London in 1603. However Ramsay had only finished 
his apprenticeship in 1601 and it is surely insufficient time for Ramsay to have become an established maker 
in Paris by 1603. Fraser (note 19) indicates that Ramsay was still in Paris in 1610. We infer he moved to 
London when provided with his positions in the Royal bedchamber in 1613.

21. This was finally paid in 1622 (see note 32).
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etiquette from his time in Paris. As a groom of 
the Privy Chamber, Ramsay was one of a team 
of servants who waited on the king in four 
squads. James was served by four gentlemen, 
six grooms and six pages in the bedchamber 
and, although this number increased during 
his reign, it was never excessive. The grooms 
made the king’s bed and helped him on with 
his undergarments. Ramsay, as a page, was 
responsible for making the beds of the grooms, 
sweeping the floors, setting the fires and 
perfuming the rooms. Although these tasks 
appear menial, Ramsay was part of a privileged 
elite whose routine access to the King was the 
hallmark of their working life. James regularly 
discussed matters of state with the 
bedchamber staff, sought their views and used 
them as sounding boards for policies later 
expressed in the Privy Chamber. Ramsay 
was—quite literally—witness to the history of 
his age. When the king infuriated his 
councillors by withdrawing to his bedchamber, 
Ramsay saw at first hand the king’s moods 
and was uniquely placed to identify his true 
feelings, intentions and emotions. In a time 
when political power equated largely to access 
to the king’s person, a servant carrying out 
the menial tasks of the bedchamber held a 
politically charged and powerful position. 
Indeed it was said that 

William Earl of Pembroke [did] labour as 
for all his life all the reign of king James… 
to be of the bedchamber and could never 
obtain it—as also Thomas the great Earl of 
Arundel did labour.22

Hence, although Ramsay is usually quoted by 
the clockmaking community as ‘clockmaker 
to the King’, we must remember that his 
duties in the bedchamber made him far more 
influential. 
 Ramsay arrived in London in 1613, joining 
a substantial expatriate Scots community. It 
included the Scots bedchamber staff and he 
would have recognised his cousins (David II 
and James Ramsay) alongside whom he had 
grown up in Fife. But there was a wider 
entourage of his countrymen who had either 
followed James in 1603, had joined him since 
or who now saw England as a land of 
opportunity. The Scots considered themselves 
more genial, more approachable than their 
English hosts, but with an expectation that 
hospitality would be freely returned. Scots 
communicated about family, friendship and 
kinship differently.23 Many assumed that if 
they shared a surname, ultimately they also 
shared a common ancestry. Hence the Scots 
in London referred to other Scots as ‘cousin’ 
(in the sense of ‘countryman’), and this was 

Fig. 3. David Ramsay table clock in the French style. The engraving showing King James holding the 
Pope’s nose to a grindstone was popular after 1609 when an alliance between the Netherlands and Spain 
appeared as a weakening of Catholic influence in Northern Europe. The presence of Prince Henry in the 
engraving, who died 1612, dates the piece closely to ~ 1610. This commission would have been met by 
Ramsay in Paris for a British client. Victoria and Albert Museum, M.7-1931.

22. R. Dutton, Mastering the Revels: The Regulation and Censorship of English Renaissance Drama 
(Springer Publishers, 2016); the quote is on p. 230.
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felt particularly acutely if they shared a 
common name. It is important to recognise 
that this was the case even if they did not 
know of any consanguinity and it has been a 
source of confusion in interpreting the family 
connections of Scots at the time. 
 From 1613, Ramsay began the task of 
maintaining the king’s clocks although Bull had 
not officially vacated his position. This may 
indicate that Bull’s health was such that he was 
unable to maintain his duties. On his arrival, 
Ramsay took a loan from John Brummidge for 

£50 set against his future earnings, presumably 
to allow him to live in a manner commensurate 
with his position. In later years, we shall see 
that Ramsay found this loan difficult to repay 
and would ask Sir William Uvedall, treasurer of 
the Privy Purse, to stand surety for the loan, 
indicating that Ramsay received his salary 
substantially in arrears and was using the 
promise of payment as collateral.24 Ramsay 
lived in Westminster, which had the double 
benefit of being close to the Palace of Whitehall 
and, as a Liberty, was somewhere where 

Fig. 4. Extract from Rocque’s Map of London and Westminster in 1754. Photo courtesy of the David 
Rumsey Map Collection, www.davidrumsey.com. 
The Palace of Whitehall is further to the North along Parliament Street. Ramsay’s business was in Tothill 
Street, the main boulevard that ran up to Westminster Abbey. The size of the French community in 
Westminster was such that the western end of Tothill Street became known as ‘Petty France’. In 1630 
Ramsay was in Gardiner’s Lane by King Street and in 1634, he lived on a court off Channel Row (parallel 
to Parliament Street and the Thames). In 1641, Ramsay would be imprisoned in the Gatehouse, shown 
as a black line crossing the road at the East of Tothill Street. Prisoners would look out of the barred 
windows to the traffic passing below. In 1676, it is likely that this is where David’s son William died.

23. S. Murdoch, Network North: Scottish Kin, Commercial and Covert Associations in Northern Europe 1603–
1746 (Brill Publishers, 2005). Murdoch gives several examples of Scots with very tenuous family connections 
referring to each other as ‘brother’ and ‘cousin’, particularly when part of ex-patriate communities abroad.

24. National Archives: C2/JASI/R8/6. An equity suit David Ramsay vs John Brummidge comprising a 
complaint by Ramsay and an answer by Brummidge. The suit outlines how Brummidge made the loan to 
Ramsay in 1613 who failed to repay it in full. Ramsay’s answer states that he paid Brummidge in instalments 
and asked him to accept Sir William Uvedall’s word as collateral for the payment of the loan. This shows that, 
despite the substantial amounts that Ramsay was awarded, he was actually paid many years in arrears and 
often had trouble making ends meet.
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Fig. 5. A magnificent astronomical watch bearing the signature ‘David Ramsay Scotte me Fecit’ with an 
engraved Royal Coat of Arms on inside of the case at the front and a portrait of King James inside the 
case at the rear. This piece dates to the early years of Ramsay’s period in London, probably c. 1618. Such 
items were sold from Ramsay’s business address in Tothill Street. Photos courtesy of Dr John C. Taylor.

foreigners could live without interference. On 
26 November 1618, following Randolph Bull’s 
death, a warrant was issued to David Ramsay 
additionally for the Office of Chief Clockmaker 
to King James.25

 Ramsay was undoubtedly almost fully 
involved in his duties in the Privy Chamber, 
bedchamber and court and hence his domestic 
clock- and watchmaking business was 
devolved to workmen who operated largely 

25. Calendar of State Papers Domestic, entries from 1613–1632.
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independently. The arrival of several French 
watchmakers in London in the 1610s (such as 
Barnaby Martinot, nephew of Denis Martinot 
in Paris) suggests that Ramsay physically 
translated a successful watchmaking business 
from Paris to London. This can be interpreted 
literally, i.e. workers who knew Ramsay in 
Paris moved with him, or more generally: that 
Ramsay’s move coincided with a recognition 
of the potential value of the London market. 
In 1622, we know that the Frenchman William 
Pettit was working for Ramsay, whose business 
was in Tothill Street in Westminster (Fig. 4). 
Tothill Street was the main arterial road that 
ran from the Tothill Fields in the West up to 
the front door of Westminster Abbey, some of 
the most expensive real estate around London. 
Furthermore its location within the Liberty of 
Westminster provided a safe haven for his 
foreign staff.27 The Liberty was outside the 
City of London so that items and manpower 
could be imported from Continental Europe, 
landed at Westminster Pier and arrive in 
Ramsay’s manufactory without ever crossing 
land under the control of the London guilds.
 Hence within a few years, drawing upon the 
skills of the immigrants who had joined him, 
Ramsay was manufacturing watches that were 
some of the highest-quality products of his age. 
There is little evidence that Ramsay himself 
was hand-making these items, rather he 
managed a brand that was underpinned by 
fashionable French design and the Royal seal 
of approval. Ramsay kept up his connections 
through his position at court, maintaining daily 
contact with the select few whose pockets were 
deep enough to afford his items. Many of his 

commissions were for the Crown, including an 
astronomical watch made for James’s favourite, 
Robert Ker, Earl of Somerset, now in the 
collection of the National Museum of Scotland. 
The Earl was ennobled in 1613 but fell from 
grace in 1616, dating this piece closely to the 
period just after Ramsay’s arrival in London. 
The magnificent astronomical watch in Fig. 5 
is very similar in style but made a few years 
later. The engraving has the signature ‘de Heck 
scul’, believed to be that of Gerard de Heck. Its 
engraved portrait of King James inside the case 
is after Simon van de Passe, a Dutchman 
working in London between 1618 and 1625. 
The Royal insignia on the case has been taken 
to indicate that it was also commissioned by 
James. This is likely to have been a gift by 
James to a valued friend and it has been 
suggested that this was a gift to his eldest 
daughter Elizabeth who had married Frederick, 
Emperor of Bohemia.28 
 Ramsay probably maintained strong links 
with Paris and the French makers who had 
taught him. He may have done this personally 
or by sending those with whom he now 
worked. It is difficult to gauge how much of 
Ramsay’s business was met by imports from 
France, received as part-made items to be 
assembled in Westminster and engraved with 
Ramsay’s name.29 It can be shown that 
Randolph Bull, Edmond Bull and Edward East 
all went abroad ‘about their necessary traffik’30 
and a key aspect of running a seventeenth- 
century clock- and watchmaking business 
was to engage in periodic journeys to the 
continent to meet with trusted suppliers, 
communicate requirements, update oneself 

26. D. Thompson, ‘Huguenot watchmakers in England: with examples from the British Museum Horological 
collections’, Proceedings of the Huguenot Society, 26 (1996), 417–430. 

27. Westminster had so many French immigrants in Ramsay’s time that the area west of Tuthill Street 
became known as ‘Petty France’. For further details about the important role that Liberties played at this 
time in housing immigrant workmen, see note 69.

28. T. Camerer Cuss, The English Watch (1585–1970) (2009). Three Ramsay watches are illustrated in this book.

29. Importing parts or ready-made items from the continent to be engraved and sold on as London pieces 
had been a practice for some time, see for example D. Thompson, The History of Watches (Abbeville Press, 
2008). Although we have found no disagreements between Ramsay and his suppliers, National Archives 
REQ2/230/24 records a contemporary (1599) dispute between the mathematical instrument maker James 
Kynvyn and his importer Lawrence Overton. Overton had agreed to provide Kynvyn with ‘clocks and other 
Germany wares’ and travelled to the continent to fulfil Kynvyn’s commissions. In the suit, Kynvyn argues that 
the items he received did not meet his requirements. 

30. Our unpublished work on Randolph Bull. The travels abroad by Edmund Bull and Edward East are 
reported in note 69.
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on the latest fashions, and reinforce the 
personal connections that would allow 
Ramsay to be sure he could supply top quality 
items to impatient and exacting clients. A 
letter from The Hague in 1615 describes 

Mr Ramsay of the Bedchamber has arrived 
here. He was heretofore a verie probable 
favourite and a gentleman of trueth of a 
verie fayre temper… whoe will take this 
tyme of the Kinges progresse to see the 
nearer countries abroad.31

This is consistent with Ramsay visiting the 
Continent to maintain professional contacts 
in person.
 The astronomical watch in Fig. 5 would 
have had a substantial lead-in time between 
commission and delivery and possibly some 
form of contract underpinned the transaction.32 

For more complex items such as this, parts of 
the commission could be relayed back to 
France, but for simpler, off-the-shelf items, the 
purchaser would require his watch delivered 
within a short time. Hence Ramsay must have 
imported sufficient goods to supply most 

clients within weeks to months from stock 
items, ready to be engraved according to the 
client’s wishes and the fashion of the day. 

Ramsay in the Court of King James: 
1619–1625
Ramsay was expected to follow the King on his 
tours and it has been estimated that James 
spent about half of his time away from 
Westminster. He attended the King on some 
but not all occasions and in 1622 he repaired 
clocks in the King’s retreats of Theobalds and 
Oatlands. Ramsay was a child of the Stuart age, 
with first-hand experience of James’s attitude 
to finance, not only from his observations in 
the Privy Chamber but also from his time in St 
Andrews as an apprentice of Smith. In 1616, 
Ramsay presented a bill for over £234 for 
‘clocks and watches repaired for the King’, a 
bill that probably included the astronomical 
watch he had made for the Earl of Somerset. It 
was greater than any bill presented by any 
previous royal clockmaker. The account book 
of William Herrick contains Ramsay’s signature 
as a receipt for payments from the Exchequer 
in 1622 (Fig. 6).33 But if Ramsay magnified his 

Fig. 6. Entries in the Exchequer Accounts books for 1622. David Ramsay’s signature appears on the right 
as a receipt for £21 12/6 for his stipends. © British Library Board: Add Ms 41578 f97r.

31. Historical Manuscripts Commission: Downshire Manuscripts Vol 5, p. 276. Letter 13 July 1615, Sir Henry 
Wotton to William Trumbull. Its reference to Ramsay becoming ‘a verie probable favourite’ indicates it is 
someone who has just entered service in the Bedchamber, which is inconsistent with David II Ramsay, who 
by this time had served James for twenty years. Hence this refers to David Ramsay the clockmaker. We infer 
Ramsay is making a journey on behalf of his business in a manner similar to Randolph Bull, Edmond Bull 
and Edward East. 

32. We have not found a contract for a Ramsay timepiece but a contemporary (1599) contract survives for a 
watch supplied by Michael Nouwen to the Earl of Shrewsbury, see C. F. C. Beeson, ‘A clock-watch by Michael 
Nouwen’, Antiquarian Horology, 4 (1964), 372. One imagines that similar agreements underpinned the 
larger, bespoke commissions that Ramsay fulfilled.

33. British Library Add Ms 41578 (1621–1622) Exchequer Accompts of Sir William Heyricke. Ramsay 
appears on ff. 97 (reproduced in Fig. 6) and 104.
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costs, he knew that many of his bills would not 
be paid. Indeed when Randolph Bull died in 
1617, over £107 of Royal bills remained 
unpaid, and his widow knew she would wait 
indefinitely for the money.34 James’s attitude to 
finance tested the invention of a succession of 
Chancellors. He spent money at twice the rate 
of Elizabeth, and would lavish extravagance on 
his favourites, which included David Ramsay. 
And all the while, Ramsay presented bills at a 
rate of (on average) £300 per year (not 
including his annual stipend of £250). Yet a 
significant part of Ramsay’s income came not 
from watch manufacture but from his position 
in court. Servants of the bedchamber were 
lobbied to present warrants to the King for 
signature whilst they attended him behind 
closed doors. In 1614, a fifth of warrants were 
presented to the King in this way but by 1624, 
that had risen to a half. A client would seek an 
introduction to Ramsay who would consider 
the request and then use his influence with the 
King to obtain the necessary writs in return for 
‘such part or share of the profits thereof’.35 And 
hence, we find Ramsay acting as the agent for 
various petitions and patents usually involving 
mechanisms, engines or metallurgy. In 1618 
the first of these was a patent to build an engine 
to 

plough grounds, whether inland or upland, 
and to fertilize barren peat and sea-sands 
and also to raise water and to make boats 
on the water move in calms as swiftly as 
full-sailed boats in great winds and with 
more security in storms.36

Ramsay subsequently patented inventions for 
draining mines, colouring tapestry, heating 
vessels for brewing, refining metals from ores, 
divining lost treasure. Ramsay’s patents in 
metallurgy, chemistry and mine engineering 
follow from his apprenticeship as a gunsmith 
and he appears to have been the route of 
choice for patents in engines and metalwork. 
In many petitions, Ramsay appears as an 
author, but it is possible that this was part of 
the price for the endorsement. Ramsay 
therefore had multiple income streams; salary 
from his formal position at court, payments 
for presenting warrants to the King and 
income from his watchmaking business. 
Ramsay had a substantial income, but he 
needed it, since he was expected to live in 
style to maintain his position. Furthermore, 
James rarely actually paid any of his staff 
their salary, so that even in 1623, a high-point 
in his career, Ramsay was briefly arrested for 
debt (see note 23).
 Many of Ramsay’s extant pieces derive 
from this period. His watches are signed with 
variations on ‘David Ramsay me fecit’, the use 
of Latin being unusual amongst English 
watches of the time (see note 27). Ramsay’s 
patriotism was expressed as ‘David Ramsay 
Scotus me fecit’ or ‘David Ramsay Scottes me 
fecit’ (see front cover), signatures he possibly 
reserved for commissions from other Scots.37 
The signature ‘de Heck scuplt’ on two Ramsay 
watches (Figs 5 and 7) has been taken to 
indicate that the cases were imported. Gerard 
de Heck was an engraver born in Overijssel in 
the Netherlands and who had worked in Blois 

34. Our unpublished work on Randolph Bull.

35. The process by which Ramsay presented documents to the King in the bedchamber is described in detail 
in an equity suit: National Archives C5/538/79 Pilkington vs Child and Ramsay. The complaint by Henry 
Pilkington describes how he was advised to approach Ramsay to obtain Royal assent for a patent and how 
Ramsay agreed to present the documents to the King in the bedchamber in return for part value of the grant.

36. Ramsay entered eight patents in total, listed in the State Papers Domestic. A ‘patent’ is a single grant, 
but each application could include several inventions. The first, dated 17 January 1618, was for ‘Engines and 
other inventions, to plough grounds, whether inland or upland and to fertilize barren peat and sea-sands; 
also to raise water, and to make boasts on the water move in calms as swiftly as full-sailed boasts in great 
winds, and with more security in storms’. The second, four years later (8 August 1622), was for an ‘Engine 
for draining land or mines; engine for turning brooches’. Six more patents were enrolled in the 1630s (see 
note 49). 

37. The Clockmakers’ Company star-shaped watch by Ramsay (Fig. 7) is said to have been discovered in the 
eighteenth century, concealed behind an arras at Gawdy Hall, Norfolk, together with some silver spoons and 
documents from the Civil War. It was therefore lost twenty to thirty years after its manufacture. It cannot be 
proven that the watch was owned from new by the Gawdy family, or that a member of the Gawdy family lost 
it, but if it were, ‘Scotus’ or ‘Scottes’ was not reserved for Scottish clients, since the star watch is one of them.
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in France before coming to London around 
1618. De Heck remained in London until at 
least 1622 when his daughter was baptised in 
St Martin-in-the-Fields. Hence, although it is 
highly probable that Ramsay imported cases, 
sadly the ‘de Heck’ signature does not prove 
it. This watch was a local commission, sold 
from his London business to a British client. 
The first owner of the watch in Fig. 7 was one 
of Britain’s super-rich, someone who wished 
to project himself as erudite and educated.
 In 1619, Ramsay became a naturalised 
Englishman, making it easier for him to trade. 
Foreigners in the seventeenth century were 
taxed more heavily than native Englishmen 
and usually fared worse whenever they came 
into conflict with local people in legal suits. 
Naturalisation allowed Ramsay to sidestep a 
volume of taxation and gave him (nominally 
at least) equivalent rights to his English 
neighbours. Ramsay married c. 1625 to 
Frances, the daughter of Dr Leonard Poe, 
physician to Elizabeth and James.38 Frances 
was less than 20 years old whereas David was 
aged about 45 and the marriage probably took 
place at Christ Church Newgate.39 They had a 
son, William (born 13 March 1626/7), and a 
daughter, Frances (1628) baptised at St 
Margaret’s Westminster.40 Ramsay’s marriage 
made him part of a respected English family 
and the brother-in-law of the Puritan minister 
Dr John Bastwick. His marriage was sadly 
short lived—Frances was dead by 1631 when 
her father made his will. Ramsay never 
remarried. 
 The perennial problem of money 
(exacerbated by the likes of Ramsay) led 
James to several schemes to raise funds. Some 
were simple if vulgar—for example James 
created more than 800 new knights at £30 a 
head—others exploited the Royal prerogative 
in more subtle ways. One key source of funds 
was the granting of monopolies to consortia—

Fig. 7. David Ramsay watch in the shape of a star 
in the collection of the Clockmakers’ Museum. 
Photo kindly supplied by and © Clarissa Bruce. 
The watch is signed ‘David Ramsey Scottes me 
Fecit’, the case ‘de Heck sculpt’. This has been 
equated with Gerard de Heck who was born in 
Overijssel in the Netherlands but who worked in 
Blois in the early 1610s. This piece has been used 
to indicate that Ramsay imported parts from Blois. 
While Ramsay may have indeed imported parts, 
Gerard de Heck was in St Martin-in-the-Fields 
between 1618 and 1622. We infer that this piece 
was engraved in London between those dates.

38. Information about the Poe family is taken from E. T. Bewley, The Origin and Early History of the Family 
of Poe (Dublin: University Press, 1906). The marriage to Frances Poe is reported in the burial certificate 
transcribed in Appendix A, however Bewley confuses David Ramsay the clockmaker with David II Ramsay. 

39. This was the parish church of Leonard Poe but its registers are defective for the period. The London 
parish registers are indexed via www.ancestry.co.uk and those of Westminster via www.findmypast.co.uk. 
Neither reports the marriage and hence we infer it took place in Christ Church Newgate.

40. Westminster archives are indexed on www.findmypast.co.uk. The baptisms are in St Margaret’s 
Westminster; William was christened 21 March 1626/7 and Frances on 30 August 1628. Both children were 
alive in 1631 when their grandfather died.
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the establishment of trading ‘Companies’. 
Such initiatives followed the success of, 
particularly, the East India Company, 
established in the twilight years of Elizabeth 
and providing its shareholders with a 
monopoly over trade to and from Southern 
Asia. James saw the potential of harnessing 
venture capitalism to augment his own 
income, and consortia such as the Muscovy 
Company, created in 1606 and given exclusive 
rights to trade with Russia, were established 
following a downpayment to the Royal coffers. 
Many London guilds renewed their Royal 
Charters, nominally clarifying existing rights, 
but undoubtedly augmenting them by stealth. 
Many of James’s new Companies were new 
London guilds, treading on the toes of the 
Aldermen of the City, but where the Royal 
coffers were concerned, such considerations 
were of secondary importance. James 
accepted the petitions of the London 
Musicians (1604), Ticket Porters (1604), 
Gardeners (1605), Fruiterers (1606), 
Soapmakers (1606) and the Gold and Silver 
Wire Drawers (1623). However not all 
petitions were successful. The Glovers 
petitioned for their own company, distinct 
from the powerful Leathersellers, but to no 
avail.
 It was against this backdrop that in 1622 a 
petition was made for the establishment of 
another new London guild—a Clockmakers’ 
Company.41 The clockmakers were relative 
latecomers to the race and one wonders 
whether the influx of French makers 
accompanying Ramsay in the mid-1610s was 
the trigger for the English community to 
request tighter regulation. English 
clockmakers in London were scattered among 
several London guilds, predominantly the 
Blacksmiths and Goldsmiths, but also the 
Merchant Taylors, Grocers and Clothworkers. 
Many more clockmakers had allegiance to no 
guild, operating outside City control. 
Established English makers such as Francis 
Foreman, Richard Crayle, Robert Grinkin and 
George Bull payed their quarterages and 

complied with City regulations and they 
resented the large numbers of foreign makers 
who operated with no regulation at all. The 
petition lists forty-three foreigners, the 
majority of whom appear French, although 
three of Cornelius Mellin’s apprentices (John 
Hutchinson, John Cook and Peter Mitchell) 
have Scots names. One wonders whether the 
subtext to the petition is that Ramsay had 
leapfrogged the indigenous clock- and 
watchmaking community in Royal affections 
and had encouraged a wave of unregulated 
makers to London who competed with (and 
probably undercut) the guilds. However, 
whatever the reason—whether the financial 
incentives to the Crown were insufficient, or 
whether James was unimpressed by the 
claim—the petition was turned down. It is 
probably no coincidence that the failed 
petition lacked one key name, the most 
influential clockmaker in London. Ramsay 
was not a signatory and appears not to have 
been the route by which the petition was 
presented to the King. James undoubtedly 
took the opinion of his close ally in the 
bedchamber regarding the petition and 
without the King’s ear it was unlikely to 
succeed.

Ramsay in the Court of King Charles: 
1625–1638
The year 1625 saw the death of James, 
Ramsay’s main benefactor. In principle, the 
King’s servants became redundant at his death 
since the Prince had a separate entourage. The 
staff of the privy and bedchambers petitioned 
Charles to determine his intentions towards 
their future employment. Charles had his own 
clockmaker, Thomas Caesar, and hence there 
was a potential duplication of roles. 
Furthermore, Charles had less interest in 
surrounding himself with, what were to him, 
an ageing entourage. On the day of James’s 
death, courtiers debated ‘whether the 
household of the dead king or that of the prince 
shall be the household of the present king’.42 
However, Charles, like his father, saw the 

41. National Archives, SP14/127 reel 178. The 1622 Clockmakers’ petition was submitted to the Crown and 
dealt among the affairs of state. It shows the petition was considered and dismissed. We infer that without the 
support of David Ramsay, the King’s Page of the Bedchamber, the petition had a difficult passage.

42. Calendar of State Papers Relating to English Affairs in the Archives of Venice, 19 (1625–1626) (London: 
HMSO, 1913), entry for 25 April 1625.  
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importance of an intensely loyal cordon 
sanitaire. Ramsay’s position as Page of the 
Bedchamber, Gentleman of the Privy Chamber, 
in addition to his horological duties, remained 
intact. It is unclear how the duplication 
between Caesar and Ramsay was managed—
both were subsequently paid—although 
Ramsay clearly emerged as the prominent 
party. The duplication was resolved, if not 
before, in 1637 when Caesar died .
 Ramsay continued to act as a petitioner as 
he had done in the time of James. Charles 
formalized the route for his bedchamber staff 
to present warrants and petitions—a route 
used by Ramsay and others for many years—
that staff of the bedchamber ‘were those to 
whom we are pleased to give leave to move us 
as they shall see cause’. The petitions that 
Ramsay presented were of variable quality. 
Ramsay was now influenced by, or a member 
of, the Rosicrucians, a secretive group of 
natural philosophers known for their interest 
in advancing the sciences, particularly 
alchemy. In November 1626, ‘David Ramsay 
of the Clock’ presented a letter to Charles 
which claimed to be from the ‘President of the 
Rosy Cross’, inviting him to meet an 
ambassador who would divulge many secrets 
including 

[putting] thirty thousand pounds into his 
coffers and will teach him a way to suppress 
the Pope; how to advance his own religion 
all over Christendom; and lastly, how to 
convert Turks and Jews to Christianity.44

The ambassador failed to arrive and the whole 
matter descended into farce. The source of 

the letter was later identified as Philip Ziegler, 
a radical preacher in London who claimed to 
be ‘Secretary to God’.45 Ziegler was arrested as 
a heretic and Ramsay’s reputation was deeply 
tarnished by this event. Even decades later, 
this event was used to mock Ramsay.46 Sir 
Henry Merrin wrote to William Lake regarding 
a petition:

you want information of the success of the 
new water engine for which my son and 
others have got a patent at the proposition 
of David Ramsay. I was first asked to take 
the patent but not finding in this new 
engine what might answer great expectation 
I thought it better to expose my son’s name 
to censure than my own. It may be useful 
to supply private houses… where the 
draught is short but not in mines… nor in 
great cities where the pipes have a great 
dimension. Mr Ramsay’s prophet may have 
a new proverb, that ‘a bird in the bush is 
worth two in the hand’.47

‘Mr Ramsay’s prophet’ in this letter appears to 
be a reference to Ziegler. David was not as 
close to Charles as he had been to James. 
Along with four others, he was temporarily 
banned from court when he criticised 
Charles’s close friend the Duke of Buckingham 
after the latter had led a disastrous military 
expedition against the French at La Rochelle.48 
This hints that David had been an open 
confidant of King James, with a degree of 
frankness to which his son was less receptive. 
However, his more distant relationship with 
the new King allowed him time to travel. He 
continued to experiment in metallurgy and 

43. National Archives PROB11/176/280. Wills Prerogative Court of Canterbury of Thomas Ceser gentleman 
of London, probate granted 28 February 1636/7.

44. I. Disraeli, Curiosities of Literature 3 (1866), pp. 464–5 contains an anonymous letter which describes 
these events and identifies the clockmaker as the one who delivered the letter. 

45. E. G Cuhn (ed.), Mémoires et Négociations sécrètes de Mr. de Rusdorf (1789) is a compendium of the 
correspondence of Rusdorf to Frederick V of Bohemia. On pp. 785–7 is a transcript of a letter from Rusdorf 
describing these events.

46. R. Heisler, ‘Philip Ziegler: The Rosicrucian King of Jerusalem’, The Hermetic Journal (1990). Available  
online at http://www.levity.com/alchemy/h_zeiglr.html.

47. Calendar of State Papers Domestic, Letter Henry Mervin to William Lake, undated, c. 1625, p. 680. 

48. 28 April 1626 John Pory to Rev. Joseph Mead. Reproduced in T. Birch, The court and times of Charles the 
First: containing a series of historical and confidential letters, including memoirs of the mission in England 
of the Capuchin friars in the service of Henrietta Maria, and a variety of other particulars not mentioned 
by our historians (London: Henry Colburn Publisher, 1849), p. 97.
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the extraction of ores throughout his life, 
reflecting his early training in St Andrews. He 
was involved in several patents for dying 
cloth, the extraction of ore, the draining of 
mines49 and he acquired mineral rights in 
Cumbria and Derbyshire.50 In 1630 Ramsay 
submitted a patent to extract precious metals 
from lead—he clearly knew that natural 
galena (lead ore) often contains silver. 
Ramsay’s London business required 
significant amounts of copper and zinc (to 
make brass), lead for solder and mercury to 
make amalgams, and, with the Thirty Years 
War interfering with trade between England 
and France, these activities appear as attempts 
to create reliable local supplies of raw 
materials. Ramsay was part of the intellectual 
community of his age, which centred around 
the Stuart court. It has been claimed he was 
friends with the goldsmith George Heriot and 
the collector Elias Ashmole,51 although on 
what authority we do not know. It is suggested 
that Ramsay introduced his nephew John 
Durie to Rosicrucianism during the latter’s 
stay in Ramsay’s house in the 1630s.52 It is 
likely that Ramsay introduced his brother-in-
law John Bastwick to John Durie, since the 
two corresponded freely in later years. They 

all had a mutual friend in the natural scientist 
Samuel Hartlib and rubbed shoulders with 
other great polymaths of their age such as Dr 
Theodore de Mayerne, the King’s physician. 
 In the 1630s, the rise in the popularity of 
painted enamel watch cases created further 
supply problems. Ramsay, and others 
decorative artists in London, could import 
enamel cases from Blois, but France and 
England were close to war throughout this 
decade and importation meant London 
clientele could not choose bespoke designs. 
To meet demand fully, London clockmakers 
would need to import casemaking skills and 
then provide those individuals with the raw 
materials to allow them to work.53 One of 
Ramsay’s patents for 1630 refers not just to 
extracting the metals themselves, but also 
their salts, which include litharge (yellow lead 
oxide pigment) and cerussite (a white 
pigment). The Pennine orefields in which 
Ramsay was investing provided not just lead, 
copper and zinc metal, but also the pigments 
malachite and azurite—the green and blue in 
enamelling. In later years, Ramsay’s 
correspondence with Hartlib would indicate 
he had also been searching for antimony and 
arsenic; antimony was an important silver-

49. Six more patents were enrolled in the State Papers Domestic in the 1630s. These were: 3) 21 January 
1630 ‘Barrel-engine for raising water out of mines, graffs, coal-pits, or any other place’;  4) 21 January 
1630 ‘Methods of multiplying and making saltpetre…; raising water from low pits by fire, moving mills on 
standing-water by continual motion and without the aid of wind, weight, or horse; making tapestry without 
any weaving-loom or way hitherto in use in this kingdom; making boats, ships, and barges move against the 
wind and tide; making the earth more fertile; raising water; making copper tough and soft; also hard-copper 
from soft-copper, and making yellow wax white’; 5) 11 November 1630 ‘Separating gold and silver from tin, 
lead and copper…’; 6) 29 January 1634 ‘Dyeing colours with materials of native growth and without the use 
of cochineal; sowing corn and grain…; carriage of coaches carts, drays and other things going upon wheels’; 
7) 17 February 1635 ‘Heating vessels used by brewers, dyers, soapboilers, salt and saltpetre-makers as well 
as drying bricks and tiles with seacoals; making drying tiles, stone jugs, bottles, melting-pots for goldsmiths, 
and other earthern commodities also with sea-coals’; 8) 2 May 1638 ‘Making cast-iron, also plate or bar-iron 
and refining all sorts of metals, by means of sea-coal, pit-coal, peat or turf with privilege to dig, open, search 
or work mines of gold silver copper and lead mixed with silver, or quicksilver to wash, roast, stamp and melt 
all such metals or ores and to refine and extract the gold and silver therefrom…’.

50. Derbyshire Records Office D258/20/36 is a release dated 1661 regarding lands once granted by Charles I 
to David Ramsay in the lead mines of Wirksworth in Derbyshire.

51.  His friendship with Heriot is asserted in his Oxford DNB entry (although there is no reference to him 
in Heriot’s papers in the National Archives of Scotland) and Bewley (see note 37) claims he was friends with 
Ashmole. 

52. M. K. Schuchard, ‘Rosicrucian Vision and the Masonic Word: to Build or Break Bridges across 
the Religious Divides (1625–1640)’, in M. K. Schuchard, Restoring the Temple of Vision: Cabalistic 
Freemasonry and Stuart Culture, (Brill, 2002),  pp. 372–446. 

53. Thompson (see note 25) argues that it was unlikely that the domestic market for highly ornate watch 
cases was always met by imports.
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grey and arsenic (as orpiment) was another 
yellow. It may not be coincidence that 
Ramsay’s involvement in these natural 
materials coincides with the expansion in the 
popularity of enamelled cases. These 
documents may reflect Ramsay’s attempts to 
profit from supplying not only clockmaking 
but all decorative arts with English raw 
materials to circumvent the difficulties and 
costs of importing from a Continent on which 
trade routes were disrupted. 
 After a few years, Charles replaced many of 
his father’s bedchamber staff with men of his 
own age, and the older generation started to 
take roles as Royal emissaries. Because of the 
sensitive nature of many of these missions, 
much of the background of the expeditions has 
been lost. Ramsay’s cousins, Black Sir James 
Ramsay (1589–1639) and David II Ramsay 
(1580–1642), were sent initially to Holland to 
act in Anglo-Dutch missions associated with 
the Thirty Years War. Their success in these 
missions, compounded by the fact that Charles 
was unable to pay their salaries, meant that 
both moved into military service on the 
Continent. Sir James Ramsay become a colonel 
in the Swedish army,54 dying in Hanau in 
Germany in 1639.55 David II Ramsay fought in 
the Low Countries (see note 54) but became 
embroiled in a dispute with Donald Lord Reay 

over treasonous words he is alleged to have 
uttered. The matter escalated to a duel which 
was stopped at the command of the King, but 
the continuation of bitterness led to David II 
being imprisoned in 1631 in the Tower of 
London and then exiled.56 David II returned 
quietly to England in the late 1630s and died in 
London in 1642.57 
 Family matters also took up some of David’s 
time. He had entered a bond with his brother 
George Ramsay junior of Langraw but in 1629 
registering the bond in Scotland was refused 
since David himself was not there to sign it.58 
In 1631, Ramsay’s father-in-law, Dr Leonard 
Poe, died and Ramsay was his executor.59 This 
led to disagreements within the Poe family 
and a sequence of equity suits followed. In the 
same year, Ramsay intervened personally 
with Sir John Coke, Secretary of State, on 
behalf of his wife’s cousin William Poe.60 
Ramsay corresponded regularly with his 
nephew John Durie.61 A mutual friend, Sir 
William Curtius, asked Durie ‘Je renuoye à 
Monsieur Ramsay mes recommandations’.62 
Durie stayed with Ramsay in Westminster in 
1630 and 1634; in 1630 Ramsay’s address was 
in Gardiner’s Lane by King Street and in 1634 
he lived at Fynes Row, Channel Row, 
Westminster (Fig. 4).63 In 1631, Durie left 
England for a mission to Gustavus Adolphus, 

 54. J. A. Fallon, Scottish Mercenaries in the Service of Denmark and Sweden, 1626–1632, unpublished PhD 
thesis, University of Glasgow, UK, 1973. 

55. A. Grosjean, ‘Ramsay, James [known as Sir James Ramsay; called Black Ramsay] (1589?–1638/9), army 
officer in the Swedish service’, in Oxford DNB.

56. This case is described by R. Cust, Charles I and the Aristocracy, 1625–1642 (Cambridge University 
Press, 2013).

57. National Archives: PROB11/190/image128. Will of David Ramsay of St Martins in Covent Garden, London, 
one of the gentlemen of His Majesty’s Privy Chamber. Proved 3 Augustus 1642. 

58. W. Maxwell Morison, The Decisions of the Court of Session from Its First Institution to the Present 
Time, Digested Under Proper Heads, in the Form of a Dictionary (Edinburgh: Bell & Bradfute, 1801–1808). 
5 February 1629 records the bond between George Ramsay of Langraw and his brother David Ramsay. 
Registering the bond was refused since David was not in Scotland to sign it, but the Court of Session overruled 
this in favour of David. 

59. National Archives: PROB 11/159, fo. 37 ‘The will of Leonard Poe doctor of physic and physician in ordinary 
to his majesty’s household’. 

60. Royal Commission on Historical Manuscripts, Cowper Manuscripts, vol 1 (1888) p. 435. Ramsay wrote 
‘I beseech you in the business of my wife’s kinsman Poe, referred to Mr Boswell (who saith he had not order 
theron from the Lord Privy Seal and your honour)… after 8 months chargeable attendance to his… utter ruin.’

61. J. Young, ‘Durie, John (1596–1680), preacher and ecumenist’, Oxford DNB.

62. The Hartlib papers have several holograph letters by John Durie including some that provide information 
relayed from Ramsay. Hartlib knew Ramsay and made several notes about him in his diaries.

63. Hartlib papers, letter Sir Thomas Rowe to John Durie 24 March 1634.  
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King of Sweden, taking with him a French 
servant of Ramsay’s and a servant of the King’s 
physician, Dr Theodore de Mayerne,64 possibly 
in an attempt to drum up business for their 
respective trades. 
 Charles was yet more generous than his 
father and set his Treasurers an even greater 
headache to provide sufficient funds for the 
Monarch’s extravagances. With Charles’s ever-
darkening finances, it became clear that 
extreme measures would be needed to finance 
the Crown. By 1630 Ramsay was handling the 
estates of Royal wards, which included lunatics 
and minors whose inheritances devolved to the 
Crown. Charles also renewed his father’s scam 
of establishing Companies. He founded London 
guilds for the Makers of Playing Cards (1628), 
Silk Throwers (1629) and Spectacle Makers 
(1629). The Combmakers (1635), Glass Sellers 
(1635), Gunsmiths (1636), Distillers (1638) 
and finally the Glovers (1639, successful 
second time around) were to follow. Charles’s 
interference in City affairs would in later years 
contribute to the Guildhall’s solid support for 
the Parliamentarian cause in the Civil War. In 
1631, the Clockmakers renewed their petition 
for a Company, having learned from their 
previous experiences. Some names, such as 
Edmund Bull and Robert Grinkin, were notable 
absences from the second petition—they now 
had seats among the Livery of the Blacksmiths 
and had little need for a new guild. This petition 
was successful—at a price. There was of course 
the payments and a note in the Clockmakers’ 
Company minutes shows that a sum of around 
£61 was raised to establish the Company.65 
This was less than the £98 spent by the 
Spectacle Makers for their charter,66 sums 
which, based on the price of gold, correspond 
to about £15,000 to £25,000 today. Whereas 
the Clockmakers’ records show only the 
amount of money collected, records of the 
Spectacle Makers give insights into how it was 
spent. Most of the costs of establishing their 
guild were payments for ‘proposing the 
petition’, ‘for procuring the King’s hand’ and for 
‘proposing our ordinances’, outlays which in 
modern parlance appear as euphemisms for 

bribery. It also seems that aspiring Companies 
could reduce costs by embracing a member of 
the Royal entourage as their Master, presumably 
acquiring the support of that individual in 
return for kudos or income after the Company 
were established. For example, the Gunmakers 
(1636) took the King’s armourer as their first 
master and the Distillers (1638) took the King’s 
physician, even though he had never practiced 
the trade. Thomas Copley was Clerk of both 
the Clockmakers and Spectacle Makers. Hence 
we infer the Clockmakers sought the influence 
of David Ramsay and in return the position of 
Master was set aside for him. The irony of this 
success was that the Company, established 
nominally to regulate the actions of makers 
without the freedom of a London guild, 
embraced David Ramsay as its Master. Ramsay 
met precisely the description of the person 
that the Guild had been established to regulate, 
but in the Stuart court, circles were regularly 
squared when money and favour were involved. 
However, the irony would not have been lost 
on Francis Foreman and Edmund Bull (who 
might have expected Royal patronage as 
Randolph Bull’s successors) and the large 
number of English makers who saw little of the 
bounty flowing from the Privy Purse.
 The Lord Mayor swore in the new Company 
with pomp and ceremony on 22 May 1632. 
David Ramsay attended as Master, and many 
key London makers were present. Henry 
Archer, John Willow and Sampson Shelton 
were Wardens; James Vautrollier, John Smith, 
Francis Foreman, John Harris, Richard 
Morgan, Samuel Lynaker, John Charlton, 
John Midnall, Simon Bartram and Edward 
East were the Assistants. Ramsay would rarely 
take an active interest in the Company. The 
subsequent cycling of the Mastership through 
the Wardens from Shelton to Willow indicates 
that the Company considered Archer to have 
been Master in deed if not in name.
 The period following the establishment of 
the Company was the height of Ramsay’s 
influence. We can in the modern age appreciate 
his skills as an entrepreneur, metalworker and 
businessman, but this was also an age where 

64. Hartlib papers, letter John Durie to Hartlib, undated [1632].

65. Guildhall Library Ms 2710/1 Extracts from Court Records of the Clockmakers’ Company.

66. Records of the Spectacle Makers’ Company. available on-line on their website www.spectaclemakers.com.
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magic and witchcraft were accepted fact. His 
skills in metallurgy linked him with alchemy 
and many onlookers would have been amazed 
by his tiny watches and fascinated by the 
rhythmic ticking of the balance. Therefore it 
was natural to contemporaries that Ramsay 
was involved in other forms of mysticism. 
William Lilly describes an account of Ramsay 
using divining rods to find treasure in 
Westminster Abbey. Whilst Ramsay waved the 
rod, a fierce blast of wind blew through the 
Cathedral, startling the onlookers. Emotions 
were highly charged, because the terrified 
spectators attributed the events to demons, 
and an exorcism was rapidly arranged.67 
 The last bill paid by the crown to Ramsay 
was in 1632 for £219, and the state papers 
afterwards show no further haemorrhaging of 
the Privy Purse into Ramsay’s pocket. Very 
few Ramsay pieces date after 1630 and, 
although he may have completed special 
commissions for valued clients, it is likely 
that the majority of his income now derived 
from royal duties. The latest Ramsay watch 
we can trace was exhibited at the Guelph 
exhibition and bore the date 1636.68 Charles 
subsequently commissioned watches from 
Ramsay’s competitor, Edward East.69 
 As he grew older, David acted more as a 
royal agent, perhaps reflecting a progressive 
unsuitability to the menial jobs of sweeping 
and fire-lighting. Ramsay managed the estates 
of royal wards of court such as the outlaw 
Thomas Alabaster (1626) and the lunatic 
Anne Mustard (1636).70 In both cases, Ramsay 
was accused of mismanaging the estate for 
personal gain. It appears that by now, Charles’s 
desperate financial situation was such that he 
was no longer paying his Bedchamber staff 
and they were expected to fund themselves 

indirectly from their royal duties. And in 
1638, Ramsay received his last patent—
another scheme to extract precious metals 
from their ores (see note 44).

Ramsay and the Civil Wars: 1638–1659
Charles, Ramsay’s benefactor, was becoming 
more and more enmired in matters of state. 
The King was facing disaffection amongst the 
Scots which had spilled over into a riot in St 
Giles’ Cathedral in Edinburgh when the new 
common prayerbook was delivered. In August 
1637, Charles sent Ramsay to Edinburgh 
where he was made a member of the masonic 
lodge as ‘the King’s special servant’.71 From 
the timing of this visit it seems that Ramsay 
was to report on disaffection in Scotland and 
possibly negotiate on the King’s behalf. A 
petition from the Hammermen of Edinburgh 
complained about external interference in the 
management of the trade, which Charles 
received favourably in September 1637 and it 
is likely that Ramsay had a hand in these 
negotiations. However, these small olive 
branches in Scotland were insufficient to 
quell the Scottish Covenanters, the rising tide 
of religious dissent and a Parliament that 
stubbornly exercised its independence. 
Charles was then drawn into events that 
would lead to the Civil War. Ramsay probably 
saw King Charles for the last time in 1638, 
when the latter travelled North with an army 
to quell the insurrection of the Scots. Ramsay 
preferred to remain in London, an action that 
displeased Charles. One courtier wrote: ‘the 
court is like the earth, naturally cold and 
reflects no more affection than the sunshine 
of their master’s favour beats upon it’.72 
Ramsay had agreed to present the King with a 
patent for Henry Pilkington, but Charles’s 

67. E. Ashmole, The Life and Times of William Lilly (published privately in London, 1822), p. 32. 

68. A. Hayden, Chats on Old Clocks (London: T. Fisher Unwin Ltd., 1918). This watch is described as ‘at the 
Guelph Exhibition was shown a clock and an alarum watch with single hand dated 1636 and signed D Ramsay.’

69. V. J.  Finch, A. A. Finch, A. W. Finch, ‘Edward East 1602–c.1695. Part 1 – Early Stuart period and 
Commonwealth’, Antiquarian Horology, 38 (2017), 343–364.

70. Alablaster was an outlaw whose estate became the subject of several suits (National Archives: 
E112/205/184, E112/205/145, E112/208/340). Complainants argued that Ramsay and Thomas Potts (with 
whom he administered the estate) were unable to account for significant parts of its value, including a bag 
of jewels. Anne Mustard was a ‘lunatic’ whose estate devolved to the Crown as a Royal ward and Ramsay’s 
handling is described in State Papers Domestic. 

71. D. Stevenson, The First Freemasons: Scotland’s Early Lodges and their Members (Pergamon printers, 1989).
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departure meant he was unable to get it signed 
(see note 34).
 Royal servants felt the brunt of public 
frustration with the Crown and Ramsay’s fall 
from grace, once the protection of Charles’s 
favour was removed, was spectacular. In 1638, 
Ramsay was filing a Royal patent, in 1639 
Charles’s secretary wrote that he had concluded 
a deal with the King of Denmark for 100,000 
dollars and that letters had been sent to the 
treasury to make such a sum available. Coke 
expressed desperation at the availability of 
such an amount in Charles’s barren coffers by 
remarking ‘if now David Ramsay can cooperate 
with his philosopher’s stone, he would do a 
good service’,73 possibly a reference to Ramsay’s 
involvement with Ziegler fifteen years earlier. 
But by 1641, with Civil War in motion and 
Charles’s authority undermined, many old 
scores were settled. Ramsay was now in 
debtor’s prison.74 He petitioned the House of 
Lords from the Gatehouse Prison in 
Westminster for payment of more than £2000 
of back wages, indicating that he, like Randolph 
Bull before him, had not been paid in several 
years. In the lawlessness of the Civil War, 
Ramsay also claimed that a large estate he had 
bought in the North had been seized. Times 
were difficult, but whereas other clockmakers 
could allow their allegiances to sway with the 
political tide, Ramsay’s colours were clearly 
and irreversibly nailed to the Royalist mast. 
Ramsay, despite now being over 60 years old, 
remained in the Gatehouse for a further three 
years. He petitioned the House of Lords for a 
third time on 8 January 1644/5—this time 
successfully. A week later, on 13 January 
1644/5, the Committee for the Advancement 
of Money offered Ramsay a third of the monies 
owed him from Royalists’ estates he could help 
uncover to offset his unpaid wages,75 indicating 
that he had been freed. This was a double-

edged sword—offsetting his desperate need for 
finance against his Royalist loyalty. However, 
with ruin imminent, Ramsay had no option but 
to concede.
 Ramsay was released from incarceration 
but then kept a low profile away from 
Government. He lost his business during his 
imprisonment and his lands and interests 
were confiscated. He corresponded with his 
nephew John Durie whilst in the Gatehouse 
and in May 1645 Durie wrote to Hartlib asking 

I praye when yow haue occasion… Learne 
where my Oncle Dauid Ramsay dwells & 
whether hee bee out of prison yea or no for 
hee wrote to mee that hee was in prison for 
debt.76

By this time, Ramsay’s son William, now 17, 
was sent to Oxford University using a bequest 
from his grandfather Leonard Poe, but the 
renewal of the Civil War meant that his studies 
were continuously interrupted.77 After Oxford, 
his son ventured to his old home city of St 
Andrews, breaking off studies again to avoid 
the armies of the Earl of Montrose, and finally 
ended up at Edinburgh, leaving the latter 
because of the outbreak of plague. William 
Ramsay eventually received a medical degree 
from Montpellier, showing that his father’s 
connections in France had not failed him. 
John Durie came to England in 1648 where he 
remained in close communication with his 
uncle and Hartlib. On 14 March 1648 he wrote 
from the library at St James’s Palace, where 
he had just been appointed librarian, to say:

I receiued from Mr Hartlib a few Queries 
which you desired to be resolved by Mr 
Ramsay, to which he gave me this Answere, 
that in England there is but one Myne of 
Antimony about Durham, that there be 

72. Calendar of State Papers Domestic 1631–1633, p. 205, 18 December 1631.

73. Calendar of State Papers Domestic 1639, p. 143, letter Coke to Secretary Windebank 9 May 1639 at 
Newcastle.

74. Ramsay’s petitions are among the papers of the House of Lords. The first is among miscellaneous papers 
of 1641, the second 30 May 1642 and finally 8 January 1644/5. 

75. M. A. E. Green, Calendar of the Committee for the Advancement of Money, Part 1 1642–45 (1888), p. 40. 

76. Hartlib papers 125/2/3C 14 May 1645.

77. This is inferred from Ramsay’s autobiographical account in the preface to Astrologia Restaurata (see 
note 20).
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many of Lapis Calaminaris, of Red & 
Courss Talke and of Arsenick also, He sayes 
concerning the Mynes of silver, that the 
richest of the world, are in Scotland and 
that here in England there be some also 
very rich, but how to gett any quantity 
transported he could not advise; the Cost 
would be very great and in theise 
troblesome Tymes other difficulties may be 
incident, but he said that he had a Patent 
for all the Mynes of England & Wales and 
that he was in a way to have some Officers 
of the Army to ioyne with him for protection 
to worke in them, and yf he could bring 
Matters about as he hoped he should, then 
he would advise you, or such as could 
improve the Oare to come vppon the Place, 
this was all that I could gett of him, he told 
me (yf I be not mistaken) that the Silver 
Oare in Scotland doth hold 80 lb. Sterl. in a 
Tunne he named also a quantity of Pounds 
which the English Oare doth hold but I 
have forgotten it, he said that awhile agoe 
he had Samples of them both but he had 
disposed of them already and could not 
commaunde any att this present: thes is all 
that he discoursed with me concerning 
your Queries, yf there be any thing wherin 
I cane serve you towards him.78

Ramsay continued corresponding with Durie 
and Hartlib and the quote above gives a 
flavour of the topics covered. Ramsay and 
Hartlib engaged in metallurgical experiments, 
including how to extract lead and to colour 
brass. He provided Hartlib with the full details 
of many of his patents and we infer Ramsay 
communicated these in the belief that he 
could make no further profit from them. 
 Once educated, William Ramsay started a 
prolific writing career in astrology, medicine 
and the nature of the soul. He dedicated his 
first book Vox Stellarum to his father with the 
recommendation that ‘I see none in this world 
so worthy… as your noble self’ and that he is 
one ‘who accounts it to be his chiefest honour 
to be your obedient son.’ About his father’s 
downfall, William wrote: 

it is true that carelessness in laying up 
while the sun shines for the tempests of a 
stormy day have given occasion to some 
inferior spirited people not to value you 
according to your… worth. 

In the preface to his work Astrology Restored, 
written in 1653, the family’s dissatisfaction 
with the status quo was laid bare:

I had rather be a stranger in the Land of my 
Nativity (in this perverse and Rebellious 
Age)… than to myself and my own 
conscience, which so long as I may freely 
enjoy, I shall never repine. 

One needs to consider carefully the timing of 
this very public statement. Ramsay’s book 
was published as Cromwell established 
himself as Lord Protector. The Ramsays 
remained staunch, vocal Royalists throughout 
the Commonwealth, weathering the ignominy 
that resulted. 
 Imagine then the Clockmakers’ Company’s 
surprise when, in 1652 after twenty years of 
absence, Ramsay walked from his house ‘Two 
doors up from the Wounded Hart in Holborn 
near the King’s gate’ and towards Fleet Street 
to attend at the Company’s court.79 Ramsay’s 
son William wrote at that time: ‘some of that 
trade… in the King’s time affirmed him to be 
their Master and now since… through envy 
think thereby to upbraid both him and me’. 
Although the Company minutes indicate a 
routine meeting, William may be referring to 
discussions prior to, or during, this Company 
court. The Civil War split friendships and 
families, and the Clockmakers’ Company was 
no exception—the Court of 26 November 
1652 embodied in miniature the politics of 
the Civil War. We can contrast Ramsay’s fall 
(and that of Charles) with the rise of East (and 
Cromwell). East, as member of the Goldsmiths’ 
Livery, was a financier to the Parliamentarian 
army. However, Ramsay still had enough 
influence to be awarded financial support 
from Shelton’s charity. 
 David Ramsay outlived Cromwell and the 
Commonwealth but did not survive to see the 

78. Hartlib papers 1/2/1A-2B, copy letter John Durie to unknown, 14 February 1648/9. 

79. Guildhall Library, Ms 2710/1-18 Minutes of the Clockmakers’ Company of London.
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Restoration. He died in London in April 1659,80 
about the age of 79, at a time when whispers of 
Charles II’s return were taking hold in the void 
left by the death of Oliver Cromwell. Ramsay 
was buried in St Martin-in-the-Fields Church, 
London on 3 May 1659; administration of his 
estate was granted to his son William on 20 
August 1660.81 
 At the Restoration, William Ramsay served 
Charles II as Physician, although this may 
have simply been an honorary role to reflect 
the support to the Royalist cause that he and 
his father had provided. On 31 July 1661, 
William Ramsay was admitted as an extra 
licenciate of the London College of Physicians, 
and in June 1668 he was admitted MD at 
Cambridge University by Royal mandate, at 
which time he was living in Plymouth. 
Ramsay’s choice of medicine as a career 
reflects his grandfather’s bond for his 
education, but, following his father’s interests, 
he maintained a strong link to alchemy and 
mysticism. He was a prolific writer on topics 
as varied as astrology, worms and marriage. 
The mixture of astrology and medicine was 
logical to the contemporary mind, which 
assumed that planetary movements and 
illness were intrinsically linked. His 
contribution to astrological thinking of his age 
was unexceptional,82 and he attracted the 
scorn of many contemporaries. After the 
publication of Astrology Restored, Francis 
Bernard described William Ramsay as a 
‘disgrace of that noble science [i.e. astrology], 
the very scabies and scorn of art’. Bernard 
was sufficiently enraged to construct Ramsay’s 
astrological chart from the birth details given 
in the preface to the book.83 Using the chart, 
he wrote in his notebook ‘as Mars is in Pisces, 
he is an arse and a conceited cockscomb’. 
William Ramsay died in Westminster in 1676 

and an inventory of his estate shows he owned 
nothing more than the clothes in which he 
died.84 This is consistent with a report that 
William Ramsay had died in debtor’s prison 
(see note 82). 

Legacy
David Ramsay represents the fusion of London 
clockmaking with the politics of the age. He 
was undoubtedly a skilled maker and 
entrepreneur, trained abroad, and bringing 
French know-how and design—important 
ingredients—to the heart of English 
clockmaking. As the first Master of one of the 
oldest clockmaking guilds in the world, 
Ramsay has a special position in world 
horology. He was politically shrewd and 
flamboyant, ingratiating himself with the 
Stuart kings, and playing the new political 
game far better than contemporary, 
indigenous makers. He was highly influential: 
Philip Warwick wrote: ‘everywhere, much 
more in court, the numerous or lesser sort of 
attendants can obstruct, create jealousies, 
spread ill reports and do harm.’ 85 His patents 
indicate an attempt to source raw materials, 
and he appears far more sophisticated than 
his contemporaries. He was undoubtedly a 
chemical experimenter, pushing the 
boundaries of science in a world of mysticism 
and alchemy. In contrast to many makers 
who kept their heads down during political 
turmoil, Ramsay rode political change, being 
thrilled and finally spilled by his proximity to 
the Royalist cause. At the height of his fame, 
Ramsay made some of most intricate and 
elaborate timepieces of his age, but in the end 
he died a relatively poor man between the end 
of the Commonwealth and the Restoration of 
the crown.
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