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Introduction


In 1648, the Governor of Plymouth, New England, William Bradford, was depressed. As a founder of the colony, one of the pilgrims who sailed on the Mayflower in 1620, Bradford had seen the settlement overcome huge threats to its survival and grow – but, he feared, it had lost its vision. The younger generation failed to grasp the ideals that their community was founded on, and did not see the value of the religion that Bradford’s generation had sacrificed so much to practise in freedom. As Plymouth struggled economically and newer settlements outpaced them, many young people moved away in search of more and better land. Those that stayed saddened Bradford with their moral decline.


Bradford’s solution was to tell them a story. To explain what Plymouth was, he wrote a booklet in the form of a conversation between the young men of New England and the ‘ancient men’ from ‘Old England’, in which the ancients set out the story of their movement. It was not an account of their twenty-eight years in America, or of their sea voyage to get there, but the longer story behind that, which he hoped would make sense of what they were doing there.


The tale Bradford told stretched back ninety-five years, to the creation of an underground Protestant church during Queen Mary’s reign of fire. It then made its way through decades of persecution, not from Catholics but from the Protestant Church of England. The underground church was recreated to resist this surprising new enemy, and faced imprisonments, executions, foreign exile and grinding poverty, all because men and women would not bow to authorities who demanded they disobey the word of God as they understood it. Bradford told of heroic stands and an ignominious capitulation, amazing conversions and embarrassing splits. His cast stretched from the Queen of England to an outlaw shoemaker. His setting was first England, and then the Netherlands where the English were strangers and pilgrims – though as godly pioneers they had been strangers and pilgrims in their home country too. His moral was that these people had created a beautiful community at great cost to themselves, and so deserved to be remembered and imitated by their children.


That story of Bradford’s is the story of this book, told here at rather greater length since a lot more information is now available, and not necessarily reaching precisely the same conclusions. The sailing of the Mayflower was not just an American beginning but one of the numerous remarkable outcomes, the many flowers, of an illegal religious movement in Elizabethan and Jacobean England. This movement is about as forgotten in Britain as the Mayflower is remembered in the United States, though its members are the fathers and mothers of Christian Churches that today have tens of millions of members.


These men and women are generally known today as the Separatists, because they separated from the Church of England. They themselves disliked the name, although they were happy with ‘the churches of the separation’. In their own day they were most often called Brownists, after their most notorious leader – a name they utterly abhorred, which of course made it stick. The small number of them who sailed on the Mayflower have become known as the pilgrims, but all the Separatists would have owned that name: they became pilgrims when they realised they did not belong in the national church they had been born into. They made many journeys, literal and spiritual, before that celebrated one of 1620; and on earth itself they considered themselves ‘Christian pilgrims who here have no biding city’.1


This is the story of people, but it is also the story of an idea: that religion should be free, and that the church of Christ is a voluntary community, not an entire church state. This was a truly dangerous and frightening idea, one that Separatists variously groped towards, stumbled over, retreated from and proclaimed from the rooftops. There are people in this story who were willing to give their lives for it, and others who were ready to take them. It was a difficult idea, but a good one, and the Western world owes it a great deal.


This book has some family resemblance to the PhD thesis I wrote twenty years ago on the thinking of the Separatist movement – a resemblance much like the second generation at Plymouth had to the first. The completed thesis was accepted by an excitingly prestigious publisher, on the condition of a few revisions that I was too sick of the whole thing to get around to making. The world doesn’t know what it missed. This new book is very far indeed from being an adaptation of that thesis, more a story that manages to rescue a few of its insights from oblivion. Still, it is quite a treat, after all these years, to see that work have some use for the first time. I again have to thank Meic Pearse, whose teaching and supervision were a joy, and who will doubtless find his theological DNA all over this book, should he care to look, along, I trust, with plenty to violently disagree with, and none of his politics at all.


I’d also like to thank Katherine Venn at Hodder & Stoughton for her enthusiasm and encouragement, and for being persuaded to take a chance on the book in the first place. It is a privilege to have the book indexed by Caroline Jones, a descendant of Peregrine White, the first child born to the pilgrims in the New World, while the Mayflower was anchored off Cape Cod. Heartfelt thanks to Dr Williams’s Library, Marsh’s Library, Lambeth Palace Library and the British Library. Also to the United Reformed Church, for their flexibility as employers, which saved me from having to write the book entirely over lunch, in bed and on the bus, and for keeping the light burning. And to my pals at the Mayflower pub in Rotherhithe, who made no contribution at all but asked quite nicely.


Spelling and punctuation have been modernised in quotations from sixteenth- and seventeenth-century sources, but not book titles. Dates are given in the modern style, so 6 February 1571/2 is given as 6 February 1572; and according to the local calendar, so 6 February in London would be 16 February in Amsterdam. The words ‘Brownist’ and ‘Barrowist’ are sometimes used by modern writers to distinguish between two distinct streams of Separatism; I use ‘Brownist’ as it was used at the time, to denote any member of the Separatist movement from Browne’s day onwards, not just one who identified as a follower of Browne.




PART ONE


The bloody beast’s gear
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Burning sermons


In August 1553, the Bishop of Gloucester and Worcester was summoned to London. The Privy Council told him he was in trouble over a debt to the crown of £509 5s 5d in unpaid first fruits, but everyone knew the truth: the Queen wanted him burned alive.


The Catholic establishment was not in the habit of having its bishops executed, but the Protestant Reformation had changed things, in Queen Mary’s eyes. Under her half-brother Edward’s six years of Protestant rule in England, churches had been stripped, services rewritten, faithful bishops deposed, and Catholic teachings denounced and insulted from the pulpit and contradicted in the Prayer Book. Now, after Edward’s premature death, Mary embarked on a Catholic spring-clean, and those who had assaulted the Church and blasphemed its faith, even in its highest places, would be punished and purged.


The Bishop of Gloucester and Worcester, John Hooper, was high on the list. Not only had he been involved in unseating traditionalist bishops in Edward’s time – bishops who were now back in power with vengeance – but he was one of the most radical Protestants in public life, even refusing where possible to wear the traditional episcopal vestments. He was, you might say, an early puritan.


Hooper was imprisoned in the Fleet for a year and a half, and relieved of his bishopric. He paid the fee for freedom to move around inside the prison, but was kept in close confinement anyway. The cell was positioned, as he put it, between ‘the sink and filth of all the house’ and the street gutter, and he became ill, suffering sciatica and a bloated torso. Attempts were made to convert him, including exorcism, but Hooper was prepared to die for his faith. The authorities had given him the chance to flee the country, and Hooper’s friends had urged him to return to exile in Switzerland, where he had gone six years earlier to escape Henry VIII’s erratic anti-Protestant backlash. But back then he had been a mere scholar, now he was a bishop. ‘Once I did flee, and take me to my feet; but now, because I am called to this place and vocation, I am thoroughly persuaded to tarry, and to live and die with my sheep.’1


Interrogated in January 1555 in St Saviour’s Church, Southwark, by the Bishop of Winchester (whose diocese extended from Hampshire to London Bridge), Hooper was found guilty of heresy and taken by night to Newgate, the bishop’s men going ahead to dowse the costermongers’ candles so that he would not be recognised. On Monday 4 February, refusing to recant, Hooper was defrocked – a literal term in those days – and at four the following morning was woken to start his last journey back to Gloucester, hooded to avoid exciting the public.


Hooper had been loved and hated in Gloucestershire. He was perhaps the most popular preacher in England, performing (the word does justice to the entertainment value of Tudor sermons) two or three times a day to overflowing churches. He had been a driven reformer, especially after his first survey of the diocese revealed, according to one count, that fewer than half of the 311 clergy interviewed were able to list the ten commandments, thirty failed to recite the Lord’s Prayer in English, and 27 could not tell him who composed it. He even demanded a minimum religious educational standard from the laity, making one John Trigg do public penance for not knowing any of the ten commandments.


The execution of Bishop Hooper


Whether to pay loving tribute to their martyr pastor, or to enjoy a religious tyrant’s comeuppance, vast crowds gathered on the Saturday morning around St Mary’s Knapp, some perching in the great elm, to see Hooper’s gospel in the crucible. John Foxe, the chronicler of the Marian burnings, claims that 7,000 were there – an impressive head count considering the population of the city was about half that, though attractions like a market or feast would bring large numbers from the surrounding villages.


Understandably, Mary insisted the golden-tongued preacher ‘be led quietly and in silence’ and open not his mouth, but, while the sheriffs forbade him to address the crowd, they allowed him to pray aloud. Hooper in his prayer confessed to being swill, and a sink of sin, but publicly reminded the Lord that he was dying not for his offences but for his refusal to deny the gospel as he understood it, which he briefly recapitulated; the Mayor chased away two people taking notes. Hooper prayed for the patience to endure the fire, or, if it were God’s will, for the supernatural anaesthesia that ancient tradition said was granted to martyrs in their hour of death. The former request was indeed granted.


Hooper was shown a pardon from the Queen, to take effect if he would abjure his heresy even now, but he cried, ‘If you love my soul, away with it!’ He was stripped to his shirt, and the sheriffs divided up his clothes among them. Standing on a stool, he was fastened to the stake by a metal band, which the soldiers had trouble fitting around his swollen waist. The faggots and reeds were placed about his feet and lit, the wood being green to prolong his dying, but the wind was so strong that when the fire was spent, he was hurt but very much alive. The executioners kindled a second fire, which again, Foxe says, ‘burned at the nether parts, but had small power above, because of the wind, saving that it did burn his hair and scorch his skin a little’. ‘For God’s love, good people,’ Hooper cried from the unconsuming flames, ‘let me have more fire!’2


A third bundle was lit, and this finally did the job. Hooper called out repeatedly, ‘Lord Jesus, have mercy upon me! Lord Jesus receive my spirit!’ Foxe concludes:




When he was black in the mouth, and his tongue swollen, that he could not speak, yet his lips went till they were shrunk to the gums: and he knocked his breast with his hands till one of his arms fell off, and then knocked still with the other, what time the fat, water, and blood, dropped out at his fingers’ ends, until by renewing of the fire, his strength was gone, and his hand did cleave fast, in knocking, to the iron upon his breast. So immediately, bowing forwards, he yielded up his spirit.3





He had been three-quarters of an hour in the fire.


Between 280 and 300 men and women died on Mary’s bonfires in the course of four years, including bricklayers and gentlefolk, university fellows and illiterate workers, a ‘blind boy’ and an ‘aged woman’, and five bishops including the Archbishop of Canterbury. The theory behind burning heretics was that it intimidated their fellow travellers while edifying the faithful, giving both a tangible sense of the hellishness of false doctrine. But as Peter Marshall puts it, ‘the meaning of those deaths could never be entirely controlled by the oppressors’. Mary’s spectacles seemed to leave much of the audience with the disastrous impression that saints had been martyred. Foxe’s stories, compelling works of Protestant propaganda published in 1563 as the Book of Martyrs, naturally tend to present the victims as brave heroes roasting joyfully before tearful, admiring crowds, but Catholic observers painted much the same picture. Witnessing the first burning, that of John Rogers the Bible translator, in Smithfield five days before Hooper’s, the French ambassador said Rogers went to his death ‘as if he had been led to a wedding’, accompanied by his children and cheered on by the crowd. Mary’s Spanish chaplain Simon Renard reported the same event: ‘Some of the onlookers wept, others prayed to God to give him strength, perseverance, and patience to bear the pain and not to recant, others gathered the ashes and bones and wrapped them up in paper to preserve them, yet others threatening the bishops.’4


As a more recent commentator, Ted Hughes, put it, in a poem about the execution of the Bishop of St David’s the following month:




No pulpit


Of his ever held their eyes so still,


…


Out of his mouth, fire like a glory broke,


And smoke burned his sermon into the skies.5





‘The blood of Christians is seed’, exulted the second-century apologist Tertullian when the faithful were being killed by Rome fourteen centuries previously, and now once again there went out a sower to sow.


The Marian burnings


This is where the story of the Pilgrim Fathers starts, with Mary’s campaign to burn Protestantism out of England. It was this more than anything that ignited the first puritan movement and lit the pilgrims’ way into the religious underground, into exile and into the New World. Always, behind all their passions, their longings and hatreds, their dreams and sacrifices, and their wranglings over theological trivia, there is the heat of Mary’s fires. The founders of the Separatist movement that would take them to the Netherlands and North America lived and hid and prayed through this assault, and it changed their view of the world. It gave them an arch-enemy and divided the world into two bodies: of Christ and antichrist. It forced them to choose whether they would stay true, despite the danger, to the gospel they had embraced or bend the knee to another lord; and in so doing it made religion what a millennium of Christian rule over Europe had, at all costs, prevented it from being: a matter of choice. Their revolutionary, pioneering, fanatical movement was forged in these fires.


The motive that persuaded Mary, by nature the mildest of Tudor monarchs, to execute her subjects for their crimes of belief was above all a hatred of the religion that had wrecked her life. When, in her adolescence, it became clear that she would be Henry VIII and Catherine of Aragon’s only surviving child, Henry feared his failure to produce an heir would destroy the young Tudor dynasty and plunge England back into civil war. A papal dispensation overruling canon law had allowed Henry to marry Catherine in the first place, but now Pope Clement VII was controlled by the Catholic Emperor Charles V, Catherine’s nephew, and could not oblige. Thus it was, for every reason except religion, that Henry turned to Protestantism. Taking the church away from Rome solved his marital problems, and confiscating the houses and vast lands of the monks solved his financial problems for a while. He took the title ‘Supreme Head of the Church of England’ but continued to enforce Catholic worship and doctrine, executing both Protestants and Catholics who opposed him. It was a reformation unlike any other in Europe, one entirely steered by the whim of the monarch.


When Parliament declared Catherine unqueened in 1534, Mary became illegitimate and unmarriageable, was banished from court and excluded from succession to the throne (until she was eventually reconciled to Henry), and she never saw her mother again. Her Protestant stepmother Anne Boleyn humiliated her and pressed Henry to have her killed, but instead Mary was made a servant to her baby half-sister Elizabeth. She threw herself into piety and was perpetually unwell. During her brother’s Protestant reign, a diplomat reported that Mary would constantly repeat, ‘Si deus est pro nobis, quis contra nos?’ If God is for us, who can be against us?


This text was proved true when the dying Edward was persuaded to exclude Mary once again from the royal succession, this time in favour of his adviser’s daughter-in-law Jane Grey. Against the warnings of her most trusted counsellors, Mary raised an army, successfully seized the throne and received a rapturous welcome from crowds hailing the legitimate sovereign. God was for her; she was to rule by and for God.


Mary’s assault on Protestants was not a matter of political expediency then, but a crusade against evil and a war on error. Rome had condemned Protestant teachings as ‘pernicious poison’ to be purged, and she had the divine anointing to administer the purgation. Fire had been the Catholic defence against heresy for centuries, and the English laws requiring it had only been repealed under Henry and Edward. Mary’s third Parliament eventually agreed to reinstate the heresy laws, and she started immediately. Mary’s more worldly advisers, including her trusted chaplain Renard, implored her to restrain herself, fearing that public cruelty would squander the goodwill of the people and provoke an uprising, but she would not be tempted. She believed in forgiving crimes against herself wherever possible, but heresy only became a crime to be forgiven after a heretic recanted. Till then it was a disease to be cured.


The rationale for persecution


Mary had every reason to believe she could overcome faith with fire. Public judicial murder did not revolt sixteenth-century viewers or discredit the persecutor. Thousands of people were executed every year in England and Wales, to the great diversion of the public, and torture and mutilation were standard acts of justice. Mary’s heretics probably increased the annual total of executions by no more than 3 per cent. Burning was a cruel punishment to be sure, but no more so than the hanging, drawing and quartering of traitors. The burnings of Protestants in Spain were hugely popular cruelties; they burned no sermons into the skies, but successfully eradicated Spanish Protestantism, just as holy fire had destroyed earlier movements. The blood of martyrs is not always seed; sometimes it is just blood.


Neither were most viewers shocked that victims were killed for their religious beliefs. The whole of western and central Europe had been united in the one Christian faith for a millennium before Protestantism had appeared thirty-five years ago, so agreement seemed obviously possible and natural, as well as desirable. Religious dissent threatened the fabric of society and lured people into hell. It was as widely understood that the population must be united in one religion as it is, by us today, that citizens must all be subject to the same laws; and it was as vital to stamp out wrong religion as it is to stop medical malpractice.


Protestantism had in it the seeds that could in time grow to overturn such preconceptions: its fundamental innovation was to enthrone the principle that a person has the responsibility to listen to their own conscience, and the right to follow their own mind, as Martin Luther had demonstrated unforgettably at Worms. But other forces pulled the movement in the opposite direction. One was the millennium of experience in which church was a whole Christian society, making it hard to think of church in any other way. In this arrangement, religious leaders and thinkers had power over the whole population, power that they were in no hurry to throw away now. And there was the conviction that eternal souls were at stake and false beliefs would damn them, so no punishment could be crueller than allowing religious misinformation to thrive.


Protestants, while condemning Catholicism as a creed of persecution, could be as ruthless with heretics as Catholics were. Bishops that Mary burned had themselves, during Edward’s reign, approved the execution of a man who denied the deity of Christ and a woman who believed that Jesus grew in Mary’s womb without taking her flesh; other radicals had recanted when threatened with violence. The main difference between Catholics and Protestants on the issue of heresies was whether Protestantism was one. Almost the only Christians who disapproved of persecution per se were the radical Protestant spin-off the Anabaptists, who denounced the very idea of a state church – and therefore were killed, eradicated as a religious and political plague, by almost any authority, Protestant or Catholic, who found Anabaptists in their realm. The number of Anabaptists in England was minuscule, and the real extremism of the movement had been distorted into horrible proportions in the minds of others by the Anabaptist revolution in Münster in the 1530s, which had involved communism and polygamy among other scandals, so Anabaptists were seen not as a movement to be engaged with but as mere monsters. This is why the English Separatists’ hesitant, uncertain vision of a society where religion is a matter of choice, of voluntary churches for believers only, had to be discovered from scratch, rather than learned from the Anabaptists, and why it would be so dangerously radical it would make them outlaws.


The failure of persecution


And yet Mary’s executions, instead of exterminating English Protestantism, give birth to puritanism, its most uncompromising manifestation. She underestimated Protestants, convinced they were fools who just needed to be shown their error, or knaves who would recant to save their skins; she expected to kill a few anyway, and then to see the whole movement fall apart. This strategy worked in Spain, and perhaps if the first few in England had recanted it would have worked here; but when Rogers, Hooper and others went into the flames unflinching, a precedent was set. Protestantism was glorified by martyrdom, and by the summer of 1558 the organisers of the burnings were having to send their convicts ‘into odd corners of the country’ to die, because the supposedly intimidating display was having the opposite effect.6


Another problem for Mary’s policy was that Protestants, unlike in Spain, had become a substantial minority in England. They had been the party of government and the established church was full of them, from archbishop down to parish priest. The Queen was assaulting not some alien teaching smuggled around the country by a sinister underground movement, but the religion of the English Prayer Book and the pastors of the English people. She only emphasised this by sending men like Hooper home to die in front of their flocks. This was not simply the church destroying a false teaching, but a contest between two churches as to which was the true one.


Equally counterproductive was Mary’s marriage to Emperor Philip II of Spain in 1554. It was feared and resented by many English subjects, who foresaw England being absorbed into the Habsburg empire. Such an abomination against the natural order was this, that on Philip’s arrival in London a second sun appeared in the sky, with an upside-down rainbow, Foxe tells us. Spaniards were said to be cruel, acquisitive, ruttish and growing rich on their American colonies. Spain was also the most aggressively Catholic nation in Europe. Suddenly Mary’s fiery reforms started to look like an invasion. In the space of just four years she achieved the colossal feat of making Roman Catholicism – the religion of most English people, as it had been for a millennium – seem to many people alien and threatening, and Protestantism – an import from Germany and Switzerland – seem patriotic.


Above all, Mary failed by dying in 1558, after only five years’ rule, and England would not see another Catholic monarch for a hundred years, by which time Protestantism was so irremovably entrenched that the king’s faith was the best-kept secret in the kingdom. Mary’s heated arguments just did not have time to convince the heretics; Foxe’s version of events, where the flaming weapons of antichrist failed to break the saints, had all the time it needed. The day of Mary’s death and England’s deliverance was a public holiday for the better part of two hundred years.




2


Going underground


Foxe was a man of means, and was able to work on his martyrology in exile in Strasbourg, having fled from home with his pregnant wife, pursued by the officers of the Bishop of Winchester. Eight hundred other Protestants went abroad too, but most did not leave the country and so spent several years under sentence of death. Robert Harrison, who was to become a Separatist leader in the 1580s, was a child in Norfolk in these years, a county where ten people were burned. Writing in 1583, he recalled the time




when the fiery sword did hang over our heads in the days of Queen Mary, and that by so weak a thread that we looked every hour when it should fall upon us; when we, being strangers from our own houses, walked from house to house, at such time as the owls and backs [i.e. bats] look forth and fly: and we thought it well if we might live so without house or land, or ought else save bare bread for life.1





The underground church


The Protestant outlaws met for worship in cellars and clothworkers’ lofts, in woods and ships, in inns and private houses. They were spied on and reported. Once when they were besieged in a house on the Thames, one of them swam out, brought a boat and ferried the worshippers to safety, using his shoes as oars.


There were such meetings throughout the country, from Devon to Lancashire and from Wales to East Anglia, but the largest congregation and the one we know most about was in London, claimed as an ancestor by the Separatist church in England and America. It was formed early in Mary’s reign with about twenty people and continued till her death, by which time it was sometimes more than two hundred-strong. The church evaded capture by constantly shifting around the city and the surrounding area, meeting at all times of day and night, and, though many were arrested, it was never destroyed.


Reports from witnesses including the landlady of the King’s Head in Ratcliffe say that the Protestants met in a back room of the inn, ordered a fire, beer and a roasted pig, and then sat and stood around the table, while one read a selection of psalms and the minister preached and shared bread and wine. The staff also noticed that deacons collected money for the poor and prisoners, and that members called each other ‘brother’. They liked to meet where there was a play or May Day celebrations or suchlike to provide cover – and unlike later generations of puritans had no scruples about joining these entertainments afterwards. They also shared letters and books sent by the exiles on the continent.


The company included a number of foreigners, Dutch, French and Scottish Protestants, who were numerous in London. Worshippers sometimes met at the house of one Mr Frog, a Dutch shoemaker. Before Mary’s time, foreigners had been allowed ‘stranger churches’ in the capital, giving Londoners an enticing glimpse of the more progressive Protestantism of the continent.


The London underground church read the English Bible in their meetings and discussed it, and used the second Prayer Book that Archbishop Cranmer had introduced into churches under King Edward, the more progressive of the two. These Londoners were said by a young contemporary to have chosen their own ministers ‘by common consent’2; elsewhere some congregations had no clergy, but still worshipped privately, with or without the Prayer Book. Some laymen even preached, as one of them, the Kent miller Edmund Allin, explained to his captor: ‘Why are we called Christians, if we do not follow Christ, if we do not read his law, if we do not interpret it to others that have not so much understanding?’3 Allin and his wife were burned with five others in Maidstone. Thomas Hudson, a poor glover from Aylsham in Norfolk, held meetings in his house at which he prayed and preached. He built a permanent hiding place in his woodpile, but died on Mary’s faggots after he turned street preacher.


Some people had the perilous job of smuggling correspondence between London and the exiles on the continent, and bringing their books back. One smuggler, Elizabeth Young, was arrested in London carrying a tract printed in Frankfurt called Antichrist. She was kept permanently in the stocks, interrogated thirteen times for information on her contacts, threatened with torture, and eventually released. Another was Thomas Sprat, a tanner, who once, landing at Dover and walking north, had the bad luck to meet his former employer on the road, an ardent Catholic magistrate by the name of Brent. Brent had ten men on horseback with him, and recognised the outlaw, but Sprat fled on foot, and by crawling through a hedge, running down a hillside too steep for horses, and disappearing into a wood, evaded capture.


Rose, Rough and Symson


One early leader of the London underground church was Thomas Rose, a clergyman who had gone abroad to escape Henry VIII’s anti-Protestant zeal and, like Bishop Hooper, decided not to flee a second time. Removed from his church in West Ham, for a year he led secret services around London, until the congregation was betrayed to the authorities. Rose was leading worship in a sheep-shearer’s house in Bow churchyard on the night of 1 January 1555 when the bishop’s men raided the service and arrested thirty-six people. Rose was interviewed repeatedly by the Bishops of Winchester and Norwich (Rose having previously lived in East Anglia), who threatened to rack him and to have him hanged, drawn and quartered as a traitor, for praying that God would remove Mary’s yoke from the necks of the godly. Eventually he was released into the keeping of his friend, the MP for Great Yarmouth. According to the constables, Rose earned this transfer by recanting the Protestant understanding of the Eucharist; Rose claimed they had wilfully misunderstood his statement, and wanted to be rid of him because they feared the Queen was about to die in childbirth and so did not want to provoke Protestants. Rose escaped, hid for three weeks in the cottage of a local woman until the search for him cooled off, and then fled to Frankfurt.


In 1557, the London congregation was infiltrated by a Catholic spy, the tailor Roger Sergeant. On his information, on Sunday 12 December, the Vice Chamberlain’s men caught worshippers at the Saracen’s Head in Islington, where they were supposed to be seeing a play, but were in fact about to celebrate Communion. The new minister John Rough and the deacon Cutbert Symson were arrested, along with two other members, John Devenish and Hugh Foxe.


Rough was a Scot who, before his conversion, had been a Dominican friar and chaplain to the Earl of Arran, and afterwards had become a successful Protestant preacher in Scotland and the north of England. He persuaded John Knox to become a preacher, addressing him directly in a sermon and reducing him to tears. On Mary’s accession, Rough and his wife Kate went into exile in Norden in Friesland, in the Netherlands, knitting caps. Foxe says that John Rough came to London to get yarn in November 1557, discovered the underground church, and stayed as its minister, though some have thought he must have been sent by the English Protestants in exile to lead the church. Foxe also says that Rough attended the burning of James and Margaret Austoo in Smithfield, telling a friend he had gone ‘to learn the way’, though there is a clash of dates here as the Austoos were executed on 17 September.


Shortly after Rough and Symson were taken into custody, a former member of their church, Margaret Mearing, was also arrested. Rough had excommunicated her only days before this on suspicion of being a spy, because she kept bringing strangers to church with her and talked too much. He had got the wrong person however, and she, as Foxe puts it, ‘did not well take it, nor in good part’, bitterly protesting her unfair treatment. And yet when none of Rough’s friends were allowed to visit him, she pretended to be his sister and took him a clean shirt. She then went to Sergeant’s house and berated him as Judas, and was arrested by the Bishop of London’s summoner days later.


Mearing and Rough were burned together in Smithfield on 22 December 1557. Rough left behind his wife and a two-year-old daughter, Rachel; Mearing left a husband, James. On the day of his condemnation, Rough had written to his congregation, saying he had been under great temptation until he heard the voice of God saying, ‘He that will not suffer with Christ, shall not reign with him.’ He told them, ‘I have chosen the death, to confirm the truth by me taught … It is no time, for the loss of one man in the battle, for the camp to turn back. Up with men’s hearts; blow down the daubed walls of heresy. Let one take the banner, and the other the trumpet.’4


Symson was kept alive longer because he had information. As deacon, he kept accounts of the money given by each church member for prisoners and others in need, so he was tortured, including repeated racking in three-hour sessions, to persuade him to give names, which he successfully withheld. Foxe tells us that he had been in the habit of carrying his account book about, until the Friday before their arrest, when Rough was warned of the danger in a dream. He asked Symson to hide the book, but Symson replied that dreams ‘were but fantasies’. Rough insisted though, and Symson hid the book, and the church was saved. Later, while Symson was in the stocks in the Bishop of London’s coalhouse, he had his own dream or vision, in which a glowing man appeared to him, said ‘Ha’, and disappeared, which Symson apparently found a great comfort. Symson was finally executed at Smithfield, on 28 March 1558, along with his fellow church members John Devenish and Hugh Foxe.


Bernher and Bentham


After Rough’s death, John Foxe tells us that the London underground church was led by Augustine Bernher, a Swiss man whose survival throughout Mary’s reign was remarkable, considering that he smuggled writing materials in to prisoners, including his former employer Hugh Latimer, smuggled their writings out, got their works printed abroad, and accompanied them as they were led to the stake.


The Oxford academic and Bible translator Thomas Bentham returned from exile in Frankfurt to become the main minister of the London church, and under his leadership its numbers grew. Bentham distinguished himself at a burning of seven in Smithfield in June 1558 when he flouted a decree forbidding audiences to shout encouragement or to pray for the convict. As the decree was read out, he cried, ‘Almighty God, for Christ’s sake strengthen them’, and the roar of approval from the crowd was so great that the outnumbered soldiers took no action. Bentham also had a narrow escape when he was required to take part in an inquest, where he was supposed to swear on a Roman Catholic primer. On his refusal, he was arrested, but escaped when the inquest was cancelled. Bentham wrote to his friend Thomas Lever, who was in exile in Aarau, that, despite ‘being every moment of an hour in danger of taking, and fear of bodily death’, he was happier and more at peace than he had been in the safety of Germany, ‘seeing the fervent zeal of so many, and such increase of our congregation, in the midst of this cruel and violent persecution’.5


This covert London congregation was what the later Separatist underground and the New England pilgrims would look back to as their genesis, the first steps taken on their own path. William Bradford, Governor of Plymouth colony from 1621, wrote for the younger generation there about the church ‘in the time of Queen Mary of which Mr Rough was pastor or teacher and Cudbert Simson a deacon, who … professed and practised [our] cause’.6


Spiritual subterfuge brought a new religious experience for many laypeople. Not only had their religion never been so dangerous, but they had never exercised so much control over it, never such choice or personal involvement. This was not Christianity as a national way of life binding the whole people together, so much as a chosen path and a collaborative endeavour. How easy would it be to hand that freedom back to the state when England became Protestant again – especially if its Protestantism had a flavour that was hard to stomach?
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A new hope


Later Separatists would look back on the supposed Protestant conversion of the English Church at Elizabeth’s accession with derision and disgust: one moment England had been a nation of blasphemers, every parish disobeying God to join in with the antichristian idol worship of Rome; then, as the Separatist leader Henry Barrow put it, with typical sarcasm, ‘All this people, with all these manners, were in one day, with the blast of Queen Elizabeth’s trumpet, of ignorant papists and gross idolaters, made faithful Christians.’1 This was partly puritan disappointment talking, and more particularly the Separatists’ novel idea that religion is a matter of individual choice, not of state legislation. Either way, such an attitude is a long way from the joy and thankful optimism English Protestants felt at the time.


A Protestant Queen


Being the daughter of Henry VIII’s remarriage, which under Catholic rules made her illegitimate with no right to the throne, Elizabeth could hardly be anything but Protestant. When she was proclaimed Queen in London on 17 November 1558, all the bells of the capital rang, people danced and bonfire parties – despite their grim associations – filled the streets long into the night. It would be a great exaggeration to see this as a token of England’s delight in throwing off the Catholic yoke. If Londoners were celebrating deliverance from Mary, it by no means followed that the rest of the country felt the same. Crowded cosmopolitan London was a hotbed of Protestantism, and when combined with the neighbouring counties of Kent and Essex had provided more than half of Mary’s martyrs.The religious outlook of the mass of English people in these years is hard to gauge, but it is likely that a large majority would have been happy for their parish church to continue to supply the Catholic ritual they had grown up with, rather than undergo a third reinvention. The Spanish ambassador estimated that two-thirds of England remained Roman Catholic, which is no more than a guess, but plausible.


Our story, however, concerns the Protestants, and their feelings are clear. Robert Harrison, though he had not been part of the literal exile, saw Mary’s regime as taking the whole land into exile, re-enacting the oppression of the Israelites’ in the hostile godless empire of Egypt:




Now, when we sighed and cried for the bondage, and the cry for our bondage came up unto God, and God heard our moan and remembered his covenant, then he brought [us] again [from] our captivity, as he did of Jacob; then were we like unto them that dreamed, even, for sudden joy, doubting whether we dreamed those happy tidings or no. Then was our mouth filled with laughter and our tongue with joy.2





It was not to last.


The reports that filtered down to Elizabeth’s Protestant subjects in these early months seemed reassuring. She dismissed Catholic councillors and staff, and publicly humiliated the Bishop of London, known as ‘Bloody Bonner’ or ‘Bitesheep Bonner’, who would be the arch-villain of Foxe’s Book of Martyrs. At Christmas, Elizabeth walked out of the chapel royal when the Bishop of Carlisle insisted on raising the wafer and wine during Mass – an action symbolising their adoration as the body and blood of Christ, the blasphemy that Protestants hated more than anything else in Catholicism. Her coronation was a spectacular display of Protestant pageantry, and when the Queen returned to Westminster for her first Parliament in January 1559, she shunned the monks who greeted her with lighted tapers: ‘Away with those torches, for we see very well.’


And yet the Queen’s Protestantism, though emphatic and sincere, was idiosyncratic and unusually moderate, and she was thoroughly attached to some of the traditional forms of Catholic worship, to the grandeur, the ceremony, the ornamentation, the music; she was even in favour of clerical celibacy, though she never imposed it. Her uniquely backward-looking version of Reformed Protestantism was Protestant enough to appal Catholics, while also profoundly disappointing Protestants. Before Mary’s reign, a church of the kind that Elizabeth was planning would have been easier to impose on England. But most of the influential Protestants that survived Mary’s inferno had done so in exile among the Reformed churches of Germany and Switzerland – Frankfurt, Zurich, Strasbourg, Geneva – where they had encountered ways of worship and church life that went further than England had yet seen. The exiles disagreed about whether to imitate their hosts’ worship or to stick loyally with the form of service sanctioned under King Edward, but either way they rejoiced to belong to something bigger than their own church. The Reformed churches were not simply isolated state churches, but an international fellowship that England was expected to be part of. Many exiles returned home with a new vision of the holy purity of the true gospel. A battle loomed.


Puritans and bishops


The shape of the Elizabethan Church and its worship was set out in 1559 in the laws of Supremacy and Uniformity and the Royal Injunctions. The church they described was to be much the same as that left behind by Edward VI, the church of Cranmer’s second Prayer Book, but with some modifications, all in a conservative direction. Most noticeably, Elizabeth restored some of the traditional priestly robes: the alb, surplice and cope. The bread at Holy Communion was replaced by the traditional wafer, and the crucial words with which the minister delivered it to worshippers became ambiguous, allowing individuals to decide for themselves whether what they ate was mysteriously transubstantiated or merely symbolic. Anti-Catholic insults disappeared from prayers. Most English Protestants had been thinking in terms of how much closer their church would be brought into line with the continental Reformed churches than it had been at Edward’s death, only the most conservative being content to restore Edwardian religion unchanged; and yet the settlement imposed on them in 1559 did neither, taking it in the opposite direction.


Moderate Protestants could accept the church settlement, however disappointing, but others had grave misgivings, and became campaigners or supporters of the campaign for further change – and so we have puritanism. The puritans were dissatisfied with the Elizabethan Church and fought its leaders for further Protestant reform, to purify it of ‘the relics of papistry’. In these early years, ‘puritan’ had none of the associations of killjoy morality that have since become its main meaning. Puritans were also, and at first more commonly, known as ‘precisians’, wanting the church more precisely to model itself on the Bible.


Puritanism was nothing so concrete as a party or a sect, but rather a climate of opinion, a mood of discontent. Moderate puritans would have been content simply to be rid of the priestly robes; the more radical puritans had conceived such a horror of the saint-torturing regime they had lived through that they insisted on the abolition of all church ceremonies that had originated in Catholicism rather than the Bible: saints’ days, kneeling, the sign of the cross at baptism, confirmation, wafers. Many such traditional aspects of worship had developed in the church after the Bible was written, and for radical puritans this made them the creation of a hierarchy disobedient to Christ, the work of antichrist. These puritans objected to wedding rings as godless ritual, while the phrase from the wedding service ‘with my body I thee worship’ was horrifying. Insisting that the church should use precisely biblical forms of worship, they condemned organs and singing in parts – though they did not take this to its logical conclusion by reintroducing the harps, trumpets, psaltries and loud cymbals of the book of Psalms. Some radicals complained that the Prayer Book service was too long, leaving too little room for a good meaty sermon, and that its prayers were worldly, asking for material gain.


Elizabeth would have found it much easier to quench Protestant opposition if she had managed to keep a good number of Mary’s bishops. She hoped that half of them would accept her regime, but with two inglorious exceptions they all rejected her as Supreme Governor of the Church, and so were dismissed. Two-thirds of the new appointments were offered to returning exiles.


This placed the exiles themselves in a ticklish position. Should they take posts that required them to enforce a defective form of religion, or shun the appointments and risk their going to crypto-Catholics? They did not assume the present religious rules were permanent: Protestantism had so far been a gradual process of purifying the Church of England, so one would expect the reformation to continue. As the Act of Uniformity said, the ceremonies it imposed were to be retained ‘until other order shall be therein taken’. There was no assuming Elizabeth would grow old – she nearly died of smallpox in 1562 – or that she would remain her own master. That she would rule for forty-five years unmarried, allowing no further reformation whatsoever, and that the 1559 settlement would, essentially, survive into the twentieth century, was an unlikely prospect to say the least.


Weighing such considerations, and advised by the leaders of other Reformed churches, the majority of Protestant clergy saw their way clear to accepting whatever office was offered – or as Barrow would later put it, ‘These hungry priests, like ravening wolves and greedy foxes, flew to divide the prey.’3 The new Archbishop of Canterbury was Matthew Parker, a very conservative Protestant who had survived Mary’s regime not by leaving the country but by keeping his head down. The man who replaced Bitesheep Bonner as Bishop of London was Edmund Grindal, who had been in exile in Strasbourg, and had a lot more sympathy than Parker for puritan scruples. The minister of the underground London congregation, Thomas Bentham, became Bishop of Coventry and Lichfield, and Edmund Scambler, whom Foxe names as the first minister of the underground congregation, became the Bishop of Peterborough.


The underground congregation itself had continued meeting after Elizabeth’s succession so long as Catholic Mass continued in parish churches, though since Mary’s death they could afford to do so far more openly. One of the most fervent returning refugees, Thomas Lever, joined with them and sent a report back to Zurich in August 1559, saying that amid dismal scenes of continued popery this one congregation, which had met in private throughout the persecution, continued to offer sound worship and preaching. Though technically the group was still illegal, he said, the authorities winked at their meetings. Safety swelled their numbers more than ever, as former members who had bowed to Mary’s religion to save their lives repented. ‘I have frequently been present on such occasions,’ said Lever, ‘and have seen many returning with tears, and many too in like manner with tears receiving such persons into communion; so that nothing could be more delightful than the mutual tears of all parties.’4


Now that the reformation of the Church of England had been agreed by Parliament and the minister of the underground church made Bishop of Coventry, it was time for the congregation to wrap up its business. Just in case any of its members failed to appreciate this, the Queen issued a proclamation in 1560 commanding ‘on pain of imprisonment that no minister or other person make any conventicles or secret congregations either to read or preach or to minister the sacraments or to use any manner of divine service’. There would be no worship allowed, Protestant or Catholic, except by the Prayer Book, led by authorised ministers. Not without a certain ambivalence, the congregation dispersed to join in with the diluted Protestantism of the parish churches. Their exile was over.


Puritan nonconformity


The next few years were promising ones for the puritans. The government was more worried about Roman Catholicism than about Protestant dissent: Catholics had greater numbers, their religion was much more seriously disabled by the 1559 settlement, and they had more dangerous foreign connections, such as Queen Mary of Scotland and Philip II the Spanish emperor, widower of Queen Mary of England. Puritan clergy found they were free to interpret the instructions of the Act of Uniformity with a surprising degree of creativity. Some wore the robes, some did not; some distributed eucharistic wine from a chalice, some used an ordinary cup; some baptised babies using the sign of the cross, some omitted it. And the more they got away with this piecemeal reformation, the more widespread it became.


Some who had refused or been refused parishes found themselves ‘lectureships’ – posts where their only job was to preach, not to lead services. Such jobs could provide extra work for vicars, but, as they did not involve following the Prayer Book, they also provided pulpits for men too radical to be ministers. Some lecturers were itinerant preachers paid by patrons: before he was eventually found an official post, John Foxe was employed by the Duke of Norfolk, while Miles Coverdale – the grand old man of the Reformation who had been Bishop of Exeter back in John Hooper’s day, and a Bible translator – was employed by the puritan Duchess of Suffolk. Other lecturers were paid by town councils, such as Thomas Lever in Coventry, where he later became Archdeacon.


In London, St Antholin’s Church had three lecturers, in addition to its minister, offering sermons and psalm-singing every day before work. Holy Trinity, Minories – one of Father Coverdale’s haunts just outside the east wall of London – not only enjoyed extracurricular sermons but the rare privilege, thanks to a quirk of its history, of electing its own ministers. These churches became puritan anticathedrals, attracting ardent Protestants from all over London and its environs. The best-loved preachers attracted groups of devotees who followed them from church to church, where they preached without fear sermons that would have cost them their lives a few years previously, free from the uniform and paraphernalia of their persecuting enemy.


To most of us in the twenty-first century, the variety of religion that characterised these years will seem unobjectionable and far more natural than trying to impose one form of religion on an entire nation. For Elizabethans, it was unprecedented chaos. They did not generally have or expect anything like the freedom of choice that characterises the modern West, in their careers, partners, places of living, meals, rulers or religion, and whereas we tend today to assume that the main quality of a good society is freedom, to Tudor minds (that is to the classes of Tudor people whose opinions have been preserved) the main quality of a good society was order. The received wisdom, on every side, was that God had designed and constructed society, just as he ordered the human body and the material universe, everything with its proper place and function. In Bishop Hooker’s words: ‘If the moon should wander from her beaten way, the times and seasons of the year blend themselves by disordered and confused mixture … what would become of man himself whom these things now do all serve? See we not plainly that obedience of creatures unto the law of nature is the stay of the whole world?’5 Given this outlook, the government could not be expected to tolerate the present degree of religious pluralism for long. So long as there was diversity, the Act of Uniformity was not being observed. Dissent would have to be dealt with.


The puritans themselves, radicals though they were, were no more tolerant at heart than the government. As much as they appreciated being tolerated for now, toleration was not what they wanted, either for themselves or for anyone else. The epithet was accurate: puritans wanted purity, not freedom or diversity. They wanted true reformed religion to be imposed on the whole realm, and unreformed religion to be eradicated. John Gough, the rector of St Peter’s Cornhill and one of the preachers at St Antholin’s, far from celebrating his own personal freedom of religion in these years of diversity, bewailed the toleration of papistry, looking ahead to the ‘perfection of [Christ’s] most holy and sincere religion and the flourishing thereof, with the utter overthrow of antichrist, and all his dirty dregs and sink of devilish dreams and filthy ceremonies’.6 No concept here of simply providing reformed worship for those who want it: puritans agreed with Mary, you cannot provide good health without banishing the disease. Even while the puritans were refusing to conform, they complained about the lack of uniformity: since some wore a cap and surplice and some did not, complained Thomas Lever in Coventry, the attempt to impose them had created ‘dissension and division in the body of Christ’. The vestiarian controversy was not a battle between freedom and authoritarianism, but between two uniformities.


Book of Martyrs


It was now, in 1563, that Foxe’s phenomenal Book of Martyrs was published in English, after earlier, shorter versions in Latin. Formally known as Acts and Monuments, it was a masterpiece of Protestant propaganda, ensuring that Mary’s burnings were not just a failure but catastrophically counterproductive. It not only documented the martyrdoms meticulously, its heroes dying with miraculous fortitude for the one true faith, but it set them as the culmination of a noble pageant of Christians who had been killed for their faith from the apostles onwards. Foxe showed readers that children of light always had been and always would be bloodily attacked by the powers of darkness. It has been called ‘the most radical piece of historical revisionism ever undertaken’,7 turning upside-down the traditional understanding that the burning of heretics was a defence of the true church. Foxe showed that the Roman Catholic Church, itself riddled with evil and mired in false teaching, had always murdered true believers, taking up where the ancient Jews and Romans had left off. Hooper and his brothers and sisters had followed in the footsteps of Peter and Paul, and the Pope was the new Nero.


Foxe had been working on the subject for a decade and the book was 1,800 folio pages long; the second edition of 1570 was 2,300 pages and so outstripped the printer’s paper supply that he had to paste together smaller pages to complete it. Despite its size the Book of Martyrs sold very well, and eventually every Elizabethan church was required to have a copy, making it the most widely available book to English readers besides the Bible and Prayer Book – and to non-readers it offered vivid, graphic illustrations. It went on to become a second Bible in English homes, ensuring that the Catholic Church has so far never again been quite at home on English soil. It turned Mary’s fires against her and scorched the earth.


The Book of Martyrs played a key part in Elizabeth’s strategy to sell Protestantism to the English, stoking abhorrence of Catholicism. It showed that the religion of Mary was not just a false teaching to be corrected, but the antichrist, its advocates not just traditionalists but the army of the apocalyptic beast. This was a useful idea for Elizabeth, but it also caused her a huge amount of trouble, reinforcing the belief that every last vestige of popish tradition must be stripped from the church.


Foxe’s story had other less deliberate morals to it too. One was that religion is not simply a national way of life after all, but a matter of personal allegiance. The Book of Martyrs told story after story of holy heroes who followed their own conscience against the authority of the church of their day, and the implication was clear that in the same position we ought to do the same. Foxe was as committed to the ideal of a monolithic church state as Elizabeth and Mary, but his stories in effect made religion something more personal than that; like Mary’s fires, his stories demanded that every individual make their own choice between the two churches that were vying for their souls.


The Book of Martyrs also gave readers and hearers the impression that real Christians do not persecute. This was the contradiction at the heart of mainstream Protestantism. Foxe hated religious violence and his number-one argument against the Church of Rome was that it could not be the church described in the Bible because it had been the scene of ‘such killing and slaying, such cruelty and tyranny shewed, such burning and spilling of Christian blood’.8 And yet his Protestantism was inescapably attached to the ideal of the state church embracing an entire population. If you are committed to uniting the nation in one faith, there comes a point when that is impossible without coercion. If true Christian faith is obligatory, but it is antichristian to persecute, something has to give. The Separatists were to find themselves on the sharp end of that contradiction and came up with a solution.


Parker’s Advertisements


The year 1563 brought a highwater mark in the fortunes of this first wave of puritanism, with the Convocation of Canterbury. There was considerable support among bishops and clergy for a motion to abolish all priestly robes, saints’ days, organs, singing in parts and the sign of the cross, and to deter worshippers from kneeling. It failed by one vote, thanks to the manoeuvres of Archbishop Parker.


Then the Queen took the offensive. In January 1565, she instructed Parker to take action against the religious ‘varieties, novelties and diversities’ that were afflicting the realm. The archbishop compiled a book of instructions for the church, insisting on strict adherence to the Prayer Book everywhere, and that dissident ministers be disciplined. These rules had very little legal authority in Parker’s own name, so he needed the Queen to issue them in hers, but she did not feel strong enough to attach her name to such an unpopular policy, and left him to publish them himself in 1566, under the conspicuously wimpish title Advertisements (i.e. ‘notices’). These instructions cancelled all preaching licences but the most recent, so that they could be reissued to conformists only, and they required all ministers to declare their acceptance of the robes or be dismissed.


In March 1566, Parker along with Grindal, the Bishop of London, gathered the London clergy at Lambeth. (Grindal had negotiated a generous compromise with London puritans, but Parker overrode it.) The archbishop dressed a minister in regulation robes, set him on the ecclesiastical catwalk, and told each cleric to choose: conform to the model set before them or be discharged from ministry. Thirty-seven out of 110 refused to conform, and were suspended for a three-month cooling-off period.


There was uproar throughout the city. Some churches had lost all clergy three weeks before Easter. St Antholin’s lost all its lecturers. Coverdale – whom Grindal had eventually taken pity on and given a post at St Magnus Bridgefoot – was one of nine or ten who had managed to absent themselves from the meeting and escape suspension, but Foxe seems to have been suspended. Even Parker himself lamented that London had lost its best ministers, as well as plenty who were ‘but zealous, and of little learning and judgment’.9


The suspended Vicar of St Giles Cripplegate and St Antholin’s lecturer, Robert Crowley, was arrested on 2 April for preventing lay clerks from entering St Giles in robes for a funeral service. A lecturer there, John Bartlett, was put under house arrest for refusing to stop preaching, whereupon sixty women went to Grindal’s house to complain; he told them ‘to send half-a-dozen of their husbands, and with them I would talk’. Women led lay protests against the suspensions: Grindal mentioned to Parker his problems with the ‘womanish brabble’, and was told that he had brought it on himself by his ‘tolerations’.


On Palm Sunday, a member of the congregation at St Mary Magdalen’s on Milk Street stole the wafer and wine while the minister was reading the lesson, to stop him presiding in his vestments. On the same day, at Little All Hallows on Thames Street, one of the main roads across London, a fight broke out. Other churches cancelled Easter services to avoid such scenes. Parishioners of St Mildred’s Bread Street, whose minister Thomas Earle was suspended, shipped in a non-puritan minister from elsewhere to serve Communion on the Sunday after Easter, and, when Earle and other local puritans tried to remove him, formed a bodyguard around him until he was finished. Grindal feared that ‘many of the more learned clergy seemed to be on the point of forsaking their ministry’.10


Puritans issued a volley of tracts in protest at their oppression. Crowley wrote arguing that the monarch’s job is to enforce God’s law as set out in the Bible, so if she commands something that God has not commanded it is up to us to weigh up whether it is good or bad, and if bad – as in the vestments – to disobey and face the consequences. For this tract, Crowley’s printer was put in prison.


Protestant leaders who watched the faltering progress of the English Reformation from abroad were dismayed. ‘Where did such a Babylon ever exist?’ wrote Beza, the Genevan church leader. Gualter of Zurich admonished the Bishop of Norwich, comparing the bishops to ‘the faithless steward, who when he ought to have been feeding his household, riots and sports with the drunken and smites his fellow servants’. But these commentators did not necessarily support the suspended ministers either. Though the General Assembly of the Scottish Kirk urged English bishops not ‘to trouble the godly for such vanities’, Bullinger wrote from Zurich to bishops and puritans alike, saying that much as he disliked the vestments, he did not consider them prohibited to Christian ministers, so it was better to wear them than quit the work and leave it to less conscientious and more traditional ministers.11


As the three months wore on, as Parker had predicted, the suspended ministers and their families grew hungry. Grindal published Bullinger’s letter saying the vestments were lawful, which eased consciences. Eventually twenty-three rebel ministers submitted, leaving fourteen permanently deprived. Crowley quit the ministry, while Earle bowed to its vestiarian demands, saying, ‘We are killed in the soul of our souls for this pollution of ours.’12 John Gough and his fellow St Antholin’s lecturer John Philpot were taken forcibly to Winchester, cheered out of London by two or three hundred female supporters, who loaded them down with gifts of gold, silver, sugar and spice. One erstwhile ardent puritan who had submitted went to preach at St Margaret Pattens, Rood Lane, in his new surplice, on the evening of 3 June, ‘and a certain number of wives threw stones at him, and pulled him forth of the pulpit, renting his surplice, and scratching his face’.13 Coverdale, having escaped suspension, quit his London church in order to keep out of the firing line, but continued his lecturing in and around the city. Some lay puritans, deprived of all other acceptable preachers, tried to follow Coverdale from church to church. They called at his house to find out where he would be preaching next, but such irregularity alarmed him and he refused to tell them. Meanwhile, the church courts fined these wanderers for not attending their parish churches.


The Parliament that met towards the end of 1566 might well have pressed for a change in the vestments, except that all its energies went into the more fundamental task of trying to persuade the Queen to settle the questions of her marriage and her heir, in order to ensure a Protestant succession. And so the conflict continued. Grindal felt relieved to have reduced the rebellion of so many serious and celebrated clergy to more manageable proportions, but the movement was not defeated. Arriving to preach at St Margaret Moses, Old Fish Street, one Sunday in January 1567, the bishop was greeted by a crowd of women who ‘unreverently hooted at him with many opprobrious words, and cried “Ware horns”, for that he ware a cornered cap’. Mrs Symsone, a woman whose husband was a tinker, was punished for these insults by being made to sit for an hour on a pair of ladders set in front of the church, but onlookers ‘animated the lewd woman to rejoice and praise the Lord for that he had made her worthy to suffer persecution for righteousness’.14


The problem with vestments


‘It is scarcely credible how much this controversy about things of no importance has disturbed our churches,’ said Grindal,15 and modern readers will tend to agree. What could possess puritans to make such a fuss about a dress code?


One theory is that they were wrongfooted by the Queen: puritans had all kinds of complaints about the church, but she chose vestments as the battleground, to make their stand seem trivial. It did indeed suit Elizabeth to make the puritans look petty, but she did not do so without their help: by the time Parker told the London clergy to conform or depart, their protest was seven years old, and in that time they had chosen to focus a great deal of it on the vestments. One puritan boasted in 1563 that he had already preached against them six times.


One factor in the hatred of vestments was that they were the most inescapable part of Elizabethan religion. Unlike an objectionable phrase in the liturgy or a stained-glass image, the vestments were what congregations looked at throughout the whole time their minister was preaching, presiding, praying or baptising, and contaminated every moment of the service. Also, Protestantism was relentlessly forward looking and the alb and cope had been removed from churches once already. One might tolerate delays in reformation, but turning back was the grave sin of apostasy.


Another factor was, once again, Mary’s bonfires. Throughout all the protests against ‘the bloody beast’s gear’, we hear the impact of the three years of violence Protestants had lived through. For puritans, that persecution now defined Catholicism, and they allowed their own religion to become defined in opposition to Catholicism. They did not generally hate Catholic people, as a rule, or petition the government for reprisals, but they abhorred the religion itself to the pit of their being. Getting religion right for puritans was about eradicating every element of popery that had insinuated itself into the Christian tradition. The historian Michael Watts compared the offence of vestments to the way German Jews might feel returning home after the defeat of Nazism to find police officers dressed in SS uniforms. That is a great exaggeration, but it illustrates the truth that clothes are not just clothes, any more than a flag is just a cloth. Parker was asking his ministers to express mixed allegiances and submit to a double identity; and if they did so, this would make it harder to take a stand against him on other controversial matters.


Their abhorrence was magnified by a less obvious but very powerful factor: the apocalyptic outlook of Protestantism. The Bible seems to look forward to a final conflict between Christ and antichrist, the saints and the beast, in which, though Christ’s victory is ultimately certain, antichrist’s power will for a time be terrifying. It was a commonplace of Protestants that their own struggle fulfilled that prophecy. Bishop Grindal called the Pope ‘the very antichrist and son of perdition of whom Paul speaks’. Gualter, the reformer of Zurich, told Queen Elizabeth on her accession that ‘in this last time, wherein antichrist is putting forth all his powers in his last struggle’, the Lord had sent Elizabeth, ‘according to the prediction of the prophet’.16 It took some theological nuance to see oneself fighting in the final, global, cosmic battle between God and Satan and yet to be comfortable wearing some of the uniform of the enemy – nuance of which the bishops were capable and the puritans were not.


The bishops submitted to the Queen for the sake of the unity and stability of the church. The puritans also wanted unity, but thought that it should happen through the government acting as a tool of religion, rather than vice versa. As they saw it, firmly in the Reformed tradition, the point of the state was to enforce Christian life and faith, to serve the interests of true religion; but every time they looked at a pastor in priest’s clothing they saw the church being made subservient to political ends, God’s religion being overwritten by the state, instead of enforced by it.


What were radical puritans to do then, those who could still not accept the vestments? They had lost many of their leaders: not only did the more fiery lay puritans reject the ministers who had conformed, but the ministers themselves seemed to find that once they were preaching in Parker’s robes their own fires of nonconformity were somewhat dampened. Many puritans just continued to complain and campaign and pray for better times, and the majority of the deprived ministers accepted being silenced. But the most radical London puritans turned to a more extreme solution: the underground.


Their very idea of what a church is was subtly changing. For most people in England, as elsewhere, the church was the local building where people gathered for services, following the same pattern as every other parish in the land. But for London Protestants, that tie between church and the parish services had been weakened: they had quit those buildings in Mary’s time, making church in taverns, ships and private houses, wherever true believers could gather together; and even since Elizabeth’s accession they had neglected their own parishes and travelled about the city to find church wherever they could hear acceptable preachers. What was essential to church, it now seemed, was not place or building or state sanction; it was preaching, sacraments and pure worship – and the underground offered one more of those things than the parish church. Now that there were no undefiled ministers in the parish churches, the only way they could meet as a pure Christian church, free from the bloody beast’s gear, was to arrange it themselves, preachers and people meeting illegally in private. As one of them, John Smith, would later have to explain to Bishop Grindal: ‘When it came to this point, that all our preachers were displaced by your law … Then we bethought us what were best to do; and we remembered that there was a congregation of us in this city in Queen Mary’s days.’17
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