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    At its core, The History of England unfolds the contest over how a people define and defend their liberties against the claims of authority. Thomas Babington Macaulay’s five-volume work presents a sweeping narrative of political, religious, and social change, narrating how institutions, beliefs, and personalities collide to shape public life. Without presuming hindsight, it invites readers to watch events accumulate, momentum build, and choices harden into consequences. The book’s enduring magnetism lies in its promise to explain not only what happened, but why actors believed they were right. The result is a drama of ideas as much as a chronicle of events.

Composed and published in the mid-nineteenth century, this work belongs to the tradition of narrative national history, written with the confidence and cadence of a major Victorian prose stylist. Its declared scope is England from the accession of James II, a vantage point from which political conflict, religious tension, and institutional experimentation come sharply into view. The multi-volume design permits breadth without sacrificing incident, allowing the author to follow parliament, court, church, and street. As a historian, essayist, and statesman, Macaulay writes with an eye for argument as well as scene, situating domestic developments within the pressures and perceptions of their time.

Readers first encounter a nation at a moment of succession, when expectations, loyalties, and fears are unsettled but possibilities remain fluid. Macaulay’s voice is assured, vivid, and often combative, blending panoramic survey with closely observed character sketches. The narrative proceeds with brisk clarity, pausing to define institutions, unpack motives, and weigh the consequences of decisions without diluting momentum. Though attentive to legislation and finance, it remains animated by human choice and contingency, producing a history that feels lived rather than schematic. The tone is confident and moralized, yet hospitable to complexity, inviting readers to test every assertion against evidence and experience.

Central themes include constitutional monarchy, the rule of law, religious toleration, party formation, public credit, press freedom, and the relationship between local custom and central authority. Macaulay tracks how institutions evolve under pressure, showing that continuity and reform can coexist in uneasy partnership. He is especially alert to how ideas about legitimacy and rights travel from pamphlet debate to parliamentary vote to everyday practice. By juxtaposing policy with culture, he suggests that political settlements endure only when they command imagination as well as consent. The result is a study of nationhood assembled from statutes and sermons, budgets and ballads, principle and compromise.

Macaulay’s approach is often associated with the Whig interpretation of history, emphasizing constitutional development and civil liberty as measures of progress. He constructs causal chains with rhetorical force, arranging evidence to illuminate intention, incentive, and consequence. The volumes are famous for their momentum and clarity, but they also reveal a discriminating attention to detail, from law and administration to religion and daily life. Modern readers may notice judgments shaped by the author’s context; engaging the work critically therefore becomes part of the pleasure. It invites comparison between narrative persuasion and archival accumulation, asking how style, conviction, and selection guide historical understanding.

Contemporary readers will find in these volumes a toolkit for thinking about institutions under strain, the circulation of information, and the ethics of political compromise. Questions of executive power, legislative oversight, religious diversity, and fiscal capacity remain urgent, and Macaulay’s narrative clarifies how such questions become public contests shaped by language and law. His emphasis on participation, accountability, and the social bases of authority resonates in debates about democracy, pluralism, and trust. At the same time, the work models how national stories are made, highlighting the responsibilities that come with telling history, especially when the stakes are liberty, security, and belonging.

Approach the set as both literature and inquiry, alternating immersion with reflection, and letting each volume expand the horizon of the last. Macaulay builds chapters like arguments with scenes as evidence, so reading slowly pays dividends, revealing how policy, personality, and contingency converge. The episodic structure accommodates varied pacing: one can trace a single institution across chapters or follow the sweep of public life as it rises and recedes. Above all, the work offers a disciplined way to think historically without surrendering drama, encouraging readers to examine how freedom is preserved, how authority is bounded, and how collective memory is formed.
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    Thomas Babington Macaulay’s The History of England from the Accession of James II (Vol. 1–5), published between 1848 and 1861, narrates the nation’s passage from the accession of James II in 1685 through the revolutionary and postrevolutionary settlement at the turn of the eighteenth century. Macaulay frames his subject with an expansive survey of England’s institutions, economy, religion, and manners, then follows political and military events with close attention to character and motive. Across the volumes, he links domestic change to European conflict and colonial interests, arguing—through richly documented chapters—how constitutional arrangements evolved amid crises. The work’s arc traces authority contested, redefined, and ultimately stabilized in a new equilibrium.

Opening with a panoramic portrait of England in 1685, Macaulay describes the crown, Parliament, courts, municipalities, the established church and dissenting communities, the press, the army and navy, and patterns of wealth and daily life. He places this tableau against the legacies of the Civil Wars and the Restoration, noting how habits of obedience and resistance coexisted. The crown retained formidable prerogatives, yet financial dependence and Protestant anxiety limited its freedom. The social order was hierarchical but commercially dynamic, with London’s ascendancy already evident. This scene-setting establishes the stakes of the coming reign: whether royal power could expand without eroding law, property, and conscience.

With James II’s accession, the narrative turns to motives and measures that soon strained loyalty among natural supporters of monarchy. Macaulay recounts the suppression of the Duke of Monmouth’s rebellion and the ensuing assizes, the enlargement of a standing force, and the king’s use of dispensing and suspending powers to advance religious policy. Promotions and prosecutions signaled favor to Catholic allies and pressure on Anglican institutions. While administrative energy restored order, it also sharpened apprehensions about legality and church settlement. Through councils, proclamations, and appointments, James tested how far prerogative could reach, foreshadowing constitutional questions that would dominate the decade.

As confidence waned, Macaulay follows resistance crystallizing within the political nation. The reconstitution of chartered bodies, interference with universities—most notably the controversy at Magdalen College, Oxford—and the creation of an ecclesiastical commission alienated clergy and jurists. Trials and pamphlets multiplied, while old partisan lines blurred as many Tories recoiled from innovations. The prosecution of seven prelates over a petition intensified a legitimacy debate, and elite correspondence widened across the North Sea. By tracing alignments at court and in counties, the narrative shows how personal calculation and constitutional scruple converged, preparing the invitation to the Stadtholder and the crisis that followed.

The volumes then recount the arrival of William of Orange, the flight of James, and the Convention’s work in redefining the frame of government. Macaulay presents the settlement as a negotiated reallocation of powers: limitations on the crown, safeguards for Parliament, and recognition of civil and religious concerns within a Protestant succession. Measures concerning rights, toleration, revenue, and the judiciary reshaped the state’s architecture. The change did not end contestation; rather, it institutionalized it, channeling conflict into party, press, and parliamentary procedure. The new monarchy faced war abroad and rivalry at home, demanding methods of governance suited to a broader political nation.

War with France and the related struggles across the Three Kingdoms occupy the next phase. Macaulay narrates the Irish theater, sieges and pitched encounters, capitulations and settlements, placing them within European strategy and domestic legitimacy. In Scotland, he follows resistance, the pacification of the Highlands, and the reshaping of church governance. Throughout, Jacobite hopes persisted, prompting surveillance, oaths, and statutory measures. These chapters show the logistical and fiscal demands of sustained conflict and the ways victory and reconciliation were balanced. Administrative capacity advanced through councils, commissions, and an expanding officer corps, even as questions about standing forces and local liberties remained vivid.

Peace and war alike required new finance. Macaulay details innovations that linked credit, taxation, and parliamentary oversight: funded debt, long-term annuities, chartered institutions for managing loans, and experiments in coin and revenue administration. The creation of a national bank, the recoinage crisis, and the growth of excises and customs integrated markets and government. Party organization matured as Whigs and Tories competed for influence, fostering debates over ministerial responsibility, religious comprehension, and the press after the lapse of prepublication controls. The narrative connects fiscal ingenuity to constitutional practice, showing how bargaining over money stabilized policy while sharpening ideological and regional divisions.

In the later volumes, international and domestic strands tighten. The Nine Years’ War closed with a continental peace, but succession in Europe reopened diplomacy through partition plans and alliances. At home, plots and trials tested loyalty and law, while economic strain and speculative ventures widened argument. The Scottish Company’s colonial project and its collapse fed grievances that complicated relations within the archipelago. Parliamentary sessions addressed succession, defense, and finance, culminating in statutes that shaped inheritance of the crown and the independence of the judiciary. Ministerial combinations formed and fell, and military leadership emerged that would influence the next reign’s strategy.

Across all five volumes, Macaulay combines state papers, parliamentary records, memoirs, and pamphlets with portraits of notable figures to craft a connected history of institutions and events. His central questions concern how authority can be made compatible with liberty, how religious plurality can exist within a national church, and how finance and war reshape governance. The narrative emphasizes the emergence of a balanced constitution, the routinization of party conflict, and the embedding of rights in statute and practice. Without exhausting the period, the work’s enduring significance lies in demonstrating how crises produced a durable settlement that influenced English politics for generations.
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    Thomas Babington Macaulay’s history opens in 1685, surveying a composite monarchy centered on England but entangled with Scotland and Ireland. The Crown, restored in 1660, governed alongside Parliament and the established Church of England, within a common-law tradition and a system of borough and county representation. London had become Europe’s largest city after Paris, a hub of finance, print, and coffeehouse debate. Roads were poor but trade and colonies expanded; the navy grew as an instrument of policy. This institutional and social backdrop frames the late Stuart struggle over sovereignty, religion, and property that Macaulay presents as the hinge of modern English governance.

In 1685 James II, a Catholic with French ties, came to the throne. He enlarged a standing army, revived the ecclesiastical commission, and used dispensing and suspending powers to place Catholics and loyalists in office, challenging the Test Acts. His Declarations of Indulgence (1687, reissued 1688) bypassed Parliament to suspend penal laws. The prosecution of seven bishops who petitioned against the edict, and their acquittal, galvanized opposition. The June 1688 birth of James Francis Edward Stuart raised the prospect of a Catholic dynasty. Macaulay situates these developments within fears of Louis XIV–style absolutism and a broad defense of Protestant liberties.

Opponents invited William of Orange, stadtholder of the Dutch Republic and married to James’s Protestant daughter Mary, to intervene. William landed at Torbay on 5 November 1688. As support evaporated, James withdrew and ultimately fled, leaving a constitutional vacuum. The Convention Parliament declared that he had abdicated and offered the crown to William and Mary. The Declaration, then Bill of Rights (1689), limited prerogative, affirmed parliamentary consent for taxation and standing forces, and protected due process. The Toleration Act (1689) legalized Protestant dissenting worship. Macaulay portrays this “Glorious Revolution” as a lawful settlement that reoriented monarchy under the supremacy of Parliament.

Consolidation of the Revolution involved conflict across the kingdoms. In Ireland, a Jacobite regime fought Williamite forces through 1689–1691, including the Siege of Derry, the Boyne (1690), and the capitulations at Limerick (1691). In Scotland, a Convention of Estates offered the crown, issued the Claim of Right (1689), and restored Presbyterian church governance. A Jacobite rising culminated at Killiecrankie (1689), while the Glencoe massacre (1692) left a lasting stain. Macaulay uses these episodes to explore confessional and constitutional alignments, the costs of state-building, and the emergence of a British polity forged through negotiation, legislation, and, at times, coercive force.

The English, Scottish, and Dutch settlement unfolded amid continental war. William led the Grand Alliance against Louis XIV in the Nine Years’ War (1688–1697). Campaigns in the Low Countries and Atlantic theaters tied British security to European balance-of-power diplomacy. At sea, allied victories such as Barfleur–La Hogue (1692) checked French invasion plans and underscored naval investment. The Treaty of Ryswick (1697) recognized William III, eased immediate threats, and set the stage for new dynastic tensions. Macaulay links these events to England’s transformation into a fiscal-military power, whose commitments abroad intensified political bargaining and administrative innovation at home.

War accelerated institutional change. Parliament regularized supply through long-term credit, lotteries, and excises, founding the Bank of England (1694) and a permanent national debt. The Great Recoinage (1696) sought to stabilize currency, with Isaac Newton later supervising the Mint. The Triennial Act (1694) mandated frequent elections; the Mutiny Act required annual renewal, tethering the army to Parliament. Licenses on the press lapsed in 1695, catalyzing newspapers and pamphlet debate. Coffeehouses, learned societies, and improving projects multiplied. Macaulay presents these shifts—the “financial revolution,” a stronger navy, and broadening public sphere—as the infrastructure of constitutional monarchy and commercial society.

Domestic politics remained contentious. Whigs and Tories struggled over religious comprehension, war strategy, and patronage, while Country critics attacked Court influence. The “Junto” Whigs gained sway in the later 1690s; treason safeguards (1695) and the attainder of Sir John Fenwick (1696) became touchstones of legal principle. The Act of Settlement (1701) secured the Protestant succession in the House of Hanover, strengthened judicial tenure, and limited foreign influence. Partition treaties over the Spanish succession strained alliances. William III died in 1702, as Europe braced for renewed war. Macaulay treats these settlements as consolidating a durable, law-governed, Protestant polity.

Macaulay composed and published the volumes between 1848 and 1861, writing as a Whig politician and essayist steeped in parliamentary culture and imperial administration. He mined state papers, pamphlets, diaries, and trials, balancing narrative color with documentary citation. His judgments celebrate the Revolution settlement, Protestant toleration, commerce, and the rule of law, and condemn arbitrary power and Jacobitism. Critics later labeled this a “Whig interpretation,” noting its teleology and moral certainty. Yet the work epitomized Victorian liberal confidence, recasting the late Stuart era as the origin of Britain’s constitutional, financial, and naval strength, and testing those ideals against conflict and contingency.





Author Biography




Table of Contents




    Thomas Babington Macaulay (1800–1859) was a British historian, essayist, poet, and Whig politician whose voice helped shape Victorian ideas about the past and public life. Writing in the early to mid-nineteenth century, he gained renown for a commanding narrative style that joined moral conviction to sweeping storytelling. His multi-volume History of England and the widely circulated Critical and Historical Essays made historical argument a matter of common reading. He also produced the popular verse collection Lays of Ancient Rome. In public service he sat in Parliament and held office, and he left a lasting, controversial imprint on British rule in India.

Educated at Trinity College, Cambridge, Macaulay trained intensely in the classics and English letters, experiences that shaped his ear for cadence, citation, and antithesis. He excelled in debate and composition and became a fellow of his college, consolidating a lifelong habit of wide reading. The Augustan prose of Addison and Johnson, classical historians, and Enlightenment critics informed his models of style and argument. Equally important was the intellectual milieu of the Edinburgh Review, where he absorbed Whig liberalism and a combative, review-essay form. These influences gave him the tools to join historical exposition with polemic while keeping a clear, accessible surface.

Macaulay entered public prominence in the 1820s with his Milton essay in the Edinburgh Review, a bravura performance that announced his gifts for synthesis and epigram. Over the next decades he produced celebrated essays on figures such as Machiavelli, Bacon, Johnson, Clive, and Hastings, mixing biography, political reflection, and literary judgment. Collected in the 1840s as Critical and Historical Essays, these pieces became a staple of Victorian reading. At the same time he embarked on a parliamentary career, gaining attention for speeches in favor of reform and for forceful advocacy of Whig measures, which sharpened the oratorical character of his prose.

His appointment to the Supreme Council of India in the mid-1830s gave him unusual administrative authority and a platform to shape policy. He drafted the Indian Penal Code, a systematic attempt to codify criminal law, which was enacted after his lifetime and influenced legal practice for generations. His Minute on Indian Education argued for promoting English-language instruction and Western curricula, a stance that proved consequential and remains contested. Supporters praised its utilitarian clarity and promise of administrative cohesion; critics have long noted its Eurocentric premises and effects on indigenous learning. The episode became central to later debates about culture and empire.

Returning to Britain, Macaulay pursued literature with new intensity. Lays of Ancient Rome offered ringing ballads drawn from Roman legend and found an eager audience in schools and parlors. His grand project, The History of England from the Accession of James II, sought to narrate the establishment of constitutional monarchy and civil liberty through vivid scenes and a strong sense of character. The first volumes appeared in 1848, with further installments in the 1850s; the work remained unfinished at his death. It sold in extraordinary numbers, admired for narrative propulsion, though some critics faulted its partisanship and broad, triumphalist arc.

Macaulay balanced letters with office. He served as Secretary at War and later as Paymaster of the Forces, posts that kept him near the center of mid-Victorian government while allowing periods of concentrated writing. His eloquence and industry secured him a seat for more than one constituency over time, and he periodically stepped back for reasons of health and study. In the late 1850s he was raised to the peerage as Baron Macaulay. He died in 1859 and was buried in Westminster Abbey, an emblem of his stature as both man of letters and public figure in nineteenth-century Britain.

Macaulay’s legacy is double-edged and enduring. He stands as a master of English expository prose, whose pacing, parallelism, and illustrative detail made abstruse politics intelligible to general readers. His History popularized a progress-centered narrative of the seventeenth century that dominated classrooms for decades, even as later historians challenged its Whig assumptions. In South Asian contexts, his educational program and legal codification are still read as formative and controversial. The Indian Penal Code long outlived him; his essays remain staples of anthology and debate. Today he is invoked both as a model of lucid narrative history and as a caution about ideology.
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I undertake to chronicle England from the coming of James II[1] to years still remembered. I will recount the blunders that estranged loyal squires and clergy, the revolution that ended the contest of crown and parliament and knit popular rights to the sovereign title. I will tell how the new settlement stood against foreign and domestic foes; how law, property, free debate, and enterprise flourished together; how prosperity followed, raising the realm from vassalage to European umpire. Opulence marched with valor; credit worked marvels; trade bred a navy dwarfing rivals; Scotland united by affection; colonies outshone Spanish conquests; adventurers carved in Asia splendour rivaling Alexander.

I will also record fiascos entwined with victories and crimes more humbling than defeat. Liberties secured against kings bred abuses unknown to absolutism; gain and trade, warped by meddling or neglect, brought woes untouched by poorer tribes. Misrule snapped the bond with North America; in Ireland race and creed kept a living limb shrivelled, a warning to jealous rivals. Yet gratitude and hope should rise, for the last century and a half shows physical, moral, and mental advance. I intend to portray not only wars and councils but crafts, creeds, fashions, meals, games—every trait that reveals the life of our forebears, whatever critics deem undignified.

These matters compose a single act, so I begin with an outline of past ages, pausing on the struggle James's reign would decide. Britain, when Phoenician sailors landed, scarcely rose above island savages. Rome subdued it yet left only a stain of letters; Latin never displaced Gaelic and soon yielded to German speech. Fifth-century ruin erased that fragile culture; pagan Saxons ruled in isolation from courts where pomp and Greek learning endured. To Byzantines the coast looked serpent-ridden and haunted by midnight ferries of the dead. Between firm tales of Clovis and modern fact lies a British gulf peopled by dubious Hengist[5] and Arthur.

Night lifts and Britain emerges as England. The Saxons embrace Christianity, and though the Church shows scars from pagan rites and dusty philosophies, it still lifts minds and cleanses hearts. In times of raw brutality, priestly rule, however grasping, is kinder than the club of a warlord: better Dunstan’s crozier[4] than Penda’s sword. Chronicles tell of kings who, pierced by guilt, flung away crowns for fasting and prayer; their remorse, mocked by later scoffers, yet proves that intellect and conscience had begun to curb mere muscle. The same spirit sanctified pilgrimages, refuges, crusades, and cloisters when no other shelter existed.

Within those quiet enclosures, one brother copied Virgil, another pondered Aristotle, a third illuminated saints’ tales or tested herbs; without such islands of peace, Europe would have held only beasts of burden and beasts of prey. Like Noah’s ark on the flood, the Church bore the fragile seed of a second civilisation. Even the Pope’s lofty claim, dreaded later, then forged a single western commonwealth: Rome, to Christian nations from Calabria to the Hebrides, was what Delphi and Olympia had been to the Greek world, softening conquest with remembered kinship. Our Saxon forebears entered this fellowship, sending pilgrims toward those enduring Roman wonders.

Mercian and Northumbrian schools studied Augustan verse; names like Bede and Alcuin shone across Europe. Yet, just as culture brightened, the Baltic sent a storm. Wave after wave of Danish ships beached on every coast, their crews strong, daring, pitiless, sworn enemies of the cross. Towns burned, convents plundered, provinces emptied; six generations saw the balance tilt first one way, then the other, massacre echoing massacre. Gradually the northern torrent slackened, intermarriage spread, the pagan learned the Saxon creed, their kindred dialects blended. Still the two peoples stood distinct when a mightier invader appeared and bound them both in common bondage.

Normans, once the boldest rovers of the northern seas, terrified both Channel coasts, struck deep into Maastricht and Paris, then received a rich province beside their ocean. There they forged a powerful principality, subduing Brittany and Maine, guarding its borders with fearless arms while mastering every art they found. They embraced Christianity, shaped French into a polished tongue for law, verse, and romance, chose delicate feasts over swinish debauch, and made splendour blaze in castles, armour, coursers, falcons, and tournaments. Their disciplined chivalry thundered from Connaught to Antioch; a handful scattered Irish hosts, another raised Sicilian thrones, Bohemond ruled Antioch, Tancred shone among the Crusaders.

Such neighbours soon fascinated England. Before Hastings, princes crossed to Rouen for schooling, Norman clerics held English sees, and French rang through Westminster. After Hastings the duke’s sword won the crown, the whole people fell beneath foreign chiefs parceling the land. Feudal castles and a savage forest code guarded their privileges; yet Saxon outlaws slipped into greenwood, broke curfew, and struck unseen. Corpses of lords lay stabbed, fines punished hundreds that failed to produce killers, every unknown slain man deemed French unless proved Saxon. For a century and half, alien kings, speaking French and born in France, ruled a silent, suffering island.

Those rulers dazzled Christendom: Ireland subdued, Scotland humbled, Crusader banners triumphant, Europe fearing a realm stretching from Orkneys to Pyrenees. Yet they remained strangers; court offices, language, even birth lay across the Channel. Henry’s marriage to a Saxon princess earned a mocking nickname. Had their fortune continued, English speech would have lingered as peasant jargon and London revenues poured toward the Seine. Salvation came through folly: King John lost Normandy to a resolute Capetian, trapping his barons on the island. Sharing oppression and loathing Poitevin favourites, Norman lords and Saxon yeomen united, wrung the Great Charter[2], and, reconciled, embraced the English name.

Like hidden springs in bleak heights, the thirteenth century feeds the wide river of English greatness. In those austere years the island people took shape, distinct in policy, feeling, and custom. A durable constitution, complete with a fledgling House of Commons, emerged; common law rose beside imperial codes; the Cinque Ports[3]’ seamen made the flag feared; Oxford and Cambridge gained their earliest colleges; a tough, rich tongue formed, soon to carry epic thought. By the opening of the fourteenth century the mingled Saxon, Norman, and Dane, blended with ancient Briton, stood a new nation, far unlike the realm abandoned by King John.

For more than a century the islanders sought dominion abroad, following Edward III’s claim to the Valois inheritance. Unlike Henry II’s ventures that risked England’s absorption, these campaigns threatened to annex France itself. Yeomen from Kent to Northumberland, proud heirs of Cressy[9], marched beneath St. George, captured a king, crowned their own at Paris, and carried arms past Pyrenees and Alps. While French chivalry matched English knights, no footmen faced the bows. At home harvests ripened, cathedrals soared, a Franco-Germanic speech matured, and Chaucer and Wycliffe found words. Yet conquest proved a mistaken aim; French resistance rose, hopes faded, and England henceforth sought nobler tasks.

Returned at last to their own shores, the proud soldiery turned their weapons inward. French loot no longer fed aristocratic luxury, so rival houses of Lancaster and York fought for a realm Comines deemed too small for all. The Red Rose outlived its rightful heirs, the White its pretenders; bastards and impostors led shattered hosts until battlefields and scaffolds thinned the peerage. When the exhausted great families bowed, every Plantagenet[10] claim converged in Tudor hands. Amid the carnage, a subtler upheaval advanced: bondage ebbed as once the Norman-Saxon gulf had melted. Without statutes or revolt, villenage faded to faint relics by Stuart days.

Religion stands foremost in both deliverances. The Roman Church, hostile to caste, grants each priest mystic rank and ignores race. In lands where masters crush slaves, the creed makes lords kneel to bondmen. Rio shows softer colour spite than Washington. After Hastings, Norman clerics took sees; yet brethren spurned the gifts and warned William, “on peril of your soul,” to honour conquered Christians. Anselm[6] shielded them; Breakspear[7], once despised, rose Pope, his foot kissed by Norman envoys. Becket’s death roused the race; later bishops won the Charter and, at deathbeds, murmured to lords, “as you love your soul, free your brother,” till serfdom faded.

When caste chains snapped and baronial pride waned, the realm became Europe’s best governed. Three centuries of steady change had tamed magnates able once to defy the throne and had lifted peasants once ranked with swine. Between nobles and tillers, a commercial, farming middle order arose. Inequality remained, yet no man stood wholly above law or beneath its shield. People loved their ancient polity, and foreign sages envied it. Like tree from sapling, present forms grow from the old: growth immense, substance continuous. The living structure carries quirks, yet joins revolution to prescription, youthful energy to immemorial majesty.

The blessing of continuity bred a curse: every record became ammunition for faction. Statesmen still shaped policy by medieval precedents, so antiquaries hunted archives like combatants. Committees weighing 1217, 1326, 1377, 1422, chiefly 1455, steered the Regency debate as George III lay ill. From the long struggle with the Stuarts onward, Whigs claimed ancient rule near-republican, Tories deemed it near-despotic. Each camp flaunted charters and verdicts proving its point, each ignored the rest. Truth lay between. The Plantagenet crown matched other limited monarchies born of Rome, the Church, and German custom, with hereditary kings, titled nobles, knights, rich sees, free towns, and representative estates.

English government, akin to its continental cousins yet early prized as finest, vested vast dignity in the crown. Sacred oil, kneeling knights, inviolable person—all magnified sovereignty. Only the monarch could summon or dismiss Estates, seal laws, steer administration, negotiate abroad, command fleet and host, dispense justice, mercy, honours, regulate trade, coin money, fix weights, name markets and ports, fill church livings, draw on rich patrimony and sweeping feudal rights to punish foes and elevate favourites. Yet three immemorial principles confined this splendour: no statute without Parliament, no tax without Parliament, and all executive acts must obey the law, with ministers answerable.

These safeguards, though fundamental five centuries ago, long lacked sharp edges. Medieval polities grew like language or song: powerful before anyone set rules of syntax or metre. Thus the frontier of prerogative remained hazy, provoking raids until firm landmarks rose. Kings never dreamed of changing trial by jury or inheritance customs unaided; yet their unlimited pardon bled into legislation, for constant remissions annulled penal statutes, breeding the subtle “dispensing power.” Equally ancient was the ban on untaxed levies. Magna Carta[8] forced John to accept it; Edward I and his heir tested it but retreated, relying instead on beggar’s “benevolences” and half-forgotten loans.

Law also bound the crown’s daily rule: favourites suffered ruinous judgments when monarchs strayed. Yet Plantagenet prisons sometimes swallowed enemies by simple warrant, and, amid fifteenth-century strife, a rack crept into the Tower despite England’s ancient horror of torture. Such breaches did not make the throne absolute. In a world without postal swiftness or printing presses, distant outrage seldom reached the nation’s ear, and people prized comfort over abstract principle; a kindly ruler who overstepped for public good earned cheers. Still, indulgence had limits: let a king press communities as he pressed individuals, and subjects would invoke law—then swords.

Our forefathers could tolerate royal excess because a prompt, tangible curb stood ready: armed citizens. Four centuries ago a banner unfurled at dawn could draw bowmen and spearmen by noon; no standing army opposed them, and the meagre wealth of huts, herds, and harvest offered little temptation to riot. Today, disarmed millions face drilled regiments; credit webs span oceans; a week of civil war would wound the Hoang-ho and the Missouri alike. Physical resistance has become a cure worse than almost any disease, so we must keep every constitutional bolt tight, challenging even harmless irregularities before they harden into precedent.

Crude though that order seems beside modern charters, it long secured wide freedom and comfort. Henry VI’s faction-racked court, Edward IV’s imperious revelry, Richard III’s alleged villainy, and Henry VII’s grasping levies still left subjects better ruled than Belgians under Philip the Good or Frenchmen under kindly styled Louis. While roses clashed, fields and towns prospered. Philippe de Comines, who had paced rich Flanders, Florence, and Venice, judged England the best governed land he knew, its ‘just and holy’ constitution shielding the people yet steadying a respectful throne. Bloodshed touched nobles and warriors, but no scorched villages or empty cities remained.

England was further blessed by a permeable aristocracy. Titles were hereditary yet never a caste: gentlemen rose to peerage, younger sons slipped back to gentry, and dukes’ daughters wed distinguished commoners. Good blood enjoyed honour, not monopoly; Bohuns, Mowbrays, even Plantagenet cousins walked as plain esquires, while new men wore coronets. The wars’ carnage halved the Lords; Tudors refilled the benches with countryside squires. In Commons, knights of the shire sat between grocer and baron; earls’ heirs followed, and mingling fostered zeal for popular privileges. Thus our democracy grew aristocratic, our aristocracy democratic, with enduring moral and political effects.

The Tudors ruled with energy, often harsh, yet their reach met a wall of steel carried by the nation. Surrounded only by household guards, they could bully courtiers but never the realm, and so watched popular temper like chess players. Henry VIII proved it: he casually beheaded nobles, yet when he demanded without Parliament a sixth of every subject’s goods the countryside roared, crying, "we are English and not French, freemen and not slaves." Kentish commissioners fled; four thousand Suffolk men armed; others refused to fight kin. Henry, remembering kings slain at Berkeley and Pomfret, cancelled the levy, pardoned all, and publicly begged forgiveness.

Thus a half-formed constitution held firm: from Henry III to Elizabeth the land prospered because rulers feared the governed. Yet social change bred professional warriors. Veterans drilled like clockwork easily scattered farmers summoned for forty days, and any prince who raised such troops slipped free from ancient bridle unless new checks replaced the old. Money offered that leverage. Armies drained treasuries, so assemblies had only to lock the purse until liberty was guaranteed. Europe failed. French States-General withered; Castilian townsmen fell before Charles V; Saragossa bled against Philip II; proud continental councils shrank to hollow rituals.

England’s sea wall changed the story. Free from looming invasion, she needed no permanent battalions; even in the seventeenth century the island lived without a standing army. Meanwhile the ruin of foreign parliaments sounded an alarm Westminster took to heart. Forewarned, successive Houses drilled a new strategy, fought through three generations, and finally triumphed. No faction could freeze the old order; the appearance of great disciplined forces made that impossible. As muskets and pay rolls slipped into royal grasp, power had to shift. Without fresh restraints unprecedented in Plantagenet or Tudor days, the coming Stuart monarchs would have marched straight into despotism.

Political strife alone would have set Stuart or Tudor monarchs against Parliament, yet stronger forces were stirring. While Tudor rule burned brightest, Europe felt a shock that stained every Christian destiny. Twice earlier the continent had rebelled: Albigensian churches in southern France fell beneath Innocent III, new mendicant zeal, and crusading steel; Wycliffe’s English seed reached Bohemia, yet Constance slew the leaders and quenched the flame. A Protestant may mourn, yet in ages of ignorance such victory spared mankind a fouler yoke, for scarcely one layman could decipher a psalm, books were rarities, printing unknown, and wild apostles might soon have ruled bloody empires.

The sixteenth century dawned in fuller light. Printing armed reformers, classical studies quickened tongues, laymen resented Roman fees, Italian sway, and clerical wealth; vices in the Vatican supplied fuel, and the new theology struck hard. Even those who prize Rome’s old guardianship hail the Reformation, for guidance that suits childhood shackles maturity. While barbarous chiefs scrawled illiterate edicts, priests, the sole scholars, rightly led; yet when lay intellect equalled theirs, the crozier became a chain. Thus a rule once salutary turned oppressive, and minds, grown conscious of strength, demanded release from a dominion now unjust.

During the last three centuries Rome has strained to dwarf the intellect, and her dominance everywhere marks falling wealth, freedom, and art. Fertile Italy languishes; rugged Scotland blooms; Spain sinks, Holland climbs. In Germany, Switzerland, Ireland, and across the Atlantic, a stride from Catholic to Protestant soil is a stride upward. France appears a puzzle, yet there papal authority has long been weak, and rebels—Huguenots, Gallicans, Jansenists, philosophers—shaped her laurels. England bears a double debt: medieval priests fused races and broke serfdom, later revolt won liberty. After a lengthy struggle zealots raged, moderates wavered, and the Tudors imposed a settlement for their own profit.

Henry VIII set out to raise an English church that differed from Rome only by denying the Pope. His iron will, lucky position among foreign powers, abbey plunder, and the wavering middle class let him mock both extremes, burning outspoken Reformers as heretics and hanging papal loyalists as traitors. Yet the scheme expired with him. A longer life would have trapped him between enemies breathing the new or the old creed. The councillors ruling for his child, and later Elizabeth, dared not revive it. They had to choose: surrender to Rome, or court Protestants whose leaders—Hooper, Ridley, Jewel, Grindal, Parkhurst, Ponet—hungered for thorough[16] continental reform.

Government and Reformers each lacked strength alone yet shared detestation of papal power, so both yielded, forged an alliance, and gave birth to the Church of England. Its peculiar stamp has ever swayed the nation’s story. Cranmer shaped the bargain. Priest and courtier in equal parts, he pressed for Swiss-level change while cherishing the ancient framework that had once served Rome and could now serve Tudor crowns. Saintly tones cloaked supple conscience; daring thoughts met shrinking deeds; mild toward foes, tepid toward friends, he perfectly balanced spiritual zeal and political convenience, and fixed the terms of the new communion.

The compromise still shows. Doctrinal articles and homilies echo Calvin, while prayers drawn from ancient breviaries could have soothed Fisher or Pole. Episcopacy survived, yet without claim to divine necessity; Cranmer even called bishops and priests originally identical and the laying on of hands needless. Between extemporising Presbyterians and Latin-bound Rome, the English liturgy kept the old forms but voiced them in common speech, bidding every worshipper respond. She spurned transubstantiation yet had communicants kneel; dropped jeweled copes yet kept the white surplice; erased saintly invocations yet honoured feast days; withheld confessionals yet allowed dying sinners gentle absolution—ever midway between intellect and sense.

Nothing so sharply marked the English Church as its bond with the throne. Crowned “under Christ, sole head,” the King’s range stayed hazy, yet Henry claimed the very keys of heaven. He styled himself Pope of England, judge of doctrine, fount of sacraments. Seals on episcopal commissions named bishops his deputies, removable at will. Cranmer carried the logic further: the monarch alone could make a priest, no hands required, and every cleric’s authority died with the crown. When Henry passed, archbishops dutifully sought new warrants, convinced that Saint Paul’s overseer was simply King Henry himself.

Mary restored Rome, yet Elizabeth reclaimed supremacy while denying her father’s priestly mantle. The Thirty-seventh Article firmly stated that “ministering of God’s word does not belong to princes,” but Parliament still armed the queen with vast visitatorial power. She punished heresy, named commissioners, chose bishops, convened and dissolved Convocation; no canon breathed without her assent, and every ecclesiastical verdict could be appealed to the sovereign. Grateful for protection against Papists, Puritans, parliaments, and pamphleteers, the clergy repaid such favour with zealous loyalty. Submission to princes became their badge, setting them apart from Calvinists and Roman Catholics.

Yet the royal alliance bred unrest. Refugees who had worshipped in Zurich, Geneva, and Strasburg returned scorched by Marian fires, craving deeper cleansing than Edward’s liturgy offered. To them the new hierarchy, scarcely older than themselves, paraded Rome’s discarded pomp; they would not bow to an “upstart” altar. Elizabeth answered with fines, prisons, and pillories, forging Puritans from scattered critics. Church hatred fused with distrust of the crown, inflamed by Calvinist tales of godly arms raised against tyrants. Arguments that church rule belonged in presbytery naturally stretched toward parliament, and jests flung at mitres soon glanced at crowns.

Priests of the Established Church, moved by interest, principle, and passion, guarded the Crown’s prerogative, while equally fired Puritans resisted it. Their sect spread through every rank, dominated traders and yeomen, and early under Elizabeth commanded the Commons. Yet foreign perils stilled domestic quarrels: Catholic and Reformed Europe fought for survival; Philip of Spain’s hosts threatened Devon and Sussex; plots stalked the Queen’s life. Patriots therefore braced her rule. Puritans, even chained in dank cells, prayed for her safety, her victories by sea and land. One zealot, his right hand freshly struck off, waved the left and cried, “God save the Queen

Once the Armada lay wrecked, the Dutch stood firm, Henry IV reigned, and Philip II lay dead, danger abroad ebbed, and a stubborn home conflict flared. In 1601 the long-gathered opposition stormed its first battlefield. Elizabeth had stretched the royal right to regulate trade, scattering patents of monopoly over iron, oil, vinegar, coal, saltpetre, glass, yarn, leather, and more, so every hearth felt plundered. The Commons assembled fierce and united; courtiers scolded, but angry members spoke boldly, an outcry echoed by crowds that ringed the minister’s coach and swore the prerogative must spare liberties. The Queen revoked the patents, thanked House, and regained realm.

In 1603 Elizabeth died, and with James’s accession Scotland and Ireland stood under the same crown as England. Scotland, after centuries of war from Bruce onward, entered proudly: she supplied the new king, preserved her parliament, courts, and laws, and spoke a tongue scarcely differing from English. Yet poverty and proximity left her, for generations, half-treated as a province. Ireland arrived otherwise. Conquest finished by Mountjoy had just forced O’Neil and O’Donnell to bow; English writs now ran from Cork to Ulster. Celtic in blood, speech, and temper—ardent, quick to laughter, tears, or fury—she was ruled by deputies, her parliament muzzled, her people beneath colonists.

Scotland, swept by a violent tide of reform, toppled its idol-worshipping queen, refused English compromise, and enthroned austere Calvinism that treated Mass and Prayer Book alike. The prince she sent south, wearied by presbyter zeal, reached the English throne and displayed fervour for bishops and ritual. Westward, Ireland alone in northern Europe clung to Rome. Limited schooling played a part, yet hatred aimed at England, not the Pope. During futile Tudor wars, patriot rage fused with faith; conquering Saxons planted idle Protestant prelates, withheld an Irish Bible, and left the people untaught. Danger smouldered, yet all three realms lay quiet beneath one sceptre.

His dominions now stretched nearly twice the lands Elizabeth had held; the old need to fight Scots while battling France or pour treasure into Irish wars was gone, so hope rose that united Britain would match any state. Instead, the very day James ascended, England slipped to second rank. Through four Stuart reigns the mighty monarchy counted for little more than tiny Scotland once had. The paradox proved fortunate. Had James been a bold Henry IV or Gustavus, led Europe’s Protestants, filled London with trophies and fifty thousand loyal veterans, Parliament would have withered. He sued for peace with Spain, dodged wars, kept only militia.

Yet, having no standing army, he still flaunted claims unheard before. Courtiers forged doctrines later shaped by Filmer: Heaven blesses hereditary monarchy, primogeniture predates Moses, no power can strip a rightful king, every grant is revocable. Such boasts collapse before scripture and history: Israel was rebuked for craving a king, and younger sons—Isaac, Jacob, Judah, David, Solomon—received favour. Rome’s emperors were elective; medieval popes defied dynasties; England had crowned Rufus, John, several Henrys and Richards against descent, while Tudors endlessly tinkered with succession. Alien, excluded by Henry’s will yet heir of Egbert, James preached this superstition, and Anglican pulpits echoed him.

As republican fervor quickened in Parliament and across the land, the king’s pretensions swelled grotesquely. James, forever vaunting his mastery of “kingcraft,” lectured the Commons that their privileges lasted only at his whim and that they had “no more right to question what I may lawfully do than what the Deity may lawfully do.” Yet, whenever they roared back, he winced, surrendered favorites to their wrath, and signed measures he hated. Resentment at his claims grew beside contempt for his capitulations. Add the spectacle of fawning minions, cowardice, pedantry, a gawky figure and provincial lisp, and royal majesty dissolved into farce.

Meanwhile the Protestant house fractured. In Mary’s shadow all reformers had closed ranks against Rome; now, with Spain humbled, peace secure and nine-tenths of England cheerfully Protestant, the danger seemed distant. Anglican clergy relaxed toward the papacy yet sharpened their animosity toward Puritans, and ancient quarrels over ceremonies became irreconcilable. The founders had kept bishops as a prudent convenience, never as a divine necessity. Cranmer’s disdain showed that a true church might thrive without them, and Elizabeth’s envoys worshipped abroad like ordinary Calvinists. A Scottish presbyter was licensed in Canterbury, the 1603 Convocation hailed Edinburgh’s kirk, and episcopally unordained pastors held English livings unchallenged.

A new generation reversed tradition. To them episcopal orders were as vital as the Trinity; a church without bishops was crippled, and Rome, preserving succession, lay nearer truth than Geneva. They murmured that the liturgy suffered only from bareness, revived old rites, honored saints’ days, images, carvings, and hinted that wedlock tainted priests. Rumors told of a country convent where midnight psalms rose from vowed virgins. Debate shifted to doctrine: Calvin’s decrees ruled the articles, Whitgift thundered predestination, Hooker hailed “that great man Calvin,” and England backed Dutch Calvinists, sharing the guilt of Grotius’s cell and Barneveldt’s scaffold.

Even before the Synod of Dort, anti-Calvinist Anglican clergy began rejecting Calvinist theology. Arminian teaching, softer and more popular, swept through pulpits and reached the palace; doctrines once perilous now opened doors. When a rustic asked what Arminians believed, a wit replied, "they hold all the best bishoprics and deaneries in England." Meanwhile persecuted Puritans veered the opposite way. Goaded, they turned savage, sought sanction in the Old Testament, prized Hebrew over Greek, christened infants with patriarchs' names, transformed Sunday into a Jewish Sabbath, mined Mosaic law for civil codes, and praised Jael, Samuel, and Jehu as models for vengeance.

Their rigid code banned garlands, health-drinking, hawking, chess, starch, virginals, even The Faerie Queene; learning, Latin fables, organs, paintings and masque tunes drew suspicion, and the sect's lank hair, nasal twang, and scriptural cant marked it everywhere. Thus the gulf widened: despotic doctrines flourished at Whitehall, republican notions in the Commons; each camp hated the other more fiercely than Rome had been hated a generation earlier. Long peace ended; war demanded troops, troops required money, money required parliamentary votes. Without consent the crown must choose harmony or open lawlessness. As the hour neared, James died, and Charles, cultured, obstinately Arminian, devious, mounted the throne.

The Commons, led by statesmen of long sight, granted supplies drop by drop, forcing the new king to rule with them or break ancient safeguards. Charles chose force. He dissolved his first Parliament and taxed alone, summoned a second, found it fiercer, dissolved again, squeezed fresh levies, and jailed the chiefs. Soldiers were quartered in private homes, and martial law replaced the courts in some shires, an outrage to English feeling. A third Parliament met; debate raged, but at length both sides struck a bargain. Generous funds were voted; Charles, solemnly ratifying the Petition of Right, pledged no taxation, imprisonment, or martial tribunals without law.

The royal assent finally echoes through the Lords; as the clerk utters the ancient formula, "Le Roy le veult," the packed Commons erupt, cheers rippling through London and the shires. Within weeks Charles withholds every pledge that purchased the subsidy; money is gathered, promises ignored. Fury erupts, Parliament is dismissed in anger, leaders flung into jail; Sir John Eliot wastes in captivity until death. Unable to finance war alone, the King sues for peace abroad and turns inward. From March 1629 to April 1640 he refuses to summon Parliament, plotting openly to make himself sole master of England and its treasure.

Thomas Wentworth, now Earl of Strafford[15], abandons his former allies and becomes Charles’s chief strategist. He christens his grand design “Thorough,” intending to grant the crown full command of property, courts, and bodies, and to chastise every whisper of opposition. Only a standing army can enforce such dominion, so, ruling Ireland as viceroy, he forges a disciplined force and can boast, “There the King is as absolute as any prince alive.” While he arms, Archbishop William Laud scours England; candles, altars, and holy days return, spies pry into parlours, conventicles crumble, and outward conformity hides a smouldering hatred.

Judges who serve at the King’s pleasure bow low, yet they seem mild beside the Star Chamber[13], the High Commission[14], and Wentworth’s northern council, tribunals that fine, brand, and cage without limit while Magna Carta lies mute north of the Trent. Still the despotism lacks its shield: a permanent army. To fund one, ministers revive ancient “ship money[11],” once coastal and wartime, now nationwide and levied in peace for whatever use Charles desires. Alarm sweeps the land. Country gentleman John Hampden[12] refuses payment, faces twelve judges, and loses by a single vote; the precedent, stark, points straight toward military taxation.

The judges’ ruling fanned public anger, yet a long, prosperous calm made swords slow to leave their sheaths. Seventy warless years had taught merchants and farmers to prize quiet labor, so resentment smoldered instead of flashing into revolt. Many despairing hearts fixed on the Atlantic, picturing New-England clearings where hardy Puritans already raised meeting-houses among wolves and tomahawks. Crowns’ edicts tried to choke that escape, but ships still carried steadfast, God-fearing families westward. Meanwhile Wentworth gloried in his scheme of Thorough: strict thrift would cancel royal debts, fund a standing force, and finally bend the nation’s stubborn will.

Had Charles been prudent, he would have soothed Scotland until England lay secure. Edinburgh’s Parliament, docile in form, masked a populace famed for slaying kings, deposing queens, and settling feuds by cold steel. Highland raiders prowled borders; proud barons and fierce preachers swayed the multitude, wounded alike in nation and creed. Rome was hated, and the Anglican altar, drifting Rome-ward, stirred almost equal rage. Yet Charles and Laud thrust a new liturgy on them. The first chanting sparked a riot, the riot a rising, the rising a war cheered by many English. Beaten, moneyless, the King summoned Parliament.

The Commons elected in spring came mild and hopeful; grievances were voiced with courtesy, yet Charles spurned petitions and dismissed them in anger. During the bleak interval that followed, councillors grilled members for their words, gaols filled, ship-money bit harder, forced levies stalked counties, and illegal torture returned. Everything now hinged on arms. Raw, unwilling troops marched north, sympathies divided their ranks, and the Scots, welcomed by English malcontents, crossed Tweed and Tyne into Yorkshire. Growls of protest roared; only Strafford clamoured for Thorough, drawing his soldiers’ threats. Bankrupt, shunned, the King tried a peers-only council, failed, and finally convened the Long Parliament.

Through twelve furious months the Long Parliament struck at tyranny. A Triennial Act forbade more than three years without elections; if writs lagged, sheriffs were to summon voters themselves. Star Chamber, High Commission, Council of York were abolished; mutilated prisoners walked free. Lord Keeper, Primate, and Lord-Lieutenant were impeached—Finch fled, Laud entered the Tower, Strafford fell by bill of attainder. That same day Charles signed a law that he could neither adjourn nor dissolve Parliament without its leave. After ten months’ toil the Houses adjourned; the King pacified Scotland by conceding that episcopacy was "contrary to the word of God.

Parliament met again in October; beneath the seeming accord, a fault line yawned. One temper clung to tradition, fearing novelty; another, ardent for improvement, saw only promise. The contrast lives in politics, art, and even mathematics, with dotards at one extreme, reckless quacks at the other, the best men ranging near the frontier. During the first sessions indignation held every member; abuses vanished unopposed. Later Royalists pretended those reforms were forced on them, yet Colepepper had thundered against Charles, Digby championed the Triennial Bill, Falkland impeached the Keeper, Hyde pressed Strafford’s confinement. Only the attainder’s retroactive death sentence drew sixty hesitant votes.

When Parliament reconvened after its brief recess, rival camps faced each other as Cavaliers and Roundheads, later Tories and Whigs. Their struggle was usually one of degree: few courtiers craved despotism, few reformers loved anarchy; twice they united, first to restore monarchy, next to save liberty. Between them lay a shifting multitude whose weight decided each crisis. The crown’s supporters included most nobles, wealthy squires, clergy, universities, lovers of splendour, pleasure-makers, and Roman Catholics who trusted Henrietta and feared Puritan rigor. Against them stood small freeholders, merchants, corporations, Nonconformists, Calvinist churchmen, and a resolute aristocratic minority, giving the Commons a narrow reforming edge.

Royalists like Falkland argued, “Abuses have been righted, rights vindicated; hateful courts and ministers are gone; our task now is to shore up the shaken edifice and guard the Crown’s lawful prerogatives against reckless change.” Pym, Hollis, and Hampden replied that safety was an illusion. “If fear sleeps, every safeguard shrinks to the royal word, and experience shows that word cannot be trusted.” Thus two parties, equal in talent and virtue, faced each other with wary hostility while their arguments—order secured versus liberty endangered—hardened into resolve. Each side deemed further compromise perilous and prepared for the looming trial of strength.

Suddenly Ulster exploded. Ancient chiefs, long dispossessed, roused the native Irish against Scottish and English settlers whose superior power and Protestant faith had bred resentment. Wentworth’s iron hand was gone; England and Scotland were distracted; rage leapt into massacre, and rumours painted horrors yet worse. Couriers reached Westminster daily. Royalists cried, “In such a crisis every good Protestant must strengthen the King’s hands!” The opposition answered that an army granted to Charles would sooner shackle England than rescue Ireland, and dark whispers linked the rising to Whitehall. On 22 November 1641, after a furious all-night debate, the Great Remonstrance passed by eleven votes.

The narrow verdict foretold a Royalist revival, and Charles seemed ready to profit. He vowed to rule harmoniously with the Commons, summoned Falkland, Hyde, and Colepepper to his council, and assured them, “No step concerning the Lower House shall be taken without your knowledge.” Disappointed by neither side, even fiery Puritans muttered of exile, believing the tide had turned. Yet the King loathed both factions, craving Wentworth’s discarded absolutism. Within days he betrayed his pledge, ordered the Attorney-General to accuse Pym, Hollis, Hampden, and others of treason, then strode into Parliament with armed guards to seize them, stunning friends and foes alike.

The King burst into Parliament too late; the five accused had slipped away. Outrage swept chamber and kingdom. Bewildered allies called his raid sheer folly; foes branded it treachery against jury trial and parliamentary privilege. London flamed overnight: train-bands patrolled Westminster, country yeomen galloped in wearing orange ribbons, the Commons passed ferocious resolutions two to one, and roaring crowds battered palace gates until courtiers barely held them back. Knowing property and life now hung on the struggle, leaders stiffened. Rather than risk seizure in his own capital, Charles rode out, never to see London again until the reckoning.

Months of fruitless bargaining followed. Charles, stamping oaths with appeals to Heaven, offered promises none believed. The Houses, certain safety lay only in his helplessness, demanded veto over ministers and peers and, above all, command of the sword. To abdicate while strength remained was unthinkable to the King; yet they dared not grant him even yesterday’s rights, for want of troops alone had spared them despotism. Monarchy itself was cherished, its holder distrusted. Lacking a Lancastrian, a William, or any towering peer to replace him, they kept the crown on Charles’s head and tried to strip it of power.

Royalists and Parliamentarians finally drew swords in August 1642. The Commons commanded London, the Thames, the fleet, most ports, arsenals, customs, and excise; regular levies poured coin into their war chest. Charles, short of powder and cash, taxed occupied shires meagrely and leaned on loyal nobles who melted plate, pawned jewels, and mortgaged estates for him. Yet early fields favoured the King, for his ranks glittered with spirited gentlemen who rode their own horses, prized honour above life, and already handled pistols, foils, and risky sport. Facing tavern drifters and idle servants hired by Parliament, the dashing Cavaliers won nearly every clash.

Essex, rich and reputed, proved a sluggish Commander in Chief; Rupert’s dash repeatedly outwitted his continental drill. Grandees and orators fared no better: Stamford fled Stratton, Fiennes yielded Bristol, while only Hampden matched his political fame with soldierly nerve before dying in action. After a year the King ruled north and west, held Bristol, stirred plots and riots round a fortified London, and lured wavering lords to Oxford. Yet, by lingering outside steadfast Gloucester, he roused London’s train-bands; the relieving march broke the siege, revived Parliament, and sent those apostates scurrying back. In the renewed ferment, the radical Independents gathered strength.

Oliver Cromwell, turning soldier past forty, instantly grasped where royal force lay and how to crush it. Recruiting sober freeholders who feared God more than the gallows, he drilled them with iron severity and stirring exhortation. Marston Moor displayed the result: Presbyterian horse collapsed, his brigade restored the day. The Self-Denying Ordinance cleared tired nobles from command; Fairfax became figure-head, Cromwell the driving will of a remodelled host. At Naseby those resolute troopers overran the Cavaliers, and victory followed victory until Parliament ruled England entire and Charles, seeking safety, surrendered to the Scots, who soon bartered him to his subjects.

Flushed with triumph, the Houses beheaded the Primate, silenced the Prayer-book, and drove multitudes to sign the Solemn League and Covenant[17], swearing: "to endeavour, without respect of persons, the extirpation of Popery and Prelacy, heresy and schism, and to bring to public trial and condign punishment all who should hinder the reformation of religion." Episcopacy fell; clergy were ejected; fines stripped Royalists; crown, episcopal, and capitular lands went under the hammer, cheap and insecure, ruining ancient lineages and enriching newcomers. Yet power slipped from Westminster; in summer 1647 the victorious regiments coerced their paymasters, and thirteen years of military rule began.

Cromwell’s new-model army[18], raised for home duty, paid its privates better than common wages and offered promotion for merit, so clerks, artisans, and small freeholders filled the ranks. They joined not for need or plunder but for liberty and religion, boasting they were no pressed janissaries. Because the troops were sober, reflective, and politically fired, they were allowed debating clubs and extempore sermons without weakening obedience; the same demagogues became drill-exact machines in battle. Fused enthusiasm with iron discipline, they swept every field—England, Scotland, Ireland, Flanders—beating thrice their number, scaring Turenne, and shattering Spain’s vaunted infantry.

The camp’s stern piety matched its prowess: no oath, dice, or drunken reel was heard, citizens’ goods and women’s honour lay untouched, yet a stained-glass Virgin or an unsavoury sermon could provoke roaring musket butts, and many cathedrals keep the scars. Even so, ruling England proved hard; as soon as military rule pressed, counties once loyal to Parliament flared into revolt, the Thames fleet flew the royal standard, and a large Scottish host marched into Lancashire. Fairfax quelled southern risings while Oliver smashed the Welsh, then, heedless of odds, annihilated the Scots, changed the Edinburgh ministry, and rode adored into London.

A project once unthinkable hardened into shape: the stern soldiers resolved that their captive king must die. No one could trace the idea’s first spark, yet the rank-and-file impatience soon swept their great captain along. Cromwell proclaimed he had not instigated the plot, submitted to Providence, and knew the step would shock friend and foe. He had wished to heal the realm by wielding the sword beneath the royal name, but the camp roared for the traitor who parleyed with "Agag". Conspiracies brewed, impeachment threats rang, a mutiny flared; he quelled it, saw the King’s endless frauds, and reluctantly yielded.

The military saints, deaf to law and nation, decreed that Charles should bleed for his crimes. They forced moderate Commons aside, locked the Lords’ chamber, shattered every familiar wheel of government, and invented a new tribunal. No court of record would judge the fountain of justice, so the revolutionaries branded him tyrant, traitor, murderer, public enemy, and staged a death meant for every eye. Expecting midnight daggers, he instead mounted a public scaffold before Whitehall’s banqueting hall; the axe flashed, the royal head fell, and a hush of horror spread through thousands staring at the crimson snow.

Their bloody covenant briefly steeled the regicides, yet it forged a martyr. The prince, once mistrusted, had met fate with knightly pride and penitent calm, challenging the court’s right, reminding tearful crowds that he upheld their liberties; his past misrule faded, loyalty flowed to the exiled heir, and a mighty reaction toward monarchy began. Meanwhile England was proclaimed a commonwealth. A withered House of Commons pretended to rule, but the army and its formidable chief dictated all. Cromwell kept his soldiers’ hearts and lost the nation, still bending Cavaliers, Presbyterians, Anglicans and Papists alike beneath an unrivalled will.

England had stopped resisting, yet Ireland and Scotland defied the Commonwealth. Cromwell swept through Ireland, unleashing fierce saints who, like Israel in Canaan, emptied great towns, drove thousands overseas, shipped captives to the Indies, then filled the void with Saxon Calvinists. Under the iron hand, wild tracts soon resembled Kent; rents soared, and English farmers grumbled at Irish grain. He then crossed to Scotland, where Charles, wearing a Presbyterian mask and Covenant crown, kept a doleful court. Two crushing battles broke the Scottish army, the Young King fled narrowly, and a land once stubborn to Plantagenets bowed to English judges and laws.

Victory dissolved the wartime pact between soldiers and the remnant Commons. MPs forgot their dependence; the army would no longer bend. Cromwell marched troops into the Chamber, pulled the Speaker down, seized the mace, cleared the room, locked the door. The people, disliking both factions yet admiring his resolve, watched silently. Kings, Lords, and Commons lay in ruins, but the General still answered to republican zealots who pictured themselves as Moses’ host, guiding a murmuring nation toward liberty by any ruthless means. Cromwell, seasoned by battles and treaties, now yearned to revive the old constitution, with himself on the throne once stained by royal blood.

The rank-and-file loathed the word King; hereditary pomp would cost their allegiance. Bowing to that mood, Cromwell gathered a mixed assembly nicknamed Barebones[19]; after brief ridicule it resigned its trust to him. He shaped a government mirroring monarchy under new labels: no crown, yet a Lord High Protector, addressed as His Highness, enthroned in purple with sword and richly bound Bible, empowered to name his heir—surely his son. A reformed Commons followed: rotten boroughs erased, counties strengthened, Manchester, Leeds, and Halifax enfranchised, London enlarged, every substantial householder gaining a vote. Scots and English colonists from Ireland now sat at Westminster.

Creating a House of Lords proved hard: democracy needs no prescription and monarchy can stand without it, but an hereditary order must ripen. Cromwell found a nobility; yet, lacking a crown, he could not summon them. When he offered places in his new senate, families refused, so he seated captains, draymen, and shoemakers, angering Levellers and provoking laughter. The first Commons he called denied his power and were dissolved; the next, though ready to make him king, still rejected his Lords. He dismissed them, crying, “God be judge between you and me!” Military districts under Major-Generals crushed revolt, and Cavaliers and Levellers bowed before pikes.

Yet his rule, though absolute, was tempered by prudence. Taxes exceeded Stuart levels but matched continental burdens; property lay safe, law between man and man ran cleaner than ever. Except where his security was touched, statutes were kept; Anglican priests could read prayers if they shunned politics, and even Jews, barred since the thirteenth century, raised a London synagogue despite merchants and divines. Abroad, England abruptly towered over Europe, dictating peace to the Dutch, scouring Barbary corsairs, routing Spain on land and sea, seizing Jamaica, winning Dunkirk, ruling the waves, shielding scattered Protestant churches, and warning Rome that English guns might thunder at Saint Angelo.

Feared more than hated, the rule struck a balance: too moderate to madden, too strong to resist. Some claim death spared him shame, yet he died honoured by troops, obeyed at home, dreaded abroad, and Richard followed smoothly. For five quiet months the new Protector, unbloodied and amiable, stood on firm ground: Cavaliers called him honest, Presbyterians saw a limited king, counsellors steered his willing hand. Parliament, summoned by the old writs, restored lost boroughs, delighted once again the nation, recognised Richard, worked with Cromwell’s Lords, and admitted ancient nobles who had fought for liberty.

Richard’s advisers rebuilt the old constitution, yet one force still towered above Protector and Parliament: the army. Richard, unblooded and pacific, roused neither martial ardour nor guard-room piety; Fleetwood, Lambert and other veterans nursed republican or private ambition. When the new Protector worked smoothly with the Commons, alarm ripped through camp. Soldiers and the republican minority leagued; Richard meekly dissolved Parliament and was tossed aside. The officers recalled the Rump without Lords or single magistrate. At once the revived assembly renewed its quarrel with the army, was ejected again, and a provisional junta of colonels grabbed power.

The chaos at Westminster drove Presbyterians and Cavaliers into surprising union. Better risk the Stuarts, they agreed, than submit to a carousel of drab dictators—Lambert today, Desborough tomorrow—each buying soldiers with fresh plunder. Yet plots failed while the ranks stayed solid. Salvation came when the Scottish army, proud, disciplined, untouched by the London tumults, rose in wrath. Its commander, George Monk, a cool professional long indifferent to creeds, renounced the junta and, with seven thousand veterans, marched south. Nationwide, taxes were refused, apprentices roared for a free Parliament, the fleet sided with the people, regiments mutinied, and Lambert, deserted, fell captive.

Military pride now bowed before civil authority. The humbled colonels recalled the much-hated Rump, which crept once more into its chamber. Meanwhile Monk advanced. Country gentlemen crowded his quarters, begging him to restore peace and liberty. He answered with guarded courtesy, hiding his intent and keeping every option open. The nation, at last united, clamoured for a free Parliament; the soldiers, once irresistible, were split and leaderless, even skirmishing in the Strand as cavalry and infantry crossed swords. Seeing that an undivided people confronted a divided army, Monk ended the suspense: he declared openly for a Parliament elected without constraint.

As soon as his declaration spread, England burst into rapture. Bells pealed, ale flooded the gutters, bonfires reddened the sky. Wherever he walked, thousands shouted blessings. The Presbyterian members long ago expelled marched back to their benches through cheering crowds; Independent chiefs skulked indoors. A provisional council ruled, issued writs, and that old, storm-tossed Parliament grandly voted its own end. Elections followed the national mood: almost every new burgess favoured the royal house, Presbyterians holding the majority. Yet peace was unsure. Fifty thousand veterans, sullen, hating Kings, Stuarts, bishops and presbyters alike, brooded over lost dominion and muttered of betrayal.

Monk soothed them with gold, praise, promotions; disbanded mutinous companies; and, with gentry and magistrates, drilled the militia. Across counties, 120,000 trainbands waited; twenty thousand armed citizens paraded Hyde Park; the fleet stood loyal. People hoped yet dreaded a bloody reckoning. Peril peaked when Lambert slipped his cell, raised the cry, and rekindled civil war; swift pursuit quenched the spark and caged him again, chilling the soldiery into surrender. The Convention assembled; Peers reclaimed their seats; both Houses begged the King home. Proclaimed amid unexampled pomp, he sailed from Holland, Dover’s crowd weeping with joy, and rode toward London in triumph.

We have watched a medieval monarchy reshape itself for a populous world. In 1642 the Long Parliament strove to vest choice of ministers, army command, and all executive power in the estates, but victory in war birthed an army it could not master. Cromwell’s genius softened the harshness; lesser captains threatened ruin. Deliverance required union against pike and cuirass, not new theories of government. Cavaliers and Roundheads gladly restored the ancient frame, leaving reforms for calmer days. Every act once sanctioned by Charles I remained law, and, to every landowner’s relief, oppressive knight-service, fines, wardship, and forced marriages were abolished, surviving only as coronation pageantry.

The regiments broke ranks; fifty thousand veterans, thought certain to beg or loot, vanished into workshops and fields. Within months no sign remained that the world’s fiercest army had melted into the crowd. Even Royalists admitted that the brisk baker, the neat mason, the honest waggoner was likely one of “Oliver’s old soldiers.” Yet the memory of military rule lingered; the very term “standing army” stank, most of all to Cavaliers. That horror proved lucky: had a rightful prince held Cromwell’s troops, freedom was lost. Tories kept denouncing regular forces, thwarted coastal forts in 1786, and relented only when French terror loomed.

The coalition that restored the King dissolved with the danger; vengeance began. Cromwell lay beyond reach, so zealots dug him up, hanged, quartered, and burned the great rebel. A few living chiefs followed. Blood sated, the victors turned on each other. Roundheads praised the late monarch’s virtues yet recalled his illegal acts, insisting they had fought for law and now deserved trust. Cavaliers bristled: for eighteen years they had shared exile and want—“Was no distinction to be made?” Were late penitents to keep estates seized from loyal sufferers? They demanded compensation, precedence, and some, more furious, clamoured for sweeping proscriptions.

The King met a Church in chaos. Bishops had lost their Lords’ seats, yet law still upheld Episcopacy; Parliament had ordained a Presbyterian frame with appeals to Westminster, replacing mitres with councils and the Liturgy with a Directory. Soon Independents ruled, leaving those ordinances half-dead: only Middlesex and Lancashire kept Presbyteries, while other parishes drifted alone or in loose voluntary bands. Patronage, unchecked by bishop or classis, threatened scandalous incumbents until Oliver created the board of “Triers,” mostly Independent divines whose certificate alone opened a benefice. Despotic yet useful, they filled pulpits with sober men; the realm remained a patchwork bound by state power.

Moderate churchmen sought peace after the King’s return. Usher’s followers were ready to seat a bishop beside an advising council; Baxter’s would endure a perpetual chairman styled bishop. A liturgy might blend set forms with free prayer, baptism might allow the cross or none, communicants might sit who scrupled to kneel. Yet Cavaliers flared at the hint of change. The devout clung to every response that had cheered them in exile and at the scaffold of their monarch. The worldly revered each ceremony precisely because Roundheads hated it and denounced concession lest harmony rob them of revenge.

During the Puritan ascendancy the Book of Common Prayer cost fines even in a sickroom, and thousands of loyal clergy lost their livings to rabid mobs. Paintings of Christ fed bonfires, Greek marbles were hacked modest, and Parliament thundered against cards, bowls, racing, puppet-shows, rope-dancers. Adultery earned the gallows; a furtive kiss became a misdemeanour. Maypoles toppled, theatres were torn down, players flogged. Bearbaiting drew special wrath, not for the bear’s pain but for the people’s mirth. When Christmas was turned into a compulsory fast, angry crowds battered constables, mocked magistrates, and read the forbidden service aloud.

Cromwell himself tolerated fiddles and stages, yet party chains bound him; local justices darkened weddings, stocks held musicians, troopers silenced bells and hockey wherever their sabres flashed, even storming London playhouses he privately favoured. Laughter followed them. Generals lisped the cant once mouthed by stage buffoons, while stranger prophets swarmed: Muggleton, drunk and cursing unbelievers with a six-foot deity four miles from the sun; Fox, forbidding plural pronouns and the names of heathen days. Quakers suffered stocks and exile, yet mobs lumped them with every grim zealot. Power soon drew hypocrites; badges of holiness became masks for rogues.

Once persecuted, the English Nonconformists stayed pure; when they seized power, advancement depended on sharing their tokens of piety. Barebone’s Parliament barred anyone from office until his “real godliness” satisfied the House. Drab clothes, sour faces, straight hair, nasal hymns, text-laden talk and a Pharisaic Sunday were easily mimicked by rogues. Soon sincere saints drowned in swarms of worldlings, many fouler than royal libertines, whispering of “sweet experiences and comfortable scriptures” while thriving on fraud, rapine and lust. The crowd judged the whole sect by these masks, linked Puritan speech and manners to vice, and, once the Restoration came, roared against Puritanism—even the impostors joined.

Royalists and Presbyterians had briefly united to restore the crown, yet quickly opposed each other again. Most people sided with the Cavaliers; they forgot Strafford’s tyranny and remembered only the King’s beheading, the Rump’s dour rule, and the army’s violence. The Commons, chosen while Presbyterians led, remained moderate: members damned Cromwell and Bradshaw but honoured Essex and Pym. When one hot Cavalier cried that every sword raised against Charles I was treason like the axe that finished him, the Speaker hauled him to the bar and reprimanded him. The House wished to settle religion gently, but court and nation refused.

Meanwhile Charles II, welcomed home with unprecedented affection, stood between the camps. Exile, danger and secret shelter in peasant cottages had shown him both treachery and loyalty; yet the expected hero-king emerged a witty idler. He prized pleasure above renown, doubted every virtue, and believed all men could be bought—what others called “integrity” or “modesty” were, to him, bargaining tricks. Flattery bored him, suffering distressed him, refusal pained him; importunate knaves easily won places, lands and pardons. Loathing toil, he sought unchecked power only to finance games, mistresses and shows. His memories of rigid Scottish warders made him eager to humble the Puritans.

James, Duke of York, though a pleasure-seeker, worked hard, loved authority, and disliked England’s free institutions; Protestants already mistrusted his hints of Rome. Power now lay with Chancellor Edward Hyde, soon Earl of Clarendon. Once a reforming lawyer who helped abolish the Council of York, he had chosen the conservative camp, shared Charles I’s secrets, guided Charles II in exile, and at the Restoration became chief minister and father-in-law to the heir. Learned, eloquent, observant, and devout, he was also proud, sharp-tongued, and unbending. Fourteen years abroad froze his opinions; back in London he crushed innovation, guarded prerogative, and burned with Anglican vengeance.

To win time, Charles publicly vowed “liberty of conscience,” pledged bishops and synods should share jurisdiction, promised a revised liturgy and relief on surplice, cross, and kneeling. Once suspicion slept, he dismissed the friendly Commons, issued a wide amnesty, and secured lifelong customs and excise worth about a million a year, enough for peacetime rule yet nothing for a standing army the nation loathed. Early 1661, amid delirious preparations for a glittering coronation, voters returned Cavaliers who had bled and been mocked for Crown and Church. In the new House their united fury outstripped even King and ministers.

Members first ordered every colleague to receive the sacrament by the old rite or be expelled, and watched the hangman burn the Covenant in Palace Yard. Statutes followed: the sword, they declared, rested solely with the King; no extremity could justify armed resistance. Corporation officers must take Anglican communion and swear resistance was always unlawful. Zealots urged restoring Star Chamber, but only the clauses compelling triennial elections fell; bishops regained their seats. The unchanged Prayer-book returned, episcopal ordination became mandatory, and about two thousand nonconforming pastors lost their livings in a single day. Exultant Cavaliers denied them the alms earlier granted to Royalists.

Then penal laws struck Nonconformists. Charles, reminded of promises sealed in his hour, hesitated as Presbyterians knelt and begged. He disliked Puritans yet lacked Laud’s fervor, favoured Catholics, and knew any freedom for them required the same to Protestant dissenters. After a half-hearted objection he assented and, with forced cheer, signed harsh acts. Attendance at a dissenting service became criminal; one justice could convict without jury and, at a third offence, ship the culprit overseas for seven years—never to friendly New England. Return before term meant death. A new test banished refusing ministers five miles from corporate towns. Inflamed magistrates soon crammed prisons with sufferers.

The restored Church repaid its protectors with boundless devotion. Having fallen and risen with the Stuarts, it praised prerogative in luxe phrases and preached the absolute creed of “non-resistance.” Voices rang that no conceivable tyranny, not even a Busiris or Phalaris daily murdering innocents outside the law, could justify armed defense. Human nature would later prove the boast hollow; when trial came, these fervent loyalists marched against the throne. Meanwhile confiscated lands changed hands again. Bishops, chapters, and Royalist gentry reclaimed estates, expelling buyers who had paid fair prices; amnesty blocked suits for past rents, and Cavaliers who had undersold property found no remedy.

With political storms calmed, pent-up appetites burst loose. Crowds rushed toward theatres, dice, and sin, eager to mock the late rule of saints. Court example fanned the blaze; Charles and his favourites paraded open profligacy, while grave veterans like Clarendon, Southampton, and Ormond endured fashionable jeers. Hobbes’s glittering logic, making royal will the measure of right and turning religion into policy, became the badge of the fine gentleman. Poetry, comedy, and satire wallowed in licentiousness. The Church protested faintly; her zeal fixed on hunting Puritans and preaching obedience. Cavaliers might curse and carouse, yet jailed Baxter and Bunyan. Clerical power peaked as national virtue bottomed.

Almost every calling caught the season’s loose morals, yet professional politicians were worst. Reared amid a whirl of revolutions, they had watched an Episcopal Church hunt Puritans, a Puritan Church hunt Episcopalians, and the hunt reverse again; monarchy abolished and restored; the Long Parliament three times exalted and three times jeered out; a dazzling new dynasty shot upward, then toppled overnight; fresh constitutions, peerages, and fortunes shuffled between Cavaliers and Roundheads. To thrive, a public man had to turn with every gust, quit a doomed cause at its first stagger, assail yesterday’s allies, and court tomorrow’s victors.

Such schooling sharpened eyes and tongues but stripped away truth. The statesman of the day slipped easily into any creed, divined oncoming shifts like a tracker reading broken moss, yet showed no reverence, hope, or loyalty. He could defend or destroy any institution without a tremor, treating government as a thrilling wager where one brilliant cast won estates, coronets, even crowns, and one false move cost life itself. Ambition, cut free from public spirit, became mere greed, and almost every leader between the Restoration and the arrival of Hanover bore stains that would now pass for brazen treachery.

Meanwhile the Crown slipped back into power across the islands. In Scotland the return of the Stuarts was cheered as renewed sovereignty, yet England’s backing made that freedom hollow and emboldened Charles to revive his father’s failed plan of episcopacy. Councillors muttered but obeyed; Parliament, ever compliant, enacted the scheme. Some churches used the full English liturgy, others a cautious selection; doxology and creed reappeared. The nation loathed the alien ritual, yet war weariness, a pliant nobility, and friendless Puritans kept the countryside quiet—except in the western lowlands, where covenanting farmers met armed on moors, fought, bled, and still defied persecution.

Under Charles II, Scotland seethed, yet Ireland burned hotter. Old quarrels between Irish Cavaliers and Roundheads paled beside the wrath of English settlers against the native Celts, and the shared loathing of both Protestants for the Papist. Cromwell’s soldiers still held confiscated farms; the dispossessed clamoured for redress; both factions denounced each other as rebels. Wearied, the Crown forged a rough settlement: the Cromwellians surrendered a third of their land, which officials then parcelled out at whim. Many who pleaded innocence, or boasted zealous loyalty, received neither acre nor coin and fled abroad cursing Stuart injustice.

In England, early rapture over the restored throne quickly ebbed. The court, triumphant, hounded Nonconformists with insolence and treachery, turning former conquerors into stoic martyrs who worshipped in secret rather than betray conscience. Mercy seemed reserved for Papists; whispers grew that King and Duke masked Roman sympathies. Meanwhile the palace reeked of revelry: Buckingham and Sedley swaggered through rooms where state papers lay ignored, revenues vanished into dice, cups, and silk. Even rakehells with a shred of sense muttered that a monarch might jest at supper, but must not squander fleets and paymasters to enrich jesters and mistresses.

Disappointed Cavaliers now joined the murmurs. After melting plate and felling oaks for the royal cause, they strutted in threadbare coats while harlots thrived on taxes; half a year’s bounty for Nell Gwyn would have rescued a hundred loyal squires. Rents collapsed by a quarter, manor halls dimmed, yet Whitehall glittered brighter than ever. The King wedded Portuguese Catherine, a match disliked and barren. Worse, glorious Dunkirk, trophy of Cromwell’s arms and gateway to Flanders, was bartered to France for cash that vanished in revels, while fever-ridden Tangier, part of Catherine’s dowry, drained treasuries and lives against Moorish skirmishers.

Parliament flung unprecedented funds at the Dutch war, yet parasites squandered them; sailors mutinied, docks lay open, ships leaked. Offensive schemes collapsed, and even defence proved hopeless. De Ruyter sailed up the Thames and burned the fleet at Chatham, while the King, feasting with his mistresses, chased a moth for sport. Praise for Cromwell filled the air; children now recalled him as England’s shield, and Royalists demanded the old Commonwealth troops. Blockade followed: fuel vanished, Tilbury was mocked, foreign guns boomed, Council pondered abandoning the Tower, mobs screamed England was “bought and sold” and battered ministers’ homes. A shameful treaty calmed, not cured, the rage.

Misrule was soon matched by disasters no ruler could avert. Within six months the plague carried off more than a hundred thousand Londoners; the death carts had scarcely ceased when a fire swept the city from Tower to Temple and river to Smithfield. Had elections been held amid such misery, Roundheads might have triumphed, yet the old Cavalier Parliament remained. Loyal though it was, the House of Commons refused to become a Tudor-style echo. Holding the purse, it forced the crown to accept laws it disliked, dissolve councils, shape foreign policy, even guide the conduct of war, while still professing fervent devotion to monarchy.

Clarendon, head of government, drew every reproach. Puritans called him a harsher Laud; ruined Cavaliers resented his defence of the Act of Indemnity; Scots blamed him for their Church’s fall, Irish Catholics for lost estates. As James’s father-in-law he seemed to prefer a barren queen; he had sold Dunkirk and, many believed, caused the Dutch war. His wealth, Vandyke gallery and palace opposite Whitehall flaunted arrogance. When the Dutch reached the Thames, Londoners smashed his windows, felled his trees, set a gibbet. In Commons he fared worse: he branded inquiries illegal, sneered at rising young members, ignored their mounting power, and sealed his own ruin.

Clarendon stood detested in two camps at once. The Commons resented misrule; the Court, his stern virtues. Even as a law student he had shunned vice, and now, old and ill, he scowled at revellers and courtesans, and lectured the King with sermons too sharp and long. No friend could save him. The seals were stripped away, the Commons impeached, his life was in peril; he fled and was doomed to perpetual exile, while rivals fought over his power. The sacrifice dulled but did not quench the thirst for vengeance. Alarmed, Charles’s counsellors urged him to quell the storm by one act worthy of Oliver.

Beyond the Channel, Spain still held Milan, Naples, Belgium, Franche-Comté and a vast American empire, yet the stricken colossus could scarcely defend itself. France stood supreme: a broad, fertile, united realm obedient to one will. A revenue wrung from peasants flowed into arsenals; an army of more than one hundred and twenty thousand, drilled by the greatest captains since Rome, answered the trumpet; at sea she met rivals but no superior. The King himself embodied the splendour: stately, tireless, master of his ministers, lavish toward suppliant allies, ruthless toward treaties, boastful toward neighbours, licentious yet devout, eager to spread the true faith.

Such might stirred ancient English antipathy. Our victories at Crécy and Agincourt, our lost provinces, the fleur-de-lis still quartered with the lions, all lived in memory; the sale of Dunkirk and Clarendon’s French leanings had stung the crowd, which cheered even a street scuffle involving the French embassy. Meanwhile Lewis pressed Spain and cast longing eyes toward the Rhine. Holland, a glittering hive of wealth, canals and sails, feared his advance yet stood alone; Germany wavered, and England nursed grudges from the recent naval war. Suddenly, with Clarendon fallen and Parliament snarling, Charles’s ministers embraced a new course that amazed the realm.

Sir William Temple, skilled envoy and engaging stylist, reached The Hague with orders to build a barrier against France. He quickly struck accord with John De Witt; Sweden agreed; the Triple Alliance rose. Louis frowned but, unwilling to face Spain plus this new league, abandoned much conquered ground and restored European peace. Abroad, England’s credit rivalled the Protector’s day; at home, delight spanned factions. The pact curbed a grasping neighbour and united Protestant powers. Cheers rang through Commons, and some blunt tongues cried, “This is the only good thing done since the King came in.

Charles cared little for applause. He treated the alliance as a stopgap, chafed at account-books waved by the rising Country party, and smarted when Sir John Coventry mocked court vices. Instead of the Tower, hired ruffians gashed Coventry’s nose; Parliament thundered, attainted the assailants, and made the King sign away his power of pardon. Yet he still plotted to shake restraint. Regular troops were costly and, though mistrusted, too few to overawe London’s old soldiers. Help must come from abroad. French gold might buy a crown safe from votes, while Charles lounged and sinned; James, zealous for Rome, approved.

Henrietta, charming Duchess of Orléans, hurried between Whitehall and Versailles. Charles offered: “I turn Catholic, break the Triple Alliance, and strike Holland; you fund troops and money that free me from Parliament.” Louis, pretending coolness, agreed as a generous patron. Secret articles promised him an obedient ally, yet he risked nothing. Conquering English liberty by force would drain treasure, stall dear continental designs, and profit him little; so he preferred influence to invasion. France, devout and loyal, felt scant kinship with English factions; their quarrels stirred more dislike than fear. Thus the bargain suited both kings, leaving Louis richer, Charles more dependent.

Louis welcomed the approaches from Whitehall. Dreaming of crippling the Dutch and absorbing Belgium, Franche-Comté, and Lorraine, he also watched the ailing Spanish prince, certain the Bourbons would soon claim the vast empire. Continental coalitions might rise, yet France could face them alone if England stayed neutral or friendly. The Stuarts, needy and submissive, offered that chance. Louis devised an unwavering scheme: promise lavish aid, dispense it sparingly, and for a trifle compared with Versailles keep England powerless for twenty years. He sowed perpetual discord between purse and sword, bribing court and opposition alike, and dispatched Louise de Kérouaille, Duchess of Portsmouth, to enthrall Charles.

In May 1670 the crowns sealed a secret pact at Dover. Charles pledged to avow Catholicism, aid French arms against the United Provinces, and hurl England’s power behind Bourbon claims to Spain; Louis promised subsidies and, if rebellion flared, a French army. Six weeks later the princess who had brokered the intrigue died, raising suspicions, yet fresh vows followed. The Duke of York pressed for immediate Catholic action, but Louis, fearing an explosion, kept Charles nominally Protestant; the King still took Anglican communion while his brother stayed away. Soon York’s duchess, a hidden Catholic, died, leaving Mary and Anne, whom Charles ordered reared Protestants.

Responsibility for Dover lay chiefly with Charles, who drafted clauses in his own hand and concealed the worst from most advisers. Around him the ancient Privy Council was giving way to a smaller, secret board later called the Cabinet, unknown to law yet fast seizing executive power. In 1671 five leading ministers formed its core, their initials spelling Cabal: Clifford, Arlington, Buckingham, Ashley, Lauderdale. Clifford, fiery but high-minded, stood tallest. Arlington, smooth cosmopolitan, leaned to French rule and Roman creed. Pleasure-blunted Buckingham treated intrigue as pastime; crafty Ashley rose through calculating betrayals; brutal Lauderdale matched them in shameless devotion to gain.

Lauderdale, blustering in laughter or rage, had once thundered for the Covenant, helped sell Charles I, yet now, while hating that king’s memory and still favoring Presbyterianism, flogged Scotland into episcopacy with sword, rope, and boot. He, Buckingham, and Ashley schemed for money, but the true treaty with France—sealed by Clifford and Arlington, secret Catholics—was hidden from them. To finance the plot Charles feigned zeal for the Triple Alliance, begged to enlarge the fleet, and snared the Cavalier Commons into voting £800,000, then prorogued them. When war costs loomed, Ashley and Clifford froze the goldsmith-bankers’ £1,300,000, shattering the Exchange.

Despotic edicts poured forth; the Declaration of Indulgence suspended penalties against Catholics and, for disguise, against Protestant dissenters too. Days later Charles proclaimed war on the United Provinces. At sea the Dutch fought stoutly, yet on land French columns crossed the Rhine, seized fort after fort, and camp-fires glared outside Amsterdam. Within, a tight ring of self-chosen town councils ruled through Provincial States and the States General, jealously curbing the semi-hereditary Stadtholders of Orange whose soldiers and populace adored them. William II died in 1650, but his English princess-widow soon bore William Henry, wealthy, princely, and silently feared by the oligarchs.

The French advance unhinged the nation; mobs jeered De Ruyter, then tore John de Witt to pieces at the Hague gate. Without checking the rioters, twenty-two-year-old William of Orange stepped into command. Stern yet fiery, he urged the States: “If our soil and all its marvels sink beneath the waves, freedom and true faith survive. Our fleets can ferry two hundred thousand of us to the Indies; under the Southern Cross we will build a richer Amsterdam and a wiser Leyden.” Heartened, the deputies rejected the allies’ terms, cut the dykes, flooded the land, and drove Louis’s troops back to Versailles.

And now the tide turned fast. Europe braced against Louis: Austria’s crowns armed, Spain and Holland forgot wounds, German troops hurried to the Rhine. England, stripped of plundered funds and unable to tax without revolt, had to summon Parliament. In spring 1673 the Houses met after two years; Clifford, Lord Treasurer, and Shaftesbury, Lord Chancellor, steered for the Crown. The Country Party advanced by siege, promising aid abroad only if the King surrendered his home policy, above all the Indulgence. Church zealots, Puritans, and lovers of law—nineteen-twentieths of the realm—joined against that liberal yet despotic act, and debate raged over the ancient dispensing power.

The Commons denied the crown any power to suspend church penalties, warning that no funds would pass while the claim survived. Charles, first defiant, listened to Louis and to Shaftesbury, who, dreading a Strafford fate, told the Lords the Declaration was illegal. The King yielded, cancelled it, and vowed it should never be precedent. Still unsatisfied, the Commons carried the Test Act: every officeholder must swear supremacy, abjure transubstantiation, and receive Anglican communion. Puritans held peace, the money-starved monarch agreed, and James resigned the Admiralty. Clifford refused the test and retired, Parliament pressed Buckingham and Lauderdale’s removal, and talked of impeaching Arlington.

With the ministry shattered—the Cabal gone, Arlington sent to a court sinecure, Shaftesbury and Buckingham leading the city commons while Lauderdale kept Scottish affairs—Commons refused more money for the Dutch war and urged peace. Charles shelved the Dover design, feigned return to the Triple Alliance, and called Temple from his garden; Temple made a separate peace with the United Provinces and went back to The Hague as token of sincerity. Control then passed to Sir Thomas Osborne, soon Earl of Danby, a grasping buyer of votes yet English Protestant. He meant to strengthen the throne through Cavaliers, nobles, gentry, clergy and universities, not French bayonets.

Driven by Cavalier zeal, Danby proposed that no one might hold office or sit in Parliament without swearing resistance to the crown was always criminal and promising never to change Church or State. Weeks of fierce debates and protests raged until the dogged attack of Buckingham and Shaftesbury mutilated and dropped the bill. Danby meanwhile cursed France, swore he would "cudgel the French into proper respect," and, glass aloft, toasted confusion to every peace-lover. He pressed Temple for foreign secretary, but Charles, greedy for Louis’s subsidies, resisted. Compromise ruled: Mary wed William of Orange, Ossory led troops to Dutch lines, yet Danby forwarded French payments.

The Country Party reeled between two terrors: Louis’s growing might and their own monarch armed at home. They demanded war, cheered as recruits assembled, then, fearing the army might police England not Flanders, refused money and shouted for disbandment. Louis fanned the panic, now urging Parliament to shackle the throne he once promised to prop. Barillon opened channels with men who hated French ascendancy yet distrusted Charles even more. Lord Russell schemed with the embassy, pure of pocket but not of prudence; less scrupulous allies accepted French pensions. Even the lofty Algernon Sydney stooped to that degrading purse.

While England hesitated, the continental war dragged on until the Treaty of Nimeguen ended seven blood-soaked years. The Dutch, once near ruin, secured honourable terms credited to the young Stadtholder, now husband to England’s future queen; France kept rich border cities, Spain paid. At home frustration peaked. The popularity that greeted the Restoration lay spent; disaffection matched the mood of 1640. Citizens smarted to see a nation that once ruled the seas ranked beneath petty German courts. With wounded pride came fear for liberty, rumours of a royal plot aided by foreign troops; even staunch Cavaliers warned, “If strangers land to coerce us, obedience ends.

Hatred of the Roman Catholic faith, fiercer than pride or love of freedom, ruled the nation. Memories of Mary’s burnings, Elizabeth’s thwarted assassins, and the Gunpowder Plot were stoked yearly by sermons, bonfires, and marches. Clergy guarded their livings, squires their abbey lands, so their dislike matched the mob’s. After the Restoration contempt for Puritanism waned, dread of Popery soared. Whispers of the secret Treaty of Dover, the King’s suspected leaning, and his brother James’s Catholic marriages fed terror that future princes would worship Rome. Breaches of law for Papists and alliance with persecuting France revived fears of a return to “Bloody Mary”.

With the nation tinder-dry, two fires flared. First, Louis XIV, using the treacherous Ralph Montague, unveiled letters proving Treasurer Danby had begged Versailles for gold; Parliament saw in him the “broker who had sold England to France”, and his fall seemed certain. Hardly had the outcry begun when word spread of a vast Popish plot. Titus Oates[20], a disgraced Anglican who had drifted through Jesuit colleges, spun a nightmare of commissions bearing the Society’s seal, plans to burn the fleet, massacre Protestants, land a French army, and murder the King by dagger, poison, or silver bullet. The shaken populace believed every word.

Accused Edward Coleman had burned most papers, yet incriminating scraps survived, convincing zealots that worse lay in the ashes. Soon Justice Sir Edmondsbury Godfrey, who had heard Oates’s testimony, vanished; his corpse surfaced in a nearby field, clearly slain. Terror exploded. Gaols overflowed with Papists, cannon ringed Whitehall, citizens carried leaded flails, and Godfrey’s body was paraded amid howls for vengeance. Parliament posted guards against another Gunpowder Plot, excluded Catholic lords with a new oath, jailed a secretary, impeached Danby, and even challenged the royal militia command. To halt the storm, Charles dissolved the long Parliament in January 1679, unleashing ferocious elections.

Courts that should shield the innocent seethe with passions darker than any hustings. Oates’s lone voice cannot hang a man—old law requires two witnesses—yet his leap from beggary to power breeds imitators. Carstairs appears, then swindler Bedloe, and soon every brothel and gaming-house disgorges perjurers. One swears thirty thousand pilgrims wait at Corunna to invade Wales; another boasts of canonisation and five hundred pounds for killing the King; a third hears a banker vow to slay ‘the heretical tyrant’. Oates, not to be outshone, claims he overheard the Queen sanction her husband’s murder. Judges connive, juries condemn, mobs cheer.

Amid these executions the new Parliament gathers, its frenzy so fierce that veterans of Strafford’s attainder and the King’s trial blanch. The Commons revive Danby’s impeachment, mock his royal pardon, yet their real quarry is excluding York. Charles, troubled, sends his hated brother to Brussels, but anger swells. Roundheads dominate; millions once loyal to prerogative now side with opposition. Old Cavaliers dread Popery or resent royal ingratitude; Anglican priests, stung by York’s apostasy, join the outcry. Driven to the wall, Charles calls Sir William Temple—architect of the Triple Alliance, Dutch peace, and Mary’s match—honest, polished, yet cautious and unseasoned in Commons combat.

Temple drafts a buffer between crown and Commons by refashioning the Privy Council. Thirty seats: fifteen officeholders, fifteen wealthy independents; no hidden cabinet, every secret shared, the King pledging to follow collective advice. The device, half senate, half ministry, promises to thwart tyranny yet restrain legislative meddling, but its dual nature dooms it: too large for secrecy, too court-bound for oversight. Charles proves fickle, the House fiery, councillors flawed. Still, the nation cheers when favourite Shaftesbury becomes Lord President and Russell takes the oath. Chaos soon returns; Temple himself joins a clandestine quartet with Essex, Halifax, and Sunderland, breaching his own rule.

The Earl of Essex, solid yet somber, sits at the Treasury eager to broker honest peace between court and Country. Beside him towers Halifax, fertile mind, subtle wit, lucid voice that dazzles Lords, shelves full of polished tracts, acres and title to match. He scorns demagogue roars and divine-right sermons alike, laughs at surplices and iconoclasts, fears anarchy yet jokes like a Calf's Head rebel. In prayer he wavers but is no atheist. Studying every storm from a philosopher's height, he seldom marches long with any banner and so earns the sneer, Trimmer, from both extremes.

Halifax embraces the nickname. "Everything good," he laughs, "trims between extremes. The temperate zone trims between roasting and freezing; the Church between Anabaptist madness and Papist lethargy; the constitution between Turkish despotism and Polish anarchy; even virtue balances opposing vices." Sharp scepticism, delicate taste, and an exquisite sense of ridicule keep him on the frontier of every struggle. He lashes reckless comrades, shields defeated enemies, and tries to spare the victims who shame Whig and Tory alike. Though royal dislike blocked his first entrance to the Council of Thirty, charm soon melted resistance and won him favour.

Sunderland now whispers in the royal closet, keen, supple, shameless, trained in French intrigue till no principle remains. He flatters individuals flawlessly yet misreads the nation, blundering whenever the public mind leaps. In council he sits silent; in private his counsel steers policy. He stands beside Essex and Halifax as one of four select counsellors, but their special standing irks colleagues; Shaftesbury storms back into opposition, Commons demand the Exclusion Bill alone. Refusing, Charles slips past the council, strides to the Lords on 26 May 1679, and prorogues Parliament. That same decisive day he signs the wildly popular Habeas Corpus Act.

That same day the Licensing Act lapsed, and, as the King dismissed Parliament, the press breathed freedom. A dissolution followed, and the elections rang with shouts for the Exclusion Bill and, still louder, for the Duke of Monmouth. Voices attacked not only York, a declared Papist, but even his Protestant daughters, insisting Charles’s eldest son had been born in wedlock. The tale began at the Hague, where wandering Charles met Lucy Walters, a beautiful Welsh girl who bore him James Crofts. After the Restoration the youth, graceful and French-trained, glittered at Whitehall, married heiress Anne Scott, took her name, and gathered honours, lands, and offices.

Handsome, cordial and daring, Monmouth charmed every faction. Puritans forgave his libertinism; Country gentlemen forgot the night he abetted the slashing of Sir John Coventry. His feats beside the French against Holland gilded his image until nothing seemed denied him but the crown itself. Childhood privileges—the right to sit covered while Howards bowed, the mourning cloak reserved for princes—nourished a belief he was legitimate. Gossip spoke of a secret marriage and a black box hiding proof, rumors the King formally denied yet the multitude cherished. Opposition leaders winked, and the populace answered with bonfires, pealing bells, and torchlit escorts whenever their hero appeared.

By backing Monmouth the Protestant chiefs repeated the blunder that once set Lady Jane against Mary and Elizabeth, endangering both liberty and the future Prince and Princess of Orange. Yet his popularity helped them sweep the elections, alarming the court. Charles, sensing the first swing of opinion, chose delay: the newborn Parliament was prorogued before it met, and York, lately returned from Brussels, was packed off to govern Scotland. Temple’s balanced council vanished; Shaftesbury and allies resigned; Temple retreated to his gardens; Essex joined the opposition; Halifax and the tenacious Sunderland stayed. Vacated places lifted Sidney Godolphin and Lawrence Hyde, brilliant yet hot-tempered, into prominence.

Rochester, a hard-drinking, hot-tempered Cavalier loyal to Crown and Church and hostile to republicans and Nonconformists, commanded a host of devoted followers, especially among the clergy, who forgave his excesses. He replaced Essex at the Treasury, though the First Lord’s chair, while the staff stayed in commission, ranked below a Secretary of State. Beside him sat Sidney Godolphin, trained as a page at Whitehall, tireless, cool, and master of finance. Quick to serve any regime, he prized stability over zeal and spent leisure on racing, cards, and cockfights. Charles joked, “Sidney Godolphin is never in the way, and never out of the way.

While Parliament stayed prorogued, a turbulent year transformed public life. The Exclusion question inflamed every county, town, household: pulpits thundered, presses clattered, clubs drilled. Some cried that a Popish king would wreck constitution and faith; others swore James’s right came from God and was beyond repeal. Neighbours ceased visits, friends and kin split, schoolboys rallied for York or Shaftesbury, theatres echoed partisan roars. London crowds of tens of thousands burned the Pope in effigy; horse and guns guarded Whitehall. The season coined fresh slang—Mob, Sham—and reciprocal nicknames. Presbyterian ‘Whigs’ from Scotland and Irish outlaw ‘Tories’ now labelled the rival English camps.

Louis of France stoked factions, urging Charles to resist, James to muster Scotland, Whigs to trust French gold. Juries doubted informers like Dangerfield, and judges stiffened. In October 1680 a Whig-packed Commons drove the Exclusion Bill forward; the council split—Hyde stood firm, Godolphin sought concession, Sunderland defected, Portsmouth pleaded; Charles haggled for money, then broke talks. The Lords met in tumult; Halifax, backed by bishops, threw out the bill. Thwarted Whigs impeached Viscount Stafford; Oates, Dugdale, Turberville swore him to death, yet the crowd cried, “God bless you, we believe you.” Sensing the turn, Charles dissolved Parliament and summoned the next to Oxford.

Election fever raged; Whigs still ruled the Commons, yet Tory fervour surged. Shaftesbury, once the master of retreat, staked everything, perhaps drunk on cheers and momentum. Oxford’s opening day looked more like a Polish Diet than an English session: Whig members rode in flanked by armed tenants who glared at royal guards. A spark could have lit civil war, yet neither side dared strike. Charles repeated, "Anything but Exclusion," the Commons echoed, "Nothing but Exclusion." Within days he dissolved them and stood victorious. The nation, weary of Popish-Plot nightmares, judged its own frenzy and watched Charles’s refusal to disinherit his brother with grudging respect.

Alarmed by visions of another Naseby and a new reign of Saints, squires and merchants closed ranks around the throne. Charles, unlike his ill-fated father, stayed within the law yet wielded every legal weapon. He could wait three years before recalling Parliament; taxes flowed, France might help, judges were pliant, sheriffs picked juries, witnesses stood ready. The first strike hit College the joiner, inventor of the Protestant flail: at Oxford Dugdale and Turberville testified, a jury convicted, the crowd cheered death. Encouraged, ministers targeted Shaftesbury; when a London grand jury refused the charge they moved to void the City charter and revived statutes against Nonconformists.

The Whigs still mustered in the cities and bawled louder than their force. Fed by memories of triumph and fresh anger, they magnified both power and injury. Yet every royal act—veto of Exclusion, Oxford dissolution, prosecutions—stayed within the letter of law; no tax, suspension, or habeas breach appeared. Lacking clear tyranny or hope of victory, revolt was folly, for army, navy, and counties obeyed Charles. Prudence urged patience; passion urged steel. Conspirators planned simultaneous risings from London to Newcastle and bargained with Scottish Presbyterians, while a tighter knot resolved to ambush and kill the King and Duke at Rye House, murder nested within rebellion.

Both plots leaked; frightened traitors told everything and more, letting ministers fuse conspiracy and murder into one charge. Outrage at the Rye House attempt smeared the whole Whig cause and unchained royal vengeance. Shaftesbury fled to Dutch shelter and died; Monmouth knelt for mercy, misbehaved, and slipped abroad; Essex cut his throat in the Tower. Russell, scarcely guilty, met death like a Christian; Sidney, unproved, like a Stoic. Lesser agents swung; many fled. Tory juries, coached by bench and crown, dealt convictions for treason, libel, or conspiracy; damages ruined slanderers of York. London’s liberties were pronounced forfeit, and remoulded borough charters fixed Tory rule.

These harsh measures kept a legal mask. The court even soothed anxieties by wedding James’s younger daughter Anne to George of Denmark, allowing country gentry to dream of a Protestant future once the aging brothers were gone. Unlicensed presses meant little, for judges and juries made any pamphlet risky; fear matched a censorship. Pulpits thundered against rebellion, while Filmer’s tracts praising hereditary rule gained favour, and Oxford, the day Russell died, burned the works of Buchanan, Milton, and Baxter. Emboldened, Charles finally broke the constitution: three years passed since Oxford’s dissolution, yet no election writs went out, though a compliant Commons was almost certain.

In rapid succession the law bowed again to the Duke of York. Hidden during the Exclusion crisis, he had been ruling Scotland while Lauderdale tottered toward death, delighting in councils where prisoners screamed beneath the iron boots; courtiers fled the chamber until an order chained them to their seats, yet James lingered, watching as a man studies an experiment. When Whig defeat became certain, he returned to England. Though the Test Act still barred him, Charles, encouraged by a string of compliant verdicts, dared suspend the statute; the Duke reclaimed his chair at Whitehall and the helm of the navy.

Moderate Tories muttered, and even some councillors wavered. Marquess Halifax, Privy Seal, had no sooner helped sink Exclusion than he urged safeguards against a Catholic reign, poured scorn on Oxford’s slavish theses, loathed the French pact, deplored long prorogations and harsh vengeance, and, having once saved Stafford, now begged mercy for Russell. In council, the forfeited charter of Massachusetts raised debate. Most cried that crown alone must rule; Halifax insisted, “A people of English blood will not endure life without liberty and property,” warning that despotism would make existence worthless. The Duke of York bristled and whispered demands for his dismissal.

Because offices stood alone, no single body required unanimity; a minister answered only for acts he signed, so disagreement rarely led to resignation. Guildford, the new Lord Keeper—learned yet craven—had once hailed the Popish Plot in court while secretly disproving it, and had condemned Catholics to please power; now he timidly echoed Halifax. Opposing them, Earl Rochester, fierce dispenser of Treasury patronage to hard-drinking loyalists, basked in the Duke’s favor. Halifax urged Parliament, amnesty, Dutch friendship, and Monmouth’s recall; York pressed for continued repression, French alliance, and Rochester’s rise to Lord Treasurer. Godolphin stayed cautious; Sunderland, restored through Portsmouth’s influence, intrigued against all.

Lewis pressed his advantage while the Empire fought Turks. He seized Strasburg, Courtray, Luxembourg, humbled Genoa, and lifted French power higher than in a millennium. Only an obedient England could restrain him, so Versailles worked to keep Parliament uncalled, flinging bribes, promises, threats. Charles chased subsidies, dreaded Dover’s secrets; several councillors yielded. Halifax refused. When cajolery failed, envoys tried to drive him out, yet the King prized his wit. Halifax retaliated, proving Rochester had wasted £40,000. Rochester lost the Treasury, received a presidency. “I’ve seen people kicked downstairs,” Halifax smiled, “but my Lord Rochester is the first I ever saw kicked upstairs.” Godolphin replaced him.

The struggle persisted, hanging on Charles alone, and he drifted. To one listener he vowed loyalty to France; to another, sudden rupture. He swore never again to call Parliament, then ordered writs prepared. He promised the Duke of York that Halifax would be expelled, and promised Halifax the Duke’s exile to Scotland. In public he thundered against Monmouth, in private he whispered undying affection. How long this wavering might have lasted none can tell, for early in 1685 he died. Within months the government’s excesses erased memories of the opposition’s, and an even fiercer backlash signalled that the contest between crown and Parliament neared decision.

At that transfer of power, England was a different land from today. Invention and private effort had swelled wealth through plague, fire, war, tax, and misrule; riches were greater under Stuarts than Tudors, greater at Charles’s death than at his return. Yet moors still covered tracts, few hedged farms existed, London barely crossed the Thames, thatched huts stood where factories and ports would rise. To judge such a society one had to count its people, but no census existed. Boasts put London in millions; Vossius reduced the whole island to two. Separate estimates by Gregory King, diocesan reports, and Finlaison agree on about five-and-a-quarter million.

Independent investigators—King, Davenant, Finlaison—agree that under James II England held five to five-and-a-half million souls, less than one-third of today and under triple London’s current swarm. Growth later touched every county yet swelled the north far more than the south. Beyond Trent lay a bleak, half-civilised borderland: harsh climate, stubborn soil, endless raid and war. Mosstroopers still roamed, parishes kept bloodhounds, gentry slept in Peels with stones and scalding water ready. Travellers signed wills before entering; judges rode from Newcastle to Carlisle with provisions and an armed escort through a silent wilderness; convicts swung swiftly on crowded gallows.

Peace crept in at last; marauders faded, and with security came craft and comfort. Rich seams of coal proved treasure richer than Peru’s gold, drawing manufactories to their smoky edge and pouring a steady stream of workers northward. By 1841 the province of York held two-sevenths of England’s people where once it claimed but one; Lancashire’s numbers had multiplied ninefold while Norfolk, Suffolk, and Northamptonshire scarcely doubled. Yet memories lingered of Keeldar heaths where near-naked women chanted and men with dirks danced a wild war-step, relics of the brutality that had recently stalked the border.

While population burgeoned, Charles II’s treasury remained modest. Excise yielded around £585,000, customs £530,000; both weighed lightly compared with the hateful hearth tax that pried into cottages, seized pots, even beds, yet brought only £200,000. Adding crown lands, first-fruits and tenths, the duchies, forfeitures, fines, and the Post Office, the yearly income neared £1.4 million, all at the King’s disposal. About £80,000 in interest should have gone to creditors robbed by the Cabal, but payments stopped once the court subdued the Whigs. Borrowing was nothing new; what the coming Revolution would teach was faithful funding.

By squeezing the public creditor and drawing occasional aid from Versailles, the crown scraped together fourteen hundred thousand pounds—enough to run government and court. Abroad, huge peacetime armies marched, new bastions rose, arsenals overflowed, and drums or sentries met every traveler. In England a man might wander for weeks without a martial sight. Youths under twenty-five had never seen regulars. City gates gaped day and night, ditches lay dry, ramparts crumbled, and townsfolk strolled on their ruins. Ivy smothered shattered keeps, surviving castles served as country palaces, moats bred carp, and long-silent beacon poles stood as quaint relics.

The only legally sanctioned force was the militia, revised soon after the Restoration. A landholder worth five hundred pounds a year, or a capitalist with six thousand, had to arm and pay a horseman; those with fifty pounds of land or six hundred in goods supplied a musketeer or pikeman; lesser owners pooled resources, Athenian-style, to field a man. Popular talk reckoned the whole at one hundred thirty thousand. The King alone was Captain-General, lords lieutenants drilled men no more than fourteen days a year, justices fined offenders, and the treasury fed the ranks only when invasion threatened.

Seasoned travellers mocked the militia’s rustic drill and doubted ploughmen could withstand French marshals; yet any slight on the train-bands angered both parties, for a standing army still reeked of Cromwell’s redcoats and ruined manor houses. Nevertheless Charles II quietly fostered a permanent guard to protect Whitehall from militant zealots, reinforcing it with troops withdrawn from abandoned Tangier. Three glittering Life Guard troops, blue-cloaked household cavalry, a lone Berwick dragoon troop, and two Foot Guard regiments crowded Westminster alehouses. Alongside them stood five regiments of line—the Royals, the Buffs, the Admiral’s, and battle-hardened companies newly sailed from Africa.

Since the early seventeenth century infantry arms had shifted: the pike yielded to the musket until, by Charles II’s death, most foot were musketeers, though pikemen persisted. Soldiers bore swords, and the musketeer also fixed a so-called dagger—after William III called the bayonet—into the muzzle, wasting time between firing and charging. Dismounted dragoons used muskets as well. England’s standing force in 1685 numbered some seven thousand foot and seventeen hundred horse, costing roughly £290,000. Life Guards earned four shillings a day, Blues two-and-six, Dragoons eighteen pence, Foot Guards tenpence, line eightpence. With no Mutiny Act, discipline remained lax and legal penalties light.

Such a modest, ill-policed force could never chain five million Englishmen; it might fail even to quell a London rising if the city trainbands sided with rebels. Nor could the crown look to Scotland or Ireland, whose small establishments were busy overawing local Puritans or Catholics. One valuable reserve remained: six well-drilled regiments, three English and three Scottish, maintained by the United Provinces at no royal expense and recallable whenever their native king required. Denied a strong army, he faced no obstacle to strengthening the fleet, for Whigs and Tories gladly funded a power that defended the island yet threatened no liberty.

Parliament had lately voted nearly £600,000 for thirty new men-of-war; the books boasted nine first rates, fourteen seconds, thirty-nine thirds and smaller craft. On the water those numbers were hollow. By 1685 the fleet lay rotten, as Pepys warned Charles and Bonrepaux assured Louis: waste and graft ruled, contracts lapsed, new hulls leaked worse than veterans. Some ships would sink at moorings, sailors sold pay tickets at forty-per-cent loss, officers starved. Command too was flawed; since antiquity Cimon, Pompey, and later Howard, Raleigh and Blake had led both ashore and afloat, and now Rupert the trooper and Monk, crying “Wheel to the left!”, followed suit.

Wise men saw modern war and navigation needed separate careers. France in 1672 schooled noble youths for the sea; England yet tossed commands to landsmen. Any titled boy backed by a mistress might get a three-decker though he had never left the Thames or knew latitude from longitude. A perfunctory cruise passed for training. John Sheffield, Earl of Mulgrave, stayed six weeks at sea in 1666, then cavalry duty, yet in 1672, age twenty-three, took an eighty-four-gun flagship and soon a regiment. Lesser men, ruined by vice, chased bullion convoys, ignored orders; when one lost £4000, Charles laughed, “You’re a great fool for your pains.

Discipline matched the corruption. Crews despised captains whose seamanship lagged every foremast hand, so navigation fell to the Master and endless bickering followed; sometimes the novice overruled experience and ships perished. The least harmful grandees abandoned command for profit and pleasure, strutting in Versailles silks, dining off plate, guzzling choice wines, keeping harems, while hunger, scurvy, and floating corpses cursed the lower decks. Still, among these “gentlemen captains” stood the tarpaulins, rough veterans who clawed up from cabin-boy to command: Sir Christopher Mings, killed by the Dutch; his boy Sir John Narborough; Narborough’s boy Sir Cloudesley Shovel—stout hearts that kept coast and honour safe.

No man under the Stuarts united polished breeding with expert seamanship: gentlemen were not sailors, sailors not gentlemen. Yet the navy, if rightly managed, could have thrived on £380,000 a year; instead £400,000 were frittered away, matching France, while the costlier Dutch excelled. Artillery lagged too: a few gunners, the odd engineer, no artillery regiment; field guns moved with difficulty, and fifteen thousand barrels of powder were vaunted as immense, though ordnance spending barely topped £60,000. Effective charge for army, navy, and guns reached £750,000; non-effective cost scarcely £10,000—meagre half-pay lists, Greenwich unborn, Chelsea rising on £20,000 bricks and a £5,000 stipend.

Only a sliver of civil expense fell on the Crown. Sheriffs, mayors, justices, constables served unpaid, and higher courts lived on fees. Foreign representation was pared to the bone: one ambassador at Constantinople, part-funded by merchants, an envoy at Versailles, none at Madrid, Stockholm, or Copenhagen; scarcely twenty thousand pounds covered all. Yet this penury merely fed extravagance elsewhere. Ships, guns, and veterans begged while courtiers feasted. Compared with gentry whose estates rarely topped twenty thousand a year, officials drew colossal stipends: eight thousand to the Lord Treasurer, sixteen hundred to each junior Lord, five thousand to the Groom, plus unabashed sale of every favour.

In such a climate the helm of state became a mint. The Lord Lieutenant of Ireland was said to pocket forty thousand a year; Clarendon, Arlington, Lauderdale, and Danby amassed greater hoards, raising the palace "Dunkirk Mouse", Euston’s fountains, Ham’s marble halls. Hence the furious scramble for office, the humiliations endured, the compliances embraced. Today reputation may cost a minister money; then power showered him with gold. Taxes have since grown forty-fold, yet high salaries have shrunken. National resources, however, have soared: in 1685 barely half the kingdom was cultivated, the rest moor, forest, or fen, and agriculture remained primitive though already paramount.

Untilled tracts flanked roads that now thread orchards and beanfields; Enfield, almost within sight of London smoke, held twenty-five empty miles where thousands of deer roamed free. Boars had fallen during the civil war and wolves in Scotland, yet big beasts still abounded. Foxes were vermin slaughtered without mercy; red deer haunted Gloucestershire and Hampshire; white-maned bulls lurked in southern woods; badgers, wild cats, martens, eagles, bustards, and cranes crowded copse and marsh. Cultivation steadily swept them back. Since George II, over four thousand enclosure acts have fenced ten thousand square miles, turning a quarter of England from wilderness into garden.

At Charles II’s death the best shires still farmed clumsily: wheat, rye, barley, oats, and beans scarcely reached ten million quarters, wheat under two; today those grains yield above thirty million, and twelve of wheat alone. Turnips were known to fatten stock, yet most beasts starved once grass failed; in November families stacked salty Martinmas beef that must last till spring, game and river fish filling their tables meanwhile. Sheep and oxen were puny, native horses valued at fifty shillings, while nobles paraded Spanish jennets or grey Flemish mares; Newcastle and Fenwick swore, "the meanest hack from Tangier breeds better than England’s finest sire.

Cornwall sent sixteen hundred tons of tin, yet its copper lay untouched; now lodes and Welsh seams yield fifteen thousand tons worth a million and a half. Cheshire rock salt, found after the Restoration, lay idle; foul brine salt scented kitchens, doctors blaming scurvy, so gentry imported cleaner French crystals. Ironworks starved after Parliament forbade furnace timber, casting barely ten thousand tons and driving buyers abroad; modern coke furnaces pour nearly a million. London once burned 350,000 tons of coal—writers gasped—now the capital swallows 3.5 million and the realm 30 million. Rents have quadrupled, enriching country gentlemen whose sway steers the nation.

Country houses now glow with cultivated ease, their owners schooled, travelled, and at home amid paintings, instruments, and libraries. The earlier squire, earning scarcely a quarter of today’s rent, stayed rooted to his acres. Paris lay beyond imagination; London itself was a rare adventure. Boyhood passed among grooms; a signature taxed his learning. Once recalled from school he bartered grain over ale-house tankards, chased hare, and drank oceans of beer, for beer replaced wine, tea, and spirits. Cabbages pressed the hall door, dung steamed beneath the bedroom window. His wife and daughter brewed wine, spun linen, stitched and stewed.

Yet the rough figure remained unmistakably patrician. He traced every neighboring pedigree, sneered at upstart supporters, and guarded precedence like a Talbot. Sitting gratis on the bench he meted out blunt but preferable justice, and as captain of trainbands stood beside scarred Cavaliers patched from Edgehill, Naseby, or sieges where Fairfax’s petards roared. Even younger men had inhaled war stories since the cradle. Thus carter’s speech, muddy boots, and hearty appetites lived side by side with a readiness to cross swords for family honor. This rustic aristocracy, half-peasant, half-knight, supplied the iron core of Charles the First’s levies.

His politics followed the same paradox. He cursed Whitehall’s parasites, French influence, and the gold showered on Nell Gwynn’s bastards, yet, when the crown reeled, the grumbler rushed to its defence. After two decades railing at Charles, he mustered to defeat the Opposition; the same spirit would have shielded James had that king spared his deepest allegiance. For one institution outweighed even monarchy: the Church of England. He cherished her rites without study, broke her moral code without shame, but would fight, persecute, and die rather than see her touched. Such unreasoning zeal steeled the provincial Tory heart.

The country parsons of the late seventeenth century shouted Tory slogans even louder than the squires, yet their purses were thin. Tithes yielded barely half-a-million a year, far below modern figures, so the rector stood poor beside the neighbouring knight. Before the Reformation the scene had been opposite: churchmen filled the Lords, rivalled barons in gold and pageantry, and handled the treasury, chancery, and embassies. Sons of Scroops, Nevilles, and Poles donned the tonsure to command abbey rents and sway the state. Henry VIII shattered that order; monasteries vanished, abbots lost their seats, cardinal’s scarlet and legate’s silver were swept away.

The Church, stripped of riches and of the intellectual monopoly once conferred by literacy, ceased to tempt ambitious youths. Parishes seldom kept a gentleman in comfort; prizes were rare and mean beside Wolsey’s imperial pomp of Whitehall, Hampton Court, forty-four brocaded copes, liveried runners, and gilded guards. Through Elizabeth and the Stuarts scarcely a noble entered the pulpit. Most divines became dependants: a ‘young Levite’ could be hired for board, a garret, and ten pounds, to read daily grace, play bowls, chalk up shovelboard, prune apricots, curry horses, tally farriers’ bills, tramp miles with parcels, and then yield the tart course before offering thanks.

After years of such bondage he might buy a living, wed as the patron desired, and so exchange drudgery for penury. The bride was commonly the patron’s own maid; to marry ‘a girl in service’ without the master’s leave had long been forbidden. Wits made endless sport of parsons who lifted cooks from the scullery; even in George II’s reign a lady’s-maid with a damaged name looked to the chaplain when the steward proved elusive. The rectory income starved: children laboured in fields or kitchens, thatch and cassock gaped, bailiffs seized concordance and inkstand, study stagnated amid ten dog-eared books and the smell of swine.

Gifted ministers adorned the English Church, yet they clustered where libraries and lively debate beckoned. University halls, cathedral stalls, and the capital’s pulpits held scholars able to out-argue heretics, charm worldly courtiers, and shape parliamentary councils. Barrow had just died at Cambridge; Pearson rose thence to a see; Cudworth and Henry More still lectured; South, Pococke, Jane, and Aldrich taught at Oxford; Prideaux preached in Norwich close, Whitby in Salisbury. London’s pulpits echoed with Sherlock, Tillotson, Wake, Collier, Burnet, Stillingfleet, Patrick, Fowler, Sharp, Tenison, Sprat, Beveridge; ten later wore mitres, four the archiepiscopal pall. From the countryside only George Bull’s study produced serious books.

Thus the priesthood split. One wing, groomed for court and city, mastered antiquity and modern thought, fenced with Hobbes or Bossuet, and in polished sermons roused languid Charles and silenced scoffing Buckingham. Their tact won nobles’ consciences, their wit schooled Halifax, even Dryden thanked them for lessons in style. The other wing, scattered through villages, lived no better than small farmers, yet prized a frayed gown more than their betters prized scarlet hoods. Isolated, they preached indefeasible right, passive obedience, non-resistance, and loathed dissenters so fiercely that the Five-Mile and Conventicle Acts seemed tame. Each Sunday thousands heard Tory thunder that none could answer.

Country gentlemen and rectors did not go unchallenged; sturdy yeomen who owned and worked their acres formed a counterweight. About one hundred sixty thousand freeholders, earning sixty or seventy pounds a year, made up more than a seventh of the people. Since the Reformation many had leaned Puritan, fought for Parliament, supported Exclusion, and kept hatred of Popery and arbitrary power. Rural life altered after the Revolution, yet the change in towns proved even greater. Under Charles II no provincial city reached thirty thousand; only Bristol and Norwich exceeded ten thousand. Both have since swelled, Bristol fourfold, Norwich more than double.

Pepys reached Bristol eight years after the Restoration and marvelled that, wherever he turned, houses hid fields—a sight he knew only in London. The town occupied little ground; spires emerged from crooked lanes built on frail vaults where carts might wedge or crash, so dogs dragged trucks. Rich citizens paraded with liveried servants and groaning tables; christenings and funerals outshone those of any other city. Sugar refiners cooked banquets in their furnaces and poured luscious "Bristol milk." Colonial trade boomed; almost every shopkeeper backed a Virginia venture, magistrates profiting from kidnapping. Hearth-money lists counted 5,300 houses and about twenty-nine thousand inhabitants.

Norwich, capital of a fertile province, held a bishop’s seat, looms, and marvels that lured Fellows of the Royal Society to Sir Thomas Browne’s library, museum, aviary, and garden. At its heart rose the vast Howard palace with tennis court and wilderness along the Wensum. Inside, gold goblets passed, silver shovels stirred fires, Italian paintings glowed, and cabinets displayed Arundel gems. Charles II dined there in 1671. From Christmas to Twelfth Night the doors stood wide; ale flowed, coaches fetched ladies, dances closed with lavish banquets. Bells, cannon, and civic speeches hailed each ducal entry, and in 1693 the city held almost twenty-nine thousand people.

Other shire capitals combined ceremony with small scale. York commanded the north, Exeter the west, each near ten thousand; Worcester had eight, Nottingham similar, Gloucester about five, Derby four, and Shrewsbury seven, where river promenades and scarlet-robed judges passed for London style. Courts, markets, and fairs thronged streets framed by cathedrals, palaces, and castles. After the Revolution populations doubled, some sevenfold, streets rebuilt in brick and slate, pavements lit, shops glittering. Yet newer towns leapt ahead: Manchester, once under six thousand, its infant cotton trade stirring, now dwarfs them; Leeds, recalling its first Red House, has soared from seven to a hundred fifty thousand.

About a day south of Leeds lay Hallamshire, once a bleak moor, rich in iron. Its coarse knives, praised by Chaucer, hardly improved for three centuries while the lord’s court set stifling rules; surgeons still bought French scalpels till George I. The forge town beneath the castle counted two thousand souls in James I’s time, a third beggars; by Charles II fewer than four thousand, many misshapen by toil. That squalor has become Sheffield, 120,000 strong, sending blades worldwide. Birmingham, though denied a seat in Oliver’s Parliament, already thrived: hardware loved in London and Ireland, infamous counterfeit groats inspiring the taunt “Birminghams.

In 1685 that town still sheltered fewer than four thousand people; buttons were only just appearing, guns unknown, and Michael Johnson of Lichfield sufficed as itinerant bookseller. Similar miracles have multiplied. Liverpool now boasts above three hundred thousand souls, four to five hundred thousand tons of shipping, customs that in a single year outstrip the Stuart crown’s income threefold, and postal receipts greater than the kingdom once paid to the Duke of York; her vast docks and warehouses already strain, while a rival city climbs the opposite shore. Yet under Charles II she held under four thousand people and fourteen-hundred-ton shipping crewed by two hundred men.

Cheltenham, now second in size only to London of Stuart days, was once pasture below the Cotswolds. Brighton, a fishing village of some two thousand, was almost swallowed by the sea yet now outnumbers old Bristol two-to-one. The gentry once sought cures at Buxton—oatcake and doubtful “mutton”—or at Tunbridge Wells, where movable cottages stood on the heath, farm girls sold fruit, traders spread their wares, gamblers dealt basset, and a church was raised to Saint Charles the Martyr. Bath, pride of the springs, then squeezed four or five hundred shabby houses inside its wall, with uncarpeted soot-washed floors and rush-bottomed chairs.

In 1685 London towered over every other English town: its half-million souls outnumbered Bristol or Norwich by more than seventeen to one, and the city had for fifty years been the most populous capital in Europe, rivaled only by Amsterdam. Authors exulted in the forest of masts crowding the Thames from Bridge to Tower and in the £330,000 poured yearly into the Custom House. Though the tonnage—scarcely seventy thousand—was then more than a third of the national total, modern Newcastle now carries many times that weight, and today’s duties exceed ten million. Yet their jubilant boasting was sincere.

Only the compact kernel of the modern metropolis then stood. Streets ended sharply against open fields; no leafy avenues of villas crept toward Kent or Surrey, and the future docks between Tower and Blackwall lay undreamed of. Westward, grand terraces were absent, Chelsea held barely a thousand souls, and cattle grazed over Marylebone, Finsbury, and the Tower Hamlets. Islington lay silent. Southward a single crooked bridge, burdened with tottering houses and grim rows of decaying heads, choked the river. Within the City, wood and plaster had burned; quick brick rebuilding, Wren’s new spires, and scaffold-clad Saint Paul’s filled the view.

In that age the merchant dwelt where he traded. Behind discreet lanes rose mansions equal in size and splendour to aristocratic townhouses: cedar-panelled halls, carved portals, tessellated floors, frescoed battles, and furnishings that cost fortunes. In those rooms the great firms were born, children raised, parents buried, and fierce devotion to London kindled. Later generations would abandon Lombard and Threadneedle for suburban lawns, but in Charles’s last years civic patriotism still burned. Their pride smarted, for the old charter lay forfeited and Tory officers ruled; yet Guildhall glittered with feast after feast, laureate odes rang, flagons emptied, and the health-cry “Huzza!” thundered.

The Lord Mayor rode forth with near-royal pomp, his velvet hood, gold chain and guards glittering as a long cavalcade swept behind his charger. None laughed at the splendour; the City’s strength and purse warranted such dignity. London, richer, quicker witted and better armed than any other town, could lend a government instant treasure and muster twelve regiments of foot and two of horse. Hampden and Pym had once trusted these trainbands; the memory of sieges lifted and kings unseated or restored still burned. Thus a few great lords lingered beside Exchange and Guildhall, shielded by civic power.

Yet most nobility had long drifted westward. Their grand houses lined the Strand and spread round Lincoln’s Inn Fields, the Covent Garden Piazza, Bloomsbury and newborn Soho Square, whose lofty Duke of Monmouth façade blazed with carved fruit and satin walls. North of Holborn two palaces rose amid orchards and bird-haunted meadows: Southampton House, later Bedford House, and frescoed Montague House, soon destroyed and rebuilt still grander. Farther toward the Court, Clarendon’s vaunted Dunkirk House stood solitary near Piccadilly, while fresh streets in St James’s Fields, with new church and square, signalled the fashionable march.

Beyond these thresholds the town soon melted into hedged lanes, pastures and a haunted plague pit where no builder dared dig. A wanderer on what is now Regent Street might flush a woodcock near the Conduit spring. Yet inside the fashionable streets filth reigned. Covent Garden market shrieked and stank beside nobles’ doors; Lincoln’s Inn Fields echoed with mountebanks, bear shows and importunate beggars until palisades arrived; St James’s Square filled with dead dogs, cinders and even a squatter’s shed. Broken paving, torrent gutters, brawling pedestrians and unnumbered houses led travellers past a gaudy procession of carved shop-signs.

At night London turned perilous; chamber pots splashed from garrets, and unseen obstacles sent walkers tumbling. Profound darkness cloaked most streets; Muns, Tityre Tus, Hectors, Scourers, and later Mohawks swaggered free, shattering windows, flipping sedans, bruising passers-by, while the thousand watchmen decreed by statute dozed in ale-houses. In Charles II’s last year Edward Heming won a patent to hang a lantern before every tenth door on moonless nights, six till twelve from Michaelmas to Lady Day. His feeble beacons drew ecstatic praise, fierce attacks, and talk of the daring "new light", yet vast tracts still lay unlit and unsafe.

On the City-Temple border the old Carmelite precinct, nicknamed Whitefriars, became a sanctuary where debtors, cheats, forgers, and highwaymen packed every floor. At the shout of "Rescue" hundreds of bullies with swords and hags with broomsticks poured out; a lone constable was lucky to escape half-naked into Fleet Street, and even the Chief Justice’s warrant needed musketeers. Such savagery festered within earshot of Somers’s books, Tillotson’s sermons, Dryden’s verdicts, and the Royal Society’s debates. Meanwhile London’s two magnets diverged: merchants thronged the Exchange, courtiers the Palace. After the Revolution, patronage shifted to ministers, and foreign-born kings, stiff and tongue-tied, lost social sway.

Before that eclipse, Charles II had ruled as genial master of Whitehall. The gates stood open; levees formed while his wig was combed; any introduced gentleman might watch him dine, gamble, dance, recount his flight from Worcester, and dismiss a veteran with a warm nod and "God bless you, my old friend!" Jobs, pardons, frigates, or peerages followed the smile of the prince or a whisper from the mistress, so suppliants crowded the galleries all day. When rumours stirred—Dutch mails, French expresses, Monmouth, Parliament—people scanned ministers’ faces en route to the closet, then hurried to coffee houses where opinion brewed aloud.

A Turkey merchant brought home coffee, opened England’s first house, and the habit swept London: gentlemen met cheaply, learned news, applauded eloquent orators who soon ranked as a fourth estate. Danby tried to shut the rooms, but universal protest beat him, and ten years later foreigners declared the coffee house the Londoner’s true home, each penny buying entry though tastes clustered by rank or creed. Near Saint James’s fops strutted in Paris wigs, reeking of scent, despising pipes. Elsewhere smoke was thickest at Will’s, where factions debated "Paradise Lost", Perrault, Boileau; nobles, clerks, poets pressed close to Dryden’s warm chair, craving a pinch of snuff.

Garraway’s offered diagnoses: at noon Dr. John Radcliffe sat ringed by surgeons and apothecaries. Puritan rooms rang with nasal sermons on election, Jewish rooms with dark-eyed money changers, Popish rooms—so Protestants whispered—with Jesuits forging silver bullets. Such gathering shaped the cockney, setting him apart from rustic England. Country squires seldom left their manors; villagers gaped when a Londoner appeared, and in Fleet Street a provincial lord, betrayed by dress and gawky stare, suffered splashes, jostles, pickpockets, honey-tongued swindlers, painted strumpets, and sly shopkeepers pressing faulty trinkets. Smarting, he hurried home, reclaimed his seat above tenants and militia.

The gulf endured because roads and rivers were wretched. Distance, not yet conquered by steam, kept London farther from Reading than modern trains keep it from Edinburgh. Men praised inventions shortening space; aside from letters and print, none mattered more. The Marquess of Worcester, branded mad and Papist, showed a "fire water work" driven by vapor’s force, hinting at power enough to move fleets and armies, yet it languished as mere curiosity. Timber tramways hauled coal, canals scarcely existed, coastal streams stayed shallow. Britons marvelled at Louis XIV’s great canal, never dreaming private venture would someday lace their own isle with artificial rivers.

Highways lay in ruts, descents fading into heath and fen. Ralph Thoresby twice lost the North Road; Pepys's coach strayed between Newbury, Reading and near Salisbury. After rain only a narrow ridge stayed firm; carriers argued, coaches waited for farm teams. Thoresby recorded floods where travellers swam, a higgler drowned, the Trent almost swept him off, and four days at Stamford until fourteen MPs escorted him. In Derbyshire riders dismounted; a viceroy to Ireland crawled fourteen Welsh miles in five hours, walking while his lady rode a litter. Kent-Sussex bogs trapped ox carts, and Prince George needed six hours for nine muddy miles to Petworth.

The misery stemmed from a rule making each parish mend the bit of road within its bounds, so thinly settled hamlets faced the traffic of trading towns. Huntingdonshire could not keep the North Road fit for Yorkshire commerce, and Parliament finally levied a small toll, the first turnpike. Gates were smashed, troops fired, blood ran, yet reason prevailed and thousands of tolled miles followed. Heavy goods still crawled in straw-lined stage waggons—London to Birmingham seven pounds a ton, to Exeter twelve—a price that kept coal scarce inland. North and west of those towns trains of packhorses moved cheaply but slowly, travellers perched between cold baskets.

Wealthy travellers rolled in coaches hauled by four, often six, horses; Cotton set out for the Peak with two but quit at St Albans, and even six beasts, two from the plough, failed to pull a new MP clear of Vanbrugh's quagmire. Public vehicles improved. A diligence covered London-Oxford in two days, and in 1669 the Flying Coach left All Souls at dawn, reaching London by seven and prompting Cambridge to copy. By Charles II's end such coaches ran thrice a week, yet none passed York or Exeter, managing fifty summer miles, thirty in winter. Passengers sat inside only and paid roughly twopence-halfpenny a mile.

Flying coaches, bursting onto the roads, seemed to streak like lightning to a generation raised on plodding wagons. Pamphlets trumpeted their swiftness over torpid continental posts, yet groans soon matched cheers. Horse-breeders bewailed a coming ruin, river men feared the Thames would empty, saddlers and spurriers foretold starvation, innkeepers foresaw vacant yards. Travellers cursed stifling heat, winter drafts, late suppers, and breakfasts lost to dawn departures. Thunderous petitions begged the Crown to hobble the innovation: no more than four horses, one weekly start, thirty miles a day, hoping that all but the sick or maimed would crawl back to the saddle.

Healthy riders still trusted swift saddles. Hiring post-horses at every stage cost threepence a mile, the guide fourpence, and on dry roads speed rivaled any future steam. Kings and ministers alone commanded coach relays: Charles covered the fifty-five flat miles from Whitehall to Newmarket in a single day; Evelyn, beside Treasurer Clifford, rattled after six horses, changing at Bishop Stortford and Chesterford, reaching the racing town by nightfall. Lesser travelers risked more than fatigue. Hounslow Heath, Finchley Common, Epping Forest and Gadshill lay thick with pistols and masks. Government displayed suspected marauders at Newgate, bargained pardons for jewels, and threatened conniving landlords.

To thrive, a highwayman needed daring, a fine horse, and polish enough to gamble with lords; some even carried gentle blood, and their feats spread like roadside ballads. Yorkshire’s Nevison taxed drovers, tipped the poor, gained pardon, yet swung at York in 1685. Dashing Duval, once a French page, seized a lady’s coach for four hundred pounds, kept one, danced a coranto with her on the heath, then died on Tyburn in 1670 amid black hangings and wax lights. After dusk honest travellers hurried to English inns—vast stables, lavender sheets, silver plate, landlords eager as servants, comforts Johnson hailed as "the throne of human felicity.

Modern hotels have comforts unknown at Hampton Court or Whitehall, yet inns lag behind roads and coaches. When travel was slow, a rider from a shire needed a dozen meals and five nights’ lodging, all expected fine. Now one day carries us from York or Exeter to London; few stop for rest, and hostelries fade except where business or pleasure detains guests. The post, begun by Charles I, revived under the Commonwealth and farmed to the Duke of York, sent bags second day, weekly in counties. Mail rode horseback five miles an hour, and only the office lent post-horses unless none came within thirty minutes.

Charles II’s London saw William Dockwray launch a penny post delivering six or eight times daily near the Exchange and four times in the outskirts. Porters tore down his placards, saying their trade was hurt; zealots, stirred by Godfrey’s murder and Coleman’s papers, claimed the bags hid treason, and Doctor Oates hinted likewise. Usefulness prevailed; when profits seemed sure, the Duke of York cried monopoly and won in court. Post revenue climbed from twenty thousand pounds at the Restoration to almost fifty thousand by Charles’s death, the charge being twopence for eighty miles, threepence for longer packets.

Because no daily press could thrive without capital, skill or freedom, political news stayed under crown control. After Whig defeat, nothing printed unless licensed, and licence went solely to the twice-weekly London Gazette, whose two pages mixed proclamations, addresses, skirmishes, cockfights, lost dogs and little more; great debates and trials stayed unreported. In London coffee-houses buzzed with rumour; elsewhere people relied on handwritten newsletters. Writers roamed coffee-rooms, courts and galleries, collecting snippets for weekly packets thumbed by squires, rectors and scholars. Cambridge hailed its first such letter; many counties shared one copy. Beyond capital and Universities no press existed north of York.

The government supplemented the bare-boned London Gazette with the Observator, a court-backed sheet of pure comment. Roger Lestrange, an aging Tory firebrand, filled its columns with coarse wit and cutting malice. While Whig power lasted, his fury met resistance; by 1685 opposition lay in chains, yet his cruelty waxed. When the venerable Dissenter William Jenkyn perished of Newgate hardships, 150 coaches bore the body to burial, courtiers sighed, even the heedless King looked grave. Lestrange alone exulted: “the blasphemous old impostor has got his deserts; I’ll hunt all mock saints and martyrs past the grave.” The Tory clergy acclaimed his oracle.

In such an age, the post bag carried most of the intellectual diet of country parsons and justices; a folio crawled from Paternoster Row to Devonshire slower than letters now cross the Atlantic. Parsonages and manor houses kept meagre shelves: Hudibras, Baker’s Chronicle, Tarlton’s Jests, the Seven Champions lounged among fishing rods. Londoners without money read standing in Saint Paul’s bookshops; a trusted buyer might borrow a volume, a privilege unknown in the provinces. The lady of the manor owned little beyond prayer book and receipt book, yet refinement lagged even at court, where beauties who romped in pages’ dress seldom spelt without disgraceful blunders.

Licentious fashion made witless levity safer than learning; a woman showing scholarship risked worse sneers than one flaunting ignorance. Men, too, grew shallower. Greek languished; few outside cloisters could relish Sophocles, and Cambridge saw divines who could not read the Gospels in the original. Latin still flourished enough for birthday odes, yet even it yielded to the rising power of France. Victorious armies, haughty etiquette, and the brilliance of Racine, Molière, La Fontaine, Bossuet made French the tongue of courts. English gentlemen larded talk with Gallic phrases, remodelled prose for clearness, pruned metaphysical conceits, and imported the ill-fated rhymed tragedy.

It would have been better had English dramatists matched the restraint their French peers usually maintained, for the plays, satires, songs, and novels of the Restoration reeked of license. The root lay in ancient enmity between witty cavaliers and grim Puritans: each found delight where the other saw sin. After years of ridicule, the snuffling zealots seized power, closed theatres, whipped actors, muzzled the press, drove the Muses from Oxford and Cambridge, and grilled students about their moment of conversion. Under black clothes lurked stifled longing for pleasure and revenge, and, when Charles returned, that pent-up craving exploded.

The contest again raged, now turning from Puritanism to morality herself. Anything the Roundhead had honoured was mocked; whatever he banned was courted. Scruples were scorned, vices paraded, ribald curses spattered every sentence. A few older voices—Waller, loyal Cowley, sublime Milton, temperate Butler—kept cleaner strains, yet soon yielded to a younger crew whose swaggering obscenity mixed coarseness with cruelty. Their poison was so raw that audiences eventually sickened, but meanwhile the comic stage distilled its very essence. Reopened playhouses glittered with scenery and feminine charm; lovely actresses spoke epilogues stuffed with smut, and the audience demanded ever stronger stimulants.

Plots borrowed from Spain, France, or older England emerged fouled: Calderón’s stately homes turned to brothels, Viola to a procuress, the Misanthrope to a ravisher, Agnes to an adulteress. Drama, however, offered cash books could not. Even Dryden’s twelve-thousand-line Fables, containing Alexander’s Feast, earned merely two hundred fifty pounds and moved slowly. Southerne cleared seven hundred pounds with one play, Otway sprang from hunger to comfort by Don Carlos, Shadwell gained a hundred thirty in a night. So every ambitious pen hurried stageward. Dryden, lacking real theatrical instinct, hid thin character under spectacle, declamation, melody, or ribaldry, yet seldom exceeded a hundred guineas.

The pens of the age earn so little that they must beg rich, genial lords, battering doors with shameless petitions and crawling praise; a dedication earns more gold than the text itself, so books appear mainly to be bowed before patrons. Flattery runs to lunacy or blasphemy, and a poet lives midway between beggar and pimp. Toward the close of Charles II, party rage roughens the craft: the wits, hating Puritans, rally to the court. Dryden’s Absalom and Achitophel thunders through town, scourging Exclusionists and heartening Tories, yet the poets out-scream venal judges for Whig blood; the stage shrieks for hangings, actresses chanting merciless jeers.

Meanwhile English intellect overturns nature’s walls. Bacon’s seed, ripened through war and purge, now sprouts as calm returns; restless minds, weary of constitutions with Tribes, Galaxies and strategoi, redirect their revolutionary fire toward matter. In 1660 the Royal Society is born, and experiment becomes fashion: blood transfused, air weighed, mercury fixed, wings designed to soar from Tower to Abbey, double keels promised safe voyages. Cavaliers join Roundheads, bishops Ward and Wilkins guide, Sprat records, Cowley sings the promised land, Dryden hails lunar vistas. Hale, Guildford, Buckingham, Rupert, even Charles in his Whitehall laboratory dabble with barometers, chemistry, mezzotints, magnets and microscopes, ladies gasping in coaches.

Fashion made science seem amusing to some, yet England pressed on. Bacon’s bold, sober spirit moved thinkers who trusted that careful facts would unlock nature’s grand secrets. Within twenty-five years they reformed fields: strange vegetables sprouted, new ploughs gleamed, unheard-of manures fed the soil. Evelyn, endorsed by the Royal Society, taught planting; Temple coaxed foreign fruits from English orchards. Medicine shook off Galen, advanced daily, and sanitary zeal followed plague and fire; drainage, streets and air were studied, London rebuilt. Petty founded political arithmetic; Boyle explored chemistry, Sloane botany, Ray birds and fishes, Woodward fossils. Astrology, alchemy, broomstick rides became jokes.

Yet the loftiest victories lay where induction joined mathematics. Wallis set statics on new pillars; Halley, undaunted by exile, charted air, tides, magnets and comets, and from St Helena mapped the southern sky while the observatory rose at Greenwich, where Flamsteed began his revered record. Their brilliance paled beside Newton. Demonstrative precision and adventurous inference dwelt together in his mind as nowhere else. Fortune placed him in an age that guided his genius and was repaid tenfold; his revolutionary treatise already finished awaited Royal Society review. Though supreme in science, England lagged in art; only Wren’s rebuilt London and majestic Saint Paul’s shone.

Palettes and chisels thrived, yet native hands were scarce. Knighted Westphalian Lely fixed the courtly beauties, lived splendidly, and after death saw his gallery fetch twenty-six thousand pounds. His place fell to compatriot Kneller, likewise ennobled and rich. Dutch Vandeveldes painted peerless seas; Varelst sold radiant sunflowers at high prices. Neapolitan Verrio spread gods across ceilings, earning seven thousand for Windsor and keeping a lavish table; French Laguerre followed. Dane Cibber carved Fury and Melancholy, Dutch Gibbons graced woodwork, Frenchmen cut the coin dies. Native mastery waited for later Georges. Huts and workshops stayed unchronicled, yet surviving agricultural wage lists permit judgment.

Sir William Petty declares a labourer is not destitute if he earns 'fourpence with food' or 'eightpence without', making four shillings a week fair pay. Warwickshire magistrates in 1685 enforce exactly four shillings from March to September and three-and-sixpence the rest of the year, punishing any higher bargain. Devon investigator Richard Dunning reports five shillings without board; Suffolk justices grant five shillings in winter, six in summer; Essex, since 1661, allows six and seven, despite famine-level wheat at seventy shillings the quarter. Soldiering proves the scale: recruits accept four shillings eightpence, while Commonwealth privates once had seven.

Artisans receive more than ploughmen, yet still complain. A 1680 speaker laments that English cloth cannot rival Bengal because the mechanic demands a shilling a day. A street ballad near Norwich and Leeds snarls that sixpence is now the weaver’s lot: 'Take it or leave it,' the master says, while he grows fat on their dawn-to-midnight toil; justice, the singer insists, would give 'a shilling a day.' Children share the burden. In Norwich, tots of six are set to the loom, and benevolent observers boast that their tiny hands earn twelve thousand pounds above bare subsistence each year.

Records from Greenwich repairs show the long rise: in a century and a score, half-crown bricks climb to four-and-tenpence, masons and carpenters from the same half-crown to more than five, plumbers from three shillings to five-and-six. Yet in 1685 money wages are scarcely half today’s, while most staples cost more; only beer and, slightly, meat are cheaper, and flesh is still a rarity for multitudes living on rye, barley, or oats. Sugar, salt, coal, candles, soap, shoes, blankets—dearer then and poorer made. Those drawing parish relief form about one quarter of the people, far above the present tenth.

From the heaviest levy on seventeenth-century England, the poor rate drew almost seven hundred thousand pounds under Charles II, outstripping excise and customs and approaching half the crown’s income. Within a few years it climbed towards nine hundred thousand. With the population under a third of today’s and money wages roughly halved, each pauper’s dole can scarcely have equalled half the current sum, so the share of people living on parish relief must have been greater than now. Though caution is prudent, no proof shows pauperism weighed less heavily, or formed a milder social plague, during the Restoration’s closing decades.

Later cultivation enclosed the marshes, forests, and heaths where the cottager once grazed geese, snared wild-fowl, and cut turf for nothing; such easy pickings vanished with advancing agriculture and swelling numbers. Yet advantages lengthen the counter-list. The marketplace reached now in an hour once demanded a day; the night street once pitch-black, ruinously paved, and prowled by thieves now glows, smooth and watched. A fallen bricklayer or crushed crossing-sweeper today receives surgical skill beyond the purse of Ormond or Clayton of old. Science has slain some plagues, police banished others, and the city death-rate has almost halved since 1685.

Civilisation has softened the national temper. Where servants, pupils, wives, and political foes once felt habitual blows, and mobs pelted the pilloried or begged the hangman to scourge harder, compassion now interferes. Crowds formerly flocked to Bridewell whippings, to sword fights ending in eyes lost and fingers severed; prisons stank with disease that leapt into the courtroom, yet none cared. Modern feeling shields factory children, emigrants, soldiers, convicts, even murderers, abhorring needless pain. Still, many fancy Stuart England the happier land. Ever restless, we press forward yet sigh backward: dissatisfaction spurs invention, while fond illusion paints the past in rose.

In truth nations chase prosperity like desert caravans chasing mirages. Underfoot lies sand; ahead and behind gleam imagined lakes. Every stage, from want to splendour, is haunted by that illusion; follow it backward and it slips into legend. Fashion now paints England’s golden age in days when lords lacked comforts beneath a modern footman, when farmers gnawed coarse loaves, when a weekly clean shirt marked gentry, when death raged in village air and city alleys alike. Yet in some twentieth-century Dorset cottage a labourer earning twenty shillings may complain, enjoy meat daily and long life, while sighing for merry Queen Victoria.

Charles’s frame promised long years; he guarded health even while gaming or chasing tennis balls, walked St James’s Park before the dew dried, flung corn to ducks, stroked spaniels, outpaced courtiers. Late 1684 gouty twinges kept him indoors, distilling mercury and growing testy. On Sunday, 1 February 1685, Whitehall blazed with cards and scandal. In the Tudor gallery he dallied with Barbara Cleveland, French-faced Louise Portsmouth, and fiery Italian Hortensia Mazarin, whose escapades, feasts, wits and wagers ravished London while her page sang love verses and gold piled high. The king, listless, skipped supper, slept poorly, yet rose at dawn.

Courtiers awaited that morning’s financial inquest pitting Halifax against Rochester, but fortune turned. Charles tried to banter while dressing; his face darkened, eyes rolled, he cried out and collapsed. A laboratory doctor sliced a vein with a penknife; blood gushed without reviving him. Carried to bed, he was cradled by Portsmouth until queen and Duchess of York hurried in; the mistress withdrew to her silver-panelled, tapestry-hung rooms and wept. Whitehall gates closed; galleries swarmed with lords, envoys, and every famed physician, Whig and Catholic. Bleedings, hot irons, skull salt restored speech yet left danger glaring. London mourned, dreading James’s stern zeal.

Morning of Thursday 5 February the Gazette said the King was safe; bells rang and bonfires were stacked. By evening the relapse looked mortal, yet London stayed quiet while Duke York readied proclamation. Charles, fevered, saw Catherine faint as bishops pressed him. Sancroft warned, “It is time to speak out; Sir, you are about to appear before a Judge who is no respecter of persons.” The King kept silent. Ken’s plea melted the circle; Charles accepted absolution yet refused the Eucharist or to name the Church. York, absorbed in command, forgot brother’s soul until Duchess Portsmouth whispered to Barillon, “Clear the room; save him.

James drew Barillon aside, whispered; Charles replied, “Yes, yes, with all heart.” “Shall I bring a priest?” asked the Duke. “For God’s sake do, and lose no time.” “If it costs me life, I will fetch one.” Castel Melhor searched until Father John Huddleston, the monk who hid Charles after Worcester, was found. Cloaked and wigged, he slipped up the stair with Chiffinch. James cleared the room, saying, “This good man once saved your life; he now comes to save your soul.” “He is welcome,” breathed Charles. Huddleston heard confession, gave absolution, unction, the host, urged the King to gaze on the crucifix before departing.

Night deepened. Courtiers reentered; the King, eased, had his natural sons—Grafton, Southampton, Northumberland, St Albans, Richmond—brought to the bedside. He blessed each, speaking with special warmth to Richmond; the face he most loved, Monmouth’s, was missing and unnamed. Later he urged James, “Take care of Portsmouth and her boy; and do not let poor Nelly starve.” The Queen, too shaken to return, sent Halifax with apologies for any offence. “She ask my pardon, poor woman!” Charles cried. “I ask hers with all my heart.” His voice faded, and the vigil of death settled over Whitehall. Candles guttered around the bed.

The morning light slipped into Whitehall; Charles asked the curtains drawn so he could see the day, noted the clock needed winding, and politely begged pardon for keeping everyone so long—he hoped they would forgive his unconscionable time dying. Soon speech failed, senses faded before ten, and at noon on Friday, 6 February, he passed without struggle. Europe loved rumours of princely murders; fourteen doctors wrangled, calling his seizure epileptic, apoplectic, then feverish, while Short warned they would kill him. Gossip raged: swollen tongue, poisonous powder in the brain, blue or black spots, tainted snuff, broth, eggs, chocolate, pears.

When all was over, James withdrew alone for a quarter hour, then took the head of the Council board. He mourned his brother, promised to match his clemency, defend the loyal Church of England, honor the laws that made him as great as he could wish, retain his own rights, and fight for the nation's liberties. Cheers erupted. Rochester begged to publish the pledge; Solicitor-General Finch, zealous churchman, wrote it from memory; James approved, unaware the wording grew stronger. Fatigued, he sought rest. Councillors arranged the proclamation: guards gleamed, heralds blazoned, wine flowed, toasts rose, yet London's grief tempered celebration.

The scanty funeral drew Tory murmurs of thrift, Whig gibes at fraternal coldness, and Covenanting Scots who exulted that a wicked prince was buried like an ass. Still, James enjoyed broad goodwill. The printed speech showed the man once hunted as a menace to faith and law now vowing to shield both. Even foes, who called him proud, stubborn, deaf to applause, admitted he never flattered or lied, so every promise rang weighty. On the first Sunday, pulpits echoed his assurances. One preacher cried, \"We hold the word of a King, and of a King never worse than his word.

The crown’s death left the great offices empty, and James weighed successors. Sunderland and Godolphin, tainted by Exclusion sympathies, and Halifax, brilliant yet hostile to despotism and Popery, could not count on favour. Guildford revered the letter of the law, which made him an unprofitable instrument; Ormond, aged Lord Steward and Irish Viceroy, was revered but slated for removal. Only Rochester enjoyed the new King’s confidence. Expectations proved half true: Rochester became Lord Treasurer and virtual chief, no Lord High Admiral was named, James himself handling naval detail while Samuel Pepys managed routine. Sunderland kept his seals, Godolphin shifted to Queen’s Chamberlain.

Halifax was told to quit the Privy Seal and take the Council presidency, lower in power though higher in rank; Rochester relished kicking his rival upstairs. The seal went to Clarendon. James murmured to Barillon, "I know him well; I never can trust him. He shall have no share in business; the place only shows how little influence he has," yet assured Halifax, "All the past is forgotten except your help against Exclusion." Ormond lost the Irish Lieutenancy, bowed, but at Kilmainham lifted a goblet: "My hand is as steady as my heart. To the health of King James!" then travelled amid cheers to London.

Guildford kept the Great Seal, yet a stinging slight accompanied it: the audacious Sir George Jeffreys, Chief Justice, was brought in to share authority. Quick-witted, insolent, trained among thieves at the Old Bailey, Jeffreys had become a consummate bully, his fiery eyes and thunderous voice terrifying prisoners. He gloried in pain for its own sake, pronouncing sentences with savage glee. To a streetwalker he snarled, "Hangman, pay special attention! Scourge her till the blood runs! Warm her shoulders thoroughly!" On drunken prophet Muggleton he roared, "Impudent rogue! thou shalt have an easy, easy, easy punishment," then consigned him to the pillory.

Jeffreys, his heart already steeled for tyranny, had courted London’s favour by posing as a Roundhead and gloating to Catholic priests that they would be disembowelled alive. Once the city had given all it could, he rushed to sell his brazen brow and venomous tongue to the Court. Chiffinch, broker of countless shameless bargains, ushered him into Whitehall. Charles loathed him: “That man has no learning, no sense, no manners, and more impudence than ten carted street-walkers.” James, vengeful and unbending, embraced him, and, while most barristers still chased briefs, raised him Chief Justice of the King’s Bench.

Though his legal knowledge was rough, his swift, penetrating mind pierced tangles of sophistry; yet spite and despotism forever warped his judgment. Entering his court felt like entering a wild beast’s den: torrents of curses battered plaintiffs, counsel, witnesses, jurors. Drunken nights with bawdy pettifoggers brought slobbering songs and embraces; morning found him half-sober, cheeks aflame, ready to flay the very rogues he had hugged. He exulted in Algernon Sidney’s judicial killing, and every excess that chilled respectable Tories won James’s applause. Soon after Charles’s death he gained a cabinet seat and, unprecedentedly for a Chief Justice, a peerage, eclipsing Guildford.

With patronage now his, Jeffreys mocked Guildford at Council. When Charles died, customs duties lapsed; merchants panicked; revenue tottered. Guildford urged that taxes be collected but kept untouched until Parliament met. Jeffreys snarled for an edict declaring it “the King’s will and pleasure” that payments continue. James chose the harsher path; the city stayed quiet. The same proclamation promised elections, yet the monarch dreaded offending Louis XIV. Rochester, Godolphin, and Sunderland insisted the Houses must sit or discontent would spread. Reluctantly consenting, James led Barillon aside: “Assure your master of my gratitude; without France I am nothing. If Parliament meddles abroad, I will dismiss it.

Next morning Rochester repeated his shabby excuses, then pressed Barillon: “Give us money; no investment suits your master better. Tell him the King of England must lean solely on French friendship.” The envoy sped the request to Louis, who had already bought bills on London worth five hundred thousand livres and dispatched a courier. Barillon hurried to Whitehall with the treasure. James, weeping with joy, exclaimed, “Nobody but your King does such noble things; my gratitude shall last while I live.” Rochester, Sunderland, and Godolphin embraced him in turn, whispering that he had restored life to their sovereign.
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