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         Early in the morning of 6 December 1648, soldiers began to gather around Whitehall. Some were on foot, some on horse. A pale light was beginning to show in the sky. It was cold, and the atmosphere was edgy. At the heart of the mass of buildings that sprawled along the Thames and made up the Palace of Whitehall was St Stephen’s Chapel – the seat of the House of Commons. On that morning, standing at the top of the long flight of stone steps that led into the narrow medieval chapel was Colonel Thomas Pride, uniformed, hat in hand. He was waiting for the MPs to arrive, to take their place on their benches, to press on with what they had agreed the day before: to make a treaty with Charles I and end the terrible civil wars.

         But the army, stoked by the radical and persuasive Henry Ireton, did not want to settle. Ireton, commissary general, had become convinced that the king against whom they had risked their lives on the battlefield could not be trusted to protect the people’s liberties. He believed Charles was the ‘grand Author of our troubles’ and should be brought to justice for the blood he had shed.1

         Pride’s orders on that December morning were to hold the doors against those MPs who would block putting Charles I on trial. He had a list of the names of those who must be denied entry. Beside him stood the young army commander Lord Thomas Grey of Groby – a small man, mocked by Royalists as ‘that grinning dwarf’ – to help him identify the right men.2 Here is a tableau of the time: Pride, a brewer from Glastonbury, who had risen rapidly through the ranks of Parliament’s formidable New Model 4Army; Grey, at his shoulder, the eldest son of the earl of Stamford, a Puritan peer. Both had been moved to take up arms against their king. Both were ready to confront, even imprison, MPs.

         One of those turning up to take his place that day was William Prynne. He was a staunch Puritan – he had railed against stage plays, had lost his ears for slandering Queen Henrietta Maria, and had criticised Charles I’s policies, arguing forcefully for the sovereignty of Parliament. Yet he was also among those who favoured a settlement; he yearned for peace. From the top of the stairs, Pride warned Prynne not to go any further. Prynne ignored him and carried on climbing until he reached Pride, who pushed him back down. ‘By what authority and commission, and for what cause, they did thus violently seize on and pull him down from the House?’ Prynne demanded to know. By way of answer, Pride showed him the soldiers standing by, armed with muskets, their matches already lit.3 Cowed, Prynne was led to another part of the palace, under guard, to join the forty or so other MPs who had been gathered like swine. Over the next week, many more Members of Parliament were sent home by Pride, shuffling back through Westminster Hall, past all the little bookstalls, and off into the city or into their waiting coaches and home to the country. Others pusillanimously, or wisely, stayed away.

         This shocking purging of Parliament, known to history as Pride’s Purge, is merely the prologue to the drama that followed. For it was this radical, emboldened remnant, this tail of a Parliament – later known, derisively, as ‘the Rump’ – that declared itself ‘the supreme power in this nation’, above the House of Lords, above the king.4 It was this ‘clensed’ Parliament – numbering only about a hundred MPs – that passed an act that enabled it to put the king of England, and Scotland, on trial for treason, leading to his conviction, death sentence and execution.5 The Rump 5Parliament then went on to abolish monarchy and the House of Lords, and usher in England’s republic. For the next ten years, the country experienced the first and only republican rule it has ever known. As in many a tragedy, however, the protagonist who uses violent means fails to thrive. The political body that was born on that cold December morning was ambitious, but it was conceived in violence, delivered by the sword and branded, by many, as illegitimate.
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         The decade of kingless rule became possible that day, with Colonel Pride on the steps of Parliament. This beginning is the end of the longer story of conflict between king and Parliament. Many of the men Pride turned away on 6 December had been Members of the Commons since 1640 when Charles I, after eleven years of ruling without a Parliament (kings were allowed to do this, then), recalled them, hoping to raise money to fund war in his other kingdom, and native country, Scotland. Fighting on the northern side of the border had been triggered by Charles’s tactless imposition of a new Book of Common Prayer in 1637: the Church of Scotland (the Kirk) did not want their liturgy dictated from Westminster, by a king they never saw, or by an archbishop of Canterbury, William Laud, whom they did not know. They did not want their forms of worship corrupted by the Anglican Church’s taste for fuss and ceremony, which looked suspiciously Catholic, and they did not want bishops. To assert his authority, Charles mobilised troops. Back in St Stephen’s Chapel in Whitehall, the newly recalled Members of Parliament took the opportunity to challenge Charles – and the rights of a king. Led by the committed parliamentarian John Pym, certain Members of 6the House were troubled by Charles’s willingness to rule without Parliament, his immovable belief in his absolute and divine authority, and his unsettling readiness to fight in Scotland.6

         In December 1641, Parliament presented Charles with a list of grievances about the state of the kingdom. It was long. Those behind this ‘Grand Remonstrance’, which included the forty-two-year-old Cambridge MP Oliver Cromwell, wanted Charles to get rid of those they believed to be malignant, corrupt counsellors, intent on sabotaging relations between king and people and destroying the English Church.7 They worried about the influence of Charles’s French, Catholic wife, Henrietta Maria, and they feared a Catholic plot. So they moved to strip Charles of a key royal prerogative: the power to raise an army. Yet, for Charles – as for all kings and queens before him – defending his kingdom was his duty; it was a promise he had made before God. The prospect of Parliament controlling the militia forced him to make a catastrophic mistake – the first of many. In January 1642, the king and about a hundred soldiers marched into St Stephen’s Chapel, seeking to arrest John Pym and four of his troublemaking allies for treason. But the so-called traitors had got wind of the plan and fled through Whitehall’s garden, into a waiting boat and up the river. And, as the news spread, the people of London turned against their king, rising up to protest what they saw as his violation of Parliament’s privileges, and by extension their freedom.

         No longer safe in his city, Charles fled Whitehall with Queen Henrietta Maria and three of their five children. Believing that they would soon be back, they packed little. Charles would soon have to request extra linen shirts from the Royal Wardrobe. He managed to retrieve the Great Seal, that precious little metal mould into which hot wax would be poured and turned into the very stamp of royal authority.8 He fled to Windsor, then York, 7then Oxford. Parliament pushed through its militia bill, granting itself the power to muster forces of ordinary men in each English county. By the autumn of 1642, king and Parliament were at war. Both sides believed they were the guardians of the people’s liberties and the English Church. Charles could not conceive of a king whose power was limited – then he would be ‘but the Picture, but the Sign of a King’ – and he believed that only chaos would come from disobedience and a rebellious Parliament.9 But that this had ended in real conflict puzzled many. As the lawyer and MP Bulstrode Whitelocke recalled, the country ‘insensibly slipped into this beginning of a civil war by one unexpected accident after another, as waves of the sea’.10

         Battle after battle followed, across the kingdoms in places whose names are forever associated with the victories and losses of the Royalists (the long-locked cavaliers) and the parliamentarians (derided as ‘roundheads’ because of their short hair). First, in October 1642, was Edgehill, where 1,500 men were killed on a field. Locals soon reported seeing their ghosts and hearing their death groans. Then there was Marston Moor, in 1644, where Oliver Cromwell, now a rising military star, triumphed as the earl of Manchester’s lieutenant-general in the Eastern Association army, joined by the Scottish army which had agreed to support the English parliamentarians. At Naseby, in 1645, Colonel Pride excelled and Henry Ireton’s thigh was run through with a pike. In the middle of the wars, Henrietta Maria fled back to the continent, and to the Louvre in Paris, leaving her one-month-old daughter, Minette, in Exeter. All the while, the MPs sat on in St Stephen’s Chapel, issuing Charles with proposals for settlement, directing the militia, passing laws that were never stamped with the Great Seal. And it was from within the Commons chamber that England’s first standing, professional army – the New Model 8Army – was created. This army, led indefatigably by its general Sir Thomas Fairfax – with the brilliant Oliver Cromwell as his deputy after 1645 – crushed the king’s men.11

         During those long and horrid years, the Palace of Whitehall stood largely cold and empty, apart from the white-hot Parliament house in its midst. It became increasingly dilapidated. The old masquing house, the queen’s ‘dancing barn’, was torn down. The stained-glass windows in the chapel royal were stripped out.12 In some of the palace’s empty rooms and lodgings, former royal household staff continued to live, having nowhere else to go, while homeless families, seeking shelter, squatted in the dark corridors. In 1648, the Royalist newsbook Mercurius Pragmaticus reported that Thomas Fairfax himself had taken up residence in Whitehall, ‘as if he meant to King it’, along with his exhausted soldiers and sweating horses.13 The palace was now a collection of musty smelling rooms that were once heavily perfumed and bustling with curly-haired nobility and richly dressed visitors. Anyone could wander into the presence chamber, and keep his hat on, and, why not, try out the throne. It was a ‘Court without a Court’, a ‘Pallace without a Presence’.14 Many of Charles I’s splendid paintings and tapestries still adorned the damp walls. In the cockpit and revelling rooms, where jewels had once glittered in the candlelight and theatrical entertainments had awed princes, courtiers and ambassadors, painted panels and pulleys hung, useless. Where once the cries of gallants and liveried servants thronging at the palace gates could be heard, all was now ‘as silent as midnight’ and ‘wrap’d up in the black mists of confusion, and desolation’.15 Yet, throughout the 1640s, it was expected that the king, or at least a king, would return one day. The wars had set out to define, not abolish, monarchy. ‘Though for a time we see White-hall / With Cobweb-hangings on the 9wall’, the balladeer Martin Parker wrote, Charles will certainly, one day, ‘enjoy his own again’.16

         But Charles and his family never did return to live at Whitehall. At the end of 1646, after thousands of British lives had been lost (more than in both world wars), countless bodies maimed, women widowed and children orphaned, Charles was forced to surrender to the Scots. They handed him over to the English Parliament, who kept him in prison while they tried to reach a settlement. Meanwhile, Scotland began to doubt how the king was being treated, and Charles, captive in Carisbrooke Castle on the Isle of Wight, began to plot with and make false promises to the Scots in return for military help. This prompted another outbreak of bloody conflict in the summer of 1648. It was this second wave of civil war that convinced Henry Ireton, and other radicals in the New Model Army, that the only way to achieve peace was to bring ‘capitall punishment’ upon the king.17 A formal treason trial would have the trappings of legitimacy, and if this could only come about through the purging of Parliament, then so be it. It was widely imagined that such a trial could, and probably would, end in Charles’s execution – in regicide.
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         The next time Charles saw ‘his own again’ was on Saturday 20 January 1649, when he entered Westminster Hall to face sixty-eight appointed judges, seated on benches under the south window. Spectators crowded in at the other end of the hall and filled the public galleries above, some even teetering on the windowsills of the high gothic bays. The solicitor-general and chief prosecutor John Cook read out the charges. Charles was accused of levying war against his subjects, and of attempting ‘to 10rule according to his Will, and to overthrow the Rights and Liberties of the People’. The king, now a defendant, sat in a red velvet chair, cloaked, clutching a cane, smiling. In defiance of the court’s pretended power, he wore his tall black hat throughout. Those trying him also kept their hats on, for they no longer acknowledged his authority as king. At one point, the silver head of Charles’s cane toppled off and rolled onto the floor. This was an ‘ominous’ sign, reported Gilbert Mabbott in his newsbook, The Moderate.18

         Charles appeared three times in court, and three times he refused to answer the charge by pleading either innocent or guilty. He refused to acknowledge the authority of this court – a king would be judged by God, not his subjects. ‘I would know by what power I am called hither … I would know by what authority,’ he challenged, adding: ‘Remember I am your King.’19 Refusing to plead was tantamount to accepting a guilty verdict, and this meant that Charles would certainly be condemned to die. Charles knew this. He was either already preparing for martyrdom or hoping that the trial would collapse and the judges lose their nerve. They did not. On 27 January, the MP John Bradshaw, president of the court, read out the verdict. Charles was, Bradshaw pronounced, ‘a Tyrant, Traitor, Murderer and Public Enemy to the good people of this Nation’, and he was sentenced to death ‘by the severing of his head from his body’.20 He had reneged on his solemn promise, made at his coronation, to protect his subjects and, Bradshaw told him, if the bond between sovereign and subjects is broken, then ‘farewell soveraignty’.21 Fifty-nine MPs signed the parchment death warrant, including Oliver Cromwell, Henry Ireton, Lord Grey of Groby and Colonel Thomas Pride. And each of those fifty-nine sealed his black spidery signature with a bright red blob of wax.22 11

         On 30 January, at two o’clock in the afternoon, Charles passed through the corridors of his former Whitehall home and entered the Banqueting House. He clambered out of a first-floor window onto a high scaffold draped in black cloth. It was bitterly cold and he wore two shirts underneath his cloak.23 In the middle of the scaffold stood the axe and block. On seeing the block and how low he was being asked to stoop, Charles asked if it might have been a little higher. Colonels Hacker and Tomlinson, the supervisors of this grim ritual, stood by, along with two masked executioners. ‘I am the martyr of the people,’ Charles told the gentlemen of the scaffold, and anyone among the thousands of spectators who could hear him. ‘Take care they do not put me to pain,’ he said to Colonel Hacker, before asking the executioner, ‘Does my hair trouble you?’ He tucked his long, dark locks up inside his nightcap, and took off his cloak and doublet. He handed his George, the jewelled emblem of the Order of the Garter, to his chaplain, Dr William Juxon, with one word: ‘Remember.’ He then knelt down, laid his head on the block and stretched his arms out to the side. The executioner swung his axe; Charles’s head fell to the floor, and took ‘all Britain with him’.24 He was, we remember, Scotland’s king, and Ireland’s too. Many in the crowd groaned, and some pushed forwards, seeking to soak up a drop of royal blood with their handkerchiefs. Charles’s severed head was held aloft and shown to the stunned spectators.

         This was a very public execution and, for those who staged it, legitimate for being so. A decade later, in 1660, Major-General Thomas Harrison, who had escorted Charles to London for his trial and signed the death warrant, defended the regicide when he said that ‘the things that have been done, have been done upon the stage, in the sight of the Sun’.25 The choice of Inigo Jones’s classically inspired Banqueting House as the backdrop for Charles’s last performance as king was a strategic one, for it was inside this 12glorious hall, first built for James I, that the Stuart kings had indulged in their most extravagant displays of monarchical power: Garter ceremonies, investitures, masques. And it was for this building that Peter Paul Rubens, commissioned by Charles, had painted the apotheosis of James I, Charles’s father. In the central oval of the trabeated ceiling, an elderly James I, escorted to heaven by Justice in a flurry of crimson silk and chubby cherubs, still looks down on all visitors who are compelled by the hall’s architecture to look up, and contemplate the divine right of kings. But the blow of the axe on that icy January day split open the idea of the sacred, divinely appointed and untouchable monarch.

         The crowd that gathered outside the Banqueting House to gape at the fall of the king – and the monarchy – was mixed. Newsbook writers jostled with soldiers, courtiers, politicians and poets, and with men and women both curious and appalled. Philip Henry, a young man who had gone along to watch the beheading, was too far away to hear Charles I’s words, but he saw the blow of the axe, and he heard ‘such a Grone by the Thousands then present, as I never heard before & desire I may never hear again’.26 Samuel Pepys, the great diarist, was fifteen years old when Charles I was killed. He skipped school that day to join the crowd, and was one of those who applauded the death of the tyrant king. ‘The memory of the wicked shall rot,’ he noted, quoting from Proverbs.27 (Pepys would go on to serve the republic, working for the general-at-sea Edward Montagu – before both men switched sides.) The young poet Andrew Marvell, twenty-seven years old, may also have been outside the Banqueting House watching Charles’s execution. In his most prophetic poem, written on Oliver Cromwell’s return from fighting in Ireland in 1650, Marvell recalls the execution as ‘that memorable hour’, describing how Charles ‘bowed his comely head / Down, as upon a bed’, while soldiers 13stood round, clapping slowly.28 Marvell, who had previously written an elegy on the death of a Royalist, Lord Francis Villiers (the duke of Buckingham’s son), slain by a parliamentarian soldier, would go on to write panegyrics for Cromwell. Away from London, and abroad, men and women could read about the execution in one of the many newsbooks – the proto-newspapers of the time. In the small parish of Earls Colne in Essex, the Puritan clergyman Ralph Josselin confessed to his diary how his ‘tears were not restrained at the passages about his death’. But for many God-fearing Puritans like Josselin, such upside-downness was all part of God’s plan: ‘The Lord hath some great thing to do, fear and tremble at it, oh England,’ he wrote.29

         Oliver Cromwell, the man who would go on to build England’s republic, and then transform and lead it as Lord Protector, was not among the thousands of people gathered for the spectacle. At the time of Charles’s death, Cromwell was apparently praying in a room in Whitehall, accompanied by Thomas Fairfax and other leading army officers. He did supposedly pay his respects later, however, when he went to visit Charles’s body, which lay in a closed coffin in the Banqueting House. ‘Cruel necessity,’ Cromwell is said to have muttered, before stealing away.30 It is hard to be sure exactly what Cromwell thought of Pride’s Purge and the way the trial of the King had come about – the nature of Cromwell’s private feelings is one of the great mysteries of the period – but he certainly believed that God had witnessed against Charles on the battlefield, and that the Lord was with them and had secured their victory for a purpose. As he wrote to Colonel Robert Hammond, who was in charge of guarding Charles I in Carisbrooke Castle in the autumn of 1648: God’s ‘presence hath been amongst us, and by the light of his countenance we have prevailed’.31 14

         A few days after the execution, Charles’s head was crudely stitched back on to his neck and his body embalmed and removed to St James’s Palace, while Parliament decided where and how to bury him.32 Even in death – perhaps more in death than in life – the body of an anointed king was (and still is, pace Elizabeth II) alluring, and its resting place, Parliament knew, would soon become a site for mourners and pilgrims. The former king could not be denied all dignity. He was buried in the royal vault in St George’s Chapel, Windsor, the ‘cradle’ of England’s kings as the poet John Denham had called it. Beyond the vault, the castle was now a squalid army lodging.33
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         This book is about what happened in England, Scotland and Ireland after the execution of Charles I. It tells the story of the lives of those politicians and soldiers who, once Charles was dead and the scaffold dismantled, retreated to Whitehall to work out how to rule a country without a king. It is also a book about those who resisted what was happening – including Charles I’s son and heir (the future Charles II) plotting his revenge from exile in Europe – as well as those who wanted England to be even more radical, such as the fiercely intellectual poet and government employee John Milton.

         At the same time, many men and women adapted to their new world and seized the opportunities and changes the 1650s offered. The Polish émigré Samuel Hartlib, for instance, became renowned for advocating reform, enterprise and innovation in everything from agriculture to banking. Charles I’s favourite masque writer, William Davenant, staged England’s first operas in the back of his London home, Rutland House. Women, too, found new roles and 15voices. At Swarthmoor Hall in Lancashire, Margaret Fell hosted spiritual gatherings for men and women who, it was said, shook and trembled during their meetings. Feared by the authorities and scoffed at as ‘made up out of the dregs of the common people’, these religious radicals – dubbed the Quakers – numbered sixty thousand by 1660 and really rattled the authorities.34

         While politicians and army officers in Westminster argued with each other and among themselves about what a republic should look like, and what liberty of conscience really meant, English troops were sent to defend the regime in Ireland and Scotland, and the navy engaged the Dutch and the Spanish in battles at sea. They failed to seize Hispaniola from the Spanish but conquered Jamaica instead. Luxury goods from Asia and the Americas, meanwhile, flooded into London’s markets; people shopped for silks, discovered the health benefits of drinking chocolate and enjoyed drinking coffee – and talking politics – in the city’s new fashionable coffee houses. In Oxford, meanwhile, a group of young, enquiring scientists – Robert Hooke, Robert Boyle, Christopher Wren – began to meet and experiment, committed to scrutinising the world in new ways.

         By the end of the 1650s, Cromwell was dead, his son Richard had abdicated and England’s republican experiment, which had always struggled to secure legitimacy, fell apart. On 1 May 1660, Parliament voted to restore the monarchy and crown Charles II king. The events that brought Charles II back were swift and unexpected. If Cromwell had not died suddenly in 1658, and if his son had been different, or acted differently, then it is possible that the Stuart dynasty would never have been restored. Only weeks before Charles II was invited to return to England, many still thought that a restoration was inconceivable. The republican theorist James Harrington, for example, believed that even if the king were to 16return, it would not last. For him, and he was not alone, monarchy no longer suited England; things had changed. For the men and women who have left us vivid traces of their lives in diaries, letters, books and pamphlets, this period was certainly not an ‘interregnum’.
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         England’s republic – and it was England’s, imposed on Scotland and Ireland – was short-lived. Its impact on British monarchy, politics, religion and culture, and on the story the British tell about themselves, however, has been lasting. Despite the notoriety of the decade’s protagonist Oliver Cromwell, the republic is a period that history has generally suppressed, assigned to aberration, misrepresented or chosen to forget.35 Yet the very survival of the monarchy has much to do with the fact that it was abolished by an act of Parliament in 1649. No one has wanted to repeat the constitutional confusion and conflicts that characterised the 1650s; instead stability and custom (oh, how Milton hated the tyranny of custom) have become tightly woven into Britain’s cultural fabric. The republican experiment was dogged by the army coup that, in December 1648, barred the doors against elected MPs. It was not the last time in this period that soldiers would send MPs packing, showing their contempt for Parliament. The sovereignty of Parliament can still cause conflict between the Commons and the executive, the government: Brexit was a case in point. Today, Charles III is a constitutional monarch, but there are still moments when the royal prerogative makes the headlines. The dissolution of the Fixed-term Parliaments Act in 2022 means Charles III has regained the prerogative to dissolve and summon Parliament, albeit on ministerial advice. Certain bills still require 17Crown consent, again albeit on advice, before they can begin their passage through the Commons and the Lords.

         As for Britain’s monarchy, just as the stitches fixing Charles I’s severed head to his body could not hide the blow of the axe, the scars of this kingless decade are still there. Pull a little, look closely: the fabric is delicate. When Charles II was crowned in 1661, the dazzling, confident display of the ‘restored’ rather than the ‘new’ king clutching his freshly made regalia, and of his winding entourage (many of whom had been supporters of Oliver Cromwell), clad in silken robes, had a self-consciousness about it, and that quality has not gone away; the architects of Charles II’s coronation knew that monarchy was not the only form of government, and that rebellion could raise its head again. Since then, of course, the political power of kings has been snuffed out, replaced by increasingly visible pomp and pageantry which enable Britain to tell a story about continuity, tradition and stability, connecting the country to a particular version of its history, a version in which the republic was a blip, an interregnum, a failure. We know – the current royal family certainly knows – that monarchy could vanish and melt away like Prospero’s airy masques. Still, the majority consents to its presence, and as a nation, if not necessarily individually, Britain performs this assent at each royal wedding, jubilee, birth, death and coronation. Before the execution of Charles I and the period of the republic, however, the idea that a people consented to a monarch was radical, an idea advanced by the likes of John Milton and contested by those who argued, conventionally, that monarchs were divinely ordained. It was the nineteenth-century constitutional historian Walter Bagehot who pointed out that Britain’s attachment to kings and queens was sentimental – irrational, even.36

         Today’s constitutional monarchy has its roots in the 1650s, when the questions of the power and prerogative of a single 18person, and of their relationship with the body of representatives – Parliament – and of the legitimacy of hereditary power, were debated and picked apart, endlessly. These were debates that constitute the greatest drama of the 1650s. Some of the best scenes on which we can eavesdrop are those played out in the Commons chamber – heated, exhausting, exhilarating and serious debates held long into the night, in flickering candlelight in old St Stephen’s Chapel, minuted in the Commons journal, recorded by the clerk or a diarist, or described in a letter to be sent overseas. Sovereignty, single-person rule, one chamber or two, state involvement with the Church, religious toleration and liberty of conscience – these ideas and ideals drove men (and some women), and divided them, as did the perceived legitimacy of institutions and their rituals and symbols. It was in this decade that the emotional pull of monarchy was both powerfully articulated and robustly challenged, and in new and lasting ways. Distinctive and diverse ideas for a lasting republican settlement and what defined civic and spiritual liberty – and how these could be guaranteed in a government – were diligently developed and widely disseminated. Alongside the threads of continuity and in among the repeated pattern of royal rituals and customs in British national life, these alternative threads still run.

         There, too, presiding over the seventeenth century and this decade in particular, is the scrutinising, restless Puritan mind and conscience, searching and rifling for meaning and intention, looking for God’s purpose, making sense of the Bible. Out of this yearning came the diary, the autobiography and the biography – the kinds of primary source that make writing about this period so intimate and moving, sources full of introspection and storytelling, of protracted reflection on and justification of an individual’s life, a life both buttressed and buffeted by providential thinking, and touched by 19politics and matters of state. We hear, loudly, voices that sound immediate and recognisable: confessional, agonising, doubting, mourning, self-justifying or politically robust and engaged, urgent, cynical and satirical, mocking or challenging. We also hear many voices that are strange and more remote: prophetic cries or apocalyptic ecstasies, declarations that England was an elect nation (what about Scotland, Wales or Ireland?), singled out by God, the chosen site for Christ’s much-anticipated second coming – a belief shared for a while by the republic’s head of state (the first commoner ever to hold this office), Oliver Cromwell.

         What follows is a year-by-year account of the 1650s: a biography of a daring and unprecedented decade that deserves to be written about and understood as a distinct entity. Events moved so fast in this period that something cataclysmic happened each year, something that would thrust the republic and its people in a new direction. In some years, with the impact of sudden, unexpected reversals, it must have seemed that time itself was running backwards. Whichever way it ran, time in the 1650s was experienced intensely by ordinary men and women. Some felt they were living through biblical time and were about to witness the visions from the book of Revelation. Astrologers looked to the stars to predict what would happen during the next twelve months, publishing their readings in eagerly anticipated almanacs that sold in their thousands. Men and women began to record time in a new way, with the rise of the diary, carefully recording exact dates.

         Above all, everyone knew that they were living through a particular kind of time, that they were witnessing profound historical change. Regardless of where their political sympathies lay, men and women in their conversations and writings reached for images of excess, or biblical images, or coined new words entirely. The 20Royalist poet and clergyman Robert Herrick, turfed out of his Devon vicarage for his courtly connections, declared that he was writing ‘of times trans-shifting’. For the poet Katherine Philips, married to a parliamentarian but loyal to her king, it was a ‘scorching age’. And for a group of Londoners who believed Christ’s second coming was imminent and wrote to warn Parliament, these were the ‘overturning, overturning, overturning dayes’.37
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            Old England now is grown perfectly new, and we in another world.

            Mercurius Pragmaticus,
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         For some, 1649 was the first year of a new-found freedom. At the Royal Exchange in London, Charles I’s statue had been beheaded, and now bore the inscription, ‘Exit the tyrant, the last of kings, in the first year of England’s restored liberty.’1 For others, 1649 would always be the ‘year of slaughter’, and a time of mourning.2 Loyal subjects predicted God’s wrath. ‘You must expect to have the thunderbolts of Gods anger throwne down upon you,’ one such patriot told the MPs who had pushed through the king’s execution.3 The spilling of royal blood would not, he predicted, go unavenged. Even those who did not admire Charles I warned against his death. At the end of December 1648, the young and slightly wild prophet Elizabeth Poole, who had grown up among the bustling bookstalls around St Paul’s, was visited by visions of how to cure the sick nation. Parliament had just heard the first reading of the act that would enable the king’s trial. Senior army officers, some wrestling with their consciences, had summoned Elizabeth, and had listened to her. By all means bring the king to trial, she told them, but ‘touch not his person’.4

         No thunderbolts appeared to punish the men who had dared to touch the Lord’s anointed. For those at the helm of England’s new ship of state, 1649 was spent forging and legitimising a kingless regime, and defeating those who threatened it. It was an extraordinary year that saw England’s ancient constitution of king, Lords and Commons – what the poet Andrew Marvell called the ‘great work of time’ – definitively rejected, and a rebellious Ireland overwhelmed by Oliver Cromwell.5 26
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         A week after Charles’s execution outside Whitehall, the purged Parliament – that ‘relique of a House of Commons’ as the philosopher Thomas Hobbes called it – resolved that the office of a king was ‘unnecessary, burdensome, and dangerous to the Liberty, Safety, and publick Interest of the People of this Nation’.6 Parliament had already declared, the day before, that the House of Lords was also ‘useless and dangerous, and ought to be abolished’, and they now set about preparing the necessary acts of Parliament that would rid English government of hereditary right, in monarch or peer.7 Any person who dared to proclaim Charles I’s son, Prince Charles, or anyone else as England’s lawful king would be guilty of treason. They had already squirrelled away the crown jewels, and locked them up.8 On 14 February, the MPs elected their first council of state. Instead of a king and his privy council, this group of forty-one nominated men would be the country’s executive body, responding to the House of Commons, and headed by a rotating president. John Bradshaw, the earnest, successful judge from Cheshire who had presided over the trial and delivered the death sentence, was elected as the council’s first president. He was rewarded handsomely with land and properties. To his friend John Milton, Bradshaw was the epitome of integrity and fairness, his name synonymous with liberty itself. To his Royalist enemies, he was doing the devil’s work.9

         In May, an act of Parliament declared that ‘the People of England, and of all the Dominions and Territories thereunto belonging, are and shall be, and are hereby Constituted, Made, Established, and Confirmed to be a Commonwealth and Free-State’, which shall be governed by the ‘representatives of the People in Parliament’, ‘the Supreme Authority of this Nation’.10 27‘Commonwealth’ and ‘free state’ were the words with political currency that they chose to denote a state where people were not subject to a monarch. ‘Commonwealth’ carried an emotional charge, too, for it was a word used to describe a community or communities brought together by a principle of shared well-being and general prosperity. A ‘free state’, meanwhile, compared to monarchy, would encourage men ‘to the study of wisdom, truth, justice’, for those in government were ‘chosen by their fitnesse, gifts, and abilities’, and not their titles. Everything would be done ‘for the general profit and welfare of the people’.11 Within a year, prompted by an idea of Henry Ireton (he who was behind Pride’s Purge), it was expected that all men over the age of eighteen in England, Wales and Ireland should sign the oath of engagement, and pledge their loyalty to this new Commonwealth.

         The Commonwealth’s council of state balanced soldiers, politicians, peers. It was a mixed group: not everyone shared the same feelings about the regicide, or agreed about what exactly the new republic should look like. Among the forty-one councillors nominated were the highest army officers, Sir Thomas Fairfax and Oliver Cromwell. Thirty-four councillors were also Members of Parliament, including Cromwell. Five were peers from the dissolved House of Lords, including the ageing Jacobean courtier Philip Herbert, fourth earl of Pembroke, nephew of the Elizabethan sonneteer Philip Sidney. In peacetime, Pembroke had entertained Charles I every summer in his Wiltshire home, Wilton House, showing off his collection of Van Dycks and Titians. But Pembroke became a parliamentarian and, as constable of Windsor Castle, had twice held Charles I prisoner. Pembroke, however, had refused to sit in judgement of Charles at his trial.12 Similarly, Thomas Fairfax, who had triumphed on the battlefield, had withdrawn from the king’s trial. Described by Charles I as the ‘brutish generall’ of the 28New Model Army, which he had led from the age of thirty-two, Fairfax remembered the day of Charles’s execution as ‘the fatal day’, and a day that, he hoped, time would blot out entirely.13 Neither had the lawyer and MP Bulstrode Whitelocke signed the death warrant or watched the execution; he was, he said, ‘troubled att the death of the King’, and stayed at home all day.14 Whitelocke had once written music for a royal masque performed at Whitehall, and a coranto which Queen Henrietta Maria reportedly loved.15 But he was also a pragmatist, and he accepted his seat on the council of state. He continued to work for the republic all through the 1650s, sharing his work, pricks of conscience and private joys and griefs in journals and notebooks – which constitute one of our most valuable sources from the period.16

         Others who might have expected to be on the council were not offered a seat. Henry Ireton, for example, who had argued so powerfully that Charles should be brought to justice was not given a place. Many MPs loathed him for having masterminded Pride’s Purge, and he was too close to some of the most radical members of the army. On the other hand, the regicide Henry Marten, an MP and one of those ‘fiery spirits’ who had argued early on in the wars that Charles, and indeed monarchy, should be brought down, was given a seat.17 Marten is remembered, perhaps unfairly, as a womaniser and a drinker. His contemporary the brilliant biographer John Aubrey said he was a ‘lover of pretty girles’.18 He allegedly (and almost certainly apocryphally) flicked ink at Cromwell, like a cheeky schoolboy, as they both signed Charles away to his death.19

         The councillors of state agreed to meet daily, at 4 p.m. in Derby House, Westminster, with its pretty gardens running down to the bank of the Thames. They ordered a new mace for themselves, which would not be topped with a coronet, orb and cross, but with 29a design of English oak leaves and an acorn – symbols of the nation rather than of the monarchy.20 They soon asked to sit in Whitehall Palace, instead of Derby House. As the executive branch of government, the council of state needed to be where power in England had long been: at Whitehall. Once there, they used Queen Henrietta Maria’s presence chamber as their meeting room. ‘We turned ourselves into a Commonwealth,’ MP and councillor of state Sir Arthur Hesilrige said.21 Hesilrige was another who had qualms about the legitimacy of the king’s trial, and he refused to swear the oath of engagement. But he took his seat on the council and would go on to become one of the republic’s loudest defenders. What exact form this Commonwealth would take was not clear. ‘Everyone almost … endeavoured or expected to have his private fancy put in motion,’ recalled Bulstrode Whitelocke.22 To observers, it was troubling that those men whose job it now was to govern and to rebuild confidence in Parliament were at odds: ‘If the workmen differ,’ the newsbook The Moderate Intelligencer reported in February, then ‘the building is not like to go on so fast, nor to be made so strong, as otherwise it might.’23

         Certainly there were some workmen who had been preparing for a kingless constitution since before Charles I’s trial and execution, whatever their private beliefs and scruples might have been. In late December 1648, Oliver Cromwell and Bulstrode Whitelocke, along with Whitelocke’s friend and fellow lawyer Sir Thomas Widdrington (who was also Fairfax’s brother-in-law), and William Lenthall (long-standing Speaker of the House of Commons, also a lawyer), had met occasionally in private to discuss a ‘settlement’ for England that did not include Charles, or even a king at all. The men, Whitelocke tells us, ‘spake their opinions freely and faithfully’. On one occasion Cromwell received Whitelocke in Whitehall, where he lay ‘in one of the Kings rich 30beddes’.24 When they shared their ideas with some MPs, Henry, duke of Gloucester (Charles I’s youngest son) was put forward as a possible successor on the grounds that he was young and malleable; others were ‘wholly ag[ains]t having any king att all’.25 Whitelocke describes staying up late with Widdrington, coming up with proposals and revolutionary constitutional ideas. Both Whitelocke and Widdrington were moderate parliamentarians, and not vehemently anti-monarchical, but England was in uncharted waters. Although it was possible in the early days of 1649 that the imminent trial of the king might not end with his death, or with the subsequent abolition of monarchy, they were prepared to imagine this scenario. The civil wars did not set out to kill the king and bring down monarchy but, by their end, a republican settlement was not only entertained but also, by some, desired. A full three weeks before Charles I’s execution, a treatise called The armies vindication argued that monarchy was the worst form of government, and a free state the ‘best’.26 In March, it was Whitelocke who was charged with preparing the declaration that would establish, and defend, England as a ‘free state’.27

         Old England was put to death with foresight, and some ceremony. Parliament reworked familiar symbols and customs as it sought a legitimate transformation for England. Immediately after abolishing monarchy Thomas Widdrington and Bulstrode Whitelocke, as lord commissioners of the Great Seal of England, brought the seal, wrapped carefully in its embroidered purse, into the House of Commons, and laid it on a table.28 This was the 1643 replica of the Great Seal that Charles I had kept close to him after he had fled Whitehall in 1642, but which Parliament later seized and destroyed when Charles surrendered. Before the chamber of silent MPs, a workman proceeded to smash it up, and then handed the broken pieces – splintered shards of Charles I’s body – back to 31Widdrington and Whitelocke for them to dispose of. Such ritual destruction was not in itself new; James I had taken a hammer to Elizabeth I’s Great Seal to mark the beginning of his reign and his authority. But the Great Seal of the Commonwealth was something radically different. It conferred parliamentary, and not kingly, authority on writs, patents and official documents. In anticipation of this moment, before the trial in early January, a committee led by the fiery Henry Marten had come up with the design. Parliament’s chief engraver, Thomas Simon, who had struck many a victory medal depicting Thomas Fairfax, had already been granted the commission, and was paid £200.29 On one side, following the committee’s design, Simon had engraved an image of the House of Commons in session, led by the Commons Speaker William Lenthall, whose office, when there was no king or no other executive, was by default the highest in the land. Coiled around the circumference of the seal were the bold, revolutionary words, ‘In the First Year of Freedom, by God’s Blessing restored’, and the date 1648. (At this time the Julian calendar was followed and the new year changed legally on 25 March, not 1 January.) On the other side of the seal, Simon had engraved a map of England, Wales and Ireland, and the islands of Guernsey and Jersey, with some ships sailing to and fro. Scotland was not yet subsumed into England’s republic so the archipelago looks, to modern eyes, decapitated.

         The new seal clearly emphasised Parliament’s authority, as a body of men who represented the people who lived in this Commonwealth. Gone – smashed – was the image, and the authority, of a king. At this point, Thomas Widdrington’s conscience got the better of him, according to his friend, Whitelocke, and he chose to decline his reappointment as commissioner of this new Great Seal.30 Whitelocke also resisted at first (so he said), but his excuses 32were dismissed by the House and he was duly sworn in as one of the keepers of the seal, along with fellow lawyers John Lisle and Richard Keble. With ceremony, care and reverence, they carried the new seal away and locked it up. All of the ‘kingdoms old’, as the poet Andrew Marvell would soon write, had literally been cast ‘into another mould’.31
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         Whitehall needed renovating and clearing. The council of state needed to decide what to do with what Charles I had referred to as ‘my Household stuffe which I leave behind me’.32 Squatting families who had set up home in the empty palace during the wars were mostly evicted. New locks needed to be fitted, plumbing mended and the garden replanted for the use of the council, whose members worked, relaxed and ate in Whitehall, occasionally feasting on venison slain in neighbouring St James’s Park. Edward Carter had been surveyor of the works at Whitehall since 1643, once the king had left, and he presided over returning the palace to a seat of legitimate, if novel, power. While the council requested a degree of grandeur, the orders were to keep the costs down. The timber used for repairs was felled in Windsor Forest, and the lead for new pipes was recycled from Windsor Castle.33

         Immediately after Charles’s death, his possessions had been kept under lock and key. Some royal plate had been destroyed, but the king’s clothes, books, furniture and paintings were preserved. Anxious that the goods might be ‘spoiled and imbezled, or made away with without advantage to the State, if due care be not had’, all of the royal family’s possessions were inventoried and valued. The council of state decided that they would keep, for their own use, up to £10,000 worth of royal goods. Two years later, however, 33in 1651, this figure had crept up to £20,000. Eventually they decided that they needed to retain £53,000 worth.34 Necessity competed with greed. As Whitehall became staffed and populated again, bustling with committees, staff and their families, beds needed bed linen and lofty chambers needed curtains, carpets and tapestries to keep them warm. There were also, of course, the king’s palaces and estates. It wasn’t just the Palace of Whitehall that was retained for the use of Commonwealth men: Somerset House, St James’s Palace, Hampton Court, Greenwich and Windsor were also reserved.35

         The rest of the royal family’s remaining property and goods were put up for sale. The money raised would settle the vast debts accumulated by the late king and pay the army. A sum of £30,000 would be earmarked for the navy, to protect the island’s shores from rebel Royalist ships that were cruising around, such as those under the command of Charles II’s cousin, Prince Rupert of the Rhine. On 4 July, Parliament passed an act for the sale of ‘the goods and personal estate of the late King, Queen and Prince’.36 Charles’s household objects, clothing, fabrics, sculptures, tapestries and paintings were made available to anyone who could afford to buy them. Items deemed saleable abroad for higher prices, on account of their antiquity or rarity, were handed to merchants and loaded onto ships. Lists of creditors were drawn up to whom possessions and paintings would be given instead of money owed: tailors, drapers, musicians became owners of Leonardos and Titians. The great hall and additional rooms in Somerset House were then used to display the items on sale to the general public. The sight must have been astounding. Shrewd buyers and casual visitors had the chance, for the first time, to admire and acquire treasures from the Royal Collection – sculptures, paintings, tapestries – hitherto hidden inside the palaces and royal apartments. 34

         The sale went on for two years, and was not officially closed until early 1654. Keen buyers could go back for several return visits, and many did, including foreign visitors. The young Dutchman Lodewijck Huygens admired Van Dyck’s portrait of Charles I mounted on a white horse, available for £150.37 Some art was bought for private homes; other works were passed on, and taken out of England. Some buyers sought royal relics, or images of the king, or his clothes; others were keen art collectors themselves. The Dutch painter Emanuel de Critz bought Bernini’s bust of Charles I and installed it in his house in Austin Friars, surrounded by works by Titian, Giorgione and Correggio that de Critz also snapped up.38 Major Edward Bass, one of the king’s creditors, bought Raphael’s prized Holy Family, which Charles I had bought from the duke of Gonzaga in Mantua. Bass sold it on to the Spanish diplomat Alonso de Cárdenas; it wound up in Madrid in Philip IV’s collection. Bass also bought Charles I’s coronation robes.39 The republican army officer Colonel John Hutchinson spent £2,000 on paintings at the sale. He bought Titian’s erotic Pardo Venus for £600, before selling it to the French ambassador Bordeaux a few years later for £1,200; other paintings he kept for himself, to hang in his country house.40 Thomas Bagley, the king’s former glazier, acquired Correggio’s Education of Cupid, worth £800.41 John Boulton was a London goldsmith who spent thousands at the sales, but on bits and pieces: gloves, purses, fans.42

         The crown jewels, those ‘Reliques of Superstition’ saturated with the belief in sacred monarchy, were not for sale.43 In 1643, the House of Commons ordered that the regalia – St Edward’s crown, the sceptres, orb, spurs – should be inventoried and locked up. As they were preparing the inventory, irreverent Henry Marten and the parliamentarian and poet George Wither had supposedly taken out what Marten called the ‘toys and trifles’ of 35the iron chest in which they were stored. Wither had dressed up in the robes and crown and ‘marched about the room in stately garb’.44 In 1649, the crown jewels were valued again and then passed on by Parliament to the trustees of the sale (George Wither was one) with the orders that they should ‘be totally broken; and that they melt down the Gold and Silver of them; and … sell the Jewels for the best Advantage of the Commonwealth’.45 Rubies, emeralds and diamonds that had once glittered in crowns at coronations were stripped out and put on sale. The twelfth-century silver and gilt coronation spoon, into which the holy oil is poured when a new monarch is anointed, escaped being broken and melted down: it was not considered valuable enough. Clement Kinnersley, formerly Charles I’s yeoman of the removing wardrobe before becoming keeper of the state’s wardrobe, bought it for sixteen shillings and kept it.46 At the Restoration, Kinnersley returned this spoon, the oldest object among the regalia, to Charles II. It has been used at every coronation since 1661.

         The history of England’s monarchy was woven into much of the stuff put on sale, into the fabric and furnishings: the initials of Anne Boleyn embroidered on a cushion, Henry VIII’s enormous tapestries, Mary I’s coronation dress, Elizabeth I’s bed hangings. The memory of monarchy was preserved privately, individually. The Commonwealth needed money, but putting the goods up for sale was a powerful and irreversible accomplice to the political act of abolishing kingship. These goods were understood to belong to the state and therefore should benefit the state, both its politicians and its people. This big royal jumble sale removed hundreds of works of art from the clutches of the elite and put them in the hands of ordinary men and women who could, if they were able to afford it, own and appreciate paintings, tapestries and sculptures. In this way the sale was a great act of democratisation. It has 36sometimes been seen as indicative of the republican regime’s attitude towards the visual arts – uncultured, destructive, boorish. With the passing of this act, one of the most extensive and valuable art collections of the time was broken up and dispersed, carelessly. Such a view is based on the clichéd and persistent view of the period’s Puritanism: Puritans did not value or enjoy art, or music, or fine houses and fabrics. This too readily collapses a religious persuasion into a political one. It was possible, of course, to be a Puritan who had fought against the king but did like music and poetry (Cromwell was one of them, Fairfax another). It was also possible to be a Puritan who felt ambivalent about images but revered monarchy. It is easy, too, to overlook the forces of necessity. In a bankrupt nation reeling from years of war, it would have been bizarre for the council of state to have left palaces stuffed full of treasures to simply gather dust, or to wholly appropriate them for their own use and pleasure. Monarchy was not in abeyance. It had been abolished.
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         There were those who were hoping for something even more revolutionary for England. A faction known as the Levellers, who had emerged from the New Model Army, argued that the wars and the toppling of Charles I should open the way to a more thorough reformation of England’s political, social and religious landscape. They railed against both the illegitimacy and the hesitancy of the new regime: 1649 was, for them, the ‘yeer of the peoples pretended freedom, but intended slavery’.47 For the committed Leveller and prolific pamphleteer John Lilburne – ‘Freeborn John’ with his neat moustache – and for many of his fellow soldiers who had risked their lives at Edgehill and 37Marston Moor and watched friends die, Parliament, and not a king, should be the supreme authority in the land. But Lilburne and his fellow Levellers also wanted an agreement, a written contract, between the people and their representatives. They wanted annual elections to Parliament, and they wanted to extend the suffrage to all men over twenty-one. (To extend this to women was a revolutionary step too far.) They believed that all people, rich or poor, should have a say in how they were governed. During the discussions known as the ‘Putney debates’, held during the autumn of 1647 at the New Model Army’s headquarters in St Mary’s Church, Putney, on the south bank of the Thames, the ‘valiant and faithful’ Leveller Colonel Thomas Rainborowe uttered the famous words:

         
            I think that the poorest he that is in England hath a life to live, as the greatest he; and therefore truly, Sir, I think it’s clear, that every man that is to live under a government ought first by his own consent to put himself under that government; and I do think that the poorest man in England is not bound in a strict sense to that government that he hath not had a voice to put himself under.48

         

         Such calls for democracy may seem uncontroversial to us; not so in seventeenth-century England. Even those army grandees – Oliver Cromwell, as lieutenant-general, and his son-in-law Henry Ireton among them – charged with listening to the demands of their Leveller soldiers at Putney, and who had some sympathy with them, did not believe that all men that ‘hath a breath and being’ had the right to vote, for they did not own land: ‘No person hath a right to this, that hath not a permanent fixed interest in this kingdom,’ Ireton stated. For if you extend to all men the right to 38vote, why should these men not also claim the right to own land and redistribute property? ‘The consequence of this rule tends to anarchy, must end in anarchy,’ warned Cromwell.49

         Levellers like Lilburne were religious Independents. This they shared with Oliver Cromwell. They were fiercely against the idea of a national Church, which is what the Presbyterian faction in Parliament wanted. Both groups were strongly Puritan, and united by their desire for deep reform of the Church in England and their criticism of Charles I and his rather Catholic style. Neither wanted bishops. But Independents went further, for they did not want any state involvement in religion at all – no church hierarchy and no guidelines on how to worship. They argued for liberty of conscience for all kinds of Protestants (but not Catholics), and for the right of parishioners to choose their own ministers. Their cries for tolerance were bold, and alarming, for the time.

         At the end of 1648, Levellers’ voices joined Ireton’s as they called for the defeated Charles I to be brought to account. But they wanted his trial, and any future settlement of the country, to be ratified and legitimised by a Parliament that would properly represent the English people, and would fully adopt Leveller demands and reforms, as published in their ‘Agreements of the People’.50 In early 1649, John Lilburne felt betrayed by those he thought were on his side, but who now looked powerful and comfortable on the new council of state, and seemed reluctant to act. He wrote that ‘that which perplexed me most was that I found promotion and promised hopes of gain had very much changed the principles, and cooled the zeal of three or four of my familiar acquaintance and friends, that not long before had been the valiantest, stoutest, ablest champions for England’s liberties and freedoms that I know’.51

         In February Lilburne presented his petition, England’s New Chains, co-written with fellow Levellers William Walwyn and 39Richard Overton, to Parliament. For Lilburne, the ‘liberties and freedoms’ fought for at such cost on England’s battlefields were now threatened by a monstrous council of state that, once it got a taste for power, could easily become as ‘absolute and unaccountable’ as an anointed king. ‘For where is that good, or where is that liberty so much pretended, so deerly purchased?’ Lilburne opined.52 Lilburne singled out Oliver Cromwell, and questioned his ambition over his revolutionary zeal. ‘O Cromwell! whither art thou aspiring?’ asked Lilburne.53

         During the first half of 1649, the Levellers sent the government into a panic. According to the turncoat journalist Marchamont Nedham, the giddy activity of this ‘hot-headed rabble’ jeopardised the fledgling republic and put it into ‘an utter Impossibility of Setling’.54 The Leveller soldiers’ distrust was made worse by the fact that the council was now preparing to send them back to war, to quash Royalist rebellion in Ireland. Across the country, tired troops began to mutiny, refusing to mobilise for Ireland unless they were paid and the terms articulated in their ‘Agreements of the People’ promised. At the end of March, on the publication of the second part of his angry and ‘highly seditious’ England’s New Chains, Lilburne was dragged from his bed at his lodgings in Winchester House, hauled before the council of state and then thrown into the Tower. ‘You have no other way to deal with these men, but to break them in pieces,’ Cromwell is alleged to have said (by Lilburne). ‘If you do not breake them, they will break you.’55

         In May, the Levellers were decisively broken. During the night of 14 May, in the small wool-trading town of Burford in Oxfordshire, Thomas Fairfax and Oliver Cromwell rounded on more than a thousand mutinous soldiers, who were marching north across Salisbury plain towards Oxford. Cromwell locked nearly 40four hundred rebels in Burford’s riverside church; others escaped into the night.56 A few days later, the ringleaders Corporal Perkins, Corporal John Church, Cornet Henry Denne and Cornet James Thompson were taken outside to be shot, one by one, against the church wall. Corporal Church apparently stretched his arms out and looked his executioners in the eye before they fired, showing no fear or remorse. Denne, however, showed such penitence and readiness to die that Fairfax pardoned him on the spot. Only earlier that day, Parliament had passed a new Treason Act. Where once it had been treasonous to imagine the death of the king, now it was high treason to declare Parliament as ‘Tyrannical, Usurped or Unlawful’, to ‘Plot, Contrive or Endeavor to stir up or raise Force against the present Government’, or for anyone to ‘stir up any Mutiny’ in the army.57

         Those executed in Burford churchyard, in front of their fellow mutineers who stood watching from on top of the church roof, were victims of Fairfax’s and Cromwell’s – and the government’s – reaction to the perceived scale of army unrest. It had been provoked, so they believed, by Leveller leaders, from Lilburne’s prison cell in the Tower. It was a ‘sad spectacle’, Fairfax reported back to Speaker Lenthall, but it was mutiny ‘of so high a nature’ that it risked ruining ‘Parliament and Kingdom’.58 It is interesting that he used the word ‘Kingdom’. The Burford mutiny is often cited as an example of the regime’s willingness to use illegitimate force, with the setting of a countryside church adding to the horror. Inside the church, one of the rebel soldiers foresaw the tragedy’s place in history. Into the stone font, Anthony Selden carved his name and the words ‘1649. Prisner’. The font is still standing, as is Burford Priory on the other side of the high street, which belonged to Speaker Lenthall and which housed his art collection. 41

         It was not just the men who were moved to protest. Just a few weeks before, early in the morning of 23 April, five hundred women, ‘lusty lasses of the levelling party’, clad in sea-green dresses, their colour of revolution, gathered outside Westminster Hall. There they presented their Humble Petition of divers wel-affected Women, calling for the release of John Lilburne and fellow Levellers William Walwyn, Thomas Prince and Richard Overton from the Tower.59 Among these ‘bonny Besses’ were, probably, Elizabeth Lilburne, wife of John, Mary Overton, wife of Richard, and courageous Katherine Chidley, haberdasher and leader of these Leveller women. They were wives and mothers – poor, hungry, with small children to feed – but, above all, they were politicised women, ‘equal unto men’, they said, and moved to step ‘beyond our compass’ to express dismay with the Parliament they had supported in wartime, but which was now oppressing them. ‘It is not your words, your declarations and acts of Parliament (as you call them) will feed or cloath us or our children,’ they protested, ‘while our husbands, servants and best friends are imprisoned by your Arbitrary warrants.’60 Parliament responded by insulting them and calling on the troops to draw their pistols. ‘You are desired to go home, and look after your own business, and meddle with your housewifery,’ they were told.61

         They did go home, but a few days later, on 29 April, more Levellers gathered in Smithfield, wearing black and sea-green ribbons, for the funeral of their fellow agitator Robert Lockyer. Lockyer had been shot to death by six musketeers for his part in a mutiny at Bishopsgate. On Fairfax’s command, Lockyer was ‘fetch’t off like a Cock-Sparrow at the side of a wall’ in St Paul’s Churchyard.62 A crowd of more than four thousand ordinary men and women had joined the soldiers to protest at the execution of the young Lockyer, and at a government ready to rule by the sword. The mourners processed through the City to Moorfields, 42following Lockyer’s horse and coffin, upon which lay branches of rosemary dipped in blood and the martyred soldier’s sword – a double-edged symbol of liberation and tyranny.

         Meanwhile, in Surrey, a community of men and their families had set up shelters and huts on St George’s Hill, near Weybridge. Led by the divinely inspired, bankrupt merchant tailor Gerrard Winstanley, these men called themselves ‘True Levellers’, but they were known as the Diggers. Winstanley and his band of fifty families took their spades, dug into the earth on St George’s Hill and planted crops in the sandy soil: corn, parsnips and carrots. The threat to land and property ownership articulated by Henry Ireton at Putney back in 1647 was now being realised in the Diggers’ belief that the land belonged to the common people. By living and working together, by sharing the treasures of the land, Winstanley claimed, they were restoring England to a prelapsarian Eden, as it was meant to be, before William the Conqueror arrived and created lords of the manor. The old world, Winstanley wrote, ‘is running up like parchment in the fire, and wearing away’. As for the new government who tried to repress them, and succeeded, they could no longer see things aright: ‘All men have stood for freedom … and now the common enemy is gone you are all like men in a mist, seeking for freedom and know not where nor what it is … freedom is the man that will turn the world upside down,’ said Winstanley.63 (St George’s Hill is now a wealthy gated community with a golf club. Former celebrity residents include John Lennon.)

         London’s authorities reacted to the suppression of the Levellers by finally recognising the Commonwealth and the abolition of monarchy, and agreeing to a loan of £120,000. This would finance the unavoidable campaign in Ireland. On 7 June, Fairfax and Cromwell, along with Speaker Lenthall, John Bradshaw, 43Bulstrode Whitelocke, Philip Herbert, earl of Pembroke, and other councillors, were invited to a summer banquet with Lord Mayor Thomas Foote. In the great hall of Foote’s livery company, the Grocers, the regime’s key players and politicians dined with London’s aldermen and common councillors. Before they began to eat, the preacher John Owen delivered a sermon on deliverance, in praise of the crushing of the Leveller ‘rebels’, and in support of the imminent military expedition to Ireland.64 There was no music or raising of glasses, but there was a lot of food. Leftovers were sent to local prisons and distributed among the poor.65 Fairfax and Cromwell, meanwhile, were lavished with gifts of gold: plates, a large bowl, a jug.66

         As for the irrepressible Lilburne, he was soon released on bail to comfort his wife, Elizabeth. Their eldest son had just died – as had many other Londoners at this time – from an epidemic of smallpox, and Elizabeth and two of their young children were also seriously ill. ‘I earnestly beseech you, as bowels of men dwell within you, to make an effectuall and speedy Motion in your open House, for a few dayes liberty for me to go see my distressed Wife,’ Lilburne pleaded in his letter to Henry Marten. ‘For though I lie in a dungeon in fetters of iron at my coming back, I care not, so I may but see her,’ he added.67
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         In the early days of 1649, across the Channel, at The Hague in Holland, was Charles I’s eighteen-year-old son, Prince Charles. He had celebrated Christmas 1648–9 at the Dutch court, with his younger sister Mary, wife to William II, Prince of Orange and stadholder of most of the Dutch republic. Also there was his aunt, Elizabeth, James I’s daughter and mother of Prince Rupert. 44Elizabeth was also an exile, from Bohemia, the kingdom she and her husband Frederick had lost to Catholics in 1620. During the civil wars in England, the young Prince Charles had stayed near his father, even on the battlefield. He was twelve when he and his younger brother James saw their father fight at Edgehill, and tried to join in. In March 1646, in danger of being seized by Parliament, Prince Charles obeyed his father’s orders to leave England, and he sailed from Land’s End to the Scilly Isles. By the summer, he was reunited with his mother Henrietta Maria at St Germain, near Paris, as guests of the French court. Louis XIV was his eight-year-old cousin.

         Charles’s brother, James, had also made it into exile, and he too was at The Hague that Christmas. James had been held in St James’s Palace since 1646, when his father surrendered. But in 1648 James outwitted his parliamentarian captors at St James’s Palace in a well-choreographed game of hide and seek. He escaped from the palace and fled to Holland, disguised as a girl. The youngest Stuart child, Henriette Anne (Minette), left behind by her mother when only a few months old, was taken to France by her governess when she was two. Only the middle children, Elizabeth and Henry, remained in England. It was not unusual for royal children to live separately from their parents, and when Charles I and Henrietta left Whitehall in 1642, Elizabeth and Henry, then aged seven and two, were living in St James’s Palace – which soon fell into Parliament’s hands. It was there that the children had been able to see their father the night before he died. Elizabeth herself reported that Charles I told his distraught daughter not to weep and grieve, for ‘it was a glorious death he should die’.68 They did not watch his execution. By 1650, these two young royal prisoners were in Carisbrooke Castle on the Isle of Wight. 45

         The news of Charles I’s execution travelled quickly to the Dutch court. His family had pleaded for his life, in vain. On 5 February, Stephen Goffe, one of Prince Charles’s chaplains, entered his rooms at The Hague, hesitated, and then addressed him as ‘Your Majesty’.69 On hearing these words, Charles knew that he was now, according to his birthright, king. He wept. He asked to be left alone for several hours. But then he began to plot his restoration.
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         From his place of exile, Charles II, ever the gambler, had been corresponding with leading Scottish and Irish noblemen sympathetic to his cause. Both Scotland and Ireland were appalled by England’s execution of his father, for Charles I was their king too. In each, he was proclaimed king. Charles II immediately began negotiations with both kingdoms, seeking to make a deal in exchange for troops he could lead into England. Scotland was a separate country, which had shared its king with England since James VI of Scotland had been crowned James I of England in 1603, when Elizabeth I died childless. After initially joining with the English parliamentarians against Charles I in the civil wars, the Scots had later signed an ‘engagement’ with Charles I, promising to support him as long as he himself promised to establish a Presbyterian form of church government in England – which would, in turn, protect the cherished Presbyterian Kirk in their own kingdom. Scotland wanted to secure religious and political promises from their king, rather than topple monarchy. Two days after Charles I’s execution, in Edinburgh, the Scots proclaimed Charles king, not just of Scotland but of England and of Ireland too, as was his right. But this announcement came with tough 46conditions that compromised Charles’s power and tied him, as his father had been tied, to promoting Presbyterianism.

         Ireland was also a kingdom under the Stuart Crown, but it was a colony. And it was overwhelmingly Catholic. Anglo-Normans had invaded in the twelfth century, and settled in the east, around Dublin (in an area known as the Pale), and in parts of the south. Large swathes of the mountainous west of Ireland remained in the hands of the native Irish. In 1541, Henry VIII had dubbed himself king of Ireland, and under his daughter Elizabeth I and her aggressive expansionist campaigns of the 1590s, the native Irish had surrendered. By then, of course, there was a religious dimension to England’s violent foreign policy; Elizabethan and Jacobean Protestant settlers had expelled many of the Catholic descendants of the Anglo-Norman settlers (the so-called ‘old English’) and the native Irish Catholics from their lands. To many, including the political poets Edmund Spenser and John Milton, the Irish were wild and barbarous, and the country in need of civilising. Such was the early modern justification for colonialism. In 1649, James Butler, marquess (and future duke) of Ormond and, as lord lieutenant of Ireland, the most powerful man in Ireland at that time, declared Charles II king of Ireland. Butler was long-haired and loyal but he also had conditions for the young Charles: he should protect the native Irish and Anglo-Irish Catholics who lived there. Scotland and Ireland’s proclamation of Charles II as king of all three kingdoms was a direct challenge to the English Parliament back in Westminster. They bridled, and prepared for war.70

         No one was sure which way the wind would blow Charles II – west to Ireland, or north to Scotland. On 12 August, Walter Strickland, the Commonwealth’s man in The Hague, warned Speaker Lenthall: ‘It is thought here, that prince Charles will pass privately into Scotland or Ireland, in some Dutch ships.’71 47Meanwhile, Charles II had written to Ormond in Ireland, promising him that he was on his way there. ‘I am using all the means,’ he wrote, ‘and making all the haste I can possibly to you, that I may help you in that great good work you have with such discretion and so good success thus far advanced.’ He signed off ‘your most affectionate friend, Charles R’.72 At around the same time, it is likely that Charles had also sent a message to Scotland, to the stern Archibald Campbell, marquess of Argyll and head of the Kirk party, suggesting that he would join forces with them.73 Charles II was eventually persuaded by his close adviser Edward Hyde, future earl of Clarendon, that an invasion led from Ireland was the better option. Since March, Charles’s dashing cavalier cousin, Prince Rupert, had been docked with his fleet in the narrow, sheltered harbour of Kinsale in the south of Ireland, waiting. In September, Charles II, his brother James and a pared-down court, including Clarendon, arrived on the island of Jersey. There they were hosted by the Royalist governor, Sir George Carteret, and they rode horses and messed about in boats while they prepared to sail to Ireland.

         The situation in Ireland was beyond precarious. Ormond, as lord lieutenant, was managing a coalition of native Irish Catholics, old English Catholics and new English Protestants, who were bound, loosely, by loyalty to Charles I, and thus to his son. But this was a fragile and fraught alliance, forged out of Ireland’s own brutal civil war in the early 1640s. Back in 1641, on the eve of civil war in England, Irish Catholics in Ulster in the north had rebelled against their English administrators in Parliament in Dublin. At that time, Ireland was a political tinderbox waiting to be lit. Under the leadership of Phelim O’Neill, members of the Catholic elite could see how Charles I’s authority in England and in Scotland was being challenged, and they took the opportunity to air their own grievances about their lack of freedom to worship as Catholics, and the 48security of their prosperous estates. O’Neill was particularly wealthy and powerful. He and his fellow noblemen were not rebelling against Charles I, or against monarchy, but against religious policies and, in particular, the authoritarian governance of one of Charles’s most loathed advisers, Thomas Wentworth, earl of Strafford, who had been lord deputy in Ireland until 1640. They were also frightened about what might happen to them – to their land and to their religion – should a zealously Protestant government become established in England. Their coup gathered steam, and Catholic risings spread beyond Ulster and beyond fearful landowners, engaging farmers and other working people. All of the latent hostility between the Irish (meaning both the native Irish and the ‘old’ Catholic English) and the new Protestant English was unleashed. Soon tales of the bloodthirsty and barbarous Irish were circulating. Gruesome, and exaggerated, reports of the bloodthirsty Irish rebels were read voraciously in England over the following weeks and months: stories of Catholic villains who tore off limbs, plucked out eyes, boiled children’s heads, slaughtered newborn babies and ripped out the wombs from their Protestant mothers.74 These rumoured atrocities provide the background to what would happen in Ireland during England’s republic. Oliver Cromwell would later recall this Catholic rebellion to justify his own actions in war. Then, as it would become again, Ireland was a ‘fresh bleeding nation’.75

         The result of the 1641 rebellion was de facto independence from England. Led from Kilkenny in the south-east, a confederation of native Irish Catholics and old English Catholics came together and agreed to rule Ireland. It was in Kilkenny that James Butler, marquess of Ormond, descended from an ‘old’ English family but raised as a Protestant in England, had his family estates, including the great Anglo-Norman Kilkenny 49Castle, which was seized in 1641. Charles I’s increasingly desperate situation with his English Parliament saw the Catholic confederates in Ireland pledge loyalty to the king. The parliamentarian John Pym and his allies began to suggest that the king might even bring Catholic rebels over to help him regain political control. It was the possibility of Charles I using Catholic soldiers to fight a war in England that precipitated Parliament’s militia bill, which would divest the king of military control. And it was this bill that pushed Charles I to raise his standard at Nottingham in 1642 and declare war. Ireland’s tears, then, were soon to become England’s. England’s civil wars, and the republic that was to follow, cannot be understood without understanding the ‘bleeding nation’ that was Ireland.76

         Following the outbreak of war in England, Charles I had urged Ormond, as lord lieutenant, to make peace with the Catholic confederates. He was especially keen for Ormond to secure their military support. Finally, on 17 January 1649, in the castle at Kilkenny, his former home, Ormond ceremonially proclaimed the articles of peace that he had agreed with the confederate supreme council. The terms of the peace were generous to the Catholics, granting them ‘free exercise of the Roman Catholick Religion’. ‘Perfect unity’ was promised to all, and relief from the miseries and calamities of war and division.77 In response, the speaker of the confederate assembly, Richard Blake, powerfully seconded this marvellous peace that ‘wil cure these bleeding wounds, search to the very core, and pluck out all the splinters that remaine of them’.78 When Ormond then proclaimed Charles II king a few weeks later, confederates as well as some Royalist Protestants could both cheer. For parliamentarian Protestants in Ireland, as for many back in England, the terms agreed with the Catholics, those ‘bloody papists’, were considered outrageous. ‘No true born 50Englishman’, wrote John Milton, ‘can so much as barely reade them without indignation and disdaine.’79
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         Back in Westminster, in the months following Charles I’s execution, the council of state and Parliament turned their minds to Ireland. Some reinforcement troops had already been sent to help crush Ormond’s Royalist rebels but Parliament now turned to Oliver Cromwell to bring Ireland back under English control. They sent him, as the poet Andrew Marvell noted, to ‘tame’ the Irish and, like a well-trained falcon, to bring back a kingdom to lay at the republic’s feet.80 So Cromwell, Fairfax’s second-in-command, was made lord lieutenant of Ireland, and commander-in-chief of the army there. Cromwell had agreed that the Irish, as wild papists, even ‘nott of any Religion’, posed a great threat: ‘all the world knowes their Barbarisme’, he had said.81 The Irish expedition would catapult Cromwell to greater fame, and to notoriety.

         Cromwell, however, was initially reluctant to accept his commission, not wanting to leave England until money for himself and his soldiers was in place.82 Cromwell’s past successes had rested on such attention to preparation. Parliament agreed to divert funds from the sale of deans’ and chapters’ lands. Cromwell was given £100,000 in cash, and a salary of £2,000 a quarter while he was away, on top of his standard salary of £3 a day. This financial preparation meant that Cromwell would lead paid, well-fed troops who could pay their way while in Ireland. His soldiers could buy from, rather than plunder, the towns and villages they would tramp through.

         On the night of 5 July, Cromwell hosted a farewell dinner at his house in King Street, Westminster, for his ‘chief friends’.83 Henry Ireton and his wife, Bridget (Cromwell’s eldest daughter), were 51surely there: possibly Cromwell’s wife Elizabeth, their second son Henry and their three other daughters, Elizabeth, Mary and Frances, too. Their eldest surviving son, Richard, lived with his wife’s family in Hursley, Hampshire. On 11 July, on his way west, Cromwell and his convoy arrived at Windsor Castle. At Windsor, he met Bulstrode Whitelocke, who had retired for the summer to the royal park’s desirable Manor Lodge, the tenure of which he had been granted that February. Whitelocke had been, since May, mourning the death of his beloved second wife and their unborn child, and at the lodge he took solace in the fresh air and in hunting the red deer. In the castle, Whitelocke and Cromwell prayed together, and asked for God’s blessing upon their journey to Ireland. They listened to Colonels William Goffe and Thomas Harrison read out appropriate passages from the Bible to give them strength and hope. Cromwell, Whitelocke said, ‘seemed to like well of his Counsell’, and wished him to accompany him further.84 From Windsor, Cromwell’s train of six grey Flanders mares, eighty lifeguard and milk-white flags then made its way to Bristol. They reached Milford Haven in Wales in early August. Cromwell’s wife had also travelled there, to wave him off.85

         On 13 August, aboard the John, Cromwell sat down to write a few letters. He had never been to Ireland before and he was not used to the sea (he would be really sick on the crossing). He wrote to Richard’s father-in-law, Richard Major, to ask him to watch over his son while he was away. He hoped that Richard would not be swallowed up by family joys but would also ‘minde and understand businesse’. Perhaps he could also ‘reade a little historye, study the mathematicks, and Cosmografie’, subjects fit for ‘publick services for which a man is borne’.86 He also wrote to his son’s wife, Dorothy or Doll, a letter of concern and advice, for she had lately miscarried a child. ‘I doe intierlye love you,’ he 52wrote, and he entreated her to eschew worldly pleasures, and ‘seeke the Lord’.87

         Meanwhile, news had reached Cromwell and his soldiers of a sudden and unexpected parliamentary victory in Ireland at Rathmines, just outside Dublin – a victory that shifted the winds of fortune, and convinced the English MPs that God was, once again, on their side.88 Determined to win Dublin from the parliamentarians, and anticipating that this was where Cromwell would land, Ormond had manoeuvred his troops and positioned them around the city, to the north and south. He had successfully stormed Rathfarnham Castle to the south of the city, wrenching it from parliamentary hands, and after also securing the ruined Baggotrath Castle, he was planning to refortify this to launch his attack on Dublin. In the morning of 2 August, Ormond had been resting in his tent at the Royalist camp at Rathmines. He was woken by stampeding horses and firing guns. Colonel Michael Jones, an Irish Protestant and the governor of Dublin, had planned a surprise morning attack and was advancing through the meadows and fields towards Rathmines. Ormond was not ready, and his men were dispersed on both sides of the River Liffey. In the battle that followed, Ormond lost about six hundred men, his artillery, a lot of money and his cabinet of letters and papers. A number of his Protestant soldiers defected to the parliamentary army, while others fled, including himself. It was a huge victory for the parliamentary army, and Ormond’s defeat was soon the subject of cruel satire. A fictional dialogue between a cavalier and a roundhead trundled off the Dublin presses, suggesting that instead of making sure his soldiers were safe, Ormond was apparently playing cards, or sporting ‘at Venus game’ – to which the godly roundhead replies that this mattered not, for it was God who brought about Ormond’s defeat, and Jones’s triumph.89 53

         God’s victory meant that Cromwell could now cross and land safely at Dublin. So, on 13 August, 130 ships turned their bows towards the coast of Ireland and sheeted in their sails. They were carrying more than ten thousand men, horses, artillery and plenty of corn.90 Not everyone wished the English soldiers and their commander a safe crossing. A disloyal subject bid Cromwell adieu with the following:

         
            
               Come yee grim Furies of the Stigian Lake,

               With hideous cryes, and make the welkin [heavens] shake,

               Rouze Charon up, winds, Seas, and all implore,

               To waft this Rebell to the Irish shore

               […]

            

            
               His Exits come, Ireland the Stage must be,

               Where he must act his latest Tragedie,

               Where he his life shall spend in discontent,

               And bid farewell to Englands Parliament.91

            

         

         Two days later Cromwell’s fleet anchored at Ringsend, on the mouth of the River Liffey just east of Dublin. On 15 August, Cromwell entered the city. A huge crowd had gathered to see him, and gunshots echoed around the walls. With his hat in his hand, Cromwell addressed the citizens: ‘All those whose hearts affection were reall for the carrying on of the great work against the barbarous and bloud thirsty Irish and the rest of their adherents and confederates for the propagating of the Gospell of Christ, the establishing of truth and peace, and restoring that bleeding Nation to its former happinesse and tranquillity, should’, he promised, and warned, ‘find favour and protection from the Parliament of England’.92 Not everyone in the crowd would have welcomed these words that 54talked about ‘restoring’ a happiness that had not existed in Ireland for a very, very long time. On 24 August, from Dublin Castle, Cromwell issued his ‘Declaration’ to ‘all Ireland’. In this, he promised that his soldiers would adhere to the articles of war, that they would not rob and pillage innocent and uninvolved civilians, who would not be hurt, but could continue to live peacefully in their homes, and would be able to sell their goods and wares to his soldiers and know that they would be paid promptly for them, as long as they were ‘behaving themselves peaceably and quietly’.93 It was for this that Parliament had advanced, at Cromwell’s insistence, the significant amount of cash, just before his ships left England.

         But, just a few days later, Cromwell and his troops reportedly reneged on these promises. Drogheda was an important port, thirty miles north of Dublin, situated on two raised banks on either side of the River Boyne. It was positioned between parliamentary Dublin and the province of Ulster, where English Protestant and Scottish Presbyterian migrant communities – both Royalist – were under the leadership of the Ulster Scot Hugh, third Viscount Montgomery. Ormond, who had returned north with extra troops after fleeing to Kilkenny following his disaster at Rathmines, had fortified Drogheda; reports called the town ‘impregnable’.94 Cromwell’s first move, then, would be to seize Drogheda. On 30 August, having despatched the artillery by sea, the army moved north, a force of more than twelve thousand men prepared to batter down the town’s high medieval walls. They marched with colours flying, drums beating and trumpets sounding – the threatening, but oddly ceremonial, noises of approaching war and death.95 Two battering guns and cannon were loaded off ships that had managed to sail up the Boyne. The guns were set up at the south-eastern corner of Drogheda, just next to St Mary’s Church. The city rejected Cromwell’s summons to surrender so the soldiers blasted the south wall 55until, by the evening of 10 September, they had made two openings. Late the next afternoon the holes were big enough for soldiers to clamber through. Trumpets and drums sounded the signal to storm. Behind the walls, inside the town, enemy soldiers waited in ready-made trenches in the streets. Nearly eight hundred parliamentary soldiers scaled the toppled medieval stones, but many were killed and they were forced to retreat. Further along, another possible entrance became choked with dead Royalist soldiers. So the parliamentarians tried again. Cromwell himself inspected the new breach and led his soldiers through the damaged city wall, shoving sweating horses through with them. This time, Cromwell’s soldiers overwhelmed the enemy behind, and got into the church. ‘God was pleased to animate them,’ Cromwell later reported.96

         The governor of Drogheda, Sir Arthur Aston, and about two hundred officers and soldiers had fled up to the fort on top of Mill Mount, a raised mound positioned just inside the walls of the city, in the bottom south-west corner. Aston was a one-legged veteran Royalist soldier. He had been governor of Oxford in the 1640s, where Charles I set up his court. It was Cromwell who gave the order to his men to ‘put them all to the Sword’, even though, supposedly, Aston and his men had dropped their arms.97 One report tells of Aston being beaten to death with his own wooden leg. According to Ormond, despite the promise of quarter to soldiers who had laid down their arms, his officers and soldiers heard the words ‘No quarter!’ echoing through the streets.98 In the rules of early modern warfare, if you refused to surrender you were refused quarter. As for those fleeing Drogheda, Cromwell ordered that no one who bore arms should be spared. But his soldiers could not be sure, amid the chaos and the terror, who bore arms and who did not. Many had fled up towers and into St Peter’s Church, scurrying up the steeple. On Cromwell’s order, the church was set on fire. 56From the inside, the appalling cry could be heard: ‘God damn me, God confound me; I burn, I burn.’ Cromwell wrote that he thought a hundred people died in that church. In the siege overall, Cromwell lost not quite one hundred of his men.99

         Drogheda had been cracked open like a ‘potter’s vessel’, reported one contemporary newsbook, invoking the book of Jeremiah.100 Drogheda was a lump of clay, and God was the potter who could make or destroy as he wished. The exact number of dead soldiers is unknown; accounts are contradictory. The parliamentary officer Colonel John Hewson wrote that ‘by any observation’ there must have been three thousand bodies lying in the streets of Drogheda, of whom he thought about 150 were his comrades. This must be, he concluded, the hand of God.101 In his letter home to Speaker Lenthall, written from his tent in a cold, damp field outside Dublin, Cromwell admitted to being ‘in the heat of action’. ‘I forbade them to spare any that were in Arms in the Town,’ he said, before adding ruefully, ‘I think that night they put to the sword about two thousand men.’ He then justified his actions: ‘I am persuaded that this is a righteous judgment of God upon these barbarous wretches … and that it will tend to prevent the effusion of blood for the future.’102 But there is evidence of a conscience being pricked here. In a later letter, also to Lenthall, Cromwell included a list of the ‘officers and soldiers slain at Drogheda’. At the end, following the final entry of ‘two thousand Five hundred Foot Soldiers, besides Staff-Officers, Chyrurgeons, &c’ is the terrible phrase: ‘and many inhabitants’.103 These civilians may have included unarmed men, possibly women too, and clergymen, both Catholic and Protestant, either shot at in error, or out of cruelty. Some time after the storming, Dean Nicholas Bernard, Royalist Protestant minister of St Peter’s Church, told his parishioners how Cromwell’s soldiers had deliberately fired through the windows of his own house.104 57

         London heard of the fall of Drogheda on 29 September. It was a significant victory for the republic’s army, and newsbooks continued to report on Drogheda well into October. Cromwell’s letter to Speaker Lenthall describing the siege in detail was printed, and made available for people to buy.105 Other accounts, rolling off Royalist presses, described sensationally how parliamentary soldiers killed with impunity, cutting off genitals and slices of flesh. Women and children were also said to have been among the slain. No evidence corroborates these claims.106 Defeated soldiers were shipped off to Barbados; some managed to escape; others were spared initially, some later killed. Among the men with Aston on Mill Mount was Edmund Verney, son of Sir Edmund Verney, who had raised the royal standard alongside Charles I at Nottingham in 1642. The young Edmund was the brother of Sir Ralph Verney, who had fought on the other side, for Parliament, and whose family memoirs describe a family divided by war. In Drogheda, Edmund was spared and granted quarter. Three days later, however, he was supposedly walking along with Cromwell when a Mr Ropier took him aside ‘in a pretence to speak with him’, and stabbed him to death.107

         With Drogheda fallen, the north of Ireland could be secured. News of the scale of the victory at Drogheda – the numbers of the dead – had spread quickly among Royalist troops, striking terror among them. Soldiers in Trim left in such haste that they abandoned their guns. Cromwell’s summons to the chief officer in Dundalk to surrender threatened the devastation visited on Drogheda:

         
            I offered mercy to the Garrison of Treedah [Drogheda], in sending the Governor a Summons before I attempted the taking of it. Which being refused brought their evil upon them. If you, being warned thereby, shall surrender your 58Garrison to the use of the Parliament of England, which by this I summon you to do, you may thereby prevent effusion of blood. If, upon refusing this Offer, that which you like not befalls you, you will know whom to blame.

         

         He then signed off, ‘Your servant, Oliver Cromwell’.108

         Cromwell marched his troops, many wounded and many sick, back to Dublin. After a week of replenishing supplies and appealing to Westminster for more food and men, the English army prepared to head south, through County Wicklow. They claimed Killingkerick and marched on through a bleak and desolated landscape towards the castle of Arklow, Ormond’s family seat, and then on to Limerick. On Cromwell’s approach, soldiers bolted like birds from a disturbed nest. Sometimes soldiers had time to set fire to the castles they abandoned; at other times they were too rushed to gather up their guns, ammunition and food, so all was left behind for Cromwell and his soldiers to take as their own. Cromwell installed some of his men in the castles, and marched steadily on. On Monday 1 October, about nine thousand troops reached Wexford, on the south-eastern coast.

         Wexford was a famous ‘seat of piracy’. It had been the base from which English ships had been attacked and plundered by Irish ships for years.109 It was Catholic, and Royalist. On 3 October, Cromwell issued a summons to the town’s commander-in-chief, Colonel David Sinnott. As in Drogheda, Cromwell’s command to surrender was so that ‘effusion of blood may bee prevented’ and the town preserved from ruin. He delivered an open threat: ‘By this offer, I hope itt will clearly appeare where the guilt will lye, if innocent persons should come to suffer with the nocent. I expect your speedye answare.’110 Sinnott refused to surrender and instead requested time to confer with Wexford’s mayor. Cromwell was 59annoyed by the delay: ‘I consider that your houses are better than our Tents,’ he snapped.111 Indeed, for it was wet and stormy that October. He rejected Sinnott’s offer to negotiate, seeing this as an appropriate option only if ‘things stand upon a more equall Foot’.112 Cromwell versus Wexford, with his nine thousand troops against Wexford’s fifteen hundred, was anything but equal. As Cromwell and Sinnott corresponded, Royalists abandoned the fort of Rosslare, which stood at the harbour mouth. It was here that the artillery and supplies were landed from the English ships that had sailed down the coast from Dublin, and from here that Cromwell’s cannon began to play against the earth-thickened walls of the castle. By noon on 11 October, three breaches had been made and the castle battlements beaten down. Sinnott asked to surrender, but Cromwell scoffed at his proposed terms, which included tolerance for Catholic clergy and permission for Royalist soldiers to march out with all their ammunition. He revised the terms. He would grant quarter to some soldiers, or let them go home, and take the officers as prisoners. The town would be preserved from plunder, and the townspeople protected. ‘I shall ingage my Self That noe violence shall bee offred to their Goods,’ he promised.113 But then events took a different turn.

         According to Cromwell, as the terms of surrender were being agreed, parliamentary soldiers occupied the castle and the enemy forces began to flee, scrambling over the high wall to the south and into the town. As the parliamentary soldiers saw this, they too scaled the walls of the town and, on meeting ‘stiffe resistance’ in the market square, put ‘all to the sword that came in their way’.114 This sent the townspeople into a panic, and they took flight by heading for the harbour walls: ‘Men, women, Officers, and Souldiers endeavoured to betake themselvs to fly over the water in Boats, for the safety of their lives,’ recorded an eyewitness.115 Many 60drowned as they tried to cross the river or escape in boats that were so overladen they sank in the harbour. In less than an hour the town was empty. Cromwell’s soldiers then ran amok through the deserted streets, taking what they could find, until Cromwell issued a proclamation ordering them to stop.

         For the writer of A Perfect and Particular Relation, divine revenge had finally been wrought on Wexford for the wrong done to Protestants there in the rebellion of 1641: ‘Here was a wonderfull providence seen in it. That when they were even on the brink to have conditions, it should be so marvellously denyed them. The hand of God was mightily in it; this town which was a seate of pyracy, and the ruine of many familyes in England, was thus justly met with.’116 Once again, as at Drogheda, civilians had become caught up in a siege and had been killed. Cromwell’s letter reported that not many fewer than two thousand Royalist soldiers died in all, of whom nearly three hundred drowned. This was compared to about twenty parliamentarian soldiers. We do not know how many ordinary men and women (even children?) also died. Writing to Lenthall, Cromwell admitted that the town was ruined and that the inhabitants had run away, but, like the author of A Perfect and Particular Relation, he attributed this to ‘an unexpected providence’. In the end, he believed that God had ‘brought a just judgement upon them’.117
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         By now winter was approaching, and the campaign would have to stop. As Cromwell turned further south, Cork and Kinsale dramatically switched allegiance and offered Cromwell and his troops quarter. From her house, Red Abbey, near Cork, the Royalist Lady Ann Fanshawe escaped in the middle of the night, having warned 61her husband, Richard, who was at Kinsale. She packed clothes, linen, £1,000 worth of gold and silver, as much household stuff as she could manage, and her husband’s papers. She then fled, pregnant, on two horses shared between herself, her sister, her little daughter, three maids and two men. She was in a ‘sad condition’ and in ‘perpetuall fear of being fetched back again’.118 But the parliamentary troops were sick. Cromwell had fallen ill at Ross, and most of his men were, he said, ‘fitter for an hospitall than the field’.119 The ‘country disease’ was among them, caught from hours of marching in cold, wet weather and wading in foul water. They were feverish, and short of breath. They had ‘loosness’ in the stomach, aching limbs and a violent cough.120 They made it to Youghal and set up camp there for the winter. In December, Cromwell’s friend and right-hand man, Colonel Michael Jones, who was suffering with the fever, died.

         With the new year came better weather, but unwelcome news from England. Parliament was urging Cromwell to return home, luring him with the promise of access to former royal palaces and gardens. Cromwell ignored his masters’ summons, and pressed on. Kilkenny, the seat of the confederate supreme council, was still not captured. At the end of March, after two days of attack, Walter Butler, left in charge of Kilkenny Castle when Ormond fled, was forced to surrender. Clonmel, another confederate stronghold in the south of Ireland, fell in May after a difficult siege during which many soldiers on both sides died. Before he left Ireland in May, Cromwell handed over the nearly tamed kingdom to his son-in-law Henry Ireton, who became lord deputy. Cromwell set sail for England, in a new ship called the President. He never saw Ireland again. It was his successors who completed the conquest. Henry Ireton died in Limerick in 1651, but he was succeeded by his widow’s new husband, the army 62officer Charles Fleetwood. By 1653, all of Ireland was conquered and the confederates surrendered. Ormond, meanwhile, made his way into exile and found Charles II in Paris. Charles II never did sail from Jersey to join those fighting in his name.

         After a choppy, three-day crossing in late May, Cromwell docked at Bristol. He was greeted as a hero. Guns were fired three times to mark his safe return, and as he travelled east to London he was saluted by Members of Parliament, councillors of state, army officers and bystanders. His wife met him at Windsor on 1 June, as did Bulstrode Whitelocke, who asked Cromwell about his son, James, who had volunteered to serve in Ireland. Cromwell was able to reassure his friend of James’s courage and ‘sobriety’ on the Irish battlefield.121 At Hyde Park Corner, guns were shot before Cromwell turned down towards Whitehall which, so the newly launched newsbook Mercurius Politicus tells us, was thronging with crowds.122 A grateful Parliament granted Cromwell and his family lodgings in the Cockpit opposite Whitehall, formerly used by Henry VIII for entertainments. Cromwell was also given the use of St James’s House, Spring Gardens and St James’s Park.123

         Confronted by all the pomp, Cromwell is said to have put on a show of humility – such ostentatious display was not to his taste, but he would acknowledge it and not be ungrateful. He made sure, once again, to point out that the victories in Ireland were God’s, and not his. There was no mention of Cromwell’s ruthlessness, or of the civilian deaths in Drogheda and Wexford. Parliament, too, acknowledged the mysterious hand of God, while Royalists mocked their powerful providential logic, finding what the parliamentarians called ‘necessities’ ‘specious’.124 On 4 June, Cromwell’s first day back in the Commons chamber, he was given ‘hearty thanks’ by Speaker Lenthall, on behalf of Parliament, for ‘those great and strange Works, which God hath wrought by him, as the Instrument’.125 63

         A portrait by Robert Walker from this year shows Cromwell as a formidable commander. His linen collar is white and crisp against his gleaming, silvery armour, a grey silk sash is tied carefully around his waist, his hand rests on a sword, his brow is furrowed. His mid-length, brown wavy hair has a hint of the cavalier.126 As God’s instrument, Cromwell was now central to consolidating the next phase of England’s republic. He had crushed Ireland; Scotland was next.
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         Cromwell’s behaviour in Ireland has never been forgotten or forgiven. Still, in parts of Ireland, people speak of the curse of Cromwell. There is often a sharp intake of breath when his name is mentioned. The towns of Drogheda and Wexford will be forever associated with the civilian blood spilt there. Colonial administrators under Elizabeth I behaved brutally when they crushed Ireland in the 1590s, but it is Cromwell who is loathed. The scale of the losses at Drogheda and Wexford was huge, and many ordinary people evidently died. But that Cromwell purposefully oversaw a massacre of civilians cannot be safely claimed. Appallingly, Cromwell’s view of the Irish as barbaric bloodthirsty rebels, following their treatment of Protestants in 1641, and his firm belief that the English had a right to rule over them and a duty to spread the gospel, were shared by many back home. In February 1650, the chaplain John Owen preached before Members of Parliament as they observed a day of humiliation and thanks. He had just returned from the campaign and he urged the MPs to ‘do your utmost for the preaching of the Gospel in Ireland’, because ‘they want it’. ‘The land mourneth’, he went on, and the Irish ‘cry out of their darkness’.127 In January 641650, Cromwell issued a long and scathing declaration to the Irish. It was the godly English against the popish Irish, and the heretics would be punished with blood:

         
            You are a part of Antichrist, whose Kingdome the Scripture so expresly speakes should be layed in blood, yea in the blood of the Saints; you have shed great store of it already; And ere it be long, you must all of you have blood to drinke; even the dreggs of the cup of the fury and wrath of God, which will be powred out unto you.128

         

         With his characteristic repetitive flourish, Cromwell warned:

         
            We come to aske an account of the innocent blood hath bin shed, and to endeavour to bring them to an account (by the blessing & presence of the Almighty, in whom alone is our hope and strength) who by appearing in Armes seeke to justifie the same. We come to breake the power of a Company of lawlesse Rebells, who having cast off the authority of England, live as enemies to humaine societie … We come (by the assistance of God) to hold forth and maintain the lustre & glory of English liberty in a nation where we have an undoubted right to doe it.

         

         This was, at the time, perceived to be a legitimate justification for war. It did not follow that killing with impunity and abandon was also considered legitimate (even if this did, regretfully, happen at Drogheda and Wexford). In the same declaration, Cromwell denied killing any unarmed Irishmen or women: ‘Give us an instance of one man since my coming into Ireland, not in Armes, massacred, destroyed or banished,’ he challenged.129 65

         The deaths and losses in Ireland following the invasion of 1649 were catastrophic. Many more died in these wars than had died in the English civil wars of the 1640s – if not from the fighting, then from subsequent plague and starvation. During the 1650s, England’s Parliament passed a series of acts that would utterly transform Ireland and entrench the view that prevailed: that Cromwell was to blame. These parliamentary acts set out how Catholic and Protestant Royalists would be punished – the original Ulster rebel from 1641, Phelim O’Neill, was hanged, drawn and quartered – and how their lands would be confiscated and redistributed among those who had fought for the Commonwealth, those who pledged loyalty to the Commonwealth, and those Englishmen and women keen to relocate to Ireland and own land (known as the ‘adventurers’). The result was that Irish Catholics who once owned 60 per cent of the land were left with 20 per cent, and pushed out to the western counties. As Thomas Cobbes wrote, in his poem ‘upon’ Cromwell: ‘Our land they’ve robbed, and turned churches to stables.’130 But Cromwell, once he had left Ireland, was not solely responsible. There are instances of him intervening, and calling for more moderate treatment of both Royalist Protestants and Catholics in Ireland.131 Henry Ireton, and then Charles Fleetwood, followed later still by Cromwell’s son Henry, together with a host of commissioners in Dublin and committee members in Westminster, were all involved with the land and religious policies that decimated Ireland and its people, uprooting many, and scattering others overseas.132 While Cromwell played a significant part, he did not act alone, and not always in the ways history has chosen to remember. At the end of this first eventful year of the republic, Cromwell’s might and potential for brutality were clear. He was, as the poet Andrew Marvell foresaw, likely to prove ‘climacteric’. But, at least for now, he was ‘still in the Republic’s hand’.133 66
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