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The execution of Charles I, 30 January 1649.
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It is certain that not a drop of rain falls without the express command of God.





John Calvin, Institutes


As a young pupil, it would have been interesting to learn why the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland had a Royal Navy and a Royal Air Force, but an apparently non-royal army. It was just the ‘Army’. Did this reflect some subtle class distinction given military meaning or was it perhaps a temporary designation while it waited for the return of royal patronage? Yet the years went by and nothing in the army’s title changed. It was only later that the penny dropped with the knowledge that this title, rather than the result of oversight, was in fact the consequence of a part of history in which a professional body of military men became intimately involved in a type of British state that was experienced neither before nor since.


The period between the defeat of the royalist army at Naseby and the Restoration of the monarchy with Charles II encompassed a series of experiments in the governance of the British Isles and Ireland as the victors of the civil wars groped for a settlement that would ensure peace in the former realm. This quest was both religious and political in character, for the wars had been as much about rival interpretations of Protestantism as a challenge to monarchical authority in the early modern state. An interval which witnessed the emergence of the army as the primary arbiter of government coincided with an extraordinary catharsis of religious belief and the consummation of the passions ignited by the Reformation. It was also a time in which the quasi-military political culture to which the civil wars gave rise brought a new and harsher edge to acts of British colonisation that some argue marked the true beginnings of the British Empire. Indeed, that span of a mere fifteen years is arguably one of the most dynamic periods of modern British history. The discredit to which Charles I had brought the institution of monarchy, and the fierce intensity that characterised the later stages of the civil wars pointed to a fundamental change in the future governance of the British Isles and Ireland. The time had seemed ripe for a new order resting on a bedrock of the ‘godly’ and sanctioned by an Almighty who had already delivered providential military victories for the future makers of the Republic.


The dynamic of the republican era can seem chaotic. In an effort to marshal some sense of order from the frequently shifting kaleidoscope, a number of accounts are coloured by attempts to precisely define the ‘revolutionary’ demographic that populated this extraordinary epoch. This is particularly true of narratives that err towards a determinist view of history, often based on the perceived clash of class and economic interests. Yet classifications such as the ‘natural classes of government’ and the ‘emerging middle class’ are rarely if ever found in sources of the period. Contemporary chroniclers, like the royalist Edward Hyde, refer more enigmatically to persons of ‘quality’ and ‘degree’. Further subdivisions into Presbyterians, Independents and Commonwealthsmen are more helpful in understanding the motivations of the protagonists of the period, and were terms used by contemporaries. But the strands of religious and political thought that they are assumed to define distinctly often blurred and frequently merged. Across them all fell the shadow of the sword.


The stage-set of the period was populated by a cast of colourful characters who frequently belie the drab hues in which it was subsequently painted by some historians. There were poets and social reformers as well as princes, soldiers and religious fanatics. These individuals, often with a great deal of moral and physical courage, redefined what it meant to be devout, made proposals for the further evolution of the state and articulated a philosophy of the community of citizens that is of continued relevance to modern institutions. But in their common attachment to the idea of a citizenry under God, they were far less revolutionary than radical. Political debate was most frequently articulated and settled by reference to Scripture. It was also an era in which the spread of literacy saw the emergence of a distinctive female voice in a society where the primacy of men over women was held to be axiomatic. The contemporary diaries, letters and poems of the likes of the Puritan Lucy Hutchinson, the royalist Ann, Lady Fanshawe, the ‘matchless Orinda’ and the uncrowned Queen Henrietta Maria reveal an acute sensibility about the tenor of the times and the motivations of the protagonists. Unlike the memoirs of some of the male participants that were written up long after the events they described, a number of the women capture the vigour and immediacy of the events as they were unfolding.


Central to an understanding of this dynamic period is the professional fighting force brought into being as the New Model Army in 1645. It was fundamental to the success of the parliamentary cause in the civil wars and provided a bulwark and arsenal to the new regime. But the ethos and needs of the soldiers (particularly as regards to arrears of pay and indemnification for their acts of ‘rebellion’) increasingly came into conflict with those of the civil state. The spiritual orientation of troops, which was so important to both their morale and sense of identity, contributed to the friction in the nations’ religious arrangements as the civil authorities tried to square the circle between public conformity, and personal belief and conscience. Although the direct intervention of the army in politics in 1647 and again in late 1648 led ineluctably to the execution of the king, the temperament and conservatism of its commander, Sir Thomas Fairfax, ensured that the architecture of the new state was largely left in the hands of the civilians. The further deployment of the army after the defeat of the royalists in the second civil war was as much driven by the civil establishment’s desire to keep it at arm’s length as to any incipient imperial design. Yet despite the decisive military victories that ushered the Republic into being, the subsequent interventions of the army in politics, and the rule of the major-generals, merely confirmed the unsuitability of soldiers to be the principal source of governance in an overwhelmingly civil state.


Above these developments loomed the presence of one man: Oliver Cromwell. From relative provincial obscurity he emerged as one of the ablest of the commanders of the parliamentary forces during the civil wars, a reputation that was cemented during the early years of the Republic and which ensured his authority over the political and constitutional developments that followed. His ascendancy in the new regime owed everything to his prowess as a soldier and military tactician, and his reputation is in no way diminished by the occasional ineptitude of his opponents. Yet, Cromwell was an inadequate politician whose religious zeal arguably clouded his practical judgement in matters of statecraft. His ambivalence towards many of the aspects of the regime that he had helped to create, and the division of his loyalties between the army and the civil state of the Republic, ultimately proved to be fatal to its survival. Despite his powerful personality, martial reputation and strongly expressed faith in God, he could be indecisive and his public utterances clouded by imprecision. Cromwell is perhaps best understood as a pious layman turned professional soldier who found himself in charge of a counter-revolution against the refined absolutism of the early Stuart state, a role for which he was intellectually unprepared and temperamentally unsuited.


That the Republic gave way to the Restoration of Charles II owes less to the shortcomings of Cromwell’s successor, his eldest son Richard, than to the father’s failure to embed the state that emerged from the civil wars. It also owed much to the enduring appeal of monarchy, which seems highly paradoxical in view of the signal failure of the early Stuarts to consolidate the Elizabethan regime that they inherited, and the political and religious crises which they provoked. The resultant civil wars were fought, in part, over radical and unacceptable concepts of constitutional authority, ecclesiastical hierarchy and royal governance promoted by Charles I and his court. It says much for the tenacity and guile of his son that the Restoration happened with what in hindsight seems so little ado. By contrast to the many resources enjoyed by the Republic, the future Charles II played a weak hand with considerable adroitness. Physically brave and morally adaptable he kept the monarchical claims of his dynasty alive and the early Republic on its toes. By holding out the prospect of a restoration light on revenge (at least in England) with limited restitution of his father’s state, he ensured a return of the British Isles and Ireland to a Stuart monarchy, an event which for many years had seemed highly improbable.


The condition of both Ireland and Scotland during this period is also critical to an understanding of it. After its defeat at the battle of Worcester in 1651, most general accounts see Scotland retreating into mist. Its role in the advent of the Republic is rich in paradox. Scotland had given rise to the Stuart monarchy of the British Isles and Ireland, while also being at the epicentre of later resistance to it. In contrast to the forces arranged against the regime of Charles I in England, the agenda of those who opposed the king in Scotland was overwhelmingly religious. It is not possible to conceive of a parliamentary victory in the first civil war without the military support provided by the Scots. But by turning on the new regime they had inadvertently done so much to install, the Scots irretrievably lost the opportunity to preserve an independent state. Barricaded behind a wall of religious certitude that clouded reasoned judgement, the controlling Scottish elite fatally overestimated its ability to dominate events. In the military campaigns that ended in defeats at the battles of Preston, Dunbar and Worcester, Scotland serially gambled with the future of its distinctive polity and lost.


In contrast, by the time the fighting ended on mainland British soil in 1648, Ireland had achieved something very near to self-rule and had come close to neutralising the political hold of the Anglo-Scottish colonists. Its history during the republican period is chiefly recalled for the sackings of Drogheda and Wexford, and for a rare bloody nose the Irish gave to the soldiers of the New Model Army in Munster. The actions of Cromwell, and the regime which gave his ten-month military campaign sanction, have been described as deplorable but somehow anomalous. Yet the record showed the ruthless intent that lay behind the civilians’ blueprint for a land considered ripe only for exploitation by the victors, manifested in the acceleration of the ethnic cleansing that became official republican policy in the years immediately following the conclusion of Cromwell’s campaign.


Earlier narratives of the Stuart and republican epoch tended to concentrate on the protagonists grouped towards the apex of society, whether at the local or national level. Certainly, the period cannot be understood without a grasp of the religious, cultural and political sensibilities of the elites whose power rested on economic dominance, the ownership of land, religious orientation and complex webs of patronage. In an effort to rebalance the traditional understanding of the period, more attention has been focused on activity at the base of society, and the rapid advance of literacy during the period has furnished rich sources of evidence in the pamphlets and diaries of the time. The Levellers were certainly of their time rather than ahead of it, and much of their activity can be understood as that of a protest movement against the injustices thrown up by the wars. They called for social improvement and political representation for those citizens (and there were many) who had suffered so grievously from the fighting and who had been poorly served by the institutions that were supposed to protect them. As a protest movement, the Levellers also gave an organised voice to women, and it is perhaps this that gives their activities such significance. But they have arguably generated a level of political interest somewhat out of proportion to their contemporary impact, a possible consequence of their appropriation as exemplars by the modern-day British Left. Their programme certainly amplified the political dimension of the civil wars, and their demands that rulers be accountable provided a rudimentary blueprint for the democracy that was later to emerge on the mainland British Isles. Yet their brief span of activities caused too much friction at a time when the elites on the winning side were struggling to deliver a settlement. Crucially, their threat to the good order and discipline of the New Model Army, which was anyway preoccupied with more material matters such as pay and re-employment after disbandment, ensured that they were ruthlessly suppressed.


In contrast to the Levellers, in recent years more attention has attached to the role and impact of the independent religious congregations and ‘sects’, to the millenarianism of groups such as the Fifth Monarchists and the emergence of the religious dissenters whose cultural and spiritual character continues to be felt today. The religious context of the period was much more pertinent to the daily lives of people of all classes than the additional political imperatives identified by the Levellers. People were more interested in the quality of their parish priest than abstract constitutional principles. Faith also informed the distinctive cultural character of the period. There was a ‘determinist’ narrative in seventeenth-century Britain, but it was a religious one founded on the belief that society was divided between the damned and the saved, that nothing one did on Earth could alter one’s fate in the afterlife and that God’s providence was the ultimate arbiter in human affairs.


Faith dominated allegiance, and one of the overarching themes of the period is the attempt to reconcile the energy released by the Reformation with the loyalty demanded of the citizenry if the political state were to be a settled one. It was also religious belief and practice that undermined the stamina of the republican political state and poisoned relations between the constituent nations of the British Isles and Ireland. While Cromwell himself exhibited a high degree of toleration of the strands of Protestantism that discomfited many of his contemporaries, the regime of the ‘godly’ coincided with a period of aggressive cultural suppression and draconian economic reallocation in Ireland, as well as a period of fierce intervention in Scotland that took on many of the characteristics of martial law. Ireland is often referred to as Great Britain’s first colony, but the concept of benign stewardship was wholly lacking in what was in essence a conquest that aimed to complete the earlier medieval invasions. The period bequeathed a legacy of cultural bitterness that still adds grit to the relations of the United Kingdom and Ireland today.
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‘To fight against the King’


Naseby
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The Lord of hosts is with us, the God of Jacob is our refuge.





Psalm 46


Shortly after first light on the morning of 14 June 1645 a small group of mounted officers and dragoons rode along a ridge about three-quarters of a mile to the north of an English Midlands hamlet called Naseby. A thick early morning mist had not yet cleared and in the limited visibility the soldiers’ faces displayed anxious impatience. In the still air they could hear the faint but unmistakable rumbling of thousands of hooves and feet drumming the ground with their movement. The most senior in the group was Sir Thomas Fairfax, a thirty-three-year-old Yorkshire gentleman who had been appointed to overall command of parliament’s largest force in the field. This had recently been reorganised as a professional fighting unit that became known to posterity as the New Model Army; the day ahead was to be the first real test of its worth. To the south of the little group, a force of about 14,000 men had been on the march towards them for over three hours, having been galvanised by regimental chaplains with prayers and psalms. Sir Thomas’s reconnaissance party was looking for the main body of the royalist army, the pickets of which his scouts had discovered the day before.


In fact, he was better informed about the relative positions of the two groups of forces than were his opponents; the night before, a council-of-war had taken place between the king and his senior officers and advisers at Market Harborough, at which there was some debate about how they should respond to the likely positions and intentions of the parliamentary army in their vicinity. Charles had already asked for reinforcement from the West Country but the royalist commander there, the argumentative and bibulous Lord Goring, had demurred. The king’s army numbered some 9,000 men, over half of which were cavalry under the command of his talented and opinionated nephew, Prince Rupert. Suspecting they might be outnumbered, the royalists faced an unpalatable choice: they could either withdraw northward and risk attack and defeat whilst on the move, or they could force an engagement against a potentially superior force in the hope of outmanoeuvring their opponents.


However, morale in the royalist lines was good. In one of the biggest royalist successes of the war so far, the town of Leicester had recently been invested and captured. Leicester had a thriving commercial economy based on the finishing of primary goods and it had provided a good weight of resource to the parliamentary side. In the aftermath of the siege, Charles’s victorious soldiers had enthusiastically plundered the traumatised civilian population on the losing side. Furthermore, their triumph was seen to have induced a sense of alarm amongst the more excitable in the parliamentary opposition in London, and Fairfax had been ordered to break off his own siege of the royalist capital at Oxford to engage with the threat. Yet the royalist commanders considered the formation that they were to face as unproven, and there had already been much scoffing about the ‘New Noddle’ army.


Indeed, a certain de haut en bas attitude towards the opposition had been one of the undisguised prejudices of the royalist side throughout the war. Deprecating the perceived pretensions of those rebels who lacked ‘quality’ the royalist balladeer John Taylor (who was himself from a modest background) wrote:




A preacher’s work is not to geld a sow
Unseemly ’tis that a judge should milk a cow
A cobbler to a pulpit should not mount
Nor can an ass cast up a true account.1





The belief that they were defending the social order and the erroneous sense that the king’s army contained a preponderance of proper gentlemen gave its senior ranks a high degree of self-esteem, which was not always matched by military aptitude. They felt entitled to victory. Thus emboldened and in perhaps the most momentous military decision of the civil wars, the order was given by the king to give battle.


By eight o’clock in the morning the bulk of the royal army had taken up position on a small ridge to the north of the one on which Fairfax had earlier cantered. Today, a view of this position shows it barely distinguished by a small wood and clusters of farm buildings. On the king’s right flank stood cavalry under the command of Prince Rupert, while the centre of the line comprised infantry under Sir Jacob Astley, a large number of which were Welsh levies. The left flank of the royalist line consisted of another, but less dense, formation of cavalry recruited from the north country and commanded by Sir Marmaduke Langdale, an enormous man for his times, who stood over six feet tall. About 700 yards to their south, the larger mass of the New Model Army was laboriously drawing-up into battle formation. Fairfax had originally intended that his force should occupy the highest ground to the north of Naseby but had been dissuaded by his subordinate, and commander of the horse, Oliver Cromwell, who argued that such a commanding position would deter the enemy and thus deny the opportunity for a decisive encounter. Instead, the New Model Army drew up on slightly lower ground, in lines that extended for nearly a mile, although they still overlooked the royal formation further to their north.


By ten o’clock, the cavalry on the king’s right could barely contain their impatience. Men were starting to dismount to relieve themselves. The horses were padding the rough turf and to Prince Rupert’s subordinates the crab-like movements of their opponents seemed an opportunity, although they belied a larger force that they could not see in the folds of ground to the south-east. The order was given for the cavalry to advance. They did so, gathering speed as they started to gallop downhill across the pot-holed and fallow ground towards the cavalry that faced them on the New Model’s left wing. There was some irritating but largely ineffective flanking fire from dragoons that Cromwell had ordered to occupy hedgerows on the western side of the field of battle. Slowed by the uphill slope, the sweating mounts nonetheless crashed into the opposing formation of cavalry under the command of Cromwell’s future son-in-law, the lawyer Henry Ireton.


It was a powerful and determined assault and within half-an-hour, it looked as if the king’s army was about to bring off an improbable victory. In the slashing melee, Prince Rupert’s cavalry had the momentum; the New Model wing broke off and Ireton himself was briefly made a prisoner. Meanwhile, the royalist centre had advanced and was beginning to successfully engage the opposing infantry under the command of Philip Skippon, an experienced soldier who had cut his teeth in the war on the Continent between the Dutch and the Spanish. After an initial exchange of fire from cumbersome matchlock muskets that were as much a menace to friend as to foe, the perspiring hordes in their heavy wool, stiff leather and ironclad uniforms came together in a vicious press of pikes, swords and firearms swung as lethal clubs. Skippon was shot and wounded, but retained his power of command. The smell of sweat, dung and smoke rose above the ringing tumult of oaths, yells and the heavy breathing of adrenaline-fuelled exertion as the numerically inferior army of the king pressed its advantage.


Having broken Ireton’s cavalry, the royalist troopers then found themselves faced by those packed formations of New Model infantry which until now had been unobserved in the folds of ground behind Fairfax’s front line. Deterred by the dense mass of bristling and deadly pikes, Prince Rupert’s horsemen succumbed to the indiscipline they had shown at Marston Moor the previous year (a battle, the largest of the civil war to date, in which the royalists had been thoroughly worsted by a superior and better-led force). Instead of turning to support the royalist infantry on their now exposed flank, they galloped on in pursuit of the fleeing enemy cavalry that they could still see. Soon they were amongst the New Model Army’s rear echelon, whose baggage train provided another tempting distraction. With his elite cavalry out of command and over the horizon, the king was forced to watch as the army of Fairfax seized the initiative in a stunning counterattack led by Cromwell from the army’s right wing.


Taking full advantage of the downhill slope, Cromwell’s cavalry unit, his experienced ‘Ironsides’, gathered momentum before charging into the weaker body of cavalry commanded by the doughty Langdale. Having shot and cut their way through, they shortly began to invest the infantry in the royalist centre and completed an encirclement as Ireton’s residual troops pressed from the other flank. By the time that Prince Rupert’s exhausted trumpeters had recalled his exuberant troops to the main point of action, it was nearly over. The king, perhaps recalling the heroism of his royal predecessor at Bosworth, made to charge with his Life Guard to rally his surrounded troops but was roughly reined-in by a member of his entourage. The surviving members of his cavalry escaped, leaving the exhausted foot soldiers to fend for themselves. The last sight of the fight that Charles had was of his infantry crying for quarter in the middle of a blood-soaked Northamptonshire landscape.


By now though a battle-lust gripped the New Model soldiers who had come so close to death and defeat in the mid-morning, and with inhibitions released a vicious rampage ensued as they attacked the royalist baggage train gathered behind the lines to the rear. There were many women present among the wagons: wives, lovers, other camp followers and spectators. Amidst a terrible din of screaming, many were murdered or brutally mutilated by having their cheeks slashed and their noses cut. Shrieks in native Welsh were mistaken for the cries of the hated ‘popish’ Irish as the heavily armed soldiers scythed about them. As well as over 4,000 prisoners, a large quantity of cannon, powder, provisions and other valuables were captured, including the king’s gilded carriage. Inside was discovered a heap of his correspondence which his enemies wasted no time in publishing. Propaganda in the form of pamphlets was rapidly becoming one of the defining features of the era and The Kings Cabinet Opened glossed the apparent depths of the king’s perfidy against his subjects whilst adding another layer of angry righteousness to the cause of his opponents.


For the relieved and delighted commanders of the New Model Army, the battle was both a vindication of its existence and, they hoped, a turning point. In the twelve months before the battle, the royalist forces had faced ever mounting odds, yet had shown a surprising resilience. After the heavy defeat at Marston Moor, Charles’s forces had sprung back with the king himself leading his troops to victory and his opponent, the Earl of Essex, to total embarrassment at the battle of Lostwithiel in Cornwall in late August 1644. A royalist army also survived a mauling by a force twice its size at the second battle of Newbury in the autumn of the same year. Whilst parliament had the support of the most economically dominant towns and regions of the realm, and had almost complete control of the nation’s coastline, the king could still count on resources in the Midlands, Lancashire, Wales and the West Country, and a large army in Ireland. He also held the port of Bristol and the strategically important town of Chester.


Thus by the end of the year, serious dissensions were breaking out in the parliamentary ranks about the conduct of the war and the inability of their side to land the decisive blow. With victory seemingly out of reach, those who favoured a negotiated settlement were far more persuasive; even those militants who had been at the genesis of the dispute with the king had come around to this point of view. These included Sir Arthur Hesilrige, a survivor of a group of five MPs whose attempted arrest by the king in person had provided some useful kindling for the conflagration of war in England. Yet safely installed behind his fortifications at Oxford, the king’s responses to peace terms, discussed over a period of desultory negotiation at Uxbridge, offered little hope of a settlement. Meanwhile, against a background of increasing rates of desertion and instances of mutiny at places such as Leatherhead and Henley, the parliamentary high command came under mounting criticism for its apparent lack of zeal in closing out the struggle against the royalists in the field.


On the parliamentary side, the strategic direction of the war was in the hands of the Committee of Both Kingdoms. This was an Anglo-Scottish body composed of seven noblemen, fourteen English MPs and four representatives from north of the border. It had been formed in the wake of the Solemn League and Covenant, the formal compact made between Charles’s opponents in the two realms in the autumn of 1643. A number of its members also held commands in the field, which meant that the Committee found it difficult to provide a consistent level of dispassionate oversight and co-ordination of the campaign against the king. Operationally, the conduct of parliament’s military initiatives were in the hands of the commanders on the ground, the most senior of whom was Robert Devereux, the Earl of Essex. A somewhat prickly old Etonian of stout appearance and an alumnus of Oxford University, Essex was the heir to his treasonable father, who had been executed for rebellion against Elizabeth I. It was perhaps this legacy and his keen awareness of his rank that informed the earl’s understanding of his political responsibilities during the civil war in England that broke out in the summer of 1642. Whatever his limitations as a commander however, he enjoyed immense prestige. In the opinion of the chronicler and royal counsellor Edward Hyde, by no means an unbiased judge, Essex had been so central to the opposition to the king ‘that they owed not more to the power and reputation of parliament than to his sole name and credit: the being able to raise an army, and conducting it to fight against the King, was purely due to him, and the effect of his power’.2


Nonetheless, Essex became strongly associated with that cadre in the parliamentary ranks that wanted to come to terms with the monarch, and his undistinguished record in the field was further highlighted by the reversals received by his army in the West Country in the autumn of 1644. His apparent want of energy and enthusiasm in a conflict that was turning by degrees bitter and vicious, was critically noted. His fellow nobleman and commander of parliamentary forces from London to the Wash, Edward Montagu, the Earl of Manchester, came in for similar disapprobation. Hyde noted, perhaps by way of contrast to Essex, that Manchester was of a gentle and generous nature, and had clear reverence for the person of the king. For critics however, the war effort against the royalists was led by men whose hearts were not really in it.


In contrast to its later period, the military operations of the first years of the civil wars were conducted in an atmosphere of relative diffidence by the protagonists. One reason was the complementary social rank and assumptions of the leading members of each side. The names of commoners such as Pym and Hampden have come down in history and lore as prime movers in the clash between absolute and representative rule, between king and Commons and between autocracy and the Common Law. In fact, it was the noble grandees (particularly those of a strong religious conviction), fulfilling what they regarded as their ancient role as restraints on the monarch, who were the vanguard of the initial resistance to Charles I in both England and Scotland. This is unsurprising given their prestige, wealth and powers of patronage both at court and in the composition of the representative assemblies of each country. The Scottish nobility had been the first signatories of the Covenant (which bound its adherents to defend what was asserted as the ‘true’ Protestant faith) in 1638. In England, it was the Earl of Essex, together with the Earls of Northumberland, Pembroke, Holland and Viscount Saye and Sele, who were appointed to lead parliament’s Committee of Safety formed in the summer of 1642 when a peaceful accommodation with His Majesty was still earnestly desired.3 Amongst the elites there was little desire to remove the king, still less the institution of monarchy or the hierarchical nature of a polity based on social rank. In Behemoth, his history of the Long Parliament which lasted from 1640 until 1660, the philosopher Thomas Hobbes pithily described the stand-off: ‘there was no blood shed: they shot at one another nothing but paper’.4 But then the king raised his standard at Nottingham, thereby formally declaring war on all his subjects.


Yet the prosecution of a successful modern war of manoeuvre using firearms and artillery was hampered by the quasi-medieval methods of raising and sustaining an army in the field. The private and mercenary armies of the feudal period had given way to a system of militia, whereby localities that roughly corresponded to modern county boundaries took responsibility for the raising of forces in times of national danger. Controlled by civilians, these were complemented by levies raised from the larger towns, of which the most important by far was London. The urban and county militias were often referred to as ‘trained bands’, a somewhat misleading title given they were mostly composed of unenthusiastic amateurs who preferred to make a living rather than make history. It was the ultimate control of these militias that formed one of the biggest bones of contention between the king and parliament, and which frustrated attempts at reconciliation between them.


However, the poor potential of the militia was rapidly revealed by the exigencies of civil war. It proved hard for each side to deploy locally raised troops in a national campaign for a sustained period, although in this regard parliament was to gain a decisive advantage with the support of Scottish troops, who seemed more inclined to fight further from their homes. Desertions were rife as the soldiery drifted back to their localities, driven by the demands of family, the seasons and other commitments. A parliamentary committee ruefully acknowledged that, ‘We know they are men of trade and employment and cannot well be absent from their occasions.’ By far the biggest source of discontent and desertion, however, was pay, the lack or delay of which was a factor that has been much underrated as a dynamic of individual motivation and collective success during the period. It was thus the somewhat ephemeral nature of the opposing armies that gave the earlier years of the first civil war their episodic quality.


While Scotland had proved to be a fertile source for the recruitment of soldiers and officers to the protagonists in the Thirty Years War, the military culture of England was far less well developed. Apart from some bloody, and largely unsuccessful, Elizabethan excursions against the Irish, English land forces were of much reduced significance after the dynastic struggles of the fifteenth century and Henry VIII’s campaign against the Scots. The martial ambitions of the British state had been constrained by regal caution, the limitations of finance and the natural barrier conferred by its island status. A number of individual Englishmen, such as Skippon, had served with distinction abroad, but if the rheumy eyes of chair-bound warriors had been cast back in the early years of the 1640s, they would have as likely fallen on the naval exploits of Sir Francis Drake as on the land campaigns of Henry V, Edward IV or the Black Prince. In contrast to the gigantic military struggles on the continent of Europe during the post-Reformation period, the clashes on British soil seem puny. By the time the opposing forces of the first civil war had lined up for their first major engagement in England at Edgehill in late October 1642, the rest of Europe had been consumed by warfare for nearly a quarter of a century. Almost three times as many troops were deployed by King Gustavus Adolphus at his great victory over the Imperial armies at Breitenfeld in 1631 as the total of both sides sent into action at Edgehill, and the number of fatal casualties sustained by both sides on the Saxon plain dwarfed those killed, maimed or made prisoner under the faint autumn sun in Warwickshire.


The lack of a professional martial ethic showed in other ways too. While contemporary accounts are full of the ferocity of the fighting, many also describe the amateurishness and unpreparedness on both sides that has beguiled future generations. Amongst the forces assembled by parliament were the ‘old decayed serving men and tapsters’, roundly derided following their poor showing in battle at Edgehill. There are the tales of occasional chivalry and courtesy: defeated royalist garrisons being allowed to march out under regimental colours and with their side arms, and the gentlemanly correspondence between the parliamentary commander Sir William Waller and his friend and royalist opponent, Sir Ralph Hopton. Even the pre-war paintings of the aristocracy by Van Dyck manage to make the wearing of military uniform look vaguely camp.


Yet it was not just the elite at the national level that contained too many faux soldiers. Far away from the National Gallery where these Van Dycks hang is St Chad’s Church, the site of which is mentioned in the Domesday Book. It sits in the little village of Farndon in southwest Cheshire. At the time of the civil wars the surrounding area had a royalist disposition and the church was damaged in the fighting. Today, in the Barnston Chapel can be seen some stained-glass windows which portray royalist troops, who were at the sharp end, in all their finery too. There is Sir William Mainwaring with his long hair, floppy feathered hat, wide silk sash hung from his shoulder and leather boots with their fashionable open brim below the knee. He carries a short staff, perhaps to give emphasis to his rank. Elsewhere is a daintily clad drummer and a glass image of William Barnston with similarly flamboyant headwear, a somewhat complacent smile and a neat goatee beard. He has a sash around his midriff and carries an ornate halberd that looks as if it has a ceremonial rather than military function. All have the wide, white, turn-down ruff or collar which was such a common feature of civilian and military dress during the period, and all are armed with swords. None look even remotely menacing.


By the winter of 1644 the bloody and frequently amateurish encounters had produced a stalemate which had sapped the will of many of the protagonists on the parliamentary side, and an atmosphere of desperation became almost tangible. The lack of decisive success caused a spiritual loss of confidence amongst the MPs. Were they perhaps being punished by God for the sins of presumption and covetousness in taking on the king? As the war had lengthened, so the consequences of defeat seemed greater and the senior commanders, the Earls of Essex and Manchester, were inclined to cut parliament’s losses. On the other hand, the increased ferocity of the fighting and the apparent intransigence shown by otherwise weakened royalists made others more determined than ever to win; there was no point in going backwards.


One of the most outspoken exponents of this position was the cavalry commander and MP for Cambridge. Now aged forty-five, Oliver Cromwell had been an early opponent of the personal rule, but not amongst the first rank of the parliamentary leaders. His background was relatively modest – indeed, he had suffered a severe diminution of his circumstances and social status in his thirties, and was only financially rescued by the death of his wife’s uncle. As an MP, he lacked a deep source of well-connected patrons and had already fallen out with the powerful Montagu family even before he joined the Eastern Association (then the largest of the military units deployed against the king), commanded by its scion, the Earl of Manchester. But he was a man with a profound belief in God’s providence and the hand of the Almighty in human affairs, and although this was hardly an exceptional bias for the times in which he lived, the Huntingdon squire was particularly energised by it. He lived in an age when individual religious witness was rapidly becoming a mark of social distinction – faith in God was itself a divine and very personal gift from the Almighty, without which it was impossible to achieve salvation. Those that had it were of the Elect, which can perhaps explain the ecstasy with which many like Cromwell articulated their beliefs. In Cromwell’s case, God’s grace provided rich compensation for the lack of grandeur in his earthly background and for the other challenges, both spiritual and material, that he had faced as a younger man. Despite, or perhaps even because of that, he was no snob and had a powerful if sometimes domineering charisma. This contributed to his manifest ability to both inspire and motivate those under his command, and he had found tactical success in the field as a cavalryman where others had struggled.


Cromwell’s experiences in battle in command of his ‘Ironsides’ fostered his conviction that neither social background nor denominational faith were impediments to successful endeavour, and he had little sympathy with those who insisted on obedience to their own religious manners. To him, ‘Presbyterians, Independents, all have the same spirit of faith and prayer; the same presence and answer; they agree here, know no names of difference: pity it should be otherwise anywhere.’5


The fact that he was the only son brought up in a household of sisters in an era when the lower status of women was an article of faith, was surely significant to the future development of his personality. Although immensely sure of his mind once made up, his fervent outbursts and strongly expressed opinions had an intimidating quality. His disposition to periods of brooding melancholy did not invite intimacy from any save his closest family and friends. Many of his publicly recorded statements are noted for their prolixity and frequent ambiguity; but they also reveal passionate intensity rather than great intellectual subtlety. He had a more instinctive understanding of the absolute than the relative. But his growing military reputation as a skilful and (above all) successful tactician meant that his views on the conduct of the fighting were highly influential. He now came forward as the leading sceptic of the direction of the war by publicly criticising his nominal superior, the Earl of Manchester.


The debilitated state of the forces of each side required radical action if one or the other was to prevail, and matters came to a head as 1644 drew to a close. Cromwell (who, as Hyde noted ‘had not yet arrived at the faculty of speaking with decency and temper’) launched a withering critique of his own side and accused the earl of a dereliction of duty that even hinted at cowardice.6 His assault was highly uncomfortable to many, but, in the current conditions, was persuasive enough. In December 1644, Zouch Tate, an MP for Northamptonshire, proposed in the House of Commons what was later to be known as the ‘Self-Denying Ordinance’. The measure required inter alia serving officers who were also members of either House of parliament to surrender their commissions. The ordinance did not preclude the reappointment of MPs whose martial ability was in no doubt, but it did lead to the replacement of the Earls of Manchester and Essex, whose command had been tainted by their perceived attitude and lack of decisive success. Some others, like Sir William Waller, took the opportunity to stand down from armed service voluntarily, exhausted and perhaps disillusioned by the turn the war was taking. The abnegation of the Self-Denying Ordinance gave the MPs both an opportunity to wash away the sin of their rebellion and a clean sheet for the military.


But it was also controversial. Some perceived that the ordinance would mean that the new force would be far less under the control of parliament than the existing army, composed mainly of the local militias and led (with varying degrees of competence) by local Presbyterian notables and other godly men of property. There was debate as to whether the soldiers should sign up to the prevailing religious agenda of the king’s opponents. It was agreed that officers and soldiers should take the Covenant which bound the English to their Scottish allies, but not that they should give the MPs a blank cheque by affirming a religious settlement that was still in the process of being decided. Further, the ordinance also had the effect of formalising the breach between the Commons and that large section of the House of Lords associated with the peace party.7


The peers made heavy work of passing a measure deemed to be of urgent military necessity. In a rhetorical swipe at Cromwell, the Earl of Manchester made a lengthy and cross speech in which he deprecated the aspersions that had been cast upon the integrity of the army’s aristocratic commanders. With a full measure of hauteur and injured pride, Manchester moaned, ‘I shall not plead my abilities to serve you, I shall only justifie my integrity in your service, which if any shall contradict, if they be such as have either known me, or seen my Actions . . . I doubt not but that they will (there) find such results as will give them occasion to ask me pardon for the injury they have done me.’8


Resentful that their traditional patronage over appointments had been usurped, their lordships also raised objections to fifty-one of the commissions planned by the new body’s commander.9 For the parliamentary cause, the man chosen to lead this new formation would be a pivotal decision. Among their own ranks, it had already been established that there was a dearth of the requisite qualities. In terms of his military record, the MP from Cambridge seemed an obvious choice. But Cromwell had already made his mark in other ways and had some influential enemies. He seemed altogether too self-righteously outspoken and argumentative, and he had quarrelled with his commanding officer and social superior. His religious views and apparent toleration of religious Nonconformity amongst his soldiers were also deeply suspect to many of his fellow MPs, while an earlier contretemps with parliament’s Scottish allies over their unbending attachment to their own version of the Protestant faith had caused friction in the Anglo-Scottish League. His whole personality and outlook seemed to make him an obvious risk if the new body was to cohere as an effective unit while remaining congenial to its political masters.


Instead, parliament turned to Sir Thomas Fairfax. Born in January 1612 and educated at Cambridge University, he was the elder son of Lord Ferdinando Fairfax, an influential north country nobleman who after service to the king against the Scots joined the parliamentary side and led its operations in Yorkshire. Fairfax and his father commanded formations at Marston Moor, a battle in which Sir Thomas’s younger brother Charles was killed, and in which he himself was badly wounded in the face. Somewhat taciturn and with a swarthy complexion complemented by a mane of jet hair, ‘Black Tom’ combined a dutiful disposition with a serious mind that was streaked by ambition. He showed a reverence for learning and was as ardent a bibliophile as he was determined a soldier. No zealot, his Protestant religious temperament was piously if unexceptionally expressed, unlike that of his wife Lady Anne, who was a staunch Presbyterian. Although his health gave him problems throughout his life, he was physically brave; his determination to be in the thick of the action had led to a series of injuries displayed on a body composed of livid scar tissue. But, as with Cromwell, there had been growing recognition of him as a skilful and resolute soldier who commanded the confidence and loyalty of his men.


Fairfax’s record, religious disposition and the influence of his family amongst the large group of Yorkshire MPs who had served under his father in the field, meant that he was well placed to assume a position of senior command. He had also attracted the attention of those MPs on the Committee of Both Kingdoms, such as Oliver St John and Henry Vane, who were amongst the most critical of the war effort under the Earl of Essex. Under the terms of the Self-Denying Ordinance, it helped that Fairfax was not himself an MP, although he was not lacking in political ruthlessness where matters of honour were at stake – his appointment to command of the New Model Army was preceded by the execution of Sir John Hotham, a fellow member of the Yorkshire gentry whom the Fairfax family had pursued for dereliction of duty and alleged treachery in the parliamentary cause at Hull. A skilled soldier who shared the social assumptions of his political masters, ‘Black Tom’ seemed to be an eminently sensible choice to lead the New Model Army.


To lend a degree of urgency and impetus to the formation of the new force before the royal forces could rally again, the MPs obtained an advance payment of £80,000 from the city authorities of London.10 The more ruthless intent behind the formation of the New Model Army was also shown in the commission given to Fairfax: for the first time, there was no reference to a requirement to protect the (sacred) person of the king. There was an ironic convention of rebellion against a sitting monarch such that it was the action of wicked advisers and councillors, rather than the sovereign himself, which gave rise to discontent. Indeed, so powerful was the hex associated with harming the actual person of His Majesty, that in those encounters in the civil wars where Charles was personally present, parliamentary troops had been seen to waver. Implicitly, the time for squeamishness had passed.


Organisationally, the regimental system of the New Model Army followed that of the various associations and militias that had formed the base of parliament’s forces in the regions; at its core was the Eastern Association that provided over half the land army available to the king’s opponents and which had been commanded by the Earl of Manchester. Plans were made for a smaller establishment of some 22,000 troops and agitation occurred amongst the cadre of surplus officers that were unable to find a position in the new force; some, like Colonel John Dalbier, a soldier of fortune who had served under Essex, were later to change sides to the service of the royalists. Recruitment of soldiers proved a more difficult task, particularly for the line infantry, and there were instances of disobedience amongst impressed men; recruits from Kent had to be escorted up the Thames under armed guard to their newly reorganised units. Critically, all soldiers were required for national service and to be deployed wherever directed, although this was understood to be on the mainland of the British Isles. The ad hoc sartorial arrangements were replaced by a uniform of red wool, Venetian scarlet being the cheapest pigment that could be bought in quantity. Better protection was given through the wider distribution amongst the troops of thick leather jerkins and metalled protection of head, neck, breast and thigh. The distinctive helmet with its face visor and jutting neck-guard worn by the cavalry recalled those of the Roman legions, and became an emblem of the wars and of the later Republic.


Some overdue attention was also given to training and skills, and The Souldiers Catechism was issued as a pocket-sized source of qualification and instruction. Different disciplines were refined to concentrate the hitherto disorderly battle drills of musketeers and dragoons. The pike-armed formation that so resembled the phalanx of the ancient world was perfected as a devastating obstacle to charging cavalry. Scales of pay were standardised across the whole army to remove the incentive for soldiers to enlist in areas where pay and conditions were superior. Initially, daily pay scales were set at 2 shillings for a cavalryman, 18 pennies for a dragoon and 8 pennies for a foot-soldier. In aggregate, the monthly cost of the New Model Army was estimated to be some £45,000. At rates that were barely competitive with those that could be commanded in civilian employment, particularly for the infantry, the issue of remuneration was to remain one of great practical and political significance, and was ultimately to curdle the relationship between the military and its civilian masters. But for the time being, England had its first professional national army.11


Effective and efficient armies do not however, arise from detailed plans on paper or the verbal commands of officers alone. Some individual units, such as the cavalry ‘Ironsides’ so admired by Prince Rupert, already had a strong esprit de corps based on fighting ability. Bonds of admiration and loyalty between officers and men had also been forged in other units ably commanded by experienced men like Philip Skippon, who was appointed sergeant-major general of the New Model Army, with responsibility for the infantry. But the royalist armies had some able and admired commanders too, and the relative skill and determination of the field officers of the New Model Army are only two factors in their ultimate victory. Some looking for a unifying ethos have alighted on the social composition of the new force. In Cromwell’s ‘plain russet-coated captain that knows what he fights for and loves what he knows’ has been perceived the military echelon of an emergent, aspiring, literate and skilled class, located somewhere between the lower levels of the proprietor class and the proletariat.12


Yet the royal armies were equally variegated as to social composition, albeit with an added Celtic twist. Certainly, the intention of Fairfax was that commission and promotion in the New Model Army would depend on ability and seniority rather than social rank; indeed, he turned down the recommendation of his own father, who attempted to win a command for an inexperienced protégé. But a positive bias in favour of those who lacked social distinction could not be inferred. Cromwell’s attitude was equally pragmatic: ‘It may be it provokes some spirits to see such plain men made captains of horse. It had been well that men of honour and birth had entered into these employments, but why do they not appear? Who would have hindered them? But since it was necessary the work must go on, better plain men than none.’13


Of greater significance was the religious radicalism of large sections of the officer corps at the New Model Army’s inception, which had also been a particular feature of the Eastern Association. Men such as Nathaniel Rich, Thomas Rainsborough, Thomas Harrison, John Pickering, Daniel Axtell, William Packer and the psalm-singing troops they led were to give the new formation a distinctive character that was unique in the post-medieval history of British men-at-arms.14 The New Model Army brought national organisational shape and recognition to a group of men whose motivation in taking up arms against the regime was highly influenced by their religious outlook and piety, and the ways in which they sought to give expression to it. Arguably, religious zeal generated a professional ethos and produced a powerful esprit de corps so that in time, and with each success, the New Model Army came to understand itself as doing the Almighty’s work. In an early encounter of the new formation near Taunton, a Captain of Horse called out ‘O fellow souldier, let us remember of God, and not fight in malice, but do his work, and leave the success to Him, and you shall see, through God’s mercy, we will stand close to you.’15 Therein were the sentiments of a powerful and tight-knit cadre of men which truly believed that their profession enjoyed divine sanction.


Unlike the Thirty Years War, which may be understood as a dynastic struggle which drew additional motive from religious differences and an emerging national awareness, the sources of the armed conflict in the British Isles and Ireland were primarily religious: in the melting pot of passions released by the progress of Church reformation in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries coalesced profound differences of opinion about the relationship between the state and the individual, and where each stood in relation to the Almighty. For a significant portion of the wealthier and more educated elements of society who had influence as well as conviction, the process of Church reformation never seemed to go far enough, and episodes of backsliding only increased their resolve to see change. At the very least they were determined to promote a life appropriate to the truly devout amongst their families, servants, employees and immediate communities. This demand for greater ‘purity’ gave this cohort its name, although its usage has come to be understood as pejorative.


Where his father had trod on these shifting sands with a degree of circumspection, Charles I had taken a more robust approach to the religious context of his rule. These were not simply matters of scriptural interpretation, Church organisation and the correct forms of worship in a Protestant ecclesia. In one of his first acts as the new king in 1625, Charles passed an Act of Revocation in Scotland that recalled, in return for modest compensation, all Church land and dues that had been disbursed amongst the laity since the time of James V. The progress of Church reformation in the British Isles and Ireland had been accompanied by a fundamental economic and political shift as resources previously owned by the Roman Catholic Church were transferred into the hands of the laity by a process of expropriation, patronage and other forms of redistribution. Existing elites amongst the nobility enjoyed further enrichment while the proprietor class gained commensurately in wealth, authority and political influence (particularly at the local level) at the expense of the former hierarchy. Any attempts to reverse or even modify this settlement risked more than religious disruption.


Charles I was a profoundly religious man too, and one who had a deep and abiding conscience; he was easily able to convince himself of his good intentions. In William Laud, his Archbishop of Canterbury, the king had found a kindred spirit whose approach to religious practice was appropriately solemn while favouring a more elevated aesthetic in matters of devotion. Laud’s attempts to achieve a uniformity of Protestant worship across the British Isles and Ireland overlay, nourished and swelled the other discontents that eventually erupted in war. In particular, they allowed the doubters and his opponents to portray his initiatives as a plan to move the realms in the direction of the great anti-Christ, Rome. Although the threat from Roman Catholic Spain held a strong place in popular imagination, Catholics by this time represented no more than a small fraction of the population of the mainland British Isles. At the time Charles acceded to his throne, their political, if not social, authority was minimal at the local level and more vestigial still at the national one. But later, it was easier to mobilise popular anxiety and rage through the vernacular of ‘popish’ plots, Marian martyrs, Irish armies and the threat to the island’s security than by reference to the more esoteric elements of Anglican worship and theology.


The great irony of Laud’s approach was that it was partly informed by his desire to head off the regrettable drift to Rome that had been observed in a number of high profile and aristocratic conversions at court. Charles too was a devout Protestant and his faith was perhaps the only point of friction in the close and loving relationship that he established with his French Catholic consort, Henrietta Maria. But her religious persuasion only fanned the flames of dissent, and the Roman Catholic rebellion that broke out in Ireland in 1641 turned suspicion into angry apprehension. The impact of the religious policies of Charles I and his archbishop, and the reaction they provoked, long outlived the execution of both. Perhaps the most powerful social dynamic of the Reformation was the way in which it leveraged the growing literacy amongst the populations of Europe and promoted a culture of popular accessibility to religion through the reading of Scripture that had arguably been lost by the more hierarchical Roman Catholic tradition. Its very success created the vibrancy that spawned the multifarious strands of Protestant faith, whose adherents increasingly came to claim them as authentic.


Laud’s reforms seemed to challenge this accessibility: a new and inflexible service order and altar rails, the wider use of clerical vestments, a more elaborate liturgy and an intolerance of any who questioned the new dispensation, all suggested an authoritarian and exclusive Church. They also challenged the more intellectual approach to devotion of the Puritans. Above all, the revival of attempts to reassert the authority of an elite ecclesiastical hierarchy at the expense of the laity ran counter to the conception of a religious state based on an English variant of the presbytery of Calvin’s Geneva held by a large proportion of the elites. Some voted with their feet: over the period of Charles’s personal rule when parliament was in abeyance, many joined co-religionists by emigrating to the Netherlands. Of greater significance, some 20,000 sailed to the north-east of America, there to found a commonwealth in which they re-established what they regarded as the authentic version of the Church back home, which had been so disarranged by the autocratic Laud and his acolytes. This demographic movement easily dwarfed that of the earlier Stuart period which settled in Virginia, and which included the famed but tiny community of separatists established by the Pilgrim Fathers.16 The Massachusetts Bay Company gave this association of the pious a commercial dimension too, and attracted financial backing from grandees in the mother country, like Robert Rich, the Earl of Warwick, who shared their religious outlook.


For the ordinary man and woman back home in England, Laud’s initiatives disrupted the rhythms of their religious life. Above all, they seemed to constrain the choices by which the individual could come closer to the Almighty and disturbed the heterogeneous but generally well-tempered environment that the Protestant polity had become. Increasingly, matters such as infant baptism began to take on political significance and became socially disruptive within families and communities. Preaching too came under threat from the insistence that ministers of the Church stick to their own localities and Laud’s script. Yet preaching, as revealed in the diaries of the artisan Nehemiah Wallington, was an ideal medium by which the unchurched, the curious, the pious and the otherwise busy could gain religious inspiration and even entertainment. There was a particularly strong culture of itinerant preaching in the major urban areas such as London and England’s second largest city, Norwich. Outside the Communion of the established Church, a flourishing garden of different manners of celebration of the Protestant path to God’s grace had taken root. This ‘independence’ of religious disposition, reinforced through the medium of preaching by regimental chaplains such as Hugh Peter, became a defining characteristic of the New Model Army. But in the furnace of war, attitudes and views based on religious preference and difference began to harden; the liberty implicit in man’s relation to his Maker which had been so hopefully identified by Luther a century before curdled and then hardened into distrust, bigotry and violence.
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‘There is no probability but of my ruin’


Selkirk
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God preserve our Kingdom from these sad troubles much longer!





Letter from the Corporation of Bath
to the New Model Army




No flames of civil dissension are more dangerous than those that make religious pretensions the grounds of factions.





Eikon Basilike


In Scotland the evolution of the Protestant state had taken on an added dimension with the close association of the Kirk with a growing and protective sense of Scottish national identity, most markedly amongst the Anglo-Scots ethnic mix of the Lowlands. The union of the two Crowns with the coronation of James VI as the first of that name in England and the diminution of Edinburgh as a political centre of gravity in favour of London had aroused a sense that the distinctive Scottish state would be subordinated to its neighbour. Furthermore, the Kirk remembered the time under James’s mother when it had played a leading and decisive role in national affairs. Regarded as bleakly oppressive by its opponents, the Calvinist philosophy of an Elect which was predestined to enter the Kingdom of Heaven held a particular appeal in the southern part of Scotland, from which its adherents were to prove unwavering. The polity inspired by Calvin and Knox gave the pastors, doctors and elders of the Kirk significant sway in the life and politics of the country north of the River Tweed. Meanwhile, the Gaelic-speaking, frequently quarrelsome and nominally Catholic ethnic mix of the Highlands added to the Kirk’s sense of identity as a leader in a less than truly godly state.


The Presbyterian model of Church government that it adopted was also averse to hierarchy without being truly democratic. Together with the Puritans of England, the Kirk shared a profound distrust of episcopacy, a feature of the established Church south of the border that came to be seen as increasingly alien as Charles I instigated his idea of a religious settlement for all his realms. The succession of his father James to the throne of England had given hope to the Kirk that its Presbyterian model with its austere liturgy, preference for extempore devotion, tough moral discipline imposed by Church courts and strong emphasis on repentance would become the standard for the two realms. Had not James himself disparaged the established Church of his southern estate with its ‘evil said masse in English’, and its, to him, unfamiliar Book of Common Prayer?1 But the Stuarts’ admiration of the obedience that was such a feature of religious life in Scotland did not dispose them to obedience to the strictures of the Kirk itself. What is more, the episcopacy of England was better attuned to their conceptions of social hierarchy below the level of the throne, while the elevated ritual to be found in England’s historic cathedrals and the comparative beauty of her set prayers, songs and residual iconography had an aesthetic that was far more in keeping with a monarchy that was God-anointed.


The catalyst for the civil wars in the British Isles and Ireland had been Charles’s attempts to impose, without trial or even much consultation, a Scottish Prayer Book. As a curtain raiser for what was to follow, the introduction of the book, with the full majesty of Scottish bishops in attendance, occasioned a riot in the precincts of St Giles’ Cathedral. Within a year the rumpus had given birth to a national Covenant that seemed to unite Lords, Commons and Kirk. Superficially a document that professed fealty to a king who had been misled by wicked counsellors, the Covenant became the means of distributing the subversive notion that this loyalty was dependent on the monarch being willing to defend the true Protestant religion. For the regime’s opponents in England, the speed and decisiveness of the Scottish disobedience proved to be a wake-up call. The abject performance of Charles’s armies in the so-called Bishops’ Wars that followed increased the sense of dismay and disenchantment, and finally led to uproar when the bill for the fiasco landed in the lap of a recalled English parliament.


Amidst the blizzard of political pamphlets and all the passions ignited by Ship Money, prerogative courts, forced loans and habeas corpus, it is perhaps forgotten that the first shots of the civil wars were fired between Protestant Covenanters and Episcopalians upon the banks of the River Dee by Aberdeen. For the Scots, the quarrel with the monarch was a religious rather than a political one, and in their relations with the parliamentary opposition in England they perceived an opportunity to defend their religious state at home while extending it south of the border as the price for their military support. In the discussions that preceded the formal conclusion of alliance between the parties in 1643, a conference of Scottish and English divines in London debated ‘the reformation in Church ceremonies and discipline so much longed for’. The Westminster Assembly eventually produced an outcome that was accepted by the Kirk, but the voice of the independent congregations outside the proposed Presbyterian Church was clearly heard then and later from the likes of Philip Nye, an Oxford-trained theologian who had returned from exile in Holland, and Thomas Goodwin, a Puritan divine. Their tract, An Apologeticall Narration, denounced separatism but argued passionately for organisational freedom around a central Protestant canon.


Over time, the passionate arguments for toleration of different Protestant congregational arrangements were to remove any chance that the military alliance with the Scots could be hardened by religious allegiance. But in the meantime, the military resources available to Charles’s opponents in England were transformed by the addition of the sizeable and experienced Scottish army. In January 1644, 21,000 troops crossed the border in a blinding snowstorm and rapidly established dominance over the north of England. Unlike the forces operated by either side south of the Tweed, the troops assembled by the Scots contained a high proportion of men who had seen action on the Continent during the course of the Thirty Years War. A large number of officers had had to be released from their service contracts to the Swedes in order to return to the army of the Covenant. It was an Anglo-Scottish army under the command of Alexander Leslie, the Earl of Leven (who had held commissions in the Protestant armies of both Holland and Sweden), which combined to defeat the royal army at the largest encounter of the civil wars, the battle of Marston Moor.


The Solemn League and Covenant not only bound its signatories to protect the Kirk and to assimilate all the reformed Churches of the British Isles into one, it committed them to the extirpation of ‘popery’ and to ensure the (long-delayed) reformation of the Church in Ireland. In the strain of war, a further religious imprimatur was thus given to an intensification of the process of cultural suppression and economic expropriation of the majority Roman Catholic population that had been pursued by the Stuart regime. The main physical manifestation of this policy had been the encouragement given to the plantation of swathes of the island by cohorts of the godly, of both English and Scottish descent, particularly in Ulster and Munster. The outbreak of the Irish rebellion in 1641 was a result of the dislocation caused by this demographic incursion, and the deliberate exclusion of the majority Roman Catholic population from public life. As in Scotland, the rebellion generated its own rubric of national solidarity, this time in the Confederate Oath of Association brought to life at Kilkenny in 1642. Like the Covenant too, the early leaders of the Irish confederates were careful to stress their allegiance to the Crown.


But the religious dimension of the rebellion was cemented by a synod of the Irish clergy which blessed it as a just war. The Catholic clergy was, by western European standards, unusually closely integrated with all elements of native Irish society and held a position of powerful cultural authority. Ireland’s position on the geographic margins of Europe, its low level of literacy and the social cohesiveness fostered by the Church meant that Ireland had been particularly impervious to the march of the Reformation. The Roman Catholic Church had as powerful a sense of its ancient mission to spread authentic Christianity as did the Kirk. What had started as a political rebellion as the Irish Catholic elites attempted to wrest back their old position of eminence rapidly degenerated into ethnic strife as native former proprietors repossessed their land. The savagery of some of the encounters fuelled a lurid propaganda on both sides and pamphleteers swiftly rendered the horrors in graphic detail. Charles was appalled by the rising but parliament did not trust the king to deal with either recalcitrant Calvinists in Scotland or rebellious priests in Ireland, and fears that he might use the growing political crisis in England to raise an army in Ireland to suppress his opponents back home fuelled the advance to an English civil war. In reaction to the revolt, parliament passed the so-called Adventurers’ Act, which raised loans to crush the rebellion, redeemable in the land of the vanquished. Endorsed but not enforced by Charles, the Act later became the legal justification for conquest and cultural subjugation.


Unlike the arguably decisive military impact of the Scots, that of the Irish was mostly latent. As the wars progressed on the mainland British Isles, Ireland enjoyed a period of rule analogous to self-government. James Butler, Marquis of Ormonde, the leader of the royal army charged with suppressing the original rebellion, reached an uneasy ceasefire with the confederates, who were themselves divided on the issue of their loyalty to the Crown. The violence was mostly confined to an Irish dimension, although the struggle between the ‘planters’ and the native Irish saw a Covenanter army land in Ireland in support of their kin in Ulster, while Alasdair MacColla crossed the Irish Sea with his ‘kerns’ to lend an exotic patina (and useful military experience) to the Highland campaign of James Graham, Marquis of Montrose. However, the arrival of an Irish Catholic host in Scotland did not immediately disturb the deployment of the main body of the Scottish army under the terms of the Solemn League.


Although Montrose had been in the vanguard of the Scottish nobles who originally took the Covenant, he later developed an almost romantic attachment to the Stuart dynasty, a loyalty that was all of a piece with his sense of being an heroic figure cast from the mould of an earlier chivalric age. Born in 1612 he was, like Cromwell, an only son raised in a family of women, and he inherited his title when he was fourteen. His likeness on display at the Scottish National Portrait Gallery shows a lively and somewhat sensual countenance encompassed by unruly blond locks atop a neck unfeasibly lengthened by his body armour and wide linen collar. He was educated at the ancient University of St Andrews, developed a love for poetry and was a keen sportsman, not least in the emerging game of golf. Criticised by some commentators for his affectations, he was less motivated by abstract political thought than by an innate belief in the charismatic power conferred by educated aristocratic breeding.2 But while he might have had a streak of vanity, what is not in doubt is that he was also a highly talented and bloodthirsty leader of irregular troops.


At the battle of Tippermuir, on 1 September 1644, in one of the most astonishing feats of this or indeed any war, his numerically inferior and poorly armed gathering of Highlanders saw off a force of Covenanters twice its size by energetically flinging pebbles and stones at them. But in reality his guerrilla campaign was mostly directed at his fellow magnate the Marquis of Argyll, and there is little evidence that the royalist high command, which had enough troubles of its own, took his military value particularly seriously. Motivated as much by the prospect of plunder and the settling of old scores as by the royal cause, the Highlanders preferred a marauding military style which made them difficult to manage and impervious to discipline. Perhaps Montrose’s real achievement was in keeping his small force in the field for so long. After sacking Aberdeen and winning some brutal encounters with clan Campbell, which were but pin-prick victories against the wider forces of the Solemn League, Montrose and his depleted army were finally run to ground in September 1645 in the borderland near Selkirk.


Here they encountered an overwhelming force under the command of David Leslie, who had performed with some distinction on the left wing of the army of the Solemn League at Marston Moor. The encounter at Philiphaugh was not a battle, but rather a massacre. The Irish mercenaries were butchered to a man and, urged on by their ministers, who were half crazed by bigoted hatred, the victorious soldiers murdered the women and children of the accompanying baggage train and conducted a thorough hunt for any papist survivors. Although smaller in scale and geographical scope, the later stages of the civil wars easily matched the character of the Thirty Years War on the Continent in terms of their barbarity. Between 1642 and 1651, the cost in human lives on the mainland of the British Isles as a proportion of the population is estimated to have exceeded that of the Great War of 1914–18.


Quite apart from the instances of fighting, the general instability was profoundly detrimental to the wider civilian population. The character of local governance had much changed as the old ruling elites and ‘persons of quality’ had been superseded by County Committees which were populated by men whose narrow focus was on winning the war. The administration of justice had become a lot rougher. The strain caused by poor harvests and surging prices, the levies used to finance the war, the disfiguration of the landscape by fortifications, the predatory actions of both sets of opposing forces as they marched about the country and the increasing use made of ‘free quarter’ to sustain the soldiery, provoked strong antipathy in local communities. There were desperate pleas to ease the burdens of war. From Bath came a petition from the mayor, aldermen and citizens ‘in fear and trouble, beseech(ing) you to give advices . . . touching our city’s distress at the present time . . . that in such ways get favour from the Commander to spare further levies as we hear the troops are coming onward for our City and our houses are emptied of all useful furniture, and much broken and disfigured; our poore suffer from want of victuals, and rich we have none.’3


One manifestation of this dismay was the Clubmen movement which emerged in the closing stages of the first civil war. A spontaneous coalition of anxious and frightened citizenry, it was symptomatic of an overwhelming desire for peace and protection amongst people of all ranks who felt abandoned by the forces of law and order. The movement was particularly prevalent in the west of England and in the south-west, where the balance of military fortune often shifted and where the disruption was consequentially greater. In some areas, large bands of Clubmen impeded the conduct of military operations and had to be dealt with accordingly. These local ‘home-guards’ of civilians determined to preserve their livelihoods and to keep the opposing combatants away, were a sign of a profound desire for peace that was later to morph into a more radical social agenda.


Amongst the elite who had been at the genesis of the parliamentary revolt against the personal rule of the monarch, the mutation of the war into an existential struggle for survival that embraced all classes was a profound shock. The breakdown of the rhythms of local government overseen by the proprietor classes struck at the bedrock of a social order based on deference to rank and wealth. More insidiously, the passions ignited by the religious dimension of the war threatened a complete breakdown of the national state as conceived by that elite. If men and women were free to act according to their religious consciences, there was no guarantee of loyalty to the sources of civil authority. Without a secure state headed by a monarch, property would not be protected. Laud’s attempt at achieving uniformity had been fatally undermined by its symbiosis with a capricious and seemingly unaccountable royal regime, itself tainted by a strong whiff of Catholicism. The archbishop had been arraigned and beheaded, and the Puritans brought within the fold of rebellion, but the Protestant sects and independent congregations were seen as an increasing threat to the homogeneity of faith that seemed essential to the restoration of stability of the state.


Of particular concern was their influence in the New Model Army where the divine, Robert Baillie, thought that the soldiers had been ‘seduced to Independency, and very many of them have added either Anabaptism or Antinomianism or both’.4 Baillie was one of the Scottish representatives at the Westminster Assembly, but his alarm was not narrowly partisan; the insights of the English Presbyterian chaplain to the army, Richard Baxter, showed as well the degree of Protestant Nonconformity amongst the troops. Baxter was a Puritan divine from Worcestershire whose memoirs, although written with the benefit of hindsight, provide an important narrative of the nature of the religious disputes of the period. Although (as he later claimed) he initially regretted his decision to decline an invitation to minister to the troops under Cromwell (instead he was attached to Colonel Whalley’s regiment), Baxter came to see the general as something of an incubus for heterodoxy and subversion. After Naseby, ‘When I came to the Army among Cromwell’s soldiers I found a new face of things which I never dreamt of: I have heard the plotting . . . which intimated their intention to subvert both church and state.’


Nonetheless, the minister set to work ‘gently arguing with the more tractable . . . and many honest men of weak judgement and little acquaintance with such matters’. Most men, he discovered, were ‘ready to hear the truth’, but ‘A few proved self-conceited hot-headed sectaries [who] had got into the highest places and were Cromwell’s chief favourites . . . and were the Soul of the Army.’ He perceived too a strong antipathy towards the Scots and their promotion of ‘Priestbyters’ and noticed the contempt that they had towards other soldiers in the army ‘that were not of their mind and way’.5


Roman Catholicism corresponded to the external threat; the sects seemed to contain the germ of a new enemy within the lower levels and the base of the social pyramid. The alliance formed with Scotland under the Solemn League has been interpreted as one with the practical priority of securing troops while closing the north to the royalists. But the Presbyterian solution to Church governance, which these allies represented, held a strong appeal by offering a model by which social discipline could be brought to the civil state, with the influence of the traditional elites restored. Later, Hobbes’s blueprint of civil society in Leviathan was perhaps as notable for the way it articulated many of the inner certainties and prejudices at the upper levels of society as for its abstract political thought.


It is difficult to find a better representative of these assumptions than Denzil Holles, the MP for Dorchester. Born at the turn of the century, he was the third son of the first Earl of Clare and was a precocious and much favoured child. His happy upbringing included a boyhood acquaintance with his future sovereign, and his family moved amongst the highest echelons of the elite. This background imbued him with a remarkable level of confidence and a keen awareness of opportunities for dramatic self-expression. Educated at Christ’s College, Cambridge, he was first elected in 1624 and both inside and outside the House of Commons he became a leading member of the opposition to Charles’s personal rule. In a famous scene in March 1629 he and Sir John Eliot held the Speaker of the House in his chair while a list of grievances was read out before the dissolution, an act of defiance for which the pair were arrested. Enjoying the prestige that went with political imprisonment during this period, he was loudly in the vanguard of the attack on William Laud and his promotion of episcopacy, although his attitude to the person of the king was couched by deference. His Protestantism had an international dimension too, and he was vocal in his support of the ‘Winter Queen’, Charles’s younger sister who, with her husband the King of Bohemia, had been ousted in the struggle that became the Thirty Years War. Charles was not so impressed by this faux chivalry that he did not attempt to round up Holles again, together with four others of his most vexatious opponents in the Commons, in early 1642.


Benefiting hugely from this coup de théâtre, the irrepressible MP was emboldened in his disobedience and he became one of the main choreographers of the final steps of the dance that fatally led to war. But, in common with so many of the well-bred rebels, Holles’s mental geography did not truly embrace a resort to arms. Once the conflict was actually joined and experienced by him at first hand at Edgehill, whatever martial ardour he possessed rapidly waned and he became a leading member of the influential group that sought an end to the fighting by political settlement with the king. Eclipsed by the growing atmosphere of resolve among the more militant, he nevertheless strongly opposed the Self-Denying Ordinance. For him and others, the measure turned the army into an unguided instrument of war and risked the transformation of a political and religious struggle controlled by the traditional elites into a more obvious military insurrection with its own brand of spiritual dynamism.


After their successful military intervention southwards, the Scots too had begun to have second thoughts. Given the significance they attached to the Solemn League and Covenant, and in view of their military contribution, the Scots were seriously underrepresented on the Committee of Both Kingdoms.6 It did not help that the four commissioners that spoke for them in London were relative unknowns, save for Archibald Johnston, Lord Wariston. He was born in the first decade of the century, the son of a well-to-do Lothian family, and had a depth of religious fervour which in its earlier manifestations may have seemed deranged even to his godly contemporaries. Given to intense prayer and introspection, his Diaries reveal a man in almost continuous, and anguished, communication with his Maker. Having lost a much-loved wife in the prime of her youth, the spiritually tortured lowlander felt that the Almighty owed him favour, and he came to regard his growing influence (if not wealth) as just reward for keeping faith with God through his tribulations.7 He had a powerful conviction too that the Kirk was the vanguard for the Almighty’s work on Earth. Wariston had had a hand in the drafting of the Covenant, had travelled south with the Scottish army and had taken an active part in the Westminster Assembly, which had set the religious objectives of the alliance. Intensely devotional and apt to consider practical matters as manifestations of divine will, he and the other commissioners were insufficiently equipped to contribute to the military strategy of the war, and the long line of communication back to Edinburgh did not help.


Back in Scotland, the evolution of the struggle and its social consequences were also disturbing the equilibrium of the elites. The nobly born there had as elevated a sense of their leadership role as their peers further south. But in a much smaller and more clannish population, political disagreements in Scotland took on an added piquancy, seasoned with fierce personal rivalry. The ascendancy of Archibald Campbell, Marquis of Argyll, and the growing influence of the more militant sections of the Kirk amongst the laity, was resented not only by Montrose but also by other members of the aristocracy who preferred the reinstatement of a well-ordered and deferential hierarchy under a Stuart king surrounded by his nobles. Campbell’s star has rather been cast in shade by that of his great antagonist, James Graham, and the verdict of posterity on their characters and motives has perhaps been distorted by their striking dissimilarity of looks.


Whereas Graham is invariably portrayed looking vigorous and attractive, likenesses of Campbell (who was five years older) take on the appearance of an angry buzzard. In the famous painting by David Scougall, the Marquis of Argyll appears in somewhat sour-looking middle age, his hair severely corralled by a black skullcap. Beside the pronounced squint in his left eye rests an enormous beak of a nose which runs down to a mouth contorted by cynicism. However, the cast of his vision did not prove to be a handicap; in 1623 as a young man he won second prize in an archery competition at St Andrews (although it is not recorded whether this was for accuracy or effort). Certainly, he had an acute perception of the interest of his clan and was ruthless in its advancement – his reputation for deviousness attracted much resentment amongst his fellow magnates. Yet of the two men it was Argyll who was to display a better command of politics; both were patriots, albeit on different sides of the same coin. But whereas Argyll maintained a consistent intellectual loyalty to the ideal of a Covenanter state, Montrose was far more intuitive and he acted as a magnet for the discontents.8 A great deal of Schadenfreude was generated by his serial embarrassment of his rival in his Highland campaign, not least by the tales of Argyll’s concern for his own personal safety at the expense of his troops. A strong advocate of the alliance with the English rebels, Campbell’s prestige suffered.


In the field, tensions between the Scottish and English commands had risen well before the formation of the New Model Army. The Covenanter army had not been deployed as an act of philanthropy and the precedence attached to the payment of the soldiery of each nation rapidly became a bone of contention. It did not help that the advance of the Scots southwards soon took on the appearance of an occupation and many angry missives were despatched to London, not the least of which came from the Fairfax family. Sir Thomas was particularly vexed that his own loyal Yorkshiremen should suffer arrears to the benefit of their allies. The growing influence of the independent congregations was also causing friction, and matters came to something of an emblematic head in the quarrel between the recently promoted Cromwell and a Scottish counterpart. Taking up the cause of a regimental officer cashiered by the Scots for his Nonconformist religious views (he was accused of being an Anabaptist) and for his refusal to take the Covenant, Cromwell seemed to be angrily reacting as much to overweening Scottish presumption as defending a soldier’s liberty of conscience.


But it was the affront caused by Cromwell’s religious sensibilities that was taken the most seriously. As Hyde pithily noted in The History of the Rebellion:




Their sacred vow and covenant was mentioned with less reverence and respect, and the Independents, which comprehended many sects in religion, spake publicly against it . . . So that the Scots [commissioners] plainly perceived that, though they had gone as far towards the destruction of the Church of England as they desired, they should never be able to establish their Presbyterian government; without which they should lose all their credit in their own country and all their interest in England.9





Despite the decisive collaboration at Marston Moor, relations did not much improve in the atmosphere of victory as the Scots decided to linger in the north. To MPs like Holles and magnates like Argyll however, the Solemn League offered the prospect of a more deeply unified and settled Presbyterian realm. With the tacit support of the Earl of Essex and the Scottish commissioners, Holles tried unsuccessfully to have Cromwell impeached for endangering the alliance. But in 1645 the religious agenda of the Scots seemed of less relevance than the military imperative of winning the war, and the formation of the New Model Army was a distinctly English affair. In a further sign of the rupture to come, Fairfax did not commission a single Scottish officer in his new command. The complete victory of the New Model Army at Naseby increased the sense of Scottish unease, as they perceived that an army in whose formation they had played no part could just as easily be turned against them as against the king. Now distracted by the intensification of the civil war at home, the scope of the Scottish army’s operations south of the border began to abate. In time their relative inactivity enticed Charles, who would come to see that redemption from his English enemies might be delivered by the original Stuart state.


The character and disposition of the monarch in whose name so much blood had been spilt was arguably decisive in the shaping of events at this critical moment in British royal history. He had been born at Dunfermline in Scotland in November 1600, the youngest of three surviving children. His spindly frame (Charles was diagnosed with rickets) and retarded rate of growth did not augur well for his survival in an era when infant mortality was commonplace. He also had a pronounced stutter in his speech which was of intense irritation to his father, whose own articulations were impaired by a tongue too large for its mouth and which caused him to drool most unregally when he became agitated. But survive Charles did, notwithstanding the strictures of the monarch, who ordered that the young prince’s legs be encased in painful iron callipers to straighten them. Remote from his parents, his early upbringing was entrusted to the care of courtiers whose attitude was conditioned by the knowledge that he was the ‘spare’ to the much more exalted ‘heir’, his elder brother Henry. His introspective personality was allied to a good brain however, and he certainly was not lacking in physical bravery. He enjoyed the absorption of reading and took his studies seriously, not least those of relevance to his religious faith.10 Yet Charles also seems to have been a somewhat withdrawn boy – all his life he could not bear to hear voices raised in his company and he developed a forbidding froideur to keep those of whom he was unsure at a distance. He grew up without that depth of love that he was to find much later in life in the person of Henrietta Maria, his uncrowned consort.


In 1612, Prince Henry died of typhoid and Charles, whose self-esteem had been corroded by the somewhat bullying and dismissive attitude of a brother whose approval he craved, was now (after his father) the cynosure of the dynasty. His parents started to take a greater interest in his progress and Charles was more deeply assimilated into a court ritual that was in turn both formal and licentious. His plainly bisexual father had a penchant for good-looking male favourites, of whom the most influential was George Villiers, later created Duke of Buckingham. The reserved adolescent prince was initially reluctant to extend his own favour to the louche courtier, but once it was given (to the delight of the king, who referred to both the favourite and the heir as ‘his babies’) Charles’s loyalty was deep, unswerving and uncritical. However, when allied to the stubbornness born of his earlier alienation, this attractive feature of his personality was seriously to impede his statecraft when he became the sovereign in his turn.


In the increasingly complex world of the government of post-medieval society in western Europe, this facility was attracting serious intellectual attention. In his Political Testament, the King of France’s first minister, Cardinal Richelieu, brought his wide experience to bear in setting out for his master (Louis XIII) the most practical and effective maxims of government. Nothing, from the ordering of the clergy and state diplomacy to the judicious use of favours and the treatment of courtiers, appeared to escape his attention. His advice seemed tailor-made to the assessment of those men upon whose advice the Stuarts came to depend, with varying degrees of success: ‘There is no plague more capable of ruining a state than the host of flatterers, slanderers and people preoccupied with forming cabals and intrigues at court. They are so industrious at spreading their venom in various insidious ways that it is difficult to avoid it unless one takes the greatest of care.’11


But it was Richelieu’s pithy thoughts on the intrinsic purpose of near absolute royal government that were perhaps the most arresting:




The public interest ought to be the sole objective of the prince and his councillors, or, at least, both are obliged to have it foremost in mind, and preferred to all private gain. It is impossible to overestimate the good which a prince and those serving him in government can do if they religiously follow this principle, and one can hardly imagine the evils which befall a state if private interest is preferred to the public good and actually gains the ascendancy.12





James I was also developing his own theory of monarchy, the more mystical elements of which held a strong appeal to his heir. In his Basilikon Doron the Stuart monarch commended the importance of hierarchy while deprecating popularity and described the character of a true sovereign as a sort of stern but loving paterfamilias who took pains for his subjects and objections from none.13 But the most important and sacramental feature of the state was the assertion that the sovereign was God’s representative on Earth. Here, James sought to intertwine his Calvinist education with conceptions of an ecclesiastical hierarchy appropriate to such an absolute ruler. In time, this rubric was absorbed by the son with a level of devotion such as if his father had produced holy writ. In the mind of Charles, the conviction was further embellished by a high aesthetic sense by which his own personal rule became a cultural phenomenon. But it might have been better had he read the Political Testament.


This was the king who, after Naseby, commenced an odyssey around the southern half of his realms, a journey which was to end in his capture, imprisonment and ultimate death. Although a poor judge of military and political odds, Charles was both morally as well as physically courageous. He was not averse to sharing the dangers of his troops and instinctively understood the importance of the monarch being seen to be resolute and active. It is perhaps for this reason that royalist morale did not fall in proportion to its military resources. In the field, however, whatever grip his depleted and far-flung forces had was being steadily chiselled away. In Somerset, Lord Goring managed briefly to rise above the bickering of his divided command but was outmanoeuvred by Fairfax and suffered defeat at the battle of Langport. Maintaining tight discipline in the ambush set by the royalists, the New Model troops led by Cromwell swiftly outflanked their opponents and started a rout that Goring hoped to forestall by setting fire to the village. The harshness and futility of this incidence of scorched earth enraged local Clubmen, who later set about the fleeing troops.


Langport was a further victory for the New Model Army and, not for the first time, Cromwell was heard exulting the result as the work of God. Over 2,000 prisoners were taken. At Bristol, the increasingly frustrated Prince Rupert surrendered to Fairfax after a brief siege, but not before pleading by letter to his uncle to come to terms. Charles’s reply was highly illustrative of both his inflexibility and his steely inner resolve: ‘I must say there is no probability but of my ruin. Yet as a Christian I must tell you that God will not suffer rebels and traitors to prosper nor this cause to be overthrown.’14 Seeing his obligation to the Almighty, his dynasty and his friends in that order, Charles was completely certain of the correctness of his position, futile as it seemed to be.


His continued resistance seemed to raise the spirits if not the means to give them military edge. Arriving in a besieged Chester in September 1645, the same month as Montrose was defeated at Philiphaugh, Charles was just in time to witness another defeat from the town’s battlements. Having got the king’s party to relative safety behind the city’s walls, the gallant and ubiquitous Sir Marmaduke Langdale then led a savage day-long cavalry fight against a superior force under the parliamentary commander Sydenham Poyntz, in an attempt to break the chokehold around this strategically important site. To avoid entrapment, the disconsolate royal retinue then headed for Wales, leaving the town in the hands of the recently ennobled Lord John Byron, the ancestor of the eponymous romantic poet. Against appalling odds and subjected to incessant shelling, the slowly starving garrison of soldiers and townsfolk managed to hold out for a further four months. Unlike the forbearance shown by Fairfax towards his adversaries at Bristol, which encouraged their surrender, the siege of Chester was commanded by the inflexibly aggressive Sir William Brereton. Elsewhere remembered for the undisguised lack of admiration of the ‘slovenly’ living conditions and habits of the Scots revealed in his travel journal from 1636, Brereton refused to countenance a surrender that would have preserved for his opponents both their lives and the deserved honours of war.15 Believing that there was little prospect of quarter, Byron’s garrison fought on in the vain hope that their king would eventually prevail.


Elsewhere, the grinding nature of operations continued. At the third attempt in as many years, troops under the direction of Cromwell finally managed to storm Basing House in Hampshire in the autumn of 1645. The siege of strongly fortified and often stately homes was a feature of the civil wars and provided microcosms of the fighting that have seized the imagination. Basing was no exception, being the complex redoubt of John Paulet, Marquis of Winchester, and one of the most senior English Roman Catholics in the royal service. Basing had been a favourite retreat of the queen and her court, and in October was host to an extraordinary assortment of soldiers, Jesuit priests, refugees, thespians and other celebrities behind the pockmarked walls. Among the latter were Wenceslas Hollar, the celebrated Bohemian engraver, and Inigo Jones, the renowned practitioner of the classical style in architecture who had designed the Queen’s House at Greenwich (for Charles’s mother) and the sumptuous banqueting house at Whitehall in London.16


Now in his seventy-third year, Jones had been brought to Basing and was happy to lend some badly needed tone to the grim situation of siege, as well as advice on how the architecture of the defences could be shored up. Together with the dramatist and poet Ben Jonson, with whom he had had an uneasy collaboration, Jones had presided over the production of the masques that came to define the court style of the Stuart regime. These lavish and expensive pageants with their arresting costumes and lavish stage sets were perhaps an inadvertent, if not-so-subtle, contribution by Jones to the Baroque movement, the preferred aesthetic of the Catholic Counter-Reformation. They certainly attracted a great deal of angry attention from opponents of the queen and her Catholic manners, and came to symbolise the gulf between a seemingly wasteful and idolatrous regime and the godly. The fact that Jones was himself one of the Puritans, albeit one whose commercial self-interest trumped religious introspection, was seemingly overlooked.


The antagonism of religious and cultural differences in the period is better seen to advantage in the career of William Prynne, the Puritan polemicist. He is remembered in the textbooks for the cruelty of his judicial treatment for criticising Laud and the episcopacy, and for the act of lèse-majesté contained in his voluminous tome Histriomastix. But Prynne had not just been exercised by the subversive ritual that he perceived in the masques. His whole agenda can be viewed as severely Calvinistic with a heavy dose of misogyny. Of fierce and often angrily expressed principle, he was a talented and prolific wordsmith. But the ideas and prejudices which he did so much to energise curdled into a militant joylessness that contaminated future perceptions of the age, and which gradually became intolerable even to his contemporaries. The influence of the Puritan zealots ensured a form of cultural immolation as the war progressed. Theatres were closed or demolished, and public holidays and celebrations based on the old Christian calendar forbidden. Repentance (communally expressed by public fast days), rather than celebration, became the order of the day. Parliament commanded all church organs destroyed and ecclesiastical music was anathematised. There was much denunciation of the ‘superstition’ of humans and of the alleged profanity of inanimate objects, and the conditions of war ensured that the fanaticism of the militantly righteous contaminated attempts to adopt a more rational and secular narrative of rebellion and the search for a settlement.


Rather, any progress towards enlightenment was obscured by a heavy atmosphere of intolerance, the creepy sadism of the witch-hunts conducted by Matthew Hopkins and the summary execution of prisoners (especially Roman Catholics) who professed the wrong faith. The iconoclasm was not confined to artefacts that lent themselves to a Catholic interpretation. The little chapel constructed at the command of Henrietta Maria to house her Capuchin monks and host her devotions might have seemed like fair game in the circumstances of seventeenth-century warfare, but the non-denominational masterpieces by Rubens inside were also ripped to shreds as well as many other precious items. Nothing that could be construed as remotely sacramental or as an aesthetic aid to contemplation was to be permitted. The military were more than willing to be co-opted in the rage of iconoclasm. Early in the war, the wooden choir and beautiful stained-glass windows of Ely Cathedral had been enthusiastically smashed to pieces by troops under the direct control of Cromwell.


The long night of civil war continued, testament to royalist tenacity but also the thoroughness of the New Model Army. Fairfax distinguished his resolute campaign in the south-west by showing good sense in his conciliation of local Clubmen, and paying sums sufficiently enticing for royalist soldiers to give their parole. Others were happy to surrender upon the promise that they would keep their property. The last major engagement took place on 21 March 1646 at Stow-on-the-Wold in Gloucestershire, where Sir Jacob Astley and his Welsh recruits surrendered after a brief struggle. Charles, thinking he now had more to gain from a more politically active approach than waiting for the well-known dissensions in the parliamentary ranks to crystallise in his favour, left his capital at Oxford in disguise. In the early hours of a May morning his small party passed the Minster church and entered the Saracen’s Head in the Nottinghamshire village of Southwell. Resting amongst the snoring innkeeper and his family, the scarcely recognisable king composed himself for inevitable captivity. His destination was the besieged town of Newark-on-Trent, on the front line of the Scottish army in England.
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