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CHAPTER 1


Introduction


During the war between Charles I and his Parliament the city of Bristol, to quote the old Chinese curse, ‘lived in interesting times’ and was almost ruined by military action and the exactions of both sides. The ‘history’ of Bristol during this period has assumed an almost mythical quality which distorts perceptions of these events. This is not unique to the city as the English Civil War in general has often been presented in terms reminiscent of Sellar and Yeatman.


With the ascension of Charles I to the throne we come at last to the central period of English history (not to be confused with the Middle Ages, of course), consisting in the utterly memorable struggle between the Cavaliers (Wrong and Wromantic) and the Roundheads (Right and Repulsive).


Charles I was a Cavalier king and therefore had a small pointed beard, long flowing curls, a large, flat, flowing hat and gay attire. The Roundheads, on the other hand, were clean-shaven and wore tall, conical hats, white ties and sombre garments. Under these circumstances war was inevitable.1


With the possible exception of Cromwell’s campaign in Ireland, the war is often viewed as a romantic conflict, a gentlemanly affair fought between friends with the greatest of reluctance. A letter written by the Royalist Ralph Hopton to his Parliamentarian opponent William Waller illustrates this fellow-feeling between the two sides and incidentally provided the title for Ollard’s history of the war.2


The experience I have of your worth, and the happiness I have enjoyed in your friendship, are wounding considerations when I look upon the present distance between us. Certainly my affections to you are so unchangeable that hostility itself cannot violate my friendship to your person, but I must be true to the cause wherein I serve. . . . That great God, which is the searcher of my heart, knows with what sad sense I go upon this service, and with what a perfect hatred I detest this war without an enemy.3


Two weeks after the letter was written the armies commanded by these friends fought to a bloody stalemate at Lansdown. As with all civil wars this was a bitter, vicious conflict with up to 10 per cent of the adult male population under arms during the campaigning seasons of 1643, 1644 and 1645, and with 20–25 per cent serving in one army or the other during the conflict.4 It is estimated that 85,000 people died as a result of military action during the civil war with another 100,000 falling victim to disease.5 In addition excesses and atrocities were committed against civilians by both sides.6 Bristol’s citizens were to experience extortion, malicious damage, intimidation and murder during this ‘war without an enemy’, and would discover to their cost – on two occasions – what it meant to support the losing side in a civil war.


What was Bristol’s role during in this bitter internecine conflict? Control of the city was of critical strategic importance, as Clarendon explained after the Royalists captured the city in 1643:


This reduction of Bristol was a full tide of prosperity to the king, and made him master of the second city of his kingdom, and gave him the undisturbed possession of one of the richest counties of the kingdom (for the rebels had now no standing garrison, or the least visible influence upon any part of Somersetshire) and rendered Wales (which was before well affected, except some towns in Pembroke-shire) more useful to him; being freed of the fear of Bristol, and consequently of the charge, that always attends those fears; and restored the trade with Bristol; which was the greatest support to those parts.7


However, there is, even in the most recent history of this war, a tendency to minimize the city’s importance.8 I shall adopt a wider perspective, placing Bristol within the national context to re-evaluate its significance. While this book focuses on a single area, and therefore is a ‘local’ history, it will not be parochial in its view of the war or of the importance of Bristol to the Royalist ‘war machine’. Although their role was less romantic than that of Prince Rupert and his cavalry, the ordnance officials based in Bristol, the manufacturers who supplied them and the ships’ captains who ran their vital cargoes past the parliamentary patrols were equally important to the survival of the Royalist cause.


A typical myth about Bristol during the civil war concerns its capture by Prince Rupert in July 1643. Traditionally it has been accepted that Bristol was attacked by a Royalist army of up to 20,000 men and that William Waller had irresponsibly reduced the garrison to 1,500 infantry and 300 mounted troops, insufficient to man the defensive lines surrounding the city. It is further accepted that these defences were inadequate and that their weakness was compounded by a serious shortage of ammunition. Despite these problems the Royalists breached the defences by the chance discovery of a weak point unknown to the defenders. Once the line was breached the city was indefensible and the garrison commander, Nathaniel Fiennes, surrendered the city to save his troops and civilian population. Although this account was shown to be inaccurate shortly after the event it has retained some credibility.
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Fred Little’s image of the capture of Bristol by Prince Rupert in 1643 illustrates the romantic view of these events that has tended to pass as history until recently. (Author’s Collection)


The myth was the creation of the man who surrendered the city, Col. Nathaniel Fiennes, and is first found in his reports to the House of Commons and the Lord General.9 Contemporaries were quick to challenge his version of events, as did a range of witnesses during his subsequent court martial.10 Despite this historians have continued to rely upon Fiennes, in part at least because one of the main Royalist accounts of the siege lends Fiennes credibility by extensively quoting from his Relation.11 Samuel Seyer, writing in 1823, based his account largely on contemporary documents and offered a range of estimates of the Royalist strength between 8,000 and 20,000.12 He credits the garrison with greater strength than Fiennes admitted, but presents Rupert’s success as almost a lucky chance and is so biased that much of the value of his work is undermined.13 Writing in 1868, Robinson accepted Fiennes’s statement as to the strength of the Royalist force and the governor’s assertion that the city was indefensible, although he does suggest that the garrison was stronger than reported.14 In Gardiner’s (1893) description of events at Bristol both the accidental nature of the Royalist success and the indefensibility of the city after the first breach are emphasized.15 Latimer, who made extensive use of both State Papers and City Archives, largely follows Robinson’s argument although he displays a strong pro-parliamentary bias.16 Wedgwood (1958) accepted that the garrison had been weakened to such an extent that it was no longer able to defend the city and that Fiennes was forced to surrender owing to lack of ammunition.17 Many historians, such as Rodgers and Young, accepted the myth without the reservations of Seyer or Latimer and simply repeat the details from Fiennes’s reports uncritically.18 The myth appears in both popular histories and the footnotes of works of impressive scholarship.19 The latest history at time of writing once again states that Fiennes had only 300 horse and 1500 foot against a Royalist force of between 14,000 and 20,000.20


Despite acceptance and repetition of this myth, the reality is more complex and intriguing. When he surrendered, Fiennes’s troops had successfully repulsed almost all the main attacks and Rupert’s men were bogged down in costly street fighting. The Royalists had suffered serious losses, particularly among brigade and regimental commanders, and the attackers were running out of ammunition. A new and intriguing question presents itself: why, in view of the military situation, did Col. Fiennes surrender one of the most important cities in England to the king’s forces?


Another myth is that the city was not of any great significance to the outcome of the conflict. Robinson told his Bristol audience in 1868, no doubt to their great disappointment, that those studying these events ‘must not attach undue importance to that city’.21 Likewise McGrath in 1981 minimized the significance of the city in the wider conflict:


Bristol in these years failed to play the important part that might have been expected from a large and rich port, and it had no relish for a civil war in which men were fighting for reasons which did not fill most Bristolians with any great enthusiasm.22


Once again this is a well-established tradition: as early as 1685 the pro-Royalist author of Mercurius Belgicus sought to minimize the significance to the Royalist cause of the recapture of Bristol by Parliament:


Bristol delivered upon conditions by Prince Rupert, after three weeks’ siege, part of the city won by assault; which the rebels gained not without some loss, so their loss no ways equivalent to the importance of the place.23


Conversely Clarendon, a member of the Royalist Council of the West, saw the loss of Bristol as a disaster:


The sudden and unexpected loss of Bristol, was a new earthquake in all the little quarters the king had left, and no less broke all the measures which had been taken, and the designs which had been contrived, than the loss of the battle of Naseby had done.24


The importance of the city in the minds of some Parliamentarians was evident at Fiennes’s trial.


The Parliament, his Excellency, London and the whole Kingdom, looked upon Bristol as a place of greatest consequence of any in England, next to London, as the metropolis, key, magazine of the west, which would be all endangered and the kingdom too by its loss. As a town of infinite more consequence than Gloucester, by the gaining whereof the enemy could be furnished with all manner of provisions, and ammunition by land, with a navy and merchandise by sea and enabled to bring in the strength of Wales and Ireland for their assistance.25


How important was control of the city of Bristol in deciding the outcome of the Civil War? The city was more than a garrison; it was a communication, administrative and manufacturing centre. The value of the port with its shipping and overseas contacts should also be considered, particularly in view of Royalist dependence on imported arms supplies. I disagree with those who maintain that Bristol played only a minor role in the civil war and certainly dispute Edmund Turner’s remark in 1803 that ‘it does not appear from the annals of Bristol, that anything particular occurred during the government of Prince Rupert’.26 Its capture by the Royalists in July 1643 allowed the king to continue the war, and its loss two years later dealt a devastating blow to his cause. It is also significant that both the commanders who surrendered the city were disgraced as a result, although both were well connected at the highest levels of their respective factions.


Another example of the confusion over Bristol’s role in the civil war concerns the city’s political allegiance. Contemporaries were confused, and confusing, in their descriptions of the loyalty of Bristolians in the 1640s. The Earl of Essex’s Scoutmaster, Samuel Luke, certainly received contradictory reports; in February 1643 Ferdinando Atkins, one of Luke’s agents who carried out reconnaissance missions behind Royalist lines, described the inhabitants of the city, which was under Parliamentary control, as ‘three parts’ malignants.27 By December Ralph Norton reported that the city’s Royalist garrison was convinced ‘that the town will rise for they are all Roundheads (they say) except the mayor and 2 or 3 aldermen, and that the townsmen run to Colonel Massey, and acquaint him with all things that happen there’.28 In the 1820s Seyer argued that the city was Royalist in sympathy, in part at least because of his own political opinions, while in the early years of the twentieth century, again influenced by his beliefs, Latimer argued that the city had favoured Parliament. In more recent times Patrick McGrath, in common with other researchers on the war, notably Underwood in his study of Somerset, argued that the political situation was far more complex and that neutralism was a significant feature.29 Interestingly, Underwood has since argued that neutralism in this period may not imply the absence of support for one party or the other.




Neutralism, for example, was not always absolute. People might sensibly want to avoid risking life and limb, might wish to escape the war and till their fields in peace, and still prefer one side to the other. The preference might not be strong enough to provoke them into hopeless resistance to a dominant power, but in times of conflict it could be clearly visible in a reluctance or willingness to provide armies with supplies or intelligence. Neutralism could coexist with real differences of regional outlook. The vagaries of individual behaviour, too, can be allowed for.30


It is certainly the case that a person might hold a belief but that this might not induce him or her to take action. For example, today far more people habitually vote for political parties than make themselves available to canvass voters or help on polling day. In the case of a civil war where action could result in death or loss of property many would choose to ‘keep their heads down’. It is debatable how far one can accept McGrath’s arguments:


A study of the part played by Bristol in the First Civil War from 1642 to 1646 makes it clear that it was never a committed ‘parliamentary’ or ‘royalist’ city, still less a ‘puritan’ city. Of the two hundred or so merchants in Bristol, not more than thirty showed even minimal commitment to one side or the other, and of those about twenty were involved with the royalists.31


How typical were the merchant classes, and how many of the other 170 merchants supported one side or the other but chose not to make a public display of ‘minimal commitment’? Was Bristol Royalist, Parliamentarian or merely indifferent to the war that raged around it for four years?


The history of Bristol during the civil war is a fascinating tale full of dramatic events and colourful characters, but there is also a deeper and less attractive aspect to the story. This account will look at the broader issues of the war in Bristol and their effects on everyday life, while attempting to produce a ‘warts and all’ portrait of the city in this period.




CHAPTER 2


Peace, Neutrality and War


To the modern Bristolian the city of the 1640s would appear tiny. The old medieval centre, bounded by the Rivers Frome and Avon, would today include Castle Green, the Centre and the area around Fairfax Street. South of the city, in the bend of the Avon between Temple Meads and Redcliff Backs, were the old suburbs of St Thomas, Mary Redcliff and Temple, the wall which marked their southern boundary following the line of the modern Redcliff and Temple Ways. The city was surrounded by high ground: Brandon Hill and Kingsdown to the north, Totterdown and Bedminster to the south. Millard’s Prospect of Bristol published in 1673 shows a maze of crowded streets dominated by the towers and spires of the city’s churches.


The early seventeenth century was a period of peace and prosperity for Bristol. Peter Mundy described the city at this time as ‘a little London for merchants shipping and great well furnished markets etc., and I think second to it [London] in the Kingdom of England.1 Owing to a huge increase in overseas trade the city was enjoying a recovery from the depressed conditions of the late sixteenth century. During 1598–9, 37 ships arrived in Bristol from French ports and 22 from Spain and Portugal; of the 61 ships that left the city in that period, 36 sailed to France, 1 to the Cape Verde Islands, 4 to Italy and 20 to Ireland.2 By 1637–8 arrivals from France and Iberia were 70 and 38 respectively and the total number of ships outbound from the city had increased to 195.3 The trade with Ireland during these years, owing to a combination of peace, plantation and the development of a large-scale trade in live cattle, increased from 28 arrivals in 1598–9 to 140 vessels.4 Trade routes were also established with the new colonies in North America and the West Indies, which were to increase in importance as the century progressed.


Increasing trade stimulated expansion in manufacturing and processing industries, and by the early seventeenth century soap making, gunpowder milling, sugar refining, rope production and glass making were all noted local trades. Strangely for a city whose wealth was so closely linked to the sea and trade, shipbuilding was not significant. Farr argued that the main reason for this was an inadequate supply of suitable timber. In 1634 it was claimed that only one vessel of 100 tons had been built in the city during the previous nine years, although this was probably an exaggeration.5 Easily accessible supplies of iron and charcoal from the Forest of Dean, coal from Kingswood, and lead and copper from the Mendips allowed Bristol to develop a metallurgic industry on some scale, and when the City Council began to purchase muskets in 1642 there were at least six gunsmiths operating in the city.6


Prosperity encouraged physical growth with new suburbs spreading out beyond the old city walls as wealthy merchants built new homes and warehouses outside the congested city. To the east the area around Horsefair and Broadmead was already well established while Old Market had developed as far as Law-fords Gate. To the north the area between the river and what is now Park Row, Upper Maudlin Street and Marlborough Street was already a mass of small streets. Although map making was not a particularly precise art at this time an impression of the scale of this growth can be obtained by comparing Speed’s map of 1610 with Millard’s of 1671.7 Although Bristol’s population of 15,000 cannot be compared with the 250,000 people living in London on the eve of the war, it was very much the country’s second city in terms of trade and manufacture.
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Visitors frequently compared Bristol Bridge with London Bridge. It was noted that those who lived in the houses along its sides were strongly parliamentarian in sympathy. It was also noted that the goldsmiths of Bristol tended to live here, perhaps for security reasons. (Author’s Collection)


This economic boom did not benefit all Bristolians to the same degree. Much of the city’s trade was monopolized by the eighty or so members of the Society of Merchant Venturers.8 The increased prosperity of this group stimulated social and political change, with this merchant community increasingly dominating local government. The city was controlled by an oligarchy of forty-three members, consisting of the mayor, twelve Aldermen and thirty common councillors. Sacks points out that of 123 members appointed to this body between 1605 and 1642, 56 (46.7 per cent) were described as merchants, 40 (33.3 per cent) were retailers of various kinds, 19 (15.8 per cent) were manufacturers but only 4 (3.2 per cent) claimed to be gentlemen or yeomen. The shift is even more marked during the two decades before the war when 75 per cent of those joining the Council were described as merchants.9 Sacks suggests that this elite group was less united in political terms than in social origins, and that they were acting under economic rather than ideological pressures.10 The need for royal support in the preservation of their monopolistic position may have secured the cooperation, if not the loyalty, of many merchant venturers but this uncomfortable alliance made those excluded resentful of both royal power and the city’s ruling faction.


If relations between the crown and merchants of Bristol were sometimes strained they were at least based on mutual self-interest; it was the city’s manufacturers who suffered as a result of royal policy during those years when Charles tried to govern without Parliament. One method of raising money adopted by the king was the creation of monopolies, and two Bristol industries, gunpowder and soap, illustrate the effects of such restrictions. The extraction of saltpetre and the manufacture of gunpowder had always been, for security reasons, a royal monopoly, in theory if not in fact. During the 1630s Saltpetre Commissioners controlled production of the critical raw material and supplied to a patentee who alone had the right to manufacture powder in England. All gunpowder produced had to be sold to the crown and unlicensed importation or manufacture was forbidden.11 A substantial profit was made by charging an inflated price to the consumer. In late 1637 it was noted that gunpowder actually cost 7½d per lb to make but was being sold at 18d per lb, a profit margin of 140 per cent!12 In order to protect this profitable trade, competition was suppressed to ensure that ‘market forces’ did not bring down the price.


In December 1631 the Attorney General informed the Lords of the Admiralty that there were a number of unlicensed powder makers in Bristol, at least one of whom, William Barber, had been operating for twelve years.13 In October 1633 it was reported from Sherston Magna in Wiltshire that several local people had been making saltpetre without permission and had sold it to unlicensed Bristol powder makers.14 In February the next year the patentee demanded the names of the Bristol powder makers and in March a warrant was issued to bring four of the offenders – Randal Tombs, William Barber, Walter Parker and John Corsley – before the Lords of the Admiralty.15 No action followed because no evidence was produced, but John Corsley subsequently petitioned the Admiralty in April requesting permission to make powder. He was promptly ordered to enter a bond of £500 not to make powder again without permission or face immediate arrest.16 In February 1635 it was discovered that Corsley had been buying saltpetre in large quantities although he had now ceased to do so.17 Finally, in December 1637 a report from John Dowell at the Bristol Custom House to Sir Henry Vane referred to widespread abuse of the regulations.


I find many merchants have great quantities of powder by them which never issued out of his majesty’s stores, and that there are 46 retailers of powder in the city, and two or three mills going contrary to the proclamation.18




Two weeks later the Lords of the Admiralty wrote to the Mayor of Bristol ordering him to search for and close all mills in the city.19 On 10 January the mayor reported that he had taken into custody the equipment belonging to two mills.20 However, on 30 November John Dowell reported that gunpowder was still being produced in Bristol, and that William Barber was operating a mill in the suburbs producing two hundredweight a week, which was smuggled into the city for sale.21 A week later the Gunpowder Commissioners wrote to the mayor demanding the suppression of Barber’s mill and ordering a full investigation into how much powder had been produced and who had supplied the raw materials.22 The Council were somewhat slow in complying with these orders and a second letter was sent on 26 April instructing the authorities in Bristol to imprison any powder maker still operating.23


The royal officials were never able to suppress fully the gunpowder industry in Bristol. At least two of the makers called before the Lords of the Admiralty in March 1634, William Barber and Randal Tombs, were still in business at the start of the civil war. However, the continual harassment by royal officials and the City Council, combined with the risk of having stock and equipment seized, must have reduced their operations. The monopoly itself was a considerable source of resentment as it greatly increased the cost of this vital commodity; by 1638 the ‘official’ price of powder had increased to 2s 6d per lb, and the unlicensed makers enjoyed good profits and a ready market.




It is possible to argue that the manufacture and distribution of gunpowder had to be under royal control for security reasons but this was hardly the case with another Bristol industry. In December 1631 a patent was granted to the Society of Soap Makers of Westminster giving them the sole right to make soap from home-produced materials and empowering them to destroy the buildings and equipment of those who infringed their privilege. In July 1634 a proclamation was made in Bristol forbidding both the local manufacture of soap and its importation.24 This was disastrous for the city’s well-established soap industry; the Bristol Soap Makers Company was forced to reach a compromise with the patentees and agreed to reduce production to 600 tons a year. However, the Privy Council imposed further restrictions and a heavy tax on Bristol soap,25 and so damaging were these additional restrictions that some members, in particular Thomas Longman, broke ranks and tried to ensure their survival by agreeing separate terms with the authorities.


Petitioner being one of the soap-boilers of Bristol, and a young man governed by his Company, conceived he did well therein, but perceiving they have run into contempt, he disavows their proceedings and submits to pay his majesty what shall be ordered by the board. He has undertaken the house and trading of his master, who made 200 tons of soap by the year; 20 tons a year now allotted to him by his company on which he is not able to subsist. Prays the lords to settle his portion, he giving caution to pay duty for all he shall make hereafter.26


The patentees maintained spies in the city to ensure that their monopoly was fully protected and by May 1637 twelve Bristol soap-makers were in prison for nonpayment of the tax levied by the crown. The Bristol Company was finally forced to submit to the king’s terms, and the number of soap-houses in the city, as a result of the king’s order in council, was reduced to four.27


The experience of the gunpowder and soap makers of Bristol was not unique. Few groups were not in some way adversely affected by attempts to extend royal power or raise money in these years. Latimer details a wide range of abuses and petty irritations which plagued merchants and manufacturers, and makes frequent complaints about the behaviour of royal officials in the city.28 The king’s determination to exploit every source of potential income is well demonstrated by the establishment of a Commission in Bristol during June 1631 to assess which citizens should, by virtue of their wealth, take the title of knight. Knighthood was a rather expensive privilege and it was common for individuals to pay a fine rather than accept the offered honour. Forty-four individuals qualified in Bristol, all of whom declined knighthood and paid fines of between £6 13s 4d and £41 6s 8d.29 They included 14 merchants, 7 brewers, 4 mercers and 4 gentlemen, 2 soap makers, 2 drapers and 2 clothiers, with an innkeeper, a tanner, a grocer, a smith, a tailor, a mariner and a baker.30


The most infamous of Charles’s attempts to raise funds during his personal rule was the imposition of ship money after 1634. In the first writ Bristol was included with the ports of Gloucester, Bridgwater and Minehead, as well as the counties of Gloucestershire and Somerset. They were ordered to provide a ship of 800 tons with a crew of 260, fully provisioned for six months’ service; this demand was later commuted to a cash payment of £6,500, of which Bristol, after a great deal of complaining and internal wrangling, paid £2,166 13s 4d.31 In August 1635 a second writ was issued and Bristol was informed that its contribution this time would be £2,000, although on appeal this was reduced to £1,200 which was paid in March.32 In October 1636 a third writ was received, requiring a ship of 100 tons or £1,000, later reduced to £800, and the next year the demand was for a ship of 80 tons or £800. By now the strain of such levies was beginning to tell and the mayor found it difficult to collect the money. The king accepted no excuses and ordered the mayor to appear before the Privy Council to answer charges of negligence and disaffection. Suddenly, the money was found! A fifth writ was received in November 1638 requiring only £250 and a year later there was a final demand for £800, reduced to £640 on condition that payment was made promptly.33 Between 1634 and 1639 Bristol was subjected to six ship money writs totalling £5,823 13s 4d, an unprecedented peacetime tax burden. In mitigation of this royal policy, it must be said that Bristol, unlike many areas, did receive something in return for its money, as small warships patrolled the Irish Sea to suppress piracy.


The king’s policy in Scotland was no more subtle than in England and his attempts to enforce religious conformity there provoked a popular revolt against his authority. The king sought to use his English subjects to force the Scots to comply. In February 1639 Bristol was ordered to supply 50 men out of a total of 24,000 infantry levied from forty-one Welsh and southern English counties.34 These men, drawn from the trained bands and clothed and equipped at the city’s expense, represented about one-tenth of the city’s militia soldiers.35 A year later a larger contingent of 200 men and 2 drummers were sent to the army facing the Scots in the north at, it was claimed, a cost of £700 to the city.36


The king’s policy of personal rule collapsed in October 1641 when rebellion erupted in Ireland. In Bristol, with its close trading links with Ireland, news of the rebellion and the subsequent massacres of settlers, combined with the rebels’ claims that they were acting in the king’s name, was received with alarm. Refugees from Ireland seemed to confirm the worst fears of the Bristolians.


At Bristol there landed certain Irish merchants who coming before the Mayor declared very sad tidings, the sum of which was, that at Waterford the King of Spain hath set up his standard. Likewise declaring the great misery that kingdom is like to undergo if present aid be not sent over.37


By early February 1642 Bristol vessels were outfitting, by order of Parliament, to cruise off the Irish coast.38 On the 26th a Bristol ship intercepted a Spanish vessel trying to reach Ireland with eighteen passengers ‘all of them being Spanish or French commanders, only one Englishman amongst them’.39 In June an appeal from Parliament for funds ‘for the defence of the kingdom and support of the army in Ireland’ raised the sum of £2,625 in Bristol by popular subscription; so emotive were the events in Ireland that future supporters of both the king and Parliament responded with equal generosity.40 The level of popular support among Bristolians for the British settlers in Ireland can be gauged by the fact that two supply ships were financed and sent over to Ireland by the citizens in May 1643.41 Their cargoes included over 43 tons of peas, beans and corn, plus more than 3,000 cheeses and 5 tons of bread in addition to large quantities of salted fish and meat, bacon and butter. It appears to have been a street collection to which everybody contributed whatever they had to hand.
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What did Bristol look like during the civil war? The streets were crowded with houses but hardly any of these building have survived the ravages of time, bombing and redevelopment. These illustrations show various buildings of the civil war era in various parts of the city. (Author’s Collection)


(a) Detail from Millard’s Map
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(b) The Fourteen Stars Inn, Counterslip
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(c) A large house, Pithay Street
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(d) House and shop, Small Street
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(e) Brewer’s Hall, Christmas Street
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(f) House, Wine Street
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(g) St Peter’s Hospital


The need for money to pay for the war with the Scots finally forced Charles to summon Parliament in April 1640. The two Bristol members were John Glanville, the Recorder of the City, and Alderman Humphrey Hook. Glanville was appointed Speaker to the Commons but was unable to control the more turbulent members. Under the leadership of John Pym Parliament refused either to confirm the duties being raised by the king on his own authority or to grant subsidies for the Scots war until their grievances had been addressed. On 5 May the frustrated king dissolved the Parliament which had not only refused to do his bidding but were increasingly critical of his personal rule.42 However, renewed conflict in the north forced the king to call elections for a new Parliament; this met in November 1640 and was to became the ‘Long Parliament’ that opposed the king during the civil war. Glanville was replaced as a member for Bristol by Richard Long, but both he and Hook were later disqualified as members because they were ‘beneficiaries in the project of wines’. They were replaced in June 1642 by John Glanville and John Taylor, two individuals who proved to have Royalist sympathies.43


On 4 January 1642 the king burst into the House of Commons in an ill-advised attempt to arrest his leading opponents. He was too late and his failure, exacerbated by the growing hostility of the London mob, forced him to flee Whitehall on the 10th. On that day Parliament claimed control of military forces by issuing the Militia Ordinance. The country was already slipping towards civil war. In February a letter from the king instructed the Mayor of Bristol not to admit troops of either party, but to defend the city for his majesty’s use.44 Although Charles did not raise his standard – calling those loyal to him to support him in arms against the Parliament – until 22 August, he was already preparing for conflict. From May onwards the Bristol corporation began stockpiling food and munitions and repairing the city’s defences.45 A week before Charles raised his standard at Nottingham, Bristol City Council, recognizing that a crisis was looming, resolved to make further repairs on the city walls and gates, provide artillery and gunners, and increase stocks of arms in the common store. They also spent £2,000 on building up stocks of foodstuffs.46


Parliament attempted to secure Bristol by appointing Denzill Hollis as Lieutenant of the City on 5 March 1642.47 This was not an honorary title: Hollis and his fellow lieutenants were instructed to


. . . raise all the power and forces of their several counties, as well trained bands as others, and shall have power to conduct and lead the said forces of the said counties against traitors and their adherents, and with them fight, kill and slay all such as by force shall oppose them; and the persons of the said traitors and their adherents and accomplices to arrest and imprison them, to bring to Parliament to answer this their treacherous and rebellious attempts according to law.48


Hollis, a leading member of the parliamentary party, was one of those men the king had unsuccessfully tried to arrest in January. Clarendon thought highly of him and admitted that he had good reason to oppose the king, although Hollis was to become a supporter of the restoration.49 Hollis came to Bristol and ‘exercised the Militia there’; this, it was claimed, encouraged the ‘disaffected’ party within the city.50 However, his services were required elsewhere and by late July he had returned to London to assume command of an infantry regiment being raised as part of the Earl of Essex’s army.51 His military career ended with the destruction of his unit at the Battle of Brentford in November and a leader who might have been of great advantage to the parliamentary cause in Bristol was lost. He refused to accept a further command and became a leading member of the peace faction in Parliament.52


In response to the Militia Ordinance the king issued Commissions of Array to local magnates, empowering them to muster trained bands and other troops in his name. Bristol fell within the area of south-western England and southern Wales, which was placed under the control of the Marquis of Hertford.53 Hertford was effectively the regional military governor and as a reward for his support he was promised the income from customs duties paid at Bristol after the city was captured.54 In July Hertford and his army approached Bristol. The City Council voted to provide suitable accommodation for the king’s representative but to refuse admittance, in accordance with the king’s order, to any troops that might accompany him.55 The same policy had been adopted when Hollis visited the city for Parliament. There were certainly strong arguments in favour of the king’s representative establishing his base in the city.


Some were of opinion, that Bristol would be the fittest place, being a great, rich, and populous City; of which being once possessed, they should be easily able to give the law to Somerset and Gloucestershire; and could not receive any affront by a sudden or tumultuary insurrection of the people. And if this advice had been followed it would, probably, have proved very prosperous.56


However, others argued that the city was of dubious loyalty and too far removed from the main areas of potential royal support in Somerset. Eventually, Hertford established his headquarters at Wells and began to assemble troops; the local parliamentary committee responded by summoning help from neighbouring areas to suppress the Royalists as common disturbers of the peace.


What role did Bristol play in the events developing just to the south? In the first of a series of reports to London, dated 1 August, the local committee informed Parliament of the action they had taken.


We thought fit to give out warrants for the mustering two regiments, on Friday next at Chewton upon Mendip within three miles of Wells, and for the better enabling us to preserve the peace of the country we sent to Bristol (who have showed their good affections to us already in this service) for two field pieces of about six pound bullet, which we conceive very necessary for the present occasion which you see is dangerous.57


On 5 August John Proud wrote that five hundred men had left Bristol the previous day and had not yet returned; in addition, ‘our well-affected people in the town’ had sent three or four artillery pieces and a supply of arms to Sir Alexander Popham.58 Two days later John Ash wrote to London describing the forces assembled at Chewton; he claimed they numbered some 40,000 men, drawn from as far away as Wales. Included in this host were ‘about 300 lusty stout men of very good rank and quality of the city of Bristol, all of them on horseback with swords, pistols and carbines’.


We had likewise two waynes loaden with powder, bullet and match and some arms sent us by the honest good men of Bristol, with two waynes more loaded with four small field pieces and their carriages and two gunners; although the Mayor and Sheriffs of Bristol by all means of the Lord Paulet and Master Smith (as we are informed) did hinder and oppose it with all their skill.59


Another printed relation, published in London the day after Ash’s letter was received, quite specifically mentions 300 men from Bristol, although this detail could have come from the previous account.60 It was not only Parliamentarian writers who remarked upon the presence of the Bristol contingent at Chewton Hill; Clarendon and Hopton in their accounts of these events both note that the local committee enjoyed support from Bristol.61 Later, in a letter to Bristol, the king commented that he was ‘little beholden’ to them for opposing the Marquis of Hertford at Mendip.62


Heavily outnumbered, Hertford’s small army withdrew to Sherborne Castle where they were besieged by local forces under the command of the Earls of Pembroke and Bedford.63 Once again Parliament’s supporters in Bristol responded generously:


Bristow hath sent the Earl of Bedford both men and ordnance to batter down the outworks, so that they may have free recourse to the castle, the citizens being very ready to lend their aid and assistance, and disburse moneys and all sorts of provisions that may further that service (namely) powder, match, and bullet and all things that can be thought necessary for such a design.64


Finally after the Royalists were forced to evacuate the castle and withdraw to Wales and Cornwall, the House of Commons passed a vote of thanks to the gentlemen of Somerset and instructed Taylor, the Bristol MP, to thank the city for having ‘shown forward’ in the affair.65


McGrath, in his history of Bristol in the civil war, dismisses these reports as ‘highly improbable’ as there was no reference to these events in the city’s official records and such activities were ‘highly unlikely in view of the city’s cautious neutralism’.66 However, there are a number of possible reasons for the omission of such activity from the city’s records and, as McGrath himself points out, these records are far from complete for this period.67 If such a body were raised, is it likely that the Council would record such a flagrant breach of the king’s orders? It would probably have been easier to plead ignorance and make sure there was no evidence to the contrary in the city’s records. McGrath presupposes that only the City Council would have had the resources to mount such a military operation; in fact, as Russell points out, volunteers had been mustered by supporters of Parliament in the city long before the king raised his standard.68 If Parliament’s supporters had gathered hundreds of well-armed ‘lusty horsemen’, could the city authorities actually have prevented them from joining their companions in Somerset?




Long before the outbreak of fighting at Mendip, another battle had been raging for the hearts and minds of the population as petitions were circulated urging king or Parliament to compromise. In May Bristol’s Council resolved to send petitions urging reconciliation upon both parties, but after a committee spent two months arguing about the wording the whole project was dropped.69 These petitions had little effect; neither side was particularly tolerant towards views that opposed their own, as can be seen by a Parliamentary reply to a fairly moderate Royalist petition from Somerset.


There has come to my view a vagrant petition, which now travelleth the country, begging testimonial hands to pass it to the Parliament. It as far exceeds the Kentish petition in malignancy, as it is possible for one person to exceed another in venom, and is as far below that in wit and judgement as the least star in heaven is inferior to the sun in light and lustre. It is wholly without method and order and tends only to disorder and confuse.70


The Royalists were equally dismissive of what they saw as ill-informed advice, as the introduction to a pamphlet printed in York at this time shows.


. . . so rare a gift have the illuminated fancies of the all-knowing age that old women without spectacles can discover popish plots, young men and prentices assume to regulate the rebellion in Ireland, seamen and mariners reform the House of Peers; poor men, porters and labourers spy out a malignant party and disciple them; the country clout-shoe renew the trade of the city, the cobbler patch up a religion and all these petition for a translation both of church and state, with so little fear of a halter, that they think themselves neglected if they had no thanks for their care of the republic.71


A petition from Bristol was finally sent to the king in January 1643 by four un-named aldermen calling for peace in what Latimer dismissed as ‘absurdly bombastic language’.72 The king was to publish this petition along with his own ‘gracious answer’ in the form of a propaganda tract.73 The reasons given by the worthy citizens of Bristol for opposing the war were mainly economic rather than humanitarian or moralistic:


Instead of the continual and gainful trade and commerce which all the maritime towns, in especially this city of Bristol, had into foreign parts; our ships lie now rotting in the harbour without any mariners or freight or trade into foreign parts, by reason of our home-bred distractions, being grown so contemptible and disprized there, that our credits are of no value. We being (through the misfortune of our nation) reputed abroad as men merely undone at home.74


Was Bristol adopting a policy of ‘cautious neutralism’? The answer depends on how neutrality is defined and enforced. The city admitted Parliament’s local commander and offered to entertain the king’s representative in the same manner, but refused to admit troops, on the grounds that the king had expressly forbidden this. Bristol’s interpretation of neutrality involved getting through a difficult time without upsetting anyone; such a policy was not unique, as a letter from a Parliamentary supporter in Dorchester shows:


Our fears lye chiefly now at Weymouth (a considerable port town) which has in it nigh upon twenty demi-culverins and above forty sakers and minions. These townsmen are so malignant, that they will not admit any strength to be sent in out of the country: we offered them 150 men of the trained band near them, being men that were well known, and would have paid them 7s a week each man, but this offer was refused.75


The city of Bristol was divided on the issue of support for king or Parliament, a division made all the more painful by the fact that all the protagonists knew each other through business if not friendship. Neutrality in these circumstances was not a positive policy decision but rather a pragmatic method of accommodating competing loyalties within the community. The Council even attempted to prevent supporters of the two factions wearing colours or badges that signified their allegiance.76 William Sanderson, writing in 1658, described these divisions:
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