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			Dedication

			
		
    This book is dedicated to all the men, women, and children who have served in Sgt. Maj. General James Carr's Regiment of Foote within The Sealed Knot since 1974.

 

Over the years, there have been more than 600 of you—proof that once you join Carr's company, you rarely escape it. Some of you have married fellow Knotters, others have marched on to pastures new, and a few have sadly passed on. Many have, in the finest tradition of unintended recruitment, expanded both the regiment and the family tree simply by producing the next generation and introducing them to Carr's ranks. History, it seems, has a habit of recruiting itself.

 

My thanks also go to my brother Geoff and sister Clair, and to their partners Joan and Phillip, for their support, encouragement, and occasional tolerance across the years.

 

Finally, and most importantly, this book is dedicated to my ever-patient partner, Gabrielle O'Connor, who has put up with the research, the writing, and the general Civil War chatter with remarkable good humour. It is also dedicated to my four wonderful stepdaughters—Ciara, Charlotte, Lucy, and Leah—who have all, knowingly or not, been part of this journey.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The Civil War did not simply belong to kings and generals, but to those who kept armies functioning day by day. James Carr's story reflects the quieter realities of command: ensuring orders were followed, supplies were found, and morale remained intact—tasks often more challenging than the battles themselves, and far less celebrated."

or

"A time when England settled its differences the traditional way—by arguing loudly, then bringing out the cannons."
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Introduction

[image: ]




I first stumbled into the English Civil War in rather an undignified but enjoyable way - through battle re-enactments with the Roundhead Association between about 1971 and 1974. I served in Sir Alexander Popham’s Welsh Dragoons, which, for the uninitiated, involved a fair amount of marching about, some convincing shouting, a few bangers, singing, and an impressive amount of beer and cider afterwards.

It was during this period that a group of Bath based friends – led by the intrepid Ian Scott, and followed by Paul Davies, Mick Dewar, and I, Pete Minall - decided, with characteristic youthful confidence, that we ought to form a regiment of our own. Through a combination of persuasion and good fortune, Ian managed to convince John Wroughton, a respected historian, to act as the titular head of our fledgling unit. So, in 1974we joined The Sealed Knot, and, needing a name that sounded suitably serious and historically grounded, we chose that of James Carr. At the time, I confess, I knew almost nothing about him.

Carr was, as my old friend Ian Scott aptly described him, a “shadowy figure” - which is perhaps archaeologist/historian-speak for “good luck finding anything concrete about him.” After about ten years of occasional curiosity, I began a more determined effort to uncover whatever could be learned of his life and career. The results were modest, but intriguing enough to keep me going.

Now, some fifty-two years later, and at the age of 73, I have finally gathered those meagre findings into a single, slim account. It is written primarily with my friends from The Sealed Knot in mind, though I hope others with an interest in the period may also find something of value within it. If nothing else, it may serve as a reminder that even the most elusive historical figures can, with a little persistence (and perhaps too much free time), be coaxed into telling part of their story.

It should probably be made clear from the outset that I am not a historian - at least not in the formal, footnote-laden, (although, as you will see, I have tried!), Latin-quoting sense of the word - and certainly not the author of weighty academic tomes that could double as doorstops. My background, such as it is, lies more in historical fiction, where one is allowed a little imagination alongside the facts. This, however, is my attempt to behave myself and stick, as far as possible, to what can actually be supported by research.

Everything included here is based on what I have been able to uncover and what I am reasonably confident is historically accurate. That said, this is emphatically not intended to be the definitive work on Carr. If anything, it is more of a starting point - a modest attempt to gather what can currently be known. I know others in the Regiment, like Ian have also trodden along the same investigative path over the years and I am sure that in turn, others, in years to come, will follow along in our footsteps. Should other adventurers come across new material, better sources, or entirely different interpretations, I would be delighted for them to build upon this. History, after all, is never finished; it merely waits for someone else to turn over the next stone.

In truth, this whole endeavour has been something of a long, meandering curiosity project - one that has taken rather longer than expected. Fifty-odd years, in fact, which is either a testament to dedication, or a sign that I should have got out more. More probably accurate to say that I have been pretty lazy when it came to completing this project.

Those of us involved in re-enactment - particularly within The Sealed Knot - are very fond of our regiments, our uniforms, and our chosen identities. We happily march, drill, and occasionally fall over in muddy fields in the name of authenticity and charity. Yet, somewhat ironically, many of us know surprisingly little about the real individual whose name we carry. What little knowledge there is tends to be passed along in beer tents, usually over a pint, and often with increasing confidence and decreasing accuracy as the evening progresses. This effect can be multiplied by the passing of years and half-remembered things heard long ago, and they have a habit of becoming “facts.” None of this is done with any ill intent, of course. It is simply the result of there being no single place where the known facts about Carr have been gathered together, in a clear and accessible form. In the absence of that, stories grow, details shift, and before long, what began as a vague anecdote becomes firmly established “fact.”

This slim paperback is my attempt - modest, imperfect, but sincere - to remedy that. It will not answer every question, and it may well raise a few more. However, if it helps separate a little truth from the well-meaning fiction, and gives fellow enthusiasts a firmer footing when discussing Carr over that inevitable pint, then it will have served its purpose rather well.

This is, quite simply, my best attempt at setting the record straight. If there are any mistakes, misunderstandings, or the occasional spectacular cock-up, they are entirely my own. I make no claim to perfection - only to having tried. Any errors that have crept in along the way are mine to own, and I do so without hesitation (if not without a slight wince).

This is a history of the original James Carr - though “history” may be too confident a word.

What follows is, in truth, something closer to a reconstruction: a careful assembling of fragments, a piecing together of scattered references, and, at times, a stubborn refusal to give up on a man who has done his very best to disappear from the record.

The difficulty lies in the evidence - or rather, the lack of it.

There is very little written material, which survives concerning James Carr’s life. What does exist is often brief, inconsistent, and frustratingly incomplete. A name appears in a dispatch, only to vanish again for months or years. A letter surfaces, offering a glimpse of character, but no wider context. Dates can be fixed, but motives often can’t. At times, the research has felt less like writing history and more like pursuing a particularly elusive suspect in a long-running investigation.

Over many years, I have gathered what facts I could. Some answers have emerged; many more questions remain. Those answers that can be reasonably supported are presented here. Those that cannot are acknowledged as such. This work is therefore not “fleshed out” in the conventional sense - it is, instead, a structured outline; one that I hope will continue to grow.

Indeed, part of the intention behind this book is to invite others into what, might best be described, as a historical detective story. If you, the reader, happen to come across a reference, a document, or even a passing mention, not included here, one that might relate to James Carr, then you will be most welcome to contribute to the ongoing search. History, after all, is rarely the work of one person alone - and in cases such as this, it positively demands collaboration.

It should also be admitted that this research has not been undertaken in a straight line. Like most long-term projects, it has been subject to interruption – in my case around half a century. It has been paused, resumed, set aside, and rediscovered. Life has a habit of intervening, often at precisely the moment one is closing in on something promising. The result is that these “few scanty facts” have taken far longer to assemble than one might reasonably expect. That said, the passage of time has perhaps brought one advantage: persistence. 

I would like to warmly acknowledge the invaluable contribution of my old friend Ian Scott, whose steadfast support and early work in gathering information helped lay the foundations of this book.

––––––––
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A Name in Flux

Even the name of our subject refuses to settle.

In the seventeenth century, spelling was far from standardised. Names were written, as they were heard, interpreted, or remembered, often varying not only between different writers but even within the same document. As a result, James Carr appears under several forms: Carr, Carre, Ker, and Kerr.

This is not unusual, but it does complicate matters.

Among these variations, one stands out. In a letter written by Carr himself to John Digby, dated 20 December 1645, he signs his name as James Ker. This is, perhaps, the closest we come to his own preferred spelling - or at least the one he used at that moment in time. Elsewhere, a document, which I happen to own, from 1644 records the name as Carre, reminding us that consistency was not a priority of the age.

For the purposes of this work, “Carr” has been used as the standard form, if only to avoid unnecessary confusion. It should be remembered, however, that this is a modern convenience imposed upon a historically fluid identity.

––––––––
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The Problem of the Invisible Man

History is often shaped - and certainly remembered - through the lives of great figures: kings who commanded armies, generals who won decisive victories, and politicians whose words altered the course of nations. Their actions are recorded in detail, their motives debated, and their legacies preserved in both scholarship and popular memory.

They also, it must be said, tend to leave rather better paperwork behind them.

Yet beneath these prominent names stood a far larger body of men whose contributions, though essential, survive only in fragments. These were the officers who carried out orders, the professionals who maintained discipline, and the commanders who held positions that, while not always decisive, were nonetheless vital.

Serjeant Major General James Carr is one such figure. He may also be referred to as Colonel James Carr! 

Before we continue, here is a quick word of explanation about English Civil War ranking structures.

During the English Civil War, rank structures were still evolving, but there was a clear hierarchy - and Sergeant Major General was senior to a Colonel.

Colonel (Regimental commander)

A Colonel was primarily responsible for:


	Raising and financing a regiment (often partly at their own expense) 

	Commanding that regiment in the field 

	Appointing junior officers within it 



A regiment might consist of several hundred to over a thousand men. The Colonel’s authority was therefore focused and direct, tied to a single unit. Many Colonels were also politically important figures, especially in Parliamentarian armies.

Sergeant Major General (Senior field officer)

The title “Sergeant Major General” (often shortened later to Major General) was a much higher, army-level rank.

A Sergeant Major General:


	Oversaw multiple regiments, not just one 

	Assisted the army’s overall commander (the Captain General) 

	Was responsible for organisation, discipline, and battlefield deployment 

	Played a key role in coordinating troop movements and tactics 



This rank evolved from the earlier “sergeant major” (a senior staff officer), but by the Civil War it had become a general officer rank, well above regimental command.

Key difference


	Colonel - commands one regiment.

	Sergeant Major General - helps command the entire army or large divisions of it.



Seniority

In terms of hierarchy:


	Captain General (overall commander) 

	Lieutenant General 

	Sergeant Major General 

	Colonel 



So, Sergeant Major General outranked Colonel - often by a considerable margin in both authority and strategic responsibility.

In simple terms - If a Colonel is in charge of a single ship, the Sergeant Major General is helping direct the whole fleet

James Carr is not entirely absent from history - but nor is he comfortably present within it. He appears at key moments, often in positions of responsibility, yet rarely at the centre of events. His life doesn’t unfold in a continuous narrative. Instead, it emerges in glimpses: a signature at the end of a letter, a passing mention in a military dispatch, a name recorded in the aftermath of battle.

One might say that he exists in the margins.

Yet, those margins matter.

––––––––
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Reconstructing a Life

From these fragments, a picture begins to form.

Carr appears to have been a professional soldier, likely of Scottish origin. It would be a fair assumption to assume he got his military experience somewhere on the continent, during the Thirty Years War (1618 to 1648). Where, when or how we have no idea.  He was subsequently operating within the Parliamentary forces during the English Civil War. He rises to positions of considerable responsibility: Lieutenant Colonel, then Colonel, Serjeant Major General and eventually a senior commander entrusted with the defence of Plymouth - one of Parliament’s most important strongholds in the west. While here he was Governor and then Supreme Military Commander. 

He is captured early in the war, exchanged, and rapidly restored to command. He serves under Sir William Waller, participates in significant campaigns, and demonstrates both competence and resilience in the face of repeated challenges.

At one point, he commands troops in the field.

At another, he is responsible for holding a besieged town together under extreme pressure.

In addition, at a critical moment, he is offered wealth and advancement in exchange for betrayal - and refuses.

These are not minor details.

They suggest a man of experience, capability, and principle.

––––––––
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The Wider World

To understand Carr, it is necessary to understand the world in which he lived.

The English Civil War (1642–1651) was not a single, neatly defined conflict. It was a series of interconnected wars. All fought with vigour across England, Scotland, and Ireland, driven by political, religious, and constitutional tensions that had been building for decades.

It was, in many respects, a war of uncertainty.

Armies were raised quickly and often lacked uniform training or structure. Commanders varied widely in ability. Loyalties could be firm - or surprisingly flexible. Supply was inconsistent, communication slow, and outcomes far from predictable.

In such an environment, professional soldiers were invaluable.

They brought experience where there was inexperience, structure where there was chaos, and continuity where there was constant change. Carr appears to have been one of these men - not a grand strategist or political leader, but a capable officer who could be relied upon to do what was required.

––––––––
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What This Book Attempts

This work is not, and cannot be, a complete biography.

The surviving evidence does not allow it. There are gaps that cannot be filled, silences that cannot be resolved, and questions, which remain unanswered. Any attempt to present a seamless narrative would require speculation beyond what the evidence can support - and that is something this book seeks to avoid.

Instead, the aim is more modest, but no less worthwhile.

It is to:


	Gather the available evidence

	Present it clearly and honestly

	Place it within the wider context of the Civil War

	And, where possible, draw out what it reveals about the man



Where the record is clear, it is followed.

Where it is uncertain, that uncertainty is acknowledged.

Where it is silent, it remains so - though not without comment.

––––––––
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A Final Thought

There is a temptation, when dealing with fragmentary history, to focus on what is missing.

However, it is equally important to consider what remains.

James Carr may not have left behind a full account of his life, but he has left enough to suggest something of his character. Enough to show that he was trusted with responsibility. Enough to demonstrate that he acted with integrity when tested.

In addition, perhaps that is, in the end, sufficient.

For history is not only made by those whose names dominate its pages. It is sustained by those who stand just beyond them - men who did their duty, held their ground, and, in their own quiet way, helped shape the outcome of events far larger than themselves.

James Carr was one of those men.

And this book is an attempt - however incomplete - to ensure that he is not entirely forgotten.

As stated, The English Civil War (1642–1651) was not a single conflict, but a series of interconnected wars fought across England, Scotland, and Ireland. It was a struggle not only for political authority, but also for the nature of governance itself. Questions of monarchy, Parliament, religion, and national identity collided in a conflict that reshaped the British Isles.

Within this upheaval, thousands of men took up arms.

Some were driven by ideology, others by loyalty, necessity, or opportunity. Among them were professional soldiers - men who brought experience, discipline, and a practical understanding of warfare to armies that were often hastily raised and unevenly trained.

James Carr appears to have been one of these professionals.

From the surviving records, he emerges as a soldier of experience and recognised ability. He served as a Lieutenant Colonel of dragoons, was captured in the early stages of the war, exchanged, and rapidly restored to a position of senior command under Sir William Waller. He fought in significant engagements, raised and led troops, and ultimately held one of the most demanding positions of the war: the defence of the besieged town of Plymouth.

It is here, perhaps more than anywhere else, that his character becomes visible.

For nearly two years, Plymouth endured blockade and repeated threat. Its survival depended not only on fortifications and supply, but also on leadership - steady, resilient, and capable of maintaining both military discipline and civilian order under extreme conditions. Carr’s role in this defence places him at the centre of one of the longest sustained struggles of the conflict.

Yet it is not only his military service that defines him.

In December 1645, Carr was approached by the Royalist statesman John Digby with an offer of wealth and advancement in exchange for betraying Plymouth. Such offers were not uncommon in a war where loyalty could be tested by hardship and ambition alike.

Carr’s response was unequivocal.

He rejected the offer outright, condemning it as dishonourable and affirming his commitment to the trust placed in him. In doing so, he revealed a sense of integrity that stands out even within the turbulent moral landscape of civil war.

Then, as suddenly as he appears, he fades.

After the final stages of the war, the records grow sparse. A brief mention here, a reference there - and then silence. There is no clear account of his later life, no recorded death, no definitive conclusion.

This absence is not unusual.

Many who served in the Civil War - particularly those below the highest ranks - left only faint traces in the historical record. Their lives were shaped by events of great consequence, yet their own stories were rarely preserved in full.

This book seeks to partially recover one such story.

It does so not by filling gaps with speculation, but by carefully assembling the evidence that remains and situating it within the wider history of the period. Where the record is clear, it is followed. Where it is uncertain, that uncertainty is acknowledged. Where it is silent, the broader context is used to illuminate what can reasonably be understood.

The aim is not to elevate James Carr beyond his place in history, but to understand that place more fully.

In doing so, this work also serves a broader purpose.

It reminds us that history is not only made by those whose names dominate its pages, but also by those who stand just beyond them - men whose actions were essential, whose choices mattered, and whose lives, though only partially recorded, still speak across the centuries.

James Carr was one of those men.
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Chapter One
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A Soldier without a Beginning

The life of Colonel James Carr begins, for us, in silence.

There is no birth record that can be confidently attributed to him. No parish register marks his arrival into the world. No family lineage can be securely traced. Even his name, as it appears in the surviving record, refuses consistency.

Carr.

Carre.

Karr.

Ker.

Kerr.

Such variation was not unusual in the seventeenth century¹. Spelling was fluid, often phonetic, and frequently shaped by the ear of the clerk rather than the intention of the writer. Yet in Carr’s case, the variation suggests something more than mere inconsistency - it hints at movement across borders, at a man whose origins lay beyond the immediate English landscape in which he later served.

The strongest clue comes from his own hand.

In a surviving letter dated 20 December 1645, he signs himself James Ker². This small but significant detail provides one of the few moments in which Carr speaks directly to us across the centuries, offering not only a name but also a clue to his identity. When this signature is considered alongside references that describe him as a “Scots professional”³, the likelihood that he was of Scottish origin becomes difficult to dismiss.

If Carr were indeed Scottish, he would have belonged to a well-established and highly respected tradition of soldiering. During the early seventeenth century, Scotland exported not only merchants and scholars, but soldiers in considerable numbers⁴. Scottish troops played a prominent role in the great continental conflicts of the age, most notably the Thirty Years’ War, where they served in the armies of powers such as Sweden and the Dutch Republic. Under commanders like Gustavus Adolphus, these men were exposed to increasingly sophisticated methods of warfare - disciplined drill, coordinated infantry tactics, and the effective integration of firearms and artillery⁵.

Such experience shaped a generation.

Men who returned from continental service did so not as raw recruits, but as seasoned professionals⁶. They had marched across Europe, endured sieges, fought in pitched battles, and adapted to rapidly evolving military practices. They understood not only how to fight, but how to organise, train, and maintain troops under difficult conditions. In an age when warfare was becoming more structured and demanding, this knowledge was invaluable.

Such men were not amateurs.

They were soldiers by trade.

This stands in marked contrast to many of those who took up arms at the outbreak of the English Civil War in 1642. Both Royalist and Parliamentarian forces were, at least initially, composed in large part of men with limited military experience⁷. Commissions were frequently granted on the basis of social standing, political loyalty, or local influence rather than proven competence. Gentlemen found themselves commanding troops with little understanding of logistics or battlefield tactics, and while some adapted quickly, others did not⁸.

The result was inconsistency.

Some units performed with discipline and cohesion, while others faltered under pressure. Leadership could be inspired - or dangerously inadequate. In this environment, the presence of experienced officers was not merely beneficial; it was often decisive. Professional soldiers brought with them a level of reliability and knowledge that could steady inexperienced troops and impose order where there might otherwise be confusion⁹.

It is within this context that Carr’s value becomes clearer.

If he was, as the evidence suggests, one of these Scottish professionals, then his rapid appointment to positions of responsibility is readily explained¹⁰. His employment by Parliamentary authorities in Gloucestershire, his role as a lieutenant colonel of dragoons, and his subsequent advancement all point toward a man whose abilities were recognised and utilised. He was not simply present - he was trusted.

Moreover, his career reflects the broader reliance of Parliament upon experienced officers during the early years of the war¹¹. While ideology and allegiance shaped the conflict, it was competence, which often determined its outcome at the tactical level. Men like Carr provided a backbone of professionalism within armies that were otherwise still learning how to function.

There is also, perhaps, a subtler implication.

Professional soldiers of this kind were often pragmatic¹². Their loyalties, while real, were sometimes shaped as much by opportunity and circumstance as by ideology. Yet Carr’s career, as far as it can be traced, suggests a degree of consistency in his service. He does not appear as a man who drifted between sides, but rather as one who committed himself to the Parliamentary causes and remained within it, even when circumstances proved difficult.

In this, as in much else, he reflects the complexity of the age.

For the English Civil War was not fought solely by ideologues or opportunists, but by a mixture of both - alongside men like Carr, whose primary identity was that of the soldier. To understand his life, therefore, is not only to recover the story of an individual, but to glimpse the wider world of professional warfare that underpinned the conflict.

In addition, in that world, experience was everything.

––––––––
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England Divided

By 1642, England stood on the edge of civil war. King Charles I of England’s long period of personal rule, combined with religious tensions and disputes over taxation, had eroded trust between Crown and Parliament¹³. When open conflict began in August 1642, the country divided along political, regional, and religious lines during what became known as the English Civil War¹⁴.

The west of England, including Gloucestershire, became a contested region of strategic importance¹⁵. Its position between the Royalist strongholds of Wales and the Parliamentarian-controlled areas of the south and east made it a vital corridor for troop movements and supplies¹⁶. Control of key towns, roads, and river crossings - especially along the River Severn - was crucial for both sides¹⁷. As a result, Gloucestershire experienced frequent shifts in control, with garrisons established in market towns and fortified manor houses¹⁸.
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