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‘God is decreeing to begin some new and great period … What does he then but reveal himself… as his manner is, first to his Englishmen?’


John Milton, Areopagitica (1644)


‘We are English, that is one good fact.’


Oliver Cromwell to Parliament, 17 September 1656




Preface


In 1958 I wrote a pamphlet for the Historical Association, to celebrate the tercentenary of Oliver Cromwell’s death. [Oliver Cromwell, 1658–1958.] Inevitably I have had to use in this book some of the ideas put forward there, and I am grateful to the Publications Committee of the Historical Association for permission to do so: but I have tried not merely to expand that pamphlet. The reader may feel that I have referred too often to other writings of my own. The object was to avoid having to recapitulate arguments which are available elsewhere if anyone is interested in pursuing them. In order not to overburden this little book with footnotes, I have not usually given references for quotations from Cromwell, all of which (unless otherwise indicated) can be found in W. C. Abbott’s monumental Writings and Speeches of Oliver Cromwell (see Bibliography); nor have I always annotated quotations from familiar seventeenth-century sources when there should be no difficulty in identifying them. Spelling, capitalization and punctuation have been modernized in all quotations except titles of books. I have always assumed, as contemporaries did not, that the year began on 1 January.


The governing body of Balliol College gave me a term’s sabbatical leave in the summer of 1968, during which I finished writing this book: I am most grateful to them. As a teacher of English history I have been arguing about Oliver Cromwell for some thirty years now. I have tried to make acknowledgements whenever I am conscious of having picked the brains of my pupils (or of anyone else): but I cannot always have succeeded. In writing this book I have received generous help in various ways from Professor Gerald Aylmer, Mr Peter Brown, Dr Robin Clifton, Mr Mervyn James, Mr Raphael Samuel, Professors Lawrence Stone and Austin Woolrych. None of these however is responsible for what I have written. Miss Pat Lloyd most kindly read the proofs. I wish I could find a new way of expressing gratitude to Bridget, who helped most of all.


CHRISTOPHER HILL


Note to this edition.


I have made one or two small changes for this edition, mainly to take account of Professor G. E. Aylmer’s article, ‘Was Oliver Cromwell a member of the Army in 1646–7 or not?’ (History, LVI, pp. 183–8).


C.H.




I
Oliver Cromwell and
the English Revolution




When I read the book, the biography famous,


And is this then (said I) what the author calls a man’s life?


And so will some one when I am dead and gone write my life?


(As if any man really knew aught of my life,


Why even I myself I often think know little or nothing of my real life,


Only a few hints, a few diffused faint clews and indirections


I seek for my own use to trace out here).


WALT WHITMAN, Leaves of Grass, 1871


How many books are still written and published about Charles the First and his times! Such is the fresh and enduring interest of that grand crisis of morals, religion and government! But these books are none of them works of any genius or imagination; not one of these authors seems to be able to throw himself back into that age; if they did, there would be less praise and less blame bestowed on both sides.


COLERIDGE, Table Talk, 9 November 1833





[1]


Oliver Cromwell lived from 1599 to 1658. During the first forty years of his life a tangled knot of problems was forming which was only to be unravelled, or cut through, in the revolutionary decades 1640–60. It may help our understanding of his life’s work if we take a preview of these interrelated problems.1


The seventeenth is the decisive century in English history, the epoch in which the Middle Ages ended. England’s problems were not peculiar to her. The whole of Europe faced a crisis in the mid-seventeenth century, which expressed itself in a series of breakdowns, revolts and civil wars.2 The sixteenth century had seen the opening up of America and of new trade routes to the Far East; a sudden growth of population all over Europe, and a monetary inflation which was also all-European. These phenomena are related (both as effect and as cause) to the rise of capitalist relations within feudal society and a consequent regrouping of social classes. Governments tried in different ways to limit, control or profit by these changes, and with varying results. The republic of the United Provinces, where a burgher oligarchy had taken power during the sixteenth-century revolt against Spain, was best adapted to weather the crisis and enjoyed its greatest prosperity in the seventeenth century. But with a population of only some 2–2½ millions and meagre natural resources, its predominance could not last once its larger rivals had won through to a more appropriate political organization. Germany and Italy failed to establish national states based on a single national market during this period, and slipped behind in the race: so too did Spain, where the power of landed interests and the church counteracted the flying start which the conquest of South America appeared to have given. In France, after a series of convulsions in the first half of the century, national unity was secured under the monarchy with the acquiescence of the commercial classes, who accepted a recognized but subordinate place in the country’s power structured.3 Only in England was a decisive break-through made in the seventeenth century, which ensured that henceforth governments would give great weight to commercial considerations. Decisions taken during this century enabled England to become the first industrialized imperialist great power, and ensured that it should be ruled by a representative assembly. Within the seventeenth century the decisive decades are those between 1640 and 1660. In these decades the decisive figure is Oliver Cromwell. Any study of Cromwell is therefore not merely the personal biography of a great man. It must incorporate the major events of his lifetime which proved so crucial for the later development of England and its empire. I hope in this study to suggest some of the overtones which reverberate from his actions.


First, there are the political and constitutional problems, arising mainly from the relationship between the executive and the men of property who regarded themselves as the natural rulers of the counties and cities. In the course of the sixteenth century the great feudal lords had been disarmed and tamed, the church had lost its international connections, much of its property and many of its immunities. The residuary legatees were the crown, and the gentry and merchant oligarchies who ran local affairs. So long as there was any danger of revolt by over-mighty subjects, or of peasant revolt, or of foreign-supported Catholic revolt, the alliance between crown and ‘natural rulers’, though tacit, was firm. There was no need to define it, especially during the last half of the century when the sovereigns of England were successively a minor and two women. But before Oliver had reached his tenth year all these things had changed. The defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588, the failure of Essex’s rebellion in 1601, of Gunpowder Plot in 1605 and of the Midlands peasant rising in 1607, the peaceful and uneventful succession of James I on Elizabeth’s death in 1603, all these showed the stability of protestant England. It was now possible to fall out over the distribution of authority between the victors.


In James’s reign Parliament, representing the men of property, was quite clearly arrogating more power to itself – over taxation, over commercial policy, over foreign policy – and asserting its own ‘liberties’, its independent status in the constitution. James I, an experienced and successful King of Scotland for thirty-six years, retaliated by enunciating the theory of Divine Right of Kings and stressing the royal prerogative, the independent power of the executive. Elizabeth also had probably believed in the Divine Right of Queens, but she had been too prudent to thrust her views down her subjects’ throats. James proved more circumspect in practice than in theory, and genuinely sought compromise with his powerful subjects. But his son Charles I was less wise. By arbitrary arrest and imprisonment he enforced his claim to tax without Parliamentary consent; he tried to rule without Parliament by a quite novel use of the prerogative courts as executive organs to enforce government policy. Elizabeth, Professor Elton tells us, had always shown ‘reluctance to assert the central authority against local interests’.4 The first two Stuarts interfered increasingly with these interests, and in the 1630s there was a concerted campaign to drive local government, to force unpopular government policies on the sheriffs, deputy-lieutenants and justices of the peace who were used to being little sovereigns in their own areas. In the 1620s billeting of troops and the use of martial law had seemed to be a preparation for military rule, over-riding the authority of justices of the peace; in the thirties Sir Thomas Wentworth was believed to be building up an army in Ireland with which to subdue England and Scotland. Thanks to control of the judges Charles seemed likely to establish Ship Money as an annual tax, over which Parliament had no control. He seemed on the way to establishing an absolute monarchy of the continental type.


These political and constitutional quarrels concealed, or were mingled with, deeper issues. Disputes over customs and impositions in James’s reign raised the question of whether the King alone or the King in Parliament should control commercial policy. Disputes over foreign policy included questions affecting Anglo-Dutch rivalry for the trade of the world, British imperial policy in India, North America and the West Indies. On all these questions the governments of the first two Stuarts gave little satisfaction to commercial interests (which included many gentlemen investors). Indeed, they seemed by their passivity in the Thirty Years War (due to shortage of money, itself the result of the taxpayers’ lack of confidence), by Charles I’s provocation of protestant Scotland and his concessions to papists in Ireland, to be endangering England’s national security and independence. Government regulation and control of the economy contradicted the views of those who thought that freer trade and industrial production would maximize output as well as enriching the producers. The military basis of feudalism had vanished, but fiscal feudalism remained. If a tenant-in-chief of the crown – and this category included most great landowners – died before his heir had reached the age of 21, the latter became a ward of the crown. The management of the ward’s estates, and the right to arrange his marriage, were taken over by the Court of Wards; often the wardship would be handed on to a courtier, who made what profit he could from the estate during the minority, and no doubt married the heir or heiress to some needy relative of his own. A minority might thus gravely impair the family estate. Under James and Charles revenue from the Court of Wards rose rapidly.5 In 1610 Parliament had tried to buy the abolition of this court and the feudal tenures of landlords: the theme will recur.


The problem of agricultural production was crucial. England’s population was growing, and it was increasingly concentrated in urban or rural industrial centres, which were not self-sufficient. If this population was to be fed, a vast increase in production was necessary. In the sixteenth century starvation had been the inevitable consequence of a series of bad harvests, the worst of which occurred just before Oliver was born, from 1593 to 1597. More food could be produced if the vast areas reserved as royal forests were thrown open to cultivation; if commons and waste lands were ploughed up; if fens and marshes were drained. But each of these three solutions posed problems which were social as well as technical: who was to control and profit by the extension of cultivation? Smaller occupiers, squatters, cottagers and all those with common rights would lose valuable perquisites if forests, fens and commons were enclosed and taken into private ownership: the right to pasture their own beasts, to hunt game, to gather fuel. For exactly this reason Francis Bacon advised James I to retain control over royal wastes and commons, as potential sources of wealth if they were enclosed and improved. Throughout the first half of the century enclosing landlords fought cottagers and squatters claiming rights in commons and fens; the crown fought those who encroached on royal forests. The government sporadically fined enclosers, but did little to protect the victims of enclosure: it was itself an enclosing landlord.6


The interregnum saw a widespread movement against enclosure and for the rights of copyholders, which in 1649–50 culminated in the Digger or True Leveller movement. The Diggers demanded that all crown lands and forests, all commons and wastes, should be cultivated by the poor in communal ownership, and that buying and selling land should be forbidden by law. ‘Do not all strive to enjoy the land?’ asked their leader Gerrard Winstanley. ‘The gentry strive for land, the clergy strive for land, the common people strive for land, and buying and selling is an art whereby people endeavour to cheat one another of the land.’7 The expansion of food production waited on solution of the questions of landownership, of common rights, of security of tenure for copyholders, and a host of connected problems.


Many protestants had hoped that just as Henry VIII’s breach with Rome had been followed by more radical changes in Edward VI’s reign, so the accession of Elizabeth would lead to a resumption of the policy of continuous reformation. They were disappointed, and a stalemate ensued. So long as England’s national independence was in the balance the government needed Puritan support against papist enemies at home and abroad, and Puritans had no wish to overthrow Elizabeth to the advantage of Mary Queen of Scots and Spain. But the victories of the 1590s and the succession of James I brought questions of church government to a head. The bishops went over to the offensive against their critics, and harried sectaries out of the land.8 Through the High Commission the independent authority of the episcopal hierarchy grew, and Parliament and common lawyers alike wished to control it. Especially under William Laud, Archbishop of Canterbury from 1633, but in effective control of ecclesiastical affairs from 1628, the claims of the clergy extended. Church courts were used impartially against members of the gentry and professions as well as against lower-class sectaries. But the independence of thought, the dissidence of dissent, which was rooted in a century of Bible-reading, could not so easily be crushed. Already some Baptists were suggesting the possibility of tolerating more than one brand of religious worship in a state.


As Winstanley suggested, ecclesiastical questions were also in part economic. The Laudian attempt to increase tithe payments (which had declined in real value during the inflationary century before 1640) would in effect have meant increased taxation of the laity without Parliament’s consent. Laud’s expressed desire to recover impropriated tithes for the church threatened the property rights of all who had succeeded to the estates of the dissolved monasteries.9 Laud’s attempt to suppress lecturers similarly challenged the right of richer members of congregations, and of town corporations, to have the kind of preaching they liked if they were prepared to pay for it. As society was progressively commercialized and as the common-law courts adapted themselves to the needs of this business society, so the jurisdiction of church courts, backed up by the power of the High Commission, was more and more resented. Their excommunications, their prohibition of labour on saints’ days, their enforcement of tithe claims, their putting men on oath to incriminate themselves or their neighbours10 – all these were increasingly out of tune with the wishes of the educated, propertied laity, who were also critical of ecclesiastical control of education and the censorship. The Laudians rejected the Calvinist doctrine of predestination, and doubted whether the Pope was Antichrist. This ‘Arminian’ theology, and the Laudian attempt to elevate the power and social status of the clergy, seemed to many protestants to be abandoning basic tenets of the Reformation.


In London at least the ideas of modern science were beginning to spread. The earth had ceased to be the centre of the universe, and men were less inclined to believe in the day-to-day intervention of the deity or the devil in the lives of ordinary men and women. In Roman Catholic countries a miraculous transformation of bread and wine was believed to be a daily occurrence; in England this belief was regularly denounced from the pulpit as superstitious, in terms which sometimes encouraged a critical rationalism. Some men were questioning the existence of witches. The last Englishman was burnt for heresy when Oliver was 13 years old. Some brave spirits were beginning to ask how an omnipotent and beneficent God could condemn the majority of human beings to an eternity of torture because of their distant ancestor’s transgression. These were only the first beginnings of an intellectual and moral revolution, which was to be enormously stimulated by the exciting events of the revolutionary decades: but the new spirit was there, and it was already contributing to the asking of new questions about government in church and state.11


At first glance, many of these disputes seem remote from the life and interests of the Huntingdonshire gentleman who became general of the Parliamentary army in the civil war. But, as we shall see, he was deeply involved in some of them even before 1640, and the central position in the complex web of English life which he later attained meant that Oliver’s actions and decisions had a crucial bearing on most of the great turning-points of the century. In the pages which follow we shall be looking more narrowly at Oliver’s life, but we must never forget the wider issues which were shaking his society. I shall return to them in my final chapter.


[2]


When Oliver Cromwell was born, the reign of Elizabeth was nearing its close. The great achievements of the reign were in the past. Protestantism had been re-established; religious wars had been avoided; the nobility had been disarmed; there was no longer any danger of feudal revolt. England’s national independence had been secured by victory over the Spanish Armada, and by the establishment of friendly relations with Scotland. In 1603 ‘our cousin of Scotland’ was to succeed Elizabeth peaceably. Though the war with Spain dragged on until 1604, the international situation finally precluded the Spanish preponderance which had seemed probable a dozen years earlier. Henri IV was securely on the throne of France, whence Spain had tried to drive him; the independence of the Dutch republic was also consolidated, though their war with Spain was to continue until 1609. The great age of what we call Elizabethan literature had just begun, and was to extend into James I’s reign. In 1599 Spenser died, Shakespeare’s As You Like It, Henry V and Julius Caesar appeared on the stage, together with plays by Dekker, Jonson and Marston. Poems by Daniel, Drayton and Greene were published, as were James VI’s Basilikon Doron, Gilbert’s De Magnete and Perkins’s Golden Chain; Chapman and Middleton were beginning to write.


Yet, glorious though the Elizabethan age was to seem in retrospect, men had other thoughts in 1599. There was great war weariness, expressed by Shakespeare in Troilus and Cressida, perhaps written in that year. A series of bad harvests had brought famine and near revolt in 1596–7. At court there were fierce faction fights as men prepared for the death of Elizabeth and tried to take up positions of strength. These culminated in the revolt of the Earl of Essex in 1601, whose easy suppression demonstrated the power of the monarchical idea, but led to something more like the dominance of a single faction than had been known for forty years. Following his triumph over Essex, Robert Cecil allied with the Howards and Sir Walter Ralegh to bring James in as king: then Cecil overthrew Ralegh on a trumped-up charge in 1604. At court many thought that corruption had increased. These things are difficult to measure. It may be simply that there was more government, and that civil servants and courtiers were less well paid owing to inflation, and so sought more eagerly for perquisites. The struggle to build up a following of clients may have caused an increase in demand for jobs, pensions, monopolies, etc.12 In the Parliament of 1601 there was an outcry against monopolies, and Elizabeth in her ‘golden speech’ abolished many of them. This preserved her popularity, but did not eliminate the problem. Monopolies revived under James.


In another way, perhaps more seriously, national unity had been impaired. The apocalyptic hopes of protestants in 1558 had not been realized. In the compromise ecclesiastical settlement of 1559, Elizabeth had been forced to yield more than she would have wished. Ever since there had been a party which hoped for still further reform of the Church of England in a radical protestant direction. These men, who became known as ‘Puritans’, wished to see the power of bishops abolished or restricted. The clerical wing of the reformers hoped to see a Presbyterian system established within the church (with or without a modified episcopacy). They obtained support from a section of the gentry, which was inspired both by strong protestant sentiments and by a desire for parochial independence. Since the reformation, gentlemen had collected tithes and enjoyed rights of patronage in nearly half the parishes of the kingdom. At the same time their control over their parishes had been vastly increased by a relative decline in the power of the feudal nobility and the elevation of JPs. The abolition of episcopacy, or a significant reduction in the powers of bishops, would add to the independence of the central authority enjoyed by the little islands of sovereignty over which the gentry ruled.


But under Archbishop Whitgift (1583–1604) the authority of bishops had climbed to greater heights than had been known in England since Henry VIII’s Reformation. The High Commission was used as a central inquisition to pick off the clerical leaders of the Puritan movement, and to overbear the protection of the Puritan gentry. In 1588 Richard Bancroft, who was to succeed Whitgift as Archbishop of Canterbury (1604–10), proclaimed the divine right of episcopacy. Bancroft was no theologian; but in the 1590s men more skilled than he underpinned his assertion with theological arguments. Until the 1590s the government had feared to go too far against the Puritan opposition, since from the nature of the case Puritans were the most uncompromisingly anti-Catholic and so the most staunchly anti-Spanish of all the Queen’s subjects. But in 1588 the Armada was defeated. England was in no danger of Spanish conquest. This at one stroke removed the government’s fear both of papists and of Puritans. The bishops mounted a counter-attack on the latter; the theologians took arguments from the armoury of the former.


The Puritans themselves were split. Finally convinced of the impossibility of reform through Parliament and Queen, Robert Browne and his followers in the 1580s proclaimed reformation without tarrying for the magistrate. They rejected the national church and formed themselves into separatist congregations, which could function only as illegal underground organizations or in exile. In 1587 John Field declared that ‘seeing we cannot compass’ our reformist purposes ‘by suit nor dispute’, it is ‘the multitude and people that must bring the discipline to pass which we desire’.13 This was followed in 1588–9 by a series of bawdy and witty pamphlets (the Marprelate Tracts) holding the bishops up to ridicule. Both separatism and the appeal to the people, let alone the muck-raking of Marprelate, were going faster and further than the respectable among the godly wished, whether clerical like the Presbyterian Thomas Cartwright or lay like Puritan MPs. The bishops seized the opportunity to proclaim that those who criticized the wealth of bishops now would soon attack the property of the gentry and aristocracy – a line of argument which Oliver Cromwell was to encounter in the House of Commons in 1641. They were helped by an attempt by three lunatics to establish the rule of God in 1591. In Cambridge Baro and Barrett began to preach an anti-Calvinist theology which prefigured the Arminianism of Laud, and Hooker produced the first satisfactory theoretical justification of an Anglican church which pursued a via media between Catholicism and Puritanism. Some sectaries were executed, others were driven into exile; the underground Presbyterian movement was broken up, and in the last two Parliaments of Elizabeth’s reign (1597 and 1601) there was no vocal Puritan opposition, though there was plenty of opposition to government economic policies.


The snake was scotched, not killed. For the fundamental fact of the gentry’s wish to be free to control their parishes and their parsons without supervision from bishops or High Commission was matched by the inner logic of protestantism: its exaltation of preaching and the study of the Bible was continually training consciences which would stand out against any attempt to regiment them or dictate to them. After their defeat in the 1590s the Puritan clergy put more emphasis on preaching, character-forming, morale-building, less on forms of church organization and discipline. In the long run they forged a better weapon, which in 1640 was too strong to be broken as it had been in the 1590s. Just because, in the last resort, a large section of the gentry and the urban merchant classes sympathized (for whatever reason) with Puritanism, the government was increasingly forced into dependence on the Catholic and crypto-Catholic sectors of the gentry and aristocracy.14 This is shown by the attempts of James I and Charles I to ally with Spain, England’s old enemy, even in the 1620s, when the Habsburgs again seemed to be aiming at a hegemony in Europe which would bring with it a triumph of the Counter-Reformation; and it was shown by the rise of Arminianism in the Church of England, culminating in the 1630s in the rule of Laud. Laud was offered a cardinal’s hat by the Pope, and was profoundly embarrassed by the Calvinist theology of his predecessor Whitgift, who had suppressed the Puritan movement but did not move far from it in theology. Yet since church and state were one, in the eyes of all contemporaries, Laud was only carrying to its logical conclusion the disruption of national unity by Whitgift and Bancroft, which had already been accomplished when Cromwell was born in 1599. One aspect of the latter’s life’s work was to be the attempt to re-establish a national church which should have room for most brands of protestantism, and whose government should not interfere with the local supremacy of the gentry and urban oligarchies.


So when Oliver was born, the spacious days of Good Queen Bess were already perhaps in the past. But as he grew up, there soon grew up with him a legend of an Elizabethan golden age, in which Parliament and crown worked in harmony, in which the church was resolutely protestant, in which bishops were subordinated to the secular power, and protestant sea-dogs brought gold and glory back from the Spanish main. This legend, promoted by aged courtiers like Sir Fulke Greville and Sir Robert Naunton and clearly formulated in Shakespeare’s last play, Henry VIII, owed more to a criticism of what was happening (or not happening) under the Stuarts than to anything that had really existed under Elizabeth: but it was no less potent for that. ‘Queen Elizabeth of famous memory’ always meant a great deal to Oliver Cromwell.15 His mother, his wife and his favourite daughter were all called Elizabeth.


The behaviour of James and Charles I made men look back nostalgically to Elizabeth. James had his financial problems: inflation was continuing, he had an expensive wife and three children to maintain. He was surrounded by mendicant courtiers, English and Scots, and (unlike Elizabeth) he refused to subsidize them at the expense of the church. Nevertheless, when all has been said in James’s favour, his financial extravagance cannot be gainsaid; and what there is to be said on his behalf is clearer to historians than it was to contemporaries. They saw merely that James’s government appeared to spend as much in peace as Elizabeth’s had done in war. It was sensible to put an end to the Spanish and Irish wars in 1604, and trade flourished during the next decade in consequence. But the militant anti-Spanish party, of which Sir Walter Ralegh was the spokesman, was dissatisfied. ‘It is true, King James made a peace,’ Oliver was to say in 1656; ‘but whether this nation, or any interest of all the protestant Christians, suffered not more by that peace than ever by his [Spain’s] hostility, I refer it to your consideration.’


Lenience to Catholics at home and a pro-papist foreign policy were the logical consequences of Elizabeth’s break with the Puritans. The latter had hoped that the accession of the King of Presbyterian Scotland would lead to a reversal of this policy, and James before 1603 had encouraged all groups to expect his favour. But the Hampton Court Conference of 1604 confirmed that the King would not change Elizabeth’s policy. Gunpowder Plot (1605) was followed by a pamphlet warfare, in which James himself attacked papal claims and tried to alert European monarchs, whether protestant or Catholic, to Jesuit theories of the lawfulness of tyrannicide. But the severe anti-Catholic laws which Parliament passed were not enforced. When the Thirty Years War broke out in 1618 James’s agitated search for agreement with Spain intensified, and with it the concern of the Puritan gentry. In 1618 Sir Walter Ralegh was executed, at the demand of the Spanish Ambassador, who seemed the most powerful figure at the English court. James refused to assist his son-in-law the Elector Palatine, when the latter’s rash acceptance of the Bohemian crown involved him in disaster and started the Thirty Years War. As the protestant cause on the continent languished, England, the leading protestant power, continued to negotiate with Spain. James, the contemporary joke ran, promised to send to the assistance of the stricken German protestants 100,000 … ambassadors! How natural it was to look back to the golden days of Good Queen Bess, staunchly patriotic and anti-Spanish.


James’s economic policy was as conspicuously unsuccessful. An attempt to raise customs rates to meet inflation led to an outcry in the House of Commons of 1610. Negotiations in the same year, aimed at securing a regular income of £200,000 a year from Parliament in return for the abolition of the hated Court of Wards, failed. This episode showed that the prerogative could be up for sale, and had whetted Parliamentary appetites. (The Court of Wards was abolished in 1646 after Parliament had won the civil war.) The ten years’ prosperity which followed the peace with Spain was broken by rash royal action in abolishing the monopoly of the Merchant Adventurers (the principal cloth exporters) and transferring their privileges to a new company of King’s Merchant Adventurers. The latter promised to dye and dress cloths in England, instead of exporting white cloths, as the Merchant Adventurers had done. The promise was fair; but the performance failed to live up to it. The new company was unable to organize the dyeing and dressing, or to find export markets. A crisis of overproduction resulted.


Since the cloth industry was England’s major industry, this was a very serious matter: there was mass unemployment in the clothing counties. James climbed down ignominiously, and restored the Merchant Adventurers to their privileged position. The economy was just beginning to recover when it was hit by a greater crisis, the result of a collapse of central and eastern European markets. When Parliament met in 1621 it attacked the economic and foreign policies of the government. There had been no effective session of Parliament since 1610; that of 1614 had been dissolved after five weeks of wrangling over alleged government attempts to manage it through ‘undertakers’. The 1621 Parliament impeached Lord Chancellor Bacon and some of the economic parasites protected by the favourite, George Villiers, Marquis (later Duke) of Buckingham. While insisting that James should reverse his foreign policy and intervene on the protestant side in the Thirty Years War, Parliament voted derisory sums for this purpose. It was dissolved in an atmosphere of frustration. A large section of the gentry and merchants was already totally out of sympathy with the government.


When Parliament met again in 1624 it seemed for a brief time that the Elizabethan national unity might be recovered. For in the intervening period Buckingham and Prince Charles had visited Spain to woo the Infanta, whose marriage to the Prince of Wales James had regarded as the solution to all the problems of Europe. They learned on the spot (at the cost of over £100,000 to the Exchequer) what had been obvious to most observers for a long time: that Spain was not seriously interested in an English alliance. With characteristic frivolity Charles and Buckingham switched horses, clamoured for war with Spain, and put themselves at the head of the 1624 Parliament to force this policy on a reluctant James. When Lord Treasurer Middlesex pointed out that England could not afford war, the House of Commons was encouraged to impeach him. James presciently but vainly pointed out to Buckingham that he was making a rod for his own back. In one of the most remarkable statutes in English history, Parliament voted money to the King explicitly in return for his reversing his foreign policy at their request. Yet they had so little confidence in the court that they insisted on the money being paid in to treasurers appointed by themselves, and expended only with their approbation. Buckingham and Prince Charles had taught the Commons that it was possible to coerce the government provided the formal decencies were observed; that unpopular ministers could be impeached and disgraced, even without the blessing of the King; and that financial control could be used to force a change of foreign policy. The Commons did not forget.


Charles and Buckingham did, however. Their foreign policy for the next four years more than justified the lack of confidence which the House of Commons had shown. In 1625 James died. By then England was at war with Spain in alliance with France. In 1627, because Buckingham had quarrelled with the French court in another of his disastrous wooing expeditions, England was at war with both France and Spain. These military undertakings were uniformly unsuccessful. They did nothing to help German protestantism, which by 1628 was in grave danger of extinction. In that year England helped the Catholic King of France to deprive his protestant subjects of the privileges which Queen Elizabeth had helped them to win in the Edict of Nantes (1598). When Buckingham was assassinated in 1628 England’s international reputation was at its nadir. The assassin, Felton, was the most popular man in England.


In other ways unity between King and Parliament was broken. Parliament refused to vote taxes for this impossible foreign policy, and Charles resorted to forced loans. In 1627 five knights refused to pay, and were imprisoned. When Parliament met in 1628 the Petition of Right declared both unparliamentary taxation and arbitrary imprisonment illegal. Meanwhile William Laud had come into favour at court. He and his supporters in the church, the Arminian or anti-Calvinist party, provided a theoretical defence of arbitrary government. In 1625 Parliament had attacked Richard Montague’s New Gag for an Old Goose and Appello Caesarem because they were alleged to favour popery: Charles made him a bishop. Parliament attacked the sycophantic royal chaplain Roger Mainwaring for justifying unparliamentary taxation: Charles promoted him to what Cromwell described as ‘a rich living’. ‘If these be the steps to preferment’, he continued in what was probably his maiden speech (February 1629), ‘what may we not expect?’ Before Parliament was dissolved in 1629 two MPs held the Speaker down in his chair while resolutions were passed against unlawful taxation and Arminianism. Already some men’s minds were so ‘incensed’ that the possibility was contemplated of deposing Charles in favour of his sister Elizabeth, Queen of Bohemia. But this was ‘likely to be merely the conceit of the multitude’.16


Parliament was not to meet again for eleven years. In retrospect we can see that 1629 was an even more important turning-point than the 1590s. For now the victims of the government’s attack were not merely the Puritan clergy but the protestant gentry. The Rev. John Penry was executed as a traitor in 1593; Sir John Eliot died in the Tower in 1633. Just as many of the Puritan clergy accepted defeat in the 1590s and concentrated on saving souls, so in the 1630s many of the Parliamentarians gave up the struggle. Sir Thomas Wentworth and William Noy accepted prominent positions in the government, and made it more efficient than it would otherwise have been. Noy’s antiquarian researches led to a quite novel extension of the old tax of Ship Money from the ports to the inland towns: a tax had been discovered which might have balanced the country’s budget so long as Charles abdicated from foreign affairs. In Ireland Wentworth actually made the colony pay for its own subjection, and started to build up an army whose sinister possibilities were not lost on Englishmen. But there was no fundamental reform. In Professor Tawney’s famous phrase in The Agrarian Problem in the Sixteenth Century, the government’s good intentions were ‘smeared with the trail of finance’. Monopolies proliferated. The profits of wardship increased. Fines for encroachments on the royal forests, for enclosures, for refusing to be knighted (at a price),17 still further alienated the gentry, already outraged by unparliamentary taxation. The government’s alliance with a ring of big London capitalists, who produced loans in return for baronetcies and privileges like farming the customs, alienated London citizens outside the favoured circle, and this alliance gave the government a sense of financial security which was wholly illusory. In 1640 some branches of the customs revenue had been anticipated for years ahead. Bankruptcy was concealed, but it was bankruptcy all right.18


Laud’s religious policy carried the re-catholicizing tendencies started in the 1590s to their logical conclusion. Arminians held all the best bishoprics and deaneries. Lecturers in market towns were suppressed: Laud forced the Feofees for Impropriations (a group of Puritan merchants, lawyers and divines) to stop buying in impropriated tithes in order to use them to finance preaching. In each case the result of Laud’s attempt to prevent Puritan preaching was to get no preaching at all. Laud’s own ritualistic tendencies, plus favour to Catholics at court, where Henrietta Maria had succeeded Buckingham as the chief influence on Charles, gave plausibility to allegations that Laud was a secret papist. In 1637 a papal agent was admitted to England for the first time since Mary’s reign. In so far as Charles had a foreign policy, it was pro-Spanish. Cooperation with papists in Ireland, pressure on Presbyterians in Scotland: it all seemed to fit into a picture.


The Scottish troubles were the last straw. Threats to resume church lands held by the aristocracy there were followed by revisions in the prayer book in a Catholic direction. The result was a national explosion with which the English government was totally unable to cope. In the 1590s Puritans and near-Puritans had hoped that their fortunes might be transformed by the succession of James. In the 1630s Puritans and Parliamentarians again hoped for salvation from the North, and our brethren of Scotland proved a stronger support than our cousin of Scotland had been. Knox, the rebellion of whose Presbyterian supporters Elizabeth had hated having to finance, had proclaimed that the gospel of Christ would unite England and Scotland; the execution of Mary Queen of Scots in 1587 (which Elizabeth had also hated having to agree to) set a precedent for sitting in judgement on the Lord’s Anointed.19 The Scottish army which entered England in 1640, singing metrical psalms, brought home to roost the policy which Elizabeth had so reluctantly adopted. Charles tried in the Short Parliament of 1640 to appeal to traditional anti-Scottish feeling, and failed miserably. Ideological bonds and material interests were too strong.


But we have looked too far ahead. In the early 1630s all was confusion and disarray among those who had opposed the government. Some merchants refused to pay customs, in accordance with the House of Commons resolution of March 1629; but after the London merchant Richard Chambers had gone to jail for saying that ‘merchants were screwed up in England more than in Turkey’, most succumbed. Chambers, who did not, stayed in prison for six years, and was soon back again for opposing Ship Money. It was probably in the 1630s that Cromwell experienced the spiritual crisis that led to his conversion;20 and he was not alone. Puritan emigration to New England reached a peak in the 1630s: Oliver thought of going, and his friend of later years, Sir Henry Vane, actually went. Returning New Englanders were to play a prominent part in the revolutionary movement of the forties: Cromwell was said especially to favour them in his regiment.21 In the 1630s the opposition group organized its activity around the Providence Island Company, a trading company of which John Pym was Treasurer and many of Oliver’s cousins members. Providence Island lay just off the mainland of Spanish America, cutting the route for the silver galleons: its occupation would make sense only as part of an aggressive anti-Spanish policy – the policy which Cromwell took up in the 1650s. The Providence Island group organized Hampden’s symbolic opposition to Ship Money.


The judgement in 1637, that Hampden must pay, shocked the propertied class. For if Ship Money was legal, non-parliamentary government had come to stay. The situation was saved only by the Scottish war, which made resistance possible. In 1636 3½ per cent of Ship Money was unpaid, in 1638 61 per cent. The Providence Island group were in touch with the Scottish leaders, and in 1640 concerted their policies with them. The Short Parliament which Charles was compelled to call in April 1640 insisted on peace with the Scots. Charles dissolved it and tried to fight on, but could get no support. Peace was concluded at Ripon in October 1640 on terms which forced the summoning of another Parliament. This (the Long Parliament) was to sit for more than the eleven years for which Charles’s personal government had lasted. In both the Short and the Long Parliament Oliver Cromwell represented the borough of Cambridge.




II
From Country Gentleman
to Lord of the Fens:
1599–1640




I was by birth a gentleman, living neither in any considerable height, nor yet in obscurity.


CROMWELL, Speech to Parliament, 12 September 1654





Oliver Cromwell was born on 25 April 1599 in Huntingdon. His father was Robert Cromwell, gentleman, younger son of Sir Henry Cromwell, the Golden Knight of Hinchinbrooke. His mother was Elizabeth Steward. On both sides the fortunes of the family had been founded on the spoliation of the church. At the Reformation Elizabeth Steward’s great-uncle Robert had been the last Prior of Ely and its first protestant Dean. Her father William and after him her only brother Sir Thomas farmed the lands of Ely Cathedral. The connection between the two families went back two generations: for the man who persuaded Prior Robert Steward to throw his lot in with the Reformation was Sir Richard Cromwell.


Richard Cromwell was born Richard Williams, grandson of a Welshman said to have accompanied Henry VII when he came to England in 1485. The grandfather settled at Putney, and married his son Morgan to the daughter of the local blacksmith, Walter Cromwell. Her brother was the great Thomas Cromwell, Henry VIII’s minister, the hammer of the monks, the architect of the English Reformation, who was created Earl of Essex just before his fall and execution in 1540.


Richard Williams took the name of his famous uncle, and acted as his agent in the suppression of the monasteries. He had his reward. Three abbeys, two priories and the nunnery of Hinchinbrooke, worth perhaps £2,500 a year, came into his possession; and he married the daughter of a Lord Mayor of London. His son Sir Henry built a magnificent mansion out of the ruins of Hinchinbrooke, fit to entertain royalty, and a summer residence on the site of Ramsey Abbey. In the year of the Armada, 1588, he ordered all his copyhold tenants in the manor of Ramsey to be ready to attend him at an hour’s notice. He too married the daughter of a Lord Mayor of London, represented his county in the House of Commons and was four times sheriff of Cambridgeshire and Huntingdonshire. His son Sir Oliver, also knight of the shire and high sheriff, married first the daughter of a Lord Chancellor, then the widow of a government financier, Sir Horatio Palavicino. He was the uncle of our Oliver.


But notwithstanding these prudent marriages, old Sir Oliver managed in a life of nearly 100 years to dissipate the family fortunes. He entertained James I at Hinchinbrooke in the most lavish way, when the King was on progress from Scotland in 1603 and on many later occasions. Apparently Sir Oliver got very little in return. He is a classical example of a man who ruined himself by unsuccessful investment in the court. He had to sell the great house at Hinchinbrooke to the Montagu family, of whom we shall hear again.


Oliver’s father Robert, as a younger son, inherited little of this great patrimony; but what he had was also former church property. Oliver was born in a house which had been part of the hospital of St John in Huntingdon. His father occupied property which had formerly belonged to the Austin friars, and farmed the tithes of the nearby parish of Hartford; from his maternal uncle Sir Thomas Steward, Oliver was later to inherit extensive leases from the Dean and Chapter of Ely. So if ever the protestant vested interest meant anything, it meant that Oliver would grow up strongly anti-Catholic. But he must also have grown up conscious of the fact that he was a poor relation. He visited the splendours of Hinchinbrooke from time to time; but his father’s £300 or so a year was less than Sir Oliver would spend on a fleeting visit from King James. Young Oliver had many rich and important relations, but his own upbringing was modest.


Robert Cromwell died when Oliver was just 18, and in any case seems to have had a less powerful personality than his wife, who brought up Oliver and his seven sisters in Huntingdon. We may speculate on the effects of this petticoat environment; by all accounts (some of them not very reliable) he grew up to be a rough, boisterous, practical-joking boy, with no effeminate characteristics. More important, or at all events better documented than Oliver’s father as an influence, was his schoolmaster Thomas Beard. When Oliver was nearly five Beard was appointed by the town of Huntingdon to its free school, the school which Oliver attended. Beard also became rector of Oliver’s parish church, St John’s. The young Puritan minister wrote and produced plays, in which Oliver is said to have acted. Beard had already published in 1597 a famous book, The Theatre of Gods Judgments, translated from the French and augmented with over 300 examples. He became a friend of the Cromwell family – he witnessed Robert Cromwell’s will – and a leading figure in local politics. Oliver would almost certainly read Beard’s book, and in any case he would no doubt hear as sermons the many additional passages which were inserted in the later editions published in 1612 and 1631. This latter edition was dedicated to the mayor, aldermen and burgesses of Huntingdon.1 At Huntingdon Beard also wrote a book, published in 1625, proving that the Pope was Antichrist. His Theatre is in the tradition of John Foxe’s Acts and Monuments. It pictures the whole of existence as a struggle between God and the powers of darkness, in which the elect fight for God and are certain of victory in so far as they obey his laws. One chapter is given up to showing ‘how rare … good princes have been at all times’, and God’s destructive power is invoked against the ‘mighty, puissant and fearful’. Another chapter shows ‘that the greatest and mightiest princes are not exempt from punishment for their iniquities’. God is no respecter of persons: he intervenes to help the poor and humble. Princes, Beard assured his readers, are subject to civil laws, provided these are founded upon equity and right. ‘It is unlawful both by the law of God and man’ for kings to tax ‘above measure’. Private property is sacred even against kings.2 The lessons were not wasted on the young Oliver.


Beard prepared Oliver for entrance to Cambridge University. Cromwell did not go to his father’s college, Queens’, nor to Beard’s college, Jesus, but to a new foundation more Puritan than either of them, Sidney Sussex College. The Montagu family (shortly to purchase Hinchinbrooke from old Sir Oliver) were benefactors of and closely connected with the newly endowed college, whose first Master had been a Montagu. The Master of the College from 1610 to 1643 was Samuel Ward, a well-known Cambridge Calvinist, to whom the most famous of all Puritan divines, William Perkins, had entrusted the publication of one of his attacks on Catholicism. Ward represented England at the Synod of Dort and was Lady Margaret Professor of Divinity at Cambridge. Laud described Sidney Sussex under him as ‘a hotbed of Puritanism’, and the College managed to avoid having its chapel consecrated throughout Laud’s period of ascendancy. Cromwell was a gentleman-commoner, and so would dine with the Fellows. He presented a piece of silver to the college on admission. But he was at Cambridge for one year only, before he was called home by his father’s death. There is little evidence that he received much intellectual stimulation from university life. He apparently preferred ‘the mathematics, wherein he excelled’ to the humanities and civil law which his parents had expected him to read. The evidence is not very strong, but it receives some confirmation from the fact that mathematics was a speciality of Sidney Sussex and of its Calvinist Master; and that Oliver later recommended history, mathematics and cosmography to his son Richard.3
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