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Introduction


On the day that the 2017 general election was called, a lady called Brenda, hailing from Bristol, clearly summed up the feelings of many poll-weary voters when she exclaimed: ‘You’re joking! Not another one! For God’s sake, I can’t honestly, I can’t stand this … there’s too much politics going on at the moment.’1


Brenda should be very glad that she did not live during the reigns of William III and Queen Anne. Between 1695 and 1715, there were ten general elections, and political partisanship gripped England to an extent seldom known before or since. Two political parties – Tory and Whig – engaged in a ferocious and all-consuming political battle royale over issues of religion, monarchical succession, foreign policy, finance and much more besides.


In retrospect, we can see that this was in some – but by no means all – respects the last gasp of the devastating political conflict that had gripped the country since the 1640s, arguably even before. All the antipathies of the Civil War, between Cavalier and Roundhead, the Church of England and the Puritans, were revived and transformed into a new era of partisan strife. The battle, although rambunctious, polarising and sporadically violent, allowed the nation to negotiate its way through a tumultuous period without another civil war or major bloodshed.


This political conflict – usually known as the ‘Rage of Party’ – was extraordinary in intensity and duration. At the level of high politics, it was a tale of peculation, betrayal, attempted assassination, whoring, outrageously cynical parliamentary scheming and even sensational accusations of lesbianism. It crept into every aspect of British public life, from the Queen’s bedchamber and the House of Commons down to the crevices of everyday life, from which doctor or astrologer one patronised to which coffee-house one supped in. This book aims to tell this story.


During the summer of 1709, thousands of exhausted, traumatised refugees arrived in London. They were from the Palatinate, a region of Germany that had been devastated by the aggression of the French army of Louis XIV and the general upheaval created by years of European conflict. Famine and illness had reduced their war-weary homeland to near desperate straits. By the time they arrived in England, they were in an appalling condition. Several Lutheran ministers who attended to them reported that they had found ‘often 20 to 30 men and women together with their Children in one room’.2 Many of them were ‘very sikly and that severall of ’em are dead here already’.3 They hoped that their flight to England – and perhaps thereafter to the American colonies – would be their salvation.


Luckily for them, the British government of the day was dominated by the Whigs, who were sympathetic to the plight of the refugees. Not only did the general Christian duty to welcome the stranger apply but they also saw the Palatines as plucky Protestant heroes owed help and assistance by their European co-religionists. The Whigs also hoped that these refugees would prove an economic boon, in the same way that previous waves of Protestant immigration – most notably the Huguenots some decades earlier – had. Many of the Huguenots had been skilled artisans who had bought new skills and expertise, in areas such as silk weaving and banking, to England and bolstered their new country’s economic prospects. The assumption was that the Palatines would be similar. In any case, as one pamphlet put it, ‘Wealth increases in an equal Proportion to the additional Number of Inhabitants’: immigration would make Britain richer almost by definition.4 So, in order to allow the Palatine incomers to settle in England, the Whigs passed the Foreign Protestants Naturalisation Act in early 1709.


Not everyone was as welcoming as the Whigs. England itself was suffering badly. Years of economic strain created by continual, eye-wateringly expensive warfare had been tipped into outright crisis by the winter of 1708–9, which was the worst anyone could remember. Bread prices rocketed up due to a poor harvest. Many of London’s own poor had been reduced to outright destitution, and the British state had few mechanisms to assist them. Having to compete for what private charity existed with thousands of foreigners was not popular.


As such, the Whigs’ great rivals – the Tories – had much popular support in their outright opposition to allowing the Palatines into England. Far from being an economic boon, they argued, the Palatines would prove a massive drain on an already stretched country. ‘Poor industrious’ English families would be ruined by competition for scarce jobs. In any case, the influx of foreigners would be resented by people hostile to rapid social change, which could cause civil disorder: one Tory complained of the ‘universal Disgust and Jealousy throughout the Nation’ occasioned by the arrival of the Palatines, leading to many ‘Complaints and Commotions in London, and elsewhere, on occasion of Foreigners’.5


One such ‘commotion’, witnessed near Harrow on the Hill, is recorded by Thomas Hearne, an ultra-Tory Oxford scholar, who gave an account of it in his diary:


3 or four honest Englishmen being got together, and being drinking a Pot or two of Ale, they happened to see the said Palatines go by, and of course they made some Reflections upon the Receiving of these People into the Kingdom; which being heard by one of the Palatines, he gave a hint to his Companions, & they all immediately came into the Room, beat the Persons in a very rude and inhumane manner, and were about to have cut their Throats, but the Constable being call’d in and a number rais’d they were over-power’d in their Attempt; but instead of receiving condign Punishment when they were had before a Justice of Peace they were dismiss’d with a soft Reprimand, & the answer given for this Easy Penaltie was that being Forreigners they were ignorant of our English Laws, & ’twould be a piece of Barbarity to make them subject to it as yet.6


Hearne’s view was clear: not only was the English working man being swamped by foreigners, he could also expect to face two-tier justice if he stood up to them.


The influx of Palatines to England turned into a disaster. They were not skilled silk weavers or adroit financiers but mostly vineyard workers. Expertise in wine production was of little use in England. Their only real economic option was to compete for unskilled jobs with the native poor, and such jobs were scarce indeed in 1709. Most could not speak English and so integration was difficult. The government found it impossible to work out what to do with them: it tried to pay parishes across the country to take them in, but there was almost no take up. Eventually, the government dumped most of them in Ireland, where they had few prospects and little assistance. They found conditions there little better than their ravaged homeland, and before long many ended up returning to Germany. A Tory-dominated government repealed the Foreign Protestants Naturalisation Act a few years later.


The ‘Poor Palatines’ debate, as it became known, neatly touches on almost every single one of the major controversies that made the political conflict known as the ‘Rage of Party’ consequential then, and resonant today. This struggle, the first major bout of party-political polarisation in English history, reached its climax between 1689 and 1714. It emerged partly as a function of the tumultuous conflicts that had roiled England in the seventeenth century, and partly as a response to the huge new challenges that arose at the dawn of the eighteenth century. It was a momentous political conflict that would determine the fate of a country which, by the end of the century, would be one of the world’s great superpowers.


It is usual to see the enormous upheavals of seventeenth-century England – most dramatically the Civil War between Charles I and Parliament in the 1640s – as a process whereby England was transformed from a country that was in some respects still a late medieval state, in which the monarchy and the Church remained the most fundamental sources of authority, to a country transformed by the dynamic forces of liberal modernity, on the cusp of capitalism, representative government, religious pluralism and empire.


The path to this outcome was not straightforward. The attempt to rule England as a republic in the 1650s, after the execution of Charles I, eventually collapsed under the weight of its own chaotic contradictions, notwithstanding Oliver Cromwell’s temporarily successful attempt to weld it together under his leadership, and an exhausted country, unsure what else to do, brought back the monarchy. The Restoration of Charles II in 1660 seemed, at least superficially, like the triumph of the old forces, as the monarchy and the Church of England reasserted their power.


However, the disastrous attempt by Charles II’s successor, Catholic King James II, to rule in increasingly arbitrary and authoritarian fashion led to a revolution – the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688–9 – which established a qualified though crucial victory for the forces of modernity. Although monarchy remained and the constitution was not dramatically transformed, Parliament’s authority was finally confirmed, basic liberties confirmed by the passing of the Bill of Rights, and a degree of religious toleration introduced under a new king, Dutchman William III. The country had reached the political settlement that would underpin its eighteenth-century rise to the status of economic and military powerhouse, great European power, and imperial top dog.


Although there is much truth in this broad-brush picture of the conflicts of the seventeenth century, it is incomplete. The Glorious Revolution itself may have been a precondition of Britain’s rise to either liberty-loving greatness, or self-interested oligarchy and imperialist hubris (according to taste), but it was by no means conclusive. The final and definitive battle over the sort of country Britain should be was fought in the twenty-five-year period after the Glorious Revolution, during the reigns of William III and Queen Anne, in which one party (the Whigs) fought to defend and expand the logic of 1688–9, and another (the Tories) fought a rearguard action against it. The Whigs ultimately won, a victory marked by the unleashing of the political power of finance and banking in the form of the creation and growing importance of the Bank of England and the national debt, the enormously expanded power of the military-fiscal state, and the acceptance of an important, albeit incomplete, measure of religious toleration and pluralism.


To understand this process, we need to grasp the central importance of three things, all ultimately connected: religion, war and money.


The Reformation of the sixteenth century had made England into an overwhelmingly Protestant country. However, during the reigns of Elizabeth I and James I, and then even more spectacularly under Charles I, it became clear that English Protestantism was chronically divided. Crudely put, the crux of this division was between a more conservative vision of Protestantism, which retained the medieval Catholic idea of the church as a divine and authoritative body with considerable social and political power, and a more radical and individualist one influenced heavily by continental movements such as Calvinism. This divide – between defenders of the established Church of England, and especially its ‘High Church’ faction, and the movement that became known as Puritanism – was one of the chief factors behind the Civil War.


After the Restoration, this cleavage became crystallised permanently in the form of the division between the Church of England and the heirs to the Puritans, the ‘Dissenters’, the more thoroughgoing Protestants who ‘dissented’ from the Church. Between 1660 and 1689, a battle ensued whereby the establishment churchmen – the early basis of the Tory Party – tried to completely suppress Dissent, and the Dissenters, supported in due course by their Whig political allies, attempted to establish their right to freedom of worship. In 1689, the Dissenters won a real but partial victory when the Toleration Act was passed, which essentially made their worship and existence legal, although it did not give them full political rights. This was the extent of the religious toleration won by the Glorious Revolution.


For the Tories, the political party that represented the authoritative claims of the Church of England to be the one and only legitimate Christian, protestant Church, this development was a baleful one. To them, the Dissenters were rebels who undermined the religious basis of order and stability – the Church of England – and who had been responsible for the ‘Great Rebellion’ (the Civil War). The Tories feared that the increased status and legal rights of the Dissenters could only lead to new threats to political order and social stability.


These threats, also enmeshed in such religious questions, increasingly came from outside too. The mid-to-late seventeenth century was characterised by the rise of France to the position of Europe’s premier superpower, the result of the aggressively expansionist foreign policy of Louis XIV, the ‘Sun King’. His continuous wars of expansion were inevitably seen by many in Europe in religious terms. Louis had pursued an aggressively Catholic policy internally, revoking the edict of Nantes, which gave toleration to French Protestants, and then persecuting them. Externally, he had also spent much time and effort attempting to annex the Dutch Republic, one of the most important Protestant (specifically Calvinist) powers in Europe. Although he also fought against the Habsburg Empire, a fellow Catholic power, many in western Europe saw Louis XIV as conducting a religious war to crush Protestantism and establish a ‘universal Catholic monarchy’ in Europe.


The actions of Louis XIV drove the Whig view of foreign policy. The Whigs defined themselves most fundamentally by opposition to the Tories’ support for the total religious and political monopoly of the Church of England. They were sympathetic to the Dissenters and emphasised the importance of uniting Protestants, domestic and foreign, against the real enemy, Catholic France. This was turbocharged by the fact that, during the Glorious Revolution, the Whigs had supported replacing a Catholic monarch – James II – with a Dutch Calvinist, William III. However, James and his supporters – the ‘Jacobites’ – did not give up on the idea of regaining the throne for him and his heirs, and to do this they sought the help of Louis XIV. Supporting war in Europe against the French, to defend Protestant comrades in Europe like the Dutch and prevent any chance of Louis XIV reimposing James or his son on the English (and Scottish) thrones, was the crux of Whig policy.


The Tories had a very different view. Although no friends to Roman Catholicism, they saw the disputes of Europe as being someone else’s problem. They were generally hostile, or at best indifferent, to most European expressions of Protestantism. They saw Calvinists such as the Dutch as equivalent to English Dissenters, kindred spirits to the rebels and traitors that their Cavalier forebears had fought during the Civil War. As such, they were instinctively sceptical towards any English involvement in European wars: why should English money and blood be wasted on helping Dutch Calvinists?


Their scepticism towards war was also rooted in their misgivings about how such a war was to be funded and fought. England had not fought a significant land war on continental Europe since the Hundred Years’ War in the medieval period. War had got only more complex and expensive since then: paying for it would require an enormously increased load of taxes, vastly expanded state borrowing and a much bigger, more modern state apparatus. The Tories’ core supporters were disproportionately drawn from the lower and middle ranks of the landed gentry, the ‘squirearchy’, who would bear the brunt of increased taxes (as land taxes were the chief fiscal instrument of the state at that point). Worse, those taxes would in part be used to pay the interest on a burgeoning national debt, facilitated by new and vastly more sophisticated financial institutions, most obviously the Bank of England, founded under Whig auspices in 1694.


Who were the bankers and financiers who profited from these innovations? To a disproportionate extent, they were Dissenters, who – partly because they were legally excluded from various aspects of social and political life – tended to gravitate towards occupations like finance. This meant that war would effectively suck wealth away from the Tory squires towards the Whigs and the Dissenting moneylenders. The dependence of the state on financiers who were either Dissenters or sympathetic to Dissent would make it ever more impossible to reimpose the Church’s sole authority on English society, as Dissenters would hardly fund a state that was religiously hostile to them – the forces of religious pluralism and financial innovation were intertwined. Furthermore, the whole process of transforming the small and rackety English state into a machine capable of funding and fighting a massive European war would, many Tories feared, create a vast new body of bureaucrats, hangers-on and toadies, all of whom would have a financial interest in perpetuating war and supporting the Whig policy.


In short, the Tories’ great fear was that the intertangled tentacles of war, taxes, debt and Dissenters, represented by their Whig enemies, would drag the Old England they knew into the murky depths of chaos and instability. New dynamics – of religious pluralism, impersonal financial transactions and growing state power – would undermine the stability and morality of an agrarian country governed by the authority of squire and parson and create an uprooted, uncertain commercial society in which all that was solid would melt into air, all that was holy would be profaned. Their discontent was made more intense and confused by the fact that the accession of William III as king had meant that their traditional (if often deeply ambiguous or unhelpful) ally in upholding the status quo – the monarchy – was no longer necessarily, or even usually, on their side.


The simple reality was that a Dutchman becoming king had made it practically impossible for England to keep out of continental war. William III had a claim to the English throne by virtue of being Charles I’s grandson, and when he exploited the unpopularity of James II and made that claim into a reality during the Glorious Revolution, his main objective was to bring England into the Dutch Republic’s war with France, which he duly did in 1689. England would remain the great ally of the Dutch in its bloody conflict against France throughout the course of the Nine Years War (1689–97) and then the War of the Spanish Succession (1702–12). The process of fighting these wars was to make the Tory vision of peace, low taxes and securing the privileges of the Church ever more difficult to implement. Their battle to do so against their Whig opponents – a truly epic and lively struggle that aggressively polarised England along cultural, religious and economic lines for a generation – is the subject of this book.


It is perhaps clearer now how the debate over the Poor Palatines, with which this chapter started, is such a perfect microcosm of the wider ‘Rage of Party’ between Whig and Tory, and the basic issues of religion, war and money that fuelled it.


For the Whigs, it was completely natural to support continental Protestants who were the victims of Louis XIV’s wars of aggression. In their eyes, pan-Protestant solidarity across Europe was crucial to secure triumph in the great military struggle against the papist menace posed by Catholic France (and possibly the Jacobites too). Furthermore, the Whigs hoped that the refugees consisted of a new wave of dynamic financiers and entrepreneurs who could help forge the modernised Britain of Whig dreams. Immigration expressed their cosmopolitanism and their support for vibrant commercial dynamism.


The Tories, on the other hand, were aghast at an influx of European Protestants, mostly Calvinists and Lutherans. Such newcomers were unlikely to be in communion with the Church of England: most likely they would help swell the ranks of the Dissenters further and undermine the Tories’ vision of national cohesion and stability, which was based predominantly on the religious monopoly of the Church of England. For them, the Palatines were just another burden produced by the never-ending, ruinous European war that was pauperising them and enriching their religious enemies. Furthermore, the newcomers would either prove to be as the Whigs claimed – i.e. a new wave of treacherous financiers and bankers helping to sell England to the highest bidder – or would simply add to the travails of the native poor.


The contemporary echoes of the debate over the Poor Palatines are obvious, and it is not an isolated case. The origins of numerous political cleavages that persist today litter this book. Although the forms taken by such debates have naturally changed over the previous 300 years and are noticeably less driven by openly religious considerations, the ‘family resemblances’ between them and modern political divisions are only too glaring. Perhaps most obviously, the contrast between one view of English politics that stresses the importance of cosmopolitan openness to the world and the importance of engaging with Europe on questions of economics and security, and another which is sceptical of involving Britain in foreign entanglements, alliances and ‘forever wars’, and places greater weight on the importance of maintaining a cohesive sense of common national identity and culture, is clearly still with us, even if it doesn’t map very neatly onto twenty-first-century party politics.


This shouldn’t be surprising, as we still live in a society shaped, more or less directly, by many of the institutions, changes and attitudes produced by the era of the ‘Rage of Party’. The new fiscal-military state created by the gradual victory of the Whigs was the basis of Britain’s rise to imperial greatness throughout the rest of the eighteenth century, culminating in Britain’s triumphs in both the Seven Years War and the Napoleonic Wars. The British Empire in anything like the form it ended up taking, for good or ill, is unthinkable without the innovations that took place during these years. The Bank of England and the City of London are still the great decision-making centres of much of our economy, which is now far more financialised than even the most sophisticated Whig of the 1690s could have ever dreamed of. The Union between England and Scotland was, as we shall see, a product of wrangling for party advantage between Whigs and Tories as much as anything else.


The Whig victory during the ‘Rage of Party’ helped to unleash all manner of structural forces, economic and political, that continue to shape us and our politics. But whatever else it was, Whig versus Tory was also a culture war, and one fought in terms as vitriolic, and rooted as much in conflicting senses of identity, as any social media spat in the twenty-first century. This legacy still shapes us, not least because the divide upon which it was based most fundamentally, between the Church of England and Dissent, continued to form one of the most fundamental cultural and social dividing lines in British politics until the early twentieth century. Although that divide has now faded with secularisation and the precipitous decline of all Christian denominations, culture is ‘sticky’: its imprints endure for centuries. The fading of its original religious framework doesn’t mean that the attitudes this divide produced have disappeared. Anyone who listened to both Remainers and Leavers express their astonishment that anyone would even have considered voting for the other side during the Brexit referendum – a classic conflict between Tory nationalism and Whig cosmopolitanism – was hearing an audible echo of that historical culture war play itself out 300 years later.


Although the Church–Dissent cultural divide had origins earlier than Whig versus Tory – most notably in Cavalier versus Roundhead during the Civil War – it was the ‘Rage of Party’ that embedded it in its enduring form in British life and made it the centre of a stable pattern of more-or-less peaceful party-inflected politics. This relates to its other enormous contribution to politics as we understand it today. In an important sense, the ‘Rage of Party’ was the means by which the unsettled business of the Civil War was regularised and then (more-or-less) resolved. In the process, the bitter hatreds and religious polarisation of that upheaval were subsumed into conflict between two political parties who gradually gave up the use of violence as the central means of resolving their conflicts.


Battles and executions gave way to election hustings and fierce parliamentary disputes. Whig versus Tory domesticated the conflict that emerged in the 1640s. This process was not without its untidy edges: as we shall see, partisan mobs beat each other senseless at election time, leading politicians killed each other in duels and politicians found themselves in the Tower of London. The threat of Jacobitism meant that civil war remained a real possibility. However, broadly speaking, Englishmen learned to settle their intractable political divisions without killing each other.


That is perhaps the most positive enduring legacy of the ‘Rage of Party’, but to contemporaries it was the heat of the battle that was most striking. It is to the story of how this battle took shape and played itself out that we now turn, beginning with the origins of Whig and Tory in the reign of Charles II.


Note: I have often used the language of the time in this book. For example, I often use the term ‘papist’ or similar to refer to Roman Catholics. This is meant as no slur on Roman Catholics: it simply makes sense to use the language that was so widely current at the time. In general, I am not in favour of editing the language used by historical figures to cater to contemporary fashion and moral tastes. It was what it was.


Please also bear in mind that ‘Britain’ does not come into existence until 1707: England and Scotland shared the same monarch, through a union of the crowns, but were separate polities. Before 1707, except when referring to events in the future, I accordingly refer to England, which, to prevent this book becoming even longer than it already is, is the overwhelming focus of the book, except insofar as I examine Scotland in the context of the Union of 1707.









1


The Birth of Whig and Tory


In 1678, a foul-mouthed ex-Anabaptist pederast with a chin the size and shape of a small ironing board threw a grenade into the already-none-too-placid world of English politics. His name was Titus Oates.1


On 28th September, Oates and his associate Israel Tonge, a mentally disturbed Protestant fanatic, appeared before the Privy Council, a body composed of the King’s chief ministers and advisers. By the time Oates was called to address them, the King, Charles II, and his brother James, Duke of York, had just left for Newmarket for a spot of racing. Their cousin, Prince Rupert of the Rhine – the heroic Royalist cavalry commander of the Civil War who was by now a confused geriatric riddled with syphilis – was left in the chair as the King’s senior advisers and ministers settled down to listen. One imagines that Oates’s discourse was lively enough to penetrate even the muddled brain of the old Cavalier hero.


Without notes, Oates fluently launched into a summary of a hair-raising deposition, containing eighty-one articles, that he had recently sworn to before a justice of the peace, Sir Edmund Godfrey.


The deposition claimed that Oates had, courtesy of his time spent among Roman Catholic priests, stumbled across evidence of an intricate plot to kill King Charles II, foment a massive armed uprising in Scotland and forcibly convert England back to Rome at the point of the sword. Oates accused an unholy alliance of Jesuit priests, Benedictines, Dominicans and even ‘people in high places’ of a monstrous conspiracy that, if real, threatened to plunge the country back into outright civil war.


The Popish Plot was born.


One might wonder why anyone would listen to Oates, and still less Tonge, with anything other than disdain and disbelief.


Tonge was a well-known lunatic who had spent some time trying to convince anyone who would listen that the Jesuits were responsible for pretty much every single major modern disaster, ranging from the Great Fire of London to the execution of Charles I.


Titus Oates was perhaps less obviously insane, but he was no one’s idea of trustworthy. Notoriously coarse and mendacious, he had developed a reputation for his ‘Canting Fanatical way’ as early as his undergraduate days at St John’s College, Cambridge.2 The son of an Anabaptist who had been a chaplain in the New Model Army during the Civil War, Oates managed to find a benefice in the Church of England in 1673 despite this extreme puritan background and the fact that he was, according to his Cambridge tutor, ‘a great dunce’.3 Stupid as he may have been, he was to prove to have one pre-eminent talent: being a tremendously prolific and inventive fantasist.


He quickly fell out with his Church of England congregation, who accused him of being a drunkard prone to ‘use some very indecent expressions concerning the mysteries of the Christian religion’.4 He returned home to Hastings, where he disgraced himself by making wild accusations of sodomy and treason against a local rival family. He was promptly found guilty of perjury and fled to become the chaplain of the frigate HMS Adventure. Swiftly kicked out of the navy for, ironically enough, ‘homosexual practices’ (he became notorious for his predilection for sex with young boys), he soon found himself on his uppers. His solution to his poverty was to convert to Rome (almost certainly insincerely) and sponge off various priests and Jesuits.5


In December 1677, one of his much put-upon Roman Catholic allies, Father Richard Strange, decided that it was a good idea to allow Oates to attend the Jesuit seminary in St Omer. Heartily hated and derided by his fellow students, one of whom allegedly ‘broke a pan about his head for recreation’, he was, despite his professed desire to be admitted into Jesuit orders, expelled from the seminary in July 1678.6 He returned to England penniless and without a friend in the world, except one: Israel Tonge.


Tonge, having listened to Oates’s lurid ‘testimony’ of a Jesuit plot, had managed to make contact with the King via a friend, Christopher Kirkby, who had met Charles due to their mutual interest in amateur chemistry. Tonge and Oates managed to contrive a personal meeting with the King to inform him of the threat to his life by hanging around Whitehall and waiting for him to make his habitual early morning walk in St James’s Park. Charles II himself was sceptical, but any threat to his life could not simply be dismissed out of hand. His chief minister, the Earl of Danby, was inclined to give Tonge and Oates a hearing.


The specific details of Oates’s testimony were shocking. Oates claimed to have recently attended ‘a secret conclave of the Jesuits held at the White Horse tavern in London on 24th April 1678’ in which they plotted open treason and a papist military uprising.7 Even more sensationally, he accused Edward Coleman, a clerk who worked in the household of the Duke and Duchess of York, of having had secret correspondence with Louis XIV’s confessor concerning the plot. The implication was clear: James, Duke of York, the King’s brother and heir (and himself a Roman Catholic convert), was uncomfortably close to the plot, possibly involved.


People listened to Oates – despite the fact that he was a convicted perjurer – for several reasons. His deposition – a bizarre mish-mash of gossip, mad digressions and very specific allegations – contained the name of many real Jesuit priests and a number of meetings that had actually taken place. Oates gave a very convincing performance to the Privy Council: his fluent oral testimony coincided almost perfectly with the written deposition in terms of the details of names and dates. He larded it with plenty of apparently plausible circumstantial details. The council began to take it seriously.


The plot was, however, a gigantic tissue of lies, the invention of Oates’s fertile, fevered imagination. He almost certainly saw it as an opportunity to trade off his insider knowledge of English Jesuits, to save himself from total penury, and whitewash his reputation.


None of this prevented his astounding accusations quickly becoming a public sensation. In fact, they were soon to trigger a series of events that led to the birth of party politics in England.


Oates’s lurid tale had the explosive impact that it did because it fed directly into a rich seam of bigotry that had a long history.8


English political and religious culture by the late seventeenth century had few more stubbornly engrained prejudices than fear and hatred of Roman Catholicism. Papists were the perennial bogeymen always lurking in the shadows. Burning effigies of the Pope was one of the period’s great pastimes, both as carnivalesque entertainment and political statement.


By the 1670s, generations of Englishmen had been brought up within the culture of anti-Catholicism. Politically, Protestantism was almost universally seen as synonymous with liberty and national independence; Roman Catholicism with slavery and bondage to hostile foreign powers (traditionally the Spanish Empire but, as it declined, increasingly France). Spiritually, in this view, the corruption of the Church during the Middle Ages had led to the true essence of Christianity being buried under a ‘welter of vain and irrelevant ceremonies’.9 The priesthood and papacy had arrogated to itself an unconscionable and financially corrupt degree of spiritual (and indeed political) authority.


This was presented within a popular Protestant historical narrative which painted Catholics as bloody fanatics who wished to snuff out the light of the Gospel by murder and collaboration with tyrannical regimes abroad. This story highlighted the execution of Protestant martyrs under Queen (‘Bloody’) Mary; the plots against Elizabeth (usually portrayed as sainted Protestant heroine ‘Gloriana’) and attempted invasion by the Spanish Armada in 1588; the Gunpowder Plot; the military despotism of Louis XIV; and various other alleged or real plots and bloodbaths. John Foxe’s Acts and Monuments, commonly known as Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, was a colossally influential book, read avidly by generations of Englishmen, which inculcated this view with its lurid tales of brave Protestant martyrs being persecuted and incinerated by unhinged papist princes, priests, prelates and popes during the Reformation.


Almost all depravities and vices were attributed to papists. By definition they could never be real patriots, as their first loyalties were always to the Pope, foreign Catholic regimes and, generally speaking, the Roman Catholic Church, seen as a sort of quasi-criminal international conspiracy. Their untrustworthiness was a byword: it was widely believed that they were under no obligation, by papal dispensation, to tell the truth to ‘heretics’ (that is, Protestants). Papists were even blamed for the Great Fire of London in 1666; indeed, just about any fire or act of arson was habitually blamed on Catholics. They were widely seen as sexual deviants too, particularly Catholic priests, whose clerical celibacy was seen as a cover for innumerable unspeakable vices. The Jesuits came in for particular scorn as the most malignant of all, secretive, sinister agents of the papist Antichrist.


There was, of course, an element of truth to this picture: Mary had burnt a lot of Protestants and Protestant England had had to fight hard to maintain its religion and independence during the Elizabethan years. By the mid-to-late seventeenth century, however, Roman Catholics in England were a tiny minority: around 60,000 adults in the reign of Charles II in total, which amounted to around 1.2 per cent of the overall population.10 The majority of Catholics in the country wished for little more than the right to be left alone to worship in private. True, the Old Faith was more common among the social and political elite, particularly in the courts of Charles II and James II, where a small number could hope to exercise genuine political influence, at least for a time. The aggressive actions of Louis XIV against French Protestants had also caused an understandably anguished and fearful reaction among their co-religionists across Europe, including in England. However, the idea that there were hordes of bloodthirsty English papists waiting to inflict mass murder upon their Protestant countrymen at the drop of a papal tiara was utterly farfetched. It was nonetheless widely believed.


It is not hard, therefore, to understand why the Popish Plot landed on fertile ground.


It was not, however, simply the longstanding history of anti-papist feeling that explains why Oates’s accusations were so potent. During the 1670s, the actions of Charles II and his brother and heir James, Duke of York, had provoked more ‘respectable’ political figures into suspecting that a popish plot of less outlandish proportions was already afoot at the highest levels of English politics.11


When the monarchy had been restored in 1660, it had been an act of political exhaustion. Endless constitutional permutations had failed and only the military dictatorship of Cromwell had prevented total disorder. In the period of confusion following Cromwell’s death even some of the more moderate Puritans, including many Presbyterians, supported the return of Charles II as king. They hoped that it would represent a return to stability, and that Charles would give them a degree of religious toleration in exchange for their support.


They were disappointed. There were two sides to Charles II’s religious policy. Firstly, a sneaking regard for Roman Catholicism, which would end in deathbed conversion to the Old Faith. Secondly, and far more importantly, a ruthless pragmatism driven almost solely by his desire to consolidate his own power. In general, this led him to use the Church of England as the main religious support for his rule, but he always saw to it that he had other options open.


The chief of these was an alliance with France, which had the potential to ease the purse strings of Louis XIV, the absolute monarch of the most powerful Catholic power in Europe, and thereby allow Charles to rule without the tiresome necessity of calling the parliaments he otherwise needed to keep him in funds. One price of this alliance, sealed in the secret provisions of the 1670 Treaty of Dover, was a promise by Charles to Louis to himself convert to Roman Catholicism, and, in time, to bring his kingdom itself back into the papist fold.


Although Charles had no intention of publicly avowing Roman Catholicism, as he knew that Protestant England would not wear it, he was quite happy to make sufficient gestures in that direction to satisfy the French and procure him funds. Accordingly, in 1672 he had issued a Declaration of Indulgence, which suspended all penal laws in England against both Roman Catholics (and Dissenters). It came at the same time as he had agreed to give the French military support in their war against the Protestant Dutch Republic. The suspicions of many stout Protestant MPs began to rise, and the political reaction was swift.


Parliament not only forced Charles to withdraw his Declaration but also, in a determination to stamp out any hint of pro-Catholic sentiment and assert themselves, in March 1673 they passed the Test Act, which made taking communion within the Church of England – as well as a declaration against the Roman doctrine of transubstantiation – a prerequisite of holding public office.


Soon after, anti-papist fervour reached new heights when long-standing rumours that the King’s brother, James, Duke of York, the next in line to the throne, had himself converted to popery were confirmed. In response to the Test Act, he resigned as Lord High Admiral and refused to take communion within the Church of England. It was tantamount to an admission of his being a Roman Catholic and made entirely plausible rumours that the court and government were riddled with papism. It heralded the possibility of a Catholic King, an idea that was utterly taboo in the minds of most Englishmen.


Events boiled over further with the revelation a few months later that James had married a Roman Catholic princess, Mary of Modena. As James had had only female children (both brought up Protestant) with his previous wife, Anne Hyde, this reignited the chances of James producing a male heir to the throne, and almost certainly a Roman Catholic one. The prospect loomed of a Catholic royal dynasty.


The reaction was far from measured. A wave of anti-Catholic hysteria swept the nation. Crowds in London gathered to burn effigies of the Pope. One pamphlet wrote that ‘the certain consequences of a Popish government’ were ‘bloody massacres and inhuman Smithfield butcheries’.12 One of the leading parliamentary scaremongers, Lord Shaftesbury, ‘told the Lords that there were sixteen thousand papists in London ready to try desperate measures and that nobody’s life was safe’.13 In response Charles ordered all Roman Catholics to leave London and remain at least ten miles away.


The behaviour of Charles and James had, in short, poured fuel on the fire of engrained English anti-papism. A significant opposition group in parliament seriously saw Charles’s alliance with the French, combined with the prospect of the heir to the throne becoming and then marrying a papist, as the prelude to the institution of absolutist Roman Catholic rule on the model of Louis XIV. The situation threatened to spiral out of control, and Charles realised that he had no choice but to backtrack and change policy.


The mainstay of this new approach was to return to his most solid basis of domestic political strength: the old ‘Church and King’ party, rooted in the authority of the Church of England. To this end, in 1673, he appointed a new chief minister, Thomas Osborne, soon to become the Earl of Danby. A man of solid old Cavalier family and unimpeachable Anglican credentials, Danby was a doughty and dependable, albeit bombastic and rarely popular, Yorkshire squire. Even his friend John Evelyn noted that, although ‘a man of excellent natural parts’, he had ‘nothing generous or gratefull in him’.14


Danby was, however, an often brutally effective political manager who devised a clever agenda to negotiate this new, febrile political atmosphere. Danby wished to simultaneously reverse the King’s unpopular pro-French foreign policy and dampen down fears of papist influence, while reconstructing a solid basis of support for the government by returning to a policy of strict Anglican supremacy against the Dissenters. He thus began to systemically build up a bloc of dependable court MPs by liberal use of patronage and doling out pensions and other financial douceurs. He tried to tempt the King away from the lure of French gold by reconstituting his finances on a more solid footing, appealing to a hopefully pliant Commons to provide more generous supplies.


Why was it, then, that Charles, to shore up his reign, chose at this point to turn back to the ‘Church interest’, and in the process return from his short-lived policy of religious indulgence to once again renewing persecution of Dissenters? Who were the Dissenters anyway, and what role did they play in the politics of the era? To answer these questions, we need to briefly examine the recent religious and political history that formed the mental backdrop of men like Danby.


By the 1670s England was a country that had, within living memory, been torn apart by intra-Protestant religious hatreds which had immense political implications. Understanding the history of these divisions is crucial to understanding the rise of Tory and Whig.


By the reign of Charles I, the ambiguous Protestant religious settlement imposed by Elizabeth I had been destabilised by considerable polarisation within the Church of England.


On the one hand stood the Puritans. At first Puritanism predominantly took the form of a movement known as Presbyterianism, which was based upon Calvinist theology and a rigid determination to conform the Church to what its proponents saw as a pure, biblical model. This increasingly came to mean opposition to rule by bishops and a strong emphasis on strict spiritual, moral and social discipline instituted by the godly ‘saints’ who were predestined to eternal life by the unsearchable sovereignty of God. It emphasised the primacy of scripture and the importance of preaching (lots of preaching). Puritans were deeply suspicious of elements of the Elizabethan religious settlement, and wished to further reform and ‘purify’ the Church’s doctrines and liturgy (as epitomised particularly by the Book of Common Prayer).


The Puritans were opposed by the High Church movement, which advocated a more (small ‘c’) catholic conception of the church as the ‘mystical body’ of Christ, in which sacraments and ritual played a crucial role in conveying God’s grace. The High Churchmen increasingly came to see both episcopacy and monarchy as divinely ordained orders, based on the idea that Church and State were really two sides of the same coin, part of a single, unified Christian commonwealth. In this vision, both the spiritual authorities (bishops) and the secular authority (the king) were God-given and mutually supporting parts of one organic and hierarchical social and political body.


The High Churchmen were a minority, but in the 1630s they gained control of the church leadership under William Laud, Archbishop of Canterbury, and attempted to impose their more ritualistic form of Protestantism on the Church. Laud was not popular. He was seen as high-handed and his attempt to rethink the nature of the post-Reformation church was perceived by some as crypto-papism. Even many moderates thought that Laud was straying too far from the mainstream of English Reformation Protestantism and enforcing his views with too much vigour.


The religious policy of Laud, which was vigorously supported by Charles I, was – along with Puritan extremism – one of the chief causes of the Civil War, which was, ultimately, an intra-Protestant religious conflict. As the country descended into chaos and strife in the 1640s, gradually the Presbyterians, who dominated in parliament, gained ascendancy. They abolished bishops, banned the Book of Common Prayer, which they saw as an ‘imperfect book culled and picked out of that popish dunghill, the Masse’, and purged the clergy of men not loyal to their vision of Church government, which they imposed in the high-handed fashion of Laud.


However, their period of dominance was short, and their system of church governance was never properly implemented, for the chaos of the Civil War had conjured up new forces that they could not control. Puritan radicalism was not confined to the Presbyterians. A whole range of new, more extreme Protestant sects emerged in the years of war. They dominated Cromwell’s New Model Army, and most of the leading Presbyterians were expelled from parliament during Pride’s Purge in 1648.


During the political and religious chaos that ensued during the Commonwealth period, one constant endured: persecution of royalists and Anglicans, albeit at varying levels of intensity. Cromwell waxed and waned in terms of his attacks on the besieged Anglicans, but nonetheless all bar a minority of Churchmen who ‘adapted’ to the times were expelled from their livings. They were forced to meet and worship in secret to avoid arrest and prosecution.


The ironic result of these years was that Laudian High Churchmanship, previously a minority position within the Church of England (albeit one espoused by its leaders in the 1630s), began to become the Anglican mainstream. Persecution and the tireless efforts of the younger Laudians drove Churchmen increasingly towards a High Church position. By the time of the Restoration in 1660, to be a loyal royalist was increasingly to be a High Churchman.15


The Restoration in 1660 did not solve the country’s religious tensions, despite promises by Charles II that he would allow ‘liberty for tender consciences’ and hints that he would accommodate the Presbyterians, if not the wilder sects. Instead, the High Churchmen gained the ascendancy, and, with the help of the new parliament, which was dominated by old Cavaliers, they passed a body of laws – known as the ‘Clarendon Code’ – that, in theory at least, outlawed Protestant Dissent. Dissenting religious meetings – ‘conventicles’ – were made illegal, and all holders of public office had to be communicants of the Church of England.


The men who rejected this vision – the heirs of the Puritans – were ejected from the Church of England in 1662. They formed what became known as Dissent, or Non-conformity: a significant and permanent body of Protestant Christians outside of the Church of England. Although the extent to which the Clarendon Code was enforced varied, and there were long periods where Dissenters were largely allowed to worship in peace, the divisions of English Protestantism were now formally entrenched.


Most Dissenters saw the High Churchmen as ritualistic quasi-papists whose emphasis on divine right episcopacy and monarchy led to absolutism. The High Churchmen saw the Dissenters as fanatical enthusiasts whose presumptuous rejection of all traditional authority, including bishops, led to rebellion and chaos. They rejected ideas of religious pluralism and wished to enforce the Church of England’s spiritual and political monopoly.


In the middle were the Low Churchmen, who, although within the Church of England, sympathised with the Dissenters politically, were more sceptical about ‘high’ claims to divine episcopal authority, and advocated a less dogmatic approach to religion that tried to reconcile divisions through an emphasis on the ‘essentials’ of belief that united all Protestants.


As the High Churchmen had come to dominate the Church of England by the 1670s, the simple reality was that they were the most loyal prop of the Stuart monarchy. They were both zealous supporters of the authority of the King but also had the politically invaluable advantage of not being papists. Hence why Charles II turned, in the mid-1670s, to a ‘Church and King’ man from a solid Cavalier background: Danby.


Danby’s task – re-establishing Charles II’s authority in face of the growing fears of papist influence at court – was about to be made a lot more difficult by the dramatic revelations of Titus Oates.16


Oates’s story did not stand up well to scrutiny. Early on in the proceedings, the King had torn holes in his testimony, which was riddled with inconsistencies and errors. Luckily for him, however, one of his accusations turned out to be more-or-less true by accident. The papers of Edward Coleman, the secretary of James’s wife Mary, turned out to indeed contain treasonable correspondence with France, including wild talk of converting England to Roman Catholicism and ‘the utter subduing of a pestilent heresy’ (that is, Protestantism).17


Soon after, the magistrate who had taken down Oates’s deposition, Sir Edmund Godfrey, was found murdered in a ditch on Primrose Hill, strangled and run through with his own sword. This mysterious death (which has never been satisfactorily explained) was widely taken as evidence of the reality of the plot.


The result, in 1678, was a particularly virulent example of one of England’s periodic outbursts of mad anti-Catholic paranoia. In London, a young Catholic called William Staley was rapidly hanged, drawn and quartered for the crimes of speaking in French and accusing the King of being a heretic; in the provinces, stories of ‘night-riders’, armed bands of would-be Catholic assassins, proliferated. All fires were attributed to roving bands of papist arsonists. Wild rumours abounded. Put simply, in the autumn of 1678, many Englishmen and women went to bed every evening convinced that they would have their throats cut in the night by marauding parties of bloodthirsty papist murderers.


The opponents of Charles II were quick to seize on this hysterical atmosphere in order to attack both papist elements at court and the ‘Church and King’ policies of Anglican loyalists such as Danby. These men – who were initially known as the ‘Country Party’ but were soon to be called ‘Whigs’ – had been coalescing into an increasingly coherent parliamentary opposition for some time.


Lead by Anthony Ashley Cooper, Earl of Shaftesbury, they combined concerns about popery and the King’s foreign policy with a general suspicion of the waste and corruption of Charles’s court and fear that the independence and power of parliament were being undermined. Many started to worry that Danby’s Royalist-Anglican regime, which had proven adept at managing parliament using patronage and preferment, was itself an agent of absolutist government.


Joined by more radical opponents of Charles – including out-and-out republican radicals who had opposed Cromwell’s military dictatorship from the ‘left’ in the 1650s, many of them former Levellers – the Country Party believed that Protestant unity against the evil machinations of papists at home and abroad was paramount, and that it required a measure of toleration for Dissenters. They all saw the court as a hotbed of French vice and moral corruption (not, it has to be said, entirely inaccurately). They feared a king determined to rule without parliament, potentially using French gold to pay for a ‘standing army’ that could be used to establish outright military tyranny and papist domination.


What they feared most of all was the prospect of a papist king. When the accusations against Edward Coleman appeared to indirectly implicate James, the opposition realised that they had been gifted a loaded political gun. They would use the hysterical atmosphere created by Oates to demand that James, Duke of York, be excluded from the throne. This was by no means their only grievance – they continued to plug away at wider fears of papist influence and the growth of arbitrary government – but Exclusion gradually became their central focus.


They were a loose and multi-faceted group, little more than the bare kernel of anything that we would recognise as a ‘political party’. Many of them were members of various political clubs that provided a degree of co-ordination when it came to propaganda and political tactics. The most famous of these was the Green Ribbon Club, formed as early as 1674, which met in the King’s Head Tavern in Chancery Lane and sported the old colours of the Levellers.18 It mixed together hot-headed republican extremists – mostly lawyers – and radical politicians, including many Exclusionist parliamentarians.


In the eyes of their opponents, the Green Ribbon Club was the shadowy nucleus of a powerful and disreputable cabal determined to destroy all sentiments of loyalty and undermine the Church. This latter view was given trenchant expression by staunch royalist Roger North, who described the club’s members as:


Carriers up and down, or Dispersers of seditious Talk, at proper Times, as Blood from the Heart, to nourish Sedition all over the Town, to the Exchange, Westminster, Coffee-Houses, and Sub-Coffee Houses.19


In reality, this view overestimates the centrality of the club: the Green Ribbon Club was only one example of a number of similar clubs, both in London and the provinces, organising a loosely co-ordinated, often ad hoc, campaign against the court; it was perhaps the most important, but by no means some centralised proto-Whig organisational nerve centre.


Nonetheless, the Exclusion campaign undoubtedly did have an important degree of national coherence. This can be seen particularly in terms of some of its important leaders, of whom the most significant was Anthony Ashley Cooper, the first Earl of Shaftesbury.


Shaftesbury was, depending on one’s point of view, a shuffling opportunist chiefly notable for the fact that he betrayed nearly every single political leader in seventeenth-century English history from Charles I onwards, or a prudent man of principle who adapted with great facility to many vicissitudes in troubled political times. By the early 1670s, he had, in the space of thirty years, gone from royalist supporter of Charles I to Roundhead to servant of the Commonwealth to opponent of Cromwell to supporter of the Restoration to servant of Charles II – he was nicknamed the ‘Dorsetshire Eel … because he could wriggle out of anyone’s grasp’.20 Nonetheless, a case can be made that underlying these many volte-faces lay a genuine, if somewhat shop-soiled, dedication to the cause of Protestantism and constitutional liberty.


What is not in doubt was that, despite appalling health and a notably diminutive stature – he possessed a ‘pygmy body’, as poet John Dryden described it – he was a natural-born leader.21 When a student at Oxford, he had, altogether characteristically, led an undergraduate revolt against a plan by the authorities of Exeter College to water down the beer, a fact that must have inspired a soupçon of sympathy for the man in the breast of even his most determined opponent. He was charming and popular, brilliant at the softer arts of political organisation, and constantly tormented by the conflict between his raging ambition and high principles.


Nonchalantly casting aside the fact that, in the early 1670s, Shaftesbury had in fact been one of Charles II’s leading ministers, by the mid-1670s he had adopted the role of anti-Catholic populist with energetic cynicism, and soon thereafter he became the chief assailant of the Danbyite ‘Church and King’ policy. In 1675 he had written (probably with some assistance from his political dogsbody and occasional personal doctor, John Locke) a pamphlet entitled A Letter from a Person of Quality to his Friend in the Country. This incendiary pamphlet was a brutal assault on ‘the high Episcopal Man, and of the old Cavaliers’ – that is, Danby and his supporters – whom he accused of wanting to institute a quasi-theocratic form of Anglican-monarchical absolutism:


they design to have the Government of the Church Sworne to as Unalterable, and so Tacitely owned to be of Divine Right … Then in requital to the Crown, they declare the Government absolute and Arbitrary, and allow Monarchy as well as Episcopacy to be Jure Divino, and not to be bounded, or limited by human Laws.22


As this pamphlet shows, Shaftesbury and his Country supporters, had, by the time the Popish Plot set alight English politics, made it abundantly clear that they would stop at nothing to halt not only the creeping menace of court popery but also the iron fist of the Anglican Cavalier men.


In October 1678, parliament met for the first time since the Popish Plot had been ‘uncovered’, and Shaftesbury and his allies lost no time in exploiting the plot ruthlessly.


They soon whipped up the Commons into a state of hysteria, easily passing a motion stating that a ‘damnable and hellish plot’ was afoot to kill the King and destroy Protestantism.23 Parliamentary committees to investigate the plot and bring prosecutions were quickly established. Oates soon made new, dramatic accusations, this time against five Catholic lords, who were quickly arrested. Before long, a rag-tag band of booze-sodden criminals, nuisance accusers and terrified simpletons had come forward to the authorities with new stories of alleged Catholic malfeasance to supplement Oates’s story. Shaftesbury and his allies gave every encouragement and support (including financial) to Oates and these new informers. A grim procession of trials, many of them travesties of justice, began, which resulted in the execution first of Coleman, and soon numerous innocent Catholic priests (who represented the final cohort of the more than 300 Catholics put to death for their religion in England since the first in 1535).


Danby’s hope that he could exploit the situation himself by rallying loyalists to a king who had allegedly been the subject of an assassination plot soon proved illusory. Despite the fact that Danby had in fact been scheming for a war against France and was regarded by Louis XIV as an enemy – to the extent that French agents had begun to intrigue with, and bribe, leading opposition figures to dampen down pro-war, anti-French sentiment in parliament – the opposition soon moved to impeach him on the basis of his (reluctantly) obeying Charles II’s direct orders to attempt to negotiate a further subsidy from France.


Although the Exclusionists dominated the Commons, the Lords, which was packed with Court supporters and bishops, would prove a tougher nut to crack. Shaftsbury and his allies began to realise that openly breaching the question of excluding James from the succession in this parliament would not succeed, but this was soon rendered a moot point by Charles’s decision to dissolve parliament and call the first general election in nearly twenty years.


It was an understandable decision – the plight of Danby had reduced the court organisation within parliament into utter disarray, and Charles could see little basis for cohesive government under those circumstances – but it was a total miscalculation. The new parliament, elected in March 1679, gave the Exclusionist leaders a considerable majority, which they quickly used to intensify their investigations into the Popish Plot and push on with the impeachment of Danby.


Realising that Danby had to be sacrificed to prevent a total parliamentary gridlock, Charles dismissed him and switched tactics. He attempted to ease the logjam by reconstituting the Privy Council. He expanded it and incorporated within it some of the government’s chief critics, including Shaftesbury (who was made Lord President of the Council) and one of his chief lieutenants in the Commons, Lord William Russell. It also included witty, urbane opportunist George Savile, the Marquess of Halifax, an old rival of Shaftesbury who was now jostling for the leadership of the opposition. The more radical Exclusionists started to suspect a sell-out by their leaders, and were determined to push on to the main issue: the succession.


The King did indeed hope to defang the Exclusionist leaders by persuading them to accept a less radical solution to the problem of James than outright exclusion. This was the idea of introducing limitations on James’s power when he became king. These ‘limitations’ generally consisted of enshrining parliament’s absolute right to sit under a popish king; transferring certain prerogative powers, such as the appointment of government officials, judges, naval and army officers and others to parliament; and limiting the King’s power over the Church of England. Other solutions – such as legitimising the Protestant Duke of Monmouth, Charles’ eldest illegitimate son, and making him heir to the throne – seemed non-starters.


Although some of the opposition leaders – including Halifax – were aware of how radical it was for parliament to dare to attempt to dictate who should become king and supported the King’s compromise proposal of limitations, Shaftesbury stuck to the more radical course of supporting Exclusion. This was partly because he wished to outmanoeuvre his hated rival Halifax, but also because Exclusion had the virtue of simplicity and thoroughness relative to the alternative: would the guarantees of a limitations statute prove to be worth the vellum they were written on once James came to the throne?


It is likely that Shaftesbury was also to some extent a leader determined to follow his own troops. Exclusion was the position that many opposition MPs began to coalesce around in spring 1679, and Shaftesbury realised that he had to go along with the proposal to retain his prominent role within the parliamentary leadership of the opposition. A series of hot-headed younger MPs made incendiary anti-James speeches in the debates on the Exclusion Bill and it passed its second reading in the Commons on 21st May by a majority of seventy-nine.


The King was livid. Outright support for Exclusion was tantamount to a declaration of war. By attempting to alter the line of succession to the throne, in his view they were trying to affect a constitutional revolution that would make the Crown effectively elective. To a Stuart like Charles, who believed fervently in divine hereditary right, this was sacrilege as well as rebellion. Many supporters of the court began to rally as they realised that the King was prepared to stand and fight over Exclusion, and more moderate MPs began to fear that the Exclusionists were troublemakers out to foment a second civil war.


Almost immediately, the King dissolved parliament in preparation for another election, and a major step towards irreversible polarisation into two camps – Exclusionist (Whig) and Loyalist (Tory) – had taken place.


Although the fresh election – held across August and September 1679 – produced an even more pro-Exclusion parliament, it was irrelevant, as Charles quickly adopted a much harsher policy. He dismissed Shaftesbury from his Privy Council and prorogued parliament before it could meet. His plan was to prevent parliament from sitting indefinitely and thereby buy time in which the Popish Plot agitation could cool down. He hoped that this, accompanied by signals from him that he was by no means ‘lax on popery’ – such as sending James into exile and enforcing recusancy laws against Catholics – would take the wind out of the Exclusionists’ sails.


In response, the Exclusionists sought, by propaganda and rallying public opinion, to force Charles to allow parliament to sit. The Exclusionists assumed that, eventually, the King would have to give in: he could not operate without supply from parliament, and he had backed down when faced with a recalcitrant parliament many times before. It seemed by no means an unreasonable gambit.


One of the chief means by which the Exclusionists hoped to force the King’s hand was by a mass petitioning campaign, beginning in December 1679, which called on the King to allow the prorogued parliament to sit. Extraordinarily for the time, the Exclusionists took some pains to gather the signatures of all social classes, even the relatively poor. They printed ready-prepared blank petitions in their hundreds, which, in London, they gave to house-to-house canvassers who collected signatures. They even left copies, with pens and ink, in inns and taverns.


In the provinces, according to Roger North, the blank petitions ‘were put into the hands of agitants and sub-agitants in the counties about, branching forth so nice as into hundreds of towns and villages … and these agitators, being choice party men, and well-instructed, went to every free voter’ to ask for his signature, often focusing on county fairs and markets.24 The biggest petition, from the inhabitants of London, Westminster and Southwark, attracted 50–60,000 signatures.


The King was furious at what he saw as an implicitly seditious appeal to the mob. He contemptuously rejected the petitions and announced a further, longer prorogation. Divisions increased, but not noticeably in the King’s favour, for Shaftesbury and his allies proved very adept at maintaining popular anger and an atmosphere of heightened political tension as the prorogations dragged on.


A continual stream of lurid ‘revelations’ about the Popish Plot helped but needed to be supplemented by further ‘fake news’ concerning papist outrages. A contrived rumour about an Irish uprising in April 1680, playing on longstanding English fears about the Catholic threat from ‘uncivilised’ Ireland, helped fan the flames. A shambolic attempt by papists, masterminded by a disreputable midwife called Elizabeth Celier, to stage their own equivalent of the Popish Plot – the so-called ‘Meal Tub Plot’, based on the fact that sham papers suggesting an Exclusionist plot to murder James and take power were found in her meal tub – miserably failed, and indeed played into the hands of the Exclusionists, as did a whole range of similar tactics (Mrs Celier was also involved in an unsuccessful attempt to get another Exclusionist leader, the Duke of Buckingham, indicted for sodomy).25


In short, the King’s hope that pro-Exclusionist sentiment would die down was proving a vain one, and by the summer of 1680 Shaftesbury even felt bold enough to attempt to indict, via the pro-Exclusion grand jury of Middlesex, the Duke of York as a papist, and the King’s mistress, fellow Roman Catholic the Duchess of Portsmouth (‘Squintabella’) as a ‘common nuisance’ (which meant, bluntly, ‘whore’).


That summer also saw rising support for the Duke of Monmouth as a potential alternative heir to James. The other options were problematic: Mary, James’s eldest daughter and the actual second in line to the throne, was not widely favoured on account of being a woman. In any case, many assumed she would be under the thumb of her husband, Dutch leader William of Orange. William himself, another candidate, was not popular and some Exclusionists feared that he himself might well prove as authoritarian as Charles.


Monmouth had gained massive popularity a few years earlier by putting down a rebellion of wild Scottish Presbyterians, angry at the government’s repressive religious policies, with efficiency, all while showing great clemency to the defeated Protestant rebels. Charming and popular – albeit also reckless and vain – Monmouth gradually became a formidable popular hero: the ‘Protestant Duke’.


Although Shaftesbury was sceptical of Monmouth’s desire to become king, he saw that the Protestant Duke might be a useful focal point for popular support for Exclusion. This came spectacularly to fruition in the summer of 1680 when Monmouth conducted an extraordinary unofficial ‘Royal Progress’ of the West Country to great popular applause, and even touched for the king’s evil (scrofula), believed to be an ability given only to God’s anointed monarch. Support for him as a possible Protestant heir grew.


The Whigs were on the march.


The failure of the King’s policy of prorogation was becoming clearer, and many of his advisers – most notably Robert Spencer, Earl of Sunderland, one of the court’s most shadowy and self-interested ‘fixers’, who exercised great influence in the King’s inner closets and counsels – began to advise capitulation. Charles was not willing to abandon his brother, but did reluctantly decide to allow parliament to sit: he could see no alternative.


Although Exclusion predictably passed the Commons with a big majority, the King decided to focus on defeating it in the Lords. Galvanised by the rhetorical fireworks of wily Lord Halifax, Shaftesbury’s old rival, and the King’s own presence in the chamber – to intimidate peers he ‘put on a virtuoso performance of nods, smiles, grimaces and scowls at each speech’ – this tactic worked.26 Warnings of the danger of a civil war if the Exclusionists persisted in their behaviour also made a deep impression on the peers, and Exclusion fell by sixty-three votes to thirty.


The Exclusionists did nothing to relieve fears of looming civil war by their response. They advocated the formation of a Protestant association composed of bishops, judges, MPs and others, which would take up arms on the death of the King to defend the country from papist outrages and ensure that parliament met, by force if necessary. Irritated in the extreme, Charles soon lost patience and once again dissolved parliament. The ensuing election resulted in yet another hefty Exclusionist majority.


When this parliament met in March 1681, Charles had several trump cards up his sleeve. After lengthy and complex negotiations with Louis XIV and his ministers, he had secured a fresh French subsidy. He had actually managed to retrench and manage his customs income sufficiently well to not need it in strictly financial terms, but it gave him the confidence not even to ask for supply, and undoubtedly gave him room for manoeuvre.


He then confounded the Exclusionists by summoning parliament, not to its traditional Westminster home, but to Oxford, the epicentre of loyal pro-monarchical sentiment. He was on home ground. Royalist mobs shouting, ‘Let the King live and the Devil hang the roundheads’, gathered; a welcome change, so far as Charles was concerned, from the demonstrations and processions of the ultra-Protestant mobs of London in favour of Exclusion.27 The King called up a regiment of troops in case of disturbances, leading many Whigs to come armed, something that pro-Charles propagandists presented as evidence of their rebellious intent.


Charles was highly successful in making the Oxford Parliament into an exercise in intimidation and highly effective propaganda. He opened the parliament by contrasting his own supposed willingness to consider compromise and obey the law with the Exclusionists’ intransigent and monomaniacal obsession with the extreme policy of Exclusion. The Exclusionists stuck to their guns, and the King quickly lost patience, especially when Shaftesbury, determined to try to exploit the popularity of Monmouth, openly proposed the Protestant Duke as heir to the throne for the first time.


To totally humiliate the Exclusionists, Charles decided to dissolve parliament in the most sudden and perfunctory way, interrupting the first reading of the new Exclusion Bill, in his full regalia, without warning and announcing the dissolution with one, curt sentence.


Parliament would never sit again under Charles II.


The Exclusionists had assumed that, under an incessant barrage of propaganda and with a majority in parliament, the King would have to give way. They had miscalculated. The absolute resolution of Charles against Exclusion, his newfound (relative) financial freedom, and a more united court galvanised by the abilities of Halifax meant that the opposition, who fancied themselves an unstoppable force, increasingly had to recognise that they faced a monarchy determined to prove itself an immovable object.


The tide was about to turn.


During the course of this titanic struggle, the political nation gradually polarised into two hostile camps. So far, this narrative has largely referred to ‘the Exclusionists’ or ‘the Country opposition’ versus ‘the Court’, but by early 1681 these two irreconcilable parties began to be referred to using new labels: ‘Whig’ (to denote Country oppositionists/Exclusionists) and ‘Tory’ (to denote anti-Exclusion supporters of the King).28


At a simplistic level, the demands of the Whigs are very easy to define. They were in favour of a Protestant succession and the exclusion of the Duke of York from the throne; frequent free parliaments; hard persecution of Roman Catholicism and the elimination of all papist influence at every level of English society and government; and toleration for Protestant Dissenters. The clearest scarlet thread that ran through all the Whigs was a religious one: they were the party of anti-papism, sympathy to Dissent, and ‘Protestant Unity’. This aspect of their politics would endure and remain their most foundational commitment.


These broad commonalities papered over, however, important constitutional differences, which become rather clearer if we consider the political thinking of the leading Whigs.


The Whig heritage was that of the Country opposition of the 1670s, which was, in essence, rooted in suspicion of central government, and in particular the supposedly crypto-papist ‘Church and King’ authoritarians who ran it. They decried how it subverted the independence of parliament and ruled, via corruption and bribery, to further its own interests, sucking the country dry through taxes. Those taxes were then, they argued, used to perpetuate the cycle of corruption and suborning parliament that was destroying England’s liberties. Although most believed that this could be corrected by returning to England’s historic ‘mixed’ constitution, composed of king, Lords and Commons, others, the radical fringe of ‘True Whigs’, were out and out republicans who would abolish monarchy altogether.


Other Whig theorists may not strictly have been republicans, but they did see attempts to appeal to historical precedent as a waste of time. They realised precedents could be adduced, much more accurately, in favour of Tory principles than Whiggish ones, and in any case, such appeals to musty old documents failed to get to the real moral and political heart of the matter.


Much better, argued some, to see government as a matter of contract between rulers and ruled based on popular sovereignty. These thinkers argued that the laws of nature, given by God, prescribed that government be instituted to protect, as Whig political thinker James Tyrrell put it, ‘the common good and preservation of mankind’, particularly the protection of their property, life and liberties.29 Some Whig thinkers even defended an out-and-out right on behalf of the community – which, in the view of that most radical Whig and associate of Shaftesbury, John Locke, included in extremis even the ‘rabble’ of the great mass of ordinary people – to forcefully resist any king who broke the terms of the contract.


Locke’s Two Treatises of Government, his programmatic statement of contract theory and the right of resistance, was written during the Exclusion Crisis, and before long Locke and his friend and ally Shaftesbury were to conclude that Charles had indeed broken that contract and their obligation of obedience to the King had therefore been dissolved. By the end of the Exclusion struggle, many leading Whigs were, by any definition of the term, out-and-out revolutionaries.


At the street level of political argument, away from the rarefied distinctions of theorists like Locke, Whiggery was rather more brutal and straightforward. The most consistent purpose of Whig propaganda was to fan anti-Catholic bigotry. The message was clear: support the great Exclusionist cause or see Protestantism and liberty extirpated by hordes of crazed papist psychopaths.


Consider, for example, a Whig pamphlet published in 1681 entitled A scheme of Popish cruelties. It is a lurid collection of often semi-pornographic images of unspeakable acts of Catholic barbarism, which are described in some detail. In one, ‘Ruffians and Hectors, Popish Priests, Jesuites, Monks, and the rest of the Black Guard to the Prince of Darkness’ are ‘endeavouring to Ravish your Wives, your Daughters, your Sisters, and your Mothers’, before ‘beating out the Brains of Infants, and snatching them out of their tender Mothers Arms’.30 The average Protestant reader was left in no doubt about the fate that awaited him in the event of the Duke of York’s succession to the crown.


Although the Whigs were not, at this point, a ‘political party’ in a modern sense, they had a fairly well-organised network by which they distributed their propaganda, particularly via their clubs, of which the Green Ribbon Club was perhaps the most important. They also had a number of ‘party papers’, the most prominent of which was Henry Care’s subtly entitled The Weekly Pacquet of Advice from Rome. The epicentre of this network was London, the great Whiggish stronghold throughout the Exclusion Crisis. Lord Guildford, a disapproving Tory, claimed that in twenty-four hours the Green Ribbon Club ‘could entirely possess the City with which reports they pleased and in less than a week spread it over the entire country’.31


The Whigs by no means confined themselves to pamphlets and broadsheets, or their other famous tactic, mass petitioning, which came to a head in the great campaign of 1679. Men were hired to walk from coffee shop to tavern back to coffee shop to spread the Whig message by word of mouth (which occasionally caused pub brawls with angry Tories). Tunes and broadsides were written and sometimes political ballads sung on the streets. Plays, such as Rome’s Folly: Or, the Amorous Fryar (no doubt a sensitive depiction of Roman Catholicism), were written and performed to spread the message. Whigs even appealed to London’s gamblers by producing sets of playing cards depicting scenes of papist outrage.


By far the most famous and prominent means of Whig political communication were their massive Pope-burning processions. They had begun in earnest back in 1674, but during the Exclusion Crisis they became bigger and more elaborate. The most spectacular examples took place on 17th November, Queen Elizabeth’s accession day, or on Bonfire Night. Typically, they would consist of a lurid parody of a papal coronation: an effigy of the Pope would be carried through the City of London accompanied by a train of enthusiastic Whig activists dressed up as Catholic priests. The Pope – and perhaps effigies of cardinals or unpopular Tories suspected of being papists – would then be cast onto a pyre, along with various other papist devotional items, such as rosary beads and vestments.32


These carnivalesque processions attracted huge crowds: 200,000 people were alleged to have witnessed the Pope-burning ceremony carried out at Temple Bar on 17th November 1679. Sometimes the assembled crowds could be used for a bit of old-fashioned political intimidation, but often they were made into ‘merry’ occasions: many people in the crowd would come in fancy dress, dressing up as Catholic priests or devils, while they sang anti-papist songs and drank toasts to Lord Shaftesbury and Protestant liberty. Fun, no doubt, for all the family.


It wasn’t only the Catholics that came under fire. Cautiously at first, and then more brazenly, Whig propaganda found another target: the Church of England. Many Whigs were themselves Churchmen, and attacking the ‘Protestant religion as by law established’ was risky. However, Dissent, particularly in London, was the mainstay of the Whig activist base, and many Whig politicians came from a Dissenting background. In any case, the Church Whigs, overwhelmingly Low Churchmen, were not averse to bashing their High Church opponents. Accordingly, during the Exclusion Crisis, the political fault-line increasingly reflected the old Civil War division: Puritans versus Anglicans, Dissent versus the Church of England, Low versus High Churchmen.


From the Whig perspective, the High Churchmen who dominated the Church’s leadership, with their suspicious penchant for ceremonial worship, were almost as much the enemy as the actual papists. The fact that most senior churchmen opposed the Exclusion campaign confirmed all of their deeply held suspicions. They nicknamed anti-Exclusionist churchmen ‘Tantivies’, ‘tantivy’ meaning gallop or ride, the implication being that they were preparing to ‘gallop off’ to Rome and the Pope. At election time, Whig mobs were not above abusing parsons: in one Essex constituency in the second 1679 election they called their clerical opponents ‘Dumb Dogs, Jesuitical Dogs, Dark Lanthorns, Baal’s Priests, Damned Rogues, Jacks and Villains, the Black Guard, the black Regiment of Hell’.33


For old Puritan radicals like Roger Morrice, whose diary is one of the best sources we have for the period, the struggle over Exclusion was really a battle between what he called ‘the true Hierarchicall interest’, that is, the High Churchmen, ‘that were for the Persecution Tyrany and Debauchery of the Church of England’ by reducing it to a state of near-popery, and ‘the Dissenters Wiggs, and sober Church of England men, who have asserted Liberty and Property, and … would have a good understanding with … the Protestant Dissenters’.34 He was not alone.


The Tories were initially nowhere near as well organised or well defined as the Whigs, and a specific ‘Tory’ message tended to emerge in reaction to the Whig campaign throughout the Exclusion Crisis. They had few obvious stand-out parliamentary leaders; their real political leader was the King, if anyone.35


Outside of parliament, their most effective and important propagandist and figurehead was a man called Roger L’Estrange. Journalist, sometime press censor, courtier and all-round rogue, L’Estrange is perhaps best described as the id of Cavalier England, a man who had actually got in trouble just after the Restoration for being too gung ho in favour of the royalist cause: he had opposed Charles II’s policy of forgive and forget towards former rebels, and was nearly jailed for his trouble.


Vehement, sweary and outrageous, albeit ‘courtly and full of compliment’ according to Samuel Pepys, L’Estrange devoted his entire career to defaming, attacking and mocking all he suspected of Puritanism, republicanism, Presbyterianism, sedition, Dissent or any other trace of rebellion.36 His propaganda during the Exclusion Crisis against the Whigs was vicious: they were ‘nonconformists, factious, king killers, mob rousers, tyrants, and hostile to the Church of England’.37


It is fair to say that L’Estrange was not well loved by his opponents either, who routinely depicted him as a fat papist dog named ‘Towzer’ and nicknamed him ‘the Devil’s Bloodhound’, ‘Mr Filth’ and ‘Crackfart’, the last for his alleged flatulence.38 One Whig, Lord Lucas, described him in parliament as ‘one of the greatest villains upon earth – the bugbear of the Protestant religion … a dangerous rank Papist, who deserves of all men to be hanged’.39 The sentiment was very much returned.


It was L’Estrange who co-ordinated the Tory propaganda response to the Whig onslaught, and indeed wrote much of it himself in various pamphlets and his own newspaper, The Observator. Although they couldn’t rival the Whigs in terms of press co-ordination and campaigning infrastructure, the Tories did possess their own clubs, notably L’Estrange’s favoured Sam’s Coffee-House, and L’Estrange organised and assisted a group of publishers and printing houses who churned out Tory propaganda.40 To emphasise their message, they copied many Whig tactics, using plays, playing cards, songs and even politically tinged astrology almanacks to get their message across. They even had their own equivalent of Pope-burning processions, in which they burnt effigies of ‘Jack Presbyter’, a symbol of Dissenting sedition.


What, then, was the Tory message?


At the less highfalutin level, L’Estrange’s aim was twofold: to undermine the credibility of the accusations made as part of the Popish Plot (often with much justice), and, more substantially, to paint the Exclusionists as the heirs to the parliamentary rebels who had plunged the country into civil war in the 1640s. In place of the papist conspiracy central to Whig propaganda, he substituted his own. The Whig cause and Exclusion campaign was, he argued, merely a political cover for a Dissenting plot to overthrow the monarchy and plunge the country back into the chaos of the 1640s. The events of 1641, when John Pym and the parliamentary side made a mass appeal, through pamphlets and propaganda, to resist Charles I and the supposed threat of popery, seemed to be echoed in the tactics of the Whigs: and look, argued the Tories, where that had ended. ‘41 has come again’ became perhaps the most consistent Tory battle cry.


The end result of this, L’Estrange argued, would be another arbitrary military dictatorship, just as had occurred in the 1650s under Cromwell and the Major-Generals. Then, the rebels had, argued Tory propagandist Nalson, ‘Taxed, Assessed, Decimated, Fined, Imprisoned, Sequestered, Plundred, Banished’ the people, and so they would again.41 Not only that, growled L’Estrange, but they would promote the joyless moral policing that had resulted in the Commonwealth banning such pastimes as ‘Comedies, Interludes, Wrastlings, Foot-Ball Play, May-Games, Whitson-Ales, Morrice-Dances, Bear-Batings’.42 In short, Whig victory would result not in the saviour of the rights and liberties of Protestant Englishmen but their subversion.


As time went on, elements of the Tory case began to resonate louder with the public. The Whig use of mass petitioning campaigns and popular demonstrations gave some credence to the idea that they were the party of ‘mob rule’, and a number of counter-petitions were organised ‘abhorring’ the seditious tumult of the Whigs (this gave rise to one of the early nicknames for the Tories, ‘abhorrers’). At first, these efforts were rather half-hearted, but as time passed and Whig leaders, including Shaftesbury, became increasingly vehement in their advocacy of the formation of an armed Protestant Association to defend the rights of Englishmen, the idea that the Whigs were Puritan revolutionaries became more plausible.


The Tory case, however, was broader than these (often shrewd) propaganda hits by L’Estrange and his allies. They were, put simply, the party of traditional subordination in Church and State on the basis of notions of divine right, as well as legal precedent. The source of all authority for the Tories was God, not the people. The King was, as one Tory poet put it, ‘God’s servant, not the People’s slave’.43


The tracts of Sir Robert Filmer, written some thirty years prior but republished during the Exclusion Crisis, summed up the case well. He maintained that the King’s power emanated directly from God. Governments had been divinely ordained since the time of Adam, and Adam’s absolute authority descended down the male line by hereditary succession, ultimately to contemporary monarchs. Even Filmer was prepared to admit that the Stuarts could not claim a direct lineage to Adam, but he still maintained, by analogy, that ‘since political authority always rested on God’s will, and since this authority was absolute and irresistible, then the Stuarts ruled by God’s will and the kings of England possessed absolute power’.44


In general terms, the Tories saw the social and political order as analogous to a family, in which the King stood at the top as the father, accountable only to God. He would pass on his divinely ordained authority and office to his heir. Relations within society more generally – between master and servant, between local office holder and ordinary people, between actual father and children – reflected the divinely ordained relationship of legitimate, benevolent authority and loyal obedience that also characterised, at the political level, relations between the King and his people. All were obliged – as the Book of Common Prayer put it – ‘to do my duty in that state of life, unto which it shall please God to call me’.


This was, indeed, the view inculcated by the Church of England, the political faith of which was rooted in the idea that subjects were obliged by God to obey their anointed monarch, and that any resistance or rebellion was sinful. This doctrine of non-resistance was softened somewhat by the fact that there were two types of obedience. ‘Active’ was to be paid ‘in the case of all lawful commands’, but if a monarch ‘enjoins anything contrary to what God hath commanded’, then only passive obedience was required.45 This meant refusing to be actively complicit in the sovereign’s unrighteous commands, while ‘patiently suffer[ing] what the ruler inflicts on us for such a refusal’.46


The Tory view militated strongly against any contractual view of government or society. Government could hardly be a contract between rulers and ruled, subject to the vagaries of human convenience and therefore alterable, if ordained by God and necessitating almost complete obedience to the ruling powers. Man’s spiritual existence was governed by the Church and civil matters were ordered by the King within one overarching, unified organic Christian commonwealth.


The Tories’ veneration for both obedience to the monarchy and the authority of the Church of England, causes deeply intertwined in their worldview, was perhaps best symbolised by the cult of Charles King and Martyr. For Tories, the execution of Charles I in 1649 was the ultimate symbol of the chaos and impiety that Dissent and disobedience entailed. He had been the anointed King and therefore the fons and origo of legitimate political authority, but his refusal to compromise over the true apostolic constitution of the Catholic Church – that is, his refusal to agree to the abolition of bishops – also made him an explicitly religious martyr, the closest thing that the Church of England had to a saint. The day of his execution, 30th January, was enshrined in the Book of Common Prayer as a day of solemn repentance, and became the characteristic Tory date of commemoration; a time for mournful national repentance for the sin of treason when all good Tories would retire to peruse the Eikon Basilike (the book of pious autobiographical reflection widely thought to have been written by the King as he awaited his execution).


Does this imply that the Tories all believed in absolutism? Although that sometimes appeared to be the case, in practice many Tories adopted a more moderate constitutional royalism which stressed the importance of a king working within the customary framework of established constitutional principles. This included an important role for parliament, as advisers and counsellors representing the interests of the most substantial elements of the community.


This view held that, even if the monarch was above the law in extremis, he should, as a matter of prudence, exercise his power in accordance with the constitutional practices that had developed over the centuries, particularly co-operation with Lords and Commons and respect for the rule of law. Such Tories would usually stress that Charles II had, in fact, done nothing illegal, and it was the Whigs, pushing as they were for an unprecedented policy without the support of the House of Lords, who were attempting to subvert the constitution.


It should be emphasised, however, that, whatever the importance of constitutional questions, the most consistent and important basis of the Tory cause was loyalty to the Church of England. Indeed, for many decades after 1679–81 the terms ‘Tory Party’ and ‘Church Party’ would be used interchangeably. Whether the Church was valued for political reasons, as the indispensable bulwark to state authority and therefore order and peace – summarised by James I’s old adage ‘No Bishop, no King’ – or for more rarefied reasons, as the true, Catholic Church which combined Protestant doctrinal purity with apostolic authority – or, more usually, a bit of both – it was central to the men who, mostly, lived lives defined and given meaning by their Christian faith. For them – as for most of the Whigs – ‘politics’ and ‘religion’ were never really separate categories.


What is striking is that, whether in the press or on the hustings, even by the unedifying standards of twenty-first-century political partisanship, the first Whigs and Tories abused each other with extraordinary bitterness and vigour. One Whig pamphlet published during the Exclusion Crisis, The Character of a Tory, began by claiming that ‘A Tory is a Monster with an English Face, a French Heart, and an Irish Conscience’, composed of four elements: ‘noise and debauchery, oaths and beggary’.47 Whig firebrand Morrice littered his diaries with abuse of the Tories: they were the ‘cankared mercenary Tories’, ‘the debauched party’, ‘Hierarchists’ and knaves one and all, who had sold their soul to the devil.48 Not only did Whig propagandists supply Roger L’Estrange with a whole range of abusive nicknames, they even burnt effigies of him on pyres along with popes, priests, rosaries and relics.


The Tories were scarcely less vituperative. The Whigs were king killers; republicans; murderers; atheists; possibly in league with Satan, or at the very least fanatical Genevan Calvinists or Scottish Covenanters. One arch-Tory pamphleteer described them as ‘demure, conscientious prick-eared vermin’.49 Another described Henry Care, the publisher of a leading Whig newspaper, as ‘Monkey Care’, suggesting that he was ‘so unlike Mankind, that an Indictment is preferred against his Wife at the Old-Baily for Bestiality, where he is to prove what species he is of’.50


L’Estrange’s views on ‘how to be a Whig’ were fairly fruity stuff:


To be a Right Whig, you must never Remember Benefits, nor Forget Injuries, you must never Repent of any Wickedness that you were the better for, you must learn to lift up your Eyes, and Pick your Neighbors Pocket, all in a motion, you must gape, and constantly carry Liberty of Consciences and Religion upon the Tip of your Tongue; but if you swallow either of them, if ye are a Right Whig, ‘twill Choak ye.51


A particular target for Tory abuse was Shaftesbury. They delighted in the fact that he had a rather unfortunate medical condition, a sort of bodily abscess on his breast (probably a hydatid cyst), which necessitated the insertion of a permanent tube into his body to help drain it. Tory propagandists leapt on the idea that this made him a bit like a barrel of beer with a tap, and nicknamed him, for the rest of his life, ‘Tapski’ (the ‘ski’ at the end of his name was a reference to his supposed preference for an elected king, of the sort they had in Poland).52


Not only this, but it became a staple of Tory propaganda to suggest that the abscess was somehow a result of Shaftesbury’s fornication, which, in Tory eyes at least, was of quite startling proportions. Jacobite Tory Roger North alleged years later (somewhat dubiously) that Shaftesbury rivalled Charles II in the sexual promiscuity stakes, and would get his groom to give refreshment to his whores in Hyde Park in preparation for their lengthy sessions of sexual gymnastics (specifically ‘Rhenish wine and sugar, and not seldom a bait of cheese cakes’).53


One poem written on his death encapsulates the general Tory attitude to him:


Ye Mortal Whigs for Death prepare,


For Mighty Tapski’s Guts lie here


Will his great name keep sweet, d’y’ think?


For certainly his entrails stink.54


Contemporary poet John Dryden summed up the state of the party battle aptly when he remarked that, ‘He who draws his pen for one party must expect to make enemies of the other, for wit and fool are consequents of Whig and Tory, and every man is a knave or an ass to the contrary side.’55


Dryden, however, was being self-consciously disingenuous, for he was responsible for perhaps one of the most famous pieces of literary partisanship of all. In November 1681 he published Absalom and Achitophel, a vicious piece of anti-Whig propaganda. The poem plays on the biblical story of Absalom’s rebellion against King David. The Duke of Monmouth is portrayed as Absalom, the rebellious son of King David (Charles II), who is tricked into rebellion and attempted patricide by scheming adviser Achitophel (Shaftesbury). Dryden’s portrayal of Shaftesbury as a hypocritical, opportunistic rebel pulled few punches:


A Name to all succeeding Ages curst.


For close Designs, and crooked Counsels fit;


Sagacious, Bold, and Turbulent of wit:


Restless, unfixt in Principles and Place;


In Pow’r unpleased, impatient of Disgrace.56


Referring to the fact that Shaftesbury had previously been one of the King’s chief ministers, he continued:


In Friendship false, implacable in Hate:


Resolv’d to Ruine or to Rule the State.


To Compass this, the Triple Bond he broke;


The Pillars of the Publick Safety shook:


And fitted Israel for a Foreign Yoke.


Then, seiz’d with Fear, yet still affecting Fame,


Usurp’d a Patriot’s All-atoning Name.57


Much of this rancour and hatred was a product of the fact that men on both sides saw the rising tensions of 1679–81 in terms indelibly marked by the memory of the Civil War. Many of them were old enough to remember or even have participated in the bloodshed and polarisation of the 1640s. These feelings ran deep and provoked passionate emotions of hatred, fear and bitterness. The idea that the Whigs were the latest face of the Parliamentarians and Roundheads, and the Tories the newest incarnation of the Cavaliers, was common currency.


One last question about the birth of Whig and Tory should be asked. How did they get their names?58


It is striking how much variation there was in the terms used to describe the two sides initially. In the early stages, Tories generally described themselves as ‘the Loyall Party’, and were castigated by their opponents as, variously, ‘Yorkists’, ‘Abhorrers’, ‘Tantivies’, ‘Sham Plotters’, ‘Masqueraders’, ‘Church Papists’, ‘Protestants in Masquerade’, ‘Pensioners’ and ‘God-damnees’.59 The Whigs also attracted various names, such as ‘the adverse party’, ‘the malignant party’, the ‘fanatics’, the ‘patriots’ and ‘the mutineers’.60


For a while it seemed that the Exclusionists would be known as ‘Bromidghams’ or ‘Bromigems’. This came from the fact that Birmingham (‘Bromidgham’ as it was often called) was associated with the forging of false coins. The Tories accused the Whigs accordingly of being ‘True Bromidgham Protestants’ – i.e. counterfeit or false Protestants. This was duly shortened to ‘Bromigem’. One of the country’s greatest historical political parties was only a hair’s breadth away from being known as, essentially, ‘The Brummies’.


The two terms that were eventually chosen were essentially insults based on prejudice against respectively the Scottish and the Irish.


The ‘Tories’ were a group of Roman Catholic brigands, many of them victims of Cromwell’s confiscations of Catholic land, who menaced the Anglo-Irish gentry. They were led by the notorious chieftain Redmond O’Hanlon. ‘Tory’ was, however, an obscure term. It only gained temporary political currency in 1680–1 as a result of the Irish dimension of the Popish Plot, when the Whigs claimed that the Tory Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, the Duke of Ormonde, had been employing the ‘Tory’ brigands to assist a (non-existent) Catholic plot to facilitate a French invasion. This lie was soon exposed, but the term ‘Tory’ was briefly used to refer to the anti-Exclusionists by Whig propagandists.


‘Whig’ came to relative prominence as a result of the Presbyterian uprising of 1679. Scotland was a hotbed of radical Presbyterians (usually referred to as Covenanters), but its majority Presbyterian religion had been largely suppressed since the Restoration, when the Episcopal Church of Scotland (essentially the Scottish Anglican Church) had been re-established. The hardline Presbyterians – who attracted a range of labels, including, as a term of abuse, ‘Whiggamaire’ or ‘Whig’ – had continued holding illegal outdoor meetings. In 1679 there was an uprising of Presbyterians in the western Lowlands, which was put down by the Duke of Monmouth at the Battle of Bothwell Brig.


Daniel Defoe’s account of this, written years later, suggested that Charles II’s chief Scottish minister Lauderdale reported that ‘the Duke [of Monmouth] had been so Civil to Whigs, because he was a Whig himself in his Heart’.61 This was then, supposedly, taken up at Court, and soon entered common usage as an insulting term for the Exclusionists. There is, however, no evidence at all that this is true. Indeed, ‘Whig’ was not taken up as a general term until 1681.


The real impetus for the widespread adoption and longevity of both terms, was, in fact, the writings of Roger L’Estrange. In spring 1681, L’Estrange began, in his Observator newspaper, to semi-ironically refer to himself and his political allies as ‘Tories’, largely to illustrate the dishonesty of his opponents over the fake Irish plot. Casting around for an equally obscure (and unflattering) term for his opponents, he started to couple ‘Tory’ with the term ‘Whig’. This combination was first used in the Observator of 2nd July, when he started a famous, long-running dialogue between ‘Whigs’ and ‘Tories’, the point of which was to paint the Exclusionists as murderous fanatics (‘Whigs’) who regarded the King, his heir and their defenders as no better than renegades and outlaws (‘Tories’). In any case, soon other writers began to use the distinction and it took on a life of its own.


So the terms came to prominence in essence because of the scurrilous propagandising of that most disreputable and brilliant of Tory writers, Roger L’Estrange.


By the time L’Estrange was popularising the terms ‘Whig’ and ‘Tory’, the tide was turning against the Whigs. With Charles in a stronger position, he had no need or desire to call any more parliaments, and without parliaments as a focus for the pro-exclusion campaign, the Whig cause lost steam. Interest waned in the lurid details of the Popish Plot. The view that the Whigs had pushed things too far, and risked civil war, gradually began to gain wider currency, a view adroitly encouraged by the King, who knew how little stomach the country had for another civil conflict.62


Charles smelt blood, and began to make slow, steady preparations for his revenge. The Whigs had had their turn at abusing the legal system for political reasons: over the course of the Popish Plot, they had helped ensure that scores of innocent Catholics were judicially murdered. Now Charles was determined to return the favour and use the full force of the legal system – seen more as a sort of political weapon than an instrument of justice on both sides – against the Whigs.


In order to do this, and consolidate his grip on all levels of the state apparatus, Charles began to institute legal proceedings to purge Whigs and Dissenters from local office. ‘Quo warranto’ proceedings – which asked ‘by which warrant do you possess your current charter?’ – began to be used to remove Whigs and Dissenters from corporations and impose new charters and personnel. Loyal churchmen, prepared to do the will of their king, were installed instead. Many corporations had, in fact, long since acted against the law by not removing Dissenters from their ranks, and there was little about these proceedings that was, strictly speaking, illegal.


These proceedings allowed legal actions against Whigs to progress successfully, as juries were generally impanelled by local office holders such as sheriffs. Until now, sympathetic sheriffs had often been able to give leading Whigs effective legal immunity, which Charles was determined to reverse. In addition, as most parliamentary constituencies were borough constituencies, and borough corporations often controlled the local parliamentary seat, these actions meant that any future general election would likely produce a more Tory parliament.


In summer 1681, the prosecutions began, with the hapless Stephen College, ‘the Protestant Joiner’, who was eventually found guilty by a blatantly packed jury and executed soon thereafter, becoming the first Whig martyr. This was quicky followed up by a purging of the corporation of the City of London and remodelling of its charter, which opened up the way for mass prosecutions of key Whigs in London, previously a Whig stronghold. Gradually, leading Whigs began to be charged with treason or sedition as the full force of the legal system rebounded on them.


The obvious symbolic target was Shaftesbury. The first victim had been a joiner: an ominous Tory pamphlet soon asked ‘Have you any work for a COOPER?’ (Cooper being Shaftesbury’s surname).63 The first attempt to prosecute him, undertaken before the Tories’ takeover of the City of London corporation, was bungled. The Whigs used all of their legal wiles to save Shaftesbury, and were successful, giving rise to wild Whig celebration: the ‘hollowing and shouting’ in court went on for half an hour.64 Crowds toasted Shaftesbury and lit bonfires in celebration; bands of Whigs paraded in the streets shouting ‘No Popish Successor, No York, A Monmouth, A Buckingham, and God bless the Earl of Shaftesbury!’65


Although the Whigs fought hard against the rising Tory tide, as this victory attests, they were on an increasingly sticky wicket. They continued with intense propaganda efforts, and fought desperate rearguard actions against quo warranto proceedings: in Rye, rival mayoral candidates both claimed to have been elected and John Turney, the Whig candidate, ended up taking possession by breaking into the town hall with the help of ‘a rabble of near three hundred’.66


It was, however, to no avail. Loyalist street demonstrations became more raucous and frequent, ringing to cheers of ‘Remember Forty One!’ and ‘No Bill of Exclusion, No Whig’.67 Tories staged rambunctious celebrations, complete with bonfires and toasts, to mark their frequent victories in battles to wrest control of local corporations. The Tory onslaught got so intense that at one point the King, worried that a loyalist plan to burn Cromwell in effigy in London might provoke street fighting and riots, had to ban ‘tumultuous assemblies’.68


The reality began to dawn on the Whigs: the King was wresting back complete control. A trickle of prosecutions for treason or sedition became a flood. The laws against Dissenters were enforced with increasing fervour, and thousands of them were hit with ruinous fines or thrown into jail. Even if a parliament were to be called, the remodelling of corporations meant that it might well be packed with Tories. Increasingly, Whig hopes turned in more desperate directions.


Plans to rebel by force of arms had been mooted by leading Whigs since the meeting of the Oxford Parliament, mostly focussed on schemes to prevent James becoming king when Charles died. When, in July 1682, it became clear that Tory control over the City of London had been secured totally, and therefore it was simply a matter of time before senior Whigs were prosecuted with almost no chance of acquittal, rebellion became a more urgent matter.


Shaftesbury began to meet with senior Whigs in his London residence, Thanet House, to plan a nationwide uprising. Monmouth was tasked with making another one of his ‘progresses’, this time to Cheshire, to rouse the north-west; Shaftesbury would organise a rebellion in London, Russell the west country, and so on. From September, Shaftesbury, wide open to a second prosecution, became a wanted man, hiding in the London houses of various sympathisers. He sounded out various underground radicals about a separate plot, to kill the King and the Duke of York on their way to the races at Newmarket. But the plots were delayed. A very jittery Shaftesbury knew that he could be arrested at any moment and his nerve faltered. In late November, he finally fled to the Netherlands. Followed by Charles’s spies, he soon fell desperately ill, unable to take any nourishment. He died, surrounded by loyal political cronies in a garret in Amsterdam, on 21st January 1683.


Those who stayed in England soon regretted it. Plans to assassinate the King and James continued: they would soon be known as the ‘Rye House Plot’, so-named because the murder was planned to take place on the Rye farm near Hoddesdon in Hertfordshire, which belonged to one of the leading conspirators.


This plot fell apart very quickly. The assassination was bungled when the royal brothers postponed their visit to Newmarket due to a fire, and then the whole plan was betrayed to the government by one of the conspirators in June 1683. The prosecution of those involved followed, and several, including leading Whigs such as Lord Russell and Algernon Sidney, were executed. The convictions contained their dubious legal points, but there is no doubt that the plotting was real and the indictments substantially true. Certainly, the Whig ‘martyrs’ of 1683 received fairer trials and a good deal more justice than the many Roman Catholics executed as part of the Popish Plot. This did not prevent them becoming, in the pantheon of Whig history, glorious patriotic heroes who died to secure the country’s freedom, bearing witness, as Algernon Sidney’s speech on the scaffold put it, to ‘that old cause in which I was from my youth engaged’, the cause of Protestantism and liberty.69


The King was ruthless and determined to destroy the rebels and plotters who had pitilessly assailed his authority and the succession of his brother since 1679. He wanted vengeance for his many Catholic friends whom he knew had been wrongly convicted. The Whigs had prospered by means of packed juries and perjured convictions for three heady years. They now suffered by exactly the same means.


The Tory revenge was, for now, unstoppable.
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Revolution and the Whig Comeback


In the early hours of 11th December 1688, a tall, gaunt man, wearing a (none-too-thorough) disguise of ‘a short black wig [and] a patch on his upper lip on the left side’ galloped through the Kent countryside in a desperate hurry, accompanied by two nervous-looking companions.1 He avoided the main roads for fear of discovery. He was bound for a ferry station near Feversham in Kent, where he hoped to find passage across the channel to France.2


He seemed lucky at first. A suitable vessel was hired and the three men clambered aboard. Unfortunately, the ship’s master insisted that they halt to take on more ballast at Sheerness. By 11 p.m., they were minutes away from being ready – but as they prepared to set sail, they were accosted by a group of sixty armed men who boarded the ship from three fishing boats. They were looking for Catholic priests and other ‘suspect persons’ to take before the mayor of Feversham. Although they recognised one of the men – a local nobleman named Edward Hales – they had no idea who his bewigged, lanky companion was. They assumed he was a Jesuit priest, and roundly abused him, calling him an ‘ugly, lean-jawed hatchet-faced Jesuite’ and a ‘popish dog’.3


This Jesuit’s possessions were confiscated by the leader of the armed band, but soon the gang suspected that something was being held back. A rougher search of the three strangers was conducted. They ‘fell a Searching their pockets and opening their breeches’.4 They ‘felt all about in a very rude manner, and the more’ on the Jesuit’s person, finding a diamond bodkin which contained pieces of jewellery that he had hidden in his underwear.5 Luckily, the incompetent searcher only found a toothpick case and some keys in the bodkin, and missed the jewellery.


Both the three men and their captors spent an uncomfortable night in the ship, waiting for the tide to turn to take them to Feversham. Once they arrived there the next day, the three prisoners were taken to an inn.


It soon became very clear that the man whose breeches they had rifled through was no Jesuit priest. Several people at the inn recognised him through his half-hearted disguise.


The man was His Majesty James II, King of England, Scotland and Ireland.


It had all been very different little less than four years previously. Despite the tumults of the Exclusion Crisis, a papist king was welcomed with surprisingly little fuss.6 Indeed, the reaction to James’s accession in February 1685 was generally positive, even joyous. An Anglican priest claimed that his proclamation as king met with ‘the universal joy, contentment and applause of all good people’.7 This might have been something of an exaggeration – no doubt many were wary – but overall the response was better than anyone could have expected. Four-hundred-and-thirty-nine loyal addresses congratulating the King on his accession poured in from throughout the country. There was a general upsurge of loyal sentiment.


How did it come to pass, then, that by December 1688 the King was attempting to flee his own kingdom in such disorganised haste that he ended up having his underwear manhandled by a bunch of rowdy Kentish fishermen? Why, in late 1688, were roving bands of volunteers scouting the coasts for Catholics and Jesuit priests?


The orgy of baby roasting and murderous papist rapine predicted by Whig pamphleteers did not come to pass on James’s accession. Nonetheless, it was ultimately James’s religion and his attempts to promote it to his unenthusiastic subjects that were to prove his undoing.


When James became king, the monarchy was in its strongest position for decades. His brother had been ruthlessly effective at suppressing the Crown’s enemies and had purged the political structure of England at every level to replace rowdy Whigs with loyal Tory Anglicans. Furthermore, the financial position of the Crown was strong: no parliament had met since the Oxford Parliament because Charles could afford not to call one. It looked entirely possible that the English monarchy might come to match its French equivalent in power and authority.


But James had one overweening objective that he was absolutely determined to pursue. The problem was that, with the vast majority of his subjects, it was about as popular as the periodic outbreaks of plague that still bedevilled late seventeenth-century England. It was to demolish every prop of his regime with astonishing speed.


James wanted full toleration for Roman Catholics, and he would use any means within his power to achieve it. More than that, he wanted to make it legal – and even give some degree of state support – for Roman Catholics to proselytise.


James had a streak of sincerity to his personality that was so naive that it might have been charming had it not been so catastrophic. His conversion to the Roman church had been entirely sincere, and his faith was unbending and serious (some would say to the point of sectarian bigotry). The souls of men – specifically, his own subjects – were at stake, and he seemed to genuinely believe that if the penal laws against Roman Catholicism were lifted, the bluff Protestant citizenry of England would soon be converted.


Charles had the realism to see that this was utterly delusional, but James had little of his brother’s pragmatism (or brains). Indeed, Charles was alleged to have predicted that James, who was as licentious as himself, though apparently with less taste, would ‘lose his kingdom by his bigotry and his soul for a lot of ugly trollops’.8


The problem for James was not the hostility of Whiggery. The Whigs had been cowed during the Tory reaction – indeed, many of their leaders had been executed or forced to flee aboard. Their aversion to James was therefore irrelevant. So long as he retained the thoroughgoing support of the Church of England and the stout Tory gentlemen, who now controlled the enormous web of local office-holders in the counties and corporations that enforced the law, he looked unassailable.


The problem, of course, was that the Tory, Anglican hierarchy, although they could stomach a Roman Catholic monarch so long as he protected their power, would not tolerate anything like what James had in mind. For all of the Whigs’ jibes about them being ‘Tantivies’, most Tories were no keener on popery than the Whigs, and had no intention of tamely accepting James’s agenda, whatever their own doctrines of non-resistance or passive obedience might say.


It was on this massive iceberg that the good ship James would soon run aground.


Once the loyalist revellers had slept off their hangovers, James’s reign began propitiously. Protestant nerves were settled by his promise to ‘preserve this Government both in Church and State as by Law Establish’d’.9 He explicitly denied that he was a ‘Man for Arbitrary Power’ and promised to be a model of constitutional moderation.10


He soon strengthened his hand further. Helped by the active use of government patronage and the political impact of Charles II’s quo warranto proceedings against recalcitrant Whiggish corporations, the election of spring 1685 saw a mere fifty-seven Whigs elected in a parliament of 513 seats; it was not so much a Tory landslide as a Tory tsunami. The result was a parliament stuffed with Tories, who soon voted him a generous supply for life.


The first major challenge to James’s regime came with the news that Charles II’s rebellious illegitimate son, the Duke of Monmouth, who had fled into exile during the Tory reaction with the more notorious Whig rebels, had landed in Lyme Regis on 11th June with the intention of fomenting an uprising against the King. It was part of a co-ordinated assault in conjunction with the Earl of Argyll, who led a similar landing in Scotland. Both assaults began with tiny numbers – Monmouth landed with just eighty-three men, Argyll with just under 300 – and stymied themselves by making no attempt to appeal outside of their obvious political ‘base’, which consisted of convinced Whigs and radicals. Both issued declarations suffused with the ideology of radical Whig contractarianism. Monmouth presented rather more of a threat, as he managed to raise some 3,000–4,000 troops and put up a surprisingly stiff fight, but was soon overwhelmed by the army, led ably by a thrusting young officer, Brigadier John Churchill.


However, it didn’t take long for cracks to show. In response to the Monmouth Rebellion, James quickly bolstered the size of the army, never a popular move in a country traditionally sceptical of permanent, standing armies. Even more explosively, he had appointed a number of Roman Catholic officers, which was illegal under the Test Act; he got around it by granting dispensations to the officers in question, arguing that it was within the King’s power to suspend the operation of specific laws in individual cases (‘the dispensing power’).


This created an uproar even within his loyalist parliament: John Evelyn noted in his diary that the King’s Speech demanding MPs’ approval of his controversial actions was ‘very unexpected and unpleasing to the Commons’.11 Many of his harshest critics were Tories of impeccable Anglican-Cavalier pedigree, such as Sir Thomas Clarges, who moved in the Commons that a ‘standing army is destructive to the country’. 12 Fellow Tory Sir Edward Seymour pointedly remarked that ‘it is treason for any man to be reconciled to the Church of Rome’.13 Parliament grumbled and offered a considerably lower sum in supply than he wanted. In the end, tired by their complaints, James prorogued parliament before even that was granted.


James’s court quickly divided into factions. On one side, Henry Hyde, the Earl of Clarendon and his brother Laurence, the Earl of Rochester (the sons of Charles I and II’s great ally and statesman, Edward Hyde) – the living embodiments and figureheads of the old Cavalier cause and staunch High Churchmen – attempted to rein in the King. On the other, Robert Spencer, the Earl of Sunderland – the famously opportunistic and ethically flexible veteran from Charles’s reign who was soon to convert to Roman Catholicism himself to ingratiate himself with the King – led a pro-Catholic faction that saw its role as implementing the King’s agenda as efficiently as possible.


The Sunderland faction quickly carried all before it. A test case on the issue of the dispensing power, Godden versus Hales, concluded in summer 1686 that the King had every right to dispense with the laws in individual cases. Although he purged the judicial bench to ensure he got the verdict he wanted, it was at least a legally plausible position and emboldened James not only to allow Roman Catholics to hold fellowships at Oxford and Cambridge (bastions of Anglicanism and Toryism) but also to appoint Roman Catholics to the Privy Council, which bolstered the Sunderland faction’s numbers within the King’s counsels.


More shocking still to the Protestant conscience was James’s unabashed encouragement of Catholic worship and proselytising. He effectively halted prosecution for recusancy and provided funds for the establishment of Catholic schools and chapels. By spring 1686, cities such as London, Worcester and Bristol had opened Catholic chapels. Catholic apologetics began to pour from the presses. The Mass, for the first time since the death of Queen Mary I, was being celebrated openly in England.


The hierarchy of the Church of England and its Tory allies were aghast. The response was immediate and co-ordinated. Books and sermons attacking the Roman Church began to appear in earnest. The King forbade the clergy from preaching on any matter of sectarian controversy, but many Anglican priests merrily ignored him, including one John Sharp, rector of St Giles-in-the-Fields, London. James ordered the Bishop of London, Henry Compton, to suspend Sharp. Compton refused.


In response James set up an Ecclesiastical Commission to ‘inspect’ Church affairs. Although it included representatives of the Rochester-Anglican faction, including Rochester himself, it promptly suspended Compton. Rochester protested feebly, but it was to no avail. By this point, James had no intention of paying any lip service to the Tory-Anglican interest. In January 1687, he dismissed Rochester and Clarendon and began to personally interview all office holders and MPs to see if they would agree to go along with the agenda of Catholic toleration. He promptly sacked anyone in the direct employment of the Crown who refused, which was many.


By this point it was clear that there was no prospect of achieving his aim by persuading MPs, so he decided to use more direct methods. In April 1687, he prorogued parliament again and issued a Declaration of Indulgence, which suspended all of the penal laws against both Roman Catholics and Dissenters.


This marked his final break with the Tory-Anglican interest, and the rise of a completely new strategy. If his old friends wouldn’t co-operate, then there was an alternative possibility: court the Dissenters. A Catholic-Dissenting alliance against the Church of England was the ultimate nightmare of the Church establishment. It could, James reasoned, lead to England becoming a bastion of religious toleration in Europe, attracting traders and investment from all over the continent on the model of the Dutch Republic. Why, after all, would the Dissenters have any sentimental qualms about the Church of England, an institution that had connived in their persecution for decades?


James had been cultivating the Dissenting interest since early 1686, pardoning and granting dispensations from the Clarendon Code to many Baptists and Quakers. He even recruited William Penn as his chief Quaker cheerleader for toleration. Following the Declaration of Indulgence, he used the services of a motley crew of propagandists to sell his agenda to the public. He managed to recruit not only Roger L’Estrange, who was consistent enough to uphold the absolute authority of James II in all circumstances, and his former arch-enemy, Whig propagandist Henry Care, who had been L’Estrange’s chief journalistic opponent during the Exclusion Crisis. Care, an unlikely hired pen for a papist king, was prepared to co-operate with James in order to promote religious toleration. The political world went topsy-turvy: a Stuart monarch abandoned his Tory Anglican base, old Exclusionists joined hands with extreme Tories, and some of the hottest Protestants in the land went in to bat for a papist king.


Such an odd set of political bedfellows had a tough task on its hands. Although Dissenters naturally supported toleration, many of them, especially the Presbyterians, were uneasy. They might approve the Declaration in substance, but they disapproved of the method of enacting it (royal prerogative) and they distrusted the man responsible.


As for the Tory-Anglicans, James had made a fatal misjudgement. It was true that the situation placed Tories in a terrible situation. There had always been a potential tension between the two lodestars of their political universe: Church and king. There was an enormous irony in men who had preached non-resistance and passive obedience opposing the King’s will, a point made in pungent terms by one Whig in conversation with a couple of bishops: ‘You have made a turd pye, Seasoned it with passive obedience, and now you must eat it your Selves’.14


However, James had chosen the one issue that trumped the Tory-Anglican high view of royal power: the security of the Church of England. If pushed to choose, the vast majority of Tories would plump for the Church over the absolute authority of the King, no matter how conflicted or uncomfortable they might feel about it. It was a truth that James was to realise too late.


Meanwhile, James had decided that merely suspending the penal laws was not enough. He wanted to engineer a new parliament that would agree to change the law and purge the entire superstructure of recalcitrant Tory-Anglican office-holders throughout the land. He dissolved the 1685 parliament and, in an ironic twist of fate, set about purging the corporations of all those loyal Tories who Charles II had placed there largely because of their support for his own accession. He replaced them with a ragtag band of Roman Catholics and co-operative Dissenters. He decided on a general election for November 1688, and reissued the Declaration of Indulgence.


He then made the fateful step of reigniting direct confrontation with the Church of England by ordering the clergy to read the reissued Declaration to their congregations during Sunday services. In response, seven bishops, including the staunchly Tory Archbishop of Canterbury, William Sancroft, petitioned the King to request that he withdraw his order. He responded with cold fury to the bishops: ‘Here are strange words. I did not expect this from you. This is a standard of rebellion.’15 It was a ‘standard of rebellion’ hoisted aloft with alacrity by the vast majority of Anglican priests, who overwhelmingly refused to obey the King’s command.


James responded by indicting the bishops on a charge of seditious libel merely for the act of petitioning him. It was an enormous miscalculation. The trial essentially boiled down to whether the bishops were merely requesting that the King obey the law, or whether their petition was a calculated attempt to ‘disturb the government, or make mischief and a stir among the people’.16


At 10 a.m. on 30th June, the jury returned a verdict of ‘not guilty’, and the reaction was joyous. The bishops were widely seen by the whole of Protestant England, Dissenters as well as Anglicans, as brave bulwarks against the onwards march of popery. The London crowds went wild with triumph.


The fact that many Dissenters saw Archbishop Sancroft and his colleagues as heroes was significant. In response to the King’s attempt to win over Dissenting ‘hearts and minds’ to his unlikely new alliance, various leading Anglicans had launched their own charm offensive. Leading Anglican politicians like Halifax, who had been alienated by James’s policy, wrote pamphlets appealing directly to the Dissenters not to allow a papist king to play divide and rule and split the Protestant interest. Although the irony of Anglicans appealing to pan-Protestant unity was not lost on the Dissenters, neither was the even greater irony of a papist king courting them when convenient.
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