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PREFACE
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Professional historians nowadays delight in the complexity and density of the subject to which this book offers an introduction. Readers outside the world of specialized academic study can consequently find its outlines elusive. I mean my account to be as straightforward as is compatible with adult discussion and with the picture which modern research has produced. Though it draws pervasively on the work of others, I hope that it brings some fresh findings and perspectives. One word is needed about terminology. ‘The civil war’ will mean the war fought between king and parliament in 1642-6. ‘The civil wars’ will mean the range of conflicts, military and political, of the 1640s and 1650s.
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ORIGINS
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The political upheaval of the mid-seventeenth century has no parallel in English history. Since the Norman Conquest there have been other forcible convulsions: the baronial revolts and Wars of the Roses of the middle ages; the religious and regional risings of the Tudor age; the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688-9. But none has been so far-reaching, or has disrupted so many lives for so long, or has so imprinted itself on the nation’s memory.

Sometimes such other events have changed the occupancy or the powers of the throne, but the conflict of 1640-60 was more extensive. The monarchy and the House of Lords were abolished, and were replaced by a republic and military rule. The government and liturgy of the Church of England were abolished too. England has been set apart from other European nations, especially in modern times, by its ancient and unwritten constitution, an amalgam of evolving law and custom. Yet the mid-seventeenth century ruptured that continuity and brought, under the protectorate of Oliver Cromwell, two written constitutions.

If there has been no event like it, none has so divided posterity. Even to choose a term for the episode is to  risk disagreement. From the Restoration to the nineteenth century, when royalist and Tory perspectives dominated, the common phrase was ‘the rebellion’ or ‘the great rebellion’, while allusions to the ‘troubles’ or ‘distractions’ of the period were also common. More subtly the same perspective produced the phrase ‘The Interregnum’ to represent Puritan rule as a deviation from the healthy norm of kingship, though that term has lost its partisan intent.

Since the Victorian age, when the balance of public sympathy swung from the king’s cause to parliament’s, an alternative vocabulary has flourished. It presents the wars, not as an aberration, but as a stage in the country’s progress, even the world’s progress, towards the present. Nineteenth-century writers found in the political demands of the king’s opponents a foretaste of Victorian constitutional arrangements. Likewise admiring the parliamentarians’ spiritual earnestness, they called the episode ‘the Puritan Revolution’. In the twentieth century, when more secular outlooks prevailed, the term ‘the English Revolution’ cast it as the first modern revolution, the precursor of the French and Russian Revolutions.

Perhaps ‘the English civil wars’, having neither a derogatory nor a commendatory flavour, is as near to neutrality as we can get. Some historians would now prefer ‘the British civil wars’. Regretting the Anglocentricity that permeated the study of British history during the twentieth century, they seek, in the spirit of an age of devolution, to make amends. The term usefully emphasizes the interaction of English events with the contemporary upheavals in Ireland, then effectively a colony, and Scotland, then a foreign country. But it also risks exaggerating it, and can obscure the distinctiveness of each of the three conflicts.  Although the Irish and Scottish wars broke less constitutional or ideological ground than England’s, present-day investigation is revealing the wealth and width of interest that those other conflicts might command if historians of Ireland and Scotland were to bring them alive for a general readership. But that is a challenge for other books. In this one, Irish and Scottish events figure as contributors to the English struggle.

Why did the English civil wars happen? On the face of it, the country should have been less vulnerable to political breakdown under the Stuart dynasty, which succeeded in 1603, than under the Tudors before it. In the sixteenth century the transformation of religious belief and social practice by the Reformation had wrought havoc on the Continent. The protracted religious wars of France and the Netherlands in the later part of the century frequently threatened to spread to England, probably through a combination of native rebellion and invasion by one of the great Catholic powers: Spain, with which England was at war from 1585, and France. Even if Queen Elizabeth were to withstand those disasters, her failure to produce an heir or settle the succession appeared to doom England to them on her death.

The smooth succession of James VI of Scotland as James I of England produced surprise and relief. He brought advantages which Elizabeth had lacked. He had sons, so that there need be no succession problem for long to come. Scotland had been the ‘back door’ through which Continental powers had hoped to enter England. Now that the two countries shared a dynasty, the door was closed. In any case the Continental wars wound down around the turn of the century, and in 1604 James made peace with Spain. There  would be renewed Continental warfare from 1618, when the Thirty Years War began, but the joint prospect of conquest and revolt was never as imminent under James or his son Charles as before them.

Other developments appeared to aid rather than threaten domestic stability. The Tudors had nationalized the Church and made it officially Protestant, but the conversion of the population to the new faith had been a slow and painful process. By the reign of James I, while far from complete, it was well advanced, and for the time being Protestantism did more to unite England than divide it. Gradually, too, the Tudors had tamed the magnates whose powers had undermined or restricted medieval kingship. The north, where both aristocratic defiance and Catholic belief posed their largest dangers, was brought to order.

More peaceable times produced more peaceable thinking. Under the Tudors, both Protestant and Catholic dissidents had alarmed their rulers by invoking the right or duty of subjects to rise against tyrannical or ungodly princes. If the Elizabethan regime had broken down, say, around 1580, a likely enough prospect at the time, much would have been heard of that adventurous argument. Not much would be heard of it in the lead-up to the civil wars, when parliament, no less than the crown, saw itself as the preserver of tradition and of established law, and portrayed its adversary as the innovator in both Church and state. No one foresaw the chaos of the ensuing two decades, which produced events and ideas far distant from, and far disproportionate to, the initial aims of the participants. There is no better illustration of the law of unintended consequences than the English civil wars.

Admittedly England, and Britain, were far from alone in  experiencing civil strife in the mid-seventeenth century. Portugal, Catalonia and Naples rose against the government of Madrid. France was crippled by the aristocratic and constitutional rebellions of the Frondes. There were political upheavals in Sweden, Denmark and the Netherlands. ‘These days’, observed a preacher to the English House of Commons in 1643, ‘are days of shaking’, ‘and this shaking is universal: the Palatinate, Bohemia, Germany, Catalonia, Portugal, Ireland, England’.

Yet the Continental revolts were less extensive, both in their effects and in their ideas, than the English wars. They arose from the financial and social strains of the Thirty Years War, that monumental struggle from which England, except for a brief period in the 1620s, kept clear. Though the European conflict had begun as a clash of religion, it had been largely shorn of that dimension by the 1640s, when the struggle had become one for military supremacy between the great Catholic powers. By contrast England, which had hitherto escaped religious warfare, now succumbed to it.

 



 



In November 1641, when the parliament which would go to war with the king had been sitting for a year, the House of Commons passed a ‘remonstrance of the state of the kingdom’, ‘the Grand Remonstrance’ as it would come to be called, which it soon published as a rallying call to the nation. It lists the deeds of misgovernment with which parliament and the nation have had to contend.

The long catalogue starts at ‘the beginning of His Majesty’s reign’, in 1625, when Charles was aged twenty-four. The king himself is not blamed for them. At this stage the conventions  of deference still persuaded MPs to attribute misrule to evil advisers and conspirators around the monarch. Yet the document leaves no doubt that the country’s problems have arisen from his reign. It objects, not to the rights and powers of kingship, but to what has happened under a single king. In all the legislative initiatives pursued by the parliament before the war, and in all its negotiations with the king during and after it, there is never a hint that England’s constitution or form of government is flawed. The difficulty was to disempower Charles I while preserving the nation’s ancient laws and customs.

Can the civil wars really be ascribed to the defects of the king? To a modern reader, accustomed perhaps to structural or sociological explanations of great events, the suggestion may sound trivializing. It is indeed insufficient. Many of the provocative things that Charles I said and did about parliaments and Puritans have parallels in the reign of his father and even of the Tudors. He faced challenges that would have taxed any ruler. The relations of executive and legislature, and the threats to the state’s solvency on which they turned, were an enduring seventeenth-century problem, as contentious under Oliver Cromwell, and then under the restored monarchy, as before the civil wars.

Besides, Charles was a dutiful king who, at least by his own lights, clung to virtues of honour and conscience. He aimed at standards of public probity. He put an end to the moral laxity at court that had given offence under James. He effected overdue administrative reforms - even if one result of his naval and military changes was to equip ships and soldiers that would soon fight against him, and even if his attempts to standardize local administration antagonized JPs and other rulers of the shires who were used to running  things their way. Personally he could be charming and considerate. He could be an effective leader of his supporters and was brave in battle.

Unfortunately he brought to his rule three qualities which, though none of them need have been disastrous on its own, were fatal in combination. First, he had alarming policies, which he pursued with alarming methods. Secondly he was incorrigibly deficient in political judgement. Whether or not his goals were attainable, they required realistic assessments of the balance of political power, and of the likely consequences of his actions, that were too often beyond him. Thirdly no one could trust him. Behind his duplicity there lay failings of political imagination and of personal presence and authority. His goals required arts of management and persuasion to which he was again unequal, largely because of an inability to enter the minds of people with views different from his own or to take sensitive or tactful account of their concerns. An inner insecurity made him wary of public display and denied him regality of manner. He sought self-certainty through a ruthless determination to be obeyed. When he bargained or compromised, it was only while secretly plotting the destruction of those with whom he negotiated. More often than not the secret leaked.

Those who opposed him in the 1640s believed themselves to be contending on two fronts: for ‘the liberty of the subject’, which depended on the free meetings and debates of parliaments and on the security of property, and for ‘religion’. The relationship between the two causes exercised the participants and has puzzled posterity. In 1672 the poet and polemicist Andrew Marvell, looking back on the turmoil of the mid-century, would grasp the folly  of asking ‘whether it were a war of religion, or of liberty’, for ‘whichsoever was at the top, the other was at the bottom’. Wars are never fought for religion alone. What we call the ‘wars of religion’ in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe were conducted between rival faiths, but also between crown and nobility or between one nation or principality and another. It was the conjuncture of religious and political conflict that destroyed Charles I. Both had long roots, but it was Charles whose words and deeds brought them together.

 



 



England’s civil wars, though a number of Catholics enlisted in them, were fought between alternative visions of the Protestant faith. In European terms the Church of England that emerged from the Reformation was an eccentric creation. There were two main strands to the Continental Reformation: the Lutheran one, which began the movement, and the more militantly organized Swiss one, which was largely controlled by John Calvin from Geneva. In doctrines of faith, England followed the Swiss model. But in France and the Netherlands, as also in Scotland, Calvinism won power or influence from below, through revolt. England’s Reformation was imposed from on high, by its rulers, a practice characteristically Lutheran rather than Calvinist. Continental Calvinists had rejected the hierarchical structure of medieval Church government. They replaced episcopacy (the rule of bishops), which ruled the parishes from above, by presbyteries, whose authority rested on the local participation of believers. But the English monarchy, which made use of the bishops to control the Church, preserved the Catholic structure even as it absorbed Calvinist theology.

Under Elizabeth that hybrid organization, or halfway house, struggled for a sense of identity. How could it vindicate itself against the growing confidence of Counter-Reformation Catholicism on the one hand, and native pressure for Presbyterian change on the other? Yet by James’s reign the Church of England had found its confidence. Had not the very moderation of the English Reformation, its adoption of a middle way, spared the country the fanaticism and destruction of the Continent’s religious wars? Under James the episcopal structure was barely challenged. Yet there were tensions. Two rival perspectives emerged, which under his shrewd management coexisted and often overlapped, but which under Charles would divide and then break the nation. For shorthand, greatly as it simplifies, we can call them Puritan and Anglican.

‘Puritanism’ was a derogatory term. Those who found themselves subjected to it preferred to think of themselves as ‘the godly’, though bolder spirits among them preferred ‘the saints’. Yet the hostile term usefully encapsulates a movement. The central positions of Puritanism were defined and hardened only after long debate, and even then were recurrently challenged on the periphery. Here we concentrate on the mainstream. If the movement has a single origin it lies in the translations of the Bible into English that were made during and after the Reformation. They were a transforming development in English thought and culture. For Puritans, and not for them alone, they made God’s word the first guide to all experience, worldly and spiritual. Readers met a God of two faces: the Old Testament God, the maker and breaker of nations, implacable in his justice, vengeful in the punishment of his earthly adversaries and betrayers; and the New Testament God of mercy, whose gift of salvation  brings the waters of divine grace to the barren or afflicted soul.

Through Puritan endeavour there ran an evangelical instinct: the zeal to promote, by preaching and reading, the Gospel truths which bring salvation. Puritans were repelled by the obstacles to that advance: by worldly vanities and sensual delights which distract or destroy the soul; and by display and ceremony in worship, which substitute formality for the life of the spirit, images for the word of God, idolatry for faith. They insisted on the strict observation of the Sabbath. Eager to legislate for the worship of their neighbours, they imposed rigorous spiritual regimes on themselves. In private meditations, or in consultation with each other, they scrutinized God’s ‘providences’, his startling interventions in public and private life. Those happenings prompted them to the alternately joyous and anguished self-examination which, in their theological scheme, awakens the believer’s soul, turns it against sin, and guides it to sanctification and to union with Christ.

Puritans tended to be millenarians, that is, interpreters of current conflicts as evidence of the decay of the world and as harbingers of Christ’s kingdom (though the boldest millenarian theories, which predicted the date of the Second Coming, were confined to a small minority). And they subscribed to the theory that the modern imagination perhaps finds the hardest of their beliefs to enter: the doctrine of predestination, the divine decree which from eternity dooms most of depraved humanity to damnation, but which exempts the elect few to whom, through God’s inexplicable mercy and through no merits or exertions of their own, divine grace and a heavenly future are imparted.

Though there was much in those positions that was shared with other religious parties, Puritanism gave them intense forms. The doctrine of predestination was broadly accepted by the late Elizabethan and the Jacobean Church leadership, but largely as an intellectual proposition: as a standpoint from which to refute the Catholic assertion that men could be saved by good works. In the Puritan scheme, where the believer, on the path to assurance of election, wrestles alone before God with the consciousness and temptations of sin, the doctrine was the kernel of spiritual life.

Yet by James’s reign the intellectual foundations of predestination were under threat from the Anglican tendency. Ideologies have a way of establishing themselves by uncompromising confrontation with old beliefs, but then, in ensuing generations, of consolidating their public impact by self-modification and by compromise with humanity’s imperfections - to the dismay of the harder ideologues, who cling to their original doctrine. So it was with Calvinism. Suggestions grew, especially among younger men, that Calvin’s denial of free will was an affront to God, whom it makes a tyrant; and that even if the human capacity for reason and virtue and reverence, corrupted as it had been by the Fall, could not earn salvation alone, it might turn the soul towards divine grace and so hope to meet it.

The same trend affected attitudes to the practices of worship. To Puritans, the Reformation had not gone far enough. To Anglicans it had gone, or threatened to go, too far. In their eyes the break with Rome was, or ought to have been, not a repudiation of tradition but the recovery of ancient native practices: the restoration, as it were, of a beautiful but long-neglected garden. Anglicans did repudiate  the papal supremacy and such cardinal points of Catholicism as the Latin liturgy and Latin Bible, the celibacy of the clergy, and the doctrine of transubstantiation. But they believed the establishment of papal control in the middle ages to have been a usurpation and corruption of an English Church which had its own venerable heritage.

The present persuasive power of the Church, they maintained, lay not in sermons, on which Puritans laid too much stress, but in the comely observation of the sacraments, in set forms of prayer and worship, and in the affirmations and solaces and verbal rhythms of the Prayer Book, which placed the rituals of birth, marriage and death in the great and essentially unaltering continuum of time. Where Puritans tended to think of church buildings as mere venues, the plainer the better, for the gathering of believers, and frequently took little care for their upkeep, Anglicans set store by their appearance to the outward eye. Some of them also fretted to remember the obliteration of that prominent link with the medieval past, the monasteries, and to recall the acquisition of monastic lands, and of the church livings that belonged to them, by lay families which too often put their own profits before the service of God.

 



 



Charles I came to the throne in the middle of a calamitous decade for European Protestantism, which banished the sense of relative international relaxation that, despite occasional scares, had grown up around the Jacobean court. In 1620-3 James’s Protestant son-in-law the Elector Palatine, the Rhineland prince on whose contest with his Catholic neighbours the European struggle between the two faiths had come to focus, was ignominiously deprived of his  territories by troops of the Habsburgs, the dynastic line shared by the kings of Spain with the Holy Roman emperors who ruled lands of and to the east and south-east of Germany. In the ensuing years Catholic armies swept into northern Europe.

The proper place of religion in English foreign policy was a divisive issue, with which the debate on the future of the English Church was embroiled. Puritans wanted to be loyal to both their faith and their country, but a number of them were ready, if their country should betray their faith, to live or fight overseas on religion’s behalf. To them the purpose of diplomacy was to aid their threatened or persecuted co-religionists abroad. To Anglicans, who were fonder of the differences than of the similarities between English and Continental Protestantism, that view seemed fanatical. It found equally little favour with more pragmatic thinkers, who sought to separate foreign policy from religion. They argued that the nation, instead of incurring the costs and risks of a crusade, should live on peaceful terms with the Habsburgs and tackle the challenge posed to England’s prosperity by that economic miracle of the seventeenth century, the wealth achieved by the Protestant Dutch through their maritime carrying trade and their exploitation of new colonial markets.

That England had an obligation to help the Elector Palatine regain his throne was common ground between the crown and Puritanism. But whereas the crown, which saw his disgrace as a dynastic rather than a religious disaster, strove to reverse it through friendship with Madrid, Puritans favoured a resumption of the Elizabethan naval war and an assault on Spanish possessions in the Caribbean. Both were fanciful ambitions, which exaggerated the pressure that  England could exert on a much greater power. The plight of Continental Protestantism, and the grim public mood that it induced, pervaded England’s political conflicts of the 1620s. Even in the brief period, at the end of James’s reign and the beginning of Charles’s, when the crown did enter the Continental conflict, a combination of diplomatic and military bungling led to the humiliation of forces sent to the coasts of Holland, France and Spain. Failure abroad wrought damage at home. The two eras of crisis in Charles’s relations with parliament, the first in 1626-9, the second in 1640-2, both had as their background the nation’s wretched defeat in war.

What prompted those crises? One might expect England, a small country, to have been relatively easy to govern. The Norman Conquest, and the judicial and administrative systems that were built in its wake, had given the monarchy a measure of control over the whole country and had established uniform institutions of rule (though Wales was only assimilated under Henry VIII). By contrast kings in Paris and Madrid had had to annex their outlying territories and to contend with the rights and autonomous instincts of distant provinces. Facing larger challenges, the Continental rulers of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries took larger steps. They built up standing armies and bureaucracies, and weakened the estates and representative institutions that obstructed them.

The English monarchy was less ambitious. Its power, military and political, rested on the voluntary cooperation of its subjects, and especially of the substantial landowners in whose hands the supervision of local government predominantly lay. In normal times their consent was readily forthcoming. Habits of conformity and obedience ran deep  in a society which agreed that tyranny, however hideous, was preferable to anarchy, an assumption that indicates the desperation that in 1642 led parliament to risk the chaos of civil war. Besides, the local standing of landowners, and their chances of office or favour at court, depended on royal approval, or else on the backing of magnates who were themselves dependent on it. Over the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, when the scope of local administration greatly expanded, the gentry educated themselves, at universities and the inns of court and through private study, to run it. The same training prepared them to compete for office at Whitehall.

Yet it also equipped them, should consensus break down, to make trouble: not through armed resistance, which from James’s accession until the breakdown of Charles I’s rule seemed a thing of the past, but through civilian means, and especially in parliament. From the late sixteenth century the crown sensed a weakening of its position. The gentry, together with the population at large, were increasing in number; so was the composition of the House of Commons; and the greater the number of candidates for office and favour, the smaller the proportion whom the crown had the resources to reward. The language grew up of ‘court’ and ‘country’, which idealized the plain virtues, and the independence of mind, of ‘patriots’ who put the good of the community before the sectional interests of courtiers. It also offered a consoling perspective to unsuccessful competitors in the scramble for office.

Politics turned largely on interpretations of the law, a subject on which landowners, themselves increasingly litigious in their property disputes, were acquiring expertise. In the generations before the civil wars there grew a reverence  for the common law as, among other virtues, a guarantor of political liberty. A heightening and broadening of political awareness is visible on other fronts too: in the growing quantity of the documents - official compilations, and private diaries and correspondence - that recorded political events; in the readiness of MPs, in a society that put a high value on the authority of the past, to encourage research into medieval political precedents and to cite the results for partisan purposes; and in a hunger for political information, which by the 1620s was being satisfied by the distribution of newsletters from London to the shires. Political alertness was not confined to the owners of estates. It extended to merchants, to lawyers, and to the constables and other local enforcers of law or policy on whose cooperation the crown was again dependent.

In the early Stuart age, as in every other, political principles were fuelled and exploited by self-interest and by the competition for power. National or local ties of kinship or patronage, and ancient rivalries between families, mingled with and shaped issues of public policy. But they did not manufacture them. The issues were debated in the royal court and council; in the law courts at Westminster; in the local assizes and the meetings of gentry as local governors; and in elections to parliament.

Parliaments were occasional bodies, which met only at the crown’s bidding and were dissolved at its will. Their customary tasks were to vote taxes, to vet or propose legislation, and to offer deferential advice to the crown. They were caught between pressures from above, where royal councillors in both Lords and Commons sought to steer the debates, and from below, from the constituents to whom members of the Commons were answerable, and who liked to demand that  the grievances of the subject be redressed before revenue were granted. Although most MPs were chosen through agreement among the local gentry, or, in towns, among a coterie of the principal citizens, there were constituencies where contested elections, and erratic franchise regulations, produced a much wider participation. Here too the crown, which looked to powerful courtiers to manage elections, sensed its authority slipping away.

Within parliament, however, it was that institution’s own authority that seemed in jeopardy. Would not parliament go the way of its Continental counterparts? ‘This is the crisis of parliaments,’ declared one MP in a political emergency in 1628. ‘We shall know by this if parliaments live or die.’ In the event they lived, because of their social strength. Where the kings of France and Spain set the estates, and the classes they represented, against each other, in England there were no classes to divide. Lords and Commons were separate political orders but not separate economic or political interests. The system of primogeniture, which passed property to the firstborn male, and required his brothers to seek incomes elsewhere, produced intermarriage and social fluidity between peers and gentry, and between gentry and lawyers or merchants or aldermen. Parliaments could speak, if not for the whole nation, then at least for its political heart.

One problem neither they nor the monarchy could solve: the insufficiency of the crown’s revenue as a result of its failure to keep pace with a long period of high inflation. The collection of parliamentary taxes, which were anyway unrealistically low, encountered effective foot-dragging in the localities. Unable to pay its ministers and civil servants with proper salaries, the crown rewarded them with perks and  with financial or trading concessions, such as monopolies of the sale of goods, which appeared to damage the economy. A remnant of feudal law entitled the state, through the Court of Wards, to annex and sell the wardship of heirs whose fathers had died before the wards themselves had reached adulthood.
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