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FOREWORD


Why yet another book on the English civil war? My aim in writing this has been to produce something for students and interested general readers that is both brief and clear. Recent studies have become not only more and more detailed but also larger: one weighed in at 1.5 kilos. The reader risks becoming lost in a maze of detail, and it becomes harder and harder to maintain a grasp of the big picture. The reader’s problems are made worse by the fact that this is an exceptionally complicated period. Although the civil war is usually seen (in England) in terms of two sides, at times there were a daunting number of other players, including the Scots, the Irish, the army and the people of England (and especially of London). At some points things happened and perspectives changed with alarming and disorienting rapidity. If it is hard to judge at times where contemporaries stood in relation to one another, they were often just as confused themselves. Moreover, as the 1640s wore on, events unfolded in ways which contemporaries had not expected and did not want. This makes it especially necessary to avoid being seduced by hindsight, to assume that everything logically led to the trial and execution of the king; as we shall see, these were in fact highly improbable outcomes.


To produce a clear and comprehensible narrative some things have had to be left out. I generally pass over in silence the many negotiations which did not lead to anything. I also omit any discussion of historiography (which I would not do with my students). What I am offering is my own synthesis. Others may disagree with it, but it has the merit of being (in my eyes at least) coherent and accurate. Finally, since the mid-1980s or so a ‘three kingdoms’ approach to the subjects has become almost a matter of political correctness. In this book I concentrate unashamedly on England: events in Scotland and Ireland are mentioned only insofar as they had an impact on events in England.


John Miller





1


A PEACEABLE NATION


On the morning of 10 January 1642, Charles I, his wife, Henrietta Maria, and their children left Whitehall Palace by barge for Hampton Court. For more than two weeks the palace had been besieged by angry Londoners and defended by disbanded soldiers, whom the citizens derisively called ‘cavaliers’. Five days earlier Charles had gone to Guildhall, in the City, where his Parliament had taken refuge, claiming that it was no longer safe at Westminster; he had returned to Whitehall amid jeers and catcalls and the lord mayor, who escorted him, was manhandled. Although the anger and violence had reached a peak in the last two weeks, there had been sporadic but sometimes serious violence in the capital for more than eighteen months. In June 1640 Lambeth Palace had been attacked by a furious crowd, eager to seize, and possibly lynch, the archbishop of Canterbury. The violence and disorder in London were replicated in the provinces, where it seemed that all order had broken down. As the royal party made its way upstream, the king and queen had ample time to ponder the spirit of rebellion which seemed to have gripped the English people. Their sense of disorientation was increased when they arrived at Hampton Court, only to discover that no preparations had been made to receive them and no linen or furniture had been sent from Whitehall. That night, which was bitterly cold, the king, queen and children all huddled together in the same bed.


For those who witnessed the disorders of 1640–2, and the four years of civil war that followed, it must have appeared that the English people had cast off all respect for law and authority. The events of the 1640s, indeed, led to the perception across Europe that the English were a violent and disorderly people. In many ways, this perception was seriously awry. The last civil war in England had ended with the triumph of Henry VII over Richard III in 1485. The last significant popular rebellion had been an agrarian revolt in the East Midlands in 1607. The English had a reputation for being irascible and quarrelsome, especially when drunk, but in general they showed a predisposition to obey authority. This was just as well, because the state’s means of coercion were pitifully inadequate. One of the main problems of explaining the English civil war is that it occurred within a society which, far from teetering on the edge of anarchy, was profoundly orderly and stable.


The problem of explaining the civil wars of the 1640s is made greater by the fact that they were on a scale quite unmatched in English history, before or since. The civil wars of the Middle Ages generally involved a few great nobles, their retainers and vassals, and were often triggered by contests for the crown: ‘kings’ games and for the more part played on scaffolds’. Battle armies were normally numbered in hundreds rather than thousands and their impact was localized; larger-scale revolts, like those led by Wat Tyler or Jack Cade, were generally peasant protests against misgovernment. By contrast the civil wars of the 1640s affected the greater part of England and Wales, and as many as a third of the adult male population was in arms at some time. The death toll, in battle or from related causes, was probably higher, as a percentage of the population, than in the First World War. The civil wars of the 1640s also brought about far more dramatic changes, and upheavals, than those of the Middle Ages. The civil wars of the twelfth, or the fifteenth century were fought to decide who should be king. In the 1640s a king was defeated by a Parliament claiming to act for his people, and then tried and executed. The monarchy was abolished, along with the House of Lords (an integral part of Parliament since it began in the thirteenth century), and government of the national church by bishops (which had been established long before the Norman Conquest). The political dominance of the landed aristocracy was challenged and then overthrown by men of humbler origins, notably the New Model Army, which was the dominant force in the nation for more than a decade. This was accompanied by an unprecedented freedom to preach and publish, which many condemned as destroying all established order and authority, and turning the world upside down.


Much of the old order – the monarchy, the Lords, the bishops – was restored, starting in 1660, but for many the restored old order seemed fragile, and there were to be more occasions (in 1679–83, 1688–9 and 1715–16) when another civil war seemed more than possible. This sense of fragility led later generations to try to analyse the reasons for the breakdown of the 1640s. Few openly suggested that there was much seriously wrong with the institutions through which England had been governed for centuries: the monarchy, Parliament, the common law, the Church (although the last had needed to be cleansed of popish corruption in the sixteenth century). Observers preferred to blame small, but influential groups. Thomas Hobbes focused his ire on Puritan preachers and the universities where they were trained. Edward Hyde, created earl of Clarendon at the Restoration, blamed a small group of ambitious and politically motivated men, but also accepted that Charles I, whom he had served in the 1640s, had on occasion made mistakes. A more general tendency, after 1660, was to cast all the odium on the Parliamentarians and those seen as their lineal successors – Presbyterians and other religious Dissenters, Low Church clergymen and Whigs. The lineal heirs of the Royalists – High Church Anglicans and Tories – constantly accused their opponents of being as anti-monarchical as those responsible for Charles I’s execution. This view was by no means confined to politicians: well into the eighteenth century Tory crowds on election days chanted ‘down with the Roundheads, down with the Rump’. Stimulated in part by the publication of Clarendon’s History of the Rebellion, the cult of the Royal Martyr, and of divine right monarchy, reached its zenith at the beginning of the eighteenth century, in the reign of Queen Anne. The memory was kept alive by the legal requirement to keep 30 January, the anniversary of the regicide, as a day of fasting and humiliation. High Church parsons revelled in the opportunity to instil in their flocks a proper sense of the sinfulness of resistance to lawful authority and the ‘sacrilege’ of king-killing.


If the civil wars were such a cataclysm, and had such a lasting impact, surely contemporaries must have seen them coming? There is very little indication that they did. The greatest fear of the English political nation in the early seventeenth century was that their kings planned to set themselves up as absolute monarchs, like those of France and Spain. James I and Charles I were perceived as seeking to undermine the personal liberty and property rights of their subjects, guaranteed to them for centuries by the common law (and especially the right to trial by jury) and by Parliament, without whose consent new laws could not be introduced and taxes could not be imposed. Parliament also acted as an invaluable mouthpiece for the grievances of the subject. Between 1629 and 1640 Parliament did not meet, but Clarendon later wrote (perhaps with the benefit of hindsight) that in the 1630s England ‘enjoyed the greatest calm and the fullest measure of felicity that any people in any age for so long time together have been blessed with’.1 He may have exaggerated the level of happiness. There was little sign of contentment among Puritans fleeing to freedom in the ‘howling wilderness’ of New England, or fen dwellers deprived of their ancient common rights by predatory syndicates of drainers, with the full backing of the king, or those fined large sums for unwittingly breaching long-forgotten laws. But much of this discontent was confined to diaries and alehouse muttering, or to relatively small groups of people. Superficially at least, England was a peaceful country, especially when compared to its continental neighbours, locked into the bloody struggles of the Thirty Years’ War.


England had not always been so peaceful. The fifteenth century had seen protracted struggles for the crown, the Wars of the Roses. The Tudor regime faced a series of rebellions, from the rising led by Perkin Warbeck in 1487 to the abortive putsch of the earl of Essex in 1601. But most of these ‘rebellions’ had neither been directed against the monarch nor were designed to change the ruler. Many were demonstrations, or protests, appealing to the monarch for justice against the misdeeds of landlords, or the threat of religious change. Compared with France, there were few revolts against taxes and tax collection, for the simple reason that in the century before 1640 the poor paid virtually no taxes. (This was to change with a vengeance in the 1640s.) In addition, under Elizabeth a system of poor relief was put in place which provided enough of a safety net to prevent the poorest from starving to death, although many went hungry in years of dearth. The protagonists in even the largest and bloodiest tax revolts in France were careful to proclaim their loyalty to the king, crying ‘Long live the king without the salt tax’. English rebels were generally less violent, and there was also one other major contrast between England and France in the sixteenth century. France suffered a series of religious civil wars, which eventually became linked to disputes as to who should be king. England did not suffer such wars, even though from Henry VIII’s death in 1547 to the execution of Mary Queen of Scots in 1587, there was always a possible alternative monarch of the opposite religion to the reigning monarch. On the face of it, this would seem a perfect recipe for a religious civil war, but none ensued. The Wars of the Roses had had their origins in competition for the crown. Henry VIII’s three children succeeded one another in an orderly fashion. The right of succession of Edward VI, then Mary, then Elizabeth was barely challenged: the attempt to install Lady Jane Grey as queen in 1553 lasted only nine days. Moreover, those rebels who had a dynastic agenda – Wyatt in 1554, the Northern earls in 1569 – were careful to keep it secret.


At some time, then, between the deaths of Richard III and Henry VIII, the monarchy had become more secure, and challenging the reigning monarch had become unacceptable. A key development here was a change in the relationship between the king and the nobility. In mid-seventeenth-century France there were still nobles, like the prince de Condé, who could mobilize whole regions against the king. There were few such magnates in England even in the fifteenth century, and they were mostly found in the North, where the king relied on them to guard the Scottish border. Elsewhere, few nobles could raise large armies, though most had enough loyal servants, tenants and retainers to maintain a rudimentary level of law and order, and to ensure that at least some of the king’s commands were carried out in the localities. This loyalty was sustained partly by the granting of rewards in return for service and partly through an honour culture which emphasized a man’s obligations to his lord in parallel with, or even above, his loyalty to the king. The Tudors were adamant that such dual loyalties were unacceptable: all subjects owed allegiance first and foremost to the crown. They were able to insist on this because the inherent power of the nobility was waning. Their military role, so crucial to their wealth and power during the Hundred Years’ War, became less and less important. Changes in warfare reduced the importance of cavalry, the traditional métier of nobles and knights, and increased the importance of infantry, fortifications and artillery. The service in war which had once made the nobles indispensable to the crown became less and less necessary.


The nobles were also losing much of their power over men. In the past their large estates had given them a numerous tenantry and many, especially in the North, had made a point of renting farms to the same families, which over the generations created a strong bond of loyalty between lord and man. Tenants, household servants and client gentry (lesser landowners) together formed a body of men who could serve either in armed conflict (local feuds as well as actual war) or in local administration and justice (for example as jurors). In return for this service the lord could offer protection – very necessary under a weak king – but also reward, either from his own resources or from the crown: in return for making the king’s rule effective in the localities, the nobles expected him to provide rewards (lands, jobs, places in the Church) for their kinsmen, clients and followers. This was a rough and ready form of governance, but it could be found across much of Europe (including Scotland) in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and beyond. In England, however, it began to break down under the Tudors.


Rising prices forced landlords to find ways of increasing their income from rents, or face a significant decline in their standard of living. As the population was rising, tenants were competing for farms, and landlords could demand higher rents, but granting tenancies to the highest bidder undermined the mutual loyalties built up over generations between aristocratic families and their tenants. Even in the far North, the earls of Northumberland were putting commercial considerations before traditional loyalties by the 1560s, and they paid the price. In the fifteenth century, their tenants would follow them anywhere, even in rebellion against the crown. In 1569 the earl was able to mobilize some of his tenants in the rising of the Northern earls, but by appealing to their Catholicism rather than their loyalty to his family. In 1642, when the earl summoned his tenants to serve him in the civil war, it was said that they blockaded him in Alnwick Castle.2


The crown, too, played its part in undermining the power of the nobility. Henry VIII ruthlessly eliminated anyone who might stake the slightest claim to the throne. More generally, the Tudors set out to ensure that royal justice prevailed throughout the land. In the Middle Ages, magnates often distorted the proceedings of law courts, through their influence over judges, magistrates, jurors and sheriffs (who selected juries). This influence could be comparatively subtle, it could be direct and brutal. Under the Tudors magnates accused of perverting the course of justice were summoned before the Court of Star Chamber, which consisted of the king’s privy council and one or two judges. It did not use juries or the normal procedures and personnel of common law, and so was much less susceptible to noble influence than local courts were. It was increasingly seen as effective in protecting the relatively humble against the powerful; as such it became popular with litigants. Great landowners came to realize that there was no point in trying to influence legal proceedings – or to take the law into their own hands and settle disputes by force. It was not only risky for them to resort to force: they also lost much of their ability to do so. As their military role declined, they no longer needed to keep substantial bodies of household retainers and their influence over their clients declined, since these found it more effective to approach the crown directly. As England became more orderly, as law enforcement became more effective, disputes were settled not by force but by law. Now that they no longer needed to fear powerful neighbours, great landowners stopped building castles – Kenilworth, early in Elizabeth’s reign, was about the last – instead building unfortified palaces, like Burghley House, Longleat or Audley End.


In the fifteenth century English society was still militarized, in the sense that war shaped the culture and attitudes of the nobility and armed force was an essential component of their power; this is why noblemen played a central role in civil wars and struggles for the crown. By the end of Elizabeth’s reign, this was no longer so. Where armies had once been formed of the personal followings of great nobles, the basic form of military service was now the militia – an essentially civilian force, under-resourced and under-trained, in which peasants and craftsmen provided the rank and file, the gentry served as officers and the commander in each county was the lord lieutenant, usually a peer. The organization and funding of the militia was laid down by Acts of Parliament, and those who served in it did so by virtue of commissions from the crown. When Essex rebelled in 1601, his followers were cavalrymen who had served with him in the wars in Ireland. They had fine swords and horses, but to stand any chance of succeeding they needed the support of the muskets of the London militia – which they failed to secure. In the early seventeenth century, the English nobility was probably the least militarized in Europe. Over-mighty noblemen with large armies played a central role in the Frondes, the civil wars in France between 1648 and 1652. English noblemen no longer had that sort of military power. The influence that they exercised in the civil wars stemmed mainly from their activities in Parliament and the administration, not from their military might or regional power.


The English civil war was thus a new type of conflict in that the role, and especially the military role, of the nobility was limited – far more limited than in the Dutch revolt, the French wars of religion or the Frondes. In addition, there was no real argument in early seventeenth-century England as to who should be king. There had been some fears of opposition to James I’s accession in 1603, but none about that of his successor in 1625: and by 1640 Charles had two sons to carry on the dynasty.


There was another important difference. In both the Netherlands and France, the component provinces retained a strong sense of their own identity, institutions and privileges, which they defended stubbornly against the efforts of their rulers to extend their authority. The people of Languedoc saw the people of Normandy as foreigners, who did not even speak the same language. In the same way the Catalans rebelled against the rule of their Castilian overlords in Madrid. The major kings of continental Europe ruled over a disparate variety of provinces, territories and kingdoms. The kings of Spain ruled – or tried to rule – the various kingdoms of the Iberian peninsula (including Portugal), Naples, Sicily, Milan and a substantial part of the Netherlands. These lands had been acquired piecemeal over the centuries, and often had nothing in common except that they happened to have the same ruler. England had been ruled as an entity since before the Norman Conquest. It had a single system of law (Luxembourg had over a hundred) and, since the thirteenth century, a single representative institution, Parliament. Its people spoke the same language (except in Cornwall). Even the union with Wales, in the 1530s, did little to disrupt this sense of unity. The Welsh generally accepted the English system of local government and English law. Welsh landowners were happy to seek election to the English Parliament. The Welsh language survived – it was indeed the language of the majority in the mid-seventeenth century – but this caused little friction since the English showed little inclination to eradicate it; the Bible and Prayer Book were translated into Welsh, which became the language of religion. This meant that the impact of Protestantism on Wales was comparatively limited: English-speaking clergymen could do little to instruct their Welsh-speaking flocks, and traditional Catholic and perhaps pre-Christian practices continued alongside the official services. On the other hand, the Tudors’ Welsh origins and the perception that the Stuarts, as Scots, were fellow-Celts inspired among the Welsh a fierce loyalty to their monarchs.


Reference to the Dutch revolt and the French wars of religion offer a reminder that in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe religious differences were a major feature of civil wars and added substantially to their bitterness and brutality. But, as has already been noted, there was no war of religion in England in the sixteenth century. The nation generally acquiesced with the breach with Rome under Henry VIII, the attempt to establish Protestantism under Edward VI, the reversion to Catholicism under Mary and the re-establishment of Protestantism under Elizabeth. Catholic crucifixes and vestments were confiscated under Edward, restored under Mary, and confiscated again under Elizabeth. Parliament, the representative of the nation, carried through all the changes, back and forth, with surprisingly little demur. Catholic England put up some stiff resistance, in the Pilgrimage of Grace of 1536, the Western Rising of 1549, and the rising of the Northern earls, but none of these was a rising against the ruling monarch: all blamed evil counsellors for giving misleading advice. There was plenty of religious argument, often acrimonious, but it was all within the context of loyalty to the crown: from the 1540s a series of homilies on obedience, read regularly in churches, hammered away at the point that active resistance to the monarch – God’s anointed – was an offence against God. Most Catholics, who in theory owed spiritual allegiance to the pope, proclaimed their unswerving loyalty to the crown. As Protestantism slowly put down deeper roots, in the reign of Elizabeth, most (but not all) of the fiercest debates took place between Protestants, who agreed, however, that Elizabeth’s safety and survival were vital for the survival of English Protestantism. For much of James I’s reign, different strains of Protestantism coexisted relatively peacefully within the Church of England under a king who proclaimed his commitment to peace. A war of religion in England seemed most unlikely.


All of the above would suggest that a civil war in England in the 1640s was highly improbable, far more improbable than a century before. And yet there was no civil war in mid-Tudor England but a cataclysmic war in the 1640s. To explain why this happened we need to extend our analysis. First, while England may have been a peaceful, homogeneous and comparatively orderly kingdom, the same could not be said of the Stuarts’ other two kingdoms, Scotland and Ireland. The crowns of England and Scotland had been united in 1603, when James VI of Scotland became also James I of England. Compared with England, Scotland was an impoverished nation, with a high level of violence and disorder. Power lay primarily in the hands of the nobility, whose hold over the peasantry was based on physical force and the ability to offer protection, reinforced by private law courts which ensured that (in contrast to England) peasants could not seek legal redress against their lords. If James VI managed to establish a modicum of order in Scotland, it was because he became skilled in managing its fractious nobility. The rule of law was at best rudimentary: the first published digest of Scottish law appeared in 1681. The most ordered parts of Scotland were the central Lowlands and the north-east, but even there brigandage and feuding continued throughout the sixteenth century. The Highlands remained a lawless zone: a tribal or clan society, Gaelic-speaking and largely Catholic, from which raiding parties came down into the Lowlands even in the early seventeenth century. The Borders, too, remained a violent frontier region, even after an unaccustomed outbreak of peace between England and Scotland under Elizabeth and James I. If English society was no longer militarized, Scottish society most certainly remained so.


That said, there were forces making for greater order and stability in Scotland. The nobles might be capricious and turbulent, but they respected the monarchy and the rewards that even an impoverished king was able to give them. The lesser landowners, the lairds, lacking the military power of the nobles, had a vested interest in peace and order, as did lawyers and the people of the towns. But perhaps the most powerful force in Scotland, other than the nobility, was the Kirk, the Church of Scotland. While in England the Reformation had been directed by the crown, in Scotland it had been carried through while James VI was a minor. Whereas the Church of England was controlled by its supreme head, the monarch, who appointed the bishops who governed it, the Kirk was independent of the crown. Its government was Presbyterian: each parish had a kirk session, consisting of the minister and lay elders, who maintained moral discipline. Representatives of the parishes were elected to regional synods and then the national General Assembly, which laid down rules of governance for the Kirk as a whole and secured the support of the secular authorities in maintaining moral discipline. With their combination of moral authority as pastors and effective disciplinary powers, the Presbyterian clergy exercised a control over the ordinary people of Scotland, comparable to (but very different from) that of the nobility.


Scotland was thus a more violent country than England, and a more divided one: there was no real parallel in England to the sharp division between Highland and Lowland, or Gaelic and Scots (a language different from English, but with numerous and increasing similarities). The differences were even starker in Ireland. Although the English had conquered Ireland in the twelfth century, English rule had remained relatively superficial, largely confined to the Pale (the area around Dublin) until the sixteenth century. Then the breach with Rome and the establishment of Protestantism in England made the staunch Catholicism of Ireland a potential problem for England’s rulers. If the Irish maintained their loyalty to the pope, who in 1570 excommunicated Elizabeth and declared her subjects absolved from their allegiance, there would be a constant threat that any Catholic enemy of England (which at this time meant Spain) could use Ireland as a springboard from which to attack England from the rear. This potential security problem led English soldiers and officials in Ireland to advocate a radical and drastic transformation of its government and people.


The gulf between the English in Ireland and the Gaelic Irish was based on much more than differences of religion: here was a confrontation between two different civilizations. Gaelic Ireland, like Highland Scotland, was a tribal society, in which clan chiefs wielded near absolute power over the peasantry, but also commanded a strong and resilient loyalty. They offered protection, and occasionally plunder, in return for tribute (mainly agricultural produce) and service. This was a mainly pastoral society, in which wealth was measured in cattle, rather than the ownership of land. Settlements were small and often temporary; many moved with their herds to the higher grazing during the summer months. In Gaelic areas, especially Ulster, towns were few and very small even in 1600. When a chief died, he was replaced by an adult male member of his family who was strong, or cunning, enough to defeat his rivals. Disputes were adjudicated by chiefs or their henchmen according to rules which English officials found incomprehensible. In the eyes of the English, the Irish were primitive, barbarians. The peasants were slaves to their chiefs and to the Catholic clergy, who took the bulk of what they produced, leaving them wretchedly poor. They had no incentive to produce more, because if they did the chiefs and priests would take more. Whereas the English saw Scotland as bleak and barren, ‘the fag end of the creation’,3 they saw Ireland as potentially fertile and prosperous, but made backward by the bovine submission of the peasantry and the predatory greed of their chiefs. If Ireland was ever to cease to pose a threat to England, it needed to be modernized, indeed civilized. Its economy should be revived by the expansion of arable farming, manufactures, trade and towns. English forms of government should be introduced, with an impartial system of laws and law courts to enable the peasants to secure their rights against their lords. Property ownership should be formalized through written documents, title deeds, rather than an unstable mixture of custom and possession through brute force. And Protestantism and the English language should replace Catholicism and Gaelic.4


For this vision of Anglicization – set out with brutal frankness by the poet Edmund Spenser – to become reality, it would be necessary to transfer the ownership of land from Irishmen to Englishmen. The Irish people could be converted to English ways only by having before them the example of English hard work, organization and modernity. Starting (ironically) in the reign of the Catholic Queen Mary, there were a series of schemes to establish ‘plantations’, vesting land in English proprietors who would bring over English farmers and artisans. For this to succeed, it was necessary to take land away from Catholics, for which some sort of legal pretext was necessary: the most significant plantation of Elizabeth’s reign, in Munster, followed an abortive rebellion in 1579–83, after which land was confiscated from some of the rebels, but also from others who had played no part. The process of plantation depended ultimately on military force. Soldiers were in the vanguard of the process and dealt brutally with those who stood in their way. In the end, the English goaded the Irish into a revolt which turned into the Nine Years’ War. It was fought with great ruthlessness on both sides. Atrocities were frequent, large areas were devastated and the Munster plantation was destroyed. More and more men and money were devoted to the war effort until at last the leaders of the rebellion surrendered, on terms, a few days after Elizabeth’s death in 1603.


At the heart of early seventeenth-century Ireland lay an unbridgeable ethnic and religious divide between Gaelic Irish and English Protestant. Not everyone fitted neatly into these categories. There were also Catholics of English descent, the Old English, who thought of themselves as English, and a growing number of Scots who made the short sea crossing to Ulster. But English Protestants in Ireland chose to explain the problems of Ireland in terms of English against Irish, Protestant against Catholic. They depicted the Catholic Irish, Gaelic and Old English, as rebellious and irreconcilable, so that Ireland could be pacified and ‘civilized’ only if the power of the Catholic landowners was broken. Between 1603 and 1640, they engineered the transfer of extensive tracts of land from Catholic (mostly Gaelic) to Protestant, taking advantage of the ‘treason’ of two of the great Gaelic lords of Ulster and the difficulty of many Irish landowners in demonstrating their title to their lands in terms acceptable to English law. As more and more land passed from Catholic to Protestant, so Catholics were increasingly excluded from public office and from Parliament. But this was a slow process. In 1640 the proportion of land in Protestant hands, though much increased since 1603, was still only around 40 per cent. The power which Catholic lords – even those who had been dispossessed – still exercised over the peasantry remained considerable. Violence and brigandage remained at a level akin to that found in the Scottish Highlands. The struggle for Ireland gradually moved in favour of the English Protestants, but their victory was by no means assured. The resentment of the Irish smouldered, and they waited for an opportunity to recover what they had lost.


Scotland and Ireland, then, created potential problems for the English kings of a different order from those they faced in England. These were violent, militarized societies, ethnically and religiously divided: it is significant that both rebelled – the Scots in 1637, the Irish in 1641 – before civil war broke out in England. Indeed, it is unlikely that the civil disobedience and tax refusal which spread through England in 1639 and especially 1640 would have happened without the prospect that the Scots would force the king to reverse his policies.


And yet the English were perhaps not quite as docile as they appeared. Foreigners found them rude, aggressive and violent. Homicide levels were much higher than they are now, although this owed something to primitive medical techniques: injuries acquired in pub brawls could subsequently prove fatal. Nevertheless, the English chose to obey laws and pay the few taxes imposed on them. And this was to some extent a matter of choice. The crown’s powers of coercion were flimsy: Charles I had no standing army or police force, and only a minuscule professional bureaucracy. Government and law enforcement in the localities depended on unpaid local people: parish officers, magistrates, jurors. They participated in government because it was their duty as citizens, and by participating they gained a sense of ownership and empowerment. Many held office only temporarily, often for a year at a time, and even those who did not knew that to perform effectively they needed the acceptance of their fellow villagers or towns-people. Urban governors were expected to regulate the markets, maintain the streets to an acceptable level, preserve law and order, relieve the deserving poor and punish the ‘loose, idle and disorderly’. If they did so, they could expect cooperation and obedience from their fellow citizens: if not, they might face disobedience and serious disorder.


The English accepted the need for ordered government, functioning according to known rules. Nowhere is this seen more clearly that in the Berkshire village of Swallowfield, which in 1596 drew up what was in effect a village constitution, setting up a government to deal with problems like poverty, drunkenness and disorder.5 But submission to authority was not unconditional. It rested on certain expectations – tacit expectations, perhaps, but no less real for that. Village constables and town magistrates had to conduct themselves in a manner acceptable to their neighbours. The obedience owed to kings, their officials and their laws rested on similar, but more extensive expectations. The governance of the kingdom, as well as that of village or town, rested on participation by the governed and that participation implied that both parties followed certain ground rules. Running through the English constitution was a sense of reciprocity. Kings were expected to govern for the good of their people. Their essential tasks were the defence of the realm, law and order, maintaining true religion and promoting prosperity and well-being: all of which would help the people to live ordered, peaceful lives and to enjoy their personal liberty and property. This reciprocity was seen most clearly in Parliament. Medieval kings across Europe had developed representative assemblies as a means of securing consent to taxation and new laws, thus making it easier to collect taxes and have laws obeyed. The English Parliament saw its role as helping the monarch to govern, by providing new laws to deal with new problems (for example the growing incidence of poverty in Elizabeth’s reign) and voting taxes to meet those essential functions of government which the king could not pay for out of his landed estates and other resources. The most significant of these were import duties, voted to each Tudor monarch for life, which were supposed to pay for the navy, and one-off taxes on land to pay for war. Parliament’s role was not to govern, but to help the king to govern. This also involved making the king aware of misgovernment by bringing the grievances of the people to his attention. It was hoped that, once he was aware of grievances, he would, as a just king, remedy them. If he did not, it would be natural to see Parliament’s twin functions – voting laws and taxes on one hand, presenting grievances on the other – as linked, so that taxation (‘supply’) could become conditional, at least implicitly, on the redress of grievances.


In many respects the English were an obedient and orderly people. They respected the law, in part because they played such a large part in enforcing it. They obeyed government because they helped to define its tasks and fulfil them. If they failed to secure justice from the courts, or the government, they might rebel or riot. But the brutal suppression of rebellions by the Tudors, and the Church’s endless harping on the impiety of resistance, gradually got across the hard lesson that this was not an admissible form of action. The last significant rebellion was that of the Northern earls in 1569; when an Oxfordshire man called on the peasantry to rise up against the landowners in 1596, only three people turned up. Riots continued much longer, but these were not directed against the king or those in authority, but were demonstrations against failures to take steps to prevent dearth, or attacks on common rights by individual landlords. Paradoxically, riots were usually expressions of respect for custom and law, and were usually disciplined and non-violent. (One exception was in the Fens, where Flemish drainage workers were beaten up: as they spoke no English, violence was the only language that they might understand.) In short, the generally peaceable and law-abiding behaviour of the English did not mean that they showed the fatalistic submission of Scottish or Irish peasants. It was an informed and, ultimately, conditional submission – conditional on their rulers, and especially the king, behaving in ways which they regarded as just or fair. If the habit of rebellion died out in the sixteenth century, the habit of riot did not, and it was driven by a fierce sense of justice. If riots were rarely directed against the monarch, that was because most monarchs were restrained by conscience or common sense from stretching their subjects’ loyalty and obedience too far. That was to change under Charles I.
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