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Introduction: about this book





This book has been written primarily to support the study of the following courses:




	
•  AQA 1D: Stuart Britain and the Crisis of Monarchy, 1603–1702 (AS/Part 1 content only, Paper 1)


	
•  OCR: Unit Y108/Y138: The Early Stuarts and the Origins of the Civil War 1603–1660 (Paper 1).





The specification grid on pages vii–viii will help you understand how this book’s content relates to the course that you are studying.


The writers hope that student readers will regard the book not simply as an aid to better exam results, but as a study which is enjoyable in itself as an analysis of a very important theme in history.


The following explains the different features of this book and how they will help your study of the course.




Beginning of the book




Context


Starting a new course can be daunting if you are not familiar with the period or topic. This section outlines what you need to know about the beginning of the period and will set up some of the key themes. Reading this section will help you get up to speed on the content of the course.










Throughout the book




Key terms


You need to know these to gain an understanding of the period. The appropriate use of specific historical language in your essays will also help you improve the quality of your writing. Key terms are in boldface type the first time they appear in the book. They are defined in the margin and appear in the glossary.







Profiles


Some chapters contain profiles of important individuals. These include a brief biography and information about the importance and impact of the individual. This information can be very useful in understanding certain events and providing supporting evidence to your arguments.







Sources


Historical sources are important in understanding why specific decisions were taken or on what contemporary writers and politicians based their actions. The questions accompanying each source will help you to understand and analyse the source.







Key debates


The key debates between historians will help you think about historical interpretations and understand the different points of view for a given historiographical debate.







Chapter summaries


These written summaries are intended to help you revise and consolidate your knowledge and understanding of the content.







Summary diagrams


These visual summaries at the end of each section are useful for revision.







Refresher questions


The refresher questions are quick knowledge checks to make sure you have understood and remembered the material that is covered in the chapter.







Question practice


There are opportunities at the end of each chapter to practise exam-style questions, arranged by exam board so you can practise the questions relevant for your course. The exam hint below each question will help you if you get stuck.










End of the book




Timeline


Understanding chronology (the order in which events took place) is an essential part of history. Knowing the order of events is one thing, but it is also important to know how events relate to each other. This timeline will help you put events into context and will be helpful for quick reference or as a revision tool.







Exam focus


This section gives advice on how to answer questions in your exam, focusing on the different requirements of your exam paper. The guidance in this book has been based on detailed examiner reports since 2017. It models best practice in terms of answering exam questions and shows the most common pitfalls to help ensure you get the best grade possible.







Glossary


All key terms in the book are defined in the glossary.







Further reading


To achieve top marks in history, you will need to read beyond this textbook. This section contains a list of books and articles for you to explore. The list may also be helpful for an extended essay or piece of coursework.










Online extras


This new edition is accompanied by online material to support you in your study. Throughout the book you will find the online extras icon to prompt you to make use of the relevant online resources for your course. By going to www.hoddereducation.co.uk/accesstohistory/extras you will find the following:




Activity worksheets


These activities will help you develop the skills you need for the exam. The thinking that you do to complete the activities, and the notes you make from answering the questions, will prove valuable in your learning journey and helping you get the best grade possible. Your teacher may decide to print the entire series of worksheets to create an activity booklet to accompany the course. Alternatively they may be used as standalone activities for class work or homework. However, don’t hesitate to go online and print off a worksheet yourself to get the most from this book.







Who’s who


A level History covers a lot of key figures so it’s perfectly understandable if you find yourself confused by all the different names. This document organises the individuals mentioned throughout the book by categories so you know your Diggers from your Levellers!







Extended research


While further reading of books and articles is helpful to achieve your best, there’s a wealth of material online, including useful websites, digital archives, and documentaries on YouTube. This page lists resources that may help further your understanding of the topic. It may also prove a valuable reference for research if you decide to choose this period for the coursework element of your course.

















Dedication







Keith Randell (1943–2002)


The Access to History series was conceived and developed by Keith, who created a series to ‘cater for students as they are, not as we might wish them to be’. He leaves a living legacy of a series that for over 20 years has provided a trusted, stimulating and well-loved accompaniment to post-16 study. Our aim with these new editions is to continue to offer students the best possible support for their studies.
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CHAPTER 1





Context: The kingdoms of Britain in 1603
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The death of Elizabeth I in 1603 brought the Tudor dynasty to an end and the ruler of a foreign country (albeit one with close ties to England) became king. This was to cause difficulties for James I. An established and successful king in Scotland, his transition to England (which looked similar but had very different traditions) was to be less straightforward than he hoped or expected. This chapter looks at the situation in Britain under the following headings:




	•  English society in 1603


	•  The political system in England


	•  Scotland and Ireland


	•  Implications of the accession of James I
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1 English society in 1603




How was order maintained in seventeenth-century England?





On a chilly morning in January 1649, Charles I, the anointed king of England, Wales, Ireland and Scotland, and God’s representative on earth, was executed at Whitehall in London. Kings had been deposed, murdered, forced to abdicate or killed in battle but never before or since has a British monarch been tried in court and condemned to death. This event, the civil war which preceded it for seven bitter years, and the attempts to forge a new political system after it, have preoccupied historians from that time onwards. This book looks at the 57 years from the accession of James I in 1603, which began the Stuart Age, up to the restoration of his grandson, Charles II, in 1660. This chapter begins with an exploration of the England that James I now ruled in 1603.




England in 1603


James had high expectations of his new territories: he described himself as being ‘like a poor man wandering about 40 years in a wilderness and barren soil, and now arrived at the land of promise’. However, England was not quite as rich as James believed. Its population approximately doubled between 1500 and 1650, to about 5 million (probably because plague was no longer as deadly as it had been), but agricultural production and industry were not able to increase at the same rate. This led to inflation, unemployment, and, for the first time in England, a large subclass which neither rented nor owned land. These people existed on the margins of society, scraping a living from whatever occasional work could be found. In times of harvest failure, this group was especially vulnerable and, in the 1620s, there were deaths from famine. This background of increased pressure on resources should be borne in mind when looking at the tax demands made by the early Stuart kings.
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KEY TERMS


Stuart Age The period 1603–49 and 1660–1714 when the Stuart monarchs were on the throne.


Inflation A sustained price increase with a fall in the value of money.
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As the poor were getting poorer, the rich were getting richer. The increased population meant that landlords could charge higher rents. For example, the rents of the manor at Stoneleigh in Warwickshire increased from £418 in 1599 to £1440 in 1640. Landowners could also benefit from the higher market price their products would command. With the rich gaining at the expense of the poor and with no police force or army to enforce order, what kept society from falling apart?
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Currency conversion


Until 1971, sterling was divided into pounds, shillings and pence, also referred to as £, s. and d. There were twelve pennies (d.) in a shilling and twenty shillings (s.) in a pound.


Converting amounts from the past into their equivalents today is a very imprecise art as we are much richer now. An easy calculation which splits the difference is to multiply seventeenth-century amounts by 1000 to get an approximate idea of cost and value.
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Justices of the peace


Government directives were enforced by members of the gentry called justices of the peace (JPs). In turn, they relied on a network of local officials to act as, for example, parish constables and overseers of the poor. As these positions were held usually only for a year or two, many men had a role in governing their own communities and this acted as a break on how far central government could impose unpopular policies. Rioting was the means by which common people drew attention to a grievance, such as food needing to be available and at a reasonable cost in times of scarcity. It was their only means of attracting attention and it usually followed a specific pattern. The rioters rarely attacked people and a specific target was usually the focus of attack, such as a tithe barn in times of scarcity, or enclosure fences when unemployment was high. The authorities recognised that rioters were not rebels and they were seldom severely punished – fining or whipping were the most common sanctions – but more importantly, the government, if it was wise, would listen to the rioters and take action to satisfy their legitimate grievances. The only food rioters to be executed under the Stuarts were three men and a woman who were hanged at the start of the Personal Rule in 1629 at a time when the government did seem to have lost touch with the mood of the country.
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KEY TERMS


Gentry The class of landowners ranking just below the nobility.


Justices of the peace (JPs) Unpaid members of the gentry who enforced government decisions and acted as judges to lesser crimes.


Tithe One-tenth of a farmer’s produce which was due to the Church to pay the priest and so he could give assistance to people in need. The produce was stored in a tithe barn.
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The ‘Great Chain of Being’



English society was seen as a single unit with interdependent parts and this encouraged a sense of order and authority. For example, the king was the head on the body of the country, or the commonwealth was described as a tree.
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KEY TERM


Commonwealth Often used to describe England and its people. It links back to the idea of the ‘common weal’ or public good.
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SOURCE A
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The Great Chain of Being. A late fifteenth-century illustration showing animals and plants at the bottom, topped by God and the angels. The people in the middle represent the various social classes.
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[image: ] SOURCE QUESTION


What does Source A suggest about social mobility?
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There was a ‘Great Chain of Being’ stretching from God to the lowest forms of non-human life in which each creature had its appointed place.


Just as each person’s place in society was divinely ordained, so each had duties which it was his or her responsibility to God and his or her neighbour to discharge. Thus, the nobility and gentry could expect service from their tenants but they were expected in return to provide protection, employment and sometimes promotion. The upper classes in their turn were in a position of dependence on the monarch. The whole of society was linked in a series of relationships and the role of the king was compared to that of the father in a family. As a contemporary (Sir Robert Filmer) put it: ‘As the father over one family, so the King as father over many families, extends his care to preserve, feed, clothe, instruct and defend the whole commonwealth.’


The most dangerous person was the ‘masterless man’, one who was not bound into the system of allegiance and service. For this reason, vagrants, or those with no settled home, were regarded with great suspicion and were often savagely punished for no apparent crime other than their poverty. In the seventeenth century, the existence of such people seemed to strike at the very foundations of order and threaten the social structure.


However, it must not be forgotten that the ‘Great Chain of Being’ was an abstract ideal rather than an accurate description of reality. Society was not, in fact, static: it was possible to move up, or down, and people did not always honour their obligations. In particular, life in the towns did not necessarily conform to the ideal. It was possible for an enterprising and hard-working young man (and it was always men) to raise himself by some astute trading: buying cheap and selling at a profit. Trading was the way to make wealth. Agriculture did not yet produce the surpluses for there to be a mass market for new products. Instead, men could get rich through investing in new cloths to replace the heavy broadcloth which was going out of fashion. This was also the period when English merchants sought to extend their reach overseas with a series of new trading companies. The Levant and Barbary companies were established in the 1580s to trade in the Mediterranean and in 1600 the English East India Company was founded. These had varying fortunes in their early years but they do illustrate how some men became rich by becoming merchants.
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KEY TERM


Broadcloth A type of heavy, dense cloth which was shrunk after weaving to make it thicker.
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The urban wealth of the country was overwhelmingly concentrated in London, which grew in population from 200,000 in 1600 to 400,000 in 1650 to become the largest city in Europe. London was the centre of the country’s trade and there were many rich merchants who built fine houses in the area to the west of the city walls. These men often had ready money at their disposal and they were an important source of finance when the king needed a loan (see page 75).
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SUMMARY DIAGRAM


ENGLISH SOCIETY IN 1603
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2 The political system in England




How did the key parts of the political system operate?





The political system in England in 1600 was still heavily dependent on the monarchs: their personality and the court that they created around them. Increasingly, however, Parliament was coming to play an indispensable role and one that would increase in significance as the Crown’s wealth diminished.




The king of England


The king was the undisputed head of the political system (this applied to reigning queens as well). He determined policy and controlled the distribution of offices (government posts) and gifts such as money or land. By long custom there were things which the king could do under the royal prerogative, while other matters required the consent of Parliament or of the judges. Since the establishment of a Protestant Church of England, the sovereign had been head of the Church and had the power to alter radically religious practice if he or she so chose. The highest form of law was enforceable in the common law courts. To change these laws required a statute. The king could issue proclamations which were intended to remedy defects in statutes, but only the king-in-parliament (when the king used Parliament to achieve his objectives) could pass statute law.
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KEY TERMS


Royal prerogative The king’s power to act on his own authority without reference to others. It included control of foreign policy, war and peace, the regulation of overseas trade and of the coinage, and the pardoning of criminals.


Protestant The Churches that had broken away from the Catholic Church in the sixteenth century.
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The theoretical powers of the king did not create much dispute, although when it came to applying them, there were often grey areas when Crown and Parliament could each make a reasonable case for their own viewpoint. In these circumstances, conflicting theories developed to justify each position. The divine right of kings was the name given to the theory which promoted the king’s power (see the box below), while those who wished to limit royal actions put their faith in ‘the ancient constitution’. They argued that the common law had been established over the centuries and so it could not be changed by an individual even if he was the king. They also believed that the king’s prerogative should not be used to undermine the liberty of the subject. These two contrasting views of the way the king should act caused increasing conflict before the civil war.
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KEY TERMS


Common law Law established by long custom through the decisions of courts.


Statute A law passed by Parliament.


Proclamation A public statement of the king’s wishes, which had less force than a statute.


Crown Used throughout the book as another term for monarch.


Privy councillors Members of the Privy Council who were both advisers and administrators.


Gentlemen of the chamber (Or bedchamber), the personal attendants on the king who performed apparently menial tasks, such as helping the king to dress, yet had great influence.
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The divine right of kings


This was the principle that monarchs derived their power from God and were accountable only to Him. Representative institutions, such as Parliament, existed only at the king’s pleasure. As the king alone possessed political power, he alone was the lawmaker. There was no safeguard against a tyrannical ruler, only the belief that God would punish him.
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The court


The court was the centre of power and the hub of the political system, although it was not a specific place. It revolved around the king and the great officers of state who attended him. The king was expected to listen to the advice of his privy councillors, although he was not bound to act on it. In an age of personal rule, access to the king was all-important: if one had the king’s ear things would get done.


The court was divided into the public outer chambers, and the privy (private) lodgings which were starting to be known as the bedchamber (see Figure 1.1, page 7). This was where the king enjoyed some privacy and to which access was strictly controlled:




	
•  The Privy Council was the formal organ of advice and administration, although this was sometimes bypassed.


	
•  The gentlemen of the chamber consisted of those personal attendants whom the king appointed to wait on him.
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Figure 1.1 Typical arrangement of the privy lodgings in royal palaces.






The gentlemen of the chamber passed freely into the inner world of the private lodgings and accompanied the king on his frequent trips out of London. This meant that they saw considerably more of the monarch than ordinary courtiers. The gentlemen of the chamber had no formal role in the government but their proximity to the king meant that inevitably he was aware of their concerns and needs, and those of their clients.


An example of this was Lord Hay, who was showered with gifts, pensions and land by James, good fortune which was entirely owing to his position in the bedchamber. James created resentment because appointments to his bedchamber were primarily given to Scotsmen. The first appointment of an Englishman was not until 1615. This meant that the English felt excluded from real power and patronage even though they held all the major offices of state.


It was at court that the major issues were debated and where holders of opposing views sought to win the king’s support. In these struggles, each side would try to use its connections to gain advantage. Marriage was an important tool used to create a network of links with powerful families. It was also used to neutralise an opponent or seal a friendship. Few people married for love; marriages were arranged or were ‘marriages of convenience’.




Patronage


Patronage was an important part of the political system and could lead to the growth of factions. A young man who was anxious to succeed in life needed to acquire a patron, whom he supported and served in whatever way was required. He might also make financial gifts to his patron; in return, the patron advanced his client’s interests and looked for a favourable position for him. (Women did not have the same opportunities and the only way for them to advance significantly was through one, or preferably several, shrewd marriages.)


It was a mark of political power to have a large number of clients, as this gave a man considerable influence. It also attracted men who were eager for office or favours. The patronage system was never static. It was necessary for an ambitious noble to always strive to improve his position. In the 1620s, the Duke of Buckingham (see page 43) monopolised the lion’s share of the available patronage and was overwhelmed with requests for help from would-be clients, yet even he believed it was worth his while to win over the Earl of Pembroke, head of an opposing faction, by arranging a marriage alliance between the two families.











Parliament


Parliament was the meeting place of the king and his representatives in the localities. Here, policies were explained and approval was sought; serious disquiet was expressed if necessary and policies were modified. In Parliament, members were always extremely polite when they addressed or talked about the king. This initially misled James I into thinking that Parliament would defer to him unconditionally. He was used to the plain-speaking Scottish Parliament, where members spoke their minds although their power was limited. The English Parliament might be polite but it was also outspoken when the situation demanded it. English Members of Parliament (MPs) knew their rights and did not let any challenge to their liberties pass unnoticed. Inflation was increasing the number of forty-shilling freeholders who elected the House of Commons. It has been estimated that by 1640 as many as 40 per cent of the adult male population had the right to vote.


James I had conflicts with his Parliaments from the start. It is, therefore, easy to see the king and Parliament as opponents, each seeking to undermine the other and win a tactical advantage. Nothing could be further from the truth. The traditional view was that the king was at his most powerful when Parliament was in session because the king-in-parliament could enact statute laws and obtain additional taxes (or subsidies) from his subjects. Parliament had no independent right of assembly. One of the monarch’s most powerful weapons was his ability to dismiss Parliament at will.
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KEY TERMS


Forty-shilling freeholders The right to vote in the counties was based on owning land worth forty shillings (£2) a year.


Subsidy The main form of taxation, based on a fixed system of assessments. Over time, the value of the subsidy decreased.


Supply Taxation granted on an occasional basis to supply the monarch’s needs.
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In previous centuries, MPs had won the right to freedom of speech, which was intended to provide the sovereign with good advice unhindered by fear of reprisals. If the king chose to ignore their advice as he had the right to do, Parliament could register a protest by refusing to grant subsidies. Increasingly, this was a course MPs chose to take. The long years of war (1588–1604) at the end of Elizabeth’s reign and the consequent heavy financial demands made on the country through Parliament had produced the conditions in which Crown decisions were questioned. Frequent requests for money meant MPs expected their views to be considered by the monarch.


The king’s ordinary revenue was intended to be sufficient for his usual needs, with Parliament granting extraordinary taxation (known as supply) in times of emergency. As inflation reduced the Crown’s real income, this control over extraordinary supply gave Parliament a valuable bargaining point which began to affect the balance of power between it and the king. Harmony remained the ideal to which everyone paid lip service, but as it became increasingly difficult to reconcile the wishes of both sides, Parliament was ready to exploit its new position.




The role of Parliament


Parliament was a national institution that spent much of its time dealing with local grievances. When enough of these grievances coalesced, the sovereign and his advisers took note, if they were wise, and sought to deal with the problem. National and local concerns overlapped. The MPs who passed laws and voted for subsidies were often the same men who had the responsibility of enforcing or collecting them, since many MPs also acted as JPs (see page 2).


Parliaments were an important part of government but they met irregularly and the timing and length of sessions were entirely at the king’s discretion. Members did not expect to be summoned for more than a few months at a time; the ideal was to hear the king’s needs, respond in an appropriate way with counsel, and financial supply if necessary, express the concerns of their constituencies, and then return to their localities. Some Parliaments passed no legislation and most laws were about relatively minor matters. The two main functions of Parliament were expressed by Lord Chancellor Bacon in 1621: ‘the one for the supplying of your estates; the other for the better knitting of the hearts of your subjects unto your Majesty’. In an age which did not have newspapers, the importance of Parliament as propaganda should not be underestimated. It was a useful forum for informing the country about the direction of royal policy and explaining unpopular policies.







The structure of Parliament


Parliament was made up of the House of Commons and the House of Lords (see Table 1.1, below).


Table 1.1 The English Parliament






	House of Commons

	House of Lords






	Members of the Commons were elected by 40s. freeholders (those who owned land worth at least 40s.) in the counties, and by a more varied system in towns. The majority of elections were not contested.

Most MPs came from the ranks of the wealthy gentry and they would often agree amongst themselves who should stand for Parliament. This meant that the electorate had merely to confirm the candidate who had come forward.


The Commons were responsible for voting subsidies but in other respects they were far less important than the House of Lords.



	The Lords were made up of peers of the realm and also bishops. They were not elected and took their seats because of their position in society.

The Lords were the most important part of Parliament in 1600 but this was to change over the Stuart period.









Most of the king’s advisers were members of either the Commons or the Lords and they would explain the Crown’s position and outline its needs. Parliament was not part of the government. There was no equivalent of the modern prime minister and cabinet: their functions were exercised by the king and his ministers. Nor were there any political parties in the House of Commons, not even in the sense of a ‘king’s party’ and an ‘opposition’. MPs might oppose some strands of government policy but they were likely to agree with other aspects of policy. Few MPs maintained a consistent role in opposition. As a result, groupings in the Commons were fluid, as members agreed on some issues then diverged on others. Some MPs sought to use their opposition to force the king to take notice of them and bring them into government. Sir Thomas Wentworth, who became one of Charles I’s chief ministers, had been an outspoken parliamentary critic in the 1620s.
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SUMMARY DIAGRAM


THE POLITICAL SYSTEM IN ENGLAND
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3 Scotland and Ireland




How did the political system in Scotland and Ireland differ from the system in England?





In the early modern age, monarchy was still personal and proximity to the king carried the possibility of advancement (see pages 6–7). James, by becoming the ruler of three kingdoms, created tensions. Monarchs tended to prefer the richer and more powerful part of their territories but this could leave the outer kingdoms feeling ignored. The situation in Britain was compounded by the fact that Ireland was a separate island.




Scotland


James, as the ruler of England, was a force to be reckoned with on the European stage and could make a plausible claim to being the leader of the European Protestants. By contrast, Scotland was relatively poor, weak and backward. Scotland’s population was twenty per cent of England’s but it provided the king with less than five per cent of his revenue. The nobility and Kirk wielded much of the effective power and a strict Presbyterianism had been introduced against royal wishes.
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KEY TERMS


Early modern age The period between the medieval and modern ages, approximately 1485–1789.


Kirk The Scottish Church.


Presbyterianism A system of Church government without bishops, which gave considerable responsibility to individual congregations who chose their own ministers and elders. It was a strict form of Protestantism which placed great emphasis on the Bible and less on tradition.
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Having survived a number of plots against him, James spent much of his adult life undermining the position of the Scottish nobility and manipulating factions to his advantage. By the time he left Scotland, he had redressed the balance of power and successfully subdued the nobility. He recognised the strength of the Kirk and had been careful not to alienate it. In comparison to England, the Scottish government was underdeveloped. There were weaker links between the centre and the localities, and there was less taxation because the government played a smaller part in people’s lives. The king was entitled to sit and vote in Parliament, which had a long tradition of advising and criticising the king. Religious matters were dealt with by the General Assembly, which provided a meeting place where decisions could be taken at a national level. James took great care to manage the debates of the General Assembly by appearing in person so that decisions did not go against his interests.


One of James’s most cherished projects was a union between England and Scotland, but the English were unwilling to admit the Scots as citizens of England just because they shared the same ruler. ‘The air might be wholesome but for the stinking people that inhabit it’ (Sir Anthony Weldon) was a typical English comment on the Scots. (Weldon was a courtier who lost his job because he was abusive towards the Scots. He became very embittered and took his revenge after James’s death, see page 19.) Scotland remained an independent state with its own Parliament, religion, legal system and local government.


From 1603, Scotland had to endure an absentee monarch with all that implied for reduced favour and positions and unresolved grievances. It is a tribute to James’s reign that Scotland was to cause no trouble in his lifetime. Unfortunately, his son, the future king Charles I, did not display the same tact and sensitivity (see pages 80–1) and, in 1638, Scotland was the first of the three kingdoms to rebel (see page 82).







Ireland


Ireland was the most problematic of James’s three kingdoms. It was not an independent kingdom as Scotland was, but was more similar to a colony, in that its government was subordinate to the English one and had to conform to English demands, at least in theory:




	
•  The Dublin administration was headed by a Lord Lieutenant or Lord Deputy, the Irish Parliament had to implement the laws made in England and the English Privy Council was fully entitled to discuss and direct Irish affairs.


	
•  A Protestant Church of Ireland had been established on a similar basis to the Church of England. This was imposed on the country and the vast majority of the inhabitants remained Roman Catholic.


	
•  English politicians tended to ignore the reality that Ireland was a foreign country with its own language (Gaelic) and culture.
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KEY TERMS


Lord Lieutenant The monarch’s representative and head of the government.


Roman Catholic The only accepted form of Christianity in western Europe for the 1000 years before the Reformation of the early sixteenth century which brought in Protestantism. Catholics and Protestants tended to regard each other with deep suspicion or even hatred.
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There were three different groups in Ireland:




	
•  The ‘mere’ or native peasant Irish, who were Catholic. They comprised the vast majority of the population. With a few exceptions, they were excluded from taking part in political life.


	
•  The ‘Old English’ were the descendants of pre-Reformation English settlers. They were usually Catholic. As owners of one-third of the profitable land in Ireland, they were accustomed to thinking of themselves as the island’s natural rulers. They felt increasingly threatened by the third group, the ‘New English’.


	
•  The ‘New English’ were Protestants who had arrived since the Reformation in the 1540s and who controlled the government in Dublin. In general, they favoured a policy of plantation to introduce more Protestant settlers, often at the expense of the ‘mere’ Irish. Ireland was usually a drain on the English exchequer and English authority was precarious enough to require an army to maintain it. In the 1590s, there had been an uprising in Ulster led by the Earl of Tyrone, which finally collapsed in 1603, although his position was not destroyed. An uneasy truce developed which would not be sustained for long (see page 32).
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KEY TERMS


Plantation Government-backed settlement of Protestant emigrants from England or Scotland.


Exchequer The government office responsible for collecting revenue and making payments. It was run by the chancellor of the exchequer.


Ulster The area of Ireland where, since Tudor times, the English government had pursued a ‘plantation’ policy of dispossessing Catholic peasants of their lands and giving them to Protestant settlers.
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Ireland was often ignored by politicians in England. Once the Ulster rising had been dealt with, the reign of James I was no different. It was the more intrusive policies during the reign of his son, Charles I, that were to lead to serious discontent in Ireland once more.










4 Implications of the accession of James I




What problems faced James on his accession to the English throne?





The end of one dynasty and the establishment of a new one was bound to cause some problems. The new king needed to create a sense of loyalty, which could be engendered by some well-judged generosity. The ease with which James VI of Scotland became James I of England surprised many onlookers. In large part this was because James had developed close links with Elizabeth’s chief minister, Robert Cecil (see page 23). It was in both their interests for James’s accession to be as trouble-free as possible and there was no hesitation in proclaiming James as the new king. He assumed the role as soon as the news reached him of Elizabeth’s death. The nation was relieved to have an active male on the throne again after half a century of being ruled by women.
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KEY FIGURE


Hugh O’Neill, Earl of Tyrone (c.1550–1616)


Tyrone was typical of the Gaelic Irish. He had an ancient title but his claim to land was disputed by the English. Tyrone spent his adult life alternately working with the Dublin administration or opposing it. In 1595 he led a serious rebellion against English rule which brought in Spanish assistance. In 1607, he fled abroad and died in exile.
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Politics


In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, official salaries were so low as to be almost worthless. To have a reasonable income, courtiers and office holders relied on the Crown to make grants of many different kinds.


Elizabeth I gave away very few pensions, offices, titles or gifts, especially in the final years of her reign. By the time of James I’s accession, there was enormous pent-up demand from unsatisfied courtiers. It was, therefore, inevitable that James would dispense more patronage than Elizabeth had. In addition, James had a wife and children who all needed their own households, which were expensive. Unfortunately, James was generous to a fault. He was incapable of saying no to any request from a favourite and he loved to shower rewards on those around him. He pointed out in 1610 that ‘a king’s liberality must never be dried up altogether, for then he can never maintain nor oblige his servants and well deserving subjects’. But James’s liberality knew no bounds. In one famous incident on his journey south from Scotland, he created 46 knights before breakfast. This was designed to win over the English but its scale was counter-productive because it devalued the gifts and encouraged further demands.
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James I
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	1566

	Born to Mary, Queen of Scots, and Henry, Lord Darnley






	1567

	Became king of Scotland on the abdication of his mother






	1583

	Took over the government of Scotland






	1589

	Married Anne of Denmark, daughter of the Danish king






	1594

	Oldest son, Henry, born






	1600

	Second son, Charles, born






	1603

	Became king of England and moved to London






	1612

	Henry died






	1616

	George Villiers (see page 43) became James’s favourite






	1625

	Died and was succeeded by Charles







James’s early life was troubled. He was born to parents who were already estranged from each other after Darnley’s murder of Mary’s secretary, David Riccio. Darnley was himself murdered when James was only six months old. Mary’s ill-advised marriage to the Earl of Bothwell, who was widely credited with Darnley’s murder, ensured that she was imprisoned and forced to abdicate when James was only thirteen months old. James was brought up in a loveless environment by a succession of Scots nobles who were vying for power, backed by the Church. James’s first two regents were assassinated and there were many other incidents which threatened the young king’s life; for example in 1583, he was imprisoned by some nobles who wished to control the king. On his release, James imposed his authority on Scotland by limiting the power of the nobles and the Church.


This early insecurity led to James’s dislike of violence, his suspicion of a Church without a hierarchy, such as existed in Scotland, and his reliance on favourites who would give him the affection he craved. It also made him much more conscious of slights to his authority. In Scotland, James became a strong and effective ruler, but his early experiences were not a good preparation for ruling England and this was to lead to problems (see pages 40–1).


James married Anne of Denmark in 1589. They had seven children although only three survived childhood. However, the marriage was not a success and James and Anne were living very separate lives by the time he became king of England.


James inherited the English throne through his great grandmother, Margaret, the older daughter of Henry VII. He became king at a time when the existing system of government and finance was coming under strain. James had disputes with Parliament but he retained its respect and juggled the competing demands made on him with some skill (see page 48).
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KEY TERMS


Regent A person appointed to run the State when the monarch cannot do so because of either youth or illness.


Favourite A young man with a close relationship to the king who received many gifts of land, titles or money.
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Finance


The scale of James’s giving had serious implications for finance, as did his general extravagance. Elizabeth had been very careful to restrain her expenditure so that she would not be dependent on Parliament for her ordinary revenue. At her death she had left a surplus of £90,000 in the Treasury and a debt of £400,000. This debt was covered by money owed by France and the Dutch, and by an uncollected subsidy voted in 1603. This was an impressive achievement, given that England had been at war for fifteen years. It contrasted very sharply with James’s financial position within three years of coming to the throne, by which time there was already a debt of £816,000, despite making peace with the Spanish in 1604. He had been king for less than a year when the Archbishop of York warned him that ‘he would exhaust the treasure of the kingdom and bring many inconveniences’. James himself acknowledged in 1610 that he had been too lax with money when he promised that ‘the vastness of my expenditure is past which I used in the first two or three years after my coming hither’.




Elizabeth I’s financial legacy


Although Elizabeth managed her own finances remarkably successfully, she often did so at the cost of her successors. The only long-term solution to the problem of finance was to increase royal revenue so that it went up in line with inflation. Elizabeth did not do this. Her policy had been to cut expenditure and, if all else failed, to sell Crown lands, which eventually led to an impoverished Crown. This meant that in Elizabeth’s reign there was no increase in customs duties in the Book of Rates and there was no attempt to exploit the Crown lands effectively. In 1587, a 50-year lease on some Crown property in Bermondsey was agreed at a rent of £68 a year. In 1636, when the lease was due for renewal, it was found to be worth £1071 a year.


The Stuarts were also hit by a fall in the value of the parliamentary subsidy because the local elites responsible for land valuations (on which the subsidy was based) tended to under-assess themselves and their neighbours considerably. Thus, the yield of each subsidy fell from about £130,000 in the mid-sixteenth century to £55,000 by 1628. This was at a time of inflation, so the real value had gone down even more. The Commons failed to appreciate this fully and were reluctant to vote additional sums to make up the deficit. MPs could not understand why the Crown made such poor use of their generosity.










Religion


Under Elizabeth, the Church of England had become firmly established in the country. Few people retained a memory of Catholicism under Mary and the number of practising Catholics was dwindling. It was a commonly held idea in this period that religious dissent equalled political dissent, and that for a country to harbour members of another creed was to invite political subversion or rebellion. This had been true often enough to give real substance to the belief. In England, the plots surrounding Mary, Queen of Scots, and the plans to assassinate Elizabeth had made all Catholics seem potential traitors. The papal bull which excommunicated Elizabeth in 1570 released her subjects from allegiance to her and excommunicated any that obeyed her orders. English Catholics were put in the unhappy position of obeying their ruler by remaining loyal, or of obeying their spiritual leader. War with Spain had brought the prospect of Catholic domination once more.
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KEY TERMS


Book of Rates Listed the customs duty payable on specific items. It was periodically revised. The last revision had been in 1558, carried out by officials in Mary I’s reign.


Papal bull A formal proclamation issued by the pope.


Excommunication Being excluded from the services and membership of the Church. Catholics believed that excommunicants would go to hell, if they did not reconcile themselves to the Church first.


[image: ]








Although most English Catholics were peaceful and law-abiding, they wanted an opportunity to worship in private. They also wanted an end to the recusancy fines, which, if strictly enforced, could ruin a family. In 1603, Thomas Tresham, who had paid out more than £2000 in recusancy fines, presented a petition for more lenient treatment of Catholics. James had a reputation as a tolerant man who liked to follow a middle way. Catholics hoped that in the new reign they would be freed from the fear of practising their faith.


At the opposite end of the religious spectrum were the Puritans who put much greater stress on the preaching of ‘the word’ (the Bible) and the individual’s response to the message of God. They attached far less importance to the power of the sacraments (baptism and communion) or to the role of worship. In the 1580s, there had been an upsurge in Puritanism, with some people advocating a Presbyterian system which would have swept away the bishops. This had been suppressed by Elizabeth and the Archbishop of Canterbury. By the end of James’s reign there was little trouble from the Puritans. However, their hopes of reform had merely been deferred, and the arrival of a king from Presbyterian Scotland inevitably created new expectations.
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KEY TERMS


Recusancy fines Payable by people who did not regularly attend the Sunday services in their local parish church. In practice this was a fine for being Catholic.


Puritans Members of the Anglican Church who wished to ‘purify’ it of the last vestiges of Catholic worship. These included an end to the ring in marriage, signing with the cross at baptism, bowing at the name of Jesus and wearing vestments (clergymen’s robes).


Baptism The service by which babies became members of the Church, as symbolised by being sprinkled with water.


Communion Service of the Church at which members received bread and wine to represent Christ’s body and blood. For Catholics, this was the most important service because of their belief in transubstantiation. Protestants, especially Puritans, gave it less importance.
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Foreign policy


As king of Scotland, James VI had been on the periphery of European affairs. It was a very different matter when he became James I. As king of England, he was ruler of the most powerful Protestant state in Europe and if he so wished, he could assume leadership of the European Protestants.


James inherited a war with Spain and an alliance with the Dutch, who were fighting to win their independence. His wife, Queen Anne, was Danish so there were strong connections with Denmark, an important Protestant power. The German Protestant princes wanted a more active role from England, but James had no desire to place himself at the head of a Protestant crusade. War was repugnant to him and he spent his life trying to avoid being dragged into conflicts.


James desired to act as a mediator and peacemaker. This involved being on good terms with all sides, yet this policy – which had worked when he was king of Scotland – was more difficult in England. A neutral policy was often impossible without favouring one side in a conflict at the expense of the other.


An active foreign policy was also extremely expensive, especially as military costs rose faster than general inflation and could not be financed out of ordinary expenditure for long. A war would place the monarch in a position of much greater dependence on Parliament. The king had sole responsibility for the direction of foreign policy but, if Parliament disliked the policy, it could refuse to grant taxes to finance it. This was to lead to major problems in the 1620s, with repercussions not only for foreign affairs but also for the conduct of domestic policy.
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CHAPTER SUMMARY


England in 1603 was pleased to welcome its new king. There were many expectations of the new reign. Courtiers were eager for more rewards, and both Catholics and Puritans had high hopes of change under James, although their desires were mutually incompatible. In foreign policy there was war-weariness but also a desire for England to play a role as the leader of the Protestant states. It would be difficult for the king to satisfy everyone.


England’s political and financial system appeared to have functioned well enough under his predecessors, but there were already strains. These had been partly masked by Elizabeth’s policy of selling lands and deferring expectations of reward. James was to make the problem worse with his extravagance and failure to understand how best to manage Parliament, but the fault was not all his.


In addition, James was now ruler of three kingdoms rather than one and this was to add to the challenges he faced. The skilful and successful king of Scotland found that becoming king of England raised challenges that were not easy to overcome.
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Refresher questions


Use these questions to remind yourself of the key material covered in this chapter.




	  1  How was order maintained in the absence of a police force or army?


	  2  What was the role of Parliament?


	  3  What were the differences between the two views (the divine right of kings and the ancient constitution) of the role of the king?


	  4  What was the political significance of the bedchamber?


	  5  Why was the financial system for raising taxes coming under strain?


	  6  Why was James’s experience as king of Scotland not necessarily an advantage as king of England?


	  7  What were the problems of being a ruler of multiple kingdoms?


	  8  What hopes did the Puritans and Catholics have of James?


	  9  What were James’s priorities in foreign policy?


	
10  Why would it be difficult for James to meet all the expectations placed on him?
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CHAPTER 2





James I: consensus under strain 1603–25
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This chapter examines the start of the Stuart era, which began with high hopes of the new monarch. James’s extravagance, laziness and tendency to lecture Parliament caused these hopes slowly to fade. In addition, the long-standing mechanisms for raising money were becoming increasingly inadequate, causing further tension. The outbreak of the Thirty Years’ War in Europe and James’s pursuit of a Spanish marriage for Charles added further to distrust of the monarchy. The stages in this disillusion can be traced through the following events:




	•  The new king of England


	•  Problems with the financial system in the early seventeenth century


	•  Religion


	•  Foreign policy


	•  Relations with Parliament





The key debate on page 47 of this chapter asks the question: Wise or foolish: which is the more accurate description of James I?
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KEY DATES






	1603

	March

	James VI of Scotland became James I of England






	1604

	 

	Hampton Court conference






	1605

	Nov.

	Gunpowder Plot






	1606

	 

	Bate’s case






	1610

	 

	Failed negotiations over the Great Contract






	1612

	 

	Death of Prince Henry. Charles now heir to the throne






	1613

	 

	Marriage of Princess Elizabeth to Frederick, Elector of the Palatinate






	1614

	 

	The Addled Parliament






	1616

	 

	George Villiers replaced Robert Carr as favourite






	1619

	 

	Elector Frederick accepted the offer of the Bohemian throne






	1621

	 

	Third Parliament: debates over monopolies, the Protestation






	1623

	 

	Charles and Buckingham’s trip to Madrid






	1624

	 

	Fourth Parliament, impeachment of Cranfield






	1625

	Jan.

	Failure of Mansfeld’s expedition






	 

	March

	Death of James, accession of Charles I
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1 The new king of England




How far did James I’s character fit him to be king of England?





Many of James’s personality traits can be traced back to his childhood. Deprived of both his parents as a baby, he grew up as a lonely boy who was to crave affection throughout his life. His marriage to Anne of Denmark, after a successful start, became loveless. James turned to a series of young men, who supplied the sense of family that James had never known as a child and was unable to create successfully as an adult, despite having two sons, Henry and Charles, and one daughter, Elizabeth. It is striking that James’s relations with George Villiers, later Duke of Buckingham (see page 43), were more cordial than with his own son, Charles. James signed his letters to Buckingham ‘your darling Dad’ and addressed him as ‘sweet child and wife’. It is uncertain whether James was a practising homosexual, although contemporaries were scandalised by the way he caressed his favourites in public, and resentful of the honours he heaped on them.


James disliked the public attention which he received as king and, unlike the previous monarch, Elizabeth I, he did not try to cultivate a positive image of himself or his court. He disliked formality, often dressing casually himself and encouraging a relaxed and even dissolute atmosphere at court, which scandalised contemporaries. This allowed unfavourable assessments to go unchallenged, such as that by Sir Anthony Weldon: ‘his eyes large, ever rolling after any stranger that came in his presence … He was very liberal of what he had not in his own grip, and would rather part with £100 he never had in his keeping than one twenty shilling piece within his own custody.’


James had no one on whom to model himself as king. It is unfortunate that his manners, which were extremely coarse, had not been corrected as a child. The harsh treatment he received at the hands of the Scottish nobility as he was growing up, and a number of assassination attempts in Scotland, instilled a strong belief in hierarchy and the importance of order. Members of Parliament (MPs) resented the king’s anger if they disagreed with him and did not enjoy James haranguing them for hours at a time. He went so far as to apologise for this in 1621: ‘I never meant to weary myself or you with such tedious discourses as I have done heretofore.’ James was extremely fond of hunting and it has been calculated that he spent half his reign away from London on the chase. This meant he did not always pay close attention to government and allowed others to dictate events.
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A more positive side of James’s character was his love of learning. He was genuinely interested in philosophy and theology, and wrote a number of books (see page 39). James was unusually tolerant for the early seventeenth century. The execution of Catholic priests virtually ended in his reign. He also sought to be a peacemaker and tried to keep England out of war. These attributes are considered praiseworthy now, but they were regarded with suspicion at the time.
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SOURCE A
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The family tree of James I. An engraving by Benjamin Wright, 1619.
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[image: ] SOURCE QUESTION


In Source A, why did James I want his family tree to show that he was descended from Henry VII?
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SUMMARY DIAGRAM
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[image: ]




[image: ]
















2 Problems with the financial system in the early seventeenth century




How far was James I responsible for his financial problems?





The side to James’s personality that was to cause him the greatest political problems was undoubtedly his extravagance. He did not appreciate that, although England was much richer than Scotland, the mechanisms for tapping that wealth effectively in the Crown’s interest did not exist. Instead, he marvelled at the wealth displayed by the nobility in England and embarked on a colossal spending spree, doubling expenditure on the royal household from 1603 to 1610 and spending an enormous £185,000 on jewels by 1612. James’s spendthrift attitude meant he could not live on his ordinary revenue alone.




Ordinary revenue


Ordinary revenue was the income that the monarch received each year. It was not dependent on parliamentary grants, unlike extraordinary revenue, or taxes, which were granted in times of emergency (for example, war, or a special occasion such as a coronation). This ordinary revenue came from a number of sources.




Crown lands


At the beginning of James’s reign the most important source of revenue was still the Crown lands, even though Elizabeth had sold over £800,000 worth of estates. It was difficult for the king to maximise his income from land because extracting economic rents was unpopular, and the Crown lands were a convenient form of patronage (see page 23). Leases on favourable terms were a way of rewarding courtiers and officials without direct cost to the exchequer. The Crown lands diminished in importance throughout the reigns of James and Charles (see page 66) because, as one financial crisis gave way to another, successive lord treasurers saw the sale of land as being the quickest and easiest way to raise money, despite the reduction in future income.
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Get to grips with breaking down factors by completing Worksheet 2 at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/accesstohistory/extras
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Customs revenue


Customs revenue, or tonnage and poundage, was the second major source of ordinary revenue. There was considerable scope for improvement in the revenue from customs. By 1621, customs revenue brought in nearly three times as much as the revenue from Crown lands.






[image: ]


KEY TERMS


Tonnage and poundage Taxes on imports and exports.


Farming out Leasing out the administration of customs in return for an annual rent.


Customs farmers Merchants who would pay the Crown for the right to collect customs revenue.
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In 1604, direct collection of the customs was abandoned and it was farmed out to a syndicate of merchants. In return for an annual rent, the customs farmers were able to collect and keep the customs revenue, which had the following advantages:




	
•  The king received a regular income and an additional source of patronage. This also created a group closely linked to the Crown, who would probably be willing to make loans when the king was in financial difficulty.


	
•  For the farmer, the system brought considerable rewards because the Crown never demanded a price for the customs that reflected their true worth. The king believed it was more important to have supporters in the merchant community than to gain the maximum in income.





The farmers had an interest in collecting the maximum from the customs which, in effect, meant a new indirect tax had been created. This caused great unease in Parliament, which saw its control of taxation being undermined.




Bate’s case


This fear was dramatically increased after 1606 when a merchant, John Bate, was taken to court for refusing to pay a duty on currants. Bate claimed that the duty had not been sanctioned by Parliament. The judges decided the case in the king’s favour because the monarch had the right to regulate trade for the security of the realm. Bate’s case opened the way to vastly increasing the scope of the customs. In 1608, new duties known as impositions were levied on 1400 items with no real pretence that it was in the interest of trade. These brought in an additional £70,000 a year to the exchequer. By the end of the 1630s, the Crown was dependent for half of its income on customs.
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KEY TERM


Impositions Customs duties on specific goods.
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Wardship


The third strand in Crown finances was made up of feudal tenures and wardship, which dated from the Middle Ages. They had largely lost their justification by the seventeenth century, although not their financial usefulness to the Crown:




	
•  Feudal tenures originated in the period when major landowners owed a duty of military service to the king, who was entitled to take over their property if they died and left a minor or a woman as heir.


	
•  Wardship was the name given to the system whereby an estate was managed after the death of its owner until the heir came of age or, in the case of a woman, was married. It was a useful tool for rewarding courtiers. For a family, two or more wardships in rapid succession could bring ruin. There were many calls for an end to this system, which brought about £65,000 to the Crown in 1610.







Purveyance


Purveyance was another medieval relic. It was the right of the court to buy provisions at fixed prices which were well below market rates. It was established at a time when the court moved frequently around the country, thus ensuring that the burden of its expense did not fall only on one area.


This system was open to gross abuse by corrupt officials who could buy excess provisions and then sell them at a profit. The burden fell heavily on a small section of the people since the court no longer spent most of its time travelling around the country. It was worth about £40,000 to the court and Parliament was anxious to put an end to it, but MPs could not agree on how to compensate the king.













James’s extravagance


By 1603, the Crown’s ordinary revenue was ceasing to meet the actual cost of running the country. But James’s extravagance concealed this fact. Queen Elizabeth had spent less than £300,000 a year in peacetime. Under James, this figure rose almost immediately to £400,000 and reached a peak of £522,000 in 1614.


Contemporaries would have minded less about the scale of James’s extravagance if it had not gone so largely on conspicuous consumption, or into the pockets of the hated Scottish foreigners. One of these was Lord Hay. On one occasion he gave a banquet for the French ambassador which occupied 30 cooks for twelve days. The food alone cost £2200 (£480,000 in today’s prices). With the knowledge that the king had paid Lord Hay’s debts, it is scarcely surprising that the Commons believed James should be able to live comfortably on the Crown’s traditional sources of revenue if he practised a bit more economy.
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SOURCE B


An anonymous rhyme quoted in Pauline Croft, Libels, popular literacy and public opinion in early modern England, Historical Research, volume 68, 1995, p. 277.


The Scotchmen are but beggars yet,
Although their begging was not small.
But now a Parliament doth sit,
A subsidy shall pay for all.
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[image: ] SOURCE QUESTION


What does the rhyme in Source B show about contemporary views of James’s need for money and the Scots?
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Robert Cecil, Earl of Salisbury, tried to restrain James’s extravagance by issuing the Book of Bounty in 1608. This prohibited the Crown giving away major items such as lands, customs or impositions. However:




	
•  It did not succeed in its intention of lowering the expectations of courtiers because James gave cash instead. In the last four months of 1610 alone, he was persuaded to give away over £36,000.


	
•  The other reason for its failure was that no one could afford to oppose the king’s wishes for long if he valued his position.





Even Salisbury found himself suggesting the transfer of Sir Walter Raleigh’s manor at Sherborne to Robert Carr, the new favourite, as a way of bypassing the rules. (Sir Walter Raleigh’s estates had been forfeited to the Crown when he was found guilty of high treason in 1604.) For this, he earned the gratitude of both the king and Carr, which was worth more to Salisbury than the long-term financial viability of the Crown. This is one example of how James’s ministers ‘bent the rules’ for him and helped to enable his extravagance.
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KEY FIGURE


Robert Cecil (1563–1612)


Earl of Salisbury 1605, lord treasurer 1608. Cecil was chief minister to both Elizabeth I and James. He did much to smooth the succession of James by establishing contact with him while Elizabeth was alive. He was an effective minister on whom James could rely.
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Structural weaknesses


The financial problems encountered by James were not all of his own making. Even though peace had been made with Spain in 1604, military expenditure (where costs rose much faster than for other items) did not come to an end.


In Ireland, between 1603 and 1608, £600,000 was spent on the army. In addition, there was expenditure to maintain English garrisons in the Netherlands. These factors tended to be overlooked by Parliament, which did not understand why the Crown made such poor use of the funds it granted. MPs looked back to Elizabeth and what she had achieved and, ignoring both inflation and the falling value of the subsidy (see page 14), attributed the Stuarts’ repeated requests for money to incompetence or extravagance. Finally, the system by which the Crown received revenue was riddled with corruption, as royal officials siphoned off money for themselves which was intended for the king.
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KEY TERMS


Netherlands England’s biggest trading partner. In the late sixteenth century, the northern Netherlands had waged a protracted campaign to win their freedom from Spain. Elizabeth I had assisted this struggle and had been given the right to hold some towns in return.


Subsidy rolls Records of taxation which were used to determine how much each area should pay.
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Official self-interest


A good example of people seeking to enrich themselves at royal expense is the Earl of Salisbury, even though he was a loyal and dedicated servant of the king:




	
•  In 1609, as master of the court of wards, Salisbury gained £1400 from a wardship that earned the Crown £370.


	
•  More spectacularly, in 1610 as lord treasurer, he negotiated the renewal of the silk duties to himself on the original terms even though the trade had greatly expanded. Instead of the modest profit of £434 which he had originally enjoyed, he was now gaining £7000 a year.





This unscrupulous stealing from the Crown coincided with Salisbury’s efforts to strengthen royal finances by negotiating the Great Contract with Parliament. It illustrates the problem that too many people had a vested interest in the system remaining unreformed.
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KEY FIGURE


Lionel Cranfield (1575–1645)


A London businessman and lord treasurer 1621–4. He successfully reduced Crown expenditure but was less successful at making structural reforms, as these attacked the vested interests of Crown officials and politically this was very difficult to achieve.
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Taxation


Self-interest also affected parliamentary taxation, known as supply (see page 8). Those who were liable to pay the subsidy, which excluded the poorest, had to declare what they were worth, yet these assessments were usually hugely underestimated. Lionel Cranfield (lord treasurer 1621–4) privately estimated his total wealth at £90,000 but was taxed on only £150, while Buckingham, the richest man in the kingdom after the king, was apparently worth a mere £400. Death caused the subsidy rolls to shrink and new families did not make up the numbers. In Suffolk, 66 people had been assessed in 1557 on land and goods worth £521; by 1628, only 37 people were assessed on £77. With major landowners refusing to take a responsible share of the costs of running the kingdom, it is small wonder that the Crown found itself in trouble. However, the glaring fact of James’s extravagance enabled the Commons to ignore that their subsidies were worth less and less. Both Crown and Commons could view the actions of the other as unreasonable, with some justification. The 1624 Subsidy Act granted James £300,000, which was totally inadequate for his needs but the Commons believed they were being exceptionally generous.


As the record of James’s reign illustrates, the Crown could not rely on Parliament granting sufficient taxation. James’s first Parliament (1604–10) showed itself to be wary about making grants, although it was not uncooperative. The first session gave no supply because a large grant made at the end of Elizabeth’s reign was still being collected. The second session met in 1606 in the aftermath of the Gunpowder Plot (see page 29) and made the unusually large and unexpected grant of £400,000. This helped to mislead James into believing that Parliament would always pay his debts. In fact, the subsidy reflected the relief that king and Parliament had not been blown up. The grant was passed with the slimmest of majorities (one vote) and this, rather than the king’s optimistic view, gave a more realistic picture of the difficulty which James would henceforth experience when trying to raise money from Parliament. Between 1606 and 1621, James received only one grant of under £100,000. By the 1620s, disillusion with the Crown’s handling of its finances made obtaining adequate parliamentary funds an increasing problem. A new financial system was needed and an attempt to achieve this was made in the Great Contract of 1610.










The Great Contract


In 1610, an imaginative scheme was suggested by Salisbury. In return for an annual grant of £200,000 from Parliament and a one-off payment of £600,000 to clear the Crown’s debts, Salisbury proposed to abolish wardship, purveyance and the feudal tenures (see page 22).


After months of negotiations, the Commons had agreed to the annual grant, although MPs would only give £100,000 from a subsidy that had already been voted towards discharge of the debt. For his part, James had agreed to a bill that would legalise the impositions already granted but would prevent him issuing new ones without parliamentary sanction. This was a neat way of preserving everybody’s interests: the king did not lose out because he kept his impositions and Parliament maintained its control over taxation. All that remained was for both bills to be enacted when Parliament reassembled in November 1610.




Failure of the Great Contract


However, over the summer, doubts surfaced on both sides. The Commons could not be certain that the king would not accept their grant and continue to pocket the feudal revenues. Many MPs disliked the idea of funding the king’s extravagance and feared that the Scots would be the major beneficiaries. As one member put it: ‘to what purpose to draw a silver stream into the royal cistern if it shall daily run out thence by private [stop] cocks?’ There was also uncertainty about how the money to compensate the king would be raised.


The court was also having second thoughts:




	
•  It was calculated that the revenues the king would lose were about £115,000 a year, giving the king a net gain of some £85,000 a year. This was unlikely to be increased to take account of inflation. On the other hand, these revenues could be exploited more efficiently to make them very profitable (see page 72).


	
•  The success of the Great Contract would also mean that James would accept the bill on impositions, preventing him from expanding his revenue from customs. Since customs was the only part of Crown revenue capable of increasing significantly, this might seriously impede the king’s freedom of action.


	
•  The surrender of wardship would remove a useful source of patronage from the monarch. Granting a rich manor to a courtier was an easy and cheap way of paying a political debt and the financial compensation might not equal the loss.





With hindsight, the failure of the Great Contract was unfortunate for both the Stuart dynasty and the country. The existing system continued to cause strain and it was eventually replaced after the civil war. If it had been passed, Parliament would have taken more responsibility for financing the government, and it might have understood the problems of government finance more clearly. This may have helped to minimise the conflict between the House of Commons and the Crown from the 1620s to the civil war. However, the scheme came to nothing.
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