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Chapter One





  1599




  Monkeys were unpredictable creatures. Elizabeth knew that. Everybody knew that. But nobody ever expected the bulky, domesticated chimpanzee to suddenly swipe her baby from his oak cradle. Even if anyone did, fewer still could have predicted that the monkey would scale the ivy-clad façade of the old stately home with the child. From the tranquil social gathering on the front lawn, Elizabeth looked on in disbelief. Her five-month-old son was clumsily tucked under the primate’s upper left limb. The gathered family watched in horror as Caesar clambered up the old limestone wall. He skillfully used the chunkier ivy vines to hoist his sinewy, simian body upwards. He seemed to know instinctively which vines would hold his weight and which wouldn’t. The remaining three limbs provided the dexterity he needed to gain elevation. The beast displayed a natural deftness reminiscent of his days in his natural arboreous environment. In seconds he had gained a height from which a fall would certainly cause the baby’s death.




  Caesar was familiar with this terrain. Free to roam around the precincts of Hinchingbrooke unrestrained for the recreation of its occupants and their guests, he had made this ascent innumerable times a day. Caesar had never strayed too far from the family home. There was food and succour within the manor house demesne. He had learned that imitative behaviour of his human owners often triggered extra culinary rewards. But today, for whatever reason, he was wayward. Where this escapade had always been a sight of mild amusement to the human onlookers, it was now a terrifying prospect to behold.




  It may have been the fact that the Cromwell family (alias Williams) had visitors. There were more people around to see Caesar’s frolics. So far this afternoon, his exertions to impress had yielded three tasty peaches. The patriarch of the estate house, the now chair-bound 62-year-old Sir Henry Cromwell had been engaging in a convivial afternoon with his son and close-by neighbour Robert and daughter-in-law Elizabeth. The parents were accompanied by their brood of four children, the youngest of whom was now dangling from Caesar’s right hand by the leg, two storeys up. It was Sir Henry’s father who had abandoned the name Williams and chose to adopt the name Cromwell instead, in honour of an uncle, Thomas Cromwell, chief minister to Henry VIII.




  As the capricious child abductor ascended the wall, Caesar hesitated slightly with the challenge that was presented to him when the awkward protrusion of the battlements and the diminution of the ivy halted his momentum. This new conundrum was obviously due to the passenger he seemed disinclined to discard since he had not encountered it before with such a burden.




  The house Caesar was climbing was built on the site of a former nunnery, and the rooms spoke of ghosts; some were even rumoured to be peopled with more malignant forces. The very well-connected Sir Henry Cromwell, who was known locally as the Golden Knight considered talk of the supernatural mere melodramatic piffle. In 1564, Queen Elizabeth I had visited Hinchingbrooke and Sir Henry had spared no expense in order to make the visit memorable for everybody concerned. The queen had been on her way to Scotland. The promise of lavish hospitality at Sir Henry Cromwell’s Hinchingbrooke estate was simply too good to pass up. The entire episode was a thorough success. It was one that Sir Henry had hoped to repeat sometime in the future, despite the pecuniary extravagance.




  From his deep slumber in the tepid, early-afternoon September sun, under the shadow of the big house, only seconds earlier, the baby was now wailing hopelessly. His young life, now in the hands of his histrionic animal captor. His father, Robert, quickly positioned himself directly below the mischievous climber, ready to catch the child, should he fall. The suddenness of the impossible act had stunned the company below. The placid, jovial scene had instantaneously become a chaotic one. The usually stoic Elizabeth began a scream on impulse that was both primal and animalistic in its timbre. Her eldest child, Joanie, now seven years old, had been cavorting among the late summer roses with her younger sisters Elizabeth (4) and Catherine (2). She could not fully absorb the terror embodied in her mother’s screams because of the innocence of her age.




  Little Joanie had been playing mother to her younger sisters. She loved to mimic the adults in their grown-up activities. Afternoon tea on the lawn at Hinchingbrooke was the perfect opportunity to pretend that the children’s world was just as important as the adults. Well, of course it was. She was Robert and Elizabeth’s firstborn. She could never understand why people insisted she had her father’s eyes and her mother’s nose. She had her own eyes and her own nose, that much was very certain. She didn’t much like the long walk from their home in Huntingdon High Street to her grandfather’s home, just outside the town. But she loved the wide-open space that she had to play in when she was there. She loved to pretend that she was her new baby brother’s nursemaid. And now, here he was being carried along the roof of the house by Caesar the monkey, who she thought, was just so amusing. It irritated Joanie that the baby was once again the centre of attention, when the adults really should be listening to her and her sisters and smiling at their every playful move. Curious to see what would happen, she moved closer to the house to watch the adults in their fright. This was very unusual. Very unusual indeed.




  Sir Henry’s firstborn son, Oliver, suddenly emerged from the front door, once traversed by the Queen of England. He was astounded at the scene that now confronted him. Above his head, Caesar had successfully prevailed over the architectural hindrance that had impaired his climb. He was now bounding along the top of the flat, lead-capped wall, with the crying child back in his brawny arms. At 39 years-old and cutting a dashing figure, Sir Oliver Cromwell was well used to crisis situations. He was imbued with considerable savoir-faire. Having occupied the position of Sherriff of Huntingdonshire, he had been the captain of musters during the Spanish Armada threat. Queen Elizabeth had dubbed him a knight bachelor, just a year previously. By nature, he was a savvy soldier and a quick thinker. In true military style, he immediately took command of the drastic situation. Rushing towards his father, who was still seated on his chair due to his infirmity, he dragged the lap blanket that was covering his father’s knees. Fixing his glare at the bizarre and horrifying circumstance now unfolding on the roof, he barked at his brother:




  ‘Seize the other two corners, Robert, and pull the blanket taut. Now, let us follow his every move and do not remove your gaze from the animal!’




  The two brothers ran to where Caesar had positioned himself on the wall up above them. It seemed to the observers that Caesar was enjoying the ghastly game. Perched between two battlements, child in his arms, he began to ejaculate screeches as if to taunt the would-be rescuers. Elizabeth turned her head away. She could no longer bear to look. It was coming on two years now since she had lost her first son, Henry. Named after his grandfather, young Henry had been a strong boy, of robust constitution but influenza gripped him when he was just five years old. When he died, Elizabeth thought smiling again was simply an impossibility. The disease, when it came, was ruthless. It started with a slight cough and mild sweating. Within a week it had engulfed the boy and he breathed his last breath in his mother’s arms.




  And now her new son and heir was up on the roof in the arms of a monkey. The joy that the birth of this latest child had brought to their lives was consummate. The aspirations that herself and Robert had conceived for their second boy in their many idle hours since his birth were immeasurable. Like they had done with Henry, the family would depend on this child to carry their branch of the Cromwell name into the future. He would ultimately inherit the modest estate of his father. He would provide for the family when the parents had passed. He would achieve a station in life that was befitting of the illustrious Cromwell family. Even the prospect during the pregnancy, that after three healthy girls, this might in fact be another boy was all-consuming for the parents during the entire gestation period. The elation when a boy was born was unbridled.




  The very idea that the helpless infant could, at any second, simply tumble from the monkey’s arms and fall to the ground was simply unconscionable. Yet, it was reality. At this very moment, right here, right now the uninhibited optimism that she had nurtured over the last five months for the child to fulfil the modest expectations of his parents might easily be brutally taken away. This appalling prospect overcame Elizabeth in that moment. The unrestrained noises of the captor, the captive, and his protectors began to fade from her consciousness. A fit of dizziness engulfed her and she fell to the ground thoroughly insensible.




  Oblivious to the condition of his wife, Robert was trying to calculate the possible trajectory of the tiny body with each startling movement the primate made. If the feckless monkey were to cast the boy in any direction, he was ready to follow as swiftly as he could. He knew he could depend on his burly brother to do the same. More portly than Oliver, at 37 years old Robert had not yet begun to feel the infirmities of his years. He was confident he could cover ground quickly if need be. However gallant his thoughts were, the vastness of the roof and the speed with which Caesar could traverse the built landscape was patently the biggest problem the two now had. And yet, Caesar did not seem inclined to take his burden far from the view of the onlookers. He remained in full sight as if he was revelling in their predicament.




  When the moment came it was as shocking as it was sudden. From his lofty position, now above the rectangular bay window, Caesar made an instant decision to scale the slender chimney tower that rose elegantly above the ornately-carved stone battlements. In that moment he released the child from his grip. The child began to plummet. In one swift movement of resolve, the two brothers quickly adjusted their position. They just managed to catch the falling infant in the blanket. They both seemed to instinctively know to allow for slack should the tiny body inadvertently spring from their makeshift safety net.




  As instantaneously as it had begun, the abduction had ended. Apart from a few minor scrapes, the baby seemed otherwise unharmed. Robert lifted the child into his arms. He turned towards where his wife was last standing only to see her limp body lying on the freshly-cut grass.




  ‘Elizabeth!’ he shouted, running towards her and realising that there was now a new emergency to deal with. ‘What happened to her, Father?’




  ‘The shock seems to have overtaken her, and she has collapsed, Robert. I’ll wager it is merely a giddiness of the head. She will recover,’ replied Sir Henry reassuringly.




  It was Oliver who reached Elizabeth first, and having some experience of military medical emergencies, he raised the upper half of her body from the grass and the movement was enough to trigger a gradual opening of her eyes.




  ‘My child?’ she exclaimed regaining her faculties. ‘What has happened to my child?’




  ‘He is perfectly well,’ said Robert calmly, placing the baby in Elizabeth’s arms. ‘Oliver and I managed to save him from that despicable creature. The Lord saw fit to allow him to live.’




  ‘Oh, thank God in heaven!’ said Elizabeth as she held the baby close, both to stifle his cries and to experience the sensation of his tiny body against hers once again. The danger was now over.




  ‘That monkey will have to go, Father,’ said Oliver to Sir Henry. It was impossible for the father to argue with his son’s decision. Not that Sir Henry had ever fully embraced the idea of a domestic chimpanzee roaming around the house. It was a fashion in estate homes in the locality, but he had really only agreed to providing a home for Caesar to appease the grandchildren. They had derived so much pleasure from the monkey’s antics. Until today, that was.




  Impressed safely into his mother’s bosom, the baby’s loud cry was now reduced to muffled whimpers. Robert assisted Elizabeth to her feet. She managed to sit on one of the chairs that had been brought from the study for the occasion. For ten minutes she caressed the boy, feeling the composition of his frame and the texture of his soft young skin, as if to confirm that he was still fully intact.




  ‘Is the baby dead now?’ asked Joanie nonchalantly as she plonked herself down beside her mother. ‘Is he gone to the Lord?’




  ‘He is very much alive, Joanie! You will have to give him very special kisses now following his trials on the roof this afternoon.’




  As the heart rates of each of the adult family members gradually returned to normal, within thirty minutes Sir Henry’s first footman had returned with Mr Simcott the local physician. He knew the families well. He had been present at the births of all of Elizabeth’s children. Indeed, he had been present at the birth of many of Huntingdon’s citizens. He could have been forgiven for thinking that he had seen it all. It was only five months earlier that he had delivered this particular baby into the world. He remembered the occasion well as it had been at 3 o’clock in the morning when he was called out. He had only just retired an hour or so earlier due to a Simcott family celebration.




  Having listened to details of the awful affair in total shock, and after examining the kidnap victim, the physician concluded that there were no broken limbs, that the child was extremely fortunate to be alive and that it was the mother who now needed some rest. He added that he had never heard of such an incident happening before. He was perfectly happy to admit that the entire episode had sufficiently unnerved him.




  Receiving a glance from his wife, turning towards his father, Robert said, ‘I think, Father, we might take our leave and return to Huntingdon at this juncture, if you will kindly beg our pardon. After such tribulations I feel that the time for idle conversation has well passed.’




  ‘Of course, Robert. As you wish. Perhaps, Oliver, you would be good enough to call the footman to procure the carriage.’




  ‘Oh Mother, do we have to leave so soon?’ squealed Joanie. She sensed the afternoon was about to take a turn for the worse as her Uncle Oliver disappeared towards the stables to call the footman. ‘But Father, baby Elizabeth and Catherine have not eaten all of their honey cake yet,’ she added despondently.




  But her futile questions to each parent in turn hung in the air as the adults began to prepare for their departure from Hinchingbrooke. The absence of an answer usually meant submission to the flowing tide.




  As the carriage rattled and swayed its way down the avenue towards the main gate and the handsome medieval town beyond, little Oliver Cromwell fell fast asleep. He was nestled snugly into the folds of his mother’s cloak and the aroma of motherhood. He had cheated death this afternoon. Both Elizabeth and Robert thanked the Lord for this blessing on the short journey. His downcast eldest sister wasn’t impressed. Of course she would have preferred to be frolicking by the roses still. She would be yet, had Oliver not spoiled the day.




  As always, Joanie needed to direct her parents’ attention to her, so in the compact confines of the carriage she thought she had the perfect stage, so she began:




  To market, to market, to buy a fat hen,
Home again, home again, jiggety-jig.
To market, to market, to buy a fat hog,
Home again, home again, jiggety-jog.
To market, to market to buy a plum cake,
Home again, home again, market is late.





  There were other verses that Joanie knew well. But her parents clearly weren’t engaging with her entertaining rhyme, so she turned her face away. Instead she began to count the horse’s steps and sing the rhyme to the clippity cloppity rhythm now in her head. As it happens, neither Elizabeth nor Robert even noticed that she was singing. They were preoccupied with baby Oliver. Nor did they even notice that all afternoon Joanie had been coughing or that now her petite seven-year-old body was glistening all over with sweat.









  
Chapter Two





  The principal face of Hinchingbrooke house looked to all intents and purposes like it had been fired on by an eleven-foot barreled demi-culverin with several 30-pound shot for numerous hours. That is, to judge by the amount of rubble and smashed dressed-stones that now littered the entire house forecourt. The dining room at ground level and the bed chamber on the first floor were completely exposed to the elements. Stone masons with calloused hands unfurled blueprints and discussed window jambs, carved mullions and leaded glass amid the dust of the dismantled wall section of the house; the very part of the wall that Caesar the chimpanzee had once climbed so effortlessly four years earlier. Now demolished. Not, however, by accident. Very much by design.




  Just two days previously the Golden Knight had conceived of a rather precarious notion. A notion that was now highly time-sensitive and to most people nigh on impossible to accomplish. When they learned of it, the majority in the town were of the opinion that it simply could not be done. His house staff and the gardeners were of the same mind. All this upheaval for naught? Cynicism prevailed wherever the subject was raised.




  Queen Elizabeth I had died childless on 24 March, 1603. It was now the beginning of July. With the surreptitious assistance of Sir Henry’s cronies within the royal court, he had just learned that the date of the coronation had been set. King James VI of Scotland would soon be on his way from Edinburgh to London to be crowned King James I of England, Ireland and Scotland on the twenty-fifth of the month. The royal train would be passing the gates of the old house en route. The temptation to inveigle the king and his entourage to stay overnight was impossible for Sir Henry to resist.




  The first royal visit had been such a spectacular success for the family. That was almost forty years ago now. The house looked tired. It needed rejuvenation. But there was an immense obstacle – there were just three weeks to go before the king was due to travel. The serious concerns that were being voiced almost universally to make Hinchingbrooke appear and feel palatial, in just three weeks, seemed very well founded. Because right now, the manor house looked like a besieged fortification that was ripe for storming by armed forces on a chaotic war-torn battleground.




  The first four years of Oliver Cromwell’s life had passed uneventfully. Despite reaching his sixty-sixth year, and being severely constrained by various age-related ailments, his grandfather, Sir Henry’s mental health had not deteriorated. His intellectual faculties were as strident as ever. But deep down he knew that he was no longer fully capable of organising the momentous event himself. He had certainly not lost his ability for foolish impetuosity. But there were limits. Limits he needed to acknowledge. Back when Queen Elizabeth had visited, he was thirty-nine years younger.




  To be done to his satisfaction, Sir Henry was well aware that royal visits made quite a dent in the Cromwell family coffers. But this time he really wanted to impress his august guests. He knew that the benefits would bristle through the coming years. He knew the family would reap the societal rewards. The respect that hosting a royal visit can command in aristocratic circles was, in his opinion, simply unparalleled. His plans to impress were commendable; he would construct a semi-circular bow window. This would be more appropriate to the character of a house that would accommodate royalty once more. The principal rooms would also be refurbished. The king would sleep in the chamber overlooking the lawns with the new window framing a fresh vista of his modest estate without. However, the challenge of the short timeframe had the potential to thwart his plans. But it was much too late now to go back on his decision once it was made. He simply needed to focus on a solution to ensure it would be completed in time.




  Toying with his clay pipe, he sat in his withdrawing room. The dining room furniture had been temporarily installed there due to the building work. For the size of the house, the room was compact. The dark oak panelling on each wall incorporated classical Italian elements; two large pilasters gave the appearance of supporting columns on either side of the fireplace under which two caryatids were placed to support the generous oak mantle above. Three smoothly-carved arches sprung from the mantle high up over the fireplace and emphasised the European influence on the woodcraft. The geometric framework of square-shaped panels at accurate intervals around the entire room completed the wooden ornamentation. To the right of the luxuriant fireplace a hanging tapestry depicting Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden added a bright visage to an otherwise austere ambiance. Gazing out towards the front lawns, Sir Henry was swimming deeply in a sea of thoughts about the work that was to be carried out in the coming weeks. What if he were to fail? What then? He got quite a start when his son Oliver entered the room with a suave, wide swing of the oak panelled door; his usual flamboyant entrance.




  ‘What has been the delay in your coming? It is past three hours now since I sent my note. You must realise that our time is limited!’




  ‘I apologise, Father, I had some matters to attend to.’




  ‘Harrumph. There are no matters more considerable than this one. The mason and his men say they will need to work day and night. The carpenter has asked for more money. I have ordered more beeswax candles to facilitate the work. Brayfield, the chandler, will bring them this afternoon. We cannot afford to waste even one hour.’




  ‘Beeswax? Would tallow candles not suffice? Have you considered what the total outlay of the undertaking will be as of yet?’




  ‘Hmm,’ said his father formulating his thoughts. ‘Sit, Oliver.’




  Oliver strode dutifully across the heavy elm floorboards, placed his felt capotain on the convex of one of twelve damask-covered walnut chairs around the table, and sat as instructed. He knew by his demeanour that Sir Henry was about to answer this basic question more effusively than the asker had intended.




  ‘How old were you, Oliver, when our glorious Queen came to stay? Three summers? Four?’




  ‘I have no memory of the occasion, Father. I was but an infant of two years. Yet, I am aware that the occurrence has acquired a celebrated status in the entire Huntingdonshire area.’




  ‘This could be another momentous time for we Cromwells, Oliver. How many families in England can lay claim to hosting a royal guest, much less two royal guests? It would be very few, let me say it. There are many happy prospects to be foreseen when one has played host to a reigning monarch. This family’s reputation has been enhanced through the years since Good Queen Bess slept in the chamber that would become your very own bed chamber. How covetous do you think the Montagus have been of our legacy? How do you think we have gained so much ground in the theatre of governments and policymaking? This opens doors my son. It opens them wide. To the royal court. To the seats of power. To the makers of policy themselves. The Lord has seen fit to present us with another opportunity for preeminence. And we must seize this chance. The investment we make now will be paid back tenfold as the years pass. And it will be you who will harvest the dividends.’




  ‘Then may all the candles be of beeswax. Let the Montagus tolerate the tallow!’




  The two men laughed heartily at this, but mostly because of the relief they felt that they were each of the same mind. In that instant Oliver knew that his father’s audacious concept was the right thing to do. This wasn’t about a three-week disruption to normality. It was about decades of attainment. And it would emphasise yet again, that the Montagus were the subordinate titled family in the area. They would remain that way for some time to come, should his father’s design come to fruition. There had always been tension between the Cromwells and the Montagus because of an ancient land dispute and the scars had never healed. He began to be amused by the idea of informing Baron Montagu of nearby Kimbolton that a monarch would be accommodated at Hinchingbrooke for a second time. Envy, he reflected, was one of the seven deadly sins.




  ‘Well then,’ replied his father, ‘You must know that I have to step back, and you have to step forward? This will be your legacy, Oliver, not mine. I am old. You and your children are the ones who will reap the rewards of this occasion. You must take control of this undertaking and ensure that it happens.’




  ‘Yes, I am inclined to agree with you, Father,’ said Oliver who had clearly foreseen this conversation. He was glad it was Sir Henry who had raised the subject and not he. ‘Let me be about this business. But if it pleases the good Lord above, you will be with us yet for many years to come.’




  ‘That would indeed be a blessing! And three weeks hence, on the happy day, you can look directly into the eyes of Edward Montagu as we feast with royalty and you will see what form resentment really takes. Of course Baron and Baroness Montagu must be among the company. All the nobility in the county shall be invited!’ replied Sir Henry.




  The following three weeks were fraught with a vast multitude of challenges as the building of the bow window and the refurbishment of the primary rooms at Hinchingbrooke were carried out as expeditiously as humanly possible. Despite his administrative acumen there were many moments when Sir Oliver feared that he would let his father down. Extra financial demands were made by some of the rogue tradesmen as they preyed on the time limitation anxieties of their employer. But during those moments, Sir Oliver was always there to provide a solution to whatever the obstacle. The project proceeded unabated throughout every single day. Thanks to the beeswax candles, throughout every single night. Hindrances were overcome with the solicitation of more money. It took over fifty men almost twenty uncompromising days to do it. By 22 July, just one day before the king was due at its front gates the now perfectly resplendent Hinchingbrooke House was ready for its regal guests.




  It was just before noon on 23 July when the royal retinue reached the manor house in the warm midday light. Sir Oliver had chosen to greet his auspicious guests at the main entrance. Sir Henry was seated to the right of the main portico, next to the new bow window. The cortege consisted of over a hundred personnel. Courtiers, their servants and royal guards fussed about as the royal carriage, drawn by four white mares made its way along the main avenue towards the house. Queen Anne’s ladies-in-waiting were ushered around the back to enter the house furtively. The principal carriage halted on the forecourt.




  Sir Henry had the presence of mind to absorb the scene. It was one that he never thought would happen again in his lifetime. Soon they would be feasting, making merry. They would be indulging in stimulating conversation with the man who will be crowned king of England in two days from now. As well as the expense of the bow window and the other rooms, he had procured lavish gifts to present to the royal couple. Horses, hounds and a large golden chalice that was inscribed to mark the occasion. He was convinced that the outlay would be outmatched by the dividend.




  Sir Oliver stood to attention on the doorsteps with his immediate family around him. He hoped that the expenditure would be worth it. He patiently waited for the king and queen to alight from the royal carriage.




  Robert and Elizabeth Cromwell and their four children stood to the other side of Sir Oliver. It was four years now since little Joanie had died. Influenza was a ruthless child killer. Doctor Simcott had done his best for her. But the Lord must have wanted Joanie more than Elizabeth did. That was something that Elizabeth could still not comprehend. On the day of her death, a feeble and frail little Joanie had kept asking when she was going to the Lord. And what would she ever say to him? She had hoped that there would be other children to play with in heaven. But she would certainly miss her mother and sisters quite a bit. Through her intolerable pain, Elizabeth had tried to assure her beautiful, ebullient daughter that herself and her brother Henry would have a wonderful time with the Lord and his angels; that Henry would be glad of her company and that the Lord would love her just as much as her parents had done. She had also reminded Joanie that herself and her father would be looking forward to joining them as soon as they had completed the Lord’s work here on earth. What Elizabeth hadn’t been prepared for on that fateful day, however, was the way Joanie’s final words in this world completely ripped her heart asunder. Leaning over her delicate little frame and clasping both of her hands as tightly as her infirmity would allow, she watched as little Joanie had smiled at her mother, and then slowly began her last rehearsal to make the Lord smile:




  To market, to market, to buy a fat hen,
Home again, home again, jiggety-jig.
To market, to market, to buy a fat hog,
Home again, home again, j i g e t y – j o g.





  She had then gone limp and closed her eyes. Despite the futile screeches of her devastated mother, she had departed her short life on this earth, and, Elizabeth hoped, entered into the Kingdom of Heaven.




  It had been just two years later in 1601 that Elizabeth had given birth to Margaret. Baby Anna was born in 1602. Today the Cromwell children were all dressed in their Sunday finery. They were under strict instructions to behave as the royal couple stepped down from the royal carriage and approached Sir Oliver. The company were now bowing to meet his gracious majesty the king and her gracious majesty, the Queen.




  While all of the adults in the assembly were focusing on their airs and graces nobody noticed the three-year-old boy pull away from the hand-grip of one of the female servants. He proceeded to walk impishly towards Elizabeth and Robert’s children. The strange boy’s black hair was neatly tied up and he had a crisp white ruff around his neck. He wore a white slashed doublet with lavish gold braiding on the front that was pointed at the waist, white silk trousers with gold motifs on each outside leg, with points at the knee and a tiny pair of folded-down suede leather boots.




  The four-year-old Oliver Cromwell, whose attire was much more dull, wore a black sugarloaf hat, a dark brown jacket with no adornments but with plain white linen sleeves On his feet he wore wide-topped brown leather boots that were scuffed at the toes.




  Little Oliver had never seen such a child as this. Where did he come from? What was he doing here? Would this odd-looking new boy be able to play games like his sisters would sometimes play with him? As he was thinking about these things, the precocious boy dressed in gold and white came over closer to him. The child then said the word ‘dirty’ and slapped Oliver on the side of the face, leaving his cheek stinging sharply. In response, Oliver punched the boy directly on his nose with a clenched fist. The child fell back with the force of the blow. A stream of blood ran down the child’s silk doublet.




  It was the first time that Oliver Cromwell had caused Charles Stuart’s blood to spill. The second time would shock the entire world.









  
Chapter Three





  The day that Oliver Cromwell almost died for the second time in his young life, began like any other school day. He was by this time eleven years old. The afternoon lesson was in full swing. The school master was a fiery man with eyes, gestures, words and a religious zeal that could stir the souls of his pupils into a burning fever. ‘And then, imagine this, children; the ill-fated Cathars, men, women, children, boys and girls just like you, and poor little defenceless babies were all cut down by the Church’s crusaders. Massacred in cold blood. The cold steel blades of the cruel attackers’ swords cutting through the soft, warm flesh of the mere innocents. There was no mercy shown by the Pope’s followers. No mercy whatever.’




  The tiny Huntingdon Grammar School stood facing on to the town’s market square and directly across the street from the All Saints Church. The one-roomed building was all that was left of a former medieval hospital that once occupied the site. Its convalescent past as a much larger edifice meant a number of arches and architectural embellishments high up on its walls seemed grossly disproportionate to its now reduced size.




  Educator Thomas Beard stood in the centre of the classroom with his fifteen pupils a captive audience. In the slanted, dusty sunbeams with shafts of afternoon light pouring into the rustic old room, they were transfixed on his every word. His voice rose to a crescendo and fell to a hushed whisper as he paused for a few seconds to let the final message sink in. ‘The entire village was laid to waste. The streets flowed red with blood. Those they did not slay by the sword they burned alive in the marketplace. And all because the Cathars would not conform to the Roman Church!’




  The children knew by the way the school master had constructed the tale that a ghastly finale was inevitable. It was yet another account of fire, brimstone and atrocity committed by the Church of Rome from the repertoire of the Huntingdon clergyman. And all in the name of God! These juvenile lives were malleable yet. He would purge them of any present and future complacent ways. This was the time to do just that. This was their impressionable years. Their years ahead would be dictated by the Old and New testament. They would not need a pope, or a bishop, or a priest in their lives. They just needed to be ‘pure’ and have a close relationship with God. It was his vocation to set them out on this path to righteousness. Clearly Puritans were God’s chosen people.




  Beard stood aloft and engaged his audience. ‘Now, is it not the verdict of history that popes were murderous tyrants? Is that much not certain? We cannot argue with the facts that antiquity has bequeathed to us. But what of bishops? What can be said of bishops of the Roman faith? Surely, they were beyond reproach as servants of God?’




  Oliver sat at a double desk with his friend Valentine Walton. The Waltons lived on the outskirts of the town. Even though Valentine was five years older than Oliver, the latter looked up to the former with boyhood admiration. They had gravitated towards each other and discovered that they had so much in common. Every so often Oliver would find himself in a dark mood. It was a regular occurrence. There wasn’t always a reason for it that he could put his finger on. But Valentine never seemed to mind it. So they bonded very well. Despite the clear message contained in the eighth commandment, outside the classroom, the two friends were gaining quite a reputation locally as the orchard thieves. Boys will be boys. There wasn’t an orchard around that hadn’t been raided by the duo. They enjoyed the adrenaline rush. The apples were just the means to the end.




  The pupils were familiar with Dr Beard’s descriptive portrayals of the transgressions of the Roman faith throughout history. Oliver was even more familiar with Beard. The school master cleric had become a close friend of the Cromwell family over the years. Today Oliver knew that he was about to describe what he considered were more abhorrent offences of the Roman bishops: simony, nepotism and absenteeism. Oliver also knew that Beard would use evocative detail to elicit the revulsion of his pupils. Beard had done this often before. Even at his young age, Oliver was familiar with Beard’s book The Theatre of God’s Judgements, in which Beard contended that sinners and persecutors will be punished in this world as well as the next.




  When Beard had finished talking, the imaginations of his listeners were filled with images of the cruel Roman clerics effecting a policy of destruction and wanton murder all over the world. He had taught them that the Pope was the ultimate despot. The Pope was not in fact pro-Christ but was the anti-Christ. They simply couldn’t understand why anybody would want to follow the doctrines of such a tyrant. The words ‘popery’ and ‘Catholic’ would conjure up all sorts of images of evil; images that Thomas Beard had expertly crafted and then delivered to their fertile imaginations. According to Beard, they were to be very thankful that Henry VIII had cut England’s ties with Rome. And that Catholicism was no longer tolerated by right-minded people in the country any more. They were also to be wary of those who would support such a despotic regime should they encounter any in the outside world.




  When the lesson had ended, as he did every day, Oliver fetched his sisters’ capes. Elizabeth, now 15, Catherine, now 13 and nine-year-old Margaret were much better students than Oliver was. But he was a dutiful brother. Bidding their goodbyes to Dr Beard, they stepped out of the school and on to a bustling Huntingdon High Street. The daily sensation of freedom with this simple act would never diminish over the entirety of their formative years. The market was in full swing. It was populated by preoccupied adults who experienced freedom all day long, every single day. Now out of sight of the school master the horseplay could begin. Oliver pulled the hat from Valentine’s head and pretended to fling it into the street.




  ‘What will we do if we meet the Pope on the way home?’ asked Margaret as they began to walk. ‘Will you be able to get Father’s sword, Oliver, and chop his head off before he gets us?’




  ‘Oh, don’t be concerned, Margaret, the Pope doesn’t live in Huntingdon,’ replied Oliver as he passed the hat back to Valentine.




  ‘Maybe he does, Oliver,’ interjected Valentine toying with the girls. ‘Perhaps he’s positioned at his potato stall over there, in the market, dressed in disguise.’




  ‘Now, don’t pay any attention to young Mr Walton’s fantasies, Margaret. I think we would know it, if the Pope lived in Huntingdon disguised as a market hawker,’ said Oliver.




  ‘But he didn’t live in France either, Oliver,’ chimed in Catherine. ‘And look what happened to the children in Beziers!’




  ‘It is most unlikely that we will ever meet the Pope in Huntingdon,’ repeated Oliver trying to reassure them. ‘But wait, is that a Roman bishop I see chasing along the street behind us?’




  The girls screamed with delight and broke into a run. The four darted along the cobbled street laughing loudly. Oliver pretended that the bishop was following. Valentine chased Margaret to the other side of the street passing two men who were out for a stroll. He shouted, ‘Run, Margaret. There’s two more! There are bishops everywhere!’




  ‘They’re gaining! Quicker! We must be quicker now,’ shouted Oliver at the giddy girls as they reached the front door of their High Street home. The Cromwell residence was literally just a stone’s throw from the Huntingdon Grammar School further along the street. It was six years now since Oliver’s grandfather Sir Henry Cromwell of Hinchingbrooke had died. The manor house and the abundant parkland domain had passed to Sir Oliver. Oliver’s father Robert’s dwelling was a modest, half-timbered, two-storeyed house with a small farmholding at the rear. This was the land that Robert cultivated to provide for his family. A small brew-house was located by the edge of a brook called the Hinchin that cut through the land. The brook loaned its name to Sir Oliver’s recent property inheritance. One of a handful in Huntingdon, the brew-house produced beer that was sold to the local populace to supplement the family’s income.




  Robert had once stood in the local elections and became a Member of Parliament for Huntingdon. But politics did not suit his calm disposition. He served one term only. Robert preferred the tranquil fields of Huntingdon to the noisy halls of Westminster. He loved to stroll among the gorse hills of an evening where foxes gave chase and grouse and pheasants rustled in the hedgerows. To him, the plough was king, and he was happiest while working amongst the hay. Some years, if he applied himself to the work steadfastly, he could yield an annual income of three hundred pounds. This meant that the wolf was not a frequent visitor to the Cromwells’ door. He constantly hoped that his only son, Oliver, would take an interest in the farm, but that had not happened thus far. It was wild oats that his son seemed sure to sow in the coming years. Oliver’s interest in his school books was cursory. His interest in recreation was not. But surely that was bound to change.




  ‘Good day to you, Father,’ said Oliver as the party of five encountered Robert in front of the house toiling over his scythe with a well-worn whetstone. From his bowed position, Robert raised his knee from where he had the tool pinned down. He looked up at the welcome troupe and smiled. Before he could say anything, Margaret burst out, ‘Oh Father, Father, one of the Pope’s cruel bishops has followed us home. And the Pope himself is selling potatoes in the market square! You must come now with your scythe and chop both of their heads off, or I will never be able to sleep again!’




  ‘I think I understand,’ said her father, smiling at Margaret and moving his focus towards the two boys. ‘Well, gentlemen. What mischief is this? I suspect one, or both of you is responsible for the prank at play here?’




  ‘Yes, it was our trick, Father. Dr Beard’s last lesson of the day was about the evils of popery. Valentine and I played a hoax on the girls to take advantage of their fright. It was really very humorous.’




  The elegant farmer leaned down towards three girls. Their clear eyes were wide, and their breath was still short from the exertion. ‘You must never worry, girls. Your mother and I are always here to protect you. No ill shall ever befall you as long as we have breath left in our bodies.’ The girls seemed reassured with their kind father’s words. He was the destroyer of their fears. Their leveller of mountains.




  ‘Now, Oliver. Please run to the market and establish the cost of the Pope’s potatoes. I am very curious to learn it!’ joked Robert.




  ‘With your permission,’ said Oliver when the laughter had died down and the girls had disappeared into the house, ‘Valentine and I have planned to seek swans’ eggs by the river this afternoon. I expect I will return before we dine. May I go, Father?’
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