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About the Book

‘Great Britain? What was that?’ asks Simon Schama at the start of this, the
second book of his epic three-volume journey into Britain’s past. This volume,
The British Wars, is a compelling chronicle of the changes that transformed
every strand and stratum of British life, faith and thought from 1603 to 1776.
Travelling up and down the country and across three continents, Schama
explores the forces that tore Britain apart during two centuries of dynamic
change — transforming outlooks, allegiances and boundaries.

From the beginning of the British wars in July 1637, for 200 years battles raged
on — both at home and abroad, on sea and on land, up and down the length of
burgeoning Britain, across Europe, America and India. Most would be wars of
faith — waged on wide-ranging grounds of political or religious conviction. But
as wars of religious passions gave way to campaigns for profit, the British
people did come together in the imperial enterprise of ‘Britannia Incorporated’.

The story of that great alteration is a story of revolution and reaction, inspiration
and disenchantment, of progress and catastrophe, and Schama’s evocative
narrative brings it vividly to life.



About the Author Simon Schama is University Professor of Art History and
History at Columbia University and the prize-winning author of fourteen books,
which have been translated into twenty languages. They include The
Embarrassment of Riches: An Interpretation of Dutch Culture in the Golden
Age; Citizens: A Chronicle of the French Revolution; Landscape and Memory;
Rembrandt’s Eyes; Rough Crossings, which won the National Book Critics
Circle Award; and most recently, The American Future: A History. He has
written widely on music, art, politics and food for the Guardian, Vogue and the
New Yorker. His award-winning television work as writer and presenter for the
BBC stretches over two decades and includes the fifteen-part A History of
Britain series; the Emmy-winning Power of Art and The American Future: A
History which appeared on BBC2 in autumn 2008.
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Narrative is linear. Action is solid. Alas for our chains and chainlets of ‘causes’ and ‘effects’ which
we so assiduously track through the countless handbreadths of years and square miles when the
whole is a broad, deep immensity and each atom is ‘chained’ and complected with all . . .

THOMAS CARLYLE, ‘HiStOl‘y’ from
Fraser’s Magazine

Vico’s fantasia is indispensable to his conception of historical knowledge; it is unlike the knowledge
that Julius Caesar is dead or that Rome was not built in a day or that thirteen is a prime number, or
that the week has seven days; nor yet is it like knowledge of how to ride a bicycle or engage in
statistical research or win a battle. It is more like knowing what it is to be poor, to belong to a
nation, to be a revolutionary, to fall in love, to be seized by nameless terror, to be delighted by a
work of art . . .

saan BerLiy, Giambattista Vico
and Cultural History

Man is the only animal that laughs and weeps; for he is the only animal that is struck with the
difference between what things are and what they ought to be.

wiLLiam HazLITT, Lectures on the
English Comic Writers



PREFACE

IF IT°’S A truism that being British has never been a matter of straightforward
allegiance, never was this more glaringly obvious than during the two centuries
narrated by this book. Was this country an archipelago or an empire, a republic
or a monarchy? ‘Great Britain’ began as a grandiose fantasy in the head of James
VI of Scotland and I of England, and ended as a startling imperial reality on the
bloodied ramparts of Seringapatam. The confident chroniclers of the mind-
boggling transformation, from sub-insular realms to global empire, liked to
imagine that this history was somehow pre-ordained, unfolding naturally from
the imperatives of geography and from a shared sense of the inevitability of a
parliamentary monarchy. But never was a nation’s destiny less predictable, or
less determined by the markers of topography, which said nothing about whether
its bounds should be on the Tweed or the coast of Sligo, the Appalachians or the
Bay of Bengal, nor whether those who decided such things should be thought of
as the servants of the Crown or the representatives of the people.

It was these battles for allegiance — the British Wars, between and within the
nations of our archipelago, and then beyond in the wider world, between
different and fiercely argued ideas about our historical and political inheritance —
that made us what we became. The creation of our identity was a baptism of
blood.

But the slaughters were not always mindless. Crucially, for our future, they
were often, even excessively, mindful. The Victorian historians, especially
Macaulay, who believed the good fortune of British birth to be a reward won by
the sacrifices of ancestors, are habitually berated in much modern scholarship for
their detestably insular smugness, their fatuous error of reading history
‘backwards’ and their habit of projecting on periods — entirely innocent of
parliamentary civics — their own nineteenth-century preoccupations. Read those
books, it’s said, and you are in a world drained of historical free will, of the
uncertainty of outcomes, a past ordered to march in lock-step to the drumbeat of
the Protestant, parliamentary future. But a dip, or better yet, a prolonged
immersion in the great narratives of the last century — Gardiner, Carlyle, and, to
be sure, Macaulay — suggest, to this lay reader anyway, anything but
imprisonment in a universe of self-fulfilling prophecies. At their most powerful,
those wonderfully complicated texts deliver the reader into a world shaking with
terror, chaos and cruelty.



But it is true, certainly, that many of the grand narratives assumed that the
long story they told was one of a battle of beliefs, rather than a mere imbroglio
of interests, and that the eventual, admittedly partial, success of the party of
liberty represented a genuine turning point in the political history of the world. If
to tell the story again, and yet insist that that much is true, is to reveal oneself as
that most hopeless anachronism, a born-again Whig, so be it.

New York, 2001



CHAPTER 1

REINVENTING BRITAIN

‘GREAT BRITAIN? WHAT was that? John Speed, tailor turned map-maker and
historian, must have had some idea, for in 1611 he published an atlas of sixty-
seven maps of the English counties, Wales, Scotland and Ireland, loftily entitled
The Theatre of the Empire of Great Britaine. An energetic opportunist, Speed
was taking advantage of King James’s widely advertised desire to be known, not
as the Sixth of Scotland and First of England, but as monarch of Britain. The
fancy of a British history had been given fresh authority by William Camden’s
great compilation of geography, the antiquarian chronicle, Britannia, already in
its sixth edition by 1607. On its frontispiece sat the helmeted personification of
the island nation, flanked by Neptune and Ceres, together with an emblem of
British antiquity — Stonehenge — thought to have been built by the Romano-
British hero Aurelius.

But Camden’s erudite work was originally in Latin, a volume for the shelves
of a gentleman’s library. Speed was after the public, sensing the excitement of
even armchair travel, the need of the country to fix its place in the world, to
contemplate, simultaneously, its past and its present. So the atlas, produced by
John Sudbury and George Humble’s print shop in Pope’s Head Alley, London,
was not just a compilation of topographic information but a busy, animated
production, full of comings and goings. Sites of historic interest, like the
battlefields of the Wars of the Roses, were indicated by miniature sketches of
horsemen and pikemen doing their worst; the colleges of Oxford and Cambridge
by gowned scholars and coats of arms; royal palaces like Nonesuch and Windsor
by elaborate pictorial illustration. On the map of Kent, ships, loaded with cargo,
sailed up the Medway before Rochester Castle. Fifty towns were mapped for the
first time, given their own insets, streets, markets and churches laid out for the
prospective traveller or the proud resident. In this enterprising determination to
be the first to provide a popular atlas for the new reign and the new century, the
ex-tailor had no scruples about taking his shears to his predecessors. At least five
of his maps of the English counties were pilfered more or less directly from the
great Elizabethan cartographer Christopher Saxton (who had provided Burghley
with his own pocket atlas) and another five from the English map-maker John



Norden. For the single map of Scotland, which made good Speed’s pretension of
a British atlas, he relied on an earlier version by the Flemish cartographer and
map-maker Gerardus Mercator, as well as on arcane information (Loch Ness
never froze, horsemen speared salmon in the rivers) and on shameless flattery
(the people being ‘of good features, strong of body and courageous mien and in
wars so virtuous that scarce any service of note hath been performed but they
were the first and last in the field’). His eastern Ireland was so accurate that he
may have gone there in person, but the west was obviously an exotic mystery,
peopled by the medieval chronicler Gerard of Wales’s fantasy that off the coast
‘lay islands, some full of angels, some full of devils’.

A roughly stitched thing of many odd cloths and fragments though it was,
Speed’s map of Great Britain was not entirely a fake. The comments he inscribes
on the reverse of the maps may sometimes have been recycled platitudes about
the cleanness or foulness of the air. But just as often they spoke of a real journey,
of a man who had taken his theodolite to the shires. There were days when he
must have trotted out from some damply shadowed valley and found himself
surveying the panorama of England. The landscape before him would not have
been so very different from our own: crookedly framed fields (with far fewer
individual strips than a century before), copses of standing trees, a distant flock
of sheep, a wisp of wood smoke. At one such place — the vale of the Red Horse
in southeast Warwickshire — the prosaic Speed felt moved to reach for the
hyperbole of the pastoral poets. The county was sharply divided by the river
Avon. To the north was the semi-industrialized Forest of Arden, a country
populated not by love-lorn Rosalinds and Celias but by impoverished charcoal-
burners, woodland-gleaners, poachers and forge-workers on the verge of riot.
But to the south was Feldon: ‘champaign’, rolling arable country, where the
valley flats were planted with wheat and the gentle hills grazed by sheep. It was
there, at just the point where the Cotswolds descend sharply, that Speed relates
his rustic epiphany: ‘The husbandman smileth in beholding his pains and the
meadowing pastures with the green mantles so embroidered with flowers that
from Edgehill we might behold another Eden.’

John Speed died in 1629, leaving behind his History of Great Britaine, his
pretty maps, eighteen children and (presumably) exhausted wife, Susanna.
Thirteen years later, on 23 October 1642, Charles I arrived at the same
Warwickshire ridge from which the map-maker had been given a glimpse of
bucolic paradise, took out his prospective glass and peered down at the
Roundhead troops below. By nightfall there were sixty bodies piled up where the
king had stood on the top of Edgehill, and Charles was kept from his sleep by
the vocal agonies of the thousands of wounded, groaning in the razor-sharp cold.



Next morning, across Speed’s flower-embroidered meadow lay the corpses of
3000 men, their allegiances indistinguishable in their nakedness, bodies stripped
for loot, fingers broken to extract rings. Eden had become Golgotha.

By the time that the first round of the British wars was over — in 1660 — at
least a quarter of a million had perished in England, Wales and Scotland. They
had been lost to disease and starvation as well as to battle and siege. Men had
died of infected wounds more commonly than they had endured clean-cut deaths
in combat. The scythe of mortality, always busy, never fussy, had swept up all
kinds and conditions: officers and rank and file; troopers and musketeers; sutlers
and camp whores; apprentices with helmets on their heads for the first time;
hardened mercenaries who had grown rusty along with their cuirasses; soldiers
who could not get enough to fill their stomachs or boots to put on their feet and
peasants who had nothing left to give them; drummer boys and buglers; captains
and cooks. Even if the father of modern demography, Sir William Petty (Charles
II’s surveyor-general in Ireland), grossly over-counted another 600,000 dead in
Ireland and his total is divided by three, the toll of life, expressed as a proportion
of the 5 million population of the British archipelago, is still greater than our
losses in the First World War (1914-18).

In any case, the raw body count fails to measure the enormity of the disaster
that reached into every corner of the British isles from Cornwall to County
Connacht, from York to the Hebrides. It tore apart the communities of the parish
and the county, which through all the turmoil of the Reformation had managed
to keep a consensus about who governed and how they went about their duties.
Men who had judged together now judged each other. Men and women who had
taken for granted the patriotic loyalty of even those with whom they disagreed in
matters of Church and parliament now called each other traitor. Ultimately, what
had been unthinkable was thought and acted on. Men and women, for whom the
presence of a king was a condition for the well-being of the commonwealth,
were asked to accept that the well-being of the commonwealth required that he
be killed.

The wars divided nations, churches, families, father from son, brother from
brother. Sir Bevil Grenville died at the battle of Lansdown knowing that his
brother Richard was a parliamentary commander (who switched sides not long
after). Private Hillsdeane, dying at the siege of Wardour Castle in Wiltshire, let it
be known that it had been his own brother who had shot him, though he forgave
him for ‘only doing his duty’. During the most brutal year of the Scottish civil
wars, 1645, Florence Campbell learned that her brother Duncan had been killed
by the victorious leader of the MacDonalds after the battle of Inverlochy. While
her brother had been a loser, her husband and son, royalist MacLeans, fought



with the winners. But in her wrathful grief Florence was all Campbell. “Were I at
Inverlochy,” she wrote, ‘with a two-edged sword in my hand and I would tear
asunder the MacLeans and the MacDonalds and I would bring the Campbells
back alive.’

The house of Britain was not just divided, it was demolished. The grandiose
buildings that proclaimed the wealth and authority of the governing classes and
that awed the common people to defer to their senatorial power were, in many
cases, turned into blackened ruins by the relentless sieges that became the
dominant form of assault. Many of those houses were converted into fortified
strongholds and garrisons and, like Basing House in Hampshire and Corfe Castle
on the Isle of Purbeck, held out to the bitter end. The defenders died, sword in
hand, framed in burning doorways and windows, going down in hand-to-hand
combat, or starved into surrender like the beleaguered defenders of Wardour
Castle who had been subsisting on eight ounces of cereal each and their small
share of half a horse. If anything much was left when the sieges were done, the
houses were ‘slighted’ — one of the great euphemisms of the war — to make sure
they would never again be a threat.

Epidemics of smallpox and typhus raged opportunistically through
populations weakened by shortages of food. Perhaps the most successful army of
all was the army of rats, which brought another great wave of plague to add to
the bellyful of suffering. For a few years the worst affected regions of the four
nations came perilously close to a total breakdown of custom, compassion and
law. Towns like Bolton, subjected to a massacre in 1644, lost half their
population. At Preston in 1643 ‘nothing was heard but “Kill dead, kill dead”,
horsemen pursuing the poor amazed people, killing and spoiling, nothing
regarding the dolesful cries of women and children’. After Aberdeen fell to the
army of the Marquis of Montrose and Alasdair MacColla, the better-off citizens
were made to strip naked before being hacked to death so that the blood would
not stain the valuable booty of their clothes. For some victims the trauma would
never go away. The septuagenarian Lady Jordan, according to John Aubrey,
‘being at Cirencester when it was besieged was so terrified with the shooting that
her understanding was spoyled, that she became a tiny child that they made
Babies for her to play withall’.

Why had the nations of Britain inflicted this ordeal on themselves? For what
exactly had the hundreds of thousands perished? As often as this question has
been asked, it can never be asked enough. As often as historians have failed to
provide an answer, we can never give up trying to find one. We owe it to the
casualties to ask if their misery had meaning. Or were the British wars just a
meaningless cruelty? Did the Irish, Scots, English and Welsh of the seventeenth



century suffer, as Victorian historians believed, so that their descendants might
live in a parliamentary political nation, uniquely stable, free and just? Was their
cause one of principle, an unavoidable collision between ultimately
irreconcilable visions of Church and state? Or were the protagonists, high and
low, the fools of history, jerked around by forces they only half-comprehended
and whose outcomes they were blind to predict? Was the whole bloody mess an
absurd misunderstanding that, by rights, ought never to have happened at all?
Victorian certainty about a providential purpose running through our histories
has, it is safe to say, long been out of fashion, at least in the academic world.
Reacting against the sententious, self-righteous view of the Victorians, some
modern historical scholarship has argued that the bleaker, more complicated
view happens to be the truth: that the British wars were eminently unpredictable,
improbable and avoidable. Until the very last moment, late 1641 or 1642, the
political class of England was united in a harmonious consensus that the country
should be governed by a divinely appointed monarch assisted by a responsible
parliament. If there were disputes they were containable. If there were matters
that separated people they were as nothing compared to the interests and bedrock
beliefs that bound them together. The king was no absolutist, the parliament no
champion of liberty. They were all much of a muchness, and that muchness was
Englishness: the sound, middling way. The Victorians, like the historian S. R.
Gardiner, who blew up every petty squabble between the Stuarts and their
parliaments into some great drama of political principle, were deluded by their
two-party way of thought, their over-concentration on the sound and the fury of
parliamentary debates and their need for a foundation epic. Thus, the argument
goes, they read history backwards, so parliament, the beating heart of the
nineteenth-century empire, would be thought always to have been the instrument
of progress and the hallmark of the British ‘difference’, separating the nation
from the absolutist states of continental Europe. It is this naively insular,
nationalist, parliamentary narrative, with heroes like Pym and Hampden
defending fortress England from sinking into European despotism, that has
drawn the fire of scholars for the last half century. The very worst that can now
be said of any account of the origins and unfolding of the civil wars is that it
suffers from the delusions of “Whig’ history, in which the parties of ‘progress’
and ‘reaction’, of liberty and authority, are cleanly separated and programmed to
clash. The truth was just the opposite, the critics insist. Crown and parliament,
court and country, were not running on a collision course heading inevitably
towards an immense constitutional train wreck. On the contrary, until the very
last minute they were moving smoothly on parallel lines. The lights were green,
the weather fair, the engine well oiled. When, in 1629, Charles I opted to govern



without parliaments, no one, except a few self-righteous, self-appointed
‘guardians’ of English liberties, could have cared less.

But someone, somehow, seems to have thrown a switch. And, then, that
utterly unpredictable, unlikely, what-shall-we-call-it? — a misfortune — took
place. It was, I suppose, just about the biggest misfortune in our shared history.
But there you are. Accidents happen.

Or do they?

For a time, it was rumoured that King James VI and I was about to change his
name to Arthur. Well, why not? Hadn’t Camden himself made it clear that
‘Britain’ was not some new invention at all but merely the restoration of an
ancient unity, the realm of Brutus the Trojan and of King Lucius, who had been
the first to be converted, and ultimately the heart of the great Arthurian-Christian
British empire, which had extended from Iceland to Norway, from Ireland to
Armorican Brittany. Certainly James himself believed that he was reuniting two
realms that had been snapped apart, bringing about dreadful and unrelenting
bloodshed. He was reminded by the court preacher John Hopkins of Ezekiel 37,
in which the prophet had had a vision of two dry sticks, which he was
commanded to put together; and when he did so, lo, they became one and a
living thing too, a dream-parable of the reunion of the sundered Israel and Judah.
John Gordon, a Scottish minister who had travelled down with James and who
fancied himself a cabbalist, unlocked the esoteric significance of the Hebrew
etymology of Britannia, in which Brit-an-Yah — translation: ‘a covenant (Brit)
was there’ — encoded God’s command to reconstitute Britain from its fractured
halves. James was ready and eager to oblige, right from the moment he received
the sapphire ring taken from Elizabeth’s finger. By the time that he reached
Newcastle upon Tyne in April 1603, the king had already redesigned the
coinage, styling his kingdom ‘Great Britain’ and himself as its very Roman-
looking, laurel-wreathed emperor. Throughout his reign, one of his adopted
persona would be the new Constantine, the first Christian Caesar, born (as it was
commonly thought) in north Britain.

Francis Bacon, the philosopher of science, essayist and politician, who would
do his utmost to promote the union of realms, feared that the king ‘hasteneth to a
mixture of both kingdoms and nations faster perhaps than policy will
conveniently bear’. But there was no stopping James. Union meant security,
wholeness, peace. Everything, everyone, had to be enfolded within the inclusive
embrace of his come-together kingdom. The Great Seal would incorporate all the
coats of arms of his three kingdoms (four, if you count, as James certainly did,
the lilies of France). A new flag, embodying the union, which James often and



over-optimistically compared to a loving marriage, would fuse in connubial bliss
the crosses of St George and St Andrew. Many trial designs were made, one with
the Scottish saltire and the cross of St George side by side, another with the
saltire merely quartered with the red and white. But in the end, the first Union
flag, featuring the red and white imposed on the blue and white, was adopted in
1606. Scottish shipowners immediately complained that their saltire always
seemed obscured by the cross of St George. It was not a good sign for the
prospects of the union that any semblance of equity between the two kingdoms
was defeated by the laws of optics, which dictated that a saturated red would
always seem to project beyond the recessive blue, dooming St Andrew’s cross to
be read as ‘background’.

But never mind the flags: bring on the players. For those who offered
themselves to be its publicists and showmen, the fantasy of the happy marriage
of realms was a heaven-sent opportunity. Thomas Dekker, for example, East End
slum-dweller, hack playwright, chronic debtor and jailbird, seized the moment as
a godsend. Together with his much better placed colleague Ben Jonson, Dekker
was charged with staging The Magnificent Entertainment for the city of London,
by which the king would be formally greeted by his capital. Happy Britannia, of
course, would be at the centre of it. ‘St George and St Andrew, that many
hundred years had defied one another, were now sworn brothers: England and
Scotland being parted only with a narrow river.” Dekker knew exactly what to
do. The two chevaliers, St Andrew and St George, would ride together, in
brotherly amity, to greet the king: a real crowd pleaser, Dekker optimistically
thought. And he would write a story of the nation in 1603, draped in mourning
black and suffering from a melancholy ague, until a miraculous cure was
effected by ‘the wholesome receipt of a proclaimed king . . . FOR BEHOLD! Up
rises a comfortable sun out of the north whose glorious beams like a fan
dispersed all thick and contagious clouds.’

Unhappily for Dekker, the plague dashed the cup of success from his lips just
as he was poised to taste it. (‘But oH the short-lived felicity of man! O world, of
what slight and thin stuff is thy happiness!’) Between 30,000 and 40,000 died in
the summer of 1603. The theatres were closed, the streets empty. So Dekker had
to revert to plan B and squeeze some money out of misery rather than jubilation,
making the most of the plague in a pamphlet, The Wonderfull Yeare (1603):

What an unmatchable torment were it for a man to be bard up every night in a vast silent Charnel-
house; hung (to make it more hideous) with lamps dimly & slowly burning, in hollow and
glimmering corners: where all the pavement should in stead of greene rushes, be strewde with blasted
Rosemary, withered Hyacinthes, fatal Cipresse and Ewe, thickly mingled with heapes of dead men’s
bones: the bare ribbes of a father that begat him, lying there: here, the Chaplesse hollow scull of a



mother that bore him: round about him a thousand Coarses, some standing bolt upright in their
knotted winding sheets, others half mouldred in rotten Coffins . . . that should suddenly yawne wide
open, filling his nostrils with noysome stench, and his eyes with the sight of nothing but crawling
wormes.

A year later, though, with the pestilence finally in retreat, Dekker and Jonson got
to stage their pageant after all. If anything, the postponement had only whetted
London’s appetite for the kind of festivity not seen since the accession of
Elizabeth a half century earlier. Dekker was probably not entirely self-serving
when he reported ‘the streets seemed to be paved with men . . . stalles instead of
rich wares were set out with children, open casements [the leaded glass windows
having been taken out] filled up with women’. With this king, however, public
enthusiasm created a problem rather than an opportunity, since crowds made
James decidedly nervous, wanting to be off somewhere else, preferably on
horseback in the hills near Royston, energetically pursuing the stag. But the
allegorical outdoor theatre, full of music and gaudy brilliance, disarmed, at least
temporarily, the royal churlishness. In addition to the brotherly Andrew and
George, Old Father ‘Thamesis’, with flowing whiskers taken from his emblem-
book personification, offered a tribute in the form of‘an earthenware pot out of
which live Fishes were seene to runne forth’. And it was hard not to be
impressed by Stephen Harrison’s immense wood-and-plaster triumphal arches,
90 feet high and 50 wide, punctuating the processional route. One of them was a
three-tower trellis structure, thick with greenery, purporting to show James’s
realm as a perpetual ‘Bower of Plenty’ and featuring ‘sheep browzing, lambes
nibbling, Birds Flying in the Ayre, with other arguments of a serene and
untroubled season’. On the arch, erected at Fenchurch, an immense panorama of
London rose from a crenellated battlement (as though seen from a distant tower),
with the pile of old St Paul’s in its centre and looking a great deal more orderly
than the chaotic, verminous metropolis of 200,000 souls it really was. Below this
Augustan vision of New Troy was none other than Britannia herself, bearing the
orb of empire on which was inscribed Orbis Britannicus Ab Orbe Divisus Est (a
British world divided from the world). Sharp-eyed scholars of the classics — and
perhaps there were some in the crowd — would have recognized an erudite
allusion to Virgil, in particular to the pastoral poems of the Fourth Eclogue, in
which the return of a new golden age was prophesied. Right at the beginning of
Britannia, William Camden had already identified Virgil’s lines as a recognition
of Britain’s historic destiny as a place apart. And much, of course, had been
made of the identification by some of the foggier classical geographers of the
British archipelago as the legendary ‘Fortunate Isles’ of the western ocean. Until
1603 it was the English who had fancied themselves blessed by this priceless gift



of insularity; Shakespeare’s vision of “This fortress built by Nature for
herself/Against infection and the hand of war’ confirmed the national faith in a
divinely ordained immunity from the rest of the world’s sorrows.

Now, however, this happy insulation was to be understood as British,
extended to lucky Ireland and Scotland (notwithstanding the fact that,
historically, Scotland had always enjoyed closer connections with Europe than
England). In October 1604, to a deeply suspicious English parliament (which
had already bridled at being informed by the king that its privileges were a grant
from his majesty), James promised that ‘the benefits which do arise of that union
which is made in my blood do redound to the whole island’. When he spoke of
his realm, he repeatedly referred to it, indivisibly, as ‘the Ile’. His apologists
conceded that there had been unfortunate disagreements, even bloodshed,
between the neighbours on either side of the Tweed, but much of that could be
attributed to the wicked Machiavellianism of interfering continentals (especially
the French and the Spanish), who had deliberately set them at each other’s
throats. Now, in the person of James — in whom English, Welsh, French and
Scots blood flowed and whom God had already blessed with two healthy sons —
the long, miserable wars of succession were done with. “The dismall discord,’
Camden wrote, ‘which hath set these nations (otherwise invincible) so long at
debate, might [now] be stifled and crushed forever and sweet CONCORD triumph
joyously with endless comfort.” Enter masquers, piping tunes of peace; roll on
the Stuart Arcady.

As it turned out, the ‘world divided from the world’, the ‘Britain apart’ so
cheerfully anticipated by Ben Jonson, Thomas Dekker, John Speed and William
Camden, was the bringer not of concord and harmony but of havoc and
destruction. The more strenuously that governments, both royal and republican,
laboured to pull the pieces of Britain together, the more abysmally they fell
apart. The obsession with ‘union’ and ‘uniformity’ that consumed both James
and Charles I turned out to guarantee hatred and schism. In the first year of
James I’s reign no one (certainly not Jonson or Dekker) could have predicted
this (although the high-handed remarks made by the king to parliament were not
a good sign). It would take some time before the ‘British problem’ became
dangerously apparent. The clearest warnings came from Charles I’s Scottish
friend and ally the Duke of Hamilton as late as 1637, when he counselled the
king to back off from his obstinate plans to impose religious uniformity in
Scotland as well as England, lest a violent backlash north of the border spread
throughout his other two kingdoms.

Ironically, then, the business of building a harmonized Britain was auto-
destructive, creating discord both between the three kingdoms and within them.



The historians who want us to think of the Stuart realm as an essentially docile
polity, bound together by consensus, have contended that arguments about
religion and politics, such as they were, could always be contained within the
conventions and habits of the settled order of government and society. Stuart
England (in common with so much of British history) was, in this view, ruled by
a gentlemen’s agreement. The governing classes were agreed on the powers and
limitations of the monarchy, agreed that parliament’s job was to supply the king
with money, agreed on the fixed hierarchy of society and, under James, agreed
on a broadly Calvinist religious consensus. When differences of opinion arose
between parliament and Crown, most people wished them to be resolved rather
than further polarized. But then again, perhaps the impression given by scholars
that there was nothing so seriously amiss about the country as to push it towards
disaster results from a narrowly English focus: historians have asked not so
much the wrong questions, as the right questions about the wrong country. If the
country concerned is England and the questions are about the governing
communities of its counties, a case for the containment of conflict can be made
(though not, I think, clinched). But if the country in question is not England but
Britain — Scotland and Ireland in particular — then very serious trouble did not
suddenly pop up in the 1640s to disturb the calm of the English political
landscape. It had been there for at least two generations. It was not as if,
somehow, the English political commotions were suddenly and unaccountably
aggravated by conflicts rumbling away somewhere remote on the storm-lashed
Celtic fringe. The trouble was Calvinist Scotland and Catholic Ireland and their
deep religious appeal for some factions in Stuart England. Those religious
entanglements, as we shall see, carried with them not just theological but also
political and even foreign policy implications, which an imperially assertive
England attempted to iron out through the imposition of a ‘British’ uniformity
only at its own dire peril. The refusal of both Scotland and Ireland to do as they
were ordered, except when coerced, brought about the British wars. Britain
killed England. And it left Scotland and Ireland haemorrhaging in the field.

So if we return to those questions and put them to the right countries, a rather
different accounting between long-term and short-term causes of the disaster
becomes apparent. Ask yourself whether English Puritans were angry enough, or
strong enough, by themselves, to bring down the Stuart monarchy and the
answer is probably no, although they could certainly inflict punishing damage on
its dignity and authority. Ask yourself whether Scottish Calvinists, in collusion
with English Puritans (both of whom believed that kings were bound in a
contract with their subjects), could bring down the Stuart monarchy and the
answer is yes. When one of the militant Scottish Calvinist ‘Covenanters’,



Archibald Johnston of Wariston, met Charles I at Berwick in the 1639
negotiations that ended the first Bishops’ War, he interrupted the king so
repeatedly and so offensively that the normally reserved Charles, unaccustomed
to this kind of temerity, had to command Johnston, a common advocate, to hold
his tongue. The Scots would inflict far worse indignities on Charles Stuart before
they were through. Ask yourself whether an Irish-Catholic insurrection could
create a situation in which the king of England were suddenly revealed not as the
defender but the subverter of Church and state, and the answer would again be
yes. Had James been, say, Dutch or German (as kings were to be in the future),
with no strong feelings about Scotland, would there have been a civil war?

But James was a Scottish king, and it mattered. James VI of Scotland, already
in his late thirties, became James I of Great Britain with the heartfelt gratitude of
a man who for many years has had to endure a stony couch and is at last offered
a deep and welcoming featherbed. The stony couch had been James’s painful
and protracted education as the king of Scotland. With the unedifying and
dangerous example of his mother, Mary Stuart, very much on their minds, the
Calvinist nobility who deposed her made sure that her infant son received a stern
Calvinist education. In 1570 they consigned James to the frightening tutelage of
George Buchanan, beside whom the fulminations of John Knox seemed light as
a spring breeze. Buchanan’s briskly undeferential attitude to kingship is best
summed up by the story of his response to the Countess of Mar when she
protested at his rough handling of the royal child: ‘Madam, I have whipt his arse,
you may Kkiss it if you please.” No one was under any illusion that Buchanan was
himself any sort of arse-kisser; quite the contrary. His view of monarchs,
forthrightly expressed in De juri regni apud Scotos (1579), written to justify the
deposition of James’s mother, was that they were appointed to serve the people,
who were entitled to remove them if they failed to live up to the contract made
with their subjects. It naturally followed from this theory of resistance that Kirk
and Crown were separate and coeval powers and that royal meddling in the
affairs of the Church would also be a warrant for removal. For the Presbyterian
Kirk was inimical to any kind of royal governorship. It was a national Church
with a single, uniform doctrine, but that doctrine was arrived at, and policed by,
a general assembly constituted from delegates of its many congregations.

But James Stuart was, when all was said and done, his mother’s son, and he
was not about to spend the rest of his life as the doormat of Presbyterians. Unlike
Mary, though, he would pave his road to sovereignty with arguments rather than
adventures. His chosen tactics were more like Elizabeth’s: subtlety, pragmatism
and flexibility. From the time of his majority in 1587, James, whose intelligence
and taste for learning were already evident, began to restore the authority of the



Crown over both the general assembly (an institution created to govern the Kirk
while a Catholic queen was on the throne) and the perennially factious nobility.
Without any kind of standing army, his appeal was necessarily that of a
Solomonic adjudicator, and James knew how to make his authority work through
gestures heavy with symbolic meaning. To celebrate his majority, he made sure
to provide liberal entertainment for the notoriously feud-prone Scottish nobility
at Market Cross in Edinburgh. When the wine had them sufficiently relaxed,
James asked them to walk hand-in-hand down the High Street to the royal
residence, Holyroodhouse, where parliament sometimes met. They went like
lambs, and did so dressed in the more formal costumes that the king had
encouraged for parliamentary sessions. He also knew when division, as well as
unity, might work in his favour. By making some small concessions to the Kirk,
James managed to split his Presbyterian enemies into those who were prepared
to work with him and hard-line Calvinists such as Andrew Melville, for whom
any royal interference in the Kirk was a presumptuous abomination. Once
strengthened by a ‘royal party’ inside the Kirk, he began to make further moves,
determining, for example, the timing of general assemblies. By reinventing the
episcopacy to look much less grandiose than its English counterpart James even
managed, for five years at any rate, to reinsert bishops into the Kirk. In 1591 he
felt strong enough to mint a gold piece bearing a Hebrew inscription referring to
his Maker, ‘Thee Alone Do I Fear’ — a premature gesture, since the very next
year Melville managed to get the Scottish parliament to do away with the
bishoprics, and James was forced to consent. There was never a time when
James would feel completely relaxed about his personal safety. Although he
banned Buchanan’s books, the old flogger continued to haunt his royal pupil,
visiting his dreams as late as 1622 to inform James that ‘he would fall into ice
and then into fire’ and that ‘he would endure frequent pain and die soon after’.
Not only Buchanan but the Ruthvens haunted him. It had been a Ruthven who
had pointed a pistol at him in utero; a Ruthven descendant had held him hostage
in 1582; and as recently as 1600 another of the family, the Earl of Gowrie, had
abducted him, tied him up and threatened his life again. No wonder James was
always a little jumpy.

For those who trade in thumbnail sketches of the British monarchy — blood-
and-thunder Henry VIII, the Virgin Gloriana and the like — James I is bound to
seem a baffling mixture of characteristics that have no business inhabiting the
same personality: the hunt-mad scholar who would pursue Calvinist theologians
and the stag with the same energetic determination; the slightly sloshed reveller,
noisily demanding in the middle of an interminable masque and in his thick
Scots accent to see the dancers, especially his queen ‘Annie’ (Anne of



Denmark), who loved to perform in them; the long-winded, blustering master of
disputation, battering preachers and parliamentarians over the head with his
bibliography. But James’s dominant characteristics (not least his sexual
preferences) resist glib classification. Drunk or sober, shallow or deep, gay or
straight, there certainly was no other prince who felt so repeatedly compelled to
theorize about his sovereignty and to do so on paper. James, of whom it was
accurately said ‘he doth wondrously covet learned discourse’, published no
fewer than ten treatises dealing with various matters he considered weighty,
including the evils of witchcraft and tobacco. Two of them, the Basilikon Doron
(the ‘Prince’s Gift’, written in 1598, but published in 1599, for his son Henry,
and consisting for the most part, like its model, Charles V’s advice to Philip II,
of practical advice on the conduct of kingship) and The True Law of Free
Monarchies (published in 1598), appeared in the immediate period before his
arrival in England. At least until they attempted to read them (for neither work,
while succinct, could be fairly described as a page-turner), his new subjects must
have been eager to see whether James’s books provided any clues to the
character of their king, because between 13,000 and 16,000 copies were sold in
the first few months after his accession.

Both works have been misunderstood as the theoretical equivalent of a royal
command to his subjects to begin practising their genuflections. It is certainly
true James made no bones about the fact that his authority was based on
appointment by God, to whom alone princes were ultimately and exclusively
accountable. ‘For Kings sit in the throne of God and thence all judgement is
derived’, as he would notoriously put it. This was the sort of utterance calculated
to set parliamentary teeth on edge and persuade champions of the supremacy of
common law, such as Sir Edwin Sandys, Nicholas Fuller and Sir Edward Coke,
that James had been infected by despotic European attitudes to sovereignty and
now needed a crash course of remedial instruction on just how things were in
England.

Coke and those who thought like him believed that the ‘ancient constitution of
England’, its origins lost in the remote mists of time (like other fundamental
customs such as the age of majority and the size of a jury) but already
established by the time of the Anglo-Saxon heptarchy, had been embodied in a
common law that was prior to, and took precedence over, the person of any
individual sovereign. Sovereignty was, and had always been, that of the
indivisible king-in-parliament. Brutal conquests, such as that inflicted on
England, might have temporarily set this aside, but the ‘ancient constitution’
embedded in the very marrow of Englishness was somehow preserved in
custom, waiting its opportunity to assert itself again in, for example, Magna



Carta. Going on about ‘memory’ to James (whose own memory was considered
elephantine) did not, of course, help make the case, especially to someone who
had been brought up in the very different and much more Romanized Scottish
law tradition. And in his account of Scottish kingship James had already dealt
briskly with the fable of primitive parliaments preceding the institution of
monarchy. ‘Parliaments . . . were not installed before them (as many have
foolishly imagined) but long after that monarchies were established were they
created.” None of this needs have been a serious issue, though, since in The True
Law of Free Monarchies James had also taken pains to concede that the origins
of a monarchy had little to do with the way it should govern in a ‘settled’ state,
by which he obviously meant contemporary Scotland and England. As far as he
was concerned, there was nothing at all contradictory about insisting on his
contractual responsibility, first and foremost to God, his only superior, and
accepting as a fact of life a ‘mixed’ and balanced monarchy, in which some
matters of government were the exclusive prerogative of the king and many
others were not. To ignore the ‘fundamental laws’ of a realm was precisely to
cross the line between legitimate kingship and tyranny, to violate rather than
respect the compact made with God. It was when responsible royal government
degenerated into the tyranny of an arbitrary will that the king could be shown to
have violated his contract with God as well as with his subjects. Although a
‘king is preferred by God above all other ranks and degrees of men . . . the
higher that his seate is above theirs: the greater is his obligation to his maker . . .
And the highest benche is the sliddriest to sit upon.’

It would be misleading then to think of James arriving in England as
completely impervious to the balance between king, lords and prelates, and
Commons, which was endlessly touted as the peculiar genius of the nation’s
polity. But equally there was no mistaking his determination to uphold his
‘regality and supreme prerogative’ against any kind of impertinences, real or
imagined, by the Commons. For the moment, though, putting aside self-
appointed tribunes like Coke (who was perfectly willing to accept a government
appointment himself when the opportunity arose), relatively few of the
governing class, much less the common people, were apprehensive that an alien
despotism was about to trample the liberties of England underfoot. They
accepted the basic truism that order, both political and social, was the
indispensable condition of the peace of the realm and that it was the office of the
king and his councillors to provide it. They got much more upset about English
wealth and offices being handed over on plates of gold to freebooters from
Caledonia. James had actually been at pains to preserve the eminent
Elizabethans on the Privy Council: the Lord High Admiral Howard of



Effingham, hero of the Armada, and in particular the indispensable little
hunchback Secretary of State, Robert Cecil, whom the king promoted to the
earldom of Salisbury. Although six Scots had been appointed Privy Councillors,
only two of them — Sir George Home (shortly to become the Earl of Dunbar) and
Lord Kinloss — had any kind of high office. But because the king filled the more
personal household staff of the Privy Chamber with Scottish friends and
boyhood companions like the Duke of Lennox and the Earl of Mar (on whom he
also showered lavish gifts and money), the impression was certainly given that
access to the king could be gained only by way of these Scottish courtiers,
especially the captain of the palace guard, Sir Thomas Erskine. More than one
angry English suitor waiting for an audience with the king complained they had
become ‘lousy’ sitting so long in Erskine’s watchful presence. The Venetian
ambassador reported in May 1603 that ‘no Englishman, be his rank what it may,
can enter the Presence Chamber without being summoned, whereas the Scottish
lords have free entree of the privy chamber’. It was an exaggeration, but it was
certainly a widely shared impression.

A Scottophobic backlash was inevitable. The ending of Macbeth (c. 1605-6)
falsified Scottish history the better to suggest that Malcolm Canmore had won
the throne only with English help. Stage comedies, like Jonson’s Eastward hoe
(1605) (for which he did a little time in the Tower with his co-authors George
Chapman and John Marston), featured impecunious Scottish nobles freeloading
at the expense of the English. In 1612 the sensational trial of the Scottish Lord
Sanquhar for commissioning two assassins to shoot the English fencing master
who had accidentally put out one of his eyes some years before produced a
vitriolic outpouring of Scottophobic doggerel, not at all appeased by the
conviction and hanging of Sanquhar as if he were a common felon.

They beg our Lands, our Goods, our Lives

They switch our Nobles and lye with their Wives
They pinch our Gentry and send for our Benchers
They stab our Sergeants and pistoll our Fencers.
Leave off proud Scots thus to undo us

Lest we make you as poor as when you came to us.

Fights regularly broke out between Scots and English nobles at Croydon
racetrack, and in the Inns of Court, where a Scot called Maxwell nearly started a
riot by ripping out an Englishman’s earring along with most of his ear. For a
time the London Scots stayed close to their little colonies in Holborn and
Charing Cross, especially avoiding the back alleys near theatres where they



might be pounced on by ‘swaggerers’, who made roughing up Scotsmen their
speciality. In more respectable theatres of opinion the hostility was just as fierce.
Despite Francis Bacon’s best propaganda, the king’s project for a formal treaty
of union ran into a storm of parliamentary protest that exchanging English for
‘British’ nationality would be the end of English law and the ancient
constitution; would confuse foreigners when the English were abroad; and would
open the country to hordes of impoverished, unwashed and greedy immigrants
(‘stinking’ and ‘lousy’ were the usual insults of choice). By 1607 the union
treaty had died the death of a thousand cuts, although James, bewildered and
angry at the rebuff, continued to style himself ‘King of Great Britain, France and
Ireland’ and ordered (at public expense) a new ‘Imperial Diadem and Crown’ of
sapphires, diamonds and rubies.

How did the abortive union look from the other direction? A ban imposed by
James on anti-English ballads, poems and pamphlets suggests (not surprisingly)
that the affronted Scots gave as good as they got in the abuse department. But
wounded feelings aside, Scotland — or rather, Lowland, Protestant Scotland —
had little reason to feel disadvantaged by the ‘dual government’ set up by James
as long as its religious independence remained unthreatened. In this last, crucial
department the king moved, as was his wont, slowly and cannily, waiting until
his deputy governors (the earls of Dunbar and Dunfermline) had demonstrated
the benefits of cooperation thoroughly enough to large sections of the Scottish
nobility. With his base of support secure, he felt strong enough to move directly
against the most uncompromising Presbyterians. Bishops were reinstated in
1610, and the fulminating Andrew Melville, incarcerated in the Tower of
London since 1607, was finally banished in 1611. In 1618 a general assembly at
Perth agreed (with some serious contention) on practices that not long before
would have been denounced as Catholic idolatry: kneeling at communion, the
celebration of five holy days and the administration of the sacraments.

James could get away with the ‘Five Articles’ of Perth, which,
characteristically, he did not enforce very energetically, because the balance
sheet of costs and benefits brought to Scotland by the union of crowns looked,
from Edinburgh or Perth or Stirling, fairly positive. Once a ferocious border
policing commission (manned by both Scots and English) was in place and had
started to catch, convict and hang the gangs of rustlers and brigands who had
made the Borders their choice territory, cross-frontier trade took off. Fishermen,
cattle-drivers and linen-makers all did well. Duty-free English beer became so
popular in Scotland that the council in Edinburgh had to lower the price of the
home product to make it competitive. The sections of Scots society, especially in
the more densely settled areas of Midlothian and Fife, that had had enough of the



rampages of feuding lords — small lairds, town burgesses, lawyers — all had little
enough to complain of from a government that managed to be both distant and
attentive. As for the great lords, with James handing over land and offices in
England, Ireland and Scotland just as fast as he could, they knew better than to
look a gift horse in the mouth.

But they were not all of Scotland. For as long as its histories had been written
(starting with Tacitus), a profound division had been noticed between the lands
south and north of the Forth and Tay: Lowland and Highland. In customs,
language, faith and farming — everything that mattered — the two peoples were
worlds apart. James himself made another distinction between the mainland
Highlanders, who were ‘barbarous for the most part and yet mixed with some
show of civility’, and the Hebridean islanders, who were ‘utterly barbarous
without any sort or show of civility’. Should the savages not avail themselves of
the blessings of godly civilization, it was obvious that they should be uprooted,
driven out and, if necessary, killed off. Worst of all were the primitive clan
leaders, scarcely better, the king and his officers of state thought, than cattle
rustlers and brigands — like the MacGregors of the west, or the Gaelic chieftains
of Ireland like Con O’Neill — who continued to mislead their followers into
outlawry and plunder. James’s plans for the colonization of the Western Isles,
begun before he came to England, involved leasing land to Lowland nobles who
were expected to ‘develop’ them for pacification and profit, if necessary
deporting populations and replacing them with more pliable immigrants. When
those schemes failed to overcome local resistance he turned to the big stick, in
1608 mobilizing a pan-British armada, raised from English troops in Ireland and
ordered to do what was necessary in Lewis and Kintyre to teach the obstreperous
natives a lesson they would never forget. Most of the draconian brutalities later
inflicted on the Highlanders and islanders by William III and the Hanoverians —
including the banning of the plaid and the Gaelic language — were all anticipated,
at least in theory, by the Scottish James V1.

To their credit, James’s own Scottish councillors balked at a punitive
onslaught on the islands, for they knew it would be ruinously expensive and
ineffective, and would create a permanently disaffected population for the
Spanish or French to exploit. At the same time, they brought round the Highland
clan leaders by inviting them to a meeting on board a ship, ostensibly to hear a
sermon, and then holding them hostage on the island of Mull until they had seen
reason. The result was the Statutes of Icolmkill, by which the solution of
‘indirect empire’, which Britain would use again and again (from southern India
to northern Nigeria), was first unveiled. Instead of direct proconsular rule in the
manner of a Roman conquest, the local chieftains and magnates were co-opted



into a decentralized system of government and awarded status and land in return
for being responsible for the conduct and taxation of their own clansmen. Made
cooperative, they were organized around allegiances to grandees — the
Campbells, Mackenzies and Gordons among others — who undertook to keep
their huge territories quiet. Just as would be the case in the tropical empires, the
deal came with all kinds of ostensible commitments to moral reformation: the
regulation of alcohol, the suppression of feuds and the removal of native
children to the metropolitan mainland, where they would be intensively re-
educated for their own good and that of their homeland. The laboratory for the
British empire turned out to be the Hebrides, and it was (as it would so often be
in the future) entirely the enterprise of the Scots.

Now that the Highlands and islands were, for the time being, self-governing,
James’s grand design of settling impoverished but hardy Protestant farmers from
the overpopulated Lowlands among the ‘heathen’ Catholics of the mountains
had to be rethought. And the solution was staring at everyone right across the
North Channel in Ireland. There were already some Scots in northern and eastern
Ireland, but after the rebel nobles Hugh O’Neill, Earl of Tyrone, and Rory
O’Donnell, Earl of Tyrconnel, fled to Rome in 1607, their huge estates, forfeit to
the Crown, suddenly became available for James and his government to play
British emperor.

And play it he did, on a massive scale. Up to 1641 close to 100,000 Scots,
Welsh and English immigrants were ‘planted’ in Ireland, the vast majority in the
nine counties of Ulster (six of which now form Northern Ireland), but with
sizeable populations also in Munster (originally ‘planted’ in the 1580s). The
seventeenth-century colonization of Ireland was, with the possible exception of
Spanish Mexico, the biggest imperial settlement of any single European power
to date, and it utterly dwarfed the related ‘planting’ on the Atlantic seaboard of
North America. To such as Camden, of course, Hibernia was no more than the
‘western enclosure of Britain’. Since an act of 1541, the status of Ireland had
changed from a lordship to a kingdom, whose ruler had the ‘name, style, title
and honour’ of a king, and all the prerogatives of a ‘king imperial’. In effect, the
throne of Ireland was ‘united and knit to the imperial crown of England’. In
Elizabeth’s reign there had been wild-eyed schemes from the likes of Sir
Thomas Smith, ambassador and privy councillor, to Protestantize and civilize the
island by massive immigration and settlement. And such men imagined the land,
as imperial dreamers generally do, either as conveniently vacant or populated by
so many grunting Calibans who, once educated out of sloth, superstition and
crime, would be impatient to acquire (in some necessarily menial way to begin
with) the blessings of metropolitan culture. But Ireland, of course, was neither



vacant nor inhabited purely by Gaelic-speaking peasants and cattle-rustling
lords. In Leinster there were the ‘Old English’ descendants of the original
Anglo-Norman settlers who had come over with Richard de Clare (Strongbow),
in the time of the Angevins and who had mostly remained faithful to the
Catholic Church. And over the centuries the frontiers, once so sharp between
native Gaels and English intruders, had softened to the point of there being many
intermarriages and shared estates, especially in the southeast. Although many
Old English defined themselves through their loyalty to the Crown, they shared
with the native Gaels some basic common causes — a common religion and
resentment of the threat of massive immigration from England.

Both communities were brushed aside in defeat — the Gaels, of course, with
more contemptuous brutality than the Old English. James’s attorney-general in
Ireland, the poet Sir John Davies, became eloquent on the subject of the
murdering natives ‘little better than cannibals’. The confiscated estates of the
Earl of Desmond in Munster had been handed over to thirty-five English
landlords in large lots of between 4000 and 12,000 acres. Ulster, though, was
subdivided into smaller parcels of between 1000 and 2000 acres to ‘undertakers’
and ex-military ‘servitors’ who, in return for their lucky prize of land, contracted
to set aside sums for the endowment of the Protestant Church of Ireland and for
the schools and colleges that would plant the Reformed religion so deep that no
Papist could tear it up. In another unique transfer, Derry was handed over to
syndicates of the City of London, which prefixed its name on the ancient city.
When James ran out of forfeited and confiscated lands, he continued the process
of extraction by requiring all Irish landowners to prove title according to the
rigorous standards of English law — a notoriously difficult if not impossible task
for estates that had been granted countless generations before systematic records
were made and preserved. But that, of course, was the point. Large tracts in
Wexford, Longford, Waterford and Carlow were transferred by this route from
Irish to planter ownership.

As far as the king was concerned, the whole project was a huge success,
although regrettably slow to take root. When his ‘undertakers’ in Ireland seemed
to be unconscionably timid about dispossessing the Irish, he threatened to seize
back their land unless they carried out the evictions with greater speed and
diligence. By 1620, large numbers of poor farmers had been transplanted from
the overpopulated, over-zealous Calvinist southwest of Scotland to a place
where they could really get their teeth into a challenge, and James had found
space and fortunes in Ireland for Scottish lords like James Hamilton, Earl of
Abercorn, on whose loyalty he could now dependably count. Along with many
of the planters themselves, James unquestionably believed in the socially and



morally redemptive nature of the plantation. Free-wandering Irish herds and
flocks would be rounded up inside winter stalls to provide heavy manure for the
under-nitrogenated Irish pasture, milk yields would multiply, wheat would
appear, markets would beckon, and farmers responding to them would be able to
afford stone houses, glass windows, wooden floors. The picture-perfect
landscapes of the Weald and the Wolds would magically become reproduced in
Tyrone and Fermanagh. Towns, those nurseries of civility, would grow and
prosper. Literacy in the only language that counted — English — would spread
like wildfire, and the unintelligible gibberish of the indigenes would recede into
bogland. Such was the vision of the new Hibernia.

In fairness, it should be said that not all the Old English or even the Gaelic
Irish were as uniformly hostile to the newcomers and their innovations as
nationalist history needs to believe. Just as Old English and Gaelic cultures had
become intermixed over the centuries, so too cities like Dublin and Derry were
places where newcomers and natives shared all kinds of commercial, legal and
social interests. Institutions like Trinity College, Dublin, turned into
extraordinarily flourishing centres of learning. None the less, the plantation,
especially in Ulster, was from the start deformed by its neurotically defensive
character: Britain’s frontier against Rome and Madrid. And the natives
continued to be restless. Stone houses may have arrived with the planters, but
beyond their walls and fences the country proved obstinately unwelcoming to
Protestantism and that, in turn, perpetuated the insecurity of the planters, who
were forever on the lookout lest the Catholic population invite in the Spanish
and make Ireland the next major theatre of the ongoing British wars of religion.
Seeds were planted in Jacobean Ireland all right, but they would not produce the
kind of harvest the inventors of Jacobean Britain had imagined.

But if there were a strong note of Discord among the Music of British
Harmony, one would never know it in Whitehall. Although Rubens’ paintings
decorating the ceiling of Inigo Jones’s glorious new Palladian Banqueting
House, celebrating the virtues of James as the British Solomon, were
commissioned by his son Charles in 1630 and completed in 1634, nine years
after James’s death, they are none the less a perfect picture of Jacobean wishful
thinking: an orgy of royal good intentions, with Peace and Plenty caught in a
tight clinch while the new Augustus presides over Wisdom dispatching War. In
view of what had actually happened (and what would happen to demolish the
reign of Charles I) the nearest painting to the entrance was the most optimistic:
the most famous Solomonic story of all, recycled as an allegory of the birth of a
new Britain. The all-wise monarch leans forward to deliver judgement on two
mothers who hold up a baby. But a proposal to chop it into two would hardly fit



the mood or the message. Instead, James is all benevolence; the women are, of
course, the two kingdoms, and the chubby Rubensian baby is none other than
Britain itself.

This hyper-inflated expectation of the blessings to be conferred by the new
reign was not just the fantasy of the Stuart court. From his gentleman’s manor of
Arbury in Warwickshire John Newdigate, one of the thousands of readers of the
king’s Basilikon Doron, decided to write to him personally — ‘my dear
sovereign’ — to express his pleasure that the country was now to be ruled by a
Solomon and that his countrymen were rushing to witness for themselves, like
the Queen of Sheba, the full measure of the king’s wisdom and greatness. But,
said Newdigate, warming to his subject, the king had a host of urgent matters to
reform: the disgusting habit of men dressing in women’s clothes, for example;
gentlemen who spent their entire time in London being swallowed alive in costly
lawsuits, while their estates and tenants languished in rustic decay; the
loathsome parasites who bought monopolies from the Crown and proceeded to
use them to fleece the defenceless; the heavy taxes and levies raised in his own
county for foreign wars; and on and on. What Newdigate wanted from the king
was not proclamations and legislation but reformation: a great cleansing of the
country’s impurities, not least at court itself. ‘I hope your highness will . . . helpe
many reform themselves to your couler,” wrote the optimistic Newdigate,
adding, lest James was tempted to slack off, ‘for all Solomon’s wisdome and
good beginning, perseverance was at sume times absent and the blessings of
peace made him sinne.’

Grievously disappointed though they would be, there were many such as
Newdigate who had the highest hopes of the new reign. Another godly
gentleman who would become a parliamentary militant and survive into the
Commonwealth, Robert Harley, of Brampton Bryan in Herefordshire, was happy
enough to be included among the sixty-two gentlemen knighted by the king (as a
Knight of the Bath, too) in his coronation honours. Such men as Harley and
Newdigate had no idea, of course, just how much James despised Puritans, even
while regarding them as a minority. Evangelicals, by contrast, James had a bit
more sympathy for, even if they did sit ‘Jack fellowlike with Christ at the Lord’s
Table’. Men like Harley and Newdigate looked at the godly Kirk in Scotland and
thought James was bound to carry its virtues to England, while the king was, in
fact, overjoyed to be leaving it behind. ‘Puritan’ was still a term of abuse applied
to the ‘hotter’ Christians. But of all the divisions that bedevilled the Stuarts, that
which came between those who passionately believed that the Church had not
yet been properly reformed and that Edward VI’s godly evangelism had been put
on hold for half a century by his sister, and those who were satisfied with the



Anglican status quo, was perhaps the most dangerous, because it presupposed
two utterly incompatible temperaments and ideologies about the duties of the
state. The bugbears of the hot gospellers — the sign of the cross in baptism, the
use of the ring in the marriage sacrament, the wearing of the surplice by priests —
might seem so much trivia (and, to their fury were defined by James as
adiaphora or things ‘indifferent’, which lay within the purview of the king to
retain or discard as he saw fit), but to the godly they were relics of abominable
Catholic idolatry. They wanted them purged and the Crown instead to promote
godly preaching and teaching.

It is ironic that the only lasting accomplishment to survive the extended
theological debates between James and the unsatisfied reformers was the
imperishably beautiful Bible that bears his name. For a Church atomized into
innumerable individual readers of scripture, engaged in obsessive self-
interrogation or shut up with their own family in a hermetically sealed household
of godly morality, was, to James’s way of thinking and to that of those ministers
he specially favoured, like George Abbot or Lancelot Andrewes, entirely
destructive of the unity of Church and nation. To Calvinists, for whom the world
both now and hereafter was either black or white, Christ or Antichrist, appeals to
‘unity’ were at best a vain delusion, at worst a deliberate snare to inveigle the
innocent into promiscuous communion with the sinful. Was it not obvious that
the Almighty himself had no interest in the subject of ‘union’? As Calvin and St
Paul had both well understood, God had decreed that mankind was irremediably
divided into the damned and the saved, or, as the rector of Holy Trinity Church
in Dorchester, John White, forthrightly put it, according to a startled member of
his congregation: ‘Christ was not the Saviour of the whole world but of his
elected and chosen people only.” They assumed that James’s refusal of a more
‘thorough’ reformation was amoral spinelessness, when in fact it was a carefully
thought-out theology, heavily rehearsed by him at the Hampton Court
conference, convened in 1604 to consider these matters. James’s preference for
ceremony, sacrament and the ‘decencies’ of the Church was not just some
middle way, arrived at by default to position himself between Catholicism and
Puritanism. It embodied his active wish for the incorporation of Christians
within a big-tent Church — attracting both loyal Puritans and loyal Catholics,
separating them from their more extreme elements and offering the possibility
(not the certainty) that sinful man might still achieve salvation through good
works and observances. And there was the matter of rank and order, which
James took very seriously indeed, and which he believed was properly embodied
in the hierarchy of the Church, with himself, prince temporal and spiritual, at the
top, the archbishops and bishops immediately below. Through his entire reign, in



both Scotland and England, James never swerved from his conviction (not unlike
Henry VIII’s or Elizabeth’s) that the combination of the royal supremacy and
bishops was the strongest way to resist Rome. And he passed that belief on to his
son, with, as it turned out, fatal consequences.

All this was incomprehensible to the evangelicals, for whom any fudging of
predestination, any suggestion that good works might to the slightest degree
affect the prospects of salvation, was the purest papism. In fact, many Catholics
also (and happily) misunderstood such views as the expression of a secret wish
to return home to the old Church. When James made peace with Spain in 1604,
the rumours about the king’s conversion and his restoration of England to
Roman obedience seemed miraculously imminent. The fact that the queen, Anne
of Denmark, had already converted to Catholicism, did nothing to dampen these
expectations. Had they read James’s wonderful account of his own baptism they
might have been better informed about his potential for conversion. ‘At my
Baptism I was baptised by a Popish Archbishop [his mother, Mary] sent word to
forbear to use spittle . . . which was obeyed being indeed a filthy apish trick . . .
And her very own words were “that she would not want a pocky priest to spit
into her child’s mouth”.” Like his mother (but from the other confessional
stance) James saw no reason why his queen should not practise a different
private religion from the official Church, but at no time did he ever think of
himself as anything other than an unequivocal Protestant. Blinded though they
may have been to James’s true position, it is understandable that loyal Catholics
like Sir Thomas Tresham, out of prison and able to give his attention once more
to his Northamptonshire house, Lyveden New Bield, designed to symbolize his
faith, could now imagine that their days of persecution and recusant
impoverishment were at last over.

Very soon they realized just how wrong they had been. Instead of offering
them relief, James’s regime, enthusiastically enforced by Robert Cecil and
Archbishop Richard Bancroft, cracked down even harder on recusants and
hidden Jesuits. Predictions of plots became self-fulfilling. It was from the
bitterness of having been so thoroughly deceived that conspiracies to eliminate
the king and his heretical ministers were born. George Buchanan’s Calvinist
teaching of the legitimacy of resistance to an ungodly king was matched on the
Catholic side by the Jesuit Juan de Mariana’s doctrine of lawful insurrection
against the tyranny of a heretical prince. That absolution fed the ardour and
optimism of Catholic conspirators and assassins. Even before the gunpowder
plotters had designed their own coup, at least two violent plots had been exposed
in 1604, one (a real stroke of genius, this) meaning to abduct the king and hold
him hostage until parliament had agreed to demands to tolerate Catholicism in



England. But the plan launched by Robert Catesby together with Tresham’s son,
Francis, Sir Everard Digby, Thomas Percy, Thomas Winter and Guido Fawkes, a
soldier who had served the Spanish armies in the Netherlands, and blessed by a
Jesuit, Father Thomas Garnet, was much the most dramatic. The idea was not
just to destroy parliament on the opening day of its session, along with the king,
Prince Henry and possibly even the four-year-old Charles, but to set their sister,
Princess Elizabeth, on the throne in their place, since they supposed that she had
been most influenced by her mother, the Catholic Queen Anne, and would at the
very least be more inclined to tolerate them. How close it came to success was
entirely another matter, since it seems possible that even before Lord Monteagle
was advised by an anonymous letter (which probably came from Lady
Monteagle’s brother) not to attend the opening of parliament on 5 November
1605, Robert Cecil’s intelligence network had penetrated the conspiracy. A
search was made of the cellars beneath the Westminster house whose premises
had been rented by one of the plotters, Thomas Percy. There they found Fawkes
together with thirty-six barrels of gunpowder, enough to destroy the entire House
of Lords immediately above the cellar.

The confederates came to famously gruesome ends: Catesby and Thomas
Percy were tracked down to their safe house in Staffordshire and killed in the
assault, Catesby dying holding a picture of the Virgin. Their bodies were
exhumed from their graves so that their heads could be removed for proper
display at the corners of the parliament building they had planned to detonate.
Tresham died in the Tower of some monstrous urethral infection after a copious
confession, his excruciating condition presumably making the customary rack
redundant. Fawkes and the rest were hanged very briefly, then, still living, had
their hearts cut out and displayed to the appreciative public.

More important than the plot itself were the effects it had on the prospects of
the Stuart monarchy, which were all positive. Even though he always suffered
from the conspiracy jitters (his father, Darnley, had, after all, also been the
victim of a gunpowder plot), the king was careful not to go on an anti-Catholic
rampage. In fact, he and his government were at pains to separate the ‘fanatics’
like Fawkes from loyal Catholics like the senior Tresham and to hope that they
had been scared into settling for private ways of exercising their conscience. But
5 November became the Protestant holy-day par excellence, the new ‘birth-day
of the nation’, with bonfires and bells celebrating the deliverance of not only the
king himself but also the entirety of the English constitution. James had never
seemed so English, so parliamentary as when he had come close to sharing a
terrible incineration with the Lords and Commons. Catesby, Percy and Guy
Fawkes had achieved something that James could never have done by himself:



they had made him a popular hero. Declaring the Gunpowder Treason day a
holiday, parliament outdid itself in eulogizing James as ‘our most gracious
sovereign . . . the most great learned and religious king that ever reigned’.

This did not mean, of course, that the next twenty years were a prolonged
honeymoon. If anything, the longer the reign went on, the more out of love with
each other James and the British became. Godfrey Goodman, Bishop of
Gloucester, was just one of many contemporaries who noticed nostalgia for
Elizabeth grow ever rosier as the lustre of the Jacobean court became tarnished
by outlandish extravagance and scandal. The dimming of reputation, though,
was not necessarily a prelude to constitutional crisis, not least because
parliament met for only thirty-six months in total out of the twenty-two years of
James I’s reign, and this intermittent record seemed no more controversial than it
had been in the reign of Elizabeth. Parliament did not yet think of itself as an
‘opposition’ nor even as an institutional ‘partner’ in government. The majority of
its members, in both the Lords and Commons, accepted the king’s view that
their presence was required principally to provide him with the money needed to
conduct the business of state. But — and it was an enormous qualification — they
shared the inherited truism that they had a responsibility to offer the king
counsel and to see that this revenue was not raised in a way that damaged the
‘liberties’ or the security of the people. This meant that, when the king did come
to them for money, they felt duty bound to present him with a list of grievances.
The litany of complaints had become a ritual, and the king was expected to
respond, after cavilling about the infringement of his prerogatives, with
concessionary gestures, such as the impeachment of some disposable officer of
state or a few generalized expressions of love for the worthy representatives of
the nation. Sometimes James could be relied on to make those gestures, but most
often he had to be pushed. Not infrequently he behaved like a sulky adolescent
forced to come home and ask his parents to bale him out from the creditors,
gritting his teeth and rolling his eyes while they berated him for his wickedly
irresponsible behaviour.

But then James’s problems of the purse were self-inflicted. Compared with the
famously tight-fisted Elizabeth he was a bottomless well of prodigality. From the
very beginning of his reign he threw money at his Scottish companions and
courtiers, provoking one parliamentarian to characterize the treasury as a ‘royal
cistern wherein his Majesty’s largesse to the Scots caused a continual and
remediless leak’. But James had come from a relatively poor country with
limited resources (which had not, however, stopped him from piling up debts),
and in England he obviously felt himself to be in hog heaven. Lands,
monopolies, offices, jewels, houses were all showered on favourites, who then



took their cue from the king by themselves spending colossally more than they
could afford. The entire court culture was drunk on spending, and there was
plenty to spend it on: elaborate masques (average cost £1400 a year) devised by
Ben Jonson and Inigo Jones, in which mechanical contraptions were constructed
to make men appear to be flying through the air or swallowed by the oceans;
fantastic costumes, encrusted with carbuncle gems; immense dresses for the
ladies, pseudo-Persian, billowing beneath the waist, or breasts revealed above,
covered only with the most transparently gauzy lawn (a fashion that, to the
horror of godly ministers, became ubiquitous at court). Feasting was Lucullan. In
1621 — a rocky year for Crown-country relations — one such banquet costing
more than £3000 needed a hundred cooks for eight days to produce 1600 dishes
including 240 pheasants. The Jacobean court’s devotion to futile excess was
perfectly epitomized by the novelty of the ‘ante-supper’ invented by the Scots
lord James Hay, later Earl of Carlisle. Guests would arrive to ogle a vast table
magnificently set with food, the only point of which was to be inspected, tickling
the saliva glands into action before the whole thing was removed, thrown away
and replaced by identical food that had just come from the kitchens.

The craze for conspicuous waste was contagious. Anyone within the wide
circle of the court (which James made a lot wider by creating no fewer than
thirty-two earls, nineteen viscounts and fifty-six knight baronets, the last a
wholly new invention) who wanted to be taken seriously needed to build on the
spectacular scale demanded by fashionable taste and by a king who was
constantly on the hoof between hunting lodges and who, even more than
Elizabeth, expected to be entertained in palatial style. James made himself so
much at home in his courtiers’ houses that one desperate host wrote a letter to
his bulldog, Mr Jowler, asking him, since he had the royal attention, if he would
not mind urging departure on the king. Inevitably, the ‘prodigy houses’ that had
been going up in the last decades of Elizabeth’s reign became even more
prodigious in James’s time. With Britain at peace, its aristocrats travelled more
freely and widely in Europe and brought back with them exuberantly Mannerist
designs for stone-clad facades and intricately carved interior panelling. The
show places of the Jacobean grandees, like Robert Cecil’s Hatfield (the
Hertfordshire estate given by the king in exchange for Cecil’s sumptuous
Theobalds), the Earl of Pembroke’s Wilton in Wiltshire or the most prodigious
monster of them all, the Earl of Suffolk’s Audley End in Essex (on which James
passed his famous backhand compliment, ‘too big for a king but might do well
enough for a Lord Treasurer’), boasted galleries as long as football pitches, and,
now that the English glass industry had been properly established, great ranges
of windows to light them. Even the furniture of the houses — beds, desks and



cabinets — sprouted putti and sphinxes, obelisks and miniature temples.
Draperies were required to be especially stunning and often renewed. Some
£14,000 were spent just to furnish the Countess of Salisbury’s (by definition
temporary) lying-in chamber with white satin, embroidered with gold and
ornamented with pearls. Nothing was too fantastic not to be diverting, especially
the stunning gardens, which, since they now featured complicated riddles and
allusions to the classics, embedded in statuary, fountains and grottoes, now
required specialized hydraulic engineers, like the de Caus family, to design and
maintain them.

All this was, of course, ruinously expensive, and many of the most ambitious
builders were duly ruined. The most prodigal of all, the king (whose spending
was at twice the rate of Elizabeth), drove successive treasurers to distraction
attempting to find ways to support his extravagances. There were old ways and
there were new ways, but none of them ever came up with enough money and all
of them created resentment. The old ways featured the exploitation of ‘Crown
rights’ like the ‘purveyances’, the right granted to the Crown to set prices for
goods and services, ostensibly for the household, at well below market rates.
Over time it seemed easier, especially to the Crown, to settle for money sums
that represented the difference between purveyance prices and market prices,
instead of the goods themselves. What had begun as something necessary to the
dignity of the Crown had degenerated into a racket. That the honour of the
Crown — still an important element in its authority — was shabbily compromised
by James’s creation of more than 800 new knights at £30 a head was obvious
from all the jokes showing up in libels and ballads featuring figures like ‘Sir
Fabian Scarecrow’, whose landlady coughed up the necessary for his
knighthood.

None of these expedients was likely to endear the Crown to its subjects,
especially out in the country, where knighthood and aristocratic hierarchy were
still treated with reverence. Likewise, when the government sold tax ‘farms’ (the
right, in return for an up-front sum, to run a tax-collection or customs operation
as a private business), it seemed to be delivering the helpless consumer to a
private individual who had an interest in maximizing his take in a period of
continuing low wages and high prices. In many respects it was no worse than
their experience in the last decade of Elizabeth’s reign. But then there had been
hope, by now gone, that James’s government would be an improvement. By
1610 it was clear to Robert Cecil, now given the thankless job of Lord Treasurer
in addition to being Secretary of State, that something had to be done to find a
more dependable source of income for the Crown. In that year he did his best to
sell a ‘Great Contract’ to parliament, in which the Crown would relinquish its



feudal rackets, like purveyances and ‘wardships’ (the right to manage the
property of a feudal minor), in return for a guaranteed annual revenue of
£200,000. The deal came to grief when, simultaneously, James decided to
demand compensation for the abolition of wardship officers and parliament
came to the conclusion that it had overpaid. In the general bitterness, the row
over money turned constitutional. Dissolving the uncooperative parliament,
James denounced the Commons who had ‘perilled and annoyed our health,
wounded our reputation, embouldened an ill-natur’d people, encroached on
many of our privileges and plagued our purse’. Lord Ellesmere believed that the
Commons’ presumption in denying the king adequate funds had encroached on
the ‘regality supreme’ of the Crown by parading a concern for ‘liberty’ that, if
not checked hard and fast, ‘will not cease until it break out into democracy’.

Without its life-line, the government staggered on, although Robert Cecil did
not, dying of stomach cancer in 1612. He was hardly gone before the predictable
attacks on ‘Deformity’, including one very pointed polemic by Francis Bacon,
appeared. With Cecil collapsed both the moral and actual credit of the Crown.
London brewers (hitting the king where it hurt) refused to supply any more ale
without advance payment. A Dutch goldsmith, from whom James asked for a
£20,000 loan on security of jewels he had bought from him, turned James down
on the grounds that others had contributed to the purchase price! It did not help
that the king now entrusted the Treasury to one of the Howard clan, the Earl of
Suffolk, whose reckless prodigality at Audley End ought to have been an
immediate disqualification. But the bigger the debt the more impressive the
player, the king seems to have felt.

Little went right in the years ahead. In 1612 Henry, the Prince of Wales, the
paragon of Protestant patriots, lauded as virtuous, intelligent, handsome on a
horse and (compared to his father, old Rex Pacificus) refreshingly interested in
bloodshed, died. The outpouring of sorrow at his huge funeral was genuine. In
contrast to the defunct Protestant hero, his replacement as Prince of Wales,
Charles, had been such a puny child that no one expected him to survive infancy,
and even at the age of five he needed to be carried around in people’s arms. He
was tongue-tied (in glaring contrast to his father), solemn and very short. After
Prince Henry died the golden suit of parade armour that had been made for him
was passed down to the new Prince of Wales. It was too big for him. Much of
his subsequent life would be spent trying to grow into its imperial
measurements.

To compensate for a death, two great weddings were celebrated the following
year, 1613. At the time there seemed reason only for rejoicing, but both unions
turned out to be extremely bad news for the peace and good order of James’s



realm. The more auspicious of the two matches was the marriage of Princess
Elizabeth to Frederick, the prince-elector of the Rhineland Palatinate. If the court
had had to suffer the loss of its own native Protestant son in Henry, the son-in-
law, Frederick, seemed a reasonable replacement. The festivities, held in mid-
February, were, as usual, rowdy and excessive, culminating in an elaborately
staged mock naval battle on the Thames between ‘Turks’ and ‘Venetians’,
during which the paper and paste-board port of Algiers went up prematurely in
flames.

The second marriage crashed and burned even more spectacularly. The match
was between Frances Howard, the daughter of the spendthrift Lord Treasurer,
the Earl of Suffolk, and James’s current favourite, Robert Carr (Scottish page of
Lord Hay, the great party thrower), whose shapely length of leg caught James’s
eye when Carr was injured in the tilts. Carr, whom the Earl of Suffolk described
as ‘straight-limbed, well-favoured, strong-shouldered and smooth-faced with
some sort of cunning and show of modsty, tho, God wot, he well knoweth when
to show his impudence’, had been promoted at dizzy speed, first in 1611 to the
Viscountcy of Rochester, where he had been endowed with Henry II’s immense
pile of a castle, and then in November 1613 to the even grander earldom of
Somerset. For the nuptials Ben Jonson produced a masque called Hymenaeli,
designed, in its rapturous extolling of marriage, to draw a veil over the
unsavoury circumstances in which the union had come about. For Frances
Howard had been married before, in 1606, at the age of thirteen, to the second
Earl of Essex, then fourteen. But — so it was later claimed in the proceedings for
annulment — the marriage had not gone well, at least not in bed. Not much was
kept private in the world of the Jacobean court, especially since this kind of
gossip was meat and drink for the printed courants or news-sheets, which, much
as tabloids today, lived off stories of spooky astral occurrences and the juicy
adulteries of the rich and famous. In Frances Howard they had a story beyond
their wildest dreams.

Even before she had met Carr, stories of Essex’s impotence were doing the
rounds, along with rumours that Frances had obligingly unburdened Prince
Henry of his virginity. In 1613, to the horror of his friend and political adviser
Sir Thomas Overbury, Carr made it clear that he wanted to convert their affair
into a marriage. It was a period when the power of the Howard clan was at its
peak, and when the king found it virtually impossible to deny Carr anything, not
even a wife, for even if the king were a sexually active gay, he seemed
completely without jealousy where the heterosexual needs of his young protégés
were concerned. And once she had made her mind up, Frances was simply
unstoppable. Her marriage to Essex, she insisted, had never been consummated



and not for want of her trying her best. (She was later accused of feeding Essex
drugs to guarantee his impotence.) A commission of the Church was appointed
to judge whether there was a case for divorce based on the claim of non-
consummation, which (to the consternation of the Archbishop of Canterbury,
who begged the king to be excused) involved the prelates of England solemnly
listening to detailed evidence concerning the failure of the noble earl to
introduce his member satisfactorily into the well-disposed orifice of the
countess. A physical examination found that she was indeed virgo intacta
(although it was later said that Frances had insisted on veiling her face during the
inspection and had actually substituted a virgin hired for the imposture, which in
light of her subsequent inventiveness cannot be entirely ruled out). When the
reluctant Archbishop of Canterbury demurred over supplying the correct result,
the king stacked the jury by adding bishops who were less exacting in their
judgement. The Essex—Howard union was declared no union at all, and the new
marriage sanctioned.

There was, however, one obstacle to the realization of marital bliss between
Frances Howard and Robert Carr, and that was Sir Thomas Overbury, who
annoyingly continued to refer to her as ‘that base woman’ and to counsel Carr to
break off the alliance with someone he thought little better than a whore. To shut
him up, Overbury was offered a foreign embassy, which, to general
consternation, he declined. Declared an affront to the king’s majesty, he was
locked away in the Tower, where he died in September 1613.

For a while Frances and Somerset enjoyed a prolonged honeymoon. But about
eighteen months after the wedding, in the summer of 1615, it emerged that
Overbury had not simply died in the Tower but had been murdered, by the
unusual method of a poisoned enema. The lowdown on Overbury’s death had
come from an apothecary’s assistant, who, before dying, had confessed that he
had been paid £20 by the Countess of Essex to do the deed. An investigation
produced an extraordinary story that the Lieutenant of the Tower had noticed
that tarts and jellies and the like, delivered from the Countess for the prisoner,
looked and smelled suspicious, especially when one of his own men had already
confessed to attempting a poisoning. Scared of offending the most powerful
woman in the country after the queen, the poor Lieutenant did what he could to
protect the target of her fury by intercepting the lethal provisions and replacing
them with food prepared by his own cook. But there was no intercepting (or
even suspecting) an enema filled with mercury sublimate. Although Somerset
himself had known nothing of the murder scheme, once confronted with the fait
accompli, he made feverish attempts to cover up the traces of the crime, bribing
where necessary, destroying documents where essential. With the appalled king



pressing the investigation, going in person to the council and ‘kneeling down
there desired God to lay a Curse upon him and his posterity if ever he were
consenting to Overbury’s death’, the plot unravelled. Once exposed, the sinister
cast of plotters — a crook-back apothecary from Yorkshire who had supplied
Frances with a whole range of poisons, including ‘Powder of Diamonds’, white
arsenic, and something called ‘Great Spider’, and Anne Turner, dress-designer-
cum-procuress, famous for popularizing yellow-starched fabrics, who passed the
poisons to Overbury’s gaoler — made the most lurid productions of John Webster
seem understated by comparison. Confronted with the damning evidence,
Frances broke down and pleaded guilty. Somerset, able with some conscience to
plead not guilty of advance knowledge, was none the less convicted of having
been at the very least an accessory after the deed. The commoners were,
needless to say, given the horrible deaths reserved for poisoners; the nobles, of
course, were spared by James and kept confined in the Tower, where Somerset
contented himself with periodic exercises in interior redesign.

To those out in the shires whose theology divided the world into the legions of
Christ and the battalions of Antichrist, the Howard—Somerset affair, featuring as
it did all the prime transgressions — fornication, murder, criminal suppression of
the truth, perhaps even witchcraft — was the clearest evidence that the court was
indeed a Stuart Sodom, an unspeakable sink of iniquity. Puritan manuals on the
right ordering of the commonwealth never tired of stressing the patriarchal
family as the building block of a just and godly state. It was surely not accidental
that the chief mover in bringing the king’s attention to the likelihood of a
hideous plot was himself an evangelical Protestant, Sir Ralph Winwood, the
Secretary of State. To men like Winwood, the decency and integrity of the social
and political order were at stake, for everything about that social order seemed to
have been perverted in the Howard plot, involving as it did protagonists at the
apex of the social and political pyramid. The proper deference of wife to
husband had been demonstrably violated by the subjection of the pathetic
Somerset to his frightening wife. Frances and her confederate Anne Turner
seemed the incarnation of all the misogynist nightmares that haunted Jacobean
culture: the insatiable, demonically possessed succubus, the fiend who destroyed
through carnal congress. Could there be any doubt that the manner of poor
Overbury’s death must have been devised by the anally obsessed Devil? James
himself seems to have concluded that Turner was, indeed, a sorceress.

Seen in this light, the grip that the Howards appeared to have on the
government of England seemed evidence of a Satanic conspiracy to subvert the
godliness and manliness of the aristocracy, whose privileges were still
conditional on its status as an exemplary warrior caste. To soldiers like Barnaby



Rich, writing in 1617, the atrophy had gone devilishly far, as it had with the
Romans. No wonder the evil genius behind the Howard—Somerset plot had been
the fashion queen, Mrs Turner, since ‘our minds are effeminated, our martial
exercises and disciplines of war are turned into womanish pleasures and delights
. . . we are fitter for the coach than the camp’. As for the bishops, they too had
also demonstrated the criminal worthlessness of their office by becoming party
to infamy. (This was no surprise to Puritans, who made much of Mrs Overall,
the notorious wife of the future Bishop of Coventry and Lichfield, who had run
off with one of her many lovers in 1608.) The king won some credit from the
critics of the court for his evidently sincere determination to get to the bottom of
the crime. But the fact that he had forborne from punishing the principal
malefactors with the full severity of the law while condemning their minions to
death seemed further proof that James was impotent to prevent the descent of
England into a pit of pagan immorality.

In the last thirty years of the twentieth century, it became a received wisdom
that the Puritans were, especially by the 1620s, no more than a small if very
vocal minority in England. (It is much harder to minimize the significance of
ardent Calvinism in Scotland, which, of course, knew as much about the Howard
affair as England.) And it is not to be imagined that episodes like the Howard
scandal suddenly brought a majority round to thinking of the court as somehow
irreversibly corrupt. But what it did do was reinforce the conviction of those who
were already committed to the cause of moral cleansing (and who were doing
something about it in their own households and local towns and villages) that the
band of the Elect would, by definition, be a select but zealous troop. For the
moment, the godly had to concentrate on local purifications, beginning, as
always, with themselves and their immediate family and extending outwards into
their community. A few would come to the conclusion that England was so far
gone in abomination that to create a Zion apart required putting the distance of
the Atlantic between them and Albion-Gomorrah. There was, to be sure, no
strategy about any of this. It was not ‘stage one’ of some sort of timetable to
create a true Jerusalem in England, but equally only the most myopic focus on
the immediate circumstances of the outbreak of the civil war in 1641-2 could
possibly write off the strength and spiritual intensity of the godly as of no
consequence at all to the fate of Britain. Of course, the Puritans had no inkling
whatsoever that the path ahead would involve an overthrow of the monarchy.
But the agents of all such upheavals — in eighteenth-century France and early
twentieth-century Russia, for example — are invariably zealous sects who believe
themselves moved by some higher calling to a great and general scouring.

In the early years of the seventeenth century, the construction of Zion was a



local business. But what the godly might achieve in places like the Dorset cloth
town of Dorchester must have supplied for some, at least, practical evidence that
with God’s help his Faithful might yet prevail against the hosts of darkness. In
1613 — the year of the Howard-Somerset marriage — Dorchester, then a town of
only 2000 souls, was ravaged by a terrifying fire, which destroyed 170 of its
houses, miraculously taking just one life. To the Puritan rector of the Church of
Holy Trinity, John White, who had been appointed to Dorchester in 1606, it was
a communiqué from Sodom: a clear sign of God’s wrath at the stiff-necked
sinfulness of the people and their wickedly complaisant magistrates. Together
with recent immigrants to the town of like-minded godliness, White set about,
through preaching and teaching, to make a great and holy alteration. His targets
were the usual suspects: fornication in general; adultery in particular;
drunkenness; cursing, sports and pastimes (like bear-baiting and street theatre),
which were especially vile when profaning the Sabbath but reprehensible at all
times; chronic absenteeism from church; and casual rowdiness and violence. His
enforcers were the constables (three of them), the part-time night-watchmen, the
daytime beadles and the local justices, who were to send offenders to the stocks
or, if necessary, to gaol. But White and his zealot friends also meant to make a
positive change in the habits of the community by exhorting the flock to charity,
even or especially at times of economic distress. The funds gathered from church
collections were to be used to refashion the town: to create new schools and a
house of learning and industry for children of the poor, and to care for the sick
and old. Dorchester became a veritable fount of charity, not just for its own
distressed, but also for any causes identifiable as morally deserving: victims of
the plague in Cambridge and Shaftesbury, and victims of a fire (with which the
locals had special sympathy) in Taunton, Somerset.

The fact that White and his fellow Puritans, a majority of whom came to
dominate the town corporation, correctly believed themselves to be contending
with a county society that was far from sympathetic to their goal of conducting a
new godly reformation, only strengthened their passionate conviction that God’s
work had to be done. And between the year of the fire and 1640 they did
accomplish an amazing change in the little town. Their moral police bore down
on offenders with tireless zeal. Landlords who took advantage of their tenants’
or their debtors’ wives by forcing themselves on them were exposed, fined or
pilloried. Compulsive swearers like Henry Gollop, who was presented to the
magistrates for unleashing an awesome string of forty curses in a row, had their
mouths stopped. Women who kept houses of assignation and alehouse-keepers,
whose taverns were a place of constant riot, had their premises shut down or
were evicted. Traditional festivals, which were notorious for promoting



drunkenness and licentiousness, were expunged from the local calendar.
Notorious absentees from church (especially among the young) were driven back
there and sternly awaited every Sunday. Theatre disappeared. In 1615 an actor
manager called Gilbert Reason came to town armed with a licence from the
Master of the Revels in London entitling him to play before the townspeople.
Dorchester’s bailiff refused him in no uncertain terms, and when Reason replied
that, since he was disregarding a royally authorized document, the bailiff was no
better than a traitor, he found himself spending two days in gaol before being
sent on his way. More sadly, a ‘Frenchwoman’ without hands, who had taught
herself to do tricks with her feet (like writing and sewing) for a livelihood, was
likewise sent packing.

In 1617 the killjoys were dealt an unexpected blow by the king’s Book of
Sports, which expressly allowed certain pastimes (like music) on Sunday
evenings, while upholding the ban on bear-and bull-baiting and bowling.
James’s demand for a relaxation on censoriousness had been provoked by a stay
in Lancashire en route back from Scotland, where he discovered that a
particularly ferocious moral regime had been inflicted on innocent games and
pastimes. But in Dorchester, the Book of Sports was heeded less than the
vigilance of the local magistracy. The number of pregnant brides fell
dramatically, as did the packs of beggars and unlicensed transients. Children
were taken into the new schools and a ‘hospital’ established for the
encouragement of sound work habits and piety. There were two new almshouses
and a municipally funded brewhouse to employ the ‘deserving’ (that is non-
begging) indigent. A house of correction was built with a homily carved over the
door summing up the prevailing ethos in Dorset’s little Jerusalem: ‘Look in
yourselves, this is the scope/Sin brings prison, prison the rope.’

In 1620 there was a new and urgent cause for which the godly in Dorchester
were asked to empty their purses: Protestant refugees fleeing from an invasion of
the Rhineland Palatinate by Catholic troops of the king of Spain. Some of the
fugitives even came to settle in Dorchester, such was the international reputation
of White, whose German assistant made sure the town was in close touch with
events in continental Europe. Those events in the Rhineland, apparently remote
from English and British concerns, became immediately a topic of supreme
importance in the country’s political and religious life, the subject of
innumerable tracts, sermons and pamphlets, to the point where they changed
Britain. By marrying his daughter Elizabeth to the apparently dull but safe
Protestant Elector Frederick, James had unwittingly put his entire reputation as
the king of peace in terrible jeopardy. The consequences of that marriage and the
predicament in which it put the Crown would dog James until his death in March



1625 and would cast a long shadow over the beginning of his son’s reign.

The problem could hardly have been anticipated, happening in the same place
that even three centuries later Neville Chamberlain would notoriously describe
as a ‘far away country of which we know little’: Bohemia. In 1618 the Protestant
Estates rejected the Catholic nominee for their crown (the archduke who would
become the Emperor Ferdinand) and made their point by throwing the envoys
sent from the Emperor Matthias out of the windows of HradcCany Castle in
Prague on to the substantial dung-heap below. Invitations went out to eligible
Protestant candidates, and Frederick, certainly to his father-in-law’s
consternation, accepted the throne in August 1619. In November 1620 his army
suffered a disastrous defeat at the hands of the Catholic Holy Roman Emperor at
the battle of the White Mountain, and at the same time Spanish troops invaded
his Rhineland home territory of the Palatinate. Frederick and Elizabeth — the
Winter King and Queen, from their short stay in Prague — became the most
famous and fashionable refugees of their age, travelling between England and
France and finally settling in The Hague, where they established their own court
in exile.

In the more Protestant centres of Britain, from London to Edinburgh (and
certainly in Dorchester), a hue and cry went up for war against Spain and the
Catholic powers. To the godly this was the battle of the Last Days, heralding the
coming of the kingdom of the saints. Sides had to be taken. And the king, it was
clear, would have to be pushed. But James’s deep reluctance to turn warrior was
not just a matter of ending his long and successful career as a pacifist; it was also
a matter of bankrupting the realm. His trusted adviser, and later, from 1622, his
Treasurer, Lionel Cranfield, who knew what he was talking about, coming as he
did from a commercial and financial background, and who by dint of painstaking
economies had managed to contain, if not reverse, the damage to the Exchequer
from years of profligate spending, now warned of the fiscally catastrophic
consequences of a war. But James was equally aware that to do nothing about
the humiliating predicament of his daughter and son-in-law, to say nothing of the
standing of the Protestant states of Europe, was to compromise beyond any
possibility of recovery the authority of his government.

James felt personally betrayed by the Catholic offensive because for some
time before 1620 he had been making overtures to Madrid for a marriage
alliance between his son, Charles, and the daughter of King Philip III of Spain.
In return for expressions of his own sincerity in seeking the match, James had
been told not to worry about the Palatinate itself. Even after the occupation, the
Spanish disingenuously claimed that their presence in the Rhineland was merely
pressure to dislodge Frederick from Bohemia. Such was his aversion to conflict



that, given this straw to grasp at, James was prepared to believe the transparent
lie. He was abetted in this pathetic self-deception by his new favourite, George
Villiers (the son of an impoverished Leicestershire knight), whose star had risen
when those of Somerset and the Howards had crashed. In rapid succession
Villiers had been promoted to become Knight of the Garter, privy councillor,
baron, earl, marquis and, finally, especially shocking since there had been no
dukes in England since the execution of Norfolk in the reign of Elizabeth, Duke
of Buckingham.

The last Spanish marriage — between Mary Tudor and Philip IT — had not
turned out well for anyone, so the gambit was from the beginning fraught with
controversies that went to the heart of national and religious sensibilities. There
were those, like the Puritan Sir Robert Harley in Herefordshire, who were old
enough to remember the Spanish Armada. And Camden’s immensely popular
history of the reign of Elizabeth ensured that the epic of the wars against Spain
was very much alive in Jacobean England. The Spanish court and government
simply sat back and enjoyed the inexplicable desperation of the English,
delighted that they were so keen to rule themselves out as adversaries in the
wider European war. Their terms were aggressive. As a condition of the
marriage they insisted (pushed by an equally overjoyed Rome) that the Infanta
Maria be allowed not just a private chapel but a church that would be open to the
public as well. Until they were into their adolescence, the responsibility for
educating the children of the union would fall to the infanta, not the prince. And,
most daring of all, they stipulated that English Catholics should now be allowed
open freedom of worship. James must have known that to accept these terms
would be to light a wildfire in both England and Scotland, but he was in absurd
thrall to the beauteous Duke of Buckingham. In letters James addressed him as
‘Steenie’, a Scots endearment referring to his supposed resemblance to an image
of St Stephen. In return Buckingham wrote back to his ‘deare dade’, knowing
that no flattery would be too cloying for the besotted king, thus: ‘I naturallie so
love your person and upon so good experience and knowledge adore all your
other parts which are more than ever one man had that were not onelie all your
people but all the worlds besids sett together on one side and you alone on the
other I should, to obey and pleas you, displeas, nay despise them.’” Gouty old
men should, of course, be wise enough in the ways of the world to discount
sycophancy on this scale. But evidently James needed someone to lean on, both
metaphorically and literally, and Buckingham, who had been entirely ‘made’ by
the king as much as if he had fathered him, was obviously assigned the role of
the perfect son: virile, clever and dynamic. He could do no wrong, especially
when expanding on the wonderfulness of King James.



Charles might have been a tougher nut for Buckingham to crack, being so
reserved in his demeanour and alienated from the unbuttoned bonhomie of his
father, but a special feast that Buckingham gave for him took care of that.
Together, Charles and Buckingham managed to persuade James — over what was
left of his better judgement — that a way to nail the match was for them to go to
Madrid, woo the infanta in person and confront the court there with a fait
accompli. James was so anxious to avoid a war that he agreed to the hare-
brained plan. In 1621 he had come through the fiercest political conflict of his
whole reign when he had summoned parliament to provide a subsidy in the event
of a war. The initial session in early 1621, with the prospect of doing damage to
Spain in the offing, had turned into a virtual love fest, with parliament offering
funds and James offering up the usual sacrifice of a minister for them to impeach
(in this case, Lord Chancellor Bacon, who was accused of taking bribes) and
conceding that he had brought some of the ruin on himself by being ‘too
bountiful’ when he first came into the kingdom. By the end of the year, however,
news of the serious consideration being given not to a war but to a Spanish
marriage had soured relations. Parliament now adamantly refused to grant
monies in advance of a commitment to go to war. In response, James turned
furiously on them, denying their right to discuss matters such as a royal marriage
and affairs of war and peace. ‘You usurp upon our prerogative royal and meddle
with things far above your reach.” This was, in fact, virtually the same position
that Elizabeth had taken when she, too, had turned on parliament in 1566. But in
the intervening period, History had happened, in particular, a richly developed
historical discourse, which held that parliaments had, since time immemorial,
been able to discuss such things and that their right to speak freely on matters of
state was, in the words of their ‘Protestation’ of 1621: ‘the ancient and
undoubted birthright and inheritance of the subjects of England; and that the
arduous and urgent affairs concerning the King, state and defence of the realm
and of the Church of England, and the maintenance and making of laws and
redress of mischiefs and grievances which daily happen in this realm are proper
subjects and matters of counsel and debate in parliament.” James, who continued
to insist that any such ‘privileges’ were a grant, not a right, may have been on
more accurate historical ground, but he was, as his son also would be, the
ideological loser of the argument. And losers turn petulant, especially Stuarts.
The king’s response was to have the offending page torn from the Journal of the
House of Commons and the most offensive speakers locked up.

So perhaps it was the need to bring about an evacuation of the Palatinate
without having to go to parliament for war funds that moved James to allow
Buckingham and Charles to proceed with their adventure. Or perhaps James was



just losing his grip, as an extraordinary letter to ‘Steenie’ and ‘babie Charles’
suggests, when he addressed them as ‘my sweete boyes and deare ventrouse
Knights worthy to be putt in a new romanse’. From the beginning, from when
they chose the persuasive incognitos of ‘Tom and Jack Smith’ complete with
false whiskers (which fell off en route), to Charles’s adolescent determination to
climb the garden wall in Madrid to get a better view of the object of his
adoration, the entire enterprise began to resemble one of the more puerile
products of the Jacobean stage. The Spanish, at any rate, were hugely amused at
the pit of embarrassment that Smith and Smith had so boyishly dug for
themselves. For while Buckingham and Charles naively imagined that they were
hastening a conclusion, the Spanish realized that they had been handed, in effect,
two diplomatic hostages. If James had allowed such a thing, their reasoning
went, he must be desperate for the marriage. And if he were desperate, then they
would extract the most extortionate terms they could from his predicament. Not
only would there now be a royally protected public Catholic church created for
the infanta, but Prince Charles would also have to agree to take instruction from
her chaplain. To their amazement this, too, was accepted by the prince, along
with more or less anything else the Spanish could think of. Testing the limits of
English tolerance, they now went one step too far. The marriage, they stipulated,
was to be considered made on paper but strictly subject (for its actual realization
and consummation) to the satisfactory completion of a one-year probationary
period, to be served not just by Charles himself at Madrid but also by his father’s
government and kingdom. If during that period the terms of the treaty had been
properly fulfilled, the infanta and her husband would be free to travel back to
England; if not, well then not.

This last demand appalled King James, who now became genuinely (and
rather touchingly) distraught at the possibility of not seeing his beloved ‘Steenie’
and his ‘babie’ for at least a year, during which time, God alone only knew, his
aching old bones might have to be put in their tomb. Fortunately for James,
Charles and Buckingham had also been affronted by the notion of their
probation, and the heady romance of the Spanish affair had cooled. One of
Charles’s companions, the young Buckinghamshire gentleman Sir Edmund
Verney, had struck a priest in the face when he attempted to administer the
Catholic last rites to a dying page in the prince’s retinue. The indignity of being
captives rather than suitors began to seem like the humiliation it was. To secure
their freedom Charles and Buckingham pretended to go along with the treaty,
only to make it clear even before landing in England that they would repudiate
it. By the time the party had got home, livid at the indignities, Buckingham had
completely recast the prince’s role (and his own) not as Spanish bridegroom but



as Protestant hero. Instead of a wedding there would now be a war. There is
nothing like a bad pre-nuptial agreement, it seems, to bring on an attack of
belligerence.

When Charles returned home in October 1623, still a Protestant bachelor, the
country exploded in relief, the likes of which had not been seen since the
unmasking of the Gunpowder Treason. Once more, there were bonfires and
bells. The spring session of parliament, summoned in February 1624 to provide a
subsidy for the king, immediately turned into a concord between king and
nation. Another minister (this time the relatively blameless and tireless, if well-
rewarded, Lord Treasurer Cranfield) was duly served up for disgrace and ruin,
and, now that the country was going to get its patriotic-Protestant war,
parliament was prepared to give the king his money.

It was not quite the war they had bargained for. Memories of Elizabethan
strikes against the Don, much glamorized by the passage of time and the
embellishments of history, must have led many to assume that there would be
swift and lethal raids and the capture on the high seas of Spanish treasure. But
apparently there was to be a land campaign too, waged in the Rhineland by the
mercenary general, Count Ernst von Mansfield, using troops impressed — that is
to say coerced — from England. No one was chafing at the bit to sign up for this
doubtful enterprise. Men sawed their fingers off or blinded themselves in one
eye to avoid impressment, but 12,000 poor souls, digits and eyes intact, were
plucked by the constables from alehouses and street corners and marched to
Dover. By the time they could find a port willing to land them on the other side,
at Flushing in Zeeland, the entire force had been so badly hit by the plague that
bodies had to be thrown into the harbour every day, until just 3000 troops
remained, scarcely enough to make any kind of military impact. So the
Mansfield expedition ignominiously collapsed before it ever got under way.

It was to have been the last great campaign of the peacemaker king. But in
March 1625, the king, who had become so stricken with gout that he could
barely move at all, made his own peace with the Almighty. ‘And Solomon sleeps
with his fathers,” was the text of the funeral sermon preached by John Williams,
Bishop of Lincoln, invoking the dusty cliché of Jacobean eulogies. But this time
it was literal, since the great tomb of Henry VII in Westminster was opened and
James’s own remains were placed next to the founder of the Tudor dynasty. If he
had had trouble making a union of his two realms in his life, at least he would
manage one particular peaceful cohabitation in death. For although James was
hidden from view, the tombs of his mother and his predecessor, Mary and
Elizabeth, the one brilliantly coloured, the other virginally white, were made, by
his order, to share the same space. Magna Britannia: R.I.P.



If James had been Britain’s Solomon, could his son aspire to be its imperial
Charlemagne? Carolus Rex Magnae Britanniae appears on a shield hung over an
ancient oak in the most imposing of all of Van Dyck’s equestrian portraits, in
which the golden-spurred king rides forth in a pose unmistakably reminiscent of
Titian’s great equestrian portrait of the armoured Habsburg emperor, Charles
Von Horseback, of 1548. Behind him is the sylvan glade of England, before him
the cerulean sky of the new golden age over which he will preside, Roman
Emperor and miles Christianum, Christian knight. Because he was so little, Van
Dyck had to take liberties with the relative proportions of king and horse, so that
Charles would seem a naturally commanding Caesar. Riding and ruling were
supposed to be one and the same. Antoine de Pluvinel, the most famous riding
instructor in all Europe, had published a widely read treatise that not only
compared the stoical, perfectly calm control of a fiery charger to the ruler’s
government of his realm but actually argued as well for equestrian education in
this style as a precondition of establishing proper princely authority. To
command the great horse — impassive, fearless and still — as the statue of Marcus
Aurelius on the Campidoglio in Rome made clear, was the mark of a true
Caesar.

It is a certainty that Charles would have read deeply in the classics as part of
his humanist education, and that the Stoics, Seneca in particular, would have
been at the heart of such instruction. From an early stage the new king cultivated
an aura of stoical self-possession, which made a startling contrast with the
garrulous, expansive, disconcertingly unbuttoned informality of his father.
Perhaps Charles, like so many others, had been impressed with the gravitas that
ruled the Spanish court. At the Escorial sobriety ruled, and the king’s presence
was closed off from the common mob of courtiers by a solemn and elaborate
fence of ritual. Sir Edmund Verney, who had not shown himself overly decorous
by attacking a Jesuit, was now repaid by being awarded the office of Knight
Marshal of the Palace, saddling him with the unenviable task of policing the
court and its environs. It was Verney who had to see to the yards and corridors
of the royal palaces, especially Whitehall, clearing them of the innumerable
over-dressed louts, dunning tradesmen, doubtful men-at-arms and sundry
petitioners who hung around the premises. There was, in any case, much in
Charles’s own reserved (not to say secretive) and rather prim manner that
predisposed him towards solemnity. Of course, the more demure atmosphere he
brought to the court could hardly have been thought a liability. A thorough
cleansing of the Augean stables was, after all, what polite (not just Puritan)
opinion had been clamouring for. And the substance of Charles’s policies was
not, in principle, so very different from that of his father, who had also refused to



acknowledge the illegality of extra-parliamentary taxation, or the right of
parliament to debate what it saw fit. When he bore down on parliament for
presuming such things, he was doing no more than reiterating what he could be
forgiven for thinking an accepted article of the Jacobean creed about
sovereignty.

It was not so much what Charles said that got him and England into trouble as
the way he said it. The violent ups and downs of James’s political apprenticeship
had educated him early and well in the need for timely, pragmatic concessions,
and he was capable of alternating Caledonian wrath with equal bursts of
ingratiating charm. Charles, though, set great store by consistency. Perhaps he
had overdosed a little on Seneca and his seventeenth-century neo-Stoic admirers
for whom there was no greater virtue in public men than constancy, for Charles
was constitutionally incapable of seeing two (or more) sides to any matter. More
seriously for the government of the realm, he was even more incapable of acting
against his own decided convictions.

Charles would not, for example, do what kings of England had done since the
days of Edward III and the ‘Good Parliament’ of 1376 and jettison a royal
favourite for the sake of an improved working relationship between Crown and
parliament. Cynicism and disloyalty shocked him deeply. Instead, Charles
insisted on looking at the individual merits of the case. This was a terrible
mistake. You will not find any chapters in constitutional histories devoted to the
rituals of therapeutic disgrace, but creative scapegoating had, none the less, long
been an integral element of English politics. Concentrating odium for unpopular
policies on the head of a politician (which, of course, might fall as a result)
preserved the fiction that the ‘king could do no wrong’. By insisting from an
honourable but obtuse loyalty (in the case of Buckingham and, later, Laud and
Strafford) that there was no difference between the king’s view and his
servant’s, he wrecked the convenience of impeachment. Blame had nowhere to
go but back to HM himself.

None of this, of course, would occur or could be explained to Charles himself
even when, as in Buckingham’s case, the favourite had reserved most of his
energies for the accumulation of an immense empire of patronage rather than for
the prosecution of the war he said he was so impatient to fight. In 1625 the
doomed Spanish marriage project had been replaced by a successful French
match (to Henrietta Maria, sister of Louis XIII), and, as part of the alliance,
English ships and troops were supposed to join a French attack on Spain. But
Cardinal Richelieu proved not much less manipulative than the Spanish and
absorbed the English force into an attack on the Huguenot enclave of La
Rochelle. When, in addition, it became apparent that Henrietta Maria was to



enjoy the same conditions of freedom for Catholic worship that would have been
guaranteed to the Spanish infanta and, even worse, that the recusancy laws were
to be suspended as a condition of the marriage, it suddenly seemed that England
was fighting a war against, rather than on behalf of, the Protestant cause.

The suspicion that the country had somehow been turned aside from a godly
Protestant crusade to a sinister quasi-Catholic war, designed to insinuate popery
back into the Church, was shared by the Puritans both in parliament and in the
shires. Sir Robert Harley’s letters to his third wife, Lady Brilliana (whose
wonderful name had been taken from the seaport of Brielle or Brill, where the
Dutch revolt had had its first success against Philip II, and where Brilliana’s
father had been commander), are heavy with mistrust and anxiety. What capped
it for Harley was the appointment by Charles of Richard Montague as court
chaplain. To men such as Harley, Montague was a notorious ‘Arminian’, which
was little better than an outright Papist, perhaps even worse because of his
pretence of remaining within the Church of England. In fact, Montague’s brand
of theology was no different from that preached and practised by ministers
favoured by James, like Lancelot Andrewes and his successor, John Buckeridge.
But the Puritans knew that in the cockpit of theological combat in the Dutch
Republic the struggle (which had degenerated into a real civil war in 1618)
between ‘Arminians’ and their more militant late sixteenth-century Calvinist
adversaries was precisely over the crucial issue of predestination. The followers
of the Dutch theologian Jacobus Arminius believed that salvation was not
exclusively predetermined and that God might (not necessarily, but possibly) be
persuaded to relent by the penitent good works of the sinner, and that therefore
the boundaries between the saved and the damned were not hard and fast after
all. Rightly or wrongly, they had been anathematized in Holland as little better
than Catholics, and the same was true of their counterparts in England, including
Montague and William Laud, whom Charles would appoint to be Bishop of
London and then Archbishop of Canterbury. Like his father before him, Charles
saw the anti-Calvinist theology as broadening the Church, conceivably even
managing to bind up the wounds that had hurt it since the Reformation. To the
godly, though, this was nothing but a counter-Reformation by the back door.

When Charles’s first parliament convened in June 1625, summoned to provide
funds for the war, it made clear — from the niggardly sums voted and the
deliberately insulting grant of the usual customs duties, ‘tonnage and poundage’,
not for life but for one year — that religious issues were going to be linked to the
supply of revenue. A parliamentary commission of inquiry was appointed to
investigate Montague, and the next on the list of targets was bound to be
Buckingham, who had botched a raid on Cadiz so badly that suspicions were



being voiced that his heart had never been in it. To persuade parliament
otherwise, Buckingham abruptly switched tack to give them a war they might
like — against, rather than on behalf of, the French and in support of the
beleaguered Huguenots.

By the standards of past liability, Buckingham had already done enough to
earn himself impeachment thrice over, but during Charles’s second parliament,
in June 1626, the king made it clear he would never countenance proceedings
against his favourite. On 12 June, a tornado cut a path through southern England,
opening the graves of plague victims who had been buried the previous year.
The godly knew what this portended, but apparently the king did not. Faced with
parliamentary refusal to vote subsidies for the new war unless Buckingham was
impeached, Charles decided to levy a forced loan. This was bound to be
inflammatory. The medieval tradition of ‘benevolences’ — money required
without parliamentary sanction for the defence of the realm — had been outlawed
in 1484 and abandoned since 1546, as it invariably raised serious constitutional
questions about the king’s exclusive right to judge when a war constituted an
emergency or not. In 1614, however, James had revived benevolences, though
they remained bitterly controversial. It was predictable that those whom Charles
believed to be conspiratorial rabble-rousers, the orchestrators of ‘popularity’,
should misrepresent the loan (as he thought) as an illegal confiscation. But the
scale and breadth of outraged resistance must have startled him. Had not
William Laud preached that since no power but God could judge the king,
obedience to God extended, without demur, to obeying the king? The point,
however, was not well taken. It was not just Puritans who denounced the loan as
unlawful. The heart of the resistance came from sections of the political
community on whom the king relied for stable government: the nobility and the
gentry of the counties. Even so, not all the shires were equally incensed. It
helped that the administrative arrangements for the loan were left to the counties
themselves to organize, and the fact that £240,000 was raised, despite the hue
and cry, suggests that by no means all of England and Wales was up in arms.

But some sections of the country were, indeed, belligerent in defence of the
‘liberties’ and property of the subject as never before. In Cornwall, for example,
often thought of as loyal and royal, the MP William Coryton made it clear to the
commissioners for the loan that he had consulted God, his conscience and
historical precedent and had been instructed by all three that the loan was
emphatically illegal. Coryton was imprisoned in the Fleet prison in London for
his resistance. Some of the greatest and most powerful figures in the country
became resisters: the Earls of Warwick, Essex, Huntingdon and Arundel. The
twenty-seven-year-old Theophilus Clinton, Earl of Lincoln, an unlikely



opposition hero, none the less mobilized resistance among seventy prominent
gentry in the county and, when deposited in the Tower for his presumption,
made sure his steward carried on the work of frustrating the commissioners. The
spectacle of the mighty leading the charge in counties like Essex, Suffolk,
Oxfordshire, Warwickshire, Northamptonshire and Buckinghamshire gave heart
to godly preachers and men who would normally be thought of as pillars of
stability. And the crisis provoked statements of shocking defiance and militancy.
‘If it [the loan] goes forward,” wrote one Lincolnshire knight, ‘we make
ourselves and our posteritye subject to perpetual slavery without any recovery to
be taxed at pleasure without any limits.” And in Yorkshire Sir John Jackson
warned that ‘if any of his men had give anie they should never hold land of him
and if anie of my tenants shall give, God’s wounds I could or would hange them
with my owne hands’.

The sound and fury did not die away once the money was collected. In the
thirty-two contested elections for the parliament of 1628, opposition or
submission to the forced loan became a critical issue in mobilizing the
freeholders to defeat court-approved incumbents. Coryton and his friend, Sir
John Eliot, who had also been jailed for resistance, were pressured by the
government not to stand in Cornwall. But stand they did, turning their
incarceration into a badge of honour and, more significantly, organizing like-
minded gentry in a region supposedly warmly loyalist to ensure their triumphant
return to parliament. Even more ominously for Crown control of politics, some
of the more fiercely contested elections saw feisty mob scenes. At Cambridge
Joseph Mead, the collector of political intelligence for his news ‘separates’,
reported that in London not only had a linen draper, who had been in prison for
resisting the loan, been elected, but the crowds had also been ‘very unruly’. At
Westminster supporters of the court-sponsored candidate, Sir Robert Pye,
attempted to cry up his chances by parading the streets shouting, ‘A Pye! A Pye!
A Pye!’, but were met with derisive counter-cries of ‘A pudding! A pudding! A
pudding!” and ‘A lie! A lie! A lie!” Many of the names that would become a
fixture of parliamentary ideology and local political organization in the early
1640s — Francis Rous in Cornwall, John Pym at Tavistock — had their first
political blooding in these elections, which were unlike anything that had yet
been seen in English political life.

Of course, England was not yet on the verge of revolution, or even
approaching it, but moments like the forced loan crisis were, unquestionably,
politically transformative. Rightly or wrongly, they fixed in the minds of an
active, nationally educated political community the suspicion that this king was
bent on breaching parliamentary defences of their property and their common



law. It was an explosive apprehension, and from the most anxious it produced
statements of unprecedented militancy about the limits of royal power. In
Canterbury, for example, the city’s MP Thomas Scott responded to the dean’s
sermon demanding unconditional obedience to the king with the statement that
‘conscientious Puritans’ (the word now self-attached as a badge of pride) were
required to resist the abuses of unjust rulers: ‘subjects may disobey and refuse an
unworthy kinge his command or request if it be more than of duty we owe unto
him.’

Standing firm in their belief in the supreme rationality of the English common
law, the resisters were now taking to the courts to test both the legality of non-
parliamentary taxation and the right of the government to imprison without
showing due cause, something a Marlborough lawyer, Oliver St John, had said
in 1614 violated the Magna Carta. In this case, the courts upheld the legality of
the loan and thus the right of the Crown to confine resisters. And once the furore
abated, the king should still have been able to contain the political fall-out, fierce
though it was. But two events, both of them disastrous, made sure the book was
not yet closed on the debate about taxation.

In October 1627 Buckingham turned in yet another hideous fiasco by failing —
at huge expense — to take the French Atlantic fort of the Ile de Ré, not least
because the organizational genius of the navy had failed to notice that the scaling
ladders supplied for the siege were 15 feet too short to do the job. This single
débacle ate up £200,000 of the £267,000 collected by the loan. The duke was
mercilessly pilloried by ballad-mongers and newsletter-writers. But even worse
was to come. In March 1628 it was revealed that the terms of the judgement
handed down in the challenge to the legality of the loan had been deliberately
falsified by the attorney-general with the express knowledge and encouragement
of the king. What the judges had ruled was that a forced loan was legitimate in
this particular military emergency. What was published was a ruling that the
king was entitled to make extra-parliamentary levies whenever he judged them
to be appropriate to the kingdom’s needs. It was a bombshell. Those who had
believed the king found their trust badly shaken. Those who had taken the worst
possible view of Charles’s intentions, on the other hand, had a field day with the
revelation. With the wind at their backs the guardians of the ‘immemorial
constitution’ turned an argument over a specific measure into an all-out battle of
constitutional principles. As a precondition of any further grants, they demanded
a Bill of Rights declaring the illegality of non-parliamentary taxes, the
prohibition of any imprisonment without trial by the king for unspecified
‘reasons of state’, and the unlawfulness of martial law and forced billets. The
warriors for parliamentary liberties were, however, still in a minority in both the



Commons and the Lords. The crisis was, in effect, a three-way showdown, with
the party of moderate criticism in the middle, calling the tune. In the House of
Lords the Earl of Warwick and Viscount Saye and Sele (both serious Puritans in
their personal and religious life) decided, with a large measure of support, on the
less confrontational form of a Petition of Right. A petition embodied the same
points of substance as a bill, but crucially allowed Charles to save face and
protect James’s compulsively reiterated principle (restated as recently as 1621)
that such rights were granted by grace, not acceded to as of right.

This should have been the end of the crisis. The assassination of Buckingham
in August 1628 was a body blow to Charles, but it neatly took the vexed
question of what to do about the widely detested favourite out of the political
equation. In shocked mourning, Charles was convinced that the parliamentary
demonization of the duke had contributed directly to his death. (The assassin,
John Felton, had, in fact, imagined that he was ridding the country, and his king,
of a diabolical monster.) Smarting at being deprived of his effective power to
wage war, Charles mounted a counterattack, asserting his control over matters
not expressly specified in the Petition of Right. It’s hard not to imagine the king
burning the candle at both ends as he pored over the petition to find loopholes to
exploit, a legitimate but politically foolhardy impulse. He pounced on two
significant omissions. First, he now claimed the right to go ahead and impose
those ‘tonnage and poundage’ customs duties without waiting for parliamentary
permission. Still more controversially, his appointment of Montague to the
bishopric of Chichester and Laud to that of London said as loudly as possible
that the king had no intention of conceding anything about his monopoly of
wisdom and power in matters spiritual. Like his father, he thought of himself as
God’s ‘lieutenant on earth’.

But the norms of politics and what could or could not be legitimately accepted
as sovereign authority were changing under him even as Charles reiterated what
he assumed to be the self-evident truths of his sovereignty. Yet even if he were
incapable of compromising those principles, the arts of political management
called for something other than noble obstinacy. The parliamentary moderates,
who had cobbled together an artful resolution of conflict the previous year, were
prepared to try again and were called to a negotiation with the king, however
bleak the prospects. In the meantime, though, Charles had ordered a suspension
of parliamentary proceedings to allow discussions to proceed without further
public polarization. The order, of course, was construed as an enforced shut-
down, and the militants in the House of Commons loudly advertised it as an
infringement of their rights to debate. On 2 March 1629 the Speaker, Sir John
Finch, attempted to adjourn proceedings in compliance with the king’s order but



was told that he was the Commons’ servant, not the king’s, and would not be
allowed to suspend debates until a resolution attacking and condemning
‘innovations in religion’ and extra-parliamentary taxes had been read. In an
awkward bind, Speaker Finch replied, rather pathetically: ‘I am not the less the
king’s servant for being yours. I will not say I will not put it to the question but I
must say I dare not.” He had no choice. Sir Miles Hobart had locked the door of
the House and kept the key. With the king’s officer hammering on the door and
Denzil Holles, the member for godly Dorchester (and a big man), pushing the
Speaker down in his chair and making sure he stayed there, the most eloquent
leader of the radicals, Sir John Eliot, held the floor, warning that ‘none had gone
about to break parliaments but in the end parliaments have broken them’.
Resolutions of startling fierceness were then read, declaring ‘whoever should
bring innovation of religion . . . advise the taking and levying of subsidies not
granted by parliament’ to be ‘a capital enemy of the kingdom and
Commonwealth and every subject voluntarily complying with illegal exactions a
betrayer of the liberties of England and an enemy to the same’. Shouts of
acclamation, ‘Aye, Aye, Aye’, rang through the battle-hot House. Two days later
Hobart, Holles, Eliot and six others were arrested and sent to the Tower.
Parliament dissolved on 10 March.

It is not much, is it, this shift from speaking to shoving and shouting? On the
other hand, it’s everything: a startling violation of decorum in an age when body
language spoke volumes about authority and its wvulnerability. Holles’s
roughness and his evident contempt for polite procedure presuppose a collapse
of deference that was genuinely ominous for the status quo. And along with it
came something equally pregnant with consequences for the future — the creation
of a public sphere of politics, the birth, in fact, of English public opinion.
Although debates in parliament were still largely supposed to be confidential,
lengthy, detailed reports were being written by specialist scriveners, sometimes
on commission, sometimes for a news-hungry market, and reproduced in
multiple copies. Thus the great theatre of debate inside parliament became news,
and for the first time it was possible to make a living from selling it. John Pory,
who was also a geographer and foreign adventurer, had a network of
correspondents through the country, and he collated their information into a
newsletter, which he sold to subscribers for £20 a year. Ralph Starkey, another
of these pioneers of the mail-order news business, offered a range of products
and services, from ‘20 shillings a quire’ for parliamentary reports to £10 a copy
for the Black Book Proceedings of the Order of the Garter. The newsmongers
recognized the importance of keeping it hot and juicily divisive. By hiring a
team of copyists it took just a few days for a vendor of ‘separates’ to get the



word out (on paper) of the latest debates. So the news business, in a recognizably
modern guise, first saw the light of day during the battles between Crown and
parliament in 1628-9. Its emphasis on conflict may not, as the revisionist
historians reasonably insist, reflect any kind of actual polarization in the country
at large, but it has always been the mischievous genius of news to shape politics
even while pretending to report it. And the marked preference of the newsmen of
early seventeenth-century England for offering a theatre of the bad and the good,
the court and the country, may well have had the effect of making it happen by
virtue of saying it was so. The circulation of newsletters did something else, too,
of fundamental significance for the future: it connected events in London to a
provincial public (and on occasion local events could be turned into ‘national’
news). Reports of speeches would not be printed until the Long Parliament in
1642, but the sixpenny ‘separates’ travelled along the king’s highway, taking all
kinds of liberties with his sovereign prerogatives.

News always needs heroes, and the heavy hand of royal government made
sure it got them. For bad things had happened to the militant critics of the
Crown. Denzil Holles, Sir Miles Hobart and Sir John Eliot were all in the Tower,
and Eliot died there in 1632. In the circles of parliamentary opposition to Stuart
absolutism, Eliot’s fate made him the protomartyr of their resistance. John
Hampden, a Buckinghamshire gentleman and MP, was one of those who kept
the torch burning by corresponding with Eliot, visiting him in the Tower and
acting as guardian to his two teenage sons. Whether the opposition was dormant
or secretly indignant made no difference to the king. Parliament would not be
called again until 1640.

In the 1950s, the textbook assumption was still that this long period of non-
parliamentary government was a bandage applied so tightly over an open wound
as to ensure that the wound would fester, not heal, and that the body politic
would become quietly but morbidly infected. The condition of England was said
to be one of sullen acquiescence in ‘ship money’ and the quasi-Catholicization
of the Church, while the gagged and bound champions of parliamentary freedom
waited for the great day when they could recover the liberties of the nation. Not
much of this story has survived drastic revision. A recent history of the personal
rule goes so far as to argue that the 1630s were the ‘halcyon days’ of
disinterested royal government, when an energetic administration responded to
the wishes of an austere but public-spirited king.

Perhaps somewhere between these two poles (though not, I think, at the mid-
point) lies the truth. The suspension of parliamentary government was certainly
not thought of as some sort of royal coup d’état heralding the introduction of a
Habsburg—Bourbon Catholic despotism. Long periods without parliament were



not unknown in the English system, and Charles made it quite clear that he did
not see this one as signifying the end of the ‘king-in-parliament’ tradition.
Should parliament itself wish to return to what he called its ‘ancient’ and
reasonable way of conducting business, especially the business of providing him
with money to secure the nation’s defence, it would be back in business. And, of
course, the Jacobean and Caroline parliaments were not yet thought of as the
elected tribunes of the people. Most of the members of the Commons had taken
their seats as a result of consensual and uncontested selection in the counties and
boroughs. Some of the most radical of their number, like John Pym, owed their
place to a not merely exiguous but virtually non-existent electorate in a pocket
borough owned by the Earl of Bedford. By and large, members of parliament
were the same kind of people who were the natural governors of the county
community as magistrates, deputy lord-lieutenants and sheriffs, and whatever
their misgivings about the misuse of Crown prerogatives they still had no
problem accepting its offices. It was thus perfectly possible for upright Puritans,
like Sir Robert Harley, who had been incensed by the forced loan and by
Arminian appointments in the Church, to fill the lucrative position of Master of
the Mint, from 1626 to 1635 when he lost office.

On the other hand, neither was England between 1629 and 1640 quite the land
of sleepy contentment and harmony that has lately come to dominate the revised
histories. What had happened in 1628 and 1629 had happened. Barriers of
politeness had been breached. Unforgivable and unforgettable things had been
said on both sides. There had been excitement, agitation. Matters had turned
physical. And even if those who had been exercised by the theatre of the extreme
played out in those stormy years were only a tiny minority, they were a tiny
minority with a long memory and access to the newsletters. If there was no sense
of ‘biding their time’ (though this surely was the case for John Pym), neither
would the deep grievances and arguments that had been aired at the end of the
1620s completely evaporate in some sort of cloud of resignation and goodwill.
It’s often said that had there been no furore in Scotland in 1637, the Long
Parliament might never have happened. But that Scottish furore was not simply
something that happened out of the blue, from causes utterly unrelated to
Charles I's vision in the 1630s of a docile Britannia. On the contrary, what
happened in Scotland, as we shall see, was, root and branch, sturdily connected
to the royal trunk.

The problem with Charles Stuart was not his authoritarianism, his deviousness
nor his political tin-ear, all of which have been overstated in the understandable
interests of making the civil war seem more likely than it actually was. The
problem with Charles Stuart was his good intentions, and the stubborn literalness



with which he meant them to take effect. Conversely, in retrospect one can see
quite clearly what enormous political assets his father’s natural laziness and low
threshold of distraction really were. (Uncannily, the same would be true of Louis
XV and Louis XVI. Benign torpor should perhaps have been on the list of
recommended virtues for successful princes.) James I's tendency to leave
government to others, both in the Privy Council and in the shires, so that he
could get off after the hare at Royston, was, since those others happened to be of
the calibre of Robert Cecil and Francis Bacon and Lionel Cranfield, the best
thing he could have done for the country. Charles I, on the other hand, was
positively driven by the itch to govern. To be fair, since he inherited James’s
gargantuan debts and a war to boot, he did not have much choice in the matter.
But once England and Scotland settled back into a peace imposed on the king by
fiscal stringency and political opposition, Charles was not one to spend the rest
of his life hunting or posing for Van Dyck (though he was, in his way, partial to
both). Just as it had for Augustus, for Constantine and, especially, for Alfred the
Great, whose biography was commissioned by the king, Duty Called!

And that duty was to make a harmonious realm of Magna Britannia whether it
liked it or not, especially in religion, where it seemed most divided. Charles
conceived of his kingship in terms not so much of a political office and high
judgeship (as James theorized) as of a triple calling: knight-commander-cum-
Caesar, spiritual governor and father of the nation. In the first department he
made St George something of a fetish, turning the saint’s day into a national
holiday and investing the Order of the Garter with immense significance. The
badge itself, which he wore every single day, was personally redesigned to
feature the enormous silver aureole (borrowed from the French order of Saint
Esprit), which gave it the appearance of a numinous sacred emblem. Beyond this
sense of chivalric Christian appointment, Charles (like many of his
contemporaries in baroque Europe) evidently understood his place in the scheme
of things as a Platonist. Plato’s vision of a celestially ordered unity of the
universe, governed by ineffable ideas and truths, which were beyond the reach or
the earthly articulation of mere men but which could be apprehended through
beauty by a discerning few, the guardians, had been grafted on to Christian
theology to create a fresh justification for the priesthood. Charles undoubtedly
thought himself to be guardian-in-chief of Great Britain, and the exacting self-
discipline of the Platonic guardian — personal austerity, tireless dedication,
emotional and sensual self-denial (not qualities for which his late lamented dad
was famous) — was what he tried at all times to uphold and personify. What
better aim could there be, given the unhappy experience of his first years on the
throne, than to bring Harmony to England and Scotland — whether they damned



well liked it or not?

In the Dutch and Flemish paintings Charles loved to collect (and for which he
had stupendously good taste), Harmony was symbolically represented by the
family, often playing music. It was a truism that the family was a commonwealth
in miniature and at the same time a pattern for its proper rule. And, again in
contrast to the rather slatternly chaos of his father’s household, Charles meant
his family to be an exemplary image of firm but benevolent government. After a
rough start, relations between king and queen became genuinely and reciprocally
warm, and Charles’s devotion to Henrietta Maria was passionate enough to blind
him later to its very serious costs. Van Dyck’s portraits of the royal family
would be unique in the history of dynastic, even if they were just documents of
private, sentiment. But as their prominent display in public spaces at Whitehall
and Hampton Court makes clear, they were also a faithful visual translation of
Charles’s own ideology: that in the patriarchal family, with its strict but
affectionate regulation of the relations between husband and wife, parents and
children lay the foundation of all good order. In this, as in many other respects,
his views were surprisingly close to those of the Puritans, and one of the reasons
why Puritan nobles like Warwick were at such pains not to break with the king is
because they saw in him someone as deeply committed to a moral vision of
family and commonwealth as themselves.

But needs must, and needs could, disrupt the Caroline quest for Harmony,
especially when it was the perennial want of money that was at issue. ‘Ship
money’ would become reviled as one of the most notorious impositions ever laid
on the country, a classic case of arbitrary and overbearing government, but it
was originally introduced as a response to the widely acknowledged neglect of
the navy, painfully exposed in the Spanish and French wars, which had left
English shipping vulnerable to Dutch privateers and pirates. Initially, only the
coastal counties were required either to supply a ship or (as was more practical
for most of them) pay the equivalent sum. So Charles was able to defend his
imposition of ship money without parliamentary consent as legitimate, since it
had been levied in defence of the realm. But an ongoing need for naval
rearmament was not the same as if the country were facing a second armada, so
there were some who thought this merely another edition of the forced loan. It
was, though, only when the levy was extended to the inland counties in 1635 that
concerted opposition started to gather momentum.

Money was raised. The wheels of local government cooperated with the
Crown. The men who ran England and Wales — from lord-lieutenants, through
their deputies, to sheriffs, justices of the peace and constables and beadles — even
if they had been critics in the stormy days of the 1620s, settled back into the role



of political and social leaders of their communities, presiding at quarter sessions,
leading the hunt, dominating the pews. But what does this resumption of local
leadership really mean? That their criticisms had now been put to sleep by their
self-interest or that they could without much difficulty administer justice and
government without necessarily abandoning their strong reservations about the
court?

Some of them, it is true, became partners in Charles’s agenda of modernizing
reform and renewal, which often resembles nothing so much as the Puritan
programme in towns like Dorchester: extended poor relief, the suppression of
unlicensed alehouses, the foundation of schools and colleges, and projects
designed to improve agriculture like the Earl of Bedford’s famous drainage of
the Fens in the 1630s. But the intense hostility to the Dutch drainage programme
on the part of the affected Fenland population is a good instance of the reaction
of some local communities to the obsessive intervention of government in their
own backyard, however well-intentioned. And the manner in which those
‘improvements’ were carried out was not always calculated to allay suspicions
that, beneath grandiose declarations about the government promoting the welfare
of the commonwealth, there lurked something that smelled of a scam. In the
Fens the medieval Court of Sewers had been absurdly revived to move local
populations off boggy land. Once conveniently vacated, the land could be
transferred to the drainage syndicates, which profited from the enormous capital
appreciation of the drained land.

To avoid this kind of odium, Charles’s administration did its best to co-opt the
county gentry and nobility in its projects. But there were still some schemes in
which the intrusiveness of government was bound to be felt much more keenly
than its good intentions, never more so perhaps than in the notorious project for
the production and conservation of a strategic supply of gunpowder. This was
not a trivial issue. The gunpowder shortage was a Europe-wide problem in an
age of constant warfare, and a stockpile could make the difference between
victory and defeat. What, then, could be a more laudable or necessary patriotic
enterprise? In practice, though, what the scheme entailed was the creation of a
national store of saltpetre. And the cheapest and most readily available source of
nitrous saltpetre was the excreta of animals and humans. Only a monarch as
solemnly bereft of a sense of humour as Charles I could possibly have asked his
subjects, in all seriousness, to preserve a year’s supply of their own urine as a
major contribution to the national defence. (This would not, in fact, be the most
outrageous attempt to turn body waste into munitions. During the Irish rebellion
and wars of the Confederacy in the 1640s and 1650s, the remains of corpses
were recycled into gunpowder — the most perfect example, I suppose, of a self-



sustaining industry.) But the very energy of Charles’s ‘petre-men’ quickly turned
them into enemies of liberty and private property, as armed with warrants they
entered barnyards and private households, digging up floors if necessary to get
their hands on the precious and strategically important deposits of dove-
droppings or sheep shit. Given the unusual working conditions of this
assignment, it seems unlikely that, when confronted by householders
understandably displeased at having their floors dug up without a by-your-leave,
the petre-men would have made much of an effort to appease them.

Likewise, Charles’s support for Archbishop Laud’s programme for the Church
was, while perfectly well intentioned, easily open to misinterpretation. The heart
of Laudian doctrine was nothing more than the endorsement of ceremony and
sacrament that had certainly been upheld by James I and his own favoured
ministers and bishops, including Lancelot Andrewes. But James’s Scottish
apprenticeship had made him in practice, if not in principle, a grudging pluralist.
He had spoken for uniformity (and in Scotland pushed it through in 1618), but in
England he was more judicious and circumspect. Charles, on the other hand, saw
in Laudian theology a way to bring the congregation of Christians together
within an orderly hierarchy of the Church. The obsession with sermons and
preaching, the privileging of individual reading of the scripture, the harping on
the unbridgeable chasm between the saved and the damned he felt to be
profoundly divisive. With the débacle of Laudianism in 1640-1 came the
assumption that somehow it was, indeed, an alien growth on the body of the
native Church. But there were plenty of adherents in the 1630s who saw as a
national duty, for example, Laud’s levy for the repair and restoration of the
ruinously neglected and profaned St Paul’s Cathedral.

Herefordshire may have been home to the Harleys of Brampton Bryan, who
turned their castle into a magnet for Puritan teachers and preachers and an
asylum for those suffering from the enforcers of the Laudian Church. But it was
also home to the Scudamores of Holme Lacy. The Scudamores had been in the
business of supplying knights for the royal tilts right into the reign of James, and
they took special pride in their horses, kept not just for the hunt but to be at the
disposal of the king. As deputy-lieutenant for Herefordshire, the first Viscount
Scudamore made public exhortations to the Herefordshire gentry to improve the
quality and quantity of the horses they could bring to the service of the king.
Arthurian chivalry was not, it seems, quite dead on the Welsh borderlands. But
Scudamore was not just a loyal preux chevalier; he was also a genuinely learned
country gentleman with an Oxford education. And like so many of the post-
Baconian generation, he was an enthusiastic amateur scientist, a manipulator of
nature. Scudamore’s pride and joy was the Red Streak apple, said to produce the



best and most commercially sought-after cider in England. All of Scudamore’s
passions — his veneration of the past, his vision of a Christian monarchy, his
instinctive feeling for beauty — came together in a project that must have seemed
as though it were the very justification for his authority in the Herefordshire
countryside: the restoration of Abbey Dore.

The abbey was a Cistercian ruin. The Scudamores had acquired it along with
its land in the mid-sixteenth century and had it reconsecrated, but by the time the
viscount came to its rescue it was, like so many monastic wrecks all over Britain,
at the point of collapse. The roof was so badly fallen in that the curate was
forced to read the service from the shelter of an arch to avoid rain falling on the
prayer book. And when Scudamore went looking for the old stone altar slab he
found it being used to salt meat and press cheese.

Scudamore, doubtless encouraged by Matthew Wren, Bishop of Hereford and
one of the most ardent Laudians, evidently thought of himself as the Hezekiah of
Herefordshire: the patron who would rebuild the ruined temple to the greater
glory of God. The restoration of decayed churches and abbeys seems to have
been a passion among the antiquarian community of the counties, so much so
that the earliest date of the ‘Gothic revival’ might well be pushed back to the
1640s, when the antiquary and genealogist William Dugdale, in the depths of
Puritan Warwickshire, began his monumental work of describing and
chronicling all the church monuments of the country. Dugdale also produced the
first great illustrated history of St Paul’s Cathedral, a crucial weapon in Laud’s
campaign to cleanse and restore the polluted building and churchyard (freely
used as a latrine) and to have the church thought of, as much as Westminster
Abbey, as a national temple.

Scudamore busied himself locally much as Laud busied himself nationally.
The desecrated altar was returned to Abbey Dore (according to a local story,
crushing a servant who tried to make off with it, its surface running with blood).
The beautiful green-glazed tiles of the medieval church scattered around farms
and hamlets were reused where possible, replaced where not. And from the
surviving in situ remnant of the crossing of the old abbey church, Scudamore
had the Herefordshire craftsman John Abel (who had also designed a gloriously
ornamental town hall at Leominster) carve a spectacular chancel screen in the
authentic style of the Palladian revival, complete with Ionic columns. On Palm
Sunday 1635, the date chosen not just for its place in the sacred calendar but as
the anniversary of Scudamore’s baptism, Dore was reconsecrated with a full day
of prayers and processions, and much kneeling and bowing, the congregation
commanded to remember that henceforth Dore was to be considered a ‘Holie
Habitation’.



Just across the county at Brampton Bryan Sir Robert and Lady Brilliana
Harley would have seen the reconsecration of the Cistercian abbey as the most
horrifying and damning evidence that the Popish Antichrist had already made a
successful conquest of England, and that his Laudian minions were abusing their
office to re-institute the full monstrous servitude of Rome. But to the Laudians,
their work was not in any sense an act of spiritual or ecclesiastical subjugation.
On the contrary, they saw the restoration of spectacle and mystery as a way of
bringing back to the Church those who had been alienated by its obsession with
the Word. To feast the eye rather than tire the ear was a way of appealing to all
those whom the Calvinists had told were either damned or saved, a way of
giving hope to sinners that they might yet be among the flock of those who
would see salvation. So the restoration of propriety was not, in their minds, an
affectation but a genuine mission. How could the flock be properly reminded of
the redeeming sacrifice of the Saviour at a mean little table on which
worshippers were accustomed to deposit their hats and from which dogs made
off with the communion wafers? Reverence, order and obedience would make
the congregation of the faithful whole again.

The Laudian emphasis on inclusiveness fitted neatly with Charles’s own
innocent concept of his monarchy as an office for the entirety of his subjects.
The trouble, though, was that by entirety he meant Scotland as well as England.
For if the object of the Laudian reforms was to create an orderly harmony within
the Church of England, any kind of exceptions to its uniformity would, by
definition, sabotage the whole project. Thus, thoroughly convinced of the
rightness of his convictions, Charles planned to introduce the Laudian prayer
book to Scotland. In 1634, a year after his coronation in Edinburgh, it must have
seemed a good, a necessary project. How was he supposed to know that it was
the beginning of his end?



CHAPTER 2

GIVE CAESAR HIS DUE?

THE BRITISH WARS began on the morning of 23 July 1637, and the first missiles
launched were foot stools. They flew down the nave of St Giles’s Cathedral in
Edinburgh (the kirk of St Giles until the east and west walls had been removed
to enlarge the church to proportions compatible with its new dignity), and their
targets were the dean and the Bishop of Edinburgh. The reverend gentlemen had
just begun to read from a new royally authorized Prayer Book. Even before the
hurling of the stools, the attempt to read the liturgy had triggered a deafening
outburst of shouting and wailing, especially from the many women gathered in
the church. The minister John Row, who called the detestable object ‘this
Popish-English-Scottish-Mass-Service-Book’, described keening cries of ‘Woe,
woe’ and ‘Sorrow, sorrow, for this doleful day, that they are bringing in Popery
among us’ ringing round the church. Terrified, the dean and bishop beat a swift
retreat, but not before hands reached out in an attempt to strip the white surplices
from their backs. In other churches in the city, such as the Old Kirk close by St
Giles, the minister was barracked into silence; at Greyfriars the Bishop-designate
of Argyll surrendered to a storm of abuse. In the afternoon the appearance of
bishops and clergy was a sign for crowds to appear from nowhere, surrounding
the nervous ministers, jostling and yelling their undying hatred of the ‘Popish’
liturgy.

The Prayer Book riots were not, of course, a spontaneous protest by the
outraged common people of Scotland. The royal council had conveniently let it
be known, months in advance, that the Prayer Book would be introduced by
Easter 1637, which gave its opponents — Calvinist preachers and lords — time to
organize their demonstration. Printing delays had postponed the date further, so
that by July the trap was well set, and Archbishop Laud, his bishops, the council
and the king innocently fell right in. They were caught completely off guard. As
far as Charles I could see, Scotland was likely to be perfectly obedient to his
ambition to create a single Arminian Church throughout Britain. Had not the
Scottish parliament obliged him, if reluctantly, in 1633 when he had come to
Edinburgh for his coronation (eight years after being crowned in Westminster)?



To be sure, there had been some fuss in 1626 when he had revoked the land titles
and grants of the Scottish nobility, but it was customary to do this every twenty-
five years, before regranting them on terms spelled out by the new sovereign.
What Charles had failed to notice was the intense resentment caused when it was
made clear that some of those land grants transferred by the Reformation from
Church to lay hands were now to be given back to establish endowments for the
bishops. And the king had been much too complacent about the apparent lack of
resistance to his ‘book of canons’, introduced in 1636, restricting preaching and
giving dominant authority to the bishoprics.

But then Charles talked to all the wrong people in all the wrong places, to
deracinated silk-coated London-Scottish noblemen like the Duke of Hamilton, or
to his tough-minded treasurer in Edinburgh, the Earl of Traquair, who for the
most part told him what he wanted to hear. The king had been born in the
ancient royal abbey town of Dunfermline, but he was an absentee monarch who
knew virtually nothing about the reality of Scotland and fatally misjudged the
depth and breadth of its impassioned Calvinism. What he ought to have done
was go to one of the little granite-grey towns of the southwest, such as Irvine, on
a Monday marketday, and hear the full trumpet blast of preachers like Robert
Blair or David Dickson thundering against the iniquitous destruction of the
godly Church by such as Archbishop Laud and his corrupt and tyrannical
lackeys, the bishops. The mere notion that the Church of Rome (as the
Arminians argued) was a ‘true’, if misguided, Church and not actually the
abominable institution of Antichrist, sent them into a paroxysm of wrath. Hard-
pressed by the official Church, often stripped of their livings, such men had
become itinerant preachers, taking refuge with their equally fierce Presbyterian
Scots brethren in Ulster, across the North Channel. There, they were embraced
into like-minded communities of psalm-singers and scripture-readers. Despairing
of the realm of the Stuarts, some of the godly ministers had even decided to
build their Jerusalem in Massachusetts and had got as far as Newfoundland
before being blown back by a tempest, which, needless to say, they interpreted
as God’s design that they should, after all, do his work at home. Back in
Scotland they turned into so many Jeremiahs and Ezekiels, calling on God’s
children to resist such abominations as surplices and kneeling and stone altars as
if they were the desecrations of Sodom.

Charles, however, was incapable of appreciating the power of Scottish
Calvinism’s clarion call for a great purification. As far as the king was
concerned, Scotland was not all that different from England, and if the one had
been bent to the royal will by well-intentioned firmness, so might the other. But
the Scottish Reformation, of course, had been nothing at all like the slow,



staccato progress of England’s conversion to Protestantism. Its Calvinism had
struck in great electrifying bursts of charismatic conversion, backed up by
teachers, lecturers and ministers, and only forced into reluctant and periodic
retreat by James I, who, unlike his son, had known when to stop. It was an irony
in the great holy shouting match of 1637-8, that both sides imagined they
represented continuity not change. Charles and Laud thought they were building
on the Five Articles of Perth of 1618 and that the protesters were Presbyterian
rebels who sought to overthrow the whole royal supremacy of the Church. But
ministers like Samuel Rutherford, whose preaching at Anwoth had been so
offensive that Bishop Sydserf of Galloway had him banished to the safely
conservative confines of Aberdeen, believed that they were merely upholding a
much more ancient covenant between Scotland and God. That covenant was in
every respect like the one made between God and Israel but had specific roots in
the (fictitious but immensely influential) history of Scotland’s conversion in the
third century AD. According to those histories, the Church had been received by
the community before ever the first king, Fergus, had begun his reign in the year
310. His sovereignty, then, had been conditional on acceptance of the covenant
made between God and Scotland, the original godly nation — before England and
even before Rome.

This is what the likes of Blair and Dickson and Rutherford and countless other
ministers preached, and this is what their flock fervently believed. Laud and the
bishops were the filthy priests of Baal, who presumed to come between them and
their covenant with the Almighty. For the moment, the king himself was given
the benefit of the doubt, being led astray by ‘evil counsel’. The Prayer Book riots
in July 1637 and the still more startling events that followed were not meant to
herald the overthrow of the house of Stuart. On the contrary, they were intended
to reaffirm its sovereignty in Scotland but only on the understanding that that
kingdom could not, and would not, be treated as a mere appendage of England.
The hope, especially among the more moderate nobility, was that the
unenforceability of the Prayer Book would persuade the king to listen to wise
advice and retreat from his policy of ‘innovations’. In fact, the Duke of
Hamilton, who replaced Traquair as the king’s principal commissioner in
Scotland, warned the king in June 1638 to back away from further confrontation.
Hamilton even had the prescience to predict to Charles that if he persisted
trouble would not be confined to Scotland but would inevitably spread to all
three of his kingdoms.

What Hamilton had witnessed since arriving in Scotland was the first
revolutionary upheaval of seventeenth-century Britain. Even the organizers of
the Prayer Book riots had been taken aback at the force and overwhelming



popularity of the protests. Town officers did nothing about apprehending the
rioters, other than briefly detaining a few of the serving women and apprentices
who had made the loudest noise. But through the winter of 1637-8, the moment
was seized to mobilize a great petitioning movement against the bishops, which
caught up ministers, nobles, lairds and townsmen in its crusading fervour. A
dissident group on the royal council in Scotland produced a ‘Supplication’ to the
king, urging him to abandon the Laudian Church and replace it with a godly
Presbyterian order. Charles’s response was to assume that only some sort of
foreign, probably French, influence could explain this temerity, to order the
council out of the continuously riotous Edinburgh and to threaten to treat as
traitors those who persisted in their opposition.

Instead of cowing the resistance, this response turned it into a revolution. On
28 February 1638 a ‘National Covenant’ was signed in a solemn, four-hour
ceremony at Greyfriars Church, Edinburgh, full of prayers, psalms and sermons
exhorting the godly to be the new Israel. Later that day it was exhibited at the
Tailors’ Hall on Cowgate, where it was signed by ministers and representatives
from the towns. The next day the common people, including a substantial
number of women, added their signatures, and copies were made to be sent
throughout Scotland. Although the covenant at first sight seems to be written in
the language of conservatism, claiming to protect the king’s peace, it had been
drafted in part by the uncompromising Calvinist lawyer Archibald Johnston.
Johnston was the kind of dyspeptic, self-mortifying zealot who lay awake at
night, tortured by the possibility that he might have one grain of impurity too
many to qualify for the Elect, and who, on getting into bed with his teenage wife
Jean, immediately assured God (out loud) that he preferred His face to hers. For
Johnston, the covenant was ‘the glorious marriage day of the kingdom with
God’, and he, like Samuel Rutherford, had no hesitation in assuming that kings
could be lawfully called to account and if necessary removed if ever they should
violate that marriage bed.

For countless thousands of Scots, signing the covenant was just an extension
of the vows they took ‘banding’ them with God in the Kirk, but the document
itself rapidly assumed the status of a kind of patriotic scripture, a way of
determining who was truly Christian and who not, who was a true Scot and who
not. Belatedly, Hamilton attempted to organize a ‘King’s Covenant’ as a
moderate riposte, and he managed to secure some 28,000 signatures, proof that,
as in so many other crucial turning points in Scotland’s history, the country was
divided rather than united in its response. But it seems extremely unlikely that
Charles himself ever thought of the ‘King’s Covenant’ as anything more than a
tactical manoeuvre while he mobilized enough force to bring the Scots to heel.



And by late 1638, most of Scotland was already borne aloft in the whirlwind. A
righteously intoxicated general assembly in Glasgow, where Johnston served as
chief clerk, went the whole distance, effectively severing all connections
between the English government and the Scottish Church: it abolished bishops
and the rest of the Laudian establishment. Then the Scottish parliament, which
first met in August 1639 and reconvened without royal permission in June 1640,
introduced three-yearly parliaments, whether or not they were called by the king.

None of the Covenanters could have been under much illusion about what
Charles I’s response to the Glasgow assembly would be. Their own view was
that they threatened nothing, presumed no interference in the affairs of England
(although, as part of the international Calvinist defence against the Counter-
Reformation, they could not but hope that they might set an example for
Presbyterians south of the border). If, on the other hand, the king of England
came in arms to undo their godly Reformation, they would, of course, defend it
with their lives. And proper precautionary measures were quickly taken through
the winter and spring of 16389 to see to this defence. The veteran soldier of the
religious wars in Europe, General Alexander Leslie, was made commander of
their forces; money was borrowed from the banker William Dick to buy
munitions and powder from the Dutch; castles and strongholds were transferred
from royal to Covenanter authority; and the local networks that had produced
signatures for the petitions and covenant — the towns and villages of Scotland —
were now mined to produce money and men. Charles and Laud had really
managed something quite unique: they had contrived to unite two parties, the
Kirk and the lords, who were more naturally accustomed to quarrelling. And two
sets of loyalties, the Church and the clan, could be used to produce a godly army.
By the spring of 1639 that army numbered at least 25,000 and perhaps as many
as 30,000 men.

On the other side of the border it proved much harder to get an army together,
let alone a force that could be relied on to strike terror into the hearts of the Scots
(or at least persuade them to abandon the Covenant). Sir Edmund Verney, who
by now was much more the country gentleman than the courtier, enjoyed
nothing more than to tend his estate at Claydon in Buckinghamshire, and to keep
company with his wife Mary and their rapidly expanding family. But he was still
officially Knight Marshal, a member of the Privy Chamber, and therefore duty
bound, however reluctantly, to answer the royal summons to attend the king at
York, ‘as a cuirassier in russett armes, with guilded studds or nayles, and
befittingly horsed’, despite his deep misgivings about the wisdom and propriety
of the king’s and Laud’s policies. His eldest son, Ralph, was even less happy
about his father (who was, in any case, in poor health) risking his life to enforce



contentious doctrines of which he himself rather disapproved and which were
best left to the divines to thrash out. Ralph could hardly have been reassured by
his father making his will before leaving Claydon, nor by letters, which his
father worried might be opened before reaching him, describing military disaster
in the making: ‘Our Army is butt weake; our Purce is butt weaker; and if wee
fight with thes foarces and early in the yeare wee shall have our throats cutt.’
The learned Thomas Howard, Earl Marshal Arundel, seemed to be better
equipped to collect art and antiquities than to lead an army, for he led the king
on to fight without warning him of the dire condition of the troops. ‘I dare saye
ther was never soe Raw, soe unskilfull and soe unwilling an Army brought to
fight,” wrote Sir Edmund witheringly of Arundel.

My lord marshall himselfe will, I dare saye, bee safe, and then he cares not what becomes of the rest;
trewly here are manny brave Gentlemen that for poynt of honor must runn such a hazard as trewly
would greeve any heart but his that does it purposely to ruine them. For my owne parte I have lived
till paine and trouble has made mee weary to doe soe; and the woarst that can come shall not bee
unwellcome to mee; but it is a pitty to see what men are like to be slaughterd here unless it shall pleas
god to putt it in the king’s Hearte to increase his Army or staye till thes may knowe what they doe;
for as yett they are like to kill theyr fellows as the enemye.

Verney was not exaggerating. The machinery of mustering the trained bands in
the Midlands and northern counties to make up the English army was showing
signs of imminent breakdown. It was proving difficult, and in some cases
impossible, to raise the ship money that had been extended into the inland
counties. County commissioners for troops and sheriffs for ship money were
disappearing or protesting the impossibility of delivering funds. The men
themselves — trained bands of literate artisans, such as clothiers — often failed to
show up at the mustering places, and replacements had to be rounded up from
wherever the impressment officers could find them. They, too, failed to
understand why they were being called on to fight this ‘bishops’ war’. The
trained bands were supposed to be called out strictly in defence of the realm
against invasion, and it was known, not least from the propaganda the
Covenanters were already circulating south of the border, that the Scots had
explicitly disavowed any such aim. The reluctance of the trained bands was
shared by many of their social superiors and officers. The king sensed this
strained loyalty but only made matters worse by demanding of his officers an
oath of loyalty, which the Puritan nobles, Viscount Saye and Sele and Lord
Brooke (of Oxfordshire and Warwickshire respectively), point blank refused.
The dissident nobles were immediately imprisoned in York for their shocking
rejection of the royal command, thus covering themselves with glory among the
godly. As for the rank and file, it was, as Sir Edmund Verney noted, a surly,



underpaid (in many cases unpaid), poorly armed, wretchedly led force that
trudged north from York towards the border.

At Kelso, just inside Scottish territory, all of Verney’s pessimism seemed
borne out. A small force of cavalry, led by the Earl of Holland and including Sir
Edmund himself, was confronted by what seemed at first a manageably modest
Scots army. But as Holland got his men into battle order the Scots army seemed
to grow before their eyes, pikemen and dragoons and horse becoming more and
more numerous until it was appallingly obvious that any kind of engagement
would end in a calamitous rout. Hastily, Holland withdrew his troops to camp
where they (necessarily) exaggerated the size of the waiting enemy. Charles,
whose own mood had gone from supercilious complacency to grim irritation at
the news of discontent and desertion, now thought better of an impetuous
campaign. The Scots’ request to clarify their own position (for they did not at
any time consider themselves rebels) was accepted, and a meeting of delegations
organized at Berwick-on-Tweed in June 1639. Charles himself appeared at this
meeting, where he had his first chance to encounter the full, glaring Calvinist
hostility of Archibald Johnston. As usual, the king’s idea of diplomacy was to
chide the Scots for their ‘pretended’ assembly and to concede nothing, except
that the issues might be aired and, it was hoped, resolved by the calling of a
Scottish parliament rather than on the field of battle. Pending that resolution,
both armies were to be disbanded. Johnston suspected that this was merely a
ploy on the part of the king to play for time, and he had the bad manners to say
so, more or less to his face. But suspicious or not, a ‘Pacification’ was duly
signed. The ink was hardly dry before Johnston’s scepticism was vindicated as
Charles made it known that he would expect a new general assembly to be called
that would nullify all the reforms of Glasgow.

In Scotland in July that year there were near-riots when the terms of the
Pacification became known, since it was felt not unreasonably that an
opportunity to defeat the king had been frittered away and that the Scots were
now locked into a truce, pending the onset of a round of more serious warfare.
And perhaps, for a time, Charles may have been smilingly deluded, imagining
that he had got the better of the Scots tactically and would shortly get the better
of them militarily, too. For he was now listening to the counsellor he thought
would without question bring him victory, vindication and retribution against the
Covenanters: Thomas Wentworth, his Lord Deputy in Ireland. Wentworth had
been a kind of miracle for the king. From being one of his most aggressive
critics in parliament, he had become the most unflagging and uncompromising
upholder of the absolutism of the Crown. Psychologically, Charles must have
felt that the flinty, saturnine Wentworth was truly one of his own: a man who



understood that the destiny of the Crown was to apply the balm of royal
adjudication to nations hurting from confessional wounds. Except that the
Wentworth medicine invariably had a nasty sting to it. Those who begged to
differ with the Lord Deputy found themselves smartly disadvantaged: their land
title investigated, their property taken, themselves in prison. But the policy of
‘thorough’ had kept Ireland quiet, and that in itself was a recommendation for
his understanding of the obscure and irate war of the sects — Old English
Catholics, Ulster Presbyterians, Gaelic Irish. As far as Charles could see,
Wentworth had kept the royal ship of state sailing high above the fray like some
celestial galleon in a court masque. So when he gave the king advice about the
Scottish crisis, Charles paid attention. Call a parliament, Wentworth advised.
Without it, your army will never be well supplied nor the country truly disposed
to fight the war. And fear not. Parliaments, however truculent they might seem,
are manageable, especially when the defence of the realm can be legitimately
invoked. To show the king what could be done, in March 1640 Wentworth
called an Irish parliament at Dublin, which behaved like a lamb, the Old English
voting with enough New English to produce solid majorities and fat little
subsidies for the Crown. Strategy two was admittedly a little trickier. Wentworth
was proposing to use an Irish army to deal with the Scottish rebellion. The only
problem was how disciplined troops in numbers sufficient to make any impact
on the Scottish war could be expeditiously raised. Needless to say, they could
hardly be drawn from the New English and Scottish Presbyterians of the Ulster
plantation, whose sympathies were all with the Covenant.

A solution was at Charles’s right hand in the shape of Randal Macdonnell, the
Marquis of Antrim. He was a unique figure in northern Ireland, a native Irish
Catholic, but one who had profited from Wentworth’s bargain, by which his own
fortunes were expanded to the degree to which he made room for planters on his
enormous estates. At the same time, Antrim had become a familiar, if not
entirely trusted, figure in the inner circles of Charles’s court. So when he offered
to raise his own native Irish army to be put at the king’s disposal Charles was
tempted to take the proposal very seriously, even though Wentworth had deep
misgivings about what he considered to be a low, barbarian Catholic force, ‘with
as many “Os” and “Macs” as would startle a whole council board’, claiming to
do the work of the king. Should the gamble not pay off, he had an all too clear
vision of how the idea of a semi-private Catholic army deployed against the
godly Covenanters would play in England!

From the beginning then, even Wentworth could see that the two arms of the
king’s strategy — a parliament and a native, predominantly Catholic-Irish army —
might turn out to be in glaring contradiction to each other. But the king was not



thinking logically. In fact, he was not thinking at all, just dreaming dreams of
vindication and victory: the Grand Harmonization of Britannia virtually within
reach.

Step one was the calling of a parliament in April 1640. Encouraged by
Wentworth and Laud, Charles was confident that the interrupted but unresolved
crisis with Scotland would ensure an assembly that, as in Ireland, would discuss
only the matters proposed by the king and, after such discussion, produce
adequate supplies for his armies. He also seems to have felt that his eleven years
of personal rule had actually made this docility more, rather than less, likely,
since the country had been exposed to the wisdom, energy, benevolence and
disinterested justice of his sovereignty. And since he believed that the
Covenanters had been in touch with the king of France, all he would have to do
would be to flourish evidence of this revival of the notorious ‘auld alliance’ and
the country would rise to the defence of the realm. Shades of the Plantagenets
and the Bruces (albeit with the odd outcome of the Stuarts fighting against,
rather than for, the independence of Scotland)!

It must have come as an unpleasant shock, then, when this new parliament, far
from putting old, imagined grievances aside, immediately resurrected them.
Virtually the first order of the day was their summoning of the records of the
proceedings against Sir John Eliot, whose death in the Tower of London had not
been forgotten but had been religiously remembered as a martyrdom suffered for
the people’s liberty. However extreme, this was precisely the way in which the
fate of Eliot and a whole pantheon of victims of Laud’s Court of High
Commission and of Star Chamber appeared in the newsletters and ‘separates’
that were distributed around the provinces. For the newsmongers Eliot made
wonderful copy, and there was a steady supply of victims and heroes to join him,
men whose stories were celebrated in the newsletters as chapters in a scripture of
godly liberty. Some of them like the obdurate, steely lawyer, William Prynne,
had done everything they could to court persecution. Prynne’s Histrio-Mastix
had been a scathing attack on the court and in particular on the masques in which
the king and queen liked to appear as dancers. More dangerously, in the course
of the polemic Prynne had asserted a doctrine of resistance (shared by both ultra-
Catholic and Calvinist theorists) by which a prince plainly resolved to violate
God’s laws might be set aside. For his sedition Prynne was sentenced in 1634 to
have his ears sliced off, pay a fine of £5000 and spend the rest of his life in the
Tower of London. In London and in strongly Puritan communities like
Dorchester the irascible, unstoppable Prynne became an immediate saint, his
epistle broadcast through the network of the godly from Ulster to Scotland. In
1637 the government blunderingly reinforced and perpetuated his popularity by



dragging Prynne out of the Tower to stand in the pillory along with Dr Henry
Burton — the Puritan rector of St Matthew, Friday Street, London — who had
preached sermons on a popish plot and the evils of the Church, and John
Bastwick, another active sympathizer, who likewise refused to remain silent.
Both the new malefactors had their ears cut off — no deterrent to Burton who
defiantly continued to preach while profusely bleeding, or so the Puritan
Apocrypha had it.

Nehemiah Wallington, a devout wood-turner living in the parish of St
Andrew’s Hubbard, Eastcheap, believed every word of the gospel according to
Prynne and began a 2000-page account of the sins and events of his times,
including an encomium to the earless martyrs, Burton and Bastwick. In
Wallington’s tight little universe nothing could possibly happen without some
sort of providential meaning. A boating accident was God’s punishment for the
profanation of the Sabbath; a storm that broke the stained-glass windows of a
church His judgement on gaudy idolatry. Prynne, Burton and Bastwick had
obviously been called to preach against the uncleanness of the times, and their
torments were a sign that great days of reckoning were nigh. In this fevered
world miracles, portents and signs abounded. A conversation set down in
Wallington’s book suggests just how intensely he and his fellow Puritan artisans
felt the coming of the battle between the children of God and the legions of
Antichrist. No sooner had one of these heretics finished denouncing the three as
‘base schismatical jacks’ who deserved hanging for troubling the kingdom, than
he suddenly fell into a terrible sweat with blood pouring from his ears.
Wallington’s sense that Prynne, Burton and Bastwick were fighting the good
fight, his fight, was brought home all too directly when he was named, along
with the three others, in a charge of seditious libel and ordered to answer for it
before the court of Star Chamber in 1639. But his own ears survived the ordeal,
and he lived to join the triumphal celebrations in the streets of London that
greeted the liberation of Bastwick, ordered by parliament at the end of 1640.

The gallery of resistance heroes took in all social types and conditions, from
dissident minor clergy like Peter Smart, who had lost his position as prebend at
Durham Cathedral and had been fined £500 for attacking Bishop Neile’s
innovations in ceremony, to the Buckinghamshire gentleman and MP John
Hampden (the guardian of Eliot’s children) who had refused to pay the 20
shilling ship-money assessment on one of his estates and had gone to court to
test its legality. Although the King’s Bench had found against Hampden in 1638,
it had done so by only seven votes to five, and both the impassioned arguments
of his lawyer, Oliver St John, and the dissenting judgement of Judge George
Croke added to what was rapidly becoming a canon of virtue: men who



exemplified the counsel given in one of John White’s sermons at Holy Trinity,
Dorchester, that ‘obedience to the will of God discharges a man from performing
the will of the ruler’.

Unlike Prynne or White, John Hampden was not some abrasive and unworldly
hothead but a well-respected county figure whose strength and clarity of opinion
about the illegality of non-parliamentary taxes made essentially moderate
gentlemen from the same county, like the Verneys, think very seriously about
the constitutional price to be paid for obedience to the king. The
Buckinghamshire members elected to parliament in 1640 no longer looked like a
bunch of backwoods provincial knights and burgesses concerned first and
foremost with parish-pump affairs and loyally willing to do the king’s business.
From militant Puritans, like Bulstrode Whitelocke, to Hampden himself and the
Verneys, there was at the group’s core a highly literate and politically articulate
group, intensely tuned to national politics — indeed, who made no distinction at
all between the affairs of the county and those of the nation. There were, of
course, shades of opinion between them. While he felt the times did call for
reform, Sir Edmund was less impatient for it than his son, Ralph, who would
make a chronicle of the doings of the Long Parliament and who evidently felt
that one of the great moments in the country’s history was at hand. But father
and son were not (yet) estranged. Hampden’s case may have changed nothing on
the law books in respect of the legality of non-parliamentary taxes, but it had
changed a lot of minds. The very conditions of the personal rule had ensured that
the king and his councillors would keep themselves ignorant of the many ways
in which a genuine public opinion in England was in the process of being
formed. And like so much of the radicalization of English politics, the catalyst
travelled south in the form of broadsheets printed in Scotland by the busily
righteous Covenanter press. Occasionally, there are documentary glimpses of
just how quickly a politicized reading public was forming. At Radwinter in
Essex an unknown man marched up to the curate in a Laudian church and threw
a Puritan pamphlet on his desk, saying, ‘There is reading work for you, read
that.’” In Stepney in 1640 another minister found a man reading the printed
proceedings of parliament in his churchyard. But until it was much too late, in
the winter of 1641-2, the royal government thought no more of these ‘ephemera’
than of the vulgar gossip of the impotent common people.

They were fatally deluded. The talk-filled, rumour-ridden, preachy,
preternaturally suspicious, gossipy world of news was already giving the rough
kiss of life to institutions that had been politically inert for generations. For the
first time in living memory, elections for knights of the shire were being
contested in the counties, sometimes hotly. The government did everything it



could to influence the poll to produce members who would be as tractable as
Wentworth’s Irish parliament in Dublin, but where it faced money and local
power from a determined opposition it almost invariably lost. In Dorset, for
example, a great campaign was waged to elect Dudley Carleton, son of the
English ambassador to the Dutch court at The Hague, in place of Denzil Holles,
but it failed, and Holles was returned, more determined than ever to bring court
and council to a reckoning before the representatives of the ‘country’. The
regime fared no better in the boroughs. In Cornwall, where loyalty to the king
was usually thought fierce, government support was the kiss of death to all eight
candidates recommended by it. And the elections in 1640, for both the April and
November parliaments, began to turn up men from a much broader social circle
(and much more strongly partisan religious colouring) than the usual
gentlemanly MP. In counties like Warwickshire and Oxfordshire the Puritan
nobles — Brooke, and Saye and Sele — spent money and knocked heads together
to secure the election of godly members, many of them famous local resisters of
ship money. In December 1639 Brooke apparently even had the audacity to try
to bring to Warwick Samuel Rutherford, the Covenanter preacher, whose Lex
rex, published just five years later, made it clear that he thought political
authority was ‘a birthright of the people, borrowed from them; they may let it
out for their own good and resume it when a man is drunk with it’.

By the 1630s Puritanism was not just a manner of worship. It was an entire
sub-culture, which began in the cradle of the family hearth, embraced and
enclosed men, women and children within its godly vision and conditioned the
way they saw the political world. Crucially, for the future of Britain, that unity
of vision cut across the old lines of social rank and deferential hierarchies.
Puritan aristocrats like Brooke felt themselves to have far more in common with
humble preachers and teachers than with their fellow nobles. These families
raised their children on a common literature, sent them to the same kind of
schools and to exemplary godly colleges like Emmanuel and Sidney Sussex in
Cambridge, and ensured that they made godly marriages, perpetuating the
cohesion of their tight little world and sealing it off, they hoped, from infection
by worldly pragmatism and temptation. And, most important, they did business
together, not exclusively to be sure, but often decisively, and those businesses
could sometimes germinate something other than just money. In fact, they could
lose money and still be profoundly fruitful for the common enterprises of the
children of God. Throughout the 1630s, for example, virtually all those who
would shape the destinies of political Puritanism in parliament — John Pym, John
Hampden, his lawyer Oliver St John, Sir Arthur Haselrig, Lord Brooke,
Viscount Saye and Sele, the earls of Bedford and Essex and, ubiquitously,



Robert Rich, the colossally important and powerful Earl of Warwick — were all
involved in ventures to create settlements in the Caribbean and New England.
The Providence Island Company in the Caribbean, which was eventually
destroyed by the Spanish (thus confirming the Puritan view of the world as a
crusade between Christ and Antichrist), was the most intensively organized of
their ventures. But the two lords/nobles also created the Saye-Brooke settlement
on Long Island Sound, and most of them (especially Warwick) were in regular
correspondence with the most promising colony of all, planted on Massachusetts
Bay and including at least a dozen of the Dorchester godly in its complement of
emigrants in March 1630. It had been John White who had preached the farewell
sermon at Plymouth’s ‘New Hospital’. The deliberation on the government of
those settlements in New England was, for the founding fathers back home, akin
to a seminar on political theory, a learned speculation on the possibility of the
shared Christian life. Across the Atlantic, in a cleaner, godlier world, schools
and colleges would thrive, a true Zion would plant its seed. And those days and
years of long-distance stewardship could only have encouraged them to think in
like manner of making in England itself, should God so will it, a new Jerusalem.

These men were very much a minority, but being of the Elect they expected to
be a minority: the redemption caucus. They gloried in their slightness of
numbers as if they were the self-purifying troop of Gideon’s army. (The analogy
was often invoked.) Modern history is full of such intensely motivated minorities
with a self-conscious martyr complex and a talent for collective self-promotion.
With the right independent historical conditions, where their adversarial regimes
have been weakened, such little legions of the righteous can move mountains.
And that was precisely what happened in the astounding unravelling of the
Stuart monarchy between 1640 and 1642.

Right from the opening of the ‘Short Parliament’, from 13 April to 5 May
1640, it was apparent that those who saw themselves appointed by God to
deliver the country from the Antichrist had managed to persuade a much larger
and more moderate phalanx of members, both in the Lords and in the Commons,
that their view of the endangered liberties of the subject was historically
accurate. The diaries and correspondence of peers and gentry, by no means all of
them hot Presbyterians, are full of commonplace remarks to the effect that thorns
had to be removed from the feet of the kingdom before it could walk; that
ulcerous veins needed cleansing before the body (politic) could be healed.
Edward Hyde, later the die-hard royalist Clarendon, along with his friend and
patron, Viscount Falkland of Great Tew, and the legal scholar John Selden, were
at this time, like so many of their fellows, convinced of the imperative necessity
of reform and of a government that could rest securely on the confidence of



parliament And although the notion of the outright abolition of the episcopacy,
following the Covenanters, was still a shockingly radical proposal in England,
there was a surprising degree of agreement that they needed taking down a peg
from their Laudian loftiness. Bishops like John Williams of Lincoln, who, in the
tradition of George Abbot, Laud’s predecessor at Canterbury, had always seen
Rome rather than Geneva as the enemy, who claimed to be the true custodians of
the Tudor Reformation and had been prosecuted and imprisoned for their
outspokenness, were now very much listened to.

The likelihood, then, that parliament would tamely hand over to the king the
money he needed to resume the Scottish war and crush the impertinent and
rebellious Covenanters was precisely nil. Charles grandly offered to forgo ship
money (no hardship since by 1639 it had proved virtually impossible to collect)
if parliament voted him twelve subsidies (later reduced to four). This was
immediately treated as a bad joke. Relatively moderate members of the
Commons, like Sir Harbottle Grimston, a great friend of the Verneys, insisted on
the redress of grievances (not least the status of the courts of Star Chamber and
High Commission), before any thought of a money bill could be entertained. On
17 April John Pym embarked on a lengthy frontal attack on the infamies he said
had been perpetrated by the administration during the eleven years of personal
rule, concentrating especially on the affronts done to religion by the Laudian
‘innovations’. It was Pym, more than any other of the Commons’ tribunes, who
would contribute to the sense, both in April and in November 1640, when
another parliament was called, that something like a national emergency was at
hand, with the allied forces of popery and despotism planning an assault on the
liberties of the English subject. And increasingly, inside the House and on the
streets of London, where men like Nehemiah Wallington were all ears, John
Pym was believed.

Fuming with frustration, the king dissolved parliament barely three weeks
after it had been called. This was a tactical blunder of monumental proportions,
since nothing is quite so inflammatory as the abrupt interruption of raised
expectations. Both Wentworth (whose idea the parliament had been) and Edward
Hyde immediately understood the decision as the political disaster it
undoubtedly was: a priceless opportunity to settle problems within the traditional
framework of king-in-parliament carelessly thrown away. But Charles had heard
all the ranting and raving in 1629, and it had gone away when parliament did. He
still blindly assumed that his real problem was Edinburgh, not Westminster, and
that unless he destroyed the Covenanters — and swiftly, too — the contagion of
their Calvinism and their apparently contractual notions of monarchy would
spread like the plague south to England. He was, in fact, quite right (Pym was in



treasonable correspondence with the Covenanter leaders, as were also Saye and
Sele). But he chose the worst of all possible options: to fight the Scots without
any idea of whether his army (which had looked so shaky the year before) was in
any condition to follow him. At the back of Charles’s mind, of course, was
Wentworth’s contingency plan to use the Irish to do the job for him, and in the
course of the summer campaign against the Scots he appointed Wentworth
Commander-in-Chief, having already raised him, in January 1640, to the
earldom of Strafford, an honour that turned out to be a poisoned chalice. To
discount the effect that Strafford’s Irish strategy would have on the anti-Catholic
propaganda fast spreading through London, presupposed a truly breathtaking
obtuseness on the king’s part. He had not listened to the sensible people in
Scotland in 1638, and he was not listening to the sensible people now. The only
person he was listening to, other than himself, was his Catholic queen.

What immediately followed in the summer of 1640 was a breakdown of
deference of frightening magnitude. With no pay and none in the offing, the
soldiers who were mustered in the Midlands and north imposed themselves on
their billets in a bad temper and with growling bellies. In a number of towns,
such as Hereford, the citizens rose in indignation and ran them out of town.
Looking for someone to blame for their real distress, the rank-and-file soldiers
turned on their own officers, especially any of them tainted as Catholics or Irish.
Ugly scenes became commonplace. In Wellington, Somerset, a lieutenant
suspected of being a Catholic was cut to pieces and the dead body robbed. In
Faringdon, Oxfordshire, another officer was beaten senseless by soldiers from
Dorset (including a number from Dorchester), and when he was found to be
receiving medical attention was pulled through the streets and beaten again, this
time fatally. What was left of the mangled corpse was set in the stocks for
posthumous abuse. As for their religious dependability as an anti-Calvinist army,
the soldiery showed exactly what they thought of that by smashing communion
table rails, altars and stained-glass windows and ripping surplices off clergy
when they found them. Young Edmund Verney wrote to his father that he had to
go to church three times in a day to assure his men that he was no papist, ‘But
once that day I a little nodded at church and had it been a minute longer truely I
doe thinke I had been pulled by the nose, for the souldyers pointed extreamely at
me.” To any foreign observer it must have seemed for all the world that the
English troopers were the allies, not the enemies, of the Covenanters. “Whereas
before our soldiers would go against Scotland,” noted Nehemiah Wallington,
‘now not any that I know of in this land would go.’

The disorder was rapidly spiralling out of control. The trained bands opened
the gaols where men who had refused to pay the ‘coat and conduct’ money for



their supply had been incarcerated. Other sections of society, equally alienated
by the government, took the opportunity to make their point violently against
those who enclosed common land or had chased them out of the forests. None of
these aggrieved populations was logically connected, but it didn’t matter — they
were all hunting for someone to blame — and together they persuaded the men
responsible for keeping law and order intact, the justices of the peace and the
constables, that royal government as it had been constituted over the past eleven
years was a broken reed.

In the circumstances it was hardly surprising that the war was a humiliating
fiasco for the English. The commander of the Covenanters, General Leslie, knew
exactly what he was doing, crossing the Tweed into England on 20 August and
aiming for Newcastle to cut off the coal supply to the metropolitan heart of
England. Leslie had now given the lie to the Scots’ claims of fighting a
defensive war, a nicety swept aside in the reality of the conflict. At Newburn,
where the English army attempted to make a stand on the banks of the Tyne,
Leslie’s army, commanding the higher northern bank, raked the English with
fire, sending the survivors reeling back to York, while the Scots occupied
Newcastle and then Durham. The day after the ignominious defeat at Newburn, a
group of inner-core parliamentarians — Oliver St John, Pym, Saye and Sele,
Warwick and Brooke — and the earls of Essex and Bedford met at Bedford
House in London to draft a petition, in the name of the twelve peers, calling for a
new parliament. Manuscript copies were widely circulated around the city and
provinces. Charles attempted to find some other way, any other way, to finance
another campaign without calling a parliament, but a meeting of nobles made
him understand that the war was lost and, since the Scots were demanding an
indemnity as the price for evacuating England and releasing the coal supply,
only a parliament could possibly supply those funds. On 24 September 1640,
pre-empting another grand meeting of the lords, which would certainly have
reiterated the demand for a parliament, the king conceded. It would meet on 3
November and would remain in session, in one form and another, until it had
ended the life of Charles I and the monarchy along with it.

For Nehemiah Wallington the autumn of 1640 was the time of rosemary.
Bunches of the grey-green herb, together with conquerors’ garlands of bay,
showered down on the heads of Burton, Prynne, Bastwick and Bishop Williams,
who had been liberated — Bastwick from Scilly, the rest from the Tower — and
paraded triumphantly through the packed streets of London. Rosemary was for
remembrance, and how this parliament remembered! Almost immediately it
continued the note struck in April by establishing forty committees of
investigation into those responsible for illegal and arbitrary acts: ship money, the



prerogative courts of Star Chamber and the Church’s High Commission. But
there were two designated villains on whom parliament concentrated its
prosecutorial wrath: Strafford and Laud. Attacking the king by proxy, through
his chosen counsellors, was of course a time-honoured way of making the
Crown reverse course while still preserving intact the dignity and independence
of its sovereignty. In both houses of parliament in 1640 there was a substantial
majority for impeaching both men as well as the next rank of councillors, such
as Lord Keeper Finch, and courtiers, such as Bishop Wren of Ely, as a way of
marking the irreversible end of the Laudian Church and the years of personal
rule. But beyond that, there was a serious division about what the impeachment,
especially of Strafford, was supposed to accomplish. For men like Viscount
Falkland and Edward Hyde the impeachment was essentially therapeutic and
restorative. By concentrating the odium for unpopular government, the king had
been given a chance to embrace a reformed version of his government, one that
would rule together with a responsible parliament and through councillors who
enjoyed the confidence of parliament. Their reform programme was corrective:
the elimination of what they considered to be either imprudent and alien
innovations (the Laudian Church regime and extra-parliamentary taxation) or
obsolete institutions that had been shamelessly abused for power and gain (the
prerogative courts, the forest regime and the knighthood fines). Clear them
away, and you gave the monarchy a fresh start.

But for the most visible, audible and energetic group — Pym, Oliver St John,
Sir Arthur Haselrig from Leicestershire, Brooke, Saye and Sele — who took
control of the parliamentary agenda from the beginning, this was not, and would
never be, enough. Only Zion sufficed. The destruction of Laud would be a
pyrrhic victory unless it got rid of the institution of the episcopacy altogether and
replaced it by a godly Presbyterian Church, much as the Scots, whom they now
treated openly as allies, had done. (When the king at the opening of parliament
rashly referred to them as ‘rebels’ he was forced to retract the forbidden word a
week later.) On 11 December a petition (petitioning having become a major
weapon in the mobilization of opinion) on behalf of the City of London
demanding the abolition of the episcopacy, ‘root and branch’, was presented to
parliament. Pym was much too astute to press the issue on the Commons,
knowing how divisive it would be and wanting to protect a tactical majority for
Strafford’s impeachment. The radical controlling minority also had something
much more far reaching in mind when they considered the restructuring of the
constitutional relationship between Crown and parliament, in effect, a Scottish
programme for England — beginning with a triennial act, requiring the
summoning of parliament every three years. When Charles signed the triennial



act on 15 February 1641, he completed a circle of pure political futility. The war
he had launched to suppress the Covenant and its works had succeeded only in
transplanting it to England. Pym and his like-minded colleagues also wanted to
make membership of the government not merely subject to parliamentary veto
but directly accountable before the Lords and Commons and incapable of acting
contrary to the expressed will of its majority. No longer would parliament be
little more than a tax-sanctioning or denying body. Henceforth the Lords and
Commons, as much as the king, would set the agenda. Henceforth it would be a
legislator. No one was pretending yet that it could legislate without the king, but
no one imagined that the king could legislate or choose his councillors in
defiance of parliament. Pym was being spoken of (if Charles had any sense) as a
possible future member of the Privy Council.

Huge amounts of ink and paper have been used to insist that this kind of
alteration was no revolution at all. But to treat it as a mere adjustment absurdly
short-changes its overwhelming novelty. It’s quite possible, as a fresh generation
of historians has bravely reminded us, to be so frightened of committing
Whiggery, of reading history backwards that we fail to give disruption its due.
The fact that the authors and instruments of these profound changes had, until
the last minute, little inkling of their long-term consequences does not for a
minute dilute their significance. Revolutions invariably begin by sounding
conservative and nostalgic, their protagonists convinced that they are
suppressing, not unloosing, innovation. There’s nothing so inflammatory as a
call for the return of an imagined realm of virtue and justice.

To look at the doings and utterances of the Long Parliament, and at the
immense political upheaval unfolding in the streets of London and on its printing
presses, is to be convinced that its protagonists were correct in their belief that
they were engaged in a battle of principles over both Church and state and that
the outcome would be as momentous as the crisis that produced Magna Carta, a
document often on their lips. This was not, of course, the birth of parliamentary
democracy (not even the most Whiggish of the Victorian historians ever
supposed so), but it was, unquestionably, the demolition of absolute monarchy in
Britain. And it was the prospect of this that filled the hearts of men such as the
Earl of Warwick, Sir Robert Harley, Oliver St John and Oliver Cromwell MP
with racing excitement.

This revolution had no manifesto until the Grand Remonstrance of November
1641. Instead, it had a trial. Almost invariably great political upheavals require
an arch-malefactor against whom the righteous can define themselves in the new
community, and the Scottish peace negotiators, received warmly by the
parliamentary leaders even though their armies were occupying much of



northern England, made it quite clear that they wanted Strafford’s head for
threatening their own revolution with an invasion of Irish Catholics. Robert
Baillie, a relatively moderate Scots Calvinist, had no hesitation in referring to
Laud and Strafford as ‘incendiaries’ who, if left at liberty or even alive, would
never stop until they had reduced the country to a papist despotism. And Pym
himself had enough respect for Strafford’s formidable abilities to know that his
own reconstruction of English politics could move safely ahead only when the
ear]l was permanently out of the way. Moreover, Strafford’s peculiar success in
impartially alienating each of the three Irish communities (something he was
rather proud of) now left him with no friends.

All the same, he would not be an obliging scapegoat. To stereotype Strafford
as ‘Black Tom Tyrant’, the thuggish bully of the personal rule, was to make a
terrible mistake. This was, after all, still the Thomas Wentworth who in the late
1620s had mounted a passionate attack against the forced loan, a man who had at
least as deep an understanding of the law as the barrister John Pym. Strafford
knew that Pym needed a full public show trial, duly observant of the procedures
of the law, to uphold the superiority of justice over force, and he also knew that
his prosecutors would have the greatest difficulty in turning criticisms of his
administration in Ireland into acts of treason. Alone in the Tower, pondering his
chances, Strafford nursed precisely the touching faith in the impartiality of the
law and of English justice that his vilifiers claimed he had so consistently
abused. How could he possibly be condemned, he must have asked himself, for
violations of laws not yet passed when the alleged violations were committed,
for acts of state that, at the time, were perfectly in keeping with the king’s
expressed will?

Through the seven weeks of the trial in the House of Lords, from March to
April 1641, Strafford, not looking at all the part of Tom Tyrant, grey-whiskered
and obviously sick, his head covered in a furlined cap, conducted his own
defence with compelling logic, tearing apart all the inconsistencies and
weaknesses in the evidence presented by his prosecutors. It was easy enough to
demonstrate that he had walked roughshod over all kinds of persons and interests
in Ireland — the Irish Catholics, by continuing to dispossess their lands (not that
anyone in the English parliament minded that); the Old English, by seeking to
expand the plantations into Connacht and trespass on the Pale; most damagingly,
the Ulster-Presbyterian Scots and English, by strengthening the episcopal
Church of Ireland and regulating their trade — but none of it amounted to treason.
On the contrary, it had all been done to maintain the king’s authority as loyally,
impartially and firmly as was within his legitimate power as Lord Deputy. The
only count among the twenty-eight charges remotely capable of making the case



for treason was number twenty-three, which rested on a remark, said to have
been uttered by Strafford, that he would send an Irish army to ‘reduce this
kingdom’. It had never been a secret that this had been part of the strategy to
achieve victory over the Scots, and Strafford reasonably argued that at the time,
in the spring and summer of 1640, the two nations had still been at war. The
gravamen of the charge, suggested by the New English planter from Antrim, Sir
John Clotworthy, was that by ‘this kingdom’ Strafford had actually meant
England, not Scotland, and that he had sought to destroy parliament and the
liberties of the people through an armed coup d’état. That would, indeed, have
constituted treason. Strafford continued to deny that he had ever intended such a
thing for England and to attack the credibility of verbal testimony, at which point
a written note containing the same ominous phrase was introduced in evidence
by Harry Vane the younger, who had discovered in the papers of his father, the
Secretary to the Council, the records of the meeting in which Strafford had
suggested bringing over the Irish army. But it was not in Strafford’s hand,
merely a note claimed to be a verbatim, contemporary record, and by mid-April
it was far from clear that the Vane note, by itself, would be enough to convict as
long as the trial continued to be conducted according to the regular conventions
of impeachment.

But Strafford’s trial was, of course, not at all a normal judicial event, more a
public theatre of disgrace and retribution. Every day the House of Lords and the
streets and courtyards around it in Westminster were packed with huge crowds,
hungry for news of the day’s events. Handbills, broadsides and improvised
petitions created a sea of paper for the crowd to wade through. Ballads were
sung; sermons were preached against the pope-friendly Strafford. Nehemiah
Wallington, who was among an immense throng flocking to the House of Lords
at the beginning of May to petition for the death of the earl, said he had never
seen so many people in all his life, ‘and when they did see any lord coming they
all cried with one voice, “Justice! Justice!”” What Wallington was witnessing,
again without knowing it, was another element of modern politics, the fever of
the crowd, beginning to make itself felt.

Without any precocious understanding of the concept, Pym, St John, Haselrig
and the rest intuitively understood the need for ‘revolutionary justice’, that
baleful euphemism for crowd-pleasing demonstrations of political annihilation.
So in mid-April, Pym changed the form of prosecution from an impeachment, a
judicial process that required a decisive burden of proof, to an act of attainder,
which was passed in a legislative process and needed no more than a body of
suspicious evidence to constitute a presumption of guilt. Attainder effectively
converted a trial into a hearing on the security of the state. Oddly enough, an act



of attainder actually solved the problem of conscience for some like Viscount
Falkland who, while unable to agree that the evidence against Strafford rose to
the severe standards required for a conviction for treason, was prepared to vote
for attainder by the weight of suspicion. Falkland and those like him believed
that Strafford had, in fact, become a conspirator against the liberties of the
country, and they were happy to be relieved of the bother of worrying precisely
how this came to happen.

The only problem with an act of attainder was that it required the king to sign
it. A day after it went through the Commons by 204 to 59 votes, Charles had
written to Strafford. promising that he would not abandon him or repay his
loyalty by allowing his loss of life, honour and fortune. And on 1 May 1641
Charles, who had been ostentatiously cordial and friendly towards Strafford
throughout the proceedings, told the Lords that his conscience would not allow
him to sign. Once again the king had managed to act directly against his own
best interests. The whole point of the proceedings had been to deflect popular
hatred and rage from the king himself (and from the queen, whose Catholic
circle was becoming a daily target for the anti-popery lobby) and to safeguard
the constitutional possibility of a new beginning. But Charles, and especially
Henrietta Maria, believed they had other cards to play: a soft-line strategy,
suggested by the Earl of Bedford, which involved bringing Pym in to the Privy
Council, and a hard-line strategy, which involved getting his own loyal troops to
the Tower and encouraging a move by some officers in the army to free
Strafford, if necessary by force. In the end, it was Strafford himself who saw
clearly where this was heading — towards chaos and bloodshed — and who
decided on an extraordinary act of pre-emptive self-sacrifice. On 4 May he wrote
to the king asking him to sign the act.

May it please your Sacred Majesty . . . I understand the minds of Men are more and more incensed
against me, notwithstanding Your Majesty hath Declared that in Your Princely opinion I am not
Guilty of Treason, and that You are not satisfied in Your Conscience, to pass the Bill.

This bringeth me in a very great streight, there is before me the ruine of my Children and Family,
hitherto untouch’d . . . with any foul crime: Here before me are the many ills, which may befall Your
Sacred Person and the whole Kingdom, should Your Self and parliament part less satisfied one with
the other, than is necessary for the preservation both of King and People; Here are before me the
things most valued, most feared by mortal men, Life and Death.

To say Sir, that there hath not been strife in me, were to make me less man, than, God knoweth,
my Infirmities make me; and to call a destruction upon my self and my young Children . . . will find

no easy consent from Flesh and Blood . . . So now to set Your Majesties Conscience at liberty, I do
most humbly beseech Your Majesty for prevention of evils, which may happen by Your refusal, to
pass this Bill.

On 10 May Charles signed the act, it’s said with teary eyes, and almost without



noticing what he was doing signed another, much more revolutionary bill
presented to him, which prohibited the dissolution of parliament without its own
consent. At the same time he wrote a letter to the House of Lords urging
clemency, ‘mercy being as inherent and inseparable to a King as Justice’, and for
Strafford to remain in prison for the rest of his life. “This if it may be done
without the discontentment of my People, would be an unspeakable contentment
to me.” The Prince of Wales delivered the letter the following day, and on the
day after that, 12 May, Strafford went to the block, protesting: ‘In all the honour
I had to serve His Majesty, I had not any intention in my heart, but what did aim
at the joint and individual prosperity of the King and his People.” From his
window in the Tower, Laud watched the execution. He never forgave Charles
the betrayal, noting in his diary that the king ‘knew not how to be, or to be made,
great’. But then Charles never forgave himself. He truly believed that his own
execution, eight years later, was God’s proper judgement on him for consenting
to the death of a loyal servant.

Strafford was right to think that his death would be a national catharsis: a
chance for the country to vent its anger on a convenient scapegoat but also an
opportunity for the king, if he was shrewd, to cut his losses and stabilize his
position. There was no doubt that the brutal business of the attainder had made
some who were originally among the government’s fiercest critics profoundly
uneasy. Was one kind of arbitrary power to be exchanged for another?

Once both the earl and the institutional symbols of the old regime — the
prerogative courts, ship money, communion rails — had been swept away in the
summer of 1641, many on the benches of both the Lords and the Commons, and
many more among the county communities of gentry and justices, began to ask
themselves why the self-appointed tribunes like Pym continued to bang on
relentlessly about tyranny and conspiracy. Although the Root and Branch
Petition to abolish the episcopacy was steered through two readings in the
Commons by Sir Robert Harley (to the proud delight of Lady Brilliana), it
stalled badly in the Lords. Harley had to content himself with becoming the new
Thomas Cromwell, overseeing a survey of the condition of parish churches (an
ominous inquiry) and in Herefordshire pulling down the cross at the local
Wigmore church in September 1641, causing it ‘to be beaten to pieces, even in
the dust, with a sledge and then laid . . . in the footpath to be trodden on in the
churchyard’. To overcome the opposition of the Lords, compromises were made,
disappointing the more intensely Calvinist Scots. If this were Presbyterianism, it
was a very English kind: committees of nine laymen to replace the bishops,
Church government by the hunting classes. Even so, there were many among the
hunting classes who wanted none of it, who were prepared to see an end to the



surplices and kneeling, and perhaps even see crucifixes trodden in the
churchyard, but who thought bishops — plain and modest bishops, not the lofty,
over-ornamental, theologically obscure, philosophically grandiose, Laudian
bishops — were a proper part of the Church of England.

Others reacted to the outbreak of iconoclasm with deep horror. It was in the
summer of 1641 that William Dugdale, the Warwickshire antiquary and
genealogist, became convinced that there would shortly be a great and terrible
obliteration. As he wrote in the introduction to his wonderful history of St Paul’s
Cathedral: ‘Prudently foreseeing the sad effects thereof which by woeful
experience were soon after miserably felt often and earnestly incited me to a
speedy view of what Monuments I could find — the Principal Churches of the
Realm, to the end that by Ink and Paper, the Shadows of them with their
Inscriptions might be preserved for Posterity, the Things themselves being so
near to Destruction.” And off Dugdale went, sketching and transcribing, poring
through muniments and cartularies, spending furtive mornings in front of tomb
effigies and stained-glass windows, working just as fast as he could to outpace
the image-breakers, haunted by Lord Brooke’s threat to St Paul’s that he hoped
‘to see no one stone left upon another of that building’.

Not everyone was quite so frantic. Noticing the backlash against the anti-
bishop campaign, which by December included a decision to impeach twelve of
them, a group of more moderate reformers, among them Edward Hyde, saw that
Charles had a precious opportunity to exploit the divisions. It was their instinct
(borne out by events twenty years later) that a non-absolutist but non-
emasculated monarchy, the governor of the Church and the army, still possessed
of legitimate prerogatives, including the right to choose its own government and
to summon and dismiss parliaments, truly represented the wishes of the majority
of the political nation. And it was from the clarity and strength of their
convictions that constitutional royalism — hitherto a Stuart oxymoron — was born.

But Charles was not thinking with either clarity or strength of purpose about
how the monarchy could best be renewed. He was thinking, when he was
thinking at all, about how its full sovereignty might be restored. His most trusted
advisers had been taken from him or had departed in the interests of self-
preservation. Strafford was dead. Laud was in the Tower and most likely would
follow him. Lord Keeper Finch (who had been Speaker during the stormy
debates of 1629) and Secretary of State Windebanke had both fled to Europe to
escape arrest. More than ever Charles depended on the queen for counsel, and
her instincts were militantly against compromise. Any show of moderation that
Charles now affected was just that. Not for a moment had he abandoned his
deeply held conviction that the divine appointment of kingship required him to



be faithful to the plenitude of its power. A mean little kingship seemed to him
unworthy of the name, a kingship that said yea to whatever a parliament might
propose was not the crown he had received from his father, nor one he could
pass on to his son without the deepest sense of shame and betrayal. So when he
travelled to Scotland in August 1641, ostensibly to conclude a peace settlement
with the Covenanters, Charles was actually casting about for some way to use
the Scots against the English as he had once hoped to use the English against the
Scots. Even there, though, Charles was incapable of deciding between
persuasion and plotting, between a campaign to win over aristocratic generals,
like James Graham, Earl of Montrose, and the physical seizure of Covenanter
leaders, like Archibald Campbell, eighth Earl of Argyll. It was, in any case, all
moot. For while Charles imagined that he might order the affairs of one of his
kingdoms to settle the disorder of a second, a third, Ireland, now exploded in
violent rebellion.

It was as much of a jolt as the Covenanter rebellion had been four years
earlier. The fall of Strafford’s ‘thorough’ government, both Charles and the
English parliament must have imagined, had probably removed most of the
grievances of which those who counted in Ireland had complained. But as usual
in the politics of Stuart Britain, everyone was looking the wrong way, addressing
the problems of the last crisis, not the next one. To the Catholic communities of
Ireland, especially the native Irish, the destruction of the Wentworth regime was
a cause of apprehension, not of rejoicing. Bullying, grasping and thuggish
though his administration had been, its tough independence (and willingness
quite often to co-opt the native Irish in its schemes) was immeasurably better
than what seemed most likely to replace it: the unrestricted domination of the
New English and Scots Presbyterians. As recently as 1639 Wentworth’s ‘Black
Acts’ had been directed at the Protestant, rather than the Catholic, communities.
Now that he was gone, the situation seemed especially ominous to the Catholic
gentry of Ulster. They looked across the North Channel and saw the Covenanter
conquest and settlement of the western Highlands and islands by the Earl of
Argyll and could only imagine that it would be their turn next. For years they
had been forbidden to increase their own land holdings while the Protestant New
English and Scots had been encouraged to settle in ever greater numbers, and in
responding to Wentworth’s challenge to turn their own estates into models of
‘improvement’ they had incurred huge debts, building themselves grandiose
English houses and attempting to introduce fine livestock and tillage. Now the
improbable victory of the English parliament over the king, symbolized so
dramatically by the execution of Strafford, had robbed them of any prospect of
harvesting the fruits of all this hard work and money by securing their position in



a rapidly changing Ireland. Instead, they were facing the nightmare of
Presbyterian encirclement. And for the moment the Catholic Old English, in the
middle of the conflict, had shown no wish to swerve from loyalty to the English
state. So Ulster lords, like Phelim O’Neill, who claimed descent from the great
leader of the Nine Years War, Hugh O’Neill, Earl of Tyrone, now turned to
armed resistance as a last line of self-defence. When Phelim O’Neill captured
Charlemont Castle early in the rebellion, he settled all kinds of scores by killing
his chief creditor there, a Mr Fullerton.

Paradoxically, then, the leaders of the Irish rebellion thought that by planning
to seize strongholds, including Dublin Castle, towards the end of October 1641
they were actually coming to the aid of the beleaguered king. At least at the
beginning their action was presented not as a protonationalist, but as a fervently
loyalist revolt. On 4 November O’Neill even went so far as to claim that he had
had the commission of the king himself for his military action. It was an
outrageous fabrication, probably targeted at the Old English (always the most
genuinely loyal of the three communities), who, as yet, had stood aloof from the
rebellion. O’Neill may have been hoping that by purporting to do the king’s
work he could draw the Earl of Ormonde, the most powerful of the Old English
(a Protestant but very definitely not a Presbyterian), into the revolt. Instead, the
ruse did massive damage to Charles’s credibility in England. To many of the
godly he now seemed beyond all doubt to be conniving at an Irish-Catholic plot.

Paranoia is the oxygen of revolution. But in November 1641, to men such as
Harley and Wallington, Pym and St John, there seemed a great deal to be
paranoid about. The king was still in Scotland and was reported to have
attempted to overthrow the Covenant by a coup. News was beginning to pour
across the Irish Sea, not just of castles and fortifications being over-run, but of
much darker things — massacres visited by the Catholic rebels on isolated
Protestant towns and villages of the New English. By the time it was recycled
for the Irish insurrection, anti-Catholic atrocity propaganda had become a
formulaic part of the cultural war dividing Europe. The same pornography of
violence, graphically illustrated wi