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Preface

The early modern period in Britain and Ireland does not have an immediately recognis-
able identity. There were substantial differences of language, society and culture between
England, Scotland, Ireland and Wales. Whereas the medieval period can be described
as feudal’ and the nineteenth century as ‘industrial, there is no obvious label for the
period in between. One can think of a ‘typical’ late medieval English nobleman - say,
Warwick the Kingmaker - and a ‘typical’ early eighteenth-century Whig grandee - the
Duke of Newcastle - but not a ‘typical’ seventeenth-century peer. Late medieval noble-
men mostly lived in fortified castles — the last, Kenilworth, was built early in Elizabeth’s
reign; eighteenth-century plutocrats built great unfortified country houses, like William
Conolly’s Palladian palace at Castletown. The early modern period was clearly an age of
transition; the aim of this book is to analyse the nature and causes of that transition, an
aspiration which may tempt the historian to treat the period as one of ‘modernisation.
Modernisation implies ‘progress’; both terms imply a movement from the primitive to
the modern and, as such, a ‘good thing’

The search for the modern and modernity is in many ways a variation on the old
theme of the Whig interpretation of history. As the victors in the partisan struggles of
the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, Whig historians depicted the tri-
umph of Whig values as both desirable and inevitable. The nineteenth-century British
constitution was (they said) based on religious liberty, parliamentary monarchy and
the rule of law, which allowed for change without the bloodshed and upheaval experi-
enced by less fortunate nations (like the French). God had guided the English to throw
off the yoke of the Catholic Church and read and interpret the Bible for themselves. The
Tudors tamed the nobility, opening the way for the rise of the gentry and ultimately the
middle class. Within Parliament the House of Commons became increasingly assertive,
demanding freedom of speech and using its power to grant taxation to extort conces-
sions from the Crown. Charles I's refusal to recognise this shift of power led inevitably
to the civil wars, after which the monarchy was only a shadow of its former self, like the
French monarchy, restored in 1815 ‘in the baggage train of the Allies. The way was open
to the glories of the Victorian constitution.

The narrative is a familiar one but it is riddled with problems. First, between the six-
teenth and nineteenth centuries it changes from an English to a British narrative, imply-
ing English dominance over Scotland and Ireland. But the only time the English fully
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XX ¢ PREFACE

conquered the other two kingdoms was in the 1650s. Scotland was joined to England
in 1707 by a treaty which many, perhaps most, Scots came to see as advantageous. The
Irish Parliament became notably more assertive from the 1690s and the Union of 1800
created an intractable problem for the British government for more than a century
afterwards. Second, Protestants talked loudly of liberty, by which they meant the lib-
erty to impose their understanding of religious truth not only on Catholics but also on
misguided Protestants. Third, far from being generally welcomed, Protestantism had to
be forced on the English people, many of whom cherished those elements of the Prayer
Book which raised echoes of the Catholic past. Fourth, the Tudors tamed the nobility in
the sense of destroying their capacity for autonomous military action, but the nobility
(like so many European nobilities) changed from a territorial to a service nobility, dom-
inating the government and the upper ranks of the army under the Georges. Nobility
and gentry were never separate classes but formed different strata within a single
landed elite. New nobles were recruited (mostly) from among the gentry; the younger
sons of the peerage fell back into the gentry. As for the middle class, its most successful
members were always rising. Merchants and bankers in the eighteenth century and
industrialists in the nineteenth bought land and built country houses. Peers continued
to play a major role in county government until the creation of county councils in the
1880s and peers continued to serve as prime ministers into the twentieth century.

This brings us to the relationship of Crown and Parliament. The Commons began
to demand free speech under Elizabeth because she tried to prevent its members from
discussing the matters that were most important to them: her marriage, the succession
and the Church. Both James I and Charles I came to believe that the Commons were
being misled by a group of ‘popular’ MPs who challenged the Crown’s lawful authority.
But the Commons were driven not by ambition but by fear that the two kings planned
to dispense with Parliament and rule as absolute monarchs. The Commons tried to use
the power of the purse and failed: when they refused to grant taxes Charles I raised the
money in other ways. In the 1630s he extended his use of non-parliamentary taxation,
meeting with little serious resistance in England. Very different revolts in Scotland and
Ireland led to the English civil war. The burdens of that war and Parliament’s author-
itarian and intolerant rule led to a formidable Royalist backlash: when Charles II was
restored Parliament enhanced his power, to enable him to deal with threats of revolu-
tion from below. In the early 1680s Charles established a quasi-absolute monarchy in
both England and Scotland, but James IT’s insistence on promoting Catholicism led to
his expulsion in 1688. In all these developments from the 1630s to the 1680s chance
and luck, or particular conjunctures of events, played their part, from Charles I's deci-
sion to impose an English Prayer Book on Scotland to the ‘Protestant wind’ that blew
William III to Brixham in 1688. Even after the Revolution of 1688—9 the end of the
House of Stuart was far from inevitable: it still seemed likely that Anne would produce
a Protestant heir.
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Historians often warn of the dangers of teleology: to read history backwards from
what happened and assume that it was bound to happen, especially if the author
assumes that what happened was a good thing. In the words of the splendidly comic
description of Mary I's reign in 1066 and all that, ‘Broody Mary ... was a bad thing,
because England is bound to be C of E so all the executions were wasted. One sees a
similar approach in the study of intellectual history, in discussions of the ‘age of rea-
son. Scholars devote much attention to challenges to the churches and revealed reli-
gion, while ignoring new surges of evangelical enthusiasm. The repeal of the witchcraft
laws in 1736 did not mean the end of belief in witches or the supernatural. Christians,
including clergymen, reconciled their faith with advances in scientific understanding
by seeing them as evidence of God’s omnipotence. It is a truism that history tends to
be written by the victors, but that is no reason to ignore the losers. A distinguished
historian dismissed Jacobites as ‘political troglodytes, but they had many supporters
(especially in Scotland) and came close to success in both 1715 and 1745. The British
government tried to destroy the Highland clans, leaving only the empty husk of a fash-
ion for tartan. In both Wales and Ireland Celtic societies continued to function hidden
from the view and understanding of the English-speaking elite.

One of my aims in this book, then, is to consider the losers as well as the winners, to
take them seriously, and so rescue them from what E.P. Thompson called ‘the massive
condescension of posterity. I have three other major objectives. The first is to produce
a work of genuine British (and Irish) or ‘three-kingdoms’ history: not just a study of
England with occasional references to Scotland and Ireland. Second, the approach is
predominantly thematic rather than narrative. I am not one of those who belittle nar-
rative history: good narrative history requires a thorough grasp of detail and often an
ability to weave together several stories at once. I started my career working on high
politics under Charles II and James II, but teaching a course on ‘English Society 1580-
1720’ made me increasingly interested in social history and led to a bottom-up study of
government under Charles IT and a book on politics and religion in provincial towns. I
taught ‘English Society’ thematically, a process I likened to placing a series of illustrated
transparent sheets one on top of the other, building up a fuller and fuller picture. I am
using a similar approach in this book, enabling students to understand large changes
over a long period.

My third objective is to reassess the significance of the upheavals of the mid seven-
teenth century. For decades the most important concern of seventeenth-century his-
torians seemed to be to explain the origins of the civil war. Most started with a Whig
political narrative based on the early Stuarts’ difficulties with the English Parliament
and grafted on to it an analysis based on social change, particularly the decline of the
nobility and the rise of the gentry. Despite much effort and no little acrimony it proved
impossible to demonstrate that these developments actually contributed to the tak-
ing of sides or the outbreak of the civil war (or indeed that the nobility and gentry
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were different classes). Moreover, this social analysis was confined to England, and
a thorough re-examination of the politics of 1637-42 showed that events in Scotland
and Ireland were crucial in bringing about civil war. Much less was written about the
consequences of civil war and what there was usually rested on the assumption that
such major upheavals must have had major consequences and that the regicide must
have fatally undermined the monarchy. This reflected another assumption, that the
English people must have supported Parliament, which stood for the interests of the
people and the godly, not the king and the nobility. I taught courses on the civil war and
Republic for many years and became more and more aware, first, of the extent of pop-
ular involvement in the civil war and popular awareness of the issues, and, second, that
the English people were deeply divided between supporters of the two sides. In other
words, there was both a radical (Whig and Nonconformist) legacy of the civil war and a
conservative (Tory and Anglican) legacy, whose impact was very familiar to historians
of the politics of 1660-1714. Historians were also coming to appreciate popular aware-
ness of politics before 1640, but this awareness was much greater after 1660, reaching
a peak under Anne. My final chapter highlights the importance of popular politics and
the emergence of an informed and deeply partisan public as a result of the civil wars.

This book is the product of over forty years experience of teaching students at
London and Cambridge universities, ranging from first-year undergraduates to doc-
toral students. It particularly reflects my experience of teaching first-year and American
year-abroad students, who often had little or no prior knowledge of the period but
mostly proved quick learners, provided they were given the necessary basic informa-
tion. Because it covers three centuries the information is often stripped down to a min-
imum, but supplemented by links to other material. I have tried to make the book
user-friendly, divided into small sections which make it easier for students to navigate
their way through it and to focus on what is useful for them. At the end of each chapter
is a ‘summary, a few key points designed to show the bigger picture; these summaries
can be used individually or to follow themes further. Terms which may be unfamiliar
are explained in the Glossary and printed in bold in the text. The volume contains other
illustrative material: text in ‘boxes, images, maps and tables. There will also be a website
where further material can be accessed.
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Note on the Text

In the period covered by the book the official name of the Scottish royal house changed
from ‘Stewart’ to ‘Stuart, because James VI adopted a ‘French’ spelling. Also, choosing
whether to call Northern Ireland’s second city ‘Derry” or ‘Londonderry’ can be seen
as evidence of Catholic or Protestant loyalties. I have followed the practice of some
Irish historians in using ‘Derry’ for the city and ‘Londonderry’ for the county, on the
grounds that the county was named ‘Londonderry’ during the Ulster Plantation, by
which time the city had been called ‘Derry’ for centuries.
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Prologue: Kent, 1450

In early 1450 South East England was seething with discontent. English rule over large
areas of France, which had endured for centuries, was unravelling at alarming speed,
raising the prospect of French coastal raids and even invasion. Henry VI’s government
seemed to lack the competence or the will to stem the tide. Those around the King
seemed more concerned to pursue personal feuds and to extort money, and the King
seemed unable to restrain them. These alleged ‘traitors’ and extortioners were widely
known and there were many calls for them to be brought to justice. As the King failed
to act, people took matters into their own hands. In January 1450 Adam Moleyns,
Bishop of Chichester and lord privy seal, went to Portsmouth to pay some of what
was owing to seamen and soldiers. They accused him of trying to cheat them, ‘fell on
him and there killed him’ In April the most hated of the King’s advisers, the Duke of
Suffolk, was impeached by the Commons in Parliament, who accused him of extor-
tion, embezzlement and helping the French King to reconquer Normandy. The King
declared that on the last charge Suffolk had no case to answer, and that as punishment
for his other alleged offences he should be banished for five years. Londoners attacked
SuffolK’s retinue as he left. He got safely on board a ship, but it was intercepted by
another, the Nicholas of the Tower, whose crew seized him and brought him into Dover
‘and there upon the ship’s side struck off his head and after laid the body with the head
upon the land and then departed again to the sea. As a contemporary poet savagely
exulted: ‘Such a pain pricked him [Suffolk] he asked [for] a confessor./ Nicolas said,
“I am ready thy confessor to be.”/ He was holden so that he ne[ver] passed that hour’ In
June another of the King’s close associates, William Ayscough, Bishop of Salisbury, was
dragged from the altar of the abbey church at Edington, Wiltshire, where he had been
saying Mass. ‘And then, wrote a chronicler, ‘they led him up unto a hill there beside,
and there they slew him horribly, their father and their bishop, and spoiled him unto
the naked skin and rent his bloody shirt into pieces and bore that away with them ...
and made boast of their wickedness. The chronicler added that Moleyns and Ayscough
‘were held [to be] wonder[fully] covetous men and evil beloved among the common
people. Together with Suffolk they were suspected of complicity in the death of the
King’s uncle, the Duke of Gloucester, in 1447.

Discontent was particularly rife in Kent and Sussex. They were vulnerable to French
attack and Kent had suffered at the hands of Suffolk’s associates, notably Lord Saye
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XXVi 6 PROLOGUE: KENT, 1450

and Sele and his son-in-law, William Crowmer, an exceptionally unpopular sheriff.
Crowmer’s conduct was resented by the poor and those involved in the middling levels
of county government, yeomen farmers and substantial craftsmen, used to shouldering
the burdens of public office and likely to have some understanding of the law. Such
men would know of the Commons’ attempts to call Suffolk to account and of the King’s
abject failure to restrain his servants. They were also alarmed at rumours that, after
the killing of Suffolk, the King had threatened in revenge to reduce Kent to a ‘wild
forest. There had been a plan in January to march on London and present a petition to
the King, with a list of those they believed should be beheaded. In the second half of
May news of a similar plan spread rapidly. It attracted significant support among the
landed gentry, but the prime movers were commoners of middling and lower status.
They did not seek a gentleman to lead them, but elected as their captain a mysterious
individual called Jack Cade. No-one knew where he came from: some said he was Irish.
Sometimes he called himself John Mortimer, implying kinship with the Duke of York,
whom the King saw as a possible rival for the throne. Whoever he was, Cade must have
possessed charisma and at times affected the style of a gentleman and issued ‘proclama-
tions’ in the King’s name: the insurgents insisted that they were loyal to the King, and
urged him to dismiss his ‘evil counsellors, and rely on nobles currently out of favour,
including the dukes of York and Norfolk and ‘all the earls and barons of this land’ They
concluded with specifically Kentish grievances.

The uprising spread and by 11 June the rebels were camped on Blackheath, south
east of London. The King rejected their demands and planned to send a force to drive
them away, but when it arrived it found that the rebels had withdrawn. The King sent
some knights and gentlemen to punish them, which proved a mistake. Sir Humphrey
Stafford (the ‘manliest man’ in England) and his brother William were ambushed and
they and most of their followers were killed: Cade made a point of wearing some of Sir
Humphrey’s martial insignia. Meanwhile, Lords Savage and Dudley exacted reprisals,
killing, burning and plundering, which strengthened fears that Kent could become a
‘wild forest. If anger at their misdeeds added to the rebels’ determination, the defeat of
the Staffords added to their self-confidence. They marched again on London, sending
to the people of Essex to join them.

By now there was disaffection among the King’s retainers. Many sympathised with
the rebels’ call for justice. The King, as a conciliatory gesture, sent Saye and Sele to
the Tower, where he would be safe. The King’s self-confidence evaporated and he
left London for Kenilworth. His departure and the approach of Cade’s forces met
with mixed reactions in London. Some, particularly the mayor and aldermen, were
deeply alarmed. However, many ordinary Londoners shared the rebels’ aspirations and
demands for justice. Cade and his men took up quarters in Southwark, while a large
force from Essex encamped at Mile End and outside Aldgate. When some Kentish men
began looting, Cade issued a ‘proclamation’ against this, but he could not control his
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PROLOGUE: KENT, 1450 ¢ Xxxvii

men and he himself looted on a large scale: he eventually needed a barge to transport all
that he had accumulated. On 3 July Cade and his followers crossed London Bridge into
the City: Cade cut the ropes on the drawbridge at the City end to ensure that it could
not be raised against them. His men, according to one chronicler, ‘entered into the City
of London as men that had been half beside their wit[s]; and in that furyness they went,
as they said, for the common weal of the realm of England” and proceeded to burn, loot
and kill; some Londoners joined them. They plundered Philip Malpas, a rich merchant
and alderman, of ‘much money, both of silver and gold, the value of a notable sum, and
in special of merchandise, as of tin, wood, madder and alum, with great quantity of
woollen cloth and many rich jewels) as well as feather beds and other household stuff.
Cade tried to focus on the rebels’ political programme, but matters threatened to get
out of hand: it did not help that he rode through the streets brandishing a drawn sword.
Before leaving London, the King had issued a commission of oyer and terminer,
setting up a special court to hear charges against those accused of misdeeds. Most
members of the commission had left London, as had most of those accused, but three
members assembled at the Guildhall on 3 and 4 July. They tried to proceed in a judicial
mannet, but were overawed by Cade and his men. Saye and Sele was brought from the
Tower. He demanded to be tried by his peers, ‘but the Kentishmen would not suffer
that. He was examined on ‘divers treasons’ ‘of which he acknowledged the death of ...
the duke of Gloucester. Then the rebels took him from the Guildhall to Cheapside,
where they cut off his head. This might seem a lawless act, but traditionally anyone who
seized an outlaw was entitled to behead him and claim a reward; in the rebels’ eyes Saye
and Sele and his like might not formally be outlawed, but they were ‘traitors, which was
much the same thing. Meanwhile, Crowmer was beheaded at Mile End, without the
pretence of a trial. The crowd placed their heads on poles and carried them around ‘and
at divers places of the City put them together causing the one to kiss the other’ Saye’s
body ‘was drawn naked at a horse’ tail upon the pavement so that the flesh cleaved to
the stones. Saye and Crowmer were at least charged with serious offences, but others
were beheaded for no obvious reason: ‘this captain in his tyranny slew many men with-
out any judgment and would not suffer them to be shriven’ (to make their peace with
God before they died). Plundering became increasingly indiscriminate and after two
days much of the citizens’ goodwill towards the rebels had evaporated, especially after
they broke open two gaols, releasing the prisoners. Some rich citizens paid Cade’s men
not to attack their houses. On the evening of 5 July the Londoners counter-attacked,
attempting to seize control of London Bridge. The battle raged all night and it was said
that hundreds were killed. It ended when Cade set fire to the drawbridge and withdrew.
Two days later the rebels were offered a general pardon, which most accepted: even
Cade took out a pardon in the name of John Mortimer, which was soon declared inva-
lid, on the grounds that Mortimer was not his real name. A price was put on his head
and he was captured, mortally wounded, and brought to London, where his corpse was

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107015111
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-01511-1 — Early Modern Britain, 1450—1750
John Miller

Frontmatter

More Information

XXxviii ¢ PROLOGUE: KENT, 1450

dragged through the City and then decapitated and quartered. The survivors among
those who had tyrannised over Kent used the law, and brute force, to punish their ene-
mies. The programme of reform remained unfulfilled.

Cade’s rising was often bracketed with the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381 as terrible exam-
ples of popular fury designed to turn the social order upside-down: Charles I in 1642
invoked Cade’s name together with Wat Tyler’s when warning of a ‘dark equal chaos of
confusion. There were similarities between the two revolts, including the gatherings
at Blackheath and Mile End and eruptions of horrific violence. But there were also
differences. Peasant grievances against landlords drove the rebels in 1381 and Tyler was
definitely a peasant figure. Cade was socially more ambiguous, with his trappings of
gentility and hints at semi-royal status: the use of the name Mortimer, the proclama-
tions in the King’s name, the attempt to enter the City preceded by a sword of state.
Cade’s rebels had a political programme, focused on the abuse of power under an inad-
equate King. This programme was widely supported by people from all levels of society:
similar complaints were made - and acted on - in Parliament. 1450 could be seen as
the nadir of the late medieval English monarchy, with the loss of its French lands and
a major rebellion. Disturbances were not confined to the South East. The crowd which
killed Bishop Ayscough went on to plunder his estates and treasure. His palace was
attacked and estate records were destroyed. There were also attacks on the bishops of
Wells, Lichfield and Norwich, and the Bishop of Winchester’s palace was sacked. There
were months of rioting at Sherborne, Dorset, where there was a long-running feud
between the town and the abbey. Most of the bishops and abbots who were attacked
were linked in some way with Suffolk, and some lesser clergy were murdered - in one
case, by his own parishioners. And all this occurred in the South of England, suppos-
edly the most advanced, orderly and governed region of Britain and Ireland. Clearly
that order and governance were fragile.

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING

There is a useful account of the rebellion in R.A. Griffiths, The Reign of Henry VI (Stroud,
1998), Chapter 21. The fullest account is by .LM.W. Harvey, Jack Cade’s Rebellion of 1450
(Oxford, 1991). See also I.M.W. Harvey, ‘Was There Popular Politics in Fifteenth-Century
England?’, in R.H. Britnell and A.J. Pollard (eds.), The Macfarlane Legacy (Stroud, 1995).
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