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PREFACE

THERE are few activities more cooperative than the writing of
history. The author puts his name brashly on the title-page and
the reviewers rightly attack him for his errors and misinterpre-
tations; but none knows better than he how much his whole
enterprise depends on the preceding labours of others. I should
like to single out three scholars to whom I am most conscious
of indebtedness — Mr A. L. Morton, who has published the only
serious book on the Ranters, and whose study of Blake in
relation to seventeenth-century radicals is equally important;
Dr G. F. Nuttall, whose meticulous scholarship ranges over all
the obscure by-ways of seventeenth-century religious history;
and Mr K. V. Thomas, whose majestic Religion and the Decline
of Magic has made us all re-think our ideas about seventeenth-
century England. I benefited very greatly from supervising Mr
Frank McGregor's thesis on the Ranters, and from reading
Professor W. A. Cole’s unpublished dissertation on the Quakers
and discussing it with him. Many more debts are recorded in
the footnotes. 'Dr Bernard Capp, Mr Peter Clark, Mrs K. R.
Firth, Dr A. M. Johnson, Dr R. C. Richardson and Professor
Austin Woolrych all allowed me to read and quote from
material in advance of publication. Dr Robin Clifton, Professor
G. H. George, Dr P. J. R. Phizackerley, Mrs Joan Thirsk and
Professor C. M. Williams were generous in answering questions.
Professor Rodney Hilton saved me from many errors, and did
what he could to make the book more readable. My colleagues
at Balliol allowed me a sabbatical term during which most of
the writing was done: I am most grateful to them for their
forbearance and to the protective vigilance of the College Secre-
tary, Mrs Bridget Page. Especial thanks are due to Miss Pat
Lloyd, who typed the whole book and corrected many of my
spelling mistakes. She also helped generously and skilfully with
proof-reading. My wife always comes last among those to be
thanked and should always come first.

16 October 1971



Note to the Penguin Edition

I am grateful to many friends for suggesting correc-
tions and improvements to the first edition of this
book, especially to Dr Bernard Capp, Mr John Dunn,
Mr Charles Hobday, Professor Ivan Roots and Mr
Keith Thomas. I should have explained in my original
Preface that seventeenth-century spelling and capital-
ization have been modernized in quotations. I have not
altered the grammar when — for instance — Winstanley
uses a plural subject with a singular verb. Readers of
this book may be interested in The Law of Freedom
and Other Writings, by Gerrard Winstanley, published
as a Pelican Classic in 1973.
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The Lord preserveth the strangers; he relieveth the father-
less and the widow: but the way of the wncked he turneth
upside down.

Psalm 146, 9

The Lord maketh the earth ... waste, and turneth it up-
side down ... And it shall be, as with the people, so with
the priest; as with the servant, so with his master; as with
the maid, so with her mistress ... The earth shall reel to
and fro like a drunkard, and shall be removed like a cot-
tage ... The Lord shall punish the host of the high ones
... and the kings of the earth upon the earth.

Isaiah xxiv, 1-2, 20-21

They came to Thessalonica . . . and Paul ... reasoned with
them out of the Scriptures ... And some of them believed
... and of the chief women not a few. But the Jews which
believed not, moved with envy, took unto them certain
lewd fellows of the baser sort, and gathered a company,
and set all the city on an uproar ... crying, These that
have turned the world upside down are come hither also.

The Acts of the Apostles xvii, 1-6



1 INTRODUCTION

It hath been . . . mine endeavour . . . to give unto
every limb and part not only his due proportion
but also his due place, and not to set the head
where the foot should be, or the foot where the
head. I may peradventure to many seem guilty
of that crime which was laid against the Apostle,
to turn the world upside down, and to set that
in the bottom which others make the top of the
building, and to set that upon the roof which
others lay for a foundation.

HENRY DENNE, Grace, Mercy and Peace (1645)
in Fenstanton Records, p. 422.

PoPULAR revolt was for many centuries an essential feature of
the English tradition, and the middle decades of the seventeenth
century saw the greatest upheaval that has yet occurred in
Britain. The present book does not attempt to tell again the
story of how the Army of the Long Parliament overcame
Charles I and his supporters, executed the King and established
a short-lived republic. Although there was considerable popular
support for Parliament in the 1640s, the long-term consequences
of the Revolution were all to the advantage of the gentry and
merchants, not of the lower fifty per cent of the population on
whom I try to focus attention.

This book deals with what from one point of view are sub-
sidiary episodes and ideas in the English Revolution, the
attempts of various groups of the common people to impose
their own solutions to the problems of their time, in opposition
to the wishes of their betters who had called them into political
action. The reader who wishes to restore his perspective might
with advantage read the valuable book recently published by
Professor David Underdown: Pride’s Purge (Oxford U.P.,
1971). This deals with almost exactly the same period as I do,
but from an entirely different angle. His is the view from the

13



The World Turned Upside Down

top, from Whitehall, mine the worm’s eye view. His index and
mine contain totally different lists of names.

The revolt within the Revolution which is my subject took
many forms, some better known than others. Groups like
Levellers, Diggers and Fifth Monarchists offered new political
solutions (and in the case of the Diggers, new economic solu-
tions too). The various sects — Baptists, Quakers, Muggletonians
- offered new religious solutions. Other groups asked sceptical
questions about all the institutions and beliefs of their society —
Seekers, Ranters, the Diggers too. Indeed it is perhaps mislead-
ing to differentiate too sharply between politics, religion and
general scepticism. We know, as a result of hindsight, that some
groups — Baptists, Quakers — will survive as religious sects and
that most of the others will disappear. In consequence we un-
consciously tend to impose too clear outlines on the early
history of English sects, to read back later beliefs into the 1640s
and 50s. One of the aims of this book will be to suggest that in
this period things were much more blurred. From, say, 1645 to
1653, there was a great overturning, questioning, revaluing, of
everything in England. Old institutions, old beliefs, old values
came in question. Men moved easily from one critical group to
another, and a Quaker of the early 1650s had far more in
common with a Leveller, a Digger or a Ranter than with a
modern member of the Society of Friends.

Our period begins when Parliament seemed to have
triumphed over the King, and the gentry and merchants who
had supported the Parliamentary cause in the civil war expected
to reconstruct the institutions of society as they wished, to
impose their values. If they had not been impeded in this, Eng-
land might have passed straight to something like the political
settlement of 1688 - Parliamentary sovereignty, limited
monarchy, imperialist foreign policy, a world safe for business-
men to make profits in. But instead there was a period of
glorious flux and intellectual excitement, when, as Gerrard
Winstanley put it, ‘the old world ... is running up like parch-
ment in the fire.’! Literally anything seemed possible; not only
were the values of the old hierarchical society called in question

1. Sabine, p. 252.
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Introduction

but also the new values, the protestant ethic itself. Only gradu-
ally was control re-established during the Protectorate of Oliver
Cromwell, leading to a restoration of the rule of the gentry, and
then of King and bishops in 1660.

There were, we may oversimplify, two revolutions in mid-
seventeenth-century England. The one which succeeded estab-
lished the sacred rights of property (abolition of feudal tenures,
no arbitrary taxation), gave political power to the propertied
(sovereignty of Parliament and common law, abolition of pre-
rogative courts), and removed all impediments to the triumph
of the ideology of the men of property — the protestant ethic.
There was, however, another revolution which never happened,
though from time to time it threatened. This might have estab-
lished communal property, a far wider democracy in political
and legal institutions, might have disestablished the state church
and rejected the protestant ethic.

The object of the present book is to look at this revolt within
the Revolution and the fascinating flood of radical ideas which
it threw up. History has to be rewritten in every generation, be-
cause although the past does not change the present does; each
generation asks new questions of the past, and finds new areas
of sympathy as it re-lives different aspects of the experiences of
its predecessors. The Levellers were better understood as
political democracy established itself in late nineteenth- and
early twentieth-century England; the Diggers have something to
say to twentieth-century socialists. Now that the protestant ethic
itself, the greatest achievement of European bourgeois society
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, is at last being ques-
tioned after a rule of three or four centuries, we can study
with a new sympathy the Diggers, the Ranters, and the many
other daring thinkers who in the seventeenth century refused to
bow down and worship it.

The historical narrative, the main outline of events, is given.
No amount of detailed working over the evidence is going to
change the factual essentials of the story. But the interpretation
will vary with our attitudes, with our lives in the present. So
reinterpretation is not only possible but necessary. Just as
Professor Barraclough has made our generation aware of the
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The World Turned Upside Down

narrow provincialism which dominates the outlook of most
historians and urges us to extend our geographical area of
study, so experience of something approaching democracy
makes us realize that most of our history is written about, and
from the point of view of, a tiny fragment of the population,
and makes us want to extend in depth as well as in breadth.

Each generation, to put it another way, rescues a new area
from what its predecessors arrogantly and snobbishly dis-
missed as ‘the lunatic fringe’. Thanks to the admirable work of
Messrs Lamont, Toon and Capp, we now see millenarianism
as a natural and rational product of the assumptions of this
society, shared by John Milton and Sir Henry Vane as well as
by Vavasor Powell and John Rogers. Thanks to the admirable
work of Dr Frances Yates, Professor Rattansi and Messrs
Webster and Thomas, alchemy, astrology and natural magic
similarly take their place as reasonable subjects for rational
men and women to be interested in, from Samuel Hartlib to
Sir Isaac Newton. So far only Mr A. L. Morton and Mr Frank
McGregor have demonstrated that the Ranters too must be
taken seriously, that they perhaps have something to say to our
generation.

Historians, in fact, would be well-advised to avoid the loaded
phrase, ‘lunatic fringe’. Lunacy, like beauty, may be in the eye
of the beholder. There were lunatics in the seventeenth cen-
tury, but modern psychiatry is helping us to understand that
madness itself may be a form of protest against social norms,
and that the ‘lunatic’ may in some sense be saner than the
society which rejects him. Many writers who were aware that
their views would seem intolerably extreme to their respectable
contemporaries deliberately exaggerated their eccentricities in
order to get a hearing — as, in rather a different way, George
Bernard Shaw did in the twentieth century.?

Moreover, foolery had had a social function in medieval
society. There was a convention that on certain set occasions —
Shrove Tuesday, the Feasts of Fools, All Fools Day and others
— the social hierarchy and the social decencies could be turned
upside down. It was a safety-valve: social tensions were re-

2. See ch. 13 below.
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Introduction

leased by the occasional bouleversement; the social order
seemed perhaps that much more tolerable.? What was new in the
seventeenth century was the idea that the world might be per-
manently turned upside down: that the dream world of the
Land of Cokayne or the kingdom of heaven might be attain-
able on earth now.

During the brief years of extensive liberty of the press in
England it may have been easier for eccentrics to get into print
than ever before or since. Before 1641, and after 1660, there
was a strict censorship. In the intervening years of freedom, a
printing press was a relatively cheap and portable piece of
equipment. Publishing had not yet developed as a capitalist
industry. The late Miss Iris Morley noted the natural harmony
which existed between Leveller writers, printers and hawkers of
pamphlets, at a time when printing was a small man’s occupa-
tion.* Printers like George Calvert were prepared to run con-
siderable risks to get radical works published.’ It may also have
been that in a market flooded with printed matter there were
sales advantages in calculated eccentricity. At least it is better
for the historian to err on the side of looking for rational signi-
ficance in any ideas which the men of the seventeenth century
took seriously. If we dismiss such ideas because they seem
irrational to us, we may be depriving ourselves of valuable in-
sights into the society, as Mr K. V. Thomas’s Religion and the
Decline of Magic has so brilliantly demonstrated. It is no longer
necessary to apologize too profusely for taking the common
people of the past on their own terms and trying to understand
them.

Historians are interested in ideas not only because they in-
fluence societies, but because they reveal the societies which
give rise to them. Hence the philosophical truth of the ideas is
irrelevant to the historian’s purpose, though all of us have our
preferences: the reader will no doubt soon discover mine.

By studying some of the less conventional ideas which sur-
faced during the English Revolution the object of this book is

3. E. Welsford, The Fool (1935), ch. IX.
4. 1. Morley, A Thousand Lives (1954), p. 78.
5. See pp. 372-3 below.

17



The World Turned Upside Down

to obtain a deeper insight into English society than the evidence
permits either before 1640 or after 1660, when the censorship
ensured that really subversive ideas were not published. In so
far as the attempt is successful it may tell us something not only
about English history in this period of unique liberty, but also
about the more ‘normal’ periods which preceded and followed
it — normal because we are again ignorant of what the common
people were thinking. We may find that the obscure men and
women who figure in this book, together with some not so
obscure, speak more directly to us than Charles I or Pym or
General Monck, who appear as history-makers in the text-
books. This would in itself be a satisfactorily upside-down
thought to come away with.

18



2 THE PARCHMENT AND THE FIRE

Enemies of the church ... abuse the precious
saints of God with these and other reproaches
... Oh, these are the men that would turn the
world upside down, that make the nation full
of tumults and uproars, that work all the dis-
turbance in church and state. It is fit such men
and congregations should be suppressed, . .. that
we may have truth and peace and government
again.

WILLIAM DELL, The Building, Beauty, Teach-
ing and Establishment of the Truly Christian and
Spiritual Church (1646) in Several Sermons (1709)
p. 109,

I SOCIAL TENSIONS

I have tried elsewhere to suggest that there was a greater back-
ground of class hostility in England before 1640 than historians
have normally recognized.! A Scottish observer indeed com-
mented in 1614 on the ‘bitter and distrustful’ attitude of English
common people towards the gentry and nobility.? These senti-
ments were reciprocated. Only members of the landed ruling
class were allowed to carry weapons: ‘the meaner sort of
people and servants’ were normally excluded from serving in
the militia, by a quite deliberate policy.> When in the excep-
tional circumstances of 1588 military training was extended to
the whole settled population, there were complaints from Here-

1. ‘The Many-Headed Monster in late Tudor and Early Stuart Political
Thinking’, in From the Renaissance to the Counter-Reformation: Essays
in Honour of Garret Mattingly, ed. C. H. Carter (1968), pp. 256—324.

2. John Barclay, Icon Animorum (1614), Englished by T.M[ay] (1631),
pp. 104-8.

3. L. Boynton, The Elizabethan Militia, 1588-1638 (1967), pp. 62, 108-
11, 119, 220-21, 249-50; The Earl of Hertford’s Lieutenancy Papers,
1603-1612, ed. W. P. D. Murphy (Wiltshire Record Soc., 1969), p. 72.
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The World Turned Upside Down

fordshire that once servants were trained as soldiers they would
become unruly and unwilling to continue to serve their masters
in proper subordination. In the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies, as population rapidly expanded, London, I shall suggest,
became the refuge of ‘masterless men’ — the victims of enclosure,
vagabonds, criminals — to an extent that alarmed contempor-
aries> One of the arguments advanced in propaganda for
colonizing Ireland in 1594 was that ‘the people poor and sedi-
tious, which were a burden to the commonwealth, are drawn
forth, whereby the matter of sedition is removed out of the
City’. The same argument was often used later to advocate
exporting ‘the rank multitude’ to Virginia. The judicious
Hooker, arguing that ‘extraordinary motions of the spirit’ could
be very dangerous, suggested that this was especially truc in the
case of ‘men whose minds are of themselves as dry fuel, apt
beforehand unto tumults, seditions and broils’. Such men, he
thought, were to be found among the lower orders of society.’
They were certainly to be found in Newcastle-upon-Tyne, where
we are told in 1633 that ‘people of mean condition ... are apt
to turn every pretence and colour of grievance into uproar and
seditious mutiny’.®

Not far below the surface of Stuart society, then, discontent
was rife. In 1626 a soldier had thought of assassinating the
Duke of Buckingham, and perhaps the King too, so as to estab-
lish a republic or put the King of Bohemia on the throne.* When
Felton actually did assassinate Buckingham two years later, his
popularity was so great that other men pretended they were
Felton. ‘The devil go with the King and all the proud pack of

4. C. Russell, The Crisis of Parliaments (Oxford U.P., 1971), p. 244.
I am grateful to Mr Russell for pointing out to me that the county con-
cerned was Herefordshire, not Hertfordshire as misprinted in his book.

S. See pp. 40-1 below.

6. D. B. Quinn, The Elizabethans and the Irish (Corpell U.P., 1966),
p. 157.

7. R. Hooker, Of the Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity (Everyman edn) II,
pp. 5-6.

8. R. Welford, History of Newcastle and Gateshead (1884-7) 111, pp.
315-16. See pp. 78-9 below.

9. C. Oman, Elizabeth of Bohemia (1964), p. 294.
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"The Parchment and the Fire

them,’ said a Yorkshire village blacksmith in 1633. ‘What care
I?’lo

This class antagonism was exacerbated by the financial hard-
ships of the years from 1620 to 1650, which Professor Bowden
has described as economically among the most terrible in
English history.!! The government was held to blame for its
mismanagement of the economy and for monopolies and other
fiscal devices of the 1630s which visibly added to the cost of
living. Looking back at one of these schemes, a pamphlet of
1649 spoke of ‘pilling and polling the nation by oppression’, and
asked, ‘How many poor apple-women and broom-men, rag-
merchants and people of all sorts, sold and pawned their bed-
ding and their clothes’ to buy themselves the freedom of the new
royal incorporation of the suburbs of London? ‘And when all
was done, it proved a cheat: thus was the king’s coffers filled
with oppression.’1?

That of course is propaganda, not to be taken too literally.
But there can be no doubt of the bloody-mindedness of other
ranks in the army which Charles collected to oppose the Scottish
invasion of 1640. The common people (‘men with no shirts’, a
disgruntled royalist called them)!* took an unusually active
share in elections for the two Parliaments of 1640, on the anti-
court side — often introducing an element of class hostility as
well. Thus in High Wycombe all four candidates for the Short
Parliament were opponents of the court, but two of them repre-
sented ‘the popular party’ against the local ruling oligarchy.!*
In Essex one of ‘the rude vulgar people’ threatened to ‘tear the
gentlemen to pieces’ if the popular candidate was not elected
for the county. At Great Marlow, Buckinghamshire, bargemen,

10. Quoted by M. Ashley, Life in Stuart England (1964), pp. 21-2.

11. In Joan Thirsk (ed.), The Agrarian History of England and Wales,
1V, (1500-1640) (Cambridge U.P., 1967), pp. 620-21.

12. Robert Wharton, A Declaration to Great Britain and Ireland,
shewing the downfall of their Princes, and wherefore it is come upon
them (1649), p. 3.

13. Lowndes M SS. (H.M.C.), p. 549.

14. L. J. Ashford, The History of the Borough of High Wycombe
(1960), pp. 1334. I am grateful to Dr A. M. Johnson for pointing out
to me that this election was for the Short, not the Long Parliament.
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labourers, shopkeepers — ‘the ordinary sort of townsmen’, led
by ‘a country fellow in a plain and mean habit’ ~ put up their
own candidate against the local landlord who had court con-
nections —and won.!s

Yet when the Long Parliament found itself faced by a king
who refused to surrender to their demands, they were forced to
look for support outside the charmed circle of the ruling class.
In London crowds of demonstrators used ‘to flock unto West-
minster’ in moments of crisis. They were, ‘most of them, men
of mean or a middle quality themselves, having no aldermen,
merchants or Common-Council men among them . : . They were
modest in their apparel but not in their language.’ (One water-
man indeed told the Lord Mayor in May 1641 that ‘it was
Parliament time now,’ and that ‘the Lord Mayor was but their
slave’). ‘The present hatred of the citizens was such unto gentle-
men, especially courtiers, that few durst come into the City, or
if they did, they were sure to receive affronts and be abused.’*®
A royalist called the Grand Remonstrance of November 1641
‘that appeal to the people’,’” and he was quite right: it was
printed and distributed throughout the country. All major
speeches by opposition M.P.s were published and widely cir-
culated: we may be sure they were read and discussed in
taverns and ale-houses. Carefully organized petitions of support
for Parliament poured in from the counties from 1641 on-
wards: collecting signatures for these must have been a novel
and very effective way of drawing ordinary people into political
action.

This background of social insubordination naturally in-
fluenced men of property when they had to choose for King or
Parliament on the outbreak of civil war. The royalism of Richard
Dowdeswell, agent to Lionel Cranfield, Earl of Middlesex, Mrs
Prestwich tells us, stemmed from a concern for social order, not

15. C.S.P.D., 163940, pp. 608-9; M. R. Freer, ‘The Election of Great
Marlow in 1640°, J.M_.H., XIV, pp. 434-45.

16. William Lilly, Several Observations on the Life and Death of King
Charles (1651) in Select Tracts, ed. F. Maseres (1815) I, pp. 169-70; M.
James, Social roblems and Policy during the Puritan Revolution (1930),
p. 375.

17. [Bruno Ryves] Angliae Ruina (1647), p. 176.
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The Parchment and the Fire

from positive loyalty to King or church. ‘The countenances of
men are so altered’, he wrote in October 1642, ‘especially of the
mean and middle rank of men, that the turning of a straw would
set a whole county in a flame and occasion the plundering of
any man’s house or goods.’!® ‘Whenever necessity shall force
us to make use of the multitude,” Sir John Potts wrote to Sir
Simonds D’Ewes in August 1642, ‘I do not promise myself
safety.’ So he was still working for a compromise peace.!* When
war came both Potts and D’Ewes chose the side of Parliament,
but the latter too reflected that ‘all right and property, all meun
et tuum, must cease in a civil war, and we know not what
advantage the meaner sort also may take to divide the spoils of
the rich and noble amongst them, who begin already [1642] to
allege that all being of one mould there is no reason that some
should have so much and others so little’.2 “What do you tell
me of birth and descent?’ cried a Northamptonshire sectary in
July 1643. ‘I hope within this year to see never a gentleman in
England.’®

The civil-war years saw the breakdown of church courts and
the censorship; judges no longer went on circuit. The actual
fighting was not very devastating, at least by comparison with
what was going on in Germany at the same time. But in some
areas law and order-broke down completely. In Gloucestershire
royalists plundered any clothier; men assumed that ‘the clothiers
through the whole kingdom were rebels by their trade’.2> Be-
tween 1643 and 1645 the Verneys in Buckinghamshire were
collecting less than ten per cent of rents due.?® In 1644 Richard

18. M. Prestwich, Cranfield: Politics and Profits under the Early Stuarts
(Oxford U.P., 1966), pp. 569, 577.

19. D. Underdown, Pride’s Purge, p. 60.

20. Quoted by P. Zagorin, The Court and the Country (1969), p. 323.

21. [Ryves] Angliae Ruina, p. 96. (‘Gentlemen should be as rare as
white bulls in Norfolk," one of Ket’s rebels had said nearly a century
earlier.

22. ;‘. Warburton, Prince Rupert and the Cavaliers (1849), II, pp.
104-5; Beaufort MSS. (H.M:C.), p. 23, which gives an economic ex-
planation of this social phenomenon. ¢f. Edward Hyde, Earl of Claren-
don, History of the Rebellion, ed. W. D. Macray (Oxford U.P., 1888)

11, p. 464.
23. S. R. Gardiner, The Great Civil War (1891-3) III, p. 209.
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Dowdeswell, also from Gloucestershire, complained that.‘such
kind of people as the tenants are do now take no small liberty
over their betters. They that see it not cannot believe it."*

Before civil war started Charles I had warned the supporters
of Parliament of the danger that ‘at last the common people’
may ‘set up-for themselves, call parity and independence liberty,
... destroy all rights and properties, all distinctions of families
and merit.’? The Scottish poet Drummond had the same night-
mare three years earlier, asking ‘whether these great commo-
tions and discords may not dissolve in bellum servile, and
peasants, clowns, farmers, base people all in arms, may not
swallow the nobles and gentry, invest their possessions, adhere
together by a new Covenant, and follow our example.’?® ‘And
follow our example’: the gentry by encouraging revolt in Scot-
land and-England had broken the chain of degree, disrupted
the long accepted hierarchy of subordination; they had only
themselves to blame for what followed. Many observers feared
that the common people, those below the rank of yeoman,
would set up for themselves as a third party. This happened in
1645, when groups of countrymen (Clubmen) all over western
and southern England took up arms to oppose royalists and
parliamentarians alike. They could not be dispersed until they
were faced by the New Model Army, with its regular pay and
strict discipline. Tinker Fox, the Birmingham blacksmith who
had led popular forces against the royalists in the early years of
the war, seemed to be setting himself up as an independent
third force in the Midlands until the New Model Army pushed
him too into the background.?’

The New Model, the creation of which had been so fiercely
opposed by conservatives, seemed to have saved the social
order: this no doubt was the calculation of many M.P.s who

24, Prestwich, op. cit., p. 570.

25. Charles I's Answer to the Nineteen Propositions, 18 June 1642,

26. W. Drummond, The Magical Mirror (1639) quoted by D. Masson
in Drummond of Hawthornden (1873), p. 306.

27. J. W. Willis-Bund, ‘A Civil War Parliament Soldier: Tinker Fox’,
Associated Architectural Societies’ Reports and Papers, XXV, pp. 373-
403.

24



The Parchment and the Fire

voted for it. But the New Model, as it was to declare proudly in
June 1647, was ‘no mere mercenary Army’; it was the common
people in uniform, closer to their views than to those of the
gentry or Parliament. And the free discussion which was per-
mitted in this unique army led to a fantastically rapid develop-
ment of political thinking.

I1 LOWER-CLASS HERESY

In addition to, or expressing, these class tensions there was a
tradition of plebeian anti-clericalism and irreligion. To go no
further back, the Lollards carried a popular version of John
Wyclif’s heresies into the sixteenth century. Professor A. G.
Dickens has shown how Lollard influence survived in a popular
materialist scepticism which makes one ‘feel appreciably nearer
to the age of Voltaire than is normal in the 16th century’.?® A
carpenter in 1491 rejected transubstantiation, baptism, con-
fession, and said men would not be damned for sin; in 1512 a
Wakefield man said ‘that if a calf were upon the altar I would
rather worship that than the ... holy sacrament ... The date
was past that God determined him to be in form of bread.”®
The clergy, an earlier Lollard had declared, were worse than
Judas, who sold Christ for thirty pence, while priests sold
masses for a halfpenny.3® The commons, said another, ‘would
never be well until they had stricken off all the priests’ heads’.
‘There was a saying in the country,” a north Yorkshireman
pleaded in 1542, ‘that a man might lift up his heart and confess
himself to God Almighty and needed not to be confessed at a
priest.” A shearman of Dewsbury elaborated on this point: he
would not confess his offences with a woman to a priest, ‘for
the priest would be as ready within two or three days
after to use her as he’3! Mr K. V. Thomas has collected a

28. A. G. Dickens, Lollards and Protestants in the Diocese of York,
1509-1559 (1959), p. 13.

29. ibid., pp. 9, 17. James Nayler, whom we shall frequently meet later,
was born near Wakefield. See pp. 248-58 below.

30. J. A. F. Thomson, The Later Lollards (Oxford U.P., 1965), p. 247.
The jibe was common: see Dickens, op. cit., p. 18.

31. Dickens, op. cit., pp. 12, 47-8.

’ 25



The World Turned Upside Down

number of similar examples under Elizabeth and the first two
Stuarts — denial of the resurrection, of the existence of God
(very common in the diocese of Exeter at the end of the six-
teenth century) or the devil; all things come by nature. He
emphasizes how wrong it is to describe all such fifteenth- and
early sixteenth-century expressions of irreligion as ‘Lollardy’,
and expostulates with embarrassed historians who dismiss them
as the products of drunks or madmen.3?

Such men tended to be called Anabaptists or Familists by
their enemies. These names — familiar enough on the continent
— were very loosely applied in England : most of our evidence
comes from hostile accounts in the church courts.?® The essen-
tial doctrine of Anabaptism was that infants should not be
baptized. Acceptance of baptism — reception into the church —
should be the voluntary act of an adult. This clearly subverted
the concept of a national church to which every English man
and woman belonged: it envisaged instead the formation of
voluntary congregations by those who believed themselves to be
the elect. An Anabaptist must logically object to payment of
tithes, the ten per cent of everyone’s earnings which, in theory
at least, went to support the ministers of the state church. Many
Anabaptists refused to swear oaths, since they objected to a
religious ceremony being used for secular judicial purposes;
others rejected war and military service. Still more were alleged
to carry egalitarianism to the extent of denying a right to
private property. The name came to be used in a general pejora-
tive sense to describe those who were believed to oppose the
existing social and political order.

Familists, members of the Family of Love, can be defined a
little more precisely. They were followers of Henry Niclaes,
born in Miinster in 1502, who taught that heaven and hell were
to be found in this world. Niclaes was alleged to have been a
collaborator of Thomas Miinzer in insurrection at Amster-

32. K. V. Thomas, Religion and the Decline of Magic (1971), pp.
168-70.

33. See C. Burrage, The Early English Dissenters (Cambridge U.P.,
1912) 2 vols, passim; H. F. M. Prescott, Mary Tudor (1952), p. 108.
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dam.3* The Puritan divine John Knewstub said of him: ‘H.N.
turns religion upside down. He buildeth heaven here upon
earth; he maketh God man and man God.’?> Like Francis
Bacon, Familists believed that men and women might recapture
on earth the state of innocence which existed before the Fall:
their enemies said they claimed to attain the perfection of
Christ. They held their property in common, believed that all
things come by nature, and that only the spirit of God within
the believer can properly understand Scripture.3® They turned
the Bible into allegories, even the Fall of Man, complained
William Perkins.3” Familism was spread in England by Christo-
pher Vittels, an itinerant joiner of Dutch origin. In the 1570s
English Familists were noted to be wayfaring traders, or ‘cow-
herds, clothiers and such-like mean people’. They believed in
principle that ministers should be itinerants, like the Apostles.
They were increasing daily by 1579, numerous in the diocese
of Ely in 1584, also in East Anglia and the North of England.
They were particularly difficult for the ecclesiastical authori-
ties to root out because — like many Lollards before them —
they were ready to recant when caught, but not to give up their
opinions. The Family of the Mount held even more subversive
views. They were alleged to reject prayer, to deny the resurrec-
tion of the body. They questioned whether any heaven or hell
existed apart from this life: heaven was when men laugh and
are merry, hell was sorrow, grief and pain.38

Familism, developing the lower-class scepticism of the Lol-
lards, was an anti-clerical, layman’s creed. In this it fitted the
temper of Elizabethan society, when members of many congre-

34. D. B. Herict, ‘Anabaptism in England during the 16th and 17th
centuries’, Transactions of the Congregational History Soc., XII, p. 271.

35. J. Knewstub, A Confutation of Monstrous and Horrible Heresies
taught by H. N. (1579), quoted by R. M. Jones, Studies in Mystical Re-
ligion (1909), p. 443.

36. Strype, Annals, 11, pt i, p. 563; cf. C.S.P.D., 1648-9, p. 425.

37. Perkins, Works, 111, p. 392; cf. my Anfichrist in Seventeenth-Century
England (Oxford U.P., 1971), pp. 142-3, 145.

38. Strype, Annals, 11, pt i, p. 487; pt ii, p. 289; ed. A. Peel, The Seconde
Parte of a Register (1915) 1, p. 230; J. Rogers, The Displaying of an
horrible secte, sig. Kv.; cf. J. O. W. Haweis, Sketches of the Reforma-
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gations, increasing in wealth and self-confidence, were more and
more critical of traditional clerical claims. In numerous Eliza-
bethan parishes where there is no reason to suspect anything
so subversive as Familism, the minister was pushed on by his
congregation to reject the ceremonies and vestments of the
state church.?® For the breach with Rome and especially the
radical measures of Edward VI’s reign had opened up hopes
of a continuing reformation which would totally overthrow
the coercive machinery of the state church. The Elizabethan
settlement bitterly disappointed expectations that a protestant
church would differ from popery in the power which it allowed
to bishops and clergy. The episcopal hierarchy came to be
seen as the main obstacle to radical reform. Puritan attacks on
this hierarchy are sometimes dismissed as propagandist exag-
gerations, though whenever we can check their statements
they prove surprisingly reliable. But the most impressive evi-
dence for the unpopularity of bishops and clergy comes not
from their opponents but from their defenders.

The opening words of Bishop Cooper’s Admonition to the
People of England (1589) speak of ‘the loathsome contempt,
hatred and disdain that the most part of men in these days
bear ... towards the ministers of the church of God’. He attri-
buted such views especially to the common people, who ‘have
conceived an heathenish contempt of religion and a disdainful
loathing of the ministers thereof’.#® ‘The ministers of the
world,” Archbishop Sandys confirmed, ‘are become con-
temptible in the eyes of the basest sort of people.! In 1606 a
man was presented to the church courts for saying that he

tion and Elizabethan Age taken from the contemporary pulpit (1844), p.
200; G. H. Williams, The Radical Reformation (Philadelphia, 1962), pp.
479-84, 788-90; G. K. Hyland, A Century of Persecution (1920), pp. 102~
12, 332-3. See p. 47 below for Ely, ‘that island of errors and sec-
taries’.

39. P. Collinson, The Elizabethan Puritan Movement (1967), pp. 92-7.

40. T. Cooper, An Admonition to the People of England, ed. E. Arber
(1895), pp. 9, 175; cf. pp. 102-3, 118-19, 139, 144-5, 148, 159. My
italics.

41. Quoted by L. Stone, The Crisis of the Aristocracy, 1558-1641 (Ox-
ford U.P., 1965), p. 406; Collinson, op. cit., p. 147.
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would rather trust a thief than a priest, a lawyer or a Welsh-
man.*?

‘If we maintain things that are established,’ complained
Richard Hooker, ‘we have ... to strive with a number of heavy
prejudices deeply rooted in the hearts of men, who think that
herein we serve the time and speak in favour of the present
state because thereby we either hold or seek preferment.’?
Thomas Brightman in 1615 confirmed that hostility to the hier-
archy ‘is now favoured much of the people and multitude’.*
We recall the oatmeal-maker who, on trial before the High
Commission in April 1630, said that he would never take off
his hat to bishops. ‘But you will to Privy Councillors,” he was
urged. ‘Then as you are Privy Councillors,” quoth he, ‘I put off
my hat; but as you are the rags of the beast, lo! I put it on
again.’* Joan Hoby of Colnbrook, Buckinghamshire, said four
years later ‘that she did not care a pin nor a fart for my Lord’s
Grace of Canterbury ... and she did hope that she should live
to see him hanged’.4 (Laud was in fact executed eleven years
later, but we do not know whether Joan Hoby was still
alive then.)

Further evidence of the unpopularity of the whole church
establishment is to be found in the popular iconoclasm which
broke out whenever opportunity offered: in the late 1630s and
40s altar rails were pulled down, altars desecrated, statues
on tombs destroyed, ecclesiastical documents burnt, pigs and
horses baptized. ‘Is it well done of our soldiers,” asked The
Souldiers Catechisme of 1644, ‘to break down crosses and
images where they meet with any?’ The answer was, rather
shamefacedly, ‘I confess that nothing ought to be done in a

42. F. W. X. Fincham, ‘Notes from the Ecclesiastical Court Records
at Somerset House’, T.R.H.S., 4th Series (1921), p. 136.

43, Hooker, Of the Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity (Everyman edn) I, p.
148; cf. 1. Walton, The Life of Mr Richard Hooker (1655) in Lives
(World’s Classics edn), p. 185.

44, Brightman, The Revelation of St John llustrated (4th edn, 1644),
p. 139. First published, posthumously, in 1615; Brightman died in 1607.

45. Ed. R. F. Williams, Court and Times of Charles I (1848) II, p. 71.

46. Lambeth MS. %43, £. 721. Colnbrook will recur in our story. See
p. 127 below.
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tumultuous manner. But seeing God hath put the sword of
reformation into the soldiers’ hand, I think it is not amiss that
they should cancel and demolish those monuments of super-
stition and idolatry, especially seeing the magistrate and the
minister that should have done it formerly neglected it.’*” So
early was the army rank and file encouraged to usurp the func-
tions of minister and magistrate.

In 1641 there were nine hundred petitions against allegedly
‘scandalous’ ministers, one from every ten parishes in the land.
Since they came mainly from the South and East, the pro-
portion in those areas is far higher. ‘If the meanest and most
vicious parishioner they had could be brought to prefer a
petition to the House of Commons against his minister,’
Clarendon tells us, the latter was sure to be prosecuted as
scandalous.*® It was ‘the very dregs and scum of every parish’
who petitioned against ‘the orthodox clergy’, a royalist pam-
phlet of 1643 declared.® In 1641, ‘when the glad tidings were
brought to Chelmsford that episcopacy was voted down by
the House of Commons, all usual expressions of an exulting
joy were used’, and ‘bonfires were kindled in every street’.5° In
1642 we find soldiers plundering all ministers, royalist or Parlia-
mentarian, and there was much rabbling of the royalist clergy.
From London itself there is a great deal of evidence for un-
popularity of bishops and parish clergy in the 1640s.5! All this
throws retrospective light on the relationship of church and
common people before the Revolution. It is a matter of the
advancing education and self-confidence of congregations —
especially urban congregations — at least as much as of the
inadequacies of the clergy. ‘There is scarce a man that can

47. The Souldiers Catechisme (1644), pp. 20-21.

48. Clarendon, History of the Rebellion, 1, p. 449.

49. [Anon.] A Letter from Mercurius Civicus to Mercurius Rusticus
(1643) in Somers’ Tracts (1748-51) V, p. 415; cf. J. Nalson, An Impartial
Collection (1682) 11, p. 760.

50. [Ryves] Angliae Ruina, p. 26.

51. [W. Chestlin] Persecutio Undecima (1681), pp. 4, 6-7 (first published
1648); E. L. Wamer, The Life of John Warner, Bishop of Rochester
(1901), p. 33; P. Barwick, Life of Dr John Barwick, ed. G. F. Barwick
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read English,” grumbled Thomas Adams, ‘scarce a woman that
can make herself ready to church, but will presume to teach
the minister, and either we must preach what you will hear, or
you will not hear what we preach.?

There was further complaint of interference by church
courts in the private lives of ordinary men and women, to an
extent that would be thought quite intolerable today. Looking
back in 1653 an ex-officer in the Parliamentary army who had
become a parson said that the Laudian ‘firebrands of state made
the bishops odious to the gentry and commonalty’ of England
and Scotland. ‘The people also generally disliked. their rigour
in citing them to their courts for working on holidays or marry-
ing without a licence or upon a groundless suspicion of un-
chastity. Many such poor pretences, merely to drain the people’s
purses, did their officers make.”3

It was thus nothing new when in 1642 the Rev. Edmund
Calamy told the House of Commons that ‘the people complain
of their ministers, that they are dumb dogs, greedy dogs, which
can never have enough’.>* They also complained that university-
educated divines tended to be members of the ruling class, ‘full
of all outward necessaries’.5 The patronage system gave power
to ‘the greatest of the parish, who were not always the best, to
prescribe what religion they pleased to parishioners’.¢ It was
‘under pretence of religion’, Thomas Hobbes wrote in 1651,
that ‘the lower sort of citizens ... do challenge [liberty] to
themselves’.5”

William Tyndale in 1528 had alleged that the hierarchy of
his day said to King and lords ‘these heretics would have us
down first, and then you, to make of all common’.5® The argu-

52. T. Adams, Works (1629-30), p. 76.

53. E[dmund] Hl[all] A Scriptural Discourse on the Apostasie and the
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58. Tyndale, Doctrinal Treatises (Parker Soc., 1848), p. 247.
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ment was repeated by the Elizabethan bishop Bancroft, and
became a commonplace. ‘The title which bishops have to their
livings,’ said Richard Hooker with unusually crude directness,
‘is as good as the title of any sort of men’ to their property; and
he warned that by reception of the Presbyterian discipline the
world might be ‘clean turned upside down’.>® It was a bishop
who in the 1650s recorded James I's famous epigram as ‘No
bishop, no king, no nobility’: ‘which, as you see, hath fallen
out according to his prediction’.%® Oliver Cromwell’s first re-
corded speech in the Long Parliament attacked the view that
parity in the church must necessarily lead to parity in the
state.8! Most defenders of episcopacy in the debates of 1641
based their arguments on social rather than religious grounds.

Both sides were aware of the risks which appealing to the
common people involved; but the simple fact remained that
the royalists could not be beaten without arming and taxing
ordinary people. ¢ “The generality of the people must be en-
gaged,”’ the Leveller Richard Overton imagined the Parlia-
mentary leaders saying; ‘ “and how must this be done? Why,”
say they, “we must associate with that part of the clergy that
are now made underlings.”’ But *‘ “we must be careful the
supreme power fall not into the people’s hands” .52 John Selden
was almost as cynical as that when he declared ‘If men would
say they took up arms for anything but religion, they might
be beaten out of it by reason; out of that they never can, for
they will not believe you whatever you say.’ Francis Osborne
spoke of religion ‘in which the poor claim no less ample a share
than the rich; all being noted to fight with the greater animosity
for the world te come, the less they find themselves possessed
of in this’.®

59. Hooker, Works (Oxford U.P., 1836) III. p. 402; The Laws of
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But we need not doubt the sincerity of the great numbers
of preachers who proclaimed that Parliament’s cause was
God’s, and that — whatever Charles I’s subjective intentions —
his government was objectively forwarding the cause of the
Roman Antichrist. The royalists were ‘the antichristian party’.>*
Such preachers drew on a long tradition. Foxes Acts and
Monuments established a pedigree for protestantism among
Lollard heretics and Marian martyrs, and supplied evidence
for the idea that it is especially the poor who stand up against
Antichrist. Some English protestants came to see themselves
as God’s chosen people.5® The Thirty Years War (1618—48) on
the European continent looked like a death-grapple between
protestant and catholic, and had given widespread credence
to the view of an influential group of Bible scholars, that the
end of the world was at hand.% It was natural for those
preachers who genuinely believed that Charles I's government
was antichristian to see the civil war as the beginning of cata-
clysmic events and to call on their congregations to support
the cause of Parliament. They encouraged expectations that
Christ’s kingdom was at hand — expectations which John Mil-
ton among many others shared. What turned out to be especi-
ally dangerous was the wholly traditional view, repeated by
many of the preachers, that the common people had a very
special role to play in this crisis, that they were somehow more
chosen than the rich and the powerful. ‘The voice that will
come of Christ’s reigning is like to begin from those that are
the multitude, that are so contemptible especially in the eyes
of Antichrist’s spirits and the prelacy.” The words are those
of a perfectly respectable Independent divine, by no means an
extreme radical, who believed the last times would begin in
1650.5 There were many similar sermons preached: the

64. See my Antichrist in Seventeenth-Century England, pp. 78-88.
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this tradition, see the Oxford D.Phil. thesis of Mrs K. R. Firth, ‘The
Apocalyptic Tradition in Early Protestant Historiography in England and
Scotland, 15301655’ (1971).

66. See pp. 92-8 below. )
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doctrine became almost orthodox on the Parliamentary side.

A little imagination will convey to us the effect of this
prospect in conditions of economic and political crisis, when
Parliament itself was calling the common people to political
action for the first time in history, when the accredited preachers
of God’s word not only proclaimed that the millennium was
approaching but told ‘you that are of the meaner rank, com-
mon people’ that they were to take the lead in forwarding
Christ’s cause.%® All this at a time when censorship and govern-
ment control had broken down, when hitherto suppressed sects
were able to meet openly, when mechanic preachers could ex-
tend and elaborate on the teaching of their betters. ‘The vulgar
mind,” Sir Edward Dering said in 1642, is ‘now fond with
imaginary hopes. What will the issue be, when hopes grow
still on hopes?*® The prospect was enough to bring Sir Ed-
ward’s own brief period of radicalism to an end. A royalist
looking back from 1648 noted that ‘heresy is always the fore-
runner of rebellion’. He spoke of :

that fatal liberty of the subject, which the profane vulgar in the
beginning of these disorders so passionately petitioned the Parlia-
ment to grant them, who intending to save themselves of their
blind fury, not only suffered but applauded their violence to their
neighbours; but like unskilful conjurors they often raised those
spirits which they could [not] lay; for under cover of zeal to the
cause, the poor levelled the rich of both parties . . .7

‘All sorts of people dreamed of an utopia and infinite liberty,
especially in matters of religion,” another royalist confirmed
in the same year.”

“The vox populi,’ said Stephen Marshall in a sermon preached
before the House of Commons in December 1641, ‘is that many
of the nobles, magistrates, knights and gentlemen, and persons
of great quality, are arrant traitors and rebels against God.””?
A Puritan minister could hardly have put it more strongly

68. Woodhouse, loc. cit.

69. Sir E. Dering, A Collection of Speeches (1642), p. 166.
70. Beaufort MSS. (H.M.C.), pp. 23, 27-8.
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than that. It is not surprising that the hint was taken up by
many outside Parliament who would not need to be reminded
that vox populi was'also vox dei. Nor indeed was this class
emphasis new. As long ago as the 1620s that neglected radical
thinker Thomas Scott had, in a pamphlet called Vox Populi,
pointed to great landowners as of the Spanish, i.e. the anti-
christian, faction.”® In 1642 preachers were quoting ‘When
Adam delved and Eve span, Who was then the gentleman?’ 7
So it was only a development, not a daring innovation, when
Christopher Feake in 1646 declared that there was an ‘enmity
against Christ’ in aristocracy and monarchy.”

There was then a long tradition of popular materialist scepti-
cism and anti-clericalism; there was the Familist tradition that
Christ was within every belicver; there was the sectarian tradi-
tion of opposition to a state church, to the tithes which paid
for its ministers and to the patronage system which ensured
that its clergy were appointed by the ruling class.”® There were
also the millenarian hopes built up by the Puritan preachers.
It is hardly surprising that the breakdown of censorship and
the establishment of effective religious toleration let loose a
flood of speculation that hitherto had only been muttered in
secret. In England as in Switzerland ‘the lower sort of people
being bred in an ancient hatred against superiors’, greedily em-
braced the doctrines of Anabaptism.” Anabaptists, William
Gouge told his shocked City congregation in the 1620s, ‘teach
that all are alike and that there is no difference betwixt masters
and servants’.”®

In the early 1640s attitudes towards the lower-class heresy
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of Familism were almost the test of radicalism. John Milton
defended Familists. The Leveller William Walwyn asked the
enemies of the Family of Love, ‘What family are you of, I
pray? John Hales of Eton condescendingly observed that
‘some time or other those fine notions will take in the world’.®°
Hales was a member of Falkland’s set at Great Tew, a col-
lection of intellectuals who discussed liberal theories together
in that depopulated parish. But while they were talking, Wal-
wyn and hundreds like him were walking the streets of Lon-
don, discussing, organizing, canvassing the ‘fine notions’ with
the intention of making them ‘take in the world’. They came
near to turning it upside down — so near that the members of
the Great Tew circle supported the royalists in the civil war.

The sects insisted that ministers should be elected by the
congregation and paid by the voluntary contributions of its
members; many of them denied the need for a separate clergy
at all, and would have had a gifted layman preach on Sunday
whilst labouring with his hands the other six days of the week.
They advocated toleration for all protestant sects, rejecting
ecclesiastical censorship and all forms of ecclesiastical juris-
diction in favour of a congregational discipline with no coercive
sanction behind it. They attached little importance to many of
the traditional sacraments of the church. Their programme
would have destroyed the national church, leaving each congre-
gation responsible for its own affairs with only the loosest
contact between congregations; the church would no longer
have been able to mould opinion in a single pattern, to punish
‘sin’ or proscribe ‘heresy’. There would have been no control
over the thinking of the middle and lower classes.

The attempt in the 1640s to replace church courts by a
Presbyterian disciplinary system — later described as ‘Egyptian
bondage to keep up and maintain the oppression of tithes™! —

79. [Walwyn] The Power of Love (1643) in Haller, Tracts on Liberty in
the Puritan Revolution, 1638-1647 (Columbia U.P., 1933) II, p. 273;
for Milton see p. 395 below.

80. J. Aubrey, Brief Lives (Oxford U.P., 1898) I, p. 279. For Familism
see pp. 26-8 above.

81. Ludlow, Memoirs, 1, pp. 545-6.
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led to fierce hostility against what Lilburne called ‘the devil
and the clergy his agents’, and a later pamphlet called the ‘black
guard of Satan’.$? ‘Without a powerful compulsive presbytery
in the church,’ reflected the Leveller Richard Overton in 1646,
‘a compulsive mastership of aristocratical government over
the people in the state could never long be maintained.”® ‘The
necks of the people of the world,” thought the Rev. William
Dell in 1653, ‘have never endured so grievous a yoke from
any tyrants as from the doctrine and domination of the
clergy.” The demand for separation of church and state was
a demand for the subordination of the clergy, for an end to
their coercive authority. Inevitably, utterly inevitably, discus-
sions among the separatist congregations spread over from re-
ligion to politics. In the intoxicating new freedom of the early
1640s no holds were barred.

The allegations of royalist propagandists should always be
used with caution. But Bruno Ryves’s account of the principles
held by the lower classes of Chelmsford at the beginning of the
civil war bears sufficient resemblance to ideas that developed
later to be worth summarizing. Kings, these plebeians thought,
are burdens. The relation of master and servant has no ground
in the New Testament; in Christ there is neither bond nor free.
Ranks such as those of the peerage and gentry are ‘ethnical
and heathenish distinctions’. There is no ground in nature or
Scripture why one man should have £1000 per annum, another
not £1. The common people have been kept under blindness
and ignorance, and have remained servants and slaves to the
nobility and gentry. ‘But God hath now opened their eyes and
discovered unto them their Christian liberty.” Gentlemen should
be made to work for their living, or else should not eat. Learn-
ing has always been an enemy to the Gospel; it were a happy
thing if there were no universities, and all books except the

82. J. Lilburne, Londons Liberty in Chains (1646), p. 42; [Anon], Light
Shining in Buckinghamshire (1648), p. 13, in Sabine, p. 622. For this
pamphlet see also p. 117 below.

83. R. Overton, A Remonstrance of Many Thousand Citizens (1646),
P. 12, in Haller, Tracts on Liberty, 111, p. 362.

84. Dell, Several Sermons and Discourses (1709), p. 638.
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Bible were burnt. Any gifted man may be chosen by a congre-
gation as their minister.®* The presentation is slanted; but ideas
very similar to these will recur in our story.

When the Leveller Richard Overton wrote ‘I am confident
that it must be the poor, the simple agd mean things of this
earth that must confound the mighty and strong,” he seemed
only to be repeating preachers like Thomas Goodwin. But the
words occur in An Appeale from the degenerate Representative
Body the Commons of England ... to the Body Represented,
the free people in general (1647).86 Overton’s political appeal
was aimed especially at the people in arms in the New Model
Army. At Putney in the same year representatives of the rank
and file claimed that since ‘the poorer and meaner of this
kingdom ... have been the means of the preservation of the
kingdom’, ‘the poorest man in England’ had a right to choose
his own government.?’ In 1649 Gerrard Winstanley saw that
‘the poor must first be picked out and honoured in this work,
for they begin to receive the word of righteousness, but the rich
generally are enemies to true freedom’. ‘The poor are those in
whom the blessing lies, for they first receive the gospel.”*® But
again the apparent continuity with the Puritan preachers is de-
ceptive: for Winstanley ‘the word of righteousness’, ‘the gospel’,
meant communism, subversion of the existing social order.
‘If you would find true majesty indeed, go among the poor
despised ones of the earth ... These great ones are too stately
houses for Christ to dwell in; he takes up his abode in a
manger, in and amongst the poor in spirit and despised ones
of the earth.™®®

85. [Ryves] Angliae Ruina, p. 27.

86. Wolfe, p. 188.

87. Woodhouse, pp. 55-7, 61, 69-71, See p. 67 below for the Putney
Debates.

88. Sabine, pp. 337, 181-2.

89. ibid., pp. 473-4. See ch. 7 below.
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3 MASTERLESS MEN

Vagabonds ... which do nothing but walk the
streets, wicked men, to be hired for every man’s
money to do any mischief, such as we commonly
call the rascals and very sink and dunghill knaves
of all towns and cities . . . Into what country and
place soever they come, they cause sedition and
tumults,

Geneva Bible, marginal comment on Acts xvii, 61

I MOBILITY AND FREEDOM

THE essence of feudal society was the bond of loyalty and
dependence between lord and man. The society was hier-
archical in structure: some were lords, others were their ser-
vants. ‘Whose man art thou?’ demanded a character in one of
Middleton’s plays. The reply, ‘I am a servant, yet a masterless
man, sir,” at once produced the incredulous retort, ‘How can
that be?’? The assumptions were those of a relatively static
agricultural society, with local loyalties and local controls: no
land and no man without a lord. Reality never corresponded
to the model, of course, and by the sixteenth century society
was becoming relatively mobile: masterless men were no
longer outlaws but existed in alarming numbers — 13,000,
mostly in the North, a government inquiry calculated in 1569;
30,000 in London alone, it was guessed more wildly in 1602.3

1. For the Authorized Version of Acts xvii, 1-6 see epigraph on p. 12
above. There the Geneva Bible’s ‘vagabonds’ have become ‘lewd fellows
of the baser sort’. The object of the Geneva comment is to turn the
accusation of sedition, of subverting the state of the world, away from
religious radicals and to apply it to lower-class itinerants. The subverters
studied in this book were often both religious radicals and itinerants.

2. T. Middleton, The Mayor of Queensborough, Act 11, scene iii. First
printed 1661, though Middleton died in 1627.

3. J. Strype, Annals of the Reformation . . . during Queen Elizabeth’s
happy reign (Oxford U.P., 1824) 1, pt ii, p. 296; ed. W. Tite, Diary of
John Manningham (Camden Soc., 1868), p. 73.
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Whatever their numbers such men — servants to nobody — were
anomalies, potential dissolvents of the society.

First, there were rogues, vagabonds and beggars, roaming the
countryside, sometimes in search of employment, too often
mere unemployable rejects of a society in economic transforma-
tion, whose population was expanding rapidly. The necessity
to economize led lords to cut down their households; the quest
for profit led to eviction of some tenants from their holdings,
the buying out of others. The fluctuations of the early capitalist
cloth market brought wealth to a fortunate few, ruin to many.
The inefficient and the unlucky went to the roads. They caused
considerable panic in ruling circles during the sixteenth cen-
tury, but they were never a serious menace to the social order.
Vagabonds attended no church, belonged to no organized
social group. For this reason it seemed almost self-evident to
Calvinist theologians that they were ‘a cursed generation’.* Not
till 1644 did legislation insist that rogues, vagabonds and beg-
gars should be compelled to attend church every Sunday. Such
men were almost by definition ideologically unmotivated: they
could steal and plunder, but were incapable of concerted revolt.
Until the 1640s there seems to have been little concern in the
propertied classes to help vagabonds. They presented a security
problem, no more. There is plenty of evidence of popular sym-
pathy for the down-and-outs of society. Ordinary people were
reluctant to call upon the full penalties of the law against them,
even when they stole. But it was not till the revolutionary
decades that we get pamphleteers arguing that houses of cor-
rection, so far from curing begging, were more likely to make
honest men vagabonds and beggars by destroying their reputa-
tion and self-respect.’

Secondly there was London, whose population may have in-
creased eight-fold between 1500 and 1650. London was for the
sixteenth century vagabond what the greenwood had been for
the medieval outlaw — an anonymous refuge. There was more
casual labour in London than anywhere else, there was more
charity, and there were better prospects for earning a dishonest

4.P.and R., pp. 227-9; S. and P., p. 457.
5. e.g. Peter Chamberlen, The Poore Mans Advocate (1649), p. 47.
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living. In the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries men
suddenly became aware of the existence of a criminal under-
world. Its apparent novelty perhaps caused it to be over-
publicized: it was no doubt far less important than the world
of dock labour, watermen, building labourers and journeymen
of all sorts who had no hope of becoming masters. (Non-
freeholders had been excluded from skilled crafts by the Statute
of Apprentices of 1563.) What matters for our purposes is the
existence of a large population, mostly living very near if not
below the poverty line,S little influenced by religious or political
ideology but ready-made material for what began in the later
seventeenth century to be called ‘the mob’. Pym may or may
not have called out such support; forty years later Shaftesbury
almost certainly did. But ‘the mob’ is basically non-political :
it could be used by Presbyterians against the Army in 1647,” by
royalists in 1660, by church and king men under Anne. It was,
in the prescient words of the Geneva Bible margin, ‘to be hired
for every man’s money to do any mischief’.? Its existence was
always a potential threat, especially in times of economic crisis.

A quite different sort of masterless men were the protestant
sectaries. These had as it were chosen the condition of master-
lessness by opting out of the state church, so closely modelled
on the hierarchical structure of society, so tightly controlled by
parson and squire. Sects were strongest in the towns, where they
created hospitable communities for men, often immigrants, who
aspired to keep themselves above the level of casual labour and
pauperism: small craftsmen, apprentices, serious-minded labor-
ious men, all could recognize each other as the elect in a godless
world. As soon as they were free to function legally, the sects

6. Such populations existed on a smaller scale in other towns, but there
they could more easily be controlled by ruling oligarchies with the support
of the local gentry.

7. Perhaps we should differentiate between City mobs and the freer
population of the suburbs. The inhabitants of Southwark called on the
Army to intervene in London in August and September 1647, to over-
throw Presbyterian control of the City based on some ‘mob’ support (B.
Whitelocke, Memorials of the English Affairs [1682], pp. 263-5). See pp.
356-8 below.

8. See epigraph to this chapter.
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organized social services, poor relief etc., for their members:
they provided social insurance in this world as well as in the
next.” Such men were highly motivated, and they carried to its
logical conclusion the principle of individualism which rejects
all mediators between man and God. From the circumstances
of their life in vast anonymous cities and towns they had
escaped from feudal lordship. The bond of their unity was a
common acceptance of the sovereignty of God, against whose
wishes no earthly loyalty could be weighed.

‘He which dwelleth in heaven is mightier,” Archbishop
Grindal had told that ‘mighty prince’ Queen Elizabeth.!® Sir
Henry Slingsby in 1628 told the Earl of Huntingdon that ‘he
cared not for any lord in England, except the Lord of Hosts’.1!
Martin Marprelate succinctly spoke of those who were ‘obedient
subjects to the Queen and disobedient traitors to God and the
realm’ 1? - the last three words giving this remark extra bite,
looking forward to the time when Charles I would be executed
as a traitor to the commonwealth. In the revolutionary decades
the argument and the confidence it gave descended the social
scale. God a Good Master was the title of a pamphlet published
by John Goodwin in 1641. ‘He that fears God is free from all
other fear; he fears not men of high degree,’ said William Dell
in 1645.13 ‘We have chosen the Lord God Almighty to be our
king and protector,” the Diggers told Fairfax in June 1649.14
In 1653 a Fenstanton farmer was afraid his landlord would
turn him out if he joined the Baptists. Henry Denne told him
‘to trust God, and he would be a better landlord than Mr
Bendwich’.’> ‘Be not afraid of man,” Margaret Fell urged her
husband in the same year. ‘Greater is he that is in you than he

9. The sects ‘may well have functioned as a home-from-home for first
generation immigrants,” says Mr K. V. Thomas, op. cit., p. 153; cf. S.
and P., pp. 286-17, and pp. 373-6 below.

10. J. Strype, Life ... of ... Edmund Grindal (Oxford U.P., 1821),
p- 572.

11. Quoted by Stone, The Crisis of the Aristocracy, p. 265.

12. Marprelate, The Epitome (1589), sig. E 1v.

13. Dell, op. cit., p. 18.

14, Sabine, p. 284.

15. Fenstanton Records, p. 82.
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that is in the world.’’® ‘He that is in you’: God has been
democratized. He is no longer merely the greatest feudal over-
lord, a kind of super-king. He is in all his saints, but he is
almighty and gives them of his power.

Fourth among our masterless men are the rural equivalents
of the London poor - cottagers and squatters on commons,
wastes and in forests. Like our first two categories, these were
victims of the rapid expansion of England’s population in the
sixteenth century; sometimes the victims, sometimes the bene-
ficiaries of the rise of new or the growth of old industries.
Unlike the relatively stable and docile populations of open
arable areas, these men, cliff-hanging in semi-legal insecurity,
often had no lords to whom they owed dependence or from
whom they could hope for protection. They might exist for long
enough to establish a precarious customary claim to continu-
ance. Labourers’ cottages erected within a mile of any mineral
works, coal mines, quarries, etc., were not regarded as coming
within the statute of 1589 which prohibited the erection of any
cottage without four acres of land.!” Such men might form a
useful source of additional labour. Clothiers, stocking-knitters,
iron-masters, coal-owners, all might have uses for such casual
labourers, and so the latter might win a relatively secure posi-
tion so long as the market held. They were liable to suffer from
large-scale schemes for agricultural betterment — disafforesta-
tion, fen drainage and the like. Meanwhile they existed, in the
interstices of society, but undoubtedly growing in numbers by
migration.!®

Sylvan liberty is idealized in the ballads of Robin Hood, in
Shakespeare’s Forest of Arden and in the wise ‘wild men’ who
appear in Elizabethan and Jacobean pageants. This may relate
to contemporary migration to forests in search of security and
independence.!® Freedom of tenure was traditionally enjoyed in

16. Isobel Ross, Margaret Fell (1949), p. 119.

17. Robert Powell, A Treatise of ... Courts Leet (1642), pp. 52-3.

18. Thirsk, Agrarian History, IV, pp. 38, 95-9; P. A. J. Pettit, The
Royal Forests of Northamptonshire (Northamptonshire Record Soc.,
1968), pp. 142-7, 158, 162-3, 171.

19. R. H. Hilton, ‘The Origins of Robin Hood’, P. and P., 14; M. H.
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forest clearances; from at least the fourteenth century there had
been numbers of free craftsmen in woodland areas, as well as
outlaws.?® In Massinger’s The Guardian (licensed 1633) the
bandits — ostensibly Neapolitan, but explicitly related to ‘the
courteous English thieves’ — were occupants of the woods,
opposed to the king and his laws. They specialized in robbing
those who ground the faces of the poor, enclosers of commeons,
usurers foreclosing on land, ‘builders of iron mills that grub up
forests with timber trees for shipping,’ cheating shop-keepers
and vintners; but not rent-racked farmers, needy market folks,
labourers, carriers or women.?! Firth noted the sympathy for
‘spirited crime’ in the popular ballads of the period;? it con-
tinued at least till the eighteenth century.

The Forest of Arden gave shelter to a shifting population of
blacksmiths and nailers as well as to Shakespeare’s artless
countrymen; to Tinker Fox and his partisans as well as to -
Coventry Ranters. Richard Baxter refers to the ‘exceeding
populousness of the country’ round Dudley (Worcestershire),
‘where the woods and commons are planted with nailers, scythe-
smiths and other iron-labourers, like a continued village’.
‘Among weavers, tailors and such-like, there is usually found
more knowledge and religion than among the poor enslaved
husbandmen.’ ‘Constant converse and traffic with London doth
much promote civility and piety among tradesmen.’ 2

Fifthly, shading off from our fourth category of masterless
men, was the itinerant trading population, from pedlars and

Keen, ‘Robin Hood - Peasant or Gentleman?’, ibid., 19; D. M. Bergeron,
_English Civic Pageantry (1971), esp. pp. 56, 70-1, 82.

20. Hilton, The Decline of Serfdom (Economic History Soc., 1969),
pp. 19-23; J. Birrell, ‘Peasant Craftesmen in the Medieval Forest’, A.H.R.,
XVII, pp. 91-107.

21. P. Massinger, Plays (1897), pp. 469, 487; cf. Englands Helicon, 1600
(1949), pp. 197-8.

22. C. H. Firth, Essays Historical and Literary (Oxford U.P., 1938),
p. 25; cf. p. 358 below.

23. Ed. M. Sylvester, Reliquiae Baxterianae (1696) 1, pp. 14, 89; Baxter,
Poor Husbandman’s Advocate, ed. F. 1. Powicke (1926), pp. 26-7, written
1691; cf. V. H. T. Skipp, ‘Economic and Social Change in the Forest of
Arden, 1530-1649', A.H.R., XVIII, Suppl., pp. 84-111.
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carters to badgers, merchant middlemen. The number of crafts-
men in villages, in those days of restricted markets, was vastly
greater than it is today:? in bad times they would look for
customers over a wider area. Professor Everitt has suggested
that these wayfarers, linking heath and forest areas, may have
helped to spread radical religious views — as earlier Familists
had been weavers, basket-makers, musicians, bottlemakers,
joiners, who lived by travelling from place to place.? In 1556-a
clothier collecting wool acted as liaison man in Dudley’s con-
spiracy. An itinerant cobbler was the principal dispenser of the
Marprelate Tracts.* Propaganda for the abortive Oxfordshire
rising of 1596 was made by a carter and a miller ‘travelling the
country’.26 Scottish Covenanters in the 1630s were alleged to
have used travelling merchants ‘to convey intelligence and gain
a party in England’. The same charge was made against the Rye
House plotters in 1683.27 Certainly the Privy Council was
worried about carriers in 1637-8.28 In a sermon deploring The
Growth and Spreading of Haeresie, preached before the House
of Commons on 10 March 1647, Thomas Hodges attributed to
‘every ... vagrant itinerant huckster’ such heresies as denial of
the Trinity, of the authority of the Bible, of the historicity of
Jesus.?®* Country inns and taverns used by itinerants were noted
as centres for news and discussion. In the civil war, Professor
Everitt observes, troops were normally billeted in the inns of
provincial towns.?

24, cf. W. G. Hoskins, The Midland Peasant (195T), p. 204.

25. Everitt, in Thirsk, Agrarian History, pp. 463, 562-3, 573; Strype,
Annals, 11, pt i, p. 487.

25A. D. M. Loades, Two Tudor Conspiracies (Cambridge U.P., 1965),
pp. 206-7; ed. E. Arber, An Introductory Sketch to the Marprelate
Controversy (1895), pp. 116, 131.

26. C.S.P.D., 1595-7, pp. 343-4; cf. my Reformation to Industrial
Revolution (Penguin edn), pp. 93-100.

27. J. Nalson, An Impartial Collection (1682), 1, p. 285; ed. A.
Browning, Memoirs of Sir John Reresby (1936), p. 309n.

28. Privy Council Registers, 1637-8 (facs., 1967), pp. 434, 457, 521, 523.

28a. Hodges, op. cit., p. 55.

29. A. Everitt, Change in the Provinces in the Seventeenth Century
(Leicester U.P., 1969), p. 42.
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Dr Thirsk and Professor Everitt, to whom we are indebted for
emphasizing the distinction between woodland and pasture
areas on the one hand, and champaign arable on the other,
remind us that the former was much more extensive in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries than it is now, including
e.g. North Essex, the Weald, the ‘cheese’ area of Wiltshire, the
industrial parts of Yorkshire and Lancashire, as well as forests
like Sherwood, Arden, the New Forest, the Northamptonshire
forests, and the highland zone generally. Professor Everitt dis-
tinguishes between ‘a relatively free and mobile society in the
heath and wood parishes, and a relatively static and subservient
one in the parishes of the fielden plains’.3® (Just because they
were ‘relatively static’, I say little about the mass of simple hus-
bandmen. This would be wrong if I were analysing the society
as a whole, but seems inevitable in a book whose emphasis is
on social and intellectual change. The reader should remember
that husbandmen in fielden parishes formed a majority of the
rural population.) The heath and woodland areas were often
outside the parochial system, or their large parishes were left
with only a distant chapelry, so there was freedom from parson
as well as from squire: here men might, in Winstanley’s words,
‘live out of sight or out of slavery’.3* In such areas feudal ties
of subordination hardly existed, and there was little obstacle to
the intrusion of rural industry in search of cheap part-time
labour. The ‘mean people’ of the woods, Aubrey tells us, ‘live
lawless, nobody to govern them; they care for nobody, having
no dependence on anybody’. These were also the areas in which
there was most peasant revolt in the early seventeenth century
~ Wiltshire and the Forest of Dean, for instance.

Dr Thirsk and Professor Bveritt go on to suggest that
squatters in forest or pastoral regions, often far from any
church, were wide open to radical religious sects — or to witch-
craft. (Hostility to the clergy had been a striking element in

30. Thirsk, Agrarian History, pp. 54, 111-12, 411-12, 435, 463 and
passim; D. G. C. Allan, ‘The Rising in the West', Economic History
Review, Second Ser., V, pp. 76-85; G. R. Lewis, The Stannaries (Har-
vard U.P., 1924), pp. 174-5; cf. my Reformation to Industrial Revo-
lution, pp. 62-3, 89. 30a. Sabine, p. 359.
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the Robin Hood ballads.3! Pendle and Knaresborough forests
harboured witches.314) The Weald was ‘that dark country which
is the receptacle of all schism and rebellion’ ~ a view confirmed
by Thomas Edwards. The densely populated forests of North-
amptonshire were centres of rural puritanism, strange sects,
and witchcraft.32 The ‘cheese’ district of Wiltshire, the scene of
violence resulting from disafforestation in the early seventeenth
century, was also an area of poorly-paid part-time clothing
workers and of religious heresy.?* Ely, Edwards’s ‘island of
errors and sectaries’, had long been a centre of plebeian
irreverence and resistance, down to the time when Oliver
Cromwell, ‘Lord of the Fens’, encouraged the commoners. Ely
became a Seeker centre in the forties, when it was for some
time William Erbery’s headquarters. In the Isle of Axholme
the inhabitants were said to have been virtual heathens till the
draining of the Fens; in 1650-51 they supported the Levellers
enthusiastically enough.3 In Cumberland in the mid-fifties the
Quakers met ‘in multitudes and upon moors’.3

Professor Walzer has suggested that Puritan insistence on
inner discipline was unthinkable without the experience of

31. J. C. Holt, ‘The Origins and Audience of the Ballads of Robin
Hood’, P.and P., 18, p. 9.

31a. Edward Fairfax, Daemonologia (1621) (ed. W. Grainge, 1882),
pp. 34-5. Fairfax was uncle of the Parliamentary general. Cf. the
enchanted forest in Milton’s Comus.

32. Thirsk, Agrarian History, pp. 112, 251; Everitt, Change in the
Provinces in the Seventeenth Century, pp. 22-3; The Community of
Kent and the Great Rebellion (Leicester U.P., 1966), pp. 86, 225, 297;
‘Nonconformity in Country Parishes’, 4.H.R., XVIII, Suppl., pp.
178-99; Edwards, Gangraena, pt III, p. 98; Pettit, Royal Forests of
Northamptonshire, p. 173.

33. E. Kerridge, ‘The Revolts in Wiltshire against Charles I’, Wilt-
shire Archaeological and Natural History Magazine, LVII (1958), pp.
66-71; V.C.H. Wiltshire, IV, pp. 4067, 412-14, 417, 427, 431-2.

34. K. V. Thomas, op. cit., pp. 162, 165; A. L. Morton, The World
of the Ranters (1970), p. 130; J. D. Hughes, ‘The Drainage Disputes in
the Isle of Axholme’, The Lincolnshire Historian, 1I, pp. 13-34; cf.
Pp. 26-8 above, 122 below, and for Erbery see pp. 192-7 below.

35. Ed. J. T. Rutt, The Parliamentary Diary of Thomas Burton
(1828), I, p. 170.
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masterlessness. Their object was to find a new master in them-
selves, a rigid self-control shaping a new personality. Conver-
sion, sainthood, repression, collective discipline, were the answer
to the unsettled condition of society, the way to create a new
order through creating new men. He compares Jacobins and
Bolsheviks in similar circumstances.3® This runs parallel to the
contemporary vogue for gipsies, depicted by Cervantes as critics
of society, seen by the French engraver Jacques Callot (1592-
1635), and by English poets from ‘The raggle-taggle gipsies’
to Wordsworth, as offering a freer alternative to the constric-
tions of society. The comparison is illuminating and helpful;
but Professor Walzer takes, I think, a rather one-sided view
of the phenomenon of masterlessness. What produced alarm
and anxiety in some was an opportunity for others — though not
an opportunity for climbing up the normal social ladder. A
masterless man was nobody’s servant : this could mean freedom
for those who prized independence more than security. Richard
Brome’s A Joviall Crew certainly idealizes the beggars’ life in
seventeenth century England, which must have been anything
but romantic. Nevertheless, the form his romanticization takes
is interesting. The beggars are

The only freemen of a common-wealth;

Free above scot-free; that observe no law,

Obey no governor, use no religion,

But what they draw from their own ancient custom
Or constitute themselves, yet are no rebels.37

Beneath the surface stability of rural England, then, the vast
placid open fields which catch the eye, was the seething mobility
of forest squatters, itinerant craftsmen and building labourers,
unemployed men and women seeking work, strolling players,

36. M. Walzer, The Revolution of the Saints (Harvard U.P., 1965),
esp. pp. 308-16.

37. R. Brome, The Dramatic Works (1873) 111, p. 376. Played 1641,
first published 1652. There are some relevant comments on Brome in
Ilan Donaldson’s The World Upside-Down (Oxford U.P., 1970),
chapter 4. I am sorry I did not read this interesting book before writing
my own,
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minstrels and jugglers, pedlars and quack doctors, gipsies,
vagabonds, tramps: congregated especially in London and the
big cities, but also with footholds wherever newly-squatted
areas escaped from the machinery of the parish or in old-
squatted areas where labour was inr demand. It was from this
underworld that armies and ships’ crews were recruited, that a
proportion at least of the settlers of Ireland and the New World
were found, men prepared to run desperate risks in the hope of
obtaining the secure freehold land (and with it, status) to which
they could never aspire in overcrowded England. In England
mobility was taken for granted, at least outside the champaign
agricultural areas. (This is, incidentally, another reason for
looking sceptically at total population figures based on surviv-
ing records from agricultural villages, by definition much more
stable than those of the woodland areas. A family which can
be reconstituted, Mr Péter Clark suggests, is by this very fact
an untypical family.3%)

The eternally unsuccessful quest by J.P.s to suppress un-
licensed ale-houses was in part aimed at controlling these mobile
masses, which might contain disaffected elements, separatists,
itinerant preachers. Given a favourable spiritual environment,
itinerant craftsmen could easily become itinerant ministers,
underground before 1640, openly in the freedom of the forties.
Walter Cradock said there were eight hundred such preachers
in Wales by 1648.3° Itinerant preachers could promote them-
selves to being itinerant Messiahs. Apart from anything else,
there were economic advantages: William Franklin and Mary
Gadbury were put up for long periods by their disciples.®° It
was logical, if not unnaturally resented, for J.P.s to use the
same procedures against such Messiahs, Quaker missionaries
and Baptist tinkers as against vagabonds. The Vagrancy Act of
1656 was directed against ‘all wandering persons’; the Quakers

38. Ed. P. Clark and P. Slack, Crisis and Order in English Towns,
1500-1700 (1971), p. 154; cf. A. Macfarlane, The Family Life of Ralph
Josselin (Cambridge U.P., 1970), pp. 89, 114, 205-6, who appears
equally sceptical.

39. W. Cradock, Glad Tidings (1648), p. 50.

40. N. Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millennium (1957), pp. 330-3; pp.
316-17 below.
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complained that it would ‘have taken hold of Christ’ and the
Apostles.#

Demographers might also pay more attention to the spiritual
autobiographies and journals surviving from this period. These
confirm the footlooseness of the society, the ease with which
men uprooted themselves and managed to live whilst roaming
the countryside, alone or with a consort. Money had to be
earned every now and then, which might entail returning to a
stable base, or settling temporarily in an area where casual
labour was in demand. Mrs Clarkson sometimes accompanied
her Ranter husband on his wanderings, sometimes waited at
home like a sailor’s wife: Lawrence never failed to send her
money even while giving his body to other ladies in distant
ports. William Franklin used to return to London from time to
time in order to earn money, leaving Mary Gadbury in Hamp-
shire to promote his Messiahship in his absence.*?

II FORESTS AND COMMONS

‘The nurseries of beggars are commons, as appears by fens and
forests,” it was said in 1607.42 Of cottagers in Rockingham
Forest an Elizabethan surveyor said ‘so long as they may be
permitted to live in such idleness upon their stock of cattle,
they will bend themselves to no kind of labour’. ‘Common
of pasture ... is a ... maintaining of the idlers and beggary of
the cottagers,’ for it and ‘the gentleness that is shown ... to the -
bribers and stealers of woods and hedge-breakers without
punishment is the only occasion of the resort of so many
naughty and idle persons.’4* The poor in Northamptonshire
‘dwell in woods and deserts and live like drones, devoted to

41. Ed. N. Penney, Extracts from State Papers relating to Friends
(1913), p. 43; cf. E. Burrough, The Memorable Works of a Son of
Thunder and Consolation (1672), p. 500; Burton, Parliamentary Diary,
II, pp. 112-14.

42, Clarkson, The Lost Sheep Found (1660) in Cohn, op. cit., p.
346; ibid., p. 332. For Clarkson see pp. 213—17, 316 below.

42a. Ed. J. Thirsk and J. P. Cooper, Seventeenth-Century Economic
Documents (Oxford U.P., 1972), p. 107.

43, Thirsk, Agrarian History, pp. xxxxv, 11.
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thievery, among whom are bred the very spawn of vagabonds
and rogues’. Disafforestation and enclosure were needed to get
rid of the ‘multiplicity of beggars’.# In the Forest of Dean lived
‘people of very lewd lives and conversations, leaving their own
and other countries and taking the place for a shelter as a cloak
to their villanies’.#> In 1610 James I suggested that the House
of Commons should take action against the multitudes of cot-
tages on waste grounds and commons, especially forests, which
were ‘nurseries and receptacles of thieves, rogues and beggars’ -
as well as against itinerant Scots accused of eating the commons
bare ‘Mountainous grounds so-called’ in Huntingdonshire
were not ‘properly heaths’ because ‘few of them have ... much
beggary on them’.454

Disafforestation and enclosure could thus be regarded as a
national duty, a kindness in disguise to the idle poor, as well
as of more immediate benefit to the rich encloser. James I
thought draining Sedgmoor ‘a religious work’.#’ ‘England had
many hundreds of acres of waste and barren lands,’ said Samuel
Hartlib in September 1649, ‘and many thousands of idle hands;
if both these might be improved, England by God’s blessing
would grow to be a richer nation than it now is by far.*® By
enclosure, it was argued in 1663, people were added to the
manufacturing population who previously did not increase the
store of the nation but wasted it.* But a cottager enjoyed

44, Pettit, op. cit., p. 133.

45. C. E. Hart, The Free Miners of the Forest of Dean (Gloucester,
1953), pp. 174-5.

46. E. R. Foster, Proceedings in Parliament, 1610 (Yale U.P., 1966)
II, pp. 280-1; cf. Commons Debates, 1621, ed. W. Notestein, F. H.
Relf, and H. Simpson (Yale UP., 1935) II, p. 332, V, p. 113; W.
Notestein, The House of Commons, 1604-1610 (Yale U.P., 1971),
p. 243,

46A. Thomas Tenison to Henry Oldenburg, 7 November 1671, in
The Correspondence of Henry Oldenburg (ed. A. R, and M. B. Hall,
Wisconsin U.P.), VIII (1971), p. 345.

47. Quoted in T. G. Barnes, Somerset, 1625-1640 (1961), p. 151.

48. S. Hartlib, Londons Charitie Stilling the Poore Orphans Cry,
quoted by Sabine, p. 14.

49. S. Fortrey, Englands Interest and Improvement (1663), pp. 19-
20; ¢f. Adam Moore, Bread for the Poor (1653), p. 6.
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greater freedom in some respects than a living-in servant, who
had to have a testimonial from his employer before he might
change his job.5® A wage-earner who had lost his common
rights would be much more dependent on his employer than
one who had not. Enclosure, Adam Moore argued in its favour,
‘will give the poor an interest in toiling, whom terror never yet
could enure to travail’.5s1

For all these reasons the well-to-do dislikea cottagers. The
‘new brood of upstart intruders’ in unlawful cottages, no doubt
increased with the civil war disorders, the uprooting of people
and the breakdown of authority, were often richer ‘than the
honest, harmless, modest, painful husbandman’, and certainly
less docile. “The poor increase like fleas and lice, and these ver-
min will eat us up unless we enclose.”> Surveyors were
notoriously hostile to cottagers, which was one of the reasons
for the unpopularity of the profession.5® Mr Osborne noted a
campaign by J.P.s against squatters, and a destruction of cot-
tages, especially in Hertfordshire, Middlesex, Warwickshire and
Hampshire in the years 1646-60.5¢ It may have been even more
widespread after 1660.55 One of the divisive things in the 1650s
was that the Army wanted forests to be sold to pay their wages,
regardless of protests on behalf of the poor who knew that
enclosure would follow sale.5¢

50. E. M. Trotter, Seventeenth Century Life in the Country Parish
(1919), pp. 135-9.

51. A. Moore, Bread for the Poor, p. 39; cf. p. 6.

52. Pseudomismus, Considerations concerning Common Fields and
Enclosure (1665); John Moore, The Crying Sin of England of not
caring for the poor (1653), p. 11. Moore was quoting the alleged re- -
mark of an advocate of enclosure, but ‘Psendomismus’ did not com-
plain that he misrepresented (op. cit., p. 25); cf. also Blith, The
English Improver Improved (1652), Preface and Appendix.

53. J. Norden,” The Surveyors Dialogue (1618), pp. 8-11, 113-14; cf.
P. and R., p. 190; ed. R. D. Ratcliffe, The Chorley Survey (Lancashire
and Cheshire Record Soc., vol. 33, 1896), p. 55 seq.

54. B. Osbome, Justices of the Peace, 1361-1848 (Shaftesbury, 1960),
pp. 1204,

55. See p. 349 below.

56. P. and R., pp. 179, 190-3; Sabine, pp. 363-4, 638; D. A. Johnson
and D. G. Vaizey, Staffordshire and the Great Rebellion (Stoke-on-
Trent, 1964), pp. 26-7, 66-7.
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There were thus two completely opposed policies for dealing
with forests, commons and wastes. As population grew, as new
cottages were erected, so timber was destroyed, commons were
over-stocked with animals, often by rich men, ‘the new (more
covetous) gentry’, who bought up cottages in order to profit
by their right of commonage.5” Such men had ‘land of their
own to keep them in the winter or when the commons are eaten
bare, and the poor for want of such winter provision have no
benefit at all’’® Yet for all this the land was not fertilized.
Despite prohibitions, the very poor scraped dung from the
commons to use it as fuel.5® “There are fewest poor where there
are fewest commons,” wrote Samuel Hartlib — not a heartless
man.%®

As long ago as the 1530s Starkey had suggested that the poor
should be settled on new holdings carved out of the waste.5!
On the other hand the royal policy of disafforestation and en-
closure, or of draining the Fens, as applied before 1640, in-
volved disrupting a way of life, a brutal disregard for the
rights of commoners; they and their children were often de-
prived of old-established playing areas — to the detriment,
traditionalists complained, of proficiency in shooting with the
long-bow.52 A consequence of the policy was to force men to
sole dependence on wage labour, which many regarded as
little better than slavery. (‘Think you that we can advise our-
selves no better than to turn off our children to foolish [sweat-
ing] trades?’) Employment would be increased, but the gap
between classes would be widened.s® There is also evidence of
stricter enforcement of the game laws in the 1630s, with severer

57. A. Moore, op. cit., p. 32; Sabine, p. 506.

58. J. Smith, Englands Improvement Revived (1670), p. 18.

59. A. Moore, op. cit., p. 27.

60. S. Hartlib, Legacy of Husbandry (1655), p. 43.

61. Ed. K. M. Burton, A Dialogue Between Reginald Pole and
Thomas Lupset (1948), pp. 140-1.

62. D. Brailsford, Sport and Society (1969), p. 9; Boynton, The
Elizabethan Militia, p. 68.

63. A. Moore, op. cit., p. 7; J. Thirsk, ‘Seventeenth Century Agricul-
ture and Social Change’, A.H.R., XVIII, Suppl., p. 169,
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penalties, as the number of squatters and cottagers increased.5

Naturally enough, there was great popular hostility to schemes
for disafforestation and enclosure before 1640; and when these
schemes collapsed in the forties commoners everywhere re-
sumed their rights. In 1631 the Forest of Dean had been a
refuge for rioters against this royal policy in the mid-western
counties. In July 1640, bored conscript soldiers occupied them-
selves in pulling down. fences in Needwood Forest in Stafford-
shire.®* During the civil war, forest laws broke down and there
was much stealing of game and timber.% The economic neces-
sity for improving wastes and forests, thus both increasing the
food supply and releasing labour, still seemed obvious to agri-
cultural writers of the forties and fifties. “The principal end’ of
enclosure of forests, the Council of State was told in 1654, “is
advantage to husbandry and tillage, to which all commons are
destructive.’®” Pamphleteers now realized however that gestures
had to be made in the direction of safeguarding the interests
of commoners, since though ‘the better part’ favoured en-
closure, ‘the greater part’ did not.58

There were legal problems affecting the rights of com-
moners. Lawyers held that the Statutes of Merton and West-
minster II established the lord’s right in the soil of the waste.5®
But a statute of 1550 protected small cottagers building on
wastes and commons. It was a judicial decision of 1605 which

64. Penry Williams, ‘The Activity of the Council in the Marches
under the early Stuarts’, Welsh History Review, 1, p. 141; W. Shep-
pard, Englands Balme (1656), pp. 201-2; Sabine, p. 612.

65. D. H. Pennington, ‘Staffordshire in Civil War Politics’, North
Staffordshire Journal of Field Studies, V, p. 15. Cf. Sir W. Davenant’s
poem, ‘The Countess of Anglesey lead Captive by the Rebels at the
Disforresting of Pewsam’, in Shorter Poems (ed. A. M. Gibbs, Oxford
U.P., 1972), p. 125. This was in 1623-4.

66. Pettit, Royal Forests, pp. 47-9, 115, 119, 125.

67.C.S.P.D., 1654, pp. T1-2.

68. A. Moore, op. cit., esp. dedication to the Lords of Wastes and
Commons; Pseudomismus, op. cit., pp. 37-8; Lee, op. cit.,, pp. 27-9.
Cf. J. Thirsk, ‘Seventeenth Century Agriculture and Social Change’,
pp. 167-9.

69. Sir F. Pollock and F. W. Maitland, History of English Law
(Cambridge U.P., 1911) I, p. 627.
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denied that inhabitants as such had common rights on the
waste. The Diggers, for instance, argued that no statute deprived
the common people of their rights in the common lands, “but
only an ancient custom bred in the strength of kingly preroga-
tive’.” ‘The poor have an interest in them already,’ said Peter
Chamberlen of the commons.” Yet this ‘interest’, whether or
not valid in abstract law, could not be enforced before 1640.
‘Though the law forbids such enclosure’ of commons, said
Thomas Adams, yet ‘when they are once ditched in, say the
law what it will, I see no throwing out.””> But after 1640 com-
moners were able to reassert their rights by direct action. In
Lincolnshire, Miss Hipkin showed, men opposing encroach-
ment on rights of common emphasized the fundamental law of
the land as the basis of their claim - an emphasis which con-
nects them with the Levellers.”? Even when the enclosure of
the waste had taken place by agreement, it established new
relationships, less protected by custom, more open to com-
petitive pressures than what had gone before — especially in
the disturbed conditions of the revolutionary decades.”® All
copyhold lands, Winstanley thought, ‘are parcels hedged in or
taken out of the common waste land since the [Norman] Con-
quest’.”

The radical agrarian programme was defeated with the Level-
lers and Diggers. After 1649 the Rump of the Long Parliament
did nothing to encourage agrarian reform, despite continued
protests, as when Colonel John Pyne, radical M.P. for Poole,
denounced ‘the taking away the right of the poor in their
commons’. On the contrary, acts were passed for fen drainage

70. Winstanley, A Watchword to the City of London and the Army
(1649) in Sabine, p. 322; R. Coster, A Mite Cast into the Common
Treasury (1649), ibid., p. 656.

71. Chamberlen, The Poore Mane’s Advocate, pp. 5-6.

72. T. Adams, Works, p. 54.

73. G. M. Hipkin, ‘Social and Economic Conditions in Holland
Division of Lincolnshire’, Reports and Papers of the Architectural
Societies of Lincolnshire, Yorkshire, Northamptonshire and Leicester-
shire, XL (1930-1), p. 236. )

74. R. H. Tawney, The Agrarian Problem in the Sixteenth Century
(1912), p. 141.

75. Sabine, p. 387,
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and to protect deer against poachers.”® The Barebones Parlia-
ment appears to have taken no notice of a scheme for national-
izing forests, fens and waste lands throughout England, and
letting them with first offer to the poor.”” J.P.s restricted the
right to gather fuel from the waste.”® The bill introduced into
Parliament in 1656, commonly referred to as the last legislative
attempt to prevent enclosure, actually proposed to regulate com-
mons and commonable land so as to prevent depopulation
whilst improving the waste.” When Isaiah depicted the utter
instability which would follow when the Lord turned the world
upside down, the image which the 1611 translators adopted
was ‘the earth ... shall be removed like a cottage’.8

76. Underdown, op. cit., pp. 284. Pyne protected Quakers and other
radicals (ibid., pp. 36, 317). Poole was a Ranter centre. But there were
limits to Pyne’s 1adicalism; he opposed Levellers and those who threw
down the fences of a royalist encloser of the forest (ibid., p. 329).

71. Thirsk and Cooper, Seventeenth-Century Economic Documents,
pp. 135-40.

78. Ed. E. H. Bates Harbin, Somerset Quarter Sessions Records,
1646-1660 (Somerset Record Soc., 1912), p. 286.

79. A. H. Jobnson, The Disappearance of the Small Landowner
(Oxford U.P., 1907), p. 47.

80. See p. 12 above. The Geneva version, more plausibly, had ‘re-
moved like a tent’.
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4 AGITATORS AND OFFICERS

Time may come . . .
When lies alone shall be adored by
The strange wild faith of its [Albion’s] plebeian
rout,
‘Who sooner will believe what soldiers preach
Than what ev’n angels or apostles teach.

JOSEPH BEAUMONT, Psyche (1648), in Com-
plete Poems, ed. A. B. Grosart (Hildesheim,
1968) 11, p. 67.

I THE NEW MODEL ARMY

A COLLECTION of masterless men whom I did not consider
in the last chapter — the most powerful, the most politically
motivated, but also the shortest-lived — was the New Model
Army. Dr Thirsk and Professor Everitt have speculated whether
the heath and forest lands may not have supplied most of the
troops of the Parliamentarian armies in the civil war.! A group
of ‘Moorlanders’ led by ‘a person of low quality’ bore the
brunt of the early fighting in Staffordshire.? In Lancashire in
1642 it was ‘those sturdy churls in the two forests of Pendle
and Rossendale’ who ‘have resolved to fight it out’.? The fen-
men of Holland, ‘like those tried and notorious foresters of
Dean’ were ‘ever ready to rise against his Majesty’s forces’, it
was said in 1645; they rallied against Charles II in 1651.3* The
Isle of Ely may well have been Cromwell’s mass recruiting
base.

1. Thirsk, Agrarian History, pp. 435, 562-3, 573.

2. Ed. D. H. Pennington and I. A. Roots, The Committee at
Stafford, 1643-1645 (Manchester U.P., 1957), p. Ixii. -

3. E. Broxap, The Great Civil War in Lancashire, 1642-1651 (1910),
p- 60.

3A. Mercurius Aulicus, 13-20 April 1645, p. 1546; A. Clark, Raglan
g,’astle and the Civil War in Monmouthshire (Chepstow, 1953), pp. 26,

1.
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There had never been anything like the New Model Army
before. Armies were normally conscripted from gaols and the
lowest sort of men. Not all New Model soldiers were volun-
teers, but the officers and most of the cavalry were. Very little
work has so far been done on the social composition of the
Army, but it was probably, as many claimed, a more representa-
tive cross-section of the people of England than the House of
Commons was.* Thanks to freedom of organization and dis-
cussion the Army became a hothouse of political ideas.’ In the
enforced leisure after the war had been won, the thinking of
the rank and file developed apace. In 1646 some in the Army
were calling for an upper limit to the landed property that
anyone might hold.® This was two years after George Wither,
himself a captain in the Army, had asked why the royalist
gentry should not be made peasants by confiscation of their
estates — ‘a degree to which honest men are born, and too good
for these, some of them being made lords and knights for
attempting to enslave freemen’.’

The Parliamentarian armies were the supreme example of
social mobility in our mobile period. They marched backwards
and forwards across the country, mixing up populations in a
way previously unknown. Chaplains in the New Model
preached to civilian congregations as well as to soldiers. As
time progressed, an increasing number of common soldiers
took upon themselves preaching functions. All these preachers
had much in common with itinerant mechanic preachers. Army
chaplains of the period included many radicals who figure in
our story, like Hugh Peter, John Saltmarsh, William Erbery,
John Webster,! Henry Pinnell, Thomas Collier and William

4. William Sedgwick, A Second View of the Army Remonstrance
(1649), pp. 5-7; [Anon.], The Armies Vindication of This Last Change
(1659), pp. 2-6.

5. Reliquiae Baxterianae, 1, p. 53.

6. See pp. 115-16 below.

7. G. Wither, The Speech Without Doore (1644), p. 5.

8. Webster’s chaplaincy has been questioned, but he specifically des-
scribed himself as ‘late chaplain in the Army’ as well as surgeon in
Col. Shuttleworth’s regiment (W. S. Wecks, Clitheroe in the Seven-
teenth Century, Clitheroe [n.d. 71928], p. 176).
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Dell. Mr Peters Last Report of the English Warres (1646) con-
tained a number of reforming proposals, and suggested that the
Army should be used “to teach peasants to understand liberty’.°
Saltmarsh held that ‘the interest of the people in Christ’s king-
dom is not only an interest of ... submission, but of consulta-
tion, of debating, counselling, prophesying, voting’.1® William
Erbery relied on the support of other ranks in the Army in a
debate at Oxford in 1646, when he argued that ‘those that are
called ministers’ had no ‘more authority to preach in public
than private Christians who were gifted’.!* Henry Pinnell in
December 1647 defended the Agitators to Oliver Cromwell’s
face.!? Thomas Collier was also associated with the Levellers,
putting forward most of their programme in a sermon of 1647
as ‘this great interest of God’.!* He, like Erbery, was in favour
of toleration for the Jews.! Dell was reported, also at Oxford
in 1646, as telling his congregation (composed mainly of
soldiers) ‘the power is in you, the people; keep it, part not
with it’. Dell, like Collier and Erbery, thought the ministers
of the state church were antichristian.!s

Presbyterian and Independent preachers had only them-
selves to blame if theories of the sovereignty of the people
arose in the Army and in London. William Bridge preached that
in case a prince shall neglect his trust, so as not to preserve his
subjects but to expose them to violence, it is no usurpation in
them to look to themselves but an exercise of that power

9. op. cit., p. 6.

10. Woodhouse, p. 184. See p. 70 below.

11. [F. Cheynelll] An Account Given to the Parliament by the
Ministers sent by them to Oxford (1646 [-7]), pp. 13-18; cf. Edwards,
. Gangraena, 111, p. 250. For Erbery see pp. 192-7 below.

12. H. Pinnell, A Word of Prophecy concerning The Parliament,
Generall and the Army (1648), pp. 2-17.

13. Woodhouse, pp. 390-6.

14. T. Collier, An Answer to a Book written by one Richard Sanders
(1652), p. 41; see p. 193 below.

15. [Anon.] A Vindication of certaine Citizens (1646), pp. 6-9. The
version of the sermon printed by Dell does not contain the phrase
quoted, but suggests that the power of the spirit was in all the saints;
cf. my Antichrist in Seventeenth-Century England, pp. 97-8, 124,
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which was always their own.’® Such ideas had seemed neces-
sary to persuade people to support armed rebellion, and not
all those who preached them expected the lower orders to take
them too seriously. ‘I am far from the monster of a democracy,’
said Edward Bowles, chaplain successively to the Earl of Man-
chester, General of the Eastern Association, and to Sir Thomas
Fairfax, Commander-in-Chief of the New Model Army; ‘that
which I call to the people for is but a quick and regular motion
in their own sphere’.!” But alas: the people saw a door opening
out of their own sphere, and rushed through it. The common
people, Winstanley claimed, are ‘part of the nation’, and should
have equal rights with the gentry and clergy.!® ‘It will never be
a good world,” Baxter often heard men say, ‘while knights
and gentlemen make us laws, that are chosen for fear and do
but oppress us, and do not know the people’s sores. It will
never be well with us till we have Parliaments of countrymen
like ourselves, that know our wants.””® This was not what
Parliament and the preachers had meant when they made their
appeal to the people in 1641-3. ‘When we mention the people,’
Marchamont Nedham wrote with the wisdom of 1652, ‘we
do not mean the confused promiscuous body of the people.’?®

Parliament and Presbyterian ministers were naturally wor-
ried by the state of affairs in the Army, and furious with those
chaplains who seemed to be inflaming the lower classes just
when they needed quietening down. But worse was to come when
in the spring of 1647 Parliament tried to disband part of the
Army (without fully paying arrears of wages) and send the rest
off to conquer Ireland. It had not even passed an act of in-
demnity to protect soldiers from the legal consequences of
actions committed under orders in time of war. ‘Our fellow

16. W. Bridge, The Wounded Conscience Cured (1642), pp. 4-5,
414, 53.

17. E. Bowles, Plaine English (1643), pp. 25-6. I owe this reference
to the kindness of Professor C. M. Williams.

18. Sabine, pp. 371, 305.

19. Baxter, The Holy Commonwealth (1659), p. 231.

20. Mercurius Politicus, 87, 29 January-S February 1652, p. 1385:;
The Case of the Commonwealth (1649), pp. 71, 69, 79. I owe this
reference to the kindness of Mr I. McCalman.
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soldiers suffer at every assize for acts merely relating to the
war,’ declared a pamphlet of April 1647, giving fifteen instances.
Men were even committed for speaking words against the
King.2t ,

Faced with this provocation, the rank and file took matters
into their own hands at the end of March 1647, calling on their
officers ‘to go along with us in this business, or at least to let
us quietly alone in this our design’.?2 The troops elected Agita-
tors, two for each regiment, starting with the cavalry. By the
middle of May, ‘every foot soldier gave four pence apiece’
towards the expenses of a meeting, so they too were organized
by then. The troops wore a red ribbon on their left arm, as a
symbol of solidarity till death.2 ‘All or most of the officers
sat still like so many drones and snakes,” wrote Lilburne later.2?
But after a good deal of dithering most of the officers followed
the lead of the rank and file, in order ‘to regulate the soldiers’
proceedings and remove as near as we could all occasion of
distaste’.?> The Agitators called on Fairfax to order a general
rendezvous, otherwise ‘we ... shall be necessitated ... to do
such things ourselves’. The Council of War put it upon record
that it believed the Agitators would in fact act if the General
did not.?%6

This was the moment at which Cornet Joyce and ‘a party of

21. [Anon.] Apologie of the Agitators of Eight Regiments of Horse
(28 April 1647); J. Rushworth, Historical Collections (1680), VI, p. 479;
ed. C. H. Firth, Clarke Papers (Camden Soc.) I (1849), p. 7; ed. H.
Cary, Memorials of the Great Civil War (1842) 1, p. 234; C.J., V,
p. 345; Francis White, The Copy of a Letter Sent to His Excellency Sir
Thomas Fairfax (1647), p. 8.

22. [Anon.] An Apologie of the Soldiers to all their Commission
Officers (1647), quoted by Woodhouse, p. [21].

23, Rushworth, op. cit., VI, p. 485; [Anon.] The Red-Ribbond-
News from the Army (271 May 1647), p. 5.

24. Lilburne, Jonahs Cry from the Whales Belly (1647), p. 14.

25. The Vindication of the Officers, in Rushworth, op. cit., VI, p.
469; of. Clarke Papers, 1, p. xix: ‘Those resolutions to stand for free-
dom and justice began among the soldiers only’; Woodhouse, pp. 397,
437-8, 453; Wolfe, p. 360.

26. Rushworth, op. cit., VI, p. 498; H. N. Brailsford, The Levellers
and the English Revolution (1961), p. 96.
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horse sent from the committee of troopers of the Army’,?
seized the King on 3 June, the day before the rendezvous at
Newmarket. Oliver Cromwell knew in advance that Charles
was to be secured, but the initiative for the whole operation
seems to have come from the Agitators. A week earlier Fairfax
had still been trying vainly to prohibit meetings of the troops.
The King’s removal from Holmby House by Joyce and his men
had no authorization: when Charles demanded to see Joyce’s
commission to remove him, he could only point to the troops
drawn up behind him. ‘All commanded,’ they had replied the
day before when challenged.?® No general would have sent a
mere cornet in command of five hundred horse: Fairfax
dispatched a colonel to take charge as soon as he heard what
had happened. Meanwhile Joyce reported, ‘Let the Agitators
know once more we have done nothing in our own name, but
what we have done hath been in the name of the whole Army.”?®

As Joyce rode with the King to Newmarket, the rendezvous
which the Agitators had demanded was taking place there. With
the Agitators in total command of the situation, the Engage-
ment of 5 June 1647 set up an Army Council, ‘to consist of
those general officers of the Army who have concurred with
the Army,...with two commission officers and two soldiers to
be chosen from each regiment’. The officers and soldiers of the
Army committed themselves ‘not willingly [to] disband nor
divide’ without a satisfaction and security that their grievances
would be met.3° The troops ‘hooted divers officers out of the
field, unhorsed some and rent their clothes and beat them ...
Officers at that time being only admitted by mutual consent,
they could have no power but what was betrusted to them by
the soldiers.”t

27. Whitelocke, op. cit., p. 253.

28. Rushworth, op. cit., VI, p. 514.

29. Clarke Papers, 1, p. 120; cf. A True Impartial Narrative (17 June
1647), p. 3; Lilburne, An Impeachment of High Treason against Oliver
Cromwell (1649), p. 54; Cary, op. cit., I, p. 224; Gardiner, Civil War,
I, p. 273; Whitelocke, op. cit., p. 253.

30. Woodhouse, p. 403.

31. Wolfe, pp. 243-6; cf. Fairfax, Short Memorials, in An English
Garner, ed. E. Arber (1895-7) VIII, pp. 569, 572.
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I have given this account mostly in the words of Agitators
or Levellers, not because they are necessarily always accurate
but because for our purposes what matters is what men believed
to have happened, the Leveller/ Agitator myth. Brailsford was
quite right when he said, ‘there has been nothing like this spon-
taneous outbreak of democracy in any English or continental
army before this year of 1647, nor was there anything like it
thereafter till the Workers” and Soldiers’ Councils met in 1917
in Russia’32 The rank and file organized themselves from be-
low, led by the yeoman cavalry regiments. Petitions were
drafted, some of them dealing with political as well as military
matters. In the summer of 1647 the Agitators had their own
printer, a Leveller, John Harris; at the height of their influence
his became an official Army press. And the Army radicals
linked up with their civilian counterparts. Petitions calling on
the Army to give a radical political lead began to come in from
hawkers and pedlars in London,* and from the counties. Cle-
ment Walker later suggested that these petitions against tithes,
enclosure and copyhold fines were ‘prompted’ by the Agitators
‘to encourage them to side with the Army against all the
nobility, gentry and clergy of the land ... and to destroy
monarchy itself: since it is impossible for any prince to be a
king only of beggars, tinkers and cobblers’.3* Thus encouraged,
the Army began to advance on London. It had entered on a
course of decisive political action, and though it was now united
under the command of Fairfax and Oliver Cromwell, the initia-
tive for this action had come from the rank and file, in close
contact with the London Levellers. The apprentices of London,
under Lilburne’s influence, had appointed ‘agitators’ t0o.’

32. Bnailsford, op. cit., pp. 181, 410-12. The whole of Brailsford’s
ch. X is relevant.

33. [Anon.] Londons Lawles Liberty . . . presented to the Adjutators
of the Army (September 1647).

34. C. Walker, History of Independency (1661), I, p. 59. First pub-
lished 1649.

35. G. Unwin, The Gilds and Companies of London (1925), pp.
338-9.
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II LEVELLERS AND THE ARMY

The story of the Levellers has often been told: I do not pro-
pose to repeat it. What I want to emphasize is that we should
not confine our attention to the organized movement and its
leaders, but should think of something much vaster if more
inchoate. We have to take scraps of information as we find
them. Thus, in August 1645, a royalist newspaper criticized the
Parliamentarian Mercurius Britanicus because it sided ‘with the
rout and scum of people ... to make them weekly sport by
railing at all that’s noble’. Mercurius Britanicus thought ‘the
Army and the mean multitude’ would ‘act further than some
of our pretending ministers in reform’. Cavaliers were anti-
patriotic social parasites, who did not know honest labour.3¢
‘The nobility and gentry who have continued many generations
are now sinking,” declared the astrologer William Lilly in 1645
— a sure barometer; ‘and an inferior sort of people ... are
_ascending’” By August 1647 a pamphleteer could write that

the nobility and gentry had lost not only ‘the power and com-
mand they formerly held over their tenants’ but also the respect
of all, ‘no man in these days valuing his lord of whom he holds
his lands (his free rent being paid) more than another man,
scarce anything at all’.38

So when Richard Overton in July 1647 declared his confidence
that ‘it must be the poor, the simple and mean things of this
earth that must confound the mighty and strong’, he was both
drawing on the Foxe tradition which the Puritan preachers
had taken over, secing the lower classes as Christ’s most out-
standing warriors, and also appealing directly to the other
ranks in the Army against their officers.® ‘The great things

36. Mercurius Anti-Britanicus, 3 (August 1645); Mercurius Britanicus,
17, 42, 63, 130 (1645). I owe thése references to the unpublished thesis
of Mr Ian McCalman, A Study of the Writings of Marchamont Ned-
ham, 1620-1678, Journalist and Medical Writer.

37. W. Lilly, The Starry Messenger (1645), p. 23; cf. An Astrologicall
Prediction (1648), p. 17.

38. [B.?] Nicholson, The Lawyers Bane (1647), p. 5,

39. See p. 38 above.
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that have been done for the Parliament,’ the Leveller William
Walwyn agreed, ‘have been done by the meaner sort of men.>
‘It was an unconscionable thing,” Walwyn was reported as say-
ing at about the same time, to ‘the indigent and poorer sort of
people, ... that one should have £10,000, and another more
deserving and useful to the commonwealth should not be
worth 2d.4°

The Levellers in London aspired to put themselves at the
head of ‘the meaner sort of men’. They are often criticized
for an excessively rational approach to politics, for neglecting
military force, but in the spring of 1647 they established close
contact with the Agitators, and they had many friends among
all ranks. At this stage some at least of them appreciated that
if they were to be politically effective they must capture control
of the Army. Overton, for instance, said in July 1647 that the
Army is ‘the only formal and visible head that is left unto the
people for protection and deliverance’.4! ‘It is clearly evident,’
Lilburne added two months later, that ‘there is now no power
executed in England but a power of force; a just and moral act
done by a troop of horse being as good law as now I can see
executed by any judge in England.”? There seems during the
summer of 1647 to have been some free-lance recruitment to
the Army of politically convinced radicals, notably by the
Leveller Captain William Bray.4* ‘There was a third party,’
Cromwell said later, “little dreamed of, that was endeavouring
to have no other power rule but the sword.” He referréd espe-
cially to Major White, whom D. M. Wolfe calls ‘an unswerving
Leveller’.* Walwyn was accused in 1649 of having said that ‘a

40. Walwins Wiles (1649) in H. and D., pp. 300, 302. Walwyn said
that the stories against him were collected in 1646 (Walwyns Just
Defence, 1649, in ibid., p. 353).

41. Wolfe, p. 184.

42. Two Letters writ by Lieut-Col. John Lilburne . .. to Col. Henry
Marten (1647), p. 6.

43. John Naylier, late Quarter-Master to Captain Bray, The New-
market Colonel (1649), pp. 4-11; Papers from the Armie (October
1647).

44. Ed. W. C. Abbott, Writings and Speeches of Oliver Cromwell
(Yale U.P., 1937-1947), 1, p. 507; Wolfe, p. 46.
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very few diligent and valiant spirits may turn the world upside
down’, though he denied it.44

White, Agitator of Fairfax’s own regiment, was expelled
from the Army Council on 9 September for maintaining that
there was ‘now no visible authority in the kingdom but the
power and force of the sword’. This can hardly have been a
merely personal view: it was shared by Captain Bray. Rain-
borough, whom Gardiner described as the principal spokesman
of this third party among the officers, also expressed anxiety
in the Army Council lest he should be ‘kicked out’.4* White
did not conclude that any act of force was therefore justified
— a doctrine held by the cruder Hugh Peter, which greatly
shocked Lilburne.*® White set his views out at length before
Fairfax both in 1647 and just over a year later. ‘The King and
his party being conquered by the sword,” White wrote, ‘I believe
the sword may justly remove the power from him and settle it
in its original fountain next under God - the people.’ He held
that all laws made since the Norman Conquest which were con-
trary to equity should be abolished, and told Fairfax that his
authority derived less from Parliament than from the Solemn
Engagements of the Army. He objected not to Charles I as a
person but to the kingly office. William Erbery went even fur-
ther, and suggested in January 1649 that the Army’s authority
was as legitimate as would be that of ‘other following repre-
sentatives’. The Levellers thought that the state had broken
down in the course of the civil war; until it was legitimately
refounded a state of nature existed in which the sword was the
only remaining authority. But military force could justly be
used only to hand power back to the people. This was the pur-
pose of the Agreement of the People, the Levellers’ new social
contract refounding the state, which was submitted to the
Army Council in October 1647.47

444. H. and D., pp. 301, 384.

45. Gardiner, op. cit., III, pp. 363, 370; Woodhouse, p. 15. For
Bray see pp. 68-70 below.

46. The Grand Plea of Lieutenant-Colonel John Lilburne (1647),

. 19,
F 47. White, The Copy of a Letter, pp. 7, 11-12; Gardiner, op. cit., IV,
pp- 302-3; Woodhouse, p. 174.
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The Agreement of the People was discussed by officers and
men at Putney in the days after 28 October. There is no need
to do more than refer the reader to these fundamental debates
about the theory of democracy. If the Agitators had managed
to capture control of the Army, a Leveller theory of military
dictatorship in the interests of democracy would certainly have
emerged: the later Leveller repudiation of military violence
sprang from their dislike of the purposes for which this vio-
lence was used. But already during the Putney Debates the
Agitators had lost the initiative they had so gloriously held
from March to August. Agitators of five cavalry regiments had
been recalled by their constituents, under suspicion of having
been corrupted by their officers; they were replaced by new
representatives. It was these new Agitators who presented the
Agreement of the People to the Army Council.

We do not know the full story of the debates in the Army
Council. At one time agreement seemed to have been reached
on a general rendezvous at which the Agitators intended the
Agreement of the People to be accepted by the whole Army.
The Agreement had been amended so as to include a substantial
extension of the franchise — to all soldiers, and all others except
servants and beggars. The state of nature was to be ended,
and the English commonwealth restored as a democracy. But
Cromwell and Ireton made a perfectly-timed counter-attack.
The old Agitators repudiated the new programme:4® some-
how the generals reasserted their authority. On 8 November
the Agitators were sent back to their regiments, the Army Coun-
cil was adjourned for over a fortnight, and the general rendez-
vous was replaced by three separate assemblies.

But now the pattern of June was startlingly reversed. Then
the rank and file were united and held the initiative: the
Agitators seized the King, and the officers had to accept the
situation at the general rendezvous at Newmarket as the only
means of preserving the unity of the Army. Now the rank and
file were already divided and had lost the initiative, when the
shattering news came that Charles I had escaped from Army

48. Woodhouse, pp. 452-5; Brailsford, op. cit.,, pp. 288-9; Papers
Jrom the Armie (October 1647).
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captivity on 11 November. The radicals had been ineffectively
discussing a seizure of the King for some time, and it is possible
that the Grandees deliberately encouraged Charles’s flight.#°
The threat of a new civil war loomed: Army unity had to be
restored, but now this meant submission of the radicals to the
generals. The three separate rendezvous were held in place of
the single one on which the Agitators had pinned their hopes.
Promises of arrears of pay were given, and vague declarations
about political reforms. Fairfax threatened to resign if this
was not accepted. ‘You have been fed with paper too long,’ the
Agitators cried; ‘ye can create new officers,” the Leveller Wild-
man asserted.5 But in the prevailing political circumstances
nothing but surrender was possible. There was a brief skirmish
when two regiments tried, against orders, to attend the first
partial rendezvous at Corkbush Field, near Ware: the highest
officer allowed to remain with them was Captain Bray. ‘There
was no visible authority in the Kingdom but the general,’ Bray
was reported as saying; and ‘the general was not infallible’.5s
But discipline was swiftly asserted, and instead of the Agree-
ment of the People being read at the head of each regiment,
Private Richard Arnold was shot at the head of his. At another
partial rendezvous two days later, near Kingston, the regiments
not surprisingly expressed ‘a ready compliance and subjection’.
Bray was arrested, together with Lt.-Col. William Eyres, Wil-
liam Everard, William Thompson and others.5?

So ended the Leveller attempt to capture control of the Army.
In retrospect it is clear that the recall and replacement of the
Agitators of the five cavalry regiments — done apparently on
Lilburne’s advice’® — was going much faster than the majority

49. Gardiner, op. cit., IV, pp. 16-17.

50. Woodhouse, pp. 442, 454.

51. R. L., The Justice of the Army Against Evil-Doers Vindicated
(1649), pp. 14.

52. Whitelocke, op. cit., p. 280. See pp. 69-70, 124, 284-6 below
for Eyres, Everard and Thompson. William Thompson had been in
trouble over a pub brawl in September 1647, but this may have been
a pretext for cashiering him. The soldiers of his regiment stood by
him till after Ware (R. L., op. cit., pp. 7-9).

53. Lilburne, The Juglers Discovered (1 October 1647).
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of the rank and file were prepared to follow. They were con-
cerned mostly with wages and indemnity, and royalist senti-
ments were not unknown among them (‘Who knows not that
the forces in pay will be at the King’s back, whenever he be
warm in his throne? Did not many regiments at Ware cry
out for the King and Sir Thomas?’) The Declarations of the
new Agitators show them fairly consistently on the defensive.5*

The General Council of the Army met intermittently for the
next six weeks after Ware, but it had lost its purpose, was
dominated by the Grandees and faded out at the beginning
of the New Year. There were mutinies in February and Sep-
tember 1648, led by former Agitators. In April Rich’s regiment
reappointed Agitators, who petitioned for the Agreement of
the People: they were forcibly dispersed by their officers. By
judicious manoeuvring the generals retained control before and
during the second civil war. In the summer of 1648 Henry
Marten and the Leveller Lt-Col. William Eyres raised a
regiment of cavalry volunteers ‘for the people’s freedom against
all tyrants whatsoever’. ‘The rustics of Berkshire’ and other
counties, ‘the basest and vilest of men’, rushed to enlist: they
hoped to ‘level all sorts of people, even from the highest to
the lowest’. But once the second civil war had been won this
private force was incorporated in the Army and neutralized.*

In the. political crisis which followed the second civil war,
leading to Pride’s Purge and the execution of the King, Ireton
used rank-and-file petitions to achieve his own political ends;
the Grandees contemptuously exploited and then cast aside
the Levellers, ‘of whom there is no fear’, as Cromwell put it.5
Some of the forms recommended by the Levellers were adopted
- a republic, abolition of the House of Lords — but none of
the democratic content which alone, in the Leveller view, could
have legitimated military intervention in politics. The Leveller

54. [Wildman] Putney Projects (1647), p. 27; Letter from the Agita-
tors of the Five Regiments of Horse (28 October 1647); Letter from
the Agitators of the Army (11 November 1647); Woodhouse, p. 452.

55. Brailsford, op. cit., pp. 342-3; Underdown, op. cit., pp. 268,
298.

56. Underdown, op. cit., pp. 118-19; Abbott, op. cit., I, p. 698.
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leaders were arrested, the radical regiments provoked into un-
sucessful mutiny, which was crushed at Burford in May 1649.
Army democracy was finished. So, effectively, were the
Levellers. -

A myth remained, and a series of martyrs — Richard Arnold,
shot at Corkbush Field; Robert Lockier, shot on 27 April 1649,
whose funeral in London was one of the greatest political
demonstrations of the Revolution; Cornet Thompson, Cor-
porals Church and Perkins, shot at Burford on 15 May; William
Thompson, brother of the Burford martyr, killed near Welling-
borough three days later. Bray was kept in prison until 1651.
We last hear of Agitators in May 1649 — until they reappear in
1659-60.57 There were also villains like Cromwell and Ireton,
White, who seems to have played a treacherous role in negotia-
tions at Burford, and ‘Judas Denne’, one of the leaders of the
rebellious regiments, who saved his life by grovelling and
preached a sermon of repentance to his fellow-prisoners in Bur-
ford church. We shall meet him again as a Baptist minister.

The myth was that of the people’s army, which had pledged
itself never to disband or divide until its democratic objectives
were obtained, treacherously overcome by Machiavellian gen-
erals who regarded it as a mere professional military machine
which they used to further their own selfish aims and ambi-
tions. And in betraying the people the generals had also be-
trayed God. The former army chaplain John Saltmarsh wrote
on 28 October 1647 that ‘ye have not discharged yourselves to
the people in such things as they justly expected from ye ... The
wisdom of the flesh hath deceived and enticed’.5® A few weeks
later he rose from his deathbed and rode from Ilford to Army
Headquarters at Windsor, in the depth of winter, to tell Fair-
fax (with his hat on) ‘the Lord had now forsaken them and
would not prosper them, because they had forsaken him, their
first principle’.5® A great number of the characters in this book
served their apprenticeship in the New Model Army: William

57. [Anon.] 4 Modest Narrative of Intelligence (5-12 May 1649).
For 1659-60 see pp. 346-7 below.

58. Woodhouse, p. 438.

59. Rushworth, op. cit., VII, pp. 944-5.
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Dell, William Erbery, John Webster, Henry Pinnell, Thomas
Collier as Army chaplains; John Spittlehouse the Fifth Mon-
archist, Everard the Digger, Bauthumley, Clarkson, Coppe and
Salmon the Ranters, James Nayler and William Deusbury and
many other Quakers, probably John Bunyan.® Thousands of
their followers must have shared similar experiences, similar
loyalties, similar hopes. These common memories would remain
even when Cornet Joyce had become a Colonel and a land
speculator and Sexby a conspirator in touch with royalists.

The idea that the Army represented the people of England,
or more frequently the people of God in England, was still
from time to time put forward;s! but after 1649 this now ex-
pressed the views of millenarians, not democrats. For the latter,
political defeat was total and irreversible. “The ground of the
late war between the King and you [Parliament] was a contest
whether he or you should exercise the supreme power over
us,” declared a Leveller petition a week after the rendezvous
at Ware; ‘so it’s vain to expect a settlement of peace amongst
us until that point be clearly and justly determined, that there
can be no liberty in any nation where the law-giving power is
not solely in the people or their representatives.’ ‘Is not all the
controversy, whose slaves the poor shall be?’ asked the Leveller
pamphlet, The Mournfull Cries of Many Thousand Poore
Tradesmen, in January 1648.52 The experiment of democratic
politics had been tried, in the most favourable possible forum,
the Army, that cross-section of politically-conscious men of
goodwill; and even there it had failed. It had failed, the myth
said, not because the ideas were wrong but because the generals
were too wicked, the radical leaders too trusting, the mass of
those whom they aspired to lead too little impressed with the
importance of the issues. Sin, in seventeenth-century parlance,
was too powerful.

60. Firth, Essays Historical and Literary, p. 130.

61. T. Collier, A Vindication of the Army Remonstrance (n.d.,
?1649) sig. A 2, p. 26; W. Erbery, The Lord of Hosts: or, God
guarding the Camp of the Saints (1653) in The Testimony of William
Erbery (1658), pp. 25-42.

62. Wolfe, pp. 237, 276.
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This is the essential background to bear in mind when we
consider later attempts to achieve democratic political ob-
jectives — the Diggers by quiet infiltration, by contracting in, by
appeal to Oliver Cromwell; the Fifth Monarchists, who expected
the direct intervention of King Jesus in English politics to bring
about the effects which democratic political methods had failed
to achieve; the Seekers and Ranters, less directly political, but
deeply concerned, as were the Quakers, with the problem of
‘sin” and how to escape from its all-pervasiveness. What strikes
the historian is how many political objectives all these groups
have in common - abolition of tithes and a state church, reform
of the law, of the educational system, hostility to class distinc-
tions. They differ profoundly in the means they advocated to
achieve these common ends as they thrash around in the con-
fining pool of their society, from which, in the last resort, there
is no escape. ‘Sin’ is the reflection in the minds of men of the
realities of this society.

The Army radicals had one great achievement. It shall be
expressed in the words of their enemy, Clement Walker:

They have cast all the mysteries and secrets of government ...
before the vulgar (like pearls before swine), and have taught both
the soldiery and people to look so far into them as to ravel back all
governments to the first principles of nature ... They have made
the people thereby so curious and so arrogant that they will never
find humility enough to submit to a civil rulc.63

63. Walker, History of Independency, 1, p. 140,
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5 THE NORTH AND WEST

O thou North of England, who ‘art counted as
desolate and barren, and reckoned the least of
the nations, yet out of thee did the branch
spring and the star arise which gives light unto
all the region round about.

EDWARD BURROUGH, To the Camp of the
Lord in England (1655) in The Meniorable Works
of a Son of Thunder and Consolation (1672) p.
66.

I THE DARK CORNERS OF THE LAND

THE familiar civil war division between royalist North and
West, Parliamentarian South and East, is also a division be-
tween the relatively backward North and West, and the
economically advanced South and East. The North and West
were regarded by Parliamentarians as the ‘dark corners of the
land’, in which preaching was totally inadequate, despite the
efforts of many Puritans to subsidize it.! In 1641 Lord Brooke
observed that there was ‘scarce any minister in some whole
shires, as in Cumberland, Westmorland, Northumberland and
especially in Wales’.2 Eighteen years later Baxter argued that
‘multitudes in England, and more in Wales, Cornwall, Ireland,
the Highlands, are scarce able to talk reason about common
things’. Are these, he asked, ‘fit to have the sovereign power,
to rule the commonwealth?

Yet one of the paradoxes of the period is that, of the most

1. See my ‘Puritans and “the dark corners of the land”’, T.R.H.S.,
1963, pp. 77-102; ‘Propagating the Gospel’, in Historical Essays, 1600~
1750, ed. H. E. Bell and R. L. Ollard (1963), pp. 35-59; S. and P., pp.
186-9, 202.

2. Lord Brooke, A Discourse opening the Nature of that Episco-
pacie which is exercised in England (1641) in Haller, Tracts on Liberty,
IL, p. 151.

3. Baxter, The Holy Commonwealth, p. 90.
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radical sectarian groups, the Quakers started almost exclusively
in the North of England, the Baptists were very strong in
Wales. The new English Independency was overthrown by the
Welsh, said Erbery; ‘baptized churches have the greatest fall
from the northern saints both in England and Wales ... John’s
spirit is in the North of England and the spirit of Jesus rising
in North Wales is for the fall of all the churches in the South . ..
The whirlwind comes from the North.” From the early 1650s
there was a rapid expansion of Particular Baptists in Wales®
and of Quakers all over the North of England. The light of
God risen in the North, Burrough said, discovers the abomina-
tion of England’s teachers and worship, and shall not only
shine throughout the nation but ‘shall spread over kingdoms’.5
Their enemies agreed in speaking of ‘the Northern Quakers’;
Ephraim Pagitt in 1654 said the Quakers were ‘made up out of
the dregs of common people’ and were ‘thickest set in the North
Parts’.” “This opinion of free will ... doth increase .. . in these
north parts,” wrote Paul Hobson in 1655, referring especially to
Hull® Earlier, Hugh Peter and others had noticed that the
Welsh border counties, Herefordshire and Worcestershire, were
‘ripe for the gospel’, and emissaries were sent from Glamorgan
to London in 1649 asking for preachers.® When the Quakers
turned south in 1654 they made great progress among ‘that
dark people’ of the dark county of Cornwall, as well as in

4. The Testimony of William Erbery, p. 126; cf. pp. 135-7, 140; T.
Rees, History of Protestant Nonconformity in Wales (2nd edn, 1883),
p. 67.

5. B. R. White, ‘The Organization of the Particular Baptists, 1646-
1660°, Journal of Ecclesiastical History, XVII, pp. 210-12.

6. Burrough, Works, p. 11; cf. sig. e 3, and epigraph to this chapter;
cf. G. Fox, Mans Coming up from the North (1653).

7. [Anon.] A Brief Narrative of the Irreligion of the Northern
Quakers (1653); E. Pagitt, Heresiography (5th edn, 1654), p. 136.

83.5;. Hobson, Fourteen Queries (1655) Preface; Fenstanton Records,
p. 352.

9. Mr Peters Last Report of the English Warres (1646), p. 13; Rees,
Protestant Nonconformity in Wales, pp. 90-93; cf. D. Mathew, ‘Wales
and England in the early 17th century’, Trans. Hon. Soc. of Cymmro-
dorion, 1955, p. 38.
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Wales, and among weavers generally, notably in Gloucester-
shire.10

The paradox is increased by the fact that such Puritan minis-
ters as there were in the North had mostly been cleared out by
Archbishop Neile in the 1630s.!* Others had fled from their
parishes in the North and in Wales during the civil war, when
royalist forces occupied their areas. Erbery gives a different
reason for the absence of episcopally-ordained ministers in the
North and in Wales: ‘they are gone to fat parsonages from
whence malignants have been thrown out’. Erbery prophesied
that ‘the saints shall build those old waste places, ...not men
who call themselves ministers, but those whom the people shall
call ministers’!? In fact as early as 1646 the sharp eye of
Thomas Edwards noted that ‘emissaries out of the sectaries’
churches are sent to infect and poison ... Yorkshire and those
northern parts, ... Bristol and Wales’. ‘Sects begin to grow fast
in these northern parts, for want of a settlement in discipline.’
An Independent congregation was already gathered at Halifax.
Thomas Collier helped to establish a Baptist congregation in
the Taunton area. Army chaplains like Collier had a special
interest in such work. Edwards comments “Truly ’tis a sad thing
that in all the towns and cities (for the most part) taken by
the Parliament’s forces, this should be the fruit of it, that errors
and heresies should abound there, and that sectaries of all sorts
get places of profit and power.”? In this struggle for positions
of influence the Army was on the spot: Parliament and the
Presbyterian clergy were far away. It was in vain that Herbert
Palmer in 1646 urged the House of Commons to fill the de-

10. G. Fox, The Short Journal (Cambridge U.P., 1921), p. 42; M.
Coate, Cornwall in the Great Civili War (Oxford U.P., 1933), pp.
347-8; Braithwaite, pp. 206-10, 23240, 385; ed. E. B. Underhill, The
Records of the Church meeting in Broadmead, Bristol, 1640-1687
(Hanserd Knollys Soc., 1847), pp. 515-17.

11. R. Marchant, The Church under the Law (Cambridge U.P.,
1969), ch. 2 and 4, pp. 195-203, 230.

12. [F. Cheynell] An Account Given to the Parliament, p. 34. .

13. Edwards, Gangraena (1646), 1, pp. 123, 125, 216; II, p. 122; III,
pPp. 41, 52-3; Underdown, op. cit.,, p. 14; cf. my ‘Propagating the
Gospel’, p. 55, and p. 49 above.
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serted pulpits in the North: ‘Churches . . . will be your strongest
castles, if you furnish them with ministers.” But, as he.ruefully
pointed out, in agreement with Erbery, larger maintenance was
necessary to persuade ‘spiritual commanders’ to fight the Lord’s
battle in the North.’* One of Mercurius Politicus’s corres-
pondents was still saying in November 1650 that preachers in
the North ‘would do as much good service to the state as a
regiment of soldiers in a shire’.1

It was to remedy this defect that the Commissions for Propa-
gating the Gospel in the North and in Wales were set up. But
the itinerant propagators were often unordained mechanics,
and the whole atmosphere of the operation was too radical to
be acceptable to the Presbyterian clergy or the gentry. The ob-
ject, Clement Walker said, was ‘to preach anti-monarchical
seditious doctrine to the people (suitable to that they call the
present government), to raise the rascal multitude and schis-
matical rabble against all men of best quality in the kingdom,
to draw them into associations and combinations with one
another in every county and with the Army, against all lords,
gentry, ministers, lawyers, rich and peaceable men’.®6 Anthony
Ashley Cooper observed in 1654 that he had passed through
Wales and found ‘churches all unsupplied, except a few grocers
or such persons that have formerly served for two years’.'”

Professor Stone suggests, moreover, that there were far fewer
small private schools, run by clergymen, in the North and West
than in the South and BEast, which must in itself have widened
the cultural gap between the two regions.!®* We therefore have
to look for other explanations than the influence of southern
Puritanism for the sudden burgeoning of radical religious ideas

11.21’;. Palmer, The Duty and Honour of Church Restorers (1646),
pp. 42-1.

15. Mercurius Politicus, 23 (7-14 November 1650), pp. 331-2. I owe
this reference to Mr McCalman; cf. R. Howell, Newcastle upon Tyne
and the Puritan Revolution (Oxford U.P., 1967), pp. 218-22.

16. C. Walker, History of Independency, Part 11, p. 156.

17. K. H. D. Haley, The First Earl of Shaftesbury (Oxford U.P.,
1968), p. 97.

18. Stone, ‘The Educational Revolution’, P. and P., 28, p. 47.
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in the outlying areas of the North, West and South-west of
England, and in Wales. Traditional southern English middle-
class Puritanism of the Presbyterian variety had a hold only
in isolated areas of the North (Lancashire, Newcastle, the West
Riding) and hardly at all in Wales, except for the area of Harley
influence in Worcestershire and Herefordshire along the Welsh
border. Here Sir Thomas’s ‘planting of godly ministers and
then backing them with his authority made religion famous in
his little corner of the world’.!® But this absence of traditional
Presbyterianism does not mean that there were no popular
religious movements in these parts, still less that there were no
traditions of popular revolt.

Professor Dickens and Mr Thomson have demonstrated the
existence of a powerful Lollard tradition, especially in the West
Riding of Yorkshire. Professor Barbour has pointed out that
the Quakers were initially strongest in areas which contributed
the popular element to the Pilgrimage of Grace in 1536-7. The
Robin Hood ballads were of northern provenance.?® Familists
were said to have been strong in the North, and there were the
Grindletonians in the West Riding whom I shall be considering
in a moment: they may bridge the gap between Familism and
Quakerism.2! But we hear of such groups only by accident,
when they get into trouble, as with the group of Antinomians
which met secretly in private houses in Barnstaple in the early
1620s. This group was drawn from serving men and women
and other members of the lower classes.? What we may call
the English Middle West was the scene of anti-enclosure risings -
at the end of the 1620s — Dorset, Gloucestershire, Worcester-
shire, Shropshire, Wiltshire. This was also the area of the Club-
man movement in 1645. Clarendon testifies to the existence of
support for the Parliamentary cause among the common people
of Yorkshire, Lancashire, Shropshire, Cheshire and North

19. W, Notestein, English Folk (1938), p. 275.

20. Dickens, Lollards and Protestants in the Diocese of York,
passim; Thomson, The Later Lollards, passim; H. Barbour, The
Qi)uakers in Puritan England (Yale U.P., 1964), p. 86. See pp. 25, 46-7
above.

21. See pp. 81-5 below.
22, J. F. Chanter, The Life and Times of Martin Blake (1910), p. 52.
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Wales, the Forest of Dean and the south-western counties.
There is plenty of confirmation from other sources.” Even in
distant Carlisle the ‘rascal rout’ tried to seize the town for
Parliament in 1643 and ‘set beggars on horseback’.?

All these considerations may help to explain why the New
Model Army, ‘having marched up and down the kingdom, to
do the work of God and the state, ... met with many Christians
who have much gospel-light . .. in such places wheré there hath
been no gospel-ministry’.?® Dr Richardson, the most learned
authority on Puritanism in Lancashire and Cheshire, notes that
it was strongest in market towns and in pastoral areas, as Dr
Thirsk would have anticipated. He also observed that where
before 1642 Puritanism had grown up around a particular in-
cumbent or town lecturer, it increasingly involved the laity,
who often proved much more radical than their ministers; often
indeed such Puritanism developed in an anti-clerical direction.
Similarly in the many large parishes, the curates in the out-
lying chapelries became financially dependent on their congre-
gations. Here too the laity tended to push them in a radical
direction.”

Traditional middle-class Presbyterian Puritanism never took
deep hold in the North, still less in Wales and south-western
England. In the North there were pockets of Puritanism in the
pastoral-industrial districts of eastern Lancashire and the West
Riding of Yorkshire, as well as in the area around Newcastle.8
In these parts the congregation often took the lead; we can see
how this might develop into ‘mechanic preaching’, separatism,
as soon as liberty of conscience was established. The defeat of

23. Clarendon, History of the Rebellion, 11, pp. 461, 464, 470-72;
111, pp. 80, 129-30; V, p. 472.

24. P. and R., pp. 21-3, 207-8; ed. C. Hill and E. Dell, The Good
0ld Cause (1949), pp. 239, 249-54, 278-9.

25. 1. Tullie, A Narrative of the Siege of Carlisle, in Carlisle Tracts,
ed. S. Jefferson (1840), pp. 1-3.

26. Dell, Several Sermons, p. 19.

27. R. C. Richardson, Puritanism in North-western England: a
Regional Study of the Diocese of Chester to 1642 (1972), passim.

28. Professor Underdown comments on the disproportionate incidence
of political radicalism among members of the Long Parliament from
Yorkshire, Durham and Northumberland (op. cit., pp. 228-9).
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the royalist armies in the civil war, the bankruptcy of the tra-
ditional clergy, created an even greater spiritual void than in
the more traditional Puritan centres of the South and East.
Yet the period was one of much greater prosperity in the pasture
and farming areas. Blith in 1652 singled out ‘the woodland parts
in Worcestershire, Warwickshire, Staffordshire, Shropshire,
Wales-ward and North-ward’ for their improved pasture farm-
ing combined with industry. This prosperity is confirmed by a
shift of population to the North and West of England, by the
rebuilding of peasant houses in stone, in the North, South-west,
and in Wales.” -

The Quakers, whose original leaders were almost exclusively
northern yeomen and craftsmen, came from this background.
Lancashire Quakers included former victims and opponents
of oppressive royalist landlords, who had gained experience of
cooperative action in resisting increases in rents, labour-services
and tithe payments.3® Levellers were active in Lancashire
throughout 1649.3! But such men could also draw on pre-
existing underground traditions which were suddenly enabled
to flourish after Parliament’s victory. When George Fox rode
into the North in 1651 he found congregations of Seekers or
‘shattered Baptists’ waiting for him everywhere among the yeo-
men farmers of the Yorkshire dales, the Lancashire and Cum-
berland pastoral-industrial areas. By 1656 Quakerism ‘began
to spread mightily’ in the south-western counties of England.3?
In Wales and the Marches it was the Particular Baptists who
initially filled the spiritual gap, though in some parts they were

29. Thirsk, Agrarian History, pp. 757-60, 789; ‘17th century agriculture
and social change’, pp. 170-76; my Reformation to Industrial Revolution,
p. 138.

30. B. G. Blackwood, ‘The Lancashire Cavaliers and their Tenants’,
Transactions of the Historical Soc. of Lancashire and Cheshire, vol. 117;
‘Agrarian Unrest and the Early Lancashire Quakers’, Journal of the
Friends’ Historical Soc., L1, pp. 72-6. I have had the advantage of reading
Mr Blackwood’s Oxford B.Litt. Thesis, Social and Religious Aspects of
the History of Lancashire, 1635-1655.

31. The Moderate, 22-9 May, 1649; C.S.P.D., 1649-50, p. 385. I owe
the first reference to Mr Blackwood’s Thesis.

32. G. Fox, Jowrnal (1902), I, p. 301.
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superseded by Quakers3? The Fifth Monarchists never had
much influence in the North, and only superficially in Wales,
though they were stronger in Devon and Cornwall. Mr Capp
suggests that Fifth Monarchism was a specifically urban move-
ment: he found little connection between Fifth Monarchy and
forest areas before the 1670s.34 It seems to have been mainly
in response to this radical challenge that the traditional clergy
in the outlying regions joined in the movement led by Richard
Baxter to build up voluntary county associations of ministers,
a ‘Presbyterianism from below’.3

‘Those that come out of the North are the greatest pests of
the nation,’ said the M.P. for Southwark in 1656; ‘the Diggers
came thence.”3¢ Samuel Highland was thinking primarily about
James Nayler and the Quakers, and he was wrong about most
of the Diggers, so far as we know. But he was right about their
leading theorist, Gerrard Winstanley, born in Wigan; and he
might, had he taken the trouble, have added the Ranter Law-
rence Clarkson, born in Preston; the Yorkshiremen John Salt-
marsh (described in 1648 as ‘now the chief Familist in
England’¥"), John Webster and Henry Jessey; the Northumbrian
John Lilburne. Had he extended his coverage to Wales and the
Welsh Border he might have added Vavasor Powell, Morgan
Lloyd, Walter Cradock, William Erbery; John Bidle, Socinian,
from Gloucestershire; Thomas Harrison and Henry Danvers,
Fifth Monarchists from Staffordshire; the Leveller William
Walwyn from Worcestershire; Hugh Peter and John Carew
from Cornwall.

Even that is not the whole story of the cultural impact of
the North and West upon the more advanced South and East.

33. White, “The Organization of the Particular Baptists, 1646-1660°, pp.
209-13; cf. C. E. Whiting, Studies in English Puritanism from the Restora-
tion to the Revolution (1931), pp. 98, 117, 255.

34. B. Capp, The Fifth Monarchy Men: a Study in Seventeenth-century
Millenarianism (1972), pp. 76-7, 19, 206-7.

35. See my ‘Propagating the Gospel’, p. 56; Howell, Newcastle upon
Tyne, pp. 245-7; V.C.H., Cumberland, 11, pp. 94-5.

36. Burton, Parliamentary Diary, 1, p. 155.

37. S. Rutherford, A Survey of the Spirituall Antichrist (1648), p. 194.
For Saltmarsh see A. L. Morton, The World of the Ranters, pp. 45-69.
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Who are the greatest metaphysical poets? John Donne is
separated by at least one generation from the Welsh forebear
who sent his younger son to London to be apprenticed.>® But
George Herbert and Henry Vaughan are Welshmen, Marvell
a Yorkshireman, Crashaw son of one; Traherne came from the
Welsh marches. In the second rank we may add Lord Herbert
of Cherbury, John Davies of Hereford. Inigo Jones was of
Welsh descent. Turning to the field of mathematics and science,
and especially that twilight world of alchemy and magic which
historians are more and more coming to recognize as of crucial
importance in the origins of modern science, we find Robert
Recorde, John Dee, Robert Fludd, Matthew Gwynne, Edmund
Gunter, Thomas Vaughan and Edward Somerset, Marquis of
Worcester, all Welsh or of Welsh descent;3° Jeremiah Horrocks
of Lancashire, William Turner of Northumberland, Henry
Briggs and Henry Power of Halifax, the Towneley group of
scientists just over the border in Lancashire, who carried baro-
meters up George Fox’s Pendle Hill.*° It would be interesting
to make a serious study of the cultural consequences of the
union of Great Britain, begun by Henry VII and VIII, extended
by James I, completed by the New Model Army.

II THE GRINDLETONIANS

Grindletonianism is the only English sect which takes its name
from a place rather than a person or a set of beliefs,** and
there is significance in this. For although Roger Brearley, curate
at Grindleton from 1615 to 1622, is very important in the
history of the movement, it probably antedates him and cer-
tainly survived him. The Pennine valleys and Cleveland dales,
extending from Bradford to the extreme north-west of York-

38. R. C. Bald, John Donne (Oxford U.P., 1970), p. 22.

39.1.0.E.R., p. 65.

40. C. Webster, ‘Henry Power’s Experimental Philosophy’, Ambix, XV,
pp. 157-9; ‘Richard Towneley, the Towneley Group and Seventeenth-
Century Science’, Transactions of the Historical Soc. of Lancashire and
Cheshire, vol. 118, pp. 51-76. We should add John Webster again.

404, Mr Charles Hobday, however, reminds me of the Plymouth Brethren,
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shire, provided safe refuges for religious unorthodoxy. Famil-
ism probably got a hold here in Elizabeth’s reign, and interest
in it extended over most of the area. During Brearley’s curacy,
‘many go to Grindleton [from Giggleswick, seven miles away]
and neglect their own parish church’. Brearley often preached
outside his own parish. By 1627 opinions ‘tending to the sect
called Grindletonians’ were detected within a few miles of
York.4! Brearley moved to Kildwick in 1622, ten miles east
of Grindleton. He left the diocese altogether in 1631, but in
1634 John Webster became curate of Kildwick, only a few
miles from John Lambert’s residence at Kirby Malham. Web-
ster was in trouble with the church courts as a Grindletonian
about 1635.42 He quotes Brearley in his Examen Academi-
arum.®® In the 1650s he was a schoolmaster at Clitheroe, just
across the Lancashire border, and preached occasionally at
Grindleton.* What is interesting about Grindleton is the share
of the congregation in the making of the heresy - recalling Dr
Richardson’s observations about congregations forcing the pace
in Lancashire. A traditional independence is suggested by the
agreement of 1587 between freeholders and copyholders of
Grindleton to enclose and divide a common.*s There was no
resident rector or vicar, only the curate, presumably hired by
the congregation and therefore likely to hold views acceptable
to them. In 1617 fifty charges were drawn up against Roger
Brearley and his congregation. Some of them seem much more
radical than the views which the curate published in his ser-
mons, or than are to be found in writings printed after his
death. It is probable that they represent developments made by
lay members of his congregation; in 1627 at least three laymen

41. R. Marchant, The Puritans and the Church Courts in the Diocese of
York (1960), pp. 40-41, 46.

42. ibid, pp. 4041, 127-8. Webster dedicated his Examen Academiarum
to Lambert in 1654. See pp. 58 above, 84, 196 below for Webster.

43. Op. cit., p. 91.

44. W. S. Weeks, Clitheroe in the Seventeenth Century (Clitheroe, n.d.,
21928), p. 176.

45. Ed. R. H. Tawney and E. Power, Tudor Economic Documents
(1953), 1, pp. 81-4.
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were involved in further accusations, mcludmg that of holding
private meetings.4
Among the fifty charges of 1617 were the following beliefs:

(1) a motion rising from the spirit is more to be rested in than the
Word itself; (2) it is a sin to believe the Word .. . without a motion
of the spirit; (3) the child of God in the power of grace doth per-
form every duty so well, that to ask pardon for failing in matter or
manner is a sin; (7) the Christian assured can never commit a gross
sin; (14) a soul sanctified must so aim at God’s glory, as he must
never think of salvation; (33) a man having the spirit may read,
pray or preach without any other calling whatsoever; (38) neither
the preacher nor they pray for the King . . . They know not whether
he be elected or not; (46) they cannot have more joy in heaven
than they have in this life by the spirit.

Brearley himself speaks of mastering sin, which sets believers
free from hell and death.4’

Belief in the priority of the spirit over the letter of the Bible,
denial of the significance of ordination, the possibility of living
without sin and attaining heaven in this life — we shall often
meet such views again. Theyrepresented a grave challenge to tra-
ditional Calvinism, which could be very daunting in moments of
depression. In 1622, when Thomas Shepard was about seventeen
years old and in deep despair, he ‘heard of Grindleton’ and asked
himself ‘whether that glorious estate of perfection might not
be the truth?’ and whether the preachers whose doctrines had
so frightened him ‘were not all legal men, and their books
s0?’® A sudden conversion saved him for Calvinism, and he
went on to be a successful minister in New England. But
Governor Winthrop attributed the heresies of Mistress Anne
Hutchinson to Grindletonian doctrines.*® When in the 1640s
Calvin and the Eternal Decrees were under attack from all

46. Marchant, op, cit., p. 47; Thomas Sippell, Zur Vorgeschzchte des
Qudikertums (Giessen, 1920), pp. 24-30.

47. Sippell, op. cit., pp. 50-55.

48. ‘Autobiography of Thomas Shepard’, Publications of the Colonial
Soc. of Massachusetts, XXVII (1927-30), pp. 362-3.

49. G. F. Nuttall, The Holy Spirit in Puritan Faith and Experience (Ox-
ford, 1946), pp. 178-80.
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sides in England, the vojces of ‘the Grindletonian Familists’®
were listened to again — especially by the laity. John Webster
was closely associated with the Welshman William Erbery;
Robert Towne, curate of various parishes in west Yorkshire
and east Lancashire from the 1630s to 1664, had been accused
of Grindletonianjgp, in 16405 Roger Williams called the
Quaker leaders John Camm and Francis Howgill Grindle-
tonians, though they are usually spoken of as Seekers; we have
a description by Thomas Bancroft (1657) of his own conversion
from the Grindletonjans to the Quakers.52

Finally, though [ suggested that Brearley’s own congregation
may have outstripped him, he himself points forward to the

1640s and 50s. What could be more relevant than his only good
poem, Self civil wqpe

Unto myself I do myself betray ...
yself agrees not with myself a jot ...
I trust myself, and I myself distrust...
I cannot live, with nor without myself.53

There we have the ‘double heart’ of Brearley’s fellow York-
shireman, Andrew Marvell, which is central to the whole of
metaphysical poetry; Jinked with the spiritual turmoil and dis-
satisfaction which prepared so many congregations of Seekers
in Yorkshire, Lancashire, Cumberland and Westmorland for
the message of George Fox and James Nayler. In a similar
way John Webster was to link the Grindletonian distrust of an
educated and ordaine clergy with an advanced programme for
the reform of higher education. Grindleton, lying at the foot
of Pendle Hill, George Fox’s Mount of Vision, should perhaps

50. Pagitt, Heresiography (1654), p. 87. For a definition of the Eternal

Decrees see p. 179 below.

51. See p. 216 beloy.

52. Sippell, op. cit,, p, 49; ed. G. F. Nuttall, Early Quaker Letters from
the Swarthmore Mgg. to 1660 (duplicated, 1952), p. 229.

53. R. Brearley, Poems, p. 94, in A Bundle of Soul convincing . . . and
Comforting Truths 1677).

54. R. M. Jones, Mysticism and Democracy in the English Common-

wealth (Harvard U.p,, 1932), p. 79, See p. 57 above for support for Parlia-
ment from this arey
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have a more prominent place on maps of seventeenth-century
England than is usually accorded to it.

III SUMMARY SO FAR

Historians of science distinguish between ‘internal’ and ‘ex-
ternal’ causes of advance in scientific knowledge; between the
logical development of structures of ideas on the one hand,
and response to social pressures and technical needs on the
other. Both clearly are important in the history of science. I
attempt in this book to look at the exiernal and internal causes
of the florescence of radical ideas of all kinds in the decade
after the end of the English civil war.

In chapters 3, 4 and 5 I have stressed the social background
— the isolation and freedom which permitted radical ideas to
develop among some communities in woodland and pasture
areas; the mobile society of early capitalism, serviced by
itinerant merchants, craftsmen, pedlars; the crowds of master-
less men, vagabonds and urban poor, who no longer fitted into
the categories of a hierarchical agrarian society. The great
shake-up of the civil war suddenly and remarkably increased
social and physical mobility. The New Model Army itself can
be regarded as a body of masterless men on the move. Just as
- given religious freedom - itinerant craftsmen and merchants
could become itinerant ministers, so the New Model Army —
the main protagonist in the fight for religious liberty — con-
tained mechanic preachers and gathered churches. It linked up
the hitherto obscure radical groups scattered up and down the
kingdom, and gave them new confidence, especially in the lonely
North and West. It was also itself an outstanding example of
social mobility.

The New Model was the match which fired the gunpowder.
But once the conflagration started, there was plenty of com-
bustible material lying around. To appreciate this we must
look at the development of radical and heretical ideas in Eng-
land, some religious, others secular; some inherited from the
Lollards, some imported from the continent, all modified in
the rapidly changing society of sixteenth- and early seventeenth-
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century England. Chapter 2 attempted to survey some of these
traditions; chapters 6, 7 and 8 pick out others. In the hectic
and exhilarating freedom of the 1640s and 50s all these elements
were cast into a melting pot from which unprecedented new
compounds were to emerge.
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[I wrote Gangraena) out of the pride and vanity
of my own mind, out of disdain that plain un-
learned men should seek for knowledge any
other way than as they were directed by us that
are learned; out of base fear, if they should fall
to teach one another, that we should ... lose
our domination in being sole judges of doctrine
and discipline, whereby our predecessors have
over-ruled states and kingdoms: or lastly that we
should lose our profits and plenteous mainten-
ance by tithes . . . All this I saw coming with
that liberty which plain men took to try and ex-
amine all things . . .

WILLIAM WALWYN, A Prediction of Mr Ed-
wards His Conversion and Recantation (1646) in
Haller, Tracts on Liberty, 111, p. 343.

I ASTROLOGERS AND MILLENARIANS

MosT men and women in seventeenth-century Britain still
lived in a world of magic, in which God and the devil inter-
vened daily, a world of witches, fairies and charms. If they
failed, the royal touch would cure scrofula. Arise Evans, born
in 1607 in Merionethshire, said it was usual for thieves to go
to cunning men or astrologers to find out whether they would
be hanged or not.! Most villages had their ‘cunning man’, their
white witch: they were cheaper than doctors or lawyers. If we
think about the world in which men lived, it is easy to see why
miraculous interventions in daily life were taken for granted.
We believe in a law-abiding universe because in fact ‘acts of
God’ are rarer than in the seventeénth century. Universal in-
surance, including social insurance, better medical services and
especially anaesthetics, no plague, houses made of bricks and
therefore far less inflammable, winter feed for cattle, so that

1. A. Evans, The Bloudy Vision of John Farley (1653), p. 39.
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spring is no longer starvation time — all this has transformed
ordinary existence. The traditional insecurity of medieval life
had been intensified by the new insecurity of the capitalist
market. Nation-wide slumps like that in the clothing industry
during the 1620s led to intensified competition; the new atti-
tudes — ‘a man may do what he will with his own’, and ‘the
devil take the hindmost’ - disrupted the low-level social security
of the medieval village. Dr Macfarlane and Mr Thomas have
argued that persecution of witches increased in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries as men blamed the victims of their
anti-social actions rather than blaming themselves.?

Dr Thomas Beard, Oliver Cromwell’s schoolmaster and
friend, contributed to a vast literature describing God’s provi-
dences against Sabbath breakers and other sinners, when the
Almighty intervened directly and drastically to manifest his
disapproval of some human action. Sir Walter Ralegh, Sir
Francis Bacon, Sir Kenelm Digby and many other future Fel-
lows of the Royal Society, believed in sympathetic magic: that
bleeding could be stopped at a distance by applying to the
weapon a handkerchief dipped in the blood of the injured
party: John Locke believed in it too.3 We cannot separate the
early history of science from the history of magic, cannot give
prizes to good rationalists as against bad magicians, astrologers,
alchemists. ‘In those dark times,’ said John Aubrey of the days
before the civil war, ‘astrologer, mathematician and conjuror
were accounted the same things.” Giordano Bruno, John Dee,
John Kepler, Tycho Brahe were all magi. John Wilkins, future
secretary of the Royal Society, in 1648 still quoted Dee and
Fludd as authorities on ‘mathematical magic’. If an Elizabethan
wanted gold, he could raid the Spanish Main, or he could
practise alchemy: Sir Walter Ralegh tried the one, John Dee
the other: Sir William Cecil invested in both.

2. A. Macfarlane, Witchcraft in Tudor and Stuart England (1970), pp.
201-6, 244-52; The Family Life of Ralph Josselin (Cambridge U.P.,
1970), pp. 176-7, 193; Thomas, op. cit., esp. pp. 638-40. See p. 330
below.

3.I1.O.ER.,p. 149.

4. Aubrey, Brief Lives, 1, p. 27.
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Tt is true that in the long run protestantism worked against
all magic, black or white, against charms, spells, incantations
and love potions. Countless sermons denouncing transubstantia-
tion helped to produce a materialist and sceptical attitude to-
wards the miracle of the mass: miracles generally were pushed
back into the past. But it was a long time before these things
affected ordinary men and women. Meanwhile cunning men
took over many of the jobs previously performed by Roman
Catholic priests and neglected by their successors. The Duke of
Buckingham, favourite of James and Charles I, had his
astrologer, Dr Lambe: serious politicians sought astrological
advice - Oliver Cromwell, Whitelocke, Richard Overton.’ The
Puritan divine John Preston took astrology seriously;® Elias
Ashmole, F.R.S,, practised it. It is significant that there was a
Society of Astrologers in London more than a decade before
there was a Royal Society. At the popular level, ‘the malice of
the clergy’ could no longer prevent the publication of astro-
logical books after 1640 as it had done before,” and they ap-
peared in abundant profusion, together with a number of
prophecies, old and new. Almanacs became at once more
numerous, more polemical and propagandist, and appealed to
a wider public at twopence a time. They also became more
profitable, as almanac-makers took sides in the civil war: 1800
copies of William Lilly’s Prophecy of the White King sold
within three days of publication in 1644.8 Astrological almanacs
sold even better than the Bible; they were alleged by many
contemporaries to have done greater harm to the royal cause
than anything else. It is only from our modern vantage point
that we can separate what is ‘rational’ in seventeenth-century
science from what is not. We must not allow this wisdom after
the event to make us condescending about beliefs held by men

5. Thomas, op. cit., esp. ch. 9.

6. S. Clarke, Lives of Thirty-two English Divines (1617), p. 76.

7. Ed. C. H. Josten, Elias Ashmole, 1617-1692 (Oxford U.P., 1966), I,
pp. 21-2.

8. H. F. Fletcher, The Intellectual Development of John Milton (1llinois
U.P.), II (1961), p. 557; H. Rusche, ‘Merlini Anglici: Astrology and Pro-
paganda from 1644 to 1651°, E.H.R., LXXX, pp. 322-33.

9. Thomas, op. cit., pp. 294, 343.

s
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like Bacon, Boyle and Newton. Only in the course of the cen-
tury did the laws of nature harden and congeal; meanwhile
scientists were of all men the most anxious to demonstrate that
science proves the existence of God.1°

The English, wrote Fuller in the mid-seventeenth century,
are said always to carry ‘an old prophecy about with them in
their pockets, which they can produce at pleasure to promote
their designs, though oft mistaken in the application of such
equivocating predictions’. Bishop Hacket agreed that ‘we Eng-
lish are observed to be too credulous of vain prophecies such
as are fathered upon Merlin and no better authors’.!! The
prophecies of Merlin, Mother Shipton and many others prob-
ably circulated far more than we have evidence to demonstrate.
Fifth Monarchists in the 1650s cited them as well as the Sibylline
prophecies, Nostradamus, Paracelsus and astrologers.}?

Lilly specialized in applying old predictions to the circum-
stances of the revolutionary decades. His Prophecy of the W hite
King elaborated on a prediction attributed to Merlin.®® Lilly’s
repeated prophecies of ‘a restraint on monarchical power’, his
call, on strictly astrological grounds, for Charles I and the Ox-
ford Parliament to return to Westminster, his repeated predic-
tions of defeat and a violent end for the King, may have
contributed to bring about these effects.’ It was a fortunate
coincidence for Lilly that his prophecy of disaster for Charles
was published on the day of the Battle of Naseby. ‘His writings
have kept up the spirits of the soldiery, the honest people of
this realm, and many of us Parliament men,’ said an M.P. in
1651.35 Three years earlier Parliament had voted him a gift of
£50 and a pension of £100 per annum. Lilly, Arise Evans wrote
in 1655, ‘knows nothing, nor ever did know anything, but as the

10. See ch. 14 below.

11. T. Fuller, Church History of Great Britain (1655), II, p. 396; J.
Hacket, Scrinia Reserata (1692), 11, p. 226.

12. Ed. P. Toon, Puritans, the Millennium and the Future of Israel
(Cambridge, 1970), p. 111.

13. W. Lilly, A Collection of Ancient and Modern Prophecies (1645).

14. Lilly, Prophetical Merlin (1644), p. 24; Supernatural Sights and
Apparitions (1644), sig. Av, A 2.

15. Rusche, op. cit., pp. 325, 332.
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Parliament directed him to write’.1® But then Evans was a rival,
and less successful, prophet. Lilly must have done much to
make, or keep, astrology acceptable to the radicals. He him-
self had, or wrote as though he had, strong anti-clerical and
anti-aristocratic convictions, speaking up in 1644 for the yeo-
men of England and for the private soldiers.!” His enthusiasm
led him in 1652 to predict ‘a cessation of all taxes, and all things
governed by love’.1®

The Reformation, for all its hostility to magic, had stimulated
the spirit of prophecy. The abolition of mediators, the stress
on the individual conscience, left God speaking direct to his
elect. It was incumbent on them to make public his message.
And God was no respecter of persons: he spoke to John Knox
rather than to Mary Queen of Scots. Knox himself thanked
God for his gift of prophecy, which established his [Knox’s]
bona fides.* The common man, Luther, Calvin and Knox
showed, could remake history if kings and princes did not.

In England the revolutionary decades gave wide publicity to
what was almost a new profession — the prophet, whether as
interpreter of the stars, or of traditional popular myths, or of
the Bible. It is therefore very important for us to grasp the
role of prophecies in popular psychology. ‘Dreams and pro-
phecies do thus much good,” Selden observed; ‘they make a
man to go on with boldness upon a danger or a mistress. If he
obtains, he attributes much to them; if he miscarries, he thinks
no more of them, or is no more thought of himself.’® Hobbes
too in his history of the civil war noted that prophecy was
‘many times the principal cause of the event foretold’.2! Dr
Leff has suggested that the appeal to the Bible as history or
prophecy was one of the most momentous developments of

16. A. Evans, The Voice of King Charls (1655), p. 41.

17. Lilly, Supernatural Sights and Apparitions, pp. 41-8; A Prophecy
of the White King, p. 6; The Starry Messenger (1645), p. 23; An Astro-
logical Prediction of the Occurrences in England (1648), p. 17.

18. Lilly, Annus Tenebrosus (1652), p. 40.

19. J. Ridley, John Knox (Oxford U.P., 1968), pp. 409, 451, 519.

20. Selden, Table Talk (1847), p. 185.

21. Hobbes, English Works, V1, p. 399; cf. T. Sprat, History of the
Royal Society (1667), pp. 3645, quoted on p. 355 below.
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the later Middle Ages. Eschatological prophecy became a major
part of protestant controversial literature, aided especially by
the invention of printing.z

Protestant scholarship exposed many Catholic superstitions,
and popularized the vernacular Bible. Similarly, protestant study
of the prophetical books of the Bible was intended to put the
science of prophecy on a rational basis. Other prophecies, unless
positively assisted by devils, always fooled those who trusted
them: Birnam wood did come to Dunsinane in a most unfair
manner.”® The invention of printing, by putting prophecies on
permanent record, perhaps helped to expose their ambiguities
and fallacies.” The feeling of freedom which reliance on such
prophecies had given was illusory. But the Bible, if properly
understood, really would liberate men from destiny, from pre-
destination. By understanding and cooperating with God’s pur-
poses men believed they could escape from the blind forces
which seemed to rule their world, from time itself; they could
become free.26

It was in a scientific spirit that scholars approached Biblical
prophecy. It was the job of mathematicians and chronologers,
like Napier, Brightman, Mede, Ussher and Newton. Such men
believed in the possibility of establishing a science of prophecy,
just as Hobbes believed in the possibility of establishing a
science of politics. Both hopes proved unrealizable: neither is
therefore to be despised. By the mid-seventeenth century a con-
census seemed to have been reached, indicating the advent of
remarkable events in the mid-1650s: the fall of Antichrist,
perhaps the second coming and the millennium. This underlay

22. G. Leff, ‘The Mythology of a True Church’, Papers presented to
the P. and P. Conference on Popular Religion, July 1966, pp. 6-10.

23. This is suggested by Sir Francis Hubert, Poems, ed. B. Mellor
(Hong Kong U.P., 1961), pp. 83-4.

24. cf. Peele’s Edward I, in which Llewellyn is, in a very similar way,
fooled by a prophecy (ed. A. Dyce, Dramatic and Poetical Works of
Robert Greene and George Peele, 1861, p. 410).

25. E. L. Eisenstein, ‘The Advent of Printing and the Problems of the
Renaissance’, P. and P., 45, pp. 78-9.

26. See my God’s Englishman: Oliver Cromwell and the English Revo-
lution (1970), p. 223.

92



A Nation of Prophets

the confident energy, the utopian enthusiasm, of the Puritan
preachers in the early 1640s. With what subsequently seemed
to them naive optimism, they called the common man to fight
the Lord’s battles against Antichrist.?’

Bacon and others urged scientists to study the techniques of
craftsmen, their mysteries, handed on verbally from master
to apprentice. The idea that there was a secret traditional wis-
dom, Egyptian or Hermetic, to be wrung from nature, died
very hard. From the time of the Gnostics there had been a
similar tradition that there were secret meanings behind- the
sacred text of the Scriptures, known only to the initiates, to
scholars. Ordinary Bible-readers in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries wanted to democratize these mysteries; to
abolish mumbo-jumbo men, whcther priests, lawyers or
scholars.?® They believed, on good protestant authority, that
anyone could understand God’s Word if he studied it care-
fully enough, and if the grace of God was in him. And then the
Bible could be made to reveal the key to events of his own time.

Bibles were not expensive as book prices then went. Josselin
mentions 3s. 2d. as the price in 1649; later it was 2s.” The
Geneva Bible was published in pocketable editions, so that
men could study it in the privacy of their homes, or could pro-
duce it in a church or an ale-house to knock down an argument
with a text. Men coming to the Bible with no historical sense
but with the highest expectations found in it a message of
direct contemporary relevance. Take a young Welshman like
Arise Evans, who came to London in 1629. He tells us how his
attitude towards the Bible changed in the decade before the
Revolution. ‘Afore I looked upon the Scripture as a history
of things that passed in other countries, pertaining to other
persons; but now I looked upon it as a mystery to be opened
at this time, belonging also to us.”®® This attitude must have

27. See my Antichrist in Seventeenth-Century England, passim. For
Hobbes see Appendix I below.

28, cf. pp. 296-300 below.

29. Macfarlane, Josselin, p. 24; cf. J. Bunyan, Works, ed. G. Offor
(1860), III, p. 711; Mercurius Politicus, No. 34, 1656, p. 7366.

30. A. Evans, An Eccho 1o the Voice of Heaven (1653), p. 17.
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been shared by many of the victims of economic and political
crisis who turned to the Bible for guidance in those perplexing
years. The 1640s and 50s were indeed the great age of
‘mechanick preachers’ — laymen like Bunyan interpreting the
Bible according to their untutored lights with all the confidence
and excitement of a new discovery. ‘I am as the Paul of this
time,” Evans exclaimed; ‘he was a mechanic, a tent-maker, Acts
18.3. I am a tailor.”! ‘Poor, illiterate, mechanic men,’ said Wil-
liam Dell of the Apostles, ‘turned the world upside down.™2

The Bible was the accepted source of all true knowledge.
Everybody cited its texts to prove an argument, including men
like Hobbes and Winstanley, who illustrated from the Bible
conclusions at which they had arrived by rational means. The
difference in the case of simpler men like Arise Evans is that
they believed the Bible to be divinely inspired, and applied its
texts directly to problems of their own world and time, with no
idea of the difficulties of translation, nor of the historical un-
derstanding required. So Arise Evans thought that Revelation
8 and 11 gave an account of the civil war, that chapters 8 and
9 of Amos set down all that came to pass since the beginning
of the Long Parliament. In Amos 9.1 the lintel at the door,
which is to be smitten that the posts may shake, must refer to
Speaker Lenthall.3® But these untrained minds included a
George Fox and a John Bunyan. They were grappling with
the problems of their society, problems which called urgently
for solution, and they were using the best tools they knew of.
More solid Puritan divines had cited the Bible against bishops,
against persecution, against tithes. The Evanses studied it very
carefully, if less skilfully and more selectively, in order to
understand and so be able to control what was going to
happen.

If we add to this the Familist belief taken over by the

31. W. Y. Tindall, John Bunyan, Mechanick Preacher (New York,
1964), passim; A. Evans, The Bloudy Vision of John Farley, sig. A 8.

32. Dell, Several Sermons, p. 144: cf. Dell, Power from on High (1645),
p. 18. I owe this reference to Mr Charles Webster.

33. A. Evans, A Voice from Heaven to the Common-Wealth of Erig-
land (1652), pp. 27, 33, 45.
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Quakers, that only the spirit of God within the believer can
properly understand the Scriptures, we get an intense sense of
the immediate personal relevance of the Bible’s message. Men
came to know the Bible so well that their relationship to it was
almost passive. In Grace Abounding texts are hurled at Bun-
yan’s head like thunderbolts of God. The Bible spoke direct,
outside history, to men who believed passionately that the day
of the Lord was imminent: they only understood what the
Lord meant. The appeal to the past, to documents (whether the
Bible or Magna Carta), becomes a criticism of existing institu-
tions, of certain types of rule. If they do not conform to the
sacred text, they are to be rejected. Priests and scholars would
have liked to keep interpretation of the Bible the monopoly
of an educated élite, as it had been in the days before the ver-
nacular Bible existed. The radical reply was to assert the possi-
bility of any individual receiving the spirit, the inner experience
which enabled him to understand God’s Word as well as, better
than, mere scholars who lacked this inner grace. Luther, who
invented the priesthood of all believers, had been able to beat
the theologians at their own game. But for seventeenth-century
English radicals the religion of the heart was the answer to
the pretensions of the academic divinity of ruling-class univer-
sities.

Emphasis on private interpretation was not however mere
absolute individualism. The congregation was the place in
which interpretations were tested and approved. George Fox's
trip to the North of England in 1651 was overwhelmingly suc-
cessful because his message was acceptable to pre-existing
congregations of Seekers or Grindletonians. The congregation
guaranteed the validity of the interpretation for the given social
unit, was a check on individualist absurdities.34

Any careful reading of the Bible gives rise to thoughts about
the end of the world. In the highly-charged atmosphere of the
1640s, many people expected it in the near future. This, as Mr
Lamont has shown, was not a view peculiar to the radicals. It
was held, among others, by King James, Sir Walter Ralegh

34. cf. pp. 371-2 below.
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and William Chillingworth.35 ‘The most of the chief divines,’
the Scot Robert Baillie reported from London in 1645, ‘not only
Independents but others, ... are express Chiliasts.” As soon as
the censorship broke down, Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, which
Laud had forbidden to be reprinted, circulated again; English
translations and popular summaries of the works of Napier,
Brightman, Mede and Alsted were published, all seeming to
underpin the utopian hopes of less scholarly readers of the
Bible.3 Preachers on the Parliamentary side called on ordinary
people to fight for God’s cause, and got ultimately rather more
enthusiasm than they bargained for. But millenarianism existed
at both levels: we must see the eccentricities of popular Fifth
Monarchists in the 1650s against this scholarly background,
which led Milton to speak of Christ as ‘shortly-expected King’.37

It is difficult to exaggerate the extent and strength of mil-
lenarian expectations among ordinary people in the 1640s and
early 50s: I have tried to give the evidence elsewhere.3® They
affected Levellers like Lt.-Col. John Jubbes, Major Francis
White and Captain William Bray no less than a poet like
George Wither. Mr Toon suggests that these expectations
reached their zenith in the late 1640s: the Fifth Monarchist
movement marked a decline.>®

To many men the execution of Charles I in 1649 seemed to
make sense only as clearing the way for King Jesus, as the
prelude to greater international events. John Spittlehouse in
1650 warned Rome to ‘beware of Nol Cromwell’s army, lest
Hugh Peter come to preach in Peter’s chair’. In the same year
Arise Bvans had a vision in which he went through France to

35. W. Lamont, Godly Rule (1969) passim; P. and R., p. 313; Ralegh,
History of the World (1820), I, p. 204; W. Chillingworth, Works (Oxford
U.P., 1838), 111, p. 300; cf. pp. 369-82.

36. R. Baillie, Letters and Journals (1775), II, p. 156. A translation of
Joseph Mede’s The Key of the Revelation was published in 1643, by order
of a committee of the House of Commons, with Preface by the Prolocutor
of the Westminster Assembly of Divines. The translation was made by
an M.P. (see my Antichrist in Seventeenth Century England, p. 28.)

37. Milton, Complete Prose Works (Yale edn), I, p. 616.

38. See my Antichrist in Seventeenth-Century England, passim.

39. P. Toon, op. cit., p. 218.
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Rome, where ‘a voice came to me saying, So far as thou art
come, so far shall Cromwell come’.4’ A Bristol Baptist in 1654,
hearing that two Frenchmen had been imprisoned for fore-
telling the end of the world for 1656, was worried because he
was not prepared for that event.®! Between 1648 and 1657
Ralph Josselin was reading millenarian tracts, one of which
suggested that Oliver Cromwell would conquer the Turk and
the Pope. He was continually thinking and dreaming about the
millennium. He noted in his Diary that men expected the world
to end in 1655 or 1656, though he did not share the belief. ‘This
generation shall not pass,” declared John Tillinghast in 1654,
until the millennium has arrived.*> John Bunyan announced
in 1658 that ‘the judgment day is at hand’.43

Dr Capp has shown that the strength of the Fifth Monarchist
movement in the fifties was among cloth workers and other
craftsmen. He stresses their class consciousness, their hostility
to aristocracy. John Rogers attacked ‘naughty nobles’ and ‘pro-
fane and swaggering gentry’.* Their programme was in many
points similar to that of the Levellers, attacking tithing priests
and lawyers as well as the rich. It seems to have been their
associations with the clothing industry rather than their study
of the Bible which made them favour war against the Nether-
lands and peace with Spain. Dr Nuttall and others believe that
the spread of Quakerism would have been impossible in the
1650s without the antecedent millenarian excitement, of which
the Fifth Monarchist movement was only part.*S With his usual
good sense George Fox rebuked a Quaker who set a specific
and very imminent date for the day of judgment.“ But Quakers,
like Fifth Monarchists, helped to fill the vacuum left by the
execution of Charles I. They believed that Christ had come to

40. J. Spittlehouse, Rome Ruin’d by Whitehall (1650), p. 339; A. Evans,
An Eccho to the Voice from Heaven [n.d., ?1653], p. 115.

41. Underhill, Church meeting in Broadmead, Bristol, p. 60.

42. Macfarlane, Josselin, pp. 234, 185, 189-91; J. Tillinghast, Genera-
tion-work, Part III (1654), pp. 73, 156, 226-49. Tillinghast died in 1655

43. Bunyan, Works, II1, p. 722.

44. Quoted by B. S. Capp, in Toon, op. cit., p. 73; cf. p. 127 below.

45. Nuttall, The Welsh Saints, 16401660 (Cardiff, 1957), pp. 46, 70-71.

46. Braithwaite, p. 147, Seep. 245 below.
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reign in all men. It was a more republican and democratic even
if less directly political doctrine.

II RELIGIOUS TOLERATION

Religious toleration is the greatest of all evils, thought Thomas
Edwards in 1646. It will bring in first scepticism in doctrine and
looseness of life, then atheism. If a toleration be granted, all
preaching will not keep heresies out. ‘No man knows where
these sectaries will stop or stay, or to what principles they will
keep.” Later he wrote the considered words: ‘We are in a far
worse condition than when the enemy was in the height of his
success and victories at the taking of Bristol, or ever since the
Parliament began.’*” We are now perhaps in a position to see
why he felt so strongly.

‘Religion is the only firm foundation of all power,” Charles
I had said. ‘The church and state do mutually support and give
assistance to each other,” wrote Bishop Goodman. ‘The state
pays them [the clergy], and thus they have dependence upon
the state,” as Hugh Peter more brutally put it.*® The function
of a state church was not merely to guide men to heaven: it
was also to keep them in subordination here on earth. Different
societies, different churches: but to want no state church at all
seemed to traditionalists a denial of all good order.

Those M.Ps who in 1641 had defended the established
church as the buttress of the existing social order had been
proved correct. Ecclesiastical authority, the functioning of
church courts, had utterly broken down; the attempt to replace
them by a Presbyterian disciplinary system enjoyed a very
limited success. The lower orders were freer than they had ever
been — free from prosecution for ‘sin’, free to assemble ard
discuss in their own congregations, free (if they wished to be)
from the supervision and control of a university-educated min-
istry, free to choose their own lay preachers, mechanics like the

47. Edwards, Gangraena, 1, pp. 1534, 187-9; III, pp. 261-2, 267.

48. Ed. Sir C. Petrie, Letters of Charles I (1935), pp. 200-206; G. Good-

man, The Court of King James, 1839), I, p. 421 ; H. Peter, Good Work for
a Good Magistrate (1651), p. 11.
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rest of the congregation. The attack on tithes, common to all
the radicals, undermined the whole concept of a state church,
since if parishioners could not be legally compelled to pay
tithes there would be no ‘livings’ for the clergy to occupy, no
impropriated tithes for the gentry to collect in the forty per
cent of livings which were lay fees. Disestablishment of the
church would deprive the gentry of another property right —
the right of presentation to a living, a right for which they or
their ancestors had paid hard cash and which gave them useful
opportunities of providing for a younger son or a poor relation.
If there were no ready-made livings for the clergy, then what
would happen to the universities, whose main function was
training ministers and whose own finances depended largely
on impropriations?

If ministers were dependent on the voluntary contributions
of their congregations, as was made explicit by the church
covenant in Independent churches, they would also have to
reflect the theological and political outlook of these congrega-
tions, and so the church as an organ for imposing and main-
taining a single consistent outlook would cease to exist. In the
even more democratic churches of Baptists and other sectaries,
the distinction between clergy and laity ceased to exist.*®
‘Mechanick preachers’, labouring six days a week, would cost
their congregations nothing, and would be closer to the views
of their hearers in urban congregations and in many pastoral-
industrial areas. The Baptist principle of adult baptism meant
that each individual must choose or be chosen by a congrega-
tion after he was grown up: it too disrupted the very idea of a
national church. ‘Once give over christening the whole parish
infancy,” wrote Samuel Fisher in his Baptist days, ‘and then
farewell that parish posture which the Pope set up in all
Christendom some six hundred years ago, yea then down falls
the parochial-church-steeple-house, priesthood, pay and all.
Amen, so be it’.5°

William Dell, New Model Army chaplain, argued in 1645

49, cf. Dell, Several Sermons, pp. 264-6, 273-4.

50. S. Fisher, Christianismus Redivivus (1655), p. 201. For Fisher see
ch. 11 below.
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and 1646 that ‘unity is Christian, uniformity antichristian’; that
no magistrates may forbid preaching of the gospel by gifted
laymen; that ‘the variety of forms in the world is the beauty
of the world’5! He told M.Ps to their faces that it was not
Parliament’s job to reform the church: that was for members
of congregations, among whom ‘a poor plain countryman, by
the spirit which he hath received, is better able to judge of
truth and error touching the things of God than the greatest
philosopher, scholar or doctor in the world that is destitute of
it’52 In 1641 Sir Edward Dering ‘started with wonder and
anger’ when ‘a bold mechanical’ said ‘I hope your worship is
too wise to believe that which you call your creed.”? It took
some getting used to.

There is overwhelming contemporary evidence that the
strength of the sectaries lay with what Lilburne called ‘the base
and cbscure fellows of the world’.5* Their contribution to the
theory and practice of religious toleration has often been
analysed.>® I am concerned here principally with the political
and social overtones which necessarily hung around the ques-
tion in the 1640s. If liberty be granted to sectaries, Thomas
Case had told the House of Commons in May 1647,

they may in good time come to know also .. . that it is their birth-
right to be free from the power of Parliaments and .. . of kings, and
to take up arms against both when they shall not vote and act
according to their humours. Liberty of conscience, falsely so called,
may in good time improve itself into liberty of estates and liberty
of houses and liberty of wives.56

The words ‘heretics’ and ‘schismatics’ are ‘but nicknames for

51. Dell, op. cit., pp. 20, 26-17, 33-5, 60, 64.

52. ibid, p. 142. It is hardly surprising that the House of Commons
did not invite him to print this sermon. He printed it nevertheless.

53. Quoted by John Forster, Historical and Biographical Essays (1858)
Lp. 34.

54. Lilburne, Come out of her my people (Amsterdam, 1639), p. 19.

55. See esp. W. K. Jordan, History of Religious Toleration in England
(4 vols., 1932-40); Woodhouse, Wolfe, and Haller, Liberty and Reforma-
tion in the Puritan Revolution (Columbia U.P., 1955), passim.

56. T. Case, Spiritual Whordome discovered in a sermon before the
House of Commons (1647), p. 34.
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any that oppose tyrants and oppressors’, said a pamphlet of
the following month.5” The point was often made in one way
or another. One of the three things Philip Henry did not like
about ‘the Independent way’ was that ‘they pluck up the hedge
of parish order’.>® Winstanley equated not only a state church
but also the Independent congregations themselves with private
property: ‘all your particular churches are like the enclosures
of land, which hedges in some to be heirs of life and hedges
out others’.>®

Another familiar economic analogy, used by Milton in
Areopagitica, was between freedom of trade and religious
toleration — ‘free trading of truth’.% Roger Williams’s famous
comparison between ‘the church or company of worshippers’
and ‘a corporation, society or company of East India or Turkey
merchants™! was criticized by Dell as insufficiently radical, since
the true Church, unlike ‘the Society of Mercers or Drapers or
the like’ cannot be known by ‘the help of any outward sense’.
Being ‘the freest society under heaven’ the church must of
course choose its own officers, and not have them thrust upon
it, as in parish churches.5?

To the argument that individual interpretation of the Scrip-
tures and congregational autonomy would lead to religious
anarchy, radicals retorted that the inner light is one, and can
be recognized by the children of the light. Areopagitica assumes
that, given freedom of debate, all men’s reason must naturally
lead them, sooner or later, to recognize the same truths. This
is the kind of view likely to appeal to men whose economic
life demands freedom of trade from monopolies. It did not
seem so self-evident to the big City merchants who read
Gangraena or The Holy Commonwealth.

57. [Anon.] The Poore-Mans admonition unto all the Plain People of
London, quoted by D. W. Petegorsky, Left-Wing Democracy in the Eng-
lish Civil War (1940), p. 113.

58. Ed. M. H. Lee, Diaries and Letters of Philip Henry (1882), p. 277.

59. Sabine, pp. 445-6; cf. p. 132 below.

60. [Anon.] The Ancient Bounds, or Liberty of Conscience (1645) in
Woodhouse, p. 258.

61. Roger Williams, The Bloudy Tenent of Persecution (Hanserd

Knollys Soc., 1848), p. 46.
62. Dell, op. cit., pp. 185, 246.
4
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The hatred of the established clergy which we noted earlier®
did not cease with the disappearance of bishops and church
courts, despite the triumphant cry of a pamphleteer in 1641:
‘no more prying into people’s actions’.** In 1646 a trooper in
Northamptonshire ‘laid his hand on his sword and said “This
sword should never be laid down, nor many thousands more,
whilst there was a priest left in England.”’ In the following
April troopers in Suffolk -were saying they would never dis-
band ‘till we have cut all the priests’ throats’.55 Three months
earlier, when a group of Presbyterian ministers visited the New
Model Army at Oxford, ‘the multitude of soldiers in a violent
manner called upon us to prove our calling, ... whether those
that are called ministers had any more authority to preach in
public than private Christians which were gifted’. The soldiers
were supported in this by William Erbery, who had himself
renounced the title of minister — though not, Francis Cheynell
sourly alleged, the pay and salary. ‘The very name of Presbytery
is hateful to the people,’ declared the Independent John Good-
win. But already Erbery had denied that the Independent
churches were true churches,® and a mere two years later Wal-
wyn was writing that the Independent clergy ‘pray, preach, and
do all for money; and without it they do nothing’. His opposi-
tion, in fact, like Lilburne’s, extended to ‘all these pretended
churches of God, either Independent or Anabaptistical’.s”

In the Leveller Petition of March 1647 and in the Third
Agreement of the People (May 1649) tithes were to be abolished,
and not replaced by any system of compulsory maintenance;
parishioners were to have complete liberty to choose such min-
isters as themselves should approve.5® At least one critic of the

63. See pp. 28-32 above.

64. [Anon.] The Spiritual Courts Epitomized (1641), p. 1.

65. Edwards, Gangraena, 111, p. 173; Portland MSS. (H.M.C.), III,
p. 156.

66. [Francis Cheynelll] An Account Given to the Parliament by the
Ministers sent by them to Oxford (1646 [-7]), pp. 13, 18; J. G., Inde-
pendency Gods Verity (1647), in Woodhouse, p. 186.

67. [Walwyn] The Vanitie of the Present Churches (1649), in H. and D.,
pp- 257, 263-4; Lilbume, Legal Fundamental Liberties (1649), p. 39.

68. Wolfe, pp. 140, 405, 408.
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radicals suggested that their incitement to refuse payment of
tithes ‘is one of the chiefest inducements that the ... sectaries
have to encourage the silly people and to poison them with
their other errors’.®® ‘Clergymen and lawyers are the chiefest
oppressors in the land’, Erbery declared. ‘Our preachers of the
gospel take up the fifth or fourth part of men’s lands and
labours.” ‘How many men are made poor by making a few
ministers rich?’ There are no true ministers in the church:
the magistrate is the only true minister now. Nor indeed is
there any need now of churches or ministers: anyone may
preach.’® It was a great triumph for the radicals when, in the
flush of excitement after the victory of Dunbar, Army pressure
succeeded in abolishing the obligation on every Englishman to
attend his parish church each Sunday.™

Professor Jordan found strong evidence of ‘dark hostility
to clerical leadership’ in this period, and suggests that the poorer
and normally less articulate classes of society were more tolerant
than their betters.”? ‘By the end of the first revolutionary
decade,” wrote Mr Maclear, ‘a militant anti-clericalism was
taken as axiomatic in the popular outlook.’” ‘As for these men
called ministers in this nation,” declared the Quaker Edward
Burrough, ‘the way of their setting up and sending forth, and
the way of their maintenance, . .. they are the greatest and most
woeful oppression in the nation. The earth is oppressed by
them, the inhabitants groan under them.”’® The profane multi-
tude, the rabble, Richard Baxter recognized, was hostile to
ministers and to religion. It confirmed his low view of the
multitude.”

‘The people are brethren and saints in Christ’s church,” said

69. E. Pagitt, Heresiography (1654), p. 146.

70. Erbery, Testimony, pp. 42, 53, 90-91, 306-7. This last had been the
view of the Grindletonians: see p. 83 above.

71. Underdown, op. cit., p. 275.

72. Jordan, History of Religious Toleration in England, IV, pp. 320-21,
330, 351, 360.

73. J. F. Maclear, ‘Popular Anti-clericalism in the Puritan Revolution’,
Journal of the History of Ideas, XVI, p. 452.

74. Burrough, Works, pp. 515-16.

75. Baxter, The Holy Commonwealth, pp. 92-4, 226-9,
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John Saltmarsh; in the state church they were ‘parishioners and
servants’.’ Winstanley agreed that ‘the Beast will have a whole
parish, a whole kingdom, and so the world to be his church’.””
Ministers are ‘very fountains of atheism and antichristianism,’
said John Spittlehouse five years later.”® Men like Winstanley,
Erbery and Dell openéd the door wide to the Quaker assertion
that it was antichristian for ‘such as are men of learning and
have been at the university and have tongues’ to ‘be masters
and bear rule in every parish, and none shall reprove or contra-
dict what they say in public’.”

‘Reprove or contradict what they say in public.” One of the
essentials of the sectarian position was that the sermon should
be followed by discussion: that worship was not a matter of
passively hearing the Word preached by a learned minister, but
participation by the congregation after a gifted member had
opened up a subject for discussion. John Robinson, pastor to
the Pilgrim Fathers in the Netherlands, said that after public
ministry the elders should exhort anyone who had a gift of
speaking to the edification of hearers to make use of it.8° In
1634 John Cotton included in the order of public worship in
the church of Boston prophesying by gifted members of the
congregation and discussion of questions addressed to the min-
ister.5! Meaningful discussion had hardly been possible in the
pre-1640 parish church, with the parson safely in control, pro-
tected by the traditional ritual and ceremony, with squire and

76. J. Saltmarsh, The Smoke in the Temple (1646), sig. xx 5.

71. Winstanley, The Breaking of the Day of God (1648), p. 58.

78. J. Spittlehouse, The First Addresses (1653), p. 13.

79. J. Nayler, The old Serpents Voice, or Antichrist discovered [n.d.,
?1656], p. 5; cf. Rlichard] Flarnsworth] An Easter-Reckoning: . . . the dif-
ference of the Ministry of Christ and th: Ministry of the world or of
Antichrist (1656), passim.

_ 80. J. Robinson, The Peoples Plea for the Exercise of Prophecie (1618),
in Works (1851), 111, pp. 290-98, 305-6, 325-35.

81. J. Cotton, The True Constitution of a Particular Visible Church
Proved by Scripture (1642), quoted by L. Ziff, The Career of John Cotton
(Princeton U.P., 1962), p. 185. The word prophesying reminds us of those
exercises in the Elizabethan church to which the Queen took such strong
exception that she suspended Archbishop Grindal. Her fear was of par-
ticipation by the laity. How prescient she was!
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churchwardens to enforce decency and order. Things were quite
different in a gathered church, non-hierarchical in structure
and social composition, with an elected minister who might him-
self be a mechanic, with no ritual, no squire or churchwardens.
In conditions of social upheaval like those of the 1640s, with
the squire perhaps absent from the parish, with irreverent
soldiers in the neighbourhood fortifying the lower classes
against ruling oligarchies and the parson — in these circum-
stances it might be possible for a parishioner or an intruder to
intervene with an effective contribution of his own. Prophesy-
ing, said William Dell, was a ‘notable means to keep error out
of the church’. One man preaching may err and be left un-
corrected; but when the right of prophesying is allowed to the
whole church, ‘the minister can no sooner vent any error but
there is some believer or other ... ready to convince it by the
Word of God’.82

In the Baptist churches discussion was institutionalized. Mrs
Attaway used to call for objections after her sermons, ‘for it
was their custom to give liberty in that kind’. Henry Denne had
a similar practice. At the Bell Alley Baptist church public de-
bates were held at which all might voice their opinions.®® It
was a rule among the General Baptists ‘that it shall be lawful
for any person to improve their gifts in the presence of the
congregation’. In 1648 the General Baptist Edward Barber was
invited by the parishioners of St Benet Fink, London, to come
to the parish church and add to what the minister (Edmund
Calamy) should say, or contradict him if erroneous.®* Hanserd
Knollys created ‘several riots and tumults’ by going around
churches and speaking after the sermon.’* One can imagine
the irritation this practice might cause when, as time went on,
the parson himself became the main target of itinerant inter-

82. Dell, op. cit., pp. 273-5.

83. Edwards, Gangraena, 1, pp. 116-19, 126.

84. Barclay, The Inner Life of the Religious Societies of the Common-
wealth (1876), pp. 296, 290.

85. Edwards, Gangraena, 1, pp. 97-8. Ranters were also accused of
interrupting church services (Mercurius Politicus, Nos. 245 and 246, 1654,
Pp. 5142, 5164).
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rupters, professionally skilled hecklers, denouncing his self-
righteousness and his greed in taking tithes.

Disrupting services had been made a secular offence by an
Act of Parliament in Mary’s reign, ‘by which the priests of
England till the last Parliament were guarded’.®® The Quakers
always claimed a legal right to-speak after the sermon was
over. Thus in July 1653 George Fox sat through a sermon at
Booth, Cumberland, but when the minister had done

I began to speak to him ... and he began to oppose me. I told him
his glass [hour-glass] was gone, his time was out; the place was as
free for me as for him; and he accused me that I had broken the
law in speaking to him in his time in the morning, and I told him
he had broken the law in speaking in my time.37

This continued until the Lord’s Day Act of 1656 (cap. 15)
strengthened the law against intruders.38

86- Extracts from State Papers relating to Friends, p. 41 — a Quaker
petition of 1658. See note 88 below.

87. Fox, Journal, 1, pp. 160, 184-5; Barclay, Inner Life, pp. 281-7.

88. This was the Act of Parliament referred to in note 86 above. Quakers
were normally prosecuted, for causing disturbances, under this Act or
under the Vagrancy Act of 1656. There was no special legislation against
them before 1660 (State Papers relating to Friends, p. 345).



7 LEVELLERS AND TRUE LEVELLERS

All men have stood for freedom, . .. and those
of the richer sort of you that see it are ashamed
and afraid to own it, because it comes clothed in
a clownish garment .. . Freedom is the man that
will turn the world upside down, therefore no
wonder he hath enemies . . . True freedom lies in
the community in spirit and community in the
earthly treasury, and this is Christ the true man-

" child spread abroad in the creation, restoring all
things unto himself.

G. WINSTANLEY, A Watch-Word to the City of
London (1649), Sabine, pp. 316-17.

1 ST GEORGE’S HILL

THE years from 1620 to 1650 were bad;! the 1640s were much
the worst decade of the period. On top of the disruption caused
by the civil war came a series of disastrous harvests. Between
1647 and 1650 food prices rose steeply above the pre-war level;
money wages lagged badly behind, and the cost of living rose
significantly.? Taxation was unprecedentedly heavy, and Pym’s
new tax, the excise, fell especially severely on articles of popu-
lar consumption like beer and tobacco. These were the years
when sales of church, crown and royalists’ lands were breaking
traditional landlord/tenant relations, whilst disbanded soldiers
were trying to pick up a living again. The city of York’s special
fund for the assistance of lame soldiers was doubled in 1649
because of increased calls upon it.? “The poor,” Wildman tells us
in January 1648, ‘did gather in troops of ten, twenty, thirty,
in the roads and seized upon corn as it was carrying to market,

1. See p. 21 above.

2. W. G. Hoskins, ‘Harvest Fluctuations and English Economic History,
1620-1759’, A. H. R., XVI, pp. 15-31; of. Underdown, op. cit., pp.
90-97, 281-2.

3.V.CH., York,p. 172,
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and divided it among themselves before the owners’ faces, tell-
ing them they could not starve.” ‘Necessity dissolves all laws
and government, and hunger will break through stone walls,’
The Mournfull Cries of Many Thousand Poore Tradesmen
warned Parliament and the Army in the same month.* ‘The
common vote of the giddy multitude,” a pamphleteer admitted
in October 1648, would be for the King if it were allowed to
express itself freely.’ Rents had risen so much, cavalry troopers
in Northumberland complained in December 1648, that copy-
holders had to hire themselves out as wage-labourers or shep-
herds.®

The economic and political situation in the early months of
1649 was particularly explosive. Levellers and Army radicals
felt that they had been fooled in the negotiations which led
up to the trial and execution of the King in January; and that
the Independent Grandees had taken over republican reforrs
from their programme without making any real concessions
to their democratic content. The abysmal harvest of 1648 led
to widespread hunger and unemployment, especially among
disbanded soldiers. In March 1649 the poor of London were
being supplied with free corn and coal. On April 3 Peter
Chamberlen announced that many were starving for want of
bread: he feared they would proceed to direct action unless
something was done for them.” Clubmen reappeared in the
Severn valley, seizing corn. Whilst food prices reached famine
levels, the Levellers demanded re-election of Agitators and
recall of the General Council of the Army. ‘We were before
ruled by King, Lords and Commons, now by a General, a
Court Martial and House of Commons; and we pray you
what is the difference?® At the end of March Lilburne, Over-
ton, Walwyn and Prince were arrested. A Leveller pamphlet,

4. Wolfe, pp. 71, 278.

5. [Anon.] Salus Populi Solus Rex, quoted by Brailsford, op. cit., pp.
345-6; cf. Wildman, quoted on p. 69 above.

6. [Anon.] The Humble Representation of the Desires of the Soldiers
and Officers of the Regiment of Horse for the County of Northumber-
land. See p. 118 below for this pamphlet.

7. Chamberlen, The Poore Mans Advocate, p. 2.

8. Underdown, op. cit., p. 281; Wolfe, p. 371.
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More Light Shining in Buckinghamshire, appealed to the
soldiers ‘to stand everyone in his place, to oppose all tyranny
whatsoever’, particularly that of lawyers, enclosing lords of
manors and the Army Grandees who have rejected social
reform and have done nothing for the poor.®

Next month mutinies broke out in the Army when men who
refused to volunteer for service in Ireland were demobilized
without payment of arrears — exactly what had driven the
Army to revolt two years earlier, though then with the acqui-
escence of the generals. In May more serious revolts broke out
among troops in Oxfordshire, Wiltshire and _Buckinghamshire,
and there were rumours of civilian support from the South-
west, the old Clubman area. Cromwell and Fairfax, acting with
great vigour and determination, overwhelmingly defeated the
mutinous regiments at Burford on 14 May. The period of crisis
for the military régime was over. Frightened conservatives
rallied to its support, as the lesser evil. Oxford University and
the City of London hastened to honour Fairfax and Crom-
well. The sermon preached on the latter occasion appropriately
denounced those who aspired to remove their neighbour’s land-
mark.!® Leveller conspiracies continued, soon to be joined by
Fifth Monarchist plots: but none of them offered a serious
threat to the régime so long as the repeatedly purged Army
remained securely under the contrdl of its generals.

Nevertheless, the early months of 1649 had been a terrifying
time for the men of property. It was for some time not so
obvious to contemporaries as it is to us that the defeat at
Burford had been final and decisive. As late as November 1649
Ralph Josselin tells us that men feared to travel because of
danger from robbers, and the rich even felt insecure in their
own houses. Poor people, he added the following month, ‘were
never more regardless of God than nowadays’.!* This was the
background against which not only the Levellers but also Peter
Chamberlen, John Cook, Hugh Peter and very many others

9. Sabine, pp. 627-40. See p. 117 below.

10. Petegorsky, op. cit., p. 160.

11. Ed. E. Hockliffe, Diary of the Rev. Ralph Josselin, 1616-1683 (Cam-
den Soc., XV, 1908), p. 70.
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called for drastic social reform on behalf of the poor. It was
also the background to the activities of the Ranter Abiezer
Coppe, and to the Digger or True Leveller movement.!?

One Sunday in March or April 1649 the congregation of the
parish church of Walton-on-Thames was startled to see the
church invaded by a group of six soldiers after Master Faucet
had preached his sermon. The soldiers, in a series of symbolical
gestures and amid scenes of some excitement, announced that
the Sabbath, tithes, ministers, magistrates and the Bible were
all abolished.’® On Sunday 1 April — quite possibly the same
Sunday - a group of poor men (described as labourers in a
legal action three months later)!* collected on St George’s Hill
in the same parish and began to dig the waste land there. It
was a symbolic assumption of ownership of the common lands.
It was a further symbolic rejection of conventional pieties,
which’ may link up with the soldiers’ demonstration in the
parish church, that the digging began on a Sunday.!* One of
the Diggers followed up the soldiers’ demonstration in Walton
Church by ‘getting up a great burden of thorns and briars ...
into the pulpit of the church at Walton to stop out the par-
son’.’® The numbers of the Diggers soon rose to twenty or
thirty. “They invite all to come in and help them,” an observer
noted, ‘and promise them meat, drink and clothes. ... They
give out, they will be four or five thousand within ten days. ...
It is feared they have some design in hand.’ ”

Consider for a moment the area affected. St George’s Hill
was just outside London, within easy reach of any poor man
there who might be interested in the colony. It lay on the edge
of Windsor Great Forest, where in 1641 ‘scores and hundreds

12. See pp. 21013 below.

13. Walker, History of Independency, Part II, pp. 152-3. See pp.
189-90 below.

14. Petegorsky, op. cit., p. 172.

15.cf. S.and P., p. 213.

16. The Kingdomes Faithfull and Impartiall Scout, 20-27 April 1649,
quoted by Petegorsky, op. cit., p. 164. Thorns and briars symbolized ‘the
wisdom and power of selfish flesh’ (Sabine, p. 237) which Winstanley’s
Fire in the Bush would consume.

17. Clarke Papers, 111, p. 211.
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set upon the King’s deer’.’® It was unpromising agricultural
land, the improver Walter Blith sniffed (‘thousands of places
more capable of improvement than this’. Winstanley agreed
that it was ‘in view of flesh ... very barren’.’®) Kingston, the
nearest town, to which the Diggers were taken for trial by the
local landlords, was a great corn market. It had a long-standing
radical tradition. In 1588 it had been the seat of Martin Mar-
prelate’s secret printing press.?’ The town lecturer at that time
was the Puritan John Udall, sentenced to death in 1590. He
clearly had a strong following. An artisan from Kingston told
Bishop Bancroft that the prayer ‘Thy kingdom come’ was a
petition ‘that we might have pastors, doctors, elders and dea-
cons in every parish, and so be governed by such eldership as
Christ’s holy discipline doth require’ — the full Presbyterian
system, in fact. Another burgess of Kingston hoped to pull the
non-preaching clergy ‘out of the church by the ears’.2!

This radical tradition continued. In 1628 it was in Kingston
that Buckingham’s assassin, Felton, was welcomed by an old
woman with the words ‘God bless thee, little David !’ 22 Seven
years later Archbishop Laud’s visitor found Kingston a ‘very
factious town’.2 It had a Puritan vicar, and from 1642 a Puri-
tan lecturer as well. Kingston, covering the southern approaches
to London, with its bridge across the Thames, was a stra-
tegically significant centre. Charles sent troops to guard the
Surrey magazine there at the time of his attempted arrest of the
Five Members. Kingston was the scene of many civil war
skirmishes, and after the Parliamentarians took over the area

18. MS. Harley 164 £. 96v. I owe this reference to the kindness of Pro-
fessor C. M. Williams.

19. W. Blith, The English Improver Improved (1652), sig. C 3; cf.
V.C.H., Surrey, 111, p. 467, and Sabine, p. 260.

20. E. Arber, An Introductory Sketch to the Martin Marprelate Con-
troversy (1895), pp. 81, 95; Collinson, The Elizabethan Puritan Move-
ment, p. 492. When the press was driven from Kingston the printers with-
drew to Fawsley in Northamptonshire, twenty-odd miles from Welling-
borough, for which see p. 125 below.

21. Collinson, op. cit., pp. 353, 389.

22. D. Masson, Life of John Milton, 1 (1875), p. 150. cf. p. 20 above.

23.CS.P.D., 1635, p. xliv.
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it was the seat of the county committee. When the Army ad-
vanced on London in July 1647 Fairfax sent Rainborough over
the Thames at Kingston to link up with Army supporters in
radical Southwark. The whole region was an Army centre from
that time onwards. The Army Council met at Kingston on
18 August 1647 to draw up a Declaration supporting the Agita-
tor’s demand for a purge of Parliament.?

The area continued to be radical after the ejection of the
Diggers. In 1653 it was a Kingston jury which found Lord
Chandos guilty of manslaughter (in a duel), notwithstanding
his claim to privilege of peerage: he was sentenced to be burnt
in the hand.?> Next year James Nayler told Fox there was a
constant Quaker meeting there.?® In 1657 the Quaker Edward
Burrough occupied his leisure time in Kingston gaol by com-
puting the sum total paid in tithes in England and Ireland at
£14 million a year.?’” George Fox frequently resided at King-
ston in later life.

This was the area to which Gerrard Winstanley came, not
later than 1643. The son (probably) of a Wigan mercer with
Puritan sympathies, Gerrard Winstanley came to London as
a clothing apprentice in 1630, and set up for himself in 1637.
But it was the worst possible time; by 1643 Winstanley had
been ‘beaten out of both estate and trade’. In 1649 he was
described as of Walton-on-Thames. Here he herded cows,
apparently as a hired labourer, and wrote religious pamphlets,
until he had a vision in a trance telling him to publish it
abroad that ‘the earth should be made a common treasury of
livelihood to whole mankind, without respect of persons’.?

Landowners in the area round St George’s Hill were more

24. H. Cary, Memorials of the Civil War, 1, p. 120; Portland MSS.
(H.M.C)), 1, p. 480; Gardiner, Great Civil War, 111, p. 350; Wolfe, p. 208;
Abbott, op. cit., I, pp. 496, 561.

25. Portland MSS., 111, p. 201; C. H. Firth, The House of Lords in
the Civil War (1910), p. 233.

26. Barclay, Inner Life, p. 343; ed. N. Penney, The First Publishers of
Truth (1907), p. 167; J. Besse, An Abstract of the Sufferings of ...
Quakers (1733), 1, pp. 2524.

27. Burrough, Works, p. 234.

28. Sabine, p. 315; cf. pp. 129-30 below.
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disturbed by the digging than the Council of State or General
Fairfax, who had a series of amicable conversations with
Winstanley — despite the latter’s-refusal to remove his hat to a
‘fellow-creature’. Nor does Oliver Cromwell seem to have been
unduly alarmed when ‘a northern prophetess’ warned him, a
propos the Diggers, that ‘if provision be not made for them
poor commoners, England will have new troubles’.?® But Par-
son Platt and other lords of manors in Surrey organized raids
on the colony and an economic boycott: they harassed the
Diggers with legal actions. ‘If the Digger’s cause was good,’
an officer of the Kingston court said, ‘he would pick out such a
jury as should overthrow him.” One of the cases charging the
Diggers with riot led to a technical argument about their com-
mitment which got into the law-books. Serjeant Wilde, who
always seems to have done his best for radicals, argued that
they should have been discharged because the Sheriff was not
present at the finding of the riot. The court bailed but did not
discharge them.3® Even after the Diggers moved to Cobham
Heath a few miles away the raids continued, and by April
1650 the colony had been forcibly dispersed, huts and furniture
burnt, the Diggers chased away from the area. It was a brief
episode in English history, involving perhaps a few score men
and their families: we know the names of seventy-three of
them.

II TRUE LEVELLERS

But historians are becoming aware that it was not quite so
isolated an occurrence as.used to be thought. The Diggers
called themselves True Levellers, a name which had been used
by Lawrence Clarkson, later the Ranter, in 1647.3! Winstanley’s
first Digger manifesto, published on the day on which Robert
Lockier was sentenced to death, was entitled The True Levellers

29. A Modest Narrative, 28 April 1649, quoted by Abbott, op. cit, II,
p- 58. The journalist who reported the incident wrongly thought the
Diggers had already ‘left their new plantation’.

30. W. Style, Reports (1658), pp. 166, 360; Sabine, pp. 20-21, 360, 432.

31. L. Clarkson, A General Charge (1647). See pp. 213-14 below.
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Standard Advanced. The Levellers were never a united, dis-
ciplined party or movement, as historians find to their cost
when they try to define their doctrines with any precision. ‘We
were an heterogeneal body,” said Henry Denne, ‘consisting of
parts very diverse from one another, settled upon principles
inconsistent with one another.”? In London there must have
been large numbers of Leveller sympathizers who never clearly
associated themselves with all their views. It has recently been
suggested? that Lilburne and Wildman led a moderate, con-
stitutional wing of the Levellers and that there was a more
radical wing in the Army and among the London populace,
with which Walwyn and Overton may have sympathized. The
‘physical force Levellers’ like Major White and Captain Bray,
whom we discussed above,34 also seem to have been politically
more radical than Lilburne and Wildman.

This wing was less concerned with constitutional issues, more
with economics, with defending the poor against the rich, the
common people against great men — which one suspects were
the chief issues in the minds of the poorer classes in the late
1640s. Its spokesmen may also have reflected agrarian com-
munist ideas which had long circulated in England, reinforced
by Anabaptist theories which the Thirty-nine Articles of the
Church of England fiercely denounced. The Family of Love
and the Family of the Mount had kept such ideas alive in the
Elizabethan underworld: both Spenser and Shakespeare had
clearly heard communist propaganda.3s So had Bishop Cooper,
though ostensibly he is writing about 1381 :

32. H. Denne, The Levellers Designe Discovered (1649), p. 8, quoted by
R. Howell and D. E. Brewster, ‘Reconsidering the Levellers’, P. and P.,
46, p. 69. Denne’s remark seems in fact to have been made about the New
Model Army rather than about the Levellers.

33. By the Soviet historian, Professor M. A. Barg, Lower-class Popular
Movements in the English Bourgeois Revolution of the 17th century
(Moscow, 1967), in Russian.

34. See pp. 66-9 above.

35. E. Spenser, The Fairie Queen, Book 1I, canto 9, stanza 13; Book
IV, canto 1, stanza 28; Book V, canto 2, stanzas 35-52; canto 11, stanzas
57-9; W. Shakespeare, Coriolanus, Act 11, scene iii; Henry VI, Part 1I,

Act IV, passim. For evidence of the continuity of this tradition, see
my ‘The Many-Headed Monster’, pp. 297-303.
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At the beginning (say they), when God had first made the world,
all men were alike, there was no principality, then was no bondage
or villeinage: that grew afterwards by violence and cruelty. There-
fore why should we live in this miserable slavery under those proud
lords and crafty lawyers, etc?36

It is difficult to believe that the good bishop inverted those
sentiments, which he used, rather dishonestly, as an argument
for suppressing Presbyterians.

Like so many other underground ideas, communist theories
surfaced in the freedom of the 1640s. Thomas Edwards noted
in 1646, as the 153rd error of the sectaries, the view that ‘all
the earth is the saints’, and there ought to be a community of
goods, and the saints should share in the lands and estates of
gentlemen and rich men’3? ‘Meum er tuum,’ said Peter Cham-
berlen in 1647, ‘divide the world into factions, into atoms; and
till the world return to its first simplicity or ... to a Christian
utopia, . .. covetousness will be the root of all evil’.3® As early
as 1646 we hear of demands in the Army for an agrarian
law.3® A scheme setting an upper limit of one hundred marks
a year to the property which any landowner should possess
had been put forward, probably by the Commonwealth’s Party,
in one of Edward VI's Parliaments, though of course unsuc-
cessfully.*’ In October 1647 soldiers were demanding that no
duke, marquis or earl should have more than £2000 a year,
and that the income of other classes should be proportionately
restricted.#! The agrarian law was to be made famous by
James Harrington’s advocacy of it in Oceana (1656), from
which many other thinkers adopted the idea. But Harrington
was only summing up a tradition.

The author of Tyranipocrit Discovered, an anonymous pam-

36. T. Cooper, An Admonition to the People of England, 1589, ed.
E. Arber (1895), p. 118; cf. pp. 144-5, 148, 159, 168-9.

37. Edwards, Gangraena, 1, p. 34; 11, pp. 150-51; I1I, p. 16.

38. P. Chamberlen, A Voice in Rhama (1647), pp. 49-59.

39. Ed. J. A. F. Bekkers, Correspondence of John Morris with Johannes
de Laet (Assen, 1970), pp. 122, 149; cf. p. 58 above.

40. W. K. Jordan, Edward VI: the Young King (1968), p. 433.

41. Gardiner, Great Civil War, 111, p. 370.
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phlet printed in the Netherlands in August 1649, attacked the
government of the English Commonwealth for not having
established ‘an equality of goods and lands’, as God and nature
would have, and for taking ‘no care to educate all men’s chil-
dren alike.” Echoing Sir Thomas More, the author denounced
‘the rich thieves’ who ‘make a combination and call it a law,
to hang a poor man if he do steal, when they have wrongfully
taken from him all his maintenance’. “They make themselves
thieves by Act of Parliament.’ The property of the rich should
be shared among the poor, and redivided at least once a year.
“To give unto every man with discretion so near as may be an
equal share of earthly goods,” Tyranipocrit continued, is con-
sonant to the law of God and nature. But equality of goods
and lands is also desirable ‘that so young, strong and able per-
sons might labour, and old, weak and impotent persons might
rest’.*? The Ranter Abiezer Coppe in the same year said that
‘it’s but yet a little while and the strongest, yea the seemingly
purest property, which may mostly plead privilege and pre-
rogative from Scripture and carnal reason, shall be confounded
and plagued into community and universality’.4? In 1650 Lieu-
tenant William Jackson was in trouble for holding, among
many other enormities, ‘community of all things’, including,
apparently, wives.#

In the Putney Debates of 1647 Rainborough and Sexby made
demands for manhood suffrage which seem to conflict with the
more moderate proposals of the civilian Levellers, Wildman
and Petty, who would have excluded paupers and servants from
the vote. The radical wing of the Levellers flourished not only
in London and the Army, Professor Barg suggests, but also in
the country districts, where traditions of popular revolt no
doubt still survived. John Lilburne’s favourite phrase to
describe his supporters, ‘clubs and clouted shoon’, occurred

42. [Anon.] Tyranipocrit Discovered (Rotterdam, 1649) in British
Pamphleteers, 1, ed. G. Orwell and R. Reynolds (1948), pp. 84-6, 96, 108,

43. A. Coppe, A Fiery Flying Roll, Part II (1649), in N. Cohn, The

Pursuit of the Millennium (1957), p. 372. For Coppe see pp. 210-13
below.

44. C. H. Firth, Cromwell’'s Army (1902), p. 408. See pp. 209, 318
below.
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in Norfolk during Ket’s Revolt of 1549, in Leicester in 1586,
and in Shakespeare’s Henry V1.4 Fuller in 1655 related the
movement to the Revolt of 1381: all the peasants then were
‘pure Levellers’, their leaders teaching that ‘no gentry was jure
divino, and all equal by nature’.*s The names ‘Leveller’ and
‘Digger’ had been used of participants in the Midlands Revolt
of 1607. In Buckinghamshire, county of forests and industry,
there were ‘tumultuous proceedings’ in 1647-9 to throw down
enclosures. Ralph Verney, scion of a depopulating family,
‘feared they might be resolved to put down all the enclosures in
England’. Levellers were foremost in inciting the Bucking-
hamshire anti-enclosure movement.*’ In December 1648, be-
fore Winstanley had announced his communism, a local group
of Levellers produced a pamphlet called Light Shining in
Buckinghamshire, which called for equality of property. ‘All
men being alike privileged by birth, so all men were to enjoy
the creatures alike without property one more than the
other.™8

The sequel to this pamphlet, More Light Shining in Bucking-
hamshire, appeared on 30 March, two days before digging
started on St George’s Hill. Similar ideas were arising simul-
taneously, that is to say, in more or less sophisticated forms, in
various parts of the country. Winstanley may have been influ-
enced by the Buckinghamshire pamphlets, and some historians
have suggested that he had a hand in drafting them, since he
lived only a few miles from the Buckinghamshire border. But
their vigorous, rudely boisterous and bellicose style is hardly
Winstanley’s; the main target of Light Shining in Bucking-
hamshire is monarchy, not Winstanley’s more generalized
‘kingly power’. More Light Shining in Buckinghamshire is also

45. K. V. Thomas, op. cit., pp. 403, 407; cf. Brailsford, op. cit., pp. 239,
265, and my ‘The Many-Headed Monster’, p. 300. )

46. Fuller, Church History of Britain (1842), 1, p. 451.

47. Verney Correspondence, cited by A. M. Johnson, Buckinghamshire
1640-1660: a study in county Politics (unpublished Welsh M.A. Thesis,
1965), pp. 16, 261-3; cf. Memoirs of the Verney Family in the Seventeenth
Century, ed. F. P. and M. M. Vemey (1892-9), 111, p. 221.

48. Sabine, p. 611.
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more directly political than Winstanley usually is, appealing
specifically to the Army.*® Whatever is the case with the Buck-
inghamshire pamphlets, Winstanley could hardly have been
associated with the Humble Representation of the Desires of
the Soldiers and Officers in the Regiment of Horse for the
County of Northumberland, which expressed analogous ideas,
also at the beginning of December 1648.5°

We should see the Digger colony on St George’s Hill as
merely one particularly well-documented example of a trend
which was repeated in many other places. Early newspaper
accounts of the Diggers invariably treated them as adherents
of the Levellers.5! A pamphlet published in June 1649 reprinted
extracts from Winstanley’s Letter to the Lord General and com-
plained that this paper was being distributed by enemies who
were obstructing the relief of Ireland and had deceived even
many honest men. If their efforts succeeded, ‘we shall be em-
broiled in anarchy and subjected to strangers and foreigners’.52
Another pamphlet of the same year, ‘published by authority’,
quoted both Winstanley’s New Law of Righteousness and Light
Shining in Buckinghamshire as Leveller pamphlets, in order to
show that the Levellers were opposed to religion and pro-
perty.s3

Thus unofficial ‘Leveller’ thought and action went a good
deal further than the constitutionalist leaders, and raised the
property issue in ways that the latter found embarrassing. Only
this can explain Ireton’s determination in the Putney Debates
to convict the Leveller spokesmen of communism, despite their
indignant denials. He got them into considerable difficulties
by stressing the ‘natural right’ basis of their arguments about
the franchise: Gerrard Winstanley was to build his communist
theories on natural rights, and they were also used by the
authors of Light Shining in Buckinghamshire. This would also

49, See p. 108 above.

50. Quoted by Petegorsky, op. cit., p. 139. Note the order - soldiers first,
officers following.

51. Petegorsky, op. cit., pp. 165, 170.

52. [Anon.] The King of Scots Declaration (1649).

53. [Anon.] The Discoverer (1649), pp. 9-15.
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explain Lilburne’s excessive concern from February 1648 on-
wards to disavow communist theories — long before the Digger
movement had appeared — as well as his repudiation of ‘the
erroneous tenets of the poor Diggers at George Hill’ in June
1649.54 The Leveller petition of 11 September 1648 repudiated
any idea of abolishing property, levelling estates or making all
common, though it declared in favour of laying open recent
enclosures of fens and other commons, or of enclosing them
chiefly for the benefit of the poor.5> A Leveller manifesto of
14 April 1649, when digging had been going on for a fortnight
on St George’s Hill, also asserted that the Levellers them-
selves ‘never had it in our thoughts to level men’s estates, it
being the utmost of our aim that ... every man with as much
security as may be enjoy his property’.5¢ Overton’s call in July
1647 for a return of enclosed lands to communal use was quite
untypical. 5’ Official Leveller pronouncements failed even to
take a clear and decisive stand in favour of security of tenure
for copyholders and against enclosure — until after the defeat
of 1649. It was in the Army that in April 1648 the abolition
of base tenures-was advocated so as to establish an independent
peasantry, ‘that by this means persons disaffected to the wel-
fare and freedom of the nation may be prevented from drawing
men to a war against themselves by virtue of an awe upon
them by such dependent tenures’.5®

54. Lilburne, A Whip for the Present House of Lords (February, 1647-
8); H. and D., p. 449. The Congregational Societies of London in 1647,
John Cook and Henry Parker in 1648, also found it necessary to dissoci-
ate themselves from theories of communism (A Declaration by Congrega-
tional Societies in and about the City of London, November 1647;
Petegorsky, op. cit., p. 150).

55. Wolfe, p. 288.

56. Quoted by Petegorsky, op. cit., pp. 161-2.

57. Wolfe, pp. 194-5. The Case of the Armie in October 1647 called for
restoration to the ‘ancient public use and service of the poor’ of ‘all the
ancient rights and donations belonging to the poor, now embezzled and
converted to other uses, as enclosed commons, almshouses, etc.’ (H. and
D., p. 113): repeated by John Coates, ‘a present member of the navy’, in
A Glasse of Truth (1649), p. 217.

58. A Petition from the Agitators of Colonel Richs Regiment (1648),
p.5.
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Walwyn was accused of saying, ‘It would never be well
until all things were common, and ... then there would be no
thieves, no covetous persons, no deceiving and abusing of one
another, and so no need of government.” Walwyn never very
decisively repudiated this charge, though it was often repeated.
“That he is a Leveller and would have all things common,” Wal-
wyn sneered, seemed a more serious accusation to his Inde-
pendent and clerical enemies than that he was an unbeliever.>®
Both Walwyn and Overton rejected atrocity propaganda
levelled against the Miinster Anabaptists, allegedly communists.
(‘That lying story of that injured people . .. the Anabaptists of
Miinster’; ‘Who writ the histories of the Anabaptists but their
enemies? %)

Unlike Lilburne, the Leveller newspaper The Moderate laid
considerable stress on agrarian reform. It printed The True
Levellers Standard Advanced, without hostile comment. The
Moderate stood more consistently for religious toleration, and
was more steadily radical in its stand on the franchise: on
both these issues the official Leveller leaders were ready on
occasion to compromise.5! (The Moderate’s pronouncement
that property is ‘the original cause of any sin between party
and party’, and of ‘most sins against the heavenly deity’, aroused
the fury of the Earl of Leicester in the late summer of 1649.
The noble lord thought that such sentiments should not be per-
mitted in any Christian state: which tells us a good deal about
what such men thought the function of Christianity was.®?) In
1653, after the constitutionalist leaders had disappeared, and

59. H. and D., pp. 302-3; Wolfe, p. 178.

60. H. and D., p. 374; Haller, Tracts on Liberty, 11, p. 275; cf. p. 230.
Overton may refer to the anonymous Short History of the Anabaptists of
High and Low Germany (1642), which made the statistically improbable
statement that ‘there was not one woman of 14 years of age but was
violated’ during the commune of Miinster (p. 25). Walwyn certainly had
read it (Haller, op. cit., III, p. 100).

61. The Moderate, 41, 17-24 April 1649, pp. 409, 416-21, 424, quoted
by J. Frank, The Beginnings of the English Newspaper, 1620-1660
(Harvard U.P., 1961), p. 179; Howell and Brewster, op. cit., pp. 75-86.

62. Ed. R. W. Blencowe, Sydney Papers (1825), pp. 78, %4.
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the Levellers were an underground conspiratorial group, the
final Agreement of the People firmly called for the abolition of
all base tenures.

All this would seem to support Professor Barg’s suggestion
that the Diggers on St George’s Hill were only the visible tip
of the iceberg of True Levellerism, that Winstanley spoke for
those whom the ‘constitutional’ Levellers would have disfran-
chised — servants, labourers, paupers, the economically un-
free.%® Winstanley described himself as a ‘servant’, though many
of the Diggers were householders, born in the parish. Opposi-
tion to the digging came, Winstanley tells us, apart from the
gentry and parsons, ‘only from one or two covetous free-
holders, ... who call the enclosures their own land’.* It is
interesting that on the eve of their suppression the Levellers
were beginning to win support from the North and West, the
former royalist areas, from Cornish tin-miners to Northum-
brian farmers, from Bristol, Hull, York, Somerset, Lancashire.®s
This may indeed have been a reason for their suppression.
The Levellers sent out emissaries, an official pamphlet tells us,
‘to raise the servant against the master, the tenant against his
landlord, the buyer against the seller, the borrower against the
lender, the poor against the rich’.% Since this pamphlet deliber-
ately confuses Levellers and Diggers, we are left wondering
whether these were Leveller or Digger emissaries.5

This explanation would also help to account for the ease with
which the Levellers were divided and suppressed after 1649.
Lilburne and those who thought like him differed from the
Independent Grandees only in degree, since both assumed the
immutability of existing property relationships. Professor Mac-
pherson lgas already insisted that Leveller political theory looks

63. This had been suggested by Don M. Wolfe in Milton in the Puritan
Revolution (New York, 1941), p. 324.

64. Sabine, pp. 282, 348, 393, 434.

65. Brailsford, op. cit., pp. 355-6; C.S.P.D., 1649-50, p. 385.

66. [Anon.] The Discoverer (1649), pp. 9-15.

67. See pp. 126-8 below.
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forward to that of Locke.®® The Grandees stole the Levellers’
republican clothes in the early months of 1649, and the con-
stitutional Levellers had no basis on which to appeal to the
peasant majority of the population. After Burford had
destroyed their political hopes, individual members of the party
took up the cause of some of the victims of enclosure, especially
in the pasture areas, e.g. in the Isle of Axholme and Hatfield
Chase;® but by then it was too late for them to become leaders
of a specifically anti-landlord party. They simply strengthened
the demagogic arguments of Oliver Cromwell, who lumped
Levellers and True Levellers together as ‘a despicable and con-
temptible generation of men’, ‘persons differing little from
beasts’. ‘Did not the levelling principle tend to reducing all
to an equality, ... to make the tenant as liberal a fortune as
the landlord? ... a pleasing voice to all poor men, and truly
not unwelcome to all bad men.”™

Even the regiments which revolted in Salisbury in May
1649 had to insist that ‘levelling your estates’ was no part of
their object.™ The millenarian clergyman Nathanael Homes
rejected ‘a levelling anarchy’.”> William Hartley complained in
1651 that sectaries were branded as ‘Tompson’s party, Level-
lers’. ‘The word Leveller is a term of abuse cast upon many a
person for holding forth of righteous principles.” Yet even he
felt he had to go out of his way to disavow communism.”?
Blith in 1653 also found it prudent to reject ‘the Levelling prin-
ciple of parity or equality, . .. unless they bring us to the new
Jerusalem’.” James Harrington spoke of ‘robbers or Level-

68. C. B. Macpherson, The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism
(Oxford U.P., 1962), pp. 154-9. Professor Macpherson’s critics have sug-
gested that he depicts the Levellers as altogether too monolithic in outlook.
Professor Barg's explanation could serve to reconcile the two positions.

69. J. D. Hughes, ‘The Drainage Disputes in the Isle of Axholme’, The
Lincolnshire Historian, 11, pp. 13-34.

70. Abbott, op. cit., 111, pp. 184, 435-6.

T1. The unanimous declaration of Colonel Scroops and Commissary-
General Iretons Regiments (1649).

72. N. Homes, A Sermon Preached Before ... Thomas Foote (1650),
P 32; cf. pp. 24041 below.

73. W. Hartley, The Prerogative Passing Bell (1651), pp. 9-10.
74. Blith, The English Improver Improved, sig. C 3.
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lers’.” Roger Crab observed that John the Baptist would have
been despised if he had called himself Leveller.”6

Their lack of consistency in relation to the poor peasant
majority of the population helps to explain the apparently un-
principled readiness of men like Lilburne, Sexby and Wildman
to conspire with royalists against the Independent republic.
The True Levellers remained convinced and consistent re-
publicans, since monarchy for them was merely the chief cap-
tain of the army of landlordism: the Commonwealth was the
lesser evil, offering some hope of further advance in a radical
direction.” ‘God made men,’ as'the author of Tyranipocrit Dis-
covered put it, ‘and the devil made kings.”’®

The constitutional Levellers, then, were not in fundamental
disagreement with the type of society that was being set up by
the English Revolution. They accepted the sanctity of private
property, and their desire to extend democracy was within the
limits of a capitalist society. The present book concentrates on
those of the English radicals who in one way or another called
in question the institutions and ideology of that society, and
so the constitutional Levellers play a smaller part in my story
than their historical importance would suggest. One must in-
sist, to restore the balance, that the constitutional Levellers
were a very radical left wing of the revolutionary party. Some
of those who loom larger in this book were much less intellec-
tually consistent and principled than the Levellers: their re-
jection of capitalism was often backward-looking, negative and
unrealistic. The group of whom this is least true, I shall argue,
was the True Levellers. It is important to see them in this his-
torical perspective.

75. J. Harrington, Works (1737), p. 166; cf. pp. 264-5, 502.

76. R. Crab, The English Hermit (1655), in Harleian Miscellany (1744—
6), IV, p. 462. See also p. 377 below.

71. Winstanley, Englands Spirit Unfoulded (1650), ed. G. E. Aylmer, in
P. and P., 40, pp. 3-15. Not in Sabine; cf. p. 341 below.

78. Orwell and Reynolds, op. cit., p. 56.

! 123



The World Turned Upside Down

II1 OTHER DIGGER COMMUNITIES

In the years 1649-50 Winstanley issued a series of pamphlets,
appealing to various sections of the population, and some at
least seem to have borne fruit. Other Digger colonies appeared
at Wellingborough in Northamptonshire, Cox Hall in Kent,
Iver in Buckinghamshire, Barnet in Hertfordchire, Enfield in
Middlesex, Dunstable in Bedfordshire, Bosworth in Leicester-
shire, and at unknown places in Gloucestershire and Notting-
hamshire.® Not enough local work has yet been done on most
of these places, but we know something about Wellingborough.
It had a long-standing Puritan tradition, the living being in
the presentation of the Brooke family.®! Its lower orders got
badly out of hand in 1642-3. Three years later Edwards re-
ported that troopers were preaching there.®2 In May 1649, after
the Leveller defeat at Burford, William Thompson made for
Wellingborough, but was caught and killed just outside the
town, ;

79. Sabine says Cox Hill, five miles north-west of Dover, but if there was
a Digger community in Kent one would expect it to be in or near the
Weald. One possibility is Cox Heath, near Linton, on the road from Maid-
stone to the Weald. Cox Heath was not enclosed until the nineteenth
century; cricket was played there in 1646. Another possibility is Cock Hill,
between Maidstone and Chatham, close to a radical Brownist group at
Boxley, and itself later known for its robbers and poachers. (I am indebted
to Mr and Mrs Peter Clark for this suggestion.) It may even be worth
considering whether Kent is not a slip, or a misprint, for Essex, where
Coggeshall was a well-known radical centre, often spelt Cox Hall in the
seventeenth century. The Iver pamphlet’s reference to Cox Hall, Kent, may
have been copied from Winstanley’s one mention of Cox Hall in An
Appeale to all Englishmen (Sabine, p. 411). The strongest argument for
Kent is the pamphlet mentioned on p. 126 below, but this is not con-
clusive.

80. Thomas, ‘Another Digger Broadside’, P. and P., 40, p. 59. The
common lands at Dunstable had been noted by Walter Blith as ripe for
improvement (The English Improver, 1649, pp. 90-91).

81. Strype, Life of Whisgift (Oxford U.P., 1822), II, p. 11; S. Palmer,
The Nonconformists’ Memorial (1175), 11, p. 235; A. G. Mathews, Calamy
Revised (Oxford U.P., 1934), pp. 11-12,

82. Edwards, Gangraena, 1, p. 215; II, p. 173; [Ryves] Angliae Ruina,
Pp. 51-7.
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Ten months later the Wellingborough Diggers produced a
Declaration which tells us very precisely what sort of people
supported their movement. There were 1169 persons in receipt
of alms in the parish. Trade was decayed, there was no work;
‘rich men’s hearts are hardened, they will not give us if we beg
at their doors. If we steal, the law will end our lives, divers
of the poor are starved to death already, and it were better for
us that are living to die by the sword than by the famine.” So
they, like the Surrey Diggers, had begun to ‘dig up, manure
and sow corn upon the common waste ground called Bare-
shank’. They said they had had much encouragement: ‘those
that we find most against us are such as have been constant
enemies to the Parliament’s cause from first to last’. But this
colony seems to have been suppressed at the same time as that
in Surrey.®® It is hardly surprising that Wellingborough was
one of the earliest places outside the North in which Quaker-
ism was preached. There were hysterical fits in the parish
church in 1654, and Wellingborough remained a Quaker centre
from that year onwards.®* But either these were very Ranter-
like Quakers, or there were Ranters in Wellingborough as
well. In 1657 Francis Ellington was indicted under the Blas-
phemy Act for saying ‘confounded be thee and thy God, and
I trample thee and thy God under my feet’. The language is
Quaker, and Ellington appears in Besse’s  Sufferings of the
Quakers; but the sentiment seems more Ranter than Quaker.%s

It has been suggested that the unknown Digger colony in
Gloucestershire may have been at Slimbridge, where in 1631,
during the civil war, and again in 1650, ‘rude multitudes’ were
‘levelling enclosures’. The waste of Slimbridge, John Smyth of
Nibley had said in 1639, could yield £1500 a year but was not

83. Sabine, pp. 649-51; C.S.P.D., 1650, p. 106.

84. W. Deusbury, The Discovery Of the great enmity of the Serpent
against the seed of the Woman (1655), pp. 9-10; True Prophecie of the
Mighty Day of the Lord (1655); First Publishers of Truth, pp. 194, 197-9;
Sufferings of the Quakers, I, pp. 176-9, 186-7, 190-91; Fox, Journal, 1,
p. 250; Barclay, Inner Life, p. 313; Braithwaite, p. 174.

85. Ed. Joan Wake, Northamptonshire Quarter Sessions Records, 1630
and 1657-8 (Northamptonshire Record Soc., 1924), p. 136; Sufferings of
the Quakers, 1, pp. 446-8; cf. pp. 228, 239-40 below.
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worth one-fifth of that sum now. On the contrary, it draws
‘many poor people from other places’ and burdens the town-
ship with ‘beggarly cottages ... and alehouses and idle
people’.86 .

The colony at Iver, like that at Wellingborough, produced
a pamphlet of its own, in May 1650, fiercer and more desperate
than those produced before the suppressions in Surrey and
Northamptonshire.8” The Iver Diggers may have had a hand
in the two Light Shining in Buckinghamshire pamphlets and A
Declaration of the Wel-Affected in the County of Buckingham-
shire, which sprang from a meeting of Levellers at Aylesbury
in the first week of May 1649, on the eve of the defeat at
Burford.®® From Kent in 1653 came the anonymous pamphlet
No Age like unto this Age, in which Digger influence is clear.
Enfield, a manor purchased by the third Earl of Essex, had
been the scene of riots in June 1649, and was to be again in
1659 on the enclosure of Enfield Chase. This led to the publi-
cation by William Covell of a scheme for setting up collective
farms on Enfield Chase, which again owed a good deal to
Digger influence.®® Enfield too became a Quaker centre.®®

In the spring of 1650, as money and food ran short on Cob-
ham Heath, two emissaries were sent out by the colony with a
letter signed by Winstanley and twenty-one other Diggers ask-
ing for financial help. They went backwards and forwards
through the Home Counties and the Midlands, visiting existing
colonies and groups of sympathizers. The counties covered
were Buckinghamshire, Surrey, Middlesex, Hertfordshire, Bed-
fordshire, Berkshire, Huntingdonshire, Northamptonshire. The

86. D. G. C. Allan, ‘The Rising in the West, 1628-1631°, Economic
History Review, Second Series, V, pp. 82, 84; C.S.P.D., 1650, p. 218; J.
Smyth, A Description of the Hundred of Berkely (1785), p. 328. But then
Smyth sighed nostalgically for the good old days of villeinage (ibid., p. 43).

87. K. V. Thomas, ‘Another Digger Broadside’.

88. See p. 117 above.

89. V. F. Snow, Essex the Rebel (Nebraska U.P., 1970), p. 198; J. M.
Patrick, ‘William Covell and the troubles at Enfield in 1659; a sequel to
the Digger movement’, University of Toronto Quarterly, XIV (1944-5),
pp. 45-57. Colonel Joyce was among the intending purchasers at Enfield.

See pp. 345-6 below.
90. Fox, Journal, 11, p. 396, and passim.
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thirty-four places named included the colonies at Dunstable
and Wellingborough, Hounslow — a heath, where together with
Newmarket and Hampstead the Diggers had planned a colony®!
— Colnbrook and Harrow-on-the-Hill, with which Winstanley
may have had some connection.®> They went to Fenstanton
and Warboys, where Baptist churches had been founded by
Henry Denne, the Leveller leader at Burford who recanted to
avoid being shot. The Warboys church book recorded not only
the Diggers’ activities in Surrey but also that there was ‘a people
called Levellers in these times, of whom one George Foster
declares himself to be a prophet’, saying that the rich would
share their wealth with the poor.%3

The Digger emissaries also passed near Pirton, Hertford-

91. Sabine, pp. 440-41; Petegorsky, op. cit., p. 163. Dunstable and
Wycombe (also visited) were parishes in which the Feoffees for Impropria-
tions had bought patronage; the curate whom they presented to Dunstable
subsequently emigrated to New England (I. M. Calder, Activities of the
Puritan Faction of the Church of England, 1625-1633, 1957, esp. pp. 45,
47, 56).

92. For Colnbrook, see Thomas, ‘Another Digger Broadside’, pp. 59-60.
In September 1647 the Leveller William Thompson, subsequently killed
near Wellingborough, was in trouble at Colnbrook (see pp. 29, 68 above).
Connection with Harrow depends on a curious story which Morrison
Davidson attributed to the Rev. Thomas Hancock of Harrow, to whose
‘profound knowledge of the commonwealth’ Berens also paid tribute. This
says that in 1652 Winstanley ‘started out from Harrow-on-the-Hill; got as
far as Nottingham, where he was “run in” by the myrmidons of “law and
order”, and disappears’ (M. Davidson, The Wisdom of Winstanley, 1904,
p. 25; L. H. Berens, The Digger Movement in the Days of the Common-
wealth, 1906, p. 148). The tale would fit the summer of 1650 better than
1652. Hancock, a Laudian socialist (cf. his The Puritans and the Tithes,
1905), may have had access to some source now missing. Confirmation is
suggested by the existence of a Digger colony in Nottinghamshire, and by
the allegation that Winstanley invaded the parish of Fenny Drayton (the
birthplace of George Fox) at about this time and had discussions with
the minister there, Nathaniel Stephens (Stephens, A Plaine and Easie
Calculation of ... the Name of the Beast, 1656, pp. 267-71; D.N.B.,
Stephens). Stephens tells us that his pamphlet was ‘finished certain years
ago’ (p. 295).

93. Fenstanton Records, p. 269. The name Warboys suggests a wooded
district. There had been famous witches at Warboys in 1593. For Foster see
pp. 223-4 below.
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shire, where Henry Denne had been curate for ten years start-
ing about 1633, and to which Winstanley was to retreat in the
autumn of 1650 with a group of Diggers who hired themselves
to Lady Eleanor Davies.® So from Nottinghamshire and
Northamptonshire to Gloucestershire and Kent, Digger influ-
ence spread all over southern and central England. They had
some influence in intensifying ill-feeling between landlords and
tenants, it has been suggested; they may have contributed to
the class consciousness of Fifth Monarchists and early
Quakers. They must have had a great deal to do with the ‘shat-
tering’ of Baptist and Independent churches from which ulti-
mately the Quakers were to benefit.? It has been pointed out
that much of the evidence for early Quaker history from those
midland counties in which there were Digger settlements or
Digger sympathizers was suppressed or ignored when the
Quaker First Publishers of Truth was compiled. Mr Hudson
speculates that this may have been to remove traces of Digger
influence, and that Winstanley may have been on preaching
tours through the Midlands in the forties, making contacts
which the Diggers of St George’s Hill later picked up.%

IV FORESTS AND COMMONS

Thus if we see the New Model Army as a short-lived school
of political democracy, commons, wastes and forests were
longer-lasting though less intensive schools in economic de-
mocracy. Winstanley thought that from a half to two-thirds
of England was not properly cultivated. One-third of England
was barren waste, which lords of manors would not permit the

94. Fenstanton Records, p. v; P. Hardacre, ‘Gerrard Winstanley in
1650°, Huntington Library Quarterly, XXII, pp. 345-9. Lady Eleanor, an
eccentric personality who regarded herself as a prophetess, deserves more
space than she can be given here. See T. Spencer, ‘The History of an
Unfortunate Lady’, Harvard Studies and Notes in Philology and Litera-
ture, X, pp. 43-59, and p. 278 below.

95. The Perfect Diurnall, 1-8 April 1650, quoted by Tindall, John
Bunyan, Mechanick Preacher, p. 255; Fenstanton Records, pp. 269-71.
For Fifth Monarchists see pp. 95-8 above.

96. W. S. Hudson, ‘Gerrard Winstanley and the Early Quakers’, Church
History, XII, pp. 191-4.
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poor to cultivate.’” ‘If the waste land of England were manured
by her children, it would become in a few years the richest,
the strongest and [most] flourishing land in the world’; the
price of corn would fall to 1s. a bushel or less (it was then more
like 6s. or 7s.).°® An increase in the cultivated area, the Digger
poet Robert Coster added, would bring down the price of
land and therewith the cost of living.” The custom by which
lords of manors claimed property rights in the commons, and
so could prevent their cultivation to the advantage of the
poor, argued Winstanley, should have been abolished by the
overthrow of kingly power.'® Communal cultivation could
allow for capital investment in improvements without sacrific-
ing the interests of commoners. There was land enough to main-
tain ten times the present population, abolish begging and
crime, and make England ‘first of the nations’.10!

This was the programme which Winstanley conceived in the
cruel winter of 1648-9. It seemed to him so novel and so im-
portant that he attributed it to a divine command. The vision
which he had in a trance told him to declare abroad the mes-
sage: ‘Work together; eat bread together.” ‘He that works for
another, either for wages or to pay him rent, works un-
righteously ... but they that are resolved to work and eat to-
gether, making the earth a common treasury, doth join hands
with Christ to lift up the creation from bondage, and restores
all things from the curse.’” After declaring this message both
verbally and in print, Winstanley decided he must ‘go forth
and declare it in my action’ by organizing ‘us that are called

common people to manure and work upon the common
lands’.102

97. Sabine, pp. 200, 304, 356; Thomas, ‘Another Digger Broadside’,
p. 58.

98. Sabine, pp. 408, 414; Hoskins, ‘Harvest Fluctuations in English
Economic History, 1620-1759’, p. 29.

99. R. Coster, A Mite Cast into the Common Treasury (1649) in Sabine,
p. 657.

100. Sabine, pp. 307-8, 322-3; cf. p. 420. See pp. 54-5 above.

101. ibid., pp. 414, 507; cf. E. G., Wast Lands Improvement [nd.,
?21653), pp. 1-17.

102. Sabine, pp. 190, 194, 262. For visions see p. 292 below.
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Winstanley’s conclusion, that communal cultivation of the
commons was the crucial question, the starting-point from
which common people all over England could build up an
equal community, was absolutely right. ‘The whole Digger
movement,” Mr Thomas has written, ‘can be plausibly regarded
as the culmination of a century of unauthorized encroachment
upon the forests and wastes by squatters and local commoners,
pushed on by land shortage and pressure of population’ - and,
Mrs Thirsk adds, by lack of employment for casual labour in
the depression of 1648-9.1° Winstanley had arrived at the one
possible democratic solution which was not merely backward-
looking, as all other radical proposals during the revolutionary
decades — an agrarian law, partible inheritance, stable copy-
holds - tended to be. The economic arguments against those
who merely defended commoners’ traditional rights in the
waste were overwhelming. England’s growing population could
be fed only by more intensive cultivation, by bringing marginal
land under the plough. Enclosure by men with capital, brutally
disregarding the rights of commoners, did at least do the job;
in the long run, its advocates rightly claimed, it created more
employment. But in the short run it disrupted a way of life,
causing intense misery; and the employment which it did ulti-
mately create was not of a sort to attract free commoners.

Collective cultivation of the waste by the poor could have
had the advantages of large-scale cultivation, planned develop-
ment, use of fertilizers, etc. It could have fed the expanding
English population without disrupting the traditional way of
life to anything like the extent that in fact happened. The
Diggers sowed their land with carrots, parsnips and beans -
crops of the sort which were to transform English agriculture
in the seventeenth century by making it possible to keep cattle
alive throughout the winter in order to fertilize the land.1%
‘Manuring’ is the crucial word in Winstanley’s programme.
(‘True religion and undefiled is to let every one quietly have
earth to manure.”) Winstanley had got a solution to his own

103. Thomas, ‘Another Digger Broadside’, p. 58; Thirsk, ‘Seventeenth
century agriculture and economic change’, p. 166.
104. E. Kerridge, The Agricultural Revolution (1967), ch. VII and VIIL
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paradox: ‘the bondage the poor complain of, that they are
kept poor by their brethren in a land where there is so much
plenty for everyone, if covetousness and pride did not rule as
king in one brother over another’.1%

The gentry and parsons around St George’s Hill appreci-
ated that the Diggers were doing something different in kind -
from the traditional squatting of cottagers. Even communal
cultivation of the earth, Parson Platt assured Winstanley, was
less intolerable than cutting timber that grew on the com-
mon. Squatting and cultivating the earth could be deemed to
be done by courtesy of the lord of the soil; but cutting wood
against his wishes was a direct assertion of a property right
which could not be overlooked. And indeed it was intended by
the Diggers ‘to be a stock for ourselves and our poor brethren
through the land of England, ... to provide us bread to eat
till the fruit of our labours in the earth bring forth increase’.
The Diggers had ordered the lords of the manor to stop cut-
ting down ‘our common woods and trees ... for your private
use.” It was intended, as all the Diggers’ actions were, to be a
symbolic challenge as well as an economically necessary step.1%

By 1650 the Diggers had added a demand for confiscated
church, crown and royalists’ land to be turned over to the
poor. In The Law of Freedom Winstanley further suggested
that the land sales authorized by Parliament should be repudi-
ated, and that all lands confiscated at the dissolution of the
monasteries a century earlier should be added to the Com-
monwealth land fund.!®” These last two proposals would bite
deep into existing property relations. The danger from the
Diggers was that they called on the poor to organize them-
selves for practical action. A series of collective communities,
if they had lasted, would have overcome the dispersion of
forces which bedevilled the Levellers: they would have been
for the True Levellers what the New Model Army might have
been for the Levellers; and they could have extended all over
the country.

Collective manuring of the common lands was a religious

105. Sabine, pp. 428, 558. 106. ibid., pp. 433, 2724.
107. ibid., pp. 363, 557-8, 560.
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act for the Diggers; for Parson Lee ‘a hedge in the field is as
necessary in its kind as government in the church or common-
wealth’. Religion, liberty, property and government were
closely linked for both sides in the dispute. ‘The very name of
reformation’ [of the church], Lee added, ‘is as much exploded
by the vulgar as enclosure; those sacred ordinances of magis-
tracy and ministry . .. are now become offensive to the levelling
multitude,”108

V TRUE COMMONWEALTH’S FREEDOM.

For Winstanley Jesus Christ was the Head Leveller.!” Win-
stanley’s thought incorporates many Leveller ideas: it goes
beyond them, beyond the vision of the small proprietor, in its
hostility to private property as such.

In the beginning of time the great creator, Reason, made the earth
to be a common treasury, to preserve beasts, birds, fishes and man,
the lord that was to govern this creation ... Not one word was
spoken in the beginning that one branch of mankind should rule
over another ... But ... selfish imaginations ... did set up one
man to teach and rule over another. And thereby ... man was
brought into bondage, and became a greater slave to such of his
own kind than the beasts of the field were to him. And hereupon
the earth ... was hedged into enclosures by the teachers and rulers,
and the others were made . .. slaves. And that earth that is within
this creation made a common storehouse for all, is bought and sold
and kept in the hands of a few, whereby the great Creator is mightily
dishonoured, as if he were a respecter of persons, delighting in the
comfortable livelihood of some and rejoicing in the miserable
poverty and straits of others. From the beginning it was not so ...

Winstanley told lords of manors that

the power of enclosing land and owning property was brought into
the creation by your ancestors by the sword; which first did mur-
der their fellow creatures, men, and after plunder or steal away
their land, and left this land successively to you, their children.
And therefore, though you did not kill or thieve, yet you hold that

108. Lee, A Vindication of regulated Enclosure, pp. 27-8; cf. p. 101
above.
109. Sabine, pp. 390-91, 454, 471.
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cursed thing in your hand by the power of the sword; and so you
justify the wicked deeds of your fathers, and that sin of your fathers
shall be visited upon the head of you and your children to the third
and fourth generation, and longer too, till your bloody and thieving
power be rooted out of the land.11¢

Winstanley extended the Leveller justification of political
democracy to economic democracy:

The poorest man hath as true a title and just right to the land as
the richest man ... True freedom lies in the free enjoyment of the
earth .. If the common people have no more freedom in England
but only to live among their elder brothers and work for them for
hire, what freedom then have they in England more than we can
have in Turkey or France?1!1

Winstanley transcended the Leveller theory of the Norman
Yoke, that all we need is to get back to the laws of the free
Anglo-Saxons. ‘The best laws that England hath,” he declared,
‘are yokes and manacles, tying one sort of people to another.’
‘All laws that are not grounded upon equity and reason, not
giving a universal freedom to all but respecting persons, ought
... to be cut off with the King’s head.”!? But England’s rulers
had not completed the Revoluti