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			Foreword

			This book was born of ignorance. Studies of the seventeenth century tend to deal either with some aspect of the kingdoms of the Stuart monarchy or with the world of the civil wars and the Revolution. There are lots of good reasons for dividing an entire century into manageable chunks, but it was not, of course, how it was. Those who walked the streets of Lincoln or London, shared a bottle of wine in the inns of Exeter or Edinburgh, in the 1630s often did so still in the 1650s and 1670s. Their dress and the style of their hair might have changed, and age would have weathered their skin and blurred their sight, but this was nothing to how the environment around them had shifted over that time. Few, if any, other generations of British people can have experienced such a period of national political and social change. Many of those I knew from both the earlier and later seventeenth century lived through these republican years and I wanted to know more of what they had experienced. Very few people tuck neatly into one historical ‘age’ or another, or live only in the years with which they are most closely associated. Samuel Pepys and Christopher Wren, quintessential figures of the age of Charles II, were respectively a naval secretary and a pioneering mathematician during the 1650s. Oliver Cromwell’s daughter, Mary, and her husband Lord Fauconberg, whose boisterous wedding party Oliver himself had hosted, were popular figures at the late Stuart courts; the Earl was ambassador to Venice, a friend of the Duke of Monmouth and, later, a prominent supporter of the Glorious Revolution. Well into the reign of Queen Anne the residents of Cheshunt in Hertfordshire would see an elderly man out riding with his dogs, or sketching landscapes, who was none other than Richard Cromwell, one-time Lord Protector of the Commonwealth of England, Scotland and Ireland.

			This book attempts to inhabit Britain in the only period in its history when it was a republic and to try, by seeking to stand at the shoulder of a number of contemporaries, to understand what it was like and why. It is not a book about the civil war, which was largely over by the time it begins. But it is a book about life in a post-war land scarred by conflict and its monumental cost – human, material and financial. The nine men and women taken as protagonists are not representative of British society – the sources make this impossible – but they do represent different experiences. Some, such as John Bradshaw, President of the first Commonwealth Council of State, stood at the centre of events, others, the young visionary Anna Trapnel or the Norfolk gentlewoman Alice L’Estrange, at the periphery. Some, most notably Oliver Cromwell, are household names, others, such as the irrepressible newspaperman Marchamont Nedham, are unknown to all but academics. Through the surviving primary sources I have tried to piece together a picture of what their lives were in these years and to do so in a way which also tells the story of the age. The men and women of the 1650s were not two-dimensional woodcuts or joyless caricatures but real people, with friends and enemies, anxieties and aspirations, desires and disappointments like any person alive today. My hope is that through them the age in which they lived – which was at times as unfamiliar to them as it is to us today – might become more real and make more sense to we who, after all, walk in their footsteps still.
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			There is a risk in writing about a decade sometimes called ‘the Interregnum’ that it becomes defined in the negative. Given our knowledge of what came next, it is easy to imagine that the return of the monarchy, the House of Lords and the episcopacy was inevitable and that these years were always destined to be a historical blind alley. This is not my contention. The 1650s was a time of extraordinarily ambitious political, social, economic and intellectual innovation, and it was not a foregone conclusion that the British republic would fail. But it was also a time about which a characterisation in the negative, ‘Britain without a Crown’, is relevant. The decade was defined to a significant degree by what was being rejected. Indeed part of the reason for the fall of the republic was that its protagonists agreed far more on what they did not want than what they sought in its place. Furthermore one of the republic of Britain’s enduring legacies has been as a historical cautionary tale, a ghoul summoned up at times of turmoil to deter later generations from a course of radicalism. That the United Kingdom remains a monarchy to this day is due in no small part to the events and experiences described in this book.
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			While the book has ‘Britain’ in its title, it is fully acknowledged that Britain here – rather as was the case with the first ‘British’ parliaments of 1656–9 – is weighted towards England.

			Dates follow the ‘Old Style’ Julian Calendar used in England at the time, but with the new year taken as starting on 1 January. Quotations are given with the original spelling unless otherwise stated. Readers who find this hard to understand are encouraged to say the words aloud.

		

		
			One

			The Forced Revolution
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			There could hardly have been a more apposite place in which to make the decision to execute Charles I than the Painted Chamber at Westminster. When the clouds broke during the numerous morning meetings here in January 1649, elongated lancets of sunlight streamed through the tall Gothic windows onto the matted floor and down the table where the men who brought the King to trial gathered. Created for Henry III four centuries before, this was once the Great Chamber of the medieval Palace of Westminster. Outside a terrace of royal gardens lay between the massive stone building and the wide River Thames, while inside the high walls had once been painted with the vivid royal and biblical scenes to which it owed its name. This was the chamber where medieval kings had slept and dined, and where they had taken counsel. The building works had been completed just in time for the meeting of Henry III’s Great Council of January 1237. Here the Plantagenet king had secured agreement to the taxes he wished to levy by promising various concessions to his subjects. During this, the first gathering in English history to be called a ‘parliament’, he had pledged to reissue the famous undertaking which his father King John had signed, and then repudiated, Magna Carta. With it was established the principle that everybody, even the King, was subject to the law.1

			Whether the men who milled about the Painted Chamber on the morning of 20 January 1649 spared much thought for the room’s significance is doubtful. They had the future, not the past, in their sights. In their intense preoccupation none of them noticed the slight figure concealed behind one of the tapestries that now covered the wall paintings – a young royalist interloper, Purbeck Temple, who would later bear witness to what he heard. The discussion was of the final arrangements for the trial of Charles I, which was to commence that afternoon. The tension was almost suffocating. Deliberations turned to prayer, earnest invoking of God’s support for the momentous task they had taken upon themselves. Then came a messenger with the news. The King had arrived. One of their number, Lieutenant General Oliver Cromwell, dashed to the window. Here he watched the small, cloaked figure of Charles I disembark from a boat and walk steadily across the wintry garden into the adjacent building. Cromwell’s nerve suddenly faltered. When he turned away from the window he was ‘as white as the wall’. Speaking only to his closest colleagues he asked them wildly ‘how … they had concluded on such a business’. But almost as quickly as it had risen, his doubt subsided. When he addressed the table a minute or two later he radiated confidence: ‘My masters, he is come, he is come and now we are doing that great work that the whole nation will be full of’.2

			The man to whom Cromwell turned in his moment of doubt was John Bradshaw. A few hours earlier Bradshaw had awoken in unaccustomed splendour. His home was tucked in behind the Guildhall in the heart of the City of London. As a lawyer and City of London judge his professional life was focused on the ancient metropolis.3 But this morning he had risen and dressed in one of the finest addresses in the royal enclave of Westminster, two miles upstream. Sir Abraham Williams’s House stood on Old Palace Yard at right angles to the main north entrance of Westminster Hall. It was from an upstairs room here, twenty-four years earlier, that the Queen, Henrietta Maria, and her ladies had watched her husband’s coronation procession. For the past decade or so the house had been rented by the state to house visiting diplomats. Occupants had included the ambassadors from the Dutch Republic who came to negotiate the marriage of Charles I’s daughter Mary to the young Prince of Orange just before the outbreak of civil war. Williams’s house had comfortably accommodated the three Dutch noblemen, their numerous servants and their luggage (which for just a short visit had filled six barges), so it was a capacious lodging for its single occupant. But while he was no royal prince or European aristocrat, Bradshaw’s status required such a house, for he was the man who was to try the King.4
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			New Palace Yard and the entrance to Westminster Hall where Charles I was tried in January 1649. The building on the far side of the yard, to the left of the fountain cover, is probably Sir Abraham Williams’s house where John Bradshaw lodged during the trial.

			In these unfamiliar surroundings Bradshaw dressed in unfamiliar clothes. Though the trial was to open that day, its members had actually been meeting daily for almost a fortnight. During the preparatory discussions a great deal of time had been devoted not only to matters of law, but also to questions of appearance. Heralds from the College of Arms were called in to advise. Accordingly, when Bradshaw walked across the Yard to join his colleagues in the Painted Chamber he was dressed in a long black gown edged with tassels, preceded by a sword bearer and a mace bearer and flanked by sixteen scarlet-clad officers each carrying a gleaming partizan.5

			The procession formed again as the morning meeting in the Painted Chamber concluded and Bradshaw, Cromwell and their fellow ‘commissioners’ fell into formation and trooped through a sequence of ever larger medieval chambers towards Westminster Hall. The palace had not been used as a royal residence since a serious fire in 1512, but many activities associated with the crown had continued there after the royal family had left: the national accountancy of the exchequer, the periodic gathering of the two houses of Parliament and the dispensing of justice through the royal courts of law. Taking up his seat in a scarlet velvet chair, and with his fellow commissioners sitting on raked benches behind him, Bradshaw turned to one of the officers of the court and issued his instruction: ‘Serjeant Dendy, send for your prisoner.’6

			[image: ]

			In January 1649 John Bradshaw was 46. Handsome in a pale, intelligent way, he had reddish-brown hair, dark eyes and a sandy moustache above a cleft chin (Colour plate 1). Before the outbreak of the civil war he had lived a different life in the lush landscape of Cheshire, a county famous for salt, cheese and the Roman city of Chester – the main embarkation point for Ireland. How he came to summon the King to trial beneath the magnificent timber roof of Westminster Hall was far from straightforward or inevitable. The Bradshaws were not outlandish radicals, or dispossessed revolutionaries, but solid gentry. Like hundreds of families up and down the land, they owned property, employed servants, gave generously to the church collection plate and paid substantial sums to educate their children. But while he sprang from this stock, John Bradshaw was intensely his own man.7

			The last of the Tudors, the elderly Queen Elizabeth had been visibly fading in December 1602, when 200 miles north of the capital the infant John Bradshaw had been held to the font in the medieval parish church of Stockport.8 Four months later she was dead and the King of Scots, the unpolished but politically astute James VI, set off from Edinburgh to assume his cousin’s throne. He travelled south not through the Bradshaws’ Cheshire, but by the quicker great north road down England’s eastern flank. He began, as he did so, to acquaint himself with the wealthy kingdom he had chanced to inherit. He made excursions to view the great houses and hunting parks, inspecting the mighty royal castles of Pontefract and Newark, little knowing that these would be the scenes of such devastation in the wars that were to come.

			Much about the life of the young John Bradshaw would be determined by the chance of birth. His brother was not quite two years his senior, but with age went the family’s wealth and Henry would go on to manage, and in time inherit, the Bradshaws’ extensive but scattered property holdings across the county. John knew he would have no such inheritance.9 His mother died when he was just 2 years old and his father developed a dislike for his second son that he did not trouble to hide. In the absence of parental affection or a valuable inheritance, education and a fine brain spurred John Bradshaw on. He attended two grammar schools, one in Cheshire and one in Lancashire, and would be forever grateful for the experience: leaving each a hefty £500 to increase the wages of their schoolmasters ‘return[ing] this as part of my thankfull acknowledgement’. He would bequeath a further £700 to establish a new school in his birthplace of Marple.10

			Bradshaw’s model in making these bequests may have been Thomas Aldersey, the wealthy Elizabethan cloth merchant who had endowed the grammar school he attended in Bunbury, 15 miles southwest of Chester. A committed adherent of the reformed, Protestant religion, Aldersey personally appointed John Glover as first schoolmaster. Glover oversaw a rigorous educational regime from the former chantry priest’s house, combining classical excellence with Protestant purity. The lessons ran from 6 a.m. to 6.30 p.m., interspersed with ‘Godly prayers’. To ensure ‘purity of the Latin tongue’ classical prose and poetry were to be studied alongside the Bible, with the rider that ‘no matter be taught of any author which may hinder godliness and learning’. On this substantial educational diet, Glover reared a flock of talented young men equipped to attend the universities and Inns of Court. On Sundays pupils were sent to St Boniface’s church, furnished with pencil and paper to take notes. Here they heard the powerful sermons of another of Aldersey’s nominees, the outspoken Puritan minister William Hinde whose salary he also funded. Like many others, Hinde had become seized with the urgent necessity of reinforcing the Protestant reformation and saving England from the influence of Catholicism and spiritual decadence which were felt to be dangerously on the rise. In Hinde’s passionate sermons the young John Bradshaw imbibed a strong Puritan draught and developed a lifelong belief in the value of powerful and instructive preaching.11

			For many in the seventeenth century, God’s disapproval was not an abstract concept, or something to be encountered only in the afterlife, but was starkly real and visible daily in acts of divine justice. Among the perils Hinde saw around him were ‘those Disorders, which were usually at Bunbury Wakes, & … threatened God’s Judgement against the same’. Wakes or ales were the festivities loosely connected to the church year that periodically took place in English villages and towns. The plays and games, maypole and Morris dancing, animal baiting and drinking they involved were rooted in medieval customs, but sometimes dissolved into drunkenness and violence – and were disapproved of by many in positions of authority.12

			John Bradshaw’s contemporary at Bunbury grammar school Edward Burghall kept a diary in which he recorded the numerous instances of God’s intervention in the life of their own parish. When spectators of the bear baiting at the village ales had leaned against the churchyard wall, he noted knowingly, it collapsed on top of them and the bear later gorged his owner. One Mr Lee, ‘coming home drunk, as he went to water his Horse, was drowned in his Mote’, while ‘divers Drunkards [were] taken away suddenly by the just Hand of God, some being drowned, one hard by Hampton post, others by untimely deaths’. As it was within the village, so it was within the kingdom, and the lynching of a ‘debauched conjurer’ leaving a London playhouse was also confidently ascribed to God’s displeasure. No wonder that Burghall bemoaned, ‘Oh! that Men would learn at last to be wise, before the heavy Wrath of God fall upon them’.13

			Bradshaw had both ability and application, and flourished under Glover’s tutelage. In 1620 at barely 18, he was admitted to Gray’s Inn in London to study to be a barrister. Gray’s Inn was one of a clutch of legal colleges, or inns, clustered around Holborn, between London and Westminster, where all those who wished to practise law learned their trade. The profession was a respectable one, and the sons of many wealthy families enrolled without any expectation that they would actually complete the lengthy legal apprenticeship. Of the nine young gentlemen admitted on the same day as Bradshaw four were the sons of knights. One of these was Henry Cromwell of Ramsey in Huntingdonshire, first cousin of Bradshaw’s future ally – and adversary – Oliver Cromwell.

			To move to London and train for the bar required money and influence. Bradshaw had both through his Cheshire connections. The Leghs of Lyme Park acted as sponsors and supporters; Peter Brereton, son of William Brereton of Ashley and a distant cousin, also entered Gray’s Inn that year and would become Bradshaw’s lifelong friend. Away from home and rubbing shoulders with a well-heeled and connected tribe of young men, he was now in a different world. The Inns of Court were woven into civic ceremonial life and even participated in court pageantry – only a few years before the men of Gray’s Inn had donned exotic outfits to perform in a masque before the royal family at Whitehall celebrating the marriage of James VI/I’s daughter to the Elector Palatine. The Inn itself had provided the costumes, with young lawyers playing the roles of the Knights of Olympus, statues, cupids and even a ‘He and She Baboon’. The Attorney-General, and august pillar of the law, Francis Bacon, had orchestrated the entire occasion.

			While some might see everything through the lens of divine displeasure, Bradshaw’s view was broader. As his friend John Milton would later say of him, unlike some other Puritans ‘there was no forbidding austerity, no moroseness in his manner’. The Bradshaws were not a family of killjoys; his brother’s account book shows that the elder Bradshaw shopped for colourful silk suits, drank alcohol, played cards and made an annual contribution to the local May Day festivities. Immersed in the metropolitan world, with all its grime and glamour, John relayed political gossip to Cheshire friends, asking them ‘not to miscensure my forwardnes in takyng notice of theise things, for it agrees w[i]th my genius [character] to have some smattering herein’. He viewed the high jinks of student life with detached amusement, recounting the armed rescue of one of their Inn from the gaol to which he had been committed for debt as a ‘mad prancke’.14

			Bradshaw would remain at Gray’s Inn for seven years. As he studied his books and honed his skills of advocacy from his rooms on Holborn he witnessed the comings and goings of court and government. The premature death of James VI/I’s eldest son, Henry Prince of Wales, and the marriage of his daughter, Elizabeth, left the King lonely and his family fractured. Into the gap had stepped the gorgeous, peacock figure of George Villiers, and soon both James I and his reserved second son, Charles, were in intense thrall to this powerfully attractive courtier who rose from obscurity to become Duke of Buckingham. The more important he became, the more Buckingham was reviled by those outside his inner circle. Bradshaw described the Duke as ‘the high swolne ffavoryte’, who secured title after title for his friends and relations, verging even on incest to safeguard his family’s wealth, drily noting ‘but we are so used to wonders that this is none at all’.

			Whatever the troubles of the court, Bradshaw had his own battles to fight. The cost of studying for the bar was considerable and his ever-critical father missed no opportunity to have a dig at his talented son. Henry Bradshaw senior wrote accusing him of not applying himself, having heard that John had delayed one of the moots at which students argued hypothetical cases. Young Bradshaw explained that he did so only to accelerate the moment when he could plead cases alone. Writing to Sir Peter Legh, he lamented: ‘It seemeth, how prone he is to take exception agaynst me, when fynding nothing blameworthy, he returned that for a fault w[hi]ch deserveth allowance and prayse.’ But John Bradshaw was used to it, and was fast developing emotional fortitude: ‘he shall soon[e]r be wearie of afflicting, then I will be of suffering, & by the grace of God I will shew my self a Sonne, though he cease to be my ffather.’

			In 1627 John Bradshaw qualified as a barrister and returned to Cheshire, taking up residence not at the family home at Marple Hall but in the town of Congleton 20 miles south. As he became part of the administrative fabric of his own locality, the new King, Charles I, was trying his hands at the ropes of monarchy, with mixed success.15
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			In 1625 James VI/I had died, and was succeeded by the 25-year-old Charles I. Shy and fastidious, Charles shared with his Tudor and Stuart predecessors a conviction that he ruled by divine right, but he lacked the political instinct that was necessary in a system in which, in reality, monarchs could do little of substance without the cooperation of at least some of their subjects. He loved beauty and splendour, order and ceremony, was devoted to his family and loyal to his friends, but he was also proud, authoritarian, defensive and jealously protective of his regal dignity. It would be a dangerous compound.

			At his accession Charles I promised to send an army to the Continent to help his sister and brother-in-law regain the throne of Bohemia (from which they had been ejected in 1620). The agreement of Parliament’s two houses was required to raise the necessary taxes, and Charles called it in 1625. MPs saw this as an excellent opportunity for the shortcomings of the previous reign to be properly addressed. Charles saw it as formality. When Parliament put forward a list of grievances about the rise of ‘Popery’ and corruption of various sorts, the young King had bristled. The military expeditions he went on to launch with Buckingham’s encouragement ended in a series of embarrassing catastrophes, causing the bad-tempered relationship between King and Parliament to deteriorate further. When Buckingham was stabbed to death in a Portsmouth alehouse in 1628, many nodded knowingly, sensing divine justice at work once again. On 10 March 1629 Charles I decided he had had enough and announced that, until such time as they ‘come to a better understanding of Us’, he would govern without the aid of Parliament.16

			For an English sovereign to rule without Parliament was not of itself particularly unusual. James I had done so for all but two months of an entire decade and no national crisis had resulted. But to do so successfully required certain things of a king. These included forgoing expensive projects that could not be funded out of ordinary crown income, and operating with political sensitivity in the absence of the release valve that parliamentary sessions provided. On both counts Charles I failed woefully. His determination to build a glorious royal navy, without the additional tax income that needed parliamentary approval, involved using a series of roundabout routes to raise money which were unpopular with his subjects. These included extending to the whole kingdom the levy traditionally applied only to coastal counties known as ‘ship money’. Meanwhile, his belief in the need for strict religious uniformity, and his own taste for high church forms of worship (which with their incense and ornaments, bowing and kneeling, appeared more Catholic than Calvinist), fuelled popular alarm about the perceived rise of ‘Popery’. The fact that his young wife, the daughter of the King of France, was a Catholic only added to the conspiracy theories.

			Without the mechanism of Parliament, which allowed such concerns to be aired, pressure mounted. Matters would come to a head in the late 1630s when, in a crass and catastrophic misjudgement, Charles decided that it was high time his Scottish subjects adopted his preferred form of worship. A new Book of Common Prayer was issued designed to bring the spare Calvinism of the church in Scotland into line with the more ceremonial form of worship favoured by the King and his Archbishop of Canterbury, William Laud. Fiercely independent – their ancient kingdom being still quite separate in laws and traditions – the Scots were furious. They considered ‘Laudian’ churchmanship to be heretical, a fiendish and essentially Catholic distortion of the proper purity of devotion based on preaching and the word of God, and bitterly resented having their own nation treated as an adjunct to England. A document affirming their commitment to their own traditions was issued: the National Covenant. An indignant Charles then dangerously, and entirely unnecessarily, escalated matters by declaring any protest against the new Prayer Book treason. By the end of 1638 all the bishops in the Scottish church had fled to England fearing for their lives and the King began to organize an armed intervention to force the Scots to submit.

			As soon as Charles had decided to use force to compel the Scots to comply with his demands, it was inevitable he would have to call Parliament sooner or later. Ship money and other levies had raised enough to build up the navy, but in an age when there was no permanent army it was virtually impossible to raise men to fight a war without money that only Parliament could grant. In April 1640 Parliament gathered in Westminster. Charles sought the funds for his campaign; the House of Commons seized the chance to articulate their pent-up grievances. It took just three weeks for the King to lose patience and dissolve this ‘Short Parliament’. But he could not stave it off for long, especially given that in the summer of 1640 the Scots marched into England. A new assembly, known to posterity as the ‘Long Parliament’, met in November 1640, clear that a regime that was losing control must now be brought to order.
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			Watching these national events unfold from a distance was John Bradshaw. In the ten years after he qualified as a lawyer he enjoyed professional and financial success, enabling him to take a large timber-framed house in the centre of Congleton where he employed five household servants. Generous and hospitable, and sympathetic to those in need, he was soon supporting his extended family and other hard-up friends with liberal loans of money that he was slow to retrieve. Even people he had never met were to benefit from his kindness, among them an impoverished gentlewoman, Mrs Warren, whose intermediary knew that mention of ‘her want of clothinge against this cold tyme’ was likely to move the young lawyer. When he married in 1638 his wife was horrified to discover just how much her husband had lent his relations. Bradshaw’s sister Dorothy, who had had £100 from her brother and had repeatedly extended the loan, received a stern letter from her new sister-in-law rebuking her: ‘if you and some others of your [family] that had land could managed your Affairs no better, howe can you expect that hee which hath no land should pay your depts?’ Bradshaw was 36 when he married Mary Marbury, the daughter of one of his Cheshire legal clients. She was 42, and, despite her sharp manner and their childlessness, it seems to have been a happy marriage – in his will he would speak of the bequests he made ‘out of my love to her’. Bradshaw himself was a catch. He amassed a clutch of lucrative legal roles, became the lawyer to the Congleton corporation and rose to be mayor in 1637.

			Bradshaw, like his schoolmate Edward Burghall, had been brought up to believe that unexplained calamities were expressions of God’s displeasure. The winter of 1634–5 was famously, furiously cold. In London the Thames froze over while in Cheshire there was ‘exceeding great frost and Snow and grevious tempests so that many lost their lives’. Bradshaw and his fellow aldermen struggled to manage affairs in Congleton. The town records offer glimpses of the human cost, such as the bill for ‘cloth to make a winding sheet for a child that perished in the great snow’. If the cruel winter of 1635 made him wonder whether God was indeed making his displeasure known, worse was yet to come.17

			The risk of plague was ever present in early seventeenth-century England. Both James I and Charles I’s coronation processions were postponed for fear of it, and periodic outbreaks occurred across the country. It was a matter of real concern to John Bradshaw and shortly after his election as mayor of Congleton a whole series of policies were instituted to prevent it taking hold. Anyone returning with goods from an infected area was to be immediately isolated for at least twenty days, with a permanent guard stationed outside his or her house at the mayor’s charge. But these careful precautions were unable to prevent the catastrophe that befell the town in the spring of 1641. In January life was going on as usual. John Bradshaw had his brother Henry to stay. The two men must have discussed national affairs, as it was while in Congleton that Henry added his support to a petition to Parliament, probably that calling for wholesale reform of the church. Then, suddenly, plague struck. The source, it was said, a box of clothes sent from London. Come the first week of March, Bradshaw’s anti-plague measures were in full operation. But no amount of preparation could stem the spread and, in spite of mayoral edicts for the burial of the effects of those who had died, the infection engulfed the town and for months held Congleton in its terrifying clutches.

			The town officials tried everything: victims were immediately confined, prevented from escaping by a round-the-clock watchman, or placed in special quarantine cabins where they were ministered to by the tragic figure of ‘little Bess’, a child whose young mother had already died from the disease. The contaminated corpses were dragged to mass graves in the churchyard by richly paid gravediggers, and the possessions of the dead boiled or burned. Houses were fumigated with smouldering pitch and frankincense, and all means of transmission were destroyed. A payment ‘for Killing W[illia]m Newtons Catt at the death of his sonn fearing the infeccon’ was one of many for the extermination of animals. The consequences were devastating: more than half the townspeople died and the social and economic life of the town almost ceased. There was ‘so little travelling in the streets, that grass grew all over them to the degree that the pavement could hardly be seen’, while the town officials began paying to feed the starving poor from their own pockets. Those who did not die fared only slightly better than those whose miserable deaths they were forced to witness.

			Bradshaw’s friend John Milton saw a two-year-old girl, probably his niece, killed by the plague in these years. In On the Death of a Fair Infant Dying of a Cough he railed, ‘Yet can I not persuade me thou art dead / Or that thy corse corrupts in earth’s dark womb, / Or that thy beauties lie in wormy bed, / Hid from the world in a low-delved tombe / Could Heav’n for pity thee so strictly doom?’ The death of such innocents demanded explanation. John Milton’s masterpiece, Paradise Lost, would be his attempt ‘to justify the ways of God to men’. John Bradshaw would have to find his own way.

			Amid all this, the instruction came that Congleton was to provide food and lodgings for 500 soldiers marching north on the King’s service. The order was met with disbelief and the colonel of the regiment was desperately petitioned to spare the devastated town. It took two years for Congleton to be free of plague. When the time came John Bradshaw had made a decision: he would live on the political periphery no longer. London called.18
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			The Long Parliament met for the first time in November 1640 and wasted no time in attacking royal policies, though care was taken to direct criticism towards malevolent ‘councillors’ rather than the King himself. By Christmas two of the King’s closest allies were in prison accused of treason, the Archbishop of Canterbury, William Laud, and the King’s lieutenant in Ireland, Thomas Wentworth, Earl of Strafford. But matters did not stop there. More committed English Puritans, emboldened by the Scots’ steely rejection of the English Prayer Book, began pushing for far-reaching reform of the English church, including of the episcopacy itself – on the basis both that bishops were agents of the despised Laudian innovations, and that the office, nowhere mentioned in the Bible, was a Catholic hang-over. Charles was forced into a series of major concessions: agreeing to call Parliament at least every three years and to the closure of the ‘prerogative courts’, including Star Chamber, which were associated with harsh justice against critics of the regime. As the King conceded these points, and as the radicals began to push harder, including for the abolition of bishops altogether, the political world began to polarize. Instead of more or less universal disapproval of royal policies, moderates, shocked by the aspirations of the radicals, began to distance themselves, and migrated back towards the King. Two camps were emerging.

			In the midst of this smouldering political turmoil, Ireland suddenly burst into flames. The Earl of Strafford had, like others before him, maintained the dominance of a tiny Protestant minority over the overwhelmingly Catholic Irish population. Taxed hard, and anxious about the rising power of the Puritans in England, Irish Catholics watched the impeachment, and then execution, of Strafford with rising blood. A plan was hatched to seize the seat of government, Dublin Castle, and from there to compel the English government to soften its approach. Hugh MacMahon and Connor Maguire, Baron of Enniskillen, prominent Catholic landowners, were to lead the attack, but just the day before were betrayed and arrested. The news of the failed plot sparked a conflagration, on the one hand fuelling Protestant fears about Catholics’ tendency to rebellion and violence, and on the other setting in motion a series of brutal sectarian attacks and counter-attacks. The pent-up grievances of the Catholic majority exploded in a series of violent incidents, in which several thousand Protestants, including numerous women and children, died. The trial of MacMahon and Maguire would be the first of a series of highly political legal cases in which John Bradshaw would act, which turned him from an onlooker to a participant in the great struggle that was taking shape.19

			On 3 January 1642 Charles I ordered the arrest of those Members of Parliament who had been most vociferous in their criticism of royal policy. Arriving at Westminster in person with the armed guard who were to seize them, the King found the men, known as the ‘five members’, had already slipped away. He was left to suffer the humiliation of standing, powerless, in the Commons Chamber. It would prove the straw that broke the back of the King’s authority. The powerful City of London protected the five fugitives, the King was accused of breaking the ancient privilege that protected MPs from arrest when Parliament was sitting and within days the royal family had abandoned London. On 22 August the King raised the royal standard at Nottingham and war between King and Parliament was declared.
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			Two years into Bradshaw’s studies at Gray’s Inn a younger cousin of his friend Peter had entered the college: William Brereton of Handforth, heir to one of Cheshire’s wealthier families. Energetic and cultured, Brereton became both an active member of the Cheshire gentry – serving as an MP and a JP – and a firm religious Puritan. It was he who ensured that the county produced a petition advocating urgent and extensive church reform, probably that signed by Henry Bradshaw, and when unrest broke out in Ireland in 1641 Brereton, now a baronet, was put in charge of transporting the soldiers and supplies necessary to suppress it. Brereton would go on to be commander in chief of the parliamentary forces in Cheshire, while Bradshaw, to whom he was fiercely loyal, acted as his agent and advocate in the volatile politics of the metropolis.20

			As there was no permanent, professional army, King and Parliament each had to build up a fighting force almost from scratch. The navy, enlarged at such cost by Charles I, came out for Parliament, who also gained control of the central store of arms and ordnance in the Tower of London. But as the localities experienced the growing parliamentary army at close quarters – both its destructive attitude to Laudian churches and the challenge its cause represented to tradition and order – the ranks of the royalists also swelled. But despite their difference both sides fought, in name at least, for the King. This was never a war between royalists and republicans; there was no question of there not being a king, just of where the limits of his authority lay. When in July 1642 the 3rd Earl of Essex was appointed general of the parliamentary army, his commission described it as having been assembled for ‘for the Safety of the King’s Person, the Defence of both Houses of Parliament … and for the Preservation of the true Religion, the Laws, Liberties and Peace of the Kingdom’.21

			For the first year or so of the war the royalists, who sorely lacked London but were strong in the North, Midlands and West Country, looked to be gaining the upper hand. But in September 1643 the parliamentary cause received a significant boost when their leaders signed a treaty with the Scots. The ‘Solemn League and Covenant’ saw the Scots pledge to fight with the English Parliament, providing a colossal 20,000 soldiers towards the war effort. But it was much more than this, committing Parliament to far-reaching religious reform, including the removal of bishops and the abolition of the Book of Common Prayer as a condition of military support.

			While the Scottish army was massing, in Cheshire a large royalist force under Lord Byron was on the offensive, swelled by English soldiers returning from Ireland – where the political situation had temporarily stabilized. The Cheshire royalists had their headquarters in the ancient city of Chester, still protected by its Roman walls, while Brereton and the parliamentary troops were based 20 miles southeast in the county’s second city, Nantwich. Byron’s progress was swift and by the new year, 1644, only Nantwich remained of Parliament’s Cheshire strongholds. On 12 January Byron began a series of coordinated attacks on the town. Within, William Brereton and his 2,000 men were utterly surrounded. As the besiegers attacked the snow fell hard. The Scots army was still 200 miles away busy with royalist forces near Newcastle. Any hope of reinforcements seemed lost.

			Then, after almost two weeks’ siege, in which it looked certain the parliamentary army in Cheshire would be crushed completely, came an almost miraculous deliverance. Through the icy sleet appeared a striking black-haired figure, at the head of a relieving force of some 6,000. Sir Thomas Fairfax, the 36-year-old son of Yorkshire’s leading parliamentary officer, had led his men on a gruelling 100-mile march across the breadth of England in appalling conditions to relieve the siege. As he would tell his beloved wife the following day ‘Dear Heart’, ‘I have endured some hardship … being forced to march and watch night and day this frost and snowy weather’, but ‘a great victory it hath pleased Him [God] to give us’. The utter routing of the royalists at the battle of Nantwich that day would be the first major parliamentary victory of the war. The bravery and fortitude of Thomas Fairfax, and the growing strength of the parliamentary forces, would offer glimpses of what was to come.22
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			Sir Thomas Fairfax, Lord Fairfax from 1648, a brilliant parliamentary soldier and first Commander in Chief of the New Model Army. Like many senior parliamentarians he was from a well-established gentry family. Fairfax was never reconciled to the radical revolution his army’s victory made possible.

			Disaster averted, Brereton spent much of the following two years trying to bring down the heavily fortified royal stronghold of Chester. This would be a prolonged task, and one in which John Bradshaw offered crucial support from London, where he was now becoming known as a lawyer thoroughly devoted to the parliamentary cause. In between his work on the prosecution of the Irish lords and other legal cases, Bradshaw was lobbying for supplies and money for the parliamentary army in Cheshire. If Parliament did not act on the entreaties, other means could be found. He struck a deal with two London grocers who had chartered a vessel to collect 30 tonnes of Cheshire’s celebrated cheese from Liverpool. Rather than travelling north empty, the Sarah Bonaventer sailed heavy with gunpowder and other ammunition for Brereton’s army, which were discreetly unloaded on the docks. Money for military supplies – boots and horses, powder and shot – was carried north from Bradshaw to Brereton, while anxious letters were brought south. The ill-discipline of his own men terrified Brereton, as he told Bradshaw: ‘If you were but an eye-witness of the outrageous plundering and spoils committed by the soldiers for want of pay and necessaries, it would much afflict and grieve your spirit.’ Bradshaw returned measured replies, counselling patience and forbearance: ‘What is wanting in present payment must be supplied in good words and promises. More you cannot for the present do. You encounter great difficulties as you have long done.’ But behind Bradshaw’s soothing words, his concern for the safety of the soldiers ran deep, not least as his brother Henry was now fighting at Brereton’s side. When in May 1645 Bradshaw read the news of the royal army’s approach to Chester, expected to result in ‘a sudden storm [that] is like to blast them all’, he sent a courier thundering north to find Henry amid the tents and siege works to give him the steel breastplate that he hoped would keep his brother alive.23
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			After Brereton and Fairfax’s unexpected victory at Nantwich other successes followed. The Scots’ support together with their command of supplies and the navy put Parliament in an increasingly powerful position. They triumphed in Yorkshire at Marston Moor, the largest battle ever fought on English soil, on 2 July 1644. Marston Moor broke the back of royalist power in the North, but it would be the comprehensive parliamentary victory at Naseby, in Northamptonshire, a year later, that decided the military outcome of the war. As Parliament was gaining the upper hand, the prospect of peace discussions with the King came into view, and the question of what sort of settlement might be acceptable began to divide them. Those who were for a swift negotiated peace with the King to end the war, to include a reformed but strong national church, were known as ‘Presbyterians’; those who were for pushing for a complete military victory to realize their aspirations for greater religious reform, potentially including freedom of worship without a national church, were the ‘Independents’. The latter prevailed and the removal of the Earl of Essex and those around him from the leadership of the army followed, together with the forging of an integrated, centralized, meritocratic ‘New Model Army’, staffed by senior officers fired up with reforming zeal. Command was given to the hero of the northern campaigns, the fearless Sir Thomas Fairfax, under whom the far more political Cambridge MP, Oliver Cromwell, led the cavalry. Brereton finally took Chester, on his third attempt, in January 1646, expressing his gratitude to Bradshaw in doing so for ‘the very great obligations you have placed with me’. The Midlands now lost, a disguised Charles I slipped past the sentries at Oxford’s east gate at three o’clock in the morning on 27 April, and presented himself to the Scottish army leaders at Newark, confident, it seemed, that his presence and willingness to negotiate would convince them to abandon their English allies and restore him to his throne.24
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			It would be two and a half years after Charles I’s arrival at the Scots’ camp in Newark before John Bradshaw opened the proceedings of the court of law that was to try him. During this time both sides refused to make the compromises that could have brought peace and the return of the King to his throne, the outcome which most still sought. Frustrated at his refusal to accept the draconian conditions put to him for a restoration, the Scots handed the King over to English parliamentary commissioners. In London the parliamentary government had by now created the bones of a new reformed church and put bishops’ land and property up for sale, executing William Laud in the process. But still there was no settlement with the King. Through this time of stalemate the army emerged as a powerful force in its own right, not now just a military but also a political player, distinct from its parliamentary masters. Under the influence of London radicals who had infiltrated the army’s ranks, a religious and ideological extremism was taking hold that most in senior positions did not share. In the summer of 1647, acting on its own initiative (and fearful it was about to be disbanded with salaries unpaid), the army took possession of the King. To him were put surprisingly generous terms for peace. When the King still refused it caused the army’s leaders to resent him even more. A final ferocious season of fighting ended in disaster for Charles and come 1648 he was held at Carisbrooke Castle on the Isle of Wight under a close guard. Terms for his capitulation seemed at last to be within reach.

			The act that turned a civil war into a revolution took place in December 1648. Without it there would have been no revolution; with it the revolution that occurred would be forever flawed. As parliamentary representatives discussed the finer points of the treaty with the King, and it appeared an agreement was about to be reached, the army, with Henry Ireton the driving force, suddenly intervened. Feeling betrayed by the prospect of compromise with this ‘man of blood’, and ‘convinced that they [Parliament] had deserted the common cause and interest of the nation’, Ireton and his coterie took matters into their own hands. Marching 7,000 troops into Westminster, a menacing and unwelcome presence, they took the King from Carisbrooke to Hurst Castle and announced they would not return him until their concerns were addressed. Parliament was appalled, declaring the army to have acted ‘without the Knowledge or Consent of the house’, and sitting through the night, voted at sunrise by a hefty majority that the King’s answers to their proposals were ‘sufficient grounds for settling the peace of the kingdom’. The following day, 6 December, it happened. As the members of the House of Commons arrived at Westminster they found the grounds of the palace strangely thick with soldiers – not now the city militia, but the New Model Army itself. Armed men thronged the stairs up into the building and lined the lobby before the Commons Chamber. Standing at the door was the parliamentary officer Colonel Thomas Pride and in his hand was a piece of paper. As each MP approached and was identified by the doorkeeper, Pride checked his list and either allowed him to enter or turned him away – committing almost forty to prison in the process. In one shocking, audacious and utterly unlawful act ‘Pride’s Purge’ removed all the moderate MPs from the House. The armed guard remained, and within a fortnight the remaining ‘Rump Parliament’ had repudiated the negotiations and declared instead that King Charles I was to be put on trial for high treason.25

		

		
			Two

			A New England
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			When Sergeant Dendy arrived with the summons to Westminster Hall, Charles I was waiting in the riverfront drawing room of Sir Robert Cotton’s house. This building, englobed within the Palace of Westminster, was assigned the King for the duration of the trial. A strange narrow room, just 6 feet wide, was all that separated Cotton’s drawing room from the Painted Chamber where the trial commissioners discussed the King’s fate. Glazed bookshelves lined the space, from the tops of which brass busts of Roman emperors gazed blankly into the gloom. Beneath them were lodged hundreds of volumes bound in dark red leather and stamped with a coat of arms and gold lettering. Collected by Cotton over the decades before his death in 1631, these were the founding texts of English history: the Lindisfarne Gospels, the manuscript of ‘Beowulf’, Bede’s ‘Ecclesiastical History of England’, the diary of Edward VI, the will of Mary, Queen of Scots, and two of the four original versions of Magna Carta. As Charles I rose to make his way to Westminster Hall he was serene: all history was on his side.1

			John Bradshaw and Charles I had never met until that day. But Bradshaw knew what he felt about the small, whiskered man who took his chair before him. In 1647 Bradshaw had become Chief Justice of Chester, reflecting his rise to ‘as it were Attorney General’ for the London government. The experience of practising law at this time brought him into close contact with the extremes of life in Charles I’s kingdoms. At the trial of the Irish lords he heard those who claimed to be privy to the intentions of the Irish rebels give gruesome details of the Catholics’ plans to murder the entire Protestant populations of various towns, stab women and children to death and throw their butchered corpses into the rivers. This was the threat that English Protestants believed lay before them. Bradshaw’s fellow lawyer at that trial was pamphleteer William Prynne. He cut a memorable figure. Judged to have impugned the Queen in his pamphlets, Prynne carried the marks of the sentence passed down by the now-abolished Star Chamber. His cheeks had been burned with branding irons to bear the letters ‘SL’ for ‘seditious libeller’ and his ears had been sliced off. Another of Bradshaw’s cases in the mid-1640s was that of John Lilburne, who would become the most famous of the political radicals known as the Levellers. Bradshaw rehearsed for the court gory details of Lilburne’s treatment by Star Chamber in the 1630s – his flogging through the streets of London, his violent gagging ‘done with much Cruelty’, his solitary confinement in hand and leg irons – calling the treatment ‘unjust, illegal, and contrary to the Liberty of the Subject’. When he presided at a Nantwich court in 1648 Bradshaw had ended his speech with a passionate repudiation of Charles I as a King ‘more cruel than Nero’.2

			John Bradshaw regarded himself as a man of the law. He was prepared to uphold it, even when it disadvantaged his cause, as had happened in 1645 when he advised royalists against releasing parliamentary prisoners in return for money – to the bafflement of his fellow townsmen. And yet he came, like others, to believe that the trial of the King, though brought about by military force and with no precedent in law, was not merely justified but required. Somehow the manifest failings of Charles I, the death and destruction of the wars, the belief that profound change was God’s will and a collective momentum carried matters through. The shift in attitude over those weeks of Bradshaw’s fellow lawyer John Cook, one of the trial prosecutors, was witnessed by his friends. At first Cook had viewed the impending trial and the hysterical atmosphere that accompanied it with disbelief. ‘They are all mad,’ he remarked, reporting ‘how a fellow cried out to the lord Fairfax, that if he did not consent to the proceedings, he would kill Christ and him’. But when his friends encountered him again a month later, they found him changed. As one recalled, seeing him in the streets late one night: ‘“Mr Cook” said I … “I hear you are up to your ears in this business”, “no” saith he “I am serving the people”, “truly” said I “I believe there’s a thousand to one will not give you thanks” … “I hear you charge the king for the levying of warr against the parliament; how can you rationally do this when you have pulled out the parliament to make way to his trial”. He answered me “you will see strange things, and you must wait on God”.’3

			Here was the rub. While those who did it claimed to be trying the King in the name of the people of England, the reality was that however much Charles I was resented, his trial for treason was not what the people of England wanted. Parliamentary procedure was utterly disregarded to achieve it: the House of Commons was ideologically cleansed and when the House of Lords tried to object they were simply ignored – the Commons breezily declaring that ‘the Commons of England in Parliament assembled, being chosen by, and representing the People, have the Supreme Power in this Nation’. Even the 180 ‘Commissioners’ chosen to sit in judgement at the trial were not convinced; over half did not serve and among those who did there were serious divisions on what the outcome should be. Despite all the talk of acting in the name of the people of England, those pushing the trial through were not actually concerned with notions of democracy or what ‘the people’ wanted. Ultimately, it was God’s work they were doing, and their victory in the civil war had given them proof positive that he was on their side.4

			Remarkably, the decision to undertake a military purge of Parliament involved neither of the two most senior officers of the army. Thomas, now Lord Fairfax, the head of the army, was strangely distant, and it was only after the decision was taken that he was informed of ‘the necessity of this extraordinary way of proceeding’. His deputy, Oliver Cromwell, had not even been in London on 5 December, but was travelling south from Scotland. The person who took Fairfax the news, and the driving force behind the trial, was the army’s Commissary-General Henry Ireton. Still in his thirties, Ireton had been raised a committed Puritan and, like John Bradshaw and Oliver Cromwell, was from a respectable gentry family. Early in the civil war he had become close to Cromwell, and in 1646 he had married Bridget, Cromwell’s devout eldest daughter. Having orchestrated the New Model Army’s occupation of London in November 1648, Ireton was one of the small group who drew up the list of MPs to be removed, which was then passed to Colonel Pride to implement. He was imaginative and energetic, ‘full of invention and industry’. Like Cromwell, Ireton had initially hoped for an accommodation with the King, but frustration at Charles’s refusal to compromise and experience of the growing appetite for change among the rank and file of the army had caused him to modify his view.5

			But not all about him shared Ireton’s clarity. John Bradshaw was one of many who wavered. Though named as a commissioner for the trial, he did not attend the first two meetings in the Painted Chamber and when on 10 January he was chosen as President of the court, it was again in his absence. Two days later when he finally appeared it was ‘upon special summons’ and he tried to decline the position, making ‘an earnest apology for himself to be excused’. Many of the commissioners sought divine guidance during these fraught weeks. Colonel Hutchinson ‘addressed himself to God by prayer, desiring the Lord that, if through any human frailty he were led into any error or false opinion in these great transactions he would open his eyes and not suffer him to proceed’, but he found ‘no check but a confirmation on his conscience that it was his duty to act as he did’. Whatever Bradshaw’s own soul-searching involved, he came, eventually, to a decision. While more senior lawyers than he, men like Bulstrode Whitelocke and Sir Thomas Widdrington, had already declined to participate in the trial, he would not take this approach. His objections having been dismissed by his fellow commissioners, he would not concoct a flimsy excuse – an unnamed illness or invented incapacitation – to escape. He would have the courage to stand. God had delivered the King into their hands and his revenge on them would be ferocious – ‘blood and desolation’ – should they allow their prisoner to evade justice. As Bradshaw would put it to the King in Westminster Hall, the Bible was clear: to acquit the guilty was as much of a crime as to condemn the innocent.6

			The overwhelming concern of those behind the trial was that it should appear as official and respectable as possible. Suggestions that the army should simply dispose of the King themselves if they were so keen to be rid of him were tartly rejected. As one contemporary put it, ‘they were subtle enough to see and avoid that, and to make those whom they left sitting in parliament to be their stales, and to do their dirty work for them’. All the while London swarmed with soldiers. The legal infrastructure was quickly put in place; the Commons declared it treason for an English sovereign to wage war on Parliament and the kingdom. Officials of various degrees were appointed ‘in order to the more regular and due proceedings of the said Court’, proclamations were read drawing it to public attention and all who wished to were to be allowed to attend in person. When the issue of what seal to attach to the proclamation arose (the King clearly could not call himself to trial), a committee was asked to confer and a new seal was designed, which in place of the King’s head depicted the assembled House of Commons. Henry Marten, one of only a tiny number of actual republicans, came up with a rousing alternative to the regnal year and the seal was dated ‘In the first year of freedom by God’s blessing restored’.7
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			It took fifteen tense minutes for the King to reach Westminster Hall from Cotton’s house. The south, high, end of the immense Westminster Hall was railed off and laid with matting to form an elevated court room, while the rest of the hall was available to the crowds of spectators who streamed through the north doors. This was the very spot where, for 500 years, kings of England had sat in state. Charles I was brought up a side stair straight into the court, and was conducted to a dock erected specially for the occasion; here he sat facing his judges with his back to the spectators (Colour plate 2). In the adjacent booth stood the three prosecution lawyers. Ranged opposite Charles, beneath the enormous Gothic window, the sixty-eight trial commissioners sat on their banked benches, the light from behind causing shadows to shroud their faces. Bradshaw sat at their helm, his papers on the sloping desk before him. Between prisoner and judges stood a table covered in a Turkish rug, on which lay a sword and mace – emblems of the sovereignty which was itself on trial.
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			The Great Seal of the Commonwealth, used 1649–53. One side depicted England and Ireland, while on the other the traditional image of the monarch was replaced by one of the House of Commons, now the sovereign body of the land.

			In the discussions in the Painted Chamber the commissioners had agreed that they would not seek to humiliate the King. He would not, like other prisoners, be required to remove his hat or to remain standing, and he was to be given time to speak in reply to the charge that was to be put to him. If he were ‘insolent, outrageous or contemptuous’, however, Bradshaw was to intervene and, if necessary, adjourn the court.8

			Bradshaw rose and opened the proceedings. On the instruction of the House of Commons, he declared, they were assembled to try the King for the ‘calamities that have been brought on this nation’; he then called on the parliamentary lawyers to read the charge. At this the King reached his gold-topped cane across the dock and prodded the leading prosecutor, John Cook, on the shoulder, instructing him to be silent. Bradshaw, eyeing his adversary coolly, ordered Cook to continue. The King sank back into his chair and gazed about him as the charge was read. When Cook came to the crucial words in his solemn speech, declaring ‘Charles Stuart to be a Tyrant and Traitor’, the accused simply let out a laugh.9

			For much of the trial Charles affected an air of untroubled bemusement. ‘I do wonder for what cause you do convene me here before you,’ he remarked after the charge had been read. Casting a quizzical look around the hall, he continued: ‘I see no Lords here, where are the Lords?’ Bradshaw ignored his questions and asked for an answer to the charge: would the prisoner plead guilty or not guilty? Here the King changed tack: he had been in the midst of negotiations with both houses of Parliament on the Isle of Wight, where ‘we were upon conclusion of the Treaty’, when he was suddenly carried off. On what authority, he demanded, was he being put on trial? ‘I mean lawful; there are many unlawful authorities in the world, thieves and robbers by the highways; but I would know by what authority I was brought from thence, and carried from place to place, and I know what; and when I know what lawful authority, I shall answer.’10
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			The trial of Charles I. John Bradshaw sat at the head of his fellow commissioners under the great south window of Westminster Hall. The King faced them from a boarded dock, his back to the crowds. It was from one of the adjacent raised balconies that Lady Fairfax cried out in protest during the trial.

			This was as far as the trial ever got. Not accepting the basis on which the House of Commons acted, the King never entered the plea that would allow the trial to progress to hearing evidence. There was, of course, no historical basis for the King and the House of Lords being removed from the trinity of authority in the kingdom, and no acceptable account for Bradshaw to give of how this had come to pass. He was presented with an almost impossible task: to avoid, dismiss and close down each one of the King’s contentions and questions on this point, and to plough on regardless with the course he and his commissioners had determined upon. Suddenly now the tables were turned, the King was arguing that he was upholding the liberties of the nation and its people in the face of their being trampled by Parliament, rather than the other way round. This was rich, as Bradshaw remarked, ‘How great a friend you have been to the Laws and Liberties of the people, let all England and the world judge’, but it was also hard to counter. ‘Shew me one precedent’ challenged the King, confident of his history. The lawyers reeled off a list of medieval and Scottish sovereigns who had been deposed by force, swerving entirely the uncomfortable question the King had posed.11

			A further assault on Bradshaw’s position and the court’s authority came that day from an entirely unexpected source. When the commissioners had taken their seats, a roll of names had been called. First on the list after Bradshaw himself was Fairfax, Lord General of the army, and the most powerful man in the kingdom. When his name was read there was silence. As everyone looked around it seemed that Fairfax was not even in the building. The court official called his name again, and again there was no answer, until a distant female voice from the gallery at the side of the court cried ‘he had more wit than to be there’. Those who knew her recognized the voice as that of Fairfax’s formidable wife, Anne.12

			For some months the great general, fearless hero of so many battles, had been fading as a presence. A professional soldier, war had been his métier and his choice as head of the army had been guided in part by the fact that this Yorkshireman stood at a distance from Westminster politics. But now events had overtaken him. He had been desperate for the Isle of Wight negotiations to succeed, which would have seen reforms confirmed in church and state and Charles I taking a newly limited position as King. But his men were against him; the army he had created had become more radical than its commanding officer. Unable to condone the trial and execution of the King, he also felt he could not stop it – though he was one of the few in the kingdom who might actually have done so. Fairfax spent those crucial weeks in limbo, his inaction hourly sapping his authority. Anne, braver even than the herculean husband she had accompanied on campaign, was certain that matters had gone too far, and attended the trial to cry out her impassioned protests.

			Over three days John Bradshaw continued his battle of wills with Charles. Again and again the King was asked to enter a plea, and still he would not. Bradshaw’s patience at his repeated claims to be upholding his subjects’ liberties wore thin: ‘you have written your meaning in bloody characters throughout the whole kingdom,’ he retorted in exasperation. And yet, occasional expostulations aside, he was calm and curtly courteous in his chairmanship. While the attendant soldiers, egged on by various of their officers, jeered at and jostled the King, one even spitting on him as he passed, this was not Bradshaw’s way. He remained professional, always addressing the King as ‘Sir’ and conducting his court with solemnity and dignity.13

			While Bradshaw and his fellow commissioners were frustrated at the King’s refusal to plead, their case, even if the basis of their authority were accepted, was shaky. The witnesses that had been lined up could certainly attest to the King having been in arms – among them the Hereford shoemaker who had seen him with a sword in his hand, and the man who had painted the shaft of the royal standard raised at Nottingham. But all this hardly addressed the question of whether the King had initiated the conflict or was simply responding to an uprising, and it did little to substantiate the accusation that he had subverted his subjects’ liberties. In the end, however, it did not matter. Many felt the outcome of the trial was inevitable regardless of what was said, and with no plea from the King the witnesses could not speak in court. As was usual when the accused would not plead, a ‘guilty’ plea was entered on his behalf and a week after the trial started the day of sentencing dawned.14

			On the morning of Saturday 27 January it seemed that all was decided. The momentousness of what was happening was lost on no one. Bradshaw, whose mental and emotional strength was crucial to the prosecution of this unprecedented form of justice, was to be recognized in the highest terms. The day before sentencing the commissioners agreed that one of the most august and magnificent residences in the capital, the Dean of Westminster’s house at Westminster Abbey – empty since the Dean had fled London with Charles seven years before – was to be given to him, furnished at the state’s expense. Bradshaw put on a scarlet gown, usually reserved by the judiciary for royal or ceremonial occasions, and took his chair with the commissioners ranged behind him.15

			As Charles I was brought in once again, the court officials struggled to bring the noisy crowd to peace. Bradshaw stood to address himself to the room, when the King suddenly intervened, asking to say something before judgement was given. Bradshaw agreed to hear him after his summing up. As he rehearsed the contention that the trial was conducted ‘in the name of the people of England’, a woman’s voice once again rang out from the raised balcony to Bradshaw’s right. ‘It is a lie,’ she cried, ‘not half, not a quarter of the people of England.’ A wave of shock ran through the room and the soldiers levelled their guns at the gallery, but Lady Fairfax melted into the crowd before they could locate her.16

			When Bradshaw finally invited him to speak Charles I asked to put a proposal to the two houses of Parliament which he claimed would please all sides: ‘I have something to offer unto them that will be satisfactory
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