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Having this day my horse, my hand, my lance
Guided so well, that I obtained the prize,
Both by the judgment of the English eyes,
And of some sent from that sweet enemy, France;
Horsemen my skill in horsemanship advance,
Town folk my strength; a daintier judge applies
His praise to sleight, which from good use doth rise;
Some lucky wits impute it but to chance;
Others, because from both sides I do take
My blood from them that do excel in this,
Think Nature me a man at arms did make.
How far they shoot awry! the true cause is,

Stella looked on, and from her heavenly face

Sent forth her beams, which made so fair a race.

Sir Philip Sidney, Astrophel and Stella, Sonnet XLI, 1591
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Introduction

This is the story of an intense and troubled relationship: one of the most intense, most troubled, and most significant of modern times. When our story begins, the French and the British had already had a long and eventful history, and it was already the stuff of legend. The Norman Conquest began a close but fraught connection with the Continent, in which princes and nobles fought for power, wealth and glory throughout the islands and on the mainland, and laid early foundations of national pride, resentment and identity. The struggle peaked in the Hundred Years War (conventionally dated 1328–1453). Legends of cruelty and heroism were created on both sides: the Black Prince, the burghers of Calais, King Harry and the bowmen of Agincourt, the siege of Orléans, and above all the martyred Maid, Jeanne/Joan, burnt by the English in 1431. Her famous injunction to ‘bouter les Anglais hors de France’ (‘kick the English out of France’) was fulfilled in 1453 when the English crown lost its prized possession of Bordeaux (though it still bought the wine). Yet English rule came and went in parts of what is now French territory – Calais, Dunkirk, Corsica – for a long time yet. English and British monarchs continued to describe themselves as kings of France until Napoleon insisted they stop in 1802. Suspicions that they coveted bits of France lingered at least until the First World War. Even now, certain reefs in the Channel can arouse strong feelings. The Scots and the Irish, of course, had a very different relationship, acting on the risky principle that my enemy’s enemy is my friend. The Franco-Scottish ‘Auld Alliance’ (first concluded in 1295) had a late and deadly flowering in the sixteenth century, in the reign of the half-French Mary, Queen of Scots. Though religious differences complicated matters, later French encouragement of Scottish and Irish resistance to English domination is a recurring element in the first part of this book.

For two centuries after the end of the Hundred Years War, Anglo-French relations mattered less for both sides. The internal and external conflicts caused by the religious turmoil of the Reformation created a new ideological and political world in which France and the British Isles acquired new enemies – variously Spain, Austria and the Dutch Republic. France and the islands were equally racked by bloody religious wars. After the peaceful restoration of Charles II in 1660, French culture gave the tone to London and its court. The three Stuart kingdoms, relatively small and with a newly reinstalled and financially weak monarchy, seemed likely to become satellites of the mighty France of Louis XIV, especially as they shared an enemy, the Dutch Republic. Events, however, took a different and momentous turn in 1688, creating a new era in British and French history, and indeed in that of the world. There our story will begin.

But already we have to pause a moment. We are going to talk about ‘the French’ and ‘the British’. The idea of ‘the French’ seems to pose no problem. They know who they are, and so does everyone else. Yet the boundaries of France, and even the meanings of ‘Frenchness’, are not eternal. That Strasbourg is a French city, and that Brussels and Geneva are not; that Corsicans speak French rather than English; that the French are seen as urbane yet close to the soil, as rebellious and yet respectful of authority; that rugby has as many devotees in Lourdes as in Wigan; that steack-frites is the evocative national dish – all these characteristics, as we shall see in the following pages, owe much to contact with the peoples we will often refer to as ‘the British’. This collective appellation is more of a problem. Some historians believe that the very idea of ‘the British’ was invented in order to fight the French. What were called ‘The Three Kingdoms’ (England and Wales, Scotland and Ireland) became in stages ‘The United Kingdom’ as a direct result of war with France. The fact that vast areas of ‘British’ territory in North America and most of the United Kingdom across the Irish Sea are not now British are also outcomes linked directly or indirectly with the French struggle. What then is the correct term for the lands and peoples north of the Channel? Some writers have suggested ‘the Atlantic archipelago’ or, rather coyly, ‘these islands’. Contemporaries had a variety of terms, including using ‘English’ for everyone – a practice the French generally followed, and often still do. For practical reasons, and because we agree with a recent American historian that ‘it is not always possible to choose the right adjective [because] there is not always a right adjective to choose’,1 we often use ‘British’ and ‘French’, without forgetting that in 1700, 1800, 1900 and 2000 both entities had different boundaries and included different peoples – including many who would have preferred not to belong. Yet this very complication is one sign of how formative the Franco-British relationship was.

This book is not a parallel or a comparative history of France and Britain. It covers only what arises from or affects their mutual contact. That is a great deal: wars, alliances, hatred, coexistence, envy, admiration, emulation – even, sometimes, love. Our account contains all the great historical events that we believe must be there. But we have also included things that we found intriguing, illuminating, or just funny – for this is a story of people, not just of states. We do not always agree, and have included some of our disagreements. We would be delighted if you, in reading this book, were sometimes as surprised, amused, exasperated and moved as we were in writing it.


PART I: STRUGGLE

On Guy Fawkes Day, 1688, Europe invaded England, in the shape of 20,000 Dutch, German, Danish, French, Swedish, Finnish (in bearskins), Polish, Greek and Swiss troops. They came in 500 ships – a fleet more than twice the size of the Spanish Armada that had failed to invade a century before, to the day. It would be the biggest seaborne invasion in European waters until D-Day. Landing at Torbay, the Dutch were shocked by the filthiness of the country but were amused to be welcomed with apples and cider and shouts of ‘God Bless You!’ They marched slowly but inexorably on London in what was to be the most transforming invasion – part conquest, part liberation – since 1066. The invaders’ aim was to pull the Three Kingdoms of England, Ireland and Scotland into a European struggle to stem the spreading dominance of France. The improbable outcome of this struggle was to transform the weak, turbulent islands from ‘European laughing stock to global great power’.1 ‘Britain’ came into being, not only through the creation of the United Kingdom of Scotland and England in 1707, but by making the very concept of ‘Britishness’ meaningful to its inhabitants. The main cause and consequence of this transformation has been called ‘the second hundred years war’ – a Franco-British duel through six great wars between 1689 and 1815, which scorched the whole planet and left the two main participants utterly changed. France would find its dominance of Europe unexpectedly challenged and undermined, its role outside the Continent stubbornly countered and then destroyed, and eventually its state and society revolutionized. Little England was no more: the next three centuries would see unremitting efforts to ‘punch above its weight’, and make its will prevail in Europe and the wider world.


CHAPTER 1

Britain Joins Europe

England is worth conquering, and whenever there is a probability of getting it, it will surely be attempted. When the people are . . . weak, cowardly, without discipline, poor, discontented, they are easily subdued; and this is our condition . . . nothing can be added to render them an easy prey to a foreigner unless a sense of their misery and hate of them that cause it make them look on any invader as a deliverer.

ALGERNON SIDNEY, political writer1

A Nation which hath stood its ground, and kept its privileges and freedoms for Hundreds of Years, is in less than a Third of a Century quite undone; hath lavishly spent above 160 Millions in that time, made Hecatombs of British Lives, stockjobb’d (or cannonaded) away its Trade, perverted and then jested away its Honour, Law, and Justice.

Political pamphlet, 17192



 

In a Europe devastated by more than a century of ferocious religious conflicts, culminating in a Thirty Years War (1618–48) that had killed millions, France, emerging from its own internal conflicts in the 1650s, became the pre-eminent power by reason of its population, armed force, wealth and cultural influence. The embodiment of that power was Louis XIV, who acceded to the throne at the age of four in 1643 and reigned for seventy-two years. Of the fifty-four years when he effectively ruled, thirty-three were years of war. His life was dedicated to ensuring that the king dominated France – culturally and politically – and that France dominated Europe. This was a time when war and predation were normal conditions. The métier de roi – the king’s job – was to direct these conflicts, burnishing his gloire and that of his dynasty and realm, whose prosperity and security were the prizes of his strength and cunning.

Louis XIV dominated Europe less by force of intellect or character – he was hard-working rather than brilliant – than by the length of his reign and his tireless devotion to promoting an image of majesty. Artists, writers, architects, musicians and priests were enrolled, to create (as Louis himself wrote) ‘an extremely useful impression of magnificence, power, wealth and grandeur’. Versailles, practically complete by 1688, provided a setting that impressed all Europe. It has long been believed – and Louis’s own comments lend support – that his motivation was a reckless thirst for glory. This is not wholly false, but la gloire must be understood to include overtones of ‘renown’, even ‘duty’. Unlike some British historians, French historians argue that France under Louis was following no grand strategy, whether to seize the Spanish Empire or to gain territory up to what would later be claimed as France’s ‘natural frontiers’ – the Pyrenees, the Alps and the Rhine. He and his entourage certainly believed in his right as Europe’s greatest monarch to aggrandize his kingdom and dynasty, and to equal or surpass the great men of history – he was hailed as an ‘Augustus’, a ‘new Constantine’ or ‘new Charlemagne’. These vague and potentially unlimited ambitions, manifested in imperious words and belligerent acts, rallied most of Europe against him. That Britain was dragged into this maelstrom was Louis’s part in British history. That, against the odds, Britain came to lead the coalition against Louis was its part in his. His personal support of the Stuarts – part chivalry, part piety, part Realpolitik – caused durable bitterness within and between the Three Kingdoms, and made conflict with France inevitable.




THE SUN KING
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Louis XIV by H. Rigaud.

It is up to you to become the most glorious king there has ever been.
CARDINAL MAZARIN to Louis XIV3

Louis XIV was the curse and pest of Europe . . . this high-heeled, periwigged dandy, strutting amid the bows and scrapes of mistresses and confessors . . . disturbed and harried mankind during more than fifty years of arrogant pomp.
WINSTON CHURCHILL4





 

By the early 1680s Louis and his ministers could contemplate Europe with satisfaction.

France . . . is naturally fortified against foreign attack, being almost surrounded by seas, by high mountains, or by very deep rivers. She produces an abundance of the things needed for man . . . She has an unusual perfection as a state . . . and her inhabitants are almost infinite in number, robust and generous, born for war, frank and disciplined.5

The largest population in Europe – 20 million and rising – made France a giant among pygmies. Spain had only 8.5 million; the countless city states, bishoprics and principalities of Germany totalled 12 million, but with a mosaic of vulnerable micro-states on France’s eastern marchlands; the United Provinces of the Netherlands, nearly 2 million; the Scandinavian kingdoms, between 2 and 3 million combined. Well down the pecking order came the ‘Three Kingdoms’, with a total population of 8 million and falling, and reckoned by the French foreign ministry to constitute Europe’s sixth-ranking power, their government revenues one-fifth those of France, their armies a quarter the size of Sweden’s.

France’s natural strength was consolidated by hard labour. In the 1670s the great minister Colbert had built a larger navy than the Dutch or the English. The army, over 200,000 strong, dwarfed all others. The engineer Marshal Vauban built a vast ring of fortresses, which made the kingdom a protected space and, as can be seen from the many still standing, the most fortified country in the world, able to fight nearly all its wars on foreign soil. Nature and labour were seemingly confirmed by Divine Providence, which favoured France in war and diplomacy, bountifully creating a power vacuum into which Louis had stepped. The old Habsburg enemy, which had once ruled both the Spanish and the Holy Roman empires, was now divided between Madrid and Vienna. Spain, though its colonies were temptingly rich, was in decline. The Empire, fragmented and ravaged by war and religious conflict, was assailed by the Turks, who in 1683 were besieging Vienna. Louis seemed to represent the future: absolute royal authority, professional administration, and religious uniformity. French officials and pamphleteers became accustomed to describing any state that opposed them as ‘arrogant’ and ‘pretentious’, so rightful did their superiority appear.

The Three Kingdoms, after the restoration of their Euro-Scottish dynasty the Stuarts in 1660, had gravitated towards the Bourbon sun. They had not fully emerged from their own share of the religious and military cataclysm that had sundered Europe, and which had cost Charles I his head and 250,000 of his English and Scottish subjects, and an incalculable number of Irish, their lives.6 The return of Charles II from French exile had been popular at first, after the Puritan republic of ‘Fanatics’ (as their enemies commonly called them). Charles and his brother James, Duke of York, worked to consolidate their restoration by moving towards a modern absolutist regime, bypassing the archaic nuisance of Parliament. This needed French support, including grants of money, sometimes delivered personally to Charles by his valet.7 The French were concerned by England’s budding commercial and naval success, and wanted an ally on the British thrones. Charles’s senior mistress, Louise de Penancouët de Kéroualle, Duchess of Portsmouth, was a useful agent of influence: the French expatriate writer Saint-Evremond suggested that ‘the silk ribbon round her waist holds France and England together’. Charles did not need such pleasurable inducements: his ‘mental map of Europe had its centre not in England at all, but France’.8 He helped to start Louis’s aggressive war in 1672 against the Dutch, England’s national enemy. But this war, far from cementing an Anglo-French alliance, seemed sudden proof that the real threat came from France. The French army was alarmingly successful, while their navy was believed to have deliberately shirked battle so that the British and Dutch would destroy each other. French sailors reportedly ‘bragged that after they had Holland, they hoped to have England’.9 English opinion felt they had been duped into serving Louis’s aggressive designs, with the connivance of a francophile court. As one MP put it, ‘Our main business is to keep France out of England.’10 Charles assured Louis that he was ‘standing up for the interests of France against his whole kingdom’.11 Astonishingly, Louis revealed the details of his dealings with Charles to the parliamentary opposition – which he was also bribing. His strategy (he acted similarly in Holland) was to stir the embers of the Civil War in order to keep the Three Kingdoms weak.

Many at home and abroad assumed that the Stuarts’ power depended on the support of Versailles. Ironically, given his eventual fate, James II of England and VII of Scotland (who succeeded Charles in 1685) moved somewhat out of the French orbit, realizing that Louis would sacrifice the Stuarts if it suited him. Although he appointed a French crony, the Marquis de Blanquefort, alias Earl of Feversham (whose brother commanded the French army in 1688) to command his new mercenary army, raised for internal use, and sent an Irish Catholic with a French title, the Marquis d’Albeville, to represent him at the crucial post of The Hague, he did not intend to become wholly dependent, like his brother, on France. His strategy was to avoid expensive European wars while using sea power to counter the French in North America, consolidating his possessions there into a vast private domain – New York already belonged to him – and using the income to become independent of his parliaments. Those of Scotland and Ireland could be ignored, and that of England subverted.

Religion was crucial. The struggle that had convulsed Europe since Luther and Calvin was tilting towards a victory for Catholicism, and hence, so many thought, for monarchs. Louis XIV considered Catholicism the pillar of his power, as well as the source of divine favour. Pressure on France’s remaining 1.5 million Protestants mounted during the 1680s, ending the relative tolerance that had previously caused English religious Dissenters (Presbyterians, Quakers, Baptists) to praise France in contrast to the persecution they suffered in England. Soldiers were billeted on Protestant families to make life unbearable – the infamous dragonnades. In October 1685, Louis, the ‘New Constantine’, proclaimed victory over the dwindling ‘Huguenots’ (the insulting nickname for Protestants) by revoking the 1598 Edict of Nantes, which had supposedly recognized their religious, civil and political rights in perpetuity. He declared that the ‘so-called reformed religion’ no longer existed in his realm. Hence, there could be no public or private Protestant worship, and no marriage or inheritance. All schools and churches were to be demolished. This was the most popular act of his reign, producing ‘explosions of joy’ among his Catholic subjects, including the court writers La Bruyère, La Fontaine and Racine. Crowds demolished Protestant churches and desecrated cemeteries. There was some armed resistance. The minister of war Louvois ordered: ‘take very few prisoners . . . spare the women no more than the men’.12 Protestant refugees flooded into Holland and Britain, bringing harrowing stories of persecution. At the behest of the French ambassador, one of the most influential published accounts was seized and burnt by the English government.

This trauma across the Channel darkened the first months of James’s reign, when in February 1685 he became the Catholic king of Europe’s largest remaining Protestant realm. Like several other circumspect northern princes, Charles and James had moved towards Catholicism, partly for personal and family reasons – the influence of their French mother – but also because they shared the universal view that Catholicism buttressed royal authority. Charles’s position was mainly political, but James was genuinely Catholic. In either case, their combination of religious and secular power was stigmatized by their opponents as ‘Popery’. It was all the more alarming in the light of the persecution in France, which James approved of. The choice, as one peer put it, was ‘whether I will be a slave and a Papist, or a Protestant and a free man’.13 Rebellions against James broke out in Scotland and in the West Country, where Charles I’s illegitimate Protestant son the Duke of Monmouth proclaimed himself king. The risings were quickly and harshly suppressed. A woman was burned at the stake for harbouring a traitor, and some 300 men were hanged, drawn and quartered: the execution grounds were awash with body fluids. James’s aim was to legalize Catholicism in his kingdoms. He tried to both charm and bully Anglicans into an alliance with Catholics against the turbulent Dissenters, even meeting every MP individually. When this failed, he switched desperately to an opposite strategy: to create an alliance of Catholics and Dissenters against the Anglican establishment by offering toleration to both. He dared not end the exclusion of Catholics from Parliament, but instead took steps to pack the House of Commons with Dissenters. He sacked two-thirds of Anglican JPs and Lords Lieutenant and appointed a disproportionate number of Dissenters and Catholics to positions of military and political power: Catholics included a Secretary of State, the acting Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, the Lord Chancellor, and the commander of the fleet. A Jesuit, Father Edward Petre, joined the Privy Council. James intended Catholicism to attain equality with the ‘established’ church, with its own bishops, parishes, tithes and colleges. This meant displacing Anglicans: for example Magdalen College, Oxford, was ordered to elect a Catholic president, and when its Fellows refused they were all expelled.14 Mass was publicly celebrated at the Chapel Royal, and a papal nuncio received. Some hoped and many feared that in the fullness of time the whole country would, like France, be brought back to Catholicism. James’s strategy became suddenly more credible when in June 1688 a male heir, who took precedence over his Anglican half-sisters Mary and Anne, was born and baptized a Catholic. The rumour spread that the baby was not genuine, but had been smuggled into the queen’s bedroom in a warming-pan.

It is often assumed that James’s ambitions were limited, that popular fears of ‘Popery’ were bigotry and hysteria, or that even if he was seeking absolute power, he could never have succeeded. But some authoritative recent accounts conclude on the contrary that his bold aims were ‘not only perfectly feasible but close to being attained’.15 That seemed the way Europe was going. Denmark and Sweden had been the latest to lose their representative assemblies. James’s policies threatened Britain with another bout of religious mayhem and civil war. It would be doubly threatening if he had French support: ‘Our jealousies of Popery, or an arbitrary government, are not from a few inconsiderable Papists here, but from the ill example we have from France.’16

That Louis XIV was on the march as the self-appointed champion of Catholicism alarmed his Protestant neighbours. It also worried Catholic princes, including the most Catholic of all, Pope Innocent XI, whose ecclesiastical authority within France had been flouted. He was so angry at Louis’s cooperation with the Turks that he excommunicated him in 1687. Louis was accused by Protestant and Catholic opponents alike of aiming at ‘universal monarchy’. This implied hegemonic religious and secular authority, made credible by French hints of Louis’s ambition to be elected Holy Roman Emperor. British Protestants were happy to ally with Catholic states that opposed him. Louis’s defenders, including some recent historians, have dismissed these fears as paranoia. His ambitions, they argue, were essentially defensive, asserting his dynastic rights and rounding out France’s frontiers.

This ‘defensive’ perspective, of course, depended on which side of Vauban’s grim new ramparts you were standing. The French policy of using dubious legal claims backed by armed force to secure every strategic ‘gate’ to their territory – including Lille (detached from the Spanish Netherlands), Metz, Strasbourg (formerly a free city of the Empire) and Franche-Comté – meant that their neighbours were increasingly vulnerable: ‘gates’ allow access both ways. In recent years, Savoy, the Spanish Netherlands, several German states, Tripoli, Algiers and Genoa had all suffered French aggression. It was no secret that France coveted the Spanish Netherlands (most of modern Belgium), Lorraine and the Rhine frontier. In petty matters the French aimed not merely to dominate but to humiliate. The nominally independent Duke of Savoy was forbidden to go on holiday to Venice, and the Duke of Mecklenburg, another independent ruler, was imprisoned when visiting Paris as a tourist. Among the peace conditions offered to Holland in 1672 – and rejected – was the demand that every year a Dutch delegation should bring Louis a gold medal humbly thanking him for giving them peace. The French government behaved as a law unto itself, using (as a modern French specialist puts it) ‘sometimes threats to intimidate a neighbour, sometimes violence to impose French will’.17 It was impossible to say where its future ambitions might lead.

One of the minor victims of Louis’s imperiousness had been the independent principality of Orange, a small Protestant enclave in Languedoc, which in 1682 was occupied, with the usual accompaniment of looting and rape, by Louis’s dragoons, experts in low-intensity anti-Protestant operations. Protestants in England were alarmed and outraged. So was the young prince of the little state, Guillaume d’Orange, as Louis had intended. When his envoy went to complain, Louis’s minister threatened him with the Bastille. The idea – and it proved a very bad one – was to punish Guillaume for being a nuisance to France in his other persona, Willem III van Oranje. His family, Counts of Nassau in Germany and Princes of Orange in France, derived their prominence from the strange office of stadhouder (or stadholder) of the Dutch Republic, partly elective and partly hereditary, and always resented by the republican oligarchy. A stadholder was appointed in emergencies by the provinces of the Republic to direct the government and command the armed forces. The house of Orange–Nassau had provided stadholders for several provinces since Willem I (‘the Silent’) had led the struggle against Spain that had created the Republic in 1579. There had been no stadholder from 1650 until 1672. In that year, Louis, abetted by Charles II, had invaded the Republic, and the young Willem III had been appointed stadholder for life to command the resistance. The French had only been halted when the Dutch flooded the approaches to Amsterdam. Bourgeois trading interests, especially in Amsterdam, had subsequently made a deal with France, one of their largest markets. Charles II had married his brother James’s eldest daughter Mary to Willem (a grandson of Charles I) in 1677 in the hope of influencing him out of another conflict with France; but the marriage worked the opposite way too – it gave Willem a legitimate voice in the foreign policy of Britain.
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The second hundred years’ war: phase 1, 1688–1745

By 1687 Louis would no longer demean himself by conciliating Dutch ‘cheese mongers’ and ‘herring fishers’, especially as buying their produce was draining French gold. Trading agreements were disdainfully cancelled, threatening the Dutch, not least their pro-French mercantile oligarchy, with ruin. When they protested, 100 Dutch ships were seized in French ports. The very existence of the Republic was again threatened. It was clear that a major war was looming between France and Holland, which would probably involve much of Europe. The Dutch response was desperate, risky and decisive: the biggest enterprise in their history.18 They had to stop Britain and its navy – Europe’s largest by the 1680s – from again joining with the French, and if possible to bring that navy, and whatever other resources of men and money could be raised, to their side. Their fears seemed confirmed when James signed a naval agreement with France in April 1688. Willem arranged to be invited by domestic opponents of James to intervene by force in English politics. The habitually quarrelsome Dutch provinces and cities agreed to provide money, men and ships for Willem to invade England and force James to ‘be useful to [his] friends and allies, and especially to this state’.19 Louis’s Catholic enemies, the Pope, the Emperor and the king of Spain, tacitly approved, on condition that British Catholics were not harmed. The Dutch blandly maintained that they were only planning a punitive raid against the Barbary pirates, but the French ambassador solemnly warned on 9 September 1688 that any act against James II would be regarded by Louis as ‘an act of war against his own crown’.20 This made things worse, as it finally convinced the Dutch that there really was a Franco-British alliance.

France’s failure to take action to prevent the Dutch invasion of England is of fateful historic importance, and yet it remains mysterious. One reason is James’s estrangement from Louis. He might have had French military and naval help had he been willing to accept satellite status. But he was reluctant to depend on Louis. One might detect unease in his remark to the French ambassador that ‘he was so confident of [Louis’s] friendship that he would never be jealous of his greatness and he would like him to conquer all of Germany’.21 Another reason is that Louis, at this crucial moment, had his attention drawn to seemingly more important events far away to the south-east, which were permanently redrawing the map of Europe. The Holy Roman Empire, his enemy, had begun to win its long war with the Turks. As recently as 1683 (to the ill-concealed delight of the French) the Ottoman army had been besieging Vienna: this raised the thrilling possibility that the Habsburgs would lose the Imperial crown, enabling Louis to become the ‘protector’ of central Europe, and perhaps Emperor too. But the Turks were thrown back, and in 1686 the Imperial army took Buda, ‘the bastion of Islam’. Protestants and Catholics alike celebrated throughout Germany – but not in France. The Venetians attacked the Turkish province of Greece (incidentally wrecking the Parthenon by blowing up the gunpowder stored inside); and Christian armies fanned out into the Balkans. In Istanbul, the disgraced sultan was deposed. The huge Turkish fortress Belgrade fell on 6 September 1688, and the Turks forever ceased to be a threat. This stunning victory meant that Imperial forces would be free to move west, to defend the spongy statelets along the Rhine. The French, determined to forestall them, decided to strengthen their military position in Germany and encourage the Turks to keep fighting. One of Louis’s marshals explained that

The Court was quite undecided which gambit would be best to take; to support James about to be attacked or to prevent the Turks from making peace . . . which the next moment would bring down on us all the forces of the Emperor . . . M. de Louvois [the powerful minister of war] decided upon the second gambit . . . nothing was more important for us than to make a diversion to keep the Turks in the war.22

So the French fleet concentrated in the Mediterranean, and troops were sent, not to attack the Dutch and defend the Stuarts, but to mount ‘a great offensive of intimidation’ in the Rhineland.23 On Louis’s direct orders, troops began systematic devastation of the Palatinate as a warning to potential enemies and to create a scorched-earth barrier against attack. Heidelberg, Mannheim, Spire, Worms and other towns were sacked and burnt. The result persuaded the Turks to keep fighting, but created outrage in Germany and a general rallying of Europe against France.

Both Louis and James and their advisers were fatally slow to appreciate the seriousness of the threat Willem posed. They assumed the English navy could stave off any invasion.24 The French calculated that even if there were an invasion of England (their ambassador did not think one imminent) it would cause violence and chaos that would long keep Willem occupied. It is even possible that Louis was willing to tempt the Dutch into this dangerous trap, simultaneously punishing James for his hostile actions in North America. James did eventually ask the French to bring a fleet to Brest in case of emergency, but they did nothing effective to help him. According to a French agent of the governor of the Spanish Netherlands, the French, having sent their ships to the Mediterranean and troops to the Rhine, ‘were not in a position to give much help’, but they told London that they were refusing it until James toed the line and signed an alliance with France.25 So James had the worst of all worlds: hints of future French support spurred his Dutch and English enemies into action, but the support never materialized.

Louis and James were right that an invasion of England was highly dangerous. Willem was taking a ‘stupendous gamble’, the very rumour of which provoked a run on the Amsterdam stock exchange. The fleet, seen off by cheering, praying and weeping crowds, was vulnerable to naval attack and stormy winter weather, and it sailed ‘in defiance of all common sense and professional experience’.26 At its second attempt to beat the weather, it was blown down the Channel to Torbay by winds that kept James’s navy stuck in the Thames estuary. The landing was followed by several days of nervous fence-sitting by the English nobility, and no response at all in Scotland. But soon there were armed meetings and declarations in the Midlands and North. Nottingham declared that ‘We count it rebellion to resist a king that governs by law, but . . . to resist [a tyrant], we justly esteem it no rebellion, but a necessary defence.’27 Riots against James and Popery broke out, most seriously in London, where Catholic embassies and their chapels were attacked. Disturbances persisted for weeks. It was rumoured that Irish Catholic troops had burned down Birmingham and were massacring Protestants. This disorder radicalized the situation. What had begun as a military pronunciamento turned into a ‘Glorious Revolution’ in December when James, after a nervous breakdown that caused his army commanders to abandon him, sent his wife and son to France, threw the Great Seal of the kingdom into the Thames, and – firmly escorted to the coast by the Dutch – sought asylum from Louis XIV.

The Sun King’s enemies breathed a sigh of relief. An Italian Protestant wrote, ‘the Dutch by this enterprise have greatly contributed to the public welfare and liberty of Europe’.28 Willem marched his troops into London, tactfully placing English and Scottish regiments of the Dutch army in the van. He threatened to return to Holland unless given the crown, and the so-called Convention Parliament invited him to ascend the ‘vacant’ throne as William III, with his wife as Queen Mary II. In return, he accepted a Declaration of Rights. This, which became the Bill of Rights, restricted the powers of the Crown and entrenched those of Parliament. William believed that he had a providential mission to save European freedom from French ‘universal monarchy’, and he had invaded in order to recruit Britain into the struggle. For this overriding purpose, he wanted the greatest unity he could achieve in his new kingdom. Otherwise, the French expectation that he would be engulfed by another British civil war might come true. If native cooperation meant accepting the permanent involvement of Parliament in political life, so be it. He would have to manage as he did with the States General in Holland. The crucial question was financing the war. For a start, William presented a bill for £663,752 for his invasion. The English Parliament would only agree – unlike under previous monarchs – to vote short-term financial and military powers to the Crown. The consent of the House of Commons was now required every year, and so parliament became ‘an institution, rather than an event’.29 Warfare, not ideology, transformed English politics.


WILLIAM OF ORANGE
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William III.

I see that this people is not created for me, neither am I for this people.30



William III was to prove one of the ablest, most important, least loved and most forgotten of British monarchs. He undoubtedly changed British history: perhaps that is the reason – the British cherish those who symbolize continuity. He was half Stuart through his mother, and English was his rusty maternal tongue. His succession to the British crowns had always been a possibility. Physically sickly, he was given a careful education and brought up to expect high responsibilities early. In 1672, in his early twenties, he was commanding Dutch forces against Louis XIV’s invasion. Despite long experience, the ‘stadholder-king’ never became an outstanding soldier, but tireless determination made him a formidable politician and diplomat. His unpopularity came from his dour and taciturn nature and his understandable preference for competent and trustworthy Dutch troops and advisers. But its main cause was the unprecedented ordeal of war he imposed on Britain.

Many who had welcomed William’s intervention found his accession to the throne deeply troubling, for it flouted the principle of hereditary monarchy by divine right. Charles I had been beheaded, but his son had succeeded him; whereas James and his son were still alive, and had simply been replaced. Did this mean that Parliament, or the people, or armed force, could impose and dismiss monarchs as they wished? Did it mean the end of legitimate government founded on secure legal principle and divine sanction? What about Scotland and Ireland, which were separate kingdoms? Might it not open the gates to endless conflict, reigniting the nightmarish civil wars of the 1640s and 50s? So within weeks the consensus against James gave way to a spectrum of quarrelling factions, from Divine-Right ‘Tory’ loyalists to disappointed radicals. Even a century later the meaning of 1688, given new point by the French revolution, could still cause profound disagreement. The pro-Stuart ‘Jacobite’ opposition to the new monarch and his successors would persist for half a century in England, for longer in Scotland, and longer still in Ireland. Much blood would be shed; and the ‘rage of party’ would last and leave scars that could still ooze three centuries later.

Yet 1688, only vaguely remembered by the British people, was the beginning of a new era. Never again would a monarch rule as the Stuarts had tried to do. Parliament, and the principles of representation and consent, became permanent foundations of the State; indeed, Parliament acquired an effective sovereignty that in theory it still possesses. Censorship laws lapsed. Greater religious toleration was supported by William in the hope of increasing unity for the coming war and soothing his Catholic allies Spain and the Empire. The result, in the words of the philosopher-politician John Locke (an opponent of the Stuarts who now returned from exile), was that toleration ‘has








EXILES: HUGUENOTS AND JACOBITES




Britain at the Heart of Europe, 1688–1748
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FONTENOY, 11 MAY 1745










France and the Young Chevalier, 1744–6





















SYMBOLS




The End of the Beginning




ON HIS MOST CHRISTIAN MAJESTY’S SERVICE






MONEY:
 Waging War with Gold











Britain: ‘Breaking windows with guineas’92







BLOWING BUBBLES









France: The Insolvent Landlord
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