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    At the heart of Samuel Rawson Gardiner’s Oliver Cromwell lies a sustained inquiry into how a man driven by religious conviction and a passion for national order could become both the instrument of revolution and the architect of authority, a life that forces readers to hold in tension the claims of conscience and the demands of power, the language of liberty and the mechanics of rule, and the restless movement of a society remaking itself under the pressure of war, belief, and necessity, across competing institutions and a fractured public sphere.

Gardiner’s work is a historical biography set amid the British Isles of the mid-seventeenth century, where civil conflict, religious ferment, and experiments in governance transform the fabric of public life. Written by a nineteenth-century British historian renowned for his studies of the period, it first appeared around the turn of the twentieth century and distills decades of archival scholarship. The book belongs to a tradition of evidence-driven narrative history, eschewing romantic embellishment for close reasoning about institutions and motives. Readers encounter Cromwell within the shifting topography of Parliament, army, and local communities rather than as an isolated heroic figure.

Without rehearsing every turn of a turbulent career, Gardiner traces Cromwell’s emergence from relative obscurity into the crucible of national decision-making, focusing on the forces that shaped his outlook and the contingencies that opened pathways to command. The narrative follows early responsibilities, the forging of alliances, and the testing of principles in the field and in council, while carefully reserving judgment until the record warrants it. The voice is measured and analytic, the style plain yet precise, the tone unsentimental but humane, generating a reading experience that privileges proportion, context, and the steady accumulation of verifiable evidence.

Because Gardiner builds his case from documents and parliamentary records, he gives sustained attention to the interplay of belief, policy, and procedure, showing how choices were constrained by law, finance, and the expectations of contemporaries. The book situates military decisions alongside debates about representation, church settlement, and local administration, creating a layered picture of a polity in transition. Rather than isolate psychology from circumstance, the analysis relates character to institutional pressure, regional loyalties, and the rhythms of campaigning. The result is a biography that reads as political history and intellectual history at once, careful without becoming austere.

Central themes emerge with clarity: legitimacy and the grounds of obedience; the problem of conscience in public life; the balance between emergency action and the rule of law; and the unstable coalition of ideals that animated reform. Gardiner considers the uses of providential language without reducing policy to piety, and he examines the pressures that military success can place on constitutional norms. Questions of toleration and church governance recur, as do dilemmas of taxation and consent. Throughout, the study probes the making and unmaking of reputations, asking how memory, rumor, and partisan narrative harden into the afterlife of statesmanship.

For contemporary readers, the book resonates in its exploration of leadership under strain, the ethics of power, and the design of institutions capable of surviving crisis. The tensions it tracks—between security and liberty, conviction and compromise, central authority and local autonomy—remain familiar in public debates about executive power, civil-military relations, and religious pluralism. Gardiner’s steady method models how to engage polarized pasts without caricature, inviting readers to separate durable structures from transient passions. In an era attuned to misinformation, his disciplined attention to sources and context provides a usable past without flattening historical complexity or moral ambiguity.

Approached as both a life and an inquiry into governance, Oliver Cromwell rewards close reading by yielding a balanced portrait that is neither celebratory nor hostile, but committed to the patient clarification of motive, means, and consequence. Gardiner’s narrative is accessible to newcomers and illuminating for those already versed in seventeenth-century history, because it keeps biography tethered to the wider transformations of a changing polity. Its enduring value lies in the invitation to think with, and sometimes against, the evidence it marshals, turning a contentious figure into a catalyst for disciplined reflection on political responsibility.
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    Samuel Rawson Gardiner’s Oliver Cromwell presents a concise, archival-based portrait of the English revolutionary statesman. Drawing on his long engagement with seventeenth-century sources, Gardiner frames Cromwell’s career within the constitutional and religious crises of the Three Kingdoms. The narrative opens with the problem of authority in an embattled monarchy and a mobilized nation, and sets Cromwell’s life against the wider dynamics of Parliament, church settlement, and war. The author’s aim is neither panegyric nor indictment but explanation: how conviction, circumstance, and institutional experimentation combined to elevate a relatively obscure gentleman into the central figure of a transforming commonwealth.

Gardiner sketches Cromwell’s origins in the provincial gentry, emphasizing the interplay of family ties, local responsibility, and an intensely personal piety that shaped his outlook. Entry into national politics during the Long Parliament finds him aligned with reformers who press grievances against perceived abuses in church and state. The account traces his practical gifts—organization, selection of capable subordinates, and mastery of morale—as he mobilizes county forces and develops a disciplined cavalry. This phase, in Gardiner’s telling, is less about precocious genius than about determination and a providential confidence that emboldened him to act where others hesitated.

Victory in the field gradually enlarges Cromwell’s influence, and Gardiner follows his ascent through crucial campaigns while tracing the emergence of the New Model Army. The portrait highlights method rather than spectacle: rigorous discipline, religious motivation harnessed to military efficiency, and a meritocratic ethos that unsettled traditional hierarchies. As military success narrows the space for compromise, the book foregrounds disputes over command, conscience, and the shape of a future settlement. Cromwell appears as mediator and driver, navigating between parliamentary leaders and soldiers whose spiritual claims translated into concrete demands for reform and security.

In the fraught aftermath of war, Gardiner presents the political crisis as a collision of loyalties: to Parliament’s authority, to the army’s sacrifices, and to a national peace that seemed continually deferred. Cromwell’s conduct during the confrontation with the crown is treated as the product of accumulated pressures rather than a predetermined program. The narrative emphasizes deliberation, hesitation, and a ultimately forceful resolve to avert renewed conflict. Throughout, Gardiner probes how religious assurance coexisted with tactical flexibility, revealing a statesman who sought settlement on terms he deemed both lawful and godly, yet increasingly turned to exceptional means.

With the monarchy displaced, the book turns to the problem of constructing authority. Gardiner outlines successive experiments—from a nominated assembly to a written constitutional framework—that aimed to reconcile ordered liberty with a reformed national church. Cromwell’s Protectorate emerges as a central chapter in this effort, mixing institutional innovation with pragmatic control. The narrative assesses attempts to encourage a sober, godly society, the uneasy place of religious toleration, and the tensions between central direction and local interests. Gardiner shows a ruler balancing counsel and command, while unresolved questions about representation, taxation, and the army’s political role shadow each initiative.

Foreign affairs receive careful attention as indices of national purpose and executive capacity. Gardiner follows Cromwell’s effort to secure England’s interests at sea and on the continent, forging alliances and choosing conflicts in ways that reflected both Protestant solidarity and commercial calculation. Naval strength and colonial ventures widen the scope of rule, while the costs of security press upon domestic finance and politics. Repeated encounters with parliaments test the settlement’s foundations, culminating in proposals that probed the very definition of the regime. In Gardiner’s view, these trials clarified what kind of commonwealth might be sustainable—and at what constitutional price.

The closing chapters weigh character against circumstance, asking how far Cromwell shaped events and how far events constrained him. Gardiner stresses the difficulty of reconciling plural interests in a nation remade by war, suggesting that Cromwell’s achievements and failures alike arose from this unresolved tension between liberty and rule. The book ends by situating his career within the longer evolution of constitutional practice and religious coexistence. Without reducing him to emblem or villain, Gardiner presents a figure whose energy, faith, and political improvisation continue to illuminate perennial questions about executive power, national purpose, and the hazards of revolutionary settlement.
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    Samuel Rawson Gardiner’s Oliver Cromwell examines the upheavals of seventeenth-century England, beginning under the early Stuarts. The monarchy claimed wide prerogatives while Parliament guarded taxation, and the common law courts upheld inherited rights. Religious governance centered on the Church of England, reshaped under Archbishop William Laud. Charles I’s Personal Rule (1629–1640) relied on nonparliamentary revenue like Ship Money, tested in John Hampden’s case, and provoked opposition. Resistance hardened in Scotland, where the National Covenant of 1638 and the Bishops’ Wars forced the king to recall Parliament. These conflicts over sovereignty, finance, and church policy furnish the stage on which Cromwell’s career unfolds.

The Long Parliament, assembled in 1640, moved to curb royal prerogative and reform church courts. It abolished the Star Chamber and High Commission, passed the Triennial Act, and impeached Thomas Wentworth, Earl of Strafford, whose execution became a watershed. Simultaneously, the Irish rebellion of 1641 inflamed fears of popery and armed force. Disputes over control of the militia produced rival claims in 1642, as Parliament advanced an ordinance and the Crown issued commissions of array. Political nation and localities split. When armed conflict began, it engaged counties, corporations, and associations, embedding the struggle within England’s constitutional and social fabric.

Amid this turmoil, Oliver Cromwell emerged from relative obscurity as a zealous parliamentarian and cavalry commander. Serving in the Eastern Association, he fostered disciplined horse known as Ironsides and gained notice at Marston Moor in 1644. Parliament’s military reorganization culminated in the New Model Army of 1645, a centrally paid force under professional command. Victory at Naseby consolidated that transformation and brought questions of political settlement to the fore. Gardiner situates Cromwell within these institutional shifts, tracing how military effectiveness, religious conviction, and administrative centralization intertwined to elevate new leaders while challenging older hierarchies in both church and state.

After the first civil war, unresolved issues of authority, indemnity, and religious uniformity deepened divisions. Soldiers elected agitators, and debates at Putney in 1647 exposed competing constitutional visions, including Leveller demands for broader representation. Negotiations with the captive king faltered, and renewed fighting in 1648 hardened positions. Colonel Pride’s purge excluded many MPs, and a High Court tried Charles I, whose execution in 1649 inaugurated a Commonwealth. Gardiner follows these developments to explain Cromwell’s ascent, emphasizing how army politics, fears of anarchy, and hopes for a godly reformation shaped choices that few had envisaged at the conflict’s outset.

The Commonwealth vested authority in a Council of State and a remnant Parliament, pursuing administrative reform and maritime strength. War with the Dutch Republic broke out in 1652, highlighting commercial rivalry. In 1653 Cromwell dissolved the Rump and accepted a new constitutional frame, the Instrument of Government, creating the Protectorate with a single-chamber Parliament and a Council to advise the Lord Protector. Gardiner details these structures, the fiscal-military pressures that sustained them, and the recurrent friction between parliamentary sovereignty and executive necessity. Protectorate parliaments met in 1654 and 1656, debating limits on toleration, taxation, and the army’s political role.

Religious policy loomed large. Cromwell backed a broad Protestant settlement that left parish structures intact while licensing diverse congregations through mechanisms like the Triers and Ejectors of 1654. Security concerns prompted the rule of the Major-Generals in 1655–1657 after royalist risings. Foreign affairs intertwined faith and interest: peace with the Dutch in 1654, alliance with France against Spain, and campaigns that yielded Dunkirk to England in 1658. The Western Design against Spain led to the capture of Jamaica in 1655. Gardiner presents these measures as statecraft conditioned by conscience, resources, and the geopolitical rivalry that reshaped Atlantic commerce and war.

Cromwell’s death in 1658 exposed the fragility of a regime reliant on his authority. His successor, Richard Cromwell, lacked a firm military base, and contending army factions unsettled the Protectorate. The Rump returned, General George Monck advanced from Scotland, and a Convention Parliament invited Charles II to resume the throne in 1660. Without rehearsing every reversal, Gardiner situates these shifts to clarify the stakes of Cromwell’s program: limited religious liberty, effective government, and national security under contested constitutional forms. The Restoration’s settlement and memory politics supplied powerful lenses through which later generations judged the Commonwealth and its architect.

Gardiner wrote in the late nineteenth century, when British history was being professionalized through archives and critical editing. He mined State Papers, parliamentary records, and collections such as the Clarke Papers, and engaged earlier authorities, including Clarendon and Carlyle. His Cromwell stands on decades of research in his larger histories of 1603–1660. The biography stresses evidence over rhetoric, highlighting constitutional change, religious motives, and administrative practice. It reflects liberal concerns with law and toleration, and critiques both Stuart absolutism and unaccountable military power. In doing so, the work offers a measured appraisal of leadership amid revolution, rather than romantic hero-worship.
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The following work gives within a short compass a history of Oliver Cromwell from a biographical point of view. The text has been revised by the author, but otherwise is the same in a cheaper form as that which was published by Messrs. Goupil with illustrations in their Illustrated Series of Historical Volumes.
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Oliver Cromwell, the future Lord Protector of the Commonwealth of England[1], was born at Huntingdon on April 25, 1599, receiving his baptismal name from his uncle, Sir Oliver Cromwell of Hinchingbrooke, a mansion hard by the little town. It was at Huntingdon that the father of the infant, Robert Cromwell, had established himself, farming lands and perhaps also adding to his income by the profits of a brewhouse managed by his wife, Elizabeth—a descendant of a middle-class Norfolk family of Steward—originally Styward—which, whatever writers of authority may say, was not in any way connected with the Royal House of Scotland.

"I was," said Cromwell in one of his later speeches, "by birth a gentleman, living neither in any considerable height nor yet in obscurity. I have been called to several employments in the nation, and—not to be overtedious—I did endeavour to discharge the duty of an honest man in those services to God and His people's interest, and to the Commonwealth." The open secret of Cromwell's public life is set forth in these words:—his aim being: first, to be himself an honest man; secondly, to serve God and the people of God; and thirdly, to fulfil his duty to the Commonwealth. In this order, and in no other, did his obligations to his fellow-creatures present themselves to his eyes[1q]. For the work before him it could not be otherwise than helpful that his position in life brought him into contact with all classes of society.

What powers and capacities this infant—or indeed any other infant—may have derived from this or the other ancestor, is a mystery too deep for human knowledge; but at least it may be noted that the descent of the Cromwells from Sir Richard Williams, the nephew of Thomas Cromwell, the despotic Minister of Henry VIII., brought into the family a Welsh strain which may have shown itself in the fervid idealism lighting up the stern practical sense of the warrior and statesman.

Of Oliver's father little is known; but his portrait testifies that he was a man of sober Puritanism, not much given to any form of spiritual enthusiasm—very unlike his elder brother, Sir Oliver, who had inherited not only the estate, but the splendid ways of his father, Sir Henry Cromwell—the Golden Knight—and who, after running through his property, was compelled to sell his land and to retire into a more obscure position. As the little Oliver grew up, he had before his eyes the types of the future Cavalier and Roundhead in his own family. So far as parental influence could decide the question, there could be no doubt on which side the young Oliver would take his stand. His education was carried on in the free school of the town, under Dr. Beard[3], the author of The Theatre of God's Judgments Displayed[4], in which a belief in the constant intervention of Providence in the punishment of offenders was set forth by numerous examples of the calamities of the wicked. Though Oliver afterwards learned to modify the crudeness of this teaching, the doctrine that success or failure was an indication of Divine favour or disfavour never left him, and he was able, in the days of his greatness, to point unhesitatingly to the results of Naseby and Worcester as evidence that God Himself approved of the victorious cause.

In 1616 Cromwell matriculated at Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge, where his portrait now adorns the walls of the College hall. After a sojourn of no more than a year, he left the University, probably—as his father died in that year—to care for his widowed mother and his five sisters, he himself being now the only surviving son. It is said that not long afterwards he settled in London to study law, and though there is no adequate authority for this statement, it derives support from the fact that he found a wife in London, marrying in 1620, at the early age of twenty-one, Elizabeth Bourchier, the daughter of a City merchant. The silence of contemporaries shows that, in an age when many women took an active part in politics, she confined herself to the sphere of domestic influence. The one letter of hers that is preserved displays not merely her affectionate disposition, but also her helpfulness in reminding her great husband of the necessity of performing those little acts of courtesy which men engaged in large affairs are sometimes prone to neglect. She was undoubtedly a model of female perfection after the Periclean standard.

Of Cromwell's early life for some years after his marriage we have little positive information. His public career was opened by his election in 1628 to sit for Huntingdon in the Parliament which insisted on the Petition of Right[2]. Though his uncle had by this time left Hinchingbrooke, and could therefore have had no direct influence on the electors, it is quite likely that the choice of his fellow-townsmen was, to a great extent, influenced by their desire to show their attachment to a family with which they had long been in friendly relation.

Even so, however, it is in the highest degree improbable that Cromwell would have been selected by his neighbours, to whom every action of his life had been laid open, unless they had had reason to confide in his moral worth as well as in his aptitude for public business. Yet it is in this period of his life that, if Royalist pamphleteers are to be credited, Cromwell was wallowing in revolting profligacy, and the charge may seem to find some support from his own language in a subsequent letter to his cousin, Mrs. St. John: "You know," he wrote, "what my manner of life hath been. Oh! I lived in and loved darkness, and hated light. I was a chief—the chief of sinners. This is true, I hated godliness, yet God had mercy upon me." It has however never been wise to take the expressions of a converted penitent literally, and it is enough to suppose that Cromwell had been, at least whilst an undergraduate at Cambridge, a buoyant, unthinking youth, fond of outdoor exercise; though, on the other hand, whilst he never attained to proficiency as a scholar, he by no means neglected the authorised studies of the place. Much as opinion has differed on every other point in his character, there was never any doubt as to his love of horses and to his desire to encourage men of learning. It may fairly be argued that his tastes in either direction must have been acquired in youth.

One piece of evidence has indeed been put forward against Cromwell. On the register of St. John's parish at Huntingdon are two entries—one dated 1621, and the other 1628—stating that Cromwell submitted in those years to some form of Church censure. The formation of the letters, however, the absence of any date of month or day, and also the state of the parchment on which the entries occur, leave no reasonable doubt that they were the work of a forger. It does not follow that the forger had not a recollection that something of the kind had happened within local memory, and if we take it as possible that Cromwell was censured for 'his deeds,' whatever they may have been, in 1621, and that in 1628 he voluntarily acknowledged some offence—the wording of the forged entry gives some countenance to this deduction—may we not note a coincidence of date between the second entry and one in the diary of Sir Theodore Mayerne[5]—the fashionable physician of the day—who notes that Oliver Cromwell, who visited him in September of that year, was valde melancholicus. Even if no heed whatever is to be paid to the St. John's register, Mayerne's statement enables us approximately to date that time of mental struggle which he passed through at some time in these years, and which was at last brought to an end when the contemplation of his own unworthiness yielded to the assurance of his Saviour's love. "Whoever yet," he wrote long afterwards to his daughter Bridget, "tasted that the Lord is gracious, without some sense of self, vanity and badness?" It was a crisis in his life which, if he had been born in the Roman communion, would probably have sent him—as it sent Luther—into a monastery. Being what he was, a Puritan Englishman, it left him with strong resolution to do his work in this world strenuously, and to help others in things temporal, as he himself had been helped in things spiritual.

English Puritanism, like other widely spread influences, was complex in its nature, leading to different results in different men. Intellectually it was based on the Calvinistic theology, and many were led on by it to the fiercest intolerance of all systems of thought and practice which were unconformable thereto. Cromwell's nature was too large, and his character too strong, to allow him long to associate himself with the bigots of his age. His Puritanism—if not as universally sympathetic as a modern philosopher might wish—was moral rather than intellectual. No doubt it rendered him impatient of the outward forms in which the religious devotion of such contemporaries as George Herbert and Crashaw found appropriate sustenance, but at the same time it held him back from bowing down to the idol of the men of his own party—the requirement of accurate conformity to the Calvinistic standard of belief. It was sufficient for him, if he and his associates found inspiration in a sense of personal dependence on God, issuing forth in good and beneficent deeds.

When, in 1628, Cromwell took his seat in the House of Commons he would be sure of a good reception as a cousin of Hampden. There is, however, nothing to surprise us in his silence during the eventful debates on the Petition of Right. He was no orator by nature, though he could express himself forcibly when he felt deeply, and at this time, and indeed during the whole of his life, he felt more deeply on religious than on political questions. The House, in its second session held in 1629, was occupied during the greater portion of its time with religious questions, and it was then that Cromwell made his first speech, if so short an utterance can be dignified by that name. "Dr. Beard," he informed the House, "told him that one Dr. Alablaster did at the Spital preach in a sermon tenets of Popery, and Beard being to repeat the same, the now Bishop of Winton, then Bishop of Lincoln, did send for Dr. Beard, and charged him as his diocesan, not to preach any doctrine contrary to that which Alablaster had delivered, and when Beard did, by the advice of Bishop Felton, preach against Dr. Alablaster's sermon and person, Dr. Neile, now Bishop of Winton, did reprehend him, the said Beard, for it."

The circumstances of the time give special biographical importance to the opening of this window into Cromwell's mind. The strife between the Puritan clergy and the Court prelates was waxing high. The latter, whilst anxious to enforce discipline, and the external usages which, though enjoined in the Prayer Book, had been neglected in many parts of the country, were at the same time contending for a broader religious teaching than that presented by Calvin's logic; but knowing that they were in a comparatively small minority they, perhaps not unnaturally, fell back on the protection of the King, who was in ecclesiastical matters completely under the influence of Laud. The result of Charles's consultations with such Bishops as were at hand had been the issue of a Declaration which was prefixed to a new edition of the articles, and is to be found in Prayer Books at the present day. The King's remedy for disputes in the Church on predestination and such matters was to impose silence on both parties, and it was in view of this policy that Cromwell raked up an old story to show how at least twelve years before, his old schoolmaster, Dr. Beard, had been forbidden to preach any doctrine but that which the member for Huntingdon stigmatised as Popish, and this too by a prelate who was now seeking, in a less direct way, to impose silence on Puritan ministers. Other members of Parliament had striven to oppose the ecclesiasticism of the Court by the intolerant assertion that Calvinism alone was to be preached. Cromwell did nothing of the kind. He did not even say that those who upheld what he calls 'tenets of Popery' were to be silenced. He merely asked that those who objected to them might be free to deliver their testimony in public. There is the germ here of his future liberal policy as Lord Protector—the germ too of a wide difference of opinion from those with whom he was at this time acting in concert.A


A My argument would obviously not stand if the remainder of the speech printed in Rushworth were held to be genuine. There is, however, good reason to know that it is not (Hist. of Eng., 1603–1642, vii., 56, note).



Little as we know of Cromwell's proceedings during the eleven years in which no Parliament sat, that little is significant[2q]. His interference in temporal affairs was invariably on the side of the poor. In 1630 a new charter was granted to Huntingdon, conferring the government of the town on a mayor and twelve aldermen appointed for life. To this Cromwell raised no objection, taking no special delight in representative institutions, but he protested against so much of the charter as, by allowing the new corporation to deal at its pleasure with the common property of the borough, left the holders of rights of pasture at their mercy; and, heated by a sense of injustice to his poorer neighbours, he spoke angrily on the matter to Barnard, the new mayor. Cromwell was summoned before the council, with the result that the Earl of Manchester, appointed to arbitrate, sustained his objections, whilst Cromwell, having gained his point, apologised for the roughness of his speech. It is not unlikely that it was in consequence of this difference with the new governors of the town that he shortly afterwards sold his property there, and removed to St. Ives, where he established himself as a grazing farmer. Nor was he less solicitous for the spiritual than for the temporal welfare of his neighbours. Many Puritans were at this time attempting to lessen the influence of the beneficed clergy, who were, in many places, opposed to them, by raising sums for the payment of lecturers, who would preach Puritan sermons without being bound to read prayers before them. The earliest extant letter of Cromwell's was written in 1636 to a City merchant, asking him to continue his subscription to the maintenance of a certain Dr. Wells, 'a man of goodness and industry and ability to do good every way'. "You know, Mr. Story," he adds, "to withdraw the pay is to let fall the lecture, and who goeth to warfare at his own cost?"

In 1636 Cromwell removed to Ely, where he farmed the Cathedral tithes in succession to his maternal uncle, Sir Thomas Steward. Soon after he was settled in his new home, there were disturbances in the fen country which the Earl of Bedford and his associates were endeavouring to drain. On the plea that the work was already accomplished, the new proprietors ordered the expulsion of cattle from the pastures scattered amongst the waters. The owners, egged on by one at least of the neighbouring gentry, tumultuously resisted the attempt to exclude them from their rights of commonage. We are told, too, that 'it is commonly reported by the commoners in the said fens and the fens adjoining, that Mr. Cromwell, of Ely, hath undertaken—they paying him a groat for every cow they have upon the common—to hold the drainers in writ of law for five years, and that in the mean time they should enjoy every foot of their commons'. That Cromwell should have taken up the cause of the weak, and at the same time should have attempted to serve them by legal proceedings, whilst keeping aloof from their riotous action, is a fair indication of the character of the man. No wonder he grew in popularity, or that in 1640 he was elected by the borough of Cambridge to both the Parliaments which met in that year.

In the Short Parliament Cromwell sat, so far as we know, as a silent member. Of his appearance in the Long Parliament we have the often-quoted description of his personal appearance from a young courtier. "I came into the House," wrote Sir Philip Warwick, "one morning well clad, and perceived a gentleman speaking whom I knew not, very ordinarily apparelled, for it was a plain cloth suit which seemed to be made by an ill country tailor; his linen was plain, and not very clean; and I remember a speck or two of blood upon his little band, which was not larger than his collar. His hat was without a hat-band. His stature was of a good size; his sword stuck close to his side; his countenance swollen and reddish, his voice sharp and untuneable, and his eloquence full of fervour, for the subject matter would not bear much of reason, it being on behalf of a servant of Mr Prynne's who had dispersed libels against the Queen for her dancing and such like innocent and courtly sports; and he aggravated the imprisonment of this man by the council-table unto that height that one would have believed the very Government itself had been in great danger by it. I sincerely profess it lessened much my reverence unto that great council, for he was very much hearkened unto; and yet I lived to see this very gentleman whom, by multiplied good escapes, and by real but usurped power, having had a better tailor, and more converse among good company, appear of great and majestic deportment and comely presence." Curiously enough the so-called servant of Prynne—he was never actually in Prynne's service at all—was no other than John Lilburne, who was such a thorn in the flesh to Cromwell in later years. In undertaking the defence of the man who had been sentenced to scourge and imprisonment for disseminating books held to be libels by Charles and his ministers, Cromwell announced to his fellow-members his own political position. In life—and above all in political life—it is not possible to satisfy those who expect the actions of any man to be absolutely consistent. Later generations may be convinced not only that Charles was sincere in following a course which he believed to be the right one, but that this course commended itself to certain elements of human nature, and was, therefore, no mere emanation of his own personal character. It nevertheless remains that he was far from being strong enough for the place which he had inherited from his predecessors, and that in wearing the garments of the Elizabethan monarchy, he was all too unconscious of the work which the new generation required of him—all too ready to claim the rights of Elizabeth, without a particle of the skill in the art of government which she derived from her intimate familiarity with the people over which she had been called to rule.

Charles's unskilfulness was the more disastrous, as he came to the throne during a crisis when few men would have been able to maintain the prestige of the monarchy. On the one hand the special powers entrusted to the Tudor sovereigns were no longer needed after the domestic and foreign dangers which occupied their reigns had been successfully met. On the other hand, a strife between religious parties had arisen which called for action on lines very different from those which had commended themselves to Elizabeth. In throwing off the authority of the Roman See, Elizabeth had the national spirit of England at her back, whilst in resisting the claims of the Presbyterian clergy, she had the support of the great majority of the laity. By the end of her reign she had succeeded in establishing that special form of ecclesiastical government which she favoured. Yet though the clergy had ceased to cry out for the supersession of episcopacy by the Presbyterian discipline, the bulk of the clergy and of the religious laity were Puritan to the core. So much had been effected by the long struggle against Rome and Spain and the resulting detestation of any form of belief which savoured of Rome and Spain. During the twenty-two years of the peace-loving James, religious thought ceased to be influenced by a sense of national danger. First one, and then another—a Bancroft, an Andrewes, or a Laud, men of the college or the cathedral—began to think their own thoughts, to welcome a wider interpretation of religious truths than that of Calvin's Institute, and, above all, to distrust the inward conviction as likely to be warped by passion or self-interest, and to dwell upon the value of the external influences of ritual and organisation. To do justice to both these schools of thought and practice at the time of Charles's accession would have taxed the strength of any man, seeing how unprepared was the England of that day to admit the possibility of toleration. The pity of it was that Charles, with all his fine feelings and conscientious rectitude, was unfitted for the task. Abandoning himself heart and soul to the newly risen tide of religious thought, his imagination was too weak to enable him to realise the strength of Puritanism, so that he bent his energies, not to securing for his friends free scope for the exercise of what persuasion was in them, but for the repression of those whom he looked upon as the enemies of the Church and the Crown. With the assistance of Laud he did everything in his power to crush Puritanism, with the result of making Puritanism stronger than it had been before. Every man of independent mind who revolted against the petty interference exercised by Laud placed himself by sympathy, if not by perfect conviction, in the Puritan ranks.

Neither in Elizabeth's nor in Charles's reign was it possible to dissociate politics from religion. Parliament, dissatisfied with Charles's ineffectual guidance of the State, was still more dissatisfied with his attempt to use his authority over the Church to the profit of an unpopular party. The House of Commons representing mainly that section of the population in which Puritanism was the strongest—the country gentlemen in touch with the middle-class in the towns—was eager to pull down Laud's system in the Church, and to hinder the extension of Royal authority in the State. To do this it was necessary not only to diminish the power of the Crown, but to transfer much of it to Parliament, which, at least in the eyes of its members, was far more capable of governing England wisely.

That Cromwell heartily accepted this view of the situation is evident from his being selected to move the second reading of the Bill for the revival of annual Parliaments, which, by a subsequent compromise, was ultimately converted into a Triennial Act ordaining that there should never again be an intermission of Parliament for more than three years. The fact that he was placed on no less than eighteen committees in the early part of the sittings of the Parliaments shows that he had acquired a position which he could never have reached merely through his cousinship with Hampden and St. John. That he concurred in the destruction of the special courts which had fortified the Crown in the Tudor period, and in the prosecution of Strafford, needs no evidence to prove. These were the acts of the House as a whole. It was the part he took on those ecclesiastical questions which divided the House into two antagonistic parties which is most significant of his position at this time.

However much members of the House of Commons might differ on the future government of the Church, they were still of one mind as to the necessity of changing the system under which it had been of late controlled. There may have been much to be said on behalf of an episcopacy exercising a moderating influence over the clergy, and guarding the rights of minorities against the oppressive instincts of a clerical majority. As a matter of fact this had not been the attitude of Charles's Bishops. Appointed by the Crown, and chosen out of one party only—and that the party of the minority amongst the clergy and the religious laity—they had seized the opportunity of giving free scope to their own practices and of hampering in every possible way the practices of those opposed to them. It was no Puritan, but Jeremy Taylor, the staunch defender of monarchy and episcopacy, who hit the nail on the head. "The interest of the bishops," he wrote, "is conjunct with the prosperity of the King, besides the interest of their own security, by the obligation of secular advantages. For they who have their livelihood from the King, and are in expectance of their fortune from him, are more likely to pay a tribute of exacted duty than others whose fortunes are not in such immediate dependency on His Majesty. It is but the common expectation of gratitude that a patron paramount shall be more assisted by his beneficiaries in cases of necessity than by those who receive nothing from him but the common influences of government."

As usual, it was easier to mark the evil than to provide an adequate remedy. The party which numbered Hyde and Falkland in its ranks, and which afterwards developed into that of the Parliamentary Royalists, was alarmed lest a tyrannical episcopacy should be followed by a still more tyrannical Presbyterian discipline, and therefore strove to substitute for the existing system some scheme of modified episcopacy by which bishops should be in some way responsible to clerical councils. Cromwell was working hand in hand with men who strove to meet the difficulty in another way. The so-called Root-and-Branch Bill[6], said to have been drawn up by St. John, was brought to the House of Commons by himself and Vane. By them it was passed on to Hazlerigg, who in his turn passed it on to Sir Edward Dering, by whom it was actually moved in the House. As it was finally shaped in Committee, this bill, whilst absolutely abolishing archbishops, bishops, deans and chapters, transferred their ecclesiastical jurisdiction to bodies of Commissioners to be named by Parliament itself. Cromwell evidently had no more desire than Falkland to establish the Church Courts of the Scottish Presbyterian system in England.

This bill never passed beyond the Committee stage. It was soon overshadowed by the question whether Charles could be trusted or not. The discovery of the plots by which he had attempted to save Strafford's life, and the knowledge that he was now visiting Scotland with the intention of bringing up a Scottish army to his support against the Parliament at Westminster strengthened the hands of the party of Parliamentary supremacy, and left its leaders disinclined to pursue their ecclesiastical policy till they had settled the political question in their own favour. Important as Charles's own character—with its love of shifts and evasions—was in deciding the issue, it must not be forgotten that the crisis arose from a circumstance common to all revolutions. When a considerable change is made in the government of a nation, it is absolutely necessary, if orderly progress is to result from it, that the persons in authority shall be changed. The man or men by whom the condemned practices have been maintained cannot be trusted to carry out the new scheme, because they must of necessity regard it as disastrous to the nation. The success of the Revolution of 1688–89 was mainly owing to the fact that James was replaced by William; in 1641 neither was Charles inclined to fly to the Continent, nor were the sentiments of either party in the House such as to suggest his replacement by another prince, even if such a prince were to be found. All that his most pronounced adversaries—amongst whom Cromwell was to be counted—could suggest was to leave him the show and pomp of royalty, whilst placing him under Parliamentary control and doing in his name everything that he least desired to do himself. It was a hopeless position to be driven into, and yet, the feeling of the time being what it was, it is hard to see that any remedy could be found.

Before Charles returned from Scotland, which he had visited in the vain expectation of bringing back with him an army which might give him the control over the English Parliament, an event occurred which brought to light the disastrous impolicy of his opponents in leaving upon the throne the man who was most hostile to their ideas. The Irish Roman Catholic gentry and nobility, having been driven into Royalism by fear of Puritan domination, had agreed with Charles to seize Dublin and to use it as a basis from which to send him military aid in his struggle against the Parliament of England. In October 1641, before they could make up their minds to act, an agrarian outbreak occurred in Ulster, where the native population rose against the English and Scottish colonists who had usurped their lands. The rising took the form of outrage and massacre, calculated to arouse a spirit of vengeance in England, even if report had not outrun the truth—much more when the horrible tale was grossly exaggerated in its passage across the sea. Before long both classes of Roman Catholic Irishmen, the Celtic peasants of the North and the Anglo-Irish gentry of the South, were united in armed resistance to the English Government.

It was a foregone conclusion that an attempt to reconquer Ireland would be made from England. Incidentally the purpose of doing this brought to a point the struggle for the mastery at Westminster. If an army were despatched to Ireland it would, as soon as its immediate task had been accomplished, be available to strike a decisive blow on one side or the other. It therefore became all-important for each side to secure the appointment of officers who might be relied on—in one case to strike for the Crown, in the other case to strike for the Commons. Pym, who was leading his party in the House with consummate dexterity, seized the opportunity of asking, not merely that military appointments should be subject to Parliamentary control, but that the King should be asked to take only such councillors as Parliament could approve of. Cromwell was even more decided than Pym. The King having named five new bishops, in defiance of the majority of the Commons, it was
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