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				Introduction

				The seventeenth century was a tough time to be alive. Not only was the weather unusually cold, but governments had an unhappy habit of collapsing. In China, India, Russia, France and elsewhere, countries self-immolated into civil war. Germany was ripped apart by 30 years of brutal conflict. In the Americas, European colonialism continued its expansion while the indigenous populations suffered. On the coasts of Africa, slave traders tore people away from their homes and subjected them to one of the vilest enormities of human history.

				If you were a European peasant in 1600, you tended to find you were poorer and closer to starvation than you would have been a hundred years before. If you also happened to be female, then your prospects, your power and your voice were subject to even greater control and censure. Bubonic plague was a regular visitor, disease still badly understood and medical care rudimentary at best. Life was capricious and uncertain.

				In 1603, the thirty-six-year-old James VI, king of Scotland, took the throne of England, as James I, the first Stuart monarch of the southern kingdom. He was cultured if rather uncouth, thoughtful but fundamentally lazy; an enigma wrapped in a velvet cloak. And his new realm was as unfathomable as he was. Despite the hardness of the times, it was wealthy, politically sophisticated and culturally rich. It was the land of Shakespeare, which had just defeated a mighty Spanish empire, and where sparkling new prodigy houses were announcing the power of the aristocracy and gentry. But it was also fragile and thoroughly traditional. A place still dominated by the land and the turn of the seasons.

				Politics centred on the king, his Privy Council and the royal court. Government ministers were appointed and dismissed on a royal whim that owed more to court favour and faction than it did to competence. Nine out of ten of James’s subjects lived in the countryside, mostly engaged in farming. The vast majority were illiterate. Thanks to recent advances in cartography, it was possible to get a sense of what England looked like, but no one had much idea of the size of the population, the wealth or the income of the country. Famine was a regular scourge, as was bubonic plague, and wattle and daub towns frequently burned to the ground. Population was growing, but the economy wasn’t developing in such a way as to cope, leading to a serious poverty problem with unemployment, plummeting wages and rocketing rents. Fear about witchcraft was at its height, and executions for all kinds of crime, including fairly minor property offences, were peaking. You even had a pretty good chance of being prosecuted if you had extramarital sex.

				By the end of the century, a new world had arisen. The great population rise had ended, but the economy kept growing: even labourers were earning more, and famine was now a thing of the past. There was a successful, if embryonic, welfare state. Towns were reborn as social hubs, rebuilt in brick and boasting coffee houses, theatres and concert halls. Trade was now the mainstay of economic life in a thriving market economy. Consumption was conspicuous and rampant, while motive power was increasingly coming from coal. Plague was gone; executions were far less frequent; the witch trials were all but over; and you were much less likely to be prosecuted for illicit sex. English Protestantism had simultaneously become firmly established while also fragmenting into a world of Church and Chapel: not just the official Anglican establishment, but also the widespread – and accepted – existence of Dissent.

				In politics, too, so much had changed. James’s son Charles I had been put on trial and executed for crimes against his own people, and although his grandsons Charles II and James II had both ruled – the first despite a youth spent in exile, the second despite serious attempts in Parliament to debar him from the throne for his Catholicism – both were forced to deal with a new political landscape. There were confident Parliaments, a vibrant and turbulent press, a split between two identifiable political parties and remarkable religious diversity. Both brothers were able to draw strength from a growing empire, but at home they had to contend with a newly confident public sphere and a politicised middle rank of people who enjoyed nothing more than discussing the latest news over a pipe of tobacco and a pot of coffee.

				The elder of the royal brothers, Charles II, was able to navigate this world, although he ended up resting his rule on one of the two political parties, the Tories. James II, on the other hand, was not. In fact, in 1689 his Catholicism and his authoritarian streak would cost him his throne. The English monarchy – and its British successor – has never recovered the power it lost after this revolution, known to posterity as the ‘Glorious’. Indeed, the new state that arose out of this was recognisably ancestral to our own: regular Parliaments, the National Debt and the Bank of England and – of course – in 1707 the Union between England and Scotland, all came soon afterwards.

				Just as remarkable as all this, though, were the paths not taken. In the 1640s, England descended into civil war, part of a labyrinthine conflict that ripped apart the whole archipelago. The causes of this were complex. They included the failings of Charles I as a king, the long-term financial weakness of his monarchy and the challenges of ruling England, Scotland and Ireland simultaneously. Charles’s personal authoritarianism clashed with a deep belief in an ‘ancient constitution’, and his monarchy – like that of his father, though in a more aggressive way – took a side in a simmering culture war between Puritans and their enemies. But the Civil Wars also arose out of social change: the rise of the literate ‘middling sort’ expanded the political nation at a time when a media revolution was producing a vast deluge of print, including newspapers. London was growing into a politically engaged and unruly metropolis, with whom the monarchy and Parliament would have to live cheek by jowl, especially as the built-up area spread west out of the City and into Westminster around the royal palace of Whitehall. As Charles and Parliament jockeyed for power in the crisis years of 1640 to 1642, it was the population of London which repeatedly made the decisive interventions that pushed England into Civil War.

				The Civil Wars were conflicts about ideology: partly religious but also partly about the constitution. In the beginning, an absolutist monarchy faced off against an opposition that vested power in property rights, the traditional constitution and Parliament. By the time war broke out, it was the Parliamentarians who were starting to argue for radical change while the Royalists could claim that they, now, were the defenders of the traditional constitution. The shift had happened in the astonishingly fast-moving months between November 1640 and the summer of 1642. Gradually, the Parliamentarians went down a more radical path, the ultimate consequences of which were the abolition of the monarchy, the House of Lords and the bishops, followed by Oliver Cromwell’s Protectorate based on a balanced, written constitution. Eventually all this would fail, but it remains the most radical political experiment in English history.

				Meanwhile, the mid-century crisis also brought what is still one of the greatest explosions in political and social creativity the country has ever seen. New social and religious movements terrified the political classes, while more respectable voices suggested everything from legal aid to welfare reform to freedom of speech, divorce and a national health service. Even before the execution of the king, the political awakening of the Parliamentary army, a force of peasants and traders led by minor gentlemen, had generated astonishingly sophisticated debates over the country’s future, including suggestions of giving the vote to all adult men. The Protectorate would turn its back on political radicalism, and after the Republic failed in 1660 the backlash against this, and the religious sects, would be forceful. This particular revolutionary moment passed, but it left a lasting legacy, and even today the story of people who transcended the confines of a reactionary culture to argue for genuinely transformative change remains an important one.

				The echoes of seventeenth-century England are still with us, in our society, in the built environment and in the very landscape. We, too, are living through our own historical moment in which a media revolution, social fracturing and culture wars are redefining society and politics, creating issues that, dare we say it, not every leader has proved entirely adept at navigating. Comparisons between our own society and those that came before are often rather excitable and overblown, but it does seem worth thinking about what can happen when social change, cultural conflict and political mistakes combine. The answers are not always comforting, but neither are they uniformly negative. Crises can be creative as well as injurious.

				More to the point, the seventeenth century also saw one fundamental change on the English political scene, which has consequences we’re still working through now. When he sat down to write his own thoughts on why the Stuart monarchy had collapsed, the philosopher Thomas Hobbes observed that ‘the power of the mighty hath no foundation but in the opinion and belief of the people’.[1] It was an idea that would have horrified the absolutist King James I. Through much of the century, ordinary people were derided by their betters as rascals, ‘vulgar’, a ‘rabble’; they were ‘giddy-headed’ and ‘fickle’. As one tutor to the future King Charles I put it in 1613 – translating an Italian historian – the people were a ‘many-headed monster, which hath neither head for brains, nor brains for government’.[2] Such attitudes survive to this day, of course, in some quarters at least, but in the seventeenth century the people, including those outside the traditional elite, and public opinion, became decisive factors in politics.

				The idea that power should, ultimately, reside in the people remains one of the cardinal slogans of the modern era. It is foundational to the United States constitution, beginning as it does with its stirring – if somewhat inaccurate – assertion to speak for the whole population: ‘We the people…’ Famously, also, it’s there in the Gettysburg Address, with the call for ‘government of the people, by the people, for the people’. And it’s there in more recent times, too. In the 1960s, activists called and chanted for ‘power to the people’, while the belief that ‘All Power Belongs to the People’ was expressed at Tiananmen Square in 1989. Such is the power of the idea that even authoritarians have to appeal to the ‘will of the people’, and suchlike.

				All of this had been anticipated in seventeenth-century England. In fact, a debate over sovereignty ran through the century. Even before the Civil War, the Parliamentarian propagandist Henry Parker had argued that ‘Power is originally inherent in the people’, while in 1650 one republican theorist – John Parker (no relation to Henry) – came remarkably close to anticipating President Lincoln’s words during another great civil war, by arguing that government ‘is in the people, from the people, and for the people’. As the century progressed, the theoretical notion that power ultimately resided in the people clashed with the absolutist argument that it lay with the monarchy.

				Our story, though, is not really one of theories; it is one of grubby politics. Indeed, thanks to a major growth in the political literacy of those just outside the traditional political elite – namely the gentry and the newly confident ‘middling sort’ – English politics was, over the century, radically changed. It became essential for governments to present an ideological vision, and to try to sell this to the people. Central to this was Parliament, which was the institutional voice of the new political classes, and which by the end of the century had won control over taxation, the government and even the royal succession. The political world we live in today, with regular Parliaments and elections, ideologically defined parties, a vibrant press and mass campaigns centred on large protests and petitions, was born in the seventeenth century. For this, as well as so much else, the story told here remains fascinating and vital to this day.

				It is also a story of detail and social depth, for in the seventeenth century, thanks to the astonishing variety of source materials available, from letters and diaries, to autobiographies, government and legal documentation, petitions and print, the lives of ordinary people can be accessed in vivid technicolour. The society they lived in and shaped can be seen in remarkable detail. So this book is about raw politics, but it is also about the social change that conditioned those politics. It is narrative history, and for this it makes no apologies, but it’s also about how the forces that combined to create nearly a hundred years of turbulence, out of which arose a remarkable new world, one which – for better or worse – was blazing a path towards our own.

			

		

	
		
		
			PART ONE

			1603−29

			The Hearts of Thy Subjects

		

	
		
		
			1

			St James’s Day

			
				When Hempe is Spun, England’s done.

				Late Tudor English Prophecy[1]

			

			Probably the strangest way anyone celebrated the accession of King James I of England was when a gentlewoman in the far north of Lancashire organised a mock wedding in a country church, between two male servants.

			The old priory of Cartmel was already, by then, a relic of a lost age. Before the Reformation it had been a monastic foundation, with around a dozen canons, working and praying within the cold stone walls. The nearby villagers welcomed the presence of such a great house, and when Henry VIII closed it down along with the rest of England’s monasteries, several of them joined the great northern rebellion that became known as the Pilgrimage of Grace. At least ten of them, plus four of the canons, were hanged for doing so.

			After the rebellion failed, the priory was shut. But the surviving villagers were savvy enough to organise a petition to the Tudor king, arguing that in such a poor corner of England they needed the building. Keeping it standing in the centre of the village would ensure, they hoped, that the light of God would continue to shine there. Henry’s government had assented, and Cartmel Priory became Cartmel parish church, spared the destruction visited on most of England’s old monasteries.

			The poverty of the village didn’t go away, though, and gradually the lack of investment was bringing the church to a parlous state. By 1600, much of the roof of the chancel was missing, so services were frequently interrupted by the characteristic local rain. Decay had set in.[2]
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			Around a mile to the north-east of Cartmel church, along a quiet country lane among pasture farms and crumbling stone buildings, lay the rather mediocre grey house of Hampsfell Hall. Crenelated against the Scottish raiders who still occasionally sallied south and took away cattle and sheep, it was the seat of the old gentry Thornborough family.

			Thornboroughs had been in Cartmel for nearly two centuries, making fairly little impact, watching the religious makeup of the country change around them as England became Protestant. Around the time of James I’s accession in 1603, they had welcomed a new daughter-in-law, married to Rowland Thornborough, one of the family’s latest sons. Her name was Jane, and she hailed from another gentry family, the Daltons of Thurnham, near Lancaster. The Thornboroughs and the Daltons were locally influential families, possessed of significant farming estates. But they shared another thing, too. They were Catholics.
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			The day Jane Thornborough picked for her prank was the feast day of St James, 25 July 1604. It was exactly a year since the coronation of the new king at Westminster Abbey, nearly 300 miles away to the south, and to mark this occasion the villagers at Cartmel had organised a special sermon. They had invited one Mr Francis Fletcher, a travelling preacher, to speak. But as Jane Thornborough knew well, St James’s Day was also an important marker in the parish’s festival calendar. For it was the traditional day for the annual ‘rushbearing’ – a ritual in which youngsters garlanded themselves in greenery and carried rushes to strew across the church floor, followed by games and sports in a local field.

			It was an unfortunate clash. The festivities would be boisterous, and hardly compatible with the solemnity of a commemorative sermon. Or, to put it another way, the gravity of the sermon was out of keeping with a traditional day of relaxation and sport. So the parish elders had suggested a compromise. Those wishing to bear rushes, they asked, should wait until Mr Fletcher had finished his sermon. Then they could let themselves loose, and the dancing and football could begin. Everyone would be happy.
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			When St James’s Day came the villagers had gathered in the cool chancel of the church. With the summer morning light shining through the broken roof, Francis Fletcher began proceedings. He ascended the pulpit, opened his Bible and cleared his throat. His audience looked up at him: farmers in their best woollen coats, their wives in their bonnets, squirming children at their sides. As he spoke, ‘dividing the text’, some of the eager parishioners listened keenly. Others settled back and allowed their thoughts to wander, while Fletcher’s words competed with the sounds of the cattle and sheep from the village pastures.

			Then, something astonishing happened. Slowly, imperceptibly at first, a noise could be heard in the distance. Gradually, it grew into a deafening cacophony: the thud of drums, the shriek of fifes and the wail of bagpipes. Then came gunshots: loud cracks of powder followed by the fizzing of musket balls against the old stone walls. It was a procession, and soon it had entered the church.

			Fletcher the preacher had stopped speaking. The heads of the congregation had turned away from the pulpit, and towards the company of young men, bedecked in greenery, carrying rushes, with many wearing masks over their faces. They were led by a man called William Dawson, farm steward at the Thornboroughs’ Hampsfell Hall. He was carrying a truncheon, acting a role. He was a ‘Lord of Misrule’.

			Next, the men divided themselves up into two companies, then marched on through the church, casting their rushes onto the floor as they went. After this, they assembled again at the front. Now, two young lads emerged from their ranks. Of these, one was dressed in a woman’s gown. His name was Oliver Staines and the gown – as at least one member of the congregation was able to recognise – belonged to Jane Thornborough herself.

			Someone pushed to the front, carrying a copy of the Book of Common Prayer, one of the key texts of English Protestantism. With the Book open, he turned to the parishioners in the church and started reading. The tone he took was mocking, scornful, as he read the words of the official wedding ceremony, marrying the two men as if they had been husband and wife. Then he told the two men to sit down, inviting them to take the seats the parishioners normally reserved for newlyweds.

			By now the pranksters were beginning to file back out of the church. As they left, they had one last hurrah. Coming out into the churchyard, Dawson the Lord of Misrule leapt up on a wall and called a ‘Solemn Oyez’ (‘O-yay, o-yay, o-yay!’). Then, one of his fellows made a declaration, aping the formality of an official pronouncement, passing out paper copies to those watching. The days of Momus had gone, he announced. Momus would tarry here no more. And, with that, the men left, heading out onto a nearby hill, where they played football for the rest of the morning.
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			A change of leadership is always disorientating, but a change of ruling dynasty was all the more so. In March 1603, the last Tudor ruler of England, Queen Elizabeth I, died at Richmond Palace, the grand seat built by her grandfather Henry VII, on the winding banks of the Thames in the tree-shaded landscape of northern Surrey. With the country in a state of high alert, and watches placed on the coastal towns, the plan to bring in a peaceful succession was put into play. A messenger was sent north to Holyrood in Edinburgh, to King James VI of the Scots. Within a few days, the wily and coarse James was on his way south, following a grand procession down the eastern side of England as the great and good of his new southern realm flocked to give allegiance.

			In Elizabeth’s reign, a prophecy had circulated widely: ‘When Hempe is spun, England’s done.’ ‘Hempe’ was an acronym for the Tudor monarchs since the break with Rome: Henry, Edward, Mary and Philip (II of Spain, Mary’s husband), and Elizabeth. Prophecies were taken seriously, as signs of God’s plan, and the belief was that once Elizabeth died, England would collapse into anarchy. But the peaceful accession of James allowed a more benign conclusion: now England and Scotland were under the same ruler. England was done: long live Britain.

			There were other signs, though, that the older, more apocalyptic prophecy might still be the true one. Intellectuals and commentators of the day pored over cosmic events to assess whether the universe lay unbalanced and whether God’s wrath was imminent. What they saw did not bring comfort. They looked at England and saw a land full of witches: ‘They abound in all places,’ fretted the Lord Chief Justice of the Common Pleas, Edmund Anderson.[3] People tried to divine signs of the future in meteorological phenomena like unusual tempests, and strange biological prodigies, such as ‘monstrous’ human births, and saw warnings from God.[4] For, as it was said, ‘God doth premonish before he doth punish.’[5] There were blazing stars in the heavens, which were sure to be signs of cosmic disturbance. Comets, such as those of 1577 and 1580, foretold trouble, and most worrying of all, there were great new stars that shone bright enough to be seen in the daytime. One had appeared in 1572 and another would shine in 1604. No one remembered anything like this ever before.
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			The Cartmel wedding was a joke about the collapse of the universe. It was about the uprooting of the social order and the world turned upside down. Specifically, it was celebrating the fact that the world was about to be set the right way up again. Momus was a character who symbolised disorder; his expulsion brought balance.

			Raucous processions like this, in which humour was made out of the world turned topsy-turvy, were part of the culture of the age. The most famous kind of procession was the charivari, what in England was called the ‘riding’, or ‘skimmington’.[6] Here, some poor local folk would have offended the parish, perhaps two were living together unmarried, or perhaps a wife dominated her husband. The skimmington, which took its name from a kind of wooden ladle with which a wife might beat her henpecked spouse, was a way of ritually humiliating such transgressors. A procession of villagers would pass through the streets, banging pots and pans and making horn gestures with their fingers, symbolising cuckoldry, and leading an effigy of the couple seated backwards on an ass. The disorder, the noise and the inversion of the expected order all symbolised the way in which the subject of the skimmington had turned the world upside down. It betokens a world where the fabric of order is seen as fragile, where small deviations from social norms could take on a cosmic significance.

			What Jane Thornborough organised at Cartmel was a skimmington against Protestantism. Momus, who was widely known from the bestselling Aesop’s Fables, was the Greek god of satire. He represented a world turned upside down. He, the discordant music and the transgressive wedding were saying something straightforward enough: Protestantism had overturned the natural order, it had turned things topsy-turvy. After the procession had left the church (very symbolic), a mock-proclamation announced the end of Momus’s time. The Protestants were being cast out of Cartmel church, fittingly enough a former priory. Their unnatural religion would reign here no more, and the old order could return. Such were the hopes of Catholics like Jane Thornborough when James I came to the English throne.
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			It was fashionable among some English churchmen to decry the irreligion of the age. It was said that ordinary English folk knew more about Robin Hood than they did the stories in the Bible.[7] In Cartmel, when a thorough-minded minister was appointed to the parish in the 1640s, the unfortunate cleric fell to discussing Jesus Christ with an aged local. ‘Oh, sir,’ the old man informed him, ‘I think I heard of the man you speak of, once in a play at Kendal, called a Corpus Christi play, where there was a man on a tree, and blood ran down.’[8]

			But clergy always bewail the lack of piety shown by their neighbours, and rural folk like the old man at Cartmel have always found ways of mocking over-earnest outsiders. The reality is that the English under James I were profoundly religious. The church remained the focus of life, the most durable building in most parishes and one which hosted not just baptisms, marriages and funerals, but parish meetings, and – of course – regular services which people were obliged to attend by law. The landscape was dotted with reminders of the Christian faith, from wayside crosses and holy wells to the very many features that were associated with the saints or with the devil. The very idioms with which people spoke were saturated with Scripture.

			As the Stuart age began, England was entering a new phase of what was now an old battle. In the sixteenth century, the country had ripped itself away from Roman Catholicism, much to the shock and terror of her own people. Most of the old monasteries had been torn down in the ‘fatal thunderclap’ that followed Henry VIII’s break with centuries of tradition, and despite a temporary swing back to Catholicism under his eldest child, Mary I (r. 1553−8), England had slowly clawed its way towards being a truly Protestant nation. Mary’s younger sister Elizabeth had forged a new Church, backed by conformity enforced by law. In some ways it ploughed a middle path, the famous via media between the Catholicism of Rome and the hardline Protestantism practised in Geneva, but Elizabeth’s Church was firmly Reformed, and although tradition claims she didn’t wish to ‘make windows into men’s souls’, the apparatus of her state was quite happy to do so, fining those who refused to come to Protestant church services and executing Jesuits and the roving Catholic priests who began coming into the country as European powers tried to win England back to Rome.

			Within English Protestantism there was still considerable debate about church government, about the liturgy (ritual practice during worship) and about grace (how one got to heaven). The central texts, the English Bible, the Book of Common Prayer and the Thirty-Nine Articles (which stated the doctrine and practice of the Church of England), contained enough ambiguity for a range of viewpoints to have developed. Broadly speaking, most churchmen in 1603 were Calvinist, that is, they subscribed to a form of Protestantism rooted in the works of John Calvin, a Frenchman who had settled in Geneva and turned it into a beacon of the Reformed faith.[9] Calvinism held that man was inherently depraved, but God’s grace had been made available to a small subset of humans, who were thus predestined to heaven, while the remainder of mankind were predestined for hell. Calvinists saw the word of God as especially important, and thus emphasised sermons, private prayer and the reading of Scripture. The elaborate ceremonies of pre-Reformation worship they viewed with suspicion.

			Among the English Calvinists some of the trickiest debates were over the organisation of the Church and the faithful. One particularly difficult issue was the role of bishops. Were they sanctioned by divine law, or merely by established custom? Or should they be abolished outright, and churches ruled by elected assemblies of elders.

			Those who subscribed to this last view were known as Presbyterians. Their movement, Presbyterianism, had enjoyed some significance under Elizabeth. A watershed had been reached in 1588−9, when a pamphlet war exploded in which scabrous publications under the pseudonym of Martin Marprelate (‘Martin Bash-bishop’) made noisy calls for the abolition of the episcopacy. In response, so-called ‘anti-Martinist’ pamphlets had attacked the call for Presbyterianism as dangerous, populist and damaging to the social order. The character of Martin himself was likened to Momus, not just a clownish figure, but also a sanctimonious one, the ‘God of Fault-finding’.[10] It was a link that stuck, and Momus came to be used as shorthand for Martinists, for Presbyterians and for their most lasting group allies: those who came to be known by another name – an insulting one. Puritans.
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			The English Puritans under Elizabeth were Calvinists, and they differed from their fellows in temper and intensity rather than necessarily in actual belief. They placed even more emphasis on sermons, reading and private prayer, and were positively antagonistic towards many religious traditions. Their aims included the abolition of anything even vaguely reminiscent of Catholic ceremony, from decorated market crosses to graven images and stained-glass windows in the church, to the long surplices worn by ministers and even the wedding rings worn by those who married.

			A central aspect of Puritans’ lives was the sermon, and they might walk many miles on Sundays to market towns to enjoy outdoor preaching and huge communal ‘fasts’.[11] Here, after listening to the often thrilling and theatrical sermons, they would gather in alehouses to end the fast and chew over the points made before travelling home with their bellies brimming with ale and hearty food, their souls full of the light of God. It was a sociable and lubricating experience very different from what we would expect from the modern stereotype.

			Many Puritans had experienced a personal moment of conversion, not to Christianity, but to their own heightened understanding of it, to ‘Godliness’. This brought a change of outlook, even of career. The theologian William Twisse had converted when bad fortune befell one of his classmates. Something of a libertine at Winchester College, he had been alarmed to be visited, when sitting on the toilet, by the ghost of one of his fellow rakehell schoolmates, whose message was clear: ‘I am damned.’[12] Others, like the Cambridgeshire gentleman Oliver Cromwell, experienced this ‘rebirth’ after a period of bad luck and introspection: ‘Oh, I lived in and loved darkness and hated the light; I was a chief, the chief of sinners,’ he wrote, but God ‘giveth me to see light in His light. One beam in a dark place hath exceeding much refreshment in it: blessed be His Name for shining upon so dark a heart as mine!’[13]
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			The culture of Puritans, so their detractors thought, could be dangerously irreverent towards accepted hierarchies and social norms.[14] Personal conversions were all very well, but they came from individual moments of revelation rather than participation in communal worship and ritual. And was it not suspiciously egalitarian for these people to go from place to place in search of sermons, critiquing them based on their own reading of Scripture, picking and choosing which preachers they listened to? Why not accept the minister they had been provided with in their own parish? Puritans believed that all members of the church were essentially equal, linked by their own personal conversion experience rather than deference to any worldly authority. They thought that ministers should be chosen by their congregations (though as one was at pains to point out, this meant that the ‘chief fathers, ancients and governors of the parish’ should do the choosing rather than the ‘multitude’).[15] If they accepted bishops at all – and not all of them did – they certainly did not accept that their position existed by divine sanction. To some, indeed, the Puritan suspicion of earthly hierarchies represented a dangerous, even a revolutionary, ideology. Just like Catholics, so one sceptic alleged, ‘Puritans will have the King but an honourable member, not a chief governor in the churches of his own dominions.’[16]

			A key goal for Puritans was to reform society more widely, to stamp out practices they felt were damaging to the commonwealth and offensive to God. Calvin himself had turned Geneva into a morally pure commonwealth by using secular authorities to crush sin. Puritans wanted to do the same in England. It would, they hoped, become a new Jerusalem, a shining city on a hill rid of vices such as illicit sex, excessive drinking and swearing. They wanted people to pray, read Scripture and give willingly to support the poor. A particular bugbear was therefore traditional festivities and pastimes, especially sport on the Sabbath but also festival days. Pancake day, Morris dancing, wrestling after church and, of course, rushbearings like that at Cartmel were all ‘heathenish’: the ‘storehouse and nursery,’ wrote one cynic, ‘of bastardy’.[17] Traditional celebrations were both disorderly, and they had Catholic connotations, such as the marking of saints’ days. They may have been exceedingly popular, especially with younger folk, but they were an affront to God, and often themselves brought drunkenness and illicit sex.

			Naturally this was a campaign which ensured Puritans were seen by their enemies simply as wretched miseries: cantankerous prigs who instead of socialising sat ‘moping always at their books’.[18] The Puritan, someone quipped, was a person who loved God ‘with all his soul, but hates his neighbour with all his heart’.[19] Puritans were therefore disruptive in ways that transcended fine points of theology. They went about telling people the things they enjoyed were offensive to God and they caused bad blood between neighbours. They put communities on edge, created cultural conflict that burrowed deep into society.

			It was this conflict, between the Godly and the merry, between Puritan reformism and traditional beliefs, that was at play on St James’s Day 1604 in Cartmel. For Jane Thornborough’s mock wedding wasn’t just a celebration hoping for better times for Catholics. It was also a skimmington against a Puritan, one who was intruding a sermon into a day traditionally given over to a festival. When she and William Dawson, her Lord of Misrule, found themselves in court, their defence alleged that the minister Francis Fletcher was ‘a man given to set dissensions & variance amongst neighbours and also between man & wife’.[20] It was a coded innuendo, supposed to imply that he was a Puritan. The fact Fletcher was mocked as ‘Momus’ was a reference people would have got. For Momus was a figure often used to represent Puritans: the God of Fault-finding.
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			Under Elizabeth, Puritanism had initially flourished, but by the 1600s it was in retreat. People had been arrested, imprisoned, mutilated and in some cases killed. The dominant view, as expressed by the poet-preacher John Donne, was that the radical Puritan sects were ‘gangrened limbs’.[21] Presbyterianism, the movement for a church without bishops, had fallen to a low ebb. By 1603, therefore, Puritanism had evolved into something rather amorphous: a tendency within the established Church, a subset of a broad Calvinist consensus. Many Puritans now accepted the existence of bishops, if not their divine sanction. Most of the episcopal bench were now solid Calvinists anyway.

			A hardline minority remained completely alienated, many breaking with the official Church altogether and forming illegal congregations of ‘Separatists’, such as the ‘Brownists’ (followers of Robert Browne), who came to be a byword for the movement. But those Puritans who remained within the Church still craved reform of the liturgy, and of society more generally, and when James came to the throne they thought their moment might have come. As representative of the thoroughly reformed Scottish Kirk, James was associated with an advanced breed of Calvinism. Scotland, after all, was considered by many English reformists as the next best place to Geneva. A huge petition – called the ‘Millenary Petition’ because it was said to have a thousand signatories – was passed to the new king on his journey south, and James agreed to a conference at Hampton Court on the future of the Church of England. In his first year, he issued a proclamation against plays, animal baiting and ‘other like disordered or unlawful exercises’ on the Sabbath.[22] It was a reformist agenda, that Puritans found encouraging.

			Yet they were to be disappointed. Despite his own sympathies towards Calvinism, James’s experience in Scotland, where the Kirk had proved politically volatile, had made him very suspicious of the more forward Protestants who made his country famous. So it didn’t take much for him to transfer this prejudice to the English Puritans.

			At the beginning of 1604, James’s great conference convened at Hampton Court. He pleased everyone by ordering a new English Bible, which would eventually bear fruit in 1611 with the King James Version, but on pretty much everything else he took a strong anti-Presbyterian, anti-Puritan line. The Millenary Petitioners were told to stop their ‘snivelling’. ‘A turd for your argument!’ James reasoned at one point to the reformist Bishop of Peterborough. ‘No bishops, no king!’ he famously declared.[23] Shortly after the Conference, a new version of the Prayer Book was issued, and this, too, was a disappointment to Puritans, for it was almost identical to the old one. And in 1604 the bad news kept coming, with new canons (church laws) issued which maintained plenty of traditional practices.[24] Even fasts, one of the mainstays of Puritan culture, were specifically banned unless licensed by a bishop. It was to be the first attack by the Stuart monarchy on English Puritanism, though it was not to be the last.
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			James probably never heard of the Cartmel wedding, though he would have liked the mocking of Puritans it entailed if not the overall anti-Protestant joke. But Jane Thornborough’s prank did attract the attention of the authorities.

			At first it was brought before the local criminal court at Lancaster, as a riotous disorder. But here the case was squashed by a local magistrate, James Anderton, whose family just happened to be full of Catholics. The argument Anderton made was, in effect, that this was a matter for the church courts not those of the secular law.

			Anderton was stalling to protect his Catholic neighbours, but he did, in a technical sense, have a point. The church courts had a semi-separate jurisdiction in England, looking after canon law, including the moral failings of the people. Sitting in the shadows of England’s great cathedrals, they punished people for moral lapses ranging from illicit sex to chatting and knitting in church, through to the unhappy case of one Edmund Booth of Holton, Suffolk, who was prosecuted because ‘there was a fart let in the church in sermon time and he was vehemently suspected for the same’.[25] As poor Booth found out, irreverent behaviour in church was a major part of the courts’ repertoire. Clearly, a raucous procession that interrupted a sermon, and which mocked the very institution of marriage itself, not to mention the Book of Common Prayer, was the very definition of the kind of offence that should end up in them.[26]

			The trouble was that the sanctions they offered were minor – usually some form of public penance, such as having the offenders stand in a white sheet in church during divine service and forcing them to ask forgiveness of the congregation. Scarcely enough, therefore, for such an outrage as took place at Cartmel. And, more to the point, James Anderton himself had some local form. Shortly before the Cartmel wedding, he had conspicuously failed to investigate a violent burglary further south in the county, near Wigan. The sources we have are frustratingly vague, but it seems this may have been connected to the collection of fines on Catholics. Before this, when Queen Elizabeth died in 1603, Anderton had turned a blind eye as his associates involved themselves in a series of pranks directed against the church in his home parish of Leyland. During what was evidently a period of some disorder, Leyland’s English Bible had been hidden away in an alehouse and – worse – some local schoolboys had clambered into the church and unlocked the door allowing a herd of cattle in. The following Sunday the poor congregation of law-abiding Protestants had found themselves ‘annoyed with the dung’. With all this, plus now the tumultuous wedding at Cartmel, James Anderton and his accomplices needed a stricter punishment than that offered by the church courts. So their case was taken higher, to the royal court of Star Chamber, at Westminster. It was a serious court for what was evidently a serious business.[27]
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			Star Chamber was an important arm of the English state. So-called because it convened in a room at Westminster with a star-spangled ceiling, it was partly feared as an instrument of censorship and government terror, and partly respected as a useful tool by which rich provincial thugs could be brought to justice. It was increasingly choked with business too. For this was a litigious age, and Star Chamber’s flexible approach to crime allowed it to hear many novel offences that were much harder to prosecute in the main common-law courts. It also dealt extensively with sedition, riot and particularly those cases where malefactors were using their own influence in the localities to evade justice. It was, therefore, the perfect place to prosecute the magistrate James Anderton and the perpetrators of a riotous wedding in a church that he was protecting.

			The case against Anderton, and with him Jane Thornborough and William Dawson, was brought by the victim of the burglary, one John Roper, in the autumn of 1604. It is evident from it that he launched his suit against James Anderton while he only knew of the Cartmel wedding by rumour – in the first ‘bill of complaint’ it is described rather vaguely as an ‘outrage’, and the date is wrong by nearly a month. Clearly at some point shortly thereafter, Roper came into new information about the specifics of the wedding, which was evidently juicy enough for him to put together a second bill. In this, the full glory of what happened at Cartmel is set out, and, from here, over the coming months, the case proceeded. Interrogations took place, witness statements were gathered, both in London and in Lancashire, and the slow gears of the English law ground into action.

			Roper vs Anderton, Thornborough, et al. has left a sprawling bundle of fascinating documentation, the ageing paper and spindly pen strokes revealing a vivid picture of a vast local controversy that would otherwise have been entirely lost to us. They include documents setting out the prosecution case, the answers of the defendants and depositions from dozens of local men and women: those who heard of the burglary, or the disorder in Leyland church, or the Cartmel wedding. The principal defendants, including Jane Thornborough and William Dawson, her Lord of Misrule, gave testimony, saying that the whole thing was just a bit of summertime fun − a rushbearing as was the tradition in the parish. Jane admitted lending one of her gowns to a servant lad, one Oliver Staines, so she accepted there was cross-dressing, but not a mock wedding or any gunfire. Congregants who had witnessed the whole thing were on hand to obfuscate and protect their Catholic neighbours. Whatever their thoughts of Jane Thornborough’s joke, and whatever their thoughts about her Catholicism, it is clear that most of Cartmel’s villagers had little desire to see prosecutions and the inevitable heavy fines for which Star Chamber was notorious.

			But there is one element to the case that you would miss if you weren’t looking very closely at the documents themselves, which links it to bigger things. It is a name. For at the bottom of the initial ‘bill of complaint’, the official document which stated the plaintiff’s case, are three faint signatures, those of the attorneys who helped draft the case. One is an obscure lawyer named Robert Harte, about whom we know very little; another is the rising barrister Sir Ranulph Crewe, who would go on to be an MP and chief justice of the King’s Bench. The third, though, is the most significant of all. It is that of Edward Coke, the Attorney General.
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			Edward Coke was England’s richest lawyer, and one of the finest minds of the age. His life was to have many twists in the future, and like any good attorney he had plenty of enemies. But in 1604 he was close to the apogee of his career, basking in court favour and enjoying one of the highest legal offices in the land.

			Coke was a man of principle: he didn’t just practise law, he believed in it like a religion. To Coke, English law was based on precedent, the wisdom of ancient legal minds, and enshrined in reams of jurisprudence, statutes and Magna Carta. This wasn’t top of Coke’s mind in 1604, though. Not yet, at least. Instead, what was exercising James’s Attorney General was Catholics, for Coke despised them. It was said he wanted to root them out, to prove ‘that only being a Catholic is to be a traitor’.[28]

			And the king was in broad support. Having wooed Catholics, disingenuously, from Scotland, once safely on the English throne James changed his approach. ‘Na na, Good faith,’ he joked, ‘we’ll not need the Papists now.’[29] In February 1604, the king had banished Catholic priests by royal proclamation. Come November, he increased fines for ‘recusancy’, for not attending communion in a Protestant church, something many Catholics still refused.[*1] England’s most prominent religious minority were therefore suddenly feeling the heat. And so, around this time, a group of them decided to hit back.
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			The conspirators had first met in May at an inn just off the Strand in London. Their leader was a charismatic Warwickshire gentleman called Robert Catesby. Among them was the aristocrat Thomas Percy, and a tall, rough-hewn Yorkshireman who’d fought for the Catholic armies in Europe, called Guy Fawkes.

			The plan was to hit the Protestant state at its very heart, right at one of its moments of ritual triumphalism: at the reopening of Parliament after recess, with the king, queen, the heir Prince Henry, the House of Lords and those members of the Commons able to crowd into the chamber all in attendance. Burrowing under the building, the men planned to set off enough gunpowder to bring the room crashing down in an inferno of fire, splinters and falling stone. It would kill the leading figures of the nation in one go.

			Percy rented a small house, with a cellar, next to the jumble of buildings that housed Parliament within the Palace of Westminster, and the men dug while Fawkes stood guard, pistol in hand. Then, an opportunity presented itself. A vault, once a kitchen, underneath the House of Lords became available: Fawkes snapped it up on the rental market, saying Percy his master needed it to store his winter fuel. The men started to fill the vault with barrels of gunpowder.

			Twice the day of Parliament’s reopening was postponed, thanks to the threat of plague. Eventually it settled on 5 November 1605.

			The planning continued. Catesby wanted to assemble a party of sympathetic gentlemen at Dunchurch in Warwickshire. Here, at a small timber-framed inn next to the major crossroads that cut through the ancient village, they were to be told it was a hunting party. But then the news of the blast would arrive, and so the plan would be to lead this expeditionary force to Coventry, where they would seize the king’s nine-year-old daughter Elizabeth and proclaim her queen.

			Catesby picked three gentlemen he knew to be secret Catholics and asked them to help fund the plot. Two of them, Sir Everard Digby and Ambrose Rookwood, recoiled in horror, not least because many good Catholics sat in the Lords. A third, though, promised £2,000. He was Francis Tresham.

			The day neared. Late in October, Tresham’s brother-in-law, Lord Monteagle, settled down for supper in Hoxton, on the outskirts of London. Sitting at his table, he was brought a letter. It was anonymous, undated and chilling. ‘My Lord,’ it said, ‘Out of the love I bear to some of your friends, I have a care of your preservation.’ It advised him to find some excuse, any excuse, to avoid the opening of Parliament. ‘For God and man hath concurred to punish the wickedness of this time.’ ‘Retire yourself into your country,’ it pleaded, ‘for though there be no appearance of any stir, yet I say they shall receive a terrible blow this Parliament and yet they shall not see who hurts them.’[30]

			They shall receive a terrible blow. Rather than burn the note after reading it, as it pleaded him to do, Monteagle took it to Robert Cecil, James’s Machiavellian secretary of state. The king was hunting, but on Sunday he returned. ‘I remember,’ James mused on seeing the letter, ‘that my father died by gunpowder’, recalling stories of the violent dispatch of Henry, Lord Darnley, in 1567.[*2] But the king’s men shouldn’t move too quickly. If they wanted to catch as many traitors as possible, they needed to wait, so the preparations for the Parliament continued.

			Catesby found out about the letter and immediately suspected Tresham. But Tresham denied it, and Catesby kept on. It was only on Monday 4 November, the day before Parliament opened, that the plan came crashing down.

			That day, the Lord Chamberlain, the Earl of Suffolk, went to search Parliament, with Lord Monteagle in tow. Reaching the cellar, they found a tall, tough-looking man with an auburn beard. He said he was a servant to Thomas Percy, who was using the cellar to store fuel. But Monteagle happened to be Percy’s cousin. He knew him well, and he had never mentioned having a house in Westminster. There was something off, too, about the bearded man. He looked, the men thought, somehow desperate. Once their report reached Whitehall, James ordered another search, this time led by a magistrate, Sir Thomas Knyvet, under cover of looking for missing tapestries.

			It was near midnight. The searchers came to the vault, where once more they found the bearded man. They ordered him to stand, and it was then that they saw the gunpowder beneath the wood and the coal. There was a scuffle, the bearded man was overpowered, his pockets searched. He had a fuse, kindling and a watch. Confronted, he declared his plan, to blast king and Parliament straight to hell. He was dragged to Whitehall and into the king’s chamber. Still claiming to be Percy’s servant, he calmly recounted his plan to the king, to send him to eternity, in the process murdering his family, his lords and his bishops. ‘A dangerous disease,’ the bearded man said, ‘required a desperate remedy.’[31]
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			The conspiracy was blown and the plotters scattered to the winds. In London the atmosphere was surreal as the church bells rang and the sky glowed red to the blazing bonfires lit by the people in celebration. In the Midlands, Catesby and several others raided Warwick Castle on the 6th for weapons but were cornered by the Sheriff of Worcester and 200 men at Holbeche House in Staffordshire. The government’s men attacked: Catesby and Percy were among the dead. Meanwhile, the bearded man had confessed. He’d finally given his real name: Guy Fawkes. Signing his confession with the tremulous hand of a tortured man, he used its Spanish form – Guido.

			Parliament sat, its ears ringing to a stirring speech by the king. Led by Edward Montagu, a Northamptonshire MP with piercing eyes and a flame-red beard, Parliament ordered that 5 November would be set aside for a public, annual thanksgiving for England’s deliverance from ‘malignant and devilish Papists, Jesuits, and Seminary Priests’. Legislation was passed against Catholics, acts that would underlie the whole century. They were forbidden from practising law or medicine, and a new oath of allegiance was passed. It came into law in the spring of 1606, requiring Catholics to swear that the Pope had no right to depose the king, nor ‘to authorize any foreign prince to invade or annoy him’.[32] Meanwhile, recusants were to be harshly punished if they continued to avoid holy communion in their parish church: those who did not receive it at least once a year could lose up to two-thirds of their lands.
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			Coke was never able to convict the perpetrators of the Cartmel wedding. The recalcitrant magistrate James Anderton remained in office, and the Star Chamber suit against him and Jane Thornborough and the Lord of Misrule, William Dawson, stalled. The last we hear of it is in 1606, when Robert Cecil was being asked to get the case hurried up, though it never was. Instead, though, Jane and her husband Rowland were to suffer from the response to Catesby’s gunpowder plot. As obstinate recusants, they lost two-thirds of their Hampsfell estate in 1608 and though the family remained in Cartmel for a couple of decades afterwards, their position was never quite the same.

			But Coke got the Gunpowder Plotters. Eight were tried, with the Attorney General leading the prosecution and thoroughly relishing his opportunity to rid the commonwealth of the monster of rebellion. His victims were duly convicted and suffered the gruesome deaths of traitors. They were hanged to the brink of death, castrated, disembowelled, beheaded and cut into quarters, all before an expectant crowd of Londoners. Before this blood ritual, the plotters were drawn through the crowds facing backwards to the horse’s tail. It was a symbol of disorder, of the world turned upside down. Their deaths would represent the return of order. It was an official skimmington.

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				*1 I.e. for recusing oneself from church, as many Catholics still did.

			

			
				*2 He was actually smothered, though a gunpowder explosion did play a role in the conspiracy.

			

		

	
		
		
			2

			The Smart of These Encroaching Tyrants

			While the Gunpowder Plotters were meeting their grizzly fate, and while Jane Thornborough and her fellow Catholics were living with the consequences of the Plot, John Reynolds was simply trying to make ends meet.

			All we know of Reynolds is that he was a pedlar or a tinker – one who either bought and sold small items or made and mended them – and that he lived somewhere in the Midlands, possibly in the tiny Northamptonshire market town of Desborough. A later source would describe him as ‘base’, meaning that he was poor, low-born.[1] He is one of the hundreds of thousands of ordinary English people who left little or no trail in the archives, yet who made up the majority of those alive in the reign of James I.

			These were tough times for men like Reynolds, for England was in the midst of a great and long period of inflation. The reason for this lay in population growth. From 1500 to 1600, the number of people in England had nearly doubled, from just over two million people to somewhat over four million. This happened despite a death rate that remained punishingly high. Nearly half of all children died before their tenth birthday, and even if you survived childhood you could only expect to live until your late fifties. It also happened despite there being relatively little immigration. There were communities in England from Wales, Scotland and Ireland, from Europe, and even some from Africa, Asia and the Americas, but they were not large enough to drive population growth.[2] Instead, the main driver must therefore have been changes to the birth rate.

			In pre-modern England, people tended to marry once they could afford a house: they knew children would be on the way soon in most cases, so wanted to wait until they could afford it. The upshot was that, when times were good, people could afford to marry earlier. Since the vast majority of children were born in wedlock (indeed, sex outside marriage was technically illegal thanks to the work of the church courts), this meant that the birth rate was largely determined by the timing and prevalence of marriage. If people generally married earlier, or if a lower proportion of people never married, both of which had been the case in the second half of the sixteenth century, then the birth rate would increase.

			We don’t know whether John Reynolds married, or even how old he was. He probably grew up, as most people did, in a small nuclear household with just the parents and their children. Like many, he may have left his parents’ house in his early teens. He would go to another small household, probably one slightly higher up the social scale, to work as an apprentice or a ‘servant-in-husbandry’, where he would learn, respectively, a trade or the basics of running a farm. If this was his path then he would leave his new master in his early twenties, at which point he was likely to begin courtship, attending festivals, weddings and market days hoping to meet a compatible future spouse. If he did marry, statistically he was likely to have done so in his mid-to-late twenties, to a woman aged about twenty-three to twenty-five. Those who married among Reynolds’s class did so for love, and though the approval of one’s living parents was desirable, it was not considered entirely necessary. But a proportion of people never married, and it seems entirely possible that this was the case with John.

			By the 1630s, England’s population would reach 5.5 million. But the whole demographic system had an inbuilt braking mechanism, the consequences of which will have been painfully evident to people like John Reynolds. In a world of limited technology, rising population meant land hunger, falling wages and rising rents. The prices of food and shelter were rising, those of wages were dropping. Eventually, inevitably, this crisis in the cost of living would make it harder for young couples to find houses. Thus they would marry later and thus the birth rate would fall. Population growth would slow, stop and even start to reverse. Meanwhile, more people would be entirely unable to marry. If we are correct in our assumption that John Reynolds was one such person, then rising population growth and the associated inflation would create more people like him, and thus gradually the birth rate would start to slow.
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			In 1600, this slowdown lay in the future, but the full impact of population growth was being felt. The landless, the wage labourers, the smallholders were all finding their livelihoods badly squeezed. Wages were probably as low in the 1590s as they ever had been. Famine had struck as recently as 1597 and threatened again whenever food prices rose.[3] In fact, the evidence is that, at this time, England was in the grip of a major social crisis.

			We can see evidence of this pretty much anywhere we look. It was a great record-keeping age, and many of those records still survive. Records exist relating to the land, the law, poor relief and to births, marriages and deaths. From this cacophony of archival voices, historians have shown that levels of reported crime, especially property crime, were exceedingly high.[4] They have worked out that more English men and women would be hanged in the hard years between 1580 and 1630 than between 1630 and the abolition of capital punishment in 1967, and many of them died for property crimes. Civil lawsuits were astonishingly common, too, and it’s been calculated that there was an average of around one lawsuit per household every year.

			For those wishing to see signs of moral crisis, as plenty at the time did, the number of children born out of wedlock was peaking between around 1590 and 1610, at around 5 per cent of births. There is even some evidence that gender relations were becoming particularly fraught. At the theatre, audiences will have recoiled in horror at the cosmic disturbances represented by Lady Macbeth and the Duchess of Malfi, and a large proportion of them will presumably have laughed heartily as Shakespeare’s shrew was savagely tamed.[*1] The last decades of Queen Elizabeth’s reign had seen an increase in the number of witch prosecutions, and while there were some men convicted of witchcraft, the vast majority were, as usual, women. Meanwhile, many villages around this time invested in ‘ducking stools’ to punish ‘scolds’ (i.e. women deemed troublesome – not, as the popular myth for some reason has it, witches).

			Ducking stools could be at the centre of nasty community violence against, and between, women, all of which suggests a society ill at ease, in which local conflicts could be pretty ugly. In one village in the Wiltshire Cotswolds, for example, two women were prosecuted as ‘scolds’ for having a public falling-out, and one of them was sentenced to a ducking while the other was let off. So, to get revenge, on Christmas night allies of the first woman – including several local officials – entered the other’s house, ‘suddenly devoured’ her minced pies, found a pot full of pottage for the servants and children and ‘in a brutish and uncivil fashion did piss into the said pot’, finally dragging her out of bed to the ducking stool, where they plunged her into the river.[5]
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			Ultimately, the root of this social crisis lay in population growth. It was putting pressure on land and wages, pushing people into poverty, generally straining the sinews of society. It had also left a large and growing population of unmarried young folk, whose wages were falling, who couldn’t buy houses and were technically banned from having sex. For young men who had expected to become fathers and husbands – householding patriarchs – the failure to do so generated frustration, resentment, and anger.[6]

			Many of this volatile group of people gravitated to the towns, especially London, where life for the poor was very precarious indeed. Perhaps John Reynolds thought of migrating to London. He will have known people who did make the decision to do so, and – especially if it is true that he grew up in the town of Desborough – he will have met travellers to the capital, tramping south on the great trunk road that passed through the town on its way towards London from the north-west. For the capital was growing rapidly, to around 200,000 in 1600 and then doubling to 400,000 by the 1640s. The old Square Mile was filling up, as more and more people crammed into the timber-framed alleyways of the City. But most growth was in the suburbs: the Tower Hamlets in the East End, where life ebbed and flowed with the maritime economy, where men were frequently absent and their wives ruled the roost, and where the name of the main market, Billingsgate, became a byword for foul language. Or Southwark, south of the river, where the watermen dropped off customers from the north who decanted into the taverns and theatres, and where life was under the shadow of the heads of executed traitors that poked out from London Bridge. Or, increasingly, in the West End, where parishes were growing quickly, with hovels and rookeries within a few minutes’ walk from the grand palaces of Whitehall, which housed the royal court, and Westminster, in which sat the main law courts and Parliament.

			The countryside was changing, too. Most of the good land was already under crop or grass, so in the early seventeenth century, growing demand for land and food was met by great projects for draining the fens or enclosing the old forests. The fens supported an amphibious economy of fishing, grazing and gathering, the forests a mixture of wood collecting, pasture and pig farming and berry picking. The forests were medieval hunting areas: pasture and heath with clumps of trees rather than the deep greenwood we so often assume. Here workers and their families enjoyed common rights which helped support them. In addition, they often devoted themselves to industrial work. Most important was textile manufacture, specifically the processes of spinning, weaving and fulling (this was the method by which cloth was cleansed and thickened by being doused in urine and pounded with hammers operated by watermills). When the enclosers came, whether Crown or great aristocratic projectors, these economies came under direct threat: if manufacturing survived, labourers would now be without traditional common rights and much more dependent on wages.

			In time, the enclosure of the forests and the draining of the fens would cause considerable opposition. But this was not what was troubling the Midlands where John Reynolds grew up. The problem here was a different type of enclosure. The great ‘open fields’, farmed co-operatively between the main tenants of the village, were being fenced off by the landlords and replaced with individual plots. Under the old regime, the landlord had shared the pasture with their tenants, and been prevented by complex systems of by-laws from overexploiting it. Once enclosed, this co-operative system of farming was expunged, the courts that managed it and protected neighbours from exploitation were hollowed out. Now it would be every tenant for themselves.

			Meanwhile, the growth of London had created specific market conditions in the Midlands that favoured pasture farming, particularly for raising great herds of cattle and sheep which would then be marched to the capital and slaughtered for meat and hides. Trouble therefore arose between wealthy landowners who wanted to enclose the land and turn it to pasture, and the small farmers and labourers who knew this would not only squeeze them out of the land but also decrease their wages, for farming animals required less labour than growing cereals – and lower labour requirements inevitably meant lower wages for all the local farmworkers. So people like John Reynolds suffered a vicelike grip on their livelihoods, with wages falling at a time when other prices were rising. It was a recipe for class conflict.
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			Tension had simmered in the region in 1596 when a young lad called Bartholomew Steere from the gentle Cherwell Valley north of Oxford briefly terrified Elizabeth’s government into savage repression.[7] Unmarried and faced with falling wages and prospects, Steere dreamed of a world of easier working conditions, in which peasants would ‘work one day and play another’. He allowed his thoughts to drift into plotting an uprising, telling people that since the Spanish commons ‘did rise and cut down all the gentlemen in Spain’, they had ‘lived merrily there’.[8] An old revolutionary refrain, an echo of the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381, was overheard in alehouses and muttered in hushed conversations in the fields: ‘When Adam delved and Eve span, who was then the gentleman?’ Such was its currency in the 1590s that, writing Hamlet a few years later, William Shakespeare had the gravediggers make an absurdist joke about it: Was Adam a gentleman? asked the second gravedigger. ‘He was the first that ever bore arms,’ said the first. ‘The Scripture says, “Adam digged”: could he dig without arms?’

			But Bartholomew Steere’s rising was a dud. Only a handful turned up at the meeting place on a sloping hillside on the banks of the Cherwell, and Steere and his gang were arrested, tortured and killed. Enclosure and depopulation continued. Food prices remained high. In the 1604 Parliament, Edward Montagu, the Northamptonshire MP who would sponsor the bill to commemorate Powder Treason Day, reported the ‘cry of the country’ against ‘depopulation’ and the ‘conversion of tillage’, in other words the replacement of arable farms with pasture.[9] By 1607, it was reported that some 340 villages in the region had been depopulated.[10] That winter, ice and floods had brought great hardship everywhere. It served to remind people, wrote a pamphleteer, that God could choose to drown mankind again, as he had done so once before.[11]

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			It was in the spring that the Midlands erupted. A series of riots fanned out across the countryside of Northamptonshire, Warwickshire and beyond. Finally, John Reynolds had his moment to change things.

			Reynolds was a charismatic man, and he was to become the symbolic leader of an enclosure protest that swept the region. Passing from village to village as the rioters tore down hedges and fences, Reynolds’s most distinguishing feature became his large leather satchel. Its contents, he told his followers, would protect them against ‘all comers’. And it gave him his nom de guerre. Now, he was ‘Captain Pouch’.

			He goaded his followers – men, women and children, calling themselves ‘Levellers’ and ‘Diggers’ – to throw down the hated enclosures. He told them he had authority from the king to do just that, and that he was ‘sent of God to satisfy all degrees whatsoever, and that in this present work he was directed by the Lord of Heaven’. As rebellion gripped the countryside, a group of protestors, some thousand-strong, set up a camp at Newton, Northamptonshire. An evocative, poetic exhortation ‘from the Diggers of Warwickshire to all other Diggers’ gives a sense of what was at stake. ‘We, as members of the whole, do feel the smart of these encroaching
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