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INTRODUCTION

THE FIRST BRITISH RADICAL: ALFRED THE GREAT


King or no king … he ought to have minded the cakes.

Denewulf’s wife’s words to Alfred as imagined by H. E. Marshall in Our Island Story (1905)1




In the early months of 878, Alfred, King of the West Saxons, was in hiding in the dank and impenetrable marshland of the Somerset Levels. He had been forced to flee the royal fort at Chippenham after a surprise attack by the Viking leader Guthrum while he was enjoying the traditional festivities of Twelfth Night. The pagan Vikings obviously knew enough of the Christian calendar to exploit its festivals for military advantage. It was the lowest point in a long military struggle against the Danish invaders, which had begun in 865, six years before Alfred’s accession to the throne, when Ivar the Boneless’s army landed in eastern England. The Saxon kingdoms had fallen one after another: first Northumbria, then East Anglia, then Mercia; their kings either fled or were slaughtered. By the time Alfred was made king, a second Danish force, under Guthrum, had already landed and made its way deep into Alfred’s Wessex lands.

Alfred now stood in danger of following the fate of the other Saxon leaders. He already appeared a king without a kingdom, and according to popular legend, was forced to live in hiding in the home of a swineherd, Denewulf. The swineherd had not told his wife their guest’s true identity: she assumed that Alfred was simply a friend of her husband’s and therefore a fellow commoner. The King was not, at least as far as she was concerned, a particularly welcome guest. Alfred spent most of his time brooding, gazing into the hearth and contemplating the low ebb to which his fortunes had sunk. Determined that her sullen lodger would make himself useful, the swineherd’s wife set Alfred to minding the cakes that were baking over the fire, instructing him to turn them once they had gone golden on one side. Alfred promised to tend them while she busied herself with her other chores, but his mind quickly drifted back to his predicament and the threat from the Viking invaders. The flames leaping in the hearth became the burning thatch of English homes, set alight by Danish marauders, thick smoke filling the sky.

Alfred was shaken from this dark vision by the shrieks of Denewulf’s wife. The smoke had not been merely in the King’s mind, but was pouring from the now blackened cakes he had been set to watch. The woman scolded him for his negligence, still not realising that the house-guest was her king. But, once her husband had revealed Alfred’s identity, the King did not rebuke her for her harsh words. She had shaken him from his indolent depression and reminded him that fates were changed by action, not talk. In May of 878, from his camp at Athelney, he rallied the Saxon men and routed the Danish forces at the Battle of Edington. Guthrum surrendered and along with thirty of his followers was baptised. Denewulf, meanwhile, was made a bishop.2

The legend of Alfred and the cakes, which originated in an eleventh-century life of St Neot, has become one of the most famous stories in English history.3 Though Alfred remains a celebrated national historical figure, the peak of veneration for the Anglo-Saxon king came in the late Victorian era. Charles Dickens’s A Child’s History of England described him as ‘the noble king who, in his single person, possessed all the Saxon virtues … As it is said that his spirit still inspires some of our best English laws, so, let you and I pray that it may animate our English hearts.’4 The words of ‘Rule Britannia’ were taken from a masque based on Alfred’s life, in which the King was cast not just as the creator of England or even of Britain, but of the British Empire as a whole. The celebration of Alfred reached its zenith in 1901, just as the Victorian age was coming to an end. The misdated ‘Alfred millenary’ of that year – Alfred died in 899 – was marked by fêtes and pageants across the country. The centrepiece of the millenary was the unveiling of a new statue of Alfred in his ‘capital’ of Winchester. The former Liberal Prime Minister, Lord Rosebery, led the appeal for funds for the sculpture, which was designed by Hamo Thornycroft – the same team had earlier been responsible for the statue of Oliver Cromwell which was placed outside Parliament. At the unveiling, Rosebery said that the name Alfred was synonymous with ‘our metropolis, our fleet, our literature, our laws, our first foreign relations, our first efforts at education’ and ‘our Parliament’.5 He spoke of his pride that the millenary celebrations had developed an awareness of English history even among the young. This was news to some. Thornycroft later recalled that an electrician working in his studio had asked who the subject of his sculpture was. When he replied ‘King Alfred’, the man, still none the wiser, inquired ‘King Alfred what?’ ‘Alfred the Great,’ said Thornycroft. ‘Well, he’s a big ’un. He’s got a good sized foot,’ the electrician responded.6

The story of the cakes became so synonymous with the great Saxon king that Sellar and Yeatman in their classic satire on the history textbook 1066 and All That could rechristen him ‘Alfred the Cake’. As that work indicated, though the legend was deeply familiar, it was not all that clear what it meant. In fact, the myth, in its most celebrated retelling in Henrietta Marshall’s Our Island Story, first published in 1905, formed part of a radical reinterpretation of British history.

Marshall followed the glowing Victorian presentation of Alfred and his reign. To her, there ‘never was a better king of England’. He was ‘England’s Darling’, ‘truthful and fearless in everything’.7 His achievements were legion:


He collected the laws and wrote them out so that people could understand them. He did away with the laws which he thought were bad, and made others. One law he made was, that a man who had done wrong could not be punished unless twelve men agreed that he really had been wicked, and ought to be punished. This was called trial by jury, and means trial by those who have promised to do justly.8




Our Island Story’s combination of history and myth – as well as more historically grounded incidents, its narrative included stories relating to King Arthur, Merlin and Robin Hood – proved a great success with adults and children alike. In 2005, a century after it was first published, the right-wing think-tank Civitas, with the assistance of the Daily Telegraph, started a campaign to provide every primary school in Britain with a reprint of the book.9 To many commentators, including popular historians such as Antonia Fraser and Andrew Roberts, the broad chronological sweep and gripping narrative of Marshall’s work appeared to be the perfect antidote to the fragmented, Nazi-obsessed history taught in British schools.10 The campaign was an unqualified success and the book went on to become a bestseller all over again.

Though the type of grand narrative offered by Marshall was anathema to the national curriculum, the high sales of Our Island Story demonstrated that this was not the case with the general public. The most popular recent television treatments of our past, such as Simon Schama’s History of Britain and David Starkey’s Monarchy, by and large followed the model of focusing almost exclusively on the actions of kings and queens. The same has held true for historical drama, with the greatest ratings success being a ‘sexed-up’ retelling of Henry VIII’s marital affairs, The Tudors.

However, if Marshall’s approach in Our Island Story proved enduringly popular, it was also, some contended, politically suspect. The reissue had been trumpeted in a right-wing newspaper on behalf of a right-wing think-tank. It also seemed to chime with calls made by Conservative politicians for a revised history curriculum that would emphasise ‘British values’: something which some commentators felt smacked of a return to ‘drum and trumpet stories of Britain’s past’, focusing on glorious leaders like ‘King Alfred, Lord Clive and Horatio Nelson’.11

Yet, as Antonia Fraser noted, far from offering a jingoistic, imperialist view of history, Our Island Story was, in fact, a subtly subversive text.12 Marshall eulogised Alfred not, as some of her Victorian predecessors did, because he was the supposed founder of Britain’s naval supremacy, but because ‘all his life Alfred was thinking only of his people and what was best for them’.13 He had been a great warrior, but he fought only ‘to save his country and his people’, not ‘for the love of conquering’, as other kings did.14 For Marshall, the significance of the story of the cakes was that it showed Alfred’s humility and magnanimity. Instead of taking umbrage at being upbraided by his social inferiors, he pulls himself together and sets about defeating the common foe. Denewulf is therefore rewarded, not just for providing sanctuary to the King, but also for his wife’s invaluable candour. (Indeed, it is telling that in Marshall’s version of the story, unlike in others, the swineherd’s wife refuses to temper her scolding even once the identity of their guest has been revealed.)

Marshall’s pacifist sympathies and her view of monarchs as essentially servants of the people affected her evaluation of other English kings. Richard the Lionheart, the popular hero of so many children’s books, was attacked for going away to Palestine to fight rather than staying at home and looking after his kingdom: ‘No doubt he thought it was a great and good thing to fight for Jerusalem, but how much better it would have been if he had tried to rule his own land peacefully, and bring happiness to his people.’15 Robin Hood, who robbed from the rich to give to the poor, came off far better by comparison.

Marshall was particularly harsh on the Normans and William the Conqueror, whom she portrayed as little more than a usurping tyrant. Edward the Confessor, in any case, had had no right to offer the Crown to William because he ‘could not give away the crown of England to any one without the consent of the people’. The English, she told her young readers, ‘had always been a free people, who had a share in governing themselves’.16 Revealing the persistent belief in the so-called ‘Norman yoke’, Marshall felt Norman law had reduced the Anglo-Saxon Britons from the liberty and freedom they had enjoyed under Alfred to the status of slaves.17 This oppression, she contended, was only reversed by the barons in 1215, when they forced King John to agree to Magna Carta:


When the barons forced John to grant the Magna Carta, they fought, not for themselves, as barons and Normans, but for the whole English people. For the first time since the Conquest, the people of England acted as one people. The Norman had disappeared. England was England again. She had conquered the Conqueror.18




As we shall see, belief in the ‘Norman yoke’ was a key feature of many radical narratives of the past.

Marshall’s history was consistently more sympathetic to rebels than to rulers. She told the tale of Hereward the Wake to reassure her readers that some brave Englishmen still resisted the iron grip of Norman rule. Wat Tyler, the leader of the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381, was given his habitual bad press, but the revolt itself was generally seen, to use the terminology of 1066 and All That, as a ‘good thing’: ‘Wat Tyler’s rebellion was the beginning of freedom for the lower classes in England. Up to this time many of the labourers and workers who were free men had been treated almost as badly as slaves, but now their condition became better.’19 Similarly, Charles I, the only British king to be executed by his people, was painted as largely deserving his fate (he was ‘wicked’ and ‘foolish’) and the regicide as an action that was necessary, if nasty.20

Marshall’s view of British history has been characterised as conventionally Whiggish.21 Certainly, she emphasised the familiar Whiggish theme of the ‘rise of Parliament’, but her books suggest a more radical political outlook than this. In her comments on the revolt of Boudicca against the Romans she wrote that ‘although the Romans were clever, they sometimes did stupid things. They thought very little of their own women, and they did not understand that many of the women of Britain were as brave and as wise as the men, and quite as difficult to conquer.’22 A further clue to her political sympathies lies in her title for the chapter on the rebellion of the Scottish Covenanters against Charles I: ‘How a Woman Struck a Blow for Freedom’. Here she dwelt on the actions of the legendary (and probably mythical) Jenny Geddes,* who in 1637 hurled a stool at the Dean of St Giles Cathedral, Edinburgh, in disgust at his reading from a new ‘popish’ service book.

We know frustratingly little about Henrietta Marshall’s life, but it is known that she remained single and that from 1901 to 1904 she was lady superintendent of the women-only Queen Margaret Hall of Residence at Glasgow University. Boudicca was a heroine who featured in many histories written by leading suffragists, and single, educated women teachers figured prominently among the members of women’s suffrage societies. It is tempting to think that Marshall, like many intelligent middle-class Victorian women, was supportive of the suffrage movement (and perhaps even, given her love of women rebels, of suffragette militancy).23

Those sympathetic remarks concerning Robin Hood and the Peasants’ Revolt were also suggestive. Her treatment of Cromwell in Our Island Story was largely conventional (indeed, it could be described as Tory rather than Whig), labelling him a ‘tyrant’ who was ‘bitterly hated’.24 Two years after this book was published, however, Marshall produced The Story of Oliver Cromwell, from which quite a different picture of the Lord Protector emerged. While acknowledging that opinion on Cromwell was divided, she believed:


If Cromwell did not quite succeed, he showed the way, and we now have much that he tried to give to the people of his time. When you grow older you will be able to see how from Cromwell’s days we date our freedom in many things, our union, our command of the seas, and even the beginnings of Greater Britain. And I hope that … you will learn to love the large soul of this true Englishman who, under his grimness and sternness, hid a tender heart.25




Rather than advocating a traditional, imperialist British history, in supporting the reissue of Our Island Story, the Daily Telegraph was recommending a book with not only pacifist, but feminist and republican overtones.

There are some contextual clues to the surprising radicalism of this deceptively traditional text. It is often forgotten that, at the time of writing Our Island Story, Marshall was living in Melbourne, Australia. The book begins with an imagined conversation between a father and his children, prompted by a letter from ‘home’. The father is asked to explain how both Australia and the little island far away can both be ‘home’. Our Island Story was concerned not only with the development of Great Britain, but with the creation of those values that then took root in ‘Greater Britain’ (the colonies) as well. By the time Marshall was writing, at the turn of the twentieth century, however, the political history of Australia and Britain had diverged considerably, with Australia unquestionably overtaking the mother country in terms of the democratic rights that it accorded its citizens. Men had received the vote in most Australian states by the 1860s, and the secret ballot had been introduced, along with salaries for MPs and fixed-term parliaments. Australia could claim the first working-class representative of any legislature in the British Empire, Charles Jardine Don, elected to the Victoria Parliament in 1860. By 1902, Australian women could vote in Commonwealth elections, a full sixteen years before their British counterparts.*26 Rather than writing a triumphalist history of British imperialism, as is sometimes supposed, Marshall arguably produced a book influenced by the more equal and free Australian society in which she then lived.

Australia’s democratic society was created by men and women who had formerly been British subjects. Some of those who came to Australia had been deeply involved in radical politics in the mother country. Charles Jardine Don, for example, was a Scottish Chartist.27 The Chartist movement in Britain had campaigned for adult male suffrage, the secret ballot, annual parliaments, salaries for MPs, the equalisation of the size of constituencies, and an end to the property qualification for those standing for election.

By the early 1850s, the movement in Britain was in steep decline. Along with the hundred or so Chartists transported to Australia for political ‘crimes’, many more of the movement’s supporters freely chose to emigrate during that decade. They were enticed there by the Chartist press, which advertised Australia as a land of freedom and plenty. As the Northern Star put it in 1852: ‘The future Australian republic will be a refuge and a home for those of our workers in the cause of the people, whose souls shall yearn for liberty, should they ever be … compelled to abandon in despair the people of the British Islands, as debased wretches, hopelessly sunk in slavish degeneracy.’28 These Chartist immigrants played a significant role in the development of democracy in Australia. The Ballarat Reform League, formed in 1854 by Victoria gold-diggers, featured former Chartists Henry T. Holyoake and J. B. Humffray among its founder members, and its aims, aside from the reform of goldmining, mirrored the Six Points of the Chartists’ People’s Charter. Within twelve months of the League’s foundation, and the violent clash between the state authorities and the miners at the Eureka Stockade, virtually all of the points of the Charter had been achieved.29

Chartism brings us full circle, back to Alfred the Great. Far from being regicidal revolutionaries, many Chartists were broadly supportive of the monarchy, at least those monarchs they saw as defending the public good. For this reason, as for Henrietta Marshall, they venerated Alfred, under whom, the Chartist Northern Liberator said, ‘the people of England … became rich, free and happy, and so would have continued had not Universal Suffrage been lost amid the civil dissension of the turbulent reign of the weak Henry the Sixth’. The same idyllic picture of life under Alfred’s benevolent leadership was painted by the Chartist leader Feargus O’Connor. Alfred’s reign was, he said, a time when ‘the twenty-four hours of the day were divided into three equal portions’ – like the unions, Alfred only wanted an eight-hour working day – and ‘there was neither lock nor bolt on any man’s door because there was no thief’.30 Other Chartist writers applauded his legal reforms, equating the ‘Code of Alfred’ with the freedoms promised in the People’s Charter.31

The historic nature of English freedoms was important even to those Chartists, such as Ernest Jones, who subsequently became influenced by the ideas of Karl Marx. As Jones told a meeting in Tower Hamlets in October 1847,


Liberty is a tree of long growth in England. It was planted at Runnymede; it was sunned by the fires of Smithfield; it was watered by the blood of Marston Moor, and the veins of Charles; it was fanned by the prayers of the Puritan, and dewed by the tears of the Exile – and now it is beginning to bloom beneath the fostering hand of the Charter.32




The Chartists’ adoration of a tradition of British liberty tells us much about the nature of British radicalism itself. It was not predominantly republican but could praise ‘good’ rulers like Alfred, as well as the righteous rebels of 1381; it emphasised the importance of recapturing lost freedoms, often located in an Anglo-Saxon Arcadia, as much as securing new rights; and most of all, it saw itself as part of a tradition of people fighting for their liberties.

It is that ‘radical tradition’ which this book celebrates and explores. From the Victorian era to the present day, radical writers, politicians and historians have offered an alternative view of the nation’s past to the dominant narrative of kings and queens. Leading figures on the left, of such diverse talents and backgrounds as William Morris, Belfort Bax, George Orwell, E. P. Thompson, Christopher Hill and Billy Bragg, have all attempted to demonstrate a relationship between British history, national character and radicalism. In recent years, discussion of Britain’s radical tradition has been revived by Gordon Brown’s call for a new sense of Britishness, centred on values of tolerance, liberty and fair play: values that Brown suggests are the inheritance of the ‘golden thread’ that runs through British history, the struggle against tyranny and arbitrary power.33 Britain’s radical history has even been the subject of a recent popular competition, sponsored by the Guardian newspaper, to find Britain’s most overlooked ‘radical moment’.

The idea of a British radical tradition is persistent and powerful, but it carries with it several problems. The first of these relates to its Britishness. As a Scot in possession of a history Ph.D., Brown surely knows that the starting point of his ‘golden thread’, Magna Carta, was an English document, not a British one. Similarly, for those radicals who traced British freedoms back to an Anglo-Saxon ‘ancient constitution’, the question was left hanging as to how such freedoms applied to the Celtic Britons of Scotland, Ireland and Wales. Alfred the Great, as most of his Victorian hagiographers agreed, was an English hero, not a British one. Arguably, radicalism in the British Isles did not take on a clearly ‘British’ character until after the Napoleonic Wars, when radicals were keen to ‘re-brand’ themselves as progressive patriots rather than Frenchified Jacobins. Of course, it would scarcely be possible to write a history of radicalism in England without mentioning non-English figures such as Thomas Hardy, the eighteenth-century Scottish founder of the London Corresponding Society, Keir Hardie or Feargus O’Connor. Even Thomas Paine, born in Thetford, Norfolk, but a citizen of the republics of France and the United States of America, might be counted, at best, one-third English. For much of this book, then, what is offered is an ‘enriched’ English, rather than a genuinely British, history of radicalism.

Like British radicalism, the use of the term ‘radical’ itself, at least in a political context, is mainly of modern vintage. When we describe something as being politically radical, we equate it with ‘thorough or far-reaching political or social reform’.34 However, etymologically, the word originates from the Latin radix, meaning root, and the earlier interpretation of ‘radical’ was, literally, of something pertaining to the root. In the Tudor and Stuart periods, the term was often used in its early modern/medieval scientific context, as in ‘radical humour’ or ‘moisture’, indicating an inherent quality that gave plants and animals their vitality. When it was used in a political context, which was rarely, it was employed to signify something fundamental or original. It was in this sense that the Parliamentarian writer Nathaniel Bacon in a seventeenth-century treatise on the origins of the English government wrote, ‘I shall first glance upon the natural Constitution of the people of England … and shew the same to be radical, and not by any force or inoculation,’35 meaning that English government was indigenous to these islands and not the product of foreign influence or conquest. Words such as ‘freedom’ and ‘liberty’ carry similar problems of shifting historical meaning. Magna Carta’s conferring of rights upon ‘free men’, who may have amounted to only 7 per cent of the population in 1215, was considerably less generous a grant than it might have been in the seventeenth century. Equally, freedom itself carried a different sense in an era when most people were unfree, either bound to give some sort of labour or actually enslaved. Freedom was a legally conferred status, not a natural right, nor a mental or emotional state. Liberty, too, was often understood in the past less as a synonym for freedom, as in ‘liberty of conscience’ or ‘civil liberties’, and more to mean an exceptional grant or privilege gifted from the sovereign to a particular group or area, as in the liberties or privileges of a defined jurisdiction (the county palatine of Chester, for example).

Some historians have suggested that by using such terms out of their appropriate historical context (in the case of political ‘radicalism’, the modern era), we are imposing anachronistic modern values upon past groups and individuals – presenting, for example, the seventeenth-century Levellers as ‘the first socialists’ or Gerrard Winstanley’s Diggers as ‘the first communists’.36 Great works by the leading British Marxist historians Christopher Hill and E. P. Thompson undoubtedly did try to trace a lineage, however subtly, from these earlier movements to modern radical parties. Thompson was attacked by his fellow Marxist, Perry Anderson, for the ‘cultural nationalist’ assumptions that Anderson claimed underpinned Thompson’s classic, The Making of the English Working Class. It was a criticism that raised Thompson’s ire but carried a strong ring of truth. As he proclaimed in his last book, the posthumously published intellectual biography of William Blake, Witness against the Beast, he was interested in ‘the long and tenacious revolutionary tradition of the British commoner’, ‘a dogged, good-humoured, responsible tradition: yet a revolutionary tradition all the same’.37 Christopher Hill’s work also tried to delineate an English ‘revolutionary tradition’, stretching from the fourteenth-century English heretics, the Lollards, to the Leveller movement and beyond.38

In suggesting that Lollards were the predecessors of Levellers, who were in turn the forerunners of the Chartists, Thompson, Hill and others presented English and/or British radicalism as a historical continuum in which the baton of popular struggle was passed from one group to the next.39 This, after all, was one meaning of ‘tradition’, either in a legal sense (the handover of material from one party to another) or in a broader sense, the transmission of methods, customs and even language from one age to another. The notion of a continuum suggested that the content of radicalism remained essentially the same, so that the Lollards’ struggle was in essence the Levellers’ struggle too. When radical activity appeared nonexistent, it had simply ‘gone underground’, only to resurface, its fundamental nature intact, in another epoch. The idea of a continuum also inferred that each group, in turn, influenced the other.

In fact, the influence of seventeenth-century radicals on their eighteenth-century counterparts was relatively minimal, for reasons which will be discussed later. The idea of a continuum of radicalism arguably confused passing similarity with actual influence. There may have been things that the Lollards and Levellers held in common – a hostility to the spiritual monopoly of the clergy being the most obvious – but there were many more differences: Lollards would have rejected or, at best, found incomprehensible the Levellers’ demands for mass manhood suffrage, broad religious toleration and the effective separation of Church and state. Equally, it conflated means with ends. Levellers and Chartists may both have argued for universal (or near-universal) manhood suffrage, but they did so for different reasons. Levellers saw the vote as the means to ensure political accountability and protect the rights and liberties that were the ‘birthright’ of Englishmen. Chartists, on the other hand, wanted to ensure political accountability and secure social and economic goals, such as better housing, land reform and an end to the invidious Poor Laws.

However, contrary to the urgings of some conservative historians, the idea of a British ‘radical tradition’ should not be abandoned. Most of those groups usually included within it (the Levellers, Thomas Paine, the Chartists) were undoubtedly ‘radical’ within the context of their own time. Even if, in the case of the Levellers, theirs was a radicalism avant la lettre, it was radical all the same: the realisation of their political vision would have involved the fundamental transformation of the British constitution. The term ‘radical’ is consequently used in this book in the modern understanding of the term as meaning thorough social and political change. My ‘radicals’ then, to borrow a good commonsense definition from the late historian Gerald Aylmer, advocated the transformation of the existing status quo rather than merely reforming it to ameliorate its worst aspects.40 My barometer of ‘radicalism’ is also relative: what the Levellers John Lilburne, William Walwyn and Richard Overton advocated – a broader franchise, governments elected by popular mandate, religious toleration and a fair and equitable legal system – was exceptional in the 1640s but would (I hope) be taken for granted in early twenty-first-century Britain.

This definition of radicalism does exclude some groups and events that have often been included in discussions of Britain’s radical history. For example, the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688–9 was often invoked by eighteenth-, nineteenth- and early twentieth-century radicals as a key moment in the history of British liberty. However, while modern historians have continued to claim that the consequences of the events of 1688–9 were revolutionary, they now largely see these changes as the unintended by-products of England’s wars with France in the 1690s, rather than as the result of the conscious will of English ‘patriots’. Indeed, the motivations of some of the ‘revolutionaries’ of 1688–9 were deeply reactionary: they wanted to preserve the spiritual monopoly of the Anglican state Church from the threat posed by James II’s tolerationist policies.

In a more modern context, the founding of the welfare state has also been seen as a transformative moment in British history. Undoubtedly, this had a profound impact on the lives of millions of people. However, though far-reaching, these changes were not genuinely radical. In the first place, it is hard to describe the architects of the welfare state as radicals: they generally accepted the constitutional status quo and wanted to blunt the teeth of a rapacious capitalist system rather than do away with it altogether. Second, ideologically, the notion of a welfare state was well within the political mainstream: by the 1940s, the policies advocated by the Attlee government had become political orthodoxy and could receive broad cross-party support.

However, even though this book disputes the inclusion of some events within a history of British radicalism, it argues that the idea of a ‘radical tradition’ remains viable and important. As Eric Hobsbawm reminds us, even ‘invented traditions’ can be powerful historical forces: the appeal to the past can be a formidable spur to radical action, rather than a tool of conservative retrenchment.41 In any case, the British ‘radical tradition’ was not a mere fiction: as we shall see, there were a number of important continuities between radical movements. Genuine connections were embellished by radical groups’ habit of creating their own retrospective genealogies: they claimed, through the benefit of hindsight, affinity with past movements and individuals. Consequently, what was perceived to be included within this radical tradition varied from century to century and from one group to another. This variegated and ever-changing tradition was celebrated and remembered not only through writing or speech, but also via what the French historian Pierre Nora has called ‘sites of memory’: landscapes, buildings and monuments that evoke and inspire a re-engagement with the past.42

This persistent memory of radical activity in sources other than written histories was crucial to its survival. We should not forget that much of the history of radical movements had to be unearthed from beneath layers of negative propaganda, official censorship and violent repression. History tends to be written by the victors. In some cases, only very recently have we come to understand the full impact of radical movements, as in the case of Kett’s Rebellion of 1549, now known by its far more appropriate, original label of the ‘commotion time’. What this formerly secret history of radicalism reveals is surprising. Often, historians write the history of radical movements as a string of glorious failures, an account of the struggle of men and women who were ahead of their time, perpetually thwarted by the status quo and ever condemned to have their political dreams reach fruition only after their deaths. The truth is that in many instances radical movements were able to effect real changes on the government of the nation. In some instances, as in 1381 and 1549, they temporarily were the effective government of the nation. At other times, as in 1649, they came within a whisker of utterly transforming the English constitution. More often than not, it was because radicals were successful that they were so gravely feared by the social and political establishment, and their achievements so thoroughly denigrated.

This book, then, sets out to do two things. First, it aims to evaluate radicalism in its specific historical contexts, uncovering in many places the formerly secret history of both its successes and its failures. Second, it evaluates the enduring power of the idea of a ‘radical tradition’, by examining how each age has reinvented it to suit its own ends. Consequently, the book focuses predominantly on those events, groups and individuals that have loomed largest in this narrative of British dissent. For many radicals, the story began in 1215 when, according to one version of events, wicked King John was forced by his good barons to submit to the rule of law by setting his seal to Magna Carta, the founding stone of ‘British’ liberty.

PART ONE
A TALISMAN OF LIBERTY1


Magna Carta is the greatest constitutional document of all times – the foundation of the freedom of the individual against the arbitrary authority of the despot.

Lord Denning, on the 750th anniversary of Magna Carta2





Does Magna Carta mean nothing to you? Did she die in vain?

Tony Hancock





1

THE GREAT CHARTER

King John has long been portrayed as the ultimate ‘bad king’ who had to be restrained by ‘good barons’ – often presented, as V. H. Galbraith put it, as ‘precursors of their much later descendants, the Whigs’.1 For Sellar and Yeatman in 1066 and All That, John was the ‘first memorable wicked uncle’.2 His contemporary reputation was even worse. Said to be slender and handsome in his youth, he had run to fat, his voracious appetite often leading him to make frequent penances for breaking the dietary restrictions commanded by the Church. Apart from his gluttony, John was also infamous for his lechery, fathering many illegitimate children. Lurid legends claimed that his second wife, Isabella of Angoulême (who was twenty years his junior), shared her husband’s voracious sexual appetite, taking many lovers, some of whom John strangled to death on the marital bed. In addition, he had a well-deserved reputation for faithlessness and treachery, having joined his brother Richard in a revolt against their father Henry II (a betrayal which, it was rumoured, precipitated the old king’s death) and then, in turn, fomented rebellion against Richard while his older brother, now King, was imprisoned in Germany. When he finally succeeded Richard to the English throne in 1199, he was ruthless in dealing with threats to his power, having his nephew and rival claimant to the Crown, Arthur of Brittany, murdered in Rouen prison in 1203 (some alleged the deed was done by a drunken John himself, others that Arthur’s death was the result of a botched castration). As John built up his war chest for a renewed campaign against the French, he pursued his aristocratic debtors with similar vigour: the wife and son of the Irish magnate William de Briouze were deliberately starved to death in Windsor Castle for the non-payment of exorbitant royal fines. Actions of this kind served to alienate most of the English aristocracy from him, but the murder of Arthur of Brittany left only an infant, John’s son Henry, as a plausible candidate for the throne. With no obvious adult claimant to lead a rebellion, the barons were forced to rely on a new device, a great charter securing the liberties of the realm, to secure support for their uprising.

Were they alive today, King John and his barons would doubtless have been surprised by the historic veneration of Magna Carta as the founding stone of British freedom. The 1215 Charter was, after all, a document forged as England stood on the brink of civil war; after a mere ten weeks, it was a political dead letter. The circumstances that brought John to agree, at least initially, to the barons’ demands were catastrophic military failures and the crisis in royal finances that followed. His continental expedition, begun in 1213, had ended in disaster with defeat at the Battle of Bouvines on 27 July 1214. During three hours of intense and bloody fighting, John’s staunch ally William Longsword, Earl of Salisbury, was captured. John himself had already returned to his lands in Aquitaine in a state of despondency following several unsuccessful clashes with the French King Philip.3 The failed French war had not only justified John’s childhood epithet of ‘lackland’ by leading to the loss of the English Crown’s possessions in Normandy, but had also emptied the royal coffers. The war had raised taxation to unprecedented levels. By 1211, the Crown’s total revenue had been £145,000, six times the amount that had been collected at the beginning of the reign. Now, in the wake of military failure, noble grievances against John’s rule coalesced into open and coordinated opposition, beginning with a widespread campaign of non-payment of scutage, originally a payment allowing knights to buy out of the military service that had become a general levy on the English elite. In January 1215, the King’s opponents took an oath that they would stand fast together for the liberty of the Church and the realm.

That month, both sides met in London to discuss negotiating terms, although the parties came armed. At the same time, both John and the barons attempted to bring Pope Innocent III into the struggle. The Pope, though stressing that the King should listen to all reasonable grievances from his barons, had condemned all leagues and combinations against John and upheld his right to levy scutage. Both sides were preparing to use force. The King had borrowed money from the Knights Templar to pay for foreign mercenaries and took the cross as a crusader on 4 March, a move which, though deeply cynical – John had been excommunicated in 1213 for his failure to recognise Stephen Langton as Archbishop of Canterbury – led Pope Innocent to talk of those who opposed John as ‘worse than saracens’. On 5 May the barons, led by Robert Fitzwalter (whose daughter, Matilda, the King had reputedly tried to seduce), formally renounced their fealty to John.

By the late spring/early summer of 1215, the tide was clearly turning in the rebels’ favour. On 17 May, the City of London opened its gates to them, despite John’s attempt to curry favour with them by permitting the City to elect its own mayor. London now became the rebellion’s capital, predisposed to their cause by the disproportionately heavy tax burden that the City had had to carry during John’s wars. In Wales, Llywelyn ab Iorwerth, Prince of Gwynedd, and the Briouzes, led by Giles, Bishop of Hereford, scored notable victories over the King’s forces, even moving into England by taking Shrewsbury under their control.

Though John retained some influential supporters, including William Marshal, a powerful magnate and soldier of international repute, and Earl Warenne, Henry II’s half-brother, it was obvious to him that he would need to make concessions, if only in the short term, in order to buy himself enough time to build up his military strength. June saw the exchange of peace proposals. On the 10th, John agreed to accept the articles in the barons’ proposed Charter as the terms for further negotiation, though some of the northern rebels still refused to lay down their arms. Five days later, terms were settled and the King went to Runnymede meadow to confirm the final draft of the Charter. The choice of the site was probably due to its proximity to London. According to the contemporary account of Ralph of Coggeshall, both the King and the barons were followed by well-armed retinues: before the final negotiations could begin in earnest, each side had to swear upon the gospels that they would conduct themselves peacefully. The discussions continued for several days on the basis of the barons’ articles, until on 19 June a ‘firm peace’ was agreed. Only at this point did Chancery clerks begin drafting copies of the Charter and setting the royal seal to them.

There was not, then, one dramatic moment from which the Charter emerged. It was the final product of a protracted process of negotiation. Initially, it was only known as Magna Carta because it was such a large document (sixty-three chapters, or clauses, in the 1215 version) and to distinguish it from the smaller Forest Charter issued at the same time. But the contract of the Charter of 1215 was remarkably broad-ranging too. Its main architects, the barons, had had to appeal to a wider portion of the English population in order to gain support, making it much more than a document pandering to the aristocracy. Its broadest provision lay in chapter 40 – ‘to no one will we sell, to no one will we deny or delay right or justice’. The Charter’s provisions as a whole constituted an indictment not only of John’s reign but of his father’s and brother’s as well.

But though the genesis of the Charter was protracted, its immediate life as a peace settlement was very short-lived. Chapters 52 and 61 had attempted to hold John to its terms by referring all disagreements with the King’s actions in depriving anyone of ‘lands, castles, liberties or his rights’ to a committee of twenty-five barons, which, with the ‘commune of all the land’, could in response ‘distress and distrain us [meaning John] in every way they can, namely by seizing our lands, castles and possessions’. These parts of John’s Charter are often portrayed as a constitutional watershed, for the first time subjecting English kings to the rule of law. Yet these clauses represented not so much a check on royal power as the complete abnegation of it. The committee was essentially a cabal of the King’s enemies who immediately began dispossessing John of his castles. The inclusion of these clauses made the resumption of armed hostility inevitable. No king who valued his title could have submitted in the long term to such a blatant assault on his authority. By July, John had written to Innocent III asking him to annul the Charter. The papal letters reached England in September: they pronounced the rebels excommunicated and stated that the settlement reached in June was ‘not only shameful and base but also illegal and unjust’. The Pope finished by declaring the Charter ‘null and void of all validity for ever’.

The Pope’s response emboldened John but failed to weaken the resolve of his enemies, including Stephen Langton, who was suspended for failing to disavow the Charter. The King now laid siege to Rochester Castle, held by the barons, hoping that its fall would allow him to make a decisive move on London. The rebel garrison held out for seven weeks while the barons appealed to the French for support, offering Prince Louis the English throne in return. In the meantime, Alexander II of Scotland had been granted Northumberland, Cumberland and Westmorland by the barons, and the northern rebels quickly pledged homage to the Scottish King. By December, Wales too had come under the de facto control of the ambitious Llywelyn, with the invasion of south-west Wales and the capture of the English strongholds at Cardigan and Carmarthen. The situation in the borders led John to divide his army in two, leaving one force to keep an eye on the rebels in London while he went north – in his own reported words, to ‘run the little sandy fox-cub [Alexander] to earth’. The King’s army harried the land as it went. The Chronicler Roger of Wendover reported:


[these] limbs of the devil covered the whole country like locusts. Sword in hand, they ransacked towns, houses, cemeteries, churches, robbing everyone, sparing neither women nor children. They put the king’s enemies in chains until they paid a heavy ransom. Even priests at the altar were seized, tortured and robbed. Knights and others were hung up by their feet and legs or by their hands, fingers and thumbs, salt and vinegar were thrown into their eyes; others were roasted over burning coals and then dropped into cold water.4




On 13 January 1216, John attacked what was then Scotland’s richest town, Berwick, setting it aflame before turning his army south again to head for rebel-dominated East Anglia. By March he had captured Colchester, but though he held the upper hand militarily, he had been unable to persuade any of the significant rebel leaders to submit to his authority. Moreover, his assault on Scotland had been a strategic mistake. John had failed to capture London and his army was now forced to fight on two fronts.

Louis’s forces disembarked at Sandwich in Kent on 22 May. Yet though John had mustered forces in the county so as to resist the likely invasion, he chose not to fight, but instead withdrew westwards. Louis entered London and was paid homage by the citizens and rebels on 2 June. Four days later, the French Prince left London for Winchester, but John had already fled from his temporary base, seeking refuge in Corfe Castle. By September, two-thirds of the barons had abandoned the King, as had one-third of his household knights and some of his most trusted servants. He continued his peregrinations around the country, attempting to shore up remaining loyal garrisons at Lincoln and Dover. On the night of 9 October, at Lynn in Norfolk, he suffered an attack of dysentery, brought on according to Coggeshall by his gluttonous consumption of ‘raw peaches and new cider’. (An even more colourful story attributed his sickness to eating poisoned plums.5) The King’s health declined over the next few days, and his fortunes sank even lower as part of his baggage train was lost in the waters of the Wash. His entourage struggled on to Newark, where he died on the night of 18 October.

According to his request, he was buried in Worcester Cathedral, still under his force’s control.6 Despite the sanctified setting of his burial, chroniclers were convinced that John’s soul had headed straight to hell, Matthew Paris repeating a reputed comment of the time that ‘Foul as it is, Hell itself is made fouler by the presence of John.’ Later historians have been no more generous about the King’s character. Kate Norgate’s 1902 biography called him a man of ‘almost superhuman wickedness’, and Sir James Ramsey dubbed him ‘a selfish and cruel tyrant of the worst type’.7

For Rudyard Kipling, the Charter stood as an impregnable bulwark against both the tyranny of power-crazed kings such as John and the anarchy of the unfettered mob.


And still when Mob or Monarch lays

Too rude a hand on English ways

The whisper wakes, the shudder plays,

Across the reeds at Runnymede.

And Thames that knows the moods of kings,

And crowds and priests and suchlike things,

Rolls deep and dreadful as he brings

Their warning down from Runnymede.




The presentation of the Charter as the bulwark of English liberties has long been identified as originating in the work of the seventeenth-century common lawyer Sir Edward Coke, whose Institutes (published posthumously in 1642) included extensive commentary upon Magna Carta. Coke eulogised it as ‘declaratory of the principal grounds of the fundamental laws of England’.8 He was not, though, a proto-Whig in the strict sense of being a believer in constitutional ‘progress’: he saw the Charter’s role as to document old freedoms, not establish new rights.9 For Coke, Magna Carta was the embodiment of the ancient and pure laws of Anglo-Saxon England, regained after their destruction by the Normans – he spoke of the ‘great weightinesse and weightie greatness’ of the contents of the Charter, which he believed to be ‘the fountaine of all the fundamentall lawes of the realm … [and] a confirmation of restitution of the common law’.10 Close attention to the matter of the Charter was vital for anyone who wished to understand English law: ‘As the goldfiner will not out of the dust, threds, or shreds of gold, let passe the least crum, in respect of the excellency of the metal: so ought not the learned reader to let any passe any syllable of this law, in respect of the excellency of the matter.’11 So influential has Coke’s interpretation been that one of the most respected twentieth-century commentators on Magna Carta, W. S. MacKechnie, suggested that there were effectively two Great Charters: one conceded by John to his barons in 1215, and the other created by Sir Edward Coke in the early seventeenth century.12 The suggestion that Coke’s reading of Magna Carta was less a commentary on it than a wholesale reinvention is not new. Robert Brady, the late seventeenth-century Tory historian who challenged many of the assumptions about England’s ‘ancient constitution’, described Coke as writing about the law ‘as if it had grown up with the Trees, Herbs and Grass’.13

Is it pointless to talk about a separation between the myth of the Charter, created by Coke and other seventeenth-century commentators, and its substance? Given the vagueness of some of its chapters, and given the divisions among modern scholars about their meaning, it is unsurprising that a variety of interpretations has emerged. Moreover, the Charter agreed in 1215, the one that is still celebrated to this day and whose remaining copies are cherished by institutions such as the British Library, was not the one that Coke and, indeed, all legal commentators from the thirteenth century onwards were actually referring to when they spoke of Magna Carta. This was, in fact, the Charter of 1225, issued by John’s son Henry III, which was confirmed at least twenty-five times and by all the kings from Henry III to Henry V, the last-known confirmation being delivered in 1416. The authoritative text for legal purposes was the inspeximus (a term for a faithful verbatim recitation of an existing document) of Edward I, issued in 1297. It is this text that still remains on the statute books, though, as we shall see, in a very truncated form. Although John’s Charter formed the basis for the 1225 version, the latter was much reduced in size and left out the key security provisions inserted in 1215.14

The leading modern authority on the Charter, Sir James Holt, argues that it was the fourteenth century, not the seventeenth, that represented the decisive period for the development of the myth of Magna Carta. Significant legal additions were made to the 1225 version in the fourteenth century that considerably broadened its provisions. It was then that the concentration on the twenty-ninth chapter (which combined chapters 39–41 of the 1215 text) first emerged. Between 1331 and 1368, Parliament passed six acts that reinterpreted this clause in terms that went far beyond the intention and sense of the original Charter. It was then also that the phrase ‘lawful judgement of peers’ came to include trial by peers and thereby trial by jury – a process that was in only embryonic form in 1215. The phrase ‘law of the land’ was also given a powerful new twist and rendered as ‘due process of law’, including only indictments brought by a jury or by original writ and thereby limiting royal intrusions into the common-law courts.

Crucially for the later radical appropriation of the Charter, these subsequent statutes also made its terms more socially inclusive. The words ‘no free man’ became in the statutes of Edward III of 1331 and 1352 simply ‘no man’. In 1354, in the statute that refers for the first time to ‘due process of law’, ‘no free man’ became ‘no man of whatever estate or condition he may be’. As we shall see, by the time of the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381, the revised Magna Carta had become an important support to a much broader idea of popular freedom.

These fourteenth-century statutes were also central to the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century interpretation of the Charter. Some Tudor chroniclers, it is true, engaged in a brief rehabilitation of King John, largely as a result of his struggles with Pope Innocent III, which seemed to presage Henry VIII’s split from Rome. As late as 1611, the historian and cartographer John Speed could be found complaining of the indignities John had had to suffer at the hands of the barons in 1215: ‘Thus one of the greatest soueraigns of Christendom was now become the twenty-sixth petty king in his owne Dominions … What marvaille if high disdain herof pierced his swelling heart and filled his minde with reuoluing thoughts, how to vnwinde himself of those seruile fetters.’15 However, by the early seventeenth century Magna Carta was generally being invoked to protect the privileges of Parliament and the liberties of the subject from royal encroachment. The Edwardian statutes were referred to by the defending counsel in the Five Knights Case of 1627, which challenged Charles I’s resort to imprisonment without charge. The civil lawyer and MP John Selden said that ‘the [Edwardian] statute is not to be taken to be an explanation of that of Magna Charta, but the very words of the statute of Magna Charta’. It was to these ‘six statutes’ that Sir Benjamin Rudyerd was referring when he talked about Magna Carta ‘walking abroad’ in the wake of the Petition of Right (1628), an indictment of Charles’s actions itself modelled on the example of the Charter.16

So, although Coke lifted English panegyric on the Charter to new levels, he was building upon a centuries-long tradition that saw it guarantee legal due process, prohibit arbitrary imprisonment and promise equality before the law. However, in the 1620s, the parliamentary opposition to Charles I applied the Charter not only to the issue of imprisonment without charge, as in the Five Knights Case where five leading gentlemen were gaoled for failing to pay a forced loan to the King, but also to attack taxation without parliamentary consent, a line of argument that also led these commentators to suggest that the Charter guaranteed the existence of Parliament. Sir Henry Spelman and John Selden claimed this from a study of chapter 14 of the Charter:


For obtaining the common counsel of the kingdom concerning the assessment of aids … or of scutage, We will cause to be summoned, severally by Our letters, the archbishops, bishops, abbots, earls, and great barons; We will also cause to be summoned, generally, by Our sheriffs and bailiffs, all those who hold lands directly of us, to meet on a fixed day … and at a fixed place.17




The ability of the Charter to appear all things to all men was demonstrated by its use as a totem by a succession of radical movements from the seventeenth century to the nineteenth. The seventeenth-century radical group, the Levellers, were once portrayed as making a firm break from the practice of employing political arguments based on appeals to history and legal precedent. Figures such as the leading Leveller John Lilburne believed that the Conquest of 1066 meant that much English law represented an oppressive ‘Norman yoke’ upon the people.18 Certainly, some seventeenth-century radicals, including a number of Levellers, did reject the appeal to English history, and in particular the notion of the year 1215 as the fount of liberty.19

However, the actual response of the Levellers to the past was less uniform than this and demonstrated a more complicated understanding of what the Conquest had meant for English law and the survival of an ‘ancient constitution’. The importance of the Charter to Leveller rhetoric was particularly evident in John Lilburne’s A Copy of a Letter to a Friend (1645), which supported the attack on Charles I’s ‘evil counsellors’ Archbishop William Laud and Thomas Wentworth, Earl of Strafford, because they ‘trod Magna Carta … under their feet, and indeavoured to rule by their own wills, and so set up an arbitrary government’.20 Lilburne was an expert at turning his own struggles with the legal authorities and his stretches in prison into a grander narrative about the threat to English liberties, and to Magna Carta in particular:


I am a freeman yea a free-born Denizen of England … and by virtue of being a free-man, I conceive I have as true a right to all the privileges that doe belong to a free-man, as the greatest man in England, whatsoever he be … and the ground and foundation of my Freedome, I build upon the Grand Charter of England.21




The ‘Agreement of the People’, debated at Putney in 1647, which constituted the Levellers’ own projected settlement for a civil-wartorn England, might be seen as the group’s attempt to forge their own Magna Carta, but this time between the people and Parliament rather than the King and the barons.

Magna Carta formed an important part of the Whig case against the Catholic James II during the Glorious Revolution. In his declaration of October 1688, William of Orange appealed to the Charter, stating that James’s expulsion of the president and fellows of Magdalen College was ‘contrary to law, and to that express provision in Magna Charta, That no man shall lose life or goods [the freehold of the university fellowships] but by the law of the land’.22 Yet, at the beginning of the eighteenth century, it was increasingly Tories rather than Whigs who resorted to the Charter to defend a constitution that they felt was threatened by a Walpoleian oligarchy. As the court Whigs worked to ensure the passage of the Septennial Act in 1716, replacing the Triennial Act of 1694 which guaranteed regular elections, Archibald Hutcheson, lawyer and Tory MP for Hastings, complained that if the bill passed, ‘May we not in the same way of reasoning, give up the Habeas Corpus act, and all the other privileges and immunities, which have been obtained to the people from the crown, from the date of Magna Charta to this very day?’23 These Tory defences, ironically, led court Whigs into adopting many of the arguments of the Tory historian Robert Brady, who had attacked the notion of an ‘ancient constitution’. The Whig Daily Gazetteer dismissed the editor of the Tory Craftsmen as ‘an historical Idiot’, and reminded its readers that Magna Carta, far from being a reassertion of former liberties, was ‘only an Exemption of a Few great Proprietors of Land from some Hardships they lay under on Account of their conditional Tenures’: it made no difference to the majority of the English people, who were ‘as much Hewers of Wood and Drawers of Water, as truly vassals and Slaves after, as before this Great Charter’.24

The adoption of this very narrow reading of the Charter by the political establishment marked supporters of the broader, Cokeian, version with a badge of dissent. The Charter came to public prominence again in the case of John Wilkes, the populist politician, journalist and sympathiser with the American colonists (if not an English advocate of American independence, as he is sometimes portrayed). Wilkes had got into trouble with the authorities for attacks on the ministry of Lord Bute in his political weekly the North Briton, in particular for an attack on George Grenville, Bute’s successor as Prime Minister, for ‘making’ George III deliver a King’s Speech praising the recent peace concluding the Seven Years War with France. Wilkes, like John Lilburne, used the language of Magna Carta to turn his own individual tribulations into a larger struggle between liberty and tyranny:


the liberty of all peers and gentlemen and what touches me more sensibly, that of all the middling and inferior set of people, who stand most in need of protection, is in my case … to be finally decided upon; a question of such importance as to determine at once, whether English liberty be a reality or a shadow.25




Wilkes has sometimes been dismissed as a shabby populist demagogue, and his attachment to the Charter, like his attachment to the cause of ‘Liberty’, no more than a flag of convenience. Yet in the late eighteenth century veneration of the Charter was key to radical arguments for parliamentary reform, to which Wilkes remained committed even when he had achieved some political respectability towards the end of his life. Moreover, it was suggested in the anonymous Historical Essay on the English Constitution (1771) that ‘a day of public thanksgiving, festivity and joy’ be instituted ‘as an annual and perpetual reminder of England’s deliverance from tyranny in 1215’.26 The Charter was then revived as a symbol of English – and imperial – freedom by the defenders of the American colonies. As in the early seventeenth century, it was employed as a device to protect individuals from taxation without representation. James Burgh, the Scottish educationalist and associate of ‘friends of liberty’ such as Richard Price, Joseph Priestley and Benjamin Franklin, declared that ‘if the people of Britain are not to be taxed, but by parliament … does it not directly follow, that the colonists cannot, according to Magna Charta, and the bill of right, be taxed by parliament, so long as they continue unrepresented?’27

As some English reformers began to look for their inspiration not only across the Atlantic to North America, but also over the Channel to revolutionary France, the freedoms grounded on Magna Carta started to seem too limited. Thomas Paine, the foremost English radical writer of the revolutionary era, rejected the appeal to the past. In fact, Paine argued, the Charter was detrimental to English liberty, as ‘rights are inherently in all inhabitants; but charters, by annulling those rights in the majority, leave the rest, by exclusion, in the hands of a few’.28 Paine’s rejection of an appeal to a historic constitution was a rather unusual stance among British ‘friends of liberty’. Most British radicals continued to look to Magna Carta for support against the increasingly draconian measures taken by the government. Members of the London Corresponding Society attacked the legal abuses of their day on grounds of clauses 14 and 29 of the Charter:


The various methods [the suspension of the Habeas Corpus Act] now in constant practice by which the benefits of [clause 29] are totally defeated and destroyed, might induce us to suppose, that the Great Charter has been repealed: if we did not assuredly know, that it is the fundamental basis of our constitution; which even the real representatives of the people (much less the miserable nominees of Helstone and Old Sarum [infamous ‘rotten boroughs’*]) have not the right, nor … the power to repeal.29




Even in the nineteenth century, despite radicals’ increasing concern with social and economic rights and the growing influence of Marxism on radical interpretations of history, the political importance attached to the Great Charter remained undiminished. Chartists did not shirk from drawing expansive claims from its text. At a huge (250,000-strong) rally on Hartshead Moor in Yorkshire in 1838, the Reverend Joseph Rayner Stephens declared, ‘We stand upon our rights – we seek no change – we say give us the good old laws of England unchanged’, and when he received the shout of ‘Magna Charta’ to his question ‘What are these laws?’ he replied, ‘Aye, Magna Charta! The good old laws of English freedom – free meetings – freedom of speech – freedom of worship – freedom of homesteads – free and happy firesides, and no workhouses.’30 For nineteenth-century advocates of women’s suffrage such as Richard Pankhurst, husband of Emmeline, the future suffragette leader, Magna Carta was also a vitally important document. For Pankhurst, the fact that its provisions were held to apply equally to men and women indicated that other statutes, namely those covering the franchise, should be
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