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			The Junto, the House of Lords
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			Earl of Northumberland (38): Admiral of the Fleet, member of Percy clan
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			Lord Saye and Sele (58): wiry Oxfordshire noble. Cunning

			The King’s Party

			Edward Nicholas (48): frustrated civil servant, pie-enjoyer

			Lord Falkland (c. 31): likeable toff. Moderate

			Earl of Bristol (61): former reformist, increasingly otherwise inclined

			George Digby (28): Bristol’s son. Clever, if unpredictable

			John Culpeper (40): Kentishman, former reformist. Cynic

			Edward Hyde (32): Wiltshireman, former reformist

			John Strangways (55): Dorsetshire man, former reformist

			Earl of Dorset (c. 51): fun-loving aristocrat and royal officer. Owner of Knole House

			George Goring (32): soldier, rake, bed-enjoyer

			John Suckling (32): poet, rake

			Thomas Lunsford (c. 37): feared thug. Very tall

			Earl of Manchester (c. 77): moderate, father to Mandeville

			Richard Gurney (63): elected Lord Mayor of London in September 1641

			Earl of Roxburgh (c. 71): Scottish courtier with violent past

			William Morray (c. 40): former childhood servant of Charles, now trusted confidante

			The Churchmen

			William Laud (67): unpopular Archbishop of Canterbury, currently in the Tower. Pronounced ‘Lord’

			Matthew Wren (55): hardline Royalist, bishop of Ely. To his enemies, the ‘Norwich Beast’

			John Williams (59): former opposition bishop, now in royal favour. Promoted to Archbishop of York late in 1641

			The Lawyers

			John Bankes (52): Lord Chief Justice of the Common Pleas. Former Attorney-General. Cumbrian

			Edward Littleton (51): Lord Keeper of the Great Seal, Speaker of the Lords. Often indisposed through sickness

			Edward Herbert (c. 48): current Attorney-General. Loyal king’s man

			Oliver St John (c. 42): current Solicitor General, Junto supporter. (pronounced Sinjen)

			William Lenthall (49): generally mild-mannered, venison-loving Oxfordshire man. Speaker of the House of Commons. Pronounced ‘Lental’

			The Writers

			John Taylor (62): jolly water-poet. Puritan-hater

			Henry Walker (29): ironmonger. John Taylor-hater

			Katherine Chidley (unknown, perhaps nearly 50): religious writer. Proto-feminist

			John Lilburne (c. 26): polemicist, future Leveller

			John Thomas (unknown, possibly in 20s): printer and journalist

			Others

			Mary Bankes (née Hawtrey) (40): forceful character from Ruislip

			Lucy Hay (née Percy), Countess of Carlisle (41): vivacious courtier and wit

			Simonds D’Ewes (38): Puritan, diarist, note-taker, antiquarian, windbag

			Richard Wiseman (about 40): fight-haver

			Earl of Argyll (c. 35): Scottish Covenanter leader, ally to the Junto

			Giovanni Giustinian (40): Venetian Ambassador

			Johan van der Kerckhoven, Heer van Heenvliet (46): Dutch Ambassador

			Jacques d’Etampes (c. 51): 1st Marquis de La Ferté-Imbault: French Ambassador

			John Pennington (c. 56): Admiral, stationed at the Downs in Kent

			The Dead

			James VI of Scotland and I of England and Ireland (1566-1625): father to Charles. Politically astute if somewhat debauched in general carriage

			Prince Henry (1594-1612): elder brother to Charles

			George Abbot (1562-1633): Archbishop of Canterbury. Calvinist. Relatively popular. Terrible aim

			George Villiers, Duke of Buckingham (1592-1628): favourite (likely lover) to King James. Beloved of Charles. Handsome. Stabbed to death

			Edward Coke (1552-1634): ambitious lawyer. Irritant to the Crown. Former owner of Corfe Castle. Pronounced ‘Cook’

			John Eliot (1592-1632): dissident MP

			Earl of Bedford (1587-1641): moderate reformist. Lost hope for peace, maybe?

			In-Between

			Thomas Wentworth (from 1640, Earl of Strafford) (48): feared royal officer. Yorkshireman

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			One of Charles I’s projects in the 1630s, enlisting the support of John Bankes and Edward Nicholas, was to change the start of the new calendar year from 25 March to 1 January. He was unsuccessful then but the alteration has subsequently come in, so I’ve followed his wishes. The attempted arrest of the Five Members therefore took place on 4 January 1642 (as we would see it), rather than 4 January 1641, as it was reported at the time. Dates, though, are Old Style, except in the endnotes relating to Giustinian’s despatches to Venice. I’ve modernised spelling except in book titles.

			The Latin epigraphs at the start of each section convey key themes. Renovatio represents the renewal that people expected after the fall of Charles’s Personal Rule, and the idea that 1641 would be a miraculous year of reform. Ovatio comes from a published description of Charles’s return to London on 25 November 1641: an ovation was a lesser form of Roman triumph. It reminds us of the very ambivalent nature of Charles’s ‘victory’ over the Scots. The phrase Quis Custodiet Ipsos Custodes – ‘who will guard us from the guards’, appears in Juvenal’s Satires, but it was Edward Hyde, later the Earl of Clarendon, who used it to characterise the fears of Parliament during the later months of 1641. A major part of the conflict with the king at this point related to exactly this question: who had control of the protective forces stood outside Westminster – who would they obey? Finally, Hannibal ad Portas ‘Hannibal is at the gates’ was another well-known phrase of the age. In the English common law it could be used – as it was during the Ship Money trial – to denote a moment of such pressing emergency and crisis that the normal rules of law and procedure were no longer valid. It seems as apt a summary as any of the slide to Civil War in 1642.
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			‘To alter the settled frame and constitution of government is treason in any state.’

			John Pym, leading opposition MP, 1641

			‘The best treaty is with a drawn sword.’

			King Charles I

		

	
		
			Introduction

			In the beginning, there were no kings.

			Where had they come from? Why had rule been left to these certain families, who looked and smelled no different to everyone else? By the seventeenth century there were two sets of theories.

			One was that kings had been created by God. In some way or other, divine sanction had been handed down to certain favoured dynasties. This might have been through battle and conquest, or through the natural outgrowth of the patriarchal authority of fathers. But now they were anointed and now they could not be touched.[1]

			There was another collection of ideas, though. These were different entirely. Kings, it was held, drew their power from those they reigned over. It came from the people. At some point, in the mists of a distant past, the people had gathered together and placed one family above them all. The repercussions of this original act remained, for though the authority monarchs had was strong and broad, ultimately there was always a chance that it might one day be rescinded.

			These debates traversed borders and boundaries. They crossed the rivers and the snowy peaks that separated European states and nations. Each polity had its own nuances and England was no different. In this green and prosperous land on Europe’s Atlantic edge, people wondered what it meant that, back in 1066, the country had been invaded and brutally subdued by the Normans. Had William ruled by conquest? And did he, therefore, have a free hand to do as he wished? Or had he agreed to reign in keeping with old Saxon liberties? What about the rules and institutions that grew up afterwards as the Anglo-Norman monarchy matured? What came first, the Crown or the law? Were laws granted by kings, or were monarchs beholden to laws?

			In medieval times, the English law had grown from royal seeds. Then there had been arguments and even wars about the powers of kings versus the rights of their nobles and people. Magna Carta (1215) had set out some limits to the Crown. Henry III had faced civil war and revolution; Richard II had been deposed. But the monarchy remained. Under the Tudor dynasty – which arrived after a century of dynastic disorder and the eventual deposition of another alleged tyrant – that monarchy grew stronger. However, even Henry VIII relied on his nobles, his laws, and his parliament. When England broke with Rome, the most epoch-defining event of that reign, the deed was done by parliamentary statute.

			But what was Parliament? Where had that come from? What was the purpose of that body of representatives that now sat in the small riverside city of Westminster? Some said it enjoyed its role at the sufferance of the monarchy. That it was merely a tool for enacting the monarch’s legislative programme and providing them with taxes. Others that it had a deeper presence, as a guarantor of English liberties. Maybe it was older than the monarchy itself ? These were difficult, fundamental questions.

			In 1642, England collapsed into a violent civil war. This is a book about why that happened, about the political crisis that brought the country to the brink. It is about how a functioning and sophisticated state, well-grounded in law, constitutionally mature, and with an educated political class, found itself descending into bloodshed.

			The ‘English Civil War’ was really a broader set of conflicts. They crossed the archipelago and even spread over the great Atlantic Ocean to the new American colonies. These bitter wars would be at their bloodiest in Ireland, but even in England – for long a fairly settled state – the death toll would be huge. In proportional terms, more died then than during the industrial slaughter of the First World War.[2]

			The religious significance of the seventeenth-century conflicts would be very great indeed. Many joined sides for reasons of faith – some historians even see this as not the ‘first modern revolution’ but the ‘last of the wars of religion’.[3] The Parliamentarians were usually Puritans; the royalists, on the other hand, wanted a return to the old ways – the traditions and rhythms that had held the English Church together for generations – since the break with Rome at least, and sometimes beyond even that.

			The royalists would lose. From the 1640s onwards, England became a strikingly pluralist society, with various small Protestant groups vying with a persistent Catholic minority and the Anglican mainstream. But in the longer run, it was the establishment’s vision of Anglicanism – or Episcopalianism – that came to dominate. The reality is that the legacy of the civil war is diverse, and reflects the distinctive victories of both sides. In any English town, and in most English villages today, there is a bewildering variety of Christian sites of worship: churches, chapels, and meeting houses. As I write this, I’m staying in the glorious, honey-stoned Wiltshire town of Bradford-on-Avon. It has its grand parish church, for sure. But there are nonconformist sites too: a Presbyterian church and Baptist chapels. Tucked away, somewhat out of sight, is a Quaker meeting house. This diversity owes much of its origin to the seventeenth century, as of course – for very different reasons – does the survival of Catholicism.

			The wars, which ran in England from 1642 to 1651, had long-term constitutional consequences, too, though not ones that could have been easily predicted. Under James I and then his son Charles I, the English monarchy pursued a roughly ‘absolutist’ path, arguing that its power came from God, and that it was ultimately above the law. It would lose that argument. In 1649, the monarchy would be abolished and the king found guilty of treason in circumstances that were either legally highly dubious, or politically revolutionary, depending on the reader’s preference. Maybe they were both. And though the monarchy would return in 1660, the lessons of the 1640s were not forgotten. It would be a monarchy with limits, to a much greater degree than that of France, or Russia, Austria, or Prussia. The fact that the constitutional monarchy of the United Kingdom survives to this day is a product of this painful process of limitation.

			It is a curious entity, that constitutional monarchy. Nowadays in the UK, we still try to avoid thinking too much about the precise powers of our sovereign, though I suspect that if it came down to it – if, say, Parliament tried to legislate and the king refused his assent – we would decide that it was the people, ultimately, who were the origins of power. That was the conclusion in 1649, and it was the basis of much of the Parliamentarian side in 1642 as well. Things are much clearer in other countries: in the United States of America, in particular, where these debates helped inform another constitutional revolution in 1776–83. In the US, there has also been a much clearer adoption of one the central elements to the Parliamentarian cause. As I write this, a new president has been elected, and he is picking his government officials. But they will be vetted by Congress, which is almost precisely the arrangement that the Parliamentarians tried to force on King Charles I in 1641–2, and which he so vehemently refused. After all, in his eyes, it would leave him no more than a figurehead in a republic. Time will tell how robust these constitutional safeguards will prove to the US.

			England’s story in those months before the war was, and is, a salutary lesson. It reminds us of an uncomfortable truth, that nations can collapse with alarming speed in the face of a constitutional crisis. In England this took five years at most – from the moment in 1637 when the Scots rebelled against King Charles to the opening salvoes of a shooting war in the summer of 1642. Yet really the breakdown happened even quicker. In the late summer of 1641, it had looked like Charles was in a position to win the political game. His support was growing, and his enemies were increasingly isolated and unpopular. With the right mix of political skill and determination, he might have been able to fight back and secure his authority.

			Then came winter. With it, chaos, protests, political deadlock, and eventually a remarkable, dangerous, and now notorious attempt by Charles to destroy his opponents by arresting five of them in the very chamber of the House of Commons at the head of a small army. After this, compromise proved impossible: week followed week, escalation piled upon escalation.

			The story of how England descended into war is a riveting and fascinating one, laced with intrigue and horror. It is also a very human story: a battle not just of ideas but of personalities. In telling this story, I hope to bring some of those people to life: not only the big hitters like King Charles I, or the opposition MP John Pym, but some of the lesser-known men and women – some of whom played a very significant role indeed, and all of whom eventually faced unpalatable choices.

			We must get lost in their world. To understand this war, this catastrophe, this fracture, this great awakening – whatever it was – we must follow these characters, their foibles and failings, their moments of glory and bravery. It is not a story that provides easy heroes and villains: the seventeenth century never does. But it is a compelling one, nonetheless. Because to put ourselves in this world is to grapple with something momentous indeed. With a crisis and a revolution that broke, and made, a nation.

		

	
		
			Part One

			Renovatio

		

	
		
			1

			The Soldier, the Poet, the King, and the Traitor
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			It was a Sunday morning, late in March 1641. London was starting to warm again after a deep winter. The trees in St James’s Park were in bud and the flowers were dusting the grass verges with fresh little dots of colour. It was a beautiful time of year. Except that England was on the brink of civil war; and Colonel George Goring was in his bed, suffering a visit by a poet.

			Colonel Goring was something of a drinker. A gamester, too, and in his thirty-three years he had become known as famously good company. He was a soldier: a brave one. It was now over three years since he had been shot in the ankle while fighting for the Protestant Dutch. But even lameness couldn’t dampen his riotous ways. On one recent occasion he was in Newport on the Isle of Wight and utterly drunk. He hoisted himself up the ladder of the public gibbet, where criminals were hanged, and gave a slurring and raucous ‘last dying speech’, cautioning his audience about keeping bad company, like his own friends.[1]

			Now, in London, he found himself being dragged out of his slumber by one of those friends. It was Sir John Suckling. Another gambler, but also a courtier, wit, and versifier, blessed with a dramatic blond mane of hair. Now Suckling was trying out a new endeavour. As a conspirator.

			There were over five million people in England.[2] That spring, most of them were tending their fields and animals, weaving at their looms and spinning on the wheel; they were learning trades, hammering iron, looking after children and supporting their aged relatives. As the season warmed and the working day got longer, they looked forward to the summer. There were lambs and calves in the pastures now, and the meadow flowers were starting to bloom. The wheat and the barley that fed hungry workers, manual and otherwise, were getting higher, swaying more grandly in the swirling winds.

			In London, though, the natural rhythms had been interrupted. Parliament had been sitting for nearly five months already, an almost unimaginable period of time. Yet its main business had just begun. In the House of Lords, the impeachment trial for treason had just commenced against the most hated politician in the land: the Earl of Strafford.

			Charles I, King of England, Scotland and Ireland, lay at a perilously low ebb. He had suffered a catastrophic series of defeats. He had tried to rule without his English parliament, and he had tried to impose an unpopular religious settlement on Scotland. In the last four years both projects had come spiralling down. Strafford was one of Charles’s best advisors. He trusted him. Strafford’s treason was not against Charles, not directly at least. It was against the nation.

			Now Charles was forced to risk everything. To plot and to gamble. Now he would need men like Goring, and the poet Suckling – long-standing courtiers and loyalists – to save Strafford, and to build his rule again.

			

			—

			
				Charles Stuart had never been born to rule England. When he came into the world in 1600, he was but a younger son of James VI, the King of Scotland. Childhood had not been especially kind to Charles, either.[3] He first arrived in England in 1604, after a long journey down the eastern side of the country. The previous year his father had succeeded Queen Elizabeth I, becoming James I of England and Ireland, but it was initially hard to find Charles a noble family to host him. After all, he was so sickly that people worried he would die on their watch.[4]

			Charles also had a much more outwardly impressive elder brother, Prince Henry. People who met the two royal siblings noted their differences in physique and temperament. Even for his age Henry was tall, athletic, and confident: ‘full of gravity’; while Charles was short, delicate, and bookish.[5] Henry was charismatic, Charles diffident. Henry commanded respect, Charles suffered from a stammer. The younger brother was no warrior, even though he badly wished to be. On at least one occasion, Henry teased Charles to the point of tears, ribbing him by saying he would one day make him Archbishop of Canterbury. The long robes, he said, would cover up Charles’s weakling legs.[6]

			But then Henry died. In 1612, aged just eighteen, he got sick and didn’t get better. His funeral was a sombre, grim affair. England, many thought, had been robbed of its next soldier-king. It was a hard shadow for Charles to step out from, not least when people sometimes accidentally called him ‘Henry’. But he tried his best. Now he was Prince of Wales, Charles strove to improve his physique. He took up running and jousting. He proved an excellent shot and an increasingly skilled horseman.

			He remained, too, an impressive scholar with a penetrating grasp of foreign policy.[7] It was a skill he needed in a perilous age. In 1613, his older sister, Elizabeth, married a German prince, Frederick of the Palatinate. Within a few years a Protestant revolution would place Frederick on the throne of Bohemia. He was attacked on all sides by the powerful Catholic Habsburgs, and quickly lost his lands, but in the process Frederick and Elizabeth became heroes of the reformed faith. It permanently embroiled the Stuart family in European geopolitics.

			In the meantime, Charles himself had something of a religious awakening. In 1619, his mother had died and his father had fallen dangerously sick. In James’s throes he was persuaded by Bishop Lancelot Andrewes to surround Charles with English instructors.[8] It came at a time of growing division in the English Church. Just over a hundred years after Martin Luther’s first rebellion, the English Reformation was now complete. Or was it? Protestantism was fairly secure, but what kind of Protestantism should the country adopt? Did reform need to go further, or had it already done too much?[9]

			Most clergymen were Calvinists, a rather austere faith which emphasised private prayer, sermons, equality before God, and the idea that people were ‘predestined’ to heaven or hell. Some Calvinists were particularly pious and thorough, known to their enemies as ‘Puritans’. Those who came to instruct Charles took a different, opposing line. They were part of a new movement – partly inspired by developments in the Netherlands and partly inspired by a backlash against the more severe Calvinists. Its supporters held that the Church had become too plain and familiar, and instead should emphasise order and hierarchy. Their focus was on public ritual rather than private prayer; Holy Communion rather than sermons; and they even allowed a degree of free will on the path to salvation.

			To some, these new ‘Ceremonialists’ were adopting views dangerously close to Catholicism. They seemed to be lurching England back towards Rome. What supporters called decorum and the ‘beauty of holiness’ – such as bowing at the name of Jesus, or holy tables placed at the east end of the church and railed off – could look to others like the trappings of ‘popery’. It was a public image only reinforced when leading Ceremonialists like William Laud, a podgy, pompous little man from Reading, made the astonishing claim that the pope was merely misguided, and not the actual Antichrist (as Calvinists generally held).

			Charles was attracted to this new churchmanship. He liked its order and dignity. He had grown up surrounded by Calvinists, but he had come to see them and the Puritans as dangerously populist, even anarchic.[10] Ceremonialist clergy recognised him as one of their own: Matthew Wren, among the most militant of their number, admitted that though Charles’s ‘learning is not equal to his father’s, yet I know his judgement to be very right.’[11]

			In 1625, Charles’s father died and he succeeded the throne, aged twenty-four years. One of the first things he did was confirm the rise of the Ceremonialists in his church. William Laud was quickly promoted. Meanwhile, Charles married Henrietta Maria, a French Catholic princess. There was horror from many of Charles’s subjects, though at least the new queen wasn’t Spanish, which would have been even worse. Naturally, Charles warmed further to those like Laud who didn’t consider his wife a follower of the Antichrist.

			Now Charles was king, he was still his old thoughtful, bookish, and fussy self. He retained the hint of a Scottish accent, as well as his old stutter. He was physically petite, with delicate hands. Portraits show him with pale skin and shoulder-length, slightly mousy hair; his brown eyes alternate between soft and slightly stern – disapproving perhaps. He was refined and judgemental. One of his first acts as king was to clean up his father’s court. It was an act of rebellion against James’s riotous ways, but it also reflected the ordered temperament of a true aesthete. Not for Charles the rough carousing of old. He would surround himself with master painters, musicians, and architects. He wanted to live in a world of harmony and order, where everyone knew their place.

			

			—

			Charles’s father had liked to compare himself to Solomon, the wise biblical king; but whatever his intellectual merits, he had left a tricky inheritance. There were three kingdoms, each with their own political, legal, and religious character. James had managed them by taking a step back; not ruffling too many feathers. It had worked, after a fashion. But by 1625, there were cracks.

			In England, the most populous of the three kingdoms, a critical problem had related to finance. It was a wealthy place, yet the state was not good at raising taxes: it was, as Charles insisted, ‘pressed beyond her strength’.[12] If a king wanted to fight a war – to join the fight currently engulfing the Continent, for example – they needed to ask Parliament for money. But Parliament could be a truculent partner.

			Parliaments were called and dismissed by the king. This was the accepted way of things. They did not meet all the time, but were called when monarchs needed them to vote ‘supply’, or taxes, for the use of the government. When they were called, however, they played an important representative role. They brought ‘grievances’ to the attention of the monarch, and with the latter’s assent, they passed statutes which were the accepted way of making binding new laws. Crown and Parliament worked best when they formed a partnership, and their aims were aligned. In 1625, though, there were visible disagreements.

			For a time, those who sat in Parliament had had in their sights James’s beloved favourite and leading politician, the Duke of Buckingham. He was handsome – and he and James had almost certainly been lovers – but he was also barely competent. By 1625, though, when James died, Buckingham had also developed a strong relationship with Charles, and it was said the two men ‘never go asunder but arm in arm’.[13] So the duke continued in his role as chief minister, advisor, and confidant to the king (though, unlike with James, Buckingham and Charles never shared a bed).

			Putting so much power in the hands of a man so widely seen as venal and corrupt did little to help with Parliament’s misgivings about finance, and these would characterise the next few years. In 1625, Charles asked Parliament to grant a tax called ‘tonnage and poundage’ – essentially a fairly lucrative form of customs. For over two centuries, Parliament had always offered this at the beginning of a monarch’s reign, and it had done so for each monarch’s whole life. This time they weren’t quite so sure: they desired a bit of extra scrutiny. So they granted tonnage and poundage for a year to give time to straighten things out. But then plague and politics intervened. Two parliaments were dissolved before a permanent grant could be settled, leaving Charles faced with a dilemma. He was out of money and he wanted to fight a war, but a critical source of revenue no longer had parliamentary approval.

			The solution was blindingly simple. Charles collected tonnage and poundage anyway. He also issued a ‘Forced Loan’, whereby his subjects would lend money to the Crown, even though it was never likely to be repaid.[14] If they refused, they were sent to gaol. Sometimes they were threatened with even worse. In one particularly bitter case, five knights sued for habeas corpus, having been imprisoned for refusing to pay. The government was able to argue that in emergency situations it could imprison people without trial. After all, ‘necessity hath no law’, as one royal officer put it.[15]

			It all looked dangerously authoritarian, though it chimed nicely with Charles’s political ideology. Like his father, the young king believed in his own ‘divine right’, that he was only accountable to God, not to his people. ‘Princes,’ he would say in 1629, ‘are not bound to give account of their actions but to God alone.’[16] His was a view of kingship in which power cascaded downwards from the Almighty onto him. It owed nothing to any contract with his people. They had no right to resist him.

			In 1628, crisis came. England’s military adventures, first against Spain and then against France, were disastrous. At Cadiz the English soldiers were butchered after getting drunk on local wine; at La Rochelle they were unable to scale the walls of a key fortress because the ladders were too short. Each time the king’s favourite, Buckingham, bore the brunt of the blame. Meanwhile, both the Forced Loan and the rise of the Ceremonialists were stirring serious opposition at home.

			Desperate for money, Charles called Parliament again, telling it that if it didn’t do its duty, he would be forced, ‘for the preservation of the public’ to ‘take some other courses’. This, he reassured them, wasn’t the threat it looked like, ‘for I scorn to threaten any but my equals’.[17] But Parliament wasn’t likely to roll over. In the spring of 1628, they put forward a ‘Petition of Right’, which declared that taxation was illegal without the ‘common consent in Parliament’, and Charles was cajoled into accepting it.[18] Then, in August, the Duke of Buckingham was assassinated, cut down by the blade of an angry army officer. Come spring 1629, the rancour between Crown and some members of Parliament was even worse. In March, it descended into an astonishing scuffle in the House of Commons. Charles had decided to dissolve Parliament, but the Speaker, John Finch, was held down in his chair by three MPs: Benjamin Valentine, Sir John Eliot, and a Dorset man called Denzil Holles. A royal messenger was kept out of the chamber while a series of escalatory resolutions were passed. Members grabbed their swords and there was a remarkable melee. Some observers referred to the two sides as ‘Patriots’ and ‘Royalists’.[19]

			Order was restored, but after this, perhaps understandably, Charles decided to rule without Parliament. It was to be a period of ‘Personal Rule’, by the king, his principal officers, and his Privy Council. Some began to doubt whether Parliament would ever sit again. In 1632, the Clerk of the Commons died, and no replacement was appointed.[20] Charles saw Parliament as a ‘hydra’ – a many-headed monster – that was ‘as well cunning as malicious’. Its meetings were ‘of the nature of cats: they grow ever cursed with age’.[21]

			The country was now at peace, and the government started finding ever more creative ways to finance itself without parliamentary taxes. Ideas included using fines for offences such as not presenting oneself for knighthood, encroaching on ancient forests, and for living in London without the king’s permission. The government also pushed an old levy called ‘Ship Money’, where coastal counties were told to supply vessels for the Royal Navy. Meanwhile, the villains of 1629 – those behind the unseemly ruckus in the House of Commons – were punished. Some were left to rot. Sir John Eliot died of consumption in the Tower of London in 1632; Denzil Holles was fined heavily and remained on bail. Another dissident MP, William Strode, was left in prison until 1640.[22]

			Charles desired order and the maintenance of hierarchy and stately gravitas. He committed to the restoration of St Paul’s Cathedral and oversaw the addition of a grand Classical portico by Inigo Jones. He regulated everything from poor relief to London traffic. Ever the frustrated tinkerer, he tried to move the start of the new year from its traditional date of 25 March to 1 January, and ordered that hackney carriages shouldn’t take customers on journeys shorter than three miles.[23] He demanded to be served on bended knee, and decided which members of the landed classes were allowed to stay in London for Christmas. He lionised the ancient nobility, seeing himself as an Arthurian leader of venerable warrior caste. The first thing Charles did every morning was to put on his Cross of St George, a symbol of the chivalric Order of the Garter. The Garter meant everything to Charles – about half of the books he owned were about it. Its annual feasts, around St George’s Day, were some of the most sumptuous occasions in the calendar. At every turn, Charles tried to bolster the power of his nobility and protect them from upstarts. He banned fake jewellery – to stop people aping their betters – and declared that a noble could legitimately beat up a commoner who insulted them. In July 1637, Charles personally intervened in a case where two draymen had accidentally crashed into the coach of an earl in the streets of London. Although the draymen were acquitted by a local jury, Charles ordered that they be ‘presently whipped publicly through the town’ for their ‘bold and insolent carriage towards the said earl’.[24] Hierarchy needed to be maintained.

			

			—

			
				Yet that very same month, Charles’s rule was beginning to crumble. Since 1633, he had been trying to impose English-style worship in Scotland, but his northern kingdom had a very different tradition of churchmanship, with much less power given to bishops and much more focus on spontaneous prayer rather than common worship. In 1637, Charles’s policy provoked a rebellion, beginning, that July, with riots in Edinburgh.[25] Within months the Scots had assented en masse to a ‘National Covenant’. A rebel government in Edinburgh abolished Scottish bishops. Charles was furious, and inflexible. ‘I will rather die than yield to their impertinent and damnable demands,’ he fumed, underlining the key words for effect.[26] He began military preparations to invade and subdue his northern kingdom. To him, if he gave in to the rebel ‘Covenanters’, then he would have been no king worth the name: little better in Scotland, he said, than a duke of Venice – a figurehead in a republic, in other words. He scoffed at claims the Covenanters were motivated by their faith. No, he said, they were ‘busy and traitorously affected men’, who were using religion as a cover to destroy ‘all monarchical government’.[27]

			War was coming to Britain, and it reignited the constitutional conflicts in England. Ever since the fourteenth century, English kings had always summoned Parliament before going to war. After all, it was Parliament which could vote the necessary taxes. But in 1639, Charles decided to go it alone. Stirred by his chivalric ideals, he prepared, like Saint George, to slay the dragon. He started to have himself painted in armour and atop a warhorse. He decided to lead his army in person – the first English monarch to do so since Henry VIII in 1544.[28] At last, he would step out of his brother’s shadow. A large force gathered at York. Colonel George Goring and Sir John Suckling were among those who marched with the king to the border.

			But Charles’s nerve failed him. At Kelso, he looked through a telescope at the Covenanter army, which deliberately arrayed itself to look bigger than it was. Rather than engage, Charles decided on a temporary retreat. There would be negotiations to buy more time. Reluctantly, he at last called Parliament.

			It assembled in the spring of 1640: the two Houses, the Lords (the upper house) and the Commons (the lower), gathering for the first time in eleven years. But instead of immediately offering the king money, members railed against the ‘grievances’ that had grown up since the beginning of the reign. They carped at ‘illegal’ taxes and the rise of the Ceremonialists, like William Laud – now Archbishop of Canterbury. Leading the charge were men such as Oliver St John, a brooding virtuoso lawyer, and John Pym, a veteran of the 1620s conflicts. Alongside them was Francis Russell, the Earl of Bedford, a fabulously wealthy landowner who had built up Covent Garden in London. St John was his kinsman, and Pym his ‘man of business’.

			Between them they were able to grind the king’s programme to a halt. Without reform, they made clear, there would be no money for the war against the Scots. Charles realised the most strident challenge was coming from the lower house, so he cultivated the Lords, encouraging them to avoid ‘the preposterous course of the House of Commons’.[29] Even so the Parliament got nowhere, and within mere weeks of its meeting, Charles became frustrated and decided to use his ancient prerogative to dissolve it and send the members home. This would be known to posterity as the ‘Short Parliament’: an ignominious failure. Charles blamed the catastrophe on a small cabal of troublemakers who wished to ‘render contemptible this glorious monarchy’.[30]

			The dissolution of the Short Parliament was followed by a nasty burst of rioting. Lambeth Palace, the London mansion of Archbishop Laud, was attacked. In a flourish of cruelty, Charles had one of the rioters, John Archer, tortured on the rack, with the warrant written in the king’s own hand; while another, a teenager called John Benstead, was hung, drawn, and quartered.[31] As the dust settled, and as Benstead’s remains were left to rot on London Bridge, the country headed for conflict once more.

			Charles still aimed to defeat the Scots in battle. Another army was raised. By the summer, it was gathered in the north of England, led in person by the king at York. Then, in August 1640, the Scots invaded. Charles’s royal army was overcome at a sharp skirmish at Newburn Ford on the Tyne, near Newcastle. Among the king’s humiliated commanders was Sir John Suckling. Reports said that his coach was captured, and with it £300 in cash and a pile of his clothes.[32]

			As the Scots pushed south, a dissident group of English nobles, led by Bedford, initially twelve in number but growing by the day, gathered in London. They produced a petition demanding a new parliament to settle the nation’s ills.[33] Their lawyer, St John, had discovered in the historical records a reference from 1258 to twelve peers having the right to call Parliament without the king’s approval. One of their number – Edward Montagu, Lord Mandeville – was sent north to present the petition to Charles. Meanwhile some of the dissidents had been in contact with the Scottish rebels. Opposition was being coordinated.

			Defeated, outmanoeuvred, and politically isolated, Charles agreed to call Parliament again. The only thing stopping the Scots from continuing their march south was regular payments from London. They were being bought off: paid not to penetrate any further into England. With Charles’s financial resources stretched to their utter limit already, the only body who could provide this money was Parliament. It was guaranteed to sit for some time. It would become known, in contrast to its immediate predecessor, as the ‘Long Parliament’. And it would be an engine of revolution.

		

	
		
			2

			Justice and Execution
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			The Long Parliament gathered on 3 November 1640. King Charles entered the Palace of Westminster quietly, almost incognito. Rather than process in triumph through the streets to the throne in the House of Lords, he alighted quietly from a listing boat in the autumn breezes, and passed up the stairs from the River Thames.

			The elections had gone badly for the king. Voting was restricted to men: in the county seats, those who held freehold land worth £2 a year; in the towns, the franchise varied hugely – some urban electorates were reasonably large, others distinctly oligarchic.[1] Yet voting was wider now than at any time before. Coming after a century of inflation, more and more members of the ‘middling sort’ met the £2 threshold, and there were more urban voters. One of the key restrictions, though, was the lack of actual contests. In most places, the local community preselected their preferred candidate and simply put them before the electorate to be agreed to. Only around sixty elections were contested this time, or just over 12 per cent, though this was still an unusually large proportion.[2]

			There was a broad consensus for reform. Government supporters only made up a few dozen of the nearly 500 MPs. Thus, when Parliament assembled, members would quickly attack the financial, legal, and religious policies of the Personal Rule. But the most pressing business was something – or someone – else. In the 1630s, a stern Yorkshireman called Thomas Wentworth had been sent over to govern Ireland, which he had done with firm efficiency. Wentworth’s power in Ireland had been grounded on military force and sheer political willpower. He was a strongman, a colonialist who ruled with an iron fist and rarely ever bothered to cloak it with a velvet glove.[3] His aim was to make Charles, in Ireland at least, ‘as absolute a monarch as Christendom can set forth’.[4] In the process, he had raised a competent army of 9,000 men – mostly Catholics. Many, including Wentworth himself, saw Ireland as a testing ground for a similar approach elsewhere. Thus, when Charles’s rule had collapsed in Scotland and faltered in England, Wentworth was the obvious man to set things right. Late in 1639 he had been recalled to England and quickly promoted to the nobility as the Earl of Strafford. As Charles dissolved the Short Parliament in May 1640, Strafford had told the king to destroy the Scottish rebels by any means necessary. ‘Go on with a vigorous war, as you first designed,’ he urged chillingly, ‘loose and absolved from all rules of government.’[5]

			Strafford’s iron methods were feared in England, for might he not use his Irish troops to crush dissent here? There were some deeply worrying signs about his intentions too. As the Long Parliament had assembled, Charles summoned Strafford to take his place in the House of Lords. At the same time, Charles’s inner circle began making preparations to fortify the Tower of London. It was a sturdy old fortress, immediately overlooking the eastern reaches of the City, and was stocked with cannons and gunpowder. It was formidable and manned by well-armed soldiers: a looming reminder over London of the power the monarchy had to summon force and violence. Meanwhile, royal warships were heard testing their cannons in the Thames Estuary. The new parliament was but days old, and already there was a military threat to break it.[6]

			The dissidents had to move quickly, and they did. On 11 November 1640, barely a week into the new parliament, Strafford was suddenly impeached. His crime had been ‘subverting the fundamental laws’ and ‘erecting arbitrary and tyrannical government’, and so alienating the people from the king.[7] Worse, he was accused of planning to use his Irish army against Parliament. Yet it was a strange kind of treason that Strafford stood accused of. He still had the king’s support, after all. But such was Parliament’s ascendancy in late 1640 that this didn’t matter. Within weeks, Strafford had been moved to the Tower, for it was a prison as well as a fort.

			The approaching trial would dominate the early months of 1641. Charles, meanwhile, had been forced into some crucial concessions. He abandoned his Ceremonialist friends in the Church. Laud was arrested, and in January 1641, Charles announced to a relieved audience that he would return the Church of England to the way it had been in the glory days of Queen Elizabeth.[8] The revenue-raising expedients of the previous decade were disavowed, leaving his government permanently dependent on Parliament for money. And, most critical of all, he gave his assent to a ‘Triennial Act’, which stipulated that – were a king to fail to call a Parliament for longer than three years – the Lord Keeper or any twelve peers could assemble in Westminster and send the writs out themselves. It was a remarkable reduction of the king’s power, removing ‘one of the supreme prerogatives of his crown, which was to call Parliaments’, and it was met with great celebrations and bonfires, especially in London.[9]

			To seal the deal, Charles agreed to appoint a number of reformists to government office. The idea was simple: offer places in the government to some of the men who had led the opposition, focusing on the more moderate figures. The key peer was the Earl of Bedford, who was held to be a potential bridge between king and Parliament. Prominent dissidents were given seats on the Privy Council. The lawyer Oliver St John was made Solicitor General, a junior but important legal office. Bedford himself was expected to be granted the position of Lord Treasurer – the leading, most lucrative government office. With him, so the rumours went, would come his long-standing associate John Pym, who would be appointed Chancellor of the Exchequer.

			John Pym was the principal figure in the House of Commons, the larger but the lower of the two chambers of Parliament. He was a charismatic man, a pugnacious politician, and a seasoned and eloquent debater. From a Somerset family but London-born, he sported a fashionable moustache and goatee.[10] He had been four years old when the Spanish Armada had been defeated, so one of his earliest memories would have been the bells and bonfires that celebrated the victory over Catholic Spain. Now approaching his sixtieth year, he had a long career behind him as both a brilliant orator and a smart parliamentarian. In the 1620s, he had been an important figure in the opposition.[11] He was almost preternaturally astute, with a remarkable grasp of parliamentary procedure and – most critical of all – an impeccable sense of political timing. A Puritan, though generally a moderate one, he nonetheless possessed an almost fanatical fear of popish plots. These he saw, as many of his contemporaries did, in constitutional as much as religious terms, for ‘papism’ was a byword for authoritarianism.[12] It was a fear that led Pym to place his faith in parliaments to curtail kings and protect the people.

			The dissidents who had challenged Charles in 1640 had coalesced into a parliamentary faction, a semi-organised interest group that contemporaries called a ‘party’, but which didn’t yet have anything like the institutional capacity associated with the modern use of that word. Soon the group would come to be called the ‘Junto’, a word implying a joining: between men of similar interests and between ideological allies in the two houses: the Commons and the Lords.

			As spring 1641 arrived, the Junto still incorporated a spread of views – notably on the future of the Church, and on what to do with the Earl of Strafford. Moderates in their ranks, including the effective leaders Bedford and – for now – Pym, could imagine a situation in which Strafford might be allowed to live. But there were hardliners, too, centred on two rich earls: Essex and Warwick. They wanted Strafford dead. To them he was simply too dangerous. Too talented, too driven. Too likely to push Charles himself towards desperate courses.

			The forces within the Junto were balanced. Both houses of Parliament were divided. The agent of chaos was Charles I himself.

			Since his defeat at the hands of the Scots, and his consequent prostration at the feet of Parliament, Charles had nursed a deep grievance against the men responsible. When the Scots had invaded the previous summer, he had been given intelligence by his spymaster and secretary of state, Francis Windebank, that certain nobles had been in contact with the Covenanter rebels. ‘It shall not be forgotten,’ Charles had written.[13] He even still hoped, as late as spring 1641, to reanimate his war against the Scots and bring them down by force.[14]

			Charles realised, too, that there was now considerable anger in his own army, still quartered in Yorkshire, aimed at his enemies: particularly at the politicians at Westminster who were sending money to the Scots while allowing English troops to go without wages. There was, then, a chance for Charles to win back the initiative. To restore his power, to save the Earl of Strafford, and to strike back at the Junto.

			For this, he would need Colonel Goring, that Sunday morning in March.

			

			—

			As Goring sat up in his bed, confronted by the courtier Suckling, he was brought into a conspiracy. There was – so Suckling informed the bleary-eyed colonel – a plot to bring the king’s army south to London. Goring should know about it.

			Suckling made himself scarce, but later in the day, Goring was travelling through the West End by coach. Stuck in traffic, he spied one Mr Henry Jermyn, another well-known courtier from the good times.

			Before Goring could do anything, Jermyn had sent a footman to the colonel’s coach and told him to follow. Goring obliged and the two coaches trundled for a while through the wide streets and the grand new buildings of the increasingly opulent district, Goring following until Jermyn’s coach stopped beside a house. Out Jermyn clambered, entering by the door and ascending the stairs. Goring followed. At the top, Jermyn announced that he had something to say about the royal army, but this was no place to do it. Instead, Goring should come that evening to Whitehall, the great royal residence by the river, between London and Westminster. Here everything would be explained.

			Goring kept his appointment. He met Jermyn that evening at the palace, and he was taken to the queen. The king was present too, in the background. The next day, Monday, Goring returned, and this time the queen brought him to Charles. Now Goring was introduced to a shadowy group of soldiers.

			That evening, Goring met again with Jermyn and some more officers. An oath of secrecy was taken, and more plans discussed. Jermyn’s idea was to mobilise the royal army, move it south, and take control of the Tower of London. Strafford would be released, the king’s enemies in Parliament defeated, and the war against the rebel Scots would be resumed with vigour.[15]

			Goring had a particular role. With Charles’s approval, he would leak the plan. He made contact with the Earl of Newport – the Master of the Ordnance and brother-in-law to one of the most radical reformists, Warwick. Immediately, Newport brought Goring before three others: Bedford and two more Junto men – the young and affable Lord Mandeville, and the older, wiry, wily, Oxfordshire peer Lord Saye and Sele.[16]

			It was a ploy. Goring knew Newport would bring the plot before members of the Junto.[17] Part of the plan was already being dropped. The idea to move the army south was just too risky. But Charles and the conspirators needed to maintain the threat. It was brinkmanship. If the Junto thought they were in imminent danger from the king’s army, they might lay off Strafford. Goring, meanwhile, left for Portsmouth, now, thanks to his revelation of the plot, high in Parliament’s trust. Since 1639, he had been governor of the town, and there he would wait.

			Strafford’s trial had begun. As an impeachment, the accusation was prepared by the House of Commons, and then tried by the House of Lords. It took place in Westminster Hall, a great medieval chamber with space for hundreds of spectators. Peers sat in the centre wearing their crimson and ermine-trimmed robes, marking the gravity of the occasion. Members of the Commons sat in grandstands (called ‘scaffolds’) to the side.[18]

			The prosecution case was inherently weak as long as Strafford was visibly supported by the king. The evidence that he had planned to use the Irish army in England was thin, for a start. Indeed, the simplest way to prove treason was to use a parliamentary statute from 1352, in which the crime was defined as ‘compassing or imagining’ the king’s death. Strafford hadn’t done this. What he had done, so it was alleged, was to work to create a permanent change to the government. This, so it was alleged, constituted treason. ‘To alter the settled frame and constitution of government,’ said Pym, ‘is treason in any state.’[19] In particular, they argued that Strafford’s actions were making the king’s rule arbitrary and tyrannical. This served to alienate the people from the king so severely that it risked civil war, and therefore (so they said) constituted treason.

			The earl defended himself with skill and zeal, expertly probing weaknesses of both fact and law in the prosecution case.[20] So, in a move of quite fearsome cynicism, his enemies changed their approach. Now they launched an ‘Act of Attainder’, a piece of legislation whose logic and purpose was chillingly simple: it declared a person’s acts to be treasonous, and forfeited their life. If it passed both houses of Parliament, and got the royal assent, its target could be dead within days.

			For a time, the Attainder Bill struggled. Even if it passed the Commons, and this was by no means certain, it was likely to stick in the Lords. The peers were already the judges of the impeachment trial and they would correctly see the Attainder as a way of bypassing that. A compromise still seemed possible.

			But then Charles made a disastrous error. On the weekend of 17–18 April, he told the army officers currently in London, including some sitting MPs, to return to their regiments in the north. Combined with Goring’s revelations, it looked like a mobilisation. Charles seemed to be about to launch an imminent military attack. It was probably a deliberate threat by the king, just as Goring’s leak was, but if he was aiming to terrify the Commons into compliance, then it quickly had the opposite effect. Within days, the Attainder passed in the lower house, by the clear margin of 204 votes to 59.[21] Then, on the 29th, the lawyer St John spoke to the trial, which was still carrying on in Westminster Hall, even as the Attainder gathered momentum. He savaged Strafford for three hours, playing on a novel understanding of treason, in which the king had two bodies – his body natural and his body politic. The latter, in part, resided with Parliament.[22] Strafford, by trying to use force to subvert Parliament, had thus committed treason. In any case, Strafford was like a dangerous predator. In such circumstances, sheer necessity demanded he be killed. The Lords were turned. Enough were convinced by the lawyer’s arguments to make the Attainder a genuine possibility. Around this time also, John Pym, the most influential member of the Commons, came to the decision that Strafford had to die. The tide was turning anyway.

			Still, though, the royalist plotters might be able to seize the Tower, release Strafford, and use the fort to overawe London. John Suckling was certainly not done yet. He was gathering a band of men in the capital, telling people he was raising troops to support the Portuguese in their independence struggle against Spain. Some, on hearing the news, had gone to visit the Portuguese ambassador, who more than once denied all knowledge. But it didn’t matter.

			On 1 May 1641, Charles received an audit from the Ordnance Office. It told him the amount of gunpowder available in the Tower; good information if you were planning to seize it.[23] Then, on Sunday 2nd May, Suckling’s plot finally matured.

			There was a grand royal wedding that day. It was the perfect screen for Suckling’s plan.[24] The young Princess Mary, King Charles’s eldest daughter, was to marry the fourteen-year-old William of Orange, a Dutch prince. The plotters knew that the capital would be alive with celebrations and the traffic positively stifling. If the Tower were seized, then the London militia, even if they stayed loyal to the Junto and Parliament, would struggle to respond in time. Charles would have control.

			On the day, as expected, the streets were thoroughly clogged. With revels carrying on across town, few would have paid much attention to the gathering of men at the White Horse Tavern, a large hostelry near St Paul’s. The plan was to collect a hundred men, loyal to the king, and to take them to the Tower. William Balfour, the Lieutenant of the Tower, had been given clear orders from Charles himself to admit them. Then they could overpower Strafford’s guards and take command. A hundred men would be plenty.

			By the afternoon, only sixty or so had arrived. Suckling was starting to waver. Even the gambler in him no longer fancied the odds. News was spreading about the men at the tavern. John Pym and the Earl of Warwick were both made aware. Word was passed around the knotted old streets of the City, dispersed by runners under timbered eaves and past ancient stone churches. As dusk fell, a thousand people had assembled beside the Tower to protect it.[25] Suckling’s plan, at last, was broken.

			Strafford’s outlook was getting darker indeed. The threat of the plot hadn’t cowed the Junto. If anything, it had made them more determined to win. The conspirators, meanwhile, had given up and fled, with Suckling and Jermyn bolting for Goring’s Portsmouth.

			It was to be a crucial few days. On 3 May, Parliament drew up something they called the ‘Protestation’. Every office-holder in England – down to the lowliest village constable – would affirm their support for ‘the true reformed Protestant religion’. On the 5th, as the Lords were discussing the Attainder, a rumour bolted through London that the Commons had been set on fire and the ‘papists’ had surrounded Parliament with an armed force. People closed their shops and came out onto the streets, but it was a false alarm.[26] On the 6th, the Lords ordered the ports to be closed and the plotters, wherever they turned up, to be arrested.[27] Then, between the 6th and the 7th, both houses rushed through a bill against the dissolution of Parliament. If the king agreed to it, he would no longer be able to break the Long Parliament without its consent. His prerogative for calling and dismissing Parliaments was under further assault.

			Around Westminster, and around the royal palace of Whitehall, angry crowds gathered. They chanted for ‘Justice and Execution! Justice and Execution!’ – aimed at Strafford. MPs who had voted against his conviction had their names posted up on walls and doorways. Peers were being pressurised into voting for the Attainder. Politics was spilling out onto the streets.[28]

			The Earl of Bedford, meanwhile, was dying. The man on whom any moderate settlement depended, had developed smallpox, one of the deadliest, most feared of all diseases of the time. As Strafford’s story reached its final act, Bedford was incapacitated.[29] Within days he would be dead.

			On 7 May, both Suckling and Jermyn reached Portsmouth. Goring was later asked why he hadn’t stopped them; after all, he was supposed to be loyal to Parliament. He replied that he had been asleep in his bed (again).[30] In the meantime the pair had slipped out to sea.

			That same day, the Lords voted for Strafford’s death. The Bill of Attainder and the Bill against Dissolution would be gathered together and brought, from Parliament, the short distance up the street to the Palace of Whitehall, here to be presented for the royal assent.[31] The grandstands in Westminster Hall were ordered to be taken down.[32] Strafford’s trial was over. For Charles, it was a catastrophic defeat.

			

			—

			The person who would lead the small delegation to take Charles the bad news was the acting Speaker of the House of Lords. He would take a coach from the Palace of Westminster, the home of Parliament, and make the journey to the Palace of Whitehall, the residence of the king. Briefly, fleetingly, he would stand as a representative of a determined political nation, before a reluctant monarch. It would be an electric moment, from which there might emerge multiple futures. For if the king could not be persuaded to assent to Strafford’s death, then the country might descend into immediate bloodshed. It was the kind of task no public figure could wish for.

			The man’s name was Sir John Bankes.
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			The Sow’s Ear and the Silken Purse
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			Sir John Bankes wasn’t born rich, or famous, or near London. His rise to high office, and to that meeting with King Charles on 8 May 1641, had been quite remarkable.

			Sir John’s father, another John, had been a shopkeeper and a farmer. He had made his home at Keswick, in Cumberland, in the far north of England. It was a town of tumbling slate homes and cottages, aside the glistening ripples of Derwentwater and beneath the high, smooth mass of Skiddaw. Those who lived there worked with their hands. They came home swathed in mud and lashed by rain. Here the younger John was born, in the spring of 1589.[1]

			His father grazed cattle and sheep on the great fellside of Helvellyn to the south, and he grew crops in the valley. More recently, he had invested in a great fish weir – a sound opportunity in a world where a person’s livelihood banked upon the bounty of nature. He kept a shop, selling textiles. His house was in the centre of Keswick, next to the market square and beside the maypole: where the town celebrated and danced in good times. Here, on market day, stallholders displayed their wares on freshly cut and sweet-smelling bracken, and the streets hummed with shoppers.[2]

			The elder John’s life was local, but it was not devoid of politics. Little hillside towns and villages like Keswick effectively had to self-govern. The land was rough and poor, and people needed to sort out who could graze their animals when, and who could dig fuel where. Without rules, they might work their natural environment too hard. Land would be exhausted, fish and beasts overexploited. If man didn’t find ways to control himself, nature might lash out.

			Keswick knew natural hardship well. When the younger John was just eight years old, the region was hit by a famine in which poor folk had died in the streets.[3] To keep the delicate equilibrium, each village and town had to have its own miniature law courts.[4] Here people sorted out debt and brought prosecutions for offences like overgrazing, unruly dunghills, and the occasional minor brawl (known, in a marvellously evocative local dialect term, as a ‘hubbleshow’). The law protected the community. It protected the fish and the fowl. It protected the very land itself.

			By John’s teenage years, his father had become quietly prosperous. When John senior died in 1616, an inventory of his goods was taken for probate, and it revealed a life of modest comfort.[5] He had a cellar with eight gallons of claret. In the house there were cushions, curtains, silver plate, ‘pictures’, and books. He also had a rapier, suggesting social status, and over £20 worth of clothes. The family had even married into a wealthy dynasty of German immigrants, who owned profitable mines and quarries in the nearby mountains. The Bankeses themselves had invested in the local graphite seams, which provided a soft substance that could be used for writing, initially on sheep but later in little implements called pencils.

			For the younger John, though, his future was away from the fells. Like many talented northern lads, he decided to take his study south. He would go to Oxford, England’s most ancient university, and he would matriculate as a member of Queen’s College. He would begin his rise in the world: one that would bring him to that fateful meeting with King Charles I, in May 1641, with the Earl of Strafford’s life in the balance.

			Queen’s would have been a jolt for young John Bankes. A haughty collection of golden buildings that overlooked Oxford’s dusty High Street, the college had a long tradition of welcoming northerners. But it was nothing like the hard world of hill farming, where talk was of the price of wool and diets were leavened by freshwater trout. The Cumberland dialect was still laced with Viking words, and sheep were counted using a version of ancient British. Now, John was in a world of black-gowned churchmen, hurrying down fair side-streets into elegant quads, declaiming in Latin and Greek.

			Like many Oxford students, young Bankes didn’t take his degree, though this doesn’t imply any lack of aptitude or application. We don’t know why he left the university, but one thing we can say is that late in 1606, he will have heard some awful news from Keswick. On the night of 16 October, there had been a disturbance in which a group of local men
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