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OLIVER CROMWELL



In this concise and accessible new biography, Martyn Bennett examines the life of Oliver Cromwell – one of the most controversial figures in world history. Elected to parliament in 1640 Cromwell played a major role in challenging the excessive powers of Charles I. As Lieutenant General, his military campaigns were crucial to victory during the Civil War and he was instrumental in the trial and execution of the king. As Lord Protector of the Commonwealth he remains the only non-royal head of state in British history. His rule was characterised by unprecedented religious freedoms and is seen as laying the foundations for the modern British constitution. However, Cromwell’s legacy in Ireland and Scotland has greatly troubled his reputation. Furthermore, Cromwell’s government is often viewed as an anomaly – a temporary hiatus before the re-establishment of the monarchy.

Martyn Bennett challenges these long-held perceptions of Cromwell and the Commonwealth, arguing that in his role as ‘God’s Constable’, he needs to be placed at the core of early Modern British and Irish history. Charting his early career, the origins of his political and religious thought and the development of his notions of governance that influenced him as Lord Protector, Martyn Bennett contests the post-Restoration vilification of Cromwell to examine how his influence has shaped notions of citizenship, identity and governance and informed the relationship between religion and the state in Britain.

This radical new interpretation will give students a clearer view of the motivations and achievements of a fascinating and pivotal figure in British history.
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1
BY BIRTH A GENTLEMAN…
1599–1617

The novelist and biographer John Buchan, Lord Tweedsmuir, felt that Oliver had underplayed his origins. Cromwell once said ‘I was by birth a gentleman, living neither in any considerable height nor yet in obscurity’. Buchan suggested that he might ‘have put the claim higher’, because of his family’s prominence in the region. Many biographers and historians across the past three and a half centuries have been mesmerised by Oliver’s apparent rise from obscurity to prominence and national leadership. To some nineteenth century commentators, imbued with the virtues of Samuel Smiles’s ‘self-help’ mentality, Cromwell’s ‘self-made man’ image was irresistible. It still lingers in recent works, although over time historians have questioned it. Maurice Ashley stressed that the Cromwell family’s status meant that the implication of obscurity is hard to justify. Yet it has almost become a commonplace in many ways to see Cromwell appearing as it were from nowhere. Several factors have been ascribed in this rise, a combination of his natural talents with the cataclysmic movements of class struggle unleashed by the revolutionary times, or to the rise of the puritans, with which Cromwell has been long associated. The notion of obscurity is a complex phenomenon with at least two facets appropriate to Cromwell’s life. One facet is the aspect of being hidden or lost: this can be examined with regard to Cromwell’s early life and development. A few of the usual records, those confirming birth and baptism exist, but there are few details of Oliver’s childhood. Yet familiar tales of Cromwell’s early years abound. Stories of his being abducted by a monkey and carried onto his uncle’s roof and of a punchup with the infant Prince Charles are well-known, as is the story that he was rescued from drowning by a local man who later in life regretted doing so having seen Oliver fighting against his king. There is also a story about him placing a stage-prop crown on his own head during a school play. It has to be said that these stories probably all had their origins much later in Oliver’s life or even afterwards. Oliver himself left little record, contemporary or recalled in adulthood, of his intellectual or spiritual development, as indeed few people did or do. For someone who was to achieve such prominence this may seem a regrettable case of negligence, but the absence of such records even in such a family as his branch of the Cromwells is by no means unique.

Obscurity too can refer to the social background of a person and this is also applied to Oliver Cromwell, and depends far more upon perspective. The progression from a gentry background to national leadership was dramatic. Clearly, to many who looked upon Cromwell whilst he was head of state, his rise must have been remarkable in a society in which even usurpers to the throne had at least tenuous claims to royal blood, and there were attempts to link Oliver through his mother’s family to the deposed Stuarts. Yet to a far greater number of observers Oliver would not have been an outsider to the world of politics: for perhaps 95 per cent of the people in Oliver’s world he would have been quite simply out of their class, gifted as he was by birth with property and social position which would entail political and administrative power and authority at some level. People like Oliver, even at his most lowly, organised and ran other people’s lives, employed them, marshalled them in communal responsibilities, propelled them into court if necessary. Oliver, during the ‘obscure’ parts of his life, played this role to the full: as a councillor at Huntingdon, he served as a borough justice of the peace; he may have been part of the rural administration in St Ives. As MP in the late 1620s he had a role in deciding the fate of taxpayers’ income and fiscal duties. It cannot be doubted that the political controversies of the 1630s and the civil wars which followed propelled Cromwell into the public arena. Yet here he was not alone; civil war companies, troops and even regiments of both sides were led by men originally of lesser standing than Oliver Cromwell even at his lowest. Many of these men sought to use the war to rise from obscurity. Colin Davis, in his thoughtful
and thought provoking biography of Cromwell, underlined that rising to high political power was not unique, citing the cases of William Laud, the Archbishop of Canterbury who was the son of a draper, and a parliamentarian contemporary of Cromwell’s, Major General Phillip Skippon, a working-class lad made good.

Cromwell had two major advantages in his career: membership of the gentry and the revolution. The latter, when coupled with his instrumental involvement with the ‘winning side’, formed the background to his rise to power. It was this which distinguished him from many other contenders who had been on the starting line of 1640. As with all individuals who rise to prominence, Cromwell both shaped and was shaped by the times in which he lived. If Charles I had not had a contentious relationship with parliaments, there might have been no Personal Rule between 1629 and 1640 and Cromwell’s life would have been very different. His career as an MP may have come to an end in 1629 because only shortly after that he lost his place as a burgess in Huntingdon, the town he represented in the Commons. With no Personal Rule, there would have been less need for his more powerful cousins and associates to place him in the Cambridge seat in 1640: he may never have represented Cambridge at all. Yet this counter-factual discussion has little value: the purpose of this chapter is to explore Cromwell’s early life and set a context for it.

Oliver Cromwell was born on 25 April 1599 the second, but eldest surviving son of Robert and Elizabeth Cromwell of Huntingdon, the county town of one of England’s smallest counties. Unusually, and therefore somewhat suspiciously, his baptismal record in the register of St John the Baptist church, dated 29 April 1599, is in Latin (as is the following entry for Mary Wallis).1 
These are the only two Latin entries, all the other births, deaths and marriages within the parish are recorded in English. One other thing makes Cromwell’s entry stand out: it includes the date of birth. All other entries simply record the date of baptism. It would seem clear that Oliver’s record has been entered later, perhaps replacing the standard English language version made at the time of his baptism, which may have been pumiced out and written over like a palimpsest. The change may have been made during his lifetime, possibly whilst he was famous, and therefore it takes its place alongside the contemporary myth-making that generated stories of monkeys and fights. This near contemporary alteration was only part of a long-term process for the replacement of the entry was not the only bit of writing on the page. Oliver’s record is the first actual entry on the page, but Immediately above his entry, another person wrote ‘Englands plague for five years’. Yet another hand crossed that out. The page has been so heavily examined that the vellum is polished; at the centre of the fly, it is almost transparent.

Whatever date Oliver’s entry was re-written, back in 1599, he was one of six children baptised in the church. Unfortunately for those born in the same year as Oliver, with the exception of Mary Wallis, this interest in Oliver’s birth has almost resulted in their entries being expunged from the record as arms rested on the lower half of the page have faded entries. Sadly this erasure is mirrored in the physical structure of Huntingdon, for St John’s church was demolished in the mid-seventeenth century, probably during Cromwell’s lifetime. The place of Oliver’s birth has likewise gone. The present Cromwell House, a private clinic, is on the site of the family home but incorporates nothing of it. Heavy reconstruction before 1724 had changed the building dramatically, but had left the room where Cromwell had been born in place as a curiosity. By 1810 the last vestiges of the original building had gone. We are left with an intangible early life, which enables the myth of obscurity. Yet there are real structures into which the baby Cromwell fitted, which remove the obscuring veils.

Robert, Oliver’s father was not an obscure man, he was the son of Sir Henry Cromwell a star of Queen Elizabeth’s court, who in turn was the son of one of her father’s King Henry VIII’s favourites. Robert had been an MP, a county high sheriff and now he was a county JP, as well as a bailiff in his home town of Huntingdon. Robert’s elder brother Oliver, was even more prominent; he would in 1603 inherit the family’s principal estates and would in turn become an associate of King James VI and I and the centre of the county’s political and cultural milieu as Sir Oliver Cromwell resident in the nearby sumptuous house, Hinchingbrooke.

Although at the time of his early children’s baptisms Robert Cromwell was referred to as gentleman, a title applied in the Latin entry for Oliver’s birth and baptism, he was, after his father’s death in 1603, referred to as esquire at the baptism of Oliver’s sister Elizabeth in 1606. Robert’s elder brother Oliver on the other hand was referred to as esquire when his daughter Katherine was born in 1594, but he was soon elevated. Queen Elizabeth knighted him in 1598: and at King James’s Westminster coronation Oliver was made a Knight of the Bath. Sir Henry’s two eldest sons (he had five in total, four of whom survived into adulthood) served as MPs in Elizabethan parliaments, Robert just the once in 1593.

Baby Oliver’s mother Elizabeth was a member of the Steward family; a family of successful gentlemen who farmed land belonging to Ely cathedral. Her brother Thomas took over the lands after their father’s death. Both the Stewards and the Cromwells had benefited from the sixteenth century’s cataclysmic social restructuring attendant upon Henry VIII’s break from the Roman Catholic church. The two families were able to take advantage of the break-up of the church’s estates, buying into the massive property market and deriving increased wealth and status as a result. Elizabeth had married John Lynne of Bassingbourn in the 1580s, but he and their baby daughter Katherine had died by 1589 and were buried in Ely Cathedral. Into her second marriage Elizabeth took a jointure worth £60 a year and a small brewery. At Oliver Cromwell’s birth Robert and Elizabeth lived on the site of the Friary on the High Street, bought by Sir Henry Cromwell in 1568. Four years later it was still referred to as the ‘Fryers’, even though it was over thirty years since it had been closed down. On one side there was a common drain and on the other Friar Lane. Sir Henry gave the site to Robert who turned it into a building site, which when work was over revealed the family home in which Oliver would be born.2 Christopher Hill believed that this gave the Cromwells a vested secular interest in the Reformation: the Cromwells’ Protestantism was tinged with a realistic materialism. Any restoration of Catholicism would undo their fortunes, even if some of those fortunes were relatively meagre.

Robert Cromwell was not a wealthy man, the estates which he was given brought him an income of about £300 a year. This was not a remarkable amount for members of the gentry; being about the average income for a lesser gentleman, but for an esquire who was expected to be a public role, it was low. It would seem to be the case, that Robert Cromwell was not amongst those gentry who increased their wealth during the pre-civil war period through estate improvement or office holding. In Huntingdonshire the numbers of the gentry seem to have declined during the seventeenth century: certainly Robert’s failure to improve his income between the 1590s and his death in 1617, put his nuclear family at risk. They could have become what Hugh Trevor-Roper classified as declining ‘mere-gentry’.3 Nevertheless, £300 a year was an unimaginable sum for the vast majority of Oliver’s contemporaries, sixty times what a ploughman could earn by the sweat of his brows in a year, and Robert did not need to sweat a drop through physical exertion to earn it. Other people earned the Cromwells’ income.

Oliver was the fifth of the Cromwell children, Joan was the eldest, but died before she was ten, then followed Elizabeth,  the only girl baptised at St John’s that year on 14 October 1593. Oliver’s elder brother Henry died at some time during his childhood, having been baptised on 31 August 1595. Katheren was born in early 1597 and Oliver himself a couple of years later. He was in turn followed by Margaret in 1601, Anna in 1602, Jane in January 1605, Robina some years later and finally by Robert, who was born in January 1609: he was buried on 4 April.4 Oliver and his young siblings were fortunate children. In 1603 plague struck Huntingdon. Most of the casualties recorded at St John’s, opposite the Cromwell’s home, were adults. The Cromwell family remained intact. It seems unlikely that Oliver’s elder brother died in these years, the plague deaths are welldocumented, although we do not know when the boy did die.

In terms of the fortunes of the Cromwell family as a whole Oliver was born just as the upward trajectory slowed. In the sixteenth century the Cromwells had appeared not from obscurity, but from Wales. With a surname of Williams, Cromwell’s ancestors had prospered in the reign of Henry VII. Morgan Williams married Katherine Cromwell, sister of Henry VIII’s future chief minister Thomas Cromwell. Their son Richard also married well, gaining ownership of property in Cambridgeshire through his marriage to Frances Murfyn daughter of a Lord Mayor of London. Richard worked with his uncle as a regional commissioner in charge of the dissolution of local monasteries, and served as high sheriff of Huntingdonshire and Cambridgeshire. The dissolution was profitable and Richard’s reputation survived the disgrace and execution of Uncle Thomas. Former church property was bought in Huntingdonshire, including Hinchingbrooke Nunnery and Ramsey Abbey, as well as the smaller Augustine Friary in Huntingdon and a couple of priories at St Neots and Huntingdon and another abbey at Sawtry. Richard Williams had during his rise (and before his uncle’s fall) adopted the surname Cromwell. This became the family name thereafter, but legal documents continued to bear the name Williams as well. Oliver Cromwell himself was styled Cromwell alias Williams as late as 1627.5 Richard and Frances’s first son Henry was born in 1537 and seven years later he inherited the property. Fortunately his experience of wardship was a happy one and his proprietorial guardian Sir Edward North managed the estates well. Henry married Joan Warren, daughter of a Lord Mayor of London, like his mother. Once again marrying into a wealthy business family brought a large financial benefit to the Cromwell family. Hinchingbrooke Nunnery was demolished and an impressive lavish home was constructed and the gateway of Ramsay Abbey dismantled, the stones were shipped to Hinchingbrooke and rebuilt as the grand entrance to the new home. Henry entertained Queen Elizabeth there in 1564, where she knighted him. The family fortune was spent generously on such entertainments, and Sir Henry gained the nickname ‘The Golden Knight’. Henry and Joan had a large family: five boys, of whom four survived into adulthood, and five daughters. Two of the daughters’ marriages produced men with a role in Oliver’s future. Elizabeth married John Hampden and their son John became the future ship money protestor and politician. Frances married Richard Whalley whose son Edward by his first marriage would be one of the major generals in the 1650s. This pattern continued; Sir Henry’s granddaughter Elizabeth married Oliver St John, the man who defended John Hampden when he was prosecuted for not paying ship money. Oliver was therefore by birth tied into the leaders of the revolution. Yet we must not read too much into this, for Cromwell was also tied into the families which supported the king’s cause too. His extended family included Thomas, Lord Cromwell who would become a royalist administrator during the civil war. A cousin, son of Uncle Sir Oliver, worked for Charles I’s sister Elizabeth Queen of Bohemia. A half-cousin from the same branch of the family, James, would fight for Charles I as a colonel. Another, Henry, descended from Uncle Sir Phillip would also become a royalist colonel as would his brother Thomas (although he married in to the Leicestershire Dixie family after the wars; they were parliamentarians). The young Oliver was not a parliamentarian-in-waiting in his childhood, he was a part of a broad network of family and social class which would participate in the wars because of their birth and connections. It must be remembered that the royalist Cromwell would have had the same vested economic interest in the survival of Protestantism as Oliver. If the origins of the family wealth made the Cromwells Protestant, it certainly did not make them parliamentarians. David Smith and Peter Newman have both shown us that royalists were adherents of the established state church and the property redistribution of the sixteenth century which had created it.

Cromwell’s cocoon was class based, but not unique to his class. Indeed there is a suggestion that there was already in place horizontal stratification of the ‘class’ system. The family contacts which would work for Oliver Cromwell throughout his life were within the gentry. Through the gentry he would gain his political office, his administrative and legal appointments and the basis of his family wealth. This is not to say that this was a rigid structure: the entry into the gentry of his maternal relations and the maternal relations of his ancestors proved that the access to the gentry was possible, and Cromwell’s own economic decline in the early 1630s, proved that it was possible to fall out of it too. Uncle Oliver’s failing fortunes showed that there was room to rise and fall within the gentry cadre too; indeed because his fall was related to his court ambitions, he fits, like his father, into Hugh Trevor-Roper’s category of ‘falling gentry’: those who invested their family wealth into maintaining a social position, which in the end brought no economic or financial return. Such a cocoon was not unique to the gentry: recent work on credit and community structure shows that other ‘classes’ of early modern men and women had networks of their own which functioned in the same way. Cromwell’s family and connections do not therefore make the unique man, but they explain the way his life functioned in those first forty years of his life.

The large family and generous spirit of grandfather Sir Henry was beginning to stretch the family fortune yet his sons and daughters married well, but not as spectacularly as Sir Henry or his father Sir Richard. The apex of the family’s success lay in the years before Oliver’s birth and in his youth, when his father and uncle Oliver served as MPs in Elizabethan parliaments and upon her death, when James VI and I, Queen Elizabeth’s successor, visited Hinchingbrooke just a couple of months after he came to the throne of England. In the short term, this visit, the first of many, paid dividends. Uncle Oliver was knighted. He became a creditor to the crown and as a result received grants of lands. In the long term, entertaining the monarch began to cost more than it returned. Grandfather Henry died shortly after his queen, and the post of royal entertainer passed to Sir Oliver. Lavish entertainment began to sap the family resources, but during Oliver’s childhood, there would be no outward sign that the apex of the family had been reached and passed. Unlike the rising upper gentry and aristocracy, which Lawrence Stone6 identified in the early seventeenth century, the Cromwells were on the way down, largely through an association with the court that entailed a greater outlay than income.

Cromwell’s immediate and extended family smoothed his passage through early life, securing him a comfortable childhood, good schooling at the nearby grammar school and a place at Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge University. In later life, the fall of the family would mirror and contribute to Cromwell’s own decline in fortunes, but later still it would drag him back from rural obscurity and place him again into parliament. Much of this network of support would be in place before Cromwell was born, the rest was assembled in his youth and early manhood, and he continued the process as he matured and married. At its heart was the Cromwell family, centred at once in the old friary with Oliver’s mother and father, but also at Hinchingbrooke the home of Sir Oliver. This part of the network was to fail the young Cromwell, the heart of the family sustained a shock in 1617 when Robert died, but the wider circle went into financial and thereby influential decline by the 1620s. Cromwell’s economic and social resurgence was related to another circle, that of his wife. Political resurgence was owed however to the links made by the Cromwells. As yet of course all of this was to play out in Oliver’s future but the foundations appeared contemporary with the most obscure years of Cromwell’s life. His Aunt Elizabeth had married John Hampden, cousin Elizabeth was married to Oliver St John, sister Margaret married Valentine Walton, a local gentleman and future deputy lieutenant for the county. All would play a part in the young man’s future.

There would of course be a range of other influences within the British Isles and Europe which would impinge upon Cromwell’s life. The religious and political world was shifting throughout his early years, England for example was at the centre of changing relationships within the British Isles. As the Williams-Cromwell family continued to rise in the world during the Reformation England and Wales, their home country, were unified. By the time Oliver was born the union was in its seventh decade and well-established. On the other hand, England’s imperial ambitions in Ireland were not quite as successful. The monarch’s authority had increased from the Pale – the Leinster based English administration and other pockets of English control around major market towns and ports since the 1530s – but major rebellions in the 1580s and 1590s demonstrated serious weakness in England’s power. In 1599 the O’Neill, Hugh O’Neill, Earl of Tyrone and his principal ally Hugh O’Donnell, Earl of Tyrconnell dominated the north of Ireland and defied Queen Elizabeth’s Dublin-based administration. Within a few years of Cromwell’s birth the situation changed dramatically. The succession to the thrones of England/Wales and Ireland of the Scots king James VI brought a new impetus to the imperial processes at work. In the last years of her reign Elizabeth’s forces had defeated O’Neill at Battle of Kinsale and driven him into hiding. Peace was achieved as James came to the throne, and by 1607, with the flight of the two earls from Ireland, complete control of Ireland was effectively achieved. But James had brought with him a design to fully unify England/Wales and Scotland, and he had himself proclaimed king of Great Britain. This part of the plan proved easier than creating a political union between the two nations. The English/Welsh parliament proved unwilling to enact an equal union with a nation which it long perceived as inferior and in Scotland there was a fear that England, with its superior economic power, would dominate any union. For most of Oliver’s life, the union remained partial, with both nations maintaining independent governments and parliaments, united in the figure of the king, first James VI and I and then Charles I. It was Charles’s attempts to alter the relationship between the churches of the two nations which precipitated the crisis which threw Cromwell onto the national stage. During Cromwell’s later life the relationships between the three kingdoms became central to his life.

Cromwell’s environment was the bustling town of Huntingdon. This is still a small town, marred by a horrible set of modern roads, which coupled with the rail line, severs the direct route to Hinchingbrooke in a savage way. Huntingdon is pretty, despite some ugly modern building lurking behind the genteel eighteenth century frontages. Although no towns are left behind by the centuries through which they pass, some might mistake Huntingdon for a laggard. This would seriously underplay its role in the world. In the seventeenth century it was a prosperous town surrounded by a prosperous champaign. Moreover, it was on the main road leading to and from London, the route between the capitals of King James’s two main kingdoms. It was also close to one of the two universities in England. The Huntingdon of Cromwell’s childhood is perhaps deceptively familiar. The road layout of the part of the town which embraced Cromwell’s world is almost the same as it was at the beginning of the seventeenth century. The boundaries of the shops detectable in the town survey of 1572 and on Speed’s 1610 map seem to have been preserved by the later buildings constructed on their plots. It was a modernising town, as commercial, educational and private concerns replaced the religious houses and their properties. Oliver’s Huntingdon was concentrated at the north-west end of the town. The family house stood on High Street, next to a drain. Across the road was St John the Baptist church. Further south down the High Street was the school. Had Oliver taken a right-turn just before reaching his school along the side of All Hallowes or All Saints church along what has been George Street since the eighteenth century, but was known as St Georges then, he could have walked a mile or so to Uncle (Sir) Oliver’s home.

As a young lad Oliver went to school, just a hundred yards or so from his house, underlining the close world in which he lived and grew up. The school, like Robert and Elizabeth’s house, owed its existence to the Reformation, being established in the buildings once occupied by the Hospital of St John the Baptist, and remained closely linked to the church where Oliver was baptised, for the head teacher, Thomas Beard was also the minister of the church. The role of Beard in Oliver’s education has been the subject of much speculation. Much of this speculation has centred upon Beard’s religious perspective. As with much of Cromwell’s history, a good deal about Beard was read backwards. Starting from the assumption that Cromwell must have imbibed his later puritanism somewhere, Beard became a distinct possibility. He taught Cromwell at school on weekdays and from 1610 preached at him on a Sunday. The connection seems clear; but it depends much upon Beard being identified as a ‘puritan’ himself. As John Morrill has convincingly shown, this identification is now in doubt.

Seven years before he took up his place as minister and teacher at Huntingdon, Dr Thomas Beard had published a book, The Theatre of God’s Judgement, in which he demonstrated himself to be a providentialist, amongst other things. There is certainly something in this which would appear to link the text with Oliver for Cromwell would later show himself to be a providentialist, believing that God’s plan for humanity could be discerned by observing closely the course of worldly events. Yet in attempts to encapsulate Cromwell’s religious outlook, historians from a wide spectrum of thought, including Christopher Hill and Maurice Ashley and even John Buchan, have conjoined Beard’s providentialism with a dislike of the structured religion of a state church. If this were the case, it would tie in with what Colin Davis has called Cromwell’s ‘antiformalist providentialism’, combining distrust of a single ‘formalised’ national church with the belief that god was instrumental in everyday life. The question of Beard’s influence on Cromwell turns upon a question – could Beard be described as one of the Godly, potentially a separatist? The answer given by recent examinations appears to be no. Beard was able to work easily within the regime as it existed in James VI and I’s reign, and more importantly within the changing religious regime of Charles I. Beard did believe the pope was the antichrist, something which Charles’s Archbishop of Canterbury, William Laud and his ilk, did not, preferring to see the head of the Roman Catholic faith as an erring brother; but even this would not automatically make Beard a puritan or separatist. John Morrill has presented him as a ‘greedy pluralist’ who lived in great comfort with income derived from a number of posts. In Huntingdon alone he held the living of All Hallowes (All Saints), and then St John’s. He also held the mastership of both the school and the hospital. Until he took up the post at St John’s he also was the absentee incumbent of Kimbolton. In 1612 he gained a prebend’s chair at Lincoln Cathedral, increasing his income yet again. Beard was distinctly un-puritan in another way too: he played a full, and later acrimonious, role in the civil government of the town. Beard was not the source of Cromwell’s puritanism.

It is far safer to assume that Beard was influential only in a general sense: Cromwell’s religious awakening was probably located later in life, and it may have been more closely associated with his social and temporary mental problems in his late twenties, than with his school life. Within the Huntingdon Free Grammar School, which unusually for buildings associated with the young Oliver, still exists in part (it is the Cromwell Museum), Master Cromwell studied the liberal arts programme of early Stuart England, largely unchanged from that imbibed by his father. This would be the old trivium, consisting of Latin, grammar and rhetoric, subjects based in the classics which served as a preparation for the quadrivium, that would be studied at university. If he was lucky there would have been a chance to study other things, Greek, Hebrew, French, Italian and perhaps even music. Later commentators suggested that he had a fairly lax attitude to schooling. Cromwell is said to have been something of a naughty boy, stealing apples, playing the rough games of boyhood. It was claimed that he read little, but again this may be the product of later imaginations, as we know he enjoyed Sir Walter Raleigh’s History of the World, published in 1614 whilst Oliver was still at school. Cromwell’s Latin, a mainstay of a gentleman’s education, was sometimes referred to as weak, but on the other hand he seemed adept at using it as a means of communication with foreign diplomats later in life. In short though, we do not know what Cromwell did at school. The tick-box mentality of examination-dominated twenty-first century education has no seventeenth century parallel from which we could derive a statistical impression of the boy’s attainments, nor do end of term reports exist to provide us with Beard’s impression of his pupil. We are left with the impressions of people who were not present or who were not contemporaries of Oliver. Having had our collective fingers burned over Beard’s ‘puritan’ influence, it is best to stay clear of unfounded speculation. That Cromwell went on to university offers little guide either. It was a social, political and economic decision, rather than an educational one. Cromwell followed his uncle and father to Cambridge, but not to their college, Queens, instead he went to Sidney Sussex College on 23 April 1616: it was the day William Shakespeare died.7 Two days later Oliver Cromwell was seventeen years old. Cromwell’s status was that of one of the dozen gentlemen commoners. He would pay fees and eat in the common hall. He was not a scholarship boy and he would not be in the ignominious position of having to double as a college servant. This would have eaten into the family’s income considerably; it has been estimated that it cost between £30 and £50 a year to be a student.

Oliver Cromwell was enrolled under a tutor, Richard Howlet. Sidney Sussex had a growing reputation for puritan scholarship. The college had been founded by the Montagu family, which was closely associated with the Cromwells as it was also located in Huntingdonshire and moved in the same circles of power and influence. The master of the college was Dr Samuel Ward who was a determined Calvinist, convinced of the essential truth of predestination. To Ward there was no salvation to be expected other than that predicated by God at the world’s creation. No good works, no amount of prayer and certainly no intercession by saints could impinge upon one’s election or damnation. This was certainly a more promising environment in which the young Cromwell could imbibe a puritan outlook. The purpose of university education is the subject of much discussion. It has been claimed that they performed the function of a ‘finishing school’ and the formal education played a less-important role than the socialising between the young gentleman and the extracurricular activities, such as music and dancing, fencing and hunting. On the other hand, as Felicity Heal and Clive Holmes have reminded us, we must not overstate this centrality of the socialisation process at the expense of education: members of the gentry themselves viewed the courses followed as important to establish themselves as cultured and intellectual men.8 Of course there was time for more raucous activities, often centred around alcoholic drinks. Some things do not change. Yet, because Cromwell left no comprehensive account of his education, we are only able to speculate about his education. His later love of music and dance may have been cultivated at university as it was for many of us. In any case Oliver’s time at the university was destined to be short.
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Cromwell’s higher education came to an abrupt end in June 1617, because of the death of Robert Cromwell. Earlier that same month the Cromwells’ personal network expanded as Oliver’s sister Margaret Cromwell married Valentine Walton at St John’s church across the road from the family home. Robert’s death cast a massive pall over the family. Aside from the trauma of a father’s death, which in itself is a life-changing event, the death of the pater familias had enormous legal and financial consequences. Even counting Margaret’s marriage there were still five girls at home, the estate income had not been improved and the male heir was not old enough to inherit control of the estate.

With the death of Robert Cromwell, Oliver became the only male member of his nuclear family. Because of Oliver’s age there was the possibility that the estate would fall under wardship. Part of the estate was held from the crown by what was still referred to as knight’s service (or per capite), even though the mediaeval military dues were no longer exacted. Such tenure would have entailed Oliver being made a ward of the court, especially as Elizabeth had inherited the per capite for life. Cromwell would have to sue for his inheritance, and this would have been awkward and costly for the small estate. Fortunately the Court of Wards decided that the liberty of the estate had been sued by Robert, in other words confirmed, during the life of his father, and Oliver did not have to.1 Nevertheless, with four more daughters to be provided with dowries the estate would be severely tasked. What was a young man of 18, separated by two generations from a knighthood, and thus by one from being truly regarded as an esquire going to do? Earning a living would have to have been a serious consideration, and the law was a possibility by which a gentleman could work for a living without imperilling his social status. It was the means by which an estate could be enhanced. There has been a great deal of speculation about Cromwell and the pursuit of a career in law. Early biographers, including S. Carrington2 and James Heath,3 suggested that Robert and Elizabeth had intended that Oliver study civil law, and went on to say that the lad attended Lincoln’s Inn. Lincoln’s was the Inn where Sir Henry, Sir Oliver and Robert had been students themselves.

Maurice Ashley once suggested that Cromwell ‘appears’ to have attended one of the ‘law schools’ the Inns of Court. However, there is no hard evidence, and historians have been reduced to searching for circumstantial proof. For instance, the best case that can be made for Cromwell having attended Gray’s Inn is that some of his cousins were there and the Inn’s records are incomplete. Gray’s Inn did draw students from East Anglia, according to Wilfred Prest’s work, which identified regional links with the four Inns. Historians speculate that Cromwell did attend one of the Inns between 1617 and 1620, and he certainly spent some of his time in London. Attending the Inns was a similar experience for young gentlemen as attending university. Many young men who had attended university, whether taking a degree or not, progressed to the Inns to gain a training in law which would be useful in later life when dealing with real estate law as landowners. For Cromwell and his contemporaries, training in law would be useful when they became justices of the peace in counties or towns. For the Cromwell estate attendance at an Inn would have been expensive: there were no fee concessions or scholarships as there were at university. If Cromwell attended an Inn then he would have had to pay from the small income of the estate. Life at the Inns of Court had certain similarities with life at Cambridge. There was a wealth of extra-curricular activity to indulge in, and of course, the spectacle of the court. Again, however, we know little of the life of the teenage Cromwell, except that he fell in love.

Cromwell’s possible presence in London begs a question about the management of the estate. Another assumption about this period of his life is the possibility that he spent some time in London and some in
Huntingdon helping his mother manage the estate. This would probably be unnecessary. Recent work, such as that by Amy Louise Eriksson,4 on early modern women, has clearly shown that women managed estates alone in a number of circumstances; widowhood being a major cause of female management. One clue to Elizabeth Cromwell’s ability is the fact that Robert had named her sole executrix of the estate.5 Men who understood and appreciated their wives’ managerial capacities would in the right circumstances appoint them to execute the will. Sometimes this would be in conjunction with another relative, if there was some perceived limitation to a wife’s capacities, including age or ill-health. With a wide network of family near at hand Robert would have had no shortage of suitable co-executors or even alternative administrators. Instead, he nominated Elizabeth alone, and this must be a clue to her capacities. Far from guiding his mother, perhaps young Oliver would be learning estate management from her. It would certainly leave it possible for the young heir to spend a considerable part of the period 1617–1620 away from the family home, pursuing a legal career or simply gaining the gentleman’s quotient of legal training.

One thing we do know for certain about Cromwell’s time in London is that he met and married Elizabeth Bourchier. She was the daughter of a London fur-dealer, Sir James Bourchier. The Bourchiers were friends of the Barringtons. Joan Barrington, wife of Sir Francis Barrington, was Oliver’s Auntie Joan, his father’s sister. John Morrill suggests that Oliver lived at Auntie Joan’s London home, but there is speculation that the young couple meeting at Joan’s country home where she was a neighbour of Sir James at Little Stambridge in Essex. Of course this speculation removed the need for a London connection at all, until the marriage at St Giles Cripplegate on 22 August 1620. The marriage entailed more of a drain on the meagre gentry estate, for the marriage settlement alienated £40 a year from the general family income as Oliver, having come of age at his twenty-first birthday the previous April, was able to settle the parsonage of Hartford on his wife.6 On the other hand this Barrington-Bourchier circle brought Oliver into contact with another political circle, that of the Rich family, and its head the Earl of Warwick, a personal link re-cemented near the end of Oliver’s life. A series of circles, Cromwells, the extended circle of cousins and the political elites’ circles were revolving around the young Cromwell in ways which were both visible, such as the ever-developing family relationships of marriage and birth, and invisible, revolving around politics and religion. Within these circles there would be people to whom the young Cromwell would, if he were able to prove himself within his own at present limited spheres, become useful.

The newly married Cromwell returned to Huntingdon and established the family home as their home. Within a few months of his marriage, Oliver came of age and became the legal as well as titular head of the family. In common with many families of all classes the Cromwells consisted of two and then three generations in close proximity. There was one member of the oldest generation, mother Elizabeth, then there was Oliver and wife Elizabeth, and those of Oliver’s sisters who had not yet married. Soon a third generation, the children of Oliver and Elizabeth, would be added: Robert in 1621, Oliver in 1623, Bridget in 1624, Richard in 1626, Henry in 1628, Elizabeth in 1629, James in 1631 and later, Mary in 1637 and Frances in 1638. The birth of Richard in 1626 occasioned the earliest known letter from Oliver Cromwell, dated 14 October 1626. He wrote to his old college friend Henry Downhall, who unlike Cromwell had completed his degree and was now a Fellow at St John’s College and asked him to be godfather to Richard.7

Within his own ‘limited spheres’ Oliver Cromwell began to make his mark: he was not the country squire that his father still had claims to be, he was very much the urban gentleman. Whilst many members of the ‘urban gentry’ had tenuous claims to gentility, at least before the Restoration (or before they bought rural estates), Cromwell had full credentials for being addressed as Mister, even if he lacked his father’s qualification as an esquire. Cromwell’s status came far more from his own demonstrable assets than did his father, making him at once less high in status but more certain of a place in the urban sphere. In the town’s tax roles Cromwell paid tax on moveable goods (in the category of men who paid in bonis), indicating that he was not amongst the town’s wealthiest men, who paid tax on income from property (the category known as in terris). He paid £4 suggesting an income of £100 a year. In 1627 Cromwell sold a piece of property in Huntingdon known as barnes close to a draper, Arthur Ashton, for £104. The land consisted of two closes (enclosed fields) with the eponymous barn and a cottage occupied by the blacksmith Owen Mayfield. The property had been given to Elizabeth Cromwell by Sir Henry, perhaps as part of her marriage settlement although in theory this could have remained in mother Elizabeth’s possession.8

Oliver began, at some time in the 1620s, to take up the responsibilities attendant or expected of an urban gentleman taxpayer or subsidyman. At sometime during the decade Oliver Cromwell became a member of Huntingdon council like his father. We do not know when, because the records of the borough are fragmentary. He would have been one of those men who annually elected the twenty-four burgesses comprising the Common Council and before January 1621 he was elected himself to be one of them. On 9 January 1621 Cromwell signed the borough’s return of MPs Sir Miles Sandys and Henry St John to parliament.9 Huntingdon was governed by two bailiffs and a common council which was responsible for all financial and civil affairs. It was not a refined borough structure: although it had a recorder by the sixteenth century, it is clear that this was not a full blown legal official as in more sophisticated urban governments, but strictly an official who stored the towns records. From 1295 the town was given the right to elect two MPs. The MPs were to be selected from the town’s burgesses, but by the seventeenth century as in many boroughs, the MP were outsiders to the town, intruded into it by powerful magnates on the eve of the polls. The candidates would pay the required dues and complete required formalities to become burgesses of the borough and thus eligible for election but probably thereafter play little part in its affairs.

We can surmise that Cromwell was doing well in his small pond. In 1628 the fruits of this appeared. Oliver Cromwell was selected as one of the town’s two members of parliament. This is generally seen to be the last gasp of the Cromwell network in the immediate area. The family was on the decline. Sir Oliver’s mounting debts entailed the sale of the mansion at Hinchingbrooke to the Montagu family who also supplied the other MP. For much of Cromwell’s life hitherto national politics had had minimal impact. There have been suggestions that Cromwell gained some military experience fighting on the continent in the early stages of what would become the Thirty Years’ War, in which case international politics would have impacted upon him, but this is in doubt. The subtle religious changes imposed by James VI and I as he sought to impose some sort of conformity or comparability of worship across England and Wales probably had little impact. Had Dr Beard been the puritan of supposition, this would have been different for James’s denial of puritan ambitions for further reform within the church, would have angered Cromwell’s teacher. However, as we have seen Beard seemed happily encompassed within James’s church. In 1625 King James died and was succeeded by his son Charles. Charles did not have his father’s subtlety with regard to either religion or politics. In both he would appear to be abrasive. Despite a warm welcome from his first parliament, some members of which had high hopes for a good working relationship with the new king, things changed quickly. There were concerns that the king would spend money on unwise military interventions in the continental wars by his favourite, the Duke of Buckingham. On a wider scale there were general concerns about taxation and efforts were made to retain fiscal control in parliament’s hand, by voting the new king the income from customs duties, known as Tunnage and Poundage after liquid measures and dry weights, for one year only; normally these rights had been granted for life by the accession parliament. After a year the aggrieved king would continue to collect the tax illegally. Furthermore only two subsidies – the normal taxation levies – were approved. Inflation had destroyed the value of the subsidies and they were now completely inadequate for present needs, especially given the king and the Duke’s military ambitions. There were also concerns about Charles’s religious policy. There was a group of churchman who wished to reduce the Calvinist tone of the Church of England and supplant it with a variation of the forms suggested by the Dutch theologian Arminius. Arminianism rejected the harsh notion of predestination, which allowed the individual no role in his or her salvation, and introduced the notion of salvation through active participation in the sacraments of the church and through ‘good works’. To critics this seemed very close to Roman Catholic belief, and they coupled this concern, wrongly, with Charles’s marriage to a French Roman Catholic, Henrietta Maria, into an apparent conspiracy. Nevertheless, the King and Buckingham were both enamoured with a leading figure in this reform movement, William Laud, Bishop of Bath and Wells, and this further worried a significant section of the parliament. Any hope that the king and this parliament would work well together, was soon dashed by this mutual suspicion and antagonism. The parliament was dissolved without any long term solution to the financial problems. The parliament of the following year was no more successful, and Buckingham’s disastrous attack on Cadiz seemed to confirm the worries many MPs had had about his suitability as a leader. The king still required money, loans secured on the crown jewels had funded the war, but nothing costs more than a defeat. Charles had tried to lessen the opposition by appointing some troublesome MPs to the post of county high sheriffs thus preventing them from standing in the elections. By such an appointment, these men become the supervisor of elections in their county and ineligible to seek election themselves. However, even without these activists, the new parliament focussed its attention on Buckingham as much for his increasingly apparent Arminianism as for his disastrous campaign. At the same time as discussing proposals for four subsidies, parliament planned to impeach Buckingham, prompting Charles to dissolve it, in order to protect his favourite.

Without parliamentary finance, the king and privy council sought to finance the continuing war without access to the normal means of supply. Two methods were tried, firstly a Benevolence or ‘free gift’ by which taxpayers were asked to voluntarily loan money to the king. This met with a poor and sometimes derisory response. The second method was a Forced Loan, by which the taxpayer was ‘obliged’ to lend money to the crown. Although this was financially successful to some extent, the levy was unpopular and provoked a high profile law suit against prominent ‘refusers’ known as the Five Knights’ Case, which as Richard Cust10 has shown, instigated a habit of resistance to the king’s fiscal policy that refused to go away. Buckingham continued to spend money on disasters: his attempt to provide military support to the trapped French protestants at La Rochelle and the Isle de Rhe failed. The 1628 parliament met in the subsequent contentious atmosphere. Cromwell was one of its members.

We are not certain of the process by which Cromwell was chosen as member for Huntingdon alongside James Montagu.11 Montagu gained the highest number of votes, reflecting his family’s pre-eminence in the area. A year earlier Sir Oliver had had to sell Hinchingbrooke to Sir Sidney Montagu for £3,000; after which he retired to his other home Ramsey. It is perhaps possible that Oliver was still helped into the selection by family influence, but friendship and economic ties with the Montagus might have also been an influential factor. Huntingdon’s members of parliament were chosen by the burgesses of the town, theoretically from amongst their number but they were often outsiders chosen by powerful landed magnates from the area, such as the Montagus and the Cromwells and ‘imposed’ on the town. To qualify for election outsider nominees would be made burgess before the election. In Cromwell’s case this would not have been necessary as by 1628 he would be cementing his claim to be one of Huntingdon’s urban gentry elite. The 1628 parliament was an exciting one which set down principles which were adhered during the English revolution. Cromwell played a low key role as befitted a new member, but even so he was involved in a religious debate, which was integral to the declining relationship between parliament and the king. Yet Charles had opened the session with conciliation in mind and encouraged the commons to discuss a range of grievances centring on the recent Forced Loan and the billeting of soldiers along the south coast. In response to the king’s apparent acknowledgement of previous wrongs, parliament responded with an offer of five subsidies. Nevertheless, parliament continued to discuss grievances and drafted the Petition of Right, which asserted its authority over the collection of taxation and the preservation of subjects’ rights against the imposition of martial law. This angered Charles as he had presumed that he deserved the trust of parliament, especially after he had honestly acknowledged his mistakes, put down he argued to youthful enthusiasm in the dire circumstances of war. He prevaricated in signing the petition and in the end, did so confident that as it was a petition, he could not be held to its terms later. When the commons then passed a remonstrance (or complaint) about the Duke of Buckingham, Charles prorogued the session. Before it met again, Buckingham was murdered by John Felton who claimed to be inspired by God and by the recent remonstrance; a claim which did nothing to enamour the king to his parliament.

Whilst at Westminster, Cromwell became ill, with what we might call depression, and what Cromwell’s contemporaries termed melancholy. He consulted the well-known physician Sir Theodore Mayerne. Mayerne, a French immigrant, had conducted the postmortem on the king’s elder brother Prince Henry, and had a formidable list of clients by 1628: he was perhaps the most famous physician in the country. Mayerne was probably recommended to Cromwell by one of his extended family or their associates; the Whartons and the Russells were represented in the doctor’s case notebook.12 Cromwell consulted Dr Mayerne on 19 September 1628. His symptoms were physical, bad stomach aches after meals, excessive phlegm and a cough. Yet he was labelled Valde Melancholicus: truly melancholic.13 There has been much discussion of this part of Cromwell’s character. It has been noted that he was a man of extremes: he could be plunged into the deepest despair, yet reach the heights of elation. It is always problematic making diagnoses for long dead ‘patients’, but there has been a long tradition of looking at Cromwell’s health. A Huntingdon based Doctor Simcott implied that Cromwell was a hypochondriac who during the mid-1630s would have him dragged out of bed at all hours on the premise that he was dying. In 1628 on the other hand Mayerne seemed to take the symptoms seriously and prescribed a series of remedies. Cromwell’s mood swings bear some resemblance to bi-polar disorder. This would account for the extremes of mood, the inability to sleep during the 1630s and the bizarre thoughts that allegedly ran through his head during the 1630s health crisis: at one time apparently he thought that he would be come the greatest man in the kingdom – although this is from the less than reliable evidence of Dr Simcott. Yet this diagnosis is purely speculative. There are other traits that apparently do not fit with bipolar disorder, Cromwell’s fierce demonisation of enemies, his inability to distance the person from an argument with which he disagreed, may also be the result of a mental problem.

Cromwell’s illness in 1628 has often been linked to his religious outlook. Coming out of deep depression into exultation may have been related to Cromwell’s religious experience or his being ‘born again’ into a firmer faith. It might explain how he came to identify himself with the Godly, as it does not seem that there was any discernible external experience, now that Beard, Howlet and Ward’s collective influence have been ruled out completely or seen as minimal. We are left with a ten-year period during which at some point Cromwell underwent this ‘conversion’ experience, but we have no firm date. We do know that it was intensely personal and perhaps born of the effects of melancholia upon his psyche.

Parliament was not recalled until the beginning of the following year, and it was clear that the king did not wish it to sit much longer and he had done his best to limit the impact of the Petition of Right by printing along with it a long exculpation. The issue of Tunnage and Poundage reappeared and Charles urged parliament to discuss a formal grant, but the house debated the actions of the king’s customs collectors and summoned them to the bar of the house to explain their actions. It was also preoccupied with religious issues, and Cromwell was involved in the work. Indeed the only record of his activities in the House of Commons comes from the committee debates in February 1629 in the last weeks of the parliament. The committee was investigating the spread of Arminianism in the church, in particular Bishop Richard Neile’s actions in securing pardons. Two Arminians, John Cosin and Sidney Montagu, had been pardoned and two others, Roger Mainwaring and Robert Sibthorpe who had declared that obedience to the Forced Loan was the only justified response had also been released, having been imprisoned on the orders of parliament during the first session. Cromwell presented evidence about Neile’s previous activities, involving Dr Beard.14 It was an old story, over a decade old by the time Cromwell raised it. It centred upon an alleged papist sermon preached at St Paul’s Cross in the open air sermons behind St Paul’s cathedral by Dr William Alabaster. Alabaster had converted to Rome in the 1590s and returned to the Church of England flock around 1610, but his sermon was apparently dubious and Beard was asked to refute it. However Neile, as Bishop of Lincoln, tried to stop Beard so doing. In the end Beard did give a response, on the Bishop of Ely’s orders. Neile had summoned Beard and angrily berated him for disobedience. As an old story with little corroboration, Cromwell’s contribution would hardly enliven the debate, but it would add to the general background of distrust centring on Arminians’ supposed engagement with popery.

Such discussions ran contrary to the king’s religious ambitions and Charles suspended the session for five days. During the recess, members of the commons drafted a declaration on religion calling for adherence to the tenets of the church in opposition to Jesuits and Arminians. On 2 March 1629 parliament reassembled, but it was quickly clear that Charles wished to suspend the session again, preparatory to dissolution. As the Speaker got up to end the session, MPs Denzil Holles and Benjamin Valentine pushed him back into his chair. The king’s ministers leapt to aid the speaker and a scuffle broke out around the chair, but the king’s opponents managed to restrain Sir John Finch until declarations against innovations in religion and collecting, or voluntarily paying tunnage and poundage, were read by Sir John Eliot and others, and passed by acclamation before Finch was allowed to stand. It was high drama set against the hammering of Black Rod’s staff upon the doors of St Stephen’s chapel. It was the last session of parliament until April 1640. Cromwell returned home.

At home Cromwell resumed his role as a burgess governing Huntingdon, expecting, no doubt, that should a new parliament be summoned, he would stand a good chance of representing the town again. Meanwhile, there was a decision to be made about a donation made to the town council. The property or cash stock of a town could often be enhanced through legacies made by prominent townspeople in their wills. Often these could be given for the town’s use with few conditions attached. On other occasions there could be strict terms to be applied, so that the money should be invested to provide an income for the poor and so on. During the 1620s mercer Richard Fishbourne died. Although he lived in London, Fishbourne had been born in Huntingdon and when he died he left £2,000 to the town. The terms of the bequest were vague enough to allow the town to make decisions upon its use. There were two main options after investing the money in property to produce an annual rental income: one option was to use the income to provide work for the unemployed. Another was to use at least part of the money to pay a lecturer to deliver godly lectures-cum-sermons in the town. Both of the ideas had merit, but some councillors pointed out that Dr Beard already gave lectures on Wednesdays and Sundays and so another lecturer would be superfluous.

The process of deciding upon the Fishbourne bequest was a long one, beginning before Cromwell left for parliament. It took three years to buy the property from which the annual income would be derived. Then the arguments began. One of the wealthier members of the council, Thomas Edwards, went to the Court of the Mercers’ Company which was administering Fishbourne’s bequest and put the argument against the lectureship in January 1630. He was followed by the big guns of the council, the recorder – the man who kept the council’s papers – Robert Barker and Thomas Beard himself to the court to argue that of the annual income, £40 be spent on the lectureship and the remaining £60 be devoted to creating an employment scheme. It was Edward’s case which impressed the Mercers, as they could see that the majority of the council were trying to simply offset council expenditure – it paid Beard’s lectureship fees – against the new money. Instead the Mercers’ Court suggested setting up a completely new lecture given by a new man, but then the king took a hand and ordered the appointment of Dr Beard. This did not end the argument and eventually the king was persuaded to allow a new post to be advertised and Beard was considered as one of the applicants, although the job was offered to Richard Proctor. The council, still aiming to offset Beard’s wages, prevaricated over paying Proctor’s salary. It was not until the middle of 1631 that the first Fishbourne lecture was given.

By the time Proctor entered the pulpit of St Mary’s the arguments in council had moved on. In order to clear the air after the years of argument, it was suggested that the town government be reorganised. A new charter was issued, reshaping the town government: henceforth the council would consist of a mayor and twelve aldermen, rather than of 24 burgesses. Thirteen of the ‘better’ burgesses would be selected and the remaining eleven would become the lower house or council, who would ‘attend and advise’ when called upon. Thomas Beard, Oliver Cromwell and Robert Bernard would be JPs; but Cromwell was not made an alderman. Thomas Edwards the man who had opposed the lecture scheme was not among the new aldermen either, despite his clear suitability as a ‘better’ burgess and neither was William Kilbourne.15 These three men were not happy at the decision and Cromwell and Kilbourne began to argue with the newly appointed aldermen, and Cromwell did not take up his appointment as JP. The argument quickly got out of hand and Cromwell and Kilbourne were sent for by the Privy Council after the aldermen complained about their attacks on the mayor.16 On 26 December 1630 the two men arrived at the council and were remanded in custody. On 1 December the case was handed to the Earl of Manchester, new owner of Hinchingbrooke in his position as Lord Privy Seal. Cromwell’s objections were to the councillors not the new structure of the council. He and Kilbourne, according to a sworn statement by Beard, ‘with free assent and consent did agree to the renewing of our late charter and that it should be altered from bailiff to mayor and that did hope it would be for the future good and quiet of our town’. When the new charter was presented to them all the burgesses, Cromwell and Kilbourne included, ‘did like it very well’. Thomas Beard’s evidence did not harm Cromwell, it made clear the distinction between his belief that the new charter, issued by the king, was a good thing, and his dislike of the personnel appointed.17 It is clear that this evidence was influential with Manchester as his judgement reflected this perception exactly: Cromwell thought that the newly created aldermen would alter fundamental precepts of the government in order to ‘line their pockets’, by selling off town property amongst other innovations.
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