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Preface

It was reading Anthony King’s Who Governs Britain?, published in 2015, that made me wonder whether a comparable study could be written about the government and politics of Tudor England. This book is my answer. I have long been intrigued by the nature of power. I have often touched on that when focusing on other aspects of the period. But here consideration of power is central. I seek to show where power lay—and where it did not lie. I am alert to the paradoxes of power: at moments rulers could appear all-powerful, a short time later almost impotent. But I am also conscious of how profoundly our understanding is affected by the claims of historians, and so I have begun this book with a series of biographical sketches of those scholars who over the last six decades have set the agenda for the study of how Tudor England was governed. I aim here to add a fresh dimension to the study of these themes. 

Several friends guided my steps. Simon Payling and Nicholas Evans read my text and gave useful advice. Peter Gwyn, Cliff Davies, Anne Curry, Alastair Duke and Alan Thacker offered shrewd suggestions. I thank Anne Borg warmly for reading the proofs. And I must especially thank Mark Stoyle and Greg Walker for reading and commenting most helpfully on drafts and for their invaluable encouragement.


Introduction

Who ruled Tudor England? How effective was that rule? Those are the questions that this book seeks to answer. It is a study of government, that is to say, in the words of the Oxford English Dictionary, the conduct of matters of state. Any settled society requires some authority to defend itself against enemies from outside, to deal with disturbances within, to regulate its affairs, to provide laws, to secure compliance with them, to resolve disputes, to administer justice, to solve or at least to alleviate problems. A country must be governed. How a society is governed tells you a great deal about its character. 

And government matters. In the past twenty years there has been something of a shift in the priorities of historians from the public to the private: from the history of states and constitutional documents and international diplomacy to the history of the social conditions of the people and the history of private life, of sexuality, gender and identity. Certainly such subjects are important, but so too is government. Those who rule can profoundly affect the lives of those whom they govern, in ways good and bad. We live in an age of increased scepticism, even cynicism, about politicians and civil servants—men, still usually men, men in suits who in often infuriating ways seem to interfere with our lives, telling us what is good and bad for us, while being on the make and on the take themselves as they fail to provide surgeries and hospitals, schools and universities, of world-class quality, or to manage the economy so that housing to rent or buy is readily available. But even if you do not think much of those who govern—perhaps especially if you do not think much of those who govern—it is nonetheless important to understand how a country is or was governed, because, for good or ill, it matters now and it mattered in the past, very much. And it is helpful to ask if all government is much of a muchness, or if styles of government change, whether cyclically, or in a definite direction such as from primitive to complex systems of government.

Studying the nature of government in sixteenth-century England has a very special quality since anyone attempting to do so researches and writes under the shadow of one of the greatest and most influential historians of all time, Sir Geoffrey Elton (1921–1994). His claims were bold, controversial and influential in surprising ways. In this book I shall look not just at the sources available for an understanding of Tudor government, not just at the contested interpretations historians have put forward but also at the lives and experiences of those historians themselves, in the belief that knowing the historian enriches our understanding of the history they wrote. In What is History? E.H. Carr famously told his readers that they must seek to know the historian whose words they are reading: ‘when we take up a work of history, our first concern should be not with the facts which it contains but with the historian who wrote it.’1
I follow his dictum here. When we in the twenty-first century ask ‘Who ruled Tudor England?’ we could reply that it is historians who rule—in the sense that it is to historians that we look to understand the past and it is from historians that we absorb views of the past. Consequently, knowing where historians were coming from is invaluable. It is for that reason that this book, unusually for an academic history monograph, begins with the lives of scholars who have dominated the study of Tudor government. 


Part I

Historians
Historians of Tudor government

Sir Geoffrey Elton

Sir Geoffrey Elton (1921–1994) must be counted among the greatest of English historians. His book The Tudor Revolution in Government has made a lasting impact. He won fame and honours. He was knighted in 1986. On his death in 1994 The Times devoted a leading article to his work. On 1 December 2005, the TLS published a two-page commentary (by the historian of Elizabethan Catholicism, the late John Bossy) on the life and work of Elton. In 2011 as editor of the English Historical Review, I accepted and saw into print Ian Harris’s article on Elton’s interpretation, ‘Some Origins of a Tudor Revolution’, an article that, most remarkably, treated his book as a historical source in its own right. Harris is a specialist in the religious thought of the later seventeenth century: it is a mark of Elton’s importance and influence that Harris should have been stimulated to make his intervention, to which we shall soon return.1

Let us especially reflect on the fact that the man we knew as Geoffrey Elton was a refugee from Nazi persecution.2
Gottfried Ehrenberg—the future Geoffrey Elton—was born in 1921. His family were thoroughly assimilated German Jews. Most remarkably, his maternal grandfather, Siegfried Sommer (d. 1925), was at school in Kassel with the future Kaiser Wilhelm II and evidently struck up a close friendship: when Sommer died in 1925, the by-then exiled Kaiser sent a wreath.3
Elton’s father, Victor Ehrenberg (1891–1960), was a professor of Classics, holding the position of chair at the German University in Prague. Gottfried went to the German Gymnasium in Prague. He was due to take the equivalent of A-levels in summer 1939. But in September 1938 the Munich agreement partitioned Czechoslovakia. Worse still, Nazi animosity towards Jews, even such thoroughly assimilated Jews as the Ehrenbergs, intensified: Victor Ehrenberg feared that he would be excluded from the German University and lose his post and livelihood, simply because he was Jewish, and that his sons would be excluded from the German Gymnasium for the same reason. Victor Ehrenberg consequently applied for and received a year’s fellowship to come to England and also secured a visa. But that was just a temporary arrangement: he came in 1938 but left his wife and sons behind.4
What happened next depended on an extraordinary coincidence. Ehrenberg’s wife Eva had long before shared an English governess with her friend Netty, a vivid detail that reveals the upper-middle-class world in which the Ehrenbergs lived. Sometime later that English governess had returned home to marry a Methodist minister called Charmley. Later still, as fears of Nazi persecution grew, Eva’s friend Netty and her husband fled and settled in England. One day in 1938 they were travelling on a train in Wales and, making polite conversation, asked a fellow passenger whether he knew Mr Charmley, a Methodist minister. Astonishingly, he did know him and even knew his address, in Colwyn Bay, North Wales: Charmley was chaplain there at Rydal School. Netty subsequently wrote to Eva about this extraordinary encounter.5
Eva, as the Nazi threats intensified, then wrote to Charmley, pleading for help. The headmaster of Rydal School responded by offering a scholarship for her younger son Ludwig—on the assumption that Gottfried, the elder, would remain in Prague as he was so close to taking the equivalent of A-levels. But Eva insisted that both sons were accepted. And so the boys abandoned their studies and the Ehrenbergs left Prague in February 1939, travelling through Germany, visiting their relatives there, before arriving in England. Asked by immigration officials about the linguistic proficiency of her sons, Gottfried and Ludwig, in English, Eva lied, saying they spoke English well; and they were allowed in.6

The Ehrenbergs were safe. But they lived apart. Victor was first in London and then in Cambridge until his grant ran out. In the war years he would teach first in a school in Carlisle, then as a lecturer in King’s College, Newcastle, substituting for a lecturer serving in the war, then as a schoolteacher again and finally at Bedford College, University of London, as professor of ancient history for the rest of his career.7
Eva, Gottfried and Ludwig went to Colwyn Bay, and the boys attended Rydal School.8
Despite what their mother had confidently told immigration officials, neither of them could speak English, but they quickly mastered it—Gottfried won a school prize in English language within four months, astonishing the headmaster—and resumed their studies.9
Gottfried wrote historical dramas about the Spanish Armada and about assassination through the ages, as well as a skit on Hitler. Most of his historical reading was recent.10
And he did well enough at Rydal School to be encouraged to apply for a scholarship at Oxford in late 1939 and in early 1940, on that occasion interviewed by H.A.L. Fisher, politician and historian, author of a volume first published in 1913 and dealing with the period 1485 and 1547 in a series, The Political History of England. Intriguingly, given what was to come, Gottfried did not answer questions on the entrance paper dealing with Henry VII or Henry VIII. He was rejected—maybe because his knowledge of English history, while remarkable given his circumstances, wa
s not yet at the highest level.11

What next? He considered applying to the University of Manchester. But once the war began, many schoolteachers were called up for military service. That created vacancies in schools. And Gottfried was soon gainfully employed teaching History and German at Rydal School, where he had so recently been a pupil. At the same time he studied for an external degree of University of London. There were far fewer universities then than there are now. The University of London offered what were called external degrees, what we would call a correspondence course. It was pretty basic. Tutors set assignments; students wrote them and sent them to their tutors by post and received feedback. It was much cheaper for the student than living away from home but there were no lectures or classes, no summer schools in the vacations, no websites of course and no interaction with other students. All the same, Gottfried seized the opportunity. Among his options was one in Roman history, his father’s subject; it led to what became his first academic article in print, on Caesar’s Gallic Proconsulate, in the Journal of Roman Studies in 1946.12

Before Gottfried completed his external degree, he was called up by the British Army. He was instructed to change his name—he would be in great danger if he were ever to become a prisoner of war in Germany as his German name would identify him as a traitor fighting with the English against Germany—and so he chose the name Elton, anglicising his first name Gottfried as Geoffrey.13
Called up and trained, Sergeant Geoffrey Elton saw action at Anzio and ended his military service serving in intelligence in Graz in Austria. In the army Geoffrey Elton learned to smoke and to drink, and turned into an Englishman: later he would say that he should have been born English in the first place. He did not directly speak of such things, but as an exiled victim of Nazi tyranny, he manifestly appreciated the constitutional monarchy and parliamentary democracy he found in Britain and it is not surprising that he would choose to study them. What he especially valued was what R.B. Wernham called ‘the peculiar English blend of freedom with order’.14

When he resumed his studies after military service, he took a first-class degree. He also won the Derby scholarship given annually to the top history student: it funded three years’ full-time study leading to a doctorate. By this point Elton’s father Victor Ehrenberg had, as we have seen, finally got a permanent academic post. With an academic as father, and with other academics in the family, it is not surprising that Geoffrey Elton decided to follow that road, as did his younger brother Ludwig, anglicised as Lewis Elton (1923–2018), who became professor of physics and then professor of education in the University of Surrey. 

Geoffrey Elton approached a number of historians about exactly what he might study, contacts facilitated by his father. Elton had earlier met J.E. Neale, Astor professor of history at University College, London, biographer of Queen Elizabeth and student of Elizabethan parliaments, when Neale and the History Department at University College London had been evacuated to Bangor, North Wales, during the war years. And Neale’s nephew, a pupil at Rydal School, was taught by Elton. It was Elton’s parents who urged him to contact Neale and they met in 1943 or 1944. Neale suggested Henry VIII’s parliaments as a topic for a PhD and agreed to act as his supervisor.15
On his discharge from the army, Elton went to see Neale, in July 1946. Elton told me a story about this. It’s a nice story, but given that in a letter to his parents at that time Elton informed them that he was writing to Neale to ask whether the subject Neale had offered him in Bangor—in late 1943 and 1944—was still available, the story is not to be wholly trusted. What Elton told me was that two of Neale’s female students, whom he met in the corridor while waiting to see Neale, advised him not to touch Queen Elizabeth or parliamentary history, since Neale would not want a younger rival on his home territory. Accordingly Elton told Neale that he would ‘do Henry VIII, Sir’. So Neale instructed him to read through the Letters and Papers of the Reign of Henry VIII. Between 1856 and the 1930s three scholars, J.S. Brewer, J. Gairdner and R.H. Brodie, read through the surviving documents in the Public Record Office (now called The National Archives, then in Chancery Lane, London, now at Kew), the British Museum, London (the documents then held there are now in the British Library), and many private archives relating to the reign of Henry VIII. They summarised and sometimes quoted directly a huge number of documents. And they then arranged them chronologically. The fruits of their labours were published in a series of huge tomes, the Letters and Papers, Foreign and Domestic, of the Reign of Henry VIII, thirty-six all told. J.S. Brewer (1809–1879) was responsible for the first ten going down to 1529 (and he also prepared substantial introductions which were republished as a separate book). On his death James Gairdner (1828–1910) then took over and prepared a further twenty-six volumes, assisted by R.H. Brodie for the last eight.16

And according to Elton, it was as he read through LP that he came to the view that Thomas Cromwell, Henry VIII’s leading minister in the 1530s, was the crucial figure in Tudor government and that Cromwell’s decade saw a fundamental transformation of English government.17
If Neale had earlier advised him to study Henry VIII’s parliaments, then perhaps Elton did indeed come to shift his focus away from Parliament and on to Cromwell during his researches. Parliament is not the central topic in Elton’s dissertation. Instead Elton very much deals with Cromwell. He finished his PhD thesis, which bears the title ‘Thomas Cromwell: Aspects of His Administrative Work’, by September 1948, just two years after he began.18
That was an astonishing feat. Elton was clearly a brilliant student. He was also immensely diligent. He studied hard in the Pu
blic Record Office by day reading manuscripts and he then spent evenings sorting through his notes and writing. He confessed to having taken Christmas Day and Boxing Day off.19
Maybe the experience of exile had driven him on; maybe, as a refugee and outsider, he had few friends in an age when there were in any case fewer social opportunities and distractions for young people. He may also have been acutely aware that he had lost time. He was beginning his graduate studies at the age of twenty-five, four years older than undergraduates at Oxford and Cambridge who would typically take their final examinations aged twenty-one. The sooner he could finish his doctorate the better if he was hoping to make an academic career. Who can say? Perhaps important too was that he had absorbed from his general reading (as we shall see) an interpretative framework into which he could place his detailed material. He was living with his parents in London (so I would guess that he did not need to go shopping or cook his meals or do his laundry or deal with water hammers or leaking taps). And his parents lived within easy reach of the Public Record Office, British Museum and Institute of Historical Research. It was also in these years that he met and married Sheila Lambert, a formidable scholar in her own right.20

Elton quickly thought about applying for university lecturerships. He seems to have turned down an offer of one at Liverpool in 1947 and pulled out from a competition at Bangor. He then had the good fortune to be appointed to a university post as an assistant lecturer at Glasgow and, even more remarkably, soon to move on to an assistant lecturership at Cambridge.21
At Cambridge he succeeded Kenneth Pickthorn, an historian who had published a study of Tudor government in two volumes. Until 1948, the universities elected members of Parliament sitting in the House of Commons. It was Pickthorn who sat for the University of Cambridge from 1935 and continued while serving as an MP to undertake his duties as a lecturer. But Attlee’s government abolished the university seats. That confronted Pickthorn with awkward choices. He could have simply given up his political interests and continued as a lecturer at Cambridge. There would then have been no vacancy for Elton to fill. But Pickthorn opted instead for politics, securing election as a Conservative MP for the Carlton division of Nottinghamshire in 1950. Well before then he had resigned his lecturership.22
It was to that lecturership, though at the level of a junior assistant lecturer, that Elton was appointed in 1949. He quickly took on a great deal of teaching, becoming a fellow at Clare. In 1953 he secured appointment to a permanent university lecturership and remained in Cambridge for the rest of his career, being promoted to professor in 1967 and ultimately to Regius Professor in 1983 till he retired in 1988. By any standards it was a stellar academic career. 

It was built upon his early researches. Elton’s PhD thesis, submitted in 1948, was, as we have seen, entitled ‘Thomas Cromwell: Aspects of His Administrative Work’. The book of the thesis, published in 1953, was rather more sensationally called The Tudor Revolution in Government. That phrase was, of course, not a sixteenth-century term.23
Where had it come from? One answer is that it may have been coined by one of the examiners of Elton’s PhD thesis, C.H. Williams, professor of history at King’s College London, who, the story goes, said ‘it seems to me, Mr Elton, that what you have stumbled across is—what shall I call it—a kind of Tudor Revolution in Government’. Unfortunately, this may be no more than ben trovato. R.B. Wernham, then at Trinity College, Oxford, and later professor of modern history at Oxford, one of the other examiners, told me that he had no such recollection—and that he suspected rather the influence of Elton’s supervisor Neale.24

So where had the notion of ‘revolution’ come from? What is remarkable is that there is nothing of revolution in Elton’s PhD thesis itself, only a brief reference to the Reformation as a revolution but nothing on administrative changes as revolutionary.25
Evidently the phrase ‘Tudor Revolution in Government’ must have occurred to Elton later. 

Elton once claimed to me, as I have already noted, that he found Thomas Cromwell when he read through the Letters and Papers of Henry VIII.26
More than that, in his book The Practice of History, Elton asserted that ‘the theories . . . concerning Tudor government which I have proposed . . . came to my mind . . . because the evidence called them forth’.27
Yet can ‘the evidence’ explain the use of the term ‘revolution’? ‘The very conception of revolution’, Ian Harris insisted, ‘is itself an interpretative conception, not a matter of irreducible fact, a comparative term.’28
‘That some changes constitute a revolution, whereas others do not, is a comparative assessment, in other words the work of someone’s mind as it assesses evidence.’29
Undoubtedly, Elton read through the Letters and Papers of Henry VIII and certainly he then went to the archives, the Public Record Office and the British Library, but, Harris continued, ‘he did not find a file containing documents labelled “revolution” because that was not how men at the time thought. Of course they may have been living through a revolution without realising it, but that pushes us away from the evidence and back to Elton’s use of the term “revolution”.’ ‘No revolution ever stepped forward fully recognisable from administrative files in the Publi
c Record Office in Chancery Lane.’30

It was, Harris shows, the demands of turning the thesis into a book that led Elton on to the revolution in government. He embarked on some revisions—a chapter on Cromwell’s fall and more on Cromwell’s life—and approached W.D. Hogarth, secretary of the Athlone Press. Hogarth responded that Elton’s proposed book suffered from being neither a rounded biography of Cromwell nor a general study of Tudor administration.31
In response, Neale urged Elton to turn his work into a biography of Cromwell.32
That would have required a good deal more work. Elton would have had to undertake the laborious research that one of my students, Mike Everett, later carried out for his PhD, now published as The Rise of Thomas Cromwell (2015), research which took Mike three years and which took the story no further than 1534. It would have taken several more years of research to cover the whole of Cromwell’s life.33
And Elton was never very keen on biographies of sixteenth-century people, on the grounds that we lack the personal sources that can throw light on character and motivations. ‘I don’t see much point in writing the life of a man of whom we know virtually nothing before he was 35, and nothing except the official persona thereafter.’34
So Elton ruled out developing his thesis into a biography of Cromwell. Nor was he keen on writing a general history of Tudor administration. We can only guess why. Elton was a young man in a hurry and such a project could again have taken years. And perhaps Elton believed that it was not necessary since in the researches he had already undertaken he had established that key changes in the central administration occurred in the 1530s and that Thomas Cromwell was their author. 

What could he do? Between 26 and 29 January 1951, Elton, Ian Harris claims, wrestled with the challenge of getting more or less what he had already written accepted by a publisher as a book. He needed to offer plausible reasons why he had not written a biography of Cromwell and why he had focussed on financial institutions in the 1530s rather than writing a rounded study of Tudor administration over the century as a whole. What he came up with was a revolution—the claim that in the 1530s Thomas Cromwell had masterminded and accomplished a revolutionary transformation of the way England was governed. That dealt with the objections he had encountered and also had the advantage of making his findings seem very important. And so the ‘Tudor Revolution in Government’ was born.35

Harris has claimed that if Elton’s latching on to the notion of a revolution in government was very much a tactical and pragmatic response to the challenge of persuading a publisher to take on his manuscript and publish it as the book that Elton needed to consolidate his academic career, nonetheless Elton was researching and thinking within a long-established tradition of administrative and constitutional history. Harris showed that Elton’s use of the term ‘revolution’ was not in itself a novelty. Nor was his conviction that administrative institutions were very important in the government of a country. And nor was the belief that transformations in the administration could be revolutionary. Elton, Harris argues, would have been reading such claims as part of his undergraduate degree in history. 

That is no longer the case. In the two generations since Elton began his studies in the late 1940s, the history curriculum has been transformed. In his day, and indeed still in many ways in mine, a typical history undergraduate degree concentrated on the constitutional and administrative history of England. Essentially history degrees explored how by the mid-nineteenth century England/Britain had evolved its unique system of constitutional, or limited, monarchy and parliamentary sovereignty. Now, as we have already noted, history students are as likely to study the personal as the public, to study identity, ethnicity and gender rather than government. History students no longer study the continuous history of the development of the English/British nation but rather study various aspects of the histories of countries all over the world. 

That was not what Elton experienced. He studied English constitutional and administrative history. And Ian Harris has from Elton’s footnotes identified in detail what Elton read and the influence it had on him. Harris claims that Elton was drawing on interpretations of administrative developments put forward by earlier scholars, all of them keen to emphasise the significance of the central administration of the English monarchy and to assess changes over the centuries.36
James Anthony Froude (1818–1894), cited by Elton, had written about the supreme influence of Thomas Cromwell, ‘the universal authority to whom all officials looked for instruction’, and about a period of revolution.37
Similar claims were made by J.R. Green (1837–1883), referring to Thomas Cromwell as the author of ‘this great revolution’.38
What they had in mind was not exactly what Elton claimed. They were more concerned to assert Cromwell’s part in the break with Rome and associated religious changes; Elton would initially emphasise his administrative reforms, though later he would also make claims for Cromwell’s religious policies. But all the same, Froude and Green highlighted Cromwell and wrote about him in terms of revolution. A.P. Newton (1873–1942), writing in 1924, referred to ‘the administrative reforms that mark the Tudor period as the turning-point of English history’.39
In a monograph published in 1923 M. Greir Evans had seen Cromwell as transforming the office of king’s secretary.40
On the importance of administration itself, Elton learned much from T.F. Tout (1855–1929), professor of medieval history in the University of Manchester, who wrote a six-volume his
tory entitled Chapters in the Administrative History of Medieval England: The Wardrobe, The Chambers and the Small Seals (1920–33). It was from Tout, Ian Harris argues, that Elton learned the distinction between government by the royal household and government by bureaucratic departments, the former medieval, the latter modern, a formulation central to Elton’s claims.41
Tout’s pupil V.H.H. Galbraith (1889–1976), director of the Institute of Historical Research, University of London, while Elton was a graduate student, asserted that a series of administrative changes together revolutionised the working of central government between 1450 and 1550. But Galbraith specialised in the eleventh and twelfth centuries and did not develop that claim relating to the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries further. We know, though, that Elton discussed his own researches with Galbraith.42

In no sense was the young Geoffrey Elton plagiarising the work of these scholars. It is easy to see, though, when a scholar as acute as Ian Harris points it out, just how much there was—just how coherent an interpretative framework there was—for Elton to draw on and to refashion in his own way. The importance of administrative institutions, the significance of changes in the early sixteenth century and the leading role of Thomas Cromwell were all themes Elton would have found in various guises in the writings of those who came before him, notably Froude, Green, Tout, Galbraith and Evans. Elton’s footnote references show that he had indeed read their works. And in his very first footnote he declared that ‘acknowledgement and full reference to all these and others, is, of course, made in the proper places’.43

It is very common for scholars to highlight, indeed to exaggerate, the significance of what they have found. Calling Cromwell’s administrative work ‘a revolution in government’ was a very effective way of proclaiming the importance of what Elton felt he had discovered. If Elton came up with the label ‘a Tudor Revolution in Government’ over a weekend when he was puzzling over how to make the text of his PhD thesis acceptable to a publisher, that explains a curious feature of his book, that the concept of ‘revolution’ is never closely defined and never does much explanatory work. There is, for example, no careful comparison with other periods or other administrative reformers, judged by explicit criteria of what a revolution would amount to. It reads more like a label stuck over something already there. And when the text of his PhD thesis is compared with the subsequent book, the abiding impression is that ‘revolution’ was just added in places, with little or no further revision. By contrast, my sometime tutor Peter Dickson, who was to publish an immensely important study The Financial Revolution: A Study in the Development of Public Credit 1688-1756 (1967), explicitly confronted, as we shall see, just what he saw as a revolution and how what he had been studying amply justified that term. 

The title of Elton’s book published in 1953—The Tudor Revolution in Government—made the boldest claims possible for Cromwell’s administrative changes. Just two years later, in 1955, Elton published his England under the Tudors, a textbook for sixth-form students and undergraduates, summarising his case for a Tudor Revolution in Government in a chapter and, importantly, extending the case for a revolution to cover the break with Rome and the royal supremacy, both confidently attributed to Thomas Cromwell. The textbook proved very successful, and his claims were thus spread far and wide in sixth-forms and universities. 

Not everyone agreed. But one of the curious features of the discipline of history is that the most eminent and publicly recognised historians are also those whose arguments are most vigorously debated and opposed. And Elton’s Tudor Revolution in Government certainly provoked many. We shall later look in detail at the substance of Elton’s claims and of the counterclaims of his critics. And there is more to be said about Elton’s methods. But before that I want to offer similar sketches of the lives of Elton’s most significant critics. 

R.B. Wernham

R.B. (Bruce) Wernham (1906–1999) was the external examiner of Elton’s PhD thesis, and he then wrote a devastating review of Elton’s book in the English Historical Review in January 1956, questioning some points of detail but above all rejecting the whole framework on which Elton had erected his case. We shall come back to that, but now we shall look at Wernham’s long life.44

The son of a tenant farmer near Newbury, Berkshire, Wernham went from St Bartholomew’s Grammar School to Exeter College, Oxford, taking a first in 1928 and then studying for a DPhil on English foreign policy in the 1590s. He did not find a congenial supervisor in Oxford. After a year he moved to London to work on the State Papers in the Public Record Office. He was assigned a supervisor in London—J.E. Neale, the same scholar who would nearly two decades later supervise Geoffrey Elton. Wernham would thank Neale as ‘the kindest and most stimulating counsellor and friend since my earliest ventures in Tudor history’.45
Wernham quickly acquired a mastery of Tudor handwriting and in 1930 he was appointed to a new post in the Public Record Office, a two-year assistantship to edit manuscripts. He spent his time sampling a wide range of manuscripts and abandoned his planned doctoral dissertation. He did make some remarkable discoveries, on the treatment of William Davison, diplomat and secretary of state, tried and committed to the Tower of London as the public scapegoat for the execution of Mary Queen of Scots in 1587, but paid his salary as secretary of state for the rest of his life.46
And Wernham was also invited, remarkably for a young scholar, to address the Royal Historical Society on ‘Queen Elizabeth and the Siege of Rouen, 1591’.47
Quarrels and tensions in the Public Record Office led to the resignation of the editor of the Elizabethan Calendar of State Papers, Spanish, and the subsequent appointment of Wernham, at the unusually young age of twenty-six. 

At this time Wernham also prepared, together with J.C. Walker, England under Elizabeth (1558–1603), a volume of sources designed for undergraduates. Wernham was very happy working in the Public Record Office, but that collection suggests that he had university teaching in mind. And in October 1933 Wernham was appointed to a lecturership at University College, London, Neale’s college. But remarkably, just a few months later, Wernham was elected fellow of Trinity College, Oxford. Trinity allowed him to spend a day a week in the Public Record Office, where he was appointed an external editor, paid at hourly rates, of the Foreign Calendars. Wernham would produce several volumes of Calendars of State Papers, Foreign. Volume xxii dealing with diplomatic correspondence relating above all to the Netherlands in summer and autumn 1588 appeared in 1936, including full and detailed summaries of several hundred letters and a magisterial survey of Queen Elizabeth’s policy towards the United Provinces. Volume xxiii, with summaries and often full transcripts of some 743 documents covering the first seven months of 1589, was complete by September 1939, but it would not be published till 1950. 

The war intervened. Wernham was deemed unfit for active service and joined the Photographic Interpretation Unit at Medmenham, Buckinghamshire, where he studied aerial reconnaissance photographs and advised Special Operations Executive on suitable landing sites for its agents. In October 1943, he was transferred to the Historical Branch of the Air Ministry in London and, alongside fire-watching duties, was commissioned to prepare a history of Bomber Command since 1914. In just over a year he produced a text of some 140,000 words, ‘elegantly written and impeccably scholarly’, according to Noble Frankland, on The Pre-war Evolution of Bomber Command which went up to 1938. After the war, and indeed as late as 1949, Wernham was put under pressure to take his account further and produce a full history of Bomber Command during the war. But Wernham wanted to return to teaching and to the sixteenth century. Maybe he was also aware just how tricky it would be to write an official history that was both honestly critical and acceptable to politicians and air chiefs. Remarkably, however, Wernham was to become involved in a different way. One of his pupils at Trinity, Noble Frankland, who returned to Oxford after serving for two years as a navigator in Bomber Command, went on to secure a post in the Historical Branch of the Air Ministry, and from January 1949 prepared an Oxford DPhil thesis under Wernham’s supervision on Bomber Command in the Second World War. A year later Frankland was commissioned with Sir Charles Webster to produce the official history of what was termed the Strategic Air Offensive. Wernham would review the ensuing four volumes, published in 1961, in the Oxford Magazine. 

His influence had been considerable. His style of teaching—regular meetings, a succession of encouraging and probing questions—allowed students to feel that they had worked out their ideas for themselves without quite grasping how far their tutor had sent them on their way. In his own typescript prepared in 1945, Wernham had declared how ‘Bomber Command was the supreme expression, and its operations were the first test, of an official established British belief that, for an unmilitary island power closely neighboured by great continental military states, an “independent” Air Force is an essential weapon of defence’, before going on to note that ‘how difficult an operation effective long range bombing on the grand scale was in fact to prove, few people had yet realised’. That was in miniature the conclusion that Webster and Frankland would reach in The Strategic Air Offensive against Germany, 1939-45. 

Wernham explained in his review how the received view was that Bomber Command had been starved of money before the war and was consequently too small to achieve effective results: as it gradually expanded it became more effective, sapped German strength and ultimately played a decisive part in the allied victory. Frankland and Webster showed that, far from being a revolutionary innovation, air power was subject to the same general principles as those governing the conduct of armies and navies. For the most part the results of bombing were disappointing; not till the German fighter force was confronted and air superiority established did bombing make a decisive contribution. The conviction that by destroying industries, communications and morale, bomber aircraft might cripple enemy armies and fleets grew out of, though it was not really tested by, the experiences of 1914–18; in 1944–5 bomber aircraft did indeed come close to doing just that. But in the early 1940s, the belief that ‘the bomber will always get through’ proved misguided: German fighters prevented daytime bombing; night-time bombing was wildly inaccurate; poor weather and industrial haze made navigation difficult. All that could be attempted was systematic obliteration of Germany’s major cities, and even that proved challenging. But once Bomber Command with the help of the Americans had established air superiority, which they did in 1944, they were more successful. Yet instead of concentrating on focussed attacks on oil targets, transport and communications, Bomber Command continued to see general area bombing as the most decisive action that it could take. With victory in sight, such destruction and terror ‘became an embarrassment to the conscience’, Wernham noted, concluding that Bomber Command ‘for most of the time fought the way it did, not from choice, but because that was the only way it could fight at all when it alone could fight’.
 

48

Back in Oxford after the war, Wernham continued to work on his calendars of the State Papers, Foreign. But in 1950, the new Deputy Keeper of the Public Record Office, Sir Hilary Jenkinson, terminated the series on grounds of their cost and the time they took to produce. Instead of detailed summaries, there would be descriptive lists and indexes of names, places and subjects. Wernham found a way of subverting Jenkinson’s scheme. He did indeed prepare lists. But he also prepared what he called an Analysis, a consolidated summary in more or less narrative form, arranged geographically. Wernham’s Analyses were lengthy. The first volume, dealing with 1,344 documents, appeared in 1964, the second in 1970, the third in 1980, the fourth in 1984, the fifth in 198
9, the sixth in 1993, the seventh posthumously in 2000. What would now be done—if it were done at all—by a team of researchers was here done by one man amid the varied duties of a full-time academic. Hugh Trevor-Roper jibed that Wernham was ‘an archivist not an historian’.49
Certainly Wernham was deeply committed to the archives and was a great and ultimately prolific editor. And there was an antiquarian streak to his interests, not least his acute sense of place. His diaries were not reflective but nor were they simply appointment diaries, though they did record each day the number of tutorials he had taken, the number of lectures given, committee meetings attended, the number of essays marked, the number of letters he had written together with the names of their recipients, what he had read, the number of hours he had worked on the Lists and Analyses, the number of words of his next book that he had written—together with the maximum and minimum temperature and a brief characterisation of the day’s weather, as well as matters small (‘stray cat had two kittens in middle of lawn’) and large (‘serious trouble in Korea’).

The best justification of Wernham’s painstaking approach is that all his calendaring proved to be the groundwork for his eventual books. Before the Armada: The Growth of Tudor Foreign Policy 1485-1588 (1966) did not quite clinch the point as it was less a monograph and more a very decent superior textbook, redolent of those older school manuals that had summaries in bold type indented in the text. It is best seen as a necessary contextualisation of his core interests, England’s relations with France, Spain and the Low Countries from the late 1580s to the late 1590s. In 1975, already in retirement, he was invited to give Una’s Lectures in the University of Berkeley, California, published as The Making of Elizabethan Foreign Policy 1558-1603 (1980). Here Wernham polemically took issue with Charles Wilson, professor of economic history at Cambridge, who had argued that Queen Elizabeth’s failure to intervene in the Netherlands in the later 1570s was dangerously mistaken. Wernham insisted that Queen Elizabeth did have a policy, more hers than anyone else’s, even if shaped by circumstances. He believed that Wilson underestimated very seriously ‘the depth of the divisions, religious, social and political, within the United Netherlands and the strength of the particularist motivation of the movement’ while overestimating William of Orange’s control over the radical Calvinists in Flanders. Wernham had in successive years written and then comprehensively rewritten a set of lectures, never published but delivered to undergraduates at Oxford, ‘The Netherlands 1559-1750’, showing a remarkably detailed command of their history. And against Wilson, Wernham argued that Elizabeth was right not to intervene in 1577–8. Her interventions from 1585 on were far more justifiable: quite unexpectedly the French monarchy was close to collapse and France in danger of falling under Spanish control, with incalculable risks for England. 

In his retirement Wernham completed his study, published as After the Armada: Elizabethan England and the Struggle for Western Europe 1588-1595 in 1984 when he was seventy-eight. His central aim was to show the importance of the continental and military side of the war against Spain as against the more fashionable emphasis on its naval and oceanic aspects: the soldiers who served in Normandy, the Netherlands and Brittany achieved more than the exploits of Drake and Hawkins. Wernham’s narrative brings home forcefully the multiplicity of the concerns of Elizabeth and her advisers; the hectic press of events; the limitations on her freedom of action (‘the trouble in the sea war was that a sixteenth-century government lacked the power to harness this private enterprise, operating primarily for profit, to a national strategic purpose’); the difficulties of obtaining reliable information, not least on the intentions of allies, as well as those of enemies (‘one of the greatest difficulties that faced all sixteenth-century governments was the difficulty of assessing accurately their intelligences about their neighbours and enemies’); the war-weariness, induced by years of heavy financial demands and impressment of men for no immediately obvious victories, seen in parliamentary reluctance to grant taxation in 1593. Queen Elizabeth emerges as the dominant force in these years, willing to embark on aggressive actions, notably the ill-fated attempt on Portugal in 1589, Willoughby’s expedition in support of Henry IV later that year (which ‘did more than a little to make possible Henry IV’s famous victory at Ivry in March 1590’) and the despatch of the earl of Essex in support of Henry IV’s siege of Rouen in 1591, until from late 1591 Elizabeth returned to a more defensive policy, in particular to prevent Spanish dominance of Brittany. ‘Although her more ambitious offensive plans and enterprises came to nothing’, Wernham wrote, ‘she and her Dutch and French allies did prevent Spain from establishing its control over the whole of western Europe, from acquiring the crown of France and destroying the Dutch republic. In this defensive achievement Elizabethan England had played a very considerable part.’ 

Penry Williams’s verdict when reviewing After the Armada was heart-felt:


to comprehend fully the achievement of Mr Wernham in the research and writing that went to produce this splendid book, one must work . . . on the period after 1596, when we no longer have his guidance. To do that is like walking in hill country where no ordnance survey maps are available. The sense of deprivation is severe, even alarming. One can only ask, selfishly, for more.

And that is what Wernham gave. On 28 October 1985, when he was seventy-nine, he began the sequel; he completed it on 25 June 1992 when he was eighty-six. The Return of the Armadas: The Last Years of the Elizabethan War against Spain 1595-1603 was published in 1994 when he was eighty-eight. As C.S.L. Davies noted, it is ‘a carefully crafted and superbly integrated narrative which illuminated the relationship between strategic debate, diplomacy and naval operations’. After the Armada and The Return of the Armadas are monographs impressive at any age; to produce them long in retirement is a staggering achievement. 

Asked in 1995 to give a talk to the Senior Historians on ‘how and why we study history’, he denied that he had a method other than working carefully through as many of the main sources of whatever he was going to write about as he could cope with, taking very full notes of all that seemed relevant and then going over and over them to piece the story together till he began to get some ideas of it in its wholeness. His credo is revealing: 


What has always fascinated me has been the enormous complexity and multiplicity of the subject, what Thomas Hardy rather lugubriously called ‘the mournful many-sidedness of things’—the way in which over a particular period of time and a particular area (in my case it has been predominantly t
he 16th century and West Europe), how in that period, that region a multitude of influences criss-cross, interweave, interact, clash and conflict to produce a movement of change, to produce tensions that eventually burst out, often as the result of some comparatively trivial accident—that Henry III of France had a wrist that was just not strong enough to deflect the assassin’s dagger. . . . Some comparatively small accident that makes an eruption possible and causes the whole process to lurch off on a somewhat different course. The attraction and the challenge of history to me is to try to see all that as a whole, and to see also not only what people of the time saw in the main area of their vision but also what they saw out of the tail of their eye, in their peripheral vision—to see all that in its wholeness, ‘to grasp the scheme of things entire’—that is for me the appeal and challenge of history.

In an unpublished talk, Wernham reflected on ‘Elizabethan Sea Power and 20th century Air Power’, noting how ‘the rulers of the realm faced similar revolutions on matters of national defence, showed similar foresight in planning novel ways of dealing with them, but also similar lack of foresight in applying novel methods and in realistically assessing their effectiveness’. In Wernham’s hands, what he had learned from studying Elizabeth’s foreign policy and military strategy informed his understanding of Bomber Command; what he learned from studying Bomber Command in turn enriched his treatment of how Elizabeth dealt with the Armadas. Wernham’s was an eminently practical wisdom. We shall return to this when we examine his critique of Elton’s Tudor Revolution in Government a little later in this book. But next we shall look at the lives of two historians, Penry Williams and Gerald Harriss, a few years younger than Elton, who in 1963 published articles in Past & Present assessing and rejecting Elton’s Tudor Revolution in Government. Elton replied; Williams and Harriss countered; Elton answered back. It was an epic historians’ controversy.50

Penry Williams

Penry Williams (1925–2013) came from a Welsh family from Breconshire. Both his father’s and his mother’s families could be traced back to a vicar of a parish near Brecon in the 1570s. His father was for a time handicapper to the Calcutta Turf Club. Williams was born in Calcutta. His father then became a bloodstock agent, dealing in the breeding and selling of racehorses. The family was affluent enough to send Penry to prep-school and then to Marlborough from 1938 to 1943. In 1943 he joined the Royal Artillery. In 1945 he was sent to India and Java. In 1947 he went up to New College, Oxford. As he had lost time in war service, he opted to study for just seven terms, not nine, but that proved a mistake and he felt under academic pressure most of the time. To his great disappointment he took a second, not a first. But by then he was determined to become an historian and the ‘further education and training grant’ he had been given by the government when he was demobilised was renewed allowing him to continue his studies. New College appointed him a junior lecturer which brought in a small fee per tutorial and allowed him to dine on high table with the Fellows. In 1951 he was appointed to an assistant lecturership in the University of Manchester. That year he met June, a South African student then studying at Oxford, and they married; they had two children. In these years he was working on his doctorate, on ‘The Council in the Marches of Wales under Elizabeth I’. In 1955 he completed it; in 1959 it was published by the University of Wales Press. He then collaborated with Gerald Harriss, briefly his colleague at Manchester, to write the critique of Elton’s Tudor Revolution in Government for Past & Present. Penry told me, if I recall aright, that it had been the editor of the journal, Trevor Aston, fellow of Corpus Christi College, Oxford, who invited them to submit a joint-essay. Penry thought that that article got him the fellowship at New College, Oxford, to which he was appointed in 1964. Writing it stimulated him to prepare a wide-ranging book published as The Tudor Regime (1979), still the most useful single book to read on the subject. It is a classic of modern historical writing. But it is also a powerful critique of Elton’s Revolution. Williams’s key insight was that ‘the strength of Tudor government lay in a skilful combination of the formal and the informal, the official and the personal’, a formulation to which we shall return.51

Gerald Harriss

Gerald Harriss (1925–2014), son of an east London clerk, was awarded an exhibition at Magdalen College, Oxford. He came up in autumn 1943. But war service intervened. He was placed on a six-months’ officer training course. And he was to serve in naval intelligence, including learning Japanese. He did not return to Oxford till 1946. He won prizes as an undergraduate—the Stanhope Prize for an essay on Margaret of Anjou and the Gibbs Scholarship—and he took a first in 1949. The formidable K.B. McFarlane, who we shall encounter on several occasions in this book, was one of his tutors. Never an easy man to deal with, as Harriss noted, he was brilliantly revising accepted views of the later middle ages and Harriss greatly valued being taught by a scholar at the height of his powers and the cutting edge of scholarship, ‘the most vital and stimulating experience any student can hope for’. But Harriss, while greatly influenced by McFarlane, as were several other young historians at this time, was always his own man, writing that dealing with ‘so complex and sophisticated a character, who combined shyness with sociability, a prickly sensitivity with acerbic comment on his colleagues, a tolerance of undergraduate gaucheness and folly with abrupt dismissal of any pretentiousness or pomposity’, was challenging and formative. Along with many other young men from relatively humble backgrounds, he was determined that having been through war he would win 
the peace. As his long-term colleague Angus Macintyre put it, he shared and remained true ‘to the values of that post-war generation as they were epitomised in the promises and legislative achievements of Attlee’s Labour government: the wish to create a more egalitarian and juster society; an unchauvinistic patriotism; a belief in self-discipline; a certain measure of austerity, a moral radicalism which condemned greed and materialism’.52

He completed his doctorate, in support of which he was awarded the Bryce Research Scholarship, in 1953. That year he was appointed to a two-year research fellowship in the University of Durham. In 1955–6 he was an assistant lecturer in the University of Manchester, where Penry Williams was one of his colleagues. He then went back to Durham as a lecturer. In 1965 he was promoted first to a senior lecturership and then to a readership. In 1967 he was elected fellow and tutor in history at Magdalen College, Oxford, succeeding McFarlane. He remained in Oxford for the rest of his career, being appointed reader in 1990 and retiring in 1992. 

His DPhil thesis was an intensive study of administrative history, ‘The Finances of the Royal Household, 1437-1460’, completed in 1953. Harriss not only dealt with the intricacies of the subject but saw it as a key to understanding political and constitutional history more widely. In a substantial monograph, King, Parliament and Public Finance in Medieval England to 1369 (Oxford, 1975), Harriss revealed an emerging system of national taxation dependent on parliamentary consent. In emergency, in necessity, monarchs were entitled to ask their subjects for assistance, and their subjects could not refuse to help their monarch in times of need, but they could plead poverty and bargain over the timing of taxation and the rates at which it was levied, a theme to which we shall return. In Cardinal Beaufort: A Study of Lancastrian Ascendancy and Decline (Oxford, 1988), Harriss returned to the period he had focussed on while preparing his DPhil and produced a remarkably subtle account of English politics and government finance. With his friend and colleague Maurice Keen he taught a well-subscribed Special Subject on Henry V and edited an important collection of essays, Henry V: The Practice of Kingship (1985). In retirement Harriss wrote a work of magisterial and independent synthesis, Shaping the Nation: England 1360-1461 (2005). 

Harriss had, as we have noted, been taught by K.B. McFarlane, one of the most influential historians of the mid-twentieth century, several of whose pupils became Oxford tutors. McFarlane’s perfectionism and ill-health meant that when he died aged sixty-three in 1966, he left many drafts that a more thrusting scholar would long before have published. Gerald Harriss played a leading part in seeing into print McFarlane’s 
Lancastrian Kings and Lollard Knights (1972) and collecting together McFarlane’s published articles with a valuable introduction of his own, in a single volume, England in the Fifteenth Century. Harriss also edited a volume of McFarlane’s Letters to Friends, 1940-66 (1997). Those letters included McFarlane’s biting criticism of Elton’s Tudor Revolution in Government, to which we shall return. Harriss’s deep interest in the financial administration of late medieval England made him ideally placed to assess Elton’s far-reaching claims.

C.S.L. Davies 

In his seventies, C.S.L. Davies (1936–2016), known to all as Cliff, whose life-long historical interests had centred on what he, like other scholars, called ‘Tudor England’, suddenly realised that the so-called Tudor monarchs never called themselves, and never saw themselves, as ‘Tudor’. Everyone, historians and members of the public alike, assumed that ‘Tudor’ was a contemporary term, but it was not. Henry’s claim to the throne did not come from his Tudor ancestry, which was embarrassing. A century earlier, his grandfather, Owen Tudor (c. 1400–1461), a low-born Welsh adventurer and courtier, rather sensationally secretly married Henry V’s widowed queen, the French princess, Catherine de Valois. Their son Edmund was ennobled as earl of Richmond. Edmund married Lady Margaret Beaufort. Their eldest son was the future Henry VII. After his father’s death, Henry naturally styled himself earl of Richmond. Why would he have called himself Henry Tudor? His claim to the throne, which was not straightforward, depended on various links back to John of Gaunt, third son of Edward III. It was Richard III who referred, disparagingly, to him as Henry Tudor. Henry’s claim was not that he was founding a new dynasty of his own but rather that he healed the divisions which had beset the royal family from the death of Edward III: Henry reunited the Lancastrians and Yorkists, not least by marrying Edward IV’s daughter, Elizabeth. Referring to his Tudor ancestry would not have helped him here at all.53
It is intriguing that when—after it burnt down in 1496—Henry rebuilt the royal palace on the Thames south-west of London known as Sheen Palace, he gave the new palace a new name. But he did not call it Tudor Palace. Instead, remembering his title before he became king, he called it Richmond Palace, after the earldom of Richmond—Richmond, Yorkshire—that he had inherited. 

In a series of forceful articles Cliff drew out the conclusions of his epiphany, namely that Tudor rule should not be treated as a unity or as somehow distinct from what came before and after, and that there was no special identification between Tudor monarchs and Tudor people. ‘If the use of anachronistic terms is unavoidable, the greater, surely, is the obligation on historians to warn their readers that they are doing so.’54

All that was wholly characteristic of Cliff’s approach. He would be provoked to look searchingly at a cliché unthinkingly repeated by a lazy historian, and then, much thorough study later, he would offer a wide-ranging re-interpretation. Here Cliff went on fascinatingly to argue that powerful people c. 1500 were not, and could not be, well informed about the recent past. While sons of noblemen and gentry might know of the exploits of their fathers and grandfathers, the chronicles (the main source of information) were full of inaccuracies and chronological impossibilities, and the details they contained were not fashioned into a coh
erent narrative.55

Cliff’s concerns over misleading labels had been voiced earlier when he expressed his unease about dividing up the past into periods. He was especially wary of neat formulations such as ‘the age of this’, ‘the century of that’. ‘Medieval’ was a term to be avoided because it assumed that the years between 1000 (or earlier) and 1500 formed a distinct unity. Certainly such terms were convenient, he agreed, but added that ‘words have a subtle way of determining one’s cast of thought; and this is a dangerous proceeding’.56

How had he become interested in Tudor history—if I dare call it that—in the first place? It was, he told me, when he was fifteen and on a family holiday in Wales that he bought S.T. Bindoff’s Tudor England, in a bookshop in Lampeter and was at once captivated. Born in 1936, the son of a dairyman in Hammersmith, London, Cliff went to St Paul’s School and then to Wadham College, Oxford, where he took a first and embarked on a DPhil supervised by Lawrence Stone in the years that Stone was writing his Crisis of the Aristocracy. In 1963 he married Kathleen, another history student; they had two children. That year he took up an assistant lecturership—in nineteenth- and twentieth-century European economic history—in the University of Glasgow. A year later Lawrence Stone moved to Princeton and Cliff was elected fellow and tutor at Wadham where he remained as tutor till 2001 and as archivist till the final months of his life. It was the reign of Henry VIII that he chose for his DPhil thesis. Working in a period dominated by Sir Geoffrey Elton—under the shadow, as he chose to put it in the speech he gave at his retirement dinner—of Elton’s claim that so important were the administrative reforms imposed by Thomas Cromwell in the 1530s that they amounted to a Tudor Revolution in Government—Cliff avoided direct polemic but presented a richly nuanced study of how armed forces were supplied, showing both that bureaucratic forms of organisation did not in themselves guarantee effectiveness and that informal ad hoc methods could be surprisingly successful, a point to which we shall return.

Cliff’s approach was intellectual and cerebral but there was surely here a personal dimension too. His interest in armies and not least the detailed administration of war owed much to his experience of National Service in Germany before going up to Oxford. He had opted to get it done before coming up to get it over with (though perhaps he was responding to the convention in Oxbridge). Ironically, had he deferred and embarked on a DPhil he would have been exempted as the criteria changed. He was made company pay-clerk and then transferred to battalion orderly office, where he was made Part II Orders Clerk, keeping the battalion records, noting arrivals, promotions, departures and the award of stars that could increase your pay, which he quite enjoyed, as he was excused parades and boots and came to know what was going on as he illegally looked at the personal files of senior officers and NCOs, which he suspected ‘pre-shadowed an obsession with Namierite biographical history’. He was based in Brunswick, near the East German border, so right up against the Iron Curtain. He read reports in the Guardian of large-scale Soviet and East German exercises. Had war broken out they would have had no hope. Only later did he puzzle over the nearby camp for displaced persons. They were under strict instructions to have nothing to do with them. More than that, they were seen as somehow dirty, sub-human. That led Cliff to muse when later reading about ordinary German soldiers who shot Jews and gypsies when ordered to do so that there would have been no difficulty in getting British volunteers for something similar, especially among the remaining veterans who had just seen service in Egypt. And it was typical of Cliff that he should have taken up the invitation to spend Christmas with a German family: he would remain in touch for many years. There was time to read in the English Institute and to travel at the army’s expense: in Cliff’s case to Vienna.57

He never turned his DPhil into a monograph. A rich article in the Economic History Review and a paper on the Navy Board in the English Historical Review sufficed.58
That reticence was a pity, not least since his chapters on the campaigns of Henry’s and Edward VI’s reigns show Cliff’s remarkable talent for the lucid exposition of complex detail. A decade and more later, Cliff would return to military themes, arguing powerfully that through the experience of war Queen Mary reunited a divided ruling class in the late 1550s.59
Cliff also wrote movingly about the experiences of the common soldier in war and its aftermath.60

Cliff was in many ways a reactive historian whose writings responded to distortions, errors and glib assumptions. Given his parents’ Welsh background, it would not have been surprising if Cliff had studied Welsh history, as Penry Williams, whose Welsh ancestors could be traced back to the sixteenth century, did. But against Colin Richmond’s nostalgia for local and democratic community in the England of his boyhood, Cliff remembered the chilling stories of Caradoc Evans, particularly My People (1915), about West Wales in c. 1900: ‘the chapels run by poor tenant-farmers who could hire and fire the minister, creating a spiritual and economic tyranny over mere labourers; the poor ill-treating the poor just as badly as the landlord or bourgeois employer may have done’, concluding that ‘small-scale rural communities 
could be cradles of cruelty and intolerance, in Ireland and America perhaps as much as in West Wales’.61

On completing his thesis, in the mid-1960s Cliff’s interests turned to popular rebellions. When A.G. Dickens presented the rebellions in the north of England in 1536 as essentially economic and material in their motivation, Cliff was provoked into writing a classic article in Past & Present, ‘The Pilgrimage of Grace Reconsidered’, showing against the tide of Marxist fashion that religious convictions underlay and legitimated the rebellion.62
That led on to studies of other rebellions—I remember a stunning seminar paper on Ket’s rebellion—and much European comparison. A paper in Annales might well have grown into the book it was originally planned to become.63
A decade later an unlikely intervention by Geoffrey Elton into the world of rebellions provoked Cliff into writing a vigorous and subtly argued response.64

But the principal challenge Cliff accepted in the early 1970s was to write a volume in a new series, the Paladin History of England. Peace, Print and Protestantism: English History 1471-1558, published in 1976, was much more than a textbook, demonstrating Cliff’s gift for the lucid exposition of where current scholarship stood and of complex situations such as the state of international relations, before launching on his own original and brilliant reinterpretations. Not surprisingly, he was seen as the obvious scholar to prepare a volume for the New Oxford History of England but Cliff increasingly felt that he had had his say in that form.

Instead it was his teaching a new Special Subject in the 1980s on the Wars of the Roses that inspired a stream of papers: on the early experiences in exile of the future Henry VII; on John Morton, who would serve as Henry VII’s Lord Chancellor and archbishop of Canterbury; on the ways in which the Wars of the Roses were not just a series of English civil wars but a vital part of European power politics; on Yorkist resistance to Henry VII; on the anomalous position of the Channel Islands; on the supposed Breton sack of Bristol of 1484. All these themes were explored in meticulous detail and quickly written up in lucid prose. 

A dedicated college man, Cliff joined with his colleague Jane Garnett in writing its history, published as Wadham College in 1994 and updated in 2009. He had already written on a Warden in Somerset and Dorset Notes and Queries in 1975, and, especially in retirement, tracing the lives of those associated with Wadham in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries became something of a passion. Cliff loved Namierite biographical inquiry, the fun of the chase, enjoying nailing down the precise details of relationships. Getting things right was the first duty of the historian. But in Cliff’s hands such an approach led to substantial articles such as that on the young Christopher Wren in the 1640s and 1650s (provoked by another writer’s insufficiently researched and inaccurate biography). 

Cliff once remarked that ‘what most historians claim to do is, I take it, to try to reconstruct “what really happened” and then try to explain why things turned out as they did. That is, and is bound to be, our major preoccupation’. Cliff, however, contrasted that generously with his friend Colin Richmond’s concern65


to illuminate shared human experience across barriers of time and space, as an aesthetic—even . . . quasi-sacramental exercise. The sudden glimpse of a common humanity, like a bright interval on a misty day, is part of the historical experience . . . it reminds us of the point . . . that the future is always a mystery. . . . Pondering the particular at leisure within a wide-ranging general framework, grappling with uncertainty and ambiguity, is a useful antidote in a discipline where an emphasis on production is in danger of mechanising, of dehumanising the whole historical enterprise. 

The wide range of Cliff’s historical interests is remarkable. What is striking is how original, and how much against the consensus, much of what Cliff wrote was at the time he wrote it, and how often when his views became fashionable, he moved on. Unconvinced by structural explanations, he once devoted a whole lecture to contingencies, to moments when the course of history might have been permanently changed. But when that way of looking at the past became prevalent, Cliff came to question the new orthodoxy, not denying the place of contingency but offering a spirited defence of Lawrence Stone’s more structural approach to the English Civil War. In conversation in the last months of his life he had been taking an increasingly ‘whiggish’ view of the constitutional claims being articulated by parliamentary leaders in the early seventeenth century, seeing serious and increasing divisions rather than consensus. The outspoken Elizabethan MP Peter Wentworth may have been put in the Tower by his colleagues but, he wrote, ‘I cannot but see his assertions about free speech feeding into the seventeenth century and helping to transform the tenor of debates.’ 

Earlier, at a time when Edward Seymour, Protector Somerset, who ruled in the minority of Edward VI after Henry VIII’s death, was seen as a liberal statesman unusually sympathetic to the plight of the poor commons, Cliff published a paper highlighting the Vagrancy Act of 1547—and its provisions that vagabonds should be treated as slaves.66

When the late medieval church was seen as doomed because full of abuses, Cliff was offering a much more positive view, notably taking religious concerns seriously in that classic paper on the Pilgrimage of Grace. But he applied the same rigorous scrutiny to his own interpretations. At a conference in 1982 he memorably wondered whether revisionist historians of the late medieval church were becoming too pietistic. While he continued to admire John Morton, archbishop of Canterbury and Lord Chancellor under Henry VII, he came to take a resoundingly
critical view of Thomas Wolsey, archbishop of York and Lord Chancellor under Henry VIII, not least for introducing into England a degree of episcopal pluralism and ostentation until then found only on the continent. 

Studying rebellions, Cliff undermined dominant explanations in terms of class conflict, but he was as critical of conservative interpretations that denied the existence of any tensions between the landed classes and the commons. Cliff had long taken a benign view of the nobility, seeing them as purposeful servants of the crown, overseers of the localities in the monarch’s interest, rather than as disruptive. But in the 1980s as he taught the Wars of the Roses, he came to offer a less sympathetic view, notably seeing chivalry ‘as privileging a small proportion of medieval society at the expense of the rest’, ‘a fig leaf for, indeed a precipitant of, noble violence’. And he came especially to question the idealisation of Henry V whose claims to the French throne he thought specious and spurious. While no pacifist, increasingly he came to see war as an abomination, sometimes necessary, but never to be entered into lightly.

Visiting Temple Newsam, Yorkshire, Cliff was provoked by the sheer scale of the house to ask why historians of the early seventeenth century were no longer placing the corruption of courtier-administrators at the centre of their inquiries. 

When scholars increasingly interpreted politics in terms of what they called propaganda, seeing monarchs as exploiting the arts and creating images of their authority in order to increase it, Cliff was unconvinced. ‘Who was taken in?’, he subversively asked at a seminar. Who would actually see and understand works of art executed in a complex symbolic style? Would not those a monarch was supposedly seeking to impress know all too well when that proclaimed image was at odds with the reality? Cultural historians, he wrote, ‘so often assume that an idea only has to be enunciated to be (a) widely known and (b) accepted’, ‘a view of the reader as like submissive puppies, rolling on their backs and accepting what was being handed down and behaving accordingly’.

Cliff wanted to feel how things worked in practice. The injunctions at the beginning of Elizabeth’s reign declared that the communion table must be moved from the east wall of the church into the body of the chancel for services. Together Cliff and Kenneth Fincham, historian of altars, tried moving the communion table in Wadham College Chapel accordingly: if official policy was observed, Cliff wryly noted, there must have been lots of sprained backs among churchwardens.

Cliff was fascinated by the lives of historians, especially those caught up in the Second World War, and was intrigued by how much their experiences contributed to the history they later wrote.
OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml



		Cover


		Half-Title


		Dedication


		Title


		Contents




		Preface


		Introduction


		Part I Historians: Historians of Tudor government

		Sir Geoffrey Elton


		R.B. Wernham


		Penry Williams


		Gerald Harriss


		C.S.L. Davies 


		Jennifer Loach


		Peter Gwyn







		Part II  History

		1a  Monarchy: Legitimacy and personality


		1b  Monarchy: Ceremony, the arts, tyranny?


		2  The power of the nobility


		3  Parliament: The political nation


		4  Finance


		5  Military organisation


		6  A ‘Tudor Revolution in Government’?


		7  The personal


		8  Enforcement, dissent and rebellion



		9a  Poverty and policy


		9b  The crown and religion in Tudor England


		9c  The exception of Ireland


		Conclusion: Paradoxes of power


		Epilogue: The influence and legacy of Sir Geoffrey Elton







		Notes


		Bibliography


		Index


		Copyright








OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
WHO RULED
TUDOR ENGLAND

Paradoxes of Power

W.Bernard

G

U R

0 OMS B

B





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
BLOOMSBURY ACADEMIC





