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The first volume in a pioneering account of Oliver Cromwell—providing a major new
interpretation of one of the greatest figures in historyOliver Cromwell (1599–1658)—the only
English commoner to become the overall head of state—is one of the great figures of history, but
his character was very complex. He was at once courageous and devout, devious and self-
serving; as a parliamentarian, he was devoted to his cause; as a soldier, he was ruthless.
Cromwell’s speeches and writings surpass in quantity those of any other ruler of England before
Victoria and, for those seeking to understand him, he has usually been taken at his word.In this
remarkable new work, Ronald Hutton untangles the facts from the fiction. Cromwell, pursuing his
devotion to God and cementing his Puritan support base, quickly transformed from obscure
provincial to military victor. At the end of the first English Civil War, he was poised to take power.
Hutton reveals a man who was both genuine in his faith and deliberate in his dishonesty—and
uncovers the inner workings of the man who has puzzled biographers for centuries.
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granting me a full year of research leave in which to carry out the primary source work and
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this is always personified for me in Heather McCallum, whose presence in the firm is the reason
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they made for improvement.A NOTE ON STYLEBecause of a desire to maximize text within a
word count, I have not added a bibliography to this book, but have instead given full publication
details for each work cited during its first appearance in the notes to each chapter, no matter
how often it has been recorded before. In keeping with the convention for works on this period I
have used dates according to the old (pre-1752) calendar, but taken the year as beginning on 1
January.When dealing with the work of colleagues, of whom there are many both for anybody
who writes on this period in general, and on Cromwell in particular, I have observed a dual
system. Whenever I have drawn a conclusion on a specific matter on which I accord with what
(to my knowledge) another historian has written, I have attempted to give that person full credit
for the view. Conversely, however, I have not usually signalled a point at which I dissent from
another author over a matter of detail. Experts in the subject will recognize such moments
automatically, and students spot them as they get to know the field, while more general readers
are unlikely to be interested. I have only the highest of respect for previous biographers of
Cromwell, as for the many others who write upon the events in which he was engaged, and a
large number are personal friends (while none are foes). I have therefore no desire to signal
differences from them over petty matters, while over major issues – the pivotal importance of
Oliver’s times and the enduring fascination of his character – we all agree.General readers were
mentioned above and remain dear to me because I started out as one, in boyhood, and remain
one in any field other than the handful in which I have expertise. I am accordingly profoundly
grateful to anybody who tries to write accessibly on scholarly subjects. This work is designed
therefore both as a monograph which will contribute to academic debate and as an introduction
to those new to the subject and with a broad interest in history. Hence the notes are full of
information intended to be of interest to experts, while the text is at times written in a style
designed to bring out my own sense of the beauty and variety of the English landscape and its
seasons, and the immediacy of recreated history. My hope of course is that each of these
aspects will complement one another rather than jarring on the opposite audience; but my books



are always experiments, and it remains to be seen, if I continue to deal with Cromwell’s life,
whether this is the right approach to take.INTRODUCTIONWhy another book about Oliver
Cromwell? The question is one which may readily occur to anybody familiar with the history of
his period. There can be few other figures from the British and Irish past about whom as much
has already been published as on him: indeed, he seems to be the most heavily studied ruler in
the whole story of these islands, and in recent years the pace of publication on him has
accelerated markedly. Since 1990 there have already been five successive full-scale
biographies by distinguished academic scholars.1 In addition, the same period has seen the
long and important entry by John Morrill in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, three
book-length studies of Cromwell as a soldier, and three major collections of essays upon his
career and its impact.2 Around these may be piled the essay-length surveys of his life and
character, and the books, articles and chapters which have concentrated on particular episodes
of his story, let alone those on individual events and personalities involved in it, which in turn
reflect upon him. It is perfectly in order to suggest that changing historical preoccupations mean
that a leading historical figure needs to be considered anew in each generation: but such
considerations hardly justify a new life of this one in on average every five years.Such a
phenomenon might be the more explicable if these recent biographers had disagreed
fundamentally, and created a controversy which has provoked further interventions: but the
exact opposite has been true. Although differing slightly in preoccupation and nuance, all of
them since 1990 have given us essentially the same man, an intensely courageous, devout and
high-principled one whose most important relationship was with his God and whose main
political goal was to bring to fruition that God’s intentions for the English. The corollary of this
view, common to all these recent writers, is to make Cromwell’s own mighty, complex and
conflicted personality the driving motor of events, subordinating contextual factors to its will on a
personal journey of revelation and implementation.3 So why, with such apparent consensus, has
this stream of books continued, and why does it continue here?Part of the reason must lie in the
sheer importance and allure of their subject, that of the only English commoner to become the
overall head of state, and so arguably the greatest commoner of all time. Moreover, Cromwell’s
story is as sensational as his eventual achievement, for he spent the first two-thirds of his life as
an obscure, minor and apparently unambitious provincial gentleman before some of the most
dramatic events in world history pitched him into supreme military and then political power in
around a dozen years. He was, in addition, a soldier who never lost a battle or failed in a siege,
despite taking up the trade of arms only in middle age and learning it entirely on the job. The
harvest of national memory which he has reaped as a result has been proportionate. His is the
statue past which anybody walks on the most direct route from the outside world to the British
House of Commons. He has more than two hundred and fifty streets and roads named after him
in England, beating any other historical character with the exception of Queen Victoria and –
perhaps – the Duke of Wellington. When the British Broadcasting Corporation held a poll to mark
the new millennium by identifying the greatest British figure of the passing one, Cromwell came



in third, after Shakespeare and Churchill but ahead of any monarch. He has joined that select
band of historical personalities who have become legendary, in the sense that they are best
known for words they never actually spoke or actions they never took. Just as there is no
evidence that King Alfred ever burned any cakes, Sir Francis Drake played bowls on Plymouth
Hoe, Sir Walter Raleigh dropped his cloak over a puddle or Marie Antoinette suggested that the
French should eat cake, so there is none that Cromwell ever told his men to ‘trust in God and
keep your powder dry’: the phrase was popularized by the immensely influential Victorian
scholar Samuel Rawson Gardiner, to sum up his character as Gardiner saw it.4Oliver Cromwell
is, therefore, a big, alluring subject, one of the clearest examples of the way in which an
individual personality can credibly sway history and so justify historical biography as a
meaningful sub-discipline. This is not in itself, however, the most compelling apparent reason for
the persistence of new lives of the man. There is, I would suggest, an uneasy feeling among
experts in his period that Cromwell is still somehow eluding them, and that nobody has as yet
quite managed to get to grips with him. Back in 1937 the compiler of the fullest edition of
documents yet associated with him moaned that ‘what we have gained in truth we have, in a
sense, lost in certainty’, when dealing with Cromwell.5 Since then this unease has increased.
One of his recent biographers has commented that despite the huge number of preceding lives,
‘many of the historical problems concerning him have never been satisfactorily answered’.6
Another added that ‘there is general agreement, first, that Cromwell is one of the great figures of
British history, and yet also, second, that the nature of that greatness is shrouded in paradox’.7
Some of that paradox lies in the chasm between his own representations of himself, in private as
well as public, and the views taken of him by the majority of his contemporaries, including many
who knew him well, and found him to be ruthless, devious and self-promoting, for many of them
to the point of hypocrisy. More can be found in the manner in which he either abandoned or
turned savagely against institutions, ideas and people whom he had previously professed
solemnly to uphold and admire. There is no doubt that he was both godly and wily, and the two
seem at times to jar with each other. There is equally little doubt that he spoke, alternately, a
language of healing, conservation and preservation, and one of charismatic and apocalyptic
reform, and could be deliberately vague in defining concrete goals in either case. He was at
once an outstanding success in achieving and maintaining power and a dismal failure in
obtaining the ultimate aims which he set himself in taking it.Nonetheless, his recent biographers,
while acknowledging these problems, have all resolved them in much the same way, which is
why their portraits of the man are so similar. They have ended up by discounting the criticisms
and condemnations of Cromwell made by contemporaries, and taking him essentially at his own
evaluation. This is largely because ultimately they have taken him, literally, at his own word,
because so many of his words have been preserved. The quantity and quality of them surpass
those of any other ruler of England before Victoria, and they have been offered up in ever more
capacious editions since the early nineteenth century. As a result, while the quality can beguile
biographers, as it apparently provides direct access to the true workings of his mind, so the



quantity can overpower them. It is too easy to use the letters and speeches as the scaffolding on
which the rest of the book can be hung, and Cromwell’s self-representation as the objective test
of validity against which other historical records may be measured. Over the past three decades
there has been a growing sense of this problem among experts. In 1990 the editor of a
distinguished collection of new studies of Cromwell could introduce them by declaring that ‘the
essays in this volume have quite properly allowed him to speak for himself. They have not been
insouciant or uncritical, but they have projected a picture of a man very close to the image he
projected of himself.’8 By contrast, the editor of another important collection, in 2009,
emphasized that his contributors were careful not to take Cromwell at his own word, but to try to
see him through the eyes of others.9 The first contributor in order of appearance criticized
biographers for their tendency to ‘view the Great Man in isolation’.10 Certainly, the person who
emerged as a result of this treatment was sometimes less admirable than the one in the
biographies.It is possible that this shift in opinion may have been slightly influenced by my own
work, in that for thirty years I have advocated a better contextualization of Cromwell in the
surrounding events and pressures of his time. I have also suggested that this process reveals a
man who was more pragmatic and more devious than the one represented by his own speeches
and writings.11 Colleagues have accordingly encouraged me to undertake a proper biography.
When considering this, I was daunted by two aspects of the task as I saw it. The first was the
sheer scale of the enterprise needed to carry out a close reading of Cromwell’s own words in the
setting provided by the records of the time and the testimonies of his contemporaries. The
exercise represented by the collection in 2009 had consisted of administering this treatment to
slivers of his career, which could each fit into an essay. To undertake the whole would probably
result in a book massive, congested and unwieldy enough to deter both publishers and readers.
My other concern was with what would result if I found that – as I suspected would happen – in
many cases the conflict of evidence was such that the historical truth could never be recovered
with certainty. The outcome, in a full-length life, would be a chaos of possibilities bereft of both
narrative power and psychological insight – the two qualities which can make biography a
compelling form – however effective the demonstration might be of the difficulties of writing
history in a postmodern age. My eventual solution has been to undertake the enterprise for the
part of Cromwell’s life until the end of the Great Civil War, his first forty-eight years in which he
established himself as a national figure. This seemed to represent engagement on a scale which
could be managed in a book of normal size, especially as I was already very familiar with many
of the events, personalities and sources. To be able to treat developments in detail, through a
more focused study, would also enable insights which would not be possible in more broad-
brush coverage. Such, at any rate, has been my framework for the enterprise, as developed
through the middle years of the 2010s and put into action in the last few. With a trepidation that
can be imagined, I now launch it onto the ocean of publication.1THE PREHISTORIC
CROMWELLTHE PROBLEMIt has already been mentioned that Cromwell passed the first two-
thirds of his life in relative obscurity. This is a fact which has vexed his biographers literally since



the time of his death, at which point accounts of his life immediately began to appear. For a few
months, when his son Richard had succeeded him as head of state, they were slavishly
admiring, and for a year after that, with the republic over which Cromwell had presided still in
place, generally warm. Then came the restoration of most parts of the political system which he
and his allies had overthrown, and biographies of him turned vitriolic. What all these early
accounts have in common, however, is how little the authors could dig up about his first forty
years, even though most of those were within the living memory of many people at the time.
Moreover, some of the apparent facts which they did establish turn out almost certainly to have
been wrong.One of the very few pieces of information about Cromwell’s youth of which his first
biographers were sure was that he had studied law at Lincoln’s Inn, one of the London ‘Inns of
Court’ which were the schools of the profession. It was included in the summary of his life posted
above his body as it lay in state before his funeral, and so must have been believed by people
close to him; and it popped up regularly in eulogies of him over the following year.1 Lincoln’s Inn,
however, has good enrolment records, and his name is not in them, although his father and other
relatives did study there.2 It may therefore have been natural to somebody at his death to
assume, wrongly, that he had studied there too, and to record it as a means of emphasizing his
credentials as a conventionally educated gentleman. His detractors liked to emphasize instead
that he, or in some versions one of his parents, had run a brewery when he was young, and this
became so much part of received belief that under the restored monarchy visitors to his home
town were shown what was supposed to have been the brewhouse concerned.3 The assertion
was clearly intended to undermine his claims to social respectability, and was first made by
political enemies soon after he had become prominent. It looks, then, like a satirical and libellous
falsehood, but cannot be conclusively disproved.4Occasionally enemies seem to have tried to
deceive posterity by falsifying records. The register of the parish church he attended in his
thirties twice cites him as having to do penance for moral misdeeds, but these are the only such
entries in it, and penances were not usually put into registers; so they look like insertions
intended to defame him.5 A similarly hostile hand seems to have erased the record of
Cromwell’s baptism in the same register, only for a more kindly one to re-enter it, adding a date
of birth for him – raising some slight doubt over whether either of these subsequently
interpolated dates can entirely be trusted.6 Furthermore, later seemingly unbiased
contemporary commentators sometimes made assertions about Cromwell’s early career which
would overturn accepted accounts of it if they were true, but which can neither be verified nor
disproved. For example, when Cromwell was leading the nation in 1655 the current ambassador
from Venice reported that a Jew had come to visit him from Antwerp, having known Cromwell
when he was travelling in Flanders in his youth.7 No other source mentions such a visit, and
none credits Cromwell with any travel to the Continent at all, at any point of his life. Flanders, a
province under Spanish and Roman Catholic rule at the time, would be an unlikely destination
for a young Protestant. So, the statement looks like a mistake; but this also cannot be
conclusively demonstrated.8When all such probable false trails are disregarded, the solid



records for Cromwell’s first forty years remain a sparse collection of legal and official documents,
with a few letters and a single speech. This is the rickety and incomplete skeleton which
successive biographers have fleshed out according to their own tastes. The rest of this chapter
will be devoted to a fresh inspection of it, in the light of accumulated scholarly knowledge and
with a greater scepticism regarding the degree of certainty with which a story can be
constructed.THE SETTINGWhatever the difficulties of Cromwell’s early life for a historian, its
setting can be reconstructed with a fair amount of confidence.9 Through the heart of this flows a
river, the aptly named Great Ouse, the biggest watercourse of the East Midlands. It is indeed the
only river in Britain to pass successively through three county towns, Buckingham, Bedford and
Huntingdon, and then a cathedral city, Ely. Before the modern processes of dredging and
embankment it was – like most English rivers – a much more complex and wilful waterway, with a
greater number of islands, bends and channels. In high summer its waters would have been a
mass of quivering reflections. Kingfishers would have drawn azure lines of flight across its banks
and nested in round holes bored into them. Its edges would be crowded with coarse clumps of
comfrey and figwort, giant dock leaves and fragrant foamy meadowsweet, and with moorhens,
bumblebees, dragonflies, orange-billed swans with cygnets, bright beetles and lizards. The lush
meadows along its banks would have had grazing bullocks and sheep, singing skylarks, circling
rooks, and grasshoppers, cowpats and caterpillars. Twisted pollard willows would dip their toes
in its waters like old grey men, and elders would spill the heavy, heady scent of their creamy
blossoms. The Ouse was, however, prone to flood, even in July, and in winter regularly turned
into a single huge stream the colour of gun metal, burying its banks and islets and carrying a
flotsam of torn planks and wrecked hayricks. It was also in quieter moods a great industrial and
commercial highway. Watermills ground out flour along its banks and in its smaller channels, and
barges of every shape and size sailed or were hauled along it, piled with goods and thronged
with passengers from its vast hinterland, and from London and the ports all around the North
Sea.Ashore, the young Cromwell’s world was divided into two halves. The western one
consisted of an undulating clay plateau with nucleated villages set in a largely open countryside,
like much of the East Midlands. Farming in most of it was still based on the medieval system of
three enormous fields, each shared out into strips of which individual farmers held several in
each, ranging across the best and the worst land to provide a rough parity. Crops rotated
between these, so that in any one year typically one would grow grain, one vegetables –
especially peas, lentils and beans – and one be left to grass and weeds on which livestock
would be grazed. The system was designed to ensure that the land was regularly fertilized, with
nitrogen from the vegetables and manure from the animals, to withstand the depleting effect of
cereals. The field under grazing was almost ideal territory for walkers and riders, with nothing to
impede them except the gentle corrugation of the green surface by the strip-holdings bounded
by their slight ditches, a pattern which still shows up in the modern landscape long after the
system has been abandoned. The cereal and vegetable fields were, however, heavy going in
summer and early autumn when the crops caught at feet and hooves. For a period after harvest



they could be easily traversed, but as soon as they were ploughed the thick and heavy brown
soil would become a serious impediment. It would be given an added dimension of nastiness by
the fact that most human excrement from the villages and towns was spread across it as extra
fertilizer, after being carried thither in carts from the cesspits and tubs.Nowhere in this region did
woodland represent more than a fifth of the ground cover, but woods and copses were still an
important part of the landscape and economy. There were stands of oaks, with their dark, ridged
bark and full crowns of lobed leaves; of ashes, with paler, straighter and more slender trunks and
sprays of spear-like foliage; of beeches, smooth grey pillars with knobbly roots and leaves which
turned the woodland floors into a red-gold fire at the end of autumn; and of elms, with furrowed
bark, papery leaves and sweeping branches. The East Midland oak woods were one of the main
haunts of the most magnificent of British dryland butterflies, the purple emperor, and the woods
in general had an additional, auditory, beauty in the songs of blackbirds, robins and nightingales.
They were also, in their way, a crop as intensively protected, managed and exploited as those of
the fields, as out of them had to come the materials for most fuel, buildings, furniture, household
utensils, and the construction of boats and shipping. In autumn acorns and beech mast provided
a crucial fattening food for pigs. Outside woods individual great trees studded fields and
thoroughfares, though hedges were relatively rare, except on boundaries such as those of
parishes where they were grown tall and thick, often of hawthorn or blackthorn, with few
openings. This complex landscape would have been of importance to the young Cromwell
during the brief period in his life when he became directly involved in farming; but it would have a
different and more acute kind of vital significance to him later in life, when he had to wage war
over it.The clay lands through which the Ouse flowed for the first half of its length represented a
terrain familiar across much of lowland England, but after it had passed Huntingdon, and then
the little town of St Ives, the river plunged into an utterly different world. This comprised the great
marshes known as the Fens, a landscape found elsewhere in Britain only rarely and in miniature.
It was almost completely flat, save for occasional islands of which the largest and most
important was that of Ely. In winter much of it flooded, and these waters were echoed at many
other times by dense mists and fogs. Eight rivers crossed it, of which the Ouse was the
mightiest, and their banks, and those of the many ditches which seamed it, were formed of
glossy black peat soil. In summer much of it was a vast water meadow, golden with buttercups
and marsh marigold in early summer and waving with pollen heads at the season’s height, with
the occasional apple tree. Large areas, however, remained under water, as meres, marsh or
channels, and these waved with tall stands of whispering feathery sedge, spiked teasels, dark
brown bullrush heads, and the thin green spears of reeds.Much of the fauna of this land was as
strange to outsiders as its flora. There were huge flocks of wildfowl, some coming for the winter
such as geese of different kinds, cream-crested wigeons and whooping yellow-billed swans.
Others nested there in summer, or were resident, like glossy brown mallards, little streak-winged
teals with metallic green eye-patches, and garganeys, their heads striped in lemon. Tall grey
cranes danced and trumpeted, bitterns sounded their booming cry from reed beds, ruffs



displayed their great salmon-pink collars, harrier hawks planed above the sedge and rushes,
and black and white ospreys, fish eagles, swooped above the open waters. Also flying about
these green wetlands were distinctive and magnificent butterflies, yellow and black swallowtails
and large coppers with their burnished wings. When darkness fell, yet stranger apparitions
sometimes danced through the air above the water and the greenery: the small pale flames
known as will-o’-the-wisps or jack-o’-lanterns, which tradition held variously to be either nature
spirits or souls of the restless dead.Like the clay-land oak woods, these apparent nature
reserves were sites of intense and valuable economic activity, the rights to which were zealously
guarded and contested. Cattle and sheep grazed abundantly in the summer grasslands, yielding
milk, cheese, butter and wool, and huge crops of hay were mown there. Fish and eels were
taken in great quantity from the waters, and rushes provided both cattle fodder and coverings for
house floors. Reeds and sedge made thatching for their roofs and some of the wetland plants –
red mace and yellow flag iris – were woven into mats, baskets and horse collars. Peat was cut for
fuel, and waterfowl were lured or driven into nets, trapped upon sticky limed twigs, or knocked
down with poles when moulting, before being sold for their meat and feathers. Teasels were
used in cloth-making, and flax and hemp harvested on the edge of marshland. The wetland
trees, willow and alder, provided baskets, hurdles and jetties. The inhabitants of the region,
whose settlements clustered on the islands and the fen edge, were accordingly both more
prosperous and more independent than those who lived on the clay land to the south and
west.Cromwell himself, however, was a townsman. From birth to death he lived in urban centres,
though sometimes small, and when in later life he became the owner of large country estates
with fine mansions and castles, he showed no interest in retreating to them. He was born in
Huntingdon, and stayed there until his thirties, when he moved east to St Ives, and then further
east to Ely. All were on the Ouse, but were very different one from another. Huntingdon was the
capital of its shire, a proper chartered corporation which sent representatives to Parliament,
situated where the most important highway in England, the Great North Road which the Romans
had built to link London to York, crossed the river. Like a lot of English river towns Huntingdon
was basically a high street running down to a bridge, with a marketplace halfway along and a few
other streets poking out.10 By Cromwell’s time it had long been in decline, having lost three-
quarters of the parishes it had possessed at its medieval high point; and the one in which he
himself was baptized would not last out the seventeenth century. Huntingdon lacked paving for
its streets and virtually all of the buildings were of timber and thatch. Nonetheless it retained the
social and economic as well as the political trappings of an important town, with inns, taverns,
shops, industries and some large private dwellings. Perhaps two thousand people lived there,
almost half of whom could vote in borough elections, put their beasts to graze on the common
lands and send their sons to the grammar school.11 Today, Huntingdon remains infused with the
memory of its most famous son, whose name appears there repeatedly, on businesses,
surgeries and local government buildings.St Ives was a miniature of Huntingdon about five miles
downstream, with the same layout but no corporation and one parish church. What made it a



place of any note was its annual market, frequented by Dutch merchants. Still, it had about half
the population of Huntingdon, and contained clothiers, metalworkers, grain merchants and
leatherworkers who all sent their produce off down the Ouse. Oliver Cromwell remains the most
celebrated resident and has a statue there.12 In contrast to both Huntingdon and St Ives, Ely
was dominated, in every respect, by its cathedral, the tall golden western tower of which, shining
like a lantern in sunlight, acted as a landmark for travellers of the Fens, as it still does. Its bishop,
dean and chapter controlled the appointment of local officials and supervised the economy of
the small town (which the cathedral made technically a city) and large island around, with their
trade along the river, the good farming on the greensand soil of the isle, and the natural riches of
the marshes around. In times of flood or fog, the great cathedral and its surrounding settlement
floated above the water and vapour like a ship.13Many aspects of the physical environment of
the young Cromwell would seem alien to a modern person, and two of those were its darkness
and its peace. Both would have a bearing on his experience as a soldier. Homes were
illuminated by fires and (mostly tallow) candles, but the outside world at night was largely unlit by
humans.14 Huntingdon required innkeepers to hang lanterns outside their doors during
business hours after dark, but otherwise there seems to have been no obligation to light the
streets even in this important local centre.15 This would have had the effect of increasing the
menacing and disturbing reputation of the night for contemporary humans.16 As a species we
are not equipped to deal well with low light or darkness, which make us vulnerable, and it is not
surprising that the belief systems of most of the English of Cromwell’s time populated the night
with ghosts, demons and other malevolent spirits. Lack of artificial light also made the heavenly
bodies of the night all the more conspicuous and important. The stage of the moon would have
made a considerable difference to the degree of visibility, and the lack of human light pollution
would have powdered a clear night with stars, so that the flesh as well as the bones of
constellations was apparent. This would in turn have made anomalies in the sky, such as comets
or supernovae, all the more conspicuous and laden with possible divine portent.As for
quietness, this was a world in which the loudest regular natural sounds were the murmuring and
sighing of the wind and the songs and cries of birds. The loudest sounds in the human world
were church bells, giving the latter a prominence which their centrality to the community
deserved, whether as calls to pray together or to gather in arms to face threats. In the natural
world, storms, with screaming or roaring gales or claps of thunder, would have been especially
impressive, and possible manifestations of divine wrath. In the human one, the hubbub of a
market day or the tumult of an angry crowd would have been all the more disruptive and
dramatic, and the most striking embodiment of both those qualities of sound was war, based on
the relatively new gunpowder technology. The crash of field and siege artillery, the reports of
massed muskets, the accumulating thunder of horses’ hooves and the roaring of attacking
soldiers and the screaming of the injured, would, according to one’s viewpoint, echo either the
might and fury of God himself or the horrors of Hell.FAMILY AND EARLY LIFEThe vital facts
concerning Cromwell’s family background, family life and youth were first pieced together by an



eighteenth-century clergyman, Mark Noble, who went about his task with the dedication and
precision of a modern genealogist.17 The family tree commences with a minor Welsh landowner
from just north of Cardiff, Morgan ap Gwilym, who entered the service of the Tudors before they
fought their way to power at the battle of Bosworth in 1485 and received his reward with a job at
the royal court. Duly anglicized as Morgan Williams, he married his son Richard to the daughter
of another upwardly mobile family, that of Walter Cromwell, a brewer and innkeeper at Putney, on
the south bank of the Thames upstream from Westminster. It was apparently a good deal for
both, as the Cromwells hovered near the top of the yeoman class, the most prosperous division
of the English middling sort, while the Williamses were undoubtedly genteel, but relatively poor
and from a people whom the English had traditionally despised.18 In fact Richard had struck
gold, because Walter’s son Thomas Cromwell rose to become the chief minister of Henry VIII,
carrying his nephew to fortune with him as a trusted and able lieutenant. Richard duly showed
his appreciation by adopting the family name Cromwell in 1538, though in legal terms it always
remained an alias and documents continued to give both surnames as alternatives down to and
after the time of Oliver himself. At moments when the name Cromwell became politically toxic,
down to the end of the seventeenth century, members of the family reverted to being Williams,
and the whole dynasty retained a pride in its Welsh ancestry. Like the Tudors themselves, they
turned a nationality which could in some respects be a social and political liability into an asset,
by claiming descent from medieval Welsh princes.19Richard Cromwell (alias Williams)
displayed his intelligence and dexterity again in managing to retain royal favour after the
spectacular fall and execution of his mighty brother-in-law. He ended his life peacefully in
possession of a large collection of landed estates, with a particular concentration in
Huntingdonshire which made him the leading magnate of that county and yielded him £3,000 a
year, the income of a lord. That local dominance passed down to his grandson, Sir Oliver, who
led the family in the first decades of the seventeenth century: his portrait shows a self-confident
man in an expensive black suit and fancy lace collar, with the large bulbous nose which was a
family hallmark and which our Oliver duly inherited.20 The Cromwells were fertile as well as rich,
and Sir Oliver had five brothers and five sisters who survived to adulthood. Most of these
married into leading gentry families across south-eastern England – three of the girls wedded
knights – and so established a web of potentially useful connections and alliances.21Our
Cromwell was the son of Sir Oliver’s next brother, called Robert, who was set up by their father
as one of the most important inhabitants of Huntingdon. He was established in a fine house in
the high street, with an income of around £300 a year, roughly that with which Morgan had
started out, which put him at the lower end of the gentry class. On the other hand, it was a
genteel income, in that Robert did not have to earn any of it because it was based on rents and a
share of local tithes, the regular payment made by parishioners for the upkeep of their minister,
of which since the Reformation secular landowners creamed off part in many parishes.
Moreover, he punched above his economic weight, representing his town in Parliament and
serving in the county as a justice of the peace and the high sheriff, offices normally associated



with the greater gentry. This was probably because of the importance of his father, continued in
his elder brother, who both dominated not only the county but the town. Their main seat was
Hinchingbrooke, a Tudor confection of grey stone and red brick with pepper-pot chimneys, a
mile west of Huntingdon.22 Sir Oliver duly became godfather to his brother’s only son, who was
therefore named after him. Robert Cromwell has left no recorded words and no authenticated
portrait, and nobody remembered anything that he had actually done.23 He therefore seems like
a nonentity, but that may be a harsh expression for a contented and unambitious man.Robert
married locally and into his own class, of urban gentry, by choosing Elizabeth, the daughter of
William Steward of Ely, who owned and leased a substantial landed estate, to judge from that
subsequently held by his son Thomas. Robert and Elizabeth duly produced a large family, with
one son but six daughters who survived childhood: Elizabeth, Catherine, Margaret, Anna, Jane
and Robina. Oliver was born after Elizabeth and Catherine, on 25 April 1599 if the register entry
can be trusted, and given the education of a gentleman’s heir. He was sent to the town grammar
school, where he would in theory have been taught English grammar, Latin, Greek, philosophy
and mathematics.24 This qualified him to matriculate on 23 April 1616 at Sidney Sussex
College, Cambridge, a new and relatively poor but fashionable foundation. It was built of rose-
red brick with stone facings, around a courtyard. He was enrolled as a ‘fellow commoner’, paying
higher fees to get a room to himself and the same food as the dons, and so again underlining his
gentility. The syllabus offered more Greek, Latin and philosophy, with rhetoric and logic.25Young
Oliver could, however, spend no more than fourteen months there before he was plucked out by
the first climactic event of his life, the death of his father in June 1617. It is in keeping with the
minimal presence of Robert Cromwell in history that we do not know how sudden and
unexpected this was, or how much of an impact it made on Oliver, and we do not indeed know
what relations between them were like at all. We do, however, know the economic
consequences, from Robert’s will, which bequeathed two-thirds of his estate for twenty-one
years to his widow Elizabeth, to provide for their daughters. She was also willed a £600 debt
owed to Robert by a relative, and all his goods, and made sole executrix. Oliver was left with the
remaining third of his father’s estate, and so had somehow to carry on his father’s position on
about £100 a year, which put him, at best, onto the lowest border of gentility.26 It was perhaps a
sensible step to ensure dowries of the five daughters who were as yet unmarried, as well as to
secure the position of Elizabeth. It apparently testifies to Robert’s love or concern for his wife, but
may also reflect a distrust of his son. Alternatively, it might have been a tax dodge, to try to
reduce the liability of Oliver’s inheritance to wardship, the levy made by the Crown on the estates
of heirs who were still legally minors by selling third parties the right to administer and exploit the
estates until those due them came of age.27 Oliver would get his full inheritance on the verge of
middle age, or sooner if his mother decided to hand it over before then. Moreover, he had a good
expectation of becoming in addition the heir of his mother’s childless brother, now Sir Thomas
Steward. Nonetheless, for the time being he was financially pinched. It is a striking proof of the
strength of the emotional bond between Oliver and his mother that the arrangement does not



seem to have caused any known tension between them. Indeed, she remained a supportive but
not meddling background figure for most of the rest of his life, and impressed observers with her
prudence and common sense.28Our Cromwell now vanishes from history for three years, to
reappear on 22 August 1620 at St Giles’s Church, Cripplegate, in the old City of London, where
he got married. His bride was Elizabeth, the eldest daughter of a London fur and leather
merchant called Sir James Bourchier who was prospering and had leased a landed estate in
Essex.29 The event, once again, shows how little we know of Oliver’s youth. His courtship of
Elizabeth may have been the product of a lengthy residence by him in the capital, in the course
of which he might have had all sorts of experiences and adventures. It could have resulted from
a shorter sojourn there, or he might not have gone near the city at all before the wedding but met
his wife through a provincial connection: for example, his aunt Joan had married an Essex
gentleman. Oliver’s union with Elizabeth could have been preceded by a long courtship or a
whirlwind romance, and may initially have been a love match or an arranged one. For a
financially strapped gentleman like Cromwell to marry into the family of an upwardly mobile City
merchant was a classic way of obtaining a much-needed injection of cash in the shape of a
dowry. On the other hand there is no surviving record of such an agreement: on the contrary, we
find Cromwell himself signing over a significant part of his paltry immediate inheritance to
provide a jointure to support his wife. Nor did the wedding beget a lasting alliance between the
families: we hear no more of the Bourchiers in Cromwell’s affairs. One of the most important
developments in his young life, therefore, may be read in various different ways, from a mutually
enthusiastic partnering between two houses, perhaps brokered by friends and relatives, to an
unexpected love match of which the father of the bride disapproved.What is certain is that it was
a successful marriage, which lasted until the end of Oliver’s own life and never displayed any
sign of tension, ennui or infidelity. Elizabeth’s portrait, made in middle age, shows a woman run
to plumpness but preserving signs of unmistakable prettiness in youth, with soft features and a
lingering sweetness about the mouth.30 The passion of their physical relationship, coupled with
the fecundity of the Cromwell genes in an age without reliable contraception, is displayed in the
steady succession of children which followed the wedding: Robert in 1621, Oliver in 1623,
Bridget in 1624, Richard in 1626, Henry in 1628, Elizabeth in 1629 and James in 1631.31As the
latest generation of Cromwells emerged, and the oldest was starting to die off, the middle one,
Oliver’s own, was being settled as his sisters also began to marry. Robert Cromwell’s inferior
status, as a comparatively poor younger son, shows in the matches that his daughters found.
Whereas Robert’s sisters had wed major gentry from a wide geographical area, Oliver’s found
less prominent young men in the local region. Margaret did best, getting Valentine Walton, an
important Huntingdonshire landowner who subsequently represented the county in Parliament.
Anna married a lesser gentleman from the same shire, Catherine one from a Fen settlement to
the north of it, and Robina a clergyman. Jane found John Desborough or Disbrowe, the younger
son of the squire of a village in Cambridgeshire south of Huntingdon, who had set himself up as
a lawyer.32 Some of these new in-laws were going to rise with Cromwell himself, and more



glamorous matches would lie in store for some of his sisters as he did rise, but for the time being
he was getting tied into a respectable but limited local network.Can any more flesh be put onto
these scraps of archival bone? Do we have any sense of what the young Cromwell was like as a
person? Here there is an obvious problem with the early biographies of him: that, naturally,
enough, the sycophantic accounts produced just after his death represented him as a paragon
of sagacity, preparing for a great future, and those written later by political enemies make him an
exemplar of most follies and vices, including financial irresponsibility, peevishness and irritability,
theft from orchards and pigeon cots, violent aggression, drunkenness and lechery.33 Various
anecdotes from childhood or adolescence were repeated later which presaged his ambition or
his greatness.34 All or none of these portraits and accounts may be true. We are on safer
ground when both the admiring and hostile accounts agree on the occasional detail, such as his
lack of interest in academic study; but that could have been deduced anyway from his later
character. It was noted (in his defence, by a eulogist) that he retained enough Latin to be able to
converse in it with foreign ambassadors as head of state.35 Nevertheless, as an adult he never
showed any personal interest in scholarship, and he was markedly free of that devotion to the
Greek and Roman classics which characterized so many of his educated contemporaries and
peppered their speeches. Nor did he ever talk like a lawyer, common or civil, which is another
indication that he did not study law. All that can be said with reasonable certainty of Cromwell as
a youth is that he would have been impulsive, and given to fits of savage temper, brooding
withdrawal and boisterous good humour; because that is what he was like all his life.EARLY
POLITICAL ACTIVITYThe trail of references to Cromwell gets no greater in the course of the
1620s. The sequence of baptisms of his children shows that he stuck close to home and family
in Huntingdon, and a few other records show him playing his part as one of its leading
inhabitants. In 1621 his name led the list of citizens, after the bailiffs who presided, witnessing
the election of Members of Parliament for the town, and the decade culminated in his own
service as an MP in 1628. He probably held urban office and sat on the council, though the
archives are too imperfect to prove this. His economic situation remained parlous for somebody
operating at this sort of political level, his tax assessment matching that of forty other
households in the town. Whether he was so prominent because of his own qualities, the honour
paid to his father’s memory or the continuing influence of his uncle at Hinchingbrooke, nobody
can say. He shows no sign in the 1620s of any especial distinction, ambition, ideology or activity.
He appears to be, in fact, remarkably like his father.36Nonetheless, his arrival in Parliament
placed him briefly at the centre of one of the biggest political storms in early modern English
history. For almost three decades, since the accession of the Stuart royal family to the throne,
tension had been growing, and in 1628–9 it finally produced political breakdown. The causes
were various. One was simply that the Stuarts came from Scotland, a kingdom always
independent of England and occupied by a people whom the English traditionally despised as
inferior and disliked as frequent enemies. The first of them to hold both thrones, James VI of
Scotland and I of England, therefore automatically ran up against anti-Scottish prejudice, and



suffered from the unprecedented burden of having to run both kingdoms at once. To
compensate the Scots for the removal of their royal court, he awarded English titles, money and
offices to many of them, so incurring English resentment and disapproval. Moreover, his
accession coincided with the conclusion of the English conquest of Ireland, landing him with a
third burden, a divided land full of resentful natives, which could not meet the costs of an
expensive English occupation that the English themselves did not want to fund. In addition,
James inherited from the previous monarch, the very popular, long-lived and successful Tudor
queen Elizabeth, a state financial system which had been allowed to run down near to the point
of collapse, and which needed complete reform by a political nation unaware of the problem and
disinclined to believe in it. After failure to work with a Parliament to find a solution, the royal
government was only able to survive by putting up the customs rates on its own authority, which
it had no clear constitutional right to do.To these functional problems, James and his son
Charles I, who succeeded him in March 1625, added misjudgements. Both, and especially
Charles, pursued controversial religious policies, which will be discussed below. James, who
had functioned effectively in Scotland, did not understand the rules of English parliamentary
politics and puzzled and alarmed many of his new subjects. He increasingly relied on unpopular
favourites, who were often suspected of exerting an inappropriate influence over his judgement
for their own personal profit. Charles was a well-intentioned but obstinate and formulaic
conviction politician, with poor personal skills and a tendency to indecision punctuated by fits of
desperate action following panic. He initially continued reliance on his father’s least popular
favourite, and started two disastrous foreign wars simultaneously, which lessened the military
reputation of the English and plunged the royal finances into a huge deficit. Within a decade of
taking the throne, King James had found it difficult to work with Parliaments in a way true of no
Tudor monarch, and this remained the case until his death. Charles’s wars made the situation
still worse, as Parliaments in 1625 and 1626 increasingly lost faith in his government and
demanded changes to it, as the price of financial support, which he was not prepared to make.
At the same time, the continuing decay of an unreformed national fiscal system meant that when
war taxes were voted, they yielded much less than MPs believed that they would. Once again,
the royal regime survived by bending constitutional rules, and levying a ‘Forced Loan’ on
wealthier subjects, which seventy-five refused to pay. The Parliament which Cromwell joined in
1628 was called in a desperate attempt to mend relations and get the normal system working
again. After a promising first session, it ended in catastrophe in 1629, when a majority of the
House of Commons condemned the king’s ministers for both his financial and his religious
policies. Charles dissolved the Parliament in fury and settled down to rule without one for what
turned out to be an unprecedented length of time.37Naturally, we do not know what the still
obscure Oliver Cromwell thought of any of these events, including the climactic series in the
Parliament. Six of his cousins had refused to pay the Forced Loan, but being a Cromwell he had
a lot of cousins, and we can only guess at whether he sympathized with these.38 He was one of
the majority that refused to adjourn the House of Commons as the king had initially ordered



when the crisis came in 1629, and so presumably shared its anger with royal policies.
Otherwise, he made just one recorded speech, which will be considered later.39He returned to
Huntingdon, but the town was now in the throes of dramatic change, which was to end his
familiar life there. His uncle, the flamboyant Sir Oliver, had one serious weakness, financial
extravagance, and by the late 1620s this was eroding his inherited role as the county magnate.
In 1627 it collapsed, as he was obliged to sell his seat of Hinchingbrooke and retreat north to his
lesser mansion of Ramsey on an island in the Fens. The gap created by his withdrawal was filled
immediately by a rising gentry family, the Montagus, which had made fortunes in the law and
already dominated eastern Northamptonshire from Boughton and Kimbolton Castles. In the
1620s the head of the family was made Lord Montagu of Boughton and his still more successful
younger brother, who had entered royal service, became the earl of Manchester. The earl was
now expanding the family power eastwards. In 1624 and 1625 Montagus represented
Huntingdonshire in Parliament alongside Sir Oliver, but from 1626 they controlled both county
seats. It was the earl who bought Hinchingbrooke from the knight and planted his younger
brother there to oversee Huntingdon and the south and centre of the shire. Our Oliver was
elected MP for the town in 1628 alongside one of the earl’s younger sons, and it is not known
whether this was because of his popularity there, or the last gasp of his uncle’s influence, or a
goodwill gesture towards the Cromwells by the new magnate.40The change seems,
nonetheless, to have destabilized Huntingdon’s politics, as well as leaving Oliver more
vulnerable in them even while his economic position had not improved: in 1627 he had sold two
closes of land, a sign of financial pressure.41 In 1630 the town’s leaders petitioned the king for a
new charter, which would replace an elected common council with aldermen who served for life,
as the town government. It was granted, and Cromwell was not among the new aldermen,
although he was made a justice of the peace. He then got into a heated quarrel with the new
town leadership, together with another man who had been snubbed by the new arrangements.
Both were reported to the king’s Privy Council for misconduct, summoned to London, deemed
culpable by the council, and committed to custody while the earl of Manchester investigated the
matter. The targets of Cromwell’s abuse had been the current mayor and a slick lawyer called
Robert Bernard who served as the borough’s recorder (legal officer) and had drawn up the new
charter. The occasion of Cromwell’s outburst had not been the charter itself, which had been
supported by both Sir Oliver Cromwell and the earl himself, and not opposed in the town, but the
power it gave the new town rulers to levy fines on those who refused to serve as aldermen,
dispose of town property and graze extra cattle on the common land. The earl removed two of
these powers and reduced the third, but also ruled that Cromwell and his companion had
expressed themselves with language unacceptable in public life and forced both men to make a
public apology. Cromwell duly offered it, pleading that the offending words were uttered ‘in heat
and passion’ and asking for pardon. To rub salt into Cromwell’s wounds, the earl also praised
Bernard, by contrast, for his conduct.42 A mixture of misfortune, political folly and emotional
intemperance had cast Oliver out of power in his home town and inflicted a bruising humiliation



upon him.His reaction has long been famed among his modern biographers, and was as
impulsive and furious as that which had got him into trouble in the first place: within a few
months, by 7 May 1631 and with the consent of his mother, wife and uncle, he had sold almost
all of his property in and around Huntingdon, and moved away.43 This brought in £1,800, which
would mean that Cromwell’s income at that time was where he had started at his father’s death,
at around £100 a year: but we do not know whether his mother had released any of her share of
the inheritance to him, and so what financial losses may have been disguised by this. His house
was included in the sale, but his mother rented it back immediately from the new owner, and so
continued to live there herself. The rest of the family moved with him to nearby St Ives, and it is
not known why they chose that town. It may have been because the minister there was an old
friend from Cambridge, as will be discussed, or because the lord of the manor, Henry Lawrence,
was another of Oliver’s numerous relations, or because their new home was closer to Ely and Sir
Thomas Steward, whose principal heir Oliver now seemed to be.Around this time, Cromwell was
in trouble with the royal authorities again, because of one of the gambits adopted by the
government to repair the dreadful financial problem left by the failure of its wars and
parliamentary sessions. This was to revive the medieval custom whereby substantial landowners
had either to present themselves at a royal coronation to be knighted or pay a fine. The custom
had apparently not been active for over a century, but was still legally in existence, and as
nobody had presented himself at Charles’s coronation in accordance with it, this meant that all
defaulters could be fined. The bar of eligibility was officially where it had been around 1500, at
an income of forty pounds a year from property. Since then there had been a monetary inflation
of around 400 per cent, and so thousands of minor gentlemen and yeomen, now far below the
economic threshold of a knight, were caught in the fiscal trap, including Cromwell. It was another
blow to befall him during this dreadful period, and it is not surprising, given his preoccupations,
which may have included financial difficulties, that he initially defaulted. There is no sign that he
had any principled objection to the levy, although he may have done. He was duly listed for
defaulting by a county commission led by his uncle Sir Oliver and Sir Sidney Montagu, but
agreed to pay up and eventually did so, handing over a minimal ten pounds and not being
treated as a resister.44The fine imposed was that given to a yeoman and not a gentleman, and
is one signal of how much Cromwell’s social position had declined. At St Ives he became a
working tenant farmer, renting a large house, Slepe Hall, and some of the rich meadows along
the Ouse, where he apparently kept livestock and grew willows for building and furniture. His
new status was apparent in legal documents. At Huntingdon, he had been addressed, despite
his relatively low income, as ‘esquire’, the mark of somebody from the upper rank of gentry, who
filled county offices. At St Ives he became ‘Mr’, the title of a minor gentleman or prosperous
yeoman.45 He seems to have joined the vestry, the body which appointed most of the town’s
officials, because he was apparently recorded at its annual appointment of them in 1633 and is
likewise apparently recorded at that in 1634, heading the list of signatories and so suggesting
that he had already assumed some role of local leadership. However, in the first case the place



where his name should be has been cut out and the signature in the second may be a fake,
interpolated later.46 Even if he became a big fish in a small Huntingdonshire pond, he was
clearly now far below the level of the county elite, represented locally by the Lawrences who
owned the manor and the Montagus, whose tentacles now reached St Ives where the earl of
Manchester gained control of the profits of the market, the bridge and the manorial court, in
which ‘Mr’ Cromwell was punished in October 1633 when his shepherd drove a flock onto the
wrong land.One of the most telling signs of the trauma of this period lies in Oliver’s reproductive
history. Until 1632 the almost annual arrival of a new baby to him and Elizabeth had continued
steadily: then it ceased, for five years. This being, as said, an age without reliable contraception,
such a break is a strong indication of a cessation of physical marital relations. It may have been
the result of personal grief, as the last child to arrive before the gap was James, who was
christened on 8 January 1632 and buried the next day.47 The loss of a baby, the first of their
offspring to die young, may have left the Cromwells disinclined to venture into parenthood again
for a long time, especially if the birth had been dangerous to Elizabeth. Alternatively, financial
hardship may have propelled an exercise in family limitation, if there was no certainty that
Oliver’s farm would prosper. In addition it is possible that the shock of his political and social
humiliation may have left him in a state of prolonged depression. Whatever the reason, there
were no more children during the St Ives years.There is a chance that Cromwell’s mental state
was more generally disturbed at this time, and had been for a while. In 1628 the renowned
physician Sir Theodore Mayerne, based in London, recorded that he had treated a ‘Monsieur
Cromwell’ and found him valde melancholicus, which could be translated as ‘very depressed’ or
even ‘severely unbalanced’.48 Decades later, a memoirist recalled that another medical man,
John Simcott, had told him that in his Huntingdonshire years Oliver would sometimes lie abed
‘all melancholy’, and was neurotic enough to send for Simcott in the middle of the night because
he thought himself to be dying. On other occasions Cromwell had ‘strange fancies’ about
Huntingdon’s medieval stone cross, said that a spirit had predicted that he would be ‘the
greatest man in the kingdom’ or became ‘most splenetic’.49 It would be easy to link these pieces
of evidence to his change of fortunes and suggest that increasing financial and political
insecurity during the late 1620s generated a tendency to depressive illness which developed in
the early 1630s into a full-scale nervous breakdown.The evidence, however, loses solidity on
closer inspection. Mayerne was actually treating his patient for dry skin, stomach aches after
eating and a pain in the side, and a phlegmy cough. The sufferer may simply have been cast
down by his (temporary) afflictions. Alternatively, by ‘melancholia’, the doctor may have signified
a literal meaning, of a surfeit of black bile on which, according to medieval medical convention,
such symptoms might be blamed. Furthermore, the Cromwell concerned may not have been our
man at all, but one of his cousins.50 Simcott’s account is an overtly hostile one, recorded
second-hand by a political enemy of Cromwell, and combines experiences which the doctor was
claimed to have had himself with the story of the spirit’s prediction, which was acknowledged to
be reported by others. In later years, Cromwell showed none of the hypochondria and



melodrama alleged against him here. Simcott’s actual case-book has survived and does not
contain any of this information, only the rather delightful snippet that Cromwell had taken a
medicine alleged to ward off the plague and accidentally cured the pimples from which he had
suffered.51 There is, however, a more credible account of his physical ill-health in this period,
recorded in the eighteenth century from the parish clerk of St Ives, who had been told it by very
old people surviving from the time when Cromwell had lived there. It described how he attended
church with a piece of red flannel wrapped around his neck, as he was subject to sore throats.52
This is the kind of trivial and inconsequential visual detail which seems authentic. Apparently the
life of a farmer was hard on Oliver.If so, he may have made a desperate attempt to escape from
it in 1635, with an action as impulsive and precipitate as his quarrel at Huntingdon and his
subsequent flight from the town. In July of that year his maternal uncle, Sir Thomas Steward,
was accused before the authorities of being mentally unfit to manage his own affairs, a charge
which is overwhelmingly likely to have originated within his family. Had it been upheld, then use
of his possessions would have passed to guardians, normally appointed from among his closest
relatives. There were three of those: his wife, his sister, and her only son, Cromwell; and
suspicion naturally falls upon the latter, as the person with the most to gain from the action.
Moreover, after his death two hostile commentators directly accused him of instigating it, and the
very next year after the action an opponent of Cromwell in a lawsuit alleged that Cromwell and
his uncle had recently been on bad terms. Whoever did launch the suit, it failed. Sir Thomas’s
portrait, now in the Cromwell Museum, shows a weak-faced, anxious man with a flamboyant
beard and moustache – perhaps a credible subject for such an accusation – but after three
months an inquisition at Cambridge pronounced him sane.53 The evidence therefore points
very strongly to Cromwell as involved in the attempt, and quite strongly suggests that he was its
driving force: but neither suspicion can quite be proved.If either is true, then Steward showed an
astonishing capacity to forgive, because when he made his will upon his deathbed on 29
January 1636, he still named Cromwell as his principal heir. However, there was a sting in it: the
bequest included part of Sir Thomas’s freehold, and most of his leasehold, land, but none of his
moveable goods, and Oliver was not allowed to inherit anything until his uncle’s debts were paid,
which totalled at least £1,300. He had to buy the goods back for £2,000, and after an
unsuccessful attempt to overturn the unattractive aspects of the will by a lawsuit, took until the
end of 1638 to gain possession of all the land due to him, and so presumably to pay off the
debts. After that, he could at last enjoy the whole of the income that his new estate provided,
which came to around £450 a year.54 It was derived mainly from urban property, but also some
farm and fen land, and the collection of church tithes. Cromwell seems to have moved
immediately to the new home in Ely which was at the heart of the inheritance, a fine brick, stone
and tile townhouse surrounded by a complex of offices and storehouses, including a large
barn.55 Even before it was all secured, his new income would have been better than any he had
personally enjoyed before, and when it was fully delivered it made him richer than his father and
unequivocally one of the urban gentry of the region. Like a gentleman, he did not have to work to



earn most of it. Within the year he had leased more land from Clare College, Cambridge, and
had been appointed to his uncle’s place on the board of trustees of Ely’s most important charity.
In its official papers he was restored to the rank of ‘esquire’, and his return to this rank was
signalled further by his appointment in 1638 as a justice of the peace – one of the local
magistrates who tried minor offences and carried out much local administration – for the Isle.56
The effect of Cromwell’s change of fortune on his marital life is signalled by the immediate
resumption of the appearance of children: Mary in 1637 and Frances in 1638.57 It is important
not to overstate his newly acquired prosperity – the Ely tax returns list him as the eighteenth
richest inhabitant – but it was a great improvement.58Meanwhile the wider affairs of the nation
unfolded, and the Crown pursued its objective of finding ways to stabilize its finances without
recourse to parliamentary taxation. The most important and controversial of these was Ship
Money, originally a rate levied on maritime counties to strengthen the navy during a military
emergency, which was extended to the whole nation and made annual from 1635. It caused a
great deal of disquiet concerning the constitutional implications, and in 1637–8 was submitted to
a direct legal challenge by one of Cromwell’s cousins, the Buckinghamshire squire John
Hampden. He was ably defended in court by another of Oliver’s cousins by marriage, Oliver St
John, and eventually lost by a slight majority of all the royal judges, who were called collectively
to determine the case. Despite these family connections, the true significance of the issue in our
Cromwell’s life is its apparent irrelevancy. He paid his share of the rate promptly, and his views
on its wider significance are not recorded. Six months after the determination of Hampden’s
case, he wrote a long letter to St John’s wife, his cousin in blood, which will be considered
below, and in which he made no reference to these recent momentous events. He appears,
indeed, indifferent to national politics throughout the 1630s, and his compliance with Ship
Money makes it more likely that his failure to pay his distraint of knighthood fine was the result of
financial dislocation, and not principle.59It is noteworthy that the single political issue in which
he can be proved to have involved himself in the later 1630s was purely a local one: that of
drainage and enclosure. The economy of the Fens depended on the expectation that, even if
they flooded each winter, the pastures which covered most of the region would dry out to be
grazed or mown each summer; but it would appear that increasingly this was not happening. It is
possible that this was one effect of the Reformation, in removing the religious houses which had
maintained the traditional drainage works. It is also true, however, that the early seventeenth
century saw the climax of a long period of deteriorating climate, the weather overall becoming
colder and wetter. Whatever the cause, the effect was perceived as a serious problem, and in
1630 many years of debates, plans and small-scale local initiatives culminated in a grand
scheme led by the most important nobleman of the south-east Midlands, the earl of Bedford, to
drain over 300,000 acres of the South Fens. The main method adopted was to cut a new
channel for the Ouse, straight across the huge bend that it made in the fenlands east of St Ives,
of which Ely lay in the apex. The river water would then flow down both courses, taking pressure
off the land between and around.60Nobody had much objection to reduced flooding, but the



problem with the scheme was that Bedford and his fellow projectors treated the fenland as if it
were a virgin wilderness, and proposed to divide much of it between themselves once drained,
with a share going to the Crown and some of the reclaimed area set aside so its profits could
maintain the drainage works. The public benefit was advertised as increasing the nation’s
productivity and agricultural resources in an era of rising population pressure. The provocative
aspect of the scheme was that it ignored the long-established rights of the commoners of the
Fens and the settlements on their edge to pasture their beasts on the summer meadows and
harvest the rich natural resources of the marshes, pools and watercourses. Similar schemes,
with the same kind of rationale and the same shortcoming, were launched at places all over the
eastern English marshlands in the 1630s, though Bedford’s was the largest. Accordingly, most of
them were challenged, by legal action, in print and by rioting. To complicate matters further, in
1638 the king upheld local complaints that the works of Bedford’s consortium were imperfect,
and took them over directly, greatly increasing the Crown’s share of the anticipated new
farmland and reducing that of the original investors. There the matter rested as it was overtaken
by the ensuing national crisis which led to the English Civil War.The controversy over the project
involved the Isle of Ely as much as other places in the South Fens, and that became the setting
for some of the largest protests. The bishop and cathedral chapter, and some of the justices of
the peace, supported the commoners in appealing to the Privy Council against the scheme in
1637: their case was that the people of the Isle were expected to lose two-thirds of their fenland
pastures even though the latter had not been badly affected by flooding, and so did not need
drainage at all. The king and council supported Bedford and his friends, and one
Huntingdonshire JP was removed for his attempt to start a fighting fund to oppose them. Near
the end of a report to the council about this man’s activities we find the assertion that it was
‘commonly reported’ that ‘Cromwell of Ely’ (who must be our man) had promised to launch a
lawsuit against the drainers which would hold them up for five years, if the people of the Isle who
had common rights in the Fens funded it by paying him a set sum for every cow they grazed on
the fenland.61 There is no corroborating evidence for this statement, for the truth of which the
author himself could not vouch, but it has been given further weight by the assertion made
almost half a century later, by one of Cromwell’s enemies, that Oliver had spoken against the
scheme at a meeting at Huntingdon in April 1638.62 These pieces of information together
caused historians for most of the twentieth century to portray Cromwell as becoming a popular
hero in the area at this time, because of his defence of commoners’ rights, so laying the basis for
his later political and military following.63 It was a view that went into the 1970 film about him,
starring Richard Harris.More recently, biographers have recoiled from it, emphasizing that there
is no corroboration for either statement of his opposition to drainage, and that there is no sign
that he ever opposed it in principle.64 It has been noted that when an investigation was
launched into riots led by Ely men in 1638, produced by opposition to the drainage works,
Cromwell was not mentioned in its report.65 Emphasis has been placed on the fact that legal
opposition to the works was led by the authorities of the Isle, from the bishop downwards, and



that if Cromwell was a part of that, he was playing his role as a member of this establishment,
rather than acting as a demagogue.66 This seems correct. Many years later, when he was the
most powerful person in the land and his views were solicited on another fen reclamation
project, it was recorded that he thought that drainage in general was a good idea, as long as the
drainers did not claim too great a proportion of the land and fail to provide for the poor.67 This
seems entirely consistent with his behaviour in the 1630s, if he did indeed oppose Bedford’s
project.Taken as a whole, there is no sign at all that in the 1630s Cromwell either took much
interest in national politics or regarded himself as a champion of the common people. His
concerns seem to have been local and pragmatic, continuing the pattern of the previous decade,
of an unambitious individual with limited horizons, contented with the life of a provincial
gentleman based in a small town.RELIGIONCromwell grew up in a world littered with the
physical remains of the early English Reformation, above all the carcasses of medieval religious
houses. Both his Cromwell and Steward ancestors had been closely involved in the dissolution
of these, and gained most of their wealth from the process, in lands, tithes and buildings. Of the
main Cromwell family seats, Hinchingbrooke had been a nunnery and Ramsey a Benedictine
monastery. Oliver’s own childhood home was adapted out of an Augustinian friary and he went
to school in a building which had been part of a hospital. St Ives had grown up around the shrine
of the holy man whose name the town embodied, and which had been demolished as part of the
same process of reform.68 It was the theological consequences of the later Reformation,
however, rather than the physical traces of the first, which were really to shape his career, as will
be shown.In 1559–63 the official Church of England was made permanently Protestant by the
Elizabethan settlement of it; but that was a rushed compromise produced by a clash between
reformers and conservatives in Parliament which left nobody entirely satisfied. The result
retained a Catholic structure, with bishops, cathedrals, archdeacons and the full medieval
system of church courts, alongside a Protestant theology and service. Moreover, the last two
were themselves a compromise, mixing elements of the main Continental Protestant traditions:
the Lutheran in northern Germany, and the various other strains, especially Calvinist, in southern
Germany, Switzerland and France. The result was – for the age – a quite astonishing amount of
confusion concerning doctrine. Among the points which the settlement left unclear were whether
the English Church was an improved version of the medieval one or a complete departure from
it, allied to Continental Protestants; whether human beings could save themselves from sin by
their own efforts; whether clergy had a sacred status which clearly divided them from the laity;
whether the royal supremacy over the Church was vested in the monarch alone or in the
monarch in Parliament; and whether bishops had absolute power over lesser clerics. Initially
everybody expected that this situation would not last, and that the English Church’s government
would be altered and its doctrine clarified, most probably to bring it more into line with the
Continental Protestant denominations. To general surprise, Elizabeth soon made it clear that she
would not countenance any further alteration in the settlement, perhaps because of a tendency
in her nature to preserve any situation with which she had become familiar, and perhaps



because she realized that the existing one gave her additional power and flexibility as the
Church’s governor.69When Elizabeth’s attitude became obvious, from the mid-1560s, it
produced a division among convinced English Protestants. Most, including the majority of her
bishops, ministers and councillors, conformed to her wishes, however reluctantly and unhappily.
A minority refused to do so, expressing active and vocal opposition to what they regarded as
Catholic elements surviving in the English Church which differentiated it from the most
thoroughly reformed Continental denominations such as Calvinism. These individuals rapidly
acquired the derisory nickname of ‘Puritans’. In the course of the 1560s and 1570s they waged a
campaign to induce the queen to accept further reform, which foundered upon her refusal to
oblige and the lack of any credible Protestant alternative to her as ruler. From the 1580s she
found more active support for her stance, and her muddled compromise of a Church, for two
reasons. One was that by then a generation had grown up which was accustomed to it, and so
less inclined to see it as anomalous. The other was that religious conservatives were
abandoning hope that Catholicism would be restored, and were coming to support Elizabeth’s
religious order as a barrier against more radically Protestant forms. By the time of Cromwell’s
birth, it seemed that the Puritan challenge had been defeated, and a nationally prescribed
religion had been achieved which was exceptionally dynamic and disparate, its lack of strict
definition allowing for a wide range of individual interpretation and expression.Two serious
weaknesses remained within it. One was that there were still large numbers of Puritans left, at all
levels of society, forming a distinctive religious sub-culture. They were united by a desire to see
the Church further reformed, though they differed greatly over the ideal extent of this or the
features to which they at present objected; but they were also characterized by a remarkably
uniform culture. It was marked by strenuous piety infused with intense introspection and a
profound preoccupation with personal salvation; a reliance on the authority of the Bible as
absolutely paramount in Christianity; and a conviction that the majority of humans, including of
the English, were predestined to damnation. Puritans were found to a greater or lesser degree
across most of the country, often forming distinctive enclaves within counties or even parishes.
The other weakness was the appearance of a rival tendency by the end of the century, of
English Protestants who wished the Church in some respects actually to become more Catholic.
It sprang from different sources, such as a desire to believe that all humans might ultimately
have a potential for salvation; a feeling that the now established religion represented a uniquely
improved form of Catholicism rather than a national variant of a Continent-wide Protestant
movement; and a hunger for a greater physical beauty, and larger element of ceremony and
sanctity, in parish churches. By the time of Cromwell’s childhood, opponents were giving those
who embodied these attitudes the insulting label of ‘Arminians’, after the followers of a heretical
Dutch theologian.Puritans, Arminians and those who were broadly content with Elizabeth’s
Church formed a huge spectrum rather than a trio of distinct and coherent parties. There was no
doubt, however, that the first two were now pulling English religion in opposite directions, and
that a potential had developed for serious conflict if animosities could not be damped down. In



addition, England still retained a small minority of the population – from 1 to 5 per cent – which
adhered secretly or openly to the outlawed faith of Roman Catholicism, remaining loyal to the
Pope and the traditional sacraments of his Church. Although few in number, they included many
wealthy and influential nobles and gentry, especially in the north, who could be linked to the
powerful Catholic states which still dominated much of the Continent, and they could provide the
essential personnel for a reconversion of England should a Catholic ruler ever again come to the
throne. In facing all these problems, Elizabeth’s successor, James I, did fairly well according to
the opinions of most recent scholars. He reaffirmed the essentials of the Elizabethan settlement,
and picked off the most troublesome Puritans and Catholics while allowing the more peaceable
a de facto toleration, the latter as long as they paid regular fines. He produced a bench of
bishops which always had a majority committed to the existing settlement, but included a few
who sympathized with Puritans and a growing minority of Arminians; the purpose of the latter
was largely to ensure the king a continued freedom of manoeuvre and deter the mainstream
majority if it tried to combine to push him into particular policies. Abroad, James displayed a
consistent wish to reconcile the Protestant and Catholic faiths. All this was in many ways
admirable, and in some respects sensible, but it had one major flaw: that it completely failed to
defuse religious tensions in his realm. On the contrary, by its end, and Cromwell’s achievement
of maturity, animosities and suspicions between different kinds of English Protestant were
greater than ever, while suspicion and fear of Catholicism remained widespread at all levels of
society.It therefore mattered the more that on his succession in 1625 Charles I overturned his
father’s balancing act by manifesting a personal conversion to Arminianism. This immediately
intensified the trouble which he experienced in working with Parliaments, where Puritans united
with the former Elizabethan and Jacobean mainstream to express alarm at his promotion of
Arminian bishops and acceptance of their policies: it was the major factor in producing the final
breakdown in 1629. Thereafter, ruling without Parliaments through the 1630s, Charles was free
to promote an Arminian takeover, led by his new archbishop of Canterbury, William Laud. The
Laudian programme included a re-endowment of the Church’s wealth to render it stronger, more
effective and more independent of the laity; a more rigorous enforcement of the prescribed
ceremonies and clerical dress on Puritans who had been ignoring aspects of them; a repair and
beautification of churches, as settings for ritual and for sanctity; and the generation of a better-
educated and better-behaved clergy, under tighter central control ultimately wielded by the
monarch. In the eyes of Charles, Laud and their followers, Puritans replaced Catholics as the
most serious perceived menace to the established religious order, a shift signalled by the fact
that as a last manifestation of James’s conciliatory policy and a critical need for powerful foreign
allies, Charles had married a Catholic princess, Henrietta Maria, sister of the king of France. This
reintroduced Catholicism into the heart of the royal court. As not all bishops were yet followers of
Laud, his reforms were patchily enforced, but taken together, these developments naturally
induced horror in Puritans, and in many who had been more or less contented with the Church
as it was under James. Moreover, the prospect of a more independent and powerful body of



clergy, less responsive to the laity and more centrally directed, was alarming to a wider body of
nobility, gentry and merchants than those concerned with the religious issues alone. By the end
of the 1630s, the king’s religious policy was producing serious unease among a great many of
his subjects.This, then, was the context within which Oliver Cromwell grew up and passed to the
brink of middle age. His extended family, represented by his father’s siblings, in-laws, and nieces
and nephews, seems to have spanned most of the English religious spectrum. It contained no
apparent Catholics or Arminians, but several people who were or became Puritans and many
representatives of more mainstream Elizabethan and Jacobean Protestantism.70 The head of
the family, the flamboyant, extravagant and genial Sir Oliver, seems to have been conservative
and conformist in religion as in other respects, while Sir Thomas Steward was apparently quite
comfortable in his position as a neighbour, tenant and tithe-farmer of the powerful churchmen of
Ely. On the other hand, there are hints that Oliver’s father Robert Cromwell, while apparently a
conforming member of the established Church, leaned more towards the Puritan end of the
spectrum than his brother. One sign of this is the choice of a Cambridge college for his son
Oliver which was different from his own or his elder brother’s (Queens’ College). Sidney Sussex
was a recent foundation, specifically designed to train a godly Protestant preaching ministry. It
demanded an exceptionally pious and austere lifestyle from its students, forbidding them
flamboyant clothes and hairstyles, visits to taverns, and card or dice games. Unsurprisingly,
Puritans were attracted to study there. Its master, Samuel Ward, was noted for his friendship
with Puritan clergy, attachment to the Calvinist doctrine that salvation was restricted to a
predetermined spiritual elite, covert dislike of bishops, and overt hostility to Catholics and
Arminians.71Then there was the identity of Robert’s parish minister at Huntingdon, who was
also Oliver’s schoolmaster there. Thomas Beard was the leading churchman of the town and
something of a national figure because of his writings. He may have shared a personal
friendship with Robert as well as playing a pastoral role, because he witnessed his will. Beard
was no Puritan, being (like Ward) a greedy pluralist, amassing multiple appointments to livings in
order to maximize his income in a way of which Puritans disapproved. Nonetheless, he
expressed attitudes which were also hallmarks of Puritan belief. One was an intense
providentialism, a conviction that the Christian God planted signs in the mortal world to convey
his attitudes and intentions to the faithful, which to Beard especially took the form of
punishments meted out to evildoers. Another was a sense of that world as a battleground
between God and the Devil, with humans lined up on either side and Catholics in particular
being in Satan’s party. A concomitant of this was Beard’s animosity towards Arminians, whom he
viewed, in the manner of most of their opponents, not as Protestants with different religious
tastes, but as covert Catholics seeking to destroy English Protestantism. All of these attitudes
were to be shared by Cromwell as he emerges fully into history from 1640.72The clearest
evidence of Beard’s impact on the young Oliver is provided by Cromwell’s only recorded speech
in Parliament during his stint there in 1628–9, delivered on 11 February 1629. The context was
the attack launched by the House of Commons on the king’s religious policy, and it is telling that



it was this issue which should have drawn out the young MP rather than any other. Cromwell
reported that over a decade before, Beard had made a public reply to a sermon delivered
prominently in London by an Arminian cleric, and a bishop who favoured Arminians, Richard
Neile, had attempted to silence him. This was presented as an example of the grip which that
party was already attempting to get on the Church, and also as evidence against Neile, who had
since been promoted to the powerful position of archbishop of York. Cromwell’s intervention
made an impression: it was noted in all three of the surviving accounts of the debate, and the
House concluded that Beard should be summoned as a witness.73This said, we have no real
knowledge of the nature of Cromwell’s relationship with his former schoolmaster, or of how it
ended, although there is no sign of it after Oliver pulled out of Huntingdon. At the end of the
1620s Beard got himself embroiled in a dispute in the town over the best use of a large sum of
money left to it for charitable uses in a bequest. The common council which then ran the town
wanted to save money by using it to pay Beard’s existing stipend as a preacher, which was in
addition to his income as a parish minister. The London Mercers’ Company which administered
the bequest, however, and was allied to a party in Huntingdon, wanted that money to endow a
new preacher instead. A lengthy wrangle resulted which dragged in the king and the local
bishop, ending when Beard was bought off with a lump sum and the rest of the money was used
to endow a new man. Cromwell later had dealings with the Mercers, as we shall see, and it is
likely that he sided with them and their allies in his town, and against Beard, but the surviving
records do not seem to make clear his part in the affair.74 When Oliver had his fatal quarrel with
the mayor and the lawyer Robert Bernard in 1630, Beard provided a statement that neither
Cromwell nor the man charged with misconduct alongside him had made any objection to the
new town charter when it was proposed.75 This may have been intended to make Oliver look
unreasonable, by suggesting that his objections to the revised arrangements had been lodged
only after he had already accepted the latter. On the other hand, it may have been supportive, as
an attempt to show that Cromwell was not a dangerous radical, but somebody who merely
opposed particular details of the new form of town government which had only subsequently
become apparent. The puzzle is a further illustration of how little can be understood of his
relationships at this time.A further indication of his early religious sympathies may be provided
by his marriage: his father-in-law, Sir James Bourchier, leased his country estate in Essex from
the earl of Warwick, one of the most prominent aristocratic patrons of Puritans. Moreover,
Cromwell subsequently sent his four surviving sons to Felsted School, which was in the same
Essex parish and controlled by the earl.76 Unhappily, there is no evidence for a personal
relationship between Cromwell and Warwick at this time, nor between the earl and Bourchier,
and indeed no firm indication of the religious affiliations of the Bourchiers. Sir James’s choice of
a country seat may have been primarily due to economic and opportunistic factors, and
Cromwell’s choice of a school may initially have been down to its good reputation and its
situation where his father-in-law could keep a kindly eye on the boys. Likewise, the choices of
husbands for Cromwell’s sisters reveal a striking pattern: of the five husbands, three do not have



known religious attitudes at this time, but two, Valentine Walton and John Desborough, were or
became staunch Puritans. All told, there is a consistent pattern in what little can be surmised of
Oliver’s religious milieu before 1630: it was not Puritan, conforming to the established national
Church with seeming good grace, but consisted of an evangelical, Calvinist, strain of English
Protestantism which had marked similarities to Puritanism. It was a soil from which Puritanism
could easily grow.In this case, grow it certainly did, and by the late 1630s, Oliver Cromwell was
an absolutely stereotypical Puritan. His emergence as one has long been obvious from two of
his surviving letters. The first was addressed from St Ives on 11 January 1636 to a member of
the Mercers’ Company called Storie. It began by praising him and his fellows for their pious work
in founding a lectureship – an endowed position for a preacher – in his neighbourhood and
installing a good man in it, a Dr Wells. Now, however, it was in danger of failing, at a time when
so many lectureships were being suppressed by ‘the enemies of God his truth’. This was a clear
reference to the Laudian campaign to bring all clergy under the direct control of the national
Church by eliminating all who did not hold a parish living in it. Lectureships, in particular, which
had been founded in large numbers during the previous sixty years to improve the standard of
local preaching, had come to represent almost an alternative body of clerics, and one which with
some justice was thought to be disproportionately Puritan. Cromwell therefore implored Storie to
ensure that the preacher concerned continued to be paid, and asked him to convey Cromwell’s
best wishes to a number of named fellow Mercers.77 In one sense, this could be represented as
a continuation of Oliver’s former views: he had always been hostile to Arminians, as had those
involved in his education, and that would have intensified as they came to dominate the Church
and started to reshape it. Nonetheless, Cromwell now sees the world as fiercely divided
between the friends and enemies of his God, and places an emphasis on the direct intervention
of the deity in human affairs, and on true believers as a gathered group of ‘God’s children’ –
views which are quintessentially Puritan.The second, and yet more famous, letter was written on
13 October 1638 to his cousin Elizabeth, the new teenage wife of Oliver St John, the defending
lawyer of John Hampden. The St Johns were clearly also firm Puritans by then, for Cromwell
wrote to Elizabeth in exactly that idiom, his subject matter being a meditation on passages of the
Bible which are mostly concerned with the resilience of true believers under persecution. The
use of Scripture is very extensive, comprising thirteen quotations (from eight psalms, three
epistles, St John’s Gospel and a Book of Samuel), drawn from two different English translations,
the Calvinist Geneva one and the official one authorized by King James: Cromwell had clearly
been studying both hard and comparing them.78 He emphasized his sinful nature and the
unworthiness of her regard, and gratitude to God for divine mercies bestowed notwithstanding.
He reaffirmed his passionate devotion to his deity, and bewailed his situation repeatedly as one
of enforced residence in ‘a dry and barren wilderness’, ‘Blackness’ and ‘a dark place’: this could
have been a reference to the general travails of mortal life or to the particular consequences of
living among the churchmen of Ely. He affirmed his identity as a member of a Christian spiritual
elite, ‘the congregation of the firstborn’, and represented that as something only recently found;



reminding his (teenage) correspondent of his former life – as she had known it – as ‘the chief of
sinners’. He ended, without any apparent sense of bathos, by thanking his cousin for looking
after one of his sons and chiding her husband for not obliging Cromwell yet by doing a favour for
another cousin living in their county – which may have been the whole point of the missive. In a
sense, Oliver Cromwell was born to history not in April 1599 but in October 1638, when he
suddenly emerges as the personality by which he is known to it, fully formed and ready for
action.It is possible that his reference to his former life of sin was to a misspent youth, of the sort
charged against him by hostile biographers, but the context, as indicated, suggests something
more recent. It could have acknowledged a particular misdeed (such as his attempt to have his
uncle certified insane, if he had ever made it) or a general manner of living: we can never know.
What is significant is that Cromwell portrayed his piety as the product of a conversion
experience. This was, again, a Puritan trope, because a sudden call to an enhanced sense of
the workings, and majesty, of God, and of one’s own innate wickedness, following the example
of St Paul, was a major sign that a person could be one of the elect predestined for salvation.
Nonetheless, in Cromwell’s case it is given more credence by the fact that his hostile
biographers in the Restoration period, cited above, asserted he had at some point between the
early 1620s and late 1630s undergone a change of behaviour in which he had become (at least
outwardly) both more godly and more moral. Modern biographers have agreed that his fervent
Puritan faith was acquired in the course of a dramatic conversion, but not on when this
occurred.79 It is tempting to link it to the evidence for Cromwell’s mental instability between
1628 and 1635, as part of a protracted process of breakdown and recovery: but that evidence is
itself unreliable. Nevertheless, when the various dates put forward by modern scholars for his
conversion are collated, they show a clear majority in favour of the idea that the St Ives years
were in some way pivotal.One piece of evidence for that lies in an earlier letter written by
Cromwell, to a friend made at Cambridge who had entered the clergy, Henry Downhall. It was
written on 14 October 1626 and invited Downhall, eloquently and graciously, to act as godfather
to Cromwell’s third son, Richard.80 The occasion was one on which, had Oliver been the man
he was ten years later, a use of pious language would have been very appropriate; and yet it is
entirely lacking in the text. Most scholars, therefore, have agreed that his conversion must have
taken place subsequently. Downhall became vicar of St Ives in 1631, when Cromwell and his
family moved there, and it is hard not to believe that the prospect of having his old friend as
minister played a part in his decision to choose that town as his new home. The same folk
memory there which preserved the image of Cromwell nursing a sore throat with a piece of
flannel also recorded that he indeed regularly attended the parish church.81 Downhall appears
to be another non-Arminian conformist clergyman, for his patrons were the earl of Holland and
the local bishop, John Williams, both opponents of Laud’s policies.82Once installed at St Ives,
however, Cromwell’s friend found himself propelled into support for the government’s religious
policy and into conflict with Puritans. Downhall’s predecessor in the parish, Job Tookey, had
been ejected because of Puritanism, and was then intruded back into its church as the holder of



a new lectureship sponsored by London merchants. Tension developed between the old and
new incumbents, the conformist and nonconformist clergymen, with the parish dividing over the
matter, and in 1635 Bishop Williams prevented Tookey from preaching. By that time (to judge
from the letter to Storie) Cromwell was on the opposite side from his old friend, and no more is
heard of Downhall in his life. When civil war came, the two of them again supported rival causes,
and Downhall was ejected from St Ives by Cromwell’s party and replaced with Tookey’s son.83
How and when Oliver switched his sympathies is not known. He may have been converted by
one of the lecturers in the district at his time, such as Tookey himself or Wells.84 On the other
hand he may have been radicalized before moving to St Ives, and attracted there because the
young lord of the manor, Henry Lawrence, was an extreme Puritan who actually emigrated to
Holland in the late 1630s to join a sectarian church.85 Alternatively, Lawrence may have been
the key figure in Cromwell’s conversion while at St Ives. Against both ideas is the apparent fact
that the Lawrences did not reside much in the town at this time.86 It is even possible that the
context of Oliver’s new religious commitment lies not in the Huntingdonshire town at all, but in
his wider family affinity which included Elizabeth St John.Taken altogether, the most probable
conclusion to draw from these meagre scraps of evidence is that Cromwell became a Puritan at
St Ives, but we do not know how or why. It is easy to construct a narrative whereby he left
Huntingdon precipitately in anger and sorrow, having lost the community in which he had grown
up and thought of as his own for so long – and found a replacement community of Puritans while
living in the smaller town. This development would have afforded him both a new sense of worth,
as a member of a spiritual elite, and also a channel for his anger and resentment. Such a
plausible scenario, however, remains mere speculation. What is certain is that having made this
commitment, Cromwell held to it firmly for the rest of his life, including the next stage of it, when,
moving to the cathedral city of Ely, it would have been more comfortable and practical for him to
have had other loyalties. There he was to be not only a prominent inhabitant of a place controlled
by higher churchmen, but as a tithe farmer and holder of lands leased from the cathedral
chapter, closely bound up with them in his livelihood. Moreover, the bishop during the time of his
residence there was Matthew Wren, one of the most ferocious of Arminian bishops, whose zeal
even outran that of Archbishop Laud himself: a place of darkness indeed for a Puritan.With
Cromwell, however, things are rarely simple, and, as shown, he and Wren seem to have co-
operated well over matters like riots: as the person who chose the JPs of the Isle, Wren must
have favoured Oliver for this office. It is unlikely that he would have done this for a religiously
suspect individual.87 This said, the Puritans of the Ely diocese under Wren’s rule were adept at
concealing their beliefs, aided by the fact that they included in their number many of the parish
officials who were supposed to report disaffection and nonconformity.88 The great majority of
them seem to have attended their parish churches obediently, and even comfortably if they did
not have an Arminian minister. In Cromwell’s case, this would have been St Mary’s, in Ely, where
his last daughter Frances was baptized in 1639.89 As a Puritan, however, he would certainly
have attended informal meetings outside the hours of church services, at which like-minded



people could discuss religion and pray together. They had done this since Elizabeth’s reign, and
it would have been all the more necessary to do so in the time of Laudian dominance.90 It was
one of the means by which Puritan networks were maintained and extended.Such gatherings
probably lie behind the stories which were circulated after Cromwell’s death, and the
Restoration, that in the 1630s he had attended a ‘conventicle’ in the Isle of Ely or other places in
the Ouse Valley and preached there.91 Such assertions had a particular resonance in the
Restoration period, when ‘conventicle’ signified an illegal gathering outside the national Church
to conduct a rival religious service: by then many such meetings were held by sects which
rejected the notion of a national religious body altogether, and were ministered to by lay
preachers. Back-projected onto the 1630s, such a language carried connotations which were
almost certainly alien to that earlier period and misleading. In addition, however, there are two
other pieces of gossip which may at first sight seem to bear out these later reports. One was
published in 1693 by a biographer of Bishop Williams, who claimed that the bishop had warned
King Charles in 1645 that he had known Cromwell when the latter resided in his diocese but had
not been aware of his religious beliefs. He then told the king that nonetheless Oliver was ‘a
common spokesman for sectaries, and maintained their part with stubbornness’ and disliked the
king’s ministers, and was disgruntled because of the failure of his attempt to have his uncle
committed as a lunatic.92 That last reference dates the alleged conversation(s) to 1635, when
Cromwell was at St Ives. It must be pointed out that there is no way of determining the accuracy
of this second-hand and retrospective testimony. If true, then it is quite possible that at the time
concerned Cromwell was defending Puritan lecturers (as he did to Storie) and that Williams later
elided this with a defence of people who wanted to worship outside the Church altogether, which
Cromwell was certainly providing by 1645.The second source consists of notes made in the late
1650s by a political enemy of Cromwell, quoting a Cambridgeshire man reporting a story from
his father-in-law, a supporter of Laud, who had a brother who was a Puritan minister. The story
was that this brother had met with fellow believers, including Cromwell, in a barn twenty years
before, to pray for the further reformation of the Church and the downfall of the government.93
This is, therefore, a third-hand assertion, filtered through at least two hostile sources, but there is
nothing inherently unlikely in the idea that Cromwell had met fellow Puritans to discuss the
current official campaign by Laud and his supporters and pray that it might end. What may be
doubted again is that the setting was a full-blown illegal religious gathering of the sort implied by
the later account, written in different times. All told, it is virtually certain that Cromwell attended
meetings with other Puritans during his Ely years, at which they prayed together and talked
about religion and current affairs; but there is no clear evidence that any of these constituted
formal religious services of the kind common in subsequent decades, nor that he took it upon
himself to preach at any.94It remains to deal with one other set of retrospective assertions about
Oliver Cromwell in the 1630s: that at some point he attempted to emigrate to one of the Puritan
colonies in America, and was prevented by government action or some other twist of fate. The
implication of these stories is that had he departed, then the history of the British Isles would



have been completely different. The assertion first appears in a hostile narrative of his life
published in 1660, and was then repeated in other poison-pen accounts until taken up and
elaborated by other authors, some now sympathetic, in the eighteenth century, until the story
achieved its full-blown form, amplified into the greatest and most confident detail, about a
century after the events it purports to describe.95 A gentle verdict upon it is there is no
contemporary evidence for the story, but no way of refuting it, so that it remains possible. A
harsher one is that it has all the trappings of a retrospective legend. Both are tenable.By 1639
Cromwell’s life had a dual aspect. On the one hand, he was under the rule of a royal government
employing religious policies with which he was thoroughly out of sympathy, and living in a place
where the consequences of those were especially evident. On the other, he was financially
secure and prosperous at last, and a member of a Puritan network which must have given him a
feeling of community and companionship, with a religious devotion that provided him with a
sense of purpose, excitement and personal value. It was at this point that the divine providence
in which he so fervently believed dealt him an apparent severe blow: near the end of May his
eldest son, Robert, died of smallpox at school in Essex aged seventeen, and was buried at the
parish church of Felsted. Many contagious diseases of the time were most prevalent among the
poor, while the more prosperous members of society, with better diets, cleaner houses and
easier lives, were less vulnerable. Smallpox was the greatest exception; highly infectious and no
respecter of rank, it was a scourge to royalty as much as to all other classes. The wound left on
Cromwell was lifelong, and the pain of it palliated, in part, by Scripture, in this case specifically a
text of St Paul’s which encourages readers to put trust in Christ both in prosperity and adversity.
On his own deathbed he found consolation in it again, while recalling that it ‘did once save my
life, when my eldest son died, which went as a dagger to my heart’.96 Not for the last time in his
life, he was to find that the widespread Christian sense of divine providence actually seemed to
work, and an appalling misfortune was to be followed by a series of seemingly fortuitous events
which were to bring him public fame and success.2MEMBER OF PARLIAMENT AND CAPTAIN
OF HORSEDuring the late 1630s Cromwell must have become aware, with the rest of the
English political nation, that a major challenge was developing to Charles I’s rule. It came from
Scotland, on which, in 1637, the king attempted to impose a new church service which was both
more uniform than before and more influenced by its English counterpart, bringing the two
realms more closely into alignment. He did so without submitting it to discussion and approval
either by the Scottish Parliament or by the national assembly of the Scottish Church, or Kirk. The
majority of Scots, especially in the more densely populated and politically significant Lowlands,
viewed this as a final insult to national pride by a ruler who, in contrast to his father, seemed to
treat Scotland with neglect and disdain. A powerful protest movement developed, which rejected
the new service and, as the king seemed to offer concessions too slowly and reluctantly,
developed during 1638 into a rejection of much royal authority over the Kirk. This entailed the
removal of bishops and cathedrals from its structure.
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D. Parkin, “A highly enjoyable coverage of Cromwell to 1646.. This is one of those books that I
looked forward to picking up and delving back into after a day at work with a good degree of
enthusiasm. Hutton was, to paraphrase his own words, seeking to produce an accessible
biography suited for the general reader as well as for the specialist, and I think that he has very
largely succeeded in producing a broadly judicious and measured account of a much written
about man. The name of Cromwell polarises many people to this day owing to the events that he
(and others) presided over. Hutton tries to pierce the historical fog that now surrounds Cromwell,
a fog that has been created by both himself and others either at the time or since.In his notes on
his own writing style the author forewarns the reader that he will reference the changing face of
the English countryside through the campaigning seasons, reflecting his own deep love of the
countryside. For this reader he overplays his hand somewhat with what too often feels like purple
prose without adding to understanding.The religious wrangling that went hand-in-hand with the
war of the three kingdoms is a necessary core component to both our understanding of the
prosecution of the war and to our understanding of Cromwell, and it is frequently referenced. On
first reading much of this became background music and went over my head, but it will be
something that I will happily focus upon when I read the book again (and I will).On the whole, a
remarkable history of a complex period and a rising man, so why the four stars and not five? To
me, the maps feel like an expected addition and add little to providing a useful visual adjunct or
enrichment to the text. Had I been a proof-reader, I would also have cautioned him against the
use of the phrase, "a Puritan jihadi" when looking to characterise Cromwell in his conclusion: I
feel that other and less currently controversial phrasing could have been prudent here - why
jihadi rather than crusader to provide one example, or why not the more neutral zealot? Perhaps
here the perception of historical neutrality when reviewing his subject slips somewhat, with
Hutton falling on the 'schemy and wily' side a little too much.That said, I for one cannot wait to
get my hands on the promised second volume. These books will become a key part of the
established canon for students and scholars of the period and the man, and will be a welcome
addition to the many writings on this period.Highly commended, and highly recommended!”

conjunction, “Cromwell, the Ruthless Independent. I enjoyed this very much. The early part of
the book can be a bit frustrating because Hutton has limited data to go on in compiling his
history, but he is fastidious in clarifying exactly what can be known and what has to be
guessed.Once the Civil War gets underway we are on much clearer territory. I have read several
books on this period but this is by far the best at describing the blow by blow development of the
campaign, the constant replanning that had to be made by both sides as the war ranged all over
England from Cornwall to Newcastle and all points in between.Also fascinating is the way
disputes within the Puritan party about religion were a crucial factor which Cromwell had to pay
as much attention to as he did to the military campaign, because it affected it crucially. His own



soldiers were Independents, who wanted freedom of worship, whereas the majority in line with
their Scottish allies wanted a three line whip behind the Presbyterian Church. It might be
thought this freedom, this generous spirit, was integral to Cromwell’s military success as he
supported his men to the hilt and when the military situation allowed was generous in victory. As
no doubt Mr Hutton will explain if he produces further volumes on Cromwell, this tension
between Cromwell’s own views and the Presbyterians was to be the main theme for the rest of
his life.”

FrankT, “A sound book but a missed opportunity. More than three centuries after his death,
Oliver Cromwell remains a controversial figure: hero to some, devil to others. Ronald Hutton has
confined this volume (he hints there might be another) to Cromwell's rise to national prominence
at the close of the First Civil War in 1646. He pays a number of prices for this focus on the early
years, not the least of which is the relative paucity of material about the first forty years of
Cromwell's life. This alone makes the biographer's task of describing and explaining the origins
of the subject's personality and interests well nigh impossible. It is not just that Cromwell springs
into recorded history fully formed, a man already into middle age and set in his ways, but that the
contrast between the traceably dull and petulant yeoman of pre-War days and the brash and
successful cavalry commander of the 1640s is so great that it defies understanding. The other
heavy price that Hutton pays is that he is obliged by the available evidence to concentrate very
heavily on the detail of Cromwell's military activities. This becomes at times dizzyingly complex,
even tedious. It also obscures Cromwell's political activity. It seemed to me that in this book
Cromwell existed only within a tiny circle of light, like an actor on a darkened stage, while all the
social and family contacts he undoubtedly had were lost in the shadows behind him. Indeed this
lack of context worried me all the way through the book. Associates and opponents flitted in and
out of the story but were seldom fleshed out. Nor were the burning constitutional issues of the
day. Hutton's style is puzzling. He can write the most lyrical descriptions of the English
countryside (though for my taste these appear too often and are too artificially inserted) and yet
some of his sentences are jagged and clunky, even to the point of making his meaning unclear.
Greater clarity was also wanting in his references to his subject who appears seemingly at
random as either 'Oliver' or 'Cromwell' and occasionally as both in the same sentence. This is
not made easier by the fact that his uncle of the same name also intrudes at different places.
Hutton is at his strongest when marshalling his ideas to analyse Cromwell's character - the final
chapter does this very effectively - but he does not do enough to show us Cromwell's true nature
through his words and actions. Too often Hutton prefers to precis a letter or speech instead of
quoting from it, and we lose something of the flavour of the man by not hearing his own words.
My main misgiving, though, is that we learn too little of his family, especially his redoubtable
mother and his long-suffering wife. What we are given here is the public Cromwell, not the man,
warts and all. It is a clever book but a missed opportunity. Nonetheless, I hope he writes the
second volume, which I shall read with keen interest.”



Podiceps cristatus, “Oliver Cromwell, Warts and All.. Bearing in mind so little seems to be known
about Oliver Cromwell, especially during his early years, the author using thorough research
does well to show Cromwell as the man he was 'warts and all'. I found the earlier parts of the
book a little dry and put that down to lack of available reliable evidence. The book improved as
the pages are turned and certainly the Civil War is dealt with very well and in detail. There is an
especially good description of the battle at Marston Moor. The author uses his knowledge of
natural history to the full in nicely setting the scenes in the context of the changing nature
throughout the year. The reader learns the complexities of Cromwell's character and I think that
most like me, will be looking forward to the next volume/volumes. A very good read for any
general reader wishing to learn more of Cromwell and the Civil War.”

The book by Ronald Hutton has a rating of  5 out of 4.2. 63 people have provided feedback.
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