
      
      
[image: Cover Image]


      
   
      

        Antonia Fraser is the author of many widely acclaimed historical works including the biographies King Charles II, the recently republished Mary Queen of Scots and Marie Antoinette: The Journey which won the Franco-British Literary Prize in 2001 and was made into a film by Sofia Coppola in 2006. Most recently she has published Love and Louis XIV: The Women in the Life of the Sun King.
      

Antonia Fraser won a Wolfson History Prize in 1984, was made CBE in 1999, and was awarded the Norton Medlicott Medal by the
         Historical Association in 2000. She lives in London and has six children and eighteen grandchildren.
      



   

      By Antonia Fraser

      Mary Queen of Scots

      Cromwell: Our Chief of Men

      King James VI of Scotland, I of England

      (Kings and Queens series)
      

      King Charles II

      The Weaker Vessel: Woman’s Lot

      in Seventeenth-Century England

      The Warrior Queens: Boadicea’s Chariot

      The Six Wives of Henry VIII

      The Gunpowder Plot: Terror and Faith in 1605

      Marie Antoinette: The Journey

      Love and Louis XIV: the Women in the

      Life of the Sun King



   
      


[image: image]





      For my grandson
Hugh Douglas Fraser



   
      


Cromwell, our chief of men, who through a cloud

      Not of war only, but detractions rude,

      Guided by faith and matchless fortitude,

      To peace and truth thy glorious way hast ploughed …

      John Milton
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      Author’s Note
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To write the biography of Oliver Cromwell is admittedly an ambitious undertaking. In view of the wonderful wealth of material
         on the subject in existence, to say nothing of the living giants of seventeenth-century research who stalk the land, I hope
         it may not also seem presumptuous. My aim has however been a different one from that of the scholars from whose works I have
         derived such benefit. I have wished more simply to rescue the personality of Oliver Cromwell from the obscurity into which
         it seemed to me that it had fallen, just because there has been such an invaluable concentration on the political and social
         trends of the age in which he lived. It is at least possible to claim that Cromwell was the greatest Englishman. In the hopes
         of explaining to the general reader something of this remarkable man, I have set about my task – as one historian put it to
         me, half in jest – of ‘humanizing’ Oliver Cromwell.
      

      In this context my debt to previous workers in the field will be obvious to all students of the period. In the field of biography
         alone there are two excellent modern studies: Robert S. Paul’s The Lord Protector: Religion and Politics in the Life of Oliver Cromwell (1955) and Christopher Hill’s God’s Englishman: Oliver Cromwell and the English Revolution (1970) whose sub-titles show their special field. There is John Buchan’s highly readable biography first published nearly forty years ago and going still further back Sir Charles
         Firth’s unrivalled Oliver Cromwell and the Rule of the Puritans in England (1900). This is without delving further into the plethora of works pertinent to the subject, foremost among them W. C. Abbott’s
         four-volume edition of Cromwell’s Writings and Speeches 1937–47, which replaced the equivalent work of Carlyle amended by Mrs Lomas, as the standard work of reference. In all of
         this, my criterion for the inclusion of material has been its relevance to the nature of the man himself, and its contribution
         to a rounded portrait of his character.
      

      I have therefore taken the usual liberties in correcting spelling and paraphrasing documents, as and when it seemed necessary
         to me to make sense to the average reader today; I have, for example, altered the spelling of the word chief in the opening
         line of Milton’s sonnet quoted on the title page in accordance with modern usage. I have also ignored the fact that the calendar
         year was held to start on 25 March during this period, and have used the modern style of dates starting on 1 January throughout.
         In the case of material, I wish to thank particularly the Duke of Sutherland for permission to quote from the Bridgwater MSS;
         Lady Celia Milnes-Coates, Sir Berwick Lechmere Bt, Mr Raleigh Trevelyan and Lord Tollemache for permission to quote from their
         respective MSS; the Prime Minister, the Rt Hon. Edward Heath, and the Chairman of the Chequers Trust for permission to reproduce
         pictures and documents from Chequers; the Trustees and Curator, Mr Brian Wormald, of the Cromwell Museum, Huntingdon for permission
         to reproduce their pictures, relics and documents. I have been much helped not only by the works of others, as I hope will
         be made clear by the references, but also by the advice of certain experts in the field. I am most grateful to Dr Maurice
         Ashley, himself an authority on Cromwell and President of the Cromwell Association, for generous help at all stages and also
         for his valuable criticisms of my manuscript (although its warts are of course my own); to Mr H. G. Tibbutt for introducing
         me to Dr Williams’s Library, many suggestions on reading matter, and lastly for reading the proofs; and to Brigadier Peter Young for kindly checking the maps.
      

      To the following I am indebted in many different ways: Mr Nigel Abercrombie; Sir John Ainsworth Bt, National Library of Ireland;
         Mr Jonathan Aitken; Mr A. C. Aylward, Clerk of the Peace, Huntingdon & Peterborough; Professor Thomas Barnes and the Librarian,
         Berkeley University, California; Mr Geoffrey Berners; Mr E. G. W. Bill, Lambeth Palace Library; Dr Christopher Bland; Dr Karl
         Bottigheimer; Mr M. S. Bull of Putney; Miss Anne Caiger, Huntington Library, California; Mr Robert Carvalho, Mr Edmund de
         Rothschild and the Jewish Library for assistance on the subject of the readmission of the Jews; Fr J. Clancy SJ; Mr J. W.
         Cockburn, Deputy City Librarian, Edinburgh; Mr E. J. Cowan of Edinburgh University; Lt-Col Leslie Cromwell; Dr Chalmers Davidson
         and Mr E. Gaskell, Librarian of the Wellcome Institute of the History of Medicine for consultation on the subject of Cromwell’s
         health and death; Mr R. N. Dore; Dr A. I. Doyle, University Library, Durham; the Marquess of Exeter; Fr Francis Edwards SJ
         for permission to use the Farm St MSS; Mr J. M. Farrar, Cambridgeshire County Record Office; Dr Roger Fiske; Earl Fitzwilliam;
         Mr Michael Foot MP; Mr Peter Foster; Professor Alexander Gieysztor of the Historical Institute, Warsaw for research into Cromwell’s
         alleged correspondence with Chmielnicki; Mr R. M. Gard; Northumberland County Record Office; Mrs I. M. Hare representing the
         Cromwell Bush family; Sir Nicholas and Lady Henderson, then of the British Embassy, Warsaw; Dr J. Hetherington of Birmingham;
         Mrs Margaret Hodson of Rugeley; Dr A. E. J. Hollaender, Guildhall Library; Mr J. P. C. Kent, Department of Coins & Medals,
         British Museum; Professor Frank Kermode; Hon. Mrs Edward Kidd of Holders, and the Bridgetown Museum, Barbados; Mr A. Lewis,
         Harris Museum, Preston; the Speaker of the House of Commons, the Rt Hon. Selwyn Lloyd and Miss H. M. Prophet of the Department
         of the Environment over the portrait of Mr Speaker Lenthall; Mrs Alice Roosevelt Longworth; Mr William McIntyre, Clerk of
         the Council, Gainsborough; Dr A. L. Murray, Assistant Keeper of the Scottish Records Office; Mr E. C. Newton of the East Sussex County Record Office for permission to read the Calendar of the Bright Papers and unpublished
         paper on the Protectoral Trade Committee; Dr G.
      F. Nuttall; Mrs Owen, University Library, Cambridge; my brother Mr Thomas Pakenham of Tullynally Castle for the use of the
         Pakenham MSS; Dr S. R. Parks, Curator, Osborn Collection, Yale University Library; the Rev. G. H. Parsons of Burford; Mr C.
         F. Penruddock, then Secretary of the Chequers Trust; my uncle Mr Anthony Powell for information concerning Cromwell’s Welsh
         pedigree; the Rev. R. L. Powell of All Saints, Huntingdon; Dr T. I. Rae, National Library of Scotland; Lord De Ramsey; Sir
         David Renton MP; Rev. E. L. B. C. Rogers of St Giles’, Cripplegate; Sir Ronald Roxburgh; Mr John Seymour; Mr Patrick Shallard;
         Mr Quentin Skinner for kindly showing me in advance of publication his essay on Thomas Hobbes, in The Interregnum, edited by Professor G. E. Aylmer; Dr E. C. Smail; Sir Christopher and Lady Soames, then of the British Embassy, Paris; Mr
         C. Stafford Northcote; Mr F. B. Stitt, Staffordshire County Record Office; Dr Roy Strong, Director of the National Portrait
         Gallery, for help over illustrations; Mr G. H. Tait, Deputy Keeper of the Department of British & Mediaeval Antiquities, British
         Museum; Mr Taylor Milne, then the Secretary of the Institute of Historical Research; Mr Keith Thomas; M. Marcel Thomas, Conservateur
         en Chef des Manuscrits, Bibliothèque Nationale de Paris; Mr E. W. Tomlin, Cultural Attaché to the British Embassy, Paris;
         Dr Thomas Wall of the Irish Folklore Commission; Mr Esmond Warner; Dr Charles Webster; Mr L. Peter Wenham; Mr Eric W. White;
         Mr A. D. Williams, Pembroke Castle Museum; Captain and Mrs Malcolm Wombwell of Newburgh Priory; Miss Lilian Wood; Mr Douglas
         Woodruff.
      

      I would like to thank Mr Tony Godwin and Miss Gila Curtis of Weidenfeld & Nicolson; Mr Bob Gottlieb of Knopf; Mr Graham Watson
         of Curtis Brown; the Librarian and staff of the House of Commons; Mr Douglas Matthews of the London Library; Miss Kate Fleming
         for help in checking references; my secretary and temporary secretary Mrs Charmian Gibson and Mrs Jane Sykes, and Mrs V. Williams
         and her staff for typing. Lastly from my mother I derived the benefits of criticism of the high quality which only she could give, and from my father some equally
         unique insights into the nature of Puritanism. As for my husband and children, who have been in the front line for four years,
         I have sometimes thought that there should be a campaign medal for the families of those who write very long books, in which
         case they would all, from the oldest to the youngest, certainly be awarded it.
      

      Antonia Fraser

      Eilean Aigas

      3 September 1972
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            	1599

            	25 April

            	Born at Huntingdon.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1603

            	

            	Death of Queen Elizabeth, Accession of King James I.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1616

            	

            	Cromwell goes to Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1617

            	June

            	Death of his father, Robert Cromwell.
Leaves Cambridge and returns home.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1620

            	22 August

            	Marries Elizabeth Bourchier at St Giles’, Cripplegate, London.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1621

            	

            	Birth of his son Robert.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1623

            	

            	Birth of his son Oliver.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1624

            	

            	Birth of his daughter Bridget.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1625

            	

            	Death of King James I. Accession of King Charles I.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1626

            	

            	Birth of his son Richard.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1628

            	

            	Birth of his son Henry.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	March

            	Enters House of Commons as MP for Huntingdon.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	May

            	Petition of Right.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	September

            	Consults the doctor Sir Theodore Mayerne.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1629

            	March

            	Dissolution of Parliament by King Charles I. Cromwell returns to the country. Birth of his daughter Elizabeth (Bettie).

            
         

         
         
         
            
            	1631

            	

            	Moves to St Ives.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1636

            	

            	Moves to Ely.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1637

            	

            	Birth of his daughter Mary.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	November

            	Ship-money case brought against John Hampden.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1638

            	

            	First Bishops War.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	

            	Birth of his daughter Frances.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1639

            	

            	Death of his son Robert.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1640

            	April

            	Short Parliament. MP for Cambridge.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	November

            	Long Parliament. MP for Cambridge again.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1641

            	October

            	‘Irish massacres’.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	27 November

            	Grand Remonstrance.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1642

            	January

            	Five Members escape the King’s attempt to arrest them.

            King leaves London.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	22 August

            	King raises the standard at Nottingham.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	23 October

            	Battle of Edgehill.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1643

            	February

            	Cromwell a Colonel in the Eastern Association.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	13 May

            	Battle of Grantham.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	28 July

            	Battle of Gainsborough.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	

            	Cromwell made Governor of Isle of Ely.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	September

            	Parliament accepts Scottish Solemn League and Covenant.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	10 October

            	Battle of Winceby.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1644

            	

            	Cromwell made Lieutenant-General.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	

            	Death of his son Oliver.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	2 July

            	Battle of Marston Moor.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	27 October

            	Second Battle of Newbury.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	9 December

            	Self-Denying Ordinance proposed.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1645

            	14 June

            	Battle of Naseby.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	10 July

            	Battle of Langport.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	October

            	Siege of Basing House.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1646

            	8 January

            	Assembles at Crediton in Devonshire for Spring campaign.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	27 April

            	The King escapes to the Scots at Newark.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	24 June

            	Surrender of Oxford.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1647

            	February

            	Cromwell ill.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	March onwards

            	Troubles with the Army agitators.

            
         

         
         
         
            
            	

            	3 June

            	Cornet Joyce seizes the King at Holdenby House.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	

            	Cromwell leaves London for the Army.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	6 August

            	Army marches into London.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	28 October

            	Start of the Army debates in St Mary’s Church, Putney.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	11 November

            	King flees, ending up at Carisbrooke Castle, Isle of Wight.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1648

            	3 January

            	Vote of No Addresses.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	30 April

            	Outbreak of Second Civil War.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	3 May

            	Cromwell leaves London for Wales.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	July

            	Siege of Pembroke Castle.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	17 August

            	Battle of Preston in Lancashire.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	October

            	Cromwell in Edinburgh. Proceeds to besiege Pontefract Castle, Yorkshire.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	6 December

            	Pride’s Purge of the House of Commons.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	

            	Cromwell returns to London that evening.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1649

            	20 January

            	Trial of King Charles I opened.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	30 January

            	Execution of King Charles I.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	May

            	Cromwell ends Leveller mutiny at Burford.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	15 August

            	Lands in Ireland.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	11 September

            	Battle of Drogheda.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	October onwards

            	Siege of Wexford.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1650

            	April

            	Siege of Clonmel.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	26 May

            	Cromwell leaves Ireland for England.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	June

            	Leaves London for Scotland.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	3 September

            	Battle of Dunbar.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1651

            	February

            	Cromwell ill at Edinburgh.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	May

            	Ill again at Edinburgh.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	3 September

            	Battle of Worcester.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	December

            	First discussion with Whitelocke over the ‘settlement of the nation’.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1652

            	April

            	First Anglo-Dutch War.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	November

            	Second discussion with Whitelocke over the settlement.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1653

            	20 April

            	Dissolution of Rump of Long Parliament.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	July

            	Inception of Barebones (or Nominated) Parliament.

            
         

         
         
            
            	

            	16 December

            	Cromwell becomes Protector.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1654

            	April

            	Peace with Dutch.

            
         

         
         
         
            
            	 

            	September

            	First Protectorate Parliament.

            
         

         
         
            
            	 

            	 

            	Cromwell’s coaching accident.

            
         

         
         
            
            	 

            	 

            	Death of his mother.

            
         

         
         
            
            	 

            	December

            	Start of the expedition to the West Indies (Western Design).

            
         

         
         
            
            	1655

            	22 January

            	Cromwell dissolves First Protectorate Parliament.

            
         

         
         
            
            	 

            	March

            	Penruddock’s rising.

            
         

         
         
            
            	 

            	April

            	Failure of assault on Hispaniola.

            
         

         
         
            
            	 

            	May onwards

            	Help given to Piedmontese Protestants.

            Seizure of Jamaica.

            
         

         
         
            
            	 

            	9 August

            	Appointment of Major-Generals.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1656

            
            	17 September

            	Second Protectorate Parliament.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1657

            	 

            	Sindercombe assassination plot fails.

            
         

         
         
            
            	 

            	23 March

            	Anglo-French treaty to attack Spanish Netherlands signed.

            
         

         
         
            
            	 

            	March–May

            	Offer to Cromwell of the kingship.

            
         

         
         
            
            	 

            	8 May

            	Rejects kingship.

            
         

         
         
            
            	 

            	26 June

            	Installation as Lord Protector.

            
         

         
         
            
            	 

            	September

            	Mardyck acquired by England.

            
         

         
         
            
            	 

            	November

            	Marriages of Mary and Frances Cromwell.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1658

            
            	4 February

            
            	Cromwell dissolves Second Protectorate Parliament.

            
         

         
         
            
            	 

            	4 June

            	Battle of the Dunes in which Anglo-French forces defeat the Spaniards.

            
         

         
         
            
            	 

            	 

            	Acquisition of Dunkirk.

            
         

         
         
            
            	 

            	6 August

            	Death of his daughter Bettie Claypole.

            
         

         
         
            
            	 

            	3 September

            	Death of Oliver Cromwell.

            
         

         
      



   

      Preface for the 2008 edition
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THE CROMWELL CONTROVERSY

      On a certain 3 September when I was in the middle of my Cromwell researches two notices appeared on the identical day in The
         Times. I wasn’t looking for them, and for a moment, when I read ‘Cromwell’ I thought that I had become so obsessed with my
         subject that I was seeing his name everywhere. But there in fact it was: there were two separate notices of commemoration
         in The Times. The top one – I’m glad it was the top one – read OLIVER CROMWELL 25th April 1599–3rd September 1658; Lord Protector, 1653–1658.
         Statesman, General and Ruler. ‘Let God arise, let his enemies be scattered’ – Psalm 68 Verse 1. That is, of course, the war-cry
         used to such effect by Cromwell’s men at the battle of Dunbar. The second read: CROMWELL To the eternal condemnation of Oliver.
         Seditionist, traitor, regicide, racialist, proto-fascist and blasphemous bigot. God save England from his like – Hugo Ball.’
      

      Now I may say that I did write off to Hugo Ball to find out who he was, care of The Times, and never got an answer. But what really struck me so forcibly about these two notices was the extraordinary gap between
         the two views of Cromwell. And in studying Cromwell, I found myself wondering whether anyone has ever been the subject of
         two quite such disparate myths. As Richard Baxter said in his own century: ‘No one man was better or worse spoken of than he; according as men’s interests had
         their judgments.’
      

      So why the split? I think the answer to that one at least is easy. The split in principle occurred about two years after Cromwell’s
         death and is directly due to the Restoration. From the moment of the Restoration you will get on the one hand all those typical
         hostile attacks on Cromwell as the usurper, the tyrant, the regicide, all very similar to our friend Hugo Ball, if you translate
         them from seventeenth- into nineteenth-century language. The most famous example, and one which ignited the flames of the
         controversy, was that of the biography of Cromwell first printed in 1663, Flagellum by James Heath, aptly described by Thomas Carlyle – a Cromwell admirer – as Carrion Heath.
      

      What actually follows is a fearful hotchpotch of demonstrably legendary and all blackening stories. And so on and so on. There
         is no incident in Cromwell’s life to which Heath does not give some vicious and blackening twist, ending with the Restoration
         and Cromwell’s decapitated head resting on top of Westminster Hall ‘where’, he says ‘it is fit to leave this Ambitious Wretch’.
         There is, however, one aspect of Heath’s early and typical denigrations to be noted, which I think is important to the image
         of Cromwell. At no time is Cromwell anything other than strong. When I say strong, he is a strong but evil general, even a
         strong orchard-robber, a strong tyrant, a wicked usurper, perhaps, but able to impose his rule on England.
      

      Now this seems to be the only generalisation which can be made about the Cromwellian stories – good, bad, fantastic, believable,
         unbelievable – the notion of his strength. He is above all a leader figure. He may be violent, manic in his rage, a butcher,
         or he may be a killjoy, hater of pleasure, the stereotype of the Puritan destroyer of natural enjoyment; on the other hand
         he may be religious, a non-conformist with a conscience. The one thing which seems to be missing from his legendary reputation
         is any sense of indecision. I will consider later how justified this is.
      

      During the many years on which I was working on Cromwell, I grew to predict the reaction of people when I announced my new subject. ‘Cromwell!’ came the usual shriek from those who had enjoyed Mary Queen of Scots. Princess Margaret remains most vividly in my memory. She told me that my Mary Queen of Scots had been ‘very nice’, then she
         asked me what I was working on. I said ‘Cromwell’. She replied: ‘Not very nice.’
      

      The next predictable reaction was from those who said ‘Cromwell, we need a Cromwell’, and that was always a comment on the
         need for strength in political leadership. At that time – I am talking of the early seventies – there were two characters
         who were compared to Cromwell by my hearers. First, does he remind you of Enoch Powell? Second, does he remind you of the
         Reverend Ian Paisley? Finally, when I myself met Enoch Powell in, I suppose, about 1971 or 2 and he asked me what I was working
         on, I thought I would take my chance. ‘Cromwell,’ I replied and went on boldly, because I thought I would settle it one way
         or the other – ‘a lot of people think you’re like Oliver Cromwell. What do you think?’ ‘I know,’ he replied, ‘it’s a point
         made by many of my correspondents’ – he didn’t say for good or bad – ‘but I don’t see it myself. I’m a monarchist.’ Which
         I thought was a point to him. (I never got the chance to tackle Paisley.)
      

      I went to Ireland, to examine the records of Cromwell the myth figure in the Irish Folklore Commission. One might expect,
         indeed I did expect, these stories to be entirely on the subject of butchery and savagery. That after all is unsurprisingly
         the traditional reputation of Cromwell in Ireland. That is also the folk memory expressed in plaques in churches, in guide
         books, and indeed by local inhabitants. My greatest difficulty was finding directions to Cromwell’s Fort outside Drogheda.
         The first person I asked was a priest, who merely crossed himself, jumped into his car and started to wind up the window.
         It wasn’t until my husband thoughtfully pointed out that I was the daughter of the holy Lord Longford and writing a life of
         the tyrannous usurper Oliver Cromwell that I in fact got any answer at all. I also noted at Wexford the huge memorial to the
         murdered Franciscans.
      

      So I rather expected to find the same spirit abroad in the records of the Irish Folklore Commission. But in fact the predominant impression is one of strength and also, incidentally, of military prowess, rather than sheer butchery. My favourite
         concerns A Worse than Cromwell and goes as follows: ‘Cromwell was very bad but the drink is worse. For a good many that Cromwell
         killed should go to heaven, but those that are drunken never see heaven.’ There I must admit you do have a note of butchery,
         but at least there is still something worse than Cromwell!
      

      Leaving aside Ireland, and considering the long historiography of Cromwell, it is noticeable how this aspect of his leadership
         never fails to be saluted – by both left and right – the revolutionaries and the ultra conservatives. Alexander Radischev,
         for example, an eighteenth-century Russian radical, was filled with admiration for Oliver Cromwell: he thought that the example
         of Cromwell and the Parliamentarians constituted a standing challenge to political systems like the Russian autocracy of the
         Tsars; while Catherine the Great took particular exception to Cromwell being commended. On the other hand, in nineteenth-century
         South America newspapers were full of allusions to Cromwell as the ideal (if such a thing is possible) dictator – dictator,
         that is, in the strong right-wing sense, the sort of dictator that has always interested the South Americans.
      

      Now, at exactly the same date as these stories were being retailed in South America, it is fascinating to discover that in
         England Cromwell was being hailed as the hero and early inspiration of the Chartists. The thirty-five numbers of the Chartist
         paper Operative show that Cromwell had become a central figure to nineteenth-century working-class radicals. (Although John Thornton in Mrs
         Gaskell’s mid-century novel North and South takes exactly the opposite point of view when he confronts his striking workers. ‘Cromwell would have made a good mill owner,’
         he says menacingly.) All these people agreed on one thing though: Cromwell was a leader.
      

      One may take the statue of Cromwell outside the House of Commons as an example of a controversy where the only agreement was
         about Cromwell’s strength. In 1899, to celebrate the tercentenary of Cromwell’s birth, it was thought to erect a statue to his memory inside the House of Commons. Statues of Cromwell were already not without their troubles: when it had
         been suggested earlier in the century that Cromwell should be added to the Kings and Queens inside the House of Commons, there
         was a general outcry plus a long and tedious public debate.
      

      But this tercentenary statue was slightly different. The pedestal of it had actually been erected and the statue completed
         before the bill for putting it up was defeated in the House of Lords by the Irish peers. In the end the statue was transferred
         outside and the ceremony of unveiling performed by the then Prime Minister Lord Rosebery, who gave a noble peroration redolent
         of the values of the Victorian age when he spoke of Cromwell as being ‘a raiser and maintainer of the power of the Empire
         of England …’ English Imperialism being ‘not the lust of dominion nor the pride of power, but rather the ideal of Oliver Cromwell
         … his faith would be in God and in freedom, and in the influence of Great Britain as asserting both.’
      

      Nor was that kind of battle exactly won with the erection of the statue. In the First World War Winston Churchill, with his
         great historical imagination, wanted to call a battleship the Cromwell – a tribute to what Oliver had done with the navy three centuries earlier. But King George V vetoed it. Perhaps he recalled
         the equally stern reaction of his ancestor King George III when the last lineal descendant of Cromwell in the male line, bearing
         the name Cromwell, was left with only a daughter as heiress – Elizabeth Olivaria, married to a man named Russell. That last
         of the male Cromwells wanted to change his daughter’s name back, to which the King growled: ‘No, no more Cromwells …’ At all
         events it is pleasant to recall that at least in the Second World War Sir Winston had his way: the secret operation by which
         Britain was to be defeated in the advent of an invasion was code-named Cromwell. This time King George VI did not object –
         or perhaps he never knew?
      

      There is one other element beside strength which I think is present in the general legend of Cromwell, and that is iconoclasm.
         Cromwell is always the innovator, the breaker down, the ender of things; and therefore when we come to investigate the legend itself and compare it to the reality, it seems appropriate to concentrate on the charge of iconoclasm, because I think
         it is the myth most easily associated with his mind in England.
      

      The first thing one must say is that very many of the pieces of vandalism now popularly attributed to Cromwell, whether castles
         knocked down, churches defiled, statues broken, are on examination so ludicrously misdated or occur in areas so far from any
         point he personally visited as to be hardly worth repetition. The unhappy coincidence of his kinsman Thomas Cromwell attacking
         the monasteries in the previous century has also led to confusion. Let me cite one example. Cromwell is sometimes credited
         with knocking down the tower and transept of Ely Cathedral presumably on the grounds that he once undeniably lived there,
         and the tower has equally undeniably fallen down. In fact it fell down in the fourteenth century. I learned to be very wary
         with guides of local churches and cathedrals etc. and once, comparing notes with Dame Veronica Wedgwood, I found she had had
         similar experiences with guides, who would point to anything and everything as being due to Oliver Cromwell personally. It’s
         rather like the places where Queen Elizabeth slept: how did the good lady have time to do anything in her life if she spent
         so much time asleep in so many places?
      

      In fact the absolutely attested incidents in which witnesses (albeit hostile ones) described Cromwell himself as having permitted
         or allowed his troops to commit acts of vandalism are relatively few in number. With the exception always of Ireland, they
         belong to the early years of the war, when he was not in such absolute command, and had not worked out his peculiar kind of
         discipline. Later, when Cromwell was in control, his troops became a byword not for indiscipline but for godly conduct and
         discipline.
      

      If you read the newspapers and broadsheets of the time, they are amazed by this discipline – the fact that the men were fined
         for swearing and for being drunk, to give two examples. These were astonishing concepts to those reared on the seventeenth-century
         notion of brutal soldiery, with men so coarse and drunk that when on manoeuvres before the war, the militia frequently abandoned the whole thing in favour of sheer debauchery. This is what distinguished the New Model from other armies: its great
         discipline. One should remember that during Naseby, Rupert’s men vanished after their cavalry charge to sack the next village
         in the traditional manner. Cromwell’s men wheeled round, forbore to sack, and so in essence won what was up till then a very
         dicey battle. It was Prince Rupert in that age, having sacked Cirencester and Marlborough with gusto, who was nicknamed the
         Prince Robber, and yet has survived in our imaginations as a becurled and gallant cavalier of romantic tastes.
      

      In the two Times advertisements which I have quoted, there is a suggestion of a Saviour on the one hand and a virtual anti-Christ on the other.
         Neither of these leave room for the personality Cromwell actually had, and indeed needed to have. This was the kind of man
         who could lead his men into battle, raise an exceptional new army, inculcate an exceptional new discipline on his troops,
         then work his way, thread his way, through the incredibly complicated negotiations of 1647 between Army, King and Parliamentary
         leaders.
      

      For one thing Cromwell must have really understood his fellow creatures: his rise was impossible if he had not known how to
         handle them. Dr Bate, that doctor of his who subsequently became highly hostile, wrote that ‘No Man knew more of Men’. It
         was a quality which not only made him a good committee man in the political years before the war, but must also have helped
         in his military rise. He also possessed the ability to make friends with men of very different opinions – Quakers, Royalists
         – and even with women, a rare thing in the seventeenth century. Yet this peculiar tolerance in an age of intolerance has never
         made much impact and his image never seems to have acquired that tolerant aura, which I think is one of his true contributions
         to the fabric of English history. After all, he began his religious convictions with pleas for tolerance for other shades
         of opinion from the King. Thereafter he spoke out, now against ejecting Anabaptists from the army, now against the Presbyterians
         who, with their rigid practices and methods ‘laboured to hedge in the wind and to bind up the sweet influence of the spirit’. He remained personally as Protector very much on the side of permitting all religious practices which did
         not actually undermine the law and order of the state.
      

      To continue regarding his record of tolerance, because I think it was something so deep in him, it was on Cromwell’s nod that
         the Jews were readmitted to this country and, as the French Ambassador noticed, when he first became Protector the condition
         of the English Catholics considerably improved. I noted from the records of the Jesuits of Farm Street that the number of
         conversions to Catholicism at the time rose considerably. Even when the laws were strengthened to ferocity at the wishes of
         Parliament, Cromwell himself kept assuring the Ambassador that although it was necessary to pass them to placate Parliament
         there would be no prosecutions, and saw to it that his word was kept.
      

      It seems to me, then, that in considering the fictions that arose around Cromwell, good or bad alike, much of the interest
         of his character has been missed out – the subtleties, the contradictions, the complications, which make him such an extraordinary
         – and extraordinarily interesting – man. The violent iconoclastic general, or the strong upright leader – both of these images
         miss out the colossal uncertainties in which he indulged. Cromwell underwent a virtual nervous breakdown as a young man, when
         he told his doctor on the one hand that he could not get out of bed, and on the other that he must come and see him in the
         middle of the night, because he was going to be the greatest man that ever lived. His conversion around 1630 gave him the
         feeling that he had been a great sinner. He worried seriously whether to go to New England in 1638 and start a new life. As
         he said of himself before the outbreak of the war, ‘I knew what I did not want, but not what I did want’. After the first
         Civil War Cromwell told a friend that no one rises so far as he who knows not where he is going.
      

      His indecision over whether to accept the crown or not in 1657 was so extraordinary that it drove all his immediate entourage
         mad, and it is fascinating comparing the letters of his contemporaries, and seeing how much his moods must have varied from
         hour to hour and even minute to minute. Yet in the twinkling of an eye, on the chance of meeting, the crown was turned down, and all the uncertainty gets lost from the record.
         In just the same way, the truth of his rage at Drogheda and Wexford wins over the truth of his mercy and gentleness to prisoners,
         petitioners and suchlike.
      

      In short, there was nothing pure black or pure white about this man. Of course that is true of almost all controversial figures
         in history, but in particular Cromwell loses so much of his character by making him a stereotype. In the following biography,
         therefore, I have tried to concentrate on the Real Oliver Cromwell, without anachronistic judgements. At the same time I am
         well aware that no writer can actually break totally free from the prejudices and attitudes of her own time, however much
         she is aware of the problem. It is, as it should be, a humbling thought. I will therefore end on a more positive note. Ruskin
         used to ask about any achieved work: ‘Was it done with enjoyment? Was the carver happy while he was about it?’ Certainly this
         carver was very happy trying to fashion once again the likeness of a great – if eternally controversial – man.
      

      Antonia Fraser

      March 2008





      PART ONE

      The Government of Himself
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         He first acquired the government of himself, and
over himself acquired the most signal victories,
so that on the first day
            he took the field against
the external enemy, he was a veteran in arms,
consummately practised in the toils and exigencies
of war.
         

         John Milton on Oliver Cromwell

      

      
      
   



      
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      By Birth a Gentleman
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         I was by birth a gentleman, living neither in any
considerable height, nor yet in obscurity.

         Oliver Cromwell

      

      
      In the spring and on the eve of the seventeenth century, a son was born to Robert and Elizabeth Cromwell of Huntingdon. The
         child was named Oliver; the date was 25 April 1599, four years before the end of the long reign of Queen Elizabeth I. The
         house where this unexceptional birth took place lay in the main High Street of the little town: for all its modesty it did
         provide its own echoes of English history, having been built on the site of a thirteenth-century Augustinian Friary, and in
         the course of its structure many of the original stones and part of the original foundations had been used.*

      
      A tradition arose later that Oliver had been born in the early hours of the morning, the preservation of which may be ascribed
         to the contemporary preoccupation with horoscopes. While his birth date gave him his sun in florid expansive Taurus, this
         early hour of his nativity added an ascendant in Aries, ruled by warlike Mars, especially satisfying to those who wanted the
         stars to give their imprimatur to events long since passed on earth. A later reckoning by John Partridge in the eighteenth century ‘containing the Nativity of that wonderful Phenomenon Oliver Cromwell
         calculated methodically according to the Placidian canons’ was based on an approximately 1.30 a.m. birth time. Not only was
         Mars, the planet of action, at home in its own sign of Aries, but there was further evidence of ‘a natural and native sharpness
         at all times’, based on the conjunction of Mercury and the Sun. Thomas Booker, the almanac astrologer, gave Cromwell the birth
         time of 3 a.m. producing Aries rising. In addition, John Aubrey heard that Cromwell, like Thomas Hobbes, had a satellitium, or conjunction of five out of seven known planets in the ascendant, which destines the native to become ‘more eminent in
         his life than ordinary’.1 It is perfectly possible in an age when such phenomena were taken extremely seriously not only by the gullible, but also
         by many prominent members of Cromwell’s own party, that the information on which these divinations were based had been elicited
         from the subject himself. An even more likely source would have been Cromwell’s mother, who lived on to a colossal age, in
         the centre of the Court at Whitehall, where it would have been easy for an interested astrologer to have approached her; she
         may also be supposed to have a clearer memory of the time of her child’s birth than the child in question. At all events it
         seems quite probable that the tradition of the early morning birth time has a sound basis in fact.
      

      
      In no other way did coming events cast their shadow before, unless the strange story of ‘a non-juror’ who afterwards inherited
         the house is accepted, that the room in which Oliver was born was adorned with a tapestry of the devil (the idea presumably
         being that a strong post-natal influence was exercised for the worse on the new-born baby).2 But at least Oliver was born into a family where a satisfyingly large number of children seem to have escaped the hovering
         grasp of infant mortality: for although the rate was now beginning to fall, still only ten per cent of the population could
         expect to reach the age of forty. Out of the ten children recorded as born to the Cromwells, seven survived. It was even more
         important that six of these were girls and that Oliver grew to manhood as the only boy amid a large brood of sisters. His elder brother Henry, baptized in August 1595, four
         years before Oliver’s own birth, died at a date unknown but certainly well before their father in 1617. Another boy, Robert,
         was born and died almost immediately, ten years after Oliver. Otherwise there was Joan, born in 1592 and dead before Oliver
         was two, Elizabeth, some six years older than Oliver, Catherine, two years older, Margaret, two years younger, Anna, born
         the year following, Jane born another three years later in 1605, and a final daughter, Robina, born at some date unknown.
         If old Mrs Cromwell was eighty-nine at the date of her death in 1654, then she was already thirty-four when Oliver was born,
         although the Secretary to the Council of State, Thurloe, actually estimated her to be five years older.3 The fact remains that Oliver was the son of her later years, and the only one to survive to adulthood. It does not need the
         perception of a psychologist to see that he was therefore born into a position where certain natural family ambitions would
         be centred upon him, certain natural family responsibilities would inevitably be his when the time came.
      

      
      We know from later years that the warm embrace of a mother’s love encircled Oliver not only in childhood but in his maturity;
         indeed one avowed critic was to ascribe Oliver’s ‘rough and intractable temper’ as an adult to the early spoiling of his doting
         mother. Once more it is not so much fanciful as sensible to see in Oliver’s unchallenged male position within the younger
         ranks of the family, the initiation at least of this affection. As it happened these little Cromwells were not the first family
         of the lady who in extreme old age was to excite the admiration of foreign Ambassadors as ‘a woman of ripe wisdom and great
         prudence’.4

      
      Oliver’s mother was born Elizabeth Steward. She had been first married to William Lynne, son and heir of John Lynne of Bassingbourn;
         the tomb of her husband, who died in 1589, together with that of a daughter of this brief marriage, Katherine, who died as
         a baby, lie together in Ely Cathedral. Elizabeth carried the jointure of this first marriage, worth about £60 a year, with
         her when she remarried, and it is also possible that she derived from the Lynnes the ‘brew-house’ (for making ale) persistently attached by tradition to the Cromwell household, of
         which more later. Otherwise the details of Elizabeth Steward’s first marriage have vanished into the mists. Her portrait shows
         her to be, in middle age at all events, a woman of a downright English cast of countenance, with the unabashed gaze of one
         who knows her position in society. Her features display the length of face, especially the nose, and the rather heavy-lidded
         eyes which she handed on to her son. It is a homely face, but not altogether devoid of charm and it has much strength. It
         is easy to see how Clarendon was able to bring himself to describe her fairly as ‘a decent woman’.5

      
      The position which Elizabeth Steward occupied in society did in fact need no apology. She was the daughter of a respectable
         Norfolk family, and her father, ‘a Gentleman of a Competent Fortune’, farmed the cathedral lands of nearby Ely; it was a profitable
         labour later performed by her brother, Thomas Steward. Commentators would be excited by the coincidence of Oliver’s mother’s
         surname; for had not the royal house of Stuart originated as Stewards before passing through a phase of Stewart, a reference
         to their role at the Scottish Court before the crucial marriage of Walter Stewart to Marjorie, daughter of Robert the Bruce?
         In an age obsessed equally with ancestry and omens, it seemed too happy – or too impressive – a coincidence to be tossed lightly
         aside without due consideration being given to the surprising ways of fate. It was decided that Oliver was endowed with proper
         Stewart descent, his lineage being traced back to the shipwreck of a Scottish prince in 1406, on the Norfolk coast. However
         more sceptical investigation shows the Stewards to have originated as Stywards from Calais, rather than the Stewarts from
         Scotland.6 It was strange for example that the arms granted to the Stywards unaccountably failed to make use of the Scottish descent,
         which would certainly have been prominent had it then been considered genuine.
      

      
      Not only that, but there were numerous Stywards of Swaffham and resident in Wells in Norfolk, long before the date of the
         alleged landing; even more disconcertingly the original John Styward of Calais seems to have been of comparatively plebeian descent. Perhaps it was hardly surprising that as the Stewards
         rose in prominence on the basis of monastic lands round Ramsey and Ely, and formed connexions with London, the notion of a
         royal pedigree should have sprung to their enterprising minds in order to emphasize the fitness of the family for greatness.
         But it had in fact no basis in reality – nor did Oliver himself in his lifetime give vent to any serious opinion on the subject
         of his putative relationship to the man he came to regard as England’s chief enemy, Charles Stuart. It was true that when
         he was in Edinburgh in 1651 he was said to have observed jokingly to the family of the Royalist Sir Walter Stewart that his
         mother too was a Stewart. But the incident, accompanied by a good deal of wine-drinking, some of it Sir Walter’s Canary wine
         and some of it Oliver’s own which he sent for, seems to have been more an example of Oliver’s desire to win over the Scots
         than of any deeper ancestral feelings. It was more significant, and no doubt more satisfactory to the quasi-Stewart General
         that at the end of the episode (in which Oliver also allowed Sir Walter’s small son James to handle the hilt of one of his
         swords and called him ‘his little captain’) Lady Stewart was said to have become ‘much less Royalist’.7

      
      Oliver himself would have agreed with the judgement of one of his earliest biographers, the minor poet Robert Flecknoe. His
         work, despite the fact that he was rumoured to be both an Irishman and a Catholic priest, was highly eulogistic, perhaps because
         it was published in 1659 before the Restoration. Flecknoe announced: ‘Whilst others derive him from Principalities, I will
         derive his Principalities from him, and only say he was born a Gentleman.’ It was a point of view Cromwell shared. Many years
         later, as Lord Protector, he reflected on his paternal inheritance in one of his famous speeches to Parliament, on the grounds
         that it was ‘time to look back … I was by birth a gentleman, living neither in any considerable height, nor yet in obscurity’.8 It was a fair estimate of the position of the Cromwells by the end of the sixteenth century, and Oliver’s father Robert Cromwell,
         by being the second son of a knight, did indeed seem to occupy a perfectly median position in the society of his day; that is to say, there was room for manoeuvre either way, in a manner characteristic of the fluidity of England at this period
         – upwards perhaps into the aristocracy to outstrip his forebears, or down into the ranks of yeomen. As Flecknoe put it, the
         nobility were ‘higher’ but not necessarily ‘better than he’. One thing however was clear, and Oliver’s firm words confirmed
         it. Robert Cromwell and his family did not at this point identify themselves in any way with these yeomen. It was a distinction
         which those more radical than Oliver would also draw: John Lilburne, captured after the battle of Brentford and brought to
         trial, refused to plead when named in court as ‘yeoman’ on the grounds that his family were gentlemen, and had been so since
         the time of the Conquest.9

      
      The longevity of the Cromwellian gentle pedigree was somewhat less than that boasted of by Lilburne. ‘The very ancient Knightly
         family’ of Cromwell, as even James Heath, author of the most derogatory early life of Oliver,* allowed it to be, was founded in royal patronage in the reign of Henry VIII, only a few generations before Oliver’s birth.
         Earlier Cromwells had come from Nottinghamshire, where the name originally meant ‘winding stream’, a poetic concept reduced
         possibly a little by its derivation from the Old English ‘Crumb’ for crooked. There had been other prominent Cromwells, an
         ennobled family which had died out at the end of the reign of Henry VI. But when the representative of the new family, Thomas
         Cromwell, stepped out into the fierce light of the Court as Henry VIII’s chief minister in 1520, he specifically refused to
         claim alliance with the ancient branch on the grounds that ‘he would not wear another man’s coat, for fear the owner thereof
         should pluck it off his ears’. His modesty seems to have been well justified since his father Walter Cromwell was variously
         described as a fuller, smith or a brewer. Walter’s own father, a cloth-fuller named John Cromwell, had come from Norwell in
         Nottinghamshire to Wimbledon, on the outskirts of London in the fifteenth century, to pursue his trade. Of John’s other sons,
         one was a brewer and two of this brewer’s own sons in turn followed their father’s profession. Walter Cromwell lived in Putney and had land close to the Thames, with
         a hostelry in Brew-House Lane; by the time of his death in 1516 he had amassed a fair amount of property in the neighbourhood,
         not only in Putney but also in Wandsworth and Roe-hampton. It is noticeable that Walter was twice Constable of Putney, a parochial
         office performed in turn by the principal householders in the vicinity. If Thomas Cromwell’s origins were lowly, compared
         with the heights to which he rose, they were none the less solid and, one might fairly say, worthy.10

      
      Oliver however was not descended from the famous – or infamous – Thomas Cromwell but from Walter’s daughter, Thomas’s sister
         Katherine. It was the marriage of the young Katherine Cromwell to Morgan Williams which brought into the sturdy English Cromwell
         line that exotic strain of Celtic blood which one likes to think, even at a century’s remove, gave it the peculiar genius
         which flowered in the mysterious character of Oliver Cromwell. Thus the Cromwells – Oliver’s branch – were not strictly speaking
         Cromwells at all, but by the rules of English surnames, Williamses. The direct descendants of Thomas Cromwell were in fact
         ennobled as Earls of Ardglass, and representatives of this branch of the family fought on the Royalist side in the Civil War.
         It is easy to understand however how the family of an enterprising young Welshman would wish to hitch their own name to the
         rising star of Thomas Cromwell’s reputation, especially as the Welsh attitude to surnames even as late as the sixteenth century
         was a totally alien one to our own today.
      

      
      Morgan Williams had begun life under the guise of Morgan ap William (or son of William) in accordance with the traditional
         Welsh fashion for identifying the son of a father, whereby the second name tended to change with each generation, unless a
         son was given the same Christian name as his father, in which case he would be known as ‘Fychan’ or the Younger. The changeover
         to the English fashion of a stabilized patronymic was only occurring slowly among the Welsh: it was just about this period,
         for example, that the Welsh family of Sitsyllt settled in England and were henceforth known in succeeding generations as Cecil. Generally speaking, the Welsh merely added an ‘s’ to their father’s
         Christian name in order to Anglicize themselves, as did Morgan ap William: thus many Anglo-Welsh surnames tended to be based
         on male Christian names.
      

      
      Since Williams itself was a concept comparatively new to Morgan, it was not surprising that his son Richard found the change
         to his mother’s maiden name of Cromwell easy enough. The adoption of the more celebrated English name was perfectly open.
         The Williams’ arms were used by Richard’s descendants, and the family continued to be listed as ‘alias Williams’ for several
         generations including an Indenture of Sale signed and executed by Oliver’s uncle in 1600, an official query concerning his
         father’s will, and Oliver’s own marriage contract. In his period as Protector, one of Oliver’s Royalist kinsmen wrote to him
         frankly that he had had considerable trouble being accepted under the name of Cromwell, and now that Oliver had made it odious
         it might be time to change it back to Williams again (a course which the eldest branch of this side of the family, the heirs
         of Oliver’s uncle, did in fact adopt after the Restoration). It could even be said to be poetic justice that Oliver should
         later be blamed for many of the crimes, especially the architectural depredations, of his great-great-great uncle Thomas:
      

      
      
         Much ill cometh of a small note

         As Crumb well set in a man’s throat …

      

      
      So ran a spurious prophecy of Tudor times invented to vilify Thomas Cromwell.11 In the growth of folklore, the coincidence of the Cromwell name was to prove a ‘Crumb well set’ in Oliver’s throat when it
         came to apportioning blame for the wreck of monasteries and churches. Perhaps it was fate’s revenge on the family which had
         originally adopted the name for purely opportunist reasons.
      

      
      It was William ap Ievan, Morgan’s father, who was the first to make the successful transference from Wales to England. Referred
         to as ‘the best archer that in those days was known’, he served Jasper Duke of Bedford, then lord of Glamorgan, having himself been born in the parish of Newchurch near Cardiff. No
         doubt impressed by the quality of William’s archery, Bedford transferred him to the service of his nephew, Henry VII, newly
         King of England, and at the English Court William married, picking up sufficient profits in posts or grants from the Crown
         to acquire property in England. Thus the descent of Morgan and his father upon English pastures paralleled the general Welsh
         descent upon England of Henry VII and his entourage. To some Welsh bards the accession of Henry Tudor to the English throne
         fulfilled the ancient prophecy that a Welsh conqueror would one day take over England, it being an essential tenet of bardic
         history that the Welsh were descended from the ancient Britons, and as such were the rightful rulers of Britain, cruelly deprived
         of their inheritance by the Saxons. These prophecies were to be revived in Oliver’s favour at the time of his Protectorate
         by certain of his admirers.12

      
      It is certainly possible to trace Oliver Cromwell’s Welsh ancestors with some exactitude, since the Welsh custom referred
         to earlier of tacking the father’s name to that of the son facilitates genealogical research.* Oliver Cromwell’s forebears were a very typical minor Welsh gentry family, the estate of the last actual dweller in Wales
         being worth between two and three hundred pounds a year. It is true that once Cromwell had reached fame, and more particularly
         when he became Lord Protector, with the need for personal arms and seals, the temptation to escalate the princely magnificence
         of his Welsh ancestors proved stronger than the call of historical accuracy. Fortunately a detailed family tree known as the
         Llyfr Baglan or Book of Baglan was compiled between 1600 and 1607 by one John Williams of Monmouthshire. Although this Williams was clearly
         interested in the connexion with Thomas Cromwell, he could have had no possible vested interest in magnifying the descent of Oliver, then scarcely more than a baby.13

      
      The line stretches back through names which Cromwell’s eighteenth-century biographer the Reverend Mark Noble was to dismiss
         with English condescension:* ‘their history’ he wrote ‘could afford no pleasure and but little knowledge’. The modern genealogist may take a more enlightened
         view. The main point of interest is that the original male line of this tree, if traced back sufficiently far, sprang not
         after all from Wales but from England, and from one Sir Guyon le Grant, a late eleventh- or early twelfth-century Norman adventurer,
         part of that group known as Advenae who came to Wales and settled there. Sir Guyon’s arrival would coincide with that period when the Normans, mainly from the
         area of Gloucester, were invading South Wales, especially Glamorgan; many of them did marry locally and adopt the Welsh system
         of nomenclature. Thus, to pursue the matter of Oliver Cromwell’s surname still further back it would be possible to make a
         case, by strict English rules, for Grant, not Williams, having been his rightful name: it was after all only after the time
         of Sir Guyon’s son, Sir Gwrgenau le Grant, that his descendants began to change their name with each generation according
         to the Welsh custom (Gwrgenau Fychan or the Younger was followed by Goronwy ap Gwrgenau, and so forth through several centuries
         down to Ievan ap Morgan, father of William ap Ievan, and grandfather of Morgan Williams).
      

      
      It is pleasant to reflect that Oliver Cromwell had at least his dash of Norman blood (as well as simple faith), and the pioneering
         blood of the immigrant at that. However, the Grants, quickly assimilated, made an unbroken series of Welsh marriages. Much
         was made under the Protectorate, heraldically speaking, of Cromwell’s descent from the Princes of Powys, notably Madoc ap Meredith, last Prince of Powys, whose arms formed part of the
         Protectoral crest. This descent was not, as we have seen, actually in the direct male line. But in view of the interconnexions
         of Welsh families, there was of course no reason why the Cromwells should not descend from the Princes of Powys in the female
         line several times over, and no doubt they did so. It is certainly interesting to observe that over a hundred years after
         the emigration of the family to England, when Morgan Williams’s great-great-grandson Oliver Cromwell became Lord Protector
         of England, it was to his Welsh ancestry that the heralds turned to provide his arms. It is evident that pride of Welsh descent
         was preserved among a family who otherwise became very firmly (and profitably) Anglicized.
      

      
      In the age of Morgan Williams himself, the first half of the sixteenth century, the Court of Henry VIII was among other things
         an excellent arena in which the speculator might operate to his own advantage, more especially after the dissolution of the
         monasteries. Now there were rich prizes indeed to be had for the picking, particularly by those who enjoyed the royal favour.
         In 1538, at a time when his famous uncle Thomas’s influence was still paramount, Richard Cromwell, son of Morgan Williams,
         was granted the large and fruitful nunnery at Hinchingbrooke, as well as various other properties. He made the change of surname
         at some date unknown but definitely before this grant which was made in the name of Cromwell – much encouraged in the change
         by the King, who wanted him to adopt the ‘mode of civilized nations in taking family names’ and disapproved of these ‘aps
         and naps’ which, among other disadvantages, made those of Welsh descent hard to identify in English judicial procedure. One
         story of Richard’s upward progress is splendidly chivalric. He had entered the lists of a tournament, richly apparelled, with
         his horses draped in white velvet, and his prowess was commensurate with his magnificence. King Henry, much delighted, dropped
         a flashing diamond ring from the royal finger, and exclaimed to his favourite: ‘Formerly thou were my Dick, but hereafter thou shalt be my Diamond!’ Fortunately for the future history of the Cromwell family, Dick dexterously caught his
         diamond; other benefits followed including a change in the family’s crest – the lion now bore a ring on its foreleg in place
         of a javelin.15

      
      Sir Richard, knighted by the King, survived the fall of his uncle in 1540. Already establishing the power of the Cromwells
         in the east Midlands, based on formerly monastic lands, he was made high-sheriff of Huntingdonshire and Cambridgeshire in
         1541 and he sat for Parliament in 1542. Thanks to the King’s generosity, he seems to have left estates at his death worth
         about £3000, a considerable fortune by the standards of the time. It was his son and Oliver’s grandfather, Henry Cromwell,
         having been dubbed in turn by Queen Elizabeth in 1563, who for his lavish display was to be known as the Golden Knight. He
         indeed cast an opulent glow over the history of his family. Although Sir Richard had begun the conversion before his death,
         it was Sir Henry who was mainly responsible for building that magnificent pile at Hinchingbrooke, partly adapted from the
         old nunnery, partly recreated in striking red brick diapered in black, which Oliver was to know as a boy.
      

      
      With extensive views across the surrounding flat but fertile countryside, close by watery tributaries of the Ouse, Hinching-brooke
         was well suited to the gracious role in which Sir Henry cast it, a family seat of much splendour; and incidentally the stained-glass
         windows did not fail to commemorate the family’s Welsh origins, with due heraldic acknowledgement. Neither Sir Richard nor
         Sir Henry cut themselves totally from the city whence they had come, since both in turn chose wives who were daughters of
         Lord Mayors of London. But like his father, Sir Henry also took on traditional county duties. He was sheriff of Cambridgeshire
         and Huntingdonshire four times and became a member of Parliament, where his harangues, in the opinion of Sir Charles Firth,
         had something in common with the oratorical style of his grandson.16 Sir Henry also quickly learnt other habits of the landed classes; privileged to entertain Queen Elizabeth at Hinchingbrooke
         in 1564 – an expensive pastime but one which might at least reap future benefits – the Golden Knight was also pleased to throw sums of money to the poor
         at Ramsey, an activity much less calculated to bring an earthly reward.
      

      
      Oliver’s father Robert Cromwell was the second son of this glittering character. There were other members of the family to
         be noticed, including the fifth son, later knighted as Sir Philip Cromwell, whose daughters Elizabeth and Frances by marrying
         a Hampden and a Whalley respectively, provided Oliver with two first cousins within leading Puritan circles. But it was the
         eldest son and heir of the Golden Knight, Sir Oliver Cromwell, who took the attention of the world for most of his long life,
         until the dramatic rise of his nephew in political and military importance usurped the ageing knight’s position as the most
         famous member of the family. Sir Oliver married twice, and from his second marriage to Anne Hooftman, a lady of Dutch extraction,
         widow of the Genoese financier Sir Horatio Palavicini, sprang the story, still sometimes repeated today, that his nephew Oliver
         enjoyed Jewish descent. Two Palavicini step-children of Anne Lady Cromwell, Baptina and Henry, the offspring of her husband’s
         first marriage, made marriages with two of her own Cromwell children. It was the sort of arrangement, complicated to describe,
         which was often found convenient at that time for considerations of property as well as propinquity; it was especially convenient
         in this case in view of Sir Oliver’s own declining financial situation. These Palavicini–Cromwell marriages, which took place
         around the time of Oliver’s own birth, were obviously of no direct relevance to his branch of the family, let alone his ancestry
         (quite apart from the fact that the Palavicinis were actually of an ancient Catholic Genoese family), but of course the story
         may have gained further credence from Oliver’s favourable treatment of the Jews as Lord Protector half a century later.
      

      
      Sir Oliver was clearly a man of charm and bounty, to whom the musician John Dowland dedicated a book of songs and airs, and
         under whose sway Hinchingbrooke continued to provide patriarchal warmth for lesser relations living roundabout, including
         the Robert Cromwells and their children. Such benevolent entertainments were only to be expected from a man in his position; more ambitious and fundamentally more disastrous for the
         fortunes of the family were Sir Oliver’s royal carousals. He had been knighted by Queen Elizabeth in 1598. In 1603 King James
         I stayed at Hinchingbrooke on his triumphant progress south from Edinburgh to ascend the English throne. Fatally – for the
         future – it was generally agreed that the King had there received ‘such entertainment, as the like had not been seen in any
         place before, since his first setting forth out of Scotland’. As Sir Oliver not only provided generous hospitality, but also
         pressed upon his distinguished guest such varied but welcome gifts as ‘a standing up of gold’, ‘goodly horses’, ‘fleet and
         deep-mouthed hounds’ and ‘divers hawks of excellent wing’ it is easy to understand the royal enthusiasm, and King James returned
         to Hinchingbrooke on all too many more occasions. Even though Sir Oliver was to receive his symbolic reward at the great funeral
         of King James in 1625, bearing one of the heraldic banners, it is not difficult to appreciate how the Cromwell resources rapidly
         diminished under this standard of expenditure (for the first visit Sir Oliver built on a special bow window to his dining-room).17 Within his own lifetime glorious Hinchingbrooke had to be sold to the Montagu family, leaving Sir Oliver merely with the
         alternative Ramsey property. The case which has been made for seeing the Parliamentary party in the years leading up to the
         Civil War as scions of a fading class of gentry whose fortunes were declining certainly finds a prop in the position of the
         Cromwells as Oliver grew to manhood. Oliver can hardly have failed to observe with sadness the passing of the great Cromwell
         era at Hinchingbrooke in 1627, the year before he entered Parliament for the first time.
      

      
      Oliver’s own father, Robert Cromwell, led a more obscure life. Like his eldest brother, he was elected a member of Parliament,
         but unlike Sir Oliver who made some mark in the House of Commons, Robert made little impression during his solitary spell
         of duty in 1593. He bore his share, it is true, of local activities, taking an interest in the draining of the Fens, signing
         a certificate together with his brother and some others to the effect that it would be possible to drain the area known as the Great Level. Did he also conduct the brewery, with whose existence Royalist
         scandalmongers were afterwards to make so merry at his son’s expense?* Certainly Robert Cromwell enjoyed the use of a brew-house, enhanced by the fact that the Brook at Hinchin ran conveniently
         through his lands, and could be used in the brewing process. As we have seen, some establishment of the sort may have come
         to him as part of Elizabeth’s jointure, and incidentally the earlier Putney Cromwells, from whom he was descended, had quite
         certainly been brewers. It is of course possible to draw a distinction between brewing ale for home consumption (a sensible
         course in an age when ale, rather than water or wine, was a staple of the diet) or for neighbours, and indulging in ‘trade’
         as later generations would term it. On the other hand, ‘trade’, just because it is a later concept, is a dangerous one to
         foist onto the early seventeenth century.
      

      
      It is noteworthy that the first derogatory mention of Oliver’s supposed brewing activities, which it was believed he carried
         on with his mother after his father’s death, appears in February 1649, the month after the King’s execution, the time of maximum
         execration towards Cromwell. It occurred in Mercurius Elenticus, the news-sheet which did much to spread that venom and made a reference to ‘the malice of that bloody brewer Cromwell’,
         suggesting that he might be about to ‘set up his trade of brewing again’.19 Cromwell was also scurrilously supposed to have suggested that the dead King’s youngest son, the Duke of Gloucester, might
         be trained as a brewer now that he no longer had any royal function to perform. Brewing, then, may well have been carried
         on locally by this minor branch of the Cromwell family, more or less professionally, to supplement a modest income; but it caused no particular remark until the dark days after the King’s death, when any and every weapon was used
         to vilify the leading figure of the party responsible. Then brewing was transformed by the cutting pens of the satirists into
         an activity of hideous vulgarity, only too symbolic of the coarse upstarts who now ruled England.
      

      
      Returning to the far-off days of Oliver’s infancy, it will be seen that the life of his father was typical of that of many
         younger sons of the gentry, unremarkable but not unpleasant, a life calculated to produce a mild-mannered man, not a tyrannical
         father. ‘Man’s life in his sound and perfect health is like a bubble of water’ declared Robert devoutly in his will, and he
         was particularly concerned before his death to leave his wife and children both ‘peace and quietness’ as well as his ‘temporal
         estate’.20 Such a man was likely to have gentle and pleasant relations with his only surviving son, during his short lifetime. It would
         be natural, too, for the small house in Huntingdon to be overshadowed by the big house at Hinchingbrooke, and natural for
         the same reason for Robert Cromwell to choose the name Oliver for his second boy. Almost certainly Sir Oliver stood godfather
         to his nephew at the baptism which took place four days after the birth, on 29 April 1599, in the Church of St John Baptist
         at Huntingdon, close by the parents’ home. Although the church itself has now disappeared in favour of a leafy municipal garden,
         the register with its mention of ‘Oliverus’, son of ‘Robert Cromwell gent’, and Elizabeth his wife survives in the nearby
         church of All Saints, as does the font in which Oliver was baptized.*

      
      Less well established are the few stories of Oliver’s babyhood. According to one tale, handed down by word of mouth until
         the late eighteenth century, a tame monkey seized him in its arms out of his cradle while he was up at Hinchingbrooke, in
         the last days of his grandfather, the Golden Knight, and gallivanted with its burden along the flat leads of the house. Of more prophetic
         significance – and therefore more suspect – was the oft-repeated tale that the four-year-old Oliver bloodied the nose of the
         two-year-old Prince Charles Stuart, on the occasion of his father’s visit to Hinchingbrooke in 1603. It was a legend that
         obviously had much to commend it to later sages, who saw in it early evidence of Oliver’s violent – and anti-monarchical –
         temperament. Then there was the curate who was supposed to have rescued the boy Oliver from drowning in a river, and encountered
         him again marching through Huntingdon at the head of his troops many years later. Oliver stopped the clergyman and asked if
         he remembered him, to which his saviour replied tartly that he did: ‘But I wish I had put you in, rather than see you here
         in arms against your kind.’21

      
      These two last stories have the quality of myths and, as in myths, the future is satisfactorily presaged in the very boyhood
         of the hero (or villain). The predominant impression of his boyhood left on Oliver’s contemporaries was rather different;
         and there were other near contemporaries like Milton who sought to explain his quality of greatness by stretching back questingly
         into his earliest years. Here there is undoubtedly a feeling of mystery, of something unexplained, of outward serenity, ordinariness
         even, which surely concealed mighty turbulence within, the product of which was not to be witnessed for many long years. Oliver
         ‘had grown up in secret at home’ wrote Milton in 1654, eulogizing the new Protector, ‘and had nourished in the silence of
         his own consciousness, for whatever times of crisis were coming, a trustful faith in God, and a native vastness of intellect’.22 Perhaps the Protector dropped some hints of this process to his intimates. But he himself did not go on record on the subject
         of the inner feelings of his early youth, whether turbulent or otherwise, and we learn from his own lips nothing of such struggles,
         if they existed.
      

      
      The ‘native vastness of intellect’ to which Milton referred was actually nourished in the conventional manner of the time
         at the local grammar school, a few hundred yards up Huntingdon High Street from Oliver’s own house.* This was a free school, and according to custom, there was one classroom for children of all ages, but there was nothing
         socially derogatory in attendance at such local free schools, of which about 1300 were functioning in England and Wales. They
         were virtually interchangeable with the other two categories of schools in seventeenth-century England, the private schools
         (to which Oliver sent his own children) and the endowed grammar schools. Earlier Oliver would have learnt the elementary skills
         of reading and writing, either from his mother or ‘a mistress’, a type of governess; and there was also probably an intervening
         tutor in the shape of a clergyman called Long.23 Now he was to learn Latin in preparation for the university. Evidently in such an establishment, ruled by one master in charge
         with one assistant, the personality of this master would be of paramount importance, and in this, Oliver’s first influence
         from the outside world, was seen the first dramatic twist of fate in his career.
      

      
      Dr Thomas Beard, master in charge of Huntingdon Grammar School, a Cambridge graduate and a clergyman, was neither unknown
         in spheres outside the classroom, nor on the other hand so obsessed by their demands as to neglect the welfare of his pupils.
         He was a man of fiercely disciplined mind, and more important still, it was a mind above all deeply interested in the great
         new developments in the English state religion which had been fermenting since the late sixteenth century. In broad terms,
         and in so far as such labels can be helpfully used, he might be described as a striking example of the sort of men, intellectual,
         proselytizing, courageous, above all determined to sort out honestly the relationship of God to man, and the correct part
         to be played in this by the Church, who made up the body of early English Puritans. Beard’s most famous work was The Theatre of God’s Judgements, first published in 1597, seven years before he was enjoined to become master at Huntingdon. This little book was marked by a conviction that the wicked were actually to be punished in this life, quite apart from the problems of the next.
         It consisted in fact of a list of historical occurrences, or ‘providences’ as they were called, a term which was later to
         have much significance for Oliver himself. These were analysed according to God’s intentions in thereby rewarding or punishing
         his servants, with heavy emphasis on the punishments. As to the nature of the servants in question there was heavy emphasis
         on Kings and rulers who Beard believed were especially liable to God’s justice, being not only ‘more hardened and bold to
         sin’, but also liable to ‘boldly exempt themselves from all corrections and punishments due unto them’.24

      
      Beyond doubt, Oliver must have read this remarkable work. Not only was Dr Beard his master, but his personality also made
         a strong impact on the whole Cromwell family. Robert Cromwell chose Beard as one of the witnesses of his will. In 1616 Dr
         Beard had dedicated to Sir Oliver Cromwell another work entitled A retractive from the Romish religion in which he equated
         the Pope with Anti-Christ; he listed as reasons for the dedication not only the knight’s sincere love of the true religion
         and equally sincere detestation of ‘the Romish synagogue’ but also ‘for that yourself, with your religious lady, worthy children
         and brethren and great familie, have been for a long time the principall auditors of my unworthy ministry … wherewith’, continued
         Dr Beard, ‘I am bound unto you for many extraordinary favours and kindnesses received’.25 It was however the philosophy of Dr Beard which finally marked the young Oliver so strongly that it can be seen in his thoughts,
         speeches and very battle reports – the idea that God was no aloof figure of justice wrapped in the clouds of heaven, waiting
         for man’s death before meting out the due rewards for good and evil. The God of Thomas Beard kept on the contrary a watchful
         eye on earthly progress, intervened in this life with battles lost (by the evil) and thrones sacrificed (by unworthy rulers).
         This too was to be the God of Oliver Cromwell. It was at the feet of his master, then, either in the little classroom at Huntingdon
         or perhaps listening to his doctrines expounded at his father’s house and his uncle’s, that Oliver first encountered the deity in the exacting, interfering, ever-present judging and rewarding form which was to haunt him for the rest of his
         days.
      

      
      The incomparable influence exerted by such a man must be weighed against traditions that Oliver was no scholar, preferred
         stealing apples to studying his books (James Heath referred to him as the Apple Dragon, so notorious were his raids on local
         orchards) and was generally of ‘no settled constancy’ in his application to knowledge, showing fits of enthusiasm for a week
         or two, then playing truant for months. Dr Beard, said Heath, tried to correct Oliver’s faults but ‘prevailed nothing against
         his obstinate and perverse inclination’.26 The truth was that at all periods of his life Oliver Cromwell showed stronger evidence of thinking, ruminating and meditating
         than reading voraciously. Nor was this lack of a literary tendency disastrous, since there was so much of the natural temperament
         of the philosopher about him. Therefore the picture of a physically energetic boy, breaking down hedges, robbing dove-houses
         in order to devour tender young pigeons, beaten unavailingly by his parents to cure these regrettable tendencies, is not necessarily
         irreconcilable with the idea of a soul awakened within to a dialogue with God, and the notion of searching out by signs his
         will on earth. Oliver’s later career was to show the same strange but certainly fascinating combination of extreme physical
         preoccupation (in the sense that a successful cavalry officer is one who has mastered the physical conditions which confront
         him) with spiritual interlocution.
      

      
      Bishop Burnet, writing in the following age, gave the opinion that Oliver had been severely handicapped by ‘the roughness
         of his education and temper’ which he was never able to shake off and which left him with no foreign language save ‘a little
         Latin … spoken very viciously and scantily’. Samuel Carrington on the other hand, in an extollatory biography of 1659,* defended his use of Latin ‘which all men knew, he made use of to treat with strangers’. That there was a roughness of temper
         in him – be it expressed in hearty exercise, boisterous horseplay or even displays of rage – cannot be doubted in view of Oliver’s later history which was also marked by such incidents, ranging from the engaging
         to the frightening. Clearly his boyhood too was the stage for such pieces of ebullience. But roughness of education there
         was not: on the contrary, there was a more than adequate education in the early stages under a man of note and learning, against
         a family background where such things were evidently taken seriously. Furthermore, if, as Carrington declared, Oliver’s ‘greatest
         delight’ was ‘reading men rather than books’, he was presented with a man of outstanding quality to ‘read’ in Dr Thomas Beard,
         and at a most impressionable age.27

      
      In 1616 when Oliver Cromwell proceeded to the nearby University of Cambridge, these early Puritan influences were in no way
         diminished. He was then seventeen and the college chosen, Sidney Sussex, was an expressly Protestant foundation created on
         the site of a former Grey Friars monastery by the executors of Lady Frances Sidney, Countess of Sussex, in 1596. Thomas Fuller,
         who also went into residence there a decade after Cromwell, wrote in his Worthies that Lady Frances died childless ‘unless such learned Persons who received their breeding in her Foundation may be termed
         her issue’. These intellectual descendants of Lady Frances found themselves in a new college of redbrick with pale stone quoins
         and mullions, the combination of colours which inspired a seventeenth-century poet to describe its appearance romantically
         ‘rose-red and snow-white’. There was a large hall with an open hammer-beam roof, and windows on both sides; the remains of
         the Grey Friars refectory, thatched over, was used as a chapel, later buttressed to form chapel, ante-chapel and chapel chamber
         and library. But there were some traces to be found of the former monastic buildings – for example the area of the previous
         church was to be discerned in the new bowling-green, and Fuller noted ghoulishly ‘I have oft found dead men’s bones thereabouts.’28

      
      These geographical traces of an earlier religious observance were definitely not paralleled by the radical doctrinal influences
         of Sidney Sussex. The Statutes of the College specified that students should here be trained for ministry in the English Church
         or, as it was picturesquely expressed, the college should be a spacious meadow where young men like bees would gather honey from all
         kinds of flowers before swarming from the hive and flying to the Church to unload their treasure. Anyone who did not choose
         to conform to this religio-pastoral ideal was however to be harried with bites and stings, and finally driven forth as a drone.
         It was also declared that the Masters and Fellows must be among those who abhorred Popery, while among the rules for students
         drawn up in 1595 was the prohibition of ‘long or curled locks, great Ruffes, velvet pantables etc.’. There was to be no bull-baiting,
         no bear-baiting and no frequenting bowling-places (the college’s own green did not come under the ban, the company rather
         than the activity being suspect). Nor was there to be frequenting of taverns, or the use of dice and cards. In short Sidney
         Sussex was Puritan-oriented, for whose traditions under its Master, Dr Samuel Ward, Oliver had been amply prepared by his
         former education under Dr Beard. Ward had become Master in 1610 and was to continue so until 1643. Fuller considered him ‘a
         true Protestant at all times’ despite early rumours that he was a Puritan and later stories that he was a Papist. In fact
         his diary does reveal his strong tendencies to Puritanism and in particular a strong belief in predestination which may have
         influenced his pupil.
      

      
      Oliver entered the college on 23 April 1616, and was duly registered with Richard Howlet as his tutor: ‘Oliverus Cromwell Huntingoniensis admissus ad commentum soclorum Aprilis vicesime tertio tutore Magistro Richardo Howlet.’ It was customary for Fellow Commoners to present a piece of plate on admission: Oliver gave a silver stoup, but unfortunately
         when in 1618 the College had to raise money in order to buy back some Sussex Street property which they had parted with illegally,
         ‘Mr Cromwell’s Pott’ was among the victims of the forced sale.29

      
      Otherwise there is a surviving tradition that Oliver jumped onto a horse from the bay window of his rooms, on the first floor
         of the north side of Hall Court, looking onto Sidney Street. James Heath indeed believed that he had been more famous at football,
         cudgels or any other ‘boisterous sport or game’ than at his books. Another favourite story, sometimes related of his school-days,
         but seeming more logically to belong to those of his University, concerns Cromwell playing the King in student theatricals.
         His admirers later saw the incident as evidence of natural greatness, his critics believed it pointed to inborn ambition,
         in a manner typical of the polarization between good and evil in the early accounts of Cromwell’s life.30 However Oliver’s sojourn at Cambridge, whether dissipated in pleasure or not, was not destined to last long; his stay was
         cut short before he took his degree, not as it happened out of lack of scholarly enthusiasm, but by reason of the death of
         his father on 24 June 1617.
      

      
      Only a few days previously Oliver’s sixteen-year-old sister Margaret had been married by Thomas Beard to Valentine Walton,
         a Huntingdonshire neighbour, and a man who was to supply Oliver with much friendship and loyalty in the future and indeed
         throughout their long and eventful lives. But the quiver of Cromwell girls at Huntingdon was still far from empty: of Oliver’s
         six sisters at least four and perhaps five were still living at home with their newly widowed mother. As a boy of eighteen,
         Oliver found himself the only male in a now totally feminine household. It was his first opportunity to show his mother the
         adult support and devotion he was to display with such singular attention in her direction for the rest of her long life.
         This particular tenderness between them, which struck contemporary observers, was explained on her side easily enough in his
         position as her only son, but perhaps on his it originated in the traumatic period of her widowhood and the responsibility
         with which he was now faced. It was certainly a situation to encourage the patriarchal streak in any man.
      

      
      It was true that the financial situation of the Cromwells was neither especially good nor especially bad. Robert Cromwell’s
         will made Elizabeth his sole executrix, and of course in any case Oliver was still three years under age. But there was a
         worrying moment when it seemed that Oliver might be considered a royal ward, since part of the Cromwell property had been
         held in capite or direct from the King by knightly tenure. There was a case to be made for regarding Oliver as a ward during the lifetime
         of his mother who by the terms of Robert’s will was made ‘tenant for life of all the Capite lands’. Oliver might as a result have had to make certain payments, and also ‘sue for his liberty’,
         an expensive process by which an heir had to institute a suit to obtain possession of lands. Fortunately, the case being carried
         before the Court of Wards and Liveries, it was decided that his mother’s interest in the estate, as specified in the will,
         was made in the time of Sir Henry Cromwell, her father-in-law, and that Robert had already ‘sued his livery’ after Sir Henry’s
         death.31 There was thus no need for Oliver to repeat the process. This peril once averted by the decision of the Chief Justice, Oliver’s
         mother was free to resume the unexceptional standard of life in a small town, farming their lands and supplementing their
         income perhaps by a brew-house.
      

      
      It was only youth which was over for Oliver Cromwell, not opportunity. Those outwardly placid years of childhood, invested
         by modern theorists with such colossal importance in the formation of a character, had now closed on what might seem to the
         same theorists the most appropriate ending to any masculine adolescence – the death of the father, and the need to support
         the mother. In a funeral ode after Oliver’s death one writer reflected:
      

      
      
         Thou didst begin with lesser cares

         And private thoughts took up thy private years …

      

      
      The soul which would later sway sceptres learnt first to rule in a domestic way …

      
      
         So government itself began

         From family and single man.

      

      
      The intensely private nature of Oliver’s youth is something against which not only later historians have knocked their heads
         in vain, but also upon which his own contemporaries commented. Nor did the obscurity end abruptly with his nineteenth year.
         Nevertheless even in the sparse facts available, supplemented by later legends, it is possible at least to distinguish certain
         tendencies. A physically intensely active young man, rough even, happy in a moderate but secure place in society, had been
         brought into contact early with a restless, insecure but extremely passionate and honest form of religion. At the same time
         an affectionate nature, surrounded by many family ties, found itself thrust early into the centre of these threads – henceforth
         Oliver himself would constitute the knot. On these foundations, still just discernible if only faintly so, as the outline
         of the old Grey Friars chapel could still be seen among the new Sidney Sussex buildings, Oliver Cromwell’s adult life was
         built.
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