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INTRODUCTION

This book, one of the last that Belloc wrote, appeared in 1939 when he was 69 – three years before a stroke that ended his literary career. Its theme and message did not depart from that of his many popular biographies written in the 1920s and 30s. Those works were all based upon the same premises that characterized his general approach to and understanding of European history. Foremost among those premises is the notion proclaimed in his 1920 work, Europe and the Faith: “The Faith is Europe. And Europe is the Faith.” That meant that European civilization was the creature of Catholicism and to the degree that Europe departed from Catholicism, she would loose her identity. And if that happened, “Europe” would come to signify just a geographical area or – as seems the case today – a mere economic and administrative unit, lacking any spiritual or cultural basis.

Belloc saw as providential the link between classical Roman Civilization and Christianity. The Church was able to employ the structures and the thought of Rome for its own development while preserving Roman Civilization, making it, in baptized form, the civilization of Europe. This view contrasted strikingly with that of Gibbon and other Enlightenment-era thinkers who blamed Christianity for Rome’s decline.

And what of the barbarian invasions and the so-called “Dark Ages” that followed the political collapse of Rome? Belloc viewed the barbarians not as conquerors, but as immigrants, themselves aspiring to be part of Rome. Administrative and economic weaknesses in the empire enabled the newcomers increasingly to assume authoritative roles, but as Roman officials, not as conquerors. These quasi-Romans also accepted Christianity, which had become the religion of the empire. That religion, especially through its monastic orders, preserved the classical heritage during the disorderly centuries that ensued, when socio-economic structures had become rather primitive, and when the territory of the old empire faced invasions by non-Christian Vikings and Islam.

Belloc certainly did not accept the popular view of early medieval English history, which held that the inherent self-governing abilities of the Anglo-Saxon settlers had enabled them to prevail over the Celtic Britons and the few surviving Roman-Britons. Rather, he saw Anglo-Saxon success in dominating England as having come from their acceptance of the Christian message of St. Augustine. In his analysis of later-medieval English history, he emphasized the reforming and civilizing role of the Norman kings and their successor sovereigns in promoting law, parliament, and the general development of civilization. This view contrasted decidedly with the popular notion that the “democratic” Anglo-Saxons were conquered by the Normans, and that British constitutional history since then is simply the story of the Anglo-Saxon effort to restrain the encroachments of the Norman monarchy upon popular freedoms.

Naturally, Belloc regarded the Reformation of the sixteenth century as the disastrous disruption of European unity. He thought the Reformation need not have endured, as much of it consisted of localized, reformist zealotries prompted by serious grievances and abuses. It was made lasting, however, when England was lost to the Church. That loss was closely linked to the rise of a landed oligarchy, enriched at the expense of the Church, and which over a century or more fatally weakened the monarchy that had favored that enrichment. The last hope for blocking that oligarchic ascendancy existed during the reign of Charles II. Hence, “the last rally.”

Belloc’s “unconventional” historical vision has to be understood in large part as a reaction against the historical views prevalent when he came of age in late nineteenth-century England – the era in European history labeled by the late historian Carlton Hayes as the “Generation of Materialism.” Then popular was an intellectual progressivism that regarded the latest age as the most intelligent, and which expected human progress on the basis of scientific development to be inevitable. Central to this scientifically determinist materialism was Social Darwinism, which interpreted human relations according to the Darwinist explanation of the evolution of species. Prevailing historical attitudes worked hand-in-glove with this progressivist determinism, as seen, e.g., in the already mentioned “Anglo-Saxon” myth about the inherent self-governing ability of the forebears of the English-speaking world.

Also common to that era was what historian Herbert Butterfield labeled “Whig History”: the tendency of historians to write favorably of the winners in historical confrontations, especially if the winners were Protestants and/or liberals (but not necessarily revolutionaries, like the French Jacobins). Such seems the case in modern British history, which has an historical vision running as follows: the Reformation in England was the victory of religious liberty against Papal despotism; in succeeding centuries the monarchy that had brought on the Reformation was itself brought under control by the parliament; and parliament itself, over time, became more and more democratically controlled. Events of the later nineteenth century worked to confirm this Whig-Progressivist vision, as the Protestant and industrial societies seemed to prevail over Catholic and/or agrarian and traditional societies, e.g., the North in the American Civil War, Prussia in the struggles with Austria for the unification of and domination over the Germanies, Lombardy-Sardinia against the Papal States, the relationship between England and Ireland, and the defeat of Emperor Louis Napoleon in the Franco-Prussian War (which started two days after Belloc was born).

British Imperialism had reached its peak in Belloc’s early manhood. By that time it had been transformed from a pattern of purely diplomatic and military involvements in distant lands for limited, specific objectives, to a popular ideology endorsing the extension of the British flag to the four corners of the globe. Another now-forgotten but then-fashionable intellectual trend in England was a strong Germanophilia, whether in neo-Hegelian philosophy, the racial identification of the Anglo-Saxons with the modern Germans, or simply an admiration for the technical, administrative, and economic ability of the Germans in terms of education, public service, and industrialization.

No wonder, then, that young Belloc considered himself an outsider when a student at Oxford between 1893 and 1896. He was a Catholic, his father was French, and he himself had retained his French citizenship, even fulfilling his required service in the French army. (His being an “outsider” did not prevent him from becoming President of the debating society – the Oxford Union – even though, however, he aggressively labeled himself a “Republican,” to the consternation of his predominantly Conservative, Imperialist, and upper-class colleagues.) Belloc even felt out-of-place in secondary education, at the Oratory School in Birmingham founded by Cardinal Newman who, although elderly, still resided at it. Most of the students there were from the aristocratic, Catholic recusant families, who had retained the faith for centuries at great cost in terms of denial of privilege, but who had not let their Catholicism dent their English identity, patriotism, and conservatism. In contrast, Belloc was not only the son of a Frenchman, but his mother was a convert who had come from a long tradition of political radicalism. Her father was Joseph Parkes, a radical publicist active in the promotion of the Parliamentary Reform Act of 1832, and her great-grandfather the politically radical scientist Joseph Priestley. Belloc had little contact with Newman, and in his young adulthood he identified much more closely with the populist and ultramontane Archbishop of Westminster, Henry Cardinal Manning, who had especially concerned himself with the hundreds of thousands of Irish Catholics who made up such a large component of the lower classes in 1889.

Not surprisingly, Belloc, drawn to the study of history, would virtually turn inside-out the prevailing views, downplaying the qualities of the Anglo-Saxons, applauding the Normans, disliking the Reformation, and celebrating the French Revolution.

The last attitude might startle readers having only a superficial understanding of the man. After all, wasn’t he the champion of the English monarch against the parliament, calling Charles II’s struggle to retain his power “the last rally”? His first two biographies, however, were favorable treatments of Danton and Robespierre, the Trotsky and Lenin of the French Revolution. But his explanation and justification of the revolution had a reactionary character: “It was essentially a reversion to the normal – a sudden and violent return to those conditions which are the necessary bases of health in any political community.” He lamented the fact that the privileged classes of France, having lost faith in the institutions formed in the Middle Ages, nevertheless continued to take advantage of them to enhance their own position. Belloc saw them as having “used the name of the Middle Ages precisely because they thought the Middle Ages were dead,” but then, with the revolution, “suddenly the spirit of the Middle Ages, the spirit of enthusiasm and of faith, the Crusades, came out of the tomb and routed them.”

Belloc did not see “a necessary antagonism between the Republic and the Church,” but believed the differences that existed were the result of a miscalculation about the Church by the Republic’s leaders. The Civil Constitution of the Clergy, which nationalized Church property and officialdom, was not based so much on hostility but on the idea of the inseparability of the church from the national society. On the other hand, many of them were not believers and looked upon the Church as a declining institution that should be nursed like a dying person. Hence the hierarchy and the clergy were to be publicly salaried.1

This unusual interpretation of the French Revolution can be read as compatible with sympathy for the Stuart kings of England and even for Louis XIV of France. Belloc read the violent uprising as an organic development of a society returning to normality and rejecting artificial institutions. No doubt this vision was quite different from that of Edmund Burke, whose conception of the gradualist, organic development of political society led him to see the French Revolution as the apotheosis of political evil. But Belloc’s temperament, which allowed him to see value in both the thought of Jean Jacques Rousseau and the career of Napoleon Bonaparte, was quite different from that of Burke, which was one of Whiggish conservatism. Instead, Belloc’s was a radical conservatism that could understand violent upheaval and the role of strong political leaders.

The same temperament fostered his disillusion with parliamentary politics, after he served for five years (1906–1910) in the House of Commons as part of the radical wing of the massive Liberal majority. He turned his back on what he called “the Party System,” for he came to regard both major political groupings – Conservatives and Liberals – as the collaborating servants of plutocratic oligarchy. The issues between the parties were ruses used to enable periodic changes of power. That oligarchy, with its political servants, was in fact the object of many satirical novels he wrote at the time. By the early twentieth century the oligarchy had broadened beyond being landed and had come to include capitalists in its ranks. The sense that this privileged oligarchy was about to use the engines of the state to protect its interests and inhibit popular dissatisfaction prompted Belloc to write his Servile State.2

He came to advocate the strengthening of monarchy for Britain and elsewhere as an alternative to plutocratic parliamentary politics. For him a strong monarch need not be a hereditary figure, but could be a strong President or executive. In the 1920s and 1930s he saw the likes of Franco, Salazar, and Mussolini as corrective alternatives to plutocratic and ineffective parliamentary regimes. The Catholic character of the regimes of the former two, and the nominal adherence of the latter to Catholic values and its allusion to classical Roman heritage, made them attractive to Belloc. On the other hand, his consciousness that Germany had never been part of the Roman Empire, and his suspicion that the Northern Germans (the Protestants) had never completely absorbed the message of Christianity (which fact was apparent to him in observing the Bismarckian Second Reich) made him immune to the neo-pagan and scientistic message of Hitler and Nazism. He also had no sympathy for the essentially unhistorical doctrine of Marxism, about whose ultimate success he was correctly doubtful.

But let us return to the subject of Charles II. As a young king, replacing a “Protectorate” that had executed his father, Charles had to tread very gingerly in maintaining his position. He had been brought to the throne by the same parliamentary forces that rebelled against his father twenty years before, because they realized that toppling the monarchy in fact ushered in an arbitrary dictatorship. They understood the paradox that parliamentary liberty required a king. Most in the parliament had also come to the conclusion that the maintenance of the established Church of England was as similarly linked as the monarchy to the maintenance of English liberty. They viewed the Cromwellian dictatorship as an inevitable consequence of dissenting Protestantism. For this reason they were more orthodox than the king in insisting upon a code expelling nonconformist clergy from the National Church, and inhibiting the meetings of Nonconformist congregations. The appreciation of the connection between the monarchy, the High Church, and English liberty (the essence of what would be called Toryism) explained the willingness of parliament – however reluctant – to accept Charles II’s brother, James, a convert to Catholicism, as his successor in 1685. It was feared that any tampering with natural, hereditary succession would open the door to “republicanism” and its logical consequence, dictatorship.

Charles had tried to get around the parliamentary dominance of his revenue by accepting subsidies from King Louis of France, in return for foreign policy concessions and for a promised improvement of the position of English Catholics (a shrinking minority at the time, but towards whom Charles was well disposed). When the subsidy was discovered, Charles then had to concede changes in his ministers and the imposition of restrictions upon Catholics. Within a few years he even had to endure an outrageous anti-Catholic frenzy inspired by Titus Oates, which saw numerous Catholics martyred, including St. Oliver Plunkett, the Catholic Archbishop of Armagh.

These excesses led to a reaction against the Whigs, who were seeking further restraint upon the monarchy and who wished to prevent Charles’ Catholic brother, James, from succeeding him. The Tories, supporters of the king and of his brother’s succession, effectively argued that an effort to prevent the hereditary succession would open the door toward elective kingship, which in turn would lead back to Republicanism and ultimately dictatorship. Better a Catholic as king than risk that. In this case it would be an especially worthwhile gamble, since James’ second wife, a Catholic, was considered unlikely to have a child, and his successors would be his Protestant daughters from his first marriage. However, the birth of a son to James’ wife, Mary of Modena, along with his rather impolitic awarding of religious toleration to his co-religionists and to the dissenting Protestants, turned the Tories away from him and towards an alliance with the Whigs. His daughter Mary and her husband, William, the Prince of Orange, were invited to replace him as monarchs of England. That coup d’état constituted the “Glorious Revolution.” Along with the new rulers came their acceptance of a Bill of Rights, an increased frequency of parliaments, and religious toleration (but continued exclusion from office) for dissenting Protestants (but not for Catholics). A side effect of the victory of the Whigs, considered by them to be a major step in the advancement of Anglo-American liberal constitutionalism – much like the American Revolution – was the defeat of James’ allies, the Irish Catholics, and the imposition upon them of near-genocidal Penal Laws by the Protestant Establishment in Ireland.

Belloc’s view on this period is a useful antidote to a simplified, black-and-white version of history, and enables us to appreciate the complexity of causes and effects in historical developments. To Belloc monarchy was more popular and democratic than oligarchy. He saw the seventeenth century not as the advance of constitutional liberties, but as the struggle of popular sovereigns against wealthy interests. His interpretation of the reign of Charles II was quite different from that of the Whig historians, for he saw the King “faced by the inescapable conflict between the Money Power and Monarchy,” in which struggle the Monarchy ultimately failed.

And Belloc analyzed Whiggery itself. He defined it as the “political force which in its growth foreshadowed the English Political Revolution from a monarchy to an aristocracy.” It was a combination of “the liberal theory of the state: freedom of the individual, an inviolate rule of law[, and] the equality of all citizens before that law,” with the contradictory conception “that the wealthy are the natural leaders of the community.” The seeds of Whiggery were at work in the reign of Elizabeth I and grew during the English Civil War. The Revolution of 1688 was “Whiggery triumphant and enthroned.” Popular English history took all the Whig presumptions for granted and regarded opponents of the Whigs “as exceptions or oddities.” The Whig mindset fostered the Anglo-Saxon myth, disregarded England’s dependence upon Roman and Catholic roots, depreciated continental society, and saw the problems of Ireland as a consequence of “the exceptional incapacity or exceptional dishonesty of the Irish people.” What Whiggery was fighting at the time of Charles II were the ancient principles of “royal Catholicism,” which principles, Belloc noted, constituted the tradition of the “great kingdoms of Europe”: namely, the Holy Roman Empire, Spain, and France.

While historians may quarrel with Belloc on particular issues and might note imbalances or over-emphasis on some matters, his capacity for a grand view remains unsurpassed, and valuable. He also possessed a capacity for prophetic insight based upon his historical perspective. For instance, less than two years before the publication of Charles II, he noted how, until recently, the Western World had “taken for granted, and acted upon, consciously or unconsciously[, the] main doctrines inherited from the Catholic past.” These included: the existence of a personal God, the immortality of the soul, the institution of Christian marriage and monogamy, and the Christian view of property. But by Belloc’s own time, these were “not merely questioned by a few but wholly denied by numbers so large as to form a formidable body in our own civilization.”3 Alas, in our time that formidable body has become the dominant force. However, Belloc also saw the Church in the modern age as playing the same civilizing role that she played in earlier centuries, and that in one matter in particular: the defense of the sanctity and permanence of marriage. Noting that the Church had condemned the marital breakdown of the upper classes in Ancient Rome along with the absence of marriage among the substantial slave population, he maintained that her insistence upon the permanent character of marriage turned things around. In his words:


The Church, therefore, today is where it was sixteen hundred years ago in the days of the Christian emperors, fighting a running battle in which it had no civil backing save in a few places, preaching by example and affirming the true doctrine of marriage, but not able to impose it upon the civil laws; for the great mark of our time is the return to paganism.4



Unfortunately, there is today a shortage of vigorous and courageous champions like that which the world had in Belloc.


John P. McCarthy

Professor Emeritus of History, Fordham University

October 13, 2003

Feast of St. Edward the Confessor
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The Restoration of Charles JJ

DRAWING BY J. GILBERT, ILLUSTRATED LONDON NEWS, JUNE 1, 1861




1. Cf. Hilaire Belloc, The French Revolution (London: Williams & Norgate, 1911), and John P. McCarthy, “Hilaire Belloc and the French Revolution,” Modern Age, Vol. 35, No 3 (Spring 1993), pp. 251–7.

2. Belloc believed that since the insecurities linked to industrial capitalism were liable to bring on socialism, the ruling circles would seek to save their own position by drawing on the language of reformers to sell a “Servile State.” In that system individual freedom would be forsaken in return for security and economic sufficiency, but the oligarchy would also retain its profits and position. This was the central thesis of Belloc’s seminal tract, The Servile State, originally published in 1912.

3. Hilaire Belloc, “The New Departure,” The Sign, October 1937.

4. Hilaire Belloc, “The Story of Marriage,” The Sign, September 1938.




THE LAST RALLY

[image: ]HIS BOOK IS A SEQUEL AND COMPANION TO MY BOOK UPON Louis XIV. To that book I gave the title “Monarchy,” as my theme was the eternal conflict between One Man Government and the Rich.

Napoleon said it: “The only institution ever devised by men for mastering the Money-power in the State, is Monarchy.” It is obviously true and is the most practically important of all political truths. The Government of the United States, with its large development of presidential powers in modern times and the present struggle between those powers and plutocracy, is a very good example in point. A still more forcible example is to be seen actively at work before our eyes: the new governments calling themselves “Totalitarian” are essentially extreme monarchies at issue with the plutocratic rule in the older world around them: to a large extent in France and obviously in Great Britain.

As I dealt in my former book with the leading case of Louis XIV of France as a monarch standing up to the Money-power (and, upon the whole successfully), so in this book I deal with the parallel and complementary case of his contemporary and first cousin, Charles II, Stuart King of England.

He also found himself faced by that inescapable conflict between the Money-power and Monarchy; but, unlike his cousin Louis, Charles failed. The Money-power was too much for him. So long as he lived he managed to fend it off though not to tame it; but immediately after his death, in the less competent hands of his brother James (the last real and active King of England, as also the last by hereditary right) Monarchy went down. The Monarch was driven out and the powers of Government in England were taken over by a Governing Class of wealthy men which class has remained in the saddle ever since. For England in this our day is the one great example of aristocratic government in the Old World.

It is essential to affirm here, at the outset, that the conflict between Monarchy and Money-power is not a conflict between good and evil. One may legitimately prefer government by the wealthy to government by one man, which is the opposite of, and the corrective to, government by the wealthy. In the particular case of the English monarchy its breakdown after Charles II had struggled so manfully to maintain it did not involve the ruin of England: quite the contrary. The aristocratic government which then succeeded to monarchy proceeded from one triumph to another. It expanded the English Dominions beyond the seas. It laid the foundations of a vastly enhanced position by the acquisition of India in the face of French rivalry; it triumphantly maintained the power of England against European rivals. It produced an unrivalled fleet which at last, after a century of aristocratic government, obtained (in 1794) complete mastery of the seas and was largely instrumental in defeating the French Revolution and Napoleon the heir thereof.

Meanwhile during those two and a half centuries of aristocratic government the commerce and wealth of England perpetually increased, and increased enormously. So did the population after Charles II’s time. Even at the end of the reign, in 1684, England had not much more than six million inhabitants; at the end of the next century (1800) England had twelve million inhabitants. Today Great Britain, as a whole, has nearer four times as many inhabitants as it had then.

Further, under class government and the direction of the wealthy, England began and developed the “Industrial Revolution”: modern machinery, especially modern transport, to a large extent modern armament, and all the rest of it. Those therefore who prefer aristocracy or class government to monarchy, those who would rather have a state controlled and directed by the rich than directed by the will of one man, have a great deal to say for themselves on the material side.

They have also a great deal to say for themselves on the moral side. For though aristocratic government degrades a people by neglecting human equality and human dignity, yet it does foster individual liberty. All aristocratic or plutocratic protests against monarchy have used this argument and have been at least half sincere in using it. On the other hand, government by the rich in England destroyed the independent farmers of which the English State had formerly consisted. Whether we call them peasants (the Continental name) or yeomanry (the specifically English name), such a body of free men was at the basis of all English society until the rich destroyed the English Monarchy after the last effort of Charles II to maintain it.

The English after 1600 were generally transformed from a comparatively small nation of independent agricultural men, shopkeepers, individual traders and sea captains owning or part-owning their ships, into a vast mass of proletarian men existing upon a wage, their livelihood more and more dependent upon a few masters who controlled all the activities of the State. Today the life of England has fallen almost wholly into the hands of monopolists, especially the monopolists of credit under the banking system.

This new book of mine, “The Last Rally,” being the episode of Charles II and his reign, deals mainly with the development of a struggle between Monarchy and Money-power; but it has to speak of other things, some almost equally important.

First among those is the personal figure and story of the man who took up the challenge and attempted to make monarchy supreme over the great merchants and financiers of the City of London and the great landowners: Charles II himself.

The character and adventures of this king are of a dramatic interest beyond the ordinary. His boyhood began in the splendour of a Court wherein he was unquestioned heir to authority and glory for the future. Suddenly, abruptly, all was changed. The Royal boy, ten years old in 1640, becomes the lad who, in his teens, shares in the defeat and shame of his house. At twelve he is under the shadow of Civil War, at sixteen he is a fugitive and at nineteen he shudders, in exile, to hear of his father’s murder.

All the formative years of his life, from puberty to his thirtieth year, were passed either in the atmosphere of the Great Rebellion or in wandering misery. First when his father Charles I was desperately trying to save the throne; next, after his father’s execution in 1649, Charles is a hunted man in recurrent poverty and distress – often extreme destitution.

From the end of his teens until his full and mature manhood in his thirtieth year Charles Stuart knew no repose, little luxury and even less security. His contemporaries all believed that the English Monarchy had come to an end for ever and that the House of Stuart had fallen to be replaced by a sort of military republic, the symbolic head of which was Oliver Cromwell.

Mazarin, the great statesman who was ruling in France in those early years of the young King’s tragedy, took it for granted that he must ally himself with Cromwell, and turned the impoverished and ruined Prince of England out of France.

Charles Stuart is driven from pillar to post, now in Holland, now trying to retrieve his fortunes again in France, now in Germany; hoping for succour from here, from there, and never receiving it.

His mother, the aunt of the young French King, does her best to maintain him but can hardly do so. Up to the very end of his ordeal he himself could hardly believe that he would be restored to the throne. Contemporary Europe did not believe it for one moment.

Yet restored he was by a singular and most arresting chain of circumstance, chief of which was the presence in the English republican army (inherited from Cromwell) of a determined, ambitious, secretive, thoroughly disreputable man, the once Royalist, later republican, soldier Monck, who again betrayed his side. It was through General Monck’s abandoning the English republican cause and suddenly rallying to that of the young King that Charles was able to return to England.

Then followed that illusion of a shining recovery which “Restoration” provoked. The English were delirious with joy at the return of their national monarchy and of their legitimate royal line. The hatred men had felt for the oppressive years of the Commonwealth, with their intolerable taxation and their even more intolerable series of confiscations and robberies, had grown explosive under the last restrictions before the whole top-heavy tyranny broke down; and immediately on the King’s return in 1660 men imagined that the old state of affairs before the Civil Wars would come back again and that a young, powerful King, restored to his righteous authority, would lead England into some happy and glorious future, immediately to hand.

As I have said, all that was an illusion, and here again appears one of the most dramatic contrasts in European history: the contrast between the imagined Restoration of royal power founded on popular loyalty, and its real supplanting by a new government of mere wealth. The great landowners who formed the two Houses of Parliament (the House of Commons and the House of Lords) proceeded not only to enrich themselves at the expense of the people of England but to fight the Monarchy: sometimes with conscious intent, sometimes instinctively, but throughout all the years of the reign increasingly.

With them also there worked the powerful and rich guild of lawyers who were by this time inextricably mixed up with the landed families. Many of the wealthier fathers had put their sons into the law, and the new Governing Class had allied itself and was soon identified with the lawyers, who more and more enjoyed large public salaries and great offices as well as the high revenues of their trade in advocacy.

A further element, which became at last the most important matter of all in this struggle, was the City of London; that is, the mercantile and financial centre of the country.

The rise of London at this moment from no more than a large town to a great capital of world-wide importance, is another of the major marks of Charles’s reign. The very stones of London – or rather, its brick and wooden and plaster houses – suffer or enjoy a material Revolution at the same time. It is the period of the Great Plague (fifth year after the Restoration), of the Great Fire (sixth year) and of the complete reconstruction of the town and of the port. London came before Charles died to deal with three-quarters of sea-borne commerce, and that commerce was expanding out of all knowledge.

Meanwhile the banking interest of London was growing rapidly and was beginning to rival that of Amsterdam. It got the King thoroughly in its grasp. Charles was constantly and hopelessly in debt to the financial interests, which grudgingly advanced him for purposes of the national government credits on which he had sometimes to pay as much as ten per cent., and nearly always at least eight per cent., while arrears would often run on at compound interest. Against such crushing burdens it was impossible that the monarchy should, in the long run, win.

But Charles II put up not only a very gallant fight but a subtle and pertinacious one. He was the next best diplomat and politician of his day, only second to his own cousin the King of France who excelled in all forms of negotiation. Charles was able to play off the rich men of the House of Commons and the House of Lords against the threat from the military strength of France and the commercial and financial rivalry of Holland. Whenever the power of Parliament had almost swamped him he obtained secret advances of money from the King of France. When the King of France would next have used this power to make English policy subservient to himself Charles deftly swung over and left his new ally in the lurch; and all the while Charles continuously supported and expanded, relied upon and increased, the naval power of England.

The splendid fleet, which began under his father Charles I (built out of revenue provided by the wise, direct, tax of Ship Money), had been trained under the Commonwealth through the accident of long service, not designed but imposed by the necessities of war. A body of professional sailors thus arose. Charles and his brother James, who ruled over the Admiralty, started a permanent corps of officers out of which a regular naval service could and did develop. The same diplomatic talent by which this King played off the French against the Dutch and both of them against the encroachments of the English wealthier classes in Parliament upon the English Crown, was used to counterbalance Dutch naval power with the new English naval power.

Charles is himself, of course, the central figure in all this. His very tall, dark figure, his easy, courteous manner, his concealed tenacious energy, the personal devotion which he inspired, his successful struggle against the depression which early misfortune might have bred in him, his firm hold upon what was left of his rights and upon anything that could benefit the future of the Crown – all these are like the grasping of a helm, and that passion for the sea, that possession of his soul by the sea which came to him in early youth, provides a metaphor for all his course. The reign of Charles II is a passage through peril and storm under a great captain, a great sailor, and his story is the story of the Fleet, side by side with which go two matters later of paramount importance – the new English Colonies in America and the vast growth of trade and of the Port of London.

It was a period during which the future of English Religion lay in doubt. The country was predominantly anti-Catholic and the newly established church (hardly a hundred years old) would now certainly remain of a Protestant complexion; but there survived a large Catholic minority – very much larger than our official textbooks would give us to understand.

Those who were in varying degree sympathetic with the old national religion were still, until the end of the reign, something like a quarter of the population. That point must be insisted upon as clearly as possible, for it is at once ill recognised and of determining importance.

It was part of the political skill of Charles II that in spite of his own conviction of Catholic truth he never joined himself with thelarge Catholic-minded minority of the English people as they then were. He would not be formally received into the Catholic Church himself until the very article of Death. During all his reign he attempted to hide his sympathies. He sacrificed the Irish people and the lives of his own innocent fellow countrymen to his one fixed object of restoring the Throne.

Not so his brother and heir, James. This brother and heir was converted to the old religion by the influence of that remarkable woman his wife, Anne Hyde. She thought and reasoned herself into the Church, and after her death James could hesitate no more. His open profession of Catholicism, the knowledge that Charles was in secret sympathy with him were, between them, the reason that the English monarchy fell; for not only had most of England by this time lost its old Catholic tone but a very large minority – and that by far the most powerful part of the nation – the richest, the best organised and most tenacious – had become vigorously anti-Catholic, whether from inherited vested interests in Church lands, or from new religious family traditions recently acquired; or (still more) from a novel mystic passion for the Nation itself which had long become the lasting object of general worship in men’s hearts: and such it still remains. “Patriotism is the Religion of the English.” France close at hand, the head of the Catholic culture, highly centralised, far more numerous and with a much larger revenue, was an ever-present contrast and incentive to eager resistance against all Catholic forces within the State. This very difficult interplay of religious sentiment during the reign must be made clear, because legend and myth upon it have warped all our historical teaching.

This double conversion, public and private, is the capital event of 1660–1685 for it decided the future of England.

But the colonial story is also of great moment. It was the Stuarts who made the colonial empire of England; the North Atlantic seaboard of America they gradually reduced to one complete English-speaking whole. It was Charles II who negotiated for and conquered the exception, which had cut the English-speaking colonial shore in two – the Dutch settlement at the mouth of the Hudson. New Amsterdam became New York, taking its name from the Duke of York. That also determined the future not only of England but of the New World.

With this colonial expansion of England under Charles goes the long struggle for religious toleration among the various Protestant sects; an idea always associated with the Stuart name, ultimately failing upon the English side of the ocean though later more rapidly established on the American. It achieved the moral unity of England: necessarily at the expense of English Catholicism which was virtually wiped out in the next century.

The end of the reign rises, as befits any dramatic episode, to a climax of interest.

The King appeared before he died to have won his battle. He had got the people mainly in support of him against the pretensions of the rich to supplement the Throne. He was free of the big landowners, bankers and merchants of the two Houses of Parliament. He governed single-handed. The revenue of the Crown and the wealth of the people were rapidly increasing.

All seemed to be well, at last, with the Monarchy – when the curtain fell and King Charles died, somewhat suddenly and too early, not yet half-way between his fiftieth and sixtieth year.

On that side of the King’s life which has been a great deal overdone in the past (I mean the long string of amours, the illegitimate children, mistresses and the rest) I can put no more than the due emphasis. It was not these which gave its character to the reign; though they must be understood, both for a right reading of the King’s own self and for an appreciation of his time. It was impossible for him to have legitimate children by his submissive effaced wife, on account of her physical disabilities. He married his nieces, the ultimate heiresses to his throne, in what he thought was the most popular manner to Protestant princes, a policy which he thought would best preserve the imperilled succession of the English Crown. They did not inherit his political genius; and their father, the King’s brother, had no such genius in him either – nor could he dissemble, nor could he judge men.

Therefore after Charles’s death the ship he had so skilfully steered through so many perils foundered. What worked the wreck? This: that she had struck a sunken reef in mid-passage and sprung a leak. That sunken reef was the personal call of the Faith which had claimed both Charles and James. It would not be denied – and it was at issue with the new fates of England. The ancient English Crown, stretching back to the Dark Ages, was cast down with the expulsion of the Stuarts not four years after their apparent triumph.


THE TASK

[image: ]HE STORY OF CHARLES STUART IS THE STORY OF A TASK UNdertaken. It was his life’s business to restore the English throne: that is, to re-establish active and real monarchy in control of the English polity as it had been in the days of his childhood, before the Civil wars, and the military despotism which followed, had first shaken and then cast down that throne.

Why did he find this task imposed upon him? And why did he undertake it with such continuous determination in the face of such difficulties?

There were three main forces at work.

In the first place, it was his duty; it was the work incumbent upon him as a matter of honour. All those around him who felt as vividly as he did the point of honour took this task for granted. No man could escape from a surrounding moral atmosphere of that intensity, least of all a man in the family tradition of Charles.

In the second place, Monarchy was still, in those days, of the very stuff of England. The interlude of the Commonwealth had been in the eyes of the average Englishman an enormity, something unnatural; and, from the very structure of English society and its past, a republican and military experiment was doomed to a rapid disappearance. Men could be enthusiasts at the moment for some republican ideal or some military authority; but they could not remain in that mood.

In the third place, the general instinct of the populace reached out to meet the king as though to reclaim a possession of their own. Charles setting out to re-establish the throne was not only, nor mainly, fulfilling a personal duty, nor even in the main following only the minds of those who had surrounded him in childhood and youth. He was mainly occupied with meeting a national demand; with playing the part expected of him by his own people, to the governance of which, by all the ideas of the time, he had an hereditary right. He felt of the thing as the mass of the English felt of the thing, and they felt as one feels about the restoration of a lost or stolen property. The property to be so recovered, though personal, was still more national than it was personal. It is this last point, by far the most important, which men of today, especially in England, are most likely to miss. The strongest surviving political conception in the seventeenth century was still that monarchy belonged to the very soul of the English people. By so much as personal monarchy is now forgotten, by so much was it then alive. Not only were its benefits taken for granted as a matter of popular experience and habit, but its disadvantages seemed to most men nothing but necessary evils or passing strains which could be adjusted. Even those who had most violently rebelled against the novel taxation of Charles’s father had not envisaged the ending of kingship.

A republican doctrine was certainly held by enthusiasts and was interwoven with memory of victory under arms; but it was not normal to England. So much was this felt that when the substance of monarchy was withdrawn by the wealthy oligarchy five years after Charles’s death, the successful rich plotters of 1689 dared not withdraw the name of king.

At first, of course, in Charles’s boyhood, the task, while the battle was on in the field, was no more than the military affair. The battle must be won. When that battle began to waver in the lad’s fourteenth year, when it was obviously lost in his sixteenth year, there still remained the simple task of bringing back peace and a modified kingship by some compromise, and all the while Charles was too young to have a policy, though his eagerness for the end before him which that policy should reach was great.

By his seventeenth year the outlines of the task which destiny had set him were clear and thenceforward he pursued it unremittingly. Mere practice in the pursuit of it developed his activity and skill as practice develops ability and skill in every trade. After they had put his father to death the task became consecrated. It did not change in character but became inviolate and a shining vision.

It is difficult or impossible for the men of our time to experience by an effort of imagination the horror caused by the murder on the scaffold outside Whitehall. One of the best places in which to catch the air of the time is a brief passage in the writings of Hyde. It is of special value because it comes from a pen always critical of the Cavalier spirit and essentially opposed to it. Yet that pen, which was not only unsympathetic with all strong emotion but particularly with the lyric emotion of loyalty, writes with sudden violence on the matter of that killing. It loses all restraint, and you could not have a better example of how the impossible tragedy affected the English mind of the day.

Between the killing of the King his father (from motives of fear – fear of reprisals for rebellion was the dominant note) and the return of Charles himself to England, was somewhat over eleven years; and during all that time of distress, and nearly of despair, the task remained simple in the extreme, mechanical as it were; a mere business of replacing a new and uncertain thing by an old thing well known. One might almost say that the task had become a formula. But from the moment Charles landed at Dover, and even before that, when he was negotiating for his restoration and framing the beginnings of a positive policy, the second and far more difficult phase of the King’s task had opened.

Hitherto, it had been an aim at a distant target, a trajectory sketched out in the void. Henceforward, it was to be commanded, modulated, interrupted, endangered by immediate circumstance. He had now to work in continual contact with reality and reality meant in this case the infinite complexity of politics and religion, combined in Restoration England with the privileges and strong power of the great landed families whose presence had become for Charles a dim memory and one with which he had lost touch for all these years.

Reality meant also the great merchants of the City of London, the incipient banking system, the building of the fleet and the making of its organisation afresh. It meant a comprehension of, and continual contact with, the warring interests of the Continent. It meant, above all, the struggle for an income adequate for the work to be done.

Charles in 1660–1680 was the only executive head of any European nation who found himself with great national duties to perform and no income with which to perform them. He was wholly destitute. He would be dependent upon what not his government but another body altogether, the Parliament, the rich squires and merchants and lawyers meeting at Westminster, might choose to provide.

When I say “destitute,” the word may be protested as a rhetorical exaggeration. There was a tiny fragment of capital left to the Crown; a remaining fragment on which the King could still put his hand. There were rents and a few other forms of hereditary income still surviving. But the amount all told was not more than five per cent. of the bare minimum required for public life, armament and policing of England. Charles at the Restoration was like a man of thirty coming by inheritance into a great house with all its domestic establishment and park and the rest, after being excluded for ten years, and then, on asking his man of business what his investments are producing receiving the answer that he has but a shilling in the pound of his family income left intact: one twentieth and nothing more. The establishment needs £5,000 a year to keep it going and in repair. He has a capital remaining to him of £5,000 all told! It will yield him not £5,000 a year, but only £250. For the balance he must go cap in hand to men who are not even trustees, but who regard themselves as equals of independent fortune with himself, but are good enough to keep him going by their voluntary assistance: an assistance which they grudge him and so cut down that his embarrassment can but increase.

Remember that with all this the expenditure upon all public services, and especially upon armament (which meant, for the bulk of it, the Navy) was expanding continually. The ships and guns were more and more expensive and their number had to be continually increased.

There was yet another large factor in the situation which seemed to render the task impossible; the value of money was consistently and almost uninterruptedly falling; the price of everything was rising, and continued to do so throughout the whole period of the great experiment.

Charles, therefore, was not really like a man who needs for his establishment and fixed activities £5,000 a year, and finds himself with only £250. He was more like a man who should have come into that £250 a year in a moment when it was shrinking to become at last worth little more than half its face value. At the moment in which I write these lines we are living through a similar period, the English pound of 1914 is down to 11s. – and falling.

Consider further something equally difficult for the modern reader to grasp: the England of that day, the England of 1660 to 1680 and beyond, was in its own eyes and those of Christendom an activelyrevolutionary country. England, which has become under the effect of aristocratic government the most stable and united, the most homogeneous of the European States, was in the seventeenth century transition between monarchy and aristocracy the most changeable and disturbed.

A true restoration, in the sense of putting back what had been there before the troubles, was manifestly impossible. Restoration is always difficult, even after a brief interval of breakdown. The longer the interval and the more thorough the changes established therein, the more hopeless is the effort to return to what had been. We see this in case after case in history. We see it in the return of the Bourbons after the French Revolution; we see it in the failure of the Pagan reaction after the conversion of the Roman Empire; we even see it in the Counter-Reformation, which, though it set out to restore a Church which was by its own claims immutable yet had to modify one element after another of the old clerical organisation.

Not only do new institutions take root in these periods of violent change, but a new generation supplants the old. The younger men may be as keen as you like, as romantic as you like, in their desire to recover a lost society; they will not wholly recover it. They are the creatures of their own time; their fathers are already ghosts.

Consider what had happened since the last Parliaments of James I and the return of his exiled grandson to England nearly forty years later. The first revolt of the squires and lawyers of Parliament had been heard muttering over the expenses of that Spanish War which they had themselves insisted upon. James’s son had seen that muttering grow into a whole new constitutional theory. After James’s death Charles I had had to face open refusal of supplies. Then came the murder of the new young king’s right-hand man and great representative friend, Buckingham; a frank repression followed; then came the explosion of the Civil War. By 1660 English life had been turned upside down for eighteen mortal years, while English religion swirled about like the whirlpool under a cataract.

The execution of Charles I had been the central and most striking event in that astonishing moral chaos. Men had had to accept the despotic authority of an upstart commander-in-chief. They had witnessed the apparent dissolution of the political fabric on which England had through so many centuries arisen. Those who had been first conscious of these things as young men in their ‘teens, at the first quarrel with James I in 1625, were now, in 1660, growing old. Men whose years marched with the century had passed through all these things and were coming to the close of human action. And still the turmoil went on.

It was on such a scene of such memories that Charles II’s effort was to be made.

The stress was the greater for the fact that all over Europe elsewhere outside England things were returning to the normal. By 1660 the French monarchy, the main central institution of the Continent, was fully set up again after the rebellions of the lawyers and of the blood royal. The unfortunate Germanies, bled white by half a lifetime of horrible religious war, had become stable again since 1648 – that is, for the last dozen years. The Papacy had increased its central authority over the reduced area which it still spiritually governed. Spain, in spite of declining wealth and population, was well established in its highly centralized royal scheme. Even the Emperor at Vienna, having failed in his bid for supremacy over the German states and cities, was secure in his hereditary lands. The very wealthy Dutch merchant oligarchy was increasing its wealth and fairly sure of its position under the especially rich Calvinist group which administered it, for Spain had admitted the independence of the Seven Provinces. The return of her King to England might have made men think that a period of special unity and peace was opening for his three kingdoms also. On the contrary, what was opening was more than a quarter of a century of struggle between the Crown and its wealthy subjects, only to end in the destruction of the monarchy. England under Charles II was regarded in Europe as revolutionary while, all around her, reaction against revolution had triumphed.

There were four points on which the delicate and masterly steersmanship of this man, who was at heart the handler of a ship, would turn.

He must unite as far as possible on the point of religion, or, to be more accurate, on the point of the quarrel between the various Protestant sects, this energetic people of his whose recent distractions had turned so largely on theology.

He must unite them as far as possible on the exceedingly difficult matter of compensation for the brutal robberies which had accompanied the Great Rebellion.

He must deal, meanwhile, with the increasingly strong Money-power (in practice a rising oligarchy), the name for which was now, in England, “Parliament.”

He must deal with a permanent major cause of disunion, today so little understood: the survival of Catholicism in the England of his time.

Let us look at these four points in their order, remembering always that the last is by far the chief problem of those which Charles II had to meet: the chief obstacle which he had to get round if he were to achieve his end, leaving to posterity at the end of his effort a country united under the common rule of its hereditary and rightful King.

I.—He must attempt to make peace between the warring Protestant sects.

I have used the word “unite.” He could not’ “unite” his subjects (in the full sense of that word “unite”) where Protestant opinion was concerned. He must try to lead them or persuade them into a sort of common Protestantism which they have, long after him, achieved, but which in his time seemed beyond hoping for. This effort (maintained by Charles with so much suavity and patience, bungled by his brother) was arduous indeed.

It was in the very nature of Protestantism, from its vigorous origins long before, to refer the ardent aspirations of the soul to the individual judgment. Indifference, a disease of the Catholic mind, was abhorrent to the eager spiritual aspirations which had arisen in outbursts of energy under the surface of the corrupt ecclesiastical control of the later Middle Ages. These outbursts had broken down the Universal Church in Europe and had produced the turmoil which we call “the Reformation.” The mass of men would, from the beginning of the trouble, have been content to follow ancient custom: but in these things it is not numbers but intensity of conviction and a consequent, sometimes delirious, always violent, determination to achieve and impose a doctrine which work the most in the communities of men. No people had fallen into religious enthusiasm more vigorously than the English. The mass at first desired the customs and the consolations of their fathers; but the mass was lethargic as it always is; and the separate enthusiasms, which had been white-hot for so long, were, in 1660, still dangerously heated.

The Calvinist influence, a very definite creative thing, establishing a counter-church in Scotland, had profoundly affected many of the middle classes in England, and a sufficient proportion of the wealthier people, the squires and the lawyers, to influence Parliament. The alliance with Scotland during the Civil Wars had planted a sort of experimental Presbyterianism in England. Church livings had been handed out to many of Presbyterian conviction, not a few of whom were of the strict Presbyterian discipline. London had felt the influence strongly, and much more than London. These formed numerically the bulk of the enthusiasts. They were a minority, of course, of the nation, but, I repeat, we are not concerned with mere numbers here; we are concerned with energy. The Presbyterians were determined, they were convinced, they had allies beyond the Border. They still believed that the future was with them and they intended to inherit that future.

Next came a number of particular sects. Important had been the Independents, whom Cromwell himself led and who had pervaded the commissioned and non-commissioned ranks of the triumphant rebellious army during its recent victory over the mass of Englishmen. The main tenet of these men was that each Protestant congregation was an authority of itself (the modern Congregationalists are their descendants). They held a position rationally deduced from the general principle of private judgment, though they had at the back of them dogmas which are certainly not of private institution. They held, for instance, very firmly, to the Divine authority of Holy Writ which they had inherited from Catholic times. Note also the Friends, called under a nickname which has survived, “Quakers.” Heroically opposed to arms, professing a singular charity, and remarkable for awaiting the inspiration of the Spirit in their reunions, these men were formidable because they lived by passive resistance and would not be shaken in their conviction of a moral and political system to which they had become individually but intensely converted. They were distinguished by an abhorrence of forms, descending even to the form of taking off one’s hat. Yet they were amiable, as their worship of charity would presuppose.

Then there was the remnant of the old Anabaptists, detested as anarchists by most of their fellow Protestants, and originally, indeed, somewhat anarchic in temper; so far as a common temper can be ascribed to them, it was an extreme demand for spiritual autonomy, even in social action by the individual. They had, therefore, had a communist savour about them. That stream was drying up by 1660, but it still trickled.

There were other minor sects. It would be tedious to analyse the list. Over against them all was the Established Church, the Church of England.

Now here we have a problem almost peculiar to England. I have written “almost” because in the nature of things the Government had had to organize religion in the new Protestant part of Europe everywhere. It had at least to ally itself with religion (as with the Calvinist scheme in Scotland, Holland and the Palatinate); government had had at the very least to define its attitude towards religion, even where that religion was in rebellion against the government and at the most to take over religion bodily. Therefore, the problem of an established Protestant Church, faced by the individual and corporate separatism of Protestant sectarian zeal was to be found everywhere outside those societies which had kept the unity and discipline of the ancient Church.

Certain points must be noted about the Establishment if we would explain its struggle against those who would not conform with it.

In the first place it did now stand in 1660 for the bulk of the nation. Since the settlement of this religious institution under the creative genius of William Cecil and his subordinate friend Parker, 1560–1570, the Church of England had been especially national: national in its determination to break away from the common religion of Europe; and the strength of this breaking away from the general religion of Christendom lay in the vast economic revolution which had transferred the old Catholic religious endowments of England to the land-owning squires. The Church of England was national also in its liturgy, using the national language everywhere and using it in a united form. It was national in its social organisation, coalesced under the national crown as a symbol of national religious independence and everywhere in the thousands of village churches which were the spiritual habitation of the English people and in those days constantly attended; it was bound up with the village squirearchy and all the organisation of English country life.

Always remember when you read of the English seventeenth century that though London had begun to grow and was to become vastly more important in wealth and political power in the latter half of that century than it had been before, yet England remained throughout agricultural in the main. London by the end of Charles II’s reign held, with its suburbs, nearly one tenth – certainly more than one-fifteenth – of the total population, and there were a few large port-towns on a much smaller scale – notably Bristol. Still, during the reign of Charles II and long after, the English people were a people of villagers, farmers and squires, as they remained within the memory of those whom we of this generation can recall. And in the villages the Church of England was everywhere the one organ of public worship save perhaps in a few exceptional and isolated places (as in parts of East Anglia).

To reconcile the Church of England with the Nonconformists was that part of Charles’s task which, after his dealings with the Catholics, was the most arduous. The elements of Anglican dominion over Nonconformity were very strong. There was tradition, a tradition of liturgy and habit a hundred years old at the Restoration. There was social feeling – the sentiment that the Establishment meant social order and regular habit and so much as could be achieved of spiritual unity. There was the influence of words; for the names and offices of priest and bishop had been continuous. There was the possession (now restored to them) of the cathedrals, colleges, all the official external things, and the village churches. Perhaps more important than these was the memory of cruel wrongs suffered by the established clergy during the Rebellion and after it; as also some desecration and mutilation of ecclesiastical buildings – though these had not been in England on a scale comparable to the iconoclasm of the Continental religious conflicts, especially in France.

It is a formidable list. The varied quarrelling Protestant thing that Charles had to soothe had many heads; their multiplicity alone was enough to give the peacemaker pause, and between them convinced Anglicans and convinced Nonconformists, including the sympathies with Calvinism, made up at least three-quarters of the whole nation.

II.—During the Great Rebellion – which had involved the Irish rising and the violent and barbaric treatment of Catholic Ireland – confiscation of lay property, partial or total, had taken place on a scale never dreamt of in England before; not even during the confiscation of lay property, or repressions of Catholic rising and plot under the Cecils.

The original transfer of land after the looting of the monasteries, hospitals, colleges, grammar schools and the rest, was, of course, at once the origin and the greatest example of the whole affair. Certainly more than a fifth, perhaps a third of the rental values of England had gone either to enrich further men already rich, or, more commonly, to build up quite new vast fortunes, such as those of the Russells, the Cromwells (Williamses), the Cavendishs, the Wriothesleys, and fifty others.

After the first rush of the loot, between 1536 and 1556, there continued a considerable series of further confiscations, to which must be added the eating away of ecclesiastical revenue attached to bishoprics, deaneries, canonries, prebendaries and minor endowments. This especially marked the period of the Cecils, which coincided with the official reigns of Queen Elizabeth and James I.

Then came the very large transfers of property from the original legitimate owner to some other favoured person, which went on during and as a result of the Great Rebellion.

To give two examples out of hundreds. The brother of John Milton the poet had a substantial town house on Ludgate Hill. It was taken from him by the Parliamentarians and he had to buy it back at a cost of one-third of its value. Lambert, the last commander of the Parliamentary army before the Restoration, was found in possession of one main slice of the Queen’s dowry – and he had many companions in that piece of “transfer.” The successful rebellion took the occasion of its victory to fleece or beggar those who had supported the constitutional government of the King.

By far the greatest case of wholesale seizure took place in Ireland. Even before the Cecil regime the Irish estates in the hands of native families with tribal traditions or English families of the French-speaking governing class that had come over and intermarried and acquired lordships in the twelfth century had begun to be supplanted by new owners from beyond St. George’s Channel. This idea of “colonising” Ireland (as the German historians call it) was as old as the impact of the feudal civilization of the Middle Ages on the old tribal tradition of Ireland. English political overlordship was affirmed and on the whole accepted when a new spirit altogether rose with the Reformation. The confiscation of monastic lands in Ireland passed without great friction, but the attempt to impose the new Establishment never worked. Under Elizabeth there had been all manner of intrigue, rebellion provoked or spontaneous, corresponding repressions with confiscations following; but a turning point came when, under James I, a serious rising in the north and the flight of its leaders gave an opportunity for systematic plantation, though this had begun even before the reign of Elizabeth.

The main shock came when the quarrel between Charles I and his Parliaments, added to the conception of recruiting an army in Ireland, changed the relations between the island and England. The Protestant English Crown being in difficulties with its own subjects at home, there was a partial rising of the Irish Catholics, who remembered the tricks and worse by which they had been despoiled of their land. That rising was accompanied by a massacre of a certain number of Protestants which number is disputed. Probably the number of people actually killed was about two thousand; but with the temper of English Protestantism at that time those numbers were, of course, exaggerated out of all knowledge. The victorious Parliament commissioned Cromwell to lead an army into Ireland. With this force he completely subdued the kingdom and on his victory there followed such a rape of Irish land as had no parallel in the past. It seems probable that before that milestone in the history of the two countries (marked by the massacres of Drogheda and Wexford and many other horrors of zealous Puritan revenge), half the cultivatable soil of Ireland still remained in the hands of men descended from the original owners. After Cromwell had done his work, perhaps a twentieth in value so remained; though rather more in acreage. It was a complete revolution. The land was parcelled out among those who had financed the expedition (including, of course, the City of London), and Cromwell’s own officers and soldiers.

When Charles had to deal, on his return to his kingdom, with the losses of those who had been loyal to his father’s crown in Eng-land, he was unable to restore the greater part of the lost estates to their original owners; but he restored a considerable proportion who had behind them a strong public opinion. The main Irish robbery, a thing on a far greater scale, he condoned. The nature and effect of that error I deal with on a later page. It was all part of his determination to stabilise the Crown by an appeal to English public opinion, which was in the main indifferent to Irish claims.



III.—The opposition of the Parliament was a thing of gradual but rapid development.

On the King’s return, the gentry, with their sprinkling of lawyers and merchants who formed the Commons, were for the most part filled with the general public enthusiasm for the Restoration; and the House of Lords (which meant, in practice, the greater landowners), though there was opposition among them, were much in the same vein. The squires and the Commons and the Upper House as well, stood out as a whole against a reconciliation between the Established Church and the dissident Protestant bodies. But there ran through the whole of this aristocratic class, whether the Upper or the Lower House, an instinctive desire for the subordination of the Crown to themselves; and the instrument whereby such a tendency might effectively work, even when it was not fully conscious, was the revenue.

We have seen how the nominally restored power of the Crown was in effect dependent for income – that is for life and for any real executive strength – upon supplies voted in Parliament; for the capital values remaining to the King, the Crown lands and the rest, supplied but a twentieth of the annual sums needed even so early as this for the armed forces, the maintenance of the Court, and the administration of the country. A Parliamentary Committee was nominated to examine the total revenue immediately received and fixed the amount at £1,200,000. Such a sum was insufficient and it was not received in its entirety. At least one-sixth, or perhaps rather more, disappeared before it reached the Treasury; and the continual fall in the purchasing value of money, the continual and inevitable rise in the expenditure essential to the maintenance of national affairs – especially the Fleet – necessitated continual borrowing at high interest from the moneylenders of London. With every year that passed, the executive found it more and more difficult to make both ends meet, and fell more and more deeply into debt. There was no end to the process and Charles was powerless to arrest it.

He could not appeal to the Parliament as to the people. For they were not the people; and even if they had been representative, the principle of voluntary grants made the sufficient increase of revenue impossible. The main difference between the financial position of Charles and his cousin Louis of France lay not in what many moderns used to mistake for a representative body voting supply in England and an arbitrary government imposing public contributions in France; it lay between a fiscal system which was in England capricious and in France regular. The French King could levy at will, upon all but a privileged minority of his people, tribute which was much the same in principle (though far less justly apportioned) as a modern income-tax. He could directly rely upon an assessment made as we make it today by public official action, without consulting any more than we do today the convenience of the payer.

I have said that the House of Commons in those days was not representative, as we understand that term today. The habit of reading the present into the past has made this term “House of Commons” mean something very different from what it really was. It was composed after a fashion little connected with numerical proportion. Each county returned two members. In law those might help to choose members at the polls who owned land to the value of £2 a year – say, £5 or £6 rental of today’s money.

The number of those who owned land in small amounts was already beginning to shrink at the date of Charles’s return and shrank rapidly throughout the whole reign with the decay of the yeomanry. Further, the great mass of those entitled to go to the polls neither did so nor desired to do so. Nor at first were there generally contested elections. County “representation” meant in practice the sending up to Westminster of two men from the greater landed families, or men under the protection of the greater landed families. The counties being of every sort of size and population, county membership would not have been representative, even if it had been what no one desired or pretended it would be, an emanation from a general vote.

But this anomaly was only the beginning of the hotchpotch. The agricultural county population, the great mass of the people, stood for about twice as many members as there were counties, whether the county were Rutland or Merionethshire or Yorkshire. Side by side with these were a far larger number of borough members. A borough with a charter to that effect would return two members. Some were towns large for the time, like the principal ports; some were market-towns; many no more than villages, to whom for their own convenience governments had extended in the past the right of sending two burgesses each to Parliament. In some there were but a handful of men who might if they chose go to the poll. In others almost every family might in theory have a say. In others the mayor and corporation decided what should be done. In all, the great moneyed interests, principally the big landed people, determined who should go to Westminster. Meanwhile London, with three-quarters of the foreign trade of the country in its hands, sent only double the number of burgesses returned by the smallest and most insignificant borough.

When the system came to an end (thoroughly fossilised) in the nineteenth century, you had a London returning four members by the vote of the freemen, Gatton in Surrey returning two by the vote of three gentlemen resident in that hamlet, Old Sarum returning two without any resident electors at all; and cities like Birmingham and Liverpool not even counted as boroughs.

To think and speak, therefore, of the House of Commons in 1660–1680 as representative of the English people numerically is nonsense; but it would be an error to think of it as unconnected with any representative quality. The squires who sat there came from countrysides the general opinion of which they could, though imperfectly, reflect; the burgesses, even though dependent on the great landed interests, were not unanswerable to local feeling. Those who talk of the result of a general election even in the later seventeenth century as “the voice of the country,” as though a general vote had been cast by the mass of Englishmen, are saying something quite unreal. But it is still true to say that the House of Commons as a whole, especially when it showed great majorities or something near unanimity in moments of popular excitement, was national and worked as an English thing: an institution which was in extreme cases capable of general public expression. The most of its action was the action of a wealthy class which more and more proposed to rule the country.

IV.—The survival of Catholicism in the England of the Restoration, the England of Charles II and his brother James, was the most important single element in the make-up of the community.

To under-estimate it, as was universally done by our official historians of the nineteenth century, is to misunderstand the time altogether. How large it was, why it was in opposition to the mass of the English people, how it was divided against itself and deprived of effective action, how nonetheless on account of its numbers and ubiquity it was a permanent irritant to most men and permanently regarded as a latent public danger, we shall see further on. It is enough to remember here that Catholicism in 1660–1680 was formidable in England. It was not formidable through its unity, its energy, or its direction. It was negative, divided and morally weak; but its numbers must be remembered; and those numbers though continually decreasing, were before the end of Charles II’s reign at least one-eighth of the population – if we count only those who were willing to make a great sacrifice rather than conform. They were anything from one and a half to twice that number, anything from one-sixth to a quarter of the population, if we count all those who had remaining sympathies and connections with the old religion.

The presence of so very large a body at issue in varying degrees with the rest of their fellow-subjects and either actually or potentially subject to rigorous exclusive laws was, though a neutral and passive, yet a dominant element in the problem which the restored monarchy had to face. For the national monarchy could not be fully re-established till there were some approximate social unity on which to found it and against such unity a large minority of sympathisers with the ancestral faith and conservative in their memory thereof was an obstacle and a menace.



*****

Such is the plan of the field of action which Charles had to appreciate, reduce if possible to a common kind, and manœuvre to the general interest by the refounding of the Crown. It would seem a prospect before which any man might despair of achievement. He did not despair; he all but achieved his end.
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