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 TO ALL

 WHO VALUE THE REGULATED LIBERTY ENJOYED IN ENGLAND, WHO ATTRIBUTE ITS PRESERVATION TO A POWERFUL LEGISLATURE, AND WHO HAVE ANY INTEREST IN KNOWING WHAT WAS DONE AND SUFFERED TWO HUNDRED AND THIRTY YEARS AGO TO ESTABLISH THE INDEPENDENCE OF THE HOUSE OF COMMONS, I OFFER THIS ACCOUNT OF

 
 SIR JOHN ELIOT.

 

 J. F.

 1864.






 PREFACE 

TO 

THE FIRST EDITION OF THIS BIOGRAPHY


 THE only excuse I can offer for the extent and bulk of the present book is, that it is not a reproduction, under altered forms, of materials accessible in existing books, but a contribution to the knowledge of the period I treat of, and to the means of judging correctly its actors and events, which is entirely new.


 If any one had told me when I began, now very many years ago, to study the popular movement against the Stuart princes in the seventeenth century, that there existed in the archives of one English family the still inedited papers of the most eloquent leader of the first three parliaments of Charles the First; that among these papers, numbering between two and three hundred original letters, lay the familiar correspondence of Sir John Eliot with such men as Hampden, Selden, Bevil Grenvile, Richard Knightley, Sir Oliver Luke, Sir Robert Cotton, Edward Kyrton, Sir William Armyne, Sir Dudley Digges, Sir Henry Marten, Benjamin Valentine, Lords Warwick and Lincoln, Bishop Hall, and many others; that they contained a Memoir, written by Eliot, with many abstracts of speeches not elsewhere reported, of the first and least known (but by no means least memorable) parliament of Charles's reign, as well as notes taken by Eliot in the house of commons of the principal incidents of the second parliament; that they contributed to the illustration of the momentous matters debated then and in Charles's third parliament, as well as in the last of James, no less than twenty important speeches actually spoken by Eliot himself and not reported in any of the histories, together with revised and much amended copies of the only three great speeches forming all that were before believed to have survived of this master of eloquence; and that finally they included, with other interesting fragments found after Eliot's death in his prison, touching personal statements of the course taken by him intended for a later time, and notes for a speech against the violation of the public liberties by his imprisonment which he proposed to have spoken in the parliament that did not meet until he had been eight years in his grave: if, I say, it had been told me that such manuscript treasures as these were lying in the family mansion still occupied by the descendants of Sir John Eliot, I should hardly have dared to think credible what I so eagerly should have desired to believe. But everything thus briefly described, and much more, the reader will find in the volumes before him.


 The Earl of St. Germans intrusted to my unreserved use, two years ago, the whole of these priceless family papers; and I can only hope that this book, which owes its existence to the confidence so placed in me, may be found to justify it. For thus alone is it possible that proper acknowledgment may be made for a service to which any mere expression of thanks would be altogether inadequate.


 It is right I should add that the same desire to see justice done to his great ancestor induced Lord St. Germans several years ago, when he was yet Lord Eliot, to submit portions of these papers (comprising letters only) to Mr. D'Israeli, then engaged in his Commentaries on the Life of Charles the First; and that this led to the publication, at that time, of what was termed 'the Eliot correspondence.' It consisted of seven entire letters and five fragments of letters by Eliot; of eight written by Hampden; of a short letter by Holles; and of a portion of one by Scawen; all, with exception of Hampden's, printed with such amazing inaccuracy and such extraordinary omissions as to be in reality of little worth. These matters find notice, with due correction,1 in their proper place in the biography; and are only mentioned here because of the statement put forth at the time by Mr. D'Israeli, to explain his having limited himself to the selection of less than twenty letters out of a volume containing more than a hundred and fifty.


 He speaks of the labour which the examination of that book of manuscripts had cost him, as the toil of many a weary morning, dimming his eyes with 'all such writing as was never read.' The letters of Hampden only he found to be legible; and it delighted him to think that by his hand his country would possess memorials of Eliot and of his friend, of which no other remains were known to exist. Great the glory of it should be, he told his readers, for very hard the strife had been. 'The autographs of Sir John long proved too hard for my deciphering. Days, weeks, and months passed, and I was still painfully conning the redundant flourishes and the tortuous alphabet of Sir John, till the volume was often closed in the agony of baffled patience. I renewed my apologies for detaining a volume precious in the domestic archives of St. Germans. The unlimited indulgence relieved my wearisome repugnance; and zealous to obtain some insight into the feelings and thoughts of two illustrious characters in our history, I passed through my martyrdom.'


 The reader of the present volumes will probably think that their writer has undergone a martyrdom somewhat more severe, when informed that they include, either textually or in substance, the entire contents of that book of manuscripts of which the very imperfect mastery of less than a tenth part so severely taxed the patience and sight of an experienced historical enquirer; that, in aid of their subject, the contents of seven other manuscript volumes of equal bulk have been deciphered; and, finally, that from three additional packets of detached papers, the majority in rough draft almost illegible, some in pencil nearly faded, and all apparently untouched since Sir John Eliot's death, some of the most important discoveries in this biography have been made.


 Such are my obligations to Lord St. Germans; who also intrusted to me, for the purpose of being engraved, two original paintings of his ancestor at Port Eliot, one of them of surpassing interest.


 The state-papers, and some manuscript collections of my own, have furnished to this work the rest of its materials. From the record-office I have been able to illustrate, by a very large number of letters till now unpublished, the early connection of Eliot with state employments; the attempts, after his conduct in the second parliament, to deprive him of his vice-admiralty, and by means of hired agents of the King and the Duke of Buckingham to effect the ruin of his fortunes; and the proceedings against him in the courts, after the dissolution of the third parliament. In all the instances where I have resorted to these invaluable documents of the period, which the Master of the Rolls has rendered so accessible, every quotation has been taken from the originals.


 A more careful and minute examination of the contemporary and other printed records having been rendered necessary by the new illustrations thus obtained, this biography of Eliot will be found to present a picture of the opening of the struggle against the government of Charles the First more detailed and accurate than has yet been afforded. Not merely was its later interest so absorbing, and the issues so momentous, but they claimed necessarily so large a space in history to do them justice, that historians had some excuse for less carefully attending to its first incidents and leaders. A stronger circumstance in proof could hardly be named, than that no biography of Eliot existed in any form until I published a sketch of him in my Statesmen of the Commonwealth, in 1834. Yet no one will ever understand what the rising against the Stuarts meant who is not thoroughly acquainted with its beginning; with the loyalty to the throne that accompanied the resolve to maintain the popular liberties; and with the reverent regard for law and precedent by which all the earlier movements were so implicitly guided, as to have left upon the conflict, to the very last, an ineffaceable impress. For these reasons it seemed especially desirable that a more exact account than elsewhere exists of what preceded and attended the enactment of the Petition of Right should be here supplied. It was necessary to the proper comprehension, as well of other new illustrations of that great third parliament afforded by the Port Eliot manuscripts, as of the memoir and notes on the parliaments preceding it in which the patriot himself plays the part of historian.


 For the personal characteristics of Sir John Eliot established by the papers thus given to the world, my biography will speak sufficiently. Few public men have suffered more from evil party-speaking. The indignity which the king would have offered to his body after death, royalist writers persisted in fixing on his memory. But the veneration and affection of his countrymen may be given now to an unsullied name. Few characters could have steadily borne the sudden masses of light here poured upon his; yet no blot appears, and no brightness fades. Under a pressure which even old friends and associates joined to make it painful to resist, he kept to the close his faith and constancy; he calmly underwent his martyrdom; the last utterances that escaped from his prison were the expression of his belief, that upon the abandonment or maintenance of the privileges of her parliaments would turn the future misery or glory of England; and he deserved, if ever man did, that the historian of her constitution should have singled him out as THE MOST ILLUSTRIOUS CONFESSOR IN THE CAUSE OF LIBERTY WHOM THAT TIME PRODUCED.


 J. F.


  
 PALACE-GATE HOUSE, KENSINGTON, W.

 30th January 1864.
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