SAFFRON WALDEN HISTORICAL JOURNAL
The following article appears by permission and is the copyright of the Saffron
Walden Historical Journal and the author. Fair dealing for the purposes of
private study or non-commercial educational, archival or research purposes is
freely allowed, but under no circumstances are articles or illustrations to be
reprinted in any other publication, website or other media without permission.
All rights reserved. It has not been possible to include all the original
illustrations with the articles, but these can be seen in copies deposited at
Saffron Walden Town Library.
Enquiries re articles can be sent to saffronwaldenhistory@gmail.com

Saffron Walden and the Struggle for Democracy
©Stan Newens
Reprinted from: Saffron Walden Historical Journal No 10 Autumn 2005

The Sun Inn in Church Street where Cromwell is reputed to have stayed in 1647 when the Parliamentary Army’s
headquarters were in Saffron Walden. There is, however, no proof that he stayed here. Illustration by Fairhold, by
courtesy Saffron Walden Town Library.

The English Civil War, which divided England between the supporters of
Charles I and those of Parliament in the middle of the 17th century,
ground to a temporary conclusion in the twelve months following the
Parliamentary army’s victory at the battle of Naseby on 14 June 1645. The
King found he could no longer raise a force capable of inflicting defeat on
his enemies and, following the gradual surrender of his remaining
strongholds, he gave himself up to the Scots in May 1646.
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Although at this juncture the Parliamentary forces were not required to
fight further battles, they could not be disbanded for fear that a new
military challenge might arise from the Scots or a revival of the royal
cause. They were, furthermore, required to subdue the rebellion in
Ireland. The King hoped he might divide his enemies and Parliament dared
not divest itself of the instrument by which victory had been achieved
before its control of the situation had been assured.
Discontent in the Army
The Presbyterians, who dominated Parliament, were, however, uneasy
about the spread of sectarian views in the army. In 1646 Thomas
Edwards, a committed Presbyterian, published Gangraena, or a Catalogue
and Discovery of Many of the Errors, Heresies, Blasphemies and Pernicious
Practices of the Sectaries of this time, in which he bitterly attacked
Independents and Levellers in the army. He dedicated his book to
Parliament and called for those who did not conform to be rooted out and
crushed. Richard Baxter, a chaplain in the New Model Army, echoed these
views. Before the end of 1646, petitions from Presbyterian citizens and
the City of London were calling for the punishment of such people, for the
disbandment of the army and the dispatch of troops to suppress Catholic
forces in Ireland.
Dissent within the army was, however, increasing as its members felt
their needs had been ignored, once victory had been achieved. There was,
in addition, a growing demand for toleration of religious convictions that
did not conform to Presbyterian guidelines and a belief that those who had
fought in the war had a right to be heard on the way in which the country
was governed.
These views had been encouraged and nurtured by an unprecedented
number of religious and political tracts, which had been published and
circulated during this period. Among these, the pamphlets of John
Lilburne, William Walwyn and Richard Overton, which were the inspiration
of the Leveller movement, made a considerable impact on key figures
within the ranks of the New Model Army organised by Oliver Cromwell.
The Army at Saffron Walden
While the army was stationed in Nottingham in 1646, attempts were made
to rally support for a petition among the soldiers, but their commanding
officer Sir Thomas Fairfax, in effect, broke this up by moving his men to
Saffron Walden. There they were billeted or camped out in the town and
in surrounding villages.
In February and March 1647, Parliament passed motions to disband the
army and send 3,000 horse, 1,200 dragoons and 8,400 foot to suppress
the rebellion in Ireland; 10,000 foot were to be distributed between 45
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garrisoned towns and a further 5,400 horse and 1,000 dragoons kept
elsewhere in England. The rest were to be disbanded. Only a small part of
the arrears of pay were to be paid.
However, by about 21 March a petition was drafted and supported by the
soldiers objecting to this and calling for an indemnity for acts committed
in war, payment of arrears in full, exemption for volunteers who had
served from being pressed into service outside the Kingdom, allowances
for the disabled, widows and orphans of those killed, and payment for
quarters, while awaiting disbandment.
At about the same time, two commissioners, Sir William Waller and Sir
John Clotworthy, were sent to Saffron Walden to encourage men to offer
to serve in Ireland. When they reported back to Parliament and gave
details of the petition, Parliament summoned Lt. Col. Hammond, Col.
Robert Lilburne, Col. Robert Hammond, Col. Pride, and Lt. Col. Grime to
appear at the bar of the House of Commons. They denied that they had
promoted the petition, but Parliament passed a resolution stating that all
who contrived to advance and promote the petition would be ‘…proceeded
against as enemies of the state and the public peace’.
In Saffron Walden, however, the soldiers published a pamphlet in
response: Letters from Saffron Walden, the Generalls Head Quarters By
way of Apologie and Vindication of the Army under his Excellency Sir
Thomas Fairfax of some late
groundlesse aspersion cast upon
them. This declared, in reference
to Parliament’s order not to
promote the petition:
That in obedience to the Commands of
Parliament His Excellency hath caused the
same to be published and the Soldiers
acquiesce therein (such is their obedience
and respect unto the General) though at
the reading it, some soldiers gave it out
there was a hard case with them that
they that had fought for the liberty of the
Subjects of England, should be denied the
liberty of a subject to petition, though it
be to their General in an humble way and
merely in things relating to them as
soldiers (meddling neither with Church
Government not state affairs) and withal
submitting it to the General’s Judgement
for Approbation or Correction as he saw
fit.1
Title page of the Letters from Saffron Walden.
Illustration by courtesy Saffron Walden Museum.
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Assuming that the discontent behind the petition had been suppressed,
Parliament sent five commissioners to confer with Sir Thomas Fairfax and
his officers on its plan to persuade soldiers to volunteer for service in
Ireland. The Earl of Warwick, Lord Dacre, Major General Massey, Sir
William Waller and Sir John Clotworthy, who comprised this team, met
200 officers in Saffron Walden Church. Lt. Gen. Hammond, Col. Lambert,
Col. Rich, Col. Robert Lilburne, and Col. Hewson were chosen to speak for
the officers. Despite the fact that there was apparent acceptance of the
need to go to Ireland, when the Commissioners declared that those who
did not intend to volunteer in person had no need to stay, most of the
officers left.
This attitude reflected the mood of ordinary soldiers, who were hostile to
the Irish expedition. A document entitled a Vindication, later called a
Narrative, was drawn up in support of payment of arrears and an
indemnity for soldiers. This was then signed by Lt. Gen. Hammond, 14
colonels and lieutenant colonels, 6 majors and about 130 captains and
junior officers. It was presented to the House of Commons on 17 April.
The Emergence of the Agitators
In the ensuing days, an unprecedented step was taken. Each troop or
company chose two agitators or representatives to speak for it. By the
end of April the agitators from eight regiments had formed a council of
action to speak for the army rank and file and by 15 May 16 regiments
were represented. In June, even the officers chose agitators to represent
them.
These agitators promptly drafted An apology of all the private soldiers in
Sir Thomas Fairfax his army to their commission officers, in which they
reiterated their grievances. Similar statements were sent to Sir Thomas
Fairfax, Oliver Cromwell and Maj. Gen. Philip Skippon. The last mentioned
was a Member of Parliament and read it to the House of Commons, which
summoned three of the agitators, Edward Sexton, William Allen and
Thomas Shepherd, to the bar of the House to answer for it, which they did
– denying, however, that they were individually responsible.
The Apology stated that the soldiers had served under their commanders
to free their native land from tyranny and oppression. It continued:
… we hoped to put an end to all tyranny and oppression so that justice and equity, according
to the law of this land, should have been done to the people and the meanest subject should
enjoy his right, liberty and properties in all things.2

It called for an Act of indemnity for acts committed in war, for payment of
arrears, for provision for widows, orphans and the disabled, for freedom
from impressment and liberty of the subject.
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All three agitators had honourable military records and had acquitted
themselves well. After hearing them, the House of Commons agreed to
dispatch Maj. Gen. Skippon, Lt. Gen. Cromwell, Commissary Gen. Ireton
and Gen. Fleetwood to ‘employ their endeavours to quiet all disturbances
in the Army.3
Meetings followed in Saffron Walden Church on 6 and 7 May, at which
Maj. Gen. Skippon and his companions sought to put Parliament’s
proposals for dealing with the army’s discontent to the officers and to
secure their assistance in persuading the soldiers to volunteer for service
in Ireland. Further meetings followed, but it became apparent from the
officers’ accounts that the passing of an Act of indemnity for acts
committed in war and the offer of a fortnight’s pay to those who were
disbanded and a fortnight’s advance more for volunteers for Ireland would
not allay the discontent.
The agitators, as appeared from a document thought to have been drafted
by Edward Sexby, Advertisements for the Managing of Counsels of the
Army (Saffron Walden, 4 May, 1647), were adept at organising the
projection of their views. It called for ‘a party of able penmen at Oxford
and the Army where their presses be employed to satisfy and undeceive
the people’.
It urged that General Officers should be presented with the heads of the
soldiers’ demands in writing: ‘Permit not the Army to be long delayed or
tampered with too much lest resolution languish and courage grow cold’, it
warned.4

Saffron Walden Church before 1834. Illustration by courtesy Saffron Walden Town Library.
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On 15 May, the Commissioners again met officers and army
representatives in Saffron Walden Church, but without making any further
progress in securing agreement on the acceptance of Parliament’s terms
or persuading the numbers required to volunteer for service in Ireland.
Gen. Skippon and his fellow commissioners returned to Westminster and
reported on the situation to the House of Commons on 20 May.
On 18 May, however, the House of Commons had approved orders
disband the army except for troops prepared to serve in Ireland
required for garrison duties in England. Sir Thomas Fairfax was ordered
return to his command to organise this and moved his headquarters
Bury St. Edmunds.

to
or
to
to

The agitators, however, immediately went into action to frustrate this.
They called on the men to stand by their officers who were to be offered
less in payment of arrears, and organised a new petition. An order from
Sir Thomas Fairfax to cease acting independently of officers and to hold no
more meetings was ignored. A new petition from ten regiments of horse
and six of foot was drafted and presented to him. A Council of War was
held which voted overwhelmingly – with only 3 to 5 Presbyterian votes
against – to follow the agitators. Even their commanding officer backed
down and accepted the decision.
The Army Leaves Saffron Walden
The regiments now refused to be disbanded and marched off to an army
rendezvous outside Newmarket which assembled on 4 June.
Meanwhile, the agitators had authorised Cornet Joyce, an officer from Sir
Thomas Fairfax’s guard, to seize heavy artillery that was about to be
moved from Oxford to London by order of Parliament and to secure the
person of Charles I. The King, who was held by custodians acting for
Parliament, was removed from their control at Holmby House in
Northamptonshire and taken to Newmarket, where the army was being
assembled.
Thereafter the army marched southwards and new documents were
drafted, including Representations of the Army, which was approved at St.
Albans on 14 June. This reiterated the army’s demands and justified its
political concerns:
We are not a meer mercenary Army, hired to serve any Arbitrary power of a state but called
forth and conjured by the several Declarations of Parliament to the defence of our owne and
the people’s just Rights and Liberties; and so we took up Armes in judgement and
conscience to these ends and have so continued in them.5
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The Demand for Manhood Suffrage
After being diverted to Uxbridge and Reading, the army finally marched
into London on 6 August, 1647, and restored the independent MPs, who
had been driven out by the Presbyterians, to their seats in the House of
Commons. A period of turmoil followed.
A new document, The Case of the Army Truly Stated, proposed inter alia
to give the vote to all the freeborn at the age of 21 years and upwards
‘excepting those that have or shall deprive themselves of their freedom
either for some years or wholly by delinquency’. Parliaments were to be
re-elected at two-yearly intervals.
A further statement, The Agreement of the People, proposed redistribution
of constituencies proportionate to the population in addition to other
reforms. This document was debated by the General Council of the Army
at Putney Church from 28 October to 11 November, 1647, when the
question of manhood suffrage was a subject of passionate argument, viz:
Maximilian Petty: We judge that all inhabitants that have not lost their birthright should have
an equal voice in elections.
Col. Thomas Rainborough (figure 10)): For really I think that the poorest he that is in
England hath a life to live as the greatest he; and therefore truly, sir, I think it’s clear that
every man that is to live under a government ought first by his own consent to put himself
under that government and I do think that the poorest he in England is not at all bound in a
strict sense to that government that he hath not had a voice to put himself under.
Commissary General Henry Ireton, opposing this view: For my part, I think it no right at all.
I think that no person hath a right to an interest or share in disposing of the affairs of the
kingdom and determining or choosing those that determine what laws we shall be ruled by
here – no person hath a right to this that hath not a permanent fixed interest in this
kingdom’, i.e. property.6

This historic debate did not, however, achieve the objective of manhood
suffrage, despite the fact that the Army Council carried a resolution in its
favour. The Leveller movement, which had striven with sustained
resolution to realise this goal, was ultimately defeated and crushed by
Oliver Cromwell in 1649 at Burford. It was, however, the precursor of
later movements that were destined to triumph in the 19th and 20th
centuries.
Should Saffron Walden Remember the Revolt of the Army in 1647?
It is surely of great local interest that Saffron Walden should have been
the arena for the early development of a historic movement. It was in
Saffron Walden Church that the first Army Debates took place. It was in
the town that the revolutionary idea of rank-and-file soldiers choosing
delegates – agitators as they were called at the time – to represent their
interests and speak for them in a council of the army, was conceived. One
of the agitators, John Reynolds, came from nearby Castle Camps,
although he was afterwards denounced as a traitor for supporting Oliver
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Cromwell’s suppression of the Levellers in 1649.7 It was in Saffron Walden
in May 1647 that the argument was first advanced that men who had
fought to end tyranny and oppression had the right to demand that ‘the
meanest subject should enjoy his right liberty and properties in all things’.
The fact that there is no monument, memorial or plaque to commemorate
the close association of the historic struggle for democracy with Saffron
Walden is due, no doubt, to the fact that links with radicalism were, from
the Restoration of 1660 onwards – if not before – regarded as anything
but a matter of pride. Saffron Walden was one of only six Essex towns
without a Chartist presence in the mid-19th century and, after some
sparks of Liberal activity later on, it became a Conservative bastion in the
20th century.
Criticisms have been made of army vandalism in the Church and it may be
that some symbols or images to which Puritans objected were removed.
However, a perusal of Church records reveals no evidence of horses being
stabled in the Church or damage to be attributed to the soldiers.8
In an era in which democracy is regarded in Britain and much of the rest
of the world as the most desirable system of government by most people
on the left and right alike, those who pioneered the struggle to achieve it
should surely be honoured and their memory perpetuated. In Saffron
Walden, a plaque, at the very least, should be erected to commemorate
the efforts of those who first blazed the trail that others in later
generations pursued to achieve democratic rights for all. Those who live in
the town and those who visit it should be made aware that among its
many other attractions are its links with the forerunners of modern
democracy. Saffron Walden is entitled to take a pride in its associations
with their pioneering endeavours more than two centuries before the right
to vote was granted to all adult citizens.
Note: Since this article was written, plans are being discussed by the Saffron
Walden Initiative regarding the erection of a plaque commemorating the above.
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