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1

1636: The Unmaking of Oliver
Cromwell?

Simon Healy

Three hundred and fifty years after his death, Oliver Cromwell
remains an enigmatic figure: a man of action, but prone to moments
of indecision; fiercely loyal, but prepared to abandon his allies when
it suited him. Students of Cromwell’s early years must also confront
an evidential problem, as the sources for the first two-thirds of his
life comprise only a handful of letters and a smattering of informa-
tion about his birth, education, marriage, some of his contacts and
interests.1 Few statesmen leave a copious archive of their youth, but
while Cromwell’s origins clearly had a significant impact on his later
life—his regiment of ‘ironsides’ and the protectoral court were popu-
lated by a fair number of his relations and early acquaintances—he was
remarkably sparing with personal reminiscences about his formative
years. One wonders whether Cromwell’s reticence over the obscurer
parts of his life suggests that he had something to hide.

In the absence of concrete information about Cromwell’s early
years, James Heath, Sir William Dugdale and other royalist detractors
rushed to fill the void with tittle-tattle, much of which is unprovable,
and some of which may have been outright lies. John Morrill’s study
of Cromwell’s origins discards such reminiscences out of hand, but it is
perhaps fairer to treat such tales with caution unless they are corrobo-
rated by other sources.2 For example, Lord Treasurer Juxon’s secretary,
Sir Philip Warwick, recalled his first encounter with Cromwell in the

20
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opening weeks of the Long Parliament, describing him as a grubby
individual who nevertheless swayed the House with his passion:

I came into the House well clad and perceived a gentleman speaking
(whom I knew not) very ordinary apparelled, for it was a plain cloth
suit, which seemed to have been made by an ill country tailor. His linen
was plain, and not very clean, and I remember a speck or two of blood
upon his little band, which was not much larger than his collar. His hat
was without a hatband, his stature was of a good size, his sword stuck
close to his side, his countenance swollen and reddish, his voice sharp and
untuneable, and his eloquence full of fervour.3

This recollection may have been fabricated or distorted, but oth-
ers testify to Cromwell’s inelegant appearance at the time (his wife
had not accompanied him to Westminster), while the point of
Warwick’s tale—that MPs were inclined to underestimate Cromwell
in November 1640—was palpably true.

Cromwell’s adversaries often painted him as an ordinary man floun-
dering out of his depth, but he was astute enough to realise that a
reputation as an ignorant backwoodsman could be turned to political
advantage. At the opening of the 1654 parliament, he portrayed his
relatively humble origins as an apprenticeship in civic and religious
virtues:

I was by birth a gentleman, living neither in any considerable height,
nor yet in obscurity. I have been called to several employments in the
nation—to serve in parliaments—and . . . I did endeavour to discharge the
duty of an honest man in those services, to God and his people’s interest,
and the commonwealth.4

John Morrill’s researches suggest that the lord protector’s memory was
somewhat selective; at the least, his patrimony was barely sufficient
to sustain his status as a gentleman, which helps to explain his view
during the first civil war that ‘I had rather have a plain, russet-coated
captain that knows what he fights for, and loves what he knows, than
that which you call a gentleman and is nothing else’.5 As protector,
Cromwell was at pains to emphasise his ordinariness: on 17 September
1656 he protested to MPs that ‘I am plain and shall use a homely
expression’; on 8 April 1657 he told parliament that he would ‘speak
very clearly and plainly to you’; and on 21 April 1657 he protested to
the parliamentary committee that ‘I speak not this to evade . . . but I
say plainly and clearly I hope’, adding that he would ‘be very ready,
freely, and honestly and plainly, to discharge myself ’ in his dealings
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with them.6 In the Cromwellian lexicon, of course, epithets such as
‘plain’ and ‘honest’ implied not only candour, but also moral probity
and godliness, the best example of the latter being an oft-quoted letter
of 13 October 1638 to his cousin Mrs St John:

My soul is with the congregation of the firstborn, my body rests in hope,
and if here I may honour God either by doing or by suffering, I shall be
most glad . . . You know what my manner of life hath been. Oh, I lived in
and loved darkness, and hated the light. I was a chief, the chief of sinners.
This is true; I hated godliness, yet God had mercy on me. O the riches of
His mercy!7

Reproduced at the start of the Thurloe State Papers, this is the ear-
liest example of the biblical and evangelical rhetoric which suffuses
Cromwell’s later correspondence, and is often cited as proof of his
acquisition of the mental fortitude necessary to surmount the chal-
lenges he subsequently faced as a military and political leader.8 Yet this
puts the cart before the horse. In 1638, Cromwell may have gained
personal assurance of God’s mercy, but this cannot have come through
foreknowledge of what divine Providence held in store for him over
the next two decades.

Our perception of Cromwell as a godly gentleman has been sub-
stantially altered by the researches of John Morrill, whose study of the
youthful Cromwell portrays a man more uncertain about his social
and religious status than previous historians allow. By his account,
Cromwell had tasted failure at least twice, first as a municipal politi-
cian in Huntingdon, then as a tenant farmer in St Ives. Moreover,
while Cromwell clearly enjoyed many contacts among the godly
in his early years, Morrill suggests that he was no cradle puritan,
but experienced an evangelical awakening only in the aftermath of
his humiliating confrontation with the Huntingdon corporation in
1630.9 What more can be said? The most significant point is that his
biographers tend to view the Great Man in isolation. His later career
obviously justifies such an approach, as it was quite exceptional: he
was one of a few dozen men who exercised high military command
during the civil wars; and the only one who went on to become ruler
of the nations. In Morrill’s words, ‘no man who rises from a work-
ing farmer to head of state in twenty years is other than great’.10 Yet
before 1640, he was—as he later claimed—a ‘mere’ gentleman worth
(at best) a few hundred pounds a year, unlikely to become a leader
of county society, let alone the nation at large. English local adminis-
tration was staffed by thousands of that ilk, most of whom progressed

PROOF



September 9, 2008 20:46 MAC/OLC Page-23 9780230_574212_03_cha01

Simon Healy 23

little further up the cursus honorum of the early modern ruling classes.
Therefore, the key question to be asked about Cromwell’s early life is,
what marked him out from his cohort?

I

As John Morrill has established, Cromwell was not born with any
expectation of a grand inheritance. This was in sharp (and perhaps
painful) contrast to his closest relatives, the Cromwells of Hinching-
brooke House. Descended from the sister of Henry VIII’s minister
Thomas Cromwell, the family acquired Ramsey Abbey, Hinch-
ingbrooke Nunnery and a vast estate of around 60,000 acres in
Huntingdonshire following the dissolution of the monasteries, mak-
ing them one of the great gentry families of Elizabethan England.
Sir Henry Cromwell was considered for a peerage in 1588, as was
his eldest son Sir Oliver in 1604, and the latter became an intimate
of King James I.11 However, when old Sir Henry died in January
1604, he bequeathed each of his five younger sons, including Oliver’s
father Robert Cromwell, no more than a house, a few acres of land
and the income from an impropriate rectory. Under the circum-
stances, Robert did reasonably well for himself: he married into a
well-established family from the Isle of Ely, served as MP for Hunt-
ingdon in 1593 and as a JP for his county later in life.12 However,
he did little to improve his family’s economic fortunes. A relative,
Captain Henry Cromwell, who died at Robert’s house in December
1601, left him all his goods, but the main part of this bequest was
the right to recover a loan of £300 to Richard Whalley (a cousin
by marriage). A protracted legal dispute ensued, and the debt seems
never to have been repaid.13 Robert Cromwell’s only known attempt
to improve his son’s inheritance lay in an ingenious act of administra-
tive cunning. As he lay dying in 1617, he granted his wife a 21-year
lease of his freehold lands, in order to allow the 18-year-old Oliver
to escape the clutches of the court of wards (which would otherwise
take control of the estate, on behalf of the crown, until the heir came
of age). The ploy was initially accepted by the court of wards, but in
July 1619 Cromwell’s wardship was nevertheless sold for £150. Pay-
ment was undertaken by the exchequer auditor, Thomas Hutton, and
Sir Lionel Cranfield’s servant, Nicholas Harman, who were perhaps
acting on behalf of Cromwell’s mother.14

The controversy over his wardship presumably explains why
Cromwell was not married until August 1620, shortly after he came

PROOF



September 9, 2008 20:46 MAC/OLC Page-24 9780230_574212_03_cha01

24 1636: The Unmaking of Oliver Cromwell?

of age, at which time it was agreed that his main property, Hartford
rectory (which lay just outside Huntingdon), was to be settled on
his wife as a jointure estate. The bride’s father, Sir James Bourchier,
was essentially a Londoner, although he had also purchased an estate
at Little Stambridge, Essex, making him a neighbour of the earl of
Warwick, one of the leading godly peers of England. As Bourchier
had sons to inherit his lands, his daughter must have been promised a
cash dowry (the sum given to the groom by the bride’s family); and
the fact that Cromwell undertook to assign his largest estate as the
jointure lands (assigned to the bride in return for the dowry payment)
suggests that it was reasonably substantial. However, there is no indi-
cation that he invested any dowry money in freehold lands, so (if it
was paid) it seems likely that he either bought leases of ‘copyhold’
lands (the sales of which are difficult to trace), loaned the cash out at
interest, or used it to settle accumulated debts.15

The most significant financial transaction in which the young
Cromwell participated was the sale of his Huntingdon estate. In May
1631 he passed his house (Austin Friars), most of his lands and the
Hartford rectory to Richard Oakeley of Westminster and Richard
Owen of Middlesex for £1800. At the time, arable land usually sold
for around 20 times its annual rental value, but the tithes which com-
prised the main income of any rectory fetched a little less, so the
sale price values Cromwell’s patrimony at around £100 per annum.
His mother, whose jointure interest was included in the sale, seems
to have remained in Austin Friars as a tenant, but nothing is men-
tioned of his wife’s interest in Hartford rectory. This suggests that
he had failed to make a jointure settlement, despite having given a
bond to do so at his marriage, and raises some doubt as to whether
he ever received a dowry from his father-in-law.16 Equally interesting
is the identity of one of the purchasers, Richard Oakeley, who was
receiver-general of the lands of Westminster Abbey and a secretary to
the Bishop John Williams of Lincoln (then resident at the episcopal
palace at Buckden, only three miles from Huntingdon).17 It seems
likely that Oakeley and Owen were acting as attorneys for Bishop
Williams, as after his death, the latter’s niece and her husband, Sir
Owen Wynn, claimed the inheritance of lands in Huntingdonshire
as part of a longstanding dispute arising from the bishop’s failure to
provide an adequate dowry at their marriage in 1624. In 1653 Wynn
nominated Oakeley, ‘whom I have not seen these 22 years and above’
as an arbitrator of this dispute, but Oakeley apparently sold the lands
back to the Cromwell family before his death in September 1653.18
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The circumstances of Cromwell’s departure from Huntingdon have
been closely explored elsewhere. Having probably been a common
councillor there since 1624 (when he became a JP for the bor-
ough), he was returned as MP in 1628. Thereafter he quarrelled
with other members of the corporation over a bequest from Richard
Fishbourne, a Huntingdon native who, having made his fortune as
a London Mercer, left £2000 to the corporation for the endow-
ment of a weekly sermon. As the town schoolmaster, Dr Thomas
Beard, was already engaged to give lectures twice a week, a faction
on the corporation led by Thomas Edwards (and probably sup-
ported by Cromwell) proposed to divert the money to poor relief.
However, others successfully insisted that the original bequest be
honoured, and while they failed to get Beard appointed to the new
lectureship, he was given £40 to ease the pain of rejection. In the
middle of this dispute, the town obtained a new charter appoint-
ing a bench of aldermen, from which Edwards and Cromwell were
excluded. In such a small town, this omission constituted a public
humiliation; and Cromwell and William Kilborne, similarly slighted,
railed against their enemies in an outburst for which they were
summoned before the privy council and forced to make a public
apology.19

This local context certainly explains Cromwell’s desire to leave
Huntingdon, but property was the ultimate form of security in early
modern England, and most landowners in his situation—that is to
say, not being hotly pursued by their creditors—would simply have
leased their estate and used the rental income to establish themselves
elsewhere. So why did he sell up? It is often said that alterations
in religious practices being promoted by William Laud—soon to be
archbishop of Canterbury—and his Arminian allies prompted godly
puritans to contemplate resettlement in New England. As we shall see,
Cromwell’s only recorded speech as an MP in 1629 certainly demon-
strates that he was an opponent of the Laudians, and it is interesting
that Henry Lawrence, who became Cromwell’s landlord at St Ives
after he left Huntingdon, was a patentee of the Connecticut com-
pany. However, the Plymouth colony was struggling at this time;
Boston had been founded less than a year earlier; and Connecticut
had only just obtained its charter; so any such interest on Cromwell’s
part would have been a little premature in 1631. In any case, his early
biographer, Mark Noble, connects the story about emigration to the
foundation of the Saybrook company in 1635–1636, by which time
Cromwell had acquired other interests.20 The most straightforward
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answer to the conundrum of the Huntingdon sale in 1631 is, quite
simply, that Cromwell had greater expectations elsewhere.

II

Cromwell’s maternal uncle, Sir Thomas Steward, was by any stan-
dards a prosperous man. He owned around 60 acres of freehold land
in Ely, 50 acres situated some ten miles away at Elme, Cambridgeshire
and Emneth, Norfolk, and 200 acres of fen at nearby Upwell. Like
many fenland families, he leased further estates from the ecclesiasti-
cal authorities, who owned most of the choicest land in the Isle of
Ely. He held Paradise Close in Ely, the rectory of Ely St Mary, and
Chapman’s close and Tilekiln close in the adjacent manor of Wichford
from the dean and chapter, and the manor of Ely Barton from the
bishop, which comprised at least 100 acres of land and a lucrative tithe
income. Finally, Steward may have enjoyed the profits of the manor of
Mullicourt House in the parish of Outwell, which was granted to his
cousin Edward Fincham in 1626, and later inherited by Cromwell.21

The Stewards had been major tenants of church lands since the time of
Sir Thomas’s great uncle Robert Styward, the first post-Reformation
dean of Ely, and they generally arranged to keep their estates within
the family, so it is important to know when Steward decided to break
with tradition and make Cromwell, his sister’s son, his main heir.

The first time Cromwell was mentioned in connection with
Steward’s estates was in October 1610, when he was named as one
of the three lives for which Steward’s lease of Ely St Mary rectory was
to endure. This citation conferred no legal rights upon Cromwell:
leases for lives were customarily bestowed upon the children of the
tenant in order to gain the maximum term for the lease; and in the
absence of any children of his own, Steward chose his wife and two
adolescents, Cromwell, and Robert Steward, son of his first cousin
Sir Simeon Steward of Stuntney. A year later, in his lease of Par-
adise Close, Steward selected three different lives, including Robert
Fincham, second son of his cousin Edward Fincham of Outwell, and
Cromwell’s infant sister, Robina.22 The first formal indication that
Cromwell might be under consideration as one of Steward’s heirs
came in January 1625, when the bishop granted Sir Thomas a 21-year
lease of the manor of Ely Barton, which included a covenant prevent-
ing Steward from alienating the lease without episcopal permission,
‘unless it be to his wife, his children, his sisters or their children’. This
clause was not repeated when the lease was renewed in 1629, but the
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omission may simply indicate that Steward had by then drafted a will
naming Cromwell as the heir to much of his estate.23 This decision is
likely to have been controversial, as it ignored the claims of his second
cousins, the Stewards of Stuntney.

Sir Thomas Steward enjoyed an unusual degree of freedom over his
inheritance, as neither he nor his father, William, had established an
entail on their estates. (Freehold land held under an entail descends
in tail male, that is, to the sons, brothers, male cousins, and sometimes
more distant male relatives of the landowner, effectively excluding
female heirs from inheriting.) Gentry families were expected to follow
the custom of male primogeniture, under which property reverted to
the collateral branches of a family if the head produced no male heirs.
This can be seen in the case of William Steward’s first cousin Robert
Steward of Stuntney, Cambridgeshire, who died childless: in his will
of 1570 he entailed the Stuntney estate on each of his six brothers
and their heirs male in turn, with reversions to Arthur Steward of
Norfolk (a first cousin once removed) and then to William Steward
of Ely, before finally conceding a remainder to his female heirs. Such
entails were normally made at the marriage of the heir to the estate, or
(as in Robert’s case) shortly before death, but neither William nor Sir
Thomas are known to have made any such settlement. There were, in
fact, obligations on another part of Sir Thomas’s estate, as a reversion
of copyhold lands he held in Ely was assigned to Edward and Sir Mark
Steward of Stuntney and their heirs male. There is also evidence of
some closeness between the Ely and Stuntney families: Sir Thomas’s
father died at Teversham, a property owned by his Stuntney cousins;
and when Sir Mark’s grandson, Robert, died in 1634, Sir Thomas
obtained the wardship of his heir, Thomas Steward. However, in the
absence of an entail Sir Thomas was under no legal obligation to leave
his freehold or leasehold estates to his Stuntney cousins; nor were they
in any position to put pressure upon him, particularly after he became
guardian to the heir of Stuntney.24

In the absence of any draft will or other settlement, we cannot
be sure that Cromwell was designated as heir to Steward’s estate
before 1636, but it seems likely that the decision was made at some
time in the late 1620s; and the prospect of a larger inheritance
would certainly explain why Cromwell was willing to sell his pat-
rimony at Huntingdon in 1631. What happened next, however,
was perhaps unique: in July 1635 an inquiry was ordered into Sir
Thomas Steward’s mental health. This was not, in itself, a particularly
uncommon occurrence: the court of wards routinely dealt with the
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estates of lunatics such as the father of the regicide Sir John Bourchier.
However, wardship was generally the last resort of any family troubled
by mental illness, as it greatly complicated routine legal and finan-
cial transactions.25 So why was a writ sued in this case? In a much
later account of 1681, the royalist Sir William Dugdale insisted that
Cromwell had

so wasted his patrimony that, having attempted his uncle Steward for a
supply of his wants, and finding that on a smooth way of application to
him he could not prevail, he endeavoured by colour of law to lay hold of
his estate, representing him as a person not able to govern it; but therein
he failed.26

It is easy to discount Dugdale’s claim as a partisan attempt to smear
the late lord protector’s reputation, but the record verifies the most
astonishing aspect of the case: an inquisition taken at Cambridge on
30 September 1635 certified that Steward was not a lunatic.27 Given
the profound reluctance of most families to initiate lunacy proceed-
ings, this outcome strongly suggests that some form of foul play was
at work, and as one of Steward’s closest relatives, Cromwell must
fall under suspicion as he stood a good chance of being appointed
guardian, perhaps in tandem with Steward’s wife, Dame Bridget.
Cromwell’s role in this enquiry is alluded to in two other pieces
of evidence. First, at Oxford during the civil war, John Williams,
by then archbishop of York, advised the king that ‘your majesty
did him [Cromwell] but justice in refusing his petition against Sir
Thomas Steward of the Isle of Ely; but he takes them all for his
enemies that would not let him undo his best friend’.28 Secondly,
Humphrey Steward, defendant in a lawsuit brought by Cromwell in
1636, recalled ‘the disfavour wherein the complainant [Cromwell]
stood with the said Sir Thomas not long before his death’.29 These
statements provide no more than circumstantial evidence, but the
circumstances are most suggestive, as we shall see.

James Heath, Cromwell’s most hostile biographer, claims that
Steward was only dissuaded from disinheriting his nephew by the
entreaties of puritan clergymen, who convinced him that Cromwell
was a truly repentant sinner. Once again, the basic fact is verifiable:
in his will of 29 January 1636 Steward left much of his property to
Cromwell. However, one does not have to be a royalist to appreci-
ate that Steward must have been incensed by his nephew’s behaviour,
and it is possible that Dame Bridget was even more upset—it was
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only after her demise in December 1635 that Steward came to a set-
tlement with Cromwell, as he himself lay dying.30 Steward’s will is
a complex document which was misinterpreted by the most com-
prehensive chronicler of his life, W. C. Abbott, whose conclusions
have influenced more recent biographers. Abbott stated, correctly,
that Cromwell was to inherit part of Steward’s freehold estate and
most of his leasehold lands, but he overlooked the significance of
the conditions Steward attached to this bequest. First, on the day
before his will was signed, Steward assigned his leaseholds to Daniel
Wigmore, the archdeacon of Ely, and Anthony Page, steward learned
of the dean and chapter estates. Secondly, in his will he assigned these
revenues and those of the freehold lands Cromwell was to inherit to
his executor, Humphrey Steward, until his debts were paid off. Finally,
he left his goods to his executor, and not to Cromwell.31 The extent of
Steward’s generosity to his nephew thus revolved around the scale of
his debts, which Abbott tacitly assumed were relatively modest.32 He
was wrong.

The contentious nature of Steward’s will is demonstrated by the
fact that Cromwell filed a lawsuit against the executor, Humphrey
Steward, within a few months of his uncle’s death (the date of
his complaint is not legible, but Steward’s answer was filed on 16
May 1636). Cromwell claimed that his uncle had intended that his
goods should be assigned to pay off his debts, but Steward responded
(correctly) that he had been granted Sir Thomas’s goods without con-
ditions; moreover, at the time of the lawsuit he had already agreed to
sell these goods back to Cromwell for £2000. Humphrey Steward
also observed that Sir Thomas had appointed him as executor because
since 1633 the two men had been joint executors to Dr Nicholas
Steward, another member of the Stuntney branch of the family, and
that Sir Thomas’s inventory included goods worth £1077 12s. 5d.
which actually belonged to the estate of the late Dr Steward. He
was legally entitled to recoup this sum from the deceased’s estates,
plus legacies of £200 and the costs of the funeral, all of which sad-
dled the estate with debts of at least £1300.33 What was Cromwell’s
landed inheritance worth? Humphrey Steward valued Sir Thomas’s
income at £500–600 per annum, but noted that this included copy-
hold lands which were settled on Thomas Steward, the underage heir
of Stuntney. Much later, in the 1650s, Ely rectory was valued at £344
annual net value; as this was by far the most lucrative estate in the
portfolio, the whole might therefore be valued at around £450 per
annum.34 By this conservative estimate, Sir Thomas Steward had thus
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tied his estate up for around three years after his death, which some
may have considered a remarkably mild reproach for his nephew’s
folly.

In highly charged circumstances such as those surrounding the
Steward inheritance disputes often dragged on for years, but
Cromwell, perhaps with the advice of his legal counsel, Oliver St
John, quickly settled out of court.35 The first indication of a com-
promise was the grant of a 21-year lease of Ely St Mary rectory to
Cromwell by Dr William Fuller, dean of Ely, in October 1636. How-
ever, Humphrey Steward held on to the remaining lands for a full
two years. The dean and chapter lands were eventually turned over
to Cromwell on 29 October 1638, and the episcopal manor of Ely
Barton four weeks later, on 24 November. These transactions proba-
bly indicate that Cromwell had finally cleared the debts due from his
late uncle’s estate to Humphrey Steward.36

Ironically, Cromwell, having striven so mightily to secure the
Steward inheritance, quickly alienated his ecclesiastical estates to the
archdeacon of Ely, on 30 October 1640.37 The cathedral authori-
ties were presumably irritated at having a religious radical as one of
their main tenants, and Cromwell was perhaps unhappy with the obli-
gation imposed upon him by the Ely rectory lease to support two
curates nominated by the dean and chapter. Nevertheless, it seems
likely that the main factor behind the sale was Cromwell’s return to
the Long Parliament, as MP for Cambridge, three days earlier. If the
session went well, financial resources might prove useful; but in the
event of an abrupt dissolution, such as that of May 1640, a portable
cash reserve could prove invaluable for someone who might suddenly
become a fugitive. In short, the sale allowed Cromwell to keep his
options open. What price might the archdeacon have paid for his
lands? 21-year leases usually commanded an entry fine of 5–7 years’
rental value, and with little of the term expired and an annual yield
of around £400, Cromwell probably received around £2000. This
would explain where he came by the £600 he subscribed to the
Irish Adventurers in April 1642, and also the £500 he pledged to
Parliament’s English army two months later.38

III

What does this excursion into the financial byways of Cromwell’s
youth tell us about the other key event of his formative years, his spir-
itual conversion? Most immediately, it puts his letter to Mrs St John
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into a profoundly personal context. Its date, 13 October 1638, antici-
pated the final settlement of the dispute over Sir Thomas Steward’s
estates by just over two weeks. Thus when Cromwell stated ‘you
know what my manner of life hath been’, he was assuming that
the wife of his cousin and legal counsel was familiar with the con-
troversy over the Steward bequest. Making no bones about his own
responsibility, he continued, ‘I lived in and loved darkness, and hated
the light . . . I hated godliness, yet God had mercy on me’.39 Finally,
this was not simply a private letter. The recipient was staying with
Sir William Masham, one of the Essex godly network to whom
Cromwell was connected via his aunt Joan (the widow of Sir Francis
Barrington of Hatfield Broad Oak); and at this time Cromwell’s sons
were being raised in the same environment, at Felsted school, also in
Essex.40 The letter was thus probably destined to be passed among a
wide circle of acquaintances, and therefore his aspiration that ‘I may
honour my God either by doing or by suffering’ suggests an awareness
that there might be some among his own friends and relations who
still doubted the authenticity of his repentance. If this assumption is
correct, the epithet ‘a chief, the chief of sinners’ was not merely an
allusion to St Paul’s words,41 but a semi-public mea culpa, which may
well explain why this letter was preserved, when most of his early
correspondence has been lost.

In theological terms, the conversion of St Paul had an obvious
appeal to a chastened Cromwell. Saul, assiduous persecutor of the
earliest Christians, had been confronted by his Saviour in a (literally)
blinding moment of revelation on the road to Damascus, following
which he was charged to bear witness of Christ’s salvation ‘unto all
men’.42 This analogy undoubtedly suited Cromwell’s purposes in the
autumn of 1638, when he needed to demonstrate the humility of
a prodigal son to his godly relations, but it is unlikely that it was
the whole story. Conversion narratives, which abound for the post-
Reformation period, generally record a more gradual process—akin
to that described in St Augustine’s Confessions—where a growing dis-
quiet over the temptations of worldly existence, often accompanied
by bouts of physical illness or mental anguish, eventually lead to a pro-
found awareness of the immanence of God’s saving grace.43 There is
ample evidence that Cromwell experienced such doubts long before
arriving at an assurance of salvation.

First of all, there is the fact that Cromwell sprang from a godly
milieu, where the quest for evangelical assurance was a commonplace.
The only speech he is recorded to have made in parliament before
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1640 places him on the fringes of the anti-Arminian group headed by
John Pym and his half-brother Francis Rous. In a debate on 11 Febru-
ary 1629, Christopher Sherland claimed that Bishop Richard Neile
of Winchester had been responsible for the procurement of royal par-
dons for the Arminians John Cosin, Roger Mainwaring and Robert
Sibthorpe, all of whom had been investigated by the House of Com-
mons in 1628. Cromwell recalled that Neile, some years earlier, had
ordered Dr Thomas Beard not to attack the ‘flat popery’ preached
by the Catholic convert, Dr William Alabaster, at Paul’s Cross. This
allegation was quickly corroborated by Sir Robert Phelips, Sir John
Backhouse and Sir John Jephson, who provided another example
of Neile stifling anti-Catholic preaching, and proceedings concluded
with a vote to summon witnesses for an investigation which clearly
had the potential to grow into an impeachment.44

Beyond this, there is evidence that the young Cromwell was a
hypochondriac, and that his affliction included a spiritual dimension.
The source most frequently quoted is the notebook of the royal physi-
cian Sir Theodore de Mayerne, who, following a consultation with a
‘Monsieur Cromwell’ in September 1628, disgnosed ‘valde melancholi-
cus corpus ad modum sici opsius, habere dolorum ventric’ periodicum’. This is
sometimes stated to have been a case of depression (melancholicus), but
Mayerne actually identified a genuinely physical complaint, a severe
affliction of the melancholic humour (black bile) producing periodic
stomach pains—perhaps a stomach ulcer. There is an additional prob-
lem with this source. The patient is usually assumed to have been
the future lord protector, but it could have been his cousin Henry
Cromwell, who had every reason to be suffering from either real
or stress-induced illness following his father’s sale of Hinchingbrooke
House and a large slice of his inheritance.45

There are, however, several other quasi-medical tales specifically
linked to Oliver. Cromwell’s biographer, Mark Noble, recalled a story,
still circulating in Georgian times, that as a tenant farmer, Cromwell
was habitually seen around St Ives with ‘a piece of red flannel around
his neck, as he was subject to an inflammation of the throat’.46 His
personal neuroses were also noted by his local physician, Dr John
Symcotts. In 1642, Symcotts recalled that, years before, Cromwell
‘taking abundance of Mithridate to avoid the infection of the plague,
cured his pimpled face’. Mithridate was the contemporary equivalent
of snake-oil, and Symcotts was thus suggesting that Cromwell had
been somewhat credulous. Later still, the courtier Sir Philip Warwick
recalled discussing Cromwell with Symcotts while visiting the widow
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of Sir Capell Bedell at Hamerton, Huntingdonshire in 1646. The
doctor recalled his erstwhile patient as

a most splenetic man, and had fancies about the cross in that town [Hunt-
ingdon], and that he [Symcotts] had been called up to him at midnight
and such unseasonable hours very many times, upon a strong fancy which
made him believe he was then dying; and there went a story of him that
in the daytime, lying melancholy in his bed, he believed that a spirit
appeared to him and told him that he should be the greatest man (not
mentioning the word king) in the kingdom, which his uncle Sir Thomas
Steward, who left him all the little estate Cromwell had, told him was
traitorous to relate.47

While Warwick obviously imparted a royalist spin to this tale, there
is no intrinsic reason to doubt its authenticity. Symcotts clearly dined
out regularly on tales of the eccentricities of his celebrated patient, and
nothing about this story seems unusual in the context of an evangelical
struggling to find spiritual assurance.

IV

This account of Cromwell’s formative years has important conse-
quences for our view of his later career. First, the closet of his early
life did contain at least one obvious skeleton: the mendacity, or—to
express it more delicately—the connivance he exhibited in trying to
deprive Sir Thomas Steward of his estates. Far more than a figment
of royalist imagination, this incident shows Cromwell in a thoroughly
unsavoury light, although paradoxically, it was ultimately the mak-
ing of him. Having fretted for years about the perils his soul faced
from the trivia of everyday existence, he eventually committed a gen-
uinely damning sin, for which he faced public humiliation as a greedy
charlatan; but nevertheless, God elected to save him from disgrace.
As he himself said of this deliverance, ‘truly no poor creature hath
more cause to put forth himself in the cause of his God than I’. In
other words, God had destroyed the unregenerate Cromwell—as with
Saul—in order to create an apostle fit to bear witness to the gentiles
of Caroline England.

Of course, this is to view the unmaking of Oliver Cromwell
through his own eyes. One does not have to be a complete cynic
to see that his personal epiphany involved a good deal of what a post-
modernist might politely term ‘self-fashioning’. Yet this is not quite
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fair. The facility with which he persuaded others of his evangeli-
cal certainty over the years certainly suggests a capacity to convince
himself of the rectitude of his arguments: to put a ‘spin’ upon his
motives. Moreover, he was born with a penchant for taking risks of a
magnitude which would have staggered most of his contemporaries.
In particular, the decision to sell up at Huntingdon, or to pursue
the incredibly rash course of having his uncle declared insane, sug-
gests a man with an instinct to act rather than reflect. This was to
serve him well on the battlefield, and also helps to explain why he
staged more coups d’état than any other figure in English history. Yet
the memory of the near-fiasco over the Steward inheritance may also
help to explain the intermittent bouts of political indecision, as he
weighed up the pros and cons of purging parliaments, executing the
king or refusing the crown for himself. In short, the peculiar dispute
over the Steward inheritance suggests that Cromwell’s personality was
not forged in the crucible of war and revolutionary politics, but was
already there, fully formed, with all its inherent contradictions, in
1636–1638.
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