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Why did Britain become a republic?
Case study 2: New government
Even today many people are not aware that Britain was ever a republic. After
Charles I was put to death in 1649, a monarch no longer led the country.
Instead people dreamed up ideas and made plans for a different form of
government. Find out more from these documents about what happened next.
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Case study 2: New government - Source 1
A report on the arrest of some Levellers, 29 March 1649
(Catalogue ref: SP 25/62, pp.134-5)

What is this source?
This is a report from a committee of MPs to Parliament. It explains their
actions against the leaders of the Levellers.
One of the men they arrested was John Lilburne, a key figure in the
Leveller movement.

What’s the background to this source?
Before the war of the 1640s it was difficult and dangerous to come up with
new ideas and try to publish them. However, during the Civil War censorship
was not strongly enforced. Many political groups emerged with new ideas at
this time. One of the most radical (extreme) groups was the Levellers.
From 1645 onwards Lilburne and other writers published pamphlets that
set out a range of ideas. They organised petitions that gained thousands
of signatures. The Levellers wanted the vote to be given to all men, not
just rich gentlemen. As well as big political ideas, the Levellers also
highlighted important everyday issues. They complained about high food
prices that the poor could not afford. They complained about poor pay
and late pay for the soldiers in the army. They gained a lot of support
from the poor in the towns and among the ordinary soldiers of the New
Model Army. Not surprisingly, their ideas were alarming to the nobles
and gentry. Their support in the army also worried the army
commanders. In May 1649 Levellers in the army led a mutiny, a
rebellion against the army leaders at Burford in Oxfordshire.

It’s worth knowing that …
This document was published soon after the king was executed in 1649, so
England was a republic. Many radical thinkers like the Levellers hoped that the
new England would be a better place. As this source shows, their hopes were
not really fulfilled.
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A republic is a nation whose head of state is not a monarch. For
example a country that is headed by a President might be called a
republic.

Your turn: What can we learn from this source?
1.

Who are arrested?

2.

Why were they arrested?

3.

What does this tell you about society at the time?

4.

What was the title of the book Lilburne was reading from?

5.

Try and guess what kind of things the book was saying. Use the notes
and the key people & events section to help you. (See key people &
events)
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Source 1
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Case study 2: New government - Source 2
An account of the setting up of the Commonwealth in 1649
(By permission of Taylor & Francis: Memoirs of the Life of Colonel Hutchinson,
by his widow Lucy, published by George Routledge, 1906, pp. 272-3)

What is this source?
This comes from the Memoirs of the life of Colonel Hutchinson written by his
wife. Her account was written in the 1660s. It describes his life and career.
Her husband was a senior commander in the army and a trusted ally of
Cromwell. He also signed Charles I’s death warrant. However, as time
went on Colonel Hutchinson became concerned about Cromwell’s
actions.

What’s the background to this source?
England in 1649 was a republic, a state that was not ruled by a monarch. The
new state was known as the Commonwealth of England.
When the Second Civil War ended in 1648, Charles I was put on trial
and executed in January 1649. After this, MPs and the army had to
decide on a new way for the country to be ruled.

It’s worth knowing that …
There were huge challenges facing the new republic when it was formed in
1649.
•

There was a lot of sympathy for Charles I and his son (also called
Charles).

•

There was rebellion in Ireland.

•

The Scots were unhappy about the execution of the king.

•

England’s enemies in Holland were threatening the country.

Your turn: What can we learn from this source?

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/

Page 5

Civil War > Why did Britain become a republic? > New government

1.

What kind of new government was formed after the death of the
king?

2.

How did the new government work?

3.

How did people react to the new government?

4.

Was the writer of this source in favour of the new government?

5.

What were the achievements of the new government?

6.

What was the writer’s view of Cromwell?

Source 2
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Case study 2: New government - Source 3
A poem from May 1649 commenting on the new situation in
England
(Catalogue ref: SP 9/246/21)

What is this source?
This comes from a pamphlet about the leading figures behind the trial and
execution of Charles I.
Those mentioned in the poem include Oliver Cromwell (Nol) and Colonel
Pride, who led Pride’s Purge of Parliament (Pryde).

What’s the background to this source?
From 1646-9 support for Charles I increased across the country. It was not so
much that Charles was loved. It was more that rule by Parliament’s County
Committees and the New Model Army was even harsher than the king’s rule.
Most people wanted stability, an end to war and an end to high taxes to
pay for the army. As a result, most MPs tried to reach a settlement with
Charles. This was unacceptable to some radical (extreme) MPs and to
the army commanders. They put Charles on trial and he was executed.

It’s worth knowing that …
The trial and execution of Charles in January 1649 were among the most
effective things he ever did. He was seen as standing up to an unpopular
minority.
After his death many speeches, writings and drawings praised him.
However, this did little good. His son, Charles, was not restored as king
until 1660.

Your turn: What can we learn from this source?
1.

What words would you use to describe the attitude of this source
towards those who killed the king?

2.

According to this source, what did God think of democracy?
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3.

What did the writer of the poem hope that God would do?

4.

What does this source tell you about attitudes to the army
commanders?

5.

Is it possible to tell from this source whether this view was widely
held?

Source 3
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Case study 2: New government - Source 4
Accounts of public money used in Ireland, with the portrait and
symbols of Cromwell and the Commonwealth
(Catalogue ref: SP 63/281)

What is this source?
This is an account from the 1650s setting out what public money had been
spent in Ireland and how it was spent.
By the time this source was produced Cromwell was Lord Protector, so it
must be after 1653.

What’s the background to this source?
Through the 1640s Irish Catholics rebelled against English control of their
country. As a result, Cromwell led his forces to Ireland and defeated the Irish.
Cromwell’s main campaigns in Ireland took place in 1649. English control over
Ireland became more secure than it had ever been.
•

English rulers had struggled to control Ireland for many years.

•

In the early 1600s James I got Protestant settlers to live in Ireland
and help him control the Irish, who were Catholics. These settlers
had good land and other privileges, and became leading families in
Ireland.

•

The Catholic Irish resented this and in 1641 they rebelled. This
rebellion was one of the key factors that triggered off the Civil War in
1642.

•

As the Civil War raged, the Irish Catholics tried to take control of all
of Ireland.

•

After the king was executed in 1649, the new military government
decided that Ireland was a threat. England’s Catholic enemies might
be able to use Ireland as a base. So Cromwell led his forces to
Ireland to get it back under English control.
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It’s worth knowing that …
Cromwell is still a hate figure in Ireland today because of the brutal
effectiveness of his campaigns in Ireland. Of course, his victories in Ireland
made him a hero in Protestant England.
Cromwell’s campaigns in Ireland were savage, although many
campaigns in Britain and Europe in the 17th century were equally
savage. He destroyed the towns of Drogheda and Wexford and killed
many of the soldiers and civilians who had been resisting him. He then
drew up plans to take land away from Catholic rebels and give it to his
soldiers. James I and Charles I had also done this in the past. Many of
the Catholic Irish were forced on to poor lands in the west of Ireland.

Your turn: What can we learn from this source?
1.

This source gives an account of how public money was spent in
Ireland. Do you think it might have had other purposes as well? What?

2.

Why do you think the shields were shown down the side of this source?

3.

Why was a portrait of Oliver Cromwell put on this document?

4.

What impression does the images and the text give you of Oliver
Cromwell?
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Source 4
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Case study 2: New government - Source 5
A picture showing Cromwell at the Battle of Worcester, 1651
(Cromwelliana: A chronological detail of events in which Oliver Cromwell was
engaged from the year 1642 to his death 1658. Published by Machell Stace,
Westminster, 1810)

What is this source?
This picture is an engraving showing Cromwell fighting at the Battle of
Worcester in 1651.
The engraving was made by carving the lines of the design onto a hard
surface, covering the surface with ink and then printing the design onto
paper.

What’s the background to this source?
This was a battle between Oliver Cromwell’s forces and the Scottish army led
by the son of Charles I (also called Charles).
•

In the first Civil War Charles I faced several enemies - Parliament,
the New Model Army and the Scots. However, these enemies were
divided and Charles played them off against each other.

•

In 1648 Charles allied with the Scots against Parliament and the
army in the second Civil War. He was defeated and executed in 1649.

•

England then became a republic, with no monarch. However,
Scotland did not. The Scots declared Charles I’s son to be their new
king, Charles II.

•

Charles II invaded England with a Scottish army. Royalist supporters
in England joined him.

It’s worth knowing that …
Cromwell defeated Charles II at the Battle of Worcester. This battle destroyed
Royalist resistance to Cromwell. It also brought Scotland under English
control.
No monarch had ever achieved so much control over England, Scotland
and Ireland as Cromwell.
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Your turn: What can we learn from this source?
1.

Can this picture be described as propaganda? Explain your answer.

2.

What does the picture say about Cromwell?

3.

Do you think Cromwell actually fought in the battle? Test out your
views by looking at a detailed account of the Battle at
http://www.british-civil-wars.co.uk/military/1651-worcester.htm
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Source 5
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Case study 2: New government - Source 6
An account of the setting up of the Instrument of Government in
1653
(By permission of Oxford University Press: Firth (ed.), The Memoirs of
Edmund Ludlow, Lieutenant-General of the Horse in the Army of the
Commonwealth of England, 1625-1672, Vol. 1, Oxford, Clarendon Press,
1894, pp. 370-1)

What is this source?
This is an extract from the memoirs of Edmund Ludlow. Ludlow was an MP
and commander of the Parliamentary armies in the Civil War. He was a hardline opponent of Charles I and signed his death warrant.
Ludlow later clashed with Cromwell when Cromwell closed Parliament in
1653 and became Lord Protector. His memoirs were first published in
the 1690s when the monarchy had been restored. For these two
reasons the book is very hostile towards Cromwell.

What’s the background to this source?
The Instrument of Government, dated 15 December 1653, was England's first
written constitution. It recorded the basic rules for a new kind of government.
It gave power to an elected Lord Protector, advised by a council. Oliver
Cromwell became Lord Protector the next day.
•

By 1653 Cromwell and other army commanders were frustrated.
They had a vision of a more religious, godly country.

•

Most MPs in the Rump Parliament did not share this vision. The MPs
were afraid of extreme political and religious groups and tried to
crush them.

•

Cromwell wanted a more tolerant approach to these groups, as long
as they did not cause trouble. Although he has a reputation as a
religious fanatic, Cromwell was surprisingly relaxed about other faiths
and religious groups.

•

The Rump Parliament also tried to reduce the size and power of the
army because the nobles and gentry were fed up with paying taxes
to keep it.
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•

In 1653 Cromwell lost patience with the Rump and dismissed it. His
supporters then made him Lord Protector.

It’s worth knowing that …
Cromwell became Lord Protector for life. He ruled until his death in 1658.
The office of Lord Protector had many of the powers of a king. However,
it was not hereditary. So when Cromwell died, none of his children
automatically became ruler.

Your turn: What can we learn from this source?
1.

What was the Instrument of Government?

2.

According to this source, how was it put into place?

3.

How can you tell the writer was not in favour of this measure?

4.

What were the main terms of the Instrument of Government?

5.

What do you notice about the members of Cromwell’s council?
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Source 6
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