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T h e  in t e r a c t io n  of local community and central government is one of the pervasive 
themes of the history of early modern England; it is also, from the standpoint of 
historical analysis one of the most perplexing. While never wholly neglected, even by 
those historians whose focus was on broad national issues of constitutional or religious 
conflict, local history and the sense of local perspective have increasingly drawn the 
attention of those investigating the development of politics and political structures in 
Stuart England. The results have been stimulating and refreshing, and yet some key 
problems of interpretation remain. From a view of historical development that stressed 
the centrality of the court and parliament, there has been a marked shift of interest to 
the local political perspective, to the realization of the importance of local issues for the 
vast bulk of the political nation, and towards the view that political attitudes and 
actions were shaped more by local perceptions of developments than they were by 
abstract and general concerns with issues of economic, political, or religious liberty so 
beloved by an earlier generation of historians.1 The change of emphasis has no doubt 
served as a healthy corrective, but what has not yet emerged is a satisfactory working 
model of the interaction of the two perspectives. If a history of seventeenth-century 
England written from the vantage point of Westminster distorts and exaggerates the 
picture, the replacement of it by a history written solely from the vantage point of the 
parish pump does little better. What one needs to know is the manner in which the local 
issues, local perceptions, and local problems shaped and informed the national 
perspective as they were expressed and generalized, for example, in parliament, and 
conversely how that sense of generality, which is so integral a part of the national 
perspective, was transferred and perhaps translated back into the framework and 
language of local politics.2 That the flow of influence was not unidirectional seems 
obvious enough; conflict, for example, over a particular local clergyman influenced in 
major ways the locality’s view of national religious policy, but in equally significant 
fashion a sense of national religious policy informed the locality’s interpretation of its 
own particular situation.3

Newcastle in the seventeenth century provides a useful case study of the interaction 
of local community aspirations and perceptions with the broader issues agitating state 
and church throughout the century. The pattern of interaction was far from tidy or 
clear-cut; there were times when the interests of Newcastle coincided closely enough 
with the intentions of central policy to make a close working partnership seem



appropriate and orderly, but equally there were occasions when the divergence became 
so marked as to raise questions not only about the specific application of policy to 
Newcastle, but also about the general nature of the policy itself. If there are threads to 
be found that run consistently through the whole story, they can perhaps be reduced to 
two. On the one hand, Newcastle, given its sizeable population and its obvious 
political, economic, and strategic importance, was always a natural area of concern for 
the central government, whether that government were king and parliament, king 
acting alone, parliament acting alone, or parliament and lord protector. On the other 
hand, the Newcastle reactions to such forms of solicitous attention were highly likely to 
be conditioned by local perceptions of the extent to which they reinforced or 
diminished the town’s cherished sense of liberty and local authority. The stronger the 
impression of diminution of local liberty and authority, the greater was the possibility 
that specific local grievance would be translated into a generalized rejection of 
governmental policy, or, put in another way, the more likely it was that discussion of 
issues would rise above exclusively local concerns and begin to embrace the 
characteristics of the “national” issues that dominate histories written from the 
perspective of the central government. While the consecutive history of the interaction 
of local and national affairs is beyond the scope of a single paper, a series of case studies 
drawn from one of the areas where the potential for conflict was high, namely the 
structure and functioning of local government including the election of members of 
parliament, can illustrate well the general nature of these relationships for the period 
between the accession of James I and the Glorious Revolution.4

The latter part of the sixteenth century had witnessed an intense struggle in 
Newcastle over issues related to the structure of local government. That struggle was 
basically the result of the increasing dominance in local affairs exercised by a small and 
exclusive clique of powerful merchants. Almost entirely composed of mercers and coal 
traders, the inner ring, or “lords of coal” 5 as they were dubbed at the time, were already 
in a dominating position by the mid-Elizabethan period, well before their control was 
legitimated and firmly established by charters from the crown; in the period between 
1581 and 1591, each of the major coal traders served a term as mayor of the town, eight 
of those so serving being directly involved in the management of the Grand Lease.6 
This process, by which power in the world of trade was extended directly to the political 
sphere, was not unresisted, and there was something in the way of a reform group in the 
1590s which sought to preserve the rights of the general body of freemen in town 
government and to rescue what was conceived as the burgesses’ share in the Grand 
Lease from the private interests of the grand lessees. Though the reform movement 
succeeded in capturing the mayoralty in 1593, its success was neither impressive nor 
sustained.7

Two factors account, in the main, for the limited success of the reform group, and 
each has a bearing on the complex interaction of central and local government. On the 
one hand, the reformers were themselves in an ambiguous position. Hardly classifiable 
among the economically disinherited of Newcastle, they did not seek the destruction of 
a system of privilege and monopoly; their aim was the far more limited one of widening 
the inner ring to a slight degree to include others from the upper levels of town life. Yet



as allies they could only expect aid from interests which sought a wider destruction of 
the privileges of the town; the Bishop of Durham and the Lord Mayor and chief 
traders of London were allies of precisely this stamp. It is not unreasonable to conclude 
that support of this kind probably did as much to curtail the activities and enthusiasm 
of the reformers as any overt opposition on the part of the inner ring itself.8 On the 
other hand, the reform movement was also faced by a powerful coalition of interests in 
support of the growing stranglehold of the inner ring on Newcastle politics, for the 
aspirations of the lords of coal meshed closely with the drift of national policy. 
Generally speaking, both the Tudor and Stuart monarchs sought to obtain control of 
the governing bodies of the boroughs, and the most obvious way in which to pursue 
this policy was to remove the choice of those governing bodies as far as possible from 
the hands of the whole community of citizens.9 Thus, at the start of the seventeenth 
century, crown policy and the desires of the dominant political group in Newcastle 
were in apparently total agreement. Local circumstances had led to the increasingly 
powerful position of a ring of related families with interests in the coal trade. They 
provided exactly the sort of tight and potentially dependent oligarchy that the crown 
was seeking, a dependency moreover that could be intensified by royal action to 
support the monopoly position of the Hostmen. The result of this close community of 
interest is to be found in the charters of Elizabeth I and James I to the town and to the 
Hostmen.10

The pattern of government thus established was to remain the political framework 
for seventeenth century Newcastle, and political debate was to revolve around its 
preservation from change, either as the result of local initiatives to widen the base of 
power or as the result of royal desires to tighten the element of control even further. To 
forestall the first threat, the inner ring could call on royal support, since the crown had 
as substantial an interest in maintaining the tight monopoly control as the town 
oligarchs did; the problem was that recourse to such support from the central 
government raised the potential for increased royal interference in town affairs. What 
was, in its origins, a nice conjunction of interests could under stress become something 
quite different, and that realization obviously influenced in profound ways the 
interaction of Newcastle government with central government throughout the 
seventeenth century.

That the stranglehold of the inner ring on town government was the norm for the 
seventeenth century is graphically revealed by an analysis of town office holding. Such 
an analysis also reveals clearly that the key to the inner ring was simultaneous position 
of strength in both the Merchant Adventurers (particularly the Mercers) and the 
Hostmen, rather than a base in the Hostmen alone.11 The latter company, it should be 
remembered, was accessible to any free burgess “of any free mystery” by the charter of 
James I ; the very fact that entry was “open” in this manner meant that the company 
could not, by itself, serve as the screen that filtered membership into the inner ring.12 
On the other hand, the combination of membership in the Merchant Adventurers and 
the Hostmen was a striking feature of those who ruled the town throughout the 
seventeenth century.13 Between 1600 and 1640, 28 different people held the office of 
mayor; of these 18 were both Mercers and Hostmen, and 8 others were members of



other branches of the Merchant Adventurers and the Hostmen. The remaining two 
holders of the office were both Merchant Adventurers. Betwen the Restoration and the 
Glorious Revolution, 29 different men held the office of mayor; of these 27 were 
definitely members of the Merchant Adventurers, and at least 20 and probably 22 were 
also members of the Hostmen at the same time. The same sort of preponderance is seen 
in other aspects of office-holding as well; those who became sheriffs, both before the 
Civil War and after the Restoration, reflect the same affiliations, as do members of 
parliament for the town. It is striking, for example, that of the 8 different men who 
served Newcastle as a member of parliament from 1600 to the summoning of the Long 
Parliament, all were both Merchant Adventurers and Hostmen, and only one was not a 
Mercer.14

The omission of the years 1640-60 from the above analysis was both deliberate 
and significant. In the confused years of the Civil War and Interregnum, the pattern of 
inner ring dominance was profoundly challenged. But if the overall nature of the 
interaction of central government and local government is to be appreciated fully, it 
must be recognized that there were other occasions outside of those chaotic decades 
when challenges were raised in equally clear fashion. It should not be thought, for 
example, that the chartered establishment of inner ring control shut off the sort of 
protest that had characterized town politics in the 1590s; instead it tended to intensify 
the cleavages that had marked that decade by making the successors of the reform 
group of the 1590s a dissident element within the corporation.

The Shrove Tuesday riot of apprentices in the town in 1633 reveals this clearly and 
also casts some useful light on the central problem under investigation, the interaction 
of the locality and the central government.15 Ostensibly the riot had been caused by the 
construction of a lime kiln on the town drying ground by one Christopher Reasley, a 
non-freeman who had connections with the inner ring. It is clear, however, that 
Reasley was the pretext rather than the cause of the troubles, and it is striking that the 
representatives of the central government suspected this before the town authorities 
were willing to admit it was the case. Secretary Coke was already referring to the events 
as “ the late seditious riot” before the true circumstances surfaced.16 What was actually 
at stake, as Coke shrewdly surmised, was the monopoly of the inner ring and the 
continuing desire of a reform element in the town to modify it. The surviving evidence 
suggests that the town authorities felt themselves to be in a somewhat ambiguous 
position with respect to the central government’s interest in the affair. While they 
welcomed support of their position, they were reluctant to see that support extended to 
too close an enquiry into their affairs, and the mayor, at least, was clearly less than 
happy with Coke’s suggestions that he should have taken more forceful immediate 
action; if nothing else, such reprimands appear to have suggested to those in Newcastle 
a lack of understanding on the part of governmental authorities of the nuances of the 
local situation.17 When the real issues surfaced in June 1633 in the form of a petition 
from 700 or more burgesses to the King,18 the inner ring was no doubt grateful for the 
support it received for its position from the royal government, although it seems that, 
from the perspective of the central government, the events looked rather more sinister 
than they did from the local perspective. In retrospect, it appears that the petitioners



were well within the reform tradition that had been established in the 1590s. In that 
sense, they were, of course, of considerable concern to the inner ring. But crown 
authorities saw a deeper significance in the events, drawing attention to a growing 
population of mariners, colliers, keelmen, watermen and those of mean condition 
“who are apt to turn everye pretence and colour of greivance into uproare and 
seditious mutinye” .19

Although the evidence is by no means unambiguous on this point, it appears that the 
town authorities, while desirous of royal support for their position, were concerned 
about the form that support might take in the deteriorating political conditions of the 
1630s. The reform group was limited in their manoeuvring by essentially the same 
concern, for they too had no interest in lessening the independent privileges of the 
town, yet this is precisely what increasing reliance on the support of the central 
government might be thought to lead to. What was happening was that the politics of 
the town were increasingly complicated by the development of national politics as it 
became clear that opposition to the inner ring and opposition to the policies of Charles 
I did not always go hand in hand. This point can be illustrated by a number of 
circumstances. Opposition to the imposition of ship money, for example, tended to 
pull inner ring and reformers together; resistance appears to have been widespread, 
with the general body of burgesses rallying behind the inner ring in a determined effort 
to avoid payment after the first two levies.20 Attempts by the crown to influence local 
elections were likewise sternly resisted. In 1639 the King expressly warned the town 
“that they should be very careful in choosing the mayor for this next succeeding year 
and by no means admit any factious or seditiously affected person to that place” .21 It is 
clear that his message was intended to forestall the election of Robert Bewick, a Puritan 
against whom he had been specifically warned.22 Yet Bewick was elected and no trace 
of local discontent about the choice is to be found. That he did not owe his election 
exclusively to his Puritan opposition to the crown is obvious enough; he was a 
Hostman and Mercer, a previous holder of the mayoralty, and a member of the inner 
ring, but that he was elected against the express wishes of the crown is an equally 
obvious indication of the limits of inner ring subservience to the crown, even at a time 
of apparently increased agitation over their position.

The municipal and parliamentary elections held within a short time of each other in 
1640 provide further examples of the extent to which national politics and local 
political traditions interacted.23 The swing in the municipal elections against 
Puritanism can be attributed to external factors, but not to the machinations of the 
crown, however helpful the results were for the crown’s purposes. The Scottish 
invasion and occupation had been the critical factor, and the feeling had clearly grown 
up that Puritan religious sympathies with the Scots had been at least partially 
responsible for the occupation of the town.24 The elections to the Long Parliament 
remain somewhat obscure, but one clear fact does emerge, and that is the widespread 
support for men of local connection. Of the three candidates who stood in the election, 
only one was thoroughly typical of inner ring politics, Sir Henry Anderson, and he was 
returned unopposed. The other seat was contested between John Blakiston, whose 
close local connections were counterbalanced by the fact that he was not a powerful



and wealthy Hostman and the knowledge that he was prominently identified with the 
Puritan movement, and Sir John Melton, a total outsider to town politics, Secretary to 
the Council of the North, and a pronounced Straffordian. If powerful external backing 
was sufficient for Melton to be elected on one return, it should be remembered that the 
proceedings in the election were under investigation for corrupt practices by the 
Committee for Privileges when Melton died and that it was subsequently decided 
simply to amend the return in Blakiston’s favour, rather than hold a new election, a 
strong indication of the popularity of his candidacy in the original election. That an 
outsider to the inner ring and a Puritan to boot could achieve this level of support in a 
climate that was clearly anti-Puritan, while a court backer with powerful connections 
could not attract more significant support, even though aided by the fear that 
parliamentary reformers would assault the privileged position of the Hostmen, is a 
telling illustration of the power of local identification and independence in the politics 
of the period.

The years of the civil wars and Interregnum were to see the pattern of Newcastle 
politics altered, at times by the application of external pressures.2 5 On two occasions in 
those years, the rights of election of mayor were over-ridden by outside authority. In 
October 1642 Sir John Marley was elected by mandamus from the king; in 1645 he was 
removed from office by an ordinance of parliament and Henry Warmouth substituted 
in his place.26 There were, in addition to these actions, various purgings of the town 
corporation reflecting the shifting fortunes of the war. In April 1643 Henry Warmouth 
was removed from his aldermancy for neglect of duty,27 while the following September 
35 freemen were disfranchised.28 Following the reduction of the town to parliament, 
the chief royalists such as Marley and Sir Nicholas Cole were ordered purged by 
parliament.29 Such interference in the normal life of the corporation is hardly 
surprising, given the conditions of the time, but it is not easy to come by evidence 
concerning the town’s reactions to such exterior pressures, which they clearly would 
have resented and resisted under normal circumstances. What evidence there is, 
however, suggests that the existing structures of the town showed remarkable resiliency 
in the face of such pressures, and that, where changes did occur, they were at least in 
part the result of anticipatory changes stemming from town initiative rather than 
wholly imposed alterations from outside.30

The existence of a substantial and important core of town office holders who not 
only survived all changes in government but co-operated with each in turn is a case in 
point. Men whose roots were firmly fixed in the pre-Civil War corporate exclusiveness 
of the town continued to serve as active members of the corporation while Newcastle 
was held for the King, reduced by the Scots, subjected to parliamentary control and 
ultimately the control of the Lord Protector, and then returned to what was essentially 
its pre-war political condition at the Restoration.31 The loyalties of such men might 
well seem baffling, both to the more zealous partisans of their own age and to 
subsequent generations of historians because, in a real sense, they had no fixed loyalties 
with respect to the large and complex questions that were agitating national politics. At 
the worst, they can be pictured as secular vicars of Bray; looked at in a more positive 
light, they are men whose concerns for the stability and smooth functioning of



traditional local arrangements were paramount.
An analysis of the changes which actually were made during the period reinforces the 

impression of the persistance of local structures and rivalries, even in the face of intense 
pressures from outside, a persistance that is frequently disguised at first glance because 
of the patterns by which the labels of the “national” struggle—royalist versus 
parliamentarian, presbyterian versus independent—were taken up by the participants 
themselves and super-imposed on the “local” struggle. One certain result of the 
reduction of Newcastle to parliament was an alteration, extending throughout the 
Interregnum, in the old inner ring control of town government. The new governing 
clique, led by Thomas Bonner and the Dawson family, appears to have established an 
impressive hold on the mayoralty32; in 1656 it was alleged that the Dawsons in 
collusion with Bonner had managed the election for mayor as they pleased for some 
years past,33 and the results of elections seem to validate the allegation. But while the 
Dawsons had, in effect, ridden to power on the back of the parliamentary victory, they 
did not represent a totally new impulse in the politics of the town. They could trace 
their roots to the reform movement of the 1630s, and their behaviour in office was 
completely consistent with that line of descent. They had no interest in destroying the 
privileges of the town; their concern was to broaden the base of monopoly control only 
slightly to include themselves and their most immediate supporters. In practice they 
proved as uncompromising in their opposition to genuine reformers and as staunchly 
defensive of the charter rights and independence of the town as any of the older 
oligarchs they had for the moment displaced.34

Between the establishment of the parliamentary corporation in 1645 and the 
reshaping of town government in the aftermath of the Restoration, two aldermen were 
removed from office, and the circumstances surrounding their removals can be taken as 
further evidence for the persistance of local issues disguised in the terminology of 
national issues. The first to be removed was John Cosins in 164735; although there is 
some ambiguity about the circumstances of his removal, the chief issue seems to have 
been the newly created ascendancy of the Dawson group. If Cosins was not a member 
of the rinner ring, his repeated recourse to the town charter as the core of his attack on 
the Dawsons suggests that he.was arguing the case of the inner ring or at least a case 
with which they could readily identify. Following Cosins’ removal, his affairs became 
much entangled with broader national issues. Cosins himself was a conservative 
Presbyterian parliamentarian and in the context of a growing split between the 
Presbyterians and the Independents, exacerbated by disturbances in the army, his 
report that there was danger the town might be secured against the present government 
received excited attention in London.36 But it should not be thought that the issues 
thus raised were the ones which had led to his expulsion, for it was not until the 
beginning of July, more than three months after his expulsion, that the Newcastle 
authorities raised the argument that Cosins intended to bring the Scots back into 
England, embroiling the nation once more in civil strife.37 The impression that the root 
of the trouble was local and connected with inner ring resistance to the 
Bonner-Dawson clique is further heightened by the minor riot following Bonner’s 
election as mayor the next year; it was triggered off by the actions of Edmond



Marshall, a servant and apprentice of Cosins, and appears to have had no connection 
with broader issues of national politics.38

The second alderman removed was Leonard Carr, and his case even more clearly 
reflects the general pattern which has been suggested. Carr was an established figure in 
the town and in most ways, other than his origins in Yorkshire, a person typical of 
inner ring politics; he had become an alderman by 1642, had served as steward and 
governor of the Hostmen before the Civil War, and had been assistant and governor of 
the Merchant Adventurers in addition.39 He had admittedly participated in the 
defence of the town in 1644,40 but it is striking that no question of his loyalty appears to 
have been raised on the occasions of royalist scares in 1648,1651,and 1655.Butin 1657 
articles accusing him of royalist sympathies were presented to the Council of State.41 
On close examination, the charges now appear to have been fabrications,42 but they 
were sufficient to convince the Council of State; that body directed the mayor and 
Common Council to remove Carr, which was done on 28th December 1657.43 The 
spurious nature of the charges against him and the fact that he was an ill man over 80 
years old at the time of his removal suggest that this is something other than the case of 
an active and loyal corporation reporting on and with the help of the Council of State 
removing a dangerous royalist. When one realizes that Carr had been an outspoken 
opponent of the Bonner-Dawson clique,44 questioning their management of elections 
and accusing them of extensive abuses of power, all the while continuing to hold an 
aldermancy and preventing the election to it of one of their own supporters, the whole 
episode assumes a quite different character and become an excuse to eliminate a person 
who was a problem in local affairs and to the Dawsons rather than in national affairs 
and to Cromwell. The election of a close supporter of the Bonner-Dawson clique, 
Ambrose Barnes, to fill the vacancy would seem to complete the picture.4s

One final observation about the politics of Newcastle in the aftermath of the 
parliamentary victory needs to be made: despite a clear recognition on the part of 
parliament that the town corporation should be reshaped to serve new purposes and 
new loyalties, the overall form which that reshaping took appears to have been 
generated as much from below as from above. It is suggestive, for example, that there 
was a sizable time lag between parliament’s naming of delinquents to be removed in 
March 1645 and the local enactment of their disfranchisement in late September 
1645.46 What is even more telling is the evidence which suggests that the parliamentary 
ordinance for settling the government of Newcastle confirmed an existing situation 
rather than created a new one. Details of how the town government functioned 
between the reduction of the town and the parliamentary ordinance are scanty.47 Part 
of the resulting obscurity concerns the critical entry into aldermanic office of Henry 
Dawson and Thomas Bonner, but there is no doubt that they were occupying such 
places a month or more before parliament named them.48 Likewise, one of the 
aldermen named in the parliamentary ordinance does not appear in the first list of the 
new corporation, nor for that matter in any subsequent list of town office holders, and 
it is surely more than coincidence that his place was assumed by a relative of Henry 
Dawson.49 Bulstrode Whitelocke was later to assert that the House of Commons took 
order for settling the magistrates of Newcastle in violation of their charter50; on one



level that observation was valid, but on another it was misleading. If the breaking of 
inner ring control and the rise of the Bonner-Dawson clique constituted something in 
the way of a civic revolution, it was a revolution which in key ways had been engineered 
from within Newcastle itself and the parliamentary role can more accurately be 
described as a confirmation of a situation already existing in the town.

The restoration of the monarchy in 1660 and the consequent purging of the 
corporation in 1662 allowed for the re-establishment of inner ring control. But again, 
the process by which that control was .established must be observed carefully if the 
delicate interaction of town affairs and central government actions is to be rightly 
understood. The task of investigation is complicated by the fact that no complete list of 
members of the town government exists for 1660-61 and thus tracing the changes in 
membership between 1659 and 1662 is difficult. But the only signed order for the 
mayoral year of John Emerson shows that at least one of the old inner ring oligarchs, 
Sir John Marley, who had been purged in the 1640s, had re-established himself in the 
town government before the actual purging under the terms of the Corporation Act,51 
'and there is some additional evidence to suggest that others in this category, Sir 
Nicholas Cole and Sir Francis Bowes among them, had done the same.52 The actual 
purge of 1662 was a relatively limited affair, and again there must be a sizable suspicion 
that the impetus for the precise changes made came from within the town rather than 
from without. Five aldermen were removed, all clearly associated with the 
Bonner-Dawson group; five members of the old inner ring of pre-Civil War days 
replaced them.53 Those whose early careers and family connections had cut them out 
for inner ring politics survived, their activity in the Commonwealth and Protectorate 
corporation notwithstanding.

The Restoration, then, returned Newcastle politics to its normal seventeenth century 
stance. The inner ring dominated, grateful no doubt for the general support of the 
monarchy, but anxious, as before, that this solicitous concern should not interfere in 
local rights and privileges under the guise of solidifying that support. The increasingly 
aggressive stance of the later Stuart monarchs towards the issue of royal control of 
boroughs made that sort of partnership in the long run impossible. The fine line 
between support and control had always made such conflict a potentiality; the policies 
of Charles II and James II made it a reality.

For the initial part of the reign of Charles II, the political situation in Newcastle 
appears to have been relatively settled, even though the activities and agitation of 
dissenters became a prominent part of the scene and inevitably had political 
overtones.54 The town had been quick to make a loyal address to the restored 
monarch, expressing the hope that he would be the instrument to unite a divided 
church, compose a distracted kingdom, and ease an oppressed people.55 In the heady 
atmosphere of the Restoration itself, aggressively overt royalism became the order of 
the day; at the parliamentary elections a health was drunk to the King and confusion to 
Zion,56 while a number of tracts were locally published to stress the deep and 
continuing loyalty of the town.S7 For his part, the King in February 1664 by a charter 
of inspeximus confirmed the charters of Elizabeth I and James I with their ancient 
privileges.58 As late as 1682, John March, the vicar of Newcastle, could express in a



sermon the confident feeling that the magistrates of Newcastle and the monarchy were 
still working in a pattern of close co-operation, despite the many distractions that 
plagued national affairs59:

“This famous Town, over which you preside, has always been esteemed a place, of very 
great importance ... Now a Town of this importance, as it well deserves, so in such times of 
distraction as we live in, it may justly challenge the greatest care and vigilance of those that 
are intrusted with the Government of it, And I do heartily rejoice, that I need not fear the least 
imputation of flattery, whilest I proclaim to the world that as there is not any T own which can 
equal it for Trade, Populousness, and wealth, so there is none that doe Surpass it, and but 
very few that equal it in point of Loyalty and Conformity.

This Happiness and Glory we owe in great measure to that Loyalty and Conformity which 
shine forth in your own Examples; partly also to that great encouragement you give unto the 
Loyal and Orthodox Clergy of the place, but chiefly to the due exercise of your Authority, in 
surpressing Conventicles, those notorious Seminaries of Popery, Schism, and Rebellion.”
Despite these hopeful comments, a crisis was at hand in the relations between 

Newcastle and the central government. In the last years of his reign, as he sought to rule- 
without parliament, Charles II escalated the pressure exerted by the monarchy on the 
boroughs, and Newcastle was one of the targets of that pressure. The precise nature of 
the intrigue and in-fighting that ensued escapes us at some key points, but the general 
outcome of the pressure was clear enough. The attempt to enforce confusing and 
ultimately unpopular royal policies through the manipulation of the corporation in 
defiance of its chartered rights led to a repudiation of the Stuart monarchy which the 
corporation had long claimed to support.

The first act in the unfolding crisis appears to have passed off with surprisingly little 
overt negative reaction. Early in 1684, Charles II signified to the corporation that he 
expected a surrender of their charter, “which was to be renewed on condition that the 
mayor, recorder, sheriff, and town clerk might always be in the King’s power to 
appoint or confirm” .60 While the surrender was not enrolled, the King granted a new 
charter in 1685, in it constituting several new aldermen and reserving to himself the 
power to displace the mayor and aldermen at his pleasure.61 The charter itself did not 
reach Newcastle until after the death of the King; the proclamation of James II and the 
arrival of the charter fell within two days of each other. A contemporary tract recalled 
the two events as being the cause of great celebration62;

“Bells rang, Minstrills play’d, and Cannon did Thunder ...
Pikes, Muskets and Drums, and mony gay Fellowes 
The King’s Health was Drunk at ilk Tavern and Ale-house 
Instead of fair water their Fountains sprang Clarret.”

The tract labelled the new King “ the justest Man on Earth” ,63 and referred to the 
charter as “their Rule, their Light, and their Guide” .64

As the unhappy mayoralty of Sir Henry Brabant revealed, the actual situation was 
far from as stable as these observations might suggest.65 Brabant himself was a 
confirmed loyalist, one who, as Richardson observed in the nineteenth century, 
“carried his attachment to the sovereign to an extent bordering on mono- 
maniacism” .66 His administration appears to have been the source of contention from



the very beginning, though it is unclear whether his attitude towards the crown or his 
rivalry with other town political figures, especially Sir William Blackett, was the root 
cause of the difficulty. In any case, the clash led to efforts by both sides to the 
controversy to invoke the aid of the crown in support of their position. The election of 
the sheriff and Common Council had been suspended by Brabant because of an effort 
to elect his opponents; he wrote to the Earl of Sunderland to seek royal support and 
appears to have received it, for he summoned the electors, told them he had the King’s 
support, and asked if they had any reason why the Common Council as named by him 
should not be sworn. He recalled that Sir William Blackett, speaking for the dissident 
group, “dissatisfiedly said they had nothing to do, since your Majesty took the power 
from them, and so departed before the said Common Council could be all sworn” .67

In an apparent attempt to solidify his position, Brabant called a meeting of all the 
freemen of the town to explain the nature of the King’s interference. According to his 
account, the meeting was awkward since his opponents “did most wickedly disperse 
and spread abroad that the Mayor called a Gill [s/c] in order to give up their Charter, 
which made the Mobile much more numerous at and about the Town Court that day 
than ever was seen before” .68 This uneasiness about the charter suggests that the 
picture of happy acceptance of Charles II’s new charter may be somewhat overdrawn. 
Despite the obstruction of a significant number of aldermen, Brabant was able to calm 
the crowd by assuring them there was no further action contemplated with respect to 
the charter. “They unanimously gave a great shout of ‘God bless the King’ ” and were 
'dismissed without any disorder. “All things”, he noted, “ looked very serene and 
peaceable amongst the Commons, of which the far greater number are very loyall, but 
of late years much disheartened by the overawe of the Magistrates, who make a great 
many act against their inclinations” .69

The next stage in the crisis came by an unexpected route. Sir William Blackett, 
utilizing his position as a member of parliament, appears to have been able to persuade 
the crown to purge the corporation under the terms of Charles II’s charter, in order to 
reduce Brabant’s forces to a minority. Given the fervent loyalty of Brabant himself, the 
action of the crown at this juncture is difficult to explain, unless it is assumed that 
Blackett’s true intentions and feelings were deliberately misrepresented, as Brabant 
claimed.70 Even more puzzling is the failure of the crown to make any,reply to 
Brabant’s impassioned petition that the situation be rectified and the ascendancy of the 
Blackett group curtailed by a royal order continuing Brabant in his mayoralty for an 
additional year.71

The tenseness of the situation and the interaction of local rivalries with national 
issues was well illustrated in the celebrated struggle during Brabant’s mayoralty to 
erect in Newcastle a statue of James II.72 It is clear that Brabant himself was the 
moving force behind the decision to erect the statue, but the Blackett group entered 
strong objection to the scheme and refused to sign an order for it until Brabant 
threatened to send a list of those who would not sign directly to the King. At this point, 
he noted, they agreed, “more out of fear than love” .73 If the opposition to Brabant had 
its origins in local rivalries, it was by now clearly intertwined with national concerns as 
well. Blackett may not have hesitated to use the King to purge the corporation, but



when it came to erecting a statue to him, his supporters were not slow to declare 
publicly that “the erecting of the said statue looked like Popery” .74

In the succeeding municipal elections, the Blackett group had its way. Brabant was 
not continued in office, and the Blackett-backed candidate Nicholas Cole was elected 
mayor. Although Cole’s mayoralty passed without undue intensification of the 
growing rift between crown and community, two events falling within it were 
disturbing pointers to the continuation of crisis. At the end of May the King sent a 
mandate to the corporation instructing them to admit Sir William Creagh, a notorious 
papist, to his freedom and he was duly admitted a month later.75 In September, an 
address, signed by Cole as Mayor, was sent to the King; though couched in terms of 
formal loyalty, it clearly expressed deep concern about a growing pattern of 
interference with civic privileges and overt support of Catholics in the process. It 
thanked the King for his “repeated acts of grace and bounty vouchsafed to this your 
ancient corporation” but then added the significant qualification that the thanks were 
being extended for those acts “not only in the free enjoyment of our liberties and 
priviledges, but more especially in the full exercise of the professed religion of the 
Church of England, whereof we are true members, true loyalty being inseparable from 
the principles of that church” .76

In the months that followed, the intertwining of local grievance with general 
national policy was intensified. There is every reason to suspect that Newcastle’s 
antagonism towards the King would have markedly increased even had they conceived 
the interference with local conditions to be directed against the corporation alone; 
when they could see it as part of a broader policy, their sense of grievance in like 
manner broadened. Newcastle’s experience in the last years of James II was far from 
unique; that unhappy monarch was busily unravelling the complex web of support for 
the monarchy that his brother had so patiently created, and his hand fell clumsily on 
many corporations and institutions.77 In Newcastle the net result of his machinations 
was the alienation of the older governing elite by his interference with the charter, the 
alienation of the nonconformists by his papist policy, and the eventual restoration of 
inner ring control in reaction to both these developments.

In 1687 John Squire was elected mayor in succession to Nicholas Cole; as a 
Merchant Adventurer and Hostman, he was a typical inner ring candidate. At the end 
of December, James II, acting under the terms of the new charter, moved to reconstruct 
the corporation into a more pliant instrument of his will. By mandate he displaced the 
mayor, six aldermen, the sheriff, the deputy recorder, and fifteen of the Common 
Council. In addition he commanded the electors to choose the recently intruded Sir 
William Creagh as mayor, along with a carefully selected new set of officials to replace 
those he had removed.78 Apparently the electors refused to elect them on the grounds 
that they were “papists and persons not qualified” but this action had no effect, for 
Creagh and his colleagues assumed office notwithstanding.79 Within a month the new 
corporation had drafted what was described as “a remarkably fulsome address” 80 to 
the King, but it was not sent, a majority of the Common Council over-ruling it. Despite 
that setback, the adherents of royal policy appear to have believed that they had 
succeeded in controlling the corporation for James II. In a sermon preached before the



mayor on 29th January 1688, a Jesuit Philip Metcalfe remarked that on the basis of 
“universal applause” he could only conclude that Creagh “commanded the hearts of 
all” .81 If Metcalfe was apparently blind to the tension created by royal interference in 
the town’s politics, he did sense that Creagh’s religion was a source of contention: “our 
Prince is pleased with your constant Loyalty; the famous Town of Newcastle with your 
prudent Government; good Christians with your exemplary life; I wish your Religion 
were in the same esteem with many as your Person is” .82 Given the consistently anti- 
Catholic stance of the Newcastle clergy in the years preceeding 1688, the latter point 
was hardly surprising.83 Even Vicar March, who could not accept the Glorious 
Revolution in good conscience, had never been able to tolerate the slightest sympathy 
for the religion of his royal master.

In fact, both religious and political concerns were present. If the traditional elite had 
been disturbed by the issue of a new charter and the use made of it to date, their concern 
must have been immeasurably heightened by a further breach of the privileges carried 
out with the connivance of Creagh and his subservient colleagues.84 In February a quo 
warranto was served on the mayor; the closeness of the date to that of the failure to 
carry the loyal address to the King is suggestive. At the beginning of March Creagh and 
his colleagues surrendered the charter of Charles II, although once again the surrender 
was not enrolled. Sometime after 9th June and before 22nd September James II 
granted a further new charter to the town “whereby the ancient custom of electing the 
mayor &c and burgesses for parliament were changed and the same in great measure 
put into the power of the mayor and aldermen” , a power being “reserved in the King to 
place or displace” .85 The most plausible reconstruction that can be made of the 
ensuing municipal elections is that a combination of dissenters who opposed the 
Catholicism of Creagh and his colleague and traditional Newcastle political figures 
who were horrified by the manipulation of the town’s charter combined to thwart the 
continuation of the Creagh group. The design of the latter was to secure the election of 
Catholics as both mayor and sheriff; the result was a victory for two protestants, 
William Hutchinson and Matthew Partis. It is certain that Ambrose Barnes played a 
critical role in organizing the opposition and securing the result, but it is worth 
remembering that his biographer was at pains to stress that this was no “clandestine 
election of Dissenters” but rather that many who co-operated “were known to be 
zealously affected to the Church of England” .86

The royal policy with respect to Newcastle was clearly in a shambles. Even a 
corporation already reshaped in the royal interest could not be coerced into the 
desired results in 1688. The last desperate gamble of reversing the policy of charter 
interference in October did nothing to alter the situation from the royal point of view. 
All it allowed was a quiet transition back to inner ring control following the 
repudiation of the new charters of Charles II and James II.87 On 5th November 
Hutchinson and Partis relinquished their offices, to be replaced by Nicholas Ridley, the 
sheriff of 1682, and Matthew White, both typical inner ring figures; as James Clephan 
put it, “corporate life had flowed back to its old channels” .88 It was coincidental but 
appropriate that the soon-to-be William III landed on the same day.

To use the terminology of modern political discussion, one could argue that the



political consciousness of Newcastle had been considerably, if perhaps temporarily, 
raised in the events that culminated in the Glorious Revolution. It had been raised in 
that familiar progression by which specific grievance was generalized and then elevated 
to the level of ideological opposition. In describing these events with specific reference 
to Newcastle in the following year, James Welwood noted, “The Accession of a Popish 
Prince to the throne, the barefac’d Invasion of Liberty and Property, the palpable 
Incroachments on Laws and Fundamental Constitutions... were Events too great and 
important not to awaken England out of a Lethargy the reiterated Promises of 
preserving the Protestant Religion as by Law establish’d had cast her into” .89 His 
analysis is substantially correct. A corporation whose general stance was in favour of 
the crown because of the support the crown could give to its own peculiar forms of 
monopoly was turned to opposition when support was replaced by control; a 
dissenting element excluded from town political life was not long deceived about the 
true import of James II’s interest in toleration and not willing to continue their support 
at the price demanded. In December 1688 Lord Lumley entered Newcastle declaring 
“for the protestant religion and a free parliament” 90 and in May of the following year 
the statue of James II was pulled down by an unruly mob incited to action by the 
garrison soldiers.91

Not everyone in Newcastle accepted the Glorious Revolution without question. A 
sermon by Thomas Knaggs, preached in June 1689 struck a strongly protestant and 
loyal note and asked for a blessing on the forces of William and Mary in the war against 
the French; in his preface to the printed version, Knaggs noted “A few hot, 
inconsiderable men among us were very angry after I preach’d it” .92 Vicar March, 
though remaining strong in his denunciation of papacy, could not reconcile his view of 
monarchy with the events of 1688; in July 1690 he was warned by the Common Council 
that his salary would be stopped unless he would pray for William and Mary by 
name.93 But for the bulk of the population, the outcome of these stirring events meant 
the return to life as normal, at least so far as political life was concerned. At various 
points throughout the century local and national politics had intersected in ways that 
intensified the nature of political debate. Local grievances became the medium through 
which many national concerns were perceived, while the issues and labels of national 
debate were used to clothe the continuing local political struggles. The two perspectives 
were deeply intertwined. If local issues or the local interpretation of issues continued to 
be predominant and concern for the town’s chartered privileges remained to the fore, 
both were touched, influenced, and informed by the constant concern of the national 
government for the secure allegiance and peaceful governance of such a populous and 
economically important town.
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