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We are deeply grateful to have been asked to prepare a third edition of Early 
Modern England 1485–1714: A Narrative History some fifteen years after the 
first copies of this work were printed. This is, of course, a business decision on 
the part of the publisher, but it would not have been made if teachers and their 
students had not been so generous to its two predecessors. In many cases, it has 
been those very teachers and students, including (we are proud to write)  students 
of ours, who have identified errors that somehow made it into the first two 
 editions. We are very pleased to have the opportunity to correct those errors in 
the pages that follow.

But the primary intellectual impetus for a third edition is, of course, the cornu-
copia of exciting, recent work in British history produced by our colleagues 
across the globe. As we readily admit, we are not experts in the entirety of English 
and Welsh, Irish, and Scottish history across this whole period. No one is. So 
we continue to rely on the works of specialists in the eras or areas in which we 
have not done original work to advance our knowledge and fine tune our narra-
tive. (You will find many of these specialist works mentioned in our notes and 
our bibliography.) We have, in fact, been slower about putting out new editions 
than publishing accountants might wish, in large part because we wanted to wait 
until the weight of new monographs (the academic term for precise and sourced 
book‐length studies on a specific subject) required us to modify our narrative in 
a significant way. Our organizing principles (a synchronic look at English culture 
and society at three points of time, that is ca. 1450, 1600, and 1700, and a dia-
chronic, that is more chronological, story from before 1450 until after 1714) 
remain as they were, and our more thematic organizing principles, such as the 
fate of the Great Chain of Being across the period, have continued to bear fruit. 
That said, new work on people of color and other nonnative people in England, 
on women, on climate and the environment, on Reformation cultures, and on 
some details of the political narrative, have obliged us to rework the story at 
several points. In particular, these pages show more agency on the part of women 
and ordinary people generally, both in their daily lives and in the great epoch of 
“England’s Troubles” in the mid‐seventeenth century.

We might add a word about our choice of “early modern” in the title. Medieval 
and Modern have often been saddled with judgments and connotations that had 
more to do with our own current prejudices than with the period being so 
described. To people of a progressive bent, “medieval” equaled “backward” or 
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simply “wrong”; “modern” was, well, “progressive” or, worse, “correct.” But more 
recently, others have judged modernity to be environmentally wasteful or 
“hegemonic”; and found in the medieval a harmonious stability. Our use of “early 
modern” – a term never used by anyone in the early modern period, of course – is 
in one sense a matter of convenience. Other terms, such as Renaissance, or 
Reformation, or Tudor‐Stuart, tend to privilege the cultural, religious, or political 
story. The early modern, in this sense, allows us to frame our story with changes 
in English society from the mid‐fifteenth to the mid‐eighteenth centuries. But we 
adopt the term “early modern” to mean something more than a neutral, chrono-
logical period. We would argue for, and hope to demonstrate in this book, a 
coherence to the period. If you understand the issues and interlocking factors 
affecting the English polity and the people at the end of the Wars of the Roses, 
you will be in a good position to understand the salient issues and factors at the 
end of the War of the Spanish Succession over two hundred years later. Indeed, it 
is the argument of this book that the latter were, to a great extent, the final work-
ing out of the former. Admittedly, the end of the fifteenth century is more early 
than modern, whereas the beginning of the eighteenth is more modern than 
early. All of which is to note that historians pay attention to time and place, and 
if we argue over periodization, it is only because we are trying to get it right.

In the preface to the second edition, we argued further that understanding the 
issues and interlocking factors affecting the polity and the people of early mod-
ern England as a whole is both helpful and necessary to a proper understanding 
of the issues affecting people in the Anglophone and Western world today. As we 
put the finishing touches to this third edition, it is clear to us that the troubles 
and controversies English people confronted and survived in this period are 
more relevant than ever. As of the date of this writing, on our side of the Atlantic, 
Americans are still debating whether the chief executive of the country is above 
the law; the degree to which religion qualifies or disqualifies one for citizenship 
and residence; the integrity of the courts; the proper relationship among men, 
women, and power; and the degree to which the nation should entangle itself in 
foreign commitments. This last question is even more pressing on the other side 
of the Atlantic, in the debates about Brexit. Those debates raise not only the 
question of Britain’s relationship to Europe but also the proper interrelationships 
among the English, Scots, Irish, Welsh and of each of those people to the conti-
nent across the Channel. We did not, of course, write this book to be a primer on 
modern politics, but living simultaneously in the now and with its story for the 
whole of our professional lives, we are more convinced than ever that the people 
of the early modern British Isles achieved answers to these questions that con-
tinue to have relevance today. They fought and died for limited and democratic 
government, religious toleration, courts free from political influence, equality 
of opportunity, and that all four nations were integral to a Great Britain. By the 
time our book closes, they had also demonstrated that Britain had a vital role – 
 diplomatic, military, economic, and cultural – to play in Europe. To reject any of 
these answers is to repudiate the legacy for which the people of early modern 
England lived, fought and died.

Admittedly, the story of early modern England provides countless examples of 
powerful personalities in sensitive roles who changed the narrative for everyone else. 
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But, in the end, that history also proves that law, custom, and institutions matter 
even more by setting limits, preserving traditions, and providing the  arenas and 
means by which the people so affected can push back. None of this is to say that early 
modern English or British solutions are an infallible guide to the future or what we 
ought to do next. As of this writing in the United States, a new Congress has been 
elected with a hope and fervor reminiscent of the Long Parliament returned in 1640. 
Like that body, it claims a mandate to try to thwart or limit the program of a power-
ful personality who has, himself the support of a large segment of the political nation. 
Some pundits, glancing back at the historical parallels, have begun to ask if a nation 
so divided can continue to function. Fortunately, History never repeats itself exactly: 
none of this is to say that things will turn out as they did before. But in trying to 
ensure that they do not do so, leaders on both sides of the Atlantic would do well to 
study the lessons contained in the following pages.

Robert Bucholz
Newton Key

earlymodernengland@yahoo.com

mailto:earlymodernengland@yahoo.com
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 Preface to the Second Edition

The appearance of a second edition of Early Modern England is most welcome to 
its authors, not least because it allows them to correct the errors which inevitably 
crept into the first. The opportunity of a “do‐over” is also a chance to bring the 
narrative up to date by incorporating exciting new material on the period that 
has come out since the first edition, not to mention older material that we had 
neglected previously. (The companion volume, Sources and Debates, has also 
been extensively revised in its second edition.) In particular, the authors have 
attempted to take into account recent Tudor historiography and strengthen 
those sections that address Ireland, Scotland, and Wales. We have also become 
more conscious of the continental and Atlantic dimensions of this story and have 
adjusted accordingly. We have added a section on the historiography of women 
and gender, modifying our presentation of women’s lives in light of a more 
nuanced history of gender, which sees the story of men and women as more 
intermingled, and which gives early modern women agency rather than pities 
them as perennial victims.

At the same time, your faithful authors have resisted the temptation to make of 
this story something that it is not: a history of the British Isles, the Atlantic world, 
of Europe as a whole, or even a transnational story of a very mobile people. We 
are deeply aware and appreciative of new historiographical currents that view 
England and the English within each of these four contexts. We have made a 
conscious effort to take account of those contexts, and to strengthen them for 
this edition. But we have not attempted to tell a trans‐British Isles, Atlantic, 
Britain‐in‐Europe, or migrants story precisely because these are, in fact, many 
stories, the narrative threads of which inevitably become tangled and broken if 
contained within a single book. Indeed, Welsh and Irish historians have recently 
reacted with some skepticism to an all‐embracing “three kingdoms” British Isles 
approach. Thus, we stand by our initial position that an English narrative retains 
a coherence that such wider perspectives lack and that that narrative is of par-
ticular importance for the Western and Anglophone world. This last conviction 
has only been strengthened by the experience of the last few years, which have 
seen serious debates on our side of the Atlantic over the rights of habeas corpus 
and freedom from unreasonable search and seizure, the parliamentary power of 
the purse, the role of religion in public life, and whether or not the ruler can 
declare himself above the law in a time of national emergency. These were themes 
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well known to early modern English men and women. They remain utterly – even 
alarmingly – relevant to their political, social, and cultural heirs on both sides of 
the Atlantic.

Which brings us to a final word about the audience for this book. When we 
first undertook to write it, we set out self‐consciously to provide a volume that 
would tell England’s story to our fellow countrymen and women in ways that 
would be most accessible to them. That implied a willingness to explain what an 
expert or a native Briton might take for granted and to do so in a language acces-
sible to the twenty‐first‐century student. Since its initial publication, Early 
Modern England has had some success on both sides of the Atlantic, not least, it 
turns out, because, as the early modern period recedes from secondary training 
in history in Great Britain, the twenty‐first‐century British student cannot be 
assumed any longer to have become familiar with – or jaded by – this story. And 
so, as we have undertaken this revision, we have tried to become more sensitive 
to its potential British, as well as Canadian, Australian, New Zealand, and other 
Anglophone readers, while retaining the peculiar charms of the American 
 vernacular. It is in the spirit of transatlantic and global understanding and coop-
eration that we welcome all our readers from the Anglophone world to a story 
that forms the bedrock of their shared heritage.

Robert Bucholz
Newton Key

earlymodernengland@yahoo.com

mailto:earlymodernengland@yahoo.com
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The authors of this book recall, quite vividly, their first exposure to English 
 history. If you are like us, you first came to this subject because contemporary 
elite and popular culture are full of references to it. Perhaps your imagination has 
been captured by a classic play or novel set in the English past (Richard III, 
A Man for All Seasons, Journal of the Plague Year, Lorna Doone), or by some 
Hollywood epic that uses English history as its frame (Braveheart, Elizabeth, 
Shakespeare in Love, Restoration, The Patriot). Perhaps you have traveled 
in  England, or can trace your roots to an English family tree (or to ancestors 
whose relationship to the English was less than happy). Perhaps you have 
sensed – rightly – that poets and playwrights, Hollywood and tour books have 
not given you the whole story. Perhaps you want to know more.

In writing this book, we have tried to recall what we knew and what we did not 
know about England when we first began to study it as undergraduates. We have 
also tried to use what we have learned over the years from teaching its history to 
(mostly) our fellow North Americans in a variety of institutions – Ivy League and 
extension, state and private, secular and sectarian. Thus, we have tried to explain 
concepts that might be quite familiar to a native of England, and have become 
familiar to us, but that may, at first, make little sense to you. To help you make your 
way through early modern England we have begun with a description of the coun-
try as it existed in 1485 and included several maps of it and its neighbors. We have 
highlighted arcane contemporary words and historical terminology in bold on their 
first use and tried to explain their meaning in a Glossary. We urge you to use these 
as you would use maps and language phrase books to negotiate any foreign land. 
When we introduce for the first time a native of early modern England, we give his 
or her birth and death dates, where known. In the case of kings and queens, we also 
give the years they reigned. We do this because  knowing when someone came 
of  age (or, if he was a Tudor politician, whether or not he managed to survive 
Henry VIII!) should give you a better idea of what events and ideas might have 
shaped his or her motivations, decisions, and  destiny. Thinking about historical 
characters as real people faced with real choices, fighting real battles, and living 
through real events should help you to make sense of the connections we make 
below and, we hope, to see other  connections and distinctions on your own.

The following text is, for the most part, a narrative, with analytical chapters 
at  strategic points to present information from those subfields (geography, 
topography, social, economic, and cultural history) in which many of the most 

 Preface to the First Edition
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recent advances have been made, but for which a narrative is inappropriate. That 
narrative largely tells a story of English politics, the relations between rulers and 
ruled, in the Tudor period (1485–1603, Chapters 1–5) and the Stuart period 
(1603–1714, Chapters 7–10). Chapter  1 includes a brief narrative of the 
 immediate background to the accession of the Tudors in 1485, the Conclusion, a 
few pages on the aftermath of Stuart rule from 1714. We believe, and hope to 
demonstrate, that the political developments of the Tudor–Stuart period have 
meaning and relevance to all inhabitants of the modern world, but especially to 
Americans. We also believe that a narrative of those developments provides a 
coherent and convenient device for student learning and recollection. Finally, 
because we also think that the economic, social, cultural, religious, and intellec-
tual lives of English men and women are just as important a part of their story as 
the politics of the period, we will remind you frequently that the history of 
England is not simply the story of the English monarchy or its relations with 
Parliament. It is also the story of every man, woman or child who lived, loved, 
fought, and died in England during the period covered by this book. Therefore, 
we will stop the narrative to encounter those lives at three points: ca. 1485 
(Introduction), 1603 (Chapter 6), and 1714 (Conclusion).

In order to provide a text that is both reader friendly and interesting, we have 
tried to deliver it in prose that is clear and, where the material lends itself, not 
entirely lacking in drama or humor (with what success you, the readers, will 
judge). In particular, we have tried to provide accurate but compelling accounts 
of the great “set pieces” of the period; quotations that will stand the test of 
 memory; and examples that enliven as well as inform while avoiding as much as 
possible the sort of jargon and minutiae that can sometimes put off otherwise 
enthusiastic readers. Again, this is all part of a conscious pedagogical strategy 
born of our experience in the classroom.

That experience has also caused us to realize the importance of “doing his-
tory”: of students and readers discovering the richness of early modern England 
for themselves through contemporary sources; making their own arguments 
about the past based on interpreting those sources; and, thus, becoming histori-
ans (if only for a semester). For that reason, we have also assembled and written 
a companion to this book titled Sources and Debates in English History, 1485–
1714 (also published by Blackwell). The preface to that book indicates how its 
specific chapters relate to chapters in this one (see also chapter notes at the end 
of this book).

A word about our title and focus. One might ask why we called our book Early 
Modern England, rather than Early Modern Britain? After all, one of the most use-
ful recent trends in history has been to remind us that at least four distinct peoples 
share the British Isles and that the English “story” cannot be told in isolation from 
those of the Irish, the Scots, and the Welsh. (Not to mention continental Europeans, 
North Americans, Africans, and, toward the end of the story, Asians as well.) 
We agree. For that reason the text contains significant sections on English involve-
ment with each of the Celtic peoples (as well as some discussion of England’s 
relationship to the other groups noted above) in the early modern period, all of 
which are vital for our overall argument. But we believe that it is the English story 
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that will be of most relevance to Americans at the beginning of the twenty‐first 
century. We believe this, in part, because it was most relevant to who Americans 
were at the beginning of their own story, in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
 centuries. We would argue, further, that English notions of right and proper 
behavior, rights and responsibilities, remain central to national discourse in both 
Canada and the United States today. Important as have been the cultural inherit-
ance of Ireland, Scotland, and Wales to Americans, the impetus for the inhabitants 
of each of these countries to cross the Atlantic was always English, albeit often 
oppressive. Moreover, brutal and exploitative as actual English behavior has often 
been toward these peoples, the ideals of representative government, rule of 
law, freedom of the press, religious toleration, even a measure of social mobility, 
meritocracy, and racial and gender equality, which some early modern English 
men and women fought for and which the nation as a whole slowly (and often 
partially) came to embrace, are arguably the most important legacy to us of any 
European culture.

Finally, as in our own classes, we look forward to your feedback. What 
(if   anything!) did you enjoy? What made no sense? Where did we go on too 
long? Where did we tell you too little? Please feel free to let us know at early-
modernengland@yahoo.com. In the meantime, there is an old, wry saying 
about the experience of “living in interesting times.” As you will soon see, the 
men and women of early modern England lived in very interesting times. As a 
result, exploring their experience may sometimes be arduous, but we anticipate 
that it will never be dull.

Robert Bucholz
Newton Key

mailto:earlymodernengland@yahoo.com
mailto:earlymodernengland@yahoo.com
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Citations Spelling and punctuation modernized for early modern  quotations, 
except in titles cited.

Currency Though we refer mainly to pounds and shillings in the text, English 
currency included guineas (one pound and one shilling) and pennies 
(12 pence made one shilling). One pound (£) = 20 shillings (s.) = 240 
pence (d.).

Dates Throughout the early modern period the English were still using 
the Julian calendar, which was 10–11 days behind the more 
 accurate Gregorian calendar in use on the continent from 1582. 
The British would not adopt the Gregorian calendar until the 
 middle of the eighteenth century. Further, the year began on 
25  March. We give dates according to the Julian calendar, but 
assume the year to begin on 1 January.
Where possible, we provide the birth and death dates of individu-
als when first mentioned in the text. In the case of monarchs, we 
also provide regnal dates for their first mention as monarchs.

bce Before the common era (equivalent to the older and now viewed 
as more narrowly ethnocentric designation bc, i.e. Before Christ).

BL British Library.
ce Common era (equivalent to ad).
Fr Father (Catholic priest).
JP Justice of the peace (see Glossary).
MP Member of Parliament, usually members of the House of Commons.
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Long before the events described in this book, long before there was an English 
people, state, or crown, the land they would call home had taken shape. Its 
 terrain would mold them, as they would mold it. And so, to understand the 
people of early modern England and their experience, it is first necessary to 
know the geographical, topographical, and material reality of their world. 
Geography is, to a great extent, Destiny.

 This Sceptered Isle

The first thing that most students think that they know about England is that it 
is an island. In fact, this is not strictly true. England is, rather, the southern and 
eastern portion of a group of islands (an archipelago) in the North Sea known as 
the British Isles (see Map I.1). Although the whole of the archipelago would be 
ruled from London by the end of the period covered by this book, and although 
the terms “Great Britain” and “British” have, at times, been applied to that whole, 
it should never be forgotten that the archipelago is home to four distinct peoples, 
each with their own national histories and customs: the English, the Irish, the 
Scots, and the Welsh.1 This book will concentrate on the experience of the first 
of these peoples. But because that experience intertwines with that of the other 
three, the following pages draw upon their histories as well.

Although the English may share their island, they have always defined them-
selves as an “island people.” That fact is crucial to understanding them, for an 
“island people” are likely to embrace an “island mentality.” One place to begin to 
understand what this means is with a much‐quoted passage by England’s greatest 
poet, William Shakespeare (1564–1616):

This royal throne of kings, this sceptr’d isle,
This earth of majesty, this seat of Mars,
This other Eden, demi‐paradise:
This fortress built by Nature for herself
Against infection and the hand of war;
This happy breed of men, this little world,
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This precious stone set in the silver sea,
Which serves it in the office of a wall,
Or as a moat defensive to a house,
Against the envy of less happier lands:
This blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this England.

(Richard II 2.1)
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John of Gaunt’s dying speech from The Tragedy of King Richard II is justly famous, 
not least because it says a great deal about how the English view themselves and 
their land. The most obvious point to make about these words (apart from their 
overt chauvinism) is that they portray the water surrounding the British Isles as 
a barrier. Specifically, England is separated from the mainland of Europe (and 
France, in particular) by the English Channel, a strait about 19 miles wide at its 
narrowest (see Map I.1). This is the “moat defensive” that “serves it [England] in 
the office of a wall.”

The Channel has, indeed, served England as a moat defensive against foreign 
invaders on a number of occasions. As we shall see in Chapter 5, in 1588 it pre-
vented invasion by the armies of Philip II, who were to have been transported by 
the Spanish Armada. In 1805, after the period of time covered by this book, it 
would thwart a similar attempt by the armies of Napoleon Bonaparte. And in 
1940, within the living memory of some readers, it would frustrate “Operation 
Sea Lion,” Hitler’s plan for invasion and occupation by the forces of Nazi Germany. 
Thus, the English Channel and Great Britain’s island status have been crucial to 
the preservation of England (and, later, Britain) as a sovereign country, with its 
own distinct traditions of government and social customs. Indeed, an important 
strain of English patriotism defines itself against Europe – most recently by some 
in the debates over Brexit.

As this implies, the English have sometimes thought that the English Channel 
shielded them from continental ways and ideas. One of the most obvious facts 
about the English is that they are not the French or the Dutch. Their political, 
social, and cultural institutions developed along different lines from those of 
their continental neighbors. This has sometimes led the English to believe that 
they are set apart from those neighbors, a “little world,” protected by their 
watery moat from “infection and the hand of war.” To believe that one is set 
apart is very close to believing that one is unique. This is, in turn, just a step 
away from believing that one is somehow superior to others, “the envy of less 
happier lands.” Indeed, early modern Englishmen and women believed that they 
were an elect nation, a chosen people. English governments have sometimes 
acted, first toward the other inhabitants of the British Isles, and later toward the 
subjects of a worldwide British Empire, as if “God was an Englishman” and that 
the remaining inhabitants of the planet had been given by Him to be instructed, 
directed, manipulated, conquered, exploited, or even enslaved, by His chosen 
people. But, for the most part, the “island mentality” is not so much hostile or 
aggressive as it is indifferent, even mildly condescending, toward Europe. Hence 
a famous, if apocryphal, nineteenth‐century headline: “Fog in Channel; 
Continent Cut Off.”

Of course, most of the time, there is no fog in the Channel and England and the 
continent are not cut off from each other. This brings us to the other side of the 
watery coin: the “island mentality” is, to a great extent, a sham, for the English 
Channel has more often acted as a highway or a bridge to Europe than as a 
 barrier. For most of human history, before the invention of the airplane, the 
 automobile, or modern superhighways, the easiest and safest way to get from 
place to place was by water. It is true that the Channel, and England’s control of 
it, prevented the invasions of 1588, 1805, and 1940. But England faced many 
other invasions in its history, most of which the Channel facilitated. In fact, the 
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people and polity of early modern England were the long‐term result of success-
ful, and often violent, migrations by the Celts from about 800 to 200 bce (before 
the common era, see Conventions and Abbreviations), the Romans in the first 
 century ce (during the common era, see Conventions and Abbreviations), the 
Angles, Saxons, and Jutes in the fifth and sixth centuries, the Danes in the ninth 
and tenth centuries, the Normans in 1066, and, within the time frame of this 
book, the Dutch in 1688.

Because all of these people decided to settle in England, the notion of English 
uniqueness must be qualified by the realization that they were and are, like con-
temporary Americans, a mixture of many different ethnic groups and cultures: 
those noted previously; Welsh, Scots, Irish, and Huguenots during the period of 
this book; and, more recently, Africans, West Indians, Indians, Pakistanis, and 
many others. The people, the culture, even the language of England were forged 
in a melting pot. Take, for example, the English language. Today, commentators 
sometimes complain of the infusion of new words and phrases, slang or sloppi-
ness of speech emanating from popular or youth culture or parts of the world 
distant in space and attitude from Oxbridge (a popular conflation of the names 
of the two oldest, most prestigious, universities in England, Oxford and 
Cambridge) or London elites. In their view, such emanations corrupt the “purity” 
of the Queen’s English. The trouble with this view is that the Queen’s English was 
never pure. It is, rather, a mongrel born of and enriched by Celtic, Latin, Anglo‐
Saxon, Danish, French, and Dutch influences. Moreover, even within England 
itself (and certainly within the British Isles), it has always been spoken with a 
wide variety of regional accents, vocabulary, and syntax. In short, the English 
language was, and is, a living, evolving construct.

Migrations and invasions are not the only way in which new cultural influences 
have come to England. Because water surrounds the British Isles and water 
serves as a highway as well as a moat, it was probably inevitable that, in order to 
defend their country and buy and sell their goods, the English would become 
seafarers. (In fact, many had to be seafarers to get there in the first place.) This 
implies a naval tradition in order to protect the islands: this book will return 
again and again to the admittedly unsteady rise of English naval power. But it also 
implies traditions of fishing and overseas trade and the domestic industries that 
go with them (shipbuilding, carpentry, and cartography, for example). By 1714 
the English would be the greatest shipbuilding and trading nation on earth, with 
London rivaling Amsterdam as its greatest money market. Though they have 
since relinquished those distinctions, trade and tourism, facilitated at the 
 beginning of the present century by the Channel Tunnel and membership in 
the  European Union (EU), continue to flow freely between England and the 
 continent, and London remains one of the world’s leading financial capitals. 
It remains to be seen how leaving the European Union might affect that traffic 
and leadership.

The wealth from trade and high finance would, in the eighteenth century, lead 
to military and naval dominance overseas and industrial growth at home. 
Another theme of this book is how England rose from being a puny and rela-
tively poor little country on the fringes of Europe in the fifteenth century to the 
dominant kingdom in a composite state, Great Britain (created when England 


