The Turbulent Careers of the Earls of Danby and Shaftesbury
Synopsis

Thomas Osborne, Earl of Danby and later 1st Duke of Leeds, and Anthony Ashley Cooper, 1 st Earl of
Shaftesbury, were two of the most significant political figures in post-restoration England. They had
radically different political outlooks, but above all else, each craved power and their rivalry in the 1670s
left its mark on history. Their efforts to build support led directly to the emergence of the first political
parties; a government or Court block of support, was built up by Osborne, and would later be
characterised as Tory, while the Whigs grew out of Ashley Cooper’s opposition grouping. Other
innovations in the period have also survived to the present day. However, politics was still a risky
occupation, and both men spent lengthy periods in the Tower; Osborne for almost 5 years and Ashley
Cooper for 18 months in two spells, before he finally fled the country shortly before his death in 1682.
Osborne governed England between 1674 and 1679, not least because of his mastery of the nation’s
finances, though he was unable to achieve the same control of foreign policy for which his objectives
diverged from those of King Charles II. In the same period, and for a few years afterwards, Ashley
Cooper mounted an effective opposition which eventually overthrew Osborne, and he came close to
altering the Royal succession, and establishing himself as the chief power in the land. The careers
engrossed much else besides. Ashley Cooper fought on both sides in the Civil War, held important
office under Cromwell and then King Charles II, and became one of the leading members of the
notorious Cabal ministry. Osborne obtained his release from the Tower in 1684, but then risked his
career and his head again, by taking a major part in the Glorious Revolution of 1688, before going on
to dominate another government, which served King William III between 1690 and 1695.
It is fair to say that history has been kind to neither, and while the book does not gloss over the
unattractive aspects of their personalities and careers, it is intended to be a re-appraisal, as well as a
narrative account.
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The Turbulent Careers of the Earls of Danby and Shaftesbury

1. Introduction
In November 1682 it appeared that the careers to be described in this book had both ended in failure.
In one part of London, still for now beyond the reach of the King, an old man had put his affairs in order
as best he could and had taken what was to be final leave of his wife before boarding a ship which
would take him to Holland and exile for the remaining few months of his life. His name was Anthony
Ashley Cooper, 1st Earl of Shaftesbury, and for the past 8 years he had been engaged in a struggle, at
first with the King’s apparently all-powerful first minister, and thereafter with King Charles II himself,
ostensibly to prevent the succession to the throne of the Roman Catholic brother of the King, but as
much to determine who wielded the chief power in England. He had lost decisively many months earlier
but had been protected from retribution by his supporters’ ability to sway the verdicts of the courts in
London. Even this lifeline had recently been removed by the government, leaving him no option but to
go into hiding and prepare to flee the country. The alternative would have been arrest, imprisonment,
conviction for high crimes against the state and most likely, his execution.
Across London, in the Tower, Thomas Osborne, Earl of Danby, the erstwhile first minister, languished
as a prisoner, and his prospects appeared to be little better. He had been confined to the Tower for
more than two years since impeachment and then draconian attainder proceedings had been
orchestrated against him in parliament by Ashley Cooper. The King’s attempt to pardon him for the
actions of which he had been accused on the grounds that they had been carried out by Royal
command, only increased the level of hostility to him in political circles and after he had refused to obey
the King’s wish that he go into exile, he had been lodged in the Tower to await trial on what amounted
to charges of Treason. A guilty verdict might have cost him his life, though this fate had become less
likely as Ashley Cooper’s power had waned. However, Osborne was not to be freed for another two
and a half years, and it was to require further tumultuous events before he again became a power in
the land. These then were the disastrous results for the principals, of the political struggle between
Thomas Osborne, then Earl of Danby and recently Lord Treasurer of England, and Anthony Ashley
Cooper, 1st Earl of Shaftesbury, which played out during the latter years of the 1670s.
It is tempting to see the collision between two of the most ambitious and able politicians of their age as
a precursor to the rather better known parliamentary clashes involving William Pitt the Younger and
Charles James Fox during almost 25 years up to the year after Trafalgar, 1806, and Gladstone and
Disraeli in the middle years of the 19th century. This was my own initial view, but I now think that the
political landscape altered so much between the 1670s and the 1780s, never mind over the hundred
years afterwards, that attempts to make comparisons are largely unhelpful. Danby and Shaftesbury
were dominant political figures, and they were rivals, just as were the later contenders for power, but
their rivalry was expressed in a very different and more dangerous environment than that occupied by
the later politicians. It can be said that a number of features of politics that now seem normal did make
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an appearance in the 1670s; for example, serious attempts to organise support for the government in
both houses of parliament, systematic opposition which involved the formation of the first political party,
the Whigs, and conflict between the two houses of parliament, the Lords and the Commons, over their
respective rights and privileges. As we shall see, many of these innovations were due in large part to
the actions of Osborne and Ashley Cooper, and less to any other forces of history. However the
differences between then and later were also very great; for one thing the monarch ruled with real
powers which could be, and sometimes were exercised on a day to day basis, and he was the other
key participant in the events I shall describe; for another as we have already seen, going out of office
often meant banishment, imprisonment, and even the risk, of execution. The idea of constitutional
opposition had not arrived on the scene, and systematic dissent was seen as at best disloyalty to the
monarch and at worst as sedition. On the other hand, the potential rewards for involvement in
government were also very great; both subjects of the book were hereditary baronets but began adult
life with estates in some disarray; gentry but certainly not aristocrats. Ashley Cooper became an Earl,
owned large estates mainly in Dorset, and also had a major stake in the new colony of Carolina, and
even although his life ended in failure, his line, and some of his ideas, prospered in the future. Osborne
recovered dramatically from his disgrace and imprisonment in 1679, by which date he had already
obtained an earldom, the Order of the Garter, and great wealth; he again became the most powerful
government minister under William III, was eventually created Duke of Leeds, and by the end of his life
had accumulated extensive tracts of land and palatial houses at Kiveton near Sheffield, and in
Wimbledon. The transformation in his status and prosperity was almost entirely the result of attaining
high office and keeping it for lengthy periods.
This book is not an academic history with a reconsideration of obscure texts, nor indeed has its writing
involved any attempt to find new primary sources. The daunting task of assembling and organising
information has been carried out with distinction by previous biographers, and other historians of the
period, whose labours I gladly acknowledge. My aim has been to marshal generally accepted facts in
an accessible way and to provide interpretation and assessment. With this in mind, I have not felt
inclined to provide hundreds of specific references for statements made, though I have tried to ensure
that my bibliography contains all my sources. Inevitably, I have lent particularly heavily on the earlier
biographies. The key source of facts about Osborne is the biography produced by Professor Browning,
with much of the work done early in the 20th Century though the three volumes were published in a few
years up to 1950. The books represent a real achievement in assembling information, and producing a
dense but coherent narrative, but there is a great and obvious lack of sympathy between the biographer
and his subject. This is manifested in part in a tendency to apply 20th century standards to an age which
was very different, but more especially by the contrast between the influence which even his greatest
detractors have admitted that Osborne exercised over events and his contemporaries, and the picture
presented by Browning of a man of some diligence and determination but otherwise of fairly limited
abilities. Not surprisingly, because he is a unique source of information about his subject, many recent
historians of the period have accepted Browning’s decidedly lukewarm assessment, and have
undervalued Osborne’s importance, both in his own time, and as the initiator of lasting developments
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in the system of government. Needless to say, as an early Tory, he also gets a bad press from the Whig
historians starting with Burnet, though Macaulay at least grants him some merits, even if he makes
rather too much of practices which were much less frowned on in the Stuart age than a hundred and
fifty years later. Unfortunately Osborne’s Dictionary of National Biography (DNB) entry ploughs much
the same furrow, showing a surprising willingness to accept the testimonies of hostile witnesses, while
discounting the views of his contemporaries that his power in office was very real as well as long-lasting.
So, if Osborne is remembered at all, it is largely for dishonesty, deviousness, and his period of
incarceration in the Tower, with little acknowledgement of his record as a minister who was pre-eminent
in two spells for more than eleven years in turbulent times. Ignored are the facts that he had more
success than any of his contemporaries in coping with flaws in the structure of the state, and fought for
his principles with great tenacity.
Ashley Cooper has been reassessed in a more recent biography, by Professor Haley, published in
1968, but he, in contrast to Browning, seems to have admired his subject to excess and has given him
the benefit of most doubts. So, full justice is done to his abilities and importance, but the portrayal is
hard to reconcile with the extremely negative view taken of Ashley Cooper by many of his
contemporaries, and in the years immediately following his death. There are earlier biographies,
including a laudatory two volume work written by W. D. Christie and published in 1871 and a more
balanced 20th century biography, focussed especially on Ashley Cooper’s early career, written by Louise
Brown and published in 1933, but Haley’s work mainly supersedes the earlier works, even if it leans
quite heavily on them, by its comprehensiveness, and general accuracy. The problem faced by any
biographer of Ashley Cooper, amplified by a lack of surviving personal correspondence, though there
are fragments of autobiography, is the apparent lack of consistency in his actions through a very
complex career. On many occasions he baffled enemies and supporters alike, and surprisingly for a
man normally seen as shrewd and calculating, he seems regularly to have let a hot temper govern his
actions. As with Osborne, it is easy to see ambition as the over-riding motivation for his conduct, though
he also had some guiding principles from which he deviated, infrequently. Historians with Whig
sympathies have seen Ashley Cooper as ‘on the right side’ with regard to most of the major issues of
the day, but it has been difficult for them to justify his methods. Ashley Cooper’s DNB entry seems well
balanced, paying due regard to his skills as a political leader especially in an opposition role, but
acknowledging that his many changes in direction were not all principle, because his pursuit of power
was fairly relentless.
Much of moment happened in the 17th Century but it is unsurprising that most have seen the key
passages to be the two revolutions, in mid-century and in 1688/89, with the result that events earlier in
the century and in the later years of the reign of King Charles II, have been downplayed in comparison,
at least until very recently. One consequence is that our current polity is usually tracked back to 1688,
and no further. This happens, although many of the people responsible for the settlement which followed
the Glorious Revolution, and active at the head of affairs for some years afterwards, had held high office
earlier, like Osborne, Earl Godolphin, the Marquis of Halifax, and the Earls of Sunderland, Rochester,
and Clarendon. King William himself, was very well aware of the political conflicts of the 1670s, not
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least because of the influence of these events on England’s policy towards the Dutch. Some recent
accounts do see 1688 as a culmination of arguments and discontent, but they often accompany this
with revisionist views of the 1670s, disputing the success of Osborne’s financial management and
suggesting that Ashley Cooper’s role in opposition was less than his contemporaries, including King
Charles II, certainly believed. It is perhaps inevitable that the historians seeking to modify the prevailing
view of the period in question have also seen a need to change perceptions of the key people involved.
This book accepts the premise that the 1670s were important, and attempts to justify the older paradigm
that Ashley Cooper and Thomas Osborne were along with King Charles II the most significant ‘movers
and shakers’ during that decade, in England
My specific intention has been to provide an intelligible account of two political careers, with a strong
focus on the period in the 1670s when they became antagonists, and to provide just enough background
information, to permit the grounds for their political conflict to be understood. Obviously there is a danger
of saying too little about the contending views, so that the reader is unable to comprehend why the
principals did not agree, and why that mattered. There is even more danger of being drawn into trying
to provide a potted history of the times, an impossible task anyway, but the attempt would inevitably
disrupt the narrative. I hope I have struck a reasonable balance. The other key decision I had to make
before beginning a ‘double biography’ concerned the way in which I mixed the two life stories. To a
degree, this was decided for me by the courses their lives took, in so far as Ashley Cooper was older,
by just over 10 years, and became quite prominent before he was thirty. Thomas Osborne only became
a national figure in his early forties, and outlived his rival by thirty years, wielding some political influence
almost to the end of his life. Accordingly, the early part of the book is mainly about the career of Ashley
Cooper, and the late chapters deal exclusively with Thomas Osborne. In the middle chapters, I discuss
in some detail the events of the decade during which their lives came together in a major way. I provide
a timeline at the end in an effort to reduce any chronological confusion. Other than for the first years of
their lives, I refer to my subjects as Osborne and Ashley Cooper, even though the former accumulated
a confusing succession of titles, namely, Sir Thomas Osborne, Baron Osborne, Viscount Dumblane
(sic), Viscount Latimer, Earl of Danby, (his best known title), Marquis of Carmarthen, and Duke of Leeds,
and the latter was advanced from his baronetcy as Sir Anthony Ashley Cooper to become Lord Ashley
and then Earl of Shaftesbury.
I must end the introduction by alluding to the greatest difficulty for anyone who attempts to write plausibly
about the politics of more than three centuries ago, namely unfamiliarity with the mechanisms which
enabled government to be carried on. It is inevitable that we are conditioned by what we think we know
about our present systems, and I have certainly read accounts of Stuart times, even those purporting
to be academic, in which by transposing a few names and issues one could almost imagine oneself in
the 21st century. We do know vastly more about the business of government in our own age, not least
because most of the prime movers sooner or later give their own accounts, which contain at least some
truth, because the press and pressure groups find out how decisions were made, and because in
specific cases, committees of enquiry reveal much. Distinguished commentators like Hennessy have
been able to detail the inner workings of our state, in a way which has accorded with the remembered
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experiences of many of those who were involved at high level during the period in question. Contrast
this with the 17th century, when none of the key players produced his own account, (Pepys and Evelyn
were of some importance at times, but never members of the ruling council), and no-one else had
access to many of the meetings which decided matters. As we shall see, Osborne required minutes to
be taken of naval and financial meetings, and some documentation survives, but there was no-one
taking formal notes when he went to the King’s bed chamber to get royal approval for some action, or
when he, the King, and the Duke of York found some quiet spot in the rambling palace of Whitehall to
discuss a difficult issue. So the reader must realise that usually we have little idea how decisions were
reached in the 17th century, and the most I can present are best guesses. Since it would be tiresome to
stress this in every instance, I hope that this disclaimer will serve as blanket cover.
I do not supply an index, because to do so would make any revision, involving addition or subtraction
of text, a very large undertaking; hopefully an extensive contents listing will substitute in part.
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2. The Rise of Anthony Ashley Cooper, (later Earl of Shaftesbury)
2.1. Ancestry and Early Years
Anthony Ashley Cooper was born on 22nd July 1621, in the manor house at Wimborne St. Giles, a
village in Dorset at the southern edge of Cranborne Chase, which is now a region of rolling downs with
mainly pastoral farms interspersed with copses, but which was once, as the name suggests, a royal
hunting forest. His birth came after a marriage which linked two land-owning families, the Ashleys who
had been lords of the manor of Wimborne since the 14th century, and the Coopers who possessed a
manor at Rockley in nearby Wiltshire having moved from Pawlett in the North West of Somerset during
the 16th century. Anthony was given his two fore-names at the behest of his maternal grandfather, Sir
Anthony Ashley, a patriarchal figure in the family. Anthony’s father was John Cooper, who purchased a
baronetcy in 1622, (an action made nearly compulsory by King James I, in the cause of boosting royal
funds, for gentry figures of Cooper’s wealth). He served as an MP for the Dorset port of Poole in
parliaments of the 1620s, but made no mark on the national scene. Nonetheless, he contrived to live
well above his income and when he died in 1631 he had debts estimated at £37000, (equivalent to
approximately £2 million, now), said to be attributable to gambling, and a generally lavish and hospitable
style of life. Sir John was not surprisingly regarded as open, generous and charming by his neighbours,
and his son Anthony certainly inherited some of the charm, though its use was to be very strictly
rationed. It is not clear whether his small stature as an adult, which allowed the nicknames ‘the Little
Lord’ or less kindly ‘Little Sincerity’, was also inherited or a legacy of youthful ill-health.
The aforementioned maternal grandfather Sir Anthony Ashley had had a career at the national level
being a Clerk of the Queen’s Council, and holding senior official appointments in major Elizabethan
expeditions to Portugal and Cadiz, during England’s war against Spain, which far from ending with the
failure of the Armada of 1588, lasted until 1604. His responsibilities had been financial control and
purchase of provisions, but the Cadiz expedition in 1596 ended in disgrace for him in that he was
charged with embezzlement, found guilty, and imprisoned when he returned to England. Though
pardoned and released fairly quickly, this ended his national career and he reverted to the life of a local
squire. Shortly after Ashley Cooper was born, Sir Anthony, then over 70, married Phillipa Sheldon, a 19
year old relative of the 1st Duke of Buckingham, and he also purchased a baronetcy in 1622. He
apparently had ideas of using the marital connection to the favourite of both James I and the then Prince
of Wales (later Charles I), to return to national affairs, but nothing came of this before his death in 1628,
(also the year of Buckingham’s assassination, related dramatically by Dumas in ‘The Three
Musketeers’). Whether Sir Anthony derived other benefits from marrying a girl more than fifty years his
junior, or indeed reduced his life-span, is not a matter of record. Ashley Cooper’s previous biographers
stress his grandfather’s influence on him but as the latter died when he was only seven, it is possible
that the influence was mainly indirect in that he was probably told much about his grandfather’s life and
national prominence as he grew older, and perhaps acquired something of a grudge against the state
because of what he heard about Sir Anthony’s treatment. At any rate, Ashley Cooper became his
grandfather’s heir, which meant that his trustees had the resources to fight the court cases which
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became necessary to sort out his main inheritance, received soon afterwards from his father, but the
bequest split his wider family, as we shall see. Ashley Cooper not only lost his maternal grandfather in
1628 but his mother Ann also died, and although his father remarried a year later, he in turn died in
1631, so that Ashley Cooper was orphaned at the age of nine, along with his younger brother, George
and sister, Phillipa. It would be surprising if these family tragedies did not tighten the bonds between
the siblings, and there is evidence that Ashley Cooper remained reasonably close to his brother in later
years, though I have found no information about his sister’s later life, saving the fact that it extended
until 1701.
The living arrangements for the three children, which were put in place by their father before his death,
must have represented a complete break with the past, adding to the trauma of their bereavements, as
they were moved from a quiet country estate to a large town. Their recently acquired step-mother had
no role, and they were looked after successively by the two trustees of their father’s will, first Sir Daniel
Norton in London and Portsmouth, until his death in 1636, and then by Edward Tooker in Salisbury,
though in the latter case, Ashley Cooper, by then 15 years old, probably had considerable influence on
the dispositions. It was in these dissenting households that the young baronet must have acquired the
leanings towards non-conformity in religion which influenced his political actions later, and no doubt an
early awareness of commercial city life goes some way to explaining his later involvements with trade
and the minutiae of London politics. Since the politics of religion are going to play a considerable part
in this account, it is worth digressing briefly on the subject. The Anglican Church settlement brokered
by Queen Elizabeth I was a compromise, and was regarded by many as only a staging post on the
journey towards Protestantism, insofar as the English national church retained some of the trappings
of the old Roman Catholic faith, even if it did reject a central belief in transubstantiation of the
communion bread and wine, and all intercourse with the Pope. Some of those who wanted the process
to go further to embrace the structures, practices, and beliefs of Calvinism, followed their own tenets in
separate assemblies, but still regarded this as only an interim measure, while they continued to seek to
change the settlement. These moderate dissenters, often referred to as Puritans, were willing to pay
lip-service to the established church, and to take communion sufficiently often to satisfy its
requirements. However, as usual in matters of religion, there were those unable to compromise, often
because their beliefs and practices had moved much further from the mainstream. For them, all
connection with the established church had become anathema and they were to suffer varying degrees
of discrimination, increasing sometimes to real persecution, throughout most of the 17 th century. Nonconformists, who did not hide their views, were excluded from positions at the Court, county society,
and of course, the church, and tended to gravitate towards the larger towns and cities where they were
able to pursue careers as traders, manufacturers and merchants, becoming very rich in some cases.
In spite of intermittent attempts by governments to impose restrictions, they took a largely unhindered
part in guild leadership and local government. Ashley Cooper never risked incurring penalties for dissent
nor joined a non-conformist church; indeed he was widely assumed to have little or no religious belief.
However, he always expressed himself in favour of toleration of all Christian faiths, except Roman
Catholicism, and it is reasonable to assume that his upbringing inculcated this outlook.
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The trustees of Sir John Cooper had a major task in sorting out his estate and not just because of the
large debts. The facts that most of his lands were held ‘directly of the King by knight’s service’ and that
he had died when his elder son was nine, and thus a minor, meant that the estates went into Royal
ward-ship and were looked after by the Court of Wards. In all cases this made for complication, and
meant that money had to go to the crown, when a male heir came of age and finally received his
inheritance, (the situation was even more complex for female heirs). When an estate was encumbered
with large debts, the situation became very difficult, as every decision by the trustees had to be agreed
by the Court. If payment of debts required land sales it was open to local magnates to try to influence
the Court to put pressure on the trustees to sell land coveted by the said magnates. Unfortunately for
Ashley Cooper, one of the most persistent of these litigants was his own maternal great uncle, Sir
Francis Ashley, who by virtue of being a King’s Sergeant at Law, (equivalent to a distinguished QC
now), and friend of the Attorney of the Court of Wards, Sir Walter Pye, was in prime position to pillage
the inheritance. Obviously, Sir Francis had his own dependents to look after, but this hardly explains
the determined assault on his great nephew’s property, so it seems likely that there must have been a
family feud, probably exacerbated by the settling of Sir Anthony Ashley’s estate on his ‘Cooper
grandson’. Ashley Cooper attended many of the court proceedings in London, and sometimes had to
speak on his own behalf, actions which must have been enlightening and educational, if stressful, and
furnish a partial explanation for the precocity, that will soon become apparent. Later in life, he told the
story of the denouement as regards the above-mentioned Sir Francis in 1635, when as a boy of 14, he
prayed for respite from his persecutor’s demands with dramatic effect. Sir Francis had a stroke, while
next addressing the court and died a few days afterwards. (The story loses some force because the
beneficiary carried forward no positive conclusion about the power of prayer, and as already noted, was
thought to hold no religious belief in later life). Eventually the problems with the estate were resolved,
and when Ashley Cooper came of age he is estimated to have inherited estates from his father and
maternal grandfather worth £2300 per annum, (£150000 in today’s terms), and with a potential value of
£7000 per annum. His income, if perhaps not as great as that his profligate father had squandered,
compared very favourably with the £880 per annum, which has since been estimated as the median
income of baronets in the 17th century. It would not be surprising if the legal struggles apart from
engaging the interest of an intelligent youth also engendered something of a feeling that the world was
against him and some hostility to the King’s laws and instruments of government. When added to a
sympathy for dissent in religion, it might be thought that a template for an opposition politician was being
assembled, but much was to happen before Ashley Cooper emerged definitely in that guise.
His formal education may have been somewhat unsatisfactory; he had 3 private tutors, all staunchly
puritan, as he moved from guardian to guardian and by his own account, they were not distinguished,
though on the evidence of his later career, no-one could reasonably describe him as poorly educated.
In 1637 he went to Exeter College at Oxford University, again in the charge of a puritan rector, staying
for the single year which was normal for those not intended for a scholarly life or the Church. He appears
to have taken the lead in a few student activities, and being wealthy enough to treat and support more
impecunious students, he built a following, and ‘made some waves’; the first outward signs of the
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capabilities and ambitions which would dictate his future course. In 1638 he moved on to receive a legal
training at Lincoln’s Inn in London; again this was a normal step for those of the land-owning class, but
whether from this period or from his earlier struggles over his inheritance, Ashley Cooper acquired an
abiding interest in the law. The final step in his education might have been a tour abroad to acquire
some knowledge of foreign customs and languages, but he seems to have been too impatient to
assume the responsibilities of adulthood to countenance any further delay. He was not to leave England
until he went to meet Charles II in Holland at the time of the Restoration in 1660, and never acquired a
facility in French, the language of international communication. The picture of an early life which did not
run altogether smoothly can be completed by reference to his poor health. From childhood he suffered
interludes of abdominal pain on an almost daily basis, attributed later to a parasitic liver complaint which
eventually forced him to undergo the extreme hazard at that time of invasive surgery. It is difficult to
assess how much he was affected until that point, with some accounts stating that he had to rest-up for
a period every day, and others stressing that his life was physically active and mentally demanding, but
illness was clearly ever-present in his life. Along with his witnessing the early deaths of so many close
to him in childhood, his ominously poor health must in part explain a determination to start living an
adult life as soon as possible, and certainly the pain he undoubtedly suffered can be given some of the
blame for his notorious irascibility in later life.
2.2. Marriage and Parliamentary Ambitions
Ashley Cooper wasted little time on completing his formal education before seeking a wife. The process
then for members of the gentry can often be viewed more as a family business enterprise than a
romantic pursuit, but as an orphan, he was able to select a candidate and handle the negotiations which
settled such matters as the dowry, himself. He aimed quite high and was married in February 1639
while still just 17 to Margaret, the fourth daughter of the Lord Keeper, Lord Thomas Coventry, then one
of the senior ministers serving King Charles I. Although Ashley Cooper was potentially wealthy, by the
standard of most baronets, this was a very good marriage. Lord Coventry, who held office for 15 years,
was thought of as an honest and competent administrator loyal to the King rather than an associate of
any of the various favourites or factions, who sought to influence Charles, during his reign. However he
was to die early the next year, in January 1640, so although Ashley Cooper and his wife lived with him
in London after their marriage, his impact on his son-in-law was probably small and certainly, the
contrast between Coventry’s consistent record of service and steady principles, and Ashley Cooper’s
tergiversations over the next 40 years could hardly be greater. Perhaps Ashley Cooper learnt something
of the methods and mechanisms of government, and to reinforce his legal training, a bit more about
the administration of the law (the main role of the Lord Keeper), but this is speculation. As for the
marriage, we know that Ashley Cooper had probably been able to choose between daughters, and from
his comments later in life it was clearly more than a financial contract, if not a love match, but it produced
no live children, though sadly, a number of miscarriages and still-births, and was to be brought to an
end after 10 years by Margaret Cooper’s death. Although deaths before old age were far more prevalent
in the 17th century than now, Ashley Cooper had experienced more than his fair share by the time he
reached early man-hood, and his misfortune in this regard was not over, even then.
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The year 1639 saw Ashley Cooper’s first involvement socially with the Dorset gentry when he attended
a summer gathering centred on a bowling-green at a village called Handley, quite close to his family
seat at Wimborne St. Giles. By his own account, he engaged in a feud with a fellow baronet Sir Richard
Rogers, who might earlier have been a rival for his wife’s hand. As the winner of the latter contest,
Ashley Cooper could presumably have let matters rest, but instead seems to have spent his time at the
gathering, stirring up trouble for his perceived adversary. While one can admire the youthful confidence
of an 18-year old taking a lead at a meeting of his peers, it is an ominous portent that he was already
trying to do someone down, though there may have been a wider agenda than a childish grudge. In
early 1640, King Charles I was forced to call a parliament, for the first time in eleven years, to try to
raise the money to buy off the Scottish army, which had occupied a large part of the North of England,
in response to his efforts to tighten the ‘Anglican’ religious settlement in largely Calvinist Scotland.
Ashley Cooper had not had time to build a reputation or following in Dorset which would have allowed
him to stand for a parliamentary seat there with any prospect of success, in contrast to his target a few
months earlier, Sir Richard Rogers who was returned as one of the two county members. (This may
imply that there was a political motive for Ashley Cooper’s seemingly juvenile actions at the earlier
gathering.) However, Ashley Cooper had his connection to the Coventry family to fall back on, and
except when his youth is considered, it is not surprising that he was able to secure election to what
became known as the Short Parliament as a burgh member for Tewkesbury, which is close to the
Coventry family seat. The parliament refused to consider the King’s predicament, focussing instead on
grievances resulting from his conduct in years past, so sat only for 3 weeks before Charles dismissed
it;

there is no record of Ashley Cooper, still only 18 years old, having any input to its stormy

deliberations.
King Charles I had no other recourse to obtain the money he needed, so another parliament was called
in October 1640. This time Ashley Cooper’s influence was not sufficient to allow him to prevail in
Tewkesbury, and though he probably tried to get elected for a Dorset burgh, he failed. In part, this was
because the Coventry interest which he was seen to represent was strongly pro-royalist, and the divide
between the King and Parliament was by then wide enough for this to be a handicap in much of the
country. Dorset and its neighbouring counties elected majorities of members opposed to the King, and
feelings ran high enough for some to be sent to parliament, furnished with a list of grievances, to be
presented and addressed, before the said members were to allow consideration of money matters.
However, a few months later Ashley Cooper was able to stand in a by-election in the closed burgh of
Downton near Wimborne in Dorset, competing for the 60 votes available against Richard Gorges, son
of a local peer. Ashley Cooper secured a majority. The result was disputed as was common, but the
Committee of Privileges of the House of Commons decided in favour of Ashley Cooper. Then, he was
prevented from taking his seat by Denzil Holles, who lodged a protest, ostensibly on the grounds of the
elected member’s youth. Holles, another Dorset man, had married the daughter of Ashley Cooper’s
great uncle Sir Francis Ashley, and was himself an unsuccessful litigant in the Court of Wards disputes
over Ashley Cooper’s inheritance, so it is likely that simple spite was a part of his motivation. However,
political considerations might also have influenced his conduct, because at that time he was a prominent
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supporter of John Pym, tacit leader of the opposition to the King, whereas Ashley Cooper was seen
then as a royalist. (It is also fair to say that many members genuinely believed that anyone under the
age of twenty-one was ineligible for election). Although Ashley Cooper and Holles, whose long career
was also to be punctuated by abrupt changes in direction, were to be reconciled and worked together
sometimes, in future years, the dispute over the seat in what was to become known as the Long
Parliament was not to be resolved for 19 years, in spite of frequent appeals to parliament and the courts.
Following this setback, the would-be parliamentarian had little choice but to give up for the moment his
ambitions and retreat to his estate in Dorset, to watch from afar as the demands of John Pym’s party
escalated, and the King began to realise that no concessions would satisfy them, saving his complete
subordination to parliament. The King’s attempt to restore his authority by arresting Pym and his chief
supporters failed and from that point Civil War became inevitable, though most assumed that it would
not last long, and that the parliamentary side, which appeared to control the bulk of the nation’s
resources, including the majority of its militarily trained manpower, would win.
Ashley Cooper re-appears in documented accounts in September 1642 when he embarked on a slightly
puzzling journey round England which lasted for six months, first attending as an observer, the muster
of the King’s army in Nottingham which began the Civil War, then going north via Derby and Yorkshire
as far as Durham, and then back south down the west side of the country. He was accompanied by his
wife and other ladies connected to her family, picked up from great houses on the way, and as far as
possible they stuck to staunchly royalist areas, thereby avoiding the early skirmishes in the war. The
real purpose of this journey is unclear, since it hardly represented an efficient method of shepherding
his relatives to safety, though it did have the collateral benefit of allowing Ashley Cooper to see parts of
the country he never visited again. There can be little doubt that he like many others was torn between
the two sides at the start of the Civil War. His city-based, non-conformist up-bringing will have induced
parliamentary sympathies, but his wife’s family were strongly royalist. It is easy to imagine that he was
getting away from Dorset, where his profile was already quite high in an effort to buy time in the hope
either, that the war would end quickly, or taking the cynical view, given that his ambition was already
obvious, that he would be able to pick the winning side. By the next spring in 1643, it was clear that
contrary to prior expectation, the two sides were fairly evenly matched, and in addition the war had not
passed by Dorset, so Ashley Cooper had little choice other than to make up his mind, or risk his property
becoming a target for both sides and personally face imputations of cowardice. Leaving his wife and
the other ladies of his party safely out of the area of conflict, in Shropshire, he travelled back to Dorset,
and embraced the Royalist cause.
2.3. Civil War Dilemmas
Although a relative late-comer, Ashley Cooper’s wealth and status in the county allowed him to enter
the struggle at a relatively high level, because he was able to raise a regiment of foot and a troop of
horse in the next few months, and took on the positions respectively of colonel, and captain of these
units; he was by then 22. In spite of his youth and inexperience, his conduct quickly attracted the notice
and favour of the Marquis of Hertford, the royalist commander in the South West of England. More
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surprisingly, for a tardy recruit to their councils, he acquired considerable influence with the royalist
gentry of Dorset, and was commissioned by them to ask King Charles I, to allow a truce to be negotiated
to take Dorset out of the struggle. Why the King approved such an initiative at a time when he must
have been growing in confidence, that he would win the Civil War is unfathomable, but Ashley Cooper
was allowed to attempt something along the lines he proposed, and held some talks with parliamentary
sympathisers in the late summer of 1643. Nothing came of the exercise, except perhaps that seeds of
doubt were sewn in his mind, which influenced his own future conduct, and in the minds of the royalist
hierarchy as to his loyalty. The whole episode is strange, but many strange things happened at this
time. Ashley Cooper spent the next few months fighting at the head of his regiment and was actively
involved in the royalist capture of the Dorset county town, Dorchester. The backing of the Marquis of
Hertford won him the governorship of nearby Weymouth, also taken at this time by the royalist forces,
but this involved him in a dispute with the King’s nephew, Prince Maurice, who had promised the
governorship elsewhere. Although in the short term the King decided in Ashley Cooper’s favour, he was
replaced soon afterwards, either for purely military reasons or because of doubts about his commitment
to the royalist cause. Rather implausibly he claimed later to have refused a peerage offered at this time,
supposedly a final effort to fix his loyalty.
At any rate the doubts were soon to be justified when in January 1644, Ashley Cooper changed sides,
disbanded the units he had raised and travelled to London to agree terms with parliament. One can
wonder if the Royalists stood aside and let him do this, or whether a grand deception plan was carried
out; we do not know. Most speculation has been about his motives, with some suggesting that the
dispute over the governorship of Weymouth had caused him to leave the royalist ranks out of pique,
and others that with great vision he had picked the winning side. Neither explanation is really likely and
certainly not the latter; his switch occurred before the series of battles, Marston Moor, Naseby, and
Langport, which crushed the royalist forces, and it cannot have been clear who was going to win, with
the odds by then seen as slightly favouring the King. Most of Ashley Cooper’s property was at this time
in areas held by royalist forces, so it was disadvantageous financially to have changed sides, when he
did. It is more sensible to see a consistent thread of doubt as to whether he was on the ‘right’ side of
the argument, indicated by his delay in joining the fighting, his attempt to achieve a compromise in
Dorset, and perhaps by the fact that he incurred the antagonism of the more belligerent supporters of
Charles like Prince Maurice. Inevitably views had polarised on both sides, once the fighting started, and
Ashley Cooper would have been most aware of the change on the royalist side, taking it further from
his personal stand-point.
His engagement on the parliamentary side in Dorset in the summer of 1644 appears more committed
than his previous royalist endeavours. Partly, this will have reflected a need to convince his new
colleagues that his change of allegiance was genuine, but he seems to have gone further than required
for that alone. Of course, his position in the event of his side’s losing the struggle was much more risky
than before, and as a turncoat he would have been shown little mercy if captured. He rose quickly to
command the 1500 parliamentary soldiers in Dorset, with the imposing title of field marshal-general,
and caused comment by attempting to enforce a ‘no quarter‘ surrender of a royalist stronghold at
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Abbotsbury, (to be thwarted by his own subordinates) and by recommending, unsuccessfully, the
destruction of the town of Wareham after its capture. In this phase of his career Ashley Cooper proved
a brave and effective if over-zealous commander, playing a significant role in the transformation of
parliamentary fortunes in his home county which saw his party in complete control within months.
Thereafter, he was given a senior command in a detachment sent to relieve Colonel Robert Blake (of
later naval fame) besieged in Taunton. It was to be his last military involvement; the struggle had moved
away from Dorset, and parliament henceforth relied on the professional New Model Army. No doubt,
Ashley Cooper could have pursued his military career, but the Self Denying Ordinance disqualified
parliamentarians from holding an officer’s rank, and he thought of himself as such, albeit that he had
been excluded. Given that he was young, had no military experience before the Civil War, and changed
sides during it, the levels of responsibility he held are a pointer to the abilities to command and influence
men which he already possessed. Yet he vanished into local obscurity for more than 7 years.
One must assume that it was very frustrating for Ashley Cooper to be unable to take part in events at
national level in this period, especially as he will have felt entitled to do so as an elected member of
parliament, but the dispute about his election for Downton could not be resolved in his favour. In the
longer term his non-involvement was probably a blessing in disguise. If he had been sitting in parliament
he would have been faced with many difficult decisions, not least those concerning the fate of King
Charles I, and it is quite likely that he would have disqualified himself from any post-Restoration role, if
he had persisted with the strident anti-Royalism which marked his later campaign behaviour. At any
rate he had no immediate opportunity to further or hinder a national political career and lived at his
country home in Wimborne St. Giles from 1644 to 1652, taking part in local affairs, and demonstrating
support for the parliamentary regime by occupying various county positions such as Sheriff, and Justice
of the Peace. His personal affairs took an unfortunate turn when his wife died in 1649; but he married
again to Lady Frances Cecil, a 17 year-old daughter of the Earl of Exeter, less than a year later; (socially,
an advance since an earl’s daughter with an honorific title was of higher status than his deceased wife).
Though his first marriage had been childless, the second quickly produced two sons, the younger of
whom survived to succeed to his estates and titles, but this marriage came to an early end, again with
his wife’s death, in 1652.
Ashley Cooper did take two major
initiatives in this period; firstly, he
began to build a new house at
Wimborne St. Giles in 1650; a brave
decision given the lack of stability in
the country but probably taken to
mark his new status linked by
marriage to an earl. St. Giles House,
which was designed in the neo-classical style of Inigo Jones, though probably without his direct
involvement, largely survives as built, though it was altered somewhat a hundred years later. The
photograph shows the solid, rather uninspiring building as it is now. Ashley Cooper also began to take
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a serious interest in commercial matters by getting financially involved with the sugar and slave trades.
His trading and later colonial undertakings remained important for the rest of his life, and if they were
not a source of great wealth, he does seem to have kept them under control by limiting his investments
in what were often quite risky ventures. One consequence was to be the forging of strong links with the
commercial community in London.
2.4. Cromwellian Politician
When Ashley Cooper’s political career started in earnest in 1652, the country was nominally governed
by the Rump of the House of Commons, comprising around two hundred survivors of the various
departures and purges of royalist and moderate members from the Long Parliament elected in 1640,
though the army and of course Cromwell, loomed large in the background. (The House of Lords had
been abolished in 1649). Ashley Cooper had still been unable to secure his seat in the House of
Commons, but he probably benefited from the unsuccessful quest, insofar as it kept his name before
the political elite of the country. Anyway, he became involved at national level when he was appointed
to the Hale Commission formed to advise a parliamentary committee, charged with reform of the law,
(named for, and chaired by a famous lawyer later to become Lord Chief Justice, Sir Matthew Hale). The
commission ranged widely, producing recommendations for new laws on marriage, wills and for
speeding up procedures generally. Little came of its work, because in early 1653 Cromwell backed by
the army dismissed the Rump, to which the commission was responsible, and began the search for a
system of government, which would reflect the power of the army and himself, but also provide a forum
in which the views of the wider political nation might be expressed. (The dramatic event has been
pictured by many at the time, and afterwards, with Cromwell’s words to the departing members rendered
more striking than they probably were in reality. One version is ‘You have sat too long for any good you
have been doing lately ... Depart, I say; and let us have done with you. In the name of God, go!’ He also
referred to the speaker’s mace as a fool’s bauble, had it removed and the Speaker pulled out of his
chair.) Dismissal of the Rump did not solve Cromwell’s main problem which was to create a body with
some kind of legitimacy to approve the raising of taxes. One of the grievances which had led to the Civil
War had been the raising of taxes such as Ship Money without parliamentary consent, and yet the
various Interregnum governments raised far more money, largely to fund a large army and powerful
navy, with scarcely more national approval.
Cromwell is often presented as a harsh religious fanatic with strong dictatorial instincts, and his conduct
in the previous few years had given plenty evidence of a capacity for ruthlessness, not least of course
when masterminding the execution of King Charles I and brutally supressing an Irish rising. However,
during the remaining five years of his life, he pursued a relatively moderate settlement. As he stated in
1655, his guiding principles were that government should be divided between a single person and
parliament, with neither controlling absolutely the armed forces, especially the militia; that parliaments
should be unable to perpetuate themselves; and that there should be liberty of conscience for all (except
Roman Catholics). The other point which should be made is that with a very few exceptions, members
of the political class were able throughout this period to oppose Cromwell’s vision of the state without
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risk to their lives, even if he did his best to constrain their expression of opposition. Of course,
involvement of any kind with the exiled Stuarts was a much more risky undertaking.
The first of Cromwell’s constitutional experiments saw the creation of a new nominated assembly, the
so-called ‘Barebones Parliament’ and Ashley Cooper had obviously attracted favourable attention from
people who counted, including Cromwell, because he was nominated as a member for Dorset. He took
a very prominent role at a first meeting in July 1653, and was elected soon after by this body, as one of
the 31 members of the Council of State, which was at least in name, the new governing executive of
the country; a fairly meteoric rise by any standards. The issue which took the attention of the nominated
assembly to the exclusion of all else, and the growing frustration of Cromwell, was the attempted
abolition of tithes, the locally collected taxes that paid for the established church and its ministers, and
the removal of the rights of landowners to present to benefices, i.e. to select the ministers for churches
on their estates, without reference to the congregations. In spite of his non-conformist leanings, Ashley
Cooper opposed the changes, no doubt on the grounds of defending property rights, which was to be
another consistent theme of his career, even in its more radical phases. He was thus on the side of the
‘conservatives’ who arrived at the meeting place early on the 12th December 1653 after consulting with
Cromwell, and voted the assembly out of existence before the more radical members took their places
for the day’s business; as a member of the Council of State, he may well have had an organising role
in this coup.
The next mechanism devised to govern the country was the ‘Instrument of Government‘, drawn up by
army officers led by John Lambert, which gave Cromwell the title of Lord Protector with most of the
executive powers of a king, and set up an advisory Council of State with 15 members, one of whom
was Ashley Cooper. At this time, in early 1654, he had become a close associate of Cromwell, in part
because of a friendship with the younger and more able of the Protector’s two surviving sons, Henry.
Ashley Cooper had built a reputation for his administrative abilities and was directly involved by
Cromwell in key matters, such as the negotiations to end the 1st Anglo-Dutch War. The Instrument
included provision for the election of a parliament and these elections took place in July; Ashley Cooper
was elected for Wiltshire, as a moderate opposed to the supporters of extreme religious sects, and
those with ‘levelling’ sympathies. When the new body met there was an immediate dispute between the
groupings, as the more extreme members tried to establish the supremacy of the parliament, not least
over Cromwell, as a step towards achieving their religious and political objectives. The outcome of this
contest was totally predictable and Cromwell, backed of course by the army, ended it by forcing all
members of the parliament who wished to remain, to sign an engagement not to attempt to alter the
new constitution with its split of powers between Lord Protector and ‘parliament’ as laid down by the
Instrument. Until late in 1654 Ashley Cooper continued on the Council of State, supporting the
government during the aforementioned wrangling. He was prominent in the development of a proposal
by the parliament to offer the crown to Cromwell, which was refused largely because of hostility from
the army. Rather implausibly, Ashley Cooper was to claim after the Restoration that he had only
countenanced this proposal because he hoped its acceptance would ruin Cromwell, but the suggestion
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is given some slight credibility by the abrupt ending of his involvement with the Lord Protector and his
government soon afterwards in January 1655.
2.5. Surviving the Chaos of the Later Years of the Interregnum
It has been surmised that Ashley Cooper, a widower for the second time after 1652, had sought to
marry Mary Cromwell, but had been refused by her father Oliver, and that this destroyed the personal
relationship, that the rise of General John Lambert in favour with Cromwell, and thus power, had come
at Ashley Cooper’s expense, that there had been arguments in council about the raising of taxes, and
that measures with which he disagreed and which he later opposed, had won the debate. All might have
had an influence, but as was becoming characteristic, once he had changed his stance, Ashley Cooper
did not finesse his new alignment, swinging immediately to a strong opposition role in the parliament,
and contributing fully to the obstruction of government measures which led Cromwell to dissolve the
body, later in 1655. He then cemented his opposition to the government and took a large step back
towards the royalist side by marrying Margaret Spencer, a niece of the Earl of Southampton, who was
a leader of the un-reconciled, albeit passive, Royalists who remained in England. However, Ashley
Cooper was not willing to go so far as to respond in any way to a direct communication received from
King Charles II around this time, even although he had by then probably decided that a restoration of
the Stuarts was inevitable. Most people contemplating a change of sides would have kept out the
limelight, but this was not Ashley Cooper’s way. Probably, he could foresee that the return to a
monarchy was some years away, and could not contemplate a further spell of obscurity, so he continued
to feature prominently in national affairs. Events and his political skill were eventually to justify what
seems at this distance of time, a rather dangerous course of action.
In 1656, Cromwell, still seeking some kind of national endorsement for his government, and especially
his money-raising measures, summoned a new parliament, and Ashley Cooper secured election again
for Wiltshire. However Cromwell and his Council of State made an effort to ensure an amenable
assembly by arbitrarily taking the power to exclude (seclude) those members whom they did not judge
to be ‘persons of known integrity, fearing God and of good conversation‘, and Ashley Cooper along with
100 or so others was judged to have failed the test. Not surprisingly given that 50 more members
refused to take their seats in protest, this parliament did prove more docile and among other things
enhanced Cromwell’s powers as Lord Protector after he again refused the title of king; it also created a
substitute for the suppressed House of Lords. Ashley Cooper, although prominent in agitating for the
rights of the secluded members to sit, took no part in any of this until early 1658, when the parliament
was summoned again. Still pursuing consensus, Cromwell allowed the previously secluded members
to return, provided they engaged not to act against his person or lawful authority. However, if he had
thought that he would by this means persuade a more representative body to work with him, and so
manage to get broader support for his measures, he was soon disillusioned. His opponents quickly
found an issue which would occupy and divide the delegates, namely the choice of a title for the new
second chamber. Ashley Cooper was very prominent on the anti-government side in this debate, which
eventually frustrated Cromwell to the extent that he dissolved the parliament before it had accomplished
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anything. Then, everything in England changed when Oliver Cromwell died fairly suddenly in September
1658, and relative stability was replaced by total chaos. Though Ashley Cooper was later to claim that
he worked consistently through the next two years for the restoration of King Charles II, it is difficult to
see any such consistency till a very late stage in the confusing events which occupied the period.
…………………………….
Oliver’s eldest son Richard Cromwell succeeded to the office held by his father, but he lacked the ability
or indeed any preparation for the task which faced him. (It was the hereditary principle which was
strangely invoked to make him Lord Protector. The choice of his more able younger brother, Henry,
who had held down high positions in Ireland, would probably have given the regime a much greater
chance of survival.) Accordingly, when Richard called an election for a parliament to meet in early 1659,
there can have been no expectation of harmony, especially as he announced that the second chamber,
which had caused so much argument previously, was also going to be summoned. Ashley Cooper was
duly elected for Wiltshire. Fairly quickly, the whole attention of the elected house became focused on
the second chamber as might have been predicted, but the debate broadened to include the position
of the Lord Protector, when a bill to recognise Richard was brought in by his allies. There was a clear
divide between those who sought to perpetuate the Cromwellian regime and those who sought to
replace it by rule of parliament, though to call the latter a force for democracy would be wrong because
they were by no means averse to the idea of parliament as a self-perpetuating body. Ashley Cooper
seems to have taken a distinctive position, in that while he supported the continuation of the
protectorate, he wished to constrain the powers of the Protector. Although the government side, the
supporters of Richard Cromwell, had a clear majority, they lacked leaders and powerful speakers; thus
while the government won votes, it was unable to stop the continued wrangling over the constitutional
issues, which prevented business being carried out. In particular, it could neither get approval for
financial support for the regime nor all-importantly for funds to pay the army. Accordingly the latter, still
the effective power in the land forced Richard Cromwell to dissolve the parliament in April 1659.
The next expedient adopted by the army leaders, who now emerged from the shadow of the ineffectual
Protector, was to recall the Rump of the Long Parliament dismissed by Oliver Cromwell in 1653, at
which point Richard quietly departed. (He withdrew to his estate at Hursley in Hampshire, inherited from
his wife’s family, but prudently went into exile abroad in early 1660, returning to England around 1680,
and living on until 1712, when he died aged 85. Though his ‘reign’ was one of the shortest, he remained
until very recently Britain’s longest-lived ‘ruler’.) It will be remembered that Ashley Cooper had fought a
seemingly interminable battle to be allowed to take his seat as a member of the Rump, and he again
tried to assert his right, 18 years after the election. Once again he was unsuccessful, this time because
of suspicions that he was in contact with royalist agitators, fed by the general distrust engendered by
his marriage connections, past involvements, and recent hostility to Oliver Cromwell and his son.
Whatever Ashley Cooper’s views at this time he had made no response to a number of approaches
which were made to him by royalist activists, and was probably guilty of nothing detrimental to the
regime, save parliamentary obstructiveness. Immediately after his failure to persuade the Rump that
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he should be allowed to join their number, the same body nominated a Council of State of 31 members,
and bizarrely Ashley Cooper was a nominee; looking back there is no rational explanation for this, since
however high the opinions of his abilities may have been, it is hard to see these outweighing doubts
about his loyalty. He sat on the Council for only about a month before retiring to Wimborne in July 1659,
probably because the hostility to him of most of its members was becoming too threatening. He then
became the subject of specific accusations of involvement in a failed royalist uprising in the North of
England led by Sir George Booth, but had little trouble clearing his name, and this vindication allowed
him to resume his seat on the Council, in September 1659. Meanwhile, a conflict between the Rump
and the Army was coming to a head with the Rump’s dismissal of generals including Lambert,
Desborough, and Fleetwood, following which the army took action to prevent the Rump sitting. The
Council of State continued to meet for a short time, but towards the end of the month the army officers,
who had finally taken power openly, nominated a Committee of Safety to replace it and Ashley Cooper
was not a part of that body.
In a situation which was becoming more and more chaotic, Ashley Cooper next allied himself to the
faction including Sir Arthur Haslerig and Thomas Scot, which set itself to bring about another recall of
the Rump; given his long time opposition to the extreme republican tendencies of this group, this can
only have been a move prompted by desperation, with the need to find allies against the army officers
outweighing considerations of principle. In a confused situation, the existence of disciplined (and paid)
forces in Scotland led by General George Monk was an emerging factor, and Monk made it known that
he was unhappy about the dismissal of the Rump, which for him along with many others, still carried
more political legitimacy than any other body, in spite of the many years which had elapsed since its
election, and the liberties taken with its membership. In November 1659 Monk sent officers to London
to discuss the situation with his fellow generals, but no agreement was reached. The officers from
Scotland also met secretly with the group including Haslerig and Ashley Cooper. The former was
arguably by then the chief power in the Rump, and arrogated its authority, to furnish Monk’s
representatives with a general’s commission as Commander in Chief of all forces in England and
Scotland. Haslerig’s group requested formally that Monk bring an army to London to restore the Rump
to power, and supplied the general with indications of support from junior commanders in the army,
from Lord Fairfax, the ex-Lord General of the parliamentary army who as well as retaining the respect
of that body, wielded great influence in Yorkshire and the North of England generally, as he was soon
to demonstrate, and from John Lawson the commander in chief of the national fleet.
At this point, Ashley Cooper came under direct threat from the generals and he was first of all
interviewed by one of their number, George Fleetwood, whom he later took pride in having tricked by
the cleverness of his answers, though perhaps the general understood the situation better than Ashley
Cooper thought, because orders for his arrest were issued immediately afterwards, and he had to go
into hiding in London. (There is an interesting coda to this incident because Fleetwood later joined Monk
and aided the Restoration, but as one of the regicides was sentenced to death in October 1661; Monk
and more surprisingly Ashley Cooper provided certificates vouching for his assistance, and he was
spared execution.) However, in hardly a month, the position of the generals became untenable when
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Lambert, sent north to block Monk’s march south from Scotland, failed in that task; the former lacked
the money to pay his soldiers, some of whom deserted to the better funded Monk. (Even more left to
join ex-General Fairfax, who had raised and deployed a Yorkshire force in support of the invading army).
Revolts also occurred further south, not least in London where Ashley Cooper was prominent in the
capture of the Tower. The Rump unilaterally resumed its sittings on 26th December, and Ashley Cooper
was first appointed one of seven commissioners given command of the armed forces, pending the
return to London of Haslerig who had led the revolt against the rule of the generals in Portsmouth, and
then in early 1660 he was elected a member of a new Council of State. Finally he was allowed to take
his seat as member for Downton in the Rump parliament, an incredible 19 years after the disputed byelection of 1641.
There followed a period of manoeuvring, when the Rump, now only about 60 strong, and with little
remaining claim to represent the nation, sought to strengthen its position, first by defeating efforts by
members excluded in the past from the original Long Parliament to take their seats, and then by taking
powers to dismiss hostile army officers. The majority led by Haslerig and Scot clearly aimed at
perpetuating the rule of the Rump in some kind of republic, but Ashley Cooper became part of a small
faction which opposed some of the more extreme moves. Even though Monk’s expressed purpose of
re-establishing the Rump had been achieved without his direct intervention, he continued to move
south, entering London on 3rd February 1660. The Haslerig faction tried to fix Monk’s support to
themselves by demanding that he take action against the City of London leaders, with whom Ashley
Cooper was closely associated, and who were refusing to pay taxes until free elections were held. Monk
did so, with soldiers destroying gates and walls thrown up by the citizenry, but the Rump then made a
serious blunder by removing him from the official command of the army and proposed a commission of
five to perform this role. In response, Monk delivered a letter to the Rump demanding free elections,
and 9 days later insisted that the excluded members should be re-admitted. This led to inconclusive
discussions in which the Rump proposed holding new elections in the constituencies of excluded
members but with restrictions on who would be allowed to contest them, to ensure the preponderance
of their point of view. This was the crisis point, the excluded members decided to try again to take their
seats, the Rump offered Monk the army command provided he would prevent this, and initially he
agreed. However Monk’s wife, her brother Sir Thomas Clarges, and Ashley Cooper who had already
gained the General’s confidence, even while his London supporters were being suppressed, prevailed
on Monk to change his mind and the next day the excluded members, many of whom were backers of
a Stuart restoration, took their seats, thereby destroying the power base of the Haslerig faction, whom
they could easily outvote. Ashley Cooper’s role in bringing about these events again illustrates his ability
to gain the confidence of key figures very rapidly; Monk, who had also begun the Civil War in the Royalist
camp, can be added to a list including Hertford, Cromwell, and Haslerig, and the general’s continuing
support was to be very important in helping Ashley Cooper establish himself with the returning Stuart
King in the next few months.
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2.6. A Royalist Again
With a clear majority in parliament reflecting a national mood for ending the republic, which had lost all
credibility since the death of Oliver Cromwell, it suddenly appeared certain that the Stuart monarch
would return. New elections were organised to lend a constitutional gloss. Only then did Ashley Cooper
seek reconciliation with the royalist movement, and in particular King Charles II. This was mediated
formally by his erstwhile brother-in-law Henry Coventry in April 1660, and of course amounted to an
unconditional promise of loyalty by Ashley Cooper, but it is certain that he was given assurances with
regard to his estates, future employment, and perhaps a future title. The elections led to the return of
the Convention Parliament which met that same April, and after this body voted to invite Charles to
resume the crown, Ashley Cooper was elected one of 12 commissioners, along with his former
adversary Denzil Holles, under the leadership of Lord Fairfax, to take messages of loyalty to the exiled
King, now based at The Hague. (The presence of the ex-Lord General allows a short digression; his
role in returning Charles to the throne was perhaps second in importance only to that of Monk, he had
opposed the execution of Charles I, indeed his wife had done so volubly, though he had continued in
charge of the New Model Army until Scotland was invaded. Later he had separated himself from
Cromwell to the extent that he might well have been arrested if the Lord Protector had lived a few
months longer. Yet when the Restoration honours were distributed, the name of Fairfax was absent,
and he retired permanently to Yorkshire. It is likely that the restored King saw the general’s contribution
to the downfall of his father, Charles I, as too great to forgive entirely, and that Fairfax, who was perfectly
content to live in retirement, understood and accepted this.) After 3 weeks of meetings and celebratory
banquets, King Charles returned to England towards the end of May 1660, with Ashley Cooper in his
train, and received the tumultuous reception, which is said to have prompted a characteristically selfdeprecating but cynical comment that ’it could be nobody’s fault but his own that he had stayed so long
abroad, when all mankind wished him so heartily at home’.
It is worth pausing to consider Ashley Cooper’s position when he returned to England with the King.
Firstly, he seemed to have performed the remarkable feat of starting in favour with the new regime even
though he was a ‘turncoat’ who had deserted to the parliamentary side during the Civil War, served
Cromwell at a high level, worked with some of the staunchest republicans such as Haslerig and Scot,
and transferred his allegiance back to the King, only when it was obvious to all that the monarch would
be restored. The willingness of the King and his senior advisers like the Earl of Clarendon to employ
Ashley Cooper was due partly one would presume to their appreciation of his abilities, partly to the
intercession of Monk and perhaps other connections by marriage, like Southampton, but probably as
much because he was seen as a potential focus of opposition, in the unsettled times, expected to follow
the Restoration, if not appeased. His decision to keep a high profile during the death throes of the
republic had paid off, and he could bless his absence from parliament in the 1640s when he could easily
have become associated with the regicides and been regarded as beyond the pale by the returning
royalists. It is much harder to decide whether Ashley Cooper had emerged from the testing times
through which he had navigated, with many strong convictions about government. We can be sure that
he had maintained his belief in toleration for dissenting Protestants, and his actions over the next fifteen
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years at least, suggest that he had been convinced of the need for a strong ruler, though he clearly
thought that there had to be some limits to the ruler’s powers. Perhaps most important was a belief that
the ruler ought to govern according to the will of the nation, and that this meant accepting the counsel
of those best fitted to understand and give voice to national opinion. Here of course political conviction
coincided with personal ambition, because Ashley Cooper was never afterwards to doubt that he was
especially qualified to convey the nation’s wishes to the monarch, and help with their implementation.
For the first year or so after the Restoration, Ashley Cooper by virtue of his membership of the
Convention, and his early appointment to Charles II’s Privy Council, had an important role in steering
the various aspects of the settlement through the former body, and satisfied the expectations of the
King and his closest advisers who had been so keen to get his services. He exerted a low-profile,
moderating influence during the long discussions between the Convention and the recreated House of
Lords, of the details of the Bill for Free and General Pardon, Indemnity, and Oblivion, which dealt with
the treatment of those who had supported parliament and the army during the Interregnum, and along
with Monk and Holles he served on the commission which tried the regicides. His actions as a member
of this latter body were pragmatic if inconsistent, in that he helped Haslerig and Fleetwood to escape
punishment, but did nothing to aid recent associates like Scot and Harrison who suffered brutal
executions, and he went along with the gruesome treatment of the body of Cromwell which was
exhumed, dismembered and displayed. Obviously, he had to avoid laying himself open to any
accusations that he remained sympathetic to republicans and regicides, but he will have understood
and approved the government’s sleight of hand in making the severity of the treatment meted out to a
few, (less than twenty in all), disguise the fact that the great majority of those who had taken parliament’s
side, as he had done, escaped without the kind of penalties faced by Royalists, fifteen years earlier.
(Hence the bitter comment of one of many disappointed cavaliers who failed to recover lands
confiscated, or sold to pay fines, that the Act had given indemnity to the King’s enemies, and oblivion
to his friends.) By December 1660, the Convention Parliament had carried out the other action seen as
essential for a peaceful settlement, namely disbanding and paying off a large part of the army, and
could be dissolved to make way for a parliament called, according to normal custom by the King.
Early in 1661, Ashley Cooper received his rewards for his services in the previous year; he was raised
to the peerage as Baron Ashley, in March, and a month later appointed Chancellor of the Exchequer
and Under-Treasurer. The office was then only of second rank, offering a salary of £1000 per annum,
and had responsibilities for ensuring that money due was paid in full and on time by the tax-farmers,
who at that time had contracts to perform the tasks now carried out by Customs and Excise, and the
Inland Revenue. There were opportunities for additional earnings from fees and presents, so the new
baron could anticipate making at least an extra £2500 per annum, and his total income was probably
almost doubled by the preferment. He had become the chief subordinate of his uncle by marriage, the
Earl of Southampton, who held the much more prestigious and lucrative position of Lord Treasurer, and
there was a perception at the time that Ashley Cooper was still on probation with the new regime, and
would be monitored and guided by his uncle. In fact, given the latter’s age, ill health, and pedestrian
abilities, it might have been no surprise if Ashley Cooper had dominated the Lord Treasurer, as a
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deputy, fitter and more able than his master, and so had gained control of financial policy. This did not
happen because his relations with his uncle by marriage deteriorated over the next few years, and in
consequence Southampton came to depend on his secretary, Sir Philip Warwick, rather than his
Chancellor of the Exchequer.
2.7. Confusion and Drift during the Clarendon Ministry
The Earl of Clarendon, (Edward Hyde as was), who had been the senior adviser to Charles through
most of the Interregnum, had been appointed Lord Chancellor at the time of the Restoration and was
to remain the de facto first minister until 1667. This should have meant that he set the course to be
followed by the government using his control of many of the levers of power. In particular, he had a
large say in all appointments, and could generally wield the authority of a fairly indolent King, who had
largely taken his advice through years of exile, and still usually listened to him, though the monarch’s
patience was more and more tried by Clarendon’s pedantry and other idiosyncrasies. In fact, the country
drifted, because Clarendon lacked a coherent agenda and failed to prevent different groups of ministers
and courtiers favouring a hotchpotch of schemes, temporarily gaining the ear of the King. He never
seriously attempted to control parliament, an omission based on principle, because he was a
constitutionalist who had started his political career as an opponent of the arbitrary rule of King Charles
I in the 1630s, so did not favour a wide exercise of the King’s prerogative and believed that parliament
was entitled to check monarchical and ministerial ambitions. Even when he did think a matter important
enough to require exertion of his authority, his energy and stamina were often found wanting, because
he was older than his years and frequently ill, and had no able younger followers who might have
repaired the deficit. The consequences of Clarendon’s weak leadership were serious for the King, and
wrecked the chances for stable government, because he was saddled with an inadequate financial
settlement and a parliament which began to regard its main task as to restrain a government whose
actions they saw as diverging more and more from the wishes of the people. When it is remembered
that the ’Cavalier Parliament’ was elected on a tide of enthusiasm for King Charles II, the scale of
Clarendon’s failure in losing so much of its support becomes clear. From this distance of time, it seems
that Ashley Cooper whose views on the roles of the different power centres in the state were not very
different from those of Clarendon, might have allied with the first minister and supplied some of the
qualities he lacked, but he neglected this opportunity, if it existed, just as he failed to exert influence
over his uncle.
The Ashley Cooper of the early 1660s was strangely different from the agile politician of the
Interregnum, or the opportunistic opposition leader of the next decade. As issues arose during this
period, he adopted a pick and mix strategy, perhaps making merit-based assessments, but certainly
not tailoring his responses in ways which amounted to a coherent programme. Neither did he take much
care to align himself with Clarendon, or any other substantial figure of the time, so he was not following
a sensible political strategy. Unsurprisingly, this behaviour added to the feebleness of the lead given by
the government, meant that he found himself as often opposed to Clarendon and the King, as on their
side, so his credit rose and fell in a fashion that cannot have appealed to such an ambitious man. He
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took the opposite side to Clarendon on the matter of the King’s proposed marriage to a Portuguese
princess, Katherine of Braganza, objecting because she was a Roman Catholic, but to no avail. In truth,
there was no viable protestant alternative bride, and the King’s marriage had assumed a degree of
urgency in the eyes of many, since the chief minister’s daughter, Anne Hyde, had been impregnated by
the King’s brother, (later James II). At least Ashley Cooper’s negative attitude then, allowed him to claim
consistency when the King’s marriage proved childless, and he began to agitate for a royal divorce.
(Conspiracy theorists have suggested that Clarendon was protecting the interests of his descendants,
as it transpired, the Princesses Mary and Anne, because he knew that Katherine was barren, but
contemporaries are fairly unanimous that his feelings at the time were so much of embarrassment over
his daughter’s incontinence, that more devious thoughts did not enter his head.)
With his non-conformist leanings, Ashley Cooper certainly disliked the Restoration religious settlement,
driven through parliament during its first sittings. The measures are now known somewhat ironically, as
the Clarendon Code, (the first minister also favoured a much less partisan approach). The act reestablished the dominance of the Anglican Church and withheld toleration from dissenting Protestants
as well as Roman Catholics. It was contrary in spirit to the King’s Declaration of Breda, issued in April
1660 while he was still in exile, in which he had promised religious toleration, albeit subject to the rider
that the concession did not disturb the peace of the kingdom. Parliament had chosen to regard the
holding of public office by non-Anglicans as just such a source of disturbance, and proceeded
accordingly. The remedy which Charles attempted was to use his prerogative to issue a Declaration of
Indulgence, in 1662, which suspended the application of the Code so removing the proscriptions on
non-conformist Protestants and Roman Catholics. As a result, he encountered for the first time one of
the great conundrums of his reign, namely that those who supported a wide interpretation of royal
powers, including the rights to dispense with and suspend acts of parliament, were those with the
strongest attachment to the Anglican Church, while many of those who wanted to see toleration, found
it hard to accept that the royal prerogative powers were legal.
The King’s commitment to toleration for non-Anglicans never altered throughout his reign, though he
eventually had to admit defeat. There has never been the same certainty about his motivation; some
have suggested that he contrasted the toleration he experienced while in exile in France and the United
Provinces favourably with his different experiences in England, and especially in Scotland in 1650;
others that he took a genuinely moral position based on the undertakings he had given, especially at
Breda; and yet others that he worked always to reach a point, where the Roman Catholic sympathies
of his family could be freely expressed. Whatever his hopes, they were dashed on this occasion
because parliament refused to ratify his Declaration and most of its provisions lapsed or were formally
set aside. Ashley Cooper must have been as much torn as anyone by the afore-mentioned conundrum,
but characteristically once he had made up his mind, entered whole-heartedly into justifying his position.
His extravagant backing for the use of the prerogative, seemed to many to conflict with the Cromwellian
position of limiting monarchical powers that he was thought to hold, and so was viewed at the time as
a cynical effort to increase his favour with the King. In fact it is probable that his support for toleration
simply trumped everything else. However, his support at the same time for the increase in Royal power
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attending the weakening of the Triennial Act which stated that parliament should meet at least once
every three years, from a requirement with mechanisms in place to ensure it happened, to an aspiration,
does seem to have been a piece of opportunism, quite rare from him in the 1660s.
………………………..
If there were difficult choices to be made with regard to constitutional and religious matters, the foreign
policy dilemma proved even greater for many political figures active during the reign of Charles II. The
only players who remained wholly consistent in their attitude to the great power of the age, France,
were Charles II who always sought friendly relations, and, as we shall see later, Thomas Osborne, who
was always hostile, though even they had to compromise on occasion, and ironically the latter was
brought down by accusations of secret dealing with the French government. Ashley Cooper with his
dislike of Roman Catholicism might have been expected to share Osborne’s aversion, and usually
professed this, but it is surprising how often, competing interests pushed him in the opposite direction.
He was to be much more consistent in his dislike of the Dutch United Provinces, in spite of their having
achieved the type of religious settlement he desired for England. He saw them as dangerous rivals to
English trade and naval power, and no doubt was subjected to many unfriendly comments about Dutch
behaviour by his commercial associates. Nonetheless, the strength of his prior support for the 2nd
Anglo-Dutch War which broke out in 1665 is hard to assess, not least because after its miserable
outcome there were few who would admit to being its proponents.
Given that France was allied with the United Provinces, the King would not have been expected to be
enthusiastic, and Clarendon, still the chief minister, was essentially pacific, but somehow a combination
of the greed of the English who remembered the successes of the 1 st Anglo-Dutch War of the 1650s,
and the arrogance of the Dutch whose supremacy at sea in all things tangible caused them to resent
remaining tokens of inferiority, like saluting English ships, allowed passions to rise, and war to be
declared. Whatever his attitude, the war did give Ashley Cooper another financial opportunity, as he
became Treasurer for Prize Money with the responsibility for receiving all the money derived from
captured ships, and disbursing it, mainly to help the funding of the fleet. The emoluments of the position
were £1500 per annum, but there were strong suspicions after the war had ended, that Ashley Cooper,
and the senior Secretary of State, Lord Arlington who was also involved with the prize committee, had
channelled extra money into their own pockets. The fact that Ashley Cooper and Arlington mobilised
their parliamentary supporters to obstruct later investigation is suggestive. However this dispute lay in
the future and by 1666, Ashley Cooper seemed to be rising in royal favour since the King visited his
house at Wimborne St. Giles twice during the summer, when the Court left London to avoid the plague.
Parliament had not rested content with defeating the King’s Declaration of Indulgence, but had tightened
the screw on non-conformists in 1665 by imposing an oath on their ministers, who were prevented from
coming within 5 miles of any town, unless they swore that they would not seek to change the
government of church or state, by their preaching. When parliament was summoned to Oxford rather
than plague-ridden London, in 1666, the ‘cavalier’ interest decided to extend this oath to members of
the House of Commons. Interestingly, Ashley Cooper and Osborne, by this time a newly elected
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member of that body, were on the same opposing side which defeated the measure by a narrow margin,
though the latter was to take a very different view of such oaths a few years later. On this issue Ashley
Cooper was backing the government line as far as there was sufficient unity to allow such a statement,
but the same was not true, when a bill to limit the importation of Irish cattle was brought forward.
Undoubtedly the measure was supported by many in parliament on economic grounds, since in the
eyes of English landowners, prices were depressed by this source of meat, but it was at least as much
a political measure aimed by the likes of the Duke of Buckingham, at the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, the
Duke of Ormond, an ally of Clarendon. Ashley Cooper, again probably influenced by commercial
associates, took a very strong position, advocating that all Irish trade should have to pass through
England, and as feelings rose in the House of Lords, he proposed the degrading of the Irish peerage.
Supporters of Ormond, including his son Lord Ossory replied heatedly, and Ashley Cooper got to the
point of challenging Ossory to a duel which he would almost certainly have lost, perhaps with fatal
consequences, given the relative physical attributes of the adversaries, but he was spared when the
House of Lords forced Ossory to withdraw his words. The bill finally passed in 1667, and was seen as
a major reverse for the King’s government and especially Clarendon. Since the chief minister was still
clinging on to royal favour, Ashley Cooper’s partisanship and intemperate behaviour caused his own
standing with the King considerable damage, at what proved to be an inopportune time.
………………………….
Early in 1667, the Earl of Southampton died, and Charles placed his office of Lord Treasurer in
commission which meant replacing it by a board of four, led, at least nominally, by Monk, by then Duke
of Albemarle, as first Lord. This should have, and soon did, increase Ashley Cooper’s influence, as
second Lord and as a man with greater financial experience and acumen than his superior on the
Treasury Board, but his loss of favour with the King since the previous year and lack of other powerful
friends at Court, threatened to cost him dearly. Charles decided to leave him off the Board, and was
only dissuaded from doing so by Clarendon, on the constitutional grounds, that it would have been
unprecedented for a Chancellor of the Exchequer not to be appointed. Some gratitude for this support
probably explains why Ashley Cooper was not a part of the grouping, in which Osborne first came to
real prominence, which hounded Clarendon out of office and into exile later that year, and why he voted
in the House of Lords against the motion to commit the ex-Lord Chancellor to the Tower on a charge of
treason. Clarendon, who certainly had not favoured the war against the Dutch, became the sacrificial
offering to appease parliament for its mismanagement, though his downfall stemmed more from his
loss of the King’s support, at the prompting of a coterie of ambitious ministers, courtiers, and the King’s
mistress Barbara Villiers. For all his abilities, not underestimated in his own later accounts, Clarendon
can hardly be said to have led a coherent ministry, since he had personally opposed as many of the
initiatives taken by the government, as he had supported, not least the religious settlement, and the
Dutch War.
At the beginning of 1668, Ashley Cooper’s prospects did not appear promising; he had given some
support to the fallen minister, Clarendon, rather than to those who had ousted him, and his relationship
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with the King seemed to have taken
a serious turn for the worse.
Appearances

were

perhaps

deceptive, because he was by then
dominating the Treasury Board, and
his relations with the two ministers
who replaced Clarendon as the
chief advisers to the King, the Duke
of Buckingham and Lord Arlington,
were generally good, if not close.
Certainly, he was acknowledged as
an important member of the new
administration, which came to be
known as the ‘Cabal’ playing on the
initials of five of its members,
Buckingham,
Clifford,

and

Arlington,

Ashley,

Lauderdale.

The

acronym, while clever, hides the
truth to some degree, since those
singled out were never a coherent
body of ministers with aims which
coincided, nor did they monopolise the confidence of the King, during the five years of their supposed
ascendancy. (Monk, until his death, and of course, the Duke of York, remained powerful influences.)
However it appeared that Ashley Cooper had repeated his trick of moving effortlessly from one ministry,
namely that led by Clarendon, to a quite different successor, but he was then faced with the greatest
crisis of his life which arose in the summer of 1668. The portrait on this page dates from about this time,
but gives little away about his character, save that a sense of humour seems unlikely.
Reference has been made before to the pain and ill-health which plagued Ashley Cooper from his
childhood as a result of his being infected by a liver parasite and his condition deteriorated at this time
to the extent that his life appeared threatened. His association with John Locke, later of course to be
justly renowned as a political philosopher, had begun some years earlier when the latter had become a
tutor to his son, and had developed into one of his few real friendships. At that time the interests of
those with powerful intellects like that of Locke ranged very widely, and when Ashley Cooper became
seriously ill, he was able to turn to Locke for medical advice, with confidence that he would know as
well as anyone what should be done. Locke recommended an operation, an extreme recourse at this
time because of the high risk that shock or infection would cause death, but Ashley Cooper must have
recognised that he had no alternative. Locke supervised and maybe even carried out the operation, and
after some months of convalescence Ashley Cooper recovered. A silver tube had been inserted in his
abdomen to drain the wound, and became a permanent fixture, (and the basis for some of the more
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salacious tales about him in later years). Had Ashley Cooper failed to come through his ordeal, he
would have died at the age of 47, and been remembered, if at all, as an interesting political figure of
middling importance during the Interregnum and the early years of the restored monarchy. Instead, for
the remaining 15 years of his life he was destined to be at the centre of events, not least during the next
few years, when the Cabal dominated. I keep the focus on Ashley Cooper in the next chapter, even
although Thomas Osborne was already a rising political figure as the Cabal established itself.
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3. The Cabal Ministry
3.1. The Grand Design of King Charles II
The Cabal ministry was the tipping point of the reign of Charles II, ending the period following the
Restoration when his government, rudderless as it sometimes seemed to be under Clarendon, could at
least gain a fair hearing in Parliament. Proposed measures had sometimes encountered hostility there,
but there had been no real flashpoints except for the first Declaration of Indulgence, and the general
lack of direction had mitigated any feeling that the King was seriously out of step with the majority of
the governing class. Indeed, it was widely believed that King Charles attached little importance to the
exercise of day to day authority, and rarely took a definite position on a matter of state. He was thought
by those in the know to be lazy and self-indulgent, and so a threat to no-one. Then everything changed.
In the 5 years between 1668 and 1673, Charles II made a serious effort to drive policy, and though it
took time for the change in his role to be recognised, the seeds were sewn for the troubles later in his
reign.
No-one has convincingly explained
why the King attempted to exert his
authority when he did, though he
may have compared the fall of
Clarendon, to the death of Cardinal
Mazarin which had triggered the
assumption of full powers by Louis
XIV in France. His ministers were in
the best position to witness a
change to which they had to adjust,
and it should certainly have become
clear that whatever the impression
given until then, the King was
actually

clever,

devious,

and

sometimes ruthless, and for short
periods

at

least,

could

show

considerable industry, but Ashley
Cooper amongst others failed to
learn that

lesson.

The

portrait

painted around this time gives little
away, save perhaps that this is not a
totally benign individual. The King
knew that neither parliament nor the
political nation generally, would approve of the course he had resolved to follow, which embraced
religious toleration and friendship with France, so it is understandable that he felt the need for
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subterfuge. The secrecy and deceit which characterised the period should mainly be charged against
the King rather than his ministers, but it was most of them, who were held accountable by parliament
immediately afterwards. Additionally, thanks largely to the accident of the initials of their names (Clifford,
Arlington, Buckingham, Ashley, and Lauderdale), it is the most prominent ministers rather than the King
who have carried notoriety down to the present day, even if few know much about them individually, or
what they did or did not do.
In the aftermath of Clarendon’s fall, the King would have struggled to find many senior political figures
with views on all aspects of state policy, similar to his own, so he assembled his new government by
applying a mix of criteria. He could be confident that some aspirants to office were sufficiently loyal to
follow his lead, regardless of their own political beliefs, but he was happy to choose or retain others on
the grounds of their competence, permitting them to conduct some parts of his business, whilst keeping
them in the dark about the remainder. An example of the former group was Henry Bennet, Lord
Arlington, senior Secretary of State throughout the period, who had recently negotiated a ‘protestant’
triple alliance with Holland and Sweden which was intended to thwart French designs on Spanish
territory. He had formed an emotional and intellectual attachment to Spain, while acting as the King’s
representative there during the last years of the Interregnum, but was nonetheless willing to pursue the
diametrically opposed policy of an alliance with France, which was bound to be directed to a greater or
lesser extent against Spanish interests, because that was his King’s preference. Arlington was
undoubtedly able, especially in the realm of foreign affairs, even if he was inordinately vain, but a
common perception, at the time and since, that he was somewhat timid, is belied both by his vigorous
conduct during the Civil War, in which he received a nose wound which he thereafter covered but
highlighted with a patch, and by his determined defence when necessary, of a position of influence
which lasted for virtually the whole reign of King Charles II.
Into the category of those to be deceived as necessary fell the 2nd Duke of Buckingham, who at the
beginning of this period had built a strong following in parliament and amongst the political classes
generally, though this was soon to be lost as a result of his erratic conduct of his private and public life.
In the late 1660s the King hoped to use him and his supporters of whom Osborne was one of the most
prominent, to persuade parliament to disgorge additional money. (I shall say more about Buckingham
in the next chapter in which I trace the early career of Thomas Osborne). Ashley Cooper was even
more clearly in the group to be deceived, though the King can hardly have been confident that he could
manipulate him as easily as Buckingham; rather, he probably hoped to buy his support, in part by giving
him power and status, and in part by taking initiatives in areas where their aims did coincide, as for
example by granting toleration for non-conformists. In any case, when King Charles began to work on
his project, Ashley Cooper was still not in the front rank of the government, and in particular, he was
not a member of the King’s foreign affairs committee in which forum, most major decisions were taken.
So what was the King’s grand design? It appears to have been nothing less than to replicate in England
much of Louis XIV’s absolutist system of rule. It is clear that King Charles had little appreciation of the
special conditions operating in France, following the crushing of power centres other than the monarchy,
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by Cardinals Richelieu and Mazarin, and the eventual triumph of the King’s army in the French civil war,
the Fronde. Whereas King Louis, with Mazarin’s help initially, had wasted no time thereafter in imposing
his authority, while competing centres of power were weak, King Charles advised by Clarendon had
temporised in the early 1660s when his position was similarly strong. The key as ever was money; King
Charles accepted an inadequate annual money grant, at the start of his reign, and his power to rule
was fatally compromised thereafter, even in the generally accepted prerogative areas of religious
observance, and relations with foreign powers. Parliament had effectively been licensed to trade cash
for policies; in particular, extra money would only be forthcoming if the King held firmly to the strongly
Anglican world-view held then by a large majority of the nation and their representatives. To achieve
the desired freedom to rule, the King knew that he had to increase his income, and the initiatives he
took had that as one objective. Otherwise, he cannot have been certain about how best to advance his
plans without arousing excessive suspicion, so it is not surprising that there was an element of
experimentation in his first moves.
3.2 The King Takes Charge
Some have read much into the plan
brought forward in 1669 for a
reinstatement of the commercial
and parliamentary aspects of the
union

between

Scotland

which

England

and

Cromwell

had

imposed after crushing Scottish
resistance in the early 1650s. The
King’s Scottish adviser, the Earl of
Lauderdale, championed it, in the
hope that the financial situation of
his fellow Scots would be improved,
and

Charles

probably

allowed

himself to be convinced, in the
expectation that the negotiation
would allow issues such as the
overall financial settlement to be
reconsidered, and that there could
be spill-over into England of some of
the more autocratic patterns of
government

in

Scotland,

which

Lauderdale had implemented.
Lauderdale, a large and versatile man, as indicated by his portrait which certainly suggests
sensuousness, and determination, was along with Arlington, the great survivor of the reign. He was a
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strange combination of Greek scholar, Court buffoon and able, if sometimes harsh, pro-consul. Like
Arlington, he put the King’s wishes above any opinion of his own, as best illustrated by his discarding
his Covenanting beliefs, (which had cost him a long prison term during the Interregnum), when the King
propounded that ‘Presbyterianism was no religion for a gentleman’, and his willingness thereafter to
persecute those whose beliefs had proved less adaptable. The union project was also important in
Ashley Cooper’s career, because he was for the first time admitted to the foreign affairs committee of
the King’s Council to take part in discussions on the topic, probably in part because he understood the
financial ramifications, but as much because his views on this matter were known to be in accord with
those of Lauderdale and the King. He was indeed strongly in favour of the proposal, presumably without
appreciating some of the undertones, having been in government when the earlier Cromwellian union
had been implemented, and he urged that matters should be progressed speedily if confrontationally,
by the King’s using his prerogative to appoint commissioners from both countries to devise terms. In
fact the more cautious line of allowing parliament to nominate the English commissioners was followed
by the King and his council, and Osborne was one of the members nominated by the House of
Commons. However, the discussions although they eventually got underway, stalled relatively quickly
in late 1670, because neither of the teams charged with the negotiations was enthusiastic. In particular,
there was strong opposition in England to admitting Scottish merchants to English trade. (It was to take
the threat of active Scottish hostility during a European war to overcome such opposition forty years
later). Charles and his ministers then let the matter drop because the King thought he saw a more
promising route towards achieving his aims.
As mentioned above, Lord Arlington had assuaged much of the government’s unpopularity incurred as
a result of the failure of the 2nd Anglo-Dutch war, by negotiating the Triple Alliance with Sweden and
Holland in 1668, signifying a protestant foreign policy. However this was also an anti-French policy not
to the liking of the King, and he quickly gave King Louis XIV a secret assurance that he would not allow
the alliance to result in war between England and France, thereby diluting its main purpose of keeping
France in check. He went on to stress to his royal cousin (he and Louis XIV were both grandsons of
King Henry IV of France), his attachment to a policy of friendship between their countries. Using his
sister, Henriette, Duchess of Orleans, usually known as ‘Minette’, as his intermediary in the French
Court, Charles moved quickly to propose and sign up to an arrangement which nullified the Triple
Alliance. The terms were itemised in the secret Treaty of Dover, which he ratified during a visit paid by
Minette to England in 1670, shortly before her death.
It was stipulated that England would join France in a war against the United Provinces, (Holland), in
return for a subsidy of £225,000 per annum for as long as the war lasted, and would receive territorial
gains of islands at the mouths of the Rivers Schelte, Rhine and Meuse. These latter concessions would
effectively subject all future Dutch sea-borne trade to English control, and potentially provide a customs
revenue which would transform the royal finances. A naval war would be fought mainly by England, but
with a French reinforcement of 40 ships, while the French armies reinforced by an English contingent
of 5000 men would attack the Dutch homeland, and also occupy the territories to be given to England.
This part of the treaty was hardly likely to be very popular in England, when it became known, though
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it would doubtless be possible to drum up some support for another war against the Dutch, on the basis
of commercial, fishing, and naval rivalries, and a desire for revenge for the indignities inflicted during
the previous war. However it is difficult to over-estimate the consequences, had there been disclosure
of the other clause of the treaty which included a statement by Charles, that he would embrace the
Roman Catholic religion at a suitable time, in return for a large payment, £150000, and the promise of
a French army of 6000 men to be shipped to England, if needed to cope with the disturbances which
were expected to follow.
The fact that Charles never implemented the religious clause, though he did manage to get hold of most
of the payment, has led to later attempts to discount the seriousness of his intentions. Some
commentators have concluded that it was just a way to get more money from Louis XIV, and that
Charles was confident of his ability to trick Louis, so never really meant to carry out his side of the
bargain. However this opinion ignores his often expressed admiration for Louis and the involvement of
his much loved, staunchly Catholic sister in the negotiation; he would not have been able to foretell her
early death, which freed him from otherwise inevitable reproaches, when he failed to deliver on his
promises. Additionally, the King, and others of his family, that the Roman Catholic religion was the
necessary and almost sufficient condition for absolute rule, because it imposed a rigid hierarchy on
much of the state, and stressed the sacred nature of kingship. (His grandfather, King James I & VI, had
thought that the hierarchy of the Anglican church did something similar, hence his keen-ness to impose
that church on Scotland). I believe that however misguidedly, having mustered the resolution to exert
his authority, this was a major element of his master plan to free himself from constraints imposed by
Parliament. Perhaps he thought the momentous step would be possible after a successful war with
Holland which would yield popularity, and money, with of course the back-up from France if required.
Certainly his actions following the signing of the Treaty of Dover support the view that he was serious
about the religious clause, but there is of course the argument that he would have had to convince
French ambassadors that he intended to implement the whole deal, even if he meant to escape the
religious part.
Whatever his true purposes, Charles then had to prepare for a war, and for this he needed ministerial
help. At an early stage, two of the Cabal were taken fully into his confidence, Arlington, whom he knew
he could trust totally and whom he also knew to be sympathetic to the Roman Catholic faith, and Sir
Thomas Clifford who certainly was sympathetic to Roman Catholicism, to the extent that he was soon
to embrace that religion, though he was still, like Ashley Cooper, a lesser figure in the government but
rising fast. Clifford’s career was to be meteoric in every sense because his determination and capacity
for hard work were to carry him from being a fairly obscure follower of Arlington to the Lord Treasurership in a very few years, but once in that post his lack of subtlety and unwillingness to compromise,
especially, and it can be argued, commendably, over religion, were to destroy his career and lead to
his death, very possibly by suicide, within a year. King Charles also needed to get Buckingham and
Ashley Cooper to support the war preparations, but since both were resolutely anti-Catholic, they could
not be told the whole story. Though Buckingham remained the key figure because of his parliamentary
following, Ashley Cooper’s importance within the government had continued to rise as he had become
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1st Lord of the Treasury Board when Albemarle (Monk) died in 1669, and finally, a full member of the
foreign affairs committee in 1670; also he must have been seen by Charles, not for the first time, as
potentially a very dangerous opponent. The device Charles employed was to involve principally
Buckingham who had always been an admirer of France anyway, but also to an extent Ashley Cooper
in the negotiation of a shadow treaty, with France, which dealt only with the proposed attack on Holland.
The existence at the top of government of the Cabal was acknowledged at this point since all five
members, Clifford, Arlington, Buckingham, Ashley (Cooper) and Lauderdale, and only they, signed the
sham treaty in December 1670. Once again, Ashley Cooper’s anti-French and anti-Catholic sentiments
were easily enough overborne by his antipathy to the Dutch, and by his ambition. Clearly, it would have
threatened his rising status in the King’s councils if he had refused to take the part allocated to him in
the King’s grand design, but he was to co-operate willingly in many of the preparations for war.
3.3 Preparations for War with the Dutch
Although Charles had achieved the realignment of foreign policy for which he wished, and secured the
promise of French funds, once the war with Holland had begun, the financial situation had to be
improved if he was to be able to take the necessary preliminary steps, such as fitting out a fleet, which
alone would cost at least £500000. The Treasury Board led first by Albemarle (Monk) and then by
Ashley Cooper, along with the able Secretary to the Treasury, Sir George Downing, are given credit by
historians for stabilising the financial situation in the few years following the 2nd Anglo-Dutch War, but
they had done little by 1670 to find additional funds to pay down the large residual debt, estimated at
£1300000, which attracted large interest payments averaging 12% per annum. The creditors, mainly
London goldsmith bankers, expected to receive this interest, together with repayments of what were
only supposed to be short-term loans on a regular basis. It had proved impossible to persuade the
House of Commons to address this substantial drain on the King’s annual income, which as we have
noted was inadequate to meet his normal expenses, even in the absence of this added charge, without
their being permitted to investigate thoroughly the perceived financial mismanagement by the
Clarendon ministry. Ashley Cooper especially, had something to fear from this, given his involvement
with the Admiralty Prize committee, and played a part in obstructing parliament’s efforts, but at the cost
of freezing all dialogue on financial matters.
While Ashley Cooper had increased his importance in the councils of the King in the late 1660s, he
surely missed the greater opportunity of assuming control of government finances using his position of
1st Lord of the Treasury Board, and perhaps of capturing the Lord Treasurer’s position. Possibly due
to the after-effects of his illness, he doesn’t seem to have shown the energy, imagination or will to find
measures to resolve the financial impasse. As a result, he was soon overshadowed by another member
of the Cabal, Sir Thomas Clifford, who began to assume the key role in the direction of financial affairs.
The latter had a considerable success in persuading parliament to provide subsidies in late 1670, albeit
duplicitously, on the pretext of preparing to make war against France, under the terms of the Triple
Alliance, even though by then government intentions were the exact opposite. Around £1000000 was
voted by parliament, but a significant fraction of the King’s increased resources still, had to go towards
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servicing the debt referred to above, rather than funding war preparations. Clifford proposed, first in
1671, and then more insistently in early 1672, a draconian remedy, namely a Stop on the Exchequer.
The Stop was a unilateral decision by the government to repay no loan instalments, nor interest for a
year, thereby freeing up extra money (perhaps close to £500000) to augment the war-chest. Needless
to say the decision was not without cost, both to the lenders, with knock-on effects across the whole
financial community, (it was to ruin one of London’s wealthiest bankers, Edward Backwell), and for the
government which could expect to pay even higher interest when it next needed to borrow from these
same lenders. As might have been anticipated in the light of his involvements with the London
commercial community, Ashley Cooper opposed the Stop vigorously, but since he was unable to
suggest an alternative way to raise the money needed to prepare for war, his arguments were
overborne.
An additional domestic measure was enacted before the start of the war in 1672. The King issued a
second Declaration of Indulgence for non-Anglicans, both non-conformist Protestants and Roman
Catholics, which essentially allowed public worship led by licensed preachers to the former, and
freedom from all fines and penalties for the latter. The reason for this was obvious to those in the
government who knew the full terms of the treaty of Dover, but could be justified to the likes of
Buckingham and Ashley Cooper, who strongly favoured tolerance for non-conformist Protestants
anyway, as necessary to prevent unrest when war was declared on the Dutch, who were seen by the
non-conformists as co-religionists. Presumably they were expected to view concessions to Roman
Catholics as dictated by the King’s wish to be even-handed. It was accepted that the declaration would
be contentious with parliament, but Ashley Cooper strongly supported this measure as he had its
predecessor as a legal use of the King’s prerogative. It seems rather naively to have been assumed by
the King and his advisors that a successful start to the war would reduce opposition, and so prevent a
repeat of the earlier failure to make toleration stick.
Leaving little to chance, except of course, the dependence of his whole scheme on the fortunes of war,
the King made a further investment in the loyalty of his key ministers in April 1672, granting important
preferments to them. Ashley Cooper was promoted from his barony to become 1st Earl of Shaftesbury
(taking for his title the name of a Dorset market town, fairly close to his country estate), with the
subsidiary titles of Baron Ashley of Wimborne, and Baron Cooper of Pawlett to reflect the families he
linked. The other Cabal members, apart from Buckingham who as a duke could not be raised higher in
the peerage, also received advances in rank, Clifford, a peerage and Arlington an earldom, while
Lauderdale became a duke. Perhaps Ashley Cooper thought that he was finally within reach of the
power and status he wanted, and indeed that he had even lived down his past and been given the
King’s trust. Of course he knew nothing yet about the Secret Treaty. At any rate, the King and his
government desperately needed immediate successes in the war, because later in the year, Parliament
would have to be recalled to supply money, and in that regard the Declaration of Indulgence was a
hostage to fortune.

37

3.4. Early Setbacks and Ashley Cooper’s Promotion
The 3rd Anglo-Dutch War did not start well for England, with the failure of an attempt by Admiral Holmes
to capture a valuable Dutch convoy from the East Indies in March 1672 before war had been formally
declared, and then in June the battle of Sole Bay, in which a superior English fleet, commanded by the
King’s brother, the Duke of York, was taken unawares by the Dutch fleet, ended as at best a draw. In
some ways, the contrasting success of the French armies led by Condé and Turenne in the Rhine
valley, where they advanced almost unopposed into the Dutch heartland, reaching Utrecht by mid-June,
was equally unwelcome, given majority feeling in England. The invasion triggered a successful revolt
against the Jan de Wit’s Anglophobic Dutch government, which was followed by the restoration of full
powers, as Stadholder and Commander of the Dutch army, to King Charles’ nephew, William of Orange.
This raised English hopes that they could broker a Dutch surrender, but these were soon dashed, and
by breaching their dykes, the Dutch used water to do what their armies had not done, and halted the
French advance. A prolonged war became inevitable, as did difficulties with Parliament for the English
King’s government. The crisis of the reign had arrived, with trust in the King and his government
destroyed by its religious initiative, its alliance with France to fight Holland, and by the dubious measures
used to obtain the money to fight the war. It had always been a high risk strategy, and was unravelling
because the essential requirement of quick and decisive victories in the war had not been met.
Before parliament convened in the autumn of 1672 Charles reorganised his government and Clifford
was appointed Lord Treasurer, so confirming the dominance he had already acquired over the financial
administration, while Ashley Cooper became Lord Chancellor, the position of highest status, if not
necessarily influence or reward, in the government. His subsequent behaviour indicated that having got
to the top he intended staying there, since amongst other things he raised his profile by reviving an
ancient procession in which the fully robed Chancellor led the judges through London, and more
substantially he set in train some longer term considerations of improvements to the judicial system,
harking back to his involvement 20 years earlier with the Hale Commission set up by the Rump
Parliament. It is interesting that the poet and playwright, John Dryden, who as we shall see was scathing
about him in every other way, was almost complimentary about his performance as the most senior
judge; in his famous allegorical poem ‘Absalom and Achitophel’, alongside diatribes, are to be found
the following lines:
Oh! had he been content to serve the crown
With virtues only proper to the gown
Or had the rankness of the soil been freed
From cockle that oppressed the noble seed,
David for him his tuneful harp had strung
And heaven had wanted one immortal song!
However his permanence in his high position would inevitably depend on wider issues than his
effectiveness as a legal reformer. The government needed support from parliament for the Dutch War,
expressed in tangible terms to help pay for the next summer’s campaigns. Ashley Cooper sought to
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gain this support by making a violently partisan speech in the House of Lords at the opening of
parliament, which became known as the Delenda est Carthago address, in which he compared the
rivalry between England and Holland to that between Rome and Carthage, and suggested that following
that precedent, England had to encompass the utter destruction of the Dutch state. Initially, it seemed
that this speech and the King’s more measured address might have had the desired effect, but the
House of Commons soon switched its attention from the war to the Declaration of Indulgence, and voted
an address for its withdrawal, insisting on a reply from the King before they would consider his request
for money. Charles prorogued parliament until early 1673 to give time for discussions and ‘arm-twisting’
in an attempt to increase his support for the remainder of the session.
A straw in the wind to developments which were soon to shock the political nation was the ennoblement
at this time, of Thomas Osborne, still in most eyes an obscure Yorkshire baronet, even if he had
occupied an important 2nd rank government position as Treasurer of the Navy for two years. He became
Viscount Dumblane (sic) in the Scottish peerage, leaving him free to continue sitting in the House of
Commons where Charles counted on his active support for the effort to obtain money to continue the
war. However, when parliament reconvened, far from answering the King’s demands for money, the
dominant faction homed in on the religious question by introducing two bills which were disingenuously
claimed to be alternatives to the Declaration, though that concerning Roman Catholics went in exactly
the opposite direction by banning them from holding public office. The other was a limited toleration bill
for non-conformists. Osborne, by then seen clearly as a rising figure, risked royal disapproval by
opposing the latter, but attempted, albeit without success, to weaken the former, which action was more
to the taste of the King. It became clear to King Charles (and King Louis XIV) that the Declaration would
have to be withdrawn if the money to continue the war was to be forthcoming. Charles bowed to the
inevitable, and Parliament then voted funds to prosecute the war, £1250000, but also passed the two
Bills dealing with religion, insisting on Charles approving all together. So one step towards toleration
had, in effect, been followed by two steps backwards, especially for Catholicism.
3.5. Fissures in the Cabal and Osborne’s Spectacular Ascent
The Act requiring Roman Catholics to leave office made changes in the government likely because both
Lord Clifford and more significantly James, Duke of York, the heir presumptive to the throne had recently
adopted that religion, though neither had publicly acknowledged the fact. Either could have remained
in office by attending occasional Anglican services, and refusing to confirm their religion, a course that
admittedly, Clifford would have found difficult after being tipped out of his carriage in an accident, along
with a Roman Catholic priest ,in front of many bystanders. However neither had any intention of hiding
their conversions and first the Duke, and then Lord Clifford resigned their positions, respectively of Lord
High Admiral, and Lord Treasurer within a few days in April. There then ensued several weeks of
jockeying for position during which Lord Arlington and the Duke of Buckingham, still the dominant
figures in the government angled for the positions immediately up for grabs, of Lord Treasurer, and
commander of the invasion force being prepared to land in coastal Holland, that summer. Both were to
be disappointed. In mid-June 1673, Osborne received the white staff that went with the office of Lord
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Treasurer, and Prince Rupert was appointed to the command of the expeditionary force while a French
Huguenot, Marshal Schomberg, was associated with Buckingham as the Lieutenant General of the land
force, an appointment that effectively side-lined the Duke.
Osborne’s appointment must have astonished everyone engaged in politics; he owed it to the
favourable opinion that the King, the Duke of York, and his predecessor, Lord Clifford, had formed of
his abilities, and to the fact that he had the powerful support of the Duke of Buckingham, especially
against Lord Arlington or any nominee of his. Nonetheless, it seems more than surprising that he was
catapulted straight into one of the two most prestigious positions in the land, rather than being required
to serve an apprenticeship as First Lord of a treasury board. Presumably, having decided to place the
financial affairs of the nation in Osborne’s hands at a very difficult time, perhaps on the basis of little
more than a hunch, the King thought it important to play fair, by giving Osborne the status and
perquisites appropriate to an onerous task.
At that time and for some time afterwards it was the convention that a newly appointed minister would
purchase the office from his predecessor, and in turn be compensated on leaving office. Osborne had
to find £10000 immediately and commit himself to paying £4000 per annum thereafter, while in-post.
These money transactions had no influence on the King’s decisions to appoint or dismiss ministers,
since the money required always seemed to be found somehow, but reflected the belief that ministerial
office was a property with a value, like any other possession. Matters did become opaque when
departing ministers were not followed into office by anyone else, or if they ended up imprisoned or
banished. As we shall see, Osborne was still pursuing compensation for loss of the office of Lord
Treasurer, ten years after his resignation. However we should not waste too much sympathy on him;
the fact that he could contemplate such payments in 1673, even if he did receive some short-term help
from Buckingham, or the King, indicates that his own finances were certainly in better order than when
he had first arrived in London 8 years earlier, thanks no doubt, to his having held junior office for a few
years. The purchase-price also provides a clear measure of the value of his new position, (estimated
as more than £20000 per annum with a salary of £8000, and the rest, fees from clients and others
seeking favours; the whole sum equivalent to well over a million pounds a year at present day values).
The Lord Treasurer customarily sat in the House of Lords, so Osborne was awarded an English peerage
in August 1673, (he became Viscount Latimer of Danby, drawing the names from his mother’s family).
So, all the trappings of high office were quickly his, but the length of his tenure was going to be unusually
dependent on his providing early evidence that he could make a difference. Lord Chancellor, Ashley
Cooper, who had to swear him in to office, characteristically and rather un-necessarily reminded him
(to paraphrase) that many men had suffered for failing to realise that the qualities which had gained
them high office, were not necessarily those required to keep it, and graced the formalities with a speech
which was markedly less enthusiastic than his encomium to Lord Clifford (which Osborne probably had
heard), less than a year earlier. The speech conveys much about its deliverer and a little about its
subject, who courteously thanked the former at the time, but on consideration, took the trouble to send
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a messenger to withdraw the civility. If there was a single moment when hostilities began between the
book’s two subjects, perhaps this was it. Ashley Cooper’s words were;
My Lord Treasurer,
The King of his grace and favour has made choice of you to be Lord High Treasurer of England, as also
Treasurer of the Exchequer which are two distinct offices. The first you are already possessed of by the
King’s delivery of the white staff, and have taken the oath of office for that office before me in another
place. The other His Majesty has conferred on you by his letters patent under the great seal which I am
to deliver to your Lordship after you have been sworn into that office in this Court, of which by this patent
you are made a chief Judge.
Kings are as Gods, and bestow honour, riches and power where they please; but in this they are as
men, that they can only choose, not make a person adequate to their employment; for if their choice be
merely favour, not fitness, their omnipotency is quickly seen through. Our great master hath therefore
chosen you, as he has had experience of you these many years as a member of this House of
Commons, which hath been so fruitful a nursery of our English ministers and statesmen. Besides your
Lordship was some time joined with another very able and willing person in the Treasurership of the
Navy, and after that managed it alone; so that before this you have been trusted with three parts out of
five of the revenue of the Crown.
My Lord you are in a place the very best that any English subject is capable of; therefore you are in
another position not only to the King our master, but to us all, than you were ever before. He and us
have all reason to look upon you as a man at ease, and that has nothing to wish but the prosperity of
his master and the nation, that you may quietly and long enjoy so great a place under so good a master.
There is no more to be asked of you in this condition but that you know your own interests, and that will
secure to you the King’s and the nation’s. I repeat them thus together because none but mountebanks
in state matters can think of them asunder. And let me say to your Lordship, that however happy you
have been in arriving to this high station, yet parta tueri non minor est virtus. Many great men have
proved unfortunate in not observing that the address and means to attain great things are oftentimes
very different from those that are necessary to establish a sure and long possession of them.
My Lord it will be no civility to you to hold you longer; the visit you are to make to several offices of the
Exchequer will take you up the rest of the morning. I shall only add my good wishes that your Lordship
may long enjoy the honour of this great employment, and his Majesty the satisfaction of his choice.
Characteristically, the King had the true grasp of Osborne’s position amongst the senior ministers when
he said that he only had two friends in office, namely Charles himself, and his own abilities. Osborne’s
response to the challenge of his new appointment is dealt with later.
………………….
The war had claimed its first ministerial victims in Clifford and the Duke of York, but if there were not to
be more, there had to be success in the summer campaigns. However, the two naval battles of 1673
were again inconclusive in spite of the material superiority of the English and French navies, with the
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result that the intended landing of an army in Holland to take possession of the islands assigned to
England in the treaty with France had to be aborted. Worse in the eyes of public opinion, at the second
of the naval battles off the Texel, the French fleet had ostentatiously stood off, leaving the Dutch and
English to fight, feeding a suspicion that they would be happy to see the other two fleets destroy or at
least seriously damage each other. In the autumn, the scale of the war widened dramatically when
much of Europe took fright at what was seen as French aggressiveness, and France was confronted
by an alliance forged between the United Provinces, Spain, and the Empire, together with many of the
smaller German states. The prospect of England’s gaining the promised islands vanished altogether in
the light of the reinforcement of the Dutch forces, and it appeared that she would be drawn into war with
Spain, her most important export market. Unsurprisingly, public feeling mounted that England should
withdraw from a costly, unsuccessful war.
Ashley Cooper responded to these events by distancing himself from most of those with whom he had
cooperated in the past few years. He had never had a good relationship with the Duke of York, and this
worsened after the latter’s acknowledgement of his conversion to Catholicism, and the announcement
that he would marry an Italian Catholic princess, Mary of Modenna, at the suggestion of Louis XIV. (His
first wife, Anne Hyde, had died in April 1671, also having converted to Roman Catholicism, and having
given birth to four sons and two daughters who died in infancy, apart from the two daughters, Mary and
Anne who survived to reign as queens.) From then on, Ashley Cooper encouraged attacks on the Duke
in parliament. He was also thought to be cooperating with Scottish peers hostile to Lauderdale with a
view to the latter’s replacement as Commissioner for Scotland by the King’s illegitimate son, the Duke
of Monmouth; the first of many occasions when Ashley Cooper would use that rather gullible Duke as
a pawn. It is possible that Ashley Cooper was trying to prompt his own dismissal by these actions in
order to escape the government before parliamentary criticism of the failing war mounted to very high
levels, but more likely he was confident that as with the previous Dutch war he would manage to keep
out of trouble, whether or not he held office. So he remained in the government through October 1673,
when parliament was recalled, and made another strong speech justifying the war, and asking for the
money to support further campaigning in 1674. However, whatever his plans, this was to be his last
appearance as Lord Chancellor, and in early November the King removed him from the office, possibly
at the instigation of Osborne as well as the Duke of York. He had been Lord Chancellor for a few days
less than a year, but it is interesting that the King, when dismissing him, saw fit to provide him with a
retrospective pardon for any offences committed in the royal service. Perhaps neither party saw the
break as likely to be prolonged at this stage.
Until then, most of Ashley Cooper’s political career had been spent in government, serving Cromwell,
then King Charles II for more than fifteen years in total, even if he had moved to oppose the former
during the Lord Protector’s last few years. Though he cannot have known his destiny in 1674, he was
in fact to spend the rest of his life, with one short intermission, opposing the government in an age when
that was a dangerous course. Although his material rewards were to be small, his reputation with
posterity rests largely on this period, for good or ill. However it is necessary to pause in what has so far
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been mainly a chronological account of Ashley Cooper’s career, to shed light on the early life of Thomas
Osborne, before his sudden ascent to the summit of affairs.
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4. The Emergence of Thomas Osborne, (later Earl of Danby)
4.1. Ancestry and Early Years
More than many national figures, Thomas Osborne can be linked with the county of his birth, Yorkshire;
his traits of bluntness and fondness for money conformed to what is at least a modern stereotype, and
some of the key events of his life took place there. There is some irony here because in one sense his
family’s arrival in the West Riding had been quite recent. In the middle of the 16th Century the Osbornes
were minor gentry of Ashford in Kent, and a younger son of the family, Edward was placed in 1547 as
an apprentice in London to a wealthy cloth-merchant, William Hewett. As his later career showed,
Edward was a man of ability but his progress was almost certainly accelerated by two events; firstly his
rescue of his master’s only daughter from drowning, and secondly his marriage to that daughter, Anne,
in 1562, though after 15 years, he had clearly impressed William Hewett sufficiently to be viewed as a
worthy heir, since his fellow suitors reputedly included a son of the Earl of Shrewsbury. Any deeper
Yorkshire inheritance of our subject could be said to have come from this great, great grandfather
Hewett, who had come to London from his birthplace of Wales, a village close to the then small, castle
town of Sheffield in the southern tip of the county. Importantly for this account, making good in the
capital did not cause Hewett to desert his roots, because he used some of his increasing wealth to buy
substantial tracts of land there. He became Lord Mayor of London in 1559 and was knighted soon
afterwards by Queen Elizabeth I, and this distinguished path was followed by his son-in-law, Edward
Osborne who became Lord Mayor in 1583, was knighted in 1584, and elected to parliament in 1586.
Edward’s wife Anne gave birth to two sons and three daughters, the eldest son born in 1567 being
named Hewett Osborne for obvious reasons. Hewett succeeded to estates in Yorkshire and the South
of England when his father died in 1592, and had a military career presumably of some distinction if
fairly obscure, since he also was knighted in 1599. He had married around the time of his father’s death,
and there were three children who survived infancy with the eldest named Edward, born in 1596. Shortly
after receiving his knighthood, Sir Hewett died, and his widow then married Sir Peter Freschville of
Staveley, close to the family lands, around Wales to which the family moved, so ending any London
connection for more than half a century. Edward became a baronet in 1620; given that he was little over
twenty, we can be sure that the acquisition of the title owed everything to the royal policy of selling these
honours to those of sufficient estate on a near compulsory basis to raise money, rather than to any
distinction yet shown. Prior to that, in 1618, Edward had married Margaret Belasyss, a daughter of a
Yorkshire peer, Viscount Fauconberg, and they had a son, also called Edward just over a year
afterwards.
Both the step-father and the father-in-law of Sir Edward were associates of a fast-rising politician,
Thomas Wentworth, another neighbour in South Yorkshire and this was to be significant for Sir
Edward’s career. However, before this properly started, in 1624 his wife died, and he embarked on a
three year tour of Europe. (This was a puzzling episode, given that Sir Edward was close to thirty years
old, with familial and estate responsibilities, and not a callow youth seeking to complete his education.
Everything we know suggests he was a serious, hard-working individual, so it seems very likely to me,
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that he had been recruited for some clandestine diplomatic mission.) He reappeared in 1628 when he
was elected as Member of Parliament for East Retford in Nottinghamshire, just over the county
boundary from his home. More significantly he was also appointed to the Council of the North, of which
Thomas Wentworth, now Earl of Strafford had become Chairman in 1628. The Council, based in York,
was of medieval origins, but had been given additional powers in the 16th Century after the Northern
rebellion known as the Pilgrimage of Grace; it had the functions of a high court, and an executive role
in coordinating government in the North of England. Essentially its existence reflected the fact that
London was a distant place, many days travel away, and to avoid local discontent the Tudor monarchs
eventually accepted the need for a body which could take decisions locally with the ruler exerting
influence on its actions indirectly through a regional viceroy, the Chairman of the Council.
In 1628, Sir Edward Osborne contracted a second marriage, to Anne Middleton of Stockeld, near
Wetherby, and their first son Thomas, the other subject of this book, was born on 20th February 1632,
but his half-brother, Edward who was some 12 years older remained the heir to the family estates and
baronetcy; another son, Charles followed in 1633, and a daughter, Mary who died in infancy. As shall
become clear, Lady Anne Osborne was a strong-willed woman, and she brought to her own elder son
connections with influential northern families holding titles, Latimer and Danby, which will resurface
later. The career of Sir Edward continued to progress, and when the Earl of Strafford became Lord
Deputy of Ireland in 1632 he was not replaced as Chairman of the Council of the North, but Sir Edward
was appointed his deputy, to run the council in his absence. Presumably Sir Edward was by then
receiving some of the perquisites of office and around this time he purchased the manor of Thorp Salvin,
close by his other estates, and it was at the large hall there and at a house at nearby Kiveton that
Thomas spent his earliest years.
However, in 1636, the weight of Sir Edward’s duties with the Council led to his moving his whole family
to the Manor House in York, the official residence of the Chairman, which still stands impressively at
the northern perimeter of the medieval town walls. The Osborne family remained in York for 8 years,
and much of Thomas’s education took place there, probably at the grammar school attached to the
cathedral of St. Peter, though there was a French tutor and maybe others. As with Ashley Cooper, this
early experience of life in a city, must have given a much broader outlook than if he had been confined
to an isolated country estate, though it is likely that his formal education was disrupted to some extent
by the Civil War, given the prominent role of York in its early stages, during which he advanced from 10
to 12 years old. Nonetheless, he clearly received a reasonable grounding, given his later clarity of
expression and facility with finance. In spite of the French tutor, he did not favour that language greatly
in later life, though he understood it well enough; (in his correspondence with William of Orange lasting
off and on for 20 years, he always wrote in English and the Dutchman in French). For Thomas the most
significant event of his childhood was a tragedy, when in 1638 his elder half-brother Edward, then 19
years old, was killed by a chimney falling through the roof of the house in York. In a letter written shortly
afterwards their father dwelt less on the misfortune of his eldest son, than on the fact that his other sons
only escaped the same fate because of a chance delay as they went to join their brother. Of course,
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however much he was saddened by Edward’s death, the prospects for Thomas as the heir to a baronet,
were very much better than as a younger son.
York, usually the centre of government when England was at war in Scotland, duly became more
important when Charles I based himself there to direct the Bishop’s Wars, after his rash attempt to
impose a strict Anglican church settlement on his northern kingdom. Sir Edward acquired the military
position of Deputy Lieutenant General (again nominally acting for the absent Earl of Strafford), with
authority to raise forces in Yorkshire and the rest of the North of England, to add to his Council of the
North responsibilities. It is almost certain that Thomas will have met King Charles I at this time, and it is
possible that actions taken later in his career to perpetuate the memory of the King, which tended to be
viewed as rather cynical gestures, might have owed something to the impression made on a child, by
a man who whatever his faults was kind in personal contacts. It is also possible that his rehearsal of
childhood memories smoothed his path, when he first met that King’s son, King Charles II, many years
later. In 1640, following total failure to suppress the rebellion in Scotland, Charles I was forced to call a
parliament to try to obtain money to buy off the Scottish army, which had by then occupied much of
northern England, and Sir Edward was elected as a member for York to the Short Parliament, but
forbidden by the King to come to London to take his seat because he was regarded as indispensable
in the North. As the drift towards Civil War continued he was elected later in 1640 to what became
known as the Long Parliament, this time for Berwick-upon-Tweed, and took his seat, though helpless
to prevent the abolition of the main source of his influence, the Council of the North, and perhaps he
was fortunate not to be dragged down by the attainder of his patron, the Earl of Strafford in 1641.
When the Civil War started, Sir Edward played a major part in raising and organising the Royalist army
in the North which was commanded by the Earl of Newcastle, but as a relatively elderly man in his mid40s, with no previous military experience, does not appear to have taken part in any fighting. For the
first two years of the war, the contest in the North between the royalist forces and the parliamentary
army led by the Fairfaxes, father and son, was well balanced but the latter gradually gained supremacy,
though York remained a royalist stronghold. Eventually, the arrival of a Scottish army and large
reinforcements from further south, including the little known Oliver Cromwell, to support the
parliamentary army, prompted Prince Rupert’s dash north in an effort to prevent York’s capture. The
resulting Battle of Marston Moor, though close fought, destroyed the Royalist position in Yorkshire and
the North in 1644, and Sir Edward retired to Thorp Salvin. Although initially allowed to live quietly, his
prominence as a servant of the King meant that he remained under threat of arrest and some of his
estates were sequestrated, before he was allowed to compound with parliament in 1646.
Sir Edward must have seen the royalist collapse as destructive of his life’s work, both official and private
as regards his estate. We do not know if disappointment seriously affected his health, but he died shortly
after these events, in 1647 at Thorp Salvin, leaving his heir a property, reduced by the settlement with
parliament, but still with an estimated worth of over £16000, yielding an annual income of close to
£1000. Sir Thomas, whom I shall henceforth call ‘Osborne’ could anticipate being a reasonably wealthy
man, once he came of age; he was 15 when his father died, with an income regarded as near average
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for a baronet at this time. However, it remained to be seen whether his estate would suffer further
depredations in consequence of Sir Edward’s prominence in the royalist cause, as parliament
consolidated its rule. A few final words about Sir Edward are appropriate; he was clearly a loyal and
trustworthy servant of the Crown and an effective administrator, but not a charismatic figure able to
command or inspire others. It is noticeable that although he held responsible positions in the years
leading up to the Civil Wars, he received few tangible rewards, either in the form of enhanced status or
increased wealth; this may well have influenced his son’s later determination to be well rewarded for
his services.
4.2. A Young Royalist in Republican England
The next we learn of Osborne is that he departed early in 1649 on a tour of the continent, which lasted
for over 18 months, in France mainly, but getting as far as Rome. It is a pity that more is not known of
this tour, because there are a few glimpses which suggest that at this point in his life, as with many
young men, the 17 year old Osborne was very different from the person he became later. He travelled
some of the way to Rome with the 21 year old William Temple, an associate who will reappear a few
times in this account, and amongst other light diversions, he developed a passion for tennis, (the ancient
royal form of the game, as now played at Hampton Court). He also lived for a while (at their expense)
with John Evelyn, the diarist, and his family in Paris; Evelyn clearly hoped to profit from this hospitality,
when Osborne achieved power in the 1670s, but was disappointed and took some long term revenge
by referring rather sourly to Osborne in his diary, though outwardly they remained on good terms.
On the tourist’s return, his mother as was customary, set about finding him a wife, and the first candidate
to emerge was Dorothy Osborne, a cousin of her own who was five years older than Osborne himself.
Although this got as far as negotiations and there were meetings between the principals, his mother
broke things off and there followed a delay of some months caused by Osborne’s contraction of
smallpox and slow recovery. His mother then turned her attention to Lady Bridget Bertie, (pronounced
‘barty’), a daughter of the Earl of Lindsey. Dorothy Osborne was to be linked later with Henry the most
able son of Cromwell and friend of Ashley Cooper, but she eventually married the afore-mentioned
William Temple. In her letters to Temple which have become famous as a rare female voice from the
17th century, she implied that the chance to enter the family of an Earl had blinded Osborne to all else,
so there was perhaps some bitterness associated with the failure of the marriage negotiation, on her
side. However, her remarks probably represented nothing more than the truth, because marriage into
an upwardly mobile family, who had already acquired an earldom, and a grand mansion, Grimthorpe
Castle, near Stamford, was indeed a prestigious match for a young baronet. Otherwise, it is not known
whether Osborne had any immediate emotional attachment to either of the women, but the marriage
with Lady Bridget, which took place in May 1653, was to last for over 50 years. A first son, Edward was
born in 1654, followed at regular intervals by another two sons and eight daughters, of whom the eldest
and one other son, Peregrine the eventual heir, and five daughters, Anne, Bridget, Catherine, Martha,
and Sophie, survived infancy.
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His wife was three years older than Osborne, and all sources agree that she had a very strong
personality, a sharp tongue, and some eccentricities; there is a suggestion from some admittedly hostile
sources, that when he more or less ruled England in the 1670s, she ruled the roost at home. In general,
she got an awful press, whether being mocked as the butt for the Duke of Buckingham’s searing
humour, condemned as the alleged operator of a scheme to extract money from those wishing her
husband’s favour, while he was in power, or disparaged as a harridan who quarrelled at inopportune
times with her husband’s colleagues; seemingly a very difficult, unpopular woman. Yet none of this
comes across in Osborne’s letters to her; they suggest an affectionate if business-like relationship which
mattered to both parties. Two examples separated by more than 20 years are given later of what was
a voluminous correspondence, since he wrote every two days when they were separated, and expected
replies at a similar frequency though curiously, none of his wife’s letters survive. Even when later, he
was being attacked from all sides, sexual infidelity of any type was not really highlighted; one source,
Sir John Reresby, does suggest that he set up a mistress in London, when beginning his climb to power,
and there were later rumours about his relationship with one of the mistresses of Charles II, the Duchess
of Portsmouth, but he cannot be described as loose-living by the standards of the time. As regards Lady
Osborne’s family, the Berties, they helped him make his way, and throughout his career, provided him
with a body of support, but this was more than repaid by the positions that they were able to obtain
through his influence later on, as they continued their own rise which eventually encompassed a
dukedom (of Ancaster) and the embellishment of their home at Grimthorpe by Vanbrugh. Many of these
family contacts endured as working relationships for decades, and transcended the generations; loyalty
to family was a strong characteristic of Osborne throughout his life.
However his marriage had strengthened his royalist links at a rather inopportune time, as his father-inlaw, the Earl of Lindsey had been a senior commander in the army of Charles I, so Osborne had even
less chance of preferment, not that he probably wanted it, as long as Cromwell and Parliament were in
control. Perhaps it is another indication that he was not yet the restless man he was to become, that he
does not seem to have been involved in any of the royalist conspiracies that bubbled under the surface
in the late 1650s in the North of England. In this period he did begin to associate with influential people
in Yorkshire, with Sir George Savile, eventually Marquis of Halifax with whom early friendship developed
into lifelong rivalry, with Henry Cavendish, Lord Ogle, later Earl of Newcastle, and most importantly,
with George Villiers, 2nd Duke of Buckingham. The latter had achieved some fame fighting for the
royalist cause in the Civil Wars, although then only in his mid-teens, and had gone into exile at their
conclusion. Eventually, he had risked his liberty, and perhaps his life, by returning to Cromwell’s
England, and had married the only daughter and heir of the parliamentary general, Lord Fairfax, in
1657. (The arrangement did little for Fairfax’s hitherto decent relations with Cromwell, causing fierce
argument’s which seemed likely to end with Fairfax in the Tower, before the Lord Protector’s sudden
death ended the matter. No doubt, Cromwell was particularly frustrated by Fairfax’s unwillingness to
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see anything but good in the looseliving Buckingham, but the austere
general remained unwavering in his
regard until he died a decade later.)
In this way, the Duke had ensured
the eventual return of family lands in
Yorkshire, most of which had been
given to Fairfax by parliament as
reward for delivering victory in the
Civil Wars. Buckingham, whose
portrait is alongside, cannot be said
to have treated his wife well, yet
such

was

his

charisma

and

persuasiveness that it was to be
long before she completely lost faith
in

him.

The

association

with

Buckingham was to be critical for
Osborne’s career, and he owed
every appointment right up to that of
Lord Treasurer, in some degree, to the Duke’s support. However, there must have been frustrations for
Osborne in the relationship because they differed so much in personality and beliefs. John Dryden’s
portrait of Buckingham in his poem ‘Absalom and Achitophel’ referred to earlier, brings him to life, even
if in fairness to its subject it should be remembered that it was a riposte to Buckingham’s thinly veiled
attack on Dryden in his play ‘the Rehearsal’;
A man so various that he seem’d to be
Not one but all mankind’s epitome;
Stiff in opinions, always in the wrong:
Was every thing by starts, but nothing long:
But in the course of one revolving moon,
Was Chymist, Fidler, States-man and Buffoon:
Then all for Women, Painting, Rhiming, Drinking;
Besides ten thousand freaks that dy’d in thinking.
Blest Madman, who could every hour employ,
With something New to wish or to enjoy!
Though probably not yet clear that Osborne was becoming the complete antithesis of this, it soon will
be. Nonetheless, it has to be said that for as long as Osborne had much to gain from the relationship,
it survived, but whenever the balance shifted, it collapsed and regardless of the specific causes of the
break-down it is hardly surprising that Buckingham was bitter, and thereafter sought revenge.
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4.3. First Steps towards Power
Through the late 1650s while Ashley Cooper shifted his position by the month to maintain himself at the
centre of the national political scene, Osborne’s life had been spent quietly on his estate as his family
grew, though he did make occasional visits to London to attend to legal business associated with the
family lands. When the Restoration took place in 1660, he may have hoped for immediate improvement
in his circumstances, but he was nowhere near the head of the queue, particularly as King Charles II’s
decision to give favour to active participants in the Protectorate, like Ashley Cooper, reduced the
number of places available to steadfast royalists. Osborne did go to London in search of preferment,
no doubt hoping to benefit from the transformed status of his father-in-law, the Earl of Lindsey who
quickly became Lord High Chamberlain and a Privy Councillor, and the Duke of Buckingham, who had
already become one of the King’s boon companions, but he soon realised that there was unlikely to be
anything for him there, and returned to Yorkshire. Here his situation was much more promising, and his
public career began late in 1660 at the age of 28, with appointment by Lord Langdale, Lord Lieutenant
of the West Riding, previously a royalist general and crucially a friend and colleague of his late father,
as a Deputy Lieutenant and Colonel of a militia regiment.
He became engaged in building up the militia, settling the disputes in the county which resulted from
the Restoration settlement, and dealing with the discontent of those who had not supported the return
of Charles II. In the summer of 1661, Lord Langdale died to be replaced by the Duke of Buckingham,
and this benefited Osborne further, as he was appointed High Sheriff of Yorkshire for 1662. The
discontent referred to above came to a head in a gathering of republican sympathisers at Farnley Wood
in late 1663, and Osborne took part in the brief engagement which dispersed them, probably his only
real military experience before he was to find himself commanding thousands in the ‘broomsticks and
whishtail militia’ that took the North of England for William of Orange in 1688. The investigations which
followed, disappointed Osborne by failing to identify and punish the main culprits, but his diligence
clearly helped build his reputation both locally and with his patron, the Duke of Buckingham. In 1661 he
had not had sufficient influence to stand for election to the ‘cavalier’ parliament, but in 1664 when one
of the members of parliament for York died, Osborne was nominated to stand in the by-election, and
then elected in January 1665, against the opposition of another ex-Sheriff of Yorkshire by a comfortable
margin of 185 votes, the number of votes cast being rather less than a thousand, in a town with a
population of between ten and fifteen thousand. In contrast to Ashley Cooper this was the only election
he ever fought. He did not forget to express his gratitude to his patron, the Duke of Buckingham, in one
of the few letters he sent to the Duke which has survived; it says much about how people got elected
to parliament at that time, and perhaps a little about the lack of organisation in the Duke’s affairs, in that
he had not ensured that all who had received his patronage knew their ‘duty’.
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To the Duke of Buckingham sent on 19th January 1665
I suppose by this time you may have heard of my election at York, which I have encompassed by your
Grace’s favour, and therefore do presume to give your Grace the trouble of receiving my humblest
thanks for it. I confess I met with a more difficult opposition than I expected, and the rather because it
was most occasioned by some officers of your Grace’s regiment, but I must do the city that right to
assure your Grace that the greatest number of the best citizens (and particularly all the aldermen but
one) were very ready to give me their assistance upon your Grace’s account. I intend shortly to attend
your Grace and shall be ready to pay my services with all the duty and respect which becomes
T. Osborne
When he took his seat in the House of Commons, he was 33 years old, but his career direction cannot
have been settled in his mind. He was still a minor Yorkshire landowner rather than a member of the
political class, and although he had a reasonable income of approximately £1200 per annum, was
apparently encumbered with debts of at least £10000. The source of these debts, referred to by Pepys,
is something of a mystery since the burdens laid on his father when compounding with parliament were
not specially onerous, there must have been some dowry associated with his marriage, and he had
begun to show signs of the financial ability that was to characterise the remainder of his career. Perhaps
this is another hint of a more frivolous, extravagant side to him than he usually allowed to appear later
in life. No doubt, associating with the likes of the Duke of Buckingham was expensive, and his assertive
mother and wife had both to be kept in the state to which they were accustomed, but it is most likely the
family had simply become over-stretched, when the extra income brought in by his father’s official
appointments had dried up, and the money for fines due to parliament had to be found.
The first evidence of real acumen in financial matters is provided by Osborne’s activities shortly before
he entered parliament. He formed a syndicate and developed a plan to take over the ‘farm‘ of the
Yorkshire excise, (the arrangement whereby a ‘farmer‘ agreed to pay the government a fixed annual
sum, and also provide anticipatory loans, in return for the right to collect the excise in a county for a few
years). His scheme gave something to all interested parties, from the King downwards, and would
perhaps have been accepted if the Earl of Clarendon, who was by then in conflict with the Duke of
Buckingham, had not blocked the deal to prevent a known supporter of the Duke profiting. It is likely
that Osborne’s presentation of his scheme to the King benefited him in the longer term, in that he made
a good impression as a man of business, and the King, whatever his weaknesses, an excellent judge
of men, did not forget. Osborne’s early activities in parliament, included appointments to committees to
investigate the Admiralty, government, and Irish, accounts, the last of those at the instance of the King,
an early indication of Royal favour. It would be possible to make too much of the fact that these
committees were all concerned with finance; given its control of the purse-strings, finance was a lot of
the business of the House of Commons then and any promising new member could have expected to
be given such appointments, though not necessarily to have attracted the interest of the King. A flavour
of his activities is given by the following letter to his wife, which mixes affection, information and personal
business:
51

To Lady Osborne at Kiveton, sent from London on 2nd October 1666:
My dearest heart,
I received no letter from you this post, and it equally troubles me when I do not hear or cannot write,
both of them being great satisfaction to me; and I assure you that I have not failed on my part, besides
my letters by messengers. I have yet heard nothing how you approve of a journey hither for a while for
I do much fear the length of this session (of parliament) and shall never endure it without you, although
I fear my Lord Byron’s business (a private bill) will hardly be got on till some of the great public difficulties
be over. We move deadly slow about the supply (of money), finding many knots in the account which
we are endeavouring to pass first, and I doubt that will prove very tedious.
I have been this afternoon employed in the committee of examining persons suspected of firing the city
(The Great Fire of London), but all the allegations are very frivolous and people are generally satisfied
that the fire was accidental. Our fleet has been in sight of the Dutch three several days the last week
(sic), but they always waved our engaging them, and this is all we yet know. (The 2nd Anglo-Dutch War)
My Lord Frescheville talks of leaving us speedily but leaves my cousin Frank behind him. I have been
made her solicitor (presumably an intermediary for a woman with whom his cousin was involved) to
know his good intentions in future towards her, and truly can find little more than good intentions to
comfort her.
In the red cabinet at Thorpe (Salvin) you will find several drafts of my mother’s will which are not signed
or sealed. Pray send me one of them by the next post and let me know how Peregrine does and the
rest of our little ones. I most heartily wish for your dear company, being
Thy fond as well as faithful husband, T. Osborne
He lived up to the letter quoted earlier and worked to reinforce his position as a follower of the Duke of
Buckingham, both in Yorkshire and in parliament. He had an early, if probably unsought-after chance
to make plain his sympathies when he fought a duel with Lord Fauconberg, who had also previously
‘called out’ the Duke. Osborne was the challenged party rather than the aggressor and wounded his
opponent seriously, but not critically, coming off unscathed himself. When the Duke was temporarily
disgraced and lost his Lord Lieutenancy of the West Riding in 1667, Osborne also resigned all his local
offices though given the King’s interest in him, he could perhaps have retained them. He also supported
the causes espoused by the Duke in the House of Commons, modulating his own views on such matters
as religion and foreign policy. However, he found it easy enough to take the Duke’s side in his conflict
with the Earl of Clarendon, and after the Earl’s dismissal took a leading part in attempts by the House
of Commons to impeach the Earl, and after Clarendon fled to France, to impose banishment for life.
Though a change in government was obviously desirable for his personal ambitions, Clarendon’s
dismissal had secured this, and Osborne’s ferocity thereafter has puzzled some because it was
untypical; perhaps it reflected his annoyance about the failed tax farm, or even Clarendon’s role in the
early 1640s in the abolition of his father’s power base, the Council of the North. However he would also
have been well aware, as was Buckingham, that dismissed ministers sometimes return to power,
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seeking revenge if not comprehensively disgraced, and more cynically that the King had turned
completely against Clarendon, so the pursuit was likely to gain him favour from that quarter. If indeed
the latter was the explanation there is justice in the fact that some of the things Osborne said then, were
to be quoted back to him at the time of his own impeachment, 12 years later.
By 1669, Osborne had established a reputation generally as a coming man in parliament, had
impressed the King, and had reinforced his position with the Duke of Buckingham, becoming the Duke’s
most trusted collaborator and organiser. Given that the latter was now back in high favour with the King,
rewards for Osborne were inevitable; he first resumed his local offices in the West Riding when
Buckingham got back the Lord Lieutenancy, then was appointed to the government’s Council of Trade,
on which Ashley Cooper also served, and after the forced resignation of Lord Anglesey as Treasurer to
the Navy, was appointed to that position, jointly with Sir Thomas Littleton, a client of Lord Arlington, who
surpassed even Buckingham in the King’s favour at this time. On hearing of Osborne’s appointment,
Samuel Pepys, Clerk to the Navy Office consulted with his own patron, the Duke of York, who was Lord
High Admiral, about the dangers of an indebted man receiving such an appointment, probably because
the Treasurer to the Navy was expected to bridge funding gaps from his own resources and because
of the opportunities for peculation of funds. However, it did not take Osborne long to sweeten this
relationship, partly by some judicious flattery, and in part because the diarist recognised competence
when he saw it. The Joint Treasurer-ship carried a salary of £1250 per annum and there were unofficial
emoluments of the type associated with all positions in government, so Osborne’s income was more
than doubled, and it is clear that he had promises of further preferment in the future. There were rumours
of a prospective appointment as either deputy Lord Lieutenant of Ireland or as one of the Secretaries
of State, though nothing came of these. At any rate his career path was by then decided as being not
just a minor Yorkshire landowner but a national politician, and he moved all of his family to London for
the first time.
4.4. Ministerial Office
Osborne’s appointment as joint Treasurer of the Navy in 1669 meant that he became a member of the
Navy Board, and had responsibilities shared with the other joint Treasurer, Sir Thomas Littleton, for
applying money received from the Exchequer to the building, repair, and provisioning of ships, and the
payment of officers and seamen. Had the government been coherent in those days of the Cabal, he
would also have been expected to support its measures in the House of Commons. However, for all
that the King had by then settled on his programme, he had not informed all his ministers of the full
implications, so they continued to compete as well as co-operate. Sometimes during 1669 and 1670,
Buckingham and Arlington saw things similarly, and Osborne became involved on his patron’s behalf,
with the rudimentary parliamentary management practised by Arlington and his then follower, Clifford,
(probably little more than keeping lists of supportive members, and trying to persuade them to attend).
Lessons must have been learnt then which were applied more effectively in the future, and Osborne
and Clifford seem to have formed a good working relationship. (There are striking similarities between
the rapid ascents to power of these self-made men, who had some of the same attributes, though their
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religious beliefs were very different, and Clifford’s rapid fall contrasts with Osborne’s staying power).
All was not well between Buckingham and Osborne at this time, and a few surviving letters show the
latter frustrated by Buckingham’s inability to pursue a consistent line, and disliking his and the
government’s support for religious toleration, and the French alliance. In turn, Buckingham objected to
his follower’s strictures, and mocked attempts to reduce policy choices to simple logic. Osborne
gradually withdrew from wider involvements and concentrated wholly on his departmental duties with
the Navy. This spared him from taking some difficult decisions. It was one thing to give little support to
the government in Parliament but it would have cost him his position to have been in active opposition,
and he would have been well aware that his future prospects still depended heavily on Buckingham’s
backing.
In the area of naval finance, a clash with his fellow joint treasurer was inevitable, given that their joint
appointments were a compromise between the Buckingham and Arlington factions, and in 1671
Osborne formally charged his co-treasurer, Sir Thomas Littleton with peculation of funds and set in train
proceedings that resulted in his becoming sole Treasurer of the Navy later that year, with an increased
salary of £2000 per annum, though his victory was only partial in that Littleton was not disgraced and
received compensation for his loss of position. Since both men had no doubt tried to derive advantage
from their offices, there may have been a basis for, if not justice behind, Osborne’s charges, but it may
equally have been a case of having to attack Littleton before Littleton attacked him. Using his increased
authority, Osborne began to leave a real mark on the administration of the Navy; he introduced formal
minute taking to the Navy Board, and generally applied the organisational and hard headed negotiating
powers, for which he became better known later, to the setting out of the fleet. It is quite likely that some
of the innovations attributed to Samuel Pepys by biographers, who have puffed up the importance of
the diarist, owed rather more to Osborne. It is also recorded that he paid a number of visits to ports and
dockyards in the company of the King and the Duke of York, and it is reasonable to assume that his
future advancement owed something to the impression he made then.
Nonetheless, by early 1672, when the war with the Dutch United Provinces began, he seemed only to
have his competence to recommend him to the King and the government, since he was opposed to the
war, and he was even more opposed to the Declaration of Indulgence. Thus, it is quite surprising that
his rise continued with appointment to the King’s council, two months later, though his attendance during
the remainder of the year was to be desultory; obviously this could be justified by the pressures of his
Navy work, but was probably another indication of his lack of sympathy with government policy, and
wish to keep a low profile. There must have been considerable contact between Ashley Cooper and
Osborne in this period, given that the former, as First Lord of the Treasury, was largely responsible for
finding the money for all government purposes, including the fitting out of the fleet, and that the latter
had the duty of channelling naval funds to those who would build, fit-out, provision, and man, the ships,
and there are indeed records of joint inspection visits to dockyards. Also they must have sat at least
occasionally together at Council meetings.
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As to that interaction, we have Ashley Cooper’s scathing views of Osborne, to which we will return later,
but it is almost certain that many of his criticisms of lack of depth and of principles, were prompted by
the reticence which Osborne felt compelled to show because he had little sympathy with the aims of
the government of which he was a member. Certainly, Ashley Cooper underestimated his future
adversary, then and probably later. In his manoeuvring to strengthen his position during the death throes
of the Cabal, Osborne was probably the last person on his mind as a potential threat, certainly in
comparison to Arlington, Buckingham, or the Duke of York. So his surprise at the news of the new Lord
Treasurer’s appointment in 1673 must have been great. Even then, as his speech at the ‘swearing-in’
ceremony suggests, he did not see Osborne as a serious rival for power, so his own dismissal a few
months later came as a very rude awakening. For those of us who have the benefit of hindsight, it is
clear that Charles II saw something in Osborne from the moment of first encounter, and took an interest
in him when thereafter, he entered parliament. There also appears to have been personal chemistry.
For all the differences in station and personality, they liked each other, and this contrasted hugely with
the King’s visceral dislike of Ashley Cooper, and the latter’s contempt for the King.
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5. The Osborne Ministry and Ashley Cooper’s Opposition
5.1. Osborne’s Solution to a Financial Crisis
There has been rather pointless controversy, about the roles of different individuals in improving English
finances during the second half of the 17th century, as if the award of commendation is a zero sum
game, so that any given to one individual must detract from those involved before and afterwards. In
fact the system simply could not cope with the financial demands of war, so the period saw crises during
which the national finances collapsed, succeeded by years of painful recovery which lasted until the
next war-induced crisis. In the long term, lessons were learnt, so that crises became less catastrophic,
and recoveries stronger, but it was only a matter of degree before the 1690s, when the whole system
was transformed, as we shall see. The statement that Osborne had to address a major financial crisis
in the 1670s is not a denigration of previous endeavours of the likes of Sir George Downing, but an
observation that the gains made in the 1660s had not survived the 3 rd Anglo-Dutch War. Lord Clifford,
had necessarily been single-minded in his endeavours to produce the money required to fight that war
but had been able to take little account of the longer term financial consequences, so the situation he
left for Osborne was grim, with the debt resulting from the Stop of the Exchequer amounting to over a
million pounds and that already incurred from fighting the war predicted to be another half million. To
compound the problem, the mechanism of tax collection by contract which saw money first lent to the
government by so-called tax farmers, and then recovered by them from the payees, had been allowed
to build up a further government debt of half a million pounds; thus a significant amount of future income
was already pledged on interest and to repay this money. It bears emphasis that these sums which
seem so paltry now, with annual government expenditure measured in hundreds of billions, and debts
of the same order, were then seen as cripplingly large, so much poorer was the country, and so great
has been the impact of inflation since. In addition, none of the institutions that nowadays enable huge
government debts to be managed had yet been introduced anywhere, saving some embryonic
developments in Amsterdam. If the King or his government had a pressing need for money it remained
a matter of personal negotiation for loans with rich merchants, especially goldsmiths, either in London
or abroad. In this regard, nothing much had changed since medieval times. Osborne was faced with
genuinely empty government coffers and because of the outstanding borrowings and the residual
resentment of the ‘Stop’, lenders were reluctant to provide money needed to enable the government to
bridge the gap until tax revenues began to appear.
The new Lord Treasurer was prevented from taking any immediate action to address the financial crisis
because he contracted severe food poisoning shortly after his appointment and was unable to work
during the month it took him to recover. Thereafter, he quickly established a grip on the Treasury by
setting up orderly systems of working which ensured that different aspects of his task were addressed
at different times during each week, and that the plenitude of meetings he had to attend were properly
organised and recorded. In his six years of office he probably chaired over 700 Treasury Board
meetings at which the key decisions were taken. A historian of the 17th century Treasury, not generally
admiring of Osborne, does acknowledge the contrast between the records of his tenure, and the
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comparative absence of information, before and after. We also know that he became heavily involved
in negotiations with tax farmers, lenders and indeed spenders of government money, so that the total
number of financial meetings must have greatly exceeded a thousand in his six year term, and this
takes no account of meetings of the King’s council and its committees and his direct involvement with
Naval finances which he continued throughout the period, presumably because the Navy was for some
of the time, the largest single charge on the revenue. The implication is that he realised from the outset
that in this age the only way to run a government department effectively was to take personal
responsibility for everything; delegation simply was not an option, if he wished to exercise control. Given
all this, it is particularly strange that some historians have sought to depict him as presiding in some
ethereal fashion, but exerting little real influence on financial matters.
The results of his initial activity were swift to appear and by October 1673, four months after his
appointment, he had developed a plan which would allow the government to pay its way over the next
year, provided that the recalled parliament could be induced to supply funding commensurate with the
on-going costs of the war. His proposals were conventional enough, engrossing improvement in the
gathering of taxes, some reduction in expenditure on items like building and courtier’s pensions to which
he managed to persuade the King to agree, (itself an achievement beyond his predecessors), and most
importantly, a rebuilding of the confidence of lenders brought about by promising to offer them interest
on debts, and fixed schedules of repayment. Included amongst the reductions in expenditure was a
clamp-down on the King’s mistresses’ perquisites, though taking account of the reduction by a factor of
about 65 in the value of the currency between then and now, the provisions still seem generous enough.
An account prepared a few years later shows Barbara Villiers, Duchess of Cleveland, receiving £6000
a year with £3000 to each of her children, Louis de la Keroualle, Duchess of Portsmouth and her son,
£8000, and Nell Gwyn and her children, £5000 per annum, while Osborne waged a perpetual battle to
stop the King giving them access to other sources of revenue as well. I will allow myself a short
digression here, prompted by the re-appearance of the name of Barbara Villiers. She, while in receipt
of the King’s amorous attentions in the mid/late 1660s, maintained her own toy boy (in modern
parlance), John Churchill, later the Duke of Marlborough, and made him a gift of £5000 extracted from
the King. The teenage lover capitalised on the low life expectancy of soldiers to such good effect, that
he acquired a £500 annuity for life, (which in his case extended for another 55 years). In his famous
History of England, Lord Macaulay gave an account of the episode which reflected badly, if probably
accurately, on the conduct of the future general and statesman; nearly a hundred years later, Winston
Churchill rose to his ancestor’s defence in his biography of Marlborough, and another famous historian,
G. M. Trevelyan then entered the lists in defence of the reputation of Macaulay to whose family he was
related. The tale is amusing, but it is also a good illustration of how the King frittered away a hardly
adequate income, and of the task which Osborne faced in getting royal spending under control, without
incurring the enmity of too many powerful figures at Court.
Apart from addressing the immediate crisis, Osborne had also turned his attention to putting in place a
financial regime which would allow the gap between an annual income of less than a million pounds,
and expenditure a few hundred thousand pounds greater, which had dogged the reign since 1660, to
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be eliminated. His reputation as a financial magician was made for good in royal eyes and he went in a
few months from being most likely a short-term stop-gap to an indispensable minister. In his dealings
with the King he was already ranging much wider than his financial brief; his biographer presents the
following memorandum, apparently Osborne’s aide-memoir for discussions with the King, that same
October, which demonstrates that like his successors in charge of the government purse strings, right
up to the present day, he expected to have a say in anything the government did:
In all things to promote the Protestant interest both at home and abroad.
To keep firm to the Triple Alliance, and to endeavour to bring all Protestant princes into it. (Given that
England was still at war with one of the parties, Holland, this must have represented an aspiration for
the future.)
To suffer no diminution or embezzlement of the revenue either in England or Ireland.
To suffer no money assigned either for land or sea service to be diverted to any other use, nor any
gratuities to be given but by the King’s own appointment.
A committee of the Council to be joined with the Admiral for managing the economical part of the navy,
and all officers relating to that part to be appointed by the King himself, and no officer of the degree of
a captain and upwards to be appointed but with His Majesty’s approbation.
Concerning the King’s old officers.
Concerning the Parliament to be governed by the rules set down in a paper apart for that purpose.
From the King’s perspective it was already becoming clear that financial credibility as created by
Osborne might come with price-tags, namely reduced freedom to spend, on building projects, on gifts
for favoured courtiers and mistresses, and with pressure to move even further away from the course he
had attempted to steer with the aid of the Cabal. As we shall shortly see the King’s options diminished
greatly in the months following Osborne’s appointment, but there is little doubt that he quickly developed
a level of trust in his Lord Treasurer, unique during his reign. Certainly he was to try to circumvent the
financial restraints placed on him, and to retain the final say on matters like foreign policy, but there was
never to be any question of his voluntarily dispensing with Osborne’s services, and the two were only
to be prised apart with the utmost difficulty by the machinations of Ashley Cooper and his supporters.
5.2. The Crumbling of the Cabal, and the Continuing Rise of Osborne
In a previous chapter, I referred to the first fissures in the Cabal ministry, but Arlington, Buckingham
and Lauderdale retained their authority, even although the first two named seemed more concerned to
score points off each other, than with working together to provide effective government at a time of
crisis. Osborne’s appointment in May 1673 had been seen as a victory for Buckingham, but its
importance depended on whether he could make a difference to the King’s finances. Within a few
months, the outline of Osborne’s financial plan was known to the King’s council, and they could all see
that it might work, so the Buckingham faction appeared further strengthened. Osborne and his ally Sir
Edward Seymour, the Speaker of the House of Commons then persuaded the King to appoint Heneage
Finch as Ashley Cooper’s successor albeit with the less prestigious appointment of Lord Keeper rather
than as Lord Chancellor. (It is tempting to see in this appointment of Finch to the lesser role, a first sign
of Osborne’s determination to construct a ministry, in which his own position was paramount; a Lord
Chancellor could be a rival to a Lord Treasurer, but a Lord Keeper could not.) Outsiders joined Arlington
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in viewing the appointment as yet another coup for the Buckingham faction, but the status of each of
the remaining Cabal ministers was about to come under threat from another direction.
Arlington, Buckingham, and Lauderdale, (but strangely, not Ashley Cooper), rather than the King, were
seen as the instigators of the second treaty with France, which had been publicly acknowledged, and
which was by then very unpopular. Parliament met again early in 1674, and addresses were soon
agreed and presented to the King requesting that he remove each of the responsible ministers from his
Council. Lauderdale with his Scottish power base could afford to ignore this, but it was a different matter
for the other two, who had to fear impeachment or worse. Arlington, after seeking the King’s permission
to appear before the House of Commons, gave a powerful performance in his own defence, which
surprised anyone who believed in the tales of his timidity, convincing the assembly that he had not been
the prime mover in establishing the alliance, and thus he escaped censure. However, Buckingham who
was particularly vulnerable because he had actually gone to France to negotiate the sham second
treaty, panicked under pressure, failed to provide plausible explanations for his actions, and to
compound his problems, made remarks about royal culpability which offended both the King and the
Duke of York. Added to their annoyance, must have been the temptation to saddle Buckingham with as
much as possible of the blame for the unpopular alliance, so he was dismissed from all his offices, more
than had been demanded, and with some justification developed a strong grudge against those,
including Osborne, who had not come to his rescue. In fairness, Osborne had tried to persuade the
King to retain Buckingham as Master of the Horse, his only official position at Court, but there was
certainly no question this time of his following the Duke into political exile. These events marked the
end of the relationship which had done most to raise Osborne to power, but by then he must have
judged himself beyond dependence on Buckingham, and was willing shortly afterwards to profit from
the Duke’s fall by becoming Lord Lieutenant of the West Riding of Yorkshire in his place.
So, the Cabal had lost three of its members, Clifford, Ashley Cooper, and Buckingham, while another,
Lauderdale, had been forced into the background by Parliament’s displeasure, as had another power
in the land, James, Duke of York, after acknowledgement of his conversion to Roman Catholicism.
However, the moving spirit of the Cabal’s policies had been the King. Gradually, more and more of the
political nation became aware of this. Many assumed that the King would continue to pull the strings,
even if the names of his ministers changed. In fact, the King was to see the end of the war, following
the overturning of his religious initiatives, as the end of his grand design to impose a form of absolutism
on England, though he remained determined to live in amity with King Louis XIV, and that ruler’s
expansionist state, even if he had had to accept that open alliance was no longer an option. Otherwise,
discouraged by his failures, and disconcerted by the level of hostility to his government, King Charles
pulled back from his lead role in policy-making. No doubt, he might have preferred government to
resume its shape of the Clarendon years, with competing factions weakly controlled, and with little
central direction. Though not an edifying state of affairs, the King had been able to enjoy life, and he
had been generally liked if not admired. However, this scenario had, depended on there being a number
of well-matched contestants for power, who largely cancelled each other out, but by then, as we have
seen the status of almost every powerful figure had been weakened if not totally undermined.
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Arlington, boosted by his successful appearance before parliament, still seemed likely to be the chief
beneficiary from the political carnage of the past year, and especially from fall of his main rival,
Buckingham. He strengthened his position further by ending the unpopular war with Holland when
Spain, which was about to declare war on France but wished to avoid a war with England, offered to
mediate. Arlington speedily brought the resulting negotiations to a conclusion which recognised the
naval stalemate reached between England and Holland, (and restored New York, recaptured by a Dutch
expedition during the previous year, to England); a peace treaty was signed in February 1674. King
Louis XIV, left almost alone to fight a large part of Europe, chose not to apply the leverage which the
Secret Treaty had given him, to attempt to keep England in the war, in part because he was able to
keep a strong contingent of English soldiers, and partly because the weapon was almost too powerful.
At very least, the distrust which was gradually engulfing King Charles would have been raised
immediately to great heights by disclosure of the treaty, diminishing the royal authority, which King Louis
could still expect to be deployed in the French interest.
The next few months saw further
changes in the balance of power
between

leading

government

ministers, and Osborne, whose
portrait painted at the time is shown,
was

the

disguises

beneficiary.

The

wig

much

not

the

but

determination apparent in the face.
To the surprise of many, Arlington
failed to enhance his status over the
next year or so. It has been
suggested that he was exhausted
by more than a decade of high office
and political in-fighting and very
worried in retrospect by his narrow
escape from parliamentary censure.
He had coveted the office of Lord
Treasurer since the death of the Earl
of Southampton in 1667, but had
been passed over by the King in
favour of a number of unlikely
appointees, of whom Osborne was
only the latest, and had finally
realised that he would never be
given the much-desired prize. Accordingly, he took stock and decided to settle for a less demanding
future. Within a year he had resigned from the key position of senior Secretary of State (in September
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1674) and assumed the ceremonial office of Lord Chamberlain, still intending to exert influence but less
openly, from ‘behind the curtain’. He was replaced as Secretary of State by his protégé Sir Joseph
Williamson, who might have been a competent administrator, but was never a significant voice in the
King’s councils. Arlington’s influence with King Charles did not vanish overnight, but gradually waned
so that his persistent hostility to Osborne troubled the Lord Treasurer less and less, as time passed.
Effectively, a void had appeared at the top of the government and by the middle of 1674, Osborne had
occupied the space, firstly by confirming his indispensability in the area of finance, and secondly by
allying himself with Lauderdale. Soon, all the business of government was passing through his hands.
So, King Charles instead of returning to the drift of the Clarendon administration, found himself with a
determined first minister who brooked no rival, and knew precisely the direction in which he wanted to
lead the government.
With regard to curing the financial ills of the nation, the end of the Dutch war made Osborne’s task
easier by allowing him to lay up most of the fleet and disband a large part of the army, except for the
few thousand soldiers remaining in the pay of France. Otherwise, he stuck to the plan already outlined,
implementing reductions in expenditure, including that of the Court, and re-negotiating the major tax
farms to increase the amount paid to the government, by £50000 per annum in one case alone. He also
pushed through his proposed deal with the financiers involved with the Stop, paying them interest and
setting up a repayment schedule. He was fortunate that the ending of England’s involvement in the war
was followed by a mini-boom in trade, and thus in customs revenues, with the country benefitting from
the effects of war on its competitors, especially Holland, but his financial management made maximum
use of this good fortune, so that for the first time during the reign of Charles II, annual income exceeded
ordinary expenditure, and he could begin to contemplate the task of repaying some of the government’s
debt. In recognition of his transformation of the financial situation, he was promoted in the peerage by
the King in June 1674, and took the title, Earl of Danby, which had been held in its first creation by his
mother’s family, and by which he is best known, or more accurately, notorious, to posterity.
The financial crisis point of the reign of Charles II had passed. A few in parliament suspected this to be
the case and feared the consequences, since a King without need of money was thought to have no
need of parliaments, but Osborne had no intention of doing without parliament, for a number of reasons.
He was well aware that he could not complete his rescue of the government’s finances without
persuading parliament to supply money to pay off most of the remaining debts, a consideration no doubt
reinforced by the fact that the largest government creditor was a personal friend, the goldsmith, Sir
Robert Viner. Additionally any plans he might have on the wider policy front would inevitably require
extra funding; a policy of ‘do nothing, spend nothing’, did not accord with his view of government. Most
importantly, he had already decided to use parliament to put pressure on the King to move away from
the unpopular Cabal policies, even although he must by then have realised that those policies had been
largely devised by the King, and still accorded with royal ambitions.
Osborne is sometimes referred to as the first Tory political leader, even though such a party did not
exist when he came to power, but his views were more nuanced in some important respects than this
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categorisation would imply. As might be anticipated, given his cavalier antecedents and relatives,
Osborne took a high line with regard to the semi-divine status of kingship, but he was rather ambivalent
about how the King should carry out his role. He was more sceptical about the King’s prerogative rights
to over-ride laws, (suspending and dispensing powers) than Ashley Cooper had been up to that point,
seeing the use made of them as divisive, and he was to be happy enough to see them abolished in
1689. Certainly, Osborne thought that the King should rule, but that he should do so according to the
advice of a minister, who understood the wishes of the political nation, and could deliver an appropriate
programme. Ashley Cooper thought much the same, but they disagreed about what the advice should
be, and of course about who was most fitted to deliver the said advice and reap any rewards going.
Osborne saw the pillars of policy going forward, as strong government backing for the established
church, (which meant minimal toleration of dissenters and Roman Catholics), and a foreign policy which
aligned England with protestant powers and their allies, against France. His programme would indeed
have commanded overwhelming support in parliament and the country as a whole, if it had been
followed consistently after the Restoration in 1660. Even in 1674, there was majority support in the
House of Commons, though there was by then a greater willingness to concede toleration of nonconformists, if not Roman Catholics. Osborne’s problem was one of credibility. The King had led his
government in very different directions during the period of the Cabal government, so Osborne always
found it difficult to convince enough in parliament that any government sustained by King Charles was
acting sincerely, whatever was said. In fact, the doubters were probably right, because the King was
always looking for an opportunity to revert to his preferred course; the surprises are the extent to which
Osborne managed to divert him over the next few years and that the King worked happily with a first
minister whose fundamental beliefs were so different from his own. It is of course ironical that the socalled first Tory minister set out to counter the King’s wishes, thereby disobeying a great mantra of
Toryism, and there were to be more contradictions later.
5.3. Ashley Cooper’s Drift towards Systematic Opposition
Although Ashley Cooper had been dismissed as Lord Chancellor in November 1673, he remained a
member of the government’s council for trade, and the King’s Council. In a sense this makes it all the
more remarkable that while Arlington, Buckingham, and Lauderdale, the other three surviving members
of the Cabal ministry, were trying to fend off fierce attacks in parliament, Ashley Cooper, the most
strident advocate of war with Holland, and the most persistent defender of the King’s Declaration of
Indulgence remained free of parliamentary criticism. It seems that he and the King remained in some
kind of contact, while Osborne established himself, and the period was punctuated by rumours that
Ashley Cooper would re-join the government, and bizarrely even receive a dukedom. If Osborne had
failed to cope with his formidable tasks, the King might have had few alternatives to asking Ashley
Cooper to provide a government in what would have become a bankrupt state, and both parties will
have known this. By the spring of 1674, Osborne had demonstrated his mastery on the financial front,
and the King’s need for any fall-back position had vanished, so Ashley Cooper began to pay the full
price for his behaviour since his dismissal. In May 1674, the King attempted to cast him into the political
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wilderness, removed him from all his remaining offices, including the Lord Lieutenancy of Dorset, and
banished him from Court.
The repudiation must have been quite traumatic for Ashley Cooper because he had been continuously
in the King’s government for 13 years, and for the 7 years before that he had been intermittently a
member of the various governing councils of England, and even more frustratingly, his discharge had
come soon after he had finally attained the highest ministerial rank. His change in circumstances
certainly had a financial impact, not least because, as was normal at that time, he would have paid a
fee of upwards of £3000 on becoming Lord Chancellor, had had insufficient time in office to recoup the
money, and in the absence of a direct successor, would not have been able to sell the office on. This
probably explains why he reduced his housing establishment in London drastically, and no doubt added
another motive for his future hostility to the King and his government. From then on, when in the capital,
he lived at the residence of his late second wife’s family, Exeter House which duly became known as
the centre of opposition to the government in the years to come.
Obviously it was a blow to his pride as well as his pocket to lose office. He had almost certainly
calculated that the destruction of reputations that had taken place as the Cabal collapsed, and to which
he had contributed, would leave the King with little option but to come back to him ‘cap in hand’ as the
only remaining figure of the stature needed to run a government, and overcome parliamentary hostility.
It was only Osborne’s rise, and immediate facility in high office, that prevented him from being correct,
and judging by the low opinion of his rival that he expressed later, this was not an outcome he would
have predicted. At any rate, he was out of government at the age of 53, fairly old for that time especially
given his lifelong poor health. His ambition and thirst for office were undiminished, but with time not on
his side, he could not await events and was faced with the need to adopt the dangerous course of
systematic opposition; he had to try to make himself such a nuisance that the King would be compelled
to bring him back into office. Inevitably he would in that age run the risk of being accused of sedition,
especially if his opposition was seen as unprincipled or even too wide-ranging, rather than focused on
specific issues over which his conscience could be called in aid as justification. Another problem might
have been getting support in this new role from those who had watched him strenuously supporting
government policy, a few months before. It was surprising enough, that he had escaped all criticism for
this, but it is quite astonishing that as we shall see, so many who were hostile to the King and his
government fell into line behind him almost immediately. Few apparently doubted that his new causes
were a matter of conviction, even although this could be accounted his fourth dramatic volte-face
following his change of sides in the Civil War, the break with Cromwell, and the accommodation with
the King at the Restoration, never mind lesser shifts in between. They proved correct, because once
again he quickly showed total commitment to his new alignment.
Ashley Cooper is credited with interests and quite advanced views on matters like the administration of
the law, trade policy, and colonial government, but none of these provided him with the kind of issue
which could excite parliament and enable him to fuel opposition which could seriously embarrass a
government. Disputes about foreign policy could certainly do this as the fate of the Cabal had just
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shown, but this was a dangerous area for Ashley Cooper, given his own membership of the Cabal
government, and in any case for all his self-confidence, he never acted like an expert in this field. Again,
the supply of money for the government was a very contentious issue, but this was in large part because
of doubts about foreign policy, and in any case the House of Commons was pre-eminent, so Ashley
Cooper could not expect to take a lead role, though from then on he worked always to create enough
dissention to inhibit that supply.
However, there were issues which appeared to offer him opportunities; one was the argument about
toleration for non-conformist Protestants or dissenters, and the other was the question as to whether
the Roman Catholic heir presumptive, James, Duke of York should be allowed to succeed to the throne.
With both issues Ashley Cooper had a history of involvement, for toleration probably lifelong, and
motivated by principle, and he had advertised his views by his support for the King’s two Declarations
of Indulgence, even though he cannot have liked the concessions to Roman Catholics contained in
them. However this could not be his chosen first point of attack, as he knew that the House of Commons
had an Anglican majority, so something would have to be done about that first. Hence another issue
presented itself, namely the need for the dissolution of a parliament which had survived for over thirteen
years, on the grounds that it no longer reflected the mood of the nation and of course in the expectation
that a new parliament would be more sympathetic to Ashley Cooper’s own views.
As regards the succession to the throne of the Duke of York, Ashley Cooper had a record of personal
hostility to James stretching back even before the latter’s admission of his conversion to Roman
Catholicism; he was probably the first ‘outsider’ to discover James’ marriage to the ‘commoner’, Ann
Hyde, and helped to force its somewhat embarrassing disclosure. Becoming aware of the Duke’s drift
towards Roman Catholicism, he had strongly supported the private bill for a divorce, on grounds of nonconsummation of a childless marriage, brought by a certain Lord Roos to the House of Lords in 1670.
At the time, many had thought this might prove a precedent for King Charles, who did take an interest
in the case. When James acknowledged his religious conversion, a few years later, Ashley Cooper saw
his fears confirmed, and wasted little time in proposing that the King should follow Lord Roos. He
proclaimed that the protestant succession should be ensured by the agencies of a royal divorce, a
remarriage, and a new heir to supersede James, Duke of York, not least because any other solution
would involve tampering with the succession, or the powers of the monarchy. He completely misjudged
the King’s outlook. For all that the large crop of illegitimate royal children left no doubt as to the cause
of his unproductive marriage, and in spite of his array of mistresses, Charles had real affection for his
wife, Katharine of Braganza, and never contemplated subjecting her to the humiliation that would have
come her way if he had sought a divorce on grounds of non-consummation. In addition, although his
relationship with his introverted brother was never easy, the King supported the right of James to
succeed if nothing changed, and was never motivated to take any action calculated to interfere with that
right. Charles never forgot that his brother had shared in the humiliations of the Interregnum, and had
demonstrated total loyalty then and afterwards.
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Unsurprisingly, given his commitment to the Anglican Church, Osborne was another to worry early
about the potential succession of James, but he never raised the possibility of a royal divorce, because
he was close enough to the King to know that the monarch would not consider this recourse. Neither
was he, with his cavalier background willing to consider any expedient which would interfere with the
normal succession. He must also have been influenced by a wish to remain on good terms with James
who was proving to be a useful ally in persuading the King to change direction on various policy matters.
Nonetheless, the security of the Anglican Church was always Osborne’s prime concern and whenever
he had secured himself in power, he began to consider safeguards which depended on limiting the
powers of a Catholic king in the area of religion. Charles, who had already insisted that James must
continue to bring up his daughters, Mary and Anne, as Anglicans, proved willing to go this far, and
eventually, in 1677, Osborne was able to introduce a bill to parliament which incorporated his proposals.
As we shall see, Ashley Cooper was by then certain to be hostile to almost anything coming from
Osborne and the government, but on this matter at least there was nothing synthetic about his
opposition. He understood the character of James well enough to be sure that restraints on him would
not hold if he was ever crowned, so in the absence of a royal divorce had been driven inevitably to the
conclusion that Exclusion of James in favour of someone else was the only option. In the context of the
present discussion, the fact that Ashley Cooper already had clear views on a matter that would
eventually divide the nation did not help him much in preparing a campaign of opposition in 1673,
because the issue had not yet had an impact on most of the political nation. The King was a larger than
life figure in his early forties, so the matter of his successor seemed to be of no immediate concern,
even given the uncertainties of 17th century life, and there were enough examples of long delayed births
to royal consorts (King Louis XIV was one) to sustain hopes for that outcome. It was to be a few years
before Ashley Cooper was able to bring the matter to the centre of the political stage, and even then it
was to require some fairly extraordinary circumstances.
After its pursuit of his ministers during the session of early 1674, Charles had no incentive to call
parliament later that year so Ashley Cooper spent the months between his break with the King and early
1675, at Wimborne reflecting further on his position, and deciding how best to attack the government.
He had already formed an alliance with a group including Lords Bedford and Holles, also parliamentary
supporters during the Civil War and Interregnum, and more importantly started to work closely with Lord
William Russell, son of the Earl of Bedford. This association was to be unusually durable for Ashley
Cooper, lasting until his death, and it meant that he could depend on initiatives he took in the House of
Lords being accompanied by similar moves in the Commons by Russell, usually backed by Lord
Frederick Cavendish, son of the Earl of Devonshire, and Sir Thomas Meres. This grouping can fairly be
regarded as the progenitors of the Whig party, but it was to be a few years before they acquired the
organisation which would justify that description. William Russell seems to have been very different
from Ashley Cooper in character, with none of the overweening ambition and ruthlessness of the latter,
and he was noted more for good nature and good temper, than for cleverness or political awareness.
However, he was unselfish and persistent, probably just the qualities required to work successfully with
his demanding mentor.
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Early in 1675, Ashley Cooper sent what would now be called an open letter to a peer with whom he had
been politically associated since Cromwellian days, Charles Howard, Earl of Carlisle:
Sent by the Earl of Shaftesbury on 3rd February 1675.
My Dear Lord Carlisle,
I very much approve of what my Lord Mordaunt and you told me you were about and should if I had
been in town, readily have agreed with you, or upon the first notice have come up; for it is certainly all
our duties, and particularly mine who have borne such office under the Crown to improve any good
correspondence between the royal family and the people and not leave it possible for the King to
apprehend that we stand on any terms that are not as good for him as necessary for us. Neither can
we fear to be accounted undertakers at the next meeting of Parliament, for I hope it shall never be
thought unfit for any number of Lords to give the King privately their opinion when asked; since in former
days in all the northern kingdoms, nothing of great moment was acted by their kings without the advice
of the most considerable and active nobility that were within distance, though they were not of the
ordinary Privy Council; such occasions being not always of that nature as did require the assembling
the great Council of Parliament. Besides there are none so likely as us nor any time so proper as now
to give the only advice I know truly serviceable to the King, affectionate to the Duke (of York), and
secure to the country, that is a new Parliament, which I will undertake at any time to convince your
Lordship is the clear interest of them all.
But in the mean time I must beg yours and Lord Mordaunt’s pardon that I came not up as I intended;
for I hear from all quarters, of letters from Whitehall that I am coming up to town, that a great office with
a strange name (Vicar General) is preparing for me and such like. I am ashamed I was thought so easy
a fool by those who should know me better; but I assure your Lordship, there is no place or condition
will invite me to Court during this Parliament, nor until I see the King thinks frequent Parliaments as
much his interest as they are the people’s right; for until then I can neither serve the King as I would,
nor think a great place safe enough for a second adventure.
When our great men have tried a little longer they will be of my mind. In the meantime no kind of usage
will put me out of that duty and respect that I owe to the King and the Duke; but I think it would not be
amiss for the men in great offices, who are at ease and where they would be, to be ordinary civil to a
man in my condition; since they may be assured that all their great places together shall not buy me
from my principles. My Lord, I beseech you to impart this to the Earl of Salisbury, my Lord of
Falconridge, and my Lord Holles; and when you four command me up I will obey.
I am sorry my Lord Halifax had no better success in his summer’s negotiation; and that his uncle Sir
William (Coventry) could make no nearer approach to the Ministers of State than kissing the King’s
hand. I fear it is fatal to his Lordship’s uncle to go so far and no further.
My dear Lord,
I am, most passionately and sincerely, Your Lordship’s most devoted servant, Shaftesbury
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His letter may contain its fair share of unctuousness and hypocrisy, but it marks the beginning of the
new, and as it turned out, the last phase of Ashley Cooper’s political career. He gave what were probably
necessary assurances that he was not about to be bought off with office, but more importantly explained
the line he would take in the next parliament; his focus was to be on a demand for the election of a new
House of Commons. The apparent absence of hostility to the Duke of York did not reflect a change in
his determination to oppose the Duke’s succession to the throne. He foresaw the possibility that cooperation with the Duke might be necessary, if Osborne’s plans were to be opposed with any prospect
of success, so had selected an issue on which they could agree. He and the Duke shared the view that
any new House of Commons would be less hostile to religious toleration, though they had very different
views of what should be tolerated. Nonetheless he was being rather naïve in assuming that Osborne
would have no plans to fix the support of the Duke, or indeed that the Duke would be willing under any
circumstances to co-operate with one who had not troubled to hide his hostility in recent years.
5.4. The Great Debates about Osborne’s Test Bill
Parliament duly reassembled in March 1675, and the initiative was seized by Osborne, who had
succeeded by relentless advocacy in persuading the King and the Duke of York, that the best route to
overcoming the hostility of the House of Commons, with a view to extracting a grant of money, was to
provide hard evidence to that body, that Royal policies had changed. Late in the previous year, Osborne
and Lauderdale had begun discussions with a group of bishops to develop proposals which might
receive support from the pro-Anglican majority, and the initiative led to the formation of a Privy Council
committee which worked with the bishops to devise specific measures. These included encouragement
of more convictions of Roman Catholics under the recusancy acts; almost total suppression of the
celebration of mass, and the banning of the attendance of English subjects at the few masses still
permitted to the Queen and some foreign ambassadors; the banishment of all English priests, and the
recall of those in training at foreign seminaries. Additionally, Roman Catholics were to be barred from
court, excluding of course the Duke of York. Non-conformist services (conventicles) were also to be
suppressed, and the licenses to preach issued under the Declaration of Indulgence of 1672, formally
withdrawn.
As justification for these measures, Osborne asked Bishop Compton of London to arrange a survey of
religious persuasion across the nation, in the expectation that a small return for the numbers of
dissenters and Roman Catholics would support the harsher measures against them, (the concept of
minority religious rights was hardly acknowledged anywhere then, except to a limited degree in France
and Holland). The Bishop delivered, providing an estimate of only 5% for those not following Anglican
doctrines, and Osborne happily carried this number into the discussions in the King’s council, as a
buttress to his arguments for a strongly pro-Anglican policy. The Osborne/Lauderdale measures were
accepted by the council in early 1675, and since they amounted only to the strict enforcement of existing
laws, and not new law, they required neither a royal declaration nor parliamentary approval and could
be promulgated by an Order in Council as instructions to the Lords Lieutenants and local law
enforcement officers. (A further word on the Compton survey is appropriate; there were probably three
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times as many dissenters and Catholics in the country, as his numbers suggested, say 15% of the
population, and the numbers in London may have exceeded 30%. Apart from bias in the methodology,
and miscounting encouraged by Compton’s knowing the answer he and Osborne wanted, underestimation was inevitable because many dissenters attended a few Anglican services each year, socalled occasional conformity, which actions allowed them to hold office, or preserve a position in society,
so they and their families had been placed in the Anglican column.)
At the same time, to further engage church and cavalier sentiment some symbolic decisions were taken
at Osborne’s prompting, namely to put more resources towards Christopher Wren’s rebuilding of St.
Paul’s Cathedral, and to re-inter ceremonially the body of Charles I, by then regarded as an Anglican
martyr. Osborne also arranged for the refurbishment and re-erection at Charing Cross (where it is still
to be seen) of the equestrian statue of Charles I, sculpted by Le Soeur in 1633. The Lord Treasurer had
bought the artefact from a Holborn brazier, John Rivet, who in turn had acquired it when parliament
ordered its destruction during the Civil War. Rivet was clearly a clever if unscrupulous man because
having convinced parliament he had broken up the statue by showing members a few bits of brass, he
made money by selling knife and fork handles supposedly ‘made from the martyred King’s statue’, and
finally sold the intact statue back to Osborne.
These steps were all in preparation for Osborne’s main initiative when parliament was next called to sit
in April 1675, which was to introduce a Test or non-resistance declaration for all parliamentarians and
office holders, similar to that already in force for clergy and municipal office holders. The Test embraced
an oath not to attempt alteration of government of church or state and a declaration that taking up arms
against the King was illegal in all circumstances. Ironically, Osborne had played a significant part in the
defeat of a similar measure ten years earlier, when still making his way. Then he was posing as a
moderate, even consensual, Anglican, to gain the favour of the King and his brother, but his new aim
was to divide parliament sharply along religious lines with the government demonstrably aligned with
the Anglican majority, thus, he hoped, burying the suspicions engendered by the Cabal interlude.
Although this Test was essentially symbolic, the declaration was not without practical consequences,
as in any future election, when the 1661 parliament was finally dissolved, many non-conformists would
probably disqualify themselves from standing for parliament by refusing to take the Test, thus
weakening their voice in that assembly. It is a measure of how much confidence Osborne already
inspired, that he was able to persuade the King and the Duke of York to support an approach so far
from their own convictions. (Nowadays, oaths are largely viewed as survivals from a bygone age and
as little more than formalities when they are required of a prospective office-holder. In the 17th Century,
they were seen by the great majority who held religious beliefs as binding on those who took them, and
backed by stern sanctions which would be applied in an after-life, if not before. They had the power to
control and change behaviour. It is in this context that a number of fierce parliamentary struggles to
secure precise wording for such affirmations, and to decide who might be required to take them, must
be understood.)
……………………………
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The parliamentary battle over the Test bill took
place in the House of Lords, and it is appropriate
to digress briefly to describe the scene there at
that time. The following description is taken from
Turberville’s book on the House of Lords and
refers to the 1690s, while the copy of the painting
pictures the House in the early 18th century, but the
two coincide in all the main features and there is
nothing to suggest that things were any different in
the 1670s. (Notice should be taken of the fireplace
on the left-hand side of the painting to which
reference will be made later.) The group shown in
the back of the House, behind the robed figure of
the Speaker, are members of the House of
Commons,

gathered

there

to

listen

to

a

pronouncement from the throne. A modern version
of this proceeding can still be seen at the official Opening of Parliaments.
Turberville proceeds as follows;
Whenever the King was present in person (officially) he sat at the upper end of the room in a chair of
state, over which was spread the cloth of state. Under this and on either hand of the sovereign the royal
children might sit. On the right hand of the King was placed a seat, once used for the King of Scotland
(presumably dating to one of the periods when Kings like David II were captive, or acknowledged
overlord-ship), and destined for a Prince of Wales. On the right hand side and set against the wall was
a bench upon which sat the two Archbishops. Just below (towards the back of the room) was another
bench for the superior Bishops of London, Durham and Winchester. Upon other forms and still on the
same side of the House sat the rest of the episcopate.
On the King’s left hand were places for the great officers of state – the Lord Chancellor, the Lord
Treasurer, the President of the Council, and the Lord Privy Seal. If as was practically always the case
they were peers, they sat in virtue of their office above all the nobility including dukes, except such as
were members of the Royal Family. If it chanced that any of the great officers was not a lord he sat on
the uppermost woolsack (in the centre of the chamber, in front of the King). On the same side as the
ministers and below them sat the dukes, marquises, and earls in order of their creation; while the
viscounts and barons sat on cross benches at the foot of the room.
When the King was present, the Lord Chancellor or Lord Keeper (the equivalent post of lower status)
stood behind the cloth of state. Otherwise he presided as Speaker of the House, taking his place on the
woolsack athwart the chair of state. Upon other woolsacks sat the judges, privy councillors not being
peers, and secretaries of state, King’s Counsel at law, and masters of chancery. Such of those as were
not peers had their place as advisors, and necessarily possessed no suffrage. On the lowest woolsack
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was the clerk of Parliament, the latter having two clerks under him who knelt behind this woolsack and
wrote upon it.
When the King was present the Lords remained uncovered; when he was absent they sat covered after
having at their entrance done reverence to the chair of state. After this the judges were allowed to take
their seats but they might not be covered until the Lord Chancellor or Keeper signified to them the
consent of the peers. The king’s Counsel and masters of chancery were also allowed to sit, but at no
time might they be covered.
The Upper House assembled every day except on Sundays and great festivals in the morning and they
might remain until the comparatively early dinner hour of these days. Only very rarely did the House
meet after dinner, but sittings were often protracted until late in the afternoon. Though the House itself
so infrequently sat after dinner, committees did.
The arrangements described above were in no sense adversarial, since opponents did not face each
other as in the House of Commons, but rather were designed for communication between the King and
the most prominent figures in the realm. Although the debates in the 1670s were sometimes
impassioned, the lay-out described must have contributed to their remaining less violent than was
sometimes the case in the lower house.
The Test bill was introduced by Osborne’s brother-in-law, the Earl of Lindsey, and as now, it needed to
be given 3 readings and to be considered in detail by a House committee, before it could be sent to the
House of Commons for their consideration. As often happens now, the first reading, which was
concerned with the principle rather than the detail of the bill, was not strongly contested by those
opposed, but on 20th April 1675 after a relatively passionless second reading, when the bill was referred
as was normal to a committee of the whole house, the greatest parliamentary clash since the Civil War
began. The main speaker on the government side through the days of debate which followed was by
convention the somewhat garrulous Lord Keeper, Finch, but the direction was in the hands of Osborne.
Ashley Cooper dominated the opposition replies and was joined by many of the most able peers
including Buckingham, Halifax, and the Marquis of Winchester, and they had the better of many of the
arguments, but won none of the votes. Typically, 75 peers and bishops attended debates in the House
of Lords but at the start of proceedings on the Test bill, attendance reached 134 out of 168 eligible
members. A government majority was secured by Osborne’s obtaining proxy votes for most nonattendees, by the adherence of the bishops up to 20 strong, and by the support of catholic peers led by
the Duke of York who had committed himself to the policy earlier. Nonetheless the margins were small
at times, particularly when Ashley Cooper managed to slant the argument to suggest that the Test, by
requiring an oath from peers, was a general attack on their privileges, (his contention was defeated by
only one vote, and Osborne had to exempt catholic peers from the provisions of the bill for fear of losing
the support of them and the Duke of York). Ashley Cooper also attacked the Test strongly on the
somewhat obscure grounds that there were contradictions in the various documents thought to define
the Anglican religion which made it wrong to set these in stone by forbidding any attempt to make them
more coherent. He had clearly scoured ancient texts, no doubt with John Locke’s help, to find his
70

evidence. The opposition again came close to success, when an amendment was brought forward to
add the words ‘by force or fraud’ to the prohibition of attempts to effect changes in church and state.
Osborne had considerable difficulty in defeating this assault on the bill which would have emasculated
it by allowing anyone to challenge the intended status quo by parliamentary means, or by circulating
petitions and other written material.
The conventions of the House of Lords, allowed members of a defeated minority to enter a protest on
the official record of proceedings by adding a signed comment. Ashley Cooper and his supporters did
this frequently, and these comments were promulgated in pamphlets thereby giving publicity and an
almost official appearance to their opposition. However, they had to be careful, because such comments
if not controlled could be seen as a contempt of the House of Lords, and even lead to the imprisonment
of perpetrators; the government’s supporters started down this path once during the debates but were
deflected by arguments for free speech. Late in May, the passage of the bill through the committee
stage was secured after an unprecedented 17 days of debates, some of which had lasted for many
hours until well after midnight, but it was to prove a somewhat hollow government victory because other
events which we will look at next, ensured that the bill would neither be given its formal third reading
nor be sent to the House of Commons, and so have a chance of becoming law.
The battle had been fought between Ashley Cooper and Osborne in direct opposition, albeit that the
major speeches had come from the former, the latter had orchestrated the government’s resources and
put the words in the mouths of the government’s spokesman. There was no longer any doubting who
the first minister was, or that there was an organised opposition, led by Ashley Cooper. As regards the
issue, the fact that the Test did not become law was obviously significant both for the future composition
of parliament, and perhaps for future changes in church and constitution, though had parliaments
sought to effect changes with a Test act in force they would surely have found a way round it. Osborne
had certainly demonstrated the commitment to the new religious policy of the government, and so had
the King, who attended 43 out of 47 debates, ‘unofficially’, usually leaning against the fireplace, and
sometimes commenting loudly on what he heard.
Concurrently with the fierce debates in the House of Lords, the opponents of the government in the
House of Commons made further attacks on the policies of the Cabal ministry, and Lauderdale and
Osborne were targeted personally. The motion against Lauderdale was a repeat of that in early 1674,
prompted in part by his undisguised contempt for the English parliament and its actions; not surprisingly
the result was the same, an address to the King asking for Lauderdale’s removal from office which was
ignored by both the recipient and its subject. The attack on Osborne might seem surprising given that
he could hardly be blamed for the main actions of the Cabal ministry, even if he had been a junior
minister at that time, and he had not been in office as Lord Treasurer for very long. However the hostility
of the House of Commons is in part explained by the fact that the government could easily be presented
as Cabal Mark 2, with some changes in personnel but none in the policies as laid out by the King; even
the new faces at the top like Osborne, were still wrongly seen as followers of Cabal members like
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Buckingham. Osborne was trying desperately to remedy this perception, but he had not had sufficient
time to do so as yet.
It is also true that the Lord Treasurer had made enemies during his rapid ascent to power; the attack
on him was not initiated by members opposed to the government, though they were happy enough to
lend their support, but by supporters of Arlington who continued to resent Osborne’s appointment to the
office their leader had earmarked for himself, and by the erstwhile supporters of the Earl of Clarendon
who had not forgiven Osborne for his role in the fall of that minister. The latter group were led by the
Duke of Ormonde who had his own additional reasons for hostility towards Osborne, whom he held
responsible for his failure to recover the Lord Lieutenancy of Ireland. However, the variety of the
accusers was not matched by the strength of their case. The grounds for an impeachment were weak
with the main accusation, misappropriation of funds, and when it became clear that no evidence could
be produced to back the charge, it was resolved by a substantial majority of 76 not to proceed further
with it. The attempt then petered out, but the Lord Treasurer in turn failed when he tried to follow up this
clear victory by obtaining from the House of Commons, a grant of money to address shortcomings in
the fleet, mainly because the King was still thought to be covertly pursuing the Cabal’s foreign policy by
encouraging the recruitment of more English soldiers into the French army.
In spite of his failure to obtain money, which if nothing else backed his case to the King about the need
for fundamental changes in government policy, Osborne must have been fairly satisfied by events, with
his victory in the House of Lords and easy avoidance of impeachment by the lower house, but things
were about to swing the way of Ashley Cooper. The matter, which he and his allies were able to use to
wreck the chance of the Test bill becoming law, began as a relatively minor argument between the two
Houses of Parliament. The ‘Shirley-Fagg case‘ was a complex legal dispute, which a Dr. Shirley took,
on appeal, to the House of Lords, but as his adversary, Sir John Fagg was a member of the House of
Commons which was in session, the latter body was encouraged to see the prosecution of the case as
a breach of its privileges. Ashley Cooper took the side of the House of Lords, but Osborne took the part
of the House of Commons, and ensured that it became known that the King and the Duke of York
inclined to the same view. This seemed to be a clever if cynical move because it might have conciliated
the Commons sufficiently to give him both his Test bill and financial supply, but Ashley Cooper was
more than equal to this challenge. The government aims were thwarted by the level of hostility which
he was able to generate between the two Houses, so that it soon became clear that no further business
could be done, and parliament was prorogued until October 1675 by the King to give passions time to
cool. In this way the Test bill was lost before it could be passed to the House of Commons, and as with
all bills in such circumstances, Osborne would have had to start again when parliament reassembled,
if he wanted to pass the bill. Ashley Cooper had won a material victory in halting the progress of the
Test bill, but Osborne could hope that he would gain future support in the House of Commons from his
own manoeuvres round the Shirley-Fagg case, and from his realignment of the government’s religious
policy, which he hoped had been demonstrated to all, by the recent House of Lords debates. Everyone
in political life knew that the struggle would soon resume.
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5.5. The Widening of the Struggle between Osborne and Ashley Cooper
In the months leading up to the return of parliament, Osborne attempted to strengthen the government’s
position in the House of Commons. Having apparently weaned the King from one unpopular policy on
religion, he turned to the other, by trying to address the suspicions about the King’s continuing
attachment to France. The on-going war in which France with her ally Sweden contended against an
alliance of Holland, Spain, the Empire and a number of German states was finely balanced, and the
detachment of more than 5000 English soldiers which still fought in the army of Louis XIV was valued
by that King and his generals. Were they to be withdrawn, or even worse from the French viewpoint
switched to the allied side, the impact would have been considerable. Osborne persuaded the King to
stop French recruitment of English soldiers, the first step towards withdrawal and on this basis informed
leading parliamentarians that by the time they returned to Westminster, he would be able to show that
all links with France had been broken. This might indeed have convinced the doubters, and have
ensured success for Osborne in his designs, but he had reckoned without the French response. Their
government feared the start of a process that could well lead to English involvement on the allied side,
and moved effectively to counter Osborne’s plans.
They stiffened the resolve of influential politicians unsympathetic to the government, (with payments to
some, though not Ashley Cooper himself), and persuaded them to make common cause with the Duke
of York, who had already withdrawn his support for the Lord Treasurer’s religious policies, thereby
opening the way to the unlikely political alignment presaged in Ashley Cooper’s open letter. Indeed, that
rapprochement had gone so far that the Duke brought Ashley Cooper into the royal presence, before
Osborne, hearing of the matter, remonstrated, and persuaded the King to confirm that his rival was still
banned from the Court. The French government’s aim was to maintain enough discord in the upcoming
session of parliament to prevent Osborne from getting money from that source, thereby inhibiting any
active foreign policy inimical to French interests. They assumed that such a failure would lay King
Charles open to the temptation of taking French money, which was offered to him in return for England
preserving neutrality friendly to France in the on-going war.
Of course, King Charles saw this as payment for doing what he wanted to do anyway, and without even
waiting for parliament to sit, went back on his undertakings to Osborne to the extent that he negotiated
an agreement to dissolve parliament if it proved hostile to France, in return for a subsidy of £100000
per annum. This sum was insufficient to support preparations for war, but enabled Charles to resume
some of his own pursuits and satisfy his courtiers and mistresses, without having to cajole his Lord
Treasurer into loosening the purse strings. At this point it is worth emphasising the difference between
attitudes to office then, and now. Osborne would have nothing to do with the negotiation with France,
and we can assume opposed it vigorously, but the King was exerting his then indisputable right to make
foreign policy, and no politician at that time, especially one who purported to be a defender of the King’s
prerogative, would have thought of resignation, if his advice was not taken on such a matter. However,
the deal although secret, made it impossible for Osborne to pursue his intended assault on France in
parliament, not least because a dissolution might follow.
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This setback to his hopes of completing the policy reversal which would itself have ensured stronger
backing in the House of Commons, forced Osborne to consider other ways of gaining majority support.
It had long been expected that holders of government office would vote for government measures in
parliament, though in fact they often didn’t, during Clarendon’s period in office. However Arlington with
the aid of Clifford had made efforts to organise such support during the Cabal ministry, and Osborne
had co-operated with them, on Buckingham’s behalf. The number of government places had recently
increased as a result of a decision to reorganise the collection of excise duties, and appoint government
commissioners; a 17th century equivalent of nationalisation. Of course the posts were of value to the
holders and since many of the new commissioners were members of parliament, they became
susceptible to government pressure. Actually, Osborne was ambivalent about the change, and later
considered reversing it, because he was unconvinced about the financial benefit, but at this time he
used the increased opportunity it gave him to build a Court party in the House of Commons. Accordingly,
before the re-start of the parliamentary session in October 1675, he attempted to ensure the attendance
and support of all office holders in parliament by providing his colleagues in government with lists of
House of Commons members known to them, so that persuasion, backed perhaps by threats of loss of
office, could take place; the first really serious top-down attempt to create a Court party, and a tentative
step towards the party system which we have today. By adding the votes gained by this initiative, and
the religious policy initiative Osborne thought he could guarantee support from over 100 members when
parliament returned, and a block of this size added to those, who still normally supported the King,
might have been expected to ensure the passage of government measures.
However, Osborne underestimated the resentment which was inspired by his efforts when they became
known to others in the House of Commons. Edmund Burke’s aphorism of a century later applied, ‘when
bad men combine, the good must associate’. Although at this time there was probably no actual bribery
of members in the Court party, indeed such bribery as did occur was with French money on the other
side, it became an easy rallying call for the opposition that the government was buying votes. Thus the
reaction to Osborne’s efforts was a greater degree of commitment, if not immediately, organisation, by
his opponents, and a consolidation of Ashley Cooper’s support. During the summer of 1675 the latter
had stayed in Wimborne, but he had not been inactive, producing his best known publication ‘A Letter
from a Person of Quality‘ in collaboration with John Locke. The pamphlet purported to be a history of
the growth of absolutist tendencies since the Restoration, with special emphasis on the recent House
of Lords debates, and ended with a passionate demand for the dissolution of parliament. The document
helped to persuade some undecided members and it was to become clear very early in the new session
that both government and opposition support had increased at the expense of the uncommitted.
Osborne did not re-introduce the Test bill when parliament reassembled in the autumn of 1675, mainly
because of the loss of the support of the Duke of York and his following, but also because he was
unsure of the King’s attitude in the light of recent events. However he could hope that his tactical aim
of demonstrating government commitment to the established church had already been achieved. He
turned instead to making a sustained effort to get a significant money grant of £1000000 to eliminate
the financial hang-over from the previous regime once and for all. We have seen that he had managed
74

to create a favourable balance between annual income and expenditure, but there remained the
problem that repayment of debt was running ahead of collection of income, so that the latter was
mortgaged into the future, i.e., the 1675 income was mainly paying for earlier expenditure, so that the
1676 income would have to be applied to the payment of 1675 expenditure. Given a one-off grant this
situation could have been remedied and the King would get back to the convention of only having to
ask parliament for money to pay for extraordinary expenditure such as funding a war. This was the big
test of Osborne’s efforts to mitigate general hostility in parliament and build a block of government
support in the House of Commons and he came very close to success, losing the decisive vote only by
165 to 172. However this was the high water mark of the session for Osborne, and attempts to procure
a grant for building ships for the navy also failed when the House of Commons refused to go beyond
an inadequate sum of £300000, and then proposed to find the money by allocating customs receipts
which were already a part of the King’s lifetime grant, so reducing the government’s flexibility without
actually increasing its total income.
When the House of Lords had re-assembled in October, Ashley Cooper, who must again have been
unsure of Osborne’s intentions and of the balance of support in the House of Commons, had attempted
to bring about an immediate conflict between the two Houses of Parliament by getting Dr. Shirley to
reintroduce the appeal that had disrupted the previous session. Although Ashley Cooper’s powerful
oratory did much to delineate the rights of the House of Lords as a legal body in the future, he suffered
a tactical defeat because Osborne persuaded the House to delay the hearing. This gave time before
the conflict over Shirley-Fagg resumed, for Osborne’s funding request to be debated, but his failure to
win the vote on supply in the lower House was for the moment decisive. There was no immediate
prospect of overturning this result, so parliament was in danger of becoming solely a vehicle for Ashley
Cooper’s manoeuvres, if it was allowed to continue to sit. Accordingly the King decided on prorogation,
but Ashley Cooper had one more shot in his locker. As the peers prepared to depart, he engineered a
vote on a motion that the House of Lords wished the King to dissolve rather than prorogue parliament
and so trigger a general election for the first time since 1661. Although the King would have ignored an
affirmative vote, it would have been embarrassing for the government, and the motion came very close
to success because some peers had already left London, whereas Ashley Cooper had primed his own
following, and could expect the backing of the followers of the Duke of York. However, Osborne
managed to delay the vote while his servants scoured London for government-supporting peers, and
he eventually won by just 2 votes, possibly benefitting from an error in counting.
Really, the two parliamentary sessions of 1675 were failures for both Ashley Cooper and Osborne, even
though the former by defeating the latter’s initiatives seemed to have been victorious. His causes had
not advanced, and he was no closer to forcing himself into office; he would have reached the age of 56
before parliament met again. As for Osborne, though he could claim to have moderated opinion in the
House of Commons to the extent that it was evenly divided for and against the government, rather than
predominantly hostile, as it had been when he took office, he had nonetheless, lost key votes on money
supply. He had also, in part because of this, failed to break the King’s attachment to France. The scale
of the task he had taken on in trying to shift government policy away from pro-France, and pro-toleration
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alignments, must by then have been clear to him. For a short time, he seemed to have succeeded, but
the Duke of York and the King had both reverted to type, without requiring much persuasion.

76

6. Osborne in the Ascendant, Ashley Cooper in the Tower
6.1 Osborne and Ashley Cooper Regroup during the Prorogation
Following the prorogation of parliament late in 1675, neither Osborne nor Ashley Cooper could be
certain when it would resume sitting. Neither the King, nor Osborne can have been keen on the idea of
dissolving parliament to comply with the terms of the agreement with France. The King would have
been unconcerned that the new House of Commons was certain to be less whole-heartedly Anglican
than that elected in the euphoria of the Restoration, since he desired religious toleration, but he will
have been all too aware that his own unpopularity had reached considerable heights. Such a parliament
would not have been well disposed towards France, but King Louis and his advisors were relaxed about
this, so long as relations between the English King and his parliament were bad enough to prevent
money being made available for military purposes. Ironically, Ashley Cooper’s ploy of almost carrying
his motion for the dissolution of parliament, at the end of the previous session rather played into the
English King’s hands. Charles managed to convince Louis XIV’s ambassadors that he could not seem
to give way to Ashley Cooper’s demands, because he would suffer too great a loss in prestige.
A compromise was brokered between the Kings, that Charles would keep his subsidy provided he kept
parliament prorogued. The French had assessed King Charles accurately, and realised that he was
content with the situation during 1676 with no bothersome parliament, and some extra money to follow
his own pursuits, and keep his courtiers happy; the fact that England would remain a bystander to the
important struggles on the continent was of little concern to him. Indeed, this period probably served as
a template for how he could rule most easily, which he aspired to thereafter, and actually followed during
the last few years of his reign. He would have been more than happy if his first minister had bought into
the arrangements, but Osborne had a different view of England’s role in the world. As we shall see, he
redoubled his efforts to build a prospective government majority in the existing House of Commons.
Ashley Cooper had even less desire for a lengthy prorogation. He could only achieve his aims by
maintaining pressure on the government, a difficult task without a parliamentary forum in which to
continue his attacks. He had stayed on in London after the prorogation rather than withdrawing to his
home in Dorset, because he expected parliament to be recalled quickly, to allow Osborne to make
another attempt to raise money. He attempted to keep his key issues to the fore by sponsoring and
perhaps helping to write a further batch of inflammatory pamphlets, which were promulgated in London
through the coffee houses which were then at the centre of the social lives of many of the well-to-do.
Previous governments had attempted to suppress such pamphlets by censorship, without real success,
so Osborne decided to take the draconian step of closing the coffee houses, and obtained an order of
the King’s council to make them illegal. However, it soon became apparent that he had over-reached;
the outcry was far greater than he had anticipated, and he withdrew the order, falling back on a demand
for undertakings from the owners of the establishments concerned, that they would control the literature
disseminated there. To no-one’s surprise, the substitute measure had as little impact as its
predecessors, but the government had greater success later in 1676 when they turned to producing
their own literature to combat Ashley Cooper and his associates. A pamphlet, more entertaining than
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its turgid title, ‘A Pacquet of Advices and Animadversions sent from London to the Men of Shaftesbury‘,
had considerable impact. This document, a polemic against Ashley Cooper made much of the ‘Slippery
Dorsetshire Eel’s’ switchback career, and was thought at the time to have damaged its target, and
reduced his credibility inside and outside parliament.
Osborne also took direct action against some of his opponents closer to home, getting the King to
remove Viscount Halifax, and Lord Holles from the Council, on the pretext of their opposition to the
measures against the coffee house owners, but really because of their consistent antagonism towards
himself. By now, three years after appointment as Lord Treasurer he was powerful enough to determine
who should be in the government, and he did not countenance opponents, possible rivals or even able
individuals with personal agendas. At this period of our political development, ministries seemed to be
limited to two possibilities, those which were inclusive, and employed most of the available talent but
they tended to be divided and incoherent, exampled by those earlier in the reign of Charles II. The
alternative was domination by one individual which allowed a consistent line, albeit that it had other
weaknesses as we shall see. There is no doubt as to which model Osborne preferred. Next, the
increasingly powerful minister obtained the agreement of the King that Secretary of State, Williamson
should warn Ashley Cooper that he risked imprisonment if he stayed in London; obviously forcing him
to retreat to Dorset would have greatly impeded his efforts to foment and organise opposition. He called
the government’s bluff, claiming that his business interests required his presence in the city, and trusted
that without evidence that he had broken any law, the government would be unwilling to cause another
outcry by taking matters further. Ashley Cooper’s judgement proved to be correct, but by the late
summer of 1676, it seemed clear that parliament would not be recalled that year, so there was little
point in trying to keep the political temperature high, and he withdrew then to his country home at
Wimbourne.
Over the succeeding months Osborne wrestled with the problem of gaining sufficient support in
parliament to win future votes on money supply. With particular help from Sir Richard Wiseman, an
Essex member of parliament, whose lifespan was almost identical to his own, he carried out an analysis
of the views of many members of the House of Commons, and began to promise money and other
favours to those minded to offer steady support; it is thought that over the next few years he may have
spent as much as £300000, (equivalent to £25 million now), drawn secretly from government coffers.
He was following on a larger scale, the example set by his opponents during the previous parliamentary
session, but he had certainly crossed a line, and for the remainder of his career, he had difficulty in
fighting off allegations of corruption. Probably his historical reputation has suffered even more, though
it is fair to note the hypocrisy of many later Whig historians, who excuse Ashley Cooper his role in
managing the disbursement of French money, on the grounds that he did not take any himself, but
condemn Osborne who acted as a similar source of conditional payments. In his defence, (and some
similar arguments can be used to exculpate Ashley Cooper), it can be argued that there was no other
way in which he could have created what we would now term a working majority for the government in
the 17th century House of Commons. As we have seen, he had begun by trying to convince individual
members of parliament of the government’s good intentions, and by seeking the support of office
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holders in return for their appointments, but a combination of Ashley Cooper’s talents for disruption, and
hostility to the King’s continuing attachment to France had defeated him. Probably these respectable
initiatives were doomed from the start, because the House of Commons saw itself then as distinct from
the executive, and if not as a permanent opposition, certainly as a demanding critic free from excessive
government influence. The tools used by modern parties to rally support were not available to him; he
could not remove a non-existent ‘party whip’, he could not arrange for a recalcitrant member to be deselected, he did not dispose of upwards of a hundred ministerial positions to confer or withdraw,
depending on compliance.
In fact, Osborne passed up a chance to fix support in less controversial fashion which would have
anticipated the methods of Walpole and other leaders in the 18th century. He vetoed a scheme to appoint
commissioners in every county to supervise the collection of the customs, following the model adopted
for the excise a few years earlier. The new proposal envisaged 66 commissioners, to be paid £500 per
annum, and 400 sub-commissioners, and these positions, open to members of parliament, would have
been in the Lord Treasurer’s gift. Osborne must have been sorely tempted by the potential increase in
patronage, but this benefit was outweighed by his dislike of direct systems of tax collection, as
compared with the tried method of tax farming. Efficient management of the national finances still
outweighed every other consideration. (Some like Baxter have criticised him severely on grounds of
efficiency for not making the change, but they seem to presume that the government appointees would
have lived up to present-day standards of probity and selflessness. In those more corrupt days, when
government was small and could exercise little oversight, it may well have been better to retain
competitive tendering for tax farms as a way of ensuring that peculation was kept within bounds.)
Perhaps Osborne regretted a missed political opportunity after future sessions, when the support of a
few extra members would have tipped the balance in his favour, but at the time of decision, he probably
thought he had done more than enough by fixing the support of around 200 members, whenever the
House of Commons was next to sit. He was blind to the fact that he had allowed himself to be caught
between stools, and was sending out conflicting messages. On the one hand he continued to seek trust
by tailoring government policies to the wishes of a majority of parliament as a body, but on the other,
he generated distrust by covert attempts to purchase support from individual members. During these
months, Osborne was equally thorough, and in modern eyes shameless, in chasing support in the
House of Lords, where the previous session had shown that Ashley Cooper’s skill in finding divisive
topics for debate could threaten the previously impregnable government majority. Letters were sent to
sympathetic peers asking for their prompt attendance at the start of the next session, or else that they
deliver proxy votes to government nominees, and no doubt promises of honours and favours
accompanied some of these requests.
As a result of this activity, Osborne felt confident enough to redouble his efforts to persuade the King to
recall parliament. The incentive he offered was of course money, far more by parliamentary grant than
the French were paying, but he had to overcome the King’s satisfaction with the status quo. At the end
of 1676, England’s foreign policy conformed to his wishes, remaining predicated on good relations with
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France. Following the widening of the European war with the entry of Spain and the Empire, the French
had withdrawn from Holland and focused on making territorial gains in the Spanish Netherlands
(present-day Belgium). Elsewhere, they had adopted a largely defensive posture, along the Rhine, in
northern Spain, and Italy. In Holland itself, we have seen how the humiliating early defeats in the land
war had caused the people to turn to William of Orange, who became Stadholder for life and commander
of the army, and united his country behind the continuing struggle with France. Relations between him
and his royal uncles in England were poor, partly because he had attempted to foment parliamentary
opposition to England’s recent participation in the war against his country, and partly for reasons of
personal incompatibility; William was the polar opposite of the easy-going, pleasure-loving King, and
divided by religion from the Duke of York, whose personality was more similar to his own. Nonetheless,
each party attempted to influence the other; William made unavailing efforts to loosen the attachment
of Charles to the French interest, and the English King tried to persuade the Dutchman to accept a
‘realistic’ peace settlement. If nothing else, this would have stopped his first minister nagging him to
appease parliamentary opinion by entering the alliance against France, or at least forbidding English
soldiers from serving in the French Army.
King Charles made wider, if half-hearted efforts to bring about a full peace settlement, but as an arbiter,
lacked the credibility which would have come from being willing or able to threaten entry to the war
against either side, if they were intransigent. In this, his hands were of course tied by his lack of money
to rebuild his fleet and army, and his unwillingness, to countenance an anti-French policy in any
circumstances. In fact, it seemed that France had a triple lock on English policy, with the King’s goodwill,
the payment of his subsidy to postpone the recall of parliament, and as a further precaution, the
payments to selected ‘opposition’ members, to challenge government requests for funding, if the King
succumbed to increasing pressure to let parliament sit. Osborne and Ashley Cooper were both
desperate for a recall of parliament at this time, though only the former could do anything to bring it
about. The financial stakes were mounting for Osborne; he would soon lose a 5-year subsidy of
£300000 per annum, granted by parliament to help pay for the previous war, if it was not renewed.
Ashley Cooper could achieve nothing in the absence of parliament. He needed a forum in which to
argue for his own policies, and to build the support which might force the King to come to an
accommodation with him. However, we can be sure he evinced no gratitude when Osborne eventually
got his way with King Charles.
6.2. Ashley Cooper’s Greatest Blunder
Following the first minister’s success, parliament met again in February 1677, to hear speeches by the
King and Lord Keeper Finch to both Houses assembled in the House of Lords, which set out the
government’s aims principally with regard to raising money. Then the members of the Commons
returned to their own chamber, only for those opposed to the government to make a major blunder in
the upper house. Clearly influenced by the narrowness of their defeat on the issue of dissolution at the
end of the previous session, Ashley Cooper and his allies made an immediate effort to overturn that
result. The Duke of Buckingham, now firmly in the opposition camp, made the claim that by precedents
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extending back to the reign of Edward III, parliament having been prorogued for 15 months was
effectively dissolved, and he made several other comments on the illegality of what he claimed to be a
standing House of Commons. Osborne’s cousin, Lord Frecheville, no doubt prompted, then threatened
Buckingham with the disciplinary procedures of the House of Lords for his remarks, on the grounds that
they slighted the King’s prerogative and this warned off many more circumspect opposition peers like
Lord Halifax, who were in agreement with Buckingham’s arguments. However Ashley Cooper along
with Lords Salisbury, and Wharton was not to be silenced, and all three spoke in support of Buckingham.
That the attempt had been organised rather than spontaneous was made clear by the fact that a parallel
initiative was taken in the House of Commons, but it failed quickly there, with even government
opponents rejecting it, not least because it was seen as interference by the House of Lords with the
Commons; Ashley Cooper paid a price for the dissension between the Houses which he had whipped
up in the previous session.
Osborne waited until he knew the result in the Commons and then moved ruthlessly in the House of
Lords, and by the next day, orders to have Ashley Cooper, Buckingham, Salisbury and Wharton
committed to the Tower were passed, when each in turn proved unwilling to renounce his views.
Opportunistic as ever, Ashley Cooper tried to make some capital from his imprisonment by arranging
to be conveyed to the Tower by coach through the city rather than by boat down the Thames as was
normal, but the hoped-for demonstrations did not occur. Osborne may have used intermediaries to offer
freedom to Ashley Cooper in return for assurances about his conduct, but if the offer was made it was
refused. Of course, the conditions of incarceration for peers were not too severe, with Ashley Cooper
even being allowed to take his own cook with him, because he claimed to fear being poisoned, and he
could normally have expected to be released two months later, at Easter when parliament would be
adjourned. However the removal of the opposition peers, especially Ashley Cooper, was bound to make
life easier for the government in the short term and the misjudgement in pressing the issue of dissolution
so early was surprising. In the light of his embarrassment at the end of the previous session it would
have been completely out of character if Osborne had not made plans to deal with a repeat attempt.
The early skirmishes in the House of Commons appeared to show that Osborne’s preparations had
borne fruit in that he would be able to call on a government majority, but though he had numbers in his
favour there, as in the House of Lords, there was a dearth of effective speakers on the government
side. This was a problem for most of Osborne’s period in power, largely because of his unwillingness
to find places for men of real stature with minds of their own, as already discussed. The burden of
getting measures agreed fell on the two rather pedestrian Secretaries of State, Henry Coventry and
Joseph Williamson, and it was usually easy for a small number of hostile parliamentarians to cause
obstruction and delay. Nonetheless, on this occasion the request by the government for £800000 to
prepare a fleet of 40 ships resulted in a satisfactory compromise agreement to raise £600000 for 30
ships by a land tax, and the excises due to end in 1677 were extended for a further three years;
effectively safeguarding another £300000 per annum. In comparison with the failure of 1675, this was
major success and a crucial vindication of Osborne’s undertakings to the King that he would succeed
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in getting parliament to supply funds. By all accounts, Charles did not stint in his celebrations, when
signing the relevant documents.
As the session continued through the spring, with Osborne hopeful that more money would be
forthcoming, the foreign situation began to impinge strongly on proceedings. The agents in London of
the two sides in the European conflict were very active in stirring up members of parliament, and the
ambassadors of the countries in the coalition against France, succeeded in getting addresses to the
King, to join his forces to the coalition, approved by the House of Commons. Osborne was not opposed
to these motions, and may well have had a hand in their passage, but money was needed to create an
army to intervene, and Parliament dragged its feet.

Too many still distrusted the King and his

government, with a majority demanding that the King enter the war against France before any money
was supplied. Motivations were mixed, with some members answering to French paymasters, and
others making trouble for its own sake, but there was genuine apprehension that the King might use an
army against his opponents at home rather than the French abroad if he was not locked into alliances.
Of course, the King, who still cleaved to a French alliance anyway, was content to use the denial of
funding to justify a refusal to take any actions hostile to France. Osborne’s efforts to cajole the King into
action reached new heights in these months; words like ‘till he can fall into the humour of the people,
he can never be great nor rich, and while differences continue, prerogative must suffer, unless he can
live without parliament. That, the condition of his revenue will not permit’ were not the normal currency
between a king and his first minister, and there were other entreaties almost as powerful. Nonetheless,
the impasse was not to be resolved before parliament was adjourned in May 1677, or indeed, ever.
6.3. Osborne’s First Great Mistake
By this time two of the four opposition peers, Salisbury and Wharton had already gained their release
on health grounds and by apologising for their conduct; Buckingham followed suit, and with the aid of
Nell Gwyn (who was angry with Osborne for delaying her elevation to the rank of countess) returned to
high favour with the King, much to Osborne’s concern. Buckingham had never been viewed by the King
as suited to a government role because of his erratic and disorderly nature, (and indeed he never held
such a position, having to content himself with a ceremonial role, the Master-ship of the Horse, and
Lord Lieutenancies even when at the height of his influence, while the Cabal dominated). However,
Charles greatly enjoyed his company, revelling in his wit and insatiable pursuit of new pleasures.
Consequently, when at Court and not in disgrace for some excess, Buckingham could sway the King,
and Osborne feared that he might be damaged, given the enmity that prevailed by then between the
Duke and his erstwhile client. The Osbornes well knew that Buckingham’s party piece was a cruel
impersonation of the first minister’s wife, and that no-one laughed louder than the King. In addition,
Buckingham was closely aligned to the King’s views on religious tolerance, at least as regards nonconforming Protestants, and friendship with France, so his re-establishment at Court was bound to
make harder, Osborne’s task of persuading the King to change course.
It cannot be over-emphasised that determination of most aspects of government policy was still seen
by much of the political nation as the responsibility of the King, that ministers however powerful were
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only advisers and implementers, and that given access, others could gain ascendancy for their views,
at least temporarily, as had regularly happened while Clarendon was first minister. With hindsight, it is
obvious that Buckingham had no chance of displacing Osborne, not just because the first minister’s
standing with the King was particularly high following his success in getting money from parliament, but
also because of the personal chemistry, referred to earlier. Nonetheless, the threat of disruption to his
plans was real and greatly disturbed Osborne, probably warping his judgement in the next few months,
as we shall see. Meanwhile, Ashley Cooper, presumably to circumvent the need to apologise, had
applied to the High Court for release by Habeas Corpus, but this was another error of judgement,
because the court refused to interfere with the jurisdiction of the House of Lords, and his plea had
arguably been a contempt of that chamber. As a result he continued his enforced stay in the Tower.
However, the pendulum was already swinging back in his favour.
Early in 1677 the English Ambassador in France, Ralph Montagu, had written to Osborne expressing
his confidence that he could obtain another subsidy from France in return for a new prorogation of
parliament. Not surprisingly, given that the suggestion ran directly counter to his plans, Osborne had
suppressed the letter, but in June, Montagu tried again, this time writing to the King as well, and he
asked Osborne to reply to Montagu giving him orders to proceed. Until then, Osborne had refused to
have any direct involvement with French subsidies, a justifiable stance as communication with
ambassadors was by convention the business of Secretaries of State rather than Lord Treasurers.
Matters had been arranged through London-based French ambassadors, with Osborne doing no more
than state his opposition. On this occasion, he found it impossible to remain detached from the process,
partly because the King insisted on his involvement for reasons about which we can only speculate,
(perhaps simply to reduce the volume of Osborne’s complaints on the subject), and partly because of
his fear that Buckingham would be given the chance to earn more credit by negotiating the subsidy.
Undoubtedly, Osborne knew that he could be walking into a trap, but he could find no escape route, so
after some delay he wrote the letter which two years later became the key instrument of his
impeachment and so led to his spending almost five years in the Tower; it read as follows:
To Mr. Montagu sent from London on 15th July 1677
My Lord,
The King has been pleased to show me a letter of yours dated the 21st June, and has commanded me
to write to you this answer to that part of it which concerns the money, that he shall take it for a good
service to get an addition of a million of livres to be well paid during the war, and four millions well
secured to be paid within six months after the peace shall be made; but unless he can be then certain
of the four millions the addition of one million during the war will not be enough, it being impossible with
less than the value of two hundred thousand pounds sterling a year while the war lasts to support his
affairs here, in which he suffers so much for their sakes as I confess in my own opinion, I think no money
can recompense. His Majesty knows not how to send you any particular instructions as to the
management of this matter, but trusts entirely to your judgement since you tell him that you have
prepared everything for the execution of his commands in it; but he has commanded me to give you
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this caution, that unless you see your way clearly through this affair he would have you communicate
to him the steps by which you design to arrive at it before you put it in execution.
His Majesty has directed this to be sent by an express both for the safety of it and the quicker return of
your answer being of your opinion that time is not to be lost in whatever shall be done.
Danby
Osborne sent a second letter to Montagu the day afterwards, which while confirming the substance of
the first, made explicit his distaste for the French and dealings with them. King Charles also wrote to
Montagu reinforcing the instruction to carry out the negotiation, and made it very clear later that Osborne
had acted only under direct instruction, but the latter at the same time had been conveying his
antagonism to France to all in Parliament, so accusations of double-dealing were not wholly
unreasonable. Although Montagu, an ambitious man with few scruples, may not have appreciated at
first the extent of the division between the King and the first minister over policy towards France, and
cannot have known how things would work out in the future, he realised quickly enough that he had
gained possession of letters which might be used to further his career. For the moment however he
set about obeying the instruction to seek a yearly subsidy of £200000, while Charles, having decided
yet again to fall back on this means of money supply, prorogued parliament until December 1677. The
negotiation with France dragged on through the summer, not helped by King Charles at one point
agreeing to settle for £100000 without informing either Osborne or Montagu. Osborne having been
drawn into the affair then took over the negotiations with two French ambassadors, Courtin and Barillon,
and seems to have taken the view that however much he disliked the relationship with France, he would
make sure that England was not bought cheaply. (I cannot accept the proposition that Osborne tried to
engineer a failure of the negotiation, since by then that outcome would have endangered his position.)
So far, it had been a mixed year for Osborne. He had made further real progress in bringing order to
the finances of the country, by obtaining significant funding from parliament. His most dangerous
adversary remained incarcerated in the Tower, with no immediate prospect of release. However
Buckingham was again a factor at Court, and had Osborne’s downfall as his main objective.
Frustratingly, the first minister was as far as ever from weaning Charles away from involvement with
France and had indeed been compromised by his part in the negotiations. The arguments of his
enemies that the policies he propounded of support for the established church and hostility to France
were just a smoke screen for the true aims of Charles and his Roman Catholic brother must have been
hard to refute at this time, since he knew better than anyone that there was substance in at least one
of the allegations. However, the pendulum soon swung again and Osborne was presented with an
opportunity to emphasize and advance his policy aims in the fields of religion and foreign affairs in a
very public way.
6.4 The Dutch Wedding
The idea that Mary, the firmly protestant elder daughter of the Duke of York (and the late Ann Hyde)
should marry Prince William of Orange had been around for a while, certainly since 1672. Through the
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1670s, William had enhanced his reputation as a bulwark of Protestantism against Louis XIV, if not as
a successful general, but this was hardly likely to earn him the favour of either Mary’s father, or her
uncle, the King. The beginnings of Osborne’s involvement are obscure, but the arrival in England of
William’s unofficial envoy, Hans Willem Bentinck, immediately after the aforementioned prorogation of
Parliament, was almost certainly the starting point. The purpose of the envoy’s visit was to gain
permission for William to come to England, and the Stadtholder’s aim may have been to arrange his
marriage. Coincidentally, Osborne was at this precise time being drawn directly into the realm of foreign
policy by the Montagu affair, and it is easy to conjecture that he saw the putative royal marriage as a
very good way of rebalancing England’s alignment, and reinforcing his own credential’s as an antiFrench, protestant advocate. Accordingly he quickly adopted the Dutch Prince’s suit as his own.
His first step was to persuade
Charles to permit a visit by William
to England in 1677. Fortunately it
could take place when parliament
was not sitting (so ensuring that
William did not once again have
opportunities to cabal with members
of the opposition as had happened a
few years earlier, though by then
there was less chance of his
receiving support from that quarter,
because of the disbursement of
French money). William duly arrived
in early October. At first, Charles
resolved that he would not discuss
the marriage, until the war between
France and Holland, Spain, and the
Empire had come to an end, for fear
that it would in some way commit
him against France, but Osborne with the aid of Sir William Temple, then England’s ambassador in
Holland, who had returned home in the Prince’s train, badgered the King and eventually overcame his
opposition. Of course the one person not consulted was the young Princess Mary herself, and she is
reported to have been inconsolable, whether because of what she had found out about the appearance
and lifestyle of the Prince, who was ten years older than her, or because she knew she would have to
leave her home, is unclear. The portrait was certainly flattering to William, described as a thin asthmatic
skeleton by Macauley. The wedding took place on 23rd October 1677, and William acknowledged a
debt to Osborne for the rest of his life, for dynastic reasons, but also because the marriage developed
into an affectionate partnership, if not exactly a love match.
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It is surprising that Charles and especially Mary’s father, the Duke of York, acquiesced, whatever the
force of any persuasion. Since his rise to power in Holland, William had done little to please or even
humour his uncles, his staunch Protestantism and antipathy to King Louis XIV were already plain to all,
and his marriage to the second in line to the throne was bound to make him a greater factor in English
politics. Of course, the Duke of York had already given birth to three legitimate sons, and another was
to appear within a year; none as yet had survived childhood, but the Royal brothers must have expected
such ill-fortune to end eventually, (as it did), and that would have reduced the prominence of Mary and
William in the order of succession.
Obviously, Osborne saw the potential longer term significance of the marriage, but there can be no
doubt that he also saw it as a means to strengthen his own position in the short term. He moved quickly
to demonstrate to the political nation that the marriage was part of a real change in the orientation of
English policy, and with William’s assistance persuaded Charles to give his backing to peace proposals
more favourable to the Dutch, essentially by limiting the extent of French gains in the Spanish
Netherlands. In late November, an envoy was dispatched to Paris to put these terms to Louis XIV on a
take it or leave it basis, with the implied threat of English involvement in the war against him. When
Louis rejected the terms, England began to re-arm and King Charles finally recalled the regiments
serving in the French army. Government finances and credit were by then sound enough to start
preparations for war, but it was clear that parliament would have to be recalled to supply money to see
things through, so Charles who had postponed its recall from November 1677 until April 1678, to
demonstrate his willingness to comply with French terms for a subsidy, was instead persuaded to bring
that date forward to late January, (at the cost of the subsidy). It was inevitable that the House of
Commons would not accept that a change in foreign policy had occurred on the say-so of ministers, but
would demand proof of the government’s intentions in the form of substantive treaties with Holland and
other members of the alliance fighting France. Although an agreement was hurriedly signed with
Holland, it did not represent a full settlement of points of dispute, and it was simply impossible to
conclude treaties with the likes of Spain in the short time available before parliament met. In addition
the French who had been taken completely by surprise by the marriage and change in direction of
English policy, recovered and once again mustered their resources to maximise disruption in
parliament. There is also evidence that Osborne was himself over-stretched since he was now acting
not just as Lord Treasurer, with the heavy work load described earlier, but was dealing directly with
foreign envoys, ambassadors and state correspondence, and as a result he had loosened his grip over
his supporters in the House of Commons. These factors were bound to make problematic the task of
obtaining the money required to complete re-armament and begin hostilities with France, if this proved
necessary to force compliance with the proposed peace terms. Nevertheless, Osborne proceeded as if
certain of royal and parliamentary backing and English soldiers began arriving at Ostend to reinforce
the allied armies, at the end of 1677.
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So in a few months, Osborne had
apparently reinforced his position
and put behind him any threats
posed by the re-establishment of the
Duke of Buckingham at Court, and
the renewal of negotiations for a
French subsidy. Indeed he must
have felt that he had surmounted the
majority of the problems that had
confronted

him

when

he

had

become Lord Treasurer, four years
earlier. The financial situation of the
country was to a great extent
restored and he had demonstrated
that he could obtain significant
funding

from

parliament.

His

realignment of government policy to
give strong support to the Anglican
establishment at home and to
oppose France abroad, had been demonstrated to all by the marriage of William and Mary, and the
Treaty with Holland directed against France. His main opponent Ashley Cooper remained in the Tower.
Most importantly the King appeared to retain confidence in him, in spite of their bruising arguments, and
had finally accepted a breach with France, (though there remains a suspicion that Charles still saw
recent events more as a way of raising his price with King Louis). The symbolic honour of a Knighthood
of the Garter had come Osborne’s way earlier in the year, and his personal finances had been
transformed by the combination of the opportunities of office and his own abilities. The impoverished
Yorkshire baronet, in Pepys’ description of 10 years earlier, had recently been able to purchase for
£12000, a palatial mansion near London, Wimbledon Manor House, shown in the print, and to have
alterations made in accordance with designs prepared by the other great diarist of the era, John Evelyn.
He had married or contracted his sons and daughters to money and status, and had obtained positions
of power and influence, such as Lords Lieutenancies, for other relatives. However, the next 15 months
were to show that there was no sure defence against a malign combination of damaging events, able
adversaries, and personal misjudgements.
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7. The Resurgence of Ashley Cooper and the End of the Osborne Ministry
7.1. The Release of Ashley Cooper from the Tower
During the early months of 1678, Ashley Cooper was still confined in the Tower, having had another
decidedly impenitent request to the King for his release turned down in mid-January. By mid-February,
he was sufficiently desperate to petition the King again, this time acknowledging that his advocacy of
the view that parliament had been effectively dissolved by the prorogation from 1675 to 1677, had been
erroneous, and a similar petition was presented to the House of Lords. Neither Osborne, nor the King
wanted Ashley Cooper to be restored to freedom, and the former attempted to convince his fellow peers
by citing the unsuccessful earlier appeal to the King’s Bench for a writ of Habeas Corpus, as grounds
for continuing imprisonment for a breach of privilege. Ashley Cooper apologised for this as well, and
when called before the House of Lords made the following appeal, stressing his repentance, age and
ill-health:
My Lords
I have presumed to offer two petitions to this honourable House. The first your Lordship mentions, I do
again here personally renew, humbly desiring that I be admitted to make that submission and
acknowledgement your Lordships were pleased to order; and that after a twelvemonths close
imprisonment to a man of my age and infirmities, your Lordships would pardon the folly or
unadvisedness of my words or actions. And as to my second petition, I most humbly thank your
Lordships for acquainting me with your resolution and declaration in that point; and though liberty be in
itself very desirable, and as my physician (a very learned man) thought absolutely necessary to the
preservation of my life, yet I do profess to your Lordships on my honour, that I would have perished
rather than brought my Habeas Corpus had I then apprehended or been informed that it had been a
breach of the privilege of this honourable House. It is my duty, it is my interest to support your privileges.
I shall never oppose them. My Lords, I do fully acquiesce in the resolution and declaration of this
honourable House: I go not about to justify myself but cast myself at your Lordship’s feet; acknowledge
my error, and humbly beg your pardon, not only for having brought my Habeas Corpus but for all other
my words and actions that were in pursuance thereof and proceeding from the same error and mistake.
After this fairly abject apology and another one using words prescribed by the House of Lords, he won
his release. The government attempted to capitalise, by publicising his recantation in a pamphlet,
‘Honesty’s Best Policy or Penitence the Sum of Prudence’, but this did little to impede his reestablishment as unofficial leader of those opposed to the government. Indeed, his sacrifice to his cause
of enduring months of imprisonment had probably strengthened his position, and it was well enough
known that he had parroted the words prescribed for his release, without changing his views in the
slightest.
7.2. England betwixt War and Peace
The wider political scene was still dominated by the war between France and the alliance of Holland,
Spain and the Empire, with King Charles oscillating between his usual partiality to France, and
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lukewarm support for the allied cause, under strong pressure from Osborne and William of Orange. The
next few months were to see policy changing almost by the week, and the following paragraphs are
intended only to cover the main events. At the start of the new session, in January 1678, Osborne,
having persuaded Charles to support proposals for a peace tilted towards Holland and the Alliance, and
indeed having begun the movement of English soldiers to Flanders to join their army, attempted to
obtain the money from the House of Commons to finance preparations for the war with France which
he anticipated. The government requested funding for 90 ships and 30000 men, and the cost of
maintaining these forces for 6 months was agreed to be £1000000. Osborne still wielded the narrow
majority of 20 or 30 in the House of Commons which he had built during the previous session and was
able to defeat attempts to reduce the sum to be provided, but was unable to prevent the opposition’s
stalling tactics. Charles became impatient with the delays and again decided to seek French money
under the prompting of Buckingham and the French ambassador, Ruvigny. To increase the prospect of
obtaining the French money, the English King shifted his ground, and backed a second peace proposal
more favourable to France, which was taken to Paris by the ambassador; history does not record the
reaction of Osborne, but it is easy enough to guess his frustration. However, Louis XIV had been making
his own plans to improve his position before any new negotiations, and led an army of 70000 to the
capture of Ghent and Ypres within a few weeks at the end of February 1678.
At first, the renewed French aggression, at a time when peace was being sought by most European
states, produced a strong response from the House of Commons, and a bill for a poll tax to raise some
of the money already agreed for rearmament was passed quickly, but the lack of trust in the government
soon resurfaced. Predictably, many parliamentarians claimed to be nervous about the use to which an
army might be put, ignoring the fact that Osborne was shipping soldiers to Flanders as quickly as he
could; an address demanding an immediate declaration of war on France was passed unanimously and
sent to the House of Lords for endorsement. What happened next is somewhat surprising, given the
investment of French money in the opposition over the previous few years, but Ashley Cooper and an
imposing array of his supporters including Lords Halifax, Essex, Holles, Clarendon, Wharton, and even
the Francophile, Buckingham, spoke in favour of the address and most of them probably assumed that
the government in the person of Osborne would also give it their support. Perhaps Ashley Cooper and
Buckingham, the latter remaining in high royal favour, knew that Osborne still had work to do to get
England into the war, but more likely they thought that the country had reached a point of no return,
and that to express opposition to such a motion would damage their own credibility.
However, instead of taking the opportunity to ride on the back of a united parliament into war, Osborne
requested some delay to allow preparations to be completed, and managed to carry a vote in the House
of Lords for modifying the address to this effect. He must have realised that this would engender more
suspicion, but presumably he needed time to secure the King’s agreement to the declaration of war on
France. The change to the address duly produced deadlock between the two houses, and the King was
content to adjourn parliament until mid-April, with nothing decided. Although Osborne had succeeded
in getting some money, approximately £300000, he cannot have been sanguine about his prospects of
getting more, when parliament reassembled. Fresh doubts had been raised about the government’s
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willingness to confront France, and he could anticipate that the House of Commons, would as a result
seek to deny further resources. Of course the motives of the opposition would be mixed, with some
obeying French paymasters by refusing the government the resources to fight, and others like Ashley
Cooper engaged in making trouble for its own sake, but many genuinely feared the use which the King
might make of an army. Even worse from Osborne’s point of view was the fact that King Charles
promptly embarked on yet another attempt to secure French money. On this occasion, he offered tacit
English support for the French negotiating position in return for a subsidy when a treaty was agreed.
Again, Louis XIV settled things for the moment by suspending the peace negotiations, so the initiative
returned to Osborne and his policy of war. After a short extension to the adjournment, Parliament was
recalled in late April 1678, and Osborne made a fresh attempt to persuade them to provide money,
knowing that his task had been made much harder by the shilly-shallying of the past few months. He
failed, albeit by an extremely narrow margin in a series of votes in early May, when his majority of 20
or 30 votes in February became a deficit of two or three in the House of Commons. In a sense
parliament’s position was ridiculous since they had demanded a war and were refusing the means to
fight it, but their distrust of King Charles was being totally justified even if they didn’t know it, by his
continuing secret efforts to appease France. It is even possible that there was some truth behind
rumours current at the time, that Osborne and the Duke of York had become desperate enough to
discuss the use of soldiers to coerce parliament into supplying the necessary money. At any rate, the
impasse could not be overcome. Posturing against France lost any credibility, and inevitably the English
negotiating position softened to asking France meekly to name her terms, and Osborne had to inform
William of Orange that Holland could expect little help from England, if they were refused. The
intransigence of Parliament had allowed King Charles to resume his pro-French alignment, and to try
again to get French money in return. Osborne had to accept the collapse of his plans and he was
reduced once more to trying to force up England’s price, but this time avoided any direct part in
negotiations. At this point, all he had achieved was to send an English army to stand idle in the Spanish
Netherlands, largely using borrowed money, placing some of his hard won improvements in the
country’s finances at risk.
Persuaded that there was little hope of meaningful English intervention, Holland and Spain agreed a
truce with France in Flanders, at Nijmegen, which it was rightly assumed would be followed eventually
by the acceptance of French terms, which though tougher than they would have liked, were far less
onerous, than those on offer, earlier in the war. This allowed the English government to put the option
to parliament of disbanding the forces already raised, and sent to Flanders, which of course would cost
money, or of keeping the force in being until the peace treaty was finalised, which would cost even
more. Not surprisingly, parliament preferred disbandment, but at least accepted the need for funding to
pay off the soldiers and ship them back from Flanders, and did not make too much at this point in time
of how exactly they had got there in the absence of parliamentary approval. Authority was given for
expenditure of £200000 to disband the army, £200000 towards naval expenses, £200000 to repay
money borrowed earlier to prepare the fleet, £40000 to pay the wedding dowry of Princess Mary, and
some expiring duties on wine and vinegar were renewed for three more years. Osborne, ever the
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opportunist, tried to increase this rather unexpected bounty, by asking for additional funding, which he
hoped to use to defray fully the costs he had incurred in preparing for war, but could not get the House
of Commons to take this additional step.
There were to be further twists, starting when King Louis XIV abrogated his acceptance of the Nijmegen
treaty because parallel discussions had not returned lost territory in Northern Germany to his ally,
Sweden, and at the same time broke the terms of the truce which required him to begin withdrawing his
soldiers from the Spanish Netherlands, and to lift an on-going siege of Mons. Once again the English
government threatened war, though Parliament refused to signify its support. The interlude halted the
planned disbandment of the English army in Flanders, and resulted in funds approved by parliament
for that purpose being applied temporarily to its readying again for war. However, Louis reacted to the
strong response and his negotiators signed the treaty on 10th August 1678, so the crisis was resolved,
though William of Orange was still able to fight and lose the close fought battle of St. Denis, outside
Mons, (on 14th August 1678) when he tried to exploit confusion in the mind of the French commander,
the Duke of Luxemburg, as to whether peace terms had been agreed or not. Several thousand English
soldiers led by the Duke of Monmouth took an honourable if ultimately losing part on the allied side.
(Authorities differ on whether the battle was completely pointless, motivated largely by William’s distaste
for the peace terms, or played a part in saving Mons from capture; I tend towards the latter view, though
the price in casualties was high). It is hardly surprising that the negotiations for a French subsidy to be
paid to King Charles broke down at this point, because it was obvious to King Louis that Osborne had
finally carried English forces into the camp of France’s enemies, in spite of the obstacles placed in his
way.
The Treaty of Nijmegen of 1678 marked a watershed, in that it was to be the last time for almost 200
years, that England and then Britain could be discounted during a major European war, (until Bismarck’s
wars of the mid-19th century). Nevertheless, by convincing France that England would eventually join
the alliance, not least by his shipping an army over to the Spanish Netherlands, Osborne played a
considerable part in forcing France to the negotiating table. However, the legacy of his attempt to foist
an active anti-French policy on King Charles was damage to the nation’s finances and personal disaster.
The money he had raised for war preparations had been mainly borrowed, and given the renewed
hostility of parliament, repayment was going to be difficult. King Louis and his advisers concluded that
if England was to remain a bystander at worst, during any future French adventures, Osborne had to
be toppled from power, and as was soon to be shown they had the tools at hand to achieve this. The
final irony is that he got little credit for his attempted realignment of English foreign policy from a majority
of his contemporaries who did not believe it genuine, or indeed from many future historians. I must
exclude Lord Macaulay and Winston Churchill, unlikely bed-fellows as they are, but too many have
followed the line peddled by Ashley Cooper and his opposition movement that Osborne was doubledealing throughout, when he seemed to put so much effort into aligning England with the alliance
against France, and that his true aim was to obtain a sufficient subsidy to dispense with parliamentary
funding. The Kings of France and England both knew better.
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When parliament was again prorogued in early summer, 1678, Ashley Cooper returned to Wimborne
for the first time in almost two years to ponder his continuing lack of success in advancing the causes
that mattered to him, and especially in forcing himself back into office. Almost five years had passed
since his dismissal, and all he seemed to have achieved was to increase the distaste felt for him by the
King, and a large section of parliament, to an extent that it appeared inconceivable that any eventuality
could propel him back into power. Even with a divisive European war to assist him in creating dissention,
and with the King and first minister at odds about the policy to follow, Ashley Cooper had proved to be
no more than a nuisance in parliament. Osborne, whom he despised, had been more than equal to his
disruptive tactics, and appeared to have steered the country successfully through very troubled times.
Even someone as determined and persistent as Ashley Cooper must have doubted that he would ever
succeed. However, as I have suggested, Osborne had planted the seeds of his own destruction, and
the next session of parliament was to see a transformation.
7.3. The Popish Plot
In August 1678, the chain of events which are now termed the Popish Plot began. The King, who always
prided himself on his accessibility to his people, was approached while walking in St James Park by a
courtier, Christopher Kirkby, who informed him of a Jesuit plot to kill him by shooting or poison, which
event would have brought his Catholic brother James, Duke of York to the throne. Charles was
sceptical, as indicated by an earlier comment to his brother ‘that no man in England will take my life to
make you King’, but charged Osborne with investigating the matter by questioning Kirkby, (almost
certainly a stooge rather than a conspirator), and the first of the Plot’s ‘discoverers’ to emerge, Dr Israel
Tonge. Osborne whatever his view of its veracity, probably considered the Plot potentially useful,
because he was always happy to stress his Protestant credentials, and was well aware that some of
his actions during the late war could be used to call them into question. He may even have thought to
organise some kind of show trial of Roman Catholics, though the King, and especially the Duke of York
would have opposed this, but any such plans foundered, when his agents botched efforts to detain
supposed plotters named by the conspirators. Fearing that he would be tarred by this incompetence,
and conscious that there were few remaining lines of investigation, Osborne decided to halt matters.
Tonge and the Plot’s main proponent, the unfrocked priest, Titus Oates, protestant fanatics both, were
unwilling to see their invention suppressed, and went to the senior magistrate for the London parish of
St. Giles, Sir Edmund Berry Godfrey, to make a deposition detailing the Plot. The conspirators would
have expected the magistrate for the area which included the King’s parish of Whitehall and Parliament,
to take the information to the Privy Council, and indeed he ran the risk of being himself accused of
treason when he did not. Curiously, he only passed the details to his friend Edward Coleman, the
Catholic secretary to the Duchess of York, who had previously served the Duke of York in the same
capacity. Godfrey’s actions seemed directed towards warning any Catholics implicated, rather than
alerting the proper authorities, and had things turned out differently he must have paid a heavy price.
By this route the information reached the said Duke, who realised that he could not risk staying silent,
and immediately brought the matter to the attention of the King’s Council, causing some embarrassment
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to Osborne who had said nothing about the matter in that forum, while making and terminating his
earlier inquiries.
Titus Oates then came forward to be questioned at length and convinced many of the councillors with
a stream of plausible lies, naming names and detailing meetings and plans. In the one encounter the
King had with Oates, he satisfied himself that the story related by this key advocate for the Plot’s
existence was inconsistent and thus false, but characteristically, instead of attempting to convince
others of his view, he lost interest and simply did not bother to attend further interrogation sessions.
Accordingly, the Council decided to arrest many of those named by Oates, and Coleman was one of
those apprehended. He, in spite of receiving a warning from the Duke of York, had neither fled, nor
destroyed dubious correspondence with the French King’s confessor; his incaution was to lead him to
an agonising death and gave credibility to Oates and his associates, even in the eyes of the sceptical.
Then in early October 1678, the atmosphere of suspicion in London, created by the on-going
investigations, was dramatically heightened by the violent death of Edmund Godfrey. This celebrated
mystery was not solved at the time, and has not been since, for all the efforts down the years of
criminologists and recently, creators of detective fiction, but most people in London were in no doubt
that Godfrey had been murdered, that the murder was linked to the Plot, and that Roman Catholics
were to blame. (Actually, the most likely explanation for the strange circumstances surrounding his
death is that he had committed suicide, perhaps because of personal religious uncertainties, and his
connections disguised the fact to avoid disgrace and financial penalties.) The Plot became real in the
eyes of the political nation.
That month, Ashley Cooper returned to London to attend parliament, and although no-one has ever
suggested that he had anything to do with the events that had led to the disclosure of the Plot, he set
to with a will to exploit the anti-Catholic weapon, which had been placed in his hands. Suddenly, the
Exclusion of the Duke of York had changed from being an issue for some indeterminate future date, to
one of immediate concern if the King’s life had indeed been threatened. Ashley Cooper could claim that
he had perceived the dangers of a Catholic succession before anyone else, certainly in 1673 or maybe
earlier in 1670 at the time of the Roos divorce case, and that he had given up office and spent a year
in the Tower because of his concerns. Those like Buckingham and Halifax, and prominent members of
the House of Commons like Sir William Coventry, who had never fully recognised his leadership, now
found themselves falling in behind him. He was quoted as saying at this time ‘Let the Treasurer
(Osborne) cry as loud as he pleases against Popery and think to put himself at the head of the Plot
(Investigations), and I will cry a note louder and take his place‘.
From the outset, he never expressed any doubts about the Plot, even in its least credible manifestations,
and was ready to use anyone who came forward with information, however implausible. There is no
proof that he took part in manufacturing any of the fabrications that emerged, but he really did not need
to, because so many saw the possibilities of financial reward in producing allegations, that he could
take his pick, and highlight the most useful to his wider aims. After the recall of parliament he secured
and thereafter completely dominated the House of Lords committee set up to investigate the allegations,
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and in a very short time achieved his aim of side-tracking government involvement. Osborne made little
effort to prevent this, and though the King had clearly seen the danger of letting the investigations run
out of control, his usual indolence prevented him from keeping the first minister up to the mark. It seems
certain that by then, Osborne shared the King’s scepticism about the matter, assumed that everyone
else would soon do so as well, and in consequence was unwilling to devote any of his scarce time to
attending seemingly endless interrogations.
Ashley Cooper pursued two lines of attack as he manipulated the Plot investigation. Firstly, he used the
revelations in a general way to heighten the mistrust of the government, by claiming that they had failed
to take seriously the dangers associated with a Catholic succession. Secondly, he brought forward
witnesses who made claims about Court and government functionaries, focusing especially on those
close to his real target, the Duke of York, in the hope of demonstrating the Duke’s unfitness for the
throne. There is no doubt that in a negative way he was brilliantly successful over the months to come,
creating a political atmosphere which served his ends, and largely discredited the Duke. The fact that
the Duke had actually set the investigatory wheels in motion was quickly obscured. As discussed earlier,
Ashley Cooper was by no means unique in his concerns about the succession; Osborne had become
equally worried and by then had already moved to set limits to the powers of any future Catholic king.
However, Ashley Cooper, over and above his automatic contempt for anything proposed by his rival,
was genuinely convinced that such measures would not work, and that a determined and vigorous king,
as James, Duke of York would be if his succession was not very long delayed, would have the power
to ignore any restrictions placed upon him; future events were to suggest strongly that Ashley Cooper
was correct in this.
To those who took comfort from the facts that James was in his mid-forties, so might not live for too
long after his brother, and that thanks to the early deaths of sons born after them, his heirs were still his
protestant daughters, Mary and Anne, he had easy answers. Even if future plots against Charles could
be discounted, and accepting that longevity was not predictable, in those times of virulent diseases and
medical ineptitude, it was becoming increasingly obvious that the King was aging faster than his brother,
and was likely to predecease him, perhaps by some years. As for the position of the protestant
daughters, Mary of Modenna, Duchess of York gave birth to a number of daughters and one son in the
1670s; the tragedy for the couple was that none survived much past infancy. Ashley Cooper argued
presciently that sooner or later a child was likely to survive, and if a son with two Catholic parents, it
seemed unlikely that Charles, even if still alive, would be minded to insist again on a Protestant upbringing. So, the longer term Protestant succession could be presented as at best tenuous if James
was allowed to become King, and Ashley Cooper persuaded a growing segment of the political nation
to consider alternatives.
From the time that the issue had arisen with first rumours and then confirmation of the Duke of York’s
conversion to Roman Catholicism, his own solution had been that the King should divorce, remarry,
and produce legitimate offspring but this was becoming a less likely scenario given the King’s steady
opposition to a divorce, his age, (he was approaching 50 in 1678), and the fact, already touched on,
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that his lifestyle had begun to take its toll on his health. Ashley Cooper never warmed to the idea of
Mary, elder daughter of James, succeeding directly to the throne, with or without her husband William
of Orange, possibly because he had never built any sort of relationship with either. Similar arguments
probably ruled out Mary’s younger sister, Anne, in his mind, and would have been augmented by the
knowledge that she was already coming under what he will have regarded as the malign influence of
Colonel John Churchill, the Duke of York’s chief man of business. The least unlikely remaining recourse
was to seek the legitimisation of Charles’ eldest son, James Crofts (or Scott, since his marriage to a
daughter of the Duke of Buccleugh), Duke of Monmouth, on the grounds that Charles, while living
relatively obscurely in exile, might have gone through a form of secret marriage ceremony with the
Duke’s mother, Lucy Walters. This was not a convincing position, not least because of the King’s
frequent denials, and the widely held view is well illustrated by the following scurrilous rhyme which
probably did not deserve the talents of Henry Purcell to set it to music:
Rebel Jimmy Scott,
That did to Empire soar;
His father might be the Lord knows what,
But his Mother was (his mother was)
A whore, a whore, a whore, a whore, a whore, a whore.
History has probably been too
unkind to Monmouth, judging him
largely

on

the

basis

of

the

ignominious failure of his revolt in
1685, the terrible consequences for
his then followers, and his rather
abject, unsuccessful pleas for his
own life. (Even his gruesomely
botched execution, when the axeman took several strokes to detach
his head completely, has somehow
been seen as a judgment on the
victim’s competence.) Until then, his
record was that of a brave and
capable soldier, and a reasonably
competent administrator. His ability
to inspire great affection in all levels
of society from his father, King
Charles II, downwards, is testament
to an open and vibrant personality,
but his portrait is not that of a strongwilled man. He was always too
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easily led, whether in his youth by fellow officers into various escapades, later by devious politicians
into impolitic initiatives, or at the last by unscrupulous exiled revolutionaries in Holland, (and perhaps
William of Orange). His birth, which was in one sense his fortune, could only have been a passport to
kingship in the eyes of the large section of the populace who believed that kings were divinely chosen,
and that God stood for the sanctity of marriage, if the King had been willing to legitimise him, thereby
throwing over James, Duke of York. Perhaps Monmouth himself, experiencing the King’s affection for
him, thought this a real possibility. It is hard to believe that Ashley Cooper did not understand the
situation better. Over the next few years, his support for a ‘King Monmouth’ ebbed and flowed, but while
it can be argued that he was only using the Duke fairly cynically to create dissention, it seems that
sometimes he convinced himself that Monmouth was indeed a viable candidate for the throne. However,
he never came close to persuading the political nation, so he never had an alternative to James, Duke
of York as future king, and this rendered his opposition, however effective and virulent, purely negative,
and eventually wrecked his project. (I discount completely any notion that Ashley Cooper’s republican
sympathies re-emerged in this period. He remained set on a credible monarchist solution until the last
few desperate months of his life, when he ruled nothing out.)
7.4. The Re-Appearance of the Montagu Letters
When, after the eventful summer which saw the end of the European War, and the start of the Plot
investigations, parliament met again in October 1678, things started well enough for Osborne when he
managed to get approval for the continuation of the Hearth tax (a levy on house-owners which raised
£150000 per annum), originally allowed by the House of Commons when it accepted that there was a
gap between the customs and excise taxes granted at the start of the reign, and any reasonable
estimate of the King’s ordinary expenditure. Although fresh debts had been incurred as a result of the
‘stop-start’ rearmament, the underlying financial situation remained stable as the King’s income and
expenditure were in balance, in the absence of wars and other alarms. This often misunderstood legacy
from Osborne’s stewardship was to prove critical in enabling the King to resist the demands of his
opponents in the coming years. Certainly, the debts could not be paid down, but they could be rolled
over, and did not increase materially. The tactics of the opposition were to be based on the false
perception that sooner or later the King would be unable to pay his way, and would have to submit to
parliament’s will, concede Exclusion and anything else they chose to demand, in return for money, but
he was never to be placed in this parlous position.
Osborne’s initial success did not set a pattern because thereafter the Plot was brought to the forefront
of parliamentary business. Ashley Cooper and his supporters began by demanding the arrest of 5
Catholic peers implicated by the conspirators. This provided the ideal context for a bill which required
the disqualification of all Catholics from parliament and it was rushed through the Commons, and sent
to the Lords. There the bill also passed, but only after the Duke of York, its main target, had been
excluded from its provisions; Osborne spoke in the Duke’s interest but with muted enthusiasm, so that
it at first looked as though he was hedging his bets, and that one of Ashley Cooper’s objectives of
dividing the Court supporters had been achieved. Osborne then made up his mind to support the Duke
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unreservedly and roused his parliamentary followers to win by a narrow margin the acceptance of the
amended bill in the House of Commons, but fault-lines in the government had indeed started to appear.
Ashley Cooper’s next thrusts in the House of Lords to remove the Duke of York from the Council and
the Court, to implicate the Queen in the Plot thereby paving the way for a Royal divorce, and to revisit
the question of the Duke of Monmouth’s legitimacy, were all defeated fairly easily, but kept the political
temperature high. The government still seemed to be in control, just, but Osborne’s position was about
to be seriously compromised.
Ralph Montagu’s career had gone into a downward spiral, since his involvement in negotiations to
obtain money from France in 1677. At around that time, his hopes of becoming a Secretary of State
had been dashed, probably by the King’s lack of trust in him, rather than by any hostility from Osborne,
but it was the latter he held mainly responsible. Then, he had become amorously involved in Paris with
the Countess of Sussex, to the great displeasure of her mother, the King’s ex-mistress Barbara Villiers,
the exalted Duchess of Cleveland. Her influence with King Charles had survived the cooling of passion,
and Montagu was concerned enough about the damage she might do to his prospects to leave his
ambassador’s post without permission, in order to plead his case in London. This foolish step cost him
his position and caused him to be barred from Court. By September 1678, he was very much in Ashley
Cooper’s camp, and in return for a generous payment from French coffers, he agreed to disclose the
letter written in 1677 which instructed him to begin negotiations for a French subsidy. The opposition’s
first step was to get him returned to parliament to gain a forum, and this was accomplished by way of a
by-election in Northampton, in which Montagu overcame vigorous spoiling tactics employed by
Osborne’s lieutenants. He defeated Sir William Temple by 482 votes to 155 in the poll, but the returning
officer still declared Sir William elected. However, the House of Commons, which was slipping from
Osborne’s control, reversed the decision and ordered the arrest of the returning officer. Osborne,
knowing what was coming, attempted next to thwart Montagu by commandeering his papers on the
grounds of his having been in contact with the Papal Nuncio in Paris without government permission.
The key letters were of course in safe keeping, and Montagu although forced to act earlier than he and
the opposition had intended, was able to create a sensation by reading them in the House of Commons
on 20th December 1678.
The suspicions of some members that Osborne’s professions of hostility to France had just been a blind
were apparently confirmed and the fears that the true purpose of the government’s raising an army had
been internal coercion were given credibility. The counter-attack from Osborne’s allies was necessarily
weak, since he could neither direct them to dispute the veracity of the letters, nor to pass blame to the
King for demanding that he write it. Instead they had to focus on the French funding of Montagu and
other opposition figures, of which there was ample evidence, but nothing was going to deflect the anger
of the majority. The move to impeach Osborne, (which implied a prosecution by the House of Commons,
with the upper House acting as judges) led unsurprisingly by Ashley Cooper’s allies, Lords Frederic
Cavendish and William Russell was inevitable, and the grounds chosen were that he had ‘encroached
to himself regal power by conducting foreign affairs without reference to the Secretaries and the Council
and in defiance of the wishes of the King and parliament’; that he had ‘endeavoured to introduce an
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arbitrary government by raising an army on pretence of war, and then continuing it in spite of an Act of
Parliament for disbanding it‘ and that he had negotiated for a French subsidy to enable him to do without
parliament. There were other lesser charges relating to personal aggrandisement and topically, if
somewhat ludicrously, to Catholic inclinations, but the major charges were undoubtedly sufficient, if
proved, to carry a death sentence for high treason, and the fate of an earlier man of Yorkshire, Thomas
Wentworth, Earl of Strafford, the chief bulwark of Charles I, occurred to many at this time, including no
doubt, Osborne. It also has to be said that much of the substance of the charges was true, because
Osborne had side-lined the Secretaries of State, and attempted to wrest control of foreign policy from
the King, and he had indeed raised an army and maintained it against the will of parliament. The irony
was that he had done many of these things to forward the policy of hostility to France, which a majority
in the House of Commons had favoured, and to circumvent the latter body’s refusal to furnish the grants
of money needed to make war.
Osborne’s followers, although initially thrown off balance, recovered to contest the issues strongly in
the House of Commons, but all the charges were agreed by margins of around 35 votes, and the
impeachment was delivered to the House of Lords on 23rd December 1678. It should be stressed that
although the government’s majority of 20 or 30 of early 1677 had been turned into a deficit of about the
same order by events like the Popish Plot and the disclosures by Montagu, the House of Commons
was still relatively evenly divided. The opposition well knew that events could still reverse the situation
so they renewed the pressure for dissolution, after which, they could hope that elections held in the
then mood of the country would furnish them with stronger backing. Osborne was able to convince his
peers that he had a defence against the accusations against him when they were considered by the
House of Lords, not least because he still had strong support from the Court party he had built there,
including the bishops. Thus he was not even required to withdraw from that House far less being
committed to the Tower as the House of Commons had wished, and he was given until 3rd January
1679 to prepare his defence.
However, at this point Charles prorogued parliament until February, not perhaps as some have
suggested to protect Osborne, though by convention that should have caused the impeachment to
lapse, but rather because he had realised the potential danger to himself which could result from a
detailed defence by Osborne, fighting for his life, if there was disclosure of how the King had behaved
at the juncture in question. The damage caused to his father, Charles I, by the Earl of Strafford’s defence
was an ominous precedent. The prorogation was also necessary because the government was in
chaos, with King, ministers, and parliament totally preoccupied by the investigation of the Plot, and the
impeachment. The government already largely freed from Osborne’s grip was again a collection of
factions, and even junior functionaries felt able to attack the Lord Treasurer for maladministration, as a
possible route to their personal advancement. It must have been clear to King Charles that major
changes to government personnel and direction were inevitable and the prorogation bought time for
consideration. The pace of events in less than three months since parliament had reassembled had
been startling.
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7.5. The Resignation and Imprisonment of Osborne
In spite of their success in pursuing the Plot and in bringing forward Osborne’s impeachment, the
opposition was neither united nor over-confident. Accordingly when Osborne approached the
Presbyterian group led by Lord Holles, and the Members of Parliament, Littleton, Boscawen and
Hampden, he had little difficulty in coming to an agreement on the basis of Charles dissolving
parliament, and summoning a new one, in return for a guarantee that grants of money to complete the
disbandment of the army, and additional funds to address the debt built up over the past year would be
approved by the new House of Commons. (It is noteworthy that Osborne was still as much concerned
with the state of the national finances as his own somewhat perilous situation.) As part of the agreement
Osborne would resign, but as a quid pro quo, the impeachment would not be pursued. In this way
Charles’ main concern about the disclosures inevitable if Osborne came to trial would be allayed, and
no doubt the latter expected to return to office after a decent interval, which would have allowed feelings
to cool. It is probable that Holles and his allies could have delivered on their undertakings in the existing
House of Commons since their own smallish following plus some they would doubtless have been able
to persuade, would have been enough to tip the balance. The bargaining position of Osborne and the
King had depended on the fact that the government still commanded extensive support in the House of
Commons and controlled the House of Lords. Presumably Osborne and the King thought that the
influence the government could bring to bear in the county and burgh constituencies, through their
nominees as Lord Lieutenants, and other local office-holders, the magnates sweetened by past and
anticipated favours, and other recipients of offices and patronage, would produce a new House of
Commons not too dissimilar from its predecessor, regardless of the national mood.
They ran the risk that the new Parliament might come close to reflecting that mood, in which case, they
were placing their future safety in the hands of a small opposition faction, which might struggle to
persuade a triumphant majority to a moderate course. Perhaps, they would have done better to hold
their noses figuratively, and negotiate with the commanding figure in the opposition, Ashley Cooper,
who was still willing at this time to talk, as shown by the fact that he made contact with both Osborne
and the Duke of York. Perhaps, he meant only to create dissension, but more likely he saw the prospect
of constructing a new administration involving himself, along with some of the current ministers. It was
not to be the last time that he sought to enlist Osborne in his campaign against the Duke of York. No
doubt the terms exacted by Ashley Cooper would have been harsher than those agreed by Holles and
his group, but they would have been closer to the then will of the nation. Ashley Cooper would not then
have demanded Exclusion as part of his price, even if he would have insisted on the right to pursue the
matter in parliament. However, nothing came of such conversations as did take place, so in accordance
with the agreement with Holles and his allies, Charles duly announced the dissolution of parliament on
24th January 1679, and called for the new parliament to meet, after the first elections for 18 years, on
6th March. With hindsight, it is easy to declare that Osborne had made a major error, and there were
to be more.
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Some government changes were made immediately after the dissolution with the most significant being
the replacement of Sir Joseph Williamson as Secretary of State by Robert Spencer, 2nd Earl of
Sunderland, recalled from his post as Ambassador in Paris. Sir William Temple, the long-time associate
of Osborne, was ordered to return from Holland, where he was still Ambassador, with a view to his
taking on the other Secretary-ship which had previously been held by Henry Coventry. Sunderland was
a man of great ability and equal deviousness with a complete lack of principle as his later career was
to show, but Temple, though also a man of considerable ability, much more endowed with principles,
lacked the resolution to cope with high political office and fortunately knew it, so never actually took the
position offered to him. (It is one curiosity of the period that although Temple’s links with Osborne had
been strong for many years, and he must have been the nominee of the first minister, he did not attract
hostility from Ashley Cooper and his opposition colleagues. Probably he owed his immunity to a
reputation for integrity, and independence of mind, and because his wife whom we have encountered
earlier as Osborne’s spurned suitor was thought to nurse a grudge.)
Osborne, who was still acting as though he thought he could ride out the storm, also secured the
agreement of Charles that James, Duke of York would go abroad for a period to demonstrate that he
was not counselling the King, in the hope of defusing some hostility towards the government. Probably
this was a mistake on two counts, firstly, because the banishment must have encouraged the opposition
by casting doubt on the King’s willingness to fight for the Duke’s right to succeed to the throne, and
secondly because the Duke, stubborn and unimaginative as he was, still possessed resolve, and would
have been a valuable ally as the King faced the great crisis of his reign. James eventually left for Holland
on 4th March, not hiding his anger with Osborne, even though the first minister had persuaded the King
to mark the Duke’s departure with a formal statement that he had never been married before meeting
his Queen, thereby it was hoped, confirming once and for all, the illegitimacy of the Duke of Monmouth.
The Duke of York can be forgiven for thinking that Osborne had shown little gratitude for support offered
frequently in the previous few years, in the innermost councils of the state, but in fairness, Osborne’s
manoeuvres, misguided as they may have been, seem to have been directed as much towards the
defence of the Duke’s long term interests as his own.
The elections took place during February 1679, and as the results came in, it became clear that there
had been a political transformation which far exceeded Ashley Cooper’s hopes; in his own list he
classified 153 returning members as ‘old and worthy‘ and 98 as ‘old and vile’, while of new members
149 were new and honest‘ and 60 were ‘new and bad’. With 36 unclassified this meant a majority for
the opposition of 302 over 158, and no doubt Osborne’s calculations were similar, a far cry from the
majorities of around 30 who had voted for his impeachment. The first minister must have been shocked
that the government had fared so badly, even though it had used the mechanisms which usually
ensured the election of many of its favoured candidates. There were echoes of the early 1640s, in the
way that so many had been unable to stand against a widely held view that things had to change. In
addition, the election of so many new members, 245, if hardly surprising after such a gap between
elections, meant that the assembly was likely to be capricious, and excitable, and that persuading it
towards moderation would be almost impossible. There seemed to be negligible prospects that a House
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of Commons of this composition would be satisfied with the compromise agreement negotiated between
Osborne and Lord Holles.
When the session began Osborne probably made another mistake by overturning in the King’s name,
the election of Sir Edward Seymour as Speaker; Seymour had been his ally in the past but was stubborn
and unpredictable, and had recently quarrelled with Osborne’s wife, (as had Lord Keeper Finch). That
formidable lady was not acting in her husband’s best interests at this time of crisis. However, Osborne’s
own attitude to Seymour was probably conditioned by his view that the government, which he was on
the point of leaving, needed to have someone biddable in the role of Speaker, given the likely difficulties,
and Seymour, a proud and rigid Devonian was never that. (At that time, the Speaker was not just
chairman of the proceedings of the House of Commons, but its spokesman in dealings with the
government, and could play a considerable part in steering Parliament’s deliberations.) The King who
had to agree to the Speaker’s appointment was initially undecided and Osborne had to apply heavy
pressure before he got his way, and a lawyer of little stature in parliament called Gregory was elected
as a compromise candidate after Seymour’s withdrawal. Needless to say the whole episode increased
the hostility felt towards Osborne in the newly elected House of Commons.
If Osborne’s resignation, which had been agreed with Holles and his group, before the dissolution, had
been skilfully or even sensibly handled, it is possible that the furore might have died down. The situation
required him to exit speedily and quietly, making tacit acknowledgement that he had been discredited
by recent events, but he remained determined to leave office with honour and profit. The first expedient
considered was for him to replace the Duke of Ormonde as Lord Steward of the King’s household, a
largely ceremonial position, but one which would not have reduced his easy access to the King. The
fact that the King was willing to appoint him to such a personal office, is a further confirmation that there
was more to the relationship between the two, than a strictly business undertaking. There was mutual
respect and liking. Such an appointment would not have convinced anyone that there had been a
change in the real first minister, so it was as well for the King that the scheme fell through because of
the incumbent’s unwillingness to give up his office, especially to Osborne who had been his enemy
since the time of Clarendon’s fall. Then it was agreed between the King and his departing first minister,
that when Osborne resigned on 13th March, after almost six years as Lord Treasurer, he should be
advanced in the peerage to become a marquis, and receive a pension of £5000 per annum in
compensation for loss of earnings. All this was announced by the King at a council meeting on 16th
March, along with an expression of great satisfaction with Osborne’s services. The latter never got his
pension, and had to wait 11 years to receive the patent of a marquis from another king; it is quite
astonishing that neither he nor King Charles appreciated the likely reaction to the news of his rewards.
They were soon to be brought back to reality.
When the news filtered out, it caused uproar in parliament since it appeared to treat the impeachment
proceedings with contempt, and it gave Holles and his associates an early excuse to withdraw from
their undertakings. In the House of Lords, Ashley Cooper proposed an address to the King on the
matter, and Halifax, no friend of Osborne, created even more of an impression with a sarcastic speech
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in the presence of the King, stating that he was sure Ashley Cooper must have been misled by an
unfounded rumour. The immediate concrete effect was a resolution in the House of Commons that the
impeachments brought against Osborne and the five Catholic peers, before the dissolution of
parliament, had not lapsed but still stood, (a wrong interpretation of the constitution, though in the
prevailing mood they could presumably have been easily enough brought forward again), and Osborne
was ordered to reply to the articles against him before 27th March. In the House of Commons, feelings
grew ever stronger and attention focussed on the dispute over the Speakership, and the fact that
Charles had put the Treasury in the hands of a Commission made up largely of Osborne’s followers,
and Court nonentities, leading all to assume that it was intended that Osborne should continue to pull
the financial strings from behind the scenes and no doubt make a speedy return to office.
A message was sent to the House of Lords reminding them of the impeachment and asking for
Osborne’s commitment to safe custody. These events revived all Charles’ fears of a trial in which his
own position would be threatened, so he called both Houses together and told them somewhat
inconsistently that Osborne was innocent of all the charges against him, that he had received a full
pardon, and that if there was anything wrong with the pardon, the King would repeat it ten times over.
(The King was of course aware that it was by no means unprecedented for a monarch to furnish a
departing minister with a pardon as an insurance policy against future attacks in parliament. Indeed
Ashley Cooper had been similarly provided for, after the fall of the Cabal ministry, though Osborne’s
case differed in so far as the pardon followed an impeachment, instead of pre-empting it.) At any rate,
both Houses refused to accept the validity of the pardon and in the House of Lords, Ashley Cooper took
the lead in preparing a bill to banish Osborne from the King’s presence, to declare him incapable of
holding any office or pension, and to remove his right to attend and vote in parliament. At the same
time, the upper house decided to take him into custody, but he remained at liberty by obeying in part
the King’s instruction that he should go into hiding, though he went no further than a relative’s house in
London, whereas the King had advised that he leave the country. There is little doubt that a decision at
this point by Osborne to follow Clarendon’s lead and go into exile abroad would have satisfied the King
and most other parties, but he never had any intention of doing so, not least because he saw such a
course as spelling the end of his career and the loss of all he had built up for himself and his family.
However, he ran great risks by staying in England.
The House of Commons took more drastic action against him than the Lords, passing a bill of attainder,
the dreaded weapon of judicial murder, which had been used against Strafford, though it was to be
applied only if Osborne had not given himself up by 15th April. Ashley Cooper’s most recent biographer
suggests that he favoured the less severe measures which he had proposed in the House of Lords, but
in truth this would have been out of character. He was still orchestrating the Plot, and was probably
responsible for recent accusations, almost certainly false, that Osborne had offered bribes to witnesses,
who had been prepared to testify against the Queen and the Catholic lords, to leave the country. Given
his recorded statements about Osborne made at the time, to which I shall return later, it seems more
likely that having started with a less drastic measure in the Lords, which he could persuade them to
adopt, he then worked to get the Commons to apply pressure for the ever more severe punishment of
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his adversary. The evidence suggests that at this point in time he really wanted blood. He had an early
success when the House of Lords added banishment from the country to their bill, referred to above.
The different approaches of the two Houses inevitably caused a short delay while they argued but
Ashley Cooper quickly moved to support the House of Commons position openly. Paradoxically,
Osborne also indicated in a letter to his eldest son that he preferred the more severe measure because
he wanted to give himself up and fight his case, and was being restrained by the King.
The latter’s preference would have been to keep Osborne in hiding so long as the penalty if he was
caught was banishment, but did not want to be faced, as his father had been, with a lawful demand that
he approve a loyal servant’s execution. Anyway, the House of Commons bill of attainder was narrowly
accepted by the Lords by 39 votes to 36, and when the King named the date on which the bill could be
presented for his consideration as 16th April, he duly gave Osborne permission to surrender himself
before then, so defusing this threat at least. On 15th April 1679, Osborne gave himself up and the next
day appeared at the bar of the House of Lords to be committed to the Tower, until parliament was ready
to proceed with his trial on capital charges. He was not to emerge for almost five years. Perhaps there
could have been no other dénouement, from the moment that Ralph Montagu rose to present the fatal
letter in the House of Commons, but it is at least as likely that if Osborne had accepted the impossibility
of his situation, and departed earlier, without seeking reward, he would have been spared much
hardship.
Ashley Cooper, having succeeded in dislodging Osborne, must have seen the way open again to the
power and status he craved. Though rarely in full control of the opposition forces in parliament, he had
over a six year period managed to thwart Osborne’s efforts to create a Court following sufficient to force
the government’s measures through on a regular basis. When the Plot and Montagu’s disclosures had
presented him with the opportunity, he had orchestrated events with great skill, and could take much of
the credit for the dissolution of the Cavalier Parliament, and the election of a new House of Commons,
dominated by members hostile to the King, even if he was not a party to all the detailed negotiations.
In particular, he had almost single-handedly created the national mood of hostility to the King and his
government which had led to their rout in the election. By getting rid of Osborne he had forced the King
to consider other expedients which could include his own return to office, and perhaps even acceptance
of the Exclusion of the Duke of York from the succession. It seemed that the hegemony of Ashley
Cooper might be imminent.
In March 1679 Ashley Cooper set out his views of his adversary, Osborne, whom he described as ‘a
plausible, well-spoken man of good address, and cut out naturally for a courtier, but of no depth of
judgment at all in any matter; neither in Parliament nor in Council speaking like one that understood the
matter thoroughly, but rather touching it dexterously and slightly, no man speaking liker a gentleman
less like a statesman’. If Ashley Cooper really believed all this it is not surprising that he had resented
Osborne’s pre-eminence, but perhaps he might have paused in his diatribe to consider how this man
of so little ability had sustained himself in power for 6 years, and been seen as such a threat. There is
more of the same from Ashley Cooper’s pen. ‘His (Osborne’s) natural faculty for which he was among
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all his friends and acquaintances so famous, never was of use to him till now, a confident lie being
current payment to a lazy Prince. This man is proud, ambitious, revengeful, false, prodigal and covetous
to the highest degree....’. There then follows an assertion that Osborne was appointed Lord Treasurer
by a combination of Buckingham’s support and Clifford’s desire to claim revenge for his own forced
resignation, on the whole nation, and rather extraordinarily the suggestion that he (Osborne) was likely
to try to get rid of the Queen and the Duke of York, and marry the King to his own daughter or niece.
These words, however inconsistent in oscillating between disparaging Osborne’s character and
abilities, and exaggerating any threat he could have posed, have done much to give Ashley Cooper a
second victory over his adversary, this time in the eyes of history, since they were picked up by
contemporary chroniclers such as Bishop Burnet in his ‘History of My Own Time’ and thereafter losing
their context, became accepted by later historians as the truth rather than a polemic authored by an
angry and impatient opponent; indeed, there are many echoes of the words in the DNB entry for
Osborne. There is no equivalent account of Osborne’s views of Ashley Cooper, though he refers to his
villainy in a letter sent to the King from the Tower in May 1679. Many years later in 1708, responding to
the publication of an account of the events, covered in this chapter, written by a Whig historian called
Dr. White Kennett, Osborne published all the letters dealing with his own part accompanied by a severe
rebuttal of the historian. Though Osborne’s efforts were tarnished in modern eyes by his seizing the
opportunity to alter a word or two to put a slightly better gloss on his own actions, he was content to let
Ashley Cooper’s conduct speak for itself, commenting only that the flattering account given by Kennett
was false.
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8. Ashley Cooper’s Contest for Power with the King
8.1. Ashley Cooper’s Return to Office
Ashley Cooper did not have to wait long for the first signs of change after Osborne’s imprisonment, as
the King accepted and set about adapting to a new reality. The Treasury Board, which had taken over
the responsibilities for financial affairs, was immediately reconstituted without followers of the erstwhile
first minister, and the Earl of Essex, then regarded as a moderate opponent of excessive royal power,
was placed in charge as First Lord. Meanwhile, Sir William Temple had finally returned from his
ambassador’s post in Holland. Though still refusing appointment as the second Secretary of State
(alongside the Earl of Sunderland), he appeared to wield considerable influence with the King in the
crisis, but the monarch was probably temporising by seeming to give weight to the views of a relatively
uncontroversial figure. Temple’s big idea was to reduce the membership of the Council, from over fifty
to perhaps thirty and to make it in fact rather than just in theory, the King’s partner in governing the
country. This would have been a far cry from the previous few years when the King had sat down with
Osborne, and sometimes the Duke of York to take the key decisions, or even from the era of the Cabal,
when a handful of senior ministers and courtiers had performed the same role with the royal brothers,
under the aegis of the Foreign Affairs committee. Temple proposed that the Council should include the
main office-holders, but in addition, other prominent parliamentarians representing a broad sweep of
opinion. Although such a system would make for more open-ness, the ineffectiveness of governments
including proponents of different opinions must have been too recent a memory to inspire much
confidence and the proposal attracted some ridicule by including on the Council, two in each rank of
the peerage which led it to be likened to Noah’s Ark. Nonetheless, the King signified his willingness to
appoint councillors, in accordance with Temple’s model.
In an effort to achieve the wished for breadth of view on the new Council, Temple urged King Charles
to include Lord Halifax, no extremist as he was soon to confirm, but whom King Charles had come to
mistrust; the King’s acquiescence led Temple and his fellow projectors towards a more ambitious
attempt to include Ashley Cooper and his followers as well. Lord Sunderland, still sole Secretary of
State and by now the most influential remaining minister, who also happened to be Ashley Cooper’s
nephew, suggested that as a former Lord Chancellor, his uncle should be offered the greater distinction
of appointment as Lord President of the Council, a position not filled in the previous 50 years. It is likely
that Sunderland persuaded the King that it was worth pandering to Ashley Cooper’s well-known vanity,
by offering him a position of extra status, so as to manoeuvre him into the Council without his making
pre-conditions. There can be no doubt that the King disliked and distrusted Ashley Cooper as much as
ever, but saw the value in attempting to buy off his opposition. It is doubtful if he thought that Ashley
Cooper would be content for long with the trappings of office alone. They were all that were really on
offer, because Charles intended to cede little influence to the Council, as conveyed by his reputed
expostulation ‘God’s fish! They have put a set of men around me, but they shall know nothing‘. Ashley
Cooper accepted the offer and the new membership of the Council including himself, and his supporters
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Lord William Russell and Lord Frederic Cavendish as well as Lord Halifax, another of his nephews by
marriage, was announced by the King on 21st April 1679.
Perhaps, Ashley Cooper really expected to dominate the new government as an insider, a huge
misjudgement rooted in his contempt for the King. If so, he had failed to learn the lesson of the Cabal
interlude, when King Charles had shown that he could act decisively to protect his own interests and
position, and would if necessary pursue a devious and subtle course. He had made dupes of most of
his ministers then, and at a time of greater crisis, he was perfectly capable of doing the same again.
Ashley Cooper also ran the risk of being accused of selling out, though he took every available
opportunity to stress publicly that his views had not changed, particularly with reference to the Duke of
York. The issues surrounding the still exiled Duke’s eventual succession to the throne were discussed
freely and at length in the new Council, but Ashley Cooper and his supporters were in a small minority,
with most, like Halifax inclining towards limitation of the powers of a future Catholic king rather than the
exclusion of the Duke from the succession. No doubt, the newly appointed Lord President argued his
case forcefully, but he had stronger cards to play. The King and his supporters on the Council must
have seen compromise was not on the table, after these opening skirmishes. Ashley Cooper had built
levels of support inside and outside Parliament, not wielded by any opposition leader since John Pym
in the 1640s, and few can have doubted that he would seek to exploit his power.
8.2. The 1st Exclusion Parliament and its Aftermath
On 30th April 1679, Charles met the new parliament with its majority of worthy and honest elected
members, as assessed by Ashley Cooper. He was conciliatory, asking for progress in pursuing the
perpetrators of the Popish Plot, though his conviction that it was a malicious invention can hardly have
changed, and for more funding to complete the disbandment of the army, while he offered to accept
any reasonable limitations on the powers of the Duke of York, in the event that his brother succeeded
to the throne. At first, it seemed that the King had persuaded many members of the House of Commons
to take a measured approach, but with Ashley Cooper in the van apparently uninhibited by his office,
the opposition leaders wound up opinion, and on 11th May, the House of Commons passed
overwhelmingly, a motion to prepare an Exclusion bill. This was followed by stage-managed
demonstrations, and the organisation of a petition, in the City of London to thank parliament for its
vigorous prosecution of the Plot. Concurrently, the latter investigations, still tightly controlled by Ashley
Cooper, were directed against the Admiralty, long associated with the Duke of York, and Samuel Pepys,
amongst others, was enmeshed in accusations of nursing Catholic sympathies. Everything seemed to
be going the way of the Exclusionists; their bill received its second reading by the wide margin of 207
votes to 128, and there was no doubt in anyone’s mind that the House of Commons would soon pass
the bill.
At this juncture, the proceedings against Osborne began to exert an influence on events. When he first
came before the House of Lords on 25th April to plead his case, he used the pardon given to him by
the King as his defence on the insistence of Charles, rather than disputing the charges in the
impeachment as he himself had wished. By taking this line King Charles was looking after his own
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interests in not risking any disclosure of his past actions. Hostility towards Osborne was raised to new
heights amongst those, who thought he was attempting to evade justice. There was a broader issue at
stake for many in parliament, who considered that fear of impeachment was an indispensable
restraining influence on the actions of an over-powerful executive. Contempt would replace fear, if the
King could arbitrarily halt proceedings by issuing a pardon. So a strong reaction was predictable, and it
came as a demand that the House of Lords proceed immediately to sentence Osborne without the
formality of a trial, effectively a renewal of the demand that Osborne should be attainted.
The Court and Osborne himself still had strong support in the upper House, so there was no chance of
acquiescence, as Ashley Cooper and other opposition leaders there, must have realised, and the
Commons risked creating complete deadlock between the two Houses, which in turn would have
encouraged the King to prorogue parliament. However, Ashley Cooper managed for a time to
circumvent this by getting the House of Lords to agree to a joint committee to discuss impeachment
procedures. He then moved to threaten Osborne’s support base in the House of Lords, by targeting the
role of the bishops, who helped to ensure the Court majority. It had long been accepted that the bishops
did not vote on any issue where ‘blood‘, i.e., an execution, could be the result, so they did not contribute
to the verdict at the end of impeachment proceedings. Ashley Cooper tried to persuade his colleagues
that this restraint should extend to discussions on all matters associated with the process, including the
substance of the charges, and the arrangements made to hear them. In spite of his eloquence and the
many precedents he discovered, Ashley Cooper was unable to carry his point, getting support from only
around 25 peers. The crushing defeat which contrasted with his earlier success in carrying measures
aimed at Osborne, showed that the mood had changed in the Upper House at least, when the fallen
minister had ceased to be a fugitive from justice. The House of Lords then moved to side-track
Osborne’s case completely, by proposing to bring forward the trials of the five Catholic peers arrested
during the Plot investigations, setting a start-date of 27th May. Ashley Cooper along with the House of
Commons, who would have to prosecute the case, demanded that Osborne should be dealt with first,
presenting Charles with the deadlock between the Houses which justified prorogation. On 27th May
1679, after a session lasting less than a month, the King announced that Parliament would not meet
again until August.
The session ended with the large opposition majority in the House of Commons having accomplished
little, save the passage of a bill plugging some holes in the application of Habeas Corpus, so reducing
slightly the danger of arbitrary imprisonment. The importance of the measure has often been
exaggerated, in part, because the support given to it by Ashley Cooper has prompted Whig historians
to go so far as to attribute acceptance of the principles themselves to his advocacy, thus allowing them
to trumpet his liberal tendencies. (There is a story that the measure achieved a majority in the House
of Lords only because a teller, as a joke, counted a fat peer as equivalent to ten, but it must have
survived other divisions as well.) It is difficult to believe that Ashley Cooper gave the measure a high
place on his list of priorities. His big issue, Exclusion, had made little progress, and his pursuit of
Osborne had also stalled. He probably believed that time was on his side provided the pressure on the
King could be maintained, because he assumed that sooner or later the King would have to make
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concessions in order to get money from parliament, but he well knew that the task of keeping pressure
on the King was harder when parliament was not sitting.
The new council had not been consulted about the prorogation, even if individual members like Halifax
had been. The latter fact explains Ashley Cooper’s intemperate remark, that he would have the heads
of those who had advised the ending of the session, though he cannot have realised that the decisive
influence had probably been Osborne, using his eldest son, still a Gentleman of the Bedchamber, as
his channel of communication. Since Ashley Cooper’s consistent opposition to the Court had been in
no way lessened by his appointment as Lord President, a month earlier, it was thought likely that the
King would dismiss him, but King Charles still thought it wise to give an appearance of breadth of opinion
in his councils. Ashley Cooper clearly had no desire to lose the fruits of office, which included a salary
of £1000 per annum, even although his supporters, Russell and Cavendish had already resigned. He
justified himself by saying that he would be ‘a tribune of the people in the King’s Council’. Certainly, he
appeared to have no thoughts of attempting to compromise with the King; this points to an absence of
strategic thinking, which was to become more obvious as time passed. Unless he was already aiming
at the overthrow of King Charles, which no authority on the period has suggested, he should have seen
the need to search for an agreement, trading increased power for himself and his followers, for some
relaxation in the pursuit of Exclusion. Perhaps he was simply carried away by the excitement of the
chase.
………………………..
Although parliament had ceased sitting, the pursuit of the Plot continued and in fact reached its apogee
that summer of 1679, with executions of 10 alleged conspirators and priests, in June alone. The cavalier
way in which Ashley Cooper consigned people to oblivion to further his political aims is the stain on his
reputation, which his future admirers have been unable to remove. He was heavily involved in
questioning prisoners and ‘witnesses’, seeking the ‘killer testimony‘ that would either implicate the Duke
of York, or destroy his position in some other way. If Ashley Cooper did not tell those in front of him
what to say, there can be little doubt that he led them in directions which suited his purposes, and he
will have been helped by the self-destructive tendencies of the accused, many of whom seem to have
concocted far-fetched admissions of guilt with little prompting. (Similar events were taking place in Paris
at the same time, the Affair of the Poisons, and interrogators on both sides of the Channel had little
difficulty in extracting dubious confessions, that condemned those who had given them. Torture
contributed to this, as no doubt, did fear of its use, but something near to hysteria possessed many of
those involved, and their only release appeared to be admission of guilt.)
The highest profile trial of the summer was of Sir George Wakeman, the Queen’s physician, who was
accused of conspiring to poison the King. The prosecution was brought forward by Ashley Cooper,
because if successful it might have implicated the Queen and thus opened the way to the divorce and
remarriage of the King, which remained Ashley Cooper’s preferred solution to the succession problem.
However the King was able to bring enough pressure to bear on the judge to obtain an acquittal, in spite
of the existence of the usual sworn testimony against the accused. (The way in which the judicial system
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actually operated at this time, puts in perspective the claims of those for whom English justice has been
a matter of pride since times immemorial.) Though Wakeman behaved indiscreetly by first reappearing
at Court as if nothing had happened, rather than keeping his head down, and then hurriedly leaving the
country, so allowing Ashley Cooper to cast doubt on the validity of the verdict, this was a set-back which
again highlighted his lack of an alternative to the Duke of York as future king. However, he then changed
tack and made indirect contact with Osborne, to find out if he would be willing to give evidence against
the Duke in return for his impeachment being allowed to lapse. Osborne did not reject the approach out
of hand; obviously he wanted his release and anyway he and the Duke had fallen out during his last
weeks in power. His mistrust of Ashley Cooper caused him to set his price very high, with demands that
the impeachment should be dropped and his place in the House of Lords restored, before he would say
anything. Ashley Cooper would not agree to these terms, and probably couldn’t have sold them to his
supporters anyway, given the strength of feeling against Osborne in the House of Commons. Osborne
remained in the Tower.
It was by then abundantly clear to the King that he could hope for no co-operation from the newly elected
parliament, so there was no point in its recall. Accordingly, in July 1679 he dissolved the already
prorogued body which meant another election, and set October as the date for the new session to
begin. He well knew that a new House of Commons was unlikely to be any more amenable, since there
had as yet been no significant shift in opinion in the country, and apart from buying more time to allow
such a shift to begin, he was simply demonstrating that he could not be intimidated, and that he would
not retain a parliament which refused to work with him. In different ways it proved a dangerous summer
for the somewhat embattled King. First, there was a revolt of Covenanters in South West Scotland,
culminating in the defeat of government forces at Drumclog. The Duke of Monmouth was sent to
Scotland to deal with the crisis, and quickly defeated the Covenanters at Bothwell Brig on 22nd June,
and then pacified the area by showing leniency to most of those involved.
His conduct undoubtedly enhanced his own reputation, but by ending the trouble quickly, he prevented
the chain of events that might have favoured Ashley Cooper’s cause, i.e., the prospect that King Charles
II, like his father, would be placed at the mercy of a hostile parliament, by the need to obtain money to
cope with a full scale rebellion in Scotland. Later in the summer the King fell seriously ill, and apart from
reminding everyone at Court and in governing circles of the chaos which might follow his death, the
main consequence was the unprompted return of the Duke of York from exile in Brussels, to visit his
brother. Far from seeing the Duke’s behaviour as disobedience to his command, the King accepted it
gladly as an act born of compassion and concern. The visit repaired the relationship between the royal
brothers, and many at Court took the opportunity to avow their support for the heir to the throne, perhaps
not surprisingly, because it was possible that he might have become king within days. King Charles
recovered, and sent the Duke away again but this time with a promise that he would soon be allowed
to move to Scotland, and at the same time, showing little gratitude for recent services, he dispatched
Monmouth, fresh from his success in that country to exile in Holland, to demonstrate an even-handed
approach to the two royal dukes.
109

When Ashley Cooper returned to London from his usual summer visit to Wimbourne he tried to undo
the damage done to the pursuit of Exclusion by the partial return to favour of the Duke of York, and the
exile of the Duke of Monmouth, who was becoming by default his only candidate for the succession. As
its President, he called a number of Council meetings in the absence of the King, who was still
convalescing, in an unsuccessful effort to unite the members behind an attempt to maintain the rigour
of the Duke of York’s exile. This was his last act as a member of the government, however detached,
because Charles had decided not to call the new parliament to meet in October, and this meant that
there was little point in continuing Ashley Cooper in office as a placatory gesture to the opposition,
especially after his most recent efforts to use his position to overturn the King’s decision. Yet even after
his departure on 14th October, after less than six months as Lord President of the Council, there was
one last attempt to negotiate a truce between him and the King which would have ensured that
Osborne’s trial would not take place, but by then Ashley Cooper was unwilling to resume office without
the precondition of agreement on Exclusion. A point of no return had been reached, and the King must
have concluded that he would either have to crush Ashley Cooper or face the prospect of ceding most
of his power to a parliament dominated by his adversary, and accepting that his brother would never
become king.
8.3. The 2nd Exclusion Parliament
Although it was clear to all, that the new House of Commons elected in August and September would
be as much dominated by the opposition as its predecessor, when Charles allowed it to meet, Ashley
Cooper must have been worried by the reception given to the Duke of York, both at the time of the
King’s illness, and later when he returned to London in October to travel to Scotland. The country was
polarising between those supporting the royal brothers, and the Exclusionists, and just as Osborne had
found a few years earlier, the act of building one party meant that another was springing up in
opposition. As long as parliament did not meet, Ashley Cooper had the difficult task of maintaining
enthusiasm and commitment amongst his supporters, while at the same time curbing any extreme
expressions of anti-royalism which might have driven the more moderate away. Comments that 1641
had come again were already surfacing, and any growth of this sentiment would be dangerous for the
opposition, and for Ashley Cooper in particular, given his earlier career and the long-standing, if
probably erroneous, suspicions that at heart he was a republican. At any rate, the need to bolster his
support was clearly his first priority and the means was a further flood of pamphlets with the focus on
the dangers of popery at home and abroad. He was assisted in keeping the political temperature high
by the discrediting of the so-called ‘Meal Tub Plot’, which was an amateurish effort to prove that
dissenters sympathetic to the opposition rather than papists were conspiring against the King. This plot
was manufactured between a lady of the Court, Lady Powis and a ‘fashionable’ midwife, Mrs Cellier, in
whose meal tub forged papers were ‘found’, hence the name of the plot. It had of course been inspired
by the success of the prosecution of the Popish Plot and had aimed to turn the methodology of its
investigation against its most zealous promoters.
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Ashley Cooper’s next move was to persuade the Duke of Monmouth to return from Holland without the
permission of the King, and the Duke was duly greeted in London by bonfires, peels of bells, and other
orchestrated celebrations. Perhaps it had been calculated that King Charles, faced with the fait
accomplit of Monmouth’s return, would acquiesce because of his personal affection for the Duke, much
as he had when the Duke of York had reappeared, but the King reacted by dismissing Monmouth from
all his Court positions. Of course Ashley Cooper, unlike the Duke couldn’t really lose and was probably
content with having the ‘Protestant Duke’ slighted, but still a centre of attention. The meeting of the new
parliament had been put back to January 1680, but it was not expected that King Charles would recall
it even then, so Ashley Cooper arranged for a petition signed by 16 peers to be presented to the King
requesting the immediate meeting of parliament. King Charles was justified in viewing the manoeuvre
with some contempt since the peers concerned made up less than a tenth of the membership of the
House of Lords, and were hardly a representative sample. The King announced shortly afterwards that
parliament would not meet until November 1680. Thus Ashley Cooper’s undoubted success in keeping
Exclusion to the fore had simply resulted in a longer prorogation. The other person who saw himself as
suffering from the delays was Osborne who could not expect release unless his case was heard; by
November 1680 he would have spent 20 months in the Tower. This suited the King well enough because
the last thing he wanted was for Osborne to stand trial, and he was able to subsist without parliament
because he was in less financial difficulty than assumed by his opponents.
The peer’s petition was the start of Ashley Cooper’s next initiative, mass petitioning for the new
parliament to be called to sit, and the first document, said to have contained 50000 signatures from
Westminster and Southwark, including those of Ashley Cooper himself, and many less credible
supporters, some long dead, was presented to the King in mid-January 1680, and others soon followed
from further afield. They were ignored, and the King gave further evidence that he thought his position
was strengthening by inviting his brother, the Duke of York to return to London from Scotland; the event
led to the usual demonstrations in the Duke’s favour. Ashley Cooper tried to use Monmouth’s popularity
to counter any drift in support but had little success initially, so fell back on what was becoming his usual
tactic and grabbed attention with a new initiative concerning the Plot. This time, he went to the Council
with news of an Irish Plot, involving Catholics backed by France, with a massacre of Protestants as the
intended outcome. The King’s advisers had to take the matter seriously, whatever their suspicions of
the source of the information and arranged for the witnesses to be brought over to London for
questioning. Then, Ashley Cooper brought a case against the Duke of York for recusancy before the
grand jury of Middlesex, and though the judge, Lord Chief Justice Scroggs threw the case out before
the jury, whose sympathies were with Exclusion, could pronounce on the matter, the succession of
orchestrated events rebuilt a feverish atmosphere in London.
By such means Ashley Cooper managed to keep the opposition in business and his own control of
events and people was never greater than in the summer of 1680. However, he was drifting towards a
more extreme stance, as illustrated by his support for a republican, Slingsby Bethel for election as a
London Sheriff, and intemperate remarks about the King and his opponents, which became public
knowledge, damaged his reputation in the wider political community. A growing reaction in support of
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the King and Duke of York was evident in further demonstrations in favour of the latter in London, and
the presentation to the King of collections of signatures from around the country of ‘abhorrers‘, who
opposed the petitions for the recall of parliament as infringing the King’s prerogative. Contrary to Ashley
Cooper’s assumption that time was on his side, because the King would eventually have to approach
parliament, ‘cap in hand’ for money, signs were appearing that opposition to the crown was not
sustainable in the long term by those whose own motives could be questioned. Ashley Cooper’s other
problem of setting up a viable alternative to the Duke of York had found no solution. The possibility of
a royal divorce seemed to exist only in his mind, and the King had denied the legitimacy of Monmouth
so often and forcefully that few can have retained any doubts about that Duke’s status. Perhaps, Ashley
Cooper tried to persuade himself that this did not matter too much, as news came through of the large
enthusiastic crowds that attended the Protestant Duke’s progress through the West Country that
summer, but he must have realised that it was London opinion that really counted. Perhaps even then
he could have sought a compromise but that was not in his nature at this stage of his career.
The King brought forward the meeting of the new parliament by a month to October 1680, and Ashley
Cooper returned to London in September from Wimborne to agree his plans with his allies. In their
discussions, it was accepted that the opposition focus on Osborne in the previous session had been
unhelpful, and would be even more so if persisted with; the erstwhile first minister had been in the Tower
for eighteen months and was no longer seen as a threat, though had it been realised that he was still
regularly advising the King, opinions might have been different. Ashley Cooper argued strongly that
Exclusion must be the only point of attack, and his main difficulty was to restrain his associates in the
House of Commons, who proposed to go much further by impeaching the Duke of York, a move which
would have had little chance of success given the sympathies of the House of Lords, and would have
created deadlock between the two Houses. To re-impose his authority, Ashley Cooper made much of
what he regarded as his trump card. The heir to the throne had lost the support of important figures at
court, including the Duchess of Portsmouth, still the King’s mistress, and an agent of Louis XIV, and
Secretary of State, Sunderland. Both believed that the King would eventually have to give way and
consent to Exclusion of his brother, and had opened negotiations with Ashley Cooper to safeguard their
own positions, if he returned to power. He spoke confidently of the ability of his new adherents to swing
the votes of several peers ,whenever Exclusion returned to the House of Lords, and implied that majority
support there was within reach. While Ashley Cooper consolidated his position, the King tried to win
over any wavering parliamentary supporters by making one openly conciliatory gesture; the Duke of
York departed for Scotland at the King’s request on the day before parliament was due to meet on 21st
October.
By then, as the new parliament assembled, the level of organisation of the opposition probably
exceeded Osborne’s best efforts to cement government support a few years earlier, with meetings held
in public houses such as those of the Green Ribbon Club, where Ashley Cooper’s followers had the
chance to address potential supporters and persuade them to follow a consistent line. Many historians
date the formation of our first political party, the Whigs, to this time. The pre-planning seemed to bear
fruit from the start of the new session, after the King had opened it by again stressing his willingness to
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take any steps to safeguard the Protestant religion, short of Exclusion. In the House of Commons the
opposition elected their own nominee as Speaker unhindered by the King and passed uncontroversial
measures, dealing with the procedures for future trials through both houses. As ever, Ashley Cooper
turned to the Plot to create the appropriate milieu and brought forward a convicted felon called
Dangerfield to swear that he had been offered money by the Duke of York in person to kill the King; to
say the least an unlikely scenario, but unsurprisingly not one that this parliament was willing to reject
out of hand.
The House of Commons then turned to their main business and in 9 days completed all stages of
passing an Exclusion bill, which while disqualifying the Duke of York, did not fix on a successor, a
compromise between supporters of Monmouth and those who favoured the Duke of York’s daughters,
Mary and Anne. The bill had then to be taken to the House of Lords, where Ashley Cooper’s confidence
that his new supporters would be able to give him a majority would be put to the test. Crucially, the King
made it very clear that he remained totally opposed to Exclusion and personally canvassed peers to
this effect, so largely negating the influence of Sunderland and the Duchess of Portsmouth. The debate
in the House of Lords is generally reckoned to have seen Halifax’s finest oratory in speeches opposing
Exclusion, but the King’s intervention was decisive. The bill was thrown out at its first reading by 63
votes to 30. Although the vote in support of Exclusion was as large as Ashley Cooper ever achieved in
the House of Lords on the issue, and the relatively small count a sign that many peers, fearful of the
eventual outcome, did not wish to commit themselves publicly, it was plain enough that victory by
constitutional means was beyond the grasp of the Exclusionists, and likely to remain so. The defeat
meant that Exclusion could not be considered again in the session but did not rule out consideration of
other expedients to cope with a Catholic succession, which indeed the King had asked parliament to
undertake.
The House of Lords began by discussing a Bill of Association based on an Elizabethan precedent,
which was effectively an oath to be applied to all parliamentarians, office holders, members of
corporations, and the army to use any measures necessary to protect the Protestant religion in the
event of a Catholic succession. Reconciling such an oath to stand up to a Catholic king, with the
doctrines of non-resistance to monarchical authority held by many Anglicans, and those becoming
known as Tories, would not have been easy, and it is rather surprising that Ashley Cooper did not see
an opportunity to divide those opposed to him, by supporting the measure. However, he seems to have
disliked oaths on principle, and by then saw all alternatives to Exclusion as impractical, or else as
devices to deprive him of the clear victory which would catapult him back into power. Instead, when the
Bill of Association failed to gain enough support, he returned yet again to proposing a royal divorce, but
the King swiftly indicated his refusal to contemplate this. The debate on limitations continued and two
clear strands emerged, one focusing on the reduction of the powers of a future Catholic king, the other
on the appointment of a Regent who would actually wield the royal powers in place of such a king. The
first alternative represented a real threat to the prerogative, and was seen as such by the King, the
Duke of York, and also William of Orange, watching events from across the North Sea, since the powers
once removed might well never be returned. The second alternative would leave the powers intact but
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the idea of placing them in the hands of William, the most likely choice as Regent was then anathema
to many Exclusionists including Ashley Cooper. The House of Lords settled on a bill to impose stringent
limitations on a Catholic king, the first alternative; it had passed its second reading by early January
1681, but was lost when parliament was then prorogued, to the relief of some on either side of the
political divide.
In the House of Commons a request by the government for money to maintain a garrison in Tangier
(part of the King’s wedding dowry), was met by a refusal even to consider supply without redress of
fears of Popery, which was of course code for the passage of an Exclusion bill. In this regard, Ashley
Cooper’s grip was firm but the lower house then turned to attacking Halifax, because of his role in
defeating Exclusion, and those thought to be responsible for the ‘abhorrors‘ initiative. For the first time,
Ashley Cooper began to lose control of the contest with the King, as limitations rather than Exclusion
moved forward in the House of Lords, and the lower House pursued unstructured opposition to
everything coming from the Court. He was quoted to the effect ‘that he does no more understand the
House of Commons than he does the Court’, and could only hope that the ferment would at least
maintain the pressure. The general incoherence was to have personal consequences for Ashley Cooper
because he tried and failed to get the Commons to support a bill which would have limited the King’s
right to select the peers who tried their fellows when cases were brought against them, while parliament
was not sitting. Obviously, this proposal was inspired by Ashley Cooper’s concern about what would
happen if he lost his struggle with the King, and may have been the first sign of his doubting eventual
success. The Commons refused to acquiesce on the grounds that the enactment of the bill would have
increased the privileges of peers, ignoring the undoubted fact that it would have made it harder for the
King to deal with opposition.
Ashley Cooper, though not the prime mover, was probably quite happy when pressure mounted for the
trial of the imprisoned Catholic peers, and specifically, because of the appearance of a new witness,
for the trial of Lord Stafford on charges of high treason. Neither the King nor anyone else sought to
prevent the trial, indeed King Charles may have been willing, rather cynically, to try to sate the
opposition’s thirst for blood by sacrificing a peer who could give no evidence damaging to him, which
would not have been the case for another Catholic peer, Lord Arundel, who had been involved with the
secret treaty of 1670, or of course Osborne. The result was a foregone conclusion, and Stafford, an old
man, over 70, lost his head at Tower Hill on 29th December 1680. (This event, along with the continued
blood-letting associated with the Popish Plot, is a timely reminder that Osborne remained in some peril
in the Tower.) Any thought that the opposition might pause for reflection proved chimerical and the King
was next faced with an attempt to impeach judges, including Lord Chief Justice Scroggs, who were
represented as having acted unconstitutionally in the royal interest.
The King as much as Ashley Cooper will have seen Parliament as running out of control, but he must
have been worried that use of his power to bring its sitting to an end, might prompt a violent reaction.
His response was very clever. He prorogued Parliament in early January 1681, but initially only for 10
days. By taking this action rather than adjourning parliament, he dangled before the eyes of the
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opposition the opportunity to re-introduce the Exclusion bill in the new session which would follow, while
indicating that the pause in the deliberations need only be of short duration. Thus he greatly reduced
the risk of a re-run of the early 1640s, when parliament had ignored the royal decree that it should cease
to sit, the trigger for the Civil War. Ashley Cooper must have expected to use the time granted to him
to tighten his control of the Exclusionists, and to prepare the final push to get his bill through both
Houses of Parliament. He remained mistakenly convinced that a need for money was central to the
King’s actions, and would dictate a speedy recall of Parliament. In fact the King did wish to obtain
money, but could at a pinch make do; his continuing recourse to Parliament was based more on a
perception that Kings ought to proceed in this way which owed something to Osborne’s tutelage during
the preceding decade, and that to a degree, the forum acted as a safety valve for the nation’s discontent.
8.4. The 3rd (Oxford) Exclusion Parliament
Having got the mass of his opponents away from London, the King decided to try a new approach. After
a short delay he dissolved Parliament again, summoning its successor when elected, to meet in March
1681, not in London but in Oxford; this followed a suggestion made some time earlier by Osborne, who
was still influencing events from the Tower. The King was in this way able to try once more to obtain a
Parliament which would pay more heed to his wishes and yet to greatly reduce the possibility of another
prorogation being followed by Parliament’s taking refuge in London and prolonging its own life. By then,
it was not unrealistic for the King to hope for a more amenable House of Commons because the signs
of reaction against the Whigs in the country at large were increasing. Additionally, in Oxford, the Royalist
capital of the 1640s, the majority of the people were differently disposed from the partisans of
Parliament in London, and any expressions of public opinion were likely to be in the King’s favour. He
made it very clear that he intended to continue his fight against Exclusion by clearing his Council of
most of its remaining proponents, including the Earl of Sunderland who suffered the added penalty of
being unable to sell the office of Secretary of State for which he had paid £6000 just two years earlier;
a personal disaster given the chaotic state of his finances.
King Charles had all-along remained keen to re-establish his client relationship with King Louis XIV and
obtain a subsidy, so reducing financial pressure to come to terms with Parliament. He had been able to
pay his way since Osborne’s fall, but the lack of that minister’s abilities to conjure money from unlikely
sources, added to the government’s indebtedness, meant that there was little to spare for Royal
entertainments, and generous gifts to courtiers, ex-mistresses and the like. For 3 years, King Louis
through his ambassador Barillon had been supporting the opposition financially, firstly to get rid of
Osborne, and then to keep England in a state of unrest that would prevent a repeat of their stop-start
intervention in Flanders in 1678. (King Louis and his advisers were still managing to advance their
nation’s frontiers there, albeit by mainly peaceful means rather than outright war.) However efforts to
add Ashley Cooper to the French pay roll had failed and the prospect of his coming to power on his
own terms, was not appealing to the French King, nor indeed was the prospect of a Civil War in England
which might see the emergence of a new Cromwell. Additionally, King Charles let it be known that if he
were to be forced to concede Exclusion, his recourse would be to agree to a Regency of William of
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Orange, which would almost guarantee future English hostility to France. These concerns and threats
were enough to bring France back to the negotiating table, and Charles was able to prepare for the
Oxford Parliament with confidence that a subsidy of £125000 per annum from France would be agreed.
Of course this was a setback for Osborne, since it was tacitly accepted by the King that the
imprisonment of such an enemy of France must continue, for the money to be paid.
Ashley Cooper knew nothing of the French negotiations, but must have realised from the other signs
that the King was not intending to give way. He organised another petition, once more supported by
only 16 peers, against moving the Parliament out of London, but could hardly have been surprised when
it was rejected. However, the election maintained the opposition’s firm grip of the House of Commons,
and in another innovation, many members were returned with addresses of instruction from their
constituencies, following a model drafted by Ashley Cooper, perhaps the first party manifesto, which
read as follows:
Gentlemen,
We have chosen you two, our knights to represent this county at the Parliament to be holden at Oxford
the twenty-first of March next; and we do give you sufficient power to act on our behalf in all things that
shall be found, by joint advice with the Members of Parliament chosen for other places, to be for our
public good and welfare; which we must leave to your integrities and prudence. Only there are some
particulars so manifestly and indisputably necessary that we cannot omit to give you our instructions
and directions in them.
First. We all expect that you should, to the last, insist for a bill to exclude the Duke of York by name,
and all other Popish successors from coming to the imperial crown of this realm.
Secondly. That you insist on an adjustment to be made betwixt the King’s prerogative of calling,
proroguing, and dissolving Parliaments, and the rights of people to have annual Parliaments to despatch
and provide for these important affairs and business that can nowhere else be taken care of; for without
the certainty of Parliaments meeting in due distance of time from each other, and their sitting for so long
as shall be necessary for the despatch of the affairs of the nation, it is not possible but that our laws,
liberties, lives and estates, should become in a short time at the will of the prince.
Thirdly. We expect that you should restore us to that liberty we and our forefathers have enjoyed, until
these last forty years of being free from guards and mercenary soldiers; it being the inescapable right
of a free nation that they themselves , and no separate number of paid or hired men, should have guard
of their own prince, government and laws.
Lastly. Although we mention these three particulars as most necessary to us, yet there are several
others of great importance which we leave to your wisdoms; assuring ourselves that until you have fully
provided for a complete security against Popery and arbitrary power, you will not give any of our money.
For Ashley Cooper this document marked a complete departure from the support of the King’s
prerogative, from which he had until then never deviated, whether in or out of the government, though
it certainly cemented his reputation as a reformer in the eyes of future generations. In one sense it
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constituted a negotiating position, so might have been softened later, but passage of its measures
would have removed almost all the monarch’s powers, going further even than the proposals offered
by Parliament to the captive Charles I in the late 1640s. Perhaps this, the last of his political somersaults,
was dictated in part by a conviction that kings should not be able to ignore the wishes of the great
majority of the political nation indefinitely, as King Charles II seemed to be willing to do, and partly by
growing desperation and a realisation that he could only win his struggle by neutering the King’s power.
Whatever his reasoning, he was no longer propounding only a shift in the succession path, but standing
for a revolution, even if still by peaceful means.
As was becoming customary, Ashley Cooper prepared the ground for the meeting of Parliament by
bringing forward another Plot informant, Edward Fitzharris who was willing to provide testimony that the
Plot to kill the King had extended back to 1672, and to give graphic detail of the involvement of the
Queen and the Duke of York. For the first time, the King did not react passively, but had Fitzharris
committed to the Tower, nominally to prevent subornation, but with every intention of having him
executed for his own admitted involvement in the Plot, as soon as a trial could be arranged. Ashley
Cooper had planned that the Fitzharris evidence would be given to the Oxford Parliament at a time of
his choosing, and of course that the witness would be protected from retribution; this was the strongest
indication yet, that he was losing control of events. Many opposition peers and members of parliament
arrived in Oxford with armed retainers because of genuine fears for their own safety, but the Parliament
opened normally on 21st March 1681 in the Geometry School there, with the King’s speech. This really
must have been a case of going through the motions, because his intentions must have been clear in
his own mind once he had registered the unfavourable balance of the new House of Commons, but
King Charles asked Parliament to investigate the Plot, to take steps to safeguard the protestant religion
and to provide support for England’s allies, i.e., Holland and Sweden, (the last request being cynical in
the extreme given his negotiations with France).
Thereafter things took a predictable course; the House of Commons tried to impeach Fitzharris, to get
him out of the King’s hands, but the Lords refused to support this, showing that the King’s majority there
was standing firm. The House of Commons then turned again to Exclusion but everyone now expected
that prorogation or dissolution would follow soon. Expedients, which involved Parliament continuing to
meet after dismissal by the King, or going back to London and resuming their sitting, had been
discussed by the opposition, but there does not seem to have been a consensus on taking any
irrevocable step towards rebellion, and it was known that the King had made some precautionary
military dispositions in the capital. After a bit of theatre which involved his performing a quick change
into formal robes in an anti-room, to prevent any attempt by the opposition to restrain him physically
from exercising his prerogative, the King duly prorogued Parliament on the 28th March 1681. The whole
episode passed off quietly without protests in Oxford or in London when the news reached there.
Of course, with the wisdom of hindsight we know that this had been the last Parliament of the reign,
and there is little doubt that had the opposition suspected as much, their reaction would have been
much stronger, and possibly violent. However, they still believed that the need for money would
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eventually force the King to give way, provided that his opponents stood firm. In fact the King had
changed course; his need for money had never been as desperate as the opposition had thought, and
the French subsidy had further improved his situation, but more importantly, the latest set-back to his
efforts to procure an amenable Parliament had convinced him of the futility of the endeavour. Although
opinion had moved strongly towards him in the country at large, the opposition had proved able to
maintain an iron grip on the House of Commons. In a sense the opposition had won, but it was to be a
Pyrrhic victory; once again, they had to keep the political temperature high while parliament was not
sitting, but some of Ashley Cooper’s tried routes to doing this had been blocked off. The Lord Mayor of
London refused to cooperate in preparing a petition for a new Parliament and the imprisonment of
Fitzharris under threat of trial and execution scared off further would-be informers. The King also
authorised a propaganda offensive which was conducted with some skill by the editor of the government
news sheet, Observator, Sir Roger L’Estrange, and released a declaration explaining the prorogation
as caused by the unreasonable attitude of the opposition, now firmly labelled as Whigs. Osborne had
prepared a document for this purpose in the Tower, and though the words eventually used were not
his, many of its main thrusts were, and the declaration engendered a large number of supportive
addresses from around the country.
Trying another line of attack, Ashley Cooper followed the Duke of Buckingham, by then a much
diminished political force, in being elected a Freeman of London, but failed to persuade a majority of
members of the governing common council of the city to subscribe to a call for Parliament to be recalled.
The impression that the initiative was passing to the King was reinforced by the proceedings against
Fitzharris, which ended with his execution in Oxford on 1st July, in spite of attempts by Ashley Cooper
and his associates to secure his acquittal by getting him brought before a Whig jury in London. The Plot
was being defused as an opposition weapon. It was no longer possible for an informant to bring
allegations against the Duke of York or the Queen without risk. Some who had profited by fishing in the
murky waters of the Plot in the past three years, procuring witnesses and manufacturing evidence,
began to feel vulnerable, and offered to buy their safety by giving evidence against those who had taken
the lead, namely Ashley Cooper and his associates.
8.5. The Reassertion of Royal Authority and Ashley Cooper’s 2nd Imprisonment
In the space of a few months Ashley Cooper had gone from being the leader of an opposition seemingly
bound to triumph eventually, to a potential victim of the weapon, which he had himself forged to pursue
the Plot. On 2nd July 1681, he was arrested and after appearing before the King and his Council, almost
certainly his last face to face encounter with Charles, he was confined in the Tower for a second time.
His papers were also seized, though he must have foreseen this eventuality and have tried to dispose
of anything he thought incriminating; (one reason for the paucity of relevant personal documents,
bemoaned by his biographers). In fact, he had overlooked an item referring to an association of those
supporting Exclusion, perhaps not enough to convict him on its own, but the paper could be added to
the claims of informers, and many had been executed during the investigations of the Popish plot on
the basis of less evidence than that. Fortunately for him, his fate did not rest on the strength of such
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evidence, because his trial for offences committed in London had to be preceded by the finding of a
‘true bill’ against him by a London jury. These juries were appointed by the two London Sheriffs, and in
any ‘political trial’ would follow the lead of these office-bearers. Shrieval elections had been held the
previous month and although the political pendulum had started to swing away from the opposition in
London, as elsewhere, they had still been able to secure the election of two of their number, Messrs.
Pilkington and Shute. So Ashley Cooper could count on protection from prosecution in London at least,
until the next such elections in 1682, and the government had to search for some other expedient in
order to proceed successfully against him. One possibility was to bring charges for offences committed
outside London and the government attempted to put together evidence which would allow him to be
charged with treasonable activities associated with the recent parliament in Oxford. This procedure had
been followed in the case of an alleged conspirator named College, who was discharged by a London
court but re-arrested and eventually executed, after a trial in Oxford before a judge and jury of very
different political complexion. However, realistic evidence could not be procured (or bought) to allow
this for someone of as high profile as Ashley Cooper, so he remained in the Tower awaiting proceedings
in London.
His second imprisonment was no more rigorous by the standards of the age than his first, though some
effort was made to permit only family and servants to visit him, in order to stop his political activities.
History does not record whether he met his vanquished adversary, Osborne, in the months they were
confined together but it would be surprising, given their relative freedom within the fortress if no meeting
took place, though one must doubt if it would have been a very friendly encounter. Ashley Cooper by
then over 60 years old must have looked at Osborne’s plight with some concern (for himself), since the
ex-Lord Treasurer had by then spent over two years in the Tower awaiting trial. This may explain Ashley
Cooper’s letter during the summer to the King in which he offered if pardoned, either to retire to Dorset,
or to go abroad, even as far as the colony which he sponsored, Carolina, but the King was by then
determined to pursue more drastic measures. Eventually in November the government decided that the
case against the prisoner could not be strengthened, and brought it to the London jury, as the first stage
of the process, which, if the charges had been allowed, would presumably have moved on to a trial by
peers selected by the King. No doubt, efforts were made to intimidate the jury, but the whole exercise
proved futile because that body threw the charges out. On 21st November, Ashley Cooper was freed
from his second spell in the Tower, this time after an imprisonment of four and a half months, an event
accompanied in London by bonfires, banquets and even the striking of a medal by his supporters.
Ashley Cooper’s acquittal was seen as a victory for himself and his cause. The spirits of the Whigs were
revived, but without a national forum they had a diminishing number of options, and it is likely that
thoughts of armed rebellion were being seriously considered by then. For a few months after Ashley
Cooper’s release, a new Parliament did seem to be a possibility because of the perceived need for an
English response to further aggrandisement of France in Flanders, but when King Louis XIV pulled back
temporarily from an investment of the fortress at Luxemburg (a retreat he claimed to have ordered
because of a request from Charles), the pressure applied on the King by his government ministers and
the political classes generally, subsided. (The King who had been asked to mediate rewarded the
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aggressor, King Louis, with the prize anyway.) Thus there was stalemate, with the opposition unable to
bring about Exclusion, but with King Charles unable to use the London courts to deal with those like
Ashley Cooper whom he saw as seditious, and unwilling to call another parliament, because of the risk
that it would revitalise his opponents. So the questions in early 1682 were, who would break the
impasse and how?
………………………………..
The government, which at this time largely meant the King, albeit that he took advice from a number of
sources, including members of his council, and even as we have seen, Osborne, decided to mount a
two-pronged attack beginning with another wave of propaganda, directed particularly against Ashley
Cooper; it was at this time that Dryden, prompted by the King, produced the famous polemic ‘Absalom
and Achitophal’ to which I referred earlier, and it included the lines;
Of these the false Achitophel was first;
A name to all succeeding ages curst;
For close designs and crooked councils fit:
Sagacious, bold and turbulent of wit;
Restless, unfixed in principles and place,
In power unpleased, impatient of disgrace;
A fiery soul which working out its way,
Fretted the pygmy body to decay,
And o’er-informed the tenement of clay.
A daring pilot in extremity,
Pleased with danger when the waves went high,
He sought the storms; but for a calm unfit,
Would steer too near the sands to boast his wit….
And later
In friendship false, implacable in hate,
Resolved to ruin or to rule the state;
To compass this the triple bond he broke,
The pillars of the public safety shook,
Then, seized with fear, yet still affecting fame,
Usurped a patriot’s all atoning name.
No educated member of the political nation doubted that Achitophel was intended as a portrayal of
Ashley Cooper, nor that the patriot was Monmouth, but in truth the invective probably garnered
admiration from posterity, to a greater extent than its influence at the time warranted. It is likely that a
shorter, contemporary attack, ‘The Medal‘ which took as its theme the likeness between the gilt medal
struck to commemorate Ashley Cooper’s release, and his character, struck home more tellingly;
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Never did Art so well with Nature strive;
Nor ever Idol seem so much alive:
So like the Man; so golden to the sight,
So base within, so counterfeit and light.
There were many such attacks, but Ashley Cooper did not lack defenders, even if their poetic efforts do
not bear repetition.
The substance of the government’s attack was the effort to loosen Whig control over London. Thus
orders were issued that laws against dissenters, who were usually of that political persuasion, should
be enforced with the aim of preventing them from standing or voting in elections there. A particular effort
was made that summer to change the composition of the main governing body of the city, the Common
Council, and the Whig majority was eliminated after a fiercely contested election, leaving a finely
balanced assembly. The government also started legal proceedings to withdraw the city charter on the
grounds of a failure to keep order during the celebrations of Ashley Cooper’s release. So far had the
political pendulum swung, that the King felt able to invite his brother to return permanently and the Duke
of York re-entered London in April, to be greeted by more well-orchestrated demonstrations in his
favour. For the remainder of the reign, the Duke supported and reinforced the King’s hard line against
the Whigs, and gradually assumed a dominant role in the government, allowing the King to return to the
more relaxed life-style that he favoured, and which his rapidly declining health by then demanded.
The next election of the two London Sheriffs, who determined the composition of juries, was due to take
place in July 1682, and it was never going to be a fair contest. The Court of Aldermen could play
something of the role of Parliament in deciding contentious election issues, and just as the latter body
could declare members of parliament elected on the basis of their alignments on key issues, with little
regard to such inconvenient facts as the number of votes they had received, so the Court of Aldermen,
on which there was by now a majority of government supporters, could review the result of the shrieval
election. For this reason the fact that the Whigs could still muster a majority of the electorate of freemen
of London might mean little, and so it proved because after much manoeuvring the two government
supported candidates were declared elected, even though they received only about half as many votes
as their opponents. No longer could Ashley Cooper and his supporters rely on cases brought against
them being thrown out by a London jury which would now be appointed by Sheriffs eager to satisfy the
King’s wishes. This seems to have prompted another rather half-hearted attempt at reconciliation with
the King, by Monmouth, as well as Ashley Cooper, but the King had no need by then to compromise,
and nothing came of it.
8.6 End-Game, the Flight and Death of Ashley Cooper
Ashley Cooper had been pushed into a corner from which his only escape would be flight or fight, i.e.,
armed rebellion. There is little doubt that he actively pursued the latter option in the summer of 1682,
but the details of what was considered are hard to determine, especially as any evidence has become
entangled with the events around the Rye House Plot, which was exposed a year later. It is known that
Ashley Cooper negotiated unsuccessfully with the Earl of Argyll, then hiding from the Scottish
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government in London, with a view to bringing about a rising in Scotland, and that Monmouth and
William Russell visited Cheshire and the West Country respectively, to assess the prospects for revolts
there. Russell seems to have formed a particularly pessimistic view, which makes his later involvement
in the Rye House Plot surprising, but this did not stop Ashley Cooper from urging Monmouth to start
something in Cheshire where he had many supporters. The revolt had it occurred would surely have
resembled the Monmouth rebellion three years later and would probably have had even less chance of
success, but in fact nothing came of what seem in retrospect rather half-hearted efforts. It is not clear
when the planning of the more substantial Rye House Plot began, or if Ashley Cooper knew of it before
his death.
Even without knowledge or evidence of any recent plotting, the government was in a position to
prosecute Ashley Cooper successfully by the autumn of 1682, since they could ensure that a jury
selected in London would allow matters to proceed to trial, and the King could then choose the peers
to act as the jury. The result could only have been conviction and death, since the King, who had been
sickened by many of the executions resulting from the prosecution of the Plot, was not likely to show
mercy to Ashley Cooper. Thus it is not surprising that the latter felt the need to go into hiding in London
in September, and fairly quickly thereafter had to resign himself to exile abroad. Over the next two
months his attention was mainly given to putting his affairs in order. There is a curious symmetry
attending the difficulties he had in gaining access to his estates in his youth, and the trouble he took to
tie them up again in the last months of his life. He aimed to protect them from possible government
sequestration by means of sales and mortgages which made provision for his wife, and ensured that
he would have ready funds to live on during his exile. Presumably this explains why his estate at death
included debts of almost £10000. Eventually, when he had done as much as he could with his property,
and felt the pursuit by government agents becoming too close for comfort, he parted from his wife and
was taken by a small boat to Holland in late November 1682. This probably the final great irony of his
life, that he should seek the protection of the country whose total destruction he had stated to be
England’s mission in the Delenda Est Carthago speech just 10 years earlier.
Once landed, Ashley Cooper proceeded quickly to Amsterdam, where he could hope to be beyond the
reach of the Stadholder, William of Orange, even in the unlikely event that the latter was persuaded by
his uncle, King Charles II to attempt to return the exile to England. He was officially welcomed to the
city, and for a few weeks was able to go about meeting people and attending dinners. Whether he
thought that he was riding out a storm and would have the opportunity to return to England, we do not
know, but he was to live for less than two months in Holland. He was taken ill in late December with
some kind of intestinal blockage and died, almost alone, on 21st January 1683 at the age of 61. His
body was returned to England for burial, in Wimborne St. Giles church, where it rests now. Thus, he did
not witness the total collapse of his party and his cause later that year with the discovery of the Rye
House Plot, and the investigations which followed. In this reversal of the Popish Plot, the use of
informers owed much to the techniques used by Ashley Cooper, and the results included the execution
of his closest associate, Lord William Russell, and the republican theorist Algernon Sidney, while the
imprisoned opposition peer Lord Essex died suddenly in the Tower, having probably committed suicide
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to escape his own trial. These events produced an extremely strong reaction in favour of King Charles
and his brother; Exclusion was dead as surely as its main proponent Ashley Cooper. The anti-climactic
end to his career is neatly expressed in lines penned by the Duke of Buckingham;
Yet faith, the little Lord, when hence he ran,
Did compass one thing like an able man:
For since he could not living act with reason,
‘T’was shrewdly done of him to die in season.

8.7. An Appraisal of Ashley Cooper
Before turning back to see how Osborne escaped from the toils to which his adversary’s scheming had
consigned him, it is appropriate to consider Ashley Cooper and his career in the round. Any balanced
observer would have to concede that he achieved much, from not specially promising beginnings, but
we can hardly doubt that he died embittered, and frustrated, no doubt blaming everyone but himself for
his failure to achieve all his aspirations. These encompassed nothing less than wielding the chief power
in the land, nominally obedient to the King, of course, but given his low opinion of the said individual,
that would not have seemed a significant constraint. He probably thought he had come close twice to
achieving his aim, once as the Cabal disintegrated in late 1672, and later in the chaos following
Osborne’s fall in 1679. However, such was the King’s distaste for and mistrust of Ashley Cooper, that
he was willing to cast his net very wide to find an alternative first minister in the former case, and to
throw off his normal lassitude to run his own government in the latter.
By the early 1670s when he reached the top of government, Ashley Cooper was unique as compared
with other senior politicians in the length and breadth of his experience. He had fought on both sides in
the Civil War, held responsible positions under Cromwell and the Rump of Parliament, and had been a
member of most of the pseudo-parliaments set up during the Interregnum; he had then served as a
government minister of middling importance for nearly 10 years after the Restoration before reaching
the front rank as a member of the Cabal administration. His experience was even wider than this
however, since he allied the normal aristocrat’s knowledge and enjoyment of his land, big house and
country pursuits, with a long lasting involvement with trade and colonial development, including service
for many years on the relevant government committees. He had legal knowledge based on his early
training at Lincoln’s Inn, amplified by early political involvement with the Rump’s efforts to modernise
the law, a major role in devising a constitution for Carolina, and his short spell as Lord Chancellor, which
gave him insight and allowed him to cloak his arguments with a convincing legalism. He should also be
given credit for recognising and utilising the great intellectual gifts of his long-time assistant, John Locke.
Of course it is one thing to have great knowledge and experience, and another to be able to apply them,
but again there seems no doubt that in spite of chronic illness, Ashley Cooper usually had great energy,
and the ability to direct and monitor the actions of others; the key qualities of a good administrator. His
most obvious knowledge gap was experience of things foreign, since his travel abroad amounted only
to a few weeks in Breda in 1660, before his final short exile, also in Holland. Although this did not stop
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him taking a lead on such matters, as when he stridently abused the Dutch, his positions were usually
adopted for opportunistic reasons rather than being rooted in a coherent view of the world and England’s
position therein. Perhaps his financial dealings suggest another area of weakness; his impact on the
overall state of government finances in his twelve years as Chancellor of the Exchequer, and three as
First Lord of the Treasury Board in charge of financial policy, was not great, and in spite of his wide
commercial involvements and a long period in profitable office, his estate was almost certainly worth
less when he died than when reassembled by his father’s executors. In fairness, it should be said that
this also reflects a degree of personal integrity as regards matters financial; he may have channelled
some money into his own pocket in rather dubious fashion when involved with the Prize committee
during the 2nd Dutch War, but otherwise there is no suggestion that he ever accepted bribes or gifts,
whatever his willingness to organise the disbursement of French money to others.
Other qualities bolstered Ashley Cooper’s effectiveness. He was a considerable orator, judging by the
impact of his set-piece speeches in Parliament, and other interventions there. It is difficult to recapture
this aspect from the accounts of his words that remain, any more than one can fully understand the
dominance in parliament of a Pitt, a Peel or a Gladstone by reading their speeches, (and the same
might even be true of Churchill and Bevan if we only had the words and didn’t have recordings). All that
can be said is that Ashley Cooper’s contributions were commented on and remembered by
contemporaries. The ability to sway men’s views with his words served him well in many assemblies,
formal and informal, though he probably had least success on the King’s Council, where he was
operating amongst those who were closest to being his intellectual equals, and who had comparable or
greater status. This latter fact is probably explained in part by the fact that the generation of fear was
an important part of his oratorical portfolio, his speeches were often intemperate, and filled with menace
for his adversaries, and of course threats of punishment or death were realistic in his age; only the very
robust like Osborne or those of high position like the King and the Duke of York were willing to confront
him on a continuing basis.
The written propaganda for which he was responsible, wholly or in part, in pamphlets and addresses
also made a large impression. A capacity for hard work in preparation is evident, his output, whether
spoken or written, was peppered with precedents and references which must have been searched out
without the kind of help available today. His political skills were evident as early as the 1650s, when he
tiptoed through the ever-changing scene during the later days of the Interregnum, straight into the upper
reaches of the Restoration government. He perhaps exceeded even this in the way that he built
opposition to Osborne and the Duke of York, using events such as the Popish Plot and the Montagu
correspondence, and with the exception of his sojourn in the Tower in 1677, he somehow managed to
tread the then extremely narrow path between opposition and sedition. He was of course quite ruthless
in the use he made of the Plot, and without scruple in using paid informers to progress his investigations;
unquestionably, innocent men died to further his aims and this built further his image as a man to be
feared.
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However, Ashley Cooper’s chances of achieving his ambitions were severely reduced by his behaviour
towards others, and their reactions to him. Occasionally, he set out to win people over, Cromwell, at
first, and Monk are examples, but more often he did not seem to care how he was viewed. There were
few friendships with others in public life; during his long career, the eight year collaboration with Lord
William Russell is significantly longer than any other political alliance with a leading figure, and
contemporaries pointed to the nobility of Russell’s personality which suggests he could and probably
did put up with a lot from his mentor. In an age where the achievement and retention of power usually
required friends and allies, Ashley Cooper operated nearly alone, and took few if any into his
confidence. His failure to build a network of supporters is more surprising when it is considered that his
three marriages almost look as though they were designed with that in mind; connections with leading
politicians of the day like Henry and William Coventry, the Marquis of Halifax, and the Earl of
Sunderland, apart from that with the Earl of Southampton ought to have been helpful, but in fact Ashley
Cooper was hardly on speaking terms with most of them, when they could have assisted him. The fact
that he could only attract sixteen of his fellow peers to support his petitions at the height of the Exclusion
crisis makes this point again. His failings also included an inability to take a balanced view of other
people; his collaborators were too often seen as fools, whom he did not always suffer gladly, while his
adversaries were viewed as corrupt and incompetent, so he underestimated them, not least Osborne
and, fatally for his designs, King Charles II.
In summary, he was ruled by ambition, if not entirely devoid of principle (he was consistent in his support
for toleration of non-conformists, even when it caused him political difficulties). He brought much
knowledge and many skills to his pursuit of power, but could not engender trust and hardly seemed to
care about his relations with many who could have helped him. In public life, his ruthlessness harked
back to Cromwell, and he engendered deep loathing in some, most notably King Charles II. Was the
private man much different? There may have been a lighter side, given that there are references to his
charm and a sense of humour, however waspish, which could make him an entertaining companion at
Court when he was in the mood, but of warmth there is no sign at all. His most recent biographer points
to harmonious, even affectionate relationships with his three wives, particularly the third who outlived
him, but we have to throw into the scales his reputation for dissolute living, in the words of King Charles,
when they were just about getting along with each other, ‘the greatest whore-monger in London‘.
Then there are his dealings with his son and heir, the 2nd Earl of Shaftesbury who married a daughter
of the Earl of Rutland, Dorothy Manners. When their first son was born in 1671, a 3rd Anthony Ashley
Cooper who was to become a noted philosopher, his grandfather, our subject, attempted to take
complete control of his upbringing, perhaps seeking to mirror his own early childhood with his maternal
grandfather. Not surprisingly this high handed action, which failed and was only the greatest of many
efforts to regiment the lives of his son and daughter-in-law contributed to a drift towards total
estrangement by the end of his life. It does seem that he could be kind to those who served him well
and presumably knew their place; in this category are his long term general factotum Thomas Stringer,
John Locke who was variously employed by him as tutor and secretary, and right at the end of his life,
the Whig minister of religion, Robert Fergusson known as the ‘Plotter’, and they all showed loyalty to
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him and his memory. He also maintained amicable business relations with many contacts over a long
period, surprisingly the volatile Prince Rupert was one of these, and in general he seems to have
conducted this part of his multi-faceted life quite equably. In his defence I must end with the reminder
that Ashley Cooper had to combat ill health for most of his life, and that we really have little idea of how
much pain, discomfort, and inconvenience, he suffered. Maybe, his conduct, day by day, owed as much
to how he felt as what he thought.
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9. Osborne’s Decade of Difficulties
9.1. An Unrepentant Prisoner for Five Years
By present-day standards, Osborne had been responsible for a number of dubious actions whilst in
power, and as already indicated, there were constitutional grounds for some of the terms of his
impeachment. Nonetheless, he and the King had at first treated the parliamentary attack as a purely
political undertaking to be combatted by like manoeuvres, but in doing so it soon became clear that they
had misjudged the strong feelings of the nation. As the results of three general elections demonstrated,
the King had finally lost the trust of a majority of the political class, and although the tide of opinion
began to turn, when the opposition proved unwilling to compromise, by then, he knew well enough that
any false steps might reignite the Exclusion campaign. The King had been very supportive until the day
Osborne entered the Tower, but thereafter the prisoner was on far more shaky ground, as Charles
acted thereafter solely to protect his own interests. Certainly, Charles wished to block any trial that might
shed light on his own words and actions, so his influence was deployed to delay Osborne’s
impeachment proceedings but had these ensued, the fate of Lord Stafford showed that Osborne’s head
would have rested insecurely above his shoulders. There would have been nothing personal about the
matter, no diminution of appreciation of services rendered, or of a close working relationship, it would
have been ‘realpolitik’ long before the term was invented; the King would have sacrificed anyone to
keep his throne, and the right of succession for his brother. It is hardly to the credit of King Charles II
that he more or less deserted two loyal servants, Clarendon and Osborne in their hours of greatest
need.
It probably took Osborne months if not years to fully appreciate his situation. He saw that there could
be danger to his life if his enemies could engineer a guilty verdict in a trial before the House of Lords,
(as shown by a letter to his elder son reproduced later), but initially at least he thought it more likely that
his incarceration would be relatively short, maybe for a few months, until either the King’s pardon or his
own defence secured his freedom. His confinement offered no impediment to communication, but it
was as well for him that there was no general realisation that he was still writing regularly to the King
offering advice, and more pertinently that this advice was sometimes being taken. Thanks to his status,
and the fact that he was awaiting trial rather than having been found guilty of any offence, his living
conditions were not onerous. The diarist, Evelyn records a visit to him, in the Tower, in 1683, by which
time he had been confined there for almost four years, and praises the hospitality, presumably referring
to food, drink, and immediate surroundings as well as the company. Evelyn also indicates that
Osborne’s wife stayed with him in the Tower for some of the time, so he was obviously not without some
home comforts. However, other authorities refer to the dank and gloomy nature of the Tower in this
period, so what with this and the stress associated with uncertainty about his fate and a degree of
enforced idleness, very frustrating to one of his restless nature, it is not surprising that when he
eventually emerged, his health had suffered.
One of the least palatable episodes of Osborne’s career took place during his early months in the Tower.
It was understandable that Osborne wanted to ensure that the Duke of Buckingham, now an unrelenting
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enemy, did not become actively involved in his impeachment, because he feared the Duke’s ability to
sway opinion in the House of Lords if, or when, the case came to trial. Not for the first time, he enlisted
the aid of the notorious Colonel Blood, whose previous crimes included the attempted theft of the crown
jewels, and the kidnapping of the Duke of Ormonde. Evidence was procured (or perhaps more likely,
manufactured) that Buckingham had engaged in sodomy, at that time a capital offence. Osborne used
the threat of disclosure to have Buckingham warned off, and the Duke certainly played a muted role in
the events of 1679 and 1680. However Blood then publicised the matter and one must assume that he
did so with Osborne’s acquiescence. Buckingham was forced into legal action, won a court case and
was awarded substantial damages against Blood, but did not receive them because the rogue died
soon afterwards. As often happens, mud stuck to Buckingham anyway. Maybe there was rough justice
here in the light of some of things he had actually done in earlier years, for example killing in a duel, the
husband of his long-time mistress, the Countess of Shrewsbury, but the affair began a decline into illhealth and relative poverty which lasted until his death in fairly straitened circumstances at Helmsley
Castle in 1687. The incident is a rare example of Osborne’s allowing a political attack to become a
personal vendetta, mirroring his earlier pursuit of Clarendon. We might surmise that his wife, the longtime butt of Buckingham’s wit, had something to do with this.
Osborne’s main activity in the early stages of his imprisonment was the organisation of his family and
associates to take action to obtain his release by petitioning Parliament, but the extended prorogation
from spring 1679 to late 1680, which followed his own advice to the King, made a longer confinement
inevitable. Theoretically, the King, who continued to bemoan to his confidants the absence of a minister
who had always put the royal interests first, could have released Osborne at any time while Parliament
was not sitting, but this would have been highly provocative, even to moderate opinion, while the
Exclusion crisis was coming to a head. Equally awkward for the King was the fact that freeing Osborne
would have jeopardised his steady aim of re-establishing a financially advantageous relationship with
France. We do not know how aware Osborne was of the latter impediment to his release, but it can
hardly have been difficult for him to guess, given the King’s past conduct. With no sign of help from the
King, and incomplete understanding of why help was not forthcoming, it is unsurprising that Osborne
was tempted into clandestine negotiations with his adversary, Ashley Cooper, on at least two occasions,
but to no avail. So, he was left to focus on gaining a hearing when parliament was eventually recalled,
though as it transpired, he was not ready for the sitting in late 1680 and the attempt had to wait for the
Oxford parliament early in 1681. Peers who supported him had been cajoled into attendance to vote on
a motion for his release which should have been tabled in the House of Lords. The project failed at the
first hurdle, because his supporters were silenced by Ashley Cooper, motivated more in this instance
by his determination to ensure that nothing would get in the way of passing the bill for Exclusion, than
by continuing hostility to Osborne. There was to be no second chance in that parliament, because it
was speedily prorogued. Osborne had to fall back on the remedy attempted a few years earlier by
Ashley Cooper of applying to the High Court for a writ of Habeas Corpus, but the trouble associated
with the precedent caused the court to decline to hear his plea for bail, in case a future parliament
perceived a breach of privilege.
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So, by late 1681 having been in the Tower for two and a half years, Osborne seemed to have exhausted
all avenues towards gaining his release saving the exercise of the King’s authority. He must also by
then have appreciated that gratitude and personal sympathy would not sway the King much. He may
have guessed that two factors were critical, namely the general mood of the country and the attitude of
the French government, which was by then supplying money to Charles. Through 1682 and 1683, the
King’s position strengthened, with first a growing reaction against the behaviour of the oppositiondominated Oxford Parliament and its predecessors, and then the repercussions of the discovery of the
Rye House plot. The involvement of leading Whigs like the Earl of Essex and Lord William Russell in
this plot to kill the King destroyed their party, and cost them their lives; Osborne saw direct evidence of
this since he apparently met and was reconciled with Russell, a major player in his impeachment, and
Essex, in the Tower not long before Russell’s execution and the death of Essex. By the end of 1683,
King Charles and his government, with his brother and confirmed heir, James, Duke of York, restored
to a leading role, were in full control of the country so they had little to fear from any protests against
the release of Osborne or indeed of the four surviving Catholic peers imprisoned with him. The other
factor which had militated against his release was the attitude of France, but Charles assured their
ambassador, Barillon, that Osborne’s release would not presage his return to the government. His suit
was also supported, rather surprisingly, by his old rival, Halifax, then fighting a losing battle against the
Duke of York and his adherents, to retain his influence with the King; perhaps, Halifax saw Osborne as
a possible ally in this contest in spite of their past differences, but more likely, as a man of humanity
above the norm for the age, he simply thought that his adversary’s confinement had gone on for long
enough.
With knowledge of these developments, Osborne appealed again in early 1684 to the Court of the
King’s Bench that his case should be heard but there were further delays occasioned by the continuing
doubts of the judges as to whether they had jurisdiction. At last, King Charles intervened directly, making
his view that Osborne should be released plain and on 12th February, Osborne was bound over to
appear before the House of Lords on the first day of the next parliamentary session, and was granted
bail on his own surety of £10000, and that of four sponsoring peers each for half that sum, a very large
sum of money equivalent in total to approximately £2000000 today (It is an interesting postscript that
the imposition of unreasonable bail conditions was one of the abuses forbidden by the Bill of Rights of
1689, though it is not clear whether Osborne was himself active in pursuing this reform). So, 4 years
and 10 months after entering the Tower he was freed. His main legacies from the long incarceration
were chronic digestive problems, for which he took remedies which blackened his teeth, and a pallid
complexion. Hence the nickname of ‘the white marquis’ when he eventually achieved that dignity, and
many less polite lampoons. The comely man of good address referred to by Ashley Cooper when his
imprisonment began, had been transformed, at least outwardly, into a rather sinister old man. However
his industry, determination, and ambition had not been diminished in any degree.
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9.2. Osborne’s Failure to Resurrect His Career
Osborne never accepted that he had erred in any way during the 1670s, at least outwardly, and saw
his release from the Tower as only the first step in a process which should restore him fully to his former
status, authority, and wealth. He wasted little time before he started to badger the King, about
recompense for having had to leave office without the conventional opportunity to sell his position in
1679, and for the confirmation of his patent as a marquis. He was fobbed off with promises by a monarch
keen to avoid reopening old wounds, and did not hide his frustration, at one point leaving the Court in
protest for some months, returning to his home in Yorkshire for the first time in several years. His
biographer suggests that following an interview with King Charles at the beginning of 1685 firmer
promises were made to him, and that Charles who was no longer receiving a French subsidy, was
planning to bring him back into government, and probably to give him back at least some of his previous
authority. Following the break-up of Osborne’s ministry in 1679, we have seen that the King took a preeminent role in the battle with Ashley Cooper, and that he was eventually bolstered by his brother,
James, Duke of York, albeit that the latter’s religion still compelled him to exercise power discretely.
In this period, the day to day running of the country became the task of a group given the derogatory
name of the chits, on the grounds of their relative youth and inexperience. Their number included
Sunderland, until his embrace of Exclusion brought about his dismissal, the self-effacing Godolphin who
actually got away with voting for Exclusion in parliament, and the irascible Lawrence Hyde, Earl of
Rochester, second son of Clarendon, and brother-in-law of the Duke of York; Hyde held the important
financial post of 1st Lord of the Treasury. Though capable enough in administrative roles, none of them
was seen as up to leading a government contending with Parliament. One who might have been,
Halifax, had acquired great influence with the King during the later stages of the Exclusion crisis, but
had lost his authority whenever the Duke of York returned from exile, though he retained his office of
Lord Privy Seal. So, even if not to the same extent as in 1673, there was something of a vacuum at the
top of government in 1684, and it is quite possible that the King saw Osborne as the best man to fill it.
There does remain a question about how the Duke of York would have viewed the matter, given the
quarrel over his exile in 1679, but as we shall see he was willing enough to contemplate Osborne’s
return to office after his succession to the throne, so it is reasonable to assume that he would have
acquiesced prior to that event. Effectively, the King seems to have decided to revert to the system of
the mid-1670s, trusting that it would work smoothly with a cowed opposition.
However, this is all speculation because in early February 1685 Charles II died suddenly after a stroke,
to be succeeded without fuss by his brother as James II of England. From the viewpoint of the Stuart
line it was a most untimely death, since King Charles had finally succeeded over the preceding few
years in overcoming many of the problems of the reign, and it is entirely possible to imagine that a
second Osborne ministry following the Tory policy adopted since the end of the Exclusion crisis, and
probably edging away from France would have further strengthened the King’s position, as King Charles
presumably expected. (To continue speculating, it is even possible though unlikely, that had Charles
lived half a decade longer, he would regardless of his own leanings, have shown his usual pragmatism
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and insisted that the robust son born to his brother in 1688 be brought up a Protestant to secure the
line.) King Charles had provided a last surprise for the political nation and it would be interesting to
know Osborne’s thoughts on learning a few days later, that Charles had been received into the Roman
Catholic Church in the last few hours of his life. So the King had kept his long-standing promise to his
late sister Minette, and the French King, but in such a way as to avoid consequences for himself, or the
country; we can never know whether it was a final cynical act, deathbed repentance, or perhaps the
confused response of a dying man with addled brains, to his brother’s anguished prompting.
The death of King Charles was obviously a serious set-back to Osborne’s hopes of resurrecting his
public career, but he had more pressing issues to resolve. A new parliament would have to be called
early in the new reign, and this meant that Osborne, who had only been released from the Tower on
bail, would, as the law on impeachments then stood, have to appear before the House of Lords to plead
his case. He could not be certain of the attitude of a new House of Commons and might depend on the
new King making it clear to loyalist peers that he wanted an acquittal. Without such royal support, he
could not completely rule out a guilty verdict, and a return to the tower or worse, though it was hardly
likely that King James was going to permit a return to the controversies of the Popish Plot and Exclusion.
Osborne’s submission to the King and the governing ministers of another request for redress as regards
his patent as a marquis and unpaid moneys, may have been no more than that, but it also represented
a way of determining the King’s attitude towards him. He got no direct satisfaction but soon afterwards,
he was received graciously enough by the new King at the time of his coronation in April 1685. James
was known to be anxious that the four surviving Catholic peers in the same position as Osborne should
be discharged, and the latter’s good reception was a strong hint that the King was content that he should
be treated in the same way. The mechanism was to get the new parliament, when it eventually
assembled later that year, to reverse the dubious order passed in 1679 which had laid down that
impeachments did not lapse automatically at the end of a session, and thus the charges were all quietly
withdrawn. Osborne had never been brought to trial, far less found guilty, though it is perhaps
understandable, given his sojourn in the Tower for almost five years, that many describing the events
since, have conveyed a very different impression. However, it is also true that some of the charges,
which he would have faced, were legitimate.
Once it became clear that he could put the past behind him, Osborne probably harboured some hopes
for the reign; like many Tories he would have been reassured by the new King’s statements that he
intended to preserve the state and especially the Anglican church ‘as by law established’. He thought it
worthwhile to make yet another attempt to get his claims considered by the King soon afterwards, and
though he was again unsuccessful, James did not close the door completely, perhaps thinking that
Osborne’s principles were flexible enough for him to be useful in the future. Certainly Osborne had
never supported the Duke of Monmouth whose revolt occupied the summer, and his second son, Lord
Dumblane, was wounded at Sedgemoor fighting for the victorious royal army. Monmouth had been
galvanised into action by survivors of Ashley Cooper’s Whig party now gathered in Holland, including
Robert Fergusson and John Wildman, and may have been encouraged by William of Orange, who then
offered King James the help of English and Scottish regiments contracted to the Dutch and based in
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Holland to put down the revolt. Apart from getting rid of a possible rival for the throne, when King James
logically, if unsubtly had his nephew, Monmouth executed in July 1685, William probably learnt
something from the failure of this revolt to attract support outside the south-west of England. When
parliament reconvened in November, suffused with loyalty after the events of the summer, they gave
James such a generous financial settlement for the duration of his reign as to obviate his need to call
them together again. Osborne although in attendance was inactive both as regards speaking and
directing his remaining supporters, certainly evincing no hostility towards the King and his government.
The King approached him twice in the next few months to sound his views on aspects of the royal
policy of removing restrictions on Catholics, but on both occasions received unpalatable answers.
Clearly the price of a full return to favour was going to be too high, so after parliament was prorogued
in November 1685, Osborne left the Court and effectively retired into private life for the next two years.
9.3. The Construction of an English Conspiracy
King James was by then over 50
years of age, and a long reign was
not anticipated, given that few of the
ruling Stuarts had reached 60,
(albeit that many of their lives had
been

cut

short

violently).

The

portrait gives little away about a
stubborn man with a successful
military and naval career behind
him, though it seems that his
physical
diminishing.
dissatisfied

courage
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Osborne
courtier

fast
as

a

turned

to

William of Orange, the consort of the
heir presumptive, Princess Mary, for
his route back to royal favour. As the
person most responsible for getting
the approval of King Charles II for
their marriage, and for his strenuous
efforts during the 1670s, to change
the direction of English foreign
policy away from alliance with France and towards Holland, he could expect favourable consideration.
In early 1686, he applied for royal permission to visit Holland as part of a fairly extensive continental
tour, but James refused to countenance his leaving England. However, the King could do nothing to
prevent an exchange of letters, innocuous at first, because both parties were happy enough to reestablish the relationship, and did not engage in anything which could be termed plotting.
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Viewed through modern eyes it seems that if King James II had reigned with a modicum of common
sense and tried to implement his plans more slowly, he might have had a chance of success and as it
transpired, those like Osborne, who had initially decided to sit it out and wait for his death, would have
had a very long wait as that did not occur until 1701. Of course, James did not anticipate living to his
late 60s, and with 2 Protestant daughters as heirs, he thought that his great cause of re-establishing
the Roman Catholic Church in England needed to be hurried along. He began his reign in a seemingly
powerful position, after the crushing of opposition in the previous reign, and thanks to the generosity of
his first parliament, he was not constrained by a need to conciliate public opinion to finance his
government in the way his brother had been for so long. Accordingly he was able to proceed by a
combination of declarations and appointments towards reversing 150 years of religious policy in as
many weeks. In addition to a general easing of limitations on their freedom of worship, Roman Catholics
found favour in his large army, which he had the funds to maintain after the Monmouth episode; his
confessor, Father Petrie was appointed to the King’s council along with a number of Catholic peers;
and he intruded his co-religionists into prestigious academic posts in the two ancient universities.
By the spring of 1687 Osborne must have been extremely concerned about both the direction of the
King’s policy, and its speed of implementation; so, more importantly, was William of Orange and he
sent an envoy named Dykvelt, to express his concern openly to King James, and more secretly to obtain
advice from a number of prominent statesmen as to how he should proceed, focussing on the need to
protect his wife’s interests as heir to the throne, rather than any ambitions of his own. Meetings of peers
were convened at the house in London ,of the Earl of Shrewsbury, and were attended by Osborne,
along with the Marquis of Halifax, the Earl of Nottingham, son of Heneage Finch, with whom Osborne
had worked in the 1670s, the Earl of Devonshire who along with Lord William Russell had managed
Osborne’s impeachment, and other lesser figures. Another envoy was sent over by William in August,
ostensibly to convey sympathy after the death of the Queen’s mother, but in reality to pursue the
discussions with the peers, who could by then be seen as an embryonic if as yet inactive opposition to
King James.
Any remaining thoughts that the King’s initiatives could be discounted as of no long term significance
were altered in the autumn of 1687 by two events; firstly, the government began a systematic purge of
Anglican office-bearers across the country, including the Lord Lieutenants and Sheriffs in the counties
and the mayors and aldermen in the towns and cities, and replaced the previous incumbents where
possible with Catholics or dissenting Protestants. Apart from their roles in administering the localities,
he holders of these positions normally exerted considerable influence over parliamentary elections and
thus the composition of the House of Commons. The most plausible interpretation of the initiative was
that James and his councillors were aiming to secure the election of a ‘packed’ Parliament which would
back measures of toleration already enacted by royal decree, giving them real authority and perhaps a
degree of permanence. The willingness of many dissenters, amongst them, the Quaker, William Penn,
to co-operate with the King and his Roman Catholic advisors to secure rights to freedom of worship for
both parties, in spite of a previous hostility to Roman Catholicism, at least equal to that of most
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Anglicans, was particularly galling for the latter, but also served as a warning of the dangers inherent in
their intolerance of the other mainly protestant denominations.
The second significant event was another pregnancy of the Queen, after a gap of some years, which,
if it resulted in the birth of a healthy son who would certainly be brought up in his parents’ faith, thus
transforming the longer term outlook for the King’s religious programme. The policy of attempting to
slow James down and moderate the scope of his reforms, which had been followed by William of
Orange until then, on the assumption that his wife would soon succeed to the throne, would become
futile. William was less concerned about the implications for religious worship in England than were the
peers with whom he was caballing, but he could see the prospect of a Catholic-ruled England being
drawn permanently into the French orbit, if the policies of King James were followed to their logical
conclusion, and viewed the probable re-run of the war of 1672 as a catastrophe to be prevented at any
cost, by direct Dutch intervention if need be.
Those like Osborne who were hoping to wait out the reign also had to start thinking about more direct
action. It is ironical that Osborne was by then in a similar plight to that of Ashley Cooper in 1682, and
he responded in much the same way. However, he could hope for effective external intervention from
William, while King James was an inferior political strategist to his elder brother. An interesting question,
which was to have much resonance later, concerns the extent to which Osborne was inhibited by the
guiding cavalier and Tory principle, enunciated by Sir Robert Filmer earlier in the century, which totally
forbade resistance to royal actions on the grounds that kings were divinely appointed. Probably, disquiet
with the direction of government policy particularly as regards the threat to the supremacy of the
Anglican church, combined with frustration about his own personal situation, easily outweighed any
more theoretical doubts at the time, though he was to make plenty disclaimers in the future.
In the first half of 1688, James continued with his programme, and his rush to disaster, by issuing a
second Declaration of Indulgence to allow freedom of worship to Catholics and non-conformists, and
commanding that it should be read from every Anglican pulpit. The refusal to give the necessary
instructions to the clergy in their provinces, by seven bishops including the Archbishop of Canterbury,
William Sheldon, and his powerful West Country colleague, Jonathon Trelawny, Bishop of Bristol, led
to their trial in June on charges of sedition and a fairly sensational and legally dubious acquittal by a
narrow majority of the judges. This event was accompanied by general rejoicing and gave the King
pause for thought, not least because he had selected the judges to try the case. The Queen gave birth
to a healthy son, also named James, that same month, though mistakes in the confinement
arrangements which resulted in the absence from the event, of independent witnesses, especially the
King’s daughter, Anne, encouraged false rumours that the child was ‘suppositious‘, i.e., not a son of the
King and Queen but a smuggled-in replacement, and this became a key element of later propaganda.
Nonetheless, the infant was appointed Prince of Wales at the beginning of July, and the country had to
get used to the idea that there was a new heir to the throne who would be reared in the Roman Catholic
faith. Of course, it remained possible that this infant would suffer the same fate as four earlier legitimate
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sons born to James and die long before reaching manhood, but in spite of the precedents, no-one
appears to have thought this likely. (James, the ‘Old Pretender’, in fact lived to the age of 78).
The opposition peers had continued their meetings, and envoys including Osborne’s second son Lord
Dumblane, and Admiral Edward Russell, a cousin of Ashley Cooper’s executed associate, Lord William
Russell, had visited the continent to discuss possible action with William of Orange, who eventually let
it be known that he was willing to come with an army to England but only if he was invited to do so by
‘a number of men of quality’. On 30th June a letter promising support was dispatched by the so-called
‘immortal seven‘; Osborne, Bishop Compton of London, Lord Lumley, Edward Russell, Henry Sidney,
and the Earls of Shrewsbury and Devonshire. The content of the letter was not of great importance, as
its comments about disaffection in the country, and the army had already been conveyed to William,
the key was the attached names, albeit that they were expressed as coded numbers (Osborne was 27).
Others such as the Marquis of Halifax, and the Earl of Nottingham, were involved in discussions but
late in the day, refused to commit themselves in writing; this was a point of no return for those who did,
once again Osborne was risking his head. (The conspirators considered drastic measures against
Nottingham who backed out at the very last moment, but Osborne and Shrewsbury, the de facto
leaders, insisted that they rely on his word not to disclose anything). The critical importance of
Osborne’s signature on the letter was that without it, Bishop Compton would not have signed, and
without both of them it would have looked to William, his advisors, and later the country as a whole, like
another Whig initiative, similar to that of the Duke of Monmouth. In such circumstances, William would
have had to contemplate a hotly contested invasion, making the enterprise seem even riskier than it
proved to be.
Winston Churchill present an army conspiracy as separate, no doubt to boost the leadership role of
John Churchill, and makes much of a letter sent to William of Orange by that officer. Events lent some
weight to the idea of separation, because thanks to William’s landing in the south-west rather than the
north, the locations of the main outbreaks of rebellion were indeed far apart. Nonetheless, I see the
‘English Conspiracy’ as a single co-ordinated venture, even if it was somewhat splintered by events;
John Churchill would surely have signed the main letter, as did Admiral Russell, had his profile been
higher then or perhaps if he had been more trusted. It is also worth dealing here with another of Winston
Churchill’s assertions concerning the degree of disloyalty shown by different members of the
conspiracy. It is surely absurd to equate the likes of Osborne who refused all favour from King James
because he would have had to profess support for the King’s catholicising policies, and John Churchill
who, however strongly he might have maintained his personal religious views to the King, accepted
rewards, and promotion and acted as a confidential emissary to further the King’s aims, right up to the
moment when the King’s army was being readied to fight. No doubt they would have fared equally
badly, if the revolution had failed, and they had fallen into the hands of King James, but John Churchill’s
treachery was of a much higher order than that of Osborne, or the other signatories to the letter sent by
the Immortal Seven.
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The next few months were characterised by increasing confusion in England. Unlike his predecessor,
King James never had easy relations with King Louis XIV, but he had been warned of the danger of
invasion by Dutch forces, and was offered help from the French King to repel them. He refused to
countenance the possibility until too late, not least because he knew that open acceptance of French
aid would increase his unpopularity in many quarters of his Kingdoms. William regarded French
involvement as a very real threat to his plans. His objective was not some altruistic rescue of English
Protestants, but an invasion and occupation which would project England into an imminent war with
France (The War of the League of Augsburg) on the Dutch side under his leadership, and he had to
assume that King Louis and his advisers would realise and seek to prevent this.
A correct analysis of the geopolitical issues should have dictated a landing within reach of London, but
William’s whole career showed him to be a great statesman but a distinctly moderate general, and he
let arguments put forward by the English conspirators, and perhaps the prospect of a simpler seacrossing, persuade him that his landing should be made in the north. This would have enabled him to
obtain such direct support as the likes of Osborne, Devonshire and Lumley could muster, (and
presumably have maximised their influence as significant contributors to the invasion force) but would
have placed him between government armies in Scotland and the South, more than 200 miles from the
capital, and would have left England wide open to French reinforcement across the Channel. The
English conspirators were also keen to limit the size of William’s army since they wanted help not
conquest, but having got the necessary support from the States General of the United Provinces for his
plans, (which included the deployment of the army of Brandenburg (Prussia) to guard his borders in his
absence), William refused to be influenced on this.
As the summer wore on King James became more conscious of the danger, and held discussions with
Anglican peers including Lords Halifax and Nottingham, who may have disclosed something of what
they knew of the English conspiracy to emphasise the threat. The King was concerned enough to pause
his inflammatory catholicising policy. Then he threw it into reverse, by postponing elections scheduled
for the autumn and even reinstated some of the local office holders dismissed for their opposition to
toleration of non-Anglican worship. He indicated to the French King that he now took seriously the
warnings he had been given and wished to discuss assistance. All he really succeeded in doing was
creating total confusion in the country, while King Louis made his own costly misjudgements by sending
his main fleet to the Mediterranean to attack Algiers and his armies to his Eastern frontier to invade
Palatine Germany in the autumn, perhaps thinking that it was by then too late in the year for William to
invade. In this period of uncertainty, Osborne had taken the lead in building the conspiracy, recruiting
prominent people, and then keeping them in line by a mixture of promises and threats; not a few were
told that they had already committed themselves far enough to risk their heads, but must go further to
claim rewards. By the late summer of 1688, King James knew well enough that there were internal
conspiracies afoot to add to the external threat from Holland, but he knew little or nothing of the detail
of this English dimension. Otherwise, the conspirators, especially Osborne, would hardly have been left
free to go about their business in and around London until August, and then been allowed to depart
unmolested for Holland as did Shrewsbury and Russell, or for their country seats in the case of Osborne,
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Devonshire, and Lumley. The travellers to Holland carried Osborne’s draft of a manifesto to be issued
by William when he invaded, which listed the faults of King James in the eyes of the Anglican majority.
The document was not to the liking of many of William’s English and Scottish advisers in Holland, who
were almost exclusively of Whig leanings, and would have liked a very different approach, but William,
no doubt remembering the relatively poor response to Monmouth’s Whig manifesto, stuck largely with
Osborne’s themes. Thereafter it is known that Osborne spent time putting his affairs in order and
transferred substantial funds to Holland; necessary measures since defeat of the enterprise would have
meant death or exile.
In September, 1688, Osborne was active in Yorkshire, doing the rounds of the gentry to build more
support, and free to do so because the King’s influence was negligible at this distance from London,
not least because the Lords Lieutenant of the three Ridings of Yorkshire were all newly appointed
Roman Catholics and thus not party to the normal run of county affairs. At this time, a well-attested
meeting took place between Osborne and the Earl of Devonshire at

a hostelry since renamed

‘Revolution House’, in Whittington a village near Chesterfield; it is usually stated that this was a
reconciliation between Osborne and the Earl of Devonshire, who had been a manager of his
impeachment in parliament, but as they had been cooperating for months before this in the meetings
with William’s envoys, it was more likely a fairly routine conclave to take forward their conspiracy. Later
that month Osborne moved from his home at Kiveton near Sheffield some 50 miles north to Ribston
Hall near Knaresborough, the home of Sir Henry Goodricke, a long-time political ally. This imposing
mansion thereafter served as the centre for the English conspirators; it was agreed at a meeting there,
that whenever William of Orange arrived in England with his army, Devonshire would seek to seize
Nottingham, and Osborne, York, though of course it was still being assumed that William would land in
the North.
9.4. The Dutch Descent on England and the English Uprising
As the year wore on, tension increased everywhere, not least because time was running out if an
invasion was to be mounted before winter storms made a sea-borne expedition impractical. Early in
October, the northern conspirators may have been behind moves to replace the Catholic Lords
Lieutenant in Yorkshire, possibly aiming to have Osborne re-appointed in the West Riding, but if so the
move backfired to some extent because King James appointed the Duke of Newcastle to all three
positions, and he began to bring some energy and order to the local administration. Nonetheless, some
of his deputies were conspirators and also had access to local levers of power. King James seems at
this point to have realised that the activities of Osborne were suspicious and he was asked to come to
London for a meeting with the King and his council; needless to say, the invitation was refused albeit
with false assurances of loyalty. A few days later, William set off with his invasion fleet on 19th October
but was forced back into port by adverse weather, though not before one of his ships was blown onto
English rocks where a few hundred of his soldiers were captured, furnishing hard evidence of his
intentions. It must have seemed likely to all involved that nothing more would happen till the next spring,
and this could have been disastrous for the English conspirators because it would have given time for
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King James to re-establish his authority, by further reining back on his pro-catholic measures and by
rooting out his opponents.
Then, in early November, it became known in England that William had set off again on 1st November
1688, but that unable to head north as intended because of adverse winds, he had gone towards the
Channel. Here the largely Dutch invading fleet led nominally by an English admiral, Herbert, should
have been intercepted by its English counterpart, but this did not happen. Some of the latter fleet’s
captains, suborned by Edward Russell and his associates, now openly favoured William, but a majority
of the ships would have fought had their admiral, Lord Dartmouth, not misguidedly taken up station
within the Thames estuary, so that they were trapped by the same ‘Protestant’ winds which pushed the
invading fleet onwards. The Dutch forces were able to land unopposed at Torbay on 5th November
1688, with the English fleet, which had emerged too late, trailing ineffectually behind. Lord Dartmouth
was consigned to the Tower by William and died soon afterwards, but if the outcome of the invasion
had been different, his fate would probably have been much the same, as a Court Martial for either
incompetence or treachery would have been inevitable.
The English conspirators in Yorkshire and Nottingham were presented with a problem. It was one thing
to rise in support of a local landing, it was entirely another to take on with volunteers and a few militia
units, a regular army with four battalions in the North (perhaps 2000 soldiers), and potential
reinforcements in Scotland. William had promised to supply officers, munitions and money if he were
forced to land elsewhere, so Osborne and his co-conspirators waited impatiently for this aid. In fact,
there is little doubt that William would only have bolstered their forces and triggered the northern revolt
if he had got into difficulties in the South, because as already pointed out, he was mounting a Dutch
invasion not supporting a revolution, and in fact his landing in the South though not a premeditated act
had the considerable advantage of freeing him from reliance on and debt to any English rising. William
moved methodically even slowly, confident it seems that English resistance would disintegrate given
time, and reached Exeter only on 19th November with his army, which has been variously numbered
at between 12000 and 15000. He might have been concerned that his numbers had not by then been
bolstered by many English recruits. King James, who certainly had the larger army, of over 20000
seemed paralysed by indecision, and didn’t even plan to join his own soldiers, then mustering at
Hounslow until 23rd November. (One can muse about the contrast with the reaction of an English King,
six centuries earlier who, faced by a not wholly dissimilar situation, rushed his forces hundreds of miles
to crush invasion and revolt in the north, and then brought them just as rapidly south to confront another
invader, only to be denied victory in a desperately close-run battle, perhaps by fate in the guise of a
single arrow.) Many books on the events of 1688 have been published in recent years, but none comes
close to explaining the great mysteries of how or why the brave and resolute soldier and admiral, James,
Duke of York, became a craven, indecisive King, completely dominated by thoughts of his father’s fate
outside Whitehall Banqueting Hall, almost 40 years before. This more than anything else was to
determine the outcome.
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The first move in the north was made by Lord Delamere in Cheshire, independently of the main body
of conspirators, and he set off to join William backed by 200 recruits on 15th November. In spite of the
lack of support or even communication from William, Osborne resolved to act and co-ordinated plans
again with the Earl of Devonshire, to occupy York and Nottingham on the 21st November. An official
assembly of gentry had already been called by the Lord Lieutenant, the Duke of Newcastle, to meet in
York on that day to discuss possible action to support the King in the light of William’s invasion. When
the county office-bearers met to prepare the ground a day earlier, the senior conspirator, Sir Henry
Goodricke announced that he would call for a petition to the King, asking for an immediate general
election, (in the circumstances, with an invading army in the land, a disloyal act). His proposal attracted
strong support from those present, and this vexed the Duke of Newcastle enough, to cause him to retire
offended to his home at Welbeck, near Nottingham, deserting his responsibilities and dealing a body
blow to the position of King James in the city.
The next day, using attendance at the aforementioned assembly as initial cover, and accompanied by
shouts that the city had to be defended from invading papists, Osborne led an armed body of a hundred
horsemen to the hall, and broke up the meeting; the Governor, his erstwhile supporter and client, Sir
John Reresby, was held and the small number of regular troops disarmed. The position of the
conspirators was by no means secure because there were regular garrisons at Hull and Tadcaster,
fairly close to York, and a full regiment of volunteers newly raised by the Duke of Newcastle, in York
itself, but Osborne was able to tackle the latter force, company by company, and many joined the revolt,
with the rest agreeing to march to Hull. So, York was quickly made safe for the supporters of William,
and the nearest regular troops in Tadcaster were suborned and mostly joined the rebel force soon
afterwards. The main threat to the conspirators became the government forces in Hull, but army officers
there had been enlisted in the conspiracy, and they were able to force the surrender of the fortress,
which was again followed by the recruitment of a majority of the soldiers into the northern army. By
such means, Osborne was able within days to put together a field army of a few thousand men with a
good stiffening of regular soldiers and officers, though arms and ammunition remained in rather short
supply. Detachments were sent to take local strongholds, and the conspirators quickly established
control over Yorkshire and Durham, while others acknowledging Osborne’s authority as the northern
leader of the rebellion, took possession of fortresses in Carlisle, and Newcastle. Soon, Osborne was in
full control of all the northern counties and facing no threats from either Scotland which was having its
own revolution, or the south where the King remained paralysed by indecision. Rumours of a loyalist
Irish landing in Lancashire caused Osborne to set most of his force in motion across the Pennines, but
he halted them when news quickly followed that the tales had been false. Then, Osborne had to decide
what to do next. He had sent a number of messages to William informing him of progress, but received
none in reply.
Meanwhile, King James, having suffered the initial blow of William’s landing, was by then receiving
news of Osborne’s revolt in the North, and that the Earl of Devonshire had taken Derby and Nottingham.
When he eventually joined his army which had moved on to Salisbury it became clear that the
dissension which had affected his fleet was also present in his army, and although his French
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commander the Earl of Feversham, and other foreign generals remained loyal, some of his senior
English officers were not. The arrest of one of them, General Kirke brought matters to a head, and the
next day Lieutenant General John Churchill who was 2nd in command, Princess Anne’s husband, Prince
George of Denmark, and other senior officers departed for William’s camp. These developments
occurring in rapid succession appear to have accelerated the collapse of the King’s resolve and
convinced him that he could not fight William. In fact, the army conspirators had possibly intended to
capture the King and take him to William’s camp. (Winston Churchill discounts this, because he thinks
that William would have discouraged any such attempt, but the fact remains that such action would
have guaranteed that no battle would be fought and William was more desperate for a quick bloodless
victory than anything else.) At any rate, the conspirators definitely hoped to persuade whole units to
desert, and failed in that aim, so the great majority of the Royal army probably remained loyal at least
up to this point.
If King James had shown real resolution and made the decision to fight, it is difficult to believe that his
larger numbers would not have either won the day or at least fatally weakened William, but far from
doing this the King left his army and returned to London, only to suffer another shock when he learnt
that his younger daughter, Princess Anne had departed for Nottingham under the protection of Bishop
Compton. Convinced that his army was disintegrating and that most of the country was in revolt, King
James caved in completely and met with his council, and other peers to whom he conceded the
elections for a free parliament they wanted, and promised to reverse all his religious reforms. To avoid
his personal nightmare of following in the footsteps of his father, King Charles I, he was already
contemplating flight. He had moved his wife and baby son to Portsmouth, where he had installed his
highly capable, teenage illegitimate son, the Duke of Berwick, as governor, charged with protecting
them and making arrangements for their escape to France.
He still required more time to make up his mind about his own course of action, partly because he was
under conflicting pressures, but more because events seemed to have destroyed his capacity for
rational thinking. The French ambassador, Barillon implored him to fight William, not least because this
would further French aims. Indeed an attritional war in England would probably have meant disaster for
William and Holland, though the time may well have been already past when the English army was
capable of fighting effectively. English peers gathered in London, who in the absence of parliament,
were the voice of national opinion, wanted talks rather than war, and King James was persuaded to
appoint three of their number, Halifax, Godolphin, and Nottingham to begin negotiations with William.
Moderates like them had what they wanted in the concessions already made by the King and some of
their number might have been content for William and his army to leave, though an awareness that King
James might then change his mind again, dictated caution. William had no intention of leaving, and he
moved slowly towards London. What of Osborne? He almost certainly wanted a negotiation as well, but
with himself holding the North of England as a major player. When Princess Anne had fled to
Nottingham, he did not send soldiers to protect her as requested, but advised that she continue north
to York where he claimed he would be more able to look after her, and of course this could have
provided him with another bargaining counter; William quickly forbade this move. At the same time,
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Osborne asked William for formal recognition as his commander in the North with the title of Lieutenant
Governor of the five Northern Counties, but no appointment was offered, because William given his
own steady progress in the south probably saw him already as a potential complication.
Such a view would have gained weight if the Dutchman had realised that one of the options being
contemplated by King James at that time was to go north to join Osborne, ‘with whom he had worked
well in the past‘. The fact that Osborne’s brother in law, Charles Bertie, made the arrangements and
was going to accompany King James, suggests that Osborne himself was at least a party to the plan,
and more likely its instigator. It seems wildly improbable now, but a volte face by Osborne and the force
he had gathered, backed by the adherence of units from Scotland and the large part of the main army
which had remained loyal, would have furnished the King with a negotiating position of some strength,
and the resolution of Osborne especially, and some of the other conspirators, might even have given
him the backbone lacking until then. For his part, Osborne hardly deviated in the future from the line
that reversal of the King’s policies rather than a revolution had been his aim. However the shadowy
scheme remains one of the unlikely ‘what ifs’ of history because King James with his shredded nerves
saw only the risks in the ploy, and hesitated until any opportunity had passed, before settling on flight
to France, and conceding complete victory to William.
His first attempt to leave was a humiliating failure; he was captured by seamen at Faversham in Kent,
man-handled and intimately searched for concealed weapons, before it was realised who he was, and
then he was brought back to London under close arrest. Some token negotiations with William took
place, but both King and invading Prince by then wanted the same thing, and on 28th December 1688
with the assistance of some of William’s officers, King James left England for the last time. The collapse
of the state he had ruled, (signified by his dropping the Great Seal of State in the Thames in a deliberate
attempt to cause confusion, and his disbanding with their arms of the strongest forces ever maintained
until then, by an English king in peacetime), had taken only 53 days from William’s landing, and had
occurred with little bloodshed, and negligible loss of life. (These last acts of King James appalled his
supporters and opponents alike, especially those with property in and around London, because it was
assumed that armed, unpaid soldiers would go on the rampage. William answered frantic appeals to
bring his army to London quickly to give protection. Yet memories were short, as regards any debt owed
to William and his Dutch soldiers, judging by the protestations of loyalty which soon began to flow
towards James at his place of exile, Saint-Germain.)
9.5. Osborne’s Limited Favour with the New Regime
At this point most of Osborne’s decisions were made for him; his cobbled together army and occupation
of much of Northern England might have given him real influence, if there had been a stand-off between
William and James, but with the collapse of the latter’s resolve William backed by his army was left
master of all. When William instructed Osborne to disband his forces and come to London, he had little
choice but to comply with good grace, as indicated in a letter to his wife:
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To the Countess of Danby from York on 14th December 1688
The Post is but newly arrived here with the news that the King, Queen and Prince of Wales have all
taken shipping and are gone beyond seas either to Calais or Dunkirk as the wind shall serve them.
...................The Prince of Orange was expected to be in London at last night. The Lords Spiritual and
Temporal met at the Guild Hall on Tuesday morning (11th December) and made an address of invitation
to the Prince to come to London. .............................................. These extraordinary changes will make
me march with coaches instead of troops and I design to set forward from hence on Tuesday morning
(18th December)..................................... In the meantime I desire you will put all things in order for the
most speedy removal of my family and plate to London, and care should be taken of the pressing of
what carriages are needed for that purpose. ..................................... Your most entirely affectionate
husband, Danby
In spite of Osborne’s dedicated and largely successful efforts, events over which he had had little
influence had determined the outcome of the Glorious Revolution. As a result, his claim on the new
regime, whatever shape it took, was bound to be less than he must have hoped, while building the
English conspiracy. Political rivals who had barely left London had already ingratiated themselves with
William, and plans to replace the over-turned polity were well-advanced. From the start Osborne was
engaged in a damage limitation exercise. He had taken the view that the policies of King James were
so damaging that he was justified in resisting by force, thus going against a fundamental Tory doctrine,
but as already noted, he was to maintain strenuously over the next quarter of a century that he had
wished to alter royal policies rather than assist in a royal deposition. His response to the reality of the
flight of King James is puzzling for anyone who regards him as driven solely by ambition. It must have
been obvious to him whenever he arrived in London that William held all the cards, and that his best
road to high favour was to fall speedily into line with the Dutchman’s wishes. He could have been in no
doubt about them, because William had made them clear to everyone who mattered, shortly after his
own arrival in London. Quite simply, whatever he had or had not said, prior to his invasion, events had
moved in a direction which placed him in a strong position to claim the English throne, and he was
determined to do so. He conveyed his intent in a series of addresses given during the next few months,
first speaking to assemblies of peers and commoners, (the latter drawn from the Whig dominated final
Parliament of the reign of King Charles II, rather than the Tory parliament of King James), who had
been summoned to London to help to resolve the situation, and then to the convention elected early in
1689 following the precedent of 1660. He backed his demand with a threat to withdraw with his army if
he was not given what he wanted, so opening the way for a return of King James, presumably backed
by a French army, but it is doubtful if many took this very seriously.
Before William had made his wishes plain, leading political figures held a range of views as to how the
nation should cope with the loss of a king. There were many of Whiggish inclinations who had no
problem with the ideas that the dream of Exclusion of James could finally be made real, and that
Parliament should more or less elect the obvious successor, William. At the other extreme, was a view
that an expedient considered a decade ago as an alternative to Exclusion, namely that William should
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be appointed Regent for King James might be put in place, so maintaining legitimacy. The fact that
such a solution might produce a line of Roman Catholic Monarchs, in exile, and presumably a line of
Regents, was glossed over, but in any case William killed off this option quickly enough. Osborne sought
an outcome which would preserve as much legitimacy as was feasible, whilst acknowledging the
strength of William’s claim to exert the chief authority. He postulated that King James had abdicated by
flight, and that his infant son had unknowingly done likewise. This left William’s wife, Mary as heir to the
throne, and Osborne proposed that she should be crowned Queen, but that William’s authority as
consort should be made explicit, though in truth she always deferred to him anyway.
As is often the case with subtle compromises, the scheme found favour with nobody, and Osborne had
to suffer a diatribe from William when he and a number of other leading peers were summoned to
explain why no offer of the crown had yet appeared. In the event, the solution adopted took limited
account of Osborne’s views by stipulating that there should be a joint reign of William and Mary, but
with the executive power vested in the former with wording ‘the sole and full exercise of the regal power
be only in and executed by the said Prince of Orange in the names of the said Prince and Princess
during their joint lives’. The succession was settled on the longer survivor, universally expected to be
the new Queen, who was a dozen years younger than her husband and much healthier, to be followed
by Princess Anne and her heirs. In what was seen as the unlikely events that William survived Mary,
and produced heirs, they would only ascend the throne after Anne’s heirs. Unsurprisingly, there was no
place for the infant son of King James II, and for the future, Roman Catholics, and those who married
adherents of that religion were excluded from the throne; a complete vindication, beyond the grave for
Ashley Cooper.
So Osborne had to put up with a resolution to the crisis, which was far from ideal from his viewpoint,
and he had another cause for concern. When he met with William after both had reached London he
received a distinctly cooler reception from William than he might have anticipated. To his considerable
chagrin, he found his Yorkshire rival, the Marquis of Halifax ascendant, in spite of the fact that Halifax
had backed out of the conspiracy, when required to make a real commitment, and had actually acted
as a negotiator for King James until that monarch’s flight. Osborne was probably more annoyed that
surprised since he must have realised many years earlier, that William was never ruled by personal
feelings like gratitude, and based his actions solely on calculations of future advantage. From the latter
standpoint, there were a number of reasons for his advancing Halifax, rather than Osborne, though it
was fairly quickly to prove a mistake. William certainly expected to dominate his own government, but
at the same time wanted that government to be broad based and inclusive of as many politicians of
stature as possible, not least because he knew that the future stability of his new realm depended on
reconciling a majority of the factious politicians who had engaged in a decade of strife culminating in a
revolution. Giving Lord Halifax, (known as the ‘Trimmer’ for good reason), the leadership fitted this
government model well since he was unlikely either to try to force his own views on William or to refuse
to serve with anyone else, whereas William was probably under no illusions, that with Osborne he would
face attempts to gain control of policy and patronage. There was also the fact that Halifax was much
more obsequious towards William than Osborne who both wrote and talked bluntly to him showing little
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deference to his status as ruling prince and would-be King. Although Halifax’s role in the events of the
Revolution could be seen as inglorious, in William’s eyes he had done nothing wrong, transferring his
loyalty at an appropriate time when the cause of King James was lost, and thereafter backing William
totally, whereas Osborne had, rebelled against his King (even if it was to help William), and had then
taken an independent line in the north which must have given rise to suspicions as to what he would
have done if things had gone less well for William. Added to this, Halifax had accepted the inevitability
of William’s kingship whenever King James had departed, whereas Osborne had promoted alternatives.
The

prospective

King

did

acknowledge a debt to Osborne, and
certainly did not intend to alienate
him by keeping him out of office.
Apart from wanting to avoid the
threat to his rule which an excluded
Osborne might have posed, William
probably realised that he might at
some stage need an alternative to
Halifax, and that he would not then
be spoilt for choice. The trick for him
was to keep Osborne reconciled to a
subordinate position, for as long as
possible. As we shall see, neither did
much for the other in the early
months of the reign, but a break was
avoided,

and

this

proved

very

important, sooner than either of
them

would

have

anticipated.

William had overestimated Halifax,
portrayed on this page, because for
all that statesman’s gifts of oratory
and political understanding, he was not a capable administrator willing to attend to detail, as
acknowledged by his otherwise admiring biographer, Helen Foxcroft, and by this time, he lacked the
stamina to contend with criticism. William also miscalculated in assuming that Osborne was more
unpopular than Halifax in Parliament; in fact the Whigs were by then more hostile to Halifax whom they
saw as one of their own who had reneged during the Exclusion crisis, than to Osborne who had always
been their opponent, and Halifax had never troubled to build himself any other body of support.
When in February 1689 William put together his first government, Halifax was dominant and Osborne
cannot have been much surprised when the Lord Treasurer-ship which he coveted was put into
commission, and he was offered the lesser prize of the Lord Presidency of the Council coupled with
one of the two Secretary-ships of State. He accepted with some reluctance the former office but not the
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latter, probably because he thought that with William taking the lead in foreign affairs, the role would
amount to that of a clerk, perhaps a mistake on his part, made because he did not then realise that the
future King would spend so much time out of England. Halifax was appointed Lord Privy Seal a more
profitable office than the Lord Presidency, and his pre-eminence was made crystal clear when
favourable decisions were made by the King on his nominees for lesser offices. The other key members
of a government which did not inspire much confidence were a Tory Secretary of State, the Earl of
Nottingham, (appointed after Osborne refused the office), and a Whig Secretary of State, Lord
Shrewsbury. The former, was destined to remain influential for the next quarter of a century, mainly
because he contrived to retain the support of the Anglican Church and its proponents throughout that
period. He was pessimistic about everything as indicated by his nickname ‘Dismal’, and in character,
an irresolute meddler and dabbler, who had little success in office, though perhaps fortunately he often
did not obtain the offices to which he thought himself entitled.
The Earl, later Duke, of Shrewsbury, although almost universally liked and competent enough, was
plagued by ill-health, and perhaps because of this, always seemed keen to get out of office when he
held it, while keen enough to acquire it when he did not. Nonetheless, Shrewsbury was also to be a
factor in English politics for the next quarter century, flitting in and out of office, going into voluntary exile
sometimes in warmer climes, but still able to re-emerge and play as important a role in securing the
Hanoverian succession in 1714, as he had in the crowning of William. The new King cannot have been
naïve enough to expect his principle ministers to work harmoniously together; the most he will have
hoped for was that the individuals would be loyal to him, and apply their abilities and influence towards
achieving his aims, rather than to discomfiting their colleagues. For their part, the ministers had to learn
to cope with a system in which their new King gave great weight to the views of a few Dutch confidents,
of whom William Bentinck, Earl of Portland, and Arnold van Keppel, Earl of Albemarle were most
prominent, and get used to being denied access to their King, sometimes for extended periods. Another
impediment to the cause of good government was the fact that it took the King a long time to realise
that much of the real ability in Parliament was concentrated in a younger generation of Whig politicians
including Somers, Wharton, and Montagu; none of them were given office in the early years of his reign.
To outsiders, Osborne’s difficult decade appeared to be over, after almost five years in the Tower, a
period of frustrated retirement, and then the adoption of the desperate remedy of taking a leading role
in a revolution. However, King William clearly did not trust him in the way King Charles II had, and
indeed, seemed determined to clip his wings by making him acknowledge the leadership of the Marquis
of Halifax. In addition, he had not yet got any recognition of the promises of title and money made in
1679. In fact, William’s arrangements contained the seeds of their own destruction, and it was not to be
very long before most of Osborne’s aspirations were satisfied.
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10. Osborne’s Second Ministry under King William III
10.1. The Failure of Lord Halifax as First Minister
Viewed with hindsight, King Williams’s dogged attempts to govern England during a large part of his
reign with administrations including both Whigs and Tories look naïve. Perhaps, with his eyes fixed on
the threat from France, and the negotiation and maintenance of European alliances needed to check
the ambition of King Louis XIV, and with responsibilities still in his homeland, he saw it as more trouble,
than it was worth to attempt to understand English politics fully, and the Dutch advisors closest to him
were hardly better informed. As a result, King William seems to have regarded many of the issues,
which produced bitter divisions throughout his reign as either too theoretical, or too parochial to merit
his attention, and was frustrated when they gave rise to resignations of ministers in whom he had
confidence, and left him in thrall to some he disliked. It is hard to be very sympathetic about the problems
which befell the King, because he also seemed to take little account of the kind of personal antagonisms,
which were at least as much a feature of Dutch as English politics. Certainly, he must have known of
the rivalry between Osborne and Halifax which had existed since the late 1660s, when both had been
followers of the Duke of Buckingham, but he did nothing much to mitigate its effects.
Given that he was right to include both men in his government, for reasons already discussed, he should
have cajoled them into positions in which their spheres of interest overlapped as little as possible,
perhaps by incentivising Osborne to take on the Secretary of State role, he was initially offered. He did
not, and the consequences might have been serious for his reign. As to the troublesome relationship,
rivalry was probably inevitable for two ambitious men of similar background from the same region, who
had spent half a lifetime competing for the same prizes, but the antipathy probably sprang mainly from
fairly profound differences in character. Put simply, Osborne was a vigorous, decisive, man of action
who was willing to take risks and ride roughshod over obstacles to get what he wanted, while Halifax
was a much deeper thinker, a natural compromiser, often indecisive and content to let matters drift, and
definitely a man of more scruples, though it would be wrong to see him as any sort of moral paragon.
When their traits are listed thus, an absence of mutual respect is unsurprising, and it appears almost
inevitable that Osborne would come out on top in any direct contest for power, and this had happened
once before in the 1670s when Halifax lost his place on the King’s Council, and was to happen again
within a year. However, Halifax started with the great advantage of the King’s favour in 1689 and
certainly won the first round, when he and Osborne locked horns again. The trial of strength concerned
the honours doled out by William at the time of his joint coronation with Queen Mary that spring.
Since his release from the Tower, half a decade previously, Osborne had rarely slackened his efforts
to get confirmation of the patent as a marquis given to him when he left office as Lord Treasurer in
1679, partly because he wanted the step in the peerage for its own sake, but as much because, as
tangible recognition of his efforts during that earlier period of office, it would have gone some way to
confirming the injustice of his impeachment. (In this context, he seemed to have no trouble in
discounting his earldom, ‘the garter’, and more tangible gifts already received in the 1670s from a
grateful King.) Obviously he had a claim to a reward in 1689 for the risks he had taken and his efforts
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against King James, but he worked hard to persuade William that since he had been in possession of
the patent of a marquis since 1679, the reward ought to be a dukedom. This idea horrified the Marquis
of Halifax, and he was able to extract from William an undertaking, not honoured as it happened in the
longer term, that he would never make Osborne a duke. Accordingly when the honours accompanying
the coronation of William and Mary were gazetted, Osborne had to be satisfied with promotion from
Earl of Danby, to Marquis of Carmarthen, and by a new patent, not the confirmation of the old one,
which in William’s view would have been needlessly provocative to all those of Whiggish inclinations in
parliament. I have not been able to find a convincing explanation for Osborne’s selection of a small
Welsh town for his title, though a fairly distant branch of his family carrying the Hewett name had been
prominent there, and no doubt he held some property round about. Possibly, he was indicating by the
obscure choice that he did not expect to halt very long on this rung of the peerage ladder. For the
remainder of the year the government was seen by outsiders as conducted by the two marquises, the
‘grey’, Halifax, and the ‘white’, Carmarthen, (nicknames based on appearances), but in reality the former
held the whip-hand.
Osborne’s office of Lord President had no departmental responsibilities, and even the nominal functions
of calling and chairing meetings of the Council were only exercised at that time, as a deputy in the
absence of the King. His assumption of the position brought little influence over policy or appointments,
and it was soon clear that the King did not particularly welcome his advice nor require his financial and
administrative abilities. His new office and step in the peerage must have begun to look like sops,
granted only to purchase his acquiescence, and that of his followers, to whatever policies William and
Halifax decided to pursue. Osborne became especially irritated by the King’s refusal to reward some of
his associates who had played an important part in the revolt against King James in the north.
Accordingly, he began to absent himself for the most part from Court, Council and the convention
parliament, and was thought by some to be sulking, but that would have been out of character. It was
probably discretion that mainly kept him away in order to avoid highlighting his dislike of some of the
main thrusts of government policy. Additionally, his health in the period was particularly poor as is
recorded by Sir John Reresby, perhaps as a consequence of his physical exertions over the previous
year.
King William had declared war on France soon after accepting the English crown, thus beginning the
war variously called the Nine Year War, King William’s War, The War of the League of Augsburg, or
The War of the English Succession, and Osborne was happy enough with that. On the other hand, he
was strongly opposed to moves towards religious toleration and comprehension pursued by William
who sought to relax the Test acts which disqualified Catholics and dissenters from holding office, in
favour at least, of the latter. The revolution settlement in Scotland which destroyed for ever any
pretensions of Anglicanism to supremacy in that country was also a major concern to English Anglicans,
especially when it led to ministers being thrown out of their churches and subjected to real hardship.
On religious matters, Osborne risked deploying his personal support against the government, an echo
of Ashley Cooper’s conduct when holding the same office in 1679, and a source of concern to King
William who claimed, probably disingenuously, that he could not understand him. Osborne replied to
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direct reproaches by stating that he would support the monarch in all things, save when he thought the
King was acting against the interests of the Anglican Church.
In the same period, early in 1689, Titus Oates the self-proclaimed discoverer of the Popish Plot emerged
from prison to which he had been consigned as part of the reaction to the Rye House plot of 1683 and
where he had undergone beatings and torture. The Whigs in parliament sought to obtain a pension for
him, but Osborne, agitated by the return to the issues of the late 1670s, somewhat rashly entered the
debates in the House of Lords by attacking Oates, and almost inevitably the topic of his own conduct
and impeachment came to the fore again. Though he quickly thought better of an indiscretion, for which
he was chastised by the King, and reversed his position to the extent that he eventually chaired the
House of Lords committee which settled the details of a pension for Oates, the incident demonstrated
that there remained plenty people in parliament who would be delighted to return to the issues fought
over a few years before. Otherwise, for the remainder of the year Osborne simply watched and waited
almost as a bystander, for the incompetence of the Halifax government to force change. Through 1689
any euphoria associated with the downfall of King James rapidly dissipated as conflicts took place in
Scotland and Ireland. Fortunately for William in the case of the former, the victory of the Jacobite forces
at Killiecrankie was accompanied by the death of their able commander, Viscount Dundee, and deprived
of his leadership, the victory was quickly followed by a defeat at Dunkeld and the disintegration of the
Jacobite army. In Ireland, the situation was much more serious for William, to the extent that late in the
year, the whole country, except for the besieged towns of Londonderry and Inneskillen, acknowledged
James, who seemed to have re-found some of his resolve after taking command there, as the rightful
king. Before William’s fortunes reached this nadir, Osborne had offered to go to Ireland as Lord
Lieutenant, no doubt pointing to his recent exploits in the North of England as evidence of what he could
achieve. It is unlikely that the new King would have felt able to trust any Englishman to hold such a
command so soon after his accession, so his rejection of Osborne’s proposal is unsurprising, and his
decision to go to Ireland with reinforcements in 1690 is just another example of his willingness to take
risks.
The Convention Parliament is famous for passing the Bill of Rights, which was promoted at the time as
only a restatement of the historic constitutional relationship between King and Parliament. In reality, the
Bill resolved matters of previous contention in favour of the latter and thus substantially trimmed the
King’s prerogative, so has rightly been seen as far more significant by future generations. It provided,
amongst other things, that the Sovereign could not suspend laws passed by Parliament, levy taxes
without parliamentary consent, infringe the right to petition, raise a standing army during peacetime
without parliamentary consent, deny the right to bear arms to Protestant subjects, unduly interfere with
parliamentary elections, punish members of either House of Parliament for anything said during
debates, require excessive bail or inflict cruel and unusual punishments. So, Declarations of Indulgence,
and ‘ship money’ were consigned to history books, along with most vehicles for the expression of royal
displeasure. Otherwise, factious behaviour dominated the lower house and the Whig majority strove to
get revenge for their suppression in the mid-1680s.
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The government failed to exert control, not least because its leader, Halifax, whose move into the royal
camp during the Exclusion crisis had never been forgiven by the Whigs, came under sustained personal
attack, and he got no support from fellow ministers like the mainly absent Osborne and the Tory Earl of
Nottingham. As a result, money to fund the war was not forthcoming, nor could an indemnity act, which
would have enabled the country to start putting the previous reign and the revolution behind it, be got
through the House of Commons. Probably, the fates of the convention and Halifax as first minister were
sealed by two events early in 1690, first a sustained Whig attempt to pass a bill to disqualify for seven
years all councillors who had been involved with the revising of town charters in the previous two reigns,
which meant effectively all their Tory opponents, and then a Tory ploy which succeeded in giving
Princess Anne a generous financial settlement before agreement had been reached on the income of
the King and Queen Mary. (The snub to the royal couple was all the greater because by convention it
should have been for them to make provision for the Princess, rather than Parliament). The King first
prorogued the session in February 1690, and then dissolved the convention and at the same time
accepted with reluctance the resignation of Lord Halifax, who had advised against this course. Osborne
was as he had been a year earlier the only alternative for the role of first minister, and though he
personally occupied a fairly central position on most issues (ironically quite similar to that of Halifax,
except in matters of religion), his appointment was seen as marking a move away from King William’s
aim of accommodating a wide range of views in the government. The Whig Earl of Shrewsbury resigned
a few months later, and other more junior appointments confirmed that the Tories were in the ascendant.
However, Osborne knew well enough that he would have to seek support from across the political
spectrum, if he was to succeed in breaking the parliamentary log-jam that had prevented Halifax from
achieving anything during the preceding months.
10.2. Osborne’s Return as First Minister
The new regime was signalled to all when Osborne moved into apartments at the Cockpit in Whitehall
Palace and for the next five years he was again first minister. Contemporaries commented on the almost
frantic energy he immediately brought to affairs, in contrast to the apparent lethargy of Halifax. However,
he never had the authority of his earlier period in power, because King William was determined to keep
him in check, to use him as an administrator rather than allowing him to lead. The decision to deny him
appointment as Lord Treasurer in 1689 was not reversed, though his importance in the financial sphere
should not be underestimated. While no longer as involved day to day with the minutiae, he determined
how the money required to fight William’s wars should be raised, and as shown in a letter I reproduce
later, he had much to do with exactly how the money was spent. He handled the critical negotiations
for government loans with the London financiers, and managed the passage of finance bills through
Parliament. Certainly, no-one had any doubts as to who was in charge of those matters while his
associate, Sir John Lowther, held the appointment of 1st Lord of the Treasury. Probably, King William
replaced Lowther with Godolphin in late 1691, largely to rein in Osborne, though the idea of the rather
timorous Godolphin doing that is surely fanciful.
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The real constraints on Osborne’s broader exercise of power were two-fold. The more obvious was his
want of a decisive influence on the appointments made by the King, whether to government, the church
or other offices of profit. That is not to say that he was never successful in getting his nominees
accepted, but he was frequently unsuccessful, and this soon became well known in political circles.
Such an obvious limitation in his authority reduced his prestige and his ability to use offers of preferment
to secure parliamentary approval of government policy without making more tangible concessions.
While William’s arrangements kept Osborne in check, they reduced the efficiency of government, and
lessened the King’s ability to resist the accretion of his own power by Parliament. Eventually his
unwillingness to give full backing to the Osborne ministry was one of the important contributors to King
William being placed at the mercy of the Whigs to get the money he needed for the war with France,
and that party never hid its determination to curtail his powers. Most aspects of the reign of King William
III differ fundamentally from what had gone before, but there is the one parallel with the reign of Charles
II in that neither monarch proved willing to put himself wholly in the hands of those most likely to protect
his rights and prerogatives.
The price paid by Charles was to be kept short of money; William never suffered in this way because
he was fighting the war Parliament wanted, but there were attacks on his remaining prerogative powers
and he was unable to transmit them in full to his successor. The other constraint on Osborne’s authority
was his limited access to the King. Although he had moved into Whitehall Palace, William and Mary
never did so, preferring to reside in Kensington Palace where a few Dutch advisers and favourites made
up most of their small Court. When serving King Charles, Osborne’s problem was never access, unless
perhaps when the King decamped to Newmarket, and he could ensure that most government business,
much more than by convention, passed through his hands. Under William, Osborne along with other
senior ministers was granted audiences according to the royal will, when the King was in England, and
the business discussed and organised was largely determined by the King. As we shall see, Osborne
had more freedom to decide and act while King William was abroad, but even then he had to battle with
Queen Mary for the power to govern.
The new House of Commons which assembled in March 1690 has been viewed as more moderate
than its predecessor, though political historians have argued since about whether it should be seen as
more Tory and less Whiggish, or more inclined to the Court with a weaker ‘Country’ element. There was
not as much hostility to Osborne’s efforts to maintain support for the government as in the 1670s, but
there is little doubt that his methods were largely unchanged. Once again, the support of groups and
factions was sought by tailoring policies, while individual parliamentarians were targeted with a mixture
of inducements and threats. Perhaps he was more discrete than previously, not least because of the
constraints placed on him by the King, but it must have been easier to gain support for a still (relatively)
trusted King in the absence of a ruthless opposition leader like Ashley Cooper. Osborne’s main agent
in the House of Commons for the next few years was Sir John Trevor, who was well enough respected
to become Speaker, but Lord Macaulay reviewing the matter, a century and a half later, had no doubt
that money and other favours were available to those whose votes could be relied on. At any rate an
increase in government competence was immediately apparent after the eclipse of Halifax. The
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incomes of the King and Queen were settled fairly quickly, though the House of Commons did pare the
historic rights of the monarchs by voting the proceeds of the customs for four years only, rather than for
life as was still the case for the Excise. The limitation of the customs to a fixed period, rather than the
indefinite period of the lives of both of the joint monarchs, (which might of course have been even
shorter given the fragile health and hazardous military involvements of King William) could actually be
justified as giving greater certainty, so making it easier to use the Customs as security for loans, but
Parliament, learning from the 1680s, was motivated more by a determination to keep control of the
nation’s purse strings.
Another success for the new government was the speedy passage into law of an Act of Grace which
conferred legality on the events of 1688 and 1689, i.e., the revolution and its outcome, and absolved
almost all involved from blame, whatever part they had played. Much more fraught were the continuing
debates on religious matters, where the King’s wish for toleration of any set of protestant beliefs and
for a broadly drawn established church in England, conflicted with the aspirations of Osborne, and also
Nottingham who took the lead in trying to get a settlement approved by parliament. Eventually,
agreement was reached on a fairly narrow measure of toleration, with Catholics and many nonconforming sects excluded, but a comprehension bill to make the Anglican church more inclusive failed
to progress through parliament. More contentious even than these debates were those concerning the
wording of the oaths of allegiance to be taken by the leaders of the lay and spiritual communities to the
new occupants of the throne. Dissention was inevitable as the Whigs attempted to force Tories to
acknowledge William and Mary as rightful (de Jure) rather than de facto sovereigns. Eventually Osborne
managed to engineer a compromise between the Tory House of Lords, and the more Whiggish
Commons, which allowed lay Tories to accept the oath.
The level of controversy produced by this measure, and by persistent Whig attempts to force through
compulsory oaths of abjuration of King James, may be puzzling to us now, but it has to be remembered
that the division of principle between Whig and Tory on this question was greater than any other, with
the Tory belief in succession to the throne by right of birth, badly compromised by the events of the
previous two years. It was of course very easy for the Whigs to attribute Tory reservations about
acknowledging the status of the new sovereigns to Jacobite sympathies. It was well known that many
leading Tories were trying to mend their fences with the exiled ex-King, but as was soon to become
clear, there were Whigs engaged in the same exercise. The spiritual community was even less
amenable to a process of reconciliation, and many ‘non-jurors’ from Archbishop Sheldon of Canterbury
downwards, refused to abjure King James to whom they had earlier sworn allegiance, regardless of the
wording; the Archbishop had already refused to crown the joint monarchs, leaving that task to Bishop
Compton of London. There were two ironies in this, firstly several of the bishops who had risked
imprisonment or worse for opposing the religious measures of King James, resigned to avoid breaking
the oath taken at the accession of that same King. Secondly, the battle hard-won in Parliament to ditch
comprehension was rendered almost irrelevant, when a swathe of high church non-jurors resigned from
their appointments as vicars, rectors, deans and bishops so leaving the way clear for Latitudinarians to
dominate the 18th century Anglican Church and relax procedures, and to some degree, doctrine.
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10.3. Osborne’s Struggles to Retain and Increase His Power
When Parliament had completed its business in the spring of 1690, King William crossed to Ireland with
substantial military reinforcements to take charge of the campaign against ex-King James who had
been leading the Jacobite forces there for some months. The King’s absence from England for several
months was the first of a sequence to be repeated for much of the duration of the Nine Year War with
France, and led to an innovation in government which can be seen as a step towards our current
system. A Council of Nine was nominated by King William to advise Queen Mary during his absence,
and although she was the joint monarch and attended most of its meetings, she was rather less than
an actual ruler and the Council more powerful than had been the norm. Osborne, who chaired the
Council meetings with the King abroad, was specially recommended to the Queen by William, as the
person whose advice she should seek on all matters, a clear indication of his status as first minister,
but it would seem that he in turn was lectured by William about treating her respectfully. However, it
has to be assumed that William’s strictures were not too successful since her letters to her husband
indicated that Osborne was a man she could never like, but compared with her biting criticisms of the
abilities and characters of the other ministers, this was mild stuff indeed. (The second English Queen
Mary has been sympathetically treated by most historians, perhaps because she died relatively young,
but she had a biting tongue, and could be a difficult woman. The complete estrangement between her
and her sister Anne, when the latter refused to dismiss Lady Marlborough, reflects badly on the elder
sibling.)
Her resentment of Osborne was caused in large part by his relentless efforts to side-line her, not least
by instituting a direct correspondence with the King parallel to hers, and to the official channel through
Secretary of State, Nottingham, though in fairness to Osborne the King always seemed happy enough
to respond directly. I reproduce one of these letters mainly to give a flavour of the breadth of subject
matter, and the way in which Osborne never ceased trying to sway William towards his own opinions.
The letter must have been written in haste, judging by the convoluted first paragraph which contrasts
with Osborne’s normal clarity, and it also demonstrates his concern with detail. Churchill provides a
near-coincident letter from the then Earl of Marlborough, left in England to supervise the maintenance
of supplies to the armies abroad, in which he complains to William about being second-guessed and
obstructed, at every turn by Osborne. Of course, there was no love lost between the two, but one
suspects that the general’s complaints had substance. Osborne may indeed have underestimated the
capacity and energy of the general, but he was having to deal with many other facets of government,
where nothing would have happened without his close attentions.
To the King on 17th February 1691
Sir,
I am glad I have but little to trouble your Majesty withall from hence, all things going on very well as to
the fleet which is our principal concern. The City loan also of £200000 (which we were sent to borrow)
is in good forwardness notwithstanding the discouragement given them by Mr Hampden in Parliament,
who there said that those who had lent your Majesty least who had lent you most in former loans. But
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the Common Council did only take notice of it with a declaration that it should not hinder this loan, and
that they would not for the future be obliged to pay their money to the Chamberlain of the City, but that
everyone should lend in what manner they pleased, and did desire to have a list out of the
Chamberlain’s books who had been the lenders on the former funds and what sums every man had
lent; to which my Lord Mayor made no answer.
As to affairs in Ireland, your Majesty will have received a large packet by the last post from the Lords
Justices and Lieutenant General Ginckle, and we are doing all we can to send over oats and other
provisions; but all credit being lost, and nothing to be bought but with ready money, the want of that
delays things very much. And I find that your Majesty’s clothing of the army yourself will turn but to an
ill account to your Majesty as well as the soldiers, both being much abused as it is now done.
I hope your Majesty has true information of things from Scotland, and if you have, I doubt not but you
will give speedy directions to put a stop to the giddy proceedings of the Commissioners of the Assembly
against all the Episcopal clergy of Scotland at one blow, who are to be turned out of doors with their
families, unless they will renounce prelacy to which they are sworn; so they are not to keep their livings
unless they will swear to preserve them by perjury. ................................................
I wish the States fleet may be in as good a readiness as your Majestys’ and that they will send some of
their lighter ships into the Downs to wait for the Dunkirk squadron of which we do not hear the least
intelligence; and I wish that your Majesty would order 20000 arms to be bought and sent over, which is
the fewest you will need besides what can be made in England.
I am with all duty, Sir, Your Majesty’s most obedient and most faithful subject and servant, Carmarthen
Although William was at first successful in Ireland, winning the Battle of the Boyne, one of his few
undisputed victories in a 25 year military career, his failure to follow it up by taking the town of Limerick
meant that the war continued. That summer, the more general war with France took a dramatic turn for
the worse when the French admiral, de Tourville, won a major naval victory over a combined English
and Dutch fleet led by Admiral Lord Torrington (the ennobled Herbert who had led William’s invasion
fleet, 18 months earlier) and this appeared to open the way to either an invasion of England or the
isolation of William and his army in Ireland. In the absence of the King, Osborne took charge of the
defensive preparations, rushing round docks and coastal fortifications to ensure their readiness to resist
invasion, but the French, perhaps surprised by the extent of their victory were unprepared to exploit it
fully. When the King returned and Parliament met again late in 1690, the mix of success in Ireland and
concern over possible French invasion helped to ensure the grant, with surprisingly little difficulty, of
funding of over £4000000 for the next year’s campaigns. (The relevant comparison is with Osborne’s
tribulations while trying to get less than a quarter of that sum in the 1670s; neither the wealth of the
country, nor the means of raising money had yet changed enough to account for much of the difference,
which was almost totally down to the contrast in parliamentary, and indeed national, support for
England’s foreign policy.)
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As reflected by similar large financial grants over the next few years, Osborne’s management of
Parliament was largely successful until his power began to wane in 1694, but his task of manoeuvring
between the parties and factions was never easy. I have already referred to the fact that money and
favours were granted to buy some support from corruptible individuals, but this was not enough on its
own to get measures through. As in the 1670s, Osborne also worked to develop a political narrative,
which would convince enough additional members of parliament to take the government side, so
providing him with a majority. Essentially for the next few years, he led from the centre utilising both
Tories and Whigs sympathetic to the Court, and especially to the need to pursue the war, combating
the hostile or ‘Country’ elements of both parties, which wished to focus on the ideological fall-out from
the events of 1688. Helpful to him in this, was the ‘discovery’ of a number of Jacobite plots against King
William. Since the Revolution, the majority of political figures had re-established lines of communication
to the court of the exiled King James at Saint-Germain, even if it was more an insurance policy, than a
signal of rebellious intent. In 1691, the deposition made by one such trimmer who had been entrapped,
a Lord Preston, which amounted to a confession naming many distinguished plotters, allowed Osborne
to threaten a number of opposition leaders in parliament, and force them to cease obstructing the
government. His repeated resort to this tactic over the next few years rather harks back to Ashley
Cooper’s use of the Popish plot, though no blood was shed until long after he had lost power. His
proceedings were not without some risk because his own name came up in at least one of the cases
investigated, but the likelihood of such evidence being genuine is demolished by Lord Macaulay, and
especially Winston Churchill in his biography of Marlborough, in the latter case to bolster his much less
convincing defence of his ancestor against accusations of treasonable conduct over a failed raid on the
French naval base at Brest.
The case for Osborne’s loyalty, which presumably convinced his contemporaries, and particularly King
William, is made on the basis of James having specifically excluded him from those, who would be
given an amnesty in the event of a successful Jacobite invasion, his role in the Glorious Revolution by
which he had ‘burnt his boats’, and his strong position and rewards under William. Yet he expended
much political capital in obtaining the governorship of Hull to go with the three Yorkshire Lord
Lieutenancies which he had recovered in 1690. Probably, this was his own insurance policy, against
the return of James, and typically he was trying to make himself powerful enough in his own locality to
require humouring by a restored king, rather than adopting the more abject posture of the likes of
Marlborough, Godolphin, and Shrewsbury, who sent regular letters to Saint-Germain, pledging their
undying loyalty to the ex-King. With the possible exceptions of Godolphin who was sometimes naïve,
and his friend Marlborough, who might have wished to discredit the leaders of the Brest expedition as
a way of engineering a return to favour with King William, none of the powerful who corresponded with
James, ever did anything to help his cause, nor of course did Osborne, but amidst the uncertainties of
war, and the ill-health of William, no-one seemed willing to rule out a second restoration of a Stuart
king. For all that Osborne was no different from his peers in this regard, his choice of a different remedy,
left him free to use the evidence which emerged from time to time from the flood of correspondence
with Saint-Germain, as a weapon to keep fellow ministers and opponents in line. As for King William,
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he seems to have had a nuanced understanding of what was going on, in this area at least, and allowed
Osborne to use the tool to further the King’s business, but not to do down rivals. (The last point is best
illustrated by William’s reassurances to Godolphin that he still had royal confidence when some of that
minister’s epistles were exposed, so thwarting any attempt by Osborne to regain full power over matters
financial.)
To return to the on-going parliamentary scene, ambitious Whigs, and those who wished only to disrupt,
continued to bring forward proposals which united the extreme and moderate strands of their party in
opposition to the government. Osborne was unable to prevent the passage of measures detrimental to
the King’s prerogative such as Place bills which would have prevented members of parliament
accepting office and thus would have reduced the King’s freedom to choose his ministers (and changed
the whole shape of later British government towards what became the American model, where the
President’s cabinet does not contain members of either House of Congress). After the King resorted to
the use of his veto, the bills were amended to take effect only in the next reign, and they were later to
be discarded, when the Whigs, by then in power, and holding offices, saw the disadvantages to
themselves of the innovation. Another Whig measure which passed both Houses of Parliament in 1693,
apparently with Osborne’s tacit approval, was a Triennial bill providing for a new parliament every three
years, but the King vetoed that as well, though he was to be forced to approve a similar measure later
in his reign as the price for Whig support.
Throughout the early 1690s William fiddled with the composition of the government, to accommodate
those whom he found congenial, and to maintain as wide as possible a spread of views. There is no
evidence that Osborne had much input to these changes, another indication of his limited authority in
contrast to the mid-1670s, and there was certainly no master-plan to select ministers who could deliver
support in parliament to ease the passage of government measures. Thus, Godolphin’s appointment in
1691, whatever the King’s motivation, made the government more Tory, and in consequence made
Osborne’s task of preventing the Whigs uniting in opposition more difficult. From this viewpoint the
replacement in the same year of the unsuccessful Tory admiral, Torrington, by the Whig admiral,
Russell, may not have been wholly unwelcome to Osborne, but during the next year, Russell fell out
with Secretary of State Nottingham and resigned to be replaced by a group of Tory admirals. (It is worth
noting that at this time, and for long afterwards, the direction of naval policy in war-time, including such
matters as strategy and deployment of ships, was in the hands of the Council rather than the Admiralty.
Lord Nottingham acted as the channel of communication with fleet commanders like Russell, and could
exert considerable personal influence on the admiral’s instructions, rarely to good effect). So, by 1693,
the administration could be viewed as wholly Tory, and unsurprisingly the Whigs became more or less
united against it in parliament. Osborne and Nottingham, the two major figures, came under strong
personal attack, and this led eventually to the dismissal of the latter, though Osborne survived with little
difficulty and still seemed to have the King’s support and to be tolerated as first minister by a majority
in parliament. However his eventual nemesis, the Earl of Sunderland who had fled the country totally
discredited in 1688, had been allowed to return and was already being consulted privately by William.
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10.4. The Decline in Osborne’s Authority
There can be few greater contrasts
than that between Osborne and
Sunderland, who looks curiously
and misleadingly benign in his
portrait, painted in his younger days.
Both sought power and its material
rewards, the former to achieve
status and wealth, and to gratify his
relatives and connections, the latter,
born much higher as son of an earl,
to maintain that position and sustain
an extremely expensive lifestyle in
which gambling was a massive
drain on his resources. There any
similarity

ended,

Osborne

political

principles,

had

especially

regarding foreign policy and the
form of religious worship, for which
he fought throughout his political
career,

often

against

royal

opposition, Sunderland simply set
himself to implement the wishes of
the King regnant, whatever these
wishes might be and does not seem to have had either scruples, or any strongly held beliefs. Thus, he
served three successive monarchs, Kings Charles II, James II and William III, and actively pursued
completely divergent policies at different times. It seems incredible now, and must have strained
credulity at the time, that the man who had until then supported a French alliance (for which support he
had been well paid by King Louis XIV), who had assisted King James with all his pro-catholic initiatives
and had actually changed his own religion to become a Roman Catholic, could be given the full
confidence of the King who personified resistance to French and Catholic expansionism, but that is
what was about to happen. King William seems to have found Sunderland congenial, certainly much
more so than the blunt Osborne, and understood that from the former he could expect unswerving
loyalty, (provided he kept his throne and paid his servant’s debts), and total subservience to his views,
whereas his current first minister was loyal enough, but still committed to his own policy objectives. It is
likely that Osborne was slow to perceive the threat posed by Sunderland, failing to anticipate the way
in which the latter built a position as confidant of the King, and go-between to what became known as
the Whig Junta.
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Meanwhile the war itself had continued to veer wildly between successes and failures; the Jacobite
forces were expelled from Ireland as a result first of the Earl of Marlborough’s capture of Kinsale, and
then the decisive battle of Aughrim. Admiral Russell won a major naval victory, La Hogue in 1692, which
more than reversed the Battle of Beachy Head, two years earlier and eliminated the immediate threat
of a French invasion of England, though there were to be complaints that it had not been followed up
sufficiently vigorously, when in the winter of 1694/95 the French made another serious attempt to
assemble an invasion fleet. The expedition, already mentioned, to capture the French port of Brest in
1694 ended in a disastrous rebuff at Camaret Bay, and in the main land campaign in Flanders, King
William’s dismal record as a general continued. Although he was indispensable as the commander in
chief for gaining cooperation between the Dutch, English, German and Spanish forces, he was
completely over-matched against the French marshal, the Duke of Luxemburg and lost the battles of
Steenkirk and Landen in 1692 and 1693 respectively, with disproportionate English casualties in the
former, and this inevitably led in turn to the loss of many of the Spanish fortresses which constituted the
main barrier to another French invasion of Holland. It was only after the death of Luxemburg, and the
near collapse of the French economy, triggered by widespread famine, that William was to salve his
military reputation to some degree by recapturing the fortress town of Namur in 1695, after which
operations on this critical war-front reached a stalemate.
As we have seen, Parliament had recognised, in contrast to the 1670s, that if it wanted a policy involving
war with France, it had to make realistic provision for it, but even the greatly increased funds made
available, proved insufficient and this provided a strong motivation for the introduction of more effective
financial systems. By 1694, war expenditure had reached £6000000 per annum compared with the
income of £4000000, and for all Osborne’s efforts to bridge the gap by persuading his city contacts to
make loans, the short term nature of such borrowing meant that the problem was resurfacing in worse
form, year by year. Not surprisingly, Osborne grew increasingly pessimistic about his ability to continue
funding the war. William was aware that such matters were handled better in his native Holland, and he
knew that a group of younger Whigs, with Charles Montagu to the fore, were offering to make
arrangements with the mainly Whig London merchants to introduce some of the innovations of ‘Dutch
Finance’. However, the King’s personal antipathy towards the men in question, not least because they
had made no secret of their desire to trim royal powers, seemed to rule out his turning to them.
Sunderland broke the impasse in 1694 by agreeing with the Whigs that as far as possible they would
deal with the King through him if given office, and also moderate their attacks on the royal prerogative.
This proved enough to satisfy William, and Montagu was appointed Chancellor of the Exchequer, while
a few of his associates were given lesser offices. This is not the place to embark on a full account of
the transformation in English finances which took place over the next few years, but one major element
was the founding of the Bank of England, which led to the granting of long term loans to the government,
in return for commercial privileges, given to the Bank and other large companies like the East India
Company. Other key changes were the ear-marking of specific tax revenues to pay interest and repay
the principle on such borrowings, and the growth of mechanisms to allow trading of debt and shares
which together massively increased the willingness of those with capital to lend money to the
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government. The introduction of annuities, tontines, and lotteries, which effectively converted loans into
long term interest payments and wiped out capital debts, also began to play a role. Within a very few
years the financial systems which were to underpin Britain’s ability to fight successful wars for two and
a half centuries had largely been put in place, but the change was not without costs to both King William
and Osborne.
For Osborne, the entry to the government of what became known as the Whig Junto, Montagu, Somers,
Wharton and Admiral Russell, and especially the growing influence of Sunderland as ‘Minister behind
the Curtain’, marked a definite reduction in his authority after just over four years though he still retained
his office and most of the trappings of power. However it was easy to forecast that the Whigs now in
the ascendant would see further erosion of his position as desirable and his complete removal from the
government as an eventual goal, though in fact the latter was to take another five years, and
paradoxically result from a Tory resurgence. The King, for all his growing reliance on Sunderland on
the political side, and Montagu to finance his war, had long ago settled into a reasonable working
relationship with Osborne in running the country, day to day, even if there was little personal chemistry
between them. King William was probably demonstrating his continuing confidence in his first minister
by conferring the long-coveted dukedom at this time, though the events which followed make it look
more like a reward for services already rendered. Osborne’s decision to become Duke of Leeds (in
Yorkshire, not as is sometimes stated, the village and castle in Kent) was interesting as, given that York
was ruled out as a traditional royal title, it seems to have been expected that he would select Pontefract
as the more considerable place. ‘Duke of Pontefract’ does have a ring to it, but he clearly thought that
Leeds, then only a small town, had a future. Five dukedoms were created by William; Newcastle,
Devonshire, Shrewsbury and Bedford as well as Leeds, but the other four dukes were Whigs, showing
the new balance of power, and Osborne’s own beginnings as the somewhat impoverished heir to a
baronet were much less exalted than those of any of the other. It is easy to imagine the satisfaction felt
by him and his wife on reaching the highest rank of the peerage, and the chagrin of his rival, the ailing
Marquis of Halifax, is a matter of record. No doubt, his decision that year to build a new palace on his
Yorkshire estate, Kiveton House was intended to be a symbol of the completion of his ascent. However
1694 was to be the calm before yet another storm in Osborne’s turbulent career. Early in the next year,
the anticipated Whig assault on his position commenced.
10.5 The Eclipse of Osborne’s Power
The campaign against Osborne began with attacks on his main associates in the House of Commons,
Secretary of the Treasury Henry Guy, and the Speaker Sir John Trevor, for accepting bribes and both
were duly forced to resign, when evidence in support of the allegations emerged. These moves
disrupted a large part of Osborne’s following in the House of Commons, and left the Whig Junta
supreme there. The hunt moved on to the East India Company which had been experiencing serious
difficulties in getting its charter renewed. Given the standards of the age, it was inevitable that influential
support would have been sought. In fact, the company officers may have gone right to the top and made
a secret gift of £12000 to the King, but parliamentary inspection of the company accounts showed a
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gap of £90000 which could not be easily explained away. The governor, Sir Thomas Cook, at first
refused to shed light on the matter, but after a short stay in the Tower, and some threats of worse to
follow, he changed his mind and stated that Osborne had been offered £5500 (£350000 in our terms)
for his support. Osborne did not deny that the money had been offered, but claimed implausibly that it
had been refused, and that his servant, who had taken possession of the money, had only been looking
after it, until it could be returned. He was duly impeached by the House of Commons, though for high
crimes and misdemeanours rather than for treason, so his life was not at stake, but a guilty verdict could
have cost him much, and possibly sent him back to the Tower. Accordingly, the servant in question was
swiftly sent back to his native Switzerland, so that he could not be required to give evidence. (Extradition
Treaties still lay in the distant future.) The precaution guaranteed that the necessary two witnesses
would not be available to allow a successful prosecution. It is nearly certain that Osborne had meant to
take the money, and indeed his own statement to the House of Lords was to the effect that taking money
for doing something one intended to do anyway, namely in this case to support the renewal of the
charter of the East India Company, was no crime. However he knew as well as anyone that the fact that
something was common practice did not prevent it being worked up by Parliament into a serious crime,
if that suited the purposes of the majority. Given that he had spent most of the previous year avoiding
any controversial involvements so as to give the Whigs no cause to attack him, it is surprising that he
allowed cupidity to blind him to the danger. Perhaps his thirst for the money on offer simply blinded him
to possible consequences, or it may be that as in the late 1670s, exhaustion was playing a role in
warping his judgement after the exertions of the preceding years.
Osborne suffered little tangible loss from the incident except of course the loss of the £5500; the
impeachment lapsed without ever being prosecuted, and the King, perhaps in part because his own
hands were not clean, but more because he did not wish to give way completely to the Whigs, refused
to dismiss him as Lord President, so he kept his position and the £5000 per annum salary. However
the impeachment was successful politically as what had been a slow decline in Osborne’s power
became an eclipse, as was confirmed by his absence for the first time from the list of Lord Justices
nominated to govern the country in the King’s absence in Flanders that summer of 1695, and thereafter
he was asked to stay away from most of the meetings of the Council of which he was nominally Lord
President. So, on a rather anti-climactic note his second period as first minister ended; like the first it
had lasted for something over five years. Weirdly, Oxford University chose this moment to award him a
DCL. Though never dominant in the way he had become in the late 1670s, Osborne had been
indisputably the most important member of the government, saving the King himself, certainly for the
first four and a half years, and had in general administered the country effectively during a difficult
continental war. Though the King was clearly responsible for the war strategy, and for the relationships
with allies on the continent, his first minister had provided the means to fight, and had kept a lid on the
political ferment resulting from the revolution of 1688.
It is very unlikely that Osborne saw his eclipse as other than temporary. No doubt, he thought that after
a decent interval he would once again assume a major role in government, but that was never quite to
happen. After his disgrace, the Whig Junto of Somers, Wharton, Orford (Admiral Russell), and Charles
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Montagu, consolidated their grip on power, controlling parliament and the money supply which allowed
the King to prosecute the war. They chipped away at royal powers, and, apart from Somers were
thoroughly disliked by the King, but he was able to keep them at arms-length by dealing with them
largely through Sunderland, whom he eventually appointed Lord Chamberlain, and to a lesser extent
Shrewsbury, (when he was not abroad), as more congenial intermediaries. Osborne was still consulted
privately by the King and resumed irregular attendance at council meetings; he accepted other official
appointments as a Commissioner for Trade, and as chairman of royal chartered companies, but they
were minor compared with those to which he had been accustomed. Nonetheless, he continued to take
a prominent part in Parliament, rendering support to the government personally in the House of Lords
and with the votes of his followers in both houses, at least until the war with France was finally ended
by the Treaty of Rijswijk in 1697, (largely an acceptance of stalemate, though it did confer French
recognition for William as King of England, Scotland and Ireland, albeit that James was not required to
leave Saint-Germain in France). He also supported the King’s unsuccessful attempts to retain a
substantial army after the treaty was agreed, but not William’s determination to maintain a largely Dutch
force funded by English tax-payers.
Perhaps Osborne became disgruntled as a result of the King’s failure to bring him back into the centre
of affairs, especially after elections of 1698 produced a Tory majority in the House of Commons, but no
immediate ministerial changes. At any rate he allowed himself to drift into opposition. The Whig Junto
would probably have continued in power in spite of their loss of support in Parliament, had they kept
the King’s favour, but after failing to provide him with the funds for the army that he wanted, they made
the fatal mistake of breaking with Sunderland, and trying to deal directly with him. Paradoxically, the
resulting installation of a Tory ministry spelt the end of office for Osborne because his retention of what
was largely titular office after 1695 had been due to William’s desire to retain the appearance of a bipartisan approach. Osborne’s manoeuvres in the early 1690s had destroyed much of his Tory support,
while his personal relations with most of that party’s leaders, the likes of Marlborough, Rochester,
Nottingham and Godolphin, were poor. Accordingly, in March 1699 he was dismissed from the office of
Lord President having refused to resign. Rather more surprisingly he was also dismissed from the Lord
Lieutenancies of the three Ridings of Yorkshire, and his Governorship of Hull, though he did retain his
£5000 annual pension. Clearly, he had lost all favour with the King, though his biographer
unconvincingly suggests that the action might have been taken because at the time he was seriously ill
and thought to be dying; if that were the only reason one might have expected the King to await the
event rather than to remove the offices, with such haste.
10.6 Ambitious to the End
By 1699 Osborne was a very old man by the standards of the times at 67, and at least intermittently in
poor health; perhaps he saw further service under King William as likely to mean hard work for little
reward, given that he now had his dukedom and had retained his pension of £5000 per annum drawn
on the Post Office. At any rate, though he re-established decent relations with William fairly quickly, he
did not take up offers made to him of a restoration of office, in turn for fixed support in the remaining
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years of the reign. However, when Queen Anne succeeded to the throne in 1702 he had other ideas.
He had cultivated his relationship with Princess Anne from the time that he began to lose power in 1694
and had helped to bring about a reconciliation between Anne and William after the death of Queen Mary
later that year. His aspirations were certainly higher than the appointment to her Council which he
received, but in reality given the poor relationships with her leading Tory ministers, referred to above,
and his age, 70, it was not surprising that he was passed over for any more substantial appointment.
However there was no question of his accepting this disappointment as a last word, and he continued
to attend the Court and Council regularly and his views seem to have been valued by the Queen and
at least some of her ministers.
With the days of power and controversy now seemingly in the past he assumed something of the role
of an elder statesman, and could often be relied on to help smooth difficulties at Court and in Parliament.
His attendance in the House of Lords gradually became less regular as time passed, but when major
issues arose, especially concerning the status of the Anglican Church, he would still take a leading part.
Early in the Anne’s reign, he was heard silencing the Whig Junto leader, Lord Wharton, who had tried
to make capital out of high Tory protests that Anglicanism was under threat, by suggesting that their
attack denoted a lack of trust in the Queen. Osborne’s rejoinder, that he didn’t accuse his keeper when
thieves got into his deer park, was seen as specially apt and witty for a man of his advanced years. As
late as 1710, he was a prominent participant in debates associated with the impeachment of Dr. Henry
Sacheverell, which had been initiated by a Whig government in the light of Sacheverell’s preaching of
the Tory doctrine of non-resistance (to arbitrary royal actions) and attack on the practice of occasional
conformity. Osborne spoke clearly and at length in the House of Lords on that occasion, and in excusing
his own resistance to King James in 1688 made, not for the first time, a self-justificatory statement that
he ‘never expected things to go so far as the crowning of William, King, and that he had often heard
William say the same’. That same year, when the general election produced a resounding victory for
the Tories, there was considerable speculation that he might become Lord Privy Seal in Edward
Harley’s administration, at the age of 78, and he certainly tried to get back the three Yorkshire Lord
Lieutenancies though he was only offered one and turned that down. In 1711 he did accept a semihonorific position of Lord Justice in Eyre, north of the Trent. With his usual shameless optimism, he had
begun to anticipate the next reign, and had sent letters offering his services to the Electress Sophie of
Hanover, though as it turned out neither was to outlive Queen Anne.
His long marriage had been ended by the death of his wife in 1704, but the routine of his life continued
unaltered for several more years, with his family and estates, primary concerns. His eldest son, Edward,
had died rather mysteriously in 1689. He had been put into Parliament whenever he was old enough in
the 1670s and received a position as a Gentleman of the King’s Bedchamber (as much a political as a
household appointment) alongside Sidney Godolphin and John Churchill. Whatever his limitations and
the character weaknesses hinted at in correspondence of the time, he showed total loyalty to his father,
and was in turn trusted. The letter written to him while Osborne was in hiding, after his first impeachment
shows a close relationship between father and son, as well as making clear that Osborne thought
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himself in some danger of execution. I think the comment about lacking treasure refers to the fact that
he never took French money, and is not a wider plea of poverty.
To Viscount Latimer sent on 11th April 1679
Dear Son,
I thank you for your letter this day, and I cannot but be glad to see you so sensible of my misfortunes.
The greatest of them is that I should make my Wife and children miserable, and especially yourself,
who is likely to bear the greatest share of the cruelty, if His Majesty please not to have some mercy for
you. Whatever happen be not too much afflicted, but keep your spirit above it and trust in God’s mercies
when mans’ fail. My innocence towards God (as to the crimes charged against me) and my assurance
that I have deserved better usage from the King than to pass the bill (of attainder) makes me past all
concerns but that of my family, and therefore if I can find any way to avoid the bill (though with my life)
I am resolved to do it. The tears of your mother are the only present trouble I am under with whom I
cannot prevail to let me stand my trial, but if I could be satisfied that my estate could be safe after it, I
will rather give her that one sharp affliction than live to see her and you under a perpetual one of want,
having none of those treasures to relieve you with which my malicious enemies would make the world
believe, though they themselves know the contrary. ...............................................
Edward was succeeded as heir by Osborne’s second surviving son, Peregrine born in 1659, an erratic
and somewhat scapegrace character, but not without talents. His respectable interests lay at sea,
especially in sailing ship design and he had a fairly distinguished naval career. He took part in the victory
of La Hogue, and independently won a minor engagement against a French detachment, eventually
attaining the high rank of Vice-Admiral of the Blue Squadron. He undertook the task of entertaining the
Russian Czar, Peter the Great, when he visited England in the 1690s and a hearty companionship
resulted, not least because Peregrine Osborne was one of the few who could drink comparable amounts
to the Czar and remain standing. The flaws in his character were illustrated by an episode where he
deserted his wife and fled to France, and another escapade when he was imprisoned, by his father’s
instruction, to prevent him embarking on a pirate cruise. His father found Peregrine’s spendthrift ways
pretty intolerable, and eventually placed him under financial restraint which lasted beyond his
succession as second duke, as he then became dependent for money on his own second son and heir,
the third duke, to whom most of the large estate worth upwards of £35000 was left at Osborne’s death.
However, relations between father and son were probably better than this might suggest since, as with
his firstborn, he involved Peregrine, (who took the title of Viscount Dumblane when his father received
his earldom, and thereafter on becoming the heir, followed him up the ranks of the peerage with courtesy
titles one step behind) in most of his schemes and projects and clearly trusted him except as regards
money, not least as an emissary to William of Orange in 1688. Family concerns rather blighted the last
few years of Osborne’s life, with deaths of some of his daughters’ children, and then in 1711 the death
of Peregrine’s promising elder son, William from smallpox at the age of 21. When William’s brother also
caught the disease, it seemed possible that the titles acquired by Osborne might be snuffed out in the
second generation, but the second Peregrine survived the illness to become eventually the third Duke
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of Leeds, and the title survived to the middle years of the 20th century, though it, (along with all the other
titles) is now extinct.
In his last years, Osborne lived
mainly in his palace at Wimbledon
but late in each summer he went up
to Yorkshire where he entertained
his relatives, friends, and the local
gentry in his new mansion house at
Kiveton, shown in the print. During
parliamentary sessions he moved to
another of his houses in Holborn,
until in 1708 he rented it out, and stayed with relatives on his infrequent later visits to London. Eventually
in 1712 when he had passed the age of 80, and long outlived nearly all his associates and opponents
of the 1670s, he set out as usual for Yorkshire in July, but did not get there because he suffered
convulsions and died a few days later at the home near Northampton of one of his daughters, Lady
Leominster, on 26th July. He was buried alongside his wife beneath a solid marble slab in Harthill parish
church near his home at Kiveton. The contrast between Ashley Cooper and Osborne is probably never
greater than at their deaths, the former almost alone, in exile contemplating the total failure of his plans,
the latter with at least some of his family around him, an honoured and respected figure and with the
causes he supported, prospering. Yet there is one similarity which could not have been predicted even
in 1712; just as Ashley Cooper’s creation, the first Whig party disintegrated in the few years after his
death, so the first Tory party which Osborne had done much to build began a steady decline within a
few years of his death, thanks mainly to the ambivalent attitude of most of its members to the
Hanoverian succession. They would have done much better to follow Osborne’s rather shameless lead,
when a few years before his death he had written to the then heir to the throne, the Electress Sophie of
Hanover, to seek future preferment.
10.7 An Appraisal of Thomas Osborne
Osborne’s career was unusual in two ways for the age he lived in, firstly, as regards the speed of his
initial rise from obscurity to the summit of power, and secondly because he managed to come back
from apparent ruin to enjoy power again. Historians and biographers, who have paused to consider how
he achieved as much, have given him limited credit for financial and administrative ability, but have
preferred to focus on corrupt practices, which rather misses the point that he had to attain high position
before he had the means to offer dubious inducements. In fact, a lot of his success was built on his
handling of the people with whom he came into contact; he could be harsh and inspire fear, but he was
also able to engender respect and liking in those who could be useful to him. Thus on his way up, the
relationship with Buckingham was not just one of utility, which is probably why both parties reacted with
some venom once it had come to an end. At his first meeting with King Charles to urge acceptance of
his tax farming scheme, the monarch seems to have taken a liking to the earnest young petitioner in
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front of him; the attraction was mutual as far as was possible between a king and a subject at that time,
in spite of the apparent dissimilarity in personalities and outlooks, and survived all the tumultuous events
of the next twenty years. Even Ashley Cooper, in the midst of his diatribe against Osborne which I
presented earlier, acknowledged that the subject of his contempt was personable. That is not to say
that Osborne endeavoured to get on well with everyone at the top of politics; once he had decided that
someone could not or would not help him, or worse, was an active foe, he could be ruthless enough in
trying to do them down.
Turning now to those who might be termed potential supporters, rather than those at the top of the
political pyramid, it is clear that in stark contrast to Ashley Cooper, Osborne took immense trouble to
bind them to him. Reading Sir John Reresby’s account of his frequent meetings with Osborne in the
1670s, and of the attention he received regarding his problems and importunities, it would be easy to
forget that apart from being a Yorkshire neighbour, Reresby had no special claim and it is highly likely
that Osborne was paying similar attention to many other members of parliament who didn’t leave
diaries, at a time when his official duties would have overwhelmed most. Reresby certainly appreciated
this and wasn’t slow to point it out to his later, less forthcoming, patron, the Marquis of Halifax. It is
known that Osborne behaved similarly when building support before the northern revolt in 1688, and
when he returned to power in the 1690s, and his anger was real when William refused his specific
requests for favours for his followers, and later withheld the control of patronage that would have helped
him to satisfy those whom he had cultivated. Of course many of his supporters throughout his career
were linked to him by ties of blood, rather than gratitude or debt, but this also was no accident. His
connections became so extensive once he had begun to marry off his daughters that his family was
compared sarcastically by contemporaries to the Hapsburgs. Thus in the 1670s he had relatives who
were Lords Lieutenant of the following counties apart from his own power base of the West Riding of
Yorkshire; Lincolnshire, Oxfordshire, Rutland, Hampshire, Wiltshire, and Cornwall, with all the influence
this was thought to carry in selecting candidates for Parliament and deciding any by-election results,
while as elected members he had two sons, his brother, three brothers in law, a son in law and a few
other more distant relatives. A critical point is that with a very few exceptions his relatives, even quite
distant ones, were his firm supporters, again, a striking contrast with Ashley Cooper; some like the
Bertie relatives of his wife were to remain his close associates for over thirty years, and through two
generations. So to return to Osborne’s early promotion to office, and his later resilience, I think the
ability to build and keep support from some of the highest in the land, and many more humble, was
crucial.
Ashley Cooper’s intentionally rude remarks at his swearing-in ceremony were quite true, and the
qualities required to retain office were indeed different from those required to get it. Once appointed,
Osborne duly demonstrated other skills which made his further rise inevitable, in particular the ability to
organise people and things and the facility with financial matters, which from then on characterised his
public and private life. Perhaps he learned from his father the importance of proceeding in a regular and
disciplined way, and of ensuring that meetings and their results were properly recorded, but he certainly
seems to have changed the method of operation both at the Navy Board and more dramatically in the
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Treasury. Above everything however, in both his periods of office he brought drive and energy, he
worked very hard, and especially in the 1690s this fact drew comment because his health was poor,
and he was old for those times. Whatever revisionist historians say there is no doubt that his
contemporaries saw him as having quickly transformed the financial outlook for the government in the
1670s, and the King and the Duke of York soon came to regard him as indispensable. In the 1690s, he
again showed the ability to bring order and get things done. His strengths were those of an
administrator, rather than an innovator as shown by his sticking with tax farming arrangements rather
than moving to direct collection, and by his opposition to the founding of the Bank of England as a
means to supplying long term credit to the government, though that might have been less to do with a
dislike for the concept and more to do with his realisation that it would strengthen the Whig mercantile
interest at the expense of Tory landowners. This is demonstrated by his prominent role at this time in
the establishment of a bank based on landed assets, which however failed to take off.
The other pillar on which Osborne’s favour with King Charles came to rest was less secure, namely his
ability to manage parliament. Certainly, Charles acquired the view that if he was going to allow
parliament to sit, then he needed Osborne to control it, but there is no doubt that he preferred a scenario,
distasteful to his first minister in which parliament did not sit, and he lived off his ordinary income boosted
by French subsidy. Osborne was desperate to cut the links with France, and to pursue a foreign policy
of hostility to that nation. To achieve this, Osborne had to cajole the King into letting parliament sit, and
then use that body to ratchet up the pressure on Charles to abandon his pro-French leanings, while
also persuading it to provide the large sums needed to re-arm. It was a tall order, and in Osborne’s
desperation to succeed, he eventually proceeded from what would then have been regarded by most
as the legitimate use of patronage, to something much nearer to outright bribery. He seems to have
shown a lack of appreciation of the level of hostility he was provoking, and this blindness to public
sentiment is also demonstrated in his attempt to leave office after being impeached in 1679 with a step
in the peerage and a large pension. However, he obviously learnt from that experience, and inspired
much less hostility while controlling parliament in the early 1690s, even if his methods were similar.
One attribute he shared with Ashley Cooper was the ability to express himself with great clarity on
paper, as illustrated by documents like that he drafted in the Tower to justify the proroguing of the Oxford
parliament in 1681, his blueprint for William’s manifesto of 1688, appreciations for Charles II in the
1670s (which probably went largely unread by their recipient), and not least his voluminous
correspondence, official and personal. However he was not an orator like Ashley Cooper and didn’t
make speeches which were remembered after the event. In truth, with his heavy burden of government
work he could not possibly have found the time to search out the precedents and other details which
characterised his opponent’s set-piece performances, nor is there any indication that as a practical
politician, he would have been much interested in doing so. He seems to have been a workmanlike
speaker with an occasional ability to find a memorable phrase which could discomfit his opponents. He
was clearly extremely effective, if somewhat overbearing for the liking of some of the monarchs he dealt
with, on a one to one basis, and with smaller groups of councillors, whom he had little difficulty in
dominating.
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I think Osborne was usually consistent in maintaining and following the principles in which he believed,
above all the well-being of the Anglican Church, whatever the penalties in terms of loss of position, as
during the reign of King James II, and the risks to himself, as in 1688. However this latter event shows
that he gave less weight to the high flown ideas of the rights of kings which characterised cavalier or
‘Tory’ thinkers of the 17th century. I think that like Ashley Cooper, he was a man of decision and courage;
again the best illustration is in 1688 where many front line politicians dabbled with revolt, like Halifax,
Godolphin, Rochester, and Nottingham, but only Osborne added his name to those of rather lesser
stature, who sent the famous letter to William of Orange, and then actually took military action. In
contrast to Ashley Cooper, I don’t think Osborne was either cruel or vindictive; politics was certainly a
harsh business in the 17th Century, and he pursued enemies like Clarendon, Buckingham latterly, and
indeed Ashley Cooper to the extent of trying to destroy their careers, but there is no evidence of his
ever wishing to take lives. His religious policies of the 1670s certainly had serious consequences for
dissenters, but it is hard to believe that deaths were his aim and there is a contrast with the severity of
the measures taken by Lauderdale in Scotland at the same time. Scotland gives another example of
some humanity, since he spoke strongly in King William’s council against the ’brutal and barbarous’
plans which led to the Glencoe Massacre in 1692, but of course his writ as first minister of England did
not allow him to affect the outcome. He created a host of enemies during his controversial career but
was reconciled to most of them later, and one of the most telling observations of a contemporary refers
to his frequent attendances late in life at the levées of the widow of his long-time rival, the Marquis of
Halifax, where he and Ralph Montagu, the instrument of his first impeachment, by then also a duke,
amicably replayed the events of twenty years earlier.
The overwhelming impression one gets of Osborne from his letters, and his career in general is one of
seriousness, and this view is reinforced by a Lely portrait in its various manifestations in which he
appears almost sinister. The sideways almost shifty gaze, the thin lips firmly set, and the pointed foxy
face convey no sensuality and an excess of grim determination, and perhaps that is how he was as he
approached the age of 50 when the portrait was painted, and it is not to be expected that imprisonment
and illness did much to soften his appearance (or his character thereafter), as confirmed by later
portraits. However there are other portraits which suggest a less stern character and there are certainly
hints of greater frivolity in his younger days, the prolonged European tour, passions for tennis and
dancing, the fact that his mother felt the need to find him an older, strong-willed wife, and even his
failure to do much to improve the state of his finances through his twenties and early thirties. His early
association with the Duke of Buckingham was obviously inspired in part by self-interest, but given the
divergence of their political views, their relationship can only have flourished on a basis of shared social
enjoyments, while at the other end of his life he never ceased to take part in the social round associated
with Queen Anne’s Court. The suggestions that he set up a mistress in London in the early 1670s,
mentioned as a rumour but not elaborated on by the diarists, and that his relationship with the King’s
mistress, Louise de la Kerouaille, Duchess of Portsmouth, was intimate as well as political, would alter
his somewhat puritanical image but we don’t know for sure in either case, and given the reputation of
his wife, these would have been brave steps indeed. Personal attacks in pamphlets and tracts pointed
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mainly at his appearance and general demeanour rather than salacious conduct; ‘the thin ill-natured
ghost‘ of a late-17th century satire, and impugn his honesty and propriety as regards financial matters.
His most famous critic, at least in the eyes of posterity, Andrew Marvell ploughed a similar furrow in his
critique of the government in the 1670s;
When the Seal’s given to a talking fool
Whom wise men laugh att and the Women rule,
A Minister able only in his tongue
To make starcht empty Speeches two hours long.

Heneage Finch, Lord Keeper

When an old Scotch Covenanter shall be
The Champion of the English Hierarchye,

Lauderdale

When Bishops shall lay all religion by
And strive by law to ‘stablish Tyrany,
When a lean Treasurer shall in one year
Make himself rich, his King and people bare,

Osborne

When the crown’s heir shall English men despise
And think French onely Loyall, Irish wise,
The wooden shoes shall be the English weare
And Magna Carta shall no more appeare,
Then the English shall a greater Tyrant know
Then either Greek or Gallick Story shew.
In fact, the lines above hit a telling note, since it is impossible to study Osborne’s career without
concluding that his greatest vice by some margin was cupidity. He certainly devoted much attention to
improving the finances of the nation, but it seems likely that he devoted almost as much to increasing
his own wealth. There were limits to how he was willing to acquire money, for example he never took
the French money which was certainly on offer in the 1670s, but these limits were otherwise very widely
drawn, and he cannot be absolved from accusations of corruption even by the very loose standards of
his age. It is no coincidence, that his determination to leave office well rewarded was contributory to the
severity of his fall in 1679, and that evidence which suggested that he had received corrupt payments,
caused his second and more or less final political demise in 1695. A man burdened with debt in the late
1660s, was widely envied for his wealth, a quarter of a century later, in spite of his spending the five
years after 1679 in the Tower, and the five years after that with neither position nor royal favour. So, in
fifteen years of office he accumulated enough money to keep up the state of a duke in two palaces at
opposite ends of the country; it would be naïve to think that this was done without many corners being
cut. Nonetheless, as with Ashley Cooper, the over-riding impression has to be of ambition to direct the
affairs of men. Even if tangible benefits meant far more to Osborne, he yielded nothing to his adversary
in his enjoyment of wielding power for its own sake. In fairness, there is far more consistency in
Osborne’s conduct; the political principles he brought to London in the mid-1660s changed hardly at all
through almost half a century of ups and downs, and he was still championing the Anglican church, and
less convincingly, the rights of kings, when a very old man.
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11. The Careers in Perspective
In this short chapter, I present my conclusions about Osborne and Ashley Cooper, as unknowing
anticipators of future political custom and practice, as well as powerful influences on their own times. In
my introduction, I suggested that the rivalry between the two can be regarded as the first of the three
great political confrontations to be found in modern British history, the others being those between
William Pitt the Younger and Charles James Fox, and Benjamin Disraeli and William Ewart Gladstone.
It is perhaps surprising that the list is as short, given that the parliamentary system has been adversarial
for more than three centuries, but any feasible additions would I think be pale shadows of those named.
I also made it clear that there was little point in making detailed comparisons between the different
contests for power because the political environment changed so much between the 17th century and
the late 18th when Pitt and Fox faced each other in the House of Commons. To those active in later
eras, the risks accepted by the likes of Osborne and Ashley Cooper must have seemed unimaginable;
the former faced impeachment proceedings three times, spent close to five years in the Tower, and
took a lead role in an armed rebellion against the lawful King, while the latter fought on each side in the
Civil War, served two terms of imprisonment, each of several months in the Tower, and finally had to
flee abroad to preserve his life. Each managed to get his rival imprisoned, and Ashley Cooper made at
least one serious attempt to procure the execution of Osborne after 1679.
There was not much formal structure at the top of government in the second half of the 17th century,
with different mechanisms for decision-making, appearing and disappearing in fairly short order as the
personnel involved changed, whether kings or ministers. As a part of this flux, the roles of senior
ministers and the ‘pecking-order’ between them altered according to the determination, capability, and
ambition of the office-holders. The position of prime minister, as first realised by Robert Walpole and
Henry Pelham, each of whom controlled Parliament, managed the national finances, and dominated
the King’s council, so steering the use of the royal prerogative, had not evolved, though it is fair to say
that Osborne assembled most of the building blocks, but at different times. As for opposition, contrary
views to those of the King’s government could be expressed, but there were dangers, well-illustrated in
1677 when four prominent peers including Ashley Cooper were sent to the Tower for pronouncing on
the legality of a parliamentary sitting. Opposition focused on a single issue was not to be engaged in
lightly, but broad opposition was a really serious matter, hardly differentiated from sedition, and Ashley
Cooper’s only real protection, especially during the later stages of his career, was flagrant political bias
in the courts, which fortunately for him was exercised in his favour.
If Charles James Fox had been born a century earlier he would no doubt have spent time in the Tower
or worse, but by his time, opposition was condoned if not admired; many of the offices we know today,
especially that of prime minister, had well-defined remits; and the relationship between Parliament and
the executive was less a no-holds barred fight, and more a search for compromises. The last, and
perhaps decisive reason for eschewing direct comparisons between the identified rivalries, is simply a
lack of detailed information about government, day by day, in the 1670s. House of Lords records, along
with surviving pamphlets are often a fair guide to what Ashley Cooper and his allies said, but we know
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much less about government responses. As already indicated, Osborne can be credited with improving
the recording of meetings held in the Treasury, but apart from a few aide-memoirs which he prepared
before seeing the King, we have little knowledge of what transpired at such key meetings, or even when
and where most of them took place.
Although it is impossible to make direct detailed comparisons across the centuries, it is easy enough to
watch features of our present-day polity emerging in the 1670s, albeit that innovations, which have had
long term consequences, were on occasion introduced as short term fixes for immediate problems, and
reflect resourcefulness more than foresight. Though he did not start with an entirely blank sheet of
paper, Osborne was the first to make a serious attempt to build a government-supporting party in
Parliament, the first Treasury or Court party. He adopted two approaches, which rarely sat well together,
namely trying to tailor some government policies to what he thought was majority opinion, and
persuading individuals to promise support in return for favours like preferment, office, or cash. His party
was indeed the precursor of the Tories, but should not be so named until the 1680s, when freed from
their imprisoned creator’s influence, the surviving adherents coalesced around strongly cavalier
principles. The Whigs began life as a reaction against Osborne’s endeavours, and initially were an
association based on convictions, over which Ashley Cooper built his influence and even a degree of
control, especially after the Popish Plot gained traction in 1678. Whig recruitment methods by then
mirrored the worst of Osborne’s practices, using French government money rather than English. Thus,
it would seem that Osborne’s Treasury party, was first on the scene, then the Whigs, and that a real
Tory party only appeared in the Parliament called after the accession of King James II, the first to sit
since early 1681. Osborne, far more a pragmatist than an ideologue, spent the early 1690s,
reassembling a Treasury party using the same tools as before, but after his second fall the ‘rage of
party’ dominated.
Nowadays the supremacy of the Treasury in government is not in question, a fact acknowledged by the
Prime Minister’s formal title of 1st Lord of the Treasury. This pre-eminence owes much to Robert
Walpole, but Osborne was the first to appreciate that control of the nation’s finances could put him in
charge of the government, saving only the need to retain the confidence of the monarch. He saw that if
he could persuade or coerce parliament into supplying money routinely according to his perception of
need, and thereafter direct the disbursement, not least into the monarch’s favourite projects, then it
would be difficult to challenge his authority. He never quite managed to achieve steady domination of
parliament, so that scenario had to wait for Walpole, but Osborne had enough success to establish the
potential of the model. When Osborne was appointed Lord Treasurer, Ashley Cooper gave some very
good advice, even if quite deliberately he also gave offence, namely that those who reached the top
had better realise, that the qualities that had got them there, were not necessarily the same as those
required to stay there. Osborne clearly took these words to heart, and not just the insulting aspect which
led him to withdraw formally the thanks he had expressed at the time. In the run-up to his appointment,
the King had conducted business with many, including Osborne, and this had given the junior minister
the chance to impress, and presumably explained in part why he had leap-frogged more obvious
candidates.
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After he became Lord Treasurer in the 1670s, Osborne was largely successful in cutting off this route
to royal favour by channelling most business through his own hands, and filling his government with
second-raters. In all this he anticipated Walpole and many Prime Ministers thereafter, especially while
monarchs retained vestiges of power. A modern-day survival of such jealous restriction of access is the
weekly audience granted by the Queen to the premier, which is attended by no other minister. Osborne
was no less determined to dominate the government in the 1690s, though denied full control of the
nation’s finances, and much say in the appointment of ministers by King William. His opportunity was
the absence of the King for large parts of the year, campaigning in Ireland and then Flanders. Once
again we see Osborne setting the agenda for government and parliament, and seeking to act as the
key channel of communication between the King and his English subjects.
There were other contributions to the political ferment of the 1670s, which had repercussions later,
including the explosion in the quantity of propaganda, whether manifested as pamphlets, poems, and
plays, or as conversations and declamations in taverns and coffee houses. Both Ashley Cooper and
Osborne had a role, with the former writing and funding part of the opposition output. As we have seen
the quality of the material was variable, but its reach across the political nation far exceeded anything
which had been seen before and popular demand thwarted efforts by Osborne to hold back the tide.
Ashley Cooper’s successes in setting the two Houses of Parliament at each other’s throats resulted in
a major restriction of the Upper House’s judicial powers to encompass only the consideration of appeals,
(they lost even that role a few years ago). However, he certainly never contemplated the emasculation
of the political powers of the House of Lords, even when frustrated by the unwillingness of the Upper
House to contemplate Exclusion. This, Ashley Cooper’s last cause was to reappear in a different guise,
much more speedily than even he could have anticipated at the time of his death. Hardly ten years after
the first bill was pushed through the House of Commons, the Bill of Rights of 1689 was predicated on
parliament’s confirmation of the Exclusion (Abdication) of King James, and his baby son, and a dozen
years later parliament intervened again to tamper with the succession, by the Act of Settlement. Those
brought up in the cavalier tradition, that Kings were divinely appointed and had God-given rights, were
left to make some tricky adjustments, and even the pragmatic Osborne was still seeking to justify his
own shifts in his last major parliamentary speech in 1710.
In summary, I think that the decade which saw the emergence of the first political parties, some critical
steps in the evolution of the office of Prime Minister, and towards the domination of government by the
Treasury, and a sustained effort by the House of Commons to gain legal control of the royal succession,
has to be viewed as very significant in the centuries-long development of the current British constitution.
Some of the changes cemented by the Bill of Rights of 1689, and others associated with Robert Walpole
had their origins in the 1670s. The catalytic and often direct role of the rivalry between Osborne and
Ashley Cooper in bringing about most of the innovations in question is unarguable, and the former
provided some additional momentum when he returned to power in the 1690s, though not as much as
he would have liked.
……………………………………..
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In presenting my account of the 1670s, it would have been possible to have made even more of some
paradoxes. The two most divisive political issues of the decade were toleration (or not) of nonAnglicans, and the alignment of English foreign policy vis-à-vis France, the great European super-power
of the times. King Charles and Osborne were at opposite poles of these debates, whereas Ashley
Cooper occupied ground somewhere in the middle. Certainly, he was anti-Catholic but he was strongly
in favour of increased rights for dissenting Protestants, and on two occasions supported Declarations
of Indulgence which favoured both groups. Even his hostility towards the Catholic Duke of York which
rose to such a pitch during the Exclusion crisis had been measured until then, and punctuated by
instances of collaboration. As regards France, Ashley Cooper was always ambivalent, and I have
provided examples enough of his willingness to forward the interests of that nation, and of his hostility
towards the Dutch. Thus at the crisis-point of 1673, King Charles faced with a choice of working with a
first minister whose views diverged totally from his own on the two most important issues of the day,
and another who was at very least open to persuasion, chose the former. It may well be true that the
King did not realise exactly what he was getting with Osborne, though he had been furnished with some
evidence by then. What must be true is that distrust and personal antipathy for Ashley Cooper played
a major role in the decision, and within months, Osborne’s efficiency and financial acumen had made a
reversal unthinkable. It is fascinating to contemplate the possible outcomes if King Charles had
figuratively held his nose, and placed his affairs in the hands of Ashley Cooper, but tempting as it is I
shall not indulge here in the game of virtual history.
Another paradox emerges when consideration is given to the contrasting attitudes towards royal status
and authority held by the ‘cavalier’ Osborne and the ‘republican’ Ashley Cooper. By family background
and nurture, Osborne would have been expected to be a firm advocate of the rights and authority of
kings, yet he played a substantial role in deposing one, and had earlier shown himself willing to limit the
same king’s powers. Additionally, he had opposed the legal exercise of royal powers, like the
Declarations of Indulgence issued by Charles, and that King’s declaration of war against Holland in
1672. In the discussions which led to the presentation of the Bill of Rights in 1689, there is no suggestion
that he sought to protect threatened royal powers. Of course, he was willing enough afterwards to
trumpet his respect for cavalier and Tory principles, but actions speak much louder than words, and his
protestations, and support for the likes of Sacheverell, were examples at most of repentance at leisure.
Ashley Cooper had initially been happy to see wide powers given to Cromwell, and he carried this
philosophy through into the Restoration era. Thus, King Charles was given very strong support
whenever he exercised his prerogatives in the spheres of religious and foreign affairs, and even when
he overturned measures put in place to ensure regular parliamentary elections. With regard to the
succession, Ashley Cooper kept returning to his preferred option of divorce, remarriage, and procreation
in the belief that the King should recognise his duty to provide an heir to supersede the Duke of York.
He never evinced much enthusiasm for alternatives which gave Parliament a say in the occupancy or
powers of the throne, until he became desperate towards the end of his life.
These paradoxes feed easily into the scenario in which Ashley Cooper and especially Osborne are
depicted as wholly opportunistic, making decisions on each issue to maximise personal benefit. No-one
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should attempt to deny that such considerations were present, or that pursuit of power and status in
Ashley Cooper’s case, and power, status and wealth in Osborne’s case were strong drivers. However,
each of them also had principled aims which I shall not rehearse again, but which certainly seemed to
them to be beneficial for the nation and its inhabitants, and they were willing to run great risks to advance
these causes. For this reason they each deserve to be called statesmen, flawed by our standards, and
probably even by the standards of their own age, but greater than any of those around them.
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Timeline
Year

National & World Events

1621
1625
1631

Accession of Charles I

1632
1636
1637
1638
1639
1640
1641
1642

Events in Ashley Cooper’s Life
Born, heir to baronet
Orphaned, moved to city (London
& Portsmouth)

Born, 2nd son of baronet
Moved to York

Short & Long Parliaments

Attends Oxford University
Attends Lincoln Inn
Marries Margaret Coventry
Elected to Short Parliament
Elected to Long Parliament but
prevented from sitting

Charles I fails to arrest Pym, Civil
War begins

1643
1644

Battle of Marston Moor, destroys
royalist cause in North

1645

Battles of Naseby and Langport
bring end to 1st Civil War

Raises soldiers and fights on
royalist side in Dorset
Changes sides, commands
parliamentary forces in Dorset
and Somerset
Leaves army, but not allowed to
enter parliament; retires to Dorset

House of Commons purged,
leaving Rump
Execution of Charles I, abolition
of monarchy and the House of
Lords

1650
1651
1652

1653

1654

Cromwell dismisses the Rump.
Replaces it with a nominated
assembly.
Instrument of Government
Cromwell, Lord Protector

1655

1656
1658

1659
1660

1661

Father loses positions and
retires to estate at Thorp
Salvin

Father compounds with
parliament, pays fines
Father, Sir Edward Osborne,
dies

1647

1649

Elder brother fatally injured

Father is de facto royalist
governor of North

1646

1648

Events in Osborne’s Life

Another ‘parliament’ elected,
cleansed by Cromwell
‘Parliament’ summoned again.
Cromwell dies. Replaced initially
by elder son, Richard.
Richard Cromwell resigns. Rump
recalled.
Chaos, resolved after Monk
reached London. Convention
parliament elected Invitation to
Charles II to return
Election of Cavalier Parliament.
Earl of Clarendon 1st minister

Wife dies, ending childless
marriage
Marries Lady Frances Cecil, starts
building new house at Wimborne
St. Giles
First son born
Second son, and eventual heir
born, but wife dies, aged 19.
Appointed to Hale Commission
Nominated to ‘Barebones
Parliament’ and Council of State
Elected to new ‘parliament’ and
on Council of State
Breaks with Cromwell. Marries
Margaret Spencer, niece of
royalist Earl of Southampton
Re-elected, but not allowed to sit.
Takes place in ‘parliament’

Still disqualified from Rump, but
nominated to new Council of State
Finally allowed to join Rump, after
almost 19 years.
Political manoeuvres. Reconciled
with Charles II. Meets King in
Holland
Becomes Baron Ashley,
appointed Chancellor of the
Exchequer
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Embarks on 18 month tour
of France and Italy

Marries Lady Bridget Bertie,
daughter of the Earl of
Lindsey
1st son, Edward born

2nd son and heir, Peregrine
born

Seeks preferment
unsuccessfully in London.

Becomes High Sheriff of
Yorkshire

Year

National & World Events

Events in Ashley Cooper’s Life

1662

1st Declaration of Indulgence to
moderate Anglican supremacy.
Rejected by Parliament
2nd Anglo-Dutch War begins

Strongly supports Declaration

1665
1666
1667

1668

1670

1672

1673

Great Fire of London
Lord Treasurer, the Earl of
Southampton dies. Dutch assault
on Medway, ends war. Clarendon
dismissed and banished.
Rise of the Cabal; Clifford,
Ashley, Buckingham, Arlington
and Lauderdale
Treaty of Dover, between Charles
II and Louis XIV
2nd Declaration of Indulgence.
Stop on the Exchequer.
Declaration of War on Holland
Parliament rejects Declaration of
Indulgence

Appointed Naval Prize
Commissioner

Events in Osborne’s Life

Elected to Parliament for
York as client of the Duke of
Buckingham

Appointed to Treasury Board,
chaired by Monk

Operated on for severe liver
complaint
1st Lord of the Treasury

Appointed Treasurer of the
Navy, jointly with Sir
Thomas Lyttelton
Charges Lyttelton with
peculation, becomes
Treasurer of the Navy, alone

Becomes Lord Chancellor and 1st
Earl of Shaftesbury
Dismissed from office, though
remains on Trade Committee of
the

Becomes Viscount
Dumblane and Privy
Counsellor. Later, Lord
Treasurer and Viscount
Latimer
Restores national finances,
becomes Earl of Danby and
effectively 1st minister.
Breach with Buckingham
Begins to organise a
government block in two
Houses of Parliament.

1674

3rd Anglo-Dutch War ends. Cabal
falls apart, as Buckingham,
Arlington attacked in Parliament.

1675

House of Lords debates on Test
Bill to disqualify non-Anglicans
from office
King Charles in receipt of French
subsidy to prevent Parliament
from sitting.
William of Orange marries Mary,
daughter of James, Duke of York

Leads opposition to government.
Narrowly loses Lords vote for
Dissolution

Sent to the Tower when he again
proposes dissolution

Wins funding from
parliament. Becomes
embroiled in French subsidy
negotiations

Treaty of Nijmegen ends
European War. Popish Plot
‘uncovered’, death of Edmund
Godfrey
Parliament dissolved, elections,
large ‘opposition’ majority. King
dissolves Parliament again

Gains freedom, establishes
himself at the head of the Plot
investigations

Montagu letter exposes role
in French subsidy
negotiations. Impeached

Becomes Lord President of the
Council for 6 months. Strenuously
pursues Exclusion of James,
Duke of York from the Succession
Builds opposition to the King

Resigns as Lord Treasurer.
Attainted.
Imprisoned in the Tower
awaiting trial.
Advises King from the
Tower

Arrested during the summer to
await trial for treason. Charges
thrown out, released, triggering
celebrations.
Protected by London Courts until
elections that summer.
Contemplates armed rebellion.
Flees to Holland.

Attempts to gain release by
petitioning the Oxford
Parliament, but fails

1676

1677

1678

1679

1680

1681

1682

New parliament meets. Exclusion
Bill passed in the House of
Commons, but defeated easily in
the House of Lords
Parliament dissolved, new
elections held, and Parliament
summoned to Oxford where
quickly prorogued
‘Tory Reaction’ in full flood,
James, Duke of York returns to
London and influence
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Year

National & World Events

Events in Ashley Cooper’s Life

1683

Rye House Plot leads to death of
Whig leaders, Sidney, Russell
and Essex

Dies in Holland

1684

1685

1689

1690

1693
1694

Gains release on bail after
almost five years in the
Tower
Attempts to gain
compensation for
imprisonment but fails.

Charles II dies. James II
succeeds. Monmouth revolt
crushed. Parliament funds King
generously
William and Mary joint monarchs,
England enters War of the
League of Augsburg. Halifax 1st
minister
Convention parliament dissolved,
Halifax resigns. Battle of the
Boyne, and English naval defeat
at Beachy Head.

Becomes Marquis of
Carmarthen and Lord
President of the Council.
Wields little influence.
Becomes 1st Minister. Gets
parliamentary approval for
funding of monarchs and
Indemnity Act. Organises
defence against invasion.

Rehabilitation of the Earl of
Sunderland begins.
Whig Junto enters the
government. Queen Mary dies.

Becomes Duke of Leeds.

1695

1697

Impeached on grounds of
accepting bribe from the
East India Coy..
Proceedings dropped, but
loses all power
Treaty of Rijswijk ends European
War

1699

1702

Events in Osborne’s Life

Finally loses all offices,
though not his pension of
£5000 per annum
Reappointed to Council, but
fails to get significant office.
Death of his wife after over
50 years married
Last significant speech in
Parliament during the
Sacheverell case. Rumours
of becoming Lord Privy Seal
come to nothing
Death
Titles become extinct

William dies, Anne succeeds.

1704
1710

1712
1964
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After-word
While writing this book I visited the sites of the principle country estates owned by Osborne and Ashley
Cooper, namely Kiveton Park and Wimborne St. Giles respectively.
Kiveton Park is a small settlement, a few miles to the south of the conurbation of Sheffield and
Rotherham, itself bounded on the south by the overgrown Chesterfield canal. The area was intensively
mined for coal, but this has ceased and the aspect is now exclusively agricultural, with villages, some
like Kiveton Park with a mining past but now perhaps largely dormitories for the nearby city, with houses
scattered between fields of wheat and vegetables. In Kiveton Park I walked through a farmyard onto a
bridle-way which crosses the estate which Osborne owned, and where more than three hundred years
ago he built Keeton Hall, his ducal palace. The building was knocked down by a descendant only about
a hundred years later, bizarrely it is said as a result of a bet, and the family moved eventually to a new
country seat at Hornby in North Yorkshire. I wondered if I would see any ruins or perhaps mature trees
surviving from a deer park but the mining interlude has flattened everything, and now the bridle-way
crosses a huge field which was growing turnips when I was there. A small lake surrounded by shrubby
trees, stocked for anglers might be a survivor from something more ornamental, but more likely it is a
creation of mining subsidence.
Of course, there are some reminders in the area, streets named ‘Osborne’, ‘Danby’ and ‘Keeton Hall’
in Kiveton Park, and the substantial ruined facade of the large house in nearby Thorpe Salvin where
Osborne spent some of his boyhood. In the north aisle of the ancient church at Harthill, another exmining village close at hand, there is a large marble gravestone beneath which lie his remains and
those of his wife. It carries a record of his life and achievements, and nearby are to be found memorials
to some of his descendants. However the tomb is now jammed up against an organ and its accessories,
and when I visited, its irrelevance to the modern age seemed stressed by the cleaning implements
leaning against it, and the failed lighting above. The edifice did attract the attention of the compiler of
the ‘Arthur Mee’ book on the West Riding of Yorkshire published shortly before the 2 nd World War, and
the reference to the ‘wicked old man’ buried there attracted my first interest in Osborne and can be
regarded as the genesis of this book.
Later, on a bright mid-October morning I drove across the rolling down-land which is Cranborne Chase
to the old market town of Shaftesbury, and then on to find Wimborne St. Giles where Ashley Cooper
was born, built his own mansion and lived when not in London till almost the end of his life. The village
comprises a mere handful of houses but they are fine and old. At a corner of the village green, is the
much-restored small church, which contains memorials to Ashley Cooper, several of his descendants,
including his formidable maternal grandfather, and beside the church is the lodge at the entrance to a
tree lined drive-way which leads to the manor house. Strictly private signs stopped my following this
route but a path into the trees beside the church had no such signs so I walked about a hundred yards
into the wood to emerge with a view of the large, solid, house that Ashley Cooper, 1st Earl of
Shaftesbury built three hundred and fifty years ago. The house is not particularly attractive, and perhaps
it is not only my knowledge of its creator that made me think it forbidding and functional rather than
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aesthetically pleasing. However it still stands and is occupied, and the contrast with the long-gone
palace raised by Osborne rather symbolises the fact that although he was undoubtedly more successful
than Ashley Cooper in wielding power and acquiring assets during his lifetime, his tangible legacy and
reputation have suffered more since. With his earldom still live, his great house still standing, and his
reputation as the first great Whig cemented, even if not untarnished, the shade of Ashley Cooper has
perhaps had the very last laugh.
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