Researching the Battle of Hopton Heath by John Sutton

Introduction:
Although the battle of Hopton Heath, fought outside of Stafford on 19 March 1643 was one of the smaller engagements of the English Civil War – the combined Royalist and Parliamentarian armies mustered less than five thousand men – it still cruelly demonstrated the capacity of Charles 1’s subjects to murder one another in armed combat.  Of course, this brother-killing encounter will always be chiefly associated with the death of the Royalist general, Spencer Compton, the second Earl of Northampton, who, when himself surrounded by a ring of foes; and when offered the chance of surrender prefered ‘an honorable death to a vile captivity’.  ‘Base rogues, I scorn your quarter’, he is  supposed to have screamed before they brutally cudgeled him to death.  His body was then pillaged and stripped and shown ‘no more care and respect.. than that of the meanest soldier, in either army’.  It was also denied a proper Christian burial for nearly three months, with the result that when Northampton’s corpse was finally interred ‘without solemnity’ it had fallen into a considerable state of ‘decay’  and ‘corruption’.  Yet while this barabaric inhumanity might fill us with sorrow, it also serves as a salutary reminder that war is a great leveller, showing no respect of persons, high or low.  For just as poignant and heart-remdering were the unsung deaths of the rank and  file combatants like the Roundhead soldier, John Marshall, who after being ‘mortally wounded’ in the action was buried at Sandon church on March 20th 1643.  This trooper was apparently buried near the porch of the church, for in 1839 when part of its foundation had to be removed during repair work a skull was dug up with a bullet hole through it.  Such a grisly relic must have really brought home the human cost of the battle of Hopton Heath which not only bore ‘the curse of great Northampton’s fall’ but also involved the violent deaths of at least a hundred or more men of lesser rank. 

Mention of the Roundhead soldier’s skull highlights the most tangible form of evidence for the modern historian wishing to reconstruct the story of the battle.  Unfortuntely no major archaeological excavaion has been undertaken on Hopton Heath to unearth further skeletal remains for scientific investigation.  Admittedly in 2005 there was an archaeological watching brief undertaken by Archaeological Solutions Ltd on behalf of Staffordshire County Council monitoring grounds works for an emergency watertank related to RAF, Stafford but this recorded no significant archaeological activity.  Nor for that matter has the battlefield been scanned by metal detectors for the discovery of cannon and musket balls like that undertaken so successfully by Glenn Foard on its counterpart at Naseby.  But though no systematic operation has been undertaken the occasional cannon-ball has been unearthed like the 29 pounder found near Square Covert during the construction of the royal air-base, 16MU, in 1940. A small inn in the hamlet of Salt also contains two knives which are said to be momentoes of the battle; attached to them is a card which reads:

 ‘And now we come to Hopton Heath,

 Where many poor warriors lie beneath..

If the relics of this battle

The visitors would like to see,

Please ask the landlord,

And he will show it thee’.

But regretably such physical finds are few and far between.  The fact is the archaeological heritage relating to the battle of Hopton Heath is pretty threadbare; and so we must rely more on the surviving literary evidence if an attempt is to be made to reconstitute the encounter.  Here there is a rich wealth of source material; and in this lecture I will seek to explore its range and depth as well as hopefully proving a critical commentary on the historical value to be attached to its various items.  But first a word of warning.  It cannot be emphasised too strongly how conflicting and contradictory the written evidence can be when one seeks to discover the key features of the battle of Hopton Heath.  Accordingly, any endeavour to resolve these annoying discrepancies is like negotiating one’s way through a mine-field.  Nothing perhaps highlights the difficulties involved in such and exercise than the highly polemical and acriminous debate which took place between the Tory historian, Laurence Echard, and his Whig opposite number, John Oldmixon, over their respective interpretations of the battle in the early eighteenth century.  For his part Echard based his take on the fighting at Hopton Heath on the version recorded in the ‘noble history’ of that impeccably royalist chronicler, the Earl of Clarendon, who in turn was substantially indebted to a first-hand relation of the battle by an anonoymous Cavalier participant published at Oxford in April 1643.  But Oldmixon fiercely contested Echard’s account, claiming it was ‘false in almost every line’.  He preferred to draw upon John Rushworth’s Parliamentary Chronicle with its distinctly anti-royalist bias; and with this as his yardstick he proceeded to challenge every aspect of Erchard’s narrative.  Here it is worth quoting him in full:

‘The reverend historian – Erchard was an Anglican archdeacon – says that Gell and Brereton (the two Roundhead Generals) were join’d when the fight began; whereas that junction was when the fight was almost ended; that Gell’s forces were double in number to the Earl’s, when Brereton and Gell had but 1,500 horse and foot to the Earl of Northampton’s 1,000.  He says Gell was so totally routed that he had scarce a horse left in the field; whereas Sir William Brereton came to his assistance before the Royalists could break his horse.  He adds Sir Thomas Byron (one of Northampton’s deputy commanders) charg’d Gell’s foot with good execution;  and yet we are told (by Rushworth) that by the timely coming in of Sir William Brereton ere the battle was ended, Sir John Gell obtain’d a glorious victory and drove his enemies quite out of the field.  Erchard again affirms that the Royalists thought fit to forbear any further action, but that consisted in running away and having all the ensigns of victory except the King’s standard and some other ensigns carry’d off and kept by Sir William Brereton...,  But what is falser still than all the rest, is where he says above two hundred of the Parliamentarians were kill’d and wounded.  The Chronical tells us the victory was obtain’d with the loss of eight or ten Parliamentarians.  I have instanc’d the many falsities in the Archdeacon’s relation of this fight’.  Oldmixon concludes somewhat testily, ‘to save myself the trouble of doing the like again on the like occasions, for most of his and the Lord Clarendon’s account of actions are of this kind; and they erect trophies of victory for the Cavaliers in the very fields where they were

shamefully beaten’.  With such total disagreement among the contemporary historians over the course and direction of the battle we will clearly need to cast a critical eye on their allegations and counter-allegations;  and approximation of the truth.  Let us first begin by looking at the Parliamentarian documentation relating to the action before moving  on to the Royalist material available.  This in turn will be followed by an examination of the miscellaneous data which also exists for the modern historian wishing to do justice to a Civil War encounter as confusing and bewildering as that of Hopton Heath.

Sir William Brereton’s Account
This account of the battle no longer survives.  Fortunately for the modern historian it was transcribed by the Staffordshire antiquary,  Stebbing Shaw, in the late eighteenth century.  Shaw made his copy from Brereton’s ‘Second (Letter) Book during the Warre, ending July 17 1643’, of which there is now no trace.  The dispatch as reproduced in volume one of Shaw’s History of Staffordshire (1798) is unaddressed and undated..  It is the worst type of Puritan document, tendentious, exaggerated and full of gross distortions, and must therefore be treated with circumspection 

For example, he dowplays the size of the Parliamentarian army maintaining it consisted of only 400 horse and 500 foot to the Royalist’s 2,500 horse and dragoons.  Likewise he vastly inflates the number of the royalist dead, saying over 600 bodies were carried away from the field the day after the battle, ‘whereof I am confident there were not 30 of our men’  Similarly Brereton claimed in no uncertain terms that Parliament had won the battle, attributing it to ‘the Lord of Hosts and the God of Victory’ as well as ‘the wisdom and goodness of Divine Providence’.  Again in a similiar vein he exulted: ‘there was much of God and nothing of man, that did contribute to this victory’.

Despite these criticisms, Brereton’s account does have its value for the modern historian.  For a start it provides invaluable information about the composition of the royalist army, being the only source which identifies the presence of Sir Vincent Corbet’s Shropshire horse and dragoons on the King’s side in the battle ‘which was a great addition to their strength’.  It is also revealing for the light it sheds on the weakness of the Parliamentary dispositions during the battle.  ‘This was a great disadvantage to us’, he observes,’ that our horse and foot were unhappily disposed of and divided into small bodies, at such time as the enemy charged us which was the occasion that the great part . .  were disordered and routed’ etc.

But what stands out most in Brereton’s version of the battle is the singular circumspection about his own role in it.  We know that he commanded the Parliamentary cavalry during the engagement; but he says absolutely nothing about his part in their defeat at the hands of the Cavaliers.  Indeed, the only explicit entry to his whereabouts during the action comes in the section of his letter describing the identification of Northampton’s corpse after night had fallen.  He writes:  ‘I viewed his body, lyinge naked on the ground and did believe (it to be that of) the (royalist) general’.  This suggests he ended the day in the rear of Gell’s foot, having taken refuge with them after the rout of the Roundhead cavalry.  But what had he been doing during the rest of the fighting?  The introduction to The Battle on Hopton Heath – probably written by Sir John Berkenhead, the royalist propagandist – says Brereton had ridden a full mile from the battlefield and then hid behind a hayrick and lay down in a ditch to avoid the royalist pursuers, an action which caused him to be branded ‘a notorious coward’.  This might be viewed as simple malice but the fact that the same story is repeated in a libellous Parliament tract – entitled A Case of the City Spectacles (6 January 1648) – adds credence to the story.  ‘That Tooth – Munster Monster’, it asserted – this was a jibe at Brereton’s overprominent teeth – ‘Being once in fight with Sir John Gell at Hopton Heath, wheeled about and left Sir John to hot service, which he performed with such valour as gained the day (no thanks to Sir William) . .  after which Sir William appears again and makes a fresh onset on the dead bodies (of the royalists) and plunders them of their clothers, and Sir John of his honour, for the credit of the whole business was laid upon Sir William’.  Given that Brereton himself admits in his dispatch that he saw Northampton’s stripped corpse with the bodies of the other royalist dead piled high on the ground at the cessation of hostilities this gives the assertations of the Roundhead satire a black humour.

Sir John Gell’s Account

The other Paliamentarian commander, Sir John Gell, was the author of two accounts of the battle.  These occur in the twin histories of Gell’s infantry regiment which were compiled either by Sir John himself or else under his immediate supersion.  One is entitled   A true relation of what service hath been done by Colonel Sir John Gell Bart for the King and Parliament ... from October 1642 till October 1646 and untill the middle of February 1646.  Both were subsequently published in volume one of Samuel Glover’s History of Derbyshire in 1831.  Of the two versions by far the best in furnishing interesting details about the engagement is A true Account.  Although primarily concerned with the role of Gell’s regiment in the fight near Stafford, it does pay tribute to the contribution performed by the late Lord Brookes 240-

strong reformadoe troop in the cavalry encounter, they acquitting themselves ‘all very gallantly’ by not abandoning the field as well as the exceptional valour of Captain Thomas Willoughby, the only officer of that rank in the same deceased commander’s infantry regiment to remain at the head of his men.  Mention is also made of the sterling part played by Captain John Bowyer who arrived with timely reinforcements raised in northwest Staffordshire at the close of the battle;  and this despite the fact that the fleeing Roundhead horse had used all the means they could to discourage him from joining up with what remained of Gell’s hard-pressed infantrymen.  That said, it is Gell himself who figures most prominently in the narrative.  Singlehandedly, he is said to have rallied the foot after the discomfiture they had suffered during Northampton’s first cavalry charge, ‘being then in great feare and disorder’ and ‘many of them ready to runne’.  Worse still his infantry had also lost their cohesion, the musketeers being ‘all disorderly crowded to together’ while the pikemen were brandishing their weapons in an attacking rather than a  defensive posture.  Showing real presence of mind, we are told ‘the Colonel, with his own hands, put down theyre pikkes, encouraged both them and the musquetyrs’ and thus ‘speedily got them in order’ again, a manouvre which ultimately enabled him to repel Northampton’s second cavalry onslaught and thereby turn the tide of the battle.  But here we do well to remember Gell’s notorious reputation for blowing his own trumpet.  Anyone familiar with the Memoirs of Colonel Hutchinson will be familiar with the allegation it levels against Gell for ‘the care he took, and the expense he was at to get’ his military exploits ‘mentioned in the weekly journals, so that the troops of that valaint commander, Sir John Gell, took a dragon with a plush doublet’!’  Mrs Lucy Hutchinson, the authoress of these memoirs, also waspishly observes, that Gell, whom she regarded as ‘a very bad man’, likewise ‘kept the journalists in pension, so that whatever was done in (Derbyshire) and the neighbouring counties, was attributed to him; and thus he hath indirectly puchased himself a name in story, which he never merited.’  Lucy’s structures are all the more telling in view of her further claim that ‘Gell was never by his good will in a fight, but either by chance or necessisty’.  Moreover, as proof of her charge that Gell ‘was not valiant’ she cites his behaviour at the battle of Hopton Heath where ‘his men .. held him up, among a stand of pikes, while they obtained a glorious victory, when the Earl of Northamwas slain’.  But for all Gell’s undoubted bravado Mrs Hutchinson would seem to be rather malicious when she maintained that he invented deliberate ‘falsehoods’ about his Civil War deeds; and thus on balance it seems reasonable to conclude that Sir John’s own memoirs contain a kernal of truth about his centrality to the survival of the Parliamentary foot when threatened with complete destruction at the battle of Hopton Heath.  Even Mrs Hutchison had to admit Gell was present with his infantry during this critical moment.locating him at the very heart of the ‘stand of pikes’ which formed the sheet-anchor of the Parliamentarian defence. 

Newspaper coverage of the battle:

Contemporary newspapers furnish another copious source of information about the battle of Hopton Heath,  though these vary enormously in the quality of their reportage.  There was more extensive coverage of the fray in the Parliamentary than the Royalist press, for the simple reason that only one weekly tract was produced on the King’s side, namely the Oxford court newspaper, Mercurius Aulicus.  Its treatment of the battle was some what cryptic, the editor, Sir John Birkenhead holding his fire because of the parallel publication of the pamphlet The Battaile on Hopton Heath to which as we have already seen, he contributed the preface.  The latter was regarded as the offical royalist account of the action, thus precluding a more detailed narrative in the pages of Mercurius Aulicus.  Even so, Birkenhead produced a short editional on the battle on 22 March 1643, claiming it was ‘a very great and signal victory, but full dearly bought’.  To prove the former assertion Birkenhead made great play of the headlong flight of the Parliamentary cavalry, the capture of eight of Sir John Gell’s field pieces besides his ammunition and baggage and, of course, the nocturnal retreat of what remained of Gell’s foot, all achieved with relatively light losses, the King’s party incurring only twenty dead.  For good measure Birkenhead boasted that Gell had allegedly been ‘killed or deadly wounded’, but this was a completely unfounded allegation .  However, there were persistent rumours on the royal side that, whilst escaping death, Gell was ‘certainly hurt’, having been accidently shot by one of his own soldiers ‘as they marched away in the night’.  According to tradition, this was the neck-wound which Gell’s surviving buff coat still exhibits and for the cure of which the early nineteenth century historian, Samuel Glover, maintained there was a surgeon’s bill for £10 among the Gell muniments at the family’s ancestral seat at Hopton Hall in Derbyshire. However, Glover was mistaken, for while it is possible to trace a surgeon’s bill in the Gell archives – now deposited in the Derbyshire  Record Office – this was ‘to stop the bleeding’ from a severe injury in the neck inflicted upon Sir John in July 1646, probably at the seige of Newark and certainly not at Hopton Heath over three years before. Thus Birkenhead could not claim Gell’s death as compensation for that of the Earl of Northampton whose loss, he was forced to concede, proved too heavy a price for the royalist victors.

In contrast tto this cursory entry in the one and only Royalisy newspaper the battle of Hopton Heath received extensive billing in the much more numerous Parliamentary press releases.  For the most part these put the best possible gloss on the conduct of the Parliamentary forces at Hopton Heath, emphasing how even though the Cavaliers were ‘valient fellows’ Gell’s and Brereton’s ‘freshwater soldiers (had) kept their ranks and fought manfully’ and ‘caused the enemy to retreat’ after the loss of their general etc.  They likewise contain a heavy degree of propaganda, one story in particular being endlessly repeated, namely that when the Earl of Northampton’s body was searched after his death a crucifix was found round his neck and another one, together with an Agnes Dei – a papal protection – discovered elshwhere on his person, thus showing the royalist general ‘was as good a Protestant as any in the King’s army’. Modern historians would normally discount the allegation that, though a Church of England man ‘in appearance’, Lord Northampton was a secret Papist as sheer invention – Mercurius Aulicus called it an ‘insolent slander’ – but in this case there may be an element of truth behind this piece of sensational journalism, since the accounts of John Simcox, the treasurer of the Staffordshire Parliamentary Committee who was present at the battle, mention the payment of 16/6d to the Roundhead Captain John Lee for journeying down to London with, and presenting to the House of Common’s, ‘the Earl of  Northampton’s crucifix’!!  Other colourful stories also abound in the Parliamentary reportage of Hopton Heath like that in Certain Informations (20-27 March 1643) which claims that Colonel General Henry Hastings – Northampton’s second-in-command – was so severely wounded in the shoulder ‘that he could not sit upon his horse’!.  While clearly an exaggeration, there was probably some basis to this assertion, since we know from other sources that a disproportionate number of high-ranking royalist officers suffered injuries during the battle and thus Hastings could easily have been one of them. 

Of all  the Roundhead journalist publications far and away the best is Special Passages (Mar 21-28 1643)   This is particularly invaluable for flagging the decisive role played by the ‘Staffordshire regiment’ of foot – consisting of at least two companies, of which the most notable was that of John Bowyer – at the very end of the fighting.  This infantry unit had apparently formed up in the rear of Gell’s beleagured stand of pike and showed an initial reluctance to intervene, since in the growing darkness it was impossible to differentiate the encircling King’s horse-men from the two troops of Roundhead cavalry who had taken shelter nearby.  Small wonder ‘these demanded who were the enemy?  It was answered: they that had so many colours; whereupon they advanced and let flie upon the enemy’ with their muskets.  This last-minute intervention finally tipped the scales of the battle in Parliament’s favour, for ‘seeing a new power’, and supposing them – ie Bowyer’s men – to be more than they were’, the Royalist cavalry ‘wheeled about and left the field’.  The veracity of this story is substantiated by the anonymous royalist author of Clarendon Mss 23 who confirms that ‘seeing some new forces comm up to the reare of the enemy..we (withdrew)’.  Here there is an accord between the parliamentarian and royalist representations of the battle, showing that, despite the weltar of claims and counterclaims, one can discover an overlapping common ground.  Indeed, in terms of its broad outline of the battle this newspaper account pretty much conforms with the three main royalist eye-witness accounts, namely that there were triple cavalry charges against the Roundhead line by the King’s troops, the first almost routing their horse and also seriously disconcerting their infantry, the second even more fierce in which Gell’s foot were seriously disordered but ultimately survived the onslaught, especially after the Earl of Northampton was killed, and the third desperate and half-cock onslaught led by Sir Thomas Byron who was forced to retreat after being seriously injured himself and also sustaining an unexpected attack by some of Brereton’s infantry.  Thus notwithstanding the seemingly hopeless discrepancies between, and the apparently bewildering confusion in, the rival interpretation of the battle offered by Echard and Oldmixon it is possible to reach a consensus about the overall shape of the battle.  But in the process this clearly requires a lot of painstaking research and the application of real historial judgement.

The Battaile on Hopton Heath

By far and away the most authorative and influential Royalist account of the action was the pamphlet published by Henry Hall at Oxford in lat April 1643.  It bears the simple and straightforward title: The Battaile on Hopton Heath in Staffordshire.  The pamphlet consists of three parts, the first being an introduction penned by Sir John Birkenhead, the notorious editor of the Royalist weekly newsbook, Mercurius Aulicus.  ‘Exceedingly bold, confident (and) witty’, Birkenhead wrote a highly satirical preamble in which with grim irony and biting sarcasm he depicted the two generals commanding the Parliamentary forces at Hopton Heath – Sir William Brereton and Sir John Gell – as ‘perfect cowards’.  After belittling ‘these two champions’ Birkenhead then presented what he called ‘an impartiall relation’ of the battle which he says he had received ‘by an expresse’ from Stafford, dated 21 March 1643.  As this emanated ‘from far better hands’ than his own, he printed the communication in extenso, thus afffording us the first of the three major Royalist eye-witness descriptions of the battle.  The ensuing relation forms the main body of the pamphlet and though its author is not named it was probably written by an officer serving under the Earl of Northampton (either in his own regiment or that of the Prince of Wales).  This inference is borne out by the wealth of detail the letter-writer furnishes during the fray.  Apart from the loss of Northampton himself, he mentions the death of Martin Harvey, one of the Earl’s cavalry captains, and ‘the shot in the legge’ suffered by his eldest son, Lord James Compton, as well as unspecified injuries sustained by CaptainJohn Knutsford and Master Spencer Lucy.  The wounded among the military personnel of the Prince of Wales’s regiment are likewise flagged, including its commanding officer, Sir Thomas Byron whose copious ‘bleeding’ from the hurts he received , we are told, forced him to abandon the field’, completely overshadowing those endured by two of his Captains, John Clarke and Thomas Harwood, in terms of its value to the modern historian, The Battaile on Hopton Heath proves somewhat disappointing, since it provides a mere thirty lines about the clash between the two rival armies, though some valuable topographical details about the battlefield itself are included in these.  The third and final section of the pamphlet comprises a moving letter written from Stafford by Northampton’s heir three days after his father’s death (22 March 1643).  It was compiled with the express purpose of consoling the young Earl’s bereaved mother about the sad losss ‘which toucheth us nearest’.  Exquisitely crafted, the letter sought to comfort ‘the noble countess’ with the reassurance that ‘no man could more honourably have ended his life (fighting for his Religion, his King and Country).  We must certainly follow him, but can hardly hope for so brave a death’.  The bitter beginning and poignant conclusion to this tract make it a memorable, if somewhat superficial, treatment of the battle of Hopton Heath.  At the time, however, it was regarded as the official version of events by the King’s supporters and became the template for subsequent royalist expositions.  For example, it was the principle source used by Clarendon when recounting the action in his magisterial History of the Great Rebellion; and Abraham Cowley also placed great store by it when engage in a similar exercise in his epic poem on the late Civil War.

The Sutherland Mss

Unquestionably the fullest and most detailed eyewitness description of the battle of Hopton Heath is that to be found in the Sutherland papers, formerly in the archives of Dunrobin Castle Library and now deposited in the Staffordshire Record Office.  It was published by the Staffordshire Record Society in the 1936 edition of its transactions, pp 181-184.  The anonymouse news-letter was adddressed to Sir Richard Leveson of Trentham Hall, a wealthy landowner with extensive estates in Staffordshire, Shropshire and elsewhere worth over £2,000 per annum.  He was MP for Newcastle-under-Lyme in the Long Parliament; but on account of his ‘delinquency’, ie fervant royalism, suffered expulsion from that body on 24 November 1642.  During the Civil War Leveson was an active Commissioner of Array for the King and ‘at his own charge’ and ‘for a long time’ maintained a royalist garrison at Lilleshall Abbey, his principal residence in Shropshire.  He sat in the Oxford Parliament in January 1644 and was taken prisoner at Shrewsbury on 22 February 1645.  For his faithful adherence to the King he was find a staggering £9,846.  If the recipient of this lengthy communication was a man of quality, it is equally evident that its unknown author likewise hailed from the gentry class.  His letter reeks of social condescension.  For example, he informed Leveson:  ‘We took many prisoners, but none of quality, there were few of that condition among them’.  Equally reflective of his patronising attitude is his further comment:  ‘They – ie the Roundheads – lost tenne men for one of ourse; but trus it is that one of ours is worth a hundred of theirs’.  It would be invaluable if we could identify this snobbish gentleman – perhaps his handwriting could be examined to see if it can be matched with any of Leveson’s known correspondents.  So I here throw down the gauntlet to the staff of the Staffordshire Record Office to undertake this exciting piece of historical work!

For all the snooty displays of high birth and breeding the man who penned the letter to Leveson nevertheless provides a first-rate depiction of the caombat.  He is particularly vivid in his narration of the artillery duel between the two sides.  According to him, the Parliamentary bombardment was ineffectual, for though ‘their cannon and drakes played as fast as they could’ they fell wide of their mark, the Royalist cavalry being drawn up ‘soe high’ the enemy artillery pieces that they ‘shott (right) over us’.  By contrast, the Royalist cannonade was allegedly much more lethal, ploughing futtows of destruction through the ten-deep ranks of Gell’s infantrymen who were a sitting target while they stood stock-still on the rabbit-warren.  Although only employing ‘one very good piece’ – evidently a twenty nine pounder to judge by the cannon-ball of this weight found near Square Covert on Hopton Heath in 1940 – this ‘did great execuccon, for the first shott killed six of their men and hurt foure; and the next made such a lane through them that they had little mind to close agaune’.  Just as graphic are the descriptions of two of the three royalist cavalry charges, the author being singularly silent about the ill-fated third one.  The elation at the capture of the entire Roundhead artillery train during the first charge shines through; and the bitter disappointment at a lost opportunity when some of the enemy cannon were recaptured when a detachment of royalist horse entrusted with guarding the spoils decamped before adequate reinforcements had come to their assistance is equally self-evident.  

Vivid little details also capture the imagination such as those given about the Earl of Northampton’s second son who was shot in the back with a musket ball and would have ‘been slayne..had not his armour beene very gppd’.  But undoubtedly the most outstanding setbacks of the battle – especially the devastating loss of ‘that unpararaleild man of honour, the Earl of Northampton – Hopton Heath remained for the writer ‘a glorious and greate victory’.  His confident conclusion was that after such a mauling at the hands of the Cavaliers the rebels would ‘have little stomacke to meete us agayne upon any condicons if they can prevent it’.  In short, in the current promotion of the Sutherland papers by the Staffordshire Archives service this document should have pride of place.

Clarendon Mss 23:

Of the three first-hand narratives relating to our battle from the royalist perspective, far the most interesting and honest is the one which I discovered, quite fortuitously, in the archives of the Bodleian Library, Oxford, as long ago as July 1965.  I had come cross an intriguing entry in the calendar of the Clarendon State Papers which simply stated that the collection contained an account of the battle of Hopton Heath fuller than that given in Clarendon’s History of the Great Rebellion.  The entry was misleading in that it implied that the narration in question was only a more amplified version of the section in Edward Hyde’s great classic that dealt with the encounter.  Imagine my surprise and delight therefore when I found that, far from being an expanded product of Clarendon’s elegant pen, it was in fact an original eye-witness accountof the battle.  Just a cursory examination of the document immediately showed that it was meant for Edward Hyde’s eyes only, since it contained damning revelations about a series of royalist blunders and mishaps during the course of the battle.  Hyde simply ignored this overly frank paper when he started writing his epic history during his first period of exile after 1646, prefering to present the most favourable view of the encounter that he could.  For example, Hyde’s standard authority for his recapitulation of the action was the official Court pamphlet referred to earlier which gave a heavily censored and highly sanitised slant on the whole military affair.  Yet while glossing over the highly embarassing admissions made in this relation at least he preserved it among his papers, for which the modern historian wil always be extremely grateful to him.

Like the Dunrobin Mss, the authorship of the Clarendon manuscript is unknown, though internal evidence would suggest that it was possibly written by a royalist officer serving in the army of Colonel-General Hastings.  For instance, at the end of the writer’s memoir he informs ys that he accompanied Hasting’s forces to the  royalist garrisons of Tamworth and Ashby-de-la Zouch which were his principal bases at this juncture of the Civil War.  There is also a strong likelihood that the compiler was a Staffordshire gentleman, for he shows himself to be very knowledgeable about the direction of the Royalist war-effort in the county since the beginning of January 1643.  He was particular au fait with events in Stafford itself, mentioning the garrisoning of the county twon for the King by Colonel William Comberford and the assualts it subsequently endured from ‘rebellious spirits’ in the Staffordshire Moorlands, the most notable being Captain John Wason whom he disparingly refers to as ‘a cutter of turves’ (he was actually a yeoman).  One curious chronological error in the relation is the misdating of the battle of Hopton Heath to the month of May 1643 which suggest that it was not written immediately  after the clash but a considerable time later when his memory was beginning to fade.  Be that as it may, the narrator evinces a firm grasp of detail when it comes to describing the battle proper.  What particularly gives this account a ring of authenticity are the candid disclosures it makes of what went wrong in the battle from a royalist standpoint.

One such admission is the reference to the debacle which occurred when the King’s cavalry pursed too far after their first charge, many of whom we are told stumbled and fell whilst traversing ‘the rough pitts and boggs’ that lay in the path of the over-energetic chase.  Another highly embarrassing revelation concerns the reckless decision taken by Sir Thomas Byron when the news broke among the royalist ranks that their general, the Earl of Northampton, had been killed.  Rather than waiting for a general rally to take place before embarking on a further onslaught against Gell’s infantry, Byron was so overcome by his ‘rash resolutions of revenge’ that he threw descretion to the winds and made ‘an untymely charge’ at the head of the Prince of Wales’s regiment – the crack cavalry unit in the royal army – in which ‘those gallant persons that led on were alled killed or wounded’.  Chief among them was Byron himself who received a dangerous sword wound through the lower part of his back and an even more agonising injury from a carbine shot which ‘went thro his body from the bottom of his armour and out at the groyne’.  Worse still ‘the common troopers’ in the regiment flatly refused to join their officers’ suicidal attack upon Gell’s infantry ‘but wheeling off went quite away and would be noe more persuaded to come on’.  Such was the extent of this catastrophe that the regimental standard was captured after the Prince’s cornet had been slain, a trophy which the exultant Parliamentarians carried off in triumph.  That Bryon’s rash and precipitate charge with its disastrous consequences was not a figment of the author’s imagination is borne out by the high-ranking royalist Sir Bernard de Gomme’s later statement that the troopers of the Prince of Wales’s regiment were not permitted ‘to bear a cornet’ after they had ‘lost their own’ at the battle of Hopton Heath.  Only when they redeemed themselves by winning an enemy colour from the rebels, he further comments, would they recover their honour, a feat which they managed to achieve at the battle of Chalgrove field in Jujne 1643.  The final ignomy for the royalists, according to this forthright account, was the unseemly panic which swept through their when they were billeted on Beacon Hill the night after the battle.  In a highly nervous state they were convinced their foes were planning a nocturnal assualt on Stafford which lay in their rear and was ‘then weakly guarded’.  Their frayed nerves were not helped by the alarming news that there had been ‘an unluckie difference’ of opinion between the Governor of Stafford and his immediate subordinate, Lieutenant-Colonel Peter Stepkins, an altercation which forced their acting commander, General Hastings to ride off to the county twon in order to reconcile it.  With painful acknowledgements like these small wonder that Clarendon suppressed this highly damning account!.

Poetic Material:

It is not often realised that the Battle of Hopton Heath also features in Civil War poetry.  For example, a brief verse history of the action is to be found in the poetic works of Abraham Cowley.  As is well-known, Cowley wrote an epic poem on the important campaigns and battles of the first year of the fraticidal conflict, from the skirmish at Powick Bridge in September 1642 to the first battle of Newbury in September of the following year.  It was written during Cowley’s residence in Oxford during the Civil War.  Part of Cowley’s poem includes a description of the battle of Hopton Heath, based not upon his own personal observation of the fight but upon printed newsbooks and pamphlets written about it from a royalist point of view.  In particular, he relied heavily on the offical Royalist account published in Oxford shortly after the battle, to which we have already referred.  While highly derivative, Cowley’s muse captures some key features of the encounter like the sheer elan of the first royalist cavalry charge against the Roundhead enemy:

‘Up marcht the loyall Earl, and joy’d to see

Their Numbers, and vaine Odds for Victory’.

This was sheer poetic license, of course, since the Cavalier horse outnumbered the Roundhead counterparts by a ratio of 2 to 1 (800 to 400 mounted men).  Yet Cowley is much nearer the truth when he dramatically highlights the way Northampton’s horsemen effortlessly scattered their foes and then threw away the initial success by a too enthusiastic pursuit:

Up to their Horse our Troopes soe farr pursue,

and Edgehill’s almost – victory renew?

In this stanza Cowley is reprising the damning admission in the Oxford pamphlet that the Cavalier horse were guilty of ‘following the execution beyond command’.

Needless to say, Cowley makes a great flourish of Northampton’s death in the midst of all this confusion:

‘O God! his Horse is shot; it falls, and throwes

The noble burden into a Crowd of Foes.

Whilst the brave Earle engaged with enemies round

Still gives a Death, and still receives a wound!

Yet still hee fought, till hee on every side

With slaughter’d corps had almost fortified.

At last he groanes and reeles with many a stroke;

They proffer Life, but hee to them disdaines

To owe one drop in all his generous veines’.

For his account of the heroic death of Northampton Cowley drew extensively on an anonymous royalist elegy published at Oxford on 24 May 1643.  This claimed Northampton ‘died a conqueror at the battle’, a theme likewise adopted by Cowley.  But the nameless poet strikes a note of his own by lamenting the fact that, for all his bravery, Northampton had suffered the ignominy of being denied a proper Christian burial:

Northampton must not have

(Such is the inhumanity) a Grave:

To him who in his death deserved Heaven

Five foot of common earth would not be given’.

Here he’s referring the refusal of Brereton and Gell to return  Northampton’s corpse except in return for all the cannon, ammunition and prisoners which the Cavaliers had captured in the battle.  This heartless demand was refused and so Northampton’s body was taken by Sir John Gell to Derby where after it had been put on public view and subject to various forms of mutilation for ‘many days’ – hair on the Earl’s skull is supposed to have been wrenched off and his teeth pulled out – it was finally interred in the Cavendish family vault in All Hallows church there on 4 June 1643.  Thus though barbously treated at least in the end Northampton’s last remains were laid to rest in anaristocratic grave, for one of his companions in death was none other than the redoubtable Bess of Hardwick.

Time does not permist any further reference to the poetic treatments of the battle of Hopton Heath, though one ought  to note the poignant refrain in Sir Francis Wortley’s Characters and Elegies (1646) to the paradoxical outcome for the royalists of the loss of their general:

‘What disadvantage hath our Cause, since we

Become such losers by a victory?

Cartographical Evidence:

Apart from making sense of the battle, perhaps an even greater problem for the modern historian is recreating the topography of the battlefield.  Except for the existence of a stretch of heathland dotted with a few hedges, the parliamentary authorities tell us virtually nothing about the terrain over which the action was fought.  Fortunately this serious deficiency is more than offset by the three royalist eye-witmess accounts which contain a wealth of detail about the lay-out of the battleground. One invaluable piece of information is the disclosure in the Oxford print The Battaile of Hopton Heath that the Parliamentarian horse and foot were drawn up upon ‘a  ‘fairie heath – presumably this means it was either level or spacious or both – with ‘an enclosure on each side’.  That on the royalist right, it further relates, consisted of ‘a walled close’ together with an array of ‘hedges’ which were enfiladed with Roundhead musketiers and a variety of small bullet-drakes.  Apparently the distance between this enclosure and its counterpart on the opposite side of the tract of waste ground was little ‘more than musket shot’, ie roughly six 63

hundred yards.  Clarendon Mss 23 gives a slightly greater length,claiming ‘the playne’ that lay before the Cavaliers was ‘abowt twice muskett shott over’.  ie approximately 880 yards wide.  This anonymous account also confirms that there was an ‘inclosure with hedges’  and ‘stone wales’ lying athwart  the right – and left—hand sides of the Cavalier line of advance respectively.  But more importantly it draws our attention to a crucial new feature, namely that there was ‘a cunney warren’ running along the outermost rim of the heath making it anything but ‘fair’!  The latter, this informant further declares, was occupied by Gell’s infantry while Brereton’s cavalry apparently filled up the ground nearest ‘to the hedges’ with the large train of Parliamentary artillery being deployed between the two.  

The Sutherland proves even more forthcoming about the Parliamentarian position, since in addition to the terrain evaluation already given it describes the geographical contours of the Parliamentarian gun-enplacement just mentioned above.  This is worth quoting in full:  ‘the enemy.. bring first in the field had the advantage of chooseing the ground which they did soe that they had not only hedges and old walls which served them for breastworkes and were by them soe lyned with musquetteers that they stood soe secure.  Besides, their maine body of musquette and pike stood upon a warren full of cunney – ie rabbit-holes wherehorse could not charge without greate danger and hazard  They had 8 drakes and 3 great peeces all upon the advantage of a hill which to come unto had moorish ground to hinder our approaches on the right hand and on the left their hedges and walls lyned with shott as I said before’.  Withthis last panoramic survey all the key components of the Parliamentarian battle-line fall into place: (1) a centre-piece consisting of a fairly braod heath on a levelier part of which Brereton’s cavalry massed whilst on another rougher and more elevated stretch of ground the main Roundhead cannon were planted;  and last of all over a formidable physical obstacle in the form of a deeply pot-holed rabbit warren Gell’s infantry drew up; and (2) on either flank were to be found hedged-and-walled enclosures making perfect breastworks for Gell’s and Brereton’s dragoons.  Truly, a seemingly impregnable position!!

This reconstruction of the battlefield has so far rested on the royalist literary sources; but very excitingly it is possible to aument these by three late sixteenth century sketch-maps of the Hopton Heath area.  The maps themselves seem to have been drawn during the series  of legal disputes in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries between William Chetwynd esquire (1550-1613)  and his tenantry in the lordship of Salt.  The Elizabethen historian, Sampson Erdeswicke refers to these courtroom tussles in the Survey of Staffordshire when he writes ‘Salt is now in contention, Chetwynd claiming Salt as a member of his manor of Ingestre, and certain others of inferior estate, intitled themselves as lords in common of the said manor, every one pro rata’.  Thanks to the maps produced during this protracted litigation we are now able to build up the physical conditions of the battlefield with a remarkable degree of accuracy.  When they first demonstrate is that, though continuous in extent, the heathland has been subdivided, that on the royalist left being knownas Salt Heath because of its close proximity to the tiny hamlet of Salt and that on the right going by the name of Hopton Heath because of its near distance to the much larger village of Hopton.  Next the cartographical images are a godsend for th historian of the battle in that they enable him to identity the enclosures abutting on either side of the battlefield.  For example, it is immediately clear that the ‘walled close’ mentioned as lying on the royalist right wing was that surrounding  the Heathyards farm.  One map depicts this property subdivided into four, another into eleven allotments.  Very probably the Heathyards enclosure consisted of both dry stone walls and hedges.  Interestingly, a dry stone wall still marks the northern boundary of the farm, though all the other limit-lines have long since disappeared.  The other enclosure is likewise clearly delineated on the maps; this was a large corn field lying north of the settlement of Salt and overlapping onto the broad expanse of Heathland.  It was called ‘the Leye fffelde’ and contained three hundred acres of arable land according to the legal document in the Chetwynd papers dating to 1566-7.  A lane can be clearly seen on the maps running through the Leet field from Salt and at this point where it reaches the heath proper a wooden gate is indicated.  The maps also demonstrate that there were a series of ‘inclosures oute of Leye feld’ and their fossilised remains can still be seen in the modern landscape.  They consist of two blocks of tiny outfields with long, narrow strips and enclosed by stone walls or tall hedges, each enclosed by a separate gate.  In contrast to the open field arable of the large infield these small breaks were usef for grazing sheep and cattle and in 1582/3 they were estimated to measure around a hundred acres of pasture.  The upper closes protruding on to the heath must have made perfect cover for Sir William Brereton’s dragoons.

One notable landmark is absent from the maps:  the rabbit warren.  Yet this is known to have been an integral feature of the heathy terrain since at least 1565 when John Chetwynd of Ingestre ‘made twelve burrows or clapps for the breeding or nourishing of connyies... upon the waste ground there’.  At the same he also ‘erected one house upon the said waste of a connie-keip(er) to dwelle in’.  The warrener’s lodge was still there at the time of the battle, for only a year before – on 26th March 1643 – articles were drawn up between John Chetwynd’s descendant William and one Thomas Cooke, a husbandman by which the former leased to the latter for an annual rent of £20 ‘all that his lodge and conies now being in and uppon the waste ground comonly called Sault Heath’.  An additional bay was disturbed when Sir John Gell’s men lined up on the adjoining warren, highly advantageous ground since the many burrows with their nets and iron clappers would have afforded ‘an ill footing’ for Northampton’s cavalry.  Apart from the omission of the rabbit warren these near-contemporary maps are thus an indispensible aid to the Civil War enthusiast engage in the difficult and complex task of reconstituting the past landscape of Hopton Heath.

Visual Evidence:

Contemporary portraits of the principal commanders on the two sides at the battle of Hopton Heath can also be of great value to the modern historian.  There are extant paintings of the two Parliamentary generals, Sir John Gell and Sir William Brereton, and equally rich is the portraiture  of their Royalist rivals, the Earl of Northampton and Henry Hastings, later Lord Loughborough.  We also possess likenesses of some of the other key officers who took part in the battle, like those of Sir Thomas Byron and James Compton, the Earl of Northampton’s eldest sone and heir, on the royalist side and Captain John Okey on the parliamentarian.  Particularly relevant to the reconstruction of the key event in the engagement – the death of the King’s general, Northampton – is a portrait of the Earl painted just before he met his untimely end.  Now in the National Portrait Gallery, London, this dramatic depiction of Spencer Compton was executed by Henry Paert who utilised  previous portraits of Northampton by Cornelieus Johnson and Van Dyke.  The canvass itself measures 49 x 40.5 inches and clearly dates to the period between the outbreak of the Civil War in August 1643 and his death in action at Hopton Heath on 19 March 1643 as it is located in a martial setting with the tents of the army camp being clearly visible in the top left-hand corner.  The protrait captures the Earl’s character perfectly, for the physical signs of his former life as a self-indulgent courtier and the no less striking body language of the newly-turned manof war are all too evident.  In the immortal words of Clarendon’s History of the Great Rebellion Northampton ‘was a person..not well known till his evening, having in the ease and plenty of that too happy time (ie the King’s Personal Rule in the 1630s) indulged to himself with that license which was then thought necessary for great fortunes, but from the beginning of these distractions, as if he had been awakened out of a lethargy, he never proceeded with a luke-warm temper.  And from the time he submitted himself to the profession of a soldier, no man (was) more punctual upon command, no man more diligent and vigilant in duty.  All distresses he bore like a common man, and all want and hardness as if he had never known plenty or ease; most prodigal of his person to danger and would often say that if outlived these wars he was certain never to have so noble a death’.  All this was a far cry from the less flattering sketch of Northampton’s appearance by the Puritan clergyman.  Thomas Spencer who claims that when challenged at the beginning of the Civil War by his arch-rival, Lord Brooke to settle their political differences ‘by the sword in single combatt..Lord Northampton refused, as good reason he had so to do; for he was grosse and corpulent, and therefore unfitt for a duel’.  Northampton’s obesity can certainly be detected  in Paert’s highly revealing portrait; but what also shines through is the way the old and new Northampton jostle for supremacy.  This is best epitomed by his lordship’s hands, that of the left having more than a hint of delicacy as the Earl nonchalently dangles his long, slender fingers, clearly those of a decadent cor; while the right-hand one is shown as a mailed fist firmly grasping a general’s baton, ample testimony of the Earl’s new martial personna.  But what is most striking about Paert’s  portrait is his depiction of the Earl’s magnificent suit of jet-black armour and his ornate helmet which rests on a plinth besides him.  Here we are reminded of the comment made by the Earl’s heir James Crompton in a letter written to his mother from Stafford three days after the battle.  He relates that after his father had been ‘unhorsed by the multitude..his armour was so good, that they could not hurt him, till he was down and they had undone his headpeece’.  Paert’s portrait almost certainly shows the very helmet which kept Northampton’s Roundhead assailants at bay for so long before they could kill him by one stroke of a halberd on the back of his head.  And so, like a true Cavalier:

‘He left his covetous enemy at bay,

Rifling the carriage of his flesh and clay:

While his rich soul pursued the greater game

Of Honour to the skies there fix’d his name’.

Miscellaneous Material:

Finally we must take a brief look at the wide range of ancilliary material which can be utilised by those English Civil War students interested in the battle of Hopton Heath.  Here we can only select a few juicy morsels to wet their appetites for the rich feast that awaits them.  Casual references to the fight can occur in the most unlikely places like that to be found in the memoirs of the sout-of-England baronet, Sir Edward Southcote, who was the son-in-law of the Staffordshire Catholic peer, Walter, second Lord Aston.  The latter resided at Tixall Hall which lay in close physical proximity to the battlefield – it was situated little more than a mile away.  When the Parliamentary forces ‘forsook the field’ during the night of 19 March they scattered in all directions, some of whom headed off towards Lichfield to seek refuge with the small Roundhead garrison there.  En route early the following morning they passed through the tiny hamlet of Tixall and could not fail to notice the resplendent half-timbered Elizabethan hall with its even more imposing gatehouse, three storeys high and surmounted at the corners by the distinctive octagonal domed turrets.  At the time the master of the house was absent, for Lord Aston had taken up arms for the King and was currently serving in one of the royal garrisons (possibly Stafford, in which case he may even have been present at the battle of Hopton Heath the previous day).  Only Lord Aston’s spouse, Lady Mary, and his five year old daughter Elizabeth we occupying the house when the Roundhead stragglers arrived; and taking advantage of their isolation these not only made a forcible entry but proceeded to loot the entire building.  Mercifully the commanding officer (his name has not come down to us) was humane enough to order that Lady Aston should be left unmolested in her own chamber, though this still did not prevent one Roundhead soldier from easing nature at her door.  According to Southcote, it was not until six at night, after they had finished gorging themselves in the pantry and systematically stripped the house of every available item of plunder that the maurauders finally marched off.  Afterwards Lady Aston and her daughter were so destitute for a meal that they were constrained to borrow a little milk from one of their neighbours, besides a skillet to boil in it in; and on this they had to eke out an existence for the rest of the day.  The heart-rendering vignette graphically conveys what it was like for the defenceless civilians to endure ‘the rude handling of the soldier’; and if the looters involved were some of Sir John Gell’s men it more than confirms their reputation of being ‘as dexterous at plunder as at fight’.

An even more improbable source yields up a no less tragic story.  This is the will of Mrs Rebecca Harvey  of Weston Flavell, near Northampton, which was proved in the Prerogative Court of Canterbury in 1666.  Mrs Harvey had been a widow  for over twenty years, since her husband Martin – a prosperous esquire – had been mortally wounded at the battle of Hopton Heath.  He was a dedicated royalist, not only serving as one of the King’s commissioners of array in Northamptonshire but also captaining a troop of horse in the Earl of Northampton’s cavalry regiment.  After receiving his lethal injuries Martin Harvey had been taken to Stafford where his deeply distressed wife joined him, travelling all the way from Northamptonshire to witness his painful death.  She then returned home again where she lived quietly with her three now fatherless daughters for most of the rest of the Civil War.  But she continued to cherish her husband’s memory; and whn she was on her own deathbed six years after the Restoration she insisted that she should be interred in ‘in the great Church att Stafford – ie St Mary’s church – preferably in ‘the same grave where my deare husband’s body was laine’ or failing that as near to his last mortal remains as possible.  Curiously, there is no record of Captain Martin Harvey’s burial in the parish register of St. Mary’s – nor that of any other royalist officer slain at Hopton Heath for that matter though this comes as no surprise since the record of internments for this church proves decidedly patchy thoughout the Civil War period.  But Mrs Harvey’s will makes it absolutely clear that her beloved spouse was laid to rest in St Mary’s church notwithstanding the silence of the parish register.  The responsibility for carrying out Mrs Harvey’s last wishes fell to her sole executor, Sir Nicholas Strode, who was her brother-in-law.  He ignored her request, taking advantage of her proviso that she was only to be interred in her husband’s grave ‘if it may be (done) with conveniency’  However in a symbolic gesture which only she would have appreciated she was buried at Kingsthorp in Northamptonshire on 19 March 1666, the thirty-third anniversary year – to the very day! – of her husband’s sad demise.  One is reminded of the haunting passage in Abraham Cowley’s epic poem on the Civil War where he dramatically inform us:

‘The night borne virgin stopt on Hopton Heath,

Thrice filld the balefull Trump with deadly breath;

Scarce had the fatalle sound thrice strook the aire,

When straite her owne deare Gell and Brereton’s there.

Men whom she lov’d, and twice had saved before

From Hastings sword when thousand fates it bore

On the keen point; when from his drooping blade

Warme soules reek’d out, and mists around him made’.

It was Captain Martin Harvey’s tragic lot that when he, too, raised his sword against these two elusive foes ‘a blind cloud not only ‘snatch’d them both away’ but also carried him off with the ‘dread call’ of death.
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