The English Civil War and the Trial of King Charles
Causes of the Civil War
Charles I came to the throne in 1625 after the death of his father, James I. Like his father, he believed in the Divine Right of Kings (that Kings could do what they wished and were only answerable to God). Although only parliament could pass laws and grant money for war, Charles chose to rule without parliament if they refused to do what he wanted. He made repeated mistakes throughout his reign that took the country into Civil War and ultimately led to his death on January 30th 1649. 

Charles made mistakes in the following areas:

1.  Relationships:

In the first year of his reign, Charles married Princess Henrietta Maria of France, a Catholic. Parliament was concerned about the marriage because they did not want to see a return to Catholicism and they believed that a Catholic Queen would raise their children to the Catholic faith. 

Instead of listening to the advice of his Parliament, Charles chose the Duke of Buckingham as his main advisor. Parliament resented his level of power over the King. He had been responsible for taking England to war with Spain and parliament used this to bring a charge of treason against him.   The King dismissed parliament in order to save his friend. Buckingham led an army into France which was badly defeated. While preparing for a naval invasion of France, Buckingham was assassinated. 

2. Money:

The monarch's income was paid out of customs duties and when a new King or Queen came to the throne parliament voted for their income to be paid for life. In Charles I's case, though, it was only granted for one year. The members of parliament wanted to make sure that Charles did not dismiss them. Their plan did not work, Charles chose to rule alone and found his own way of getting money.

3. Ship Money
It had always been the custom that in times of war, people living on the coast, would pay extra taxes for the defense of the coastline by naval ships.

Charles decided that 'ship money' should be paid all the time. He demanded that people living inland should also pay 'ship money'. The people were not pleased. 

In 1639, Charles needed an army to go to Scotland to force the Scots to use the English Prayer book. A new tax was introduced to pay for the army. People now had to pay two taxes and many simply refused. Many of those jailed for not paying the taxes were released by sympathetic jailors. By 1639 most of the population was against Charles. 'Ship Money' was made illegal in 1641. 

4. Religion:

The Protestants were upset when Charles, together with Archbishop Laud, began making changes to the Church of England. It was ordered that churches be decorated once again and that sermons should not be just confined to the Bible. A new English Prayer Book was introduced in 1637. 

5. Scotland
Charles demanded that the new English Prayer Book be used in Scottish Churches. This was a very big mistake. The Scots were more anti-Catholic than the English and many of them were an extreme branch of Protestantism. There were riots in Scotland against the new service and Charles was forced to raise an army to fight against the Scots. The English army was defeated by the Scots.
6. Parliament:

One of Charles I's major mistakes was that he was unable to gain the co-operation of his parliament. His determined belief in the Divine Right of Kings led to his dismissing parliament in 1629 and ruling without them. The fact that he did not have a parliament to grant him money meant that he had to tax his people heavier and led to the introduction of unpleasant taxes such as ship money (see above). It was only when Charles needed an army to fight against Scotland that he was forced to recall parliament in 1640. This parliament remained in office for so many years that it is known as the Long Parliament.

Having been dismissed from office for eleven years, this parliament was determined to make the most of being recalled.  Parliament presented the King with a list of grievances called the Grand Remonstrance that asked for the power of bishops to be reduced.  Charles made what was the most foolish move of his reign. He burst into the Houses of Parliament with 400 soldiers and demanded that the five leading members of Parliament be arrested. The five MPs had had advance warning and had fled.

Both Parliament and Charles began collecting together their own armies. War was inevitable. People were forced to choose sides.
From that moment, ordinary people throughout the country were forced to choose which side they were on. In the majority of cases this choice was made for them as they simply joined the army that reached their city or town first. 

	For the King 

Catholics, most of the Nobles and gentry, about half of all Members of Parliament, the poorer areas of the North and West. 
Cavaliers 

The supporters of the King were called Cavaliers because many of them fought on horseback. The term comes from the French 'chevalier' meaning 'horse'. Cavaliers had long hair and wore fancy clothes.

	For Parliament 

Puritans, the more militant Members of Parliament, merchants, the richer areas of the South and East. 

Roundheads 

Parliamentarians were nicknamed 'roundheads' because they cut their hair very short. They also wore very plain and simple clothes.
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The Trial of Charles I

The trial was arranged so as to be as public as possible. The intention was to justify the execution of Charles I in the eyes of the people, many of whom did not wish to see the king dead.

No English laws could be discovered in all history that dealt with the trial of the monarch. The order convening the court was written by a Dutch lawyer and dated back to the Roman era, where a military body could legally overthrow a tyrant.

The Parliament elected a court of 135 commissioners.   However, only 68 of these obeyed this summons. None of the existing high court judges agreed to preside over the court.

The king himself, although forced to attend, refused to acknowledge the court, considering it completely illegal.

Apart from the commissioners and the king, the hall was crowded with soldiers to guard against possible attacks, though, the public were not allowed into the hall until after the charge had been read, since it was so sketchy, and the public so supportive of the king, that it was considered too dangerous.

Charles was found guilty, and sentenced to death. He was lead from St. James' Palace to Whitehall to be executed. At 1.00pm he was beheaded in front of a crowd kept back by thick ranks of soldiers. 

A contemporary diarist wrote that when his head was held up "...there was such a groan by the thousands then present...", since none were happy to see him dead.

English Civil War
1. Why was there a controversy with the marriage of Charles I to Henrietta Maria of France?


2. Why was there a controversy over the selection of the Duke of Buckingham as the main advisor to Charles?


3. Why was Parliament to tight with money? 


4. What was "ship money?" How was it supposed to work?


5. Why did the Scots rebel?


6. What changes did William Laud and King Charles make to the Church of England that upset many people?


7. What religious issue caused riots in Scotland?


8. How did the Long Parliament get its name?


9. What did the Grand Remonstrance do? 


10. What happened when Charles tried to have 5 MPs arrested?


11. When the Civil war started, which religious groups sided with the King?


12. What groups sided with Parliament?


13. How did each side get their nickname?


14. How did the King handle himself during his trial?


15. What was the reaction of the people to his execution?
