OLIVER CROMWELL – HERO OR VILLAIN?
Cromwell ruled Britain from 1653 to 1658. What did people think of him? Some say he was ambitious, a military dictator, even evil. Others say he was a great parliamentarian, bringing freedom and liberty and making Britain strong.

WHICH VIEW IS CORRECT? 

Each section below summarises the views put forward by historians
1. Cromwell as Army General

He was very successful, winning the Battle of Naseby and defeating the Royalists with his New Model Army, bringing about a Parliamentary victory. The NMA was a professional army (for the very first time!) and soldiers were promoted on merit, not social status – ability not nobility!

A different view (held by the woman) is that Cromwell did not always practise what he preached: what about his son-in-law? And he relied on superior men more than military genius. 

He might have been a good military leader. But would that make him a good ruler?

2. Cromwell and the trial of Charles I

Cromwell was very important in arguing for the King’s trial and execution. He was not the only Parliamentarian or soldier to do so. He wasn’t against monarchy – it was just that Charles, on this occasion, had betrayed the people’s trust and he had to be kept apart from his advisers.

The alternative view is that the trial was a farce and the army stood by Cromwell. There is a special place in Hell reserved for him!

3. Cromwell and Liberty

Cromwell might have got rid of the King, but actually he believed that society had to be ordered – upper, middle and lower classes. Groups like the Levellers believed in democracy, but Cromwell ordered 4 Levellers to be shot at Burford in 1649. And he dismissed Parliament on more than one occasion when they disagreed with them.

So, when he said he ‘loved liberty’ what did he mean?
4. Cromwell as Lord Protector

In 1653 Cromwell used the army to dismiss Parliament and become Lord Protector. He then ruled with a new Parliament and the power of the army behind him. In 1655, he appointed 12 Major-Generals in 12 regions of the country to maintain law and order. This was very unpopular as they banned taverns, dancing and Christmas. 

Was he a bully and a dictator? Or was he taking ‘desperate measures for desperate times’?

5. Cromwell and the Crown

Some said Cromwell should be king to try and bring stability and lawful government to the country. In 1657 he was offered the crown but he turned it down. Some said this was for genuine reasons – why replace one king (Charles) with another? Others said the only reason he refused the crown was because the army were against the idea. 

6. Cromwell and Ireland 

In 1649 Cromwell went to Ireland to suppress the Irish rebellion. He did so with ruthless efficiency, crushing rebellion and restoring order by butchering Irish Catholic men and women and children. His troops are said to have nailed a baby to a church door. He has a terrible reputation in Ireland even today. 

So, was he responsible for war crimes or just very firm?

7. Cromwell’s Death

In 1658 Cromwell died of malaria (from Ireland), overwork and stress. After the restoration of the monarchy in 1660 his body was dug up and his head was displayed on a pike for all to see.

8. Cromwell’s Reputation since his death

· The Royalist Earl of Clarendon, writing in 1702, said Cromwell took more power than Charles had ever used.

· Samuel Gardiner, writing in 1903, said he was the greatest and most typical of Englishmen.

· Christopher Hill, writing in 1970, said he was a fiery fighter for freedom and a very clever politician.

SO WHAT DO YOU THINK? WAS HE A HERO OR VILLAIN?

