Cromwell and the Dorset Clubmen

From ‘Dorset in the Civil War’ by Tim Goodwin

August 1645

The first gathering Cromwell came upon was at Duncliffe Hill just west of Shaftesbury …. However the second gathering, between two and four thousand clubmen on the ancient earthwork of Hambledon Hill, was not so obliging and refused to disband.

At the bottom of the hill Cromwell’s men came upon a musketeer and asked him where he was going. He replied ‘to the club army’. When questioned as to what he was going to do there, the man replied that it had nothing to do with them:

Being required to lay down his arms, he said he would first lose his life, but was not so good as his word, for though he cocked and presented his musket, he was prevented, disarmed and wounded but not killed.

Cromwell asked to speak to the Clubmen in peace, but his men were shot at. He made a second request, but:

The still (through the animation of their leaders, and especially two vile ministers) refused. I commanded your captain lieutenant to draw up to them, to be in readiness to charge, and if upon his falling on they would lay down arms, to accept them and spare them. When he came near they refused his offer, and let fly at him; killed about two of his men and at least four horses … whereupon Major Desborough wheeled about; got in the rear of them, beat them from the work, and did some small execution upon them; I believe killed not 12 of them, but cut very many, and we have taken about 300, many of which are poor silly creatures, whom if you please to let me send home, they promise to be very dutiful for time to come, and will be hanged before they come out again.
The most striking thing is Cromwell’s comparatively gentle treatment of a large and potentially dangerous force, most of whom suffered no more than that they humiliatingly ‘slid and tumbled down that great steep hill to the hazard of their necks’.

Sixteen roundhead prisoners, some of whom had been threatened with hanging, were freed, and among the Clubmen taken were four vicars and curates, who had been ‘at no divine service I can assure you’. The ‘malignant priests, who were principle stirrers up of the people to these tumultuous assemblies’ were Thomas Bravell of Compton Abbas , who had threatened to pistol any Clubmen who ran away, John Talbot of Milton Abbas, who remarkably was still in his living ten years later, and apparently worse of all, Lawford of Child Okeford. Together with the other prisoners, they were herded into the recently rebuilt Shroton church and kept there for the night. Next morning Cromwell took a list of names and examined the leaders. Then he lectured the entire group, warning them not to stop any soldier who was going about his business before sending all but a few away on promise of good behaviour.

August and September saw more Clubmen uprisings … but after the events of Hambledon Hill the Clubmen would never again be a serious threat. Before then Fairfax’s army had been in danger of slow strangulation, afterwards ‘a man might ride very quietly between Sherborne and Salisbury’, through what had been the heart of the uprising. Because the Clubmen never inflicted any major defeat on the warring parties, their significance is probably underestimated, but Fairfax’s chaplain, Joshua Sprigg, had no doubt about the threat that they represented; ‘if this had not been crushed in the egg, it had on an instant run all over the kingdom and might have been destructive to the Parliament’. As it was, Parliament had broken the back of both the royalist resistance, and that of local people….
