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The English Civil War  
Alan Roberts looks into the effects of the English  Civil War  

There can be little doubt that the Civil War had a detrimental impact both on the 
inhabitants of Appleby and on the ‘civilian’ population of north west Leicestershire 
generally.  However the full extent of losses inflicted by the rival armies through 

plunder and despoilation, is obscured by the passage of time, the scattered nature of the 
written sources, and the ‘remoteness’ of the region. 


From the outbreak of hostilities in 1642 both the King and Parliament struggled to secure 
control of this corner of the Midlands through garrisoning strategic towns and strongholds. 
Their enthusiastic supporters - commanders like the Earl of Stamford and the formidable 
Henry Hastings of Ashby-de-la-Zouch - 
raised troops at their own expense or risked 
life, lands or property to assist their cause.

From 1642 onwards the broad tract of 
country between Ashby, Leicester and the 
Watling Street became the buffer zone 
between two groups of rival garrisons - the 
Royalists in the north commanded by 
Hastings from Ashby, the Parliamentarians 
in the south and east controlled through the 
county committees at Warwick and 
Leicester. The proximity of these rival 
garrisons inevitably affected the lives of the 
smallholders, craftsmen and farm labourers 
who lived here, for they functioned as 
centres of recruitment to the warring 
factions, administrative command posts 
and military bases from which raiding 
parties could be sent out to engage the 
enemy and to forage for supplies.  


Propaganda broadsheets, letters, 
‘sequestration records’ and ‘accounts for 
losses and quartering’ lodged with the 
county committees and now listed among 
the Exchequer ‘State Papers’ in the Public 
Record Office provide evidence of their 
overall impact on the local inhabitants.
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Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century sayings … 
Life during the Civil War period was just strange … 

Most people got married in June or July because 
they took their yearly bath in May, and still smelled 
pretty good in the next few weeks. However, they 
were starting to smell, so brides carried a bouquet of 
flowers to hide the body odour. Hence the custom 
today of carrying a bouquet when getting married.

Baths consisted of a big tub filled with hot water 
with the man of the house having the privilege of the 
nice clean water, then all the other sons and men, 
then the women and finally the children, last of all 

the babies. By then 
the water was so 
dirty you could 
actually lose 
someone in it. 
Hence the saying, 
"Don't throw the 
baby out with the 
bath water.”


Houses had 
thatched roofs-thick 
straw-piled high, 

with no wood underneath. It was the only place for 
animals to get warm, so all the cats and other small 
animals (mice, bugs) lived in the roof. When it rained 
it became slippery and sometimes the animals 
would slip and off the roof.  Hence the saying "It's 
raining cats and dogs.”


There was nothing to stop things from falling into the 
house. This posed a real problem in the bedroom 
where bugs and other droppings could mess up your 
nice clean bed. Hence, a bed with big posts and a 
sheet hung over the top afforded some protection.

That's how canopy beds came into existence.

The floor was dirt. Only the wealthy had something 
other than dirt. Hence the saying "dirt poor.”


The wealthy had slate floors that would get slippery 

in the winter when wet, so they spread thresh (straw) 
on floor to help keep their footing. As the winter 

wore on, they adding more thresh until when you 
opened the door it would all start slipping outside. A 
piece of wood was placed in the entranceway.  Hence 
the saying a "thresh hold.”


In those old days, they cooked in the kitchen with a big 
kettle that always hung over the fire. Every day they lit 
the fire and added things to the pot. They ate mostly 
vegetables and did not get much meat. They would eat 
the stew for dinner, leaving leftovers in the pot to get 
cold overnight and then start over the next day. 
Sometimes stew had food in it that had been there for 
quite a while. This lead to the rhyme, "Peas porridge 
hot, peas porridge cold, peas porridge in the pot nine 
days old.”


Sometimes they could obtain pork, which made them 
feel quite special. When visitors came over, they would 
hang up their bacon to show off. It was a sign of 
wealth that a man could "bring home the bacon." They 
would cut off a little to share with guests and would all 
sit around and "chew the fat." 


Those with money had plates made of pewter. Food 
with high acid content caused some of the lead to 
leach onto the food, causing lead poisoning death. 
This happened most often with tomatoes, so for the 
next 400 years or so, tomatoes were considered 
poisonous.


Bread was divided according to status. Workers got 
the burnt bottom of the loaf, the family got the middle, 
and guests got the top, or "upper crust."

Lead cups were used to drink ale or whisky. The 
combination would sometimes knock the imbibers out 
for a couple of days. Someone walking along the road 
would take them for dead and prepare them for burial. 
They were laid out on the kitchen table for a couple of 
days and the family would gather around and eat and 
drink and wait and see if they would wake up.  This 
lead to the custom of holding a “wake."


“Take away that fool’s bauble, the mace”


Oliver Cromwell speech dismissing the rump Parliament. April 1653



 

By 1642 the King and Parliament had become so antagonistic 
that armed conflict was inevitable. At the outbreak of war in 
August 1642, Cromwell headed a regiment whose prime duty 

was to defend East Anglia. He rapidly demonstrated not only his 
skill as a military leader by rapid raids into royalist territory 
combined with skillful retreat, but also his capacity to mold an 
effective army from his force of raw recruits.


Under the leadership of the Earl of Manchester, Cromwell's 
commander, regiments from other counties were brought together 
in a formidable body, known as the Eastern Association. In 1643 
Cromwell's cavalry worsted the royalists in a number of sharp 
engagements—Grantham (May 13), Gainsborough (July 18), and 
Wincaby (October 13). These successes helped to create 
parliamentary supremacy in East Anglia and the Midlands. 
Cromwell's reputation as Parliament's most forceful general was 
made the next year, however, at the battle of Marston Moor (July 2, 
1644), when his Ironsides routed the cavalry of Prince Rupert, the 
most successful royalist general. To Cromwell, whose religious 
convictions strengthened with every victory that he won, Marston 
Moor was God's work, and he wrote, "God made them stubble to 
our swords.”


The v ic tor ies in 
eastern England, 
however, were not 
m a t c h e d b y 
success elsewhere. 
After 2 years of war 
the King was still in 
the field, and there 
was a growing rift 
between Parliament 
and the army. Many 
disliked the price 
paid for all iance 
w i t h t h e S c o t s 
(acceptance of the 
Presbyterian form of 
c h u r c h 
government), and 
most longed for 
peace. Cromwell, 
however, yearned 
f o r v i c t o r y. H e 
bitterly attacked the 

Earl of Manchester, and after complex political maneuvering he 
emerged as the effective leader of the parliamentary armies. He 
proved his exceptional capacities as a general on June 14, 1645, 
when he smashed the royal ists' army at Naseby in 
Northamptonshire. Within 12 months the royalist armies had 
capitulated.


In 5 years Cromwell had risen from obscurity to renown. A large 
man with a long, red face studded with warts, he nevertheless 
possessed considerable presence. His mood was usually somber, 
thoughtful, and deeply religious. His soldiers sang psalms as they 
went into battle, and every regiment had its preacher.

Oliver’s Army … 
Cromwell’s role in the Civil War …

Ashby Castle 
Lily Johnson tells of the 

fall of Ashby Castle 

The demise of Ashby de la 
Z o u c h C a s t l e o c c u r re d 
following the English Civil War 

however. During the war, the castle 
had served as a Royalist base, but 
i n 1 6 4 6 w a s t a k e n b y t h e 
Parliamentarians and subsequently 
fell into disuse, after being slighted.


Ashby de la Zouch would later 
inspire Sir Walter Scott, who set 
certain jousting scenes from his 
19th century novel Ivanhoe at the 
site.

A Parliamentary 
newsletter, The 
Perfect Diurnal, 
of 16th Nov. 
1644, reported 
that Ashby 
Castle as… 


“ s t r o n g l y 
fortified with 
vaults under the ground, through 
which they can go from one fort to 
a n o t h e r a t t h e i r p l e a s u re ; 
provisions they have good store; 
hung-beef plenty round about their 
kitchen within, and have lately 
been killing and salting of more.”

Ashby Castle 
Civil War Ashby Castle 

https://www.historyhit.com/key-battles-of-the-english-civil-war/


The evidence presented in a local survey confirms 
that the presence of the garrisons in and around 
southwest Leicestershire certainly had a 

detrimental though not catastrophic impact on the lives 
of the local villagers.   The evidence suggests that with 
the exception of the handful of gentry who attached 
themselves to the main field armies of each side and the 
Royalist clergy who sought sanctuary with Hastings, the 
population at large show little enthusiasm for the 
conflict. 


Reports of armed incursions and pillaging by the 
Royalists and of forced requisitioning by the 
Parliamentary garrisons tend to confirm the impression 
that as the war progressed the collection of levies and 
taxes for the support of the garrisons put an increasingly 
heavy financial burden on ordinary villagers, which made 
them even more anxious for a settlement of the conflict. 


Furthermore, the physical threat posed by Royalist 
raiding parties from Ashby, and by Parliamentary troops 

from as far away as 
Coventry, served to 
intimidate the local 
villagers into ‘neutral’ or 
passive attitudes, in 
conformity with those 
of the majority of the 
local gentry. The fall of 
Ashby in March 1646 
was a symbolic end to 
l o c a l a n a rc h y a n d 
disorders on a wide 
scale which met with 
w i d e s p r e a d 
expressions of relief.  


While many probably shared a local Vicar’s opinion that 
the surrender of Ashby   was ‘a great mercy and mighty 
preservation of the peace and tranquillity of all those 
adjacent parts about it’ most would probably have been 
equally relieved had the tide turned   to bring a Royalist 
victory.


A c o m m o n s o u r c e o f 
complaint by local villagers 
is the requisit ioning of 

horses, variously described by the 
Par l iamentary commit tee as 
‘stoned horses’, ‘black geldings’, 
‘old nags’ &c. valued from five 
pounds down to five shillings. 
Between 1643 and 1646 soldiers 
from the Coventry garrison are 
alleged to have taken fifty two 
horses worth an estimated £289 
from Sparkenhoe Hundred, while 
soldiers from Tamworth made off 
with at least fifty and the Astley 
garrison took eleven more.    At 
Bilston, two days after the battle of 
Naseby, Henry Sealey claimed that 
Captain Bridge’s soldiers made off 
with one of his horses, leaving a 
lame one in its place. Most of the 
requisitioned horses appear to 
have been fresh mounts taken 
more or less at random in the heat 
of battle or flight but occasionally 
there may have been a punitive 
motive. 


When a detachment of troops from 
Tamworth visited Appleby Parva in 
June 1646, not long after the 
surrender of the Ashby garrison, 
they rode off with ten horses, two 
belonging to Charles Moore, the 
lord of the manor, and a mare 
apiece from some of the more 
substant ia l yeoman tenants, 
including John Wilson, Isaac 
Shilton, Thomas Taylor, William 
Smith, Thomas Hartell, John 
Proudman, Richard Walker and 
Richard Watha.   While Moore was 
no activist, he might well have 
harboured Royalist sympathies.   It 
may be of some significance that 
none of the householders in nearby 
Appleby Magna, who were tenants 
not of Mr Moore but of Bosworth 
Grammar School, claimed for 
losses on this occasion.


The War’s impact on locals .. 
Alan Roberts describes the Civil War effects on Appleby … 
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For the Royalists, the nickname is fairly simple in 
origin. As Charles’ forces were largely comprised 
of cavalry, they earned the nickname “Cavaliers” 
(the Spanish word being “cavalieros”). Meanwhile, 

the Parliamentarians got the nickname 
“Roundheads” because some of the younger 
soldiers had their hair cut very short, giving their 
heads a round appearance.


Did you Know … 

The Royalists steadily gained ground in the 
Midlands to the north of Oxford. Local forces had 
established garrisons at Tamworth, Lichfield, and 

Stafford by the end of 1642, while a detachment from 
the Earl of Newcastle's northern army seized the 
stronghold of Newark. However, with the arrival of 

Queen Henrietta Maria in 
Yorkshire early in February 
1643, the Earl of Newcastle's 
main northern army fell back 
to York to protect the Queen 
and the substantial munitions 
convoy that she brought over 
from the Continent.

Parliament was anxious to 
break the Royalist hold on 
the Midlands, fearing that it 
would allow an advance from 
York by the Earl of Newcastle 
and the Queen's convoy to 
join forces with the Oxford 
army. 


The Royalist Earl of Chesterfield had occupied Lichfield 
early in 1643. The town had neither walls nor a castle 
so a garrison was established in the Cathedral Close, 
which was encircled by a high wall. Ammunition was 
stored in the Cathedral itself and cannons were 
mounted at strategic points around the building. Lord 
Brooke arrived at the beginning of March and besieged 
the Close. The towers and spires of the Cathedral were 
bad ly damaged dur ing the Par l iamentar ian 
bombardment. 


On 4 March, Lord Brooke was shot through the eye 
and killed whilst observing the Royalist position. The 
sniper who shot him from the central spire of the 
Cathedral was "Dumb Dyott", the deaf and dumb 
younger son of a local gentry family. 


The death of the radical Puritan peer, who had 
denounced cathedrals as the haunts of the Antichrist, 
on the festival day of St Chad, the patron saint of 
Lichfield, was regarded as a divine judgment by the 
Royalists. His deputy Sir John Gell took over the siege. 
The Royalist garrison surrendered to Gell two days 
later, but Lord Brooke's death was a serious blow to 
Parliament.

Lichfield besieged … No Christmas 
Christmas was banned …

With Parliament firmly in control of most 
of England by 1647, Oliver Cromwell and 
P a r l i a m e n t b a n n e d C h r i s t m a s 
celebrations for a period of twelve years. 
With various Puritan forces in control of 
Parliament, it was felt that Christmas 
celebrations were a remnant of the 
Catholic Church and led to many sinful 
actions such as drinking, gambling, and 
other shenanigans that they frowned 
upon. 


Soldiers were even once ordered to 
seize any dinners prepared on Christmas 
Day. Further, shops and markets were 
expected to stay open and any churches 
offering special Christmas services 
would be penalised.
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