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‘KILL ALL THE GENTLEMEN’?:
(MIS)REPRESENTING THE WESTERN REBELS OF 1549

Few readers of these lines, it seems safe to predict, will be aficionados of the Exeter death-metal band ‘Kill All The Gentlemen’, who have been active since 2012, and who are famed - within a relatively limited circle of  cognoscenti - for such ear-battering compositions as ‘Rebellion’, ‘Nail Storm’ and ‘At Your Peril’.
  Fortunately, there is no need to assume an easy familiarity with the sound of the West Country underground here, as it is the name of the band, rather than their musical oeuvre, which serves as the point of departure for the present article.  In a recent interview, the drummer of ‘Kill All The Gentlemen’, Olan Parkinson, was asked to explain ‘the story behind the name of the band’. This was his reply:

Well, we were recording a video … [and] we passed a plaque commemorating the Prayer Book Rebellion which took place in the south west in the 1500s. It centred on the forced introduction of … [a new prayer book] … during the reign of Edward VI … As the nobles in the area … wanted to keep their … lands, they were in support of King Edward. So, with general unrest … it didn’t take much for the lower classes to rise up. The rebellion focused around removing support for King Edward, which meant killing the nobles. A decree was issued saying as much and ‘Kill all the gentlemen’ became their slogan.
  

Inspired by these four incendiary words, Parkinson and his friends at once decided to adopt the protestors’ ‘slogan’ as their new stage-name.

Students of the Tudor age will doubtless be delighted to learn that the Western Rebellion of 1549 has been memorialised in contemporary popular culture in this way. Yet what makes the story rehearsed above particularly intriguing is the fact that it is as a group of protestors crying out for the blood of the gentry, rather than as a group of protestors crying out for the restoration of the catholic mass, that Parkinson and his fellow-musicians should have chosen to view those who took part in the disturbances. At one level, of course, their decision to adopt this particular perspective was surely prompted by aesthetic calculation: it is hard to believe that a band called ‘Bring Back The Mass’ would possess quite the same pretensions to radical chic as one called ‘Kill All The Gentlemen’. Yet, in fairness to the musicians, it must also be noted that, if one types the search-term ‘Prayer Book Rebellion’ into Google - the first step which almost anyone beginning to research a new subject will nowadays take - one is immediately directed to a Wikipedia article about the rising:  an article which includes a subtitle which does, indeed, read: ‘Kill all the gentlemen’.

It seems a reasonable assumption that it was the Wikipedia article which first introduced Parkinson and his confreres to the phrase which they subsequently decided to adopt as their stage-name: not least because - like Parkinson himself - the authors of the Wikipedia piece describe that phrase as having been the protestors’ ‘slogan’.  It is important to note that the musicians have not been entirely true to their source, however, for, in point of fact, the article - drawing on an original document which it does not cite - states the demonstrators’ full ‘slogan’ to have been ‘Kill all the gentlemen and we will have the Six Articles up again and ceremonies as they were in Henry VIII’s time’.
  No-one can blame the musicians for ignoring the second part of this distinctly unwieldy formulation, of course. Nevertheless the discrepancy is worth highlighting, because it serves to underline the fact that - like so many others who have commented on the Western Rebellion before them - Parkinson and his friends have chosen to focus on one particular phrase of one particular sentence drawn from one particular document in order to support the much wider claim that those who took part in the disturbances had harboured murderous intentions towards the local gentry. 
But just how convincing is that claim? This is the question which the present article sets out to explore, in a discussion which is divided into four main parts. The first part provides an introduction to the rebellion itself and to the various theories which previous scholars have advanced about the protestors’ underlying motivation, including those which stress the alleged importance of ‘class antagonism’. The second part re-considers one of the rebellion’s most infamous episodes - the murder by a group of demonstrators of a loyalist named William Hellions - and suggests that to view this killing as a manifestation of straightforward class-hatred would probably be unwise. The third part explores the precise provenance of the celebrated phrase ‘kill all the gentlemen’, and demonstrates that these words, too, may not provide quite such irrefutable proof of the protestors’ thirst for gentle blood as has generally been assumed. The fourth and last part of the article points out that, far from being terrified of the demonstrators, some local gentlemen had been perfectly prepared to negotiate with them during the initial stages of the rising, while a number of those who had gone on to lead the protesters in the field had, themselves, been gentlemen.  Only after it had it became clear that the protests were about to be bloodily suppressed did the bulk of the local gentry come out unequivocally in support of the Crown, the article concludes. The way was thus cleared for the rebellion to be retrospectively rebranded, by those who sought to uphold the Crown’s authority, as a social conflict between gentlemen and commons - in much the same way that earlier risings, most notably ‘the hurlyng time’ of 1381, can now be seen to have been retrospectively rebranded before it.

Most historians would agree that the Western Rebellion can only be properly understood in the light of conservative opposition to the English Reformation. During the 1530s, Henry VIII had decided to break with Rome and place himself at the head of the English Church. Many Englishmen and women had taken the king’s actions to mean that he had fallen under the influence of protestant ‘heretics’ close to the throne, and in 1536 there had been a huge demonstration in the North against the Crown’s religious policies.
 Henry had managed first to dupe and then to disperse the protestors, though, and had subsequently continued to proclaim to the world that his ‘reforms’ were intended to bolster true catholic devotion, rather than to herald any sort of shift towards protestantism. In 1539 Henry had attended Parliament in person in order to oversee the passage of a statute entitled ‘An Acte Abolishing Diversity in Opynions’.
  Better known as ‘The Act of Six Articles’, this statute had reaffirmed Henry’s adherence to many of the basic tenets of the catholic faith and had emphasised his continued determination to ensure that those who dared to deny the real presence in the sacrament of the altar would ‘suffer as … heretics’.
  The presence of the act on the statute book had served to reassure religious conservatives of the king’s implacable opposition to protestant ‘heresies’. And the fact that, throughout the rest of Henry’s reign, traditional ceremonies had continued to be employed in church services had doubtless helped to further allay the anxieties of the average man and woman in the pew.

But when Henry died, in 1547, and was succeeded by Edward VI, the situation rapidly began to change.
  Edward was only nine and, with a child on the throne, government lay in the hands of the king’s councillors. This state of affairs caused great unease among religious traditionalists, who feared that powerful men were forcing the new faith of protestantism upon the young king. Edward himself was strongly attracted to that faith, however, and his Protector - Edward Seymour, Duke of Somerset - soon issued a new set of injunctions for religious reform.
 These orders were intended to sweep away all sorts of traditional practices which protestants considered to be ‘popish’ and thus to move the English Church much further towards continental-style protestantism.
 During the first Parliament of Edward’s reign, the Act of Six Articles was repealed.
  Then, in 1549, Edward’s regime introduced a new Book of Common Prayer: one which was in English, rather than in Latin as had always been the case before and which incorporated much protestant doctrine.
 Religious conservatives were outraged by the new service book, coming, as it did, on top of so many other changes, and in June the inhabitants of the Devon village of Sampford Courtenay refused to accept it, forcing their parish priest to revert to the old books instead.  The protests quickly spread, and soon the whole of Devon was up in arms. By now, the protestors’ local opponents had begun to describe them as ‘rebels’: a term which, for the sake of convenience, will also be used to denote them hereafter in the present article, though it must be stressed that the protestors themselves - who, from the outset, had claimed to be acting in the king’s name - would almost certainly have rejected this pejorative label.
  By the end of June, only Exeter and Plymouth continued to hold out for the Crown - and even in these towns we may be sure that there were many who sympathised with the rebels.
 

Meanwhile further ‘commotions’ - as contemporaries termed the disturbances of 1549 - were raging across much of southern England.
 The largest was probably that which erupted in Norfolk in July, where thousands rose up to protest against the agrarian policies of the local landowners, led by a well-to-do tanner, Robert Kett.
 As the government desperately sought to put down the protests elsewhere, the situation in the West Country was becoming increasingly acute. In late June or early July a large force of protestors gathered at Bodmin, in Cornwall, under the leadership of two Cornish gentlemen named Humphrey Arundell and John Winslade. From here, they advanced across the Tamar, captured Plymouth, and joined the Devon rebels who were besieging Exeter.
  For a few days, it seemed that the city might soon fall, and that the conjoined rebel force would then push on towards the east. But the Crown had been straining every nerve to relieve the city, and in August a royal army fell on the rebels to the east of Exeter.  The protestors raised their siege of the city and retreated to the west. The king’s army pursued them, shattering their opponents in a battle fought at Sampford Courtenay and marching on from here to disperse the rebels in Cornwall too.
  By the end of August, the rebellion was over: at a cost of between 2,000 and 4,000 rebel dead.
 The revolt was the single most traumatic episode in the history of the Tudor South West, and its echoes would continue to reverberate throughout the region for decades, even centuries, to come.    

Ever since the Western Rebellion was crushed scholars have been seeking to establish what had caused the revolt to break out in the first place. The simplest answer to this question - and one which will come as little surprise, given what has already been said - is that which was consistently advanced by Exeter’s Tudor chronicler, John Hooker, during the half-century which followed the rising. Hooker is the most important figure in the historiography of the Western Rebellion. An Exeter man and a zealous protestant, he was living in the city in 1549 and almost certainly helped to defend it against the insurgents.
  Hooker was an eye-witness to the rebellion, then, and it is clear that - like so many people who have lived through violent conflicts - he was to be profoundly affected by the experience thereafter. Throughout the rest of his long life, Hooker would constantly revisit the events of that extraordinary summer, thinking about them, talking about them, and eventually composing a whole series of different accounts of the revolt: accounts which remain to this day the chief primary sources on which all subsequent histories of the rebellion have been based.
 It is important to emphasise here that, as Joyce Youings rightly observed in 1979, contemporary evidence about the insurrection is remarkably scant, and that this has forced scholars to place heavy reliance on Hooker’s works - supplemented by a series of letters from Protector Somerset to the commander of the royal forces in the West, the rebels’ own demands, the literary effusions of the Crown’s apologists and a handful of later legal documents - as they have sought to reconstruct the events of the rebellion and to identify those who took part in it.
 In each of his accounts, Hooker went out of his way to stress that the rebels’ sole motivation had been their determination to defend their faith. He once termed the rebellion itself ‘the Commotion for Religion’, for example, while on another occasion he categorically stated that ‘the cause thereof … was onlie for and concerninge Religion’.
  

Many later historians agreed with Hooker’s assessment and in 1913 it was powerfully re-stated by Frances Rose-Troup: the scholar who, in that year, published the monumental book which, even now, remains the standard history of the rising.
  Having trawled through the surviving evidence, Rose-Troup concluded that ‘the cause of religion was indelibly stamped upon the movement’, adding - with a nod to the man whose writings had done so much to influence her own perception of events - that this was ‘so much so that … Hooker … does not even hint that any other cause underlay the discontent of the people’.
 Three years later, the thesis that the rising’s motivation had been essentially religious was encapsulated in a single, striking phrase, when the Exeter historian Beatrix F. Cresswell observed that the revolt ‘is usually known as ‘The Prayer Book Rebellion’.
 Where Cresswell had first come across this novel appellation remains unclear, but it rapidly caught on and is certainly the title by which the rising is generally known today. This has obvious consequences in terms of how we ourselves view the revolt, of course - but it must be stressed that there is no evidence at all to suggest that this was what the rebellion was called at the time.

Over the course of the last century, historians have tended to become more sceptical about mono-causal explanations for popular rebellions and while practically all modern scholars agree that the rising was primarily the result of religion conservatism, most would now adduce several subsidiary causes as well.
 As early as 1900, for example, A.F. Pollard declared that the Western Rebellion - like the simultaneous protests in East Anglia - had been chiefly caused by popular resentment against the enclosure of common land.
 This argument was swiftly demolished by E.F. Gay and W.J. Blake, the latter an historian who is almost forgotten today, but who, in 1910, published an important article about the Western Rebellion upon which Rose-Troup would subsequently draw heavily while writing her own, much better-known, book.
  More recently, historians have identified a number of other factors which clearly helped to fuel the rebellion: including hostility to taxation, factionalism among the local gentry, and a general sense of Cornish ‘cultural defensiveness’.
  Of all the subsidiary motivations for the revolt which have been put forward by historians over the past 50 years, however, none have been more frequently cited than that of ‘class antagonism’ between the common people and the gentry.

Writing in 1973, for example, W.R.D. Jones argued that, while ‘the overt and basic motivation’ of the Western Rebellion ‘was religious … this was undoubtedly mingled with … a virulent hatred of the gentlemen’.
 A year later, D.M. Loades claimed that ‘the men of Devon’ had been ‘inspired by … social animus’, that ‘many of the rank and file were especially hostile to the gentry,’ and that there had been an ‘element of jacquerie in the South-Western rebellion’.
 Three years after this, Geoffrey Elton observed that ‘the 1549 risings’ had ‘nearly everywhere reflected class antagonisms of a violent kind’.
 In 1988, John Guy agreed, remarking that ‘the 1549 revolts were the closest thing Tudor England saw to a class war’.
 In 1992 Loades returned to the charge, this time writing in more trenchant terms still, when he declared that ‘animus against the gentry seems to have been stronger amongst the commons of Devon in 1549 than almost anywhere else in England’.
 In 1999, Mark Nicholls referred to what he termed the ‘inexplicable rage which [had] infused the commons of Cornwall and Devon against their gentry superiors’.
 In 2007, Andy Wood described the revolt as the product of a ‘combination of social antagonism and religious grievances’, and observed that ‘hostility to the gentry ran through the stated demands of the Western Rebellion’.
 Many similar statements could be cited.

It is easy to see why the thesis that the Western rebels were partly motivated by ‘hatred of the gentry’ should have proved so attractive to modern scholars.
 The rebellions which took place in Eastern England in 1549 have long been interpreted primarily as anti-gentry protests - and there can be no doubt that there were tensions between the ordinary people and the gentry in the West Country, too.
 The insurgents are known to have robbed, imprisoned and otherwise ‘evell intreted’ both gentlemen and yeomen whom they believed to be hostile to their cause, for example, while in the set of articles which the rebels sent up to London in July they famously asked that the number of serving-men whom the gentry were permitted to retain should be greatly reduced: presumably in the hope that this would make it less easy for certain individual gentlemen to domineer over their neighbours in the future.
 In another, now lost, set of articles, the rebels apparently criticised the king’s ‘officers and magistrates’ as untrustworthy, while their demand for half of the confiscated monastic lands to be restored has often been seen as an attack on the gentlemen who had acquired those estates.
  We should note, too, that, in all of his accounts of the revolt, Hooker repeatedly juxtaposes references to the loyal ‘gentlemen’ with references to the rebellious ‘Commons’.
 There are perfectly good grounds for arguing that there were undercurrents of ‘class tension’ within the Western Rebellion, therefore, but to go further than this, and to suggest that the revolt came close to being a jacquerie seems to be running a good deal ahead of the surviving evidence.

As the late Cliff Davies rightly observed, ‘the extent to which the normal social hierarchy was preserved, in … [the] rebellions [of 1549] … is remarkable’.
 This appears to have been as true of the stirs in Devon and Cornwall as it was of the stirs in East Anglia, and, as soon as we start to look for hard evidence of murderous hatred being expressed against the West Country gentry in 1549, it becomes clear that such evidence is extremely hard to find. Certainly, Protector Somerset himself lamented that the rebels across the kingdom had ‘conceived a wonderfull hate against gentilmen’ - but his words, written as they were in London, on the basis of garbled reports which had come in from every part of the realm, cannot be taken as proof of the situation on the ground in the far South West.
 Certainly, a local gentleman serving in the army which had been sent to suppress the Western rebels claimed that, ‘a nombre of vagabondes’ among the insurgents ‘wolde have no Justice[s], [while] a bande of theves wolde have no State of anye Gentlemen’ - but, as these words appear in a letter which was subsequently published in the capital for propagandist purposes, they must be taken with a large pinch of salt.
  Certainly, Lord Russell, the commander of the royal army, assured the Council, in a letter written in the immediate aftermath of the battle of Sampford Courtenay, that Humphrey Arundell had intended to ‘murder’ the gentlemen whom the Cornish rebels had imprisoned in Launceston Castle - but as none of the captives were, in the end, harmed, it is surely sensible to remain somewhat sceptical about Russell’s claim.

Local chroniclers, writing about the revolt in retrospect, also claimed that on several occasions gentlemen had been in imminent peril of death after they had fallen into the hands of the insurgents. Thus Hooker averred that the reformist gentleman Walter Raleigh - who had unwisely remonstrated with a Devon woman for telling her rosary beads and had subsequently been confronted by a group of angry country-folk - ‘had been in great danger of his life, and like to have been murdered’ if he had not sought sanctuary in a nearby chapel.
  Similarly, the Cornish gentleman-antiquary Richard Carew implied - in his Survey of Cornwall, published in 1603 - that a bloody massacre had been in prospect after the insurgents had captured the gentlemen and women who had briefly attempted to defend St Michael’s Mount against them. The rebels were ‘rather by God’s gracious providence, than any want of will … [or] purpose … restrayned from murdering the principall persons’ whom they had taken, Carew sententiously declared.
 But on neither of these occasions did any actual killing occur, and when Carew alleged elsewhere in his text that the rebels had ‘exercised the uttermost of their barbarous crueltie’ on another group of gentlemen and women whom they had captured at Trematon Castle, honesty compelled him to add the words ‘(death excepted)’ in parentheses.
 The evidence would appear to suggest, therefore, that, in Devon and Cornwall, as in other parts of the country in 1549, ‘the rebels for the most part refrained from committing murder’.

So why have so many modern scholars argued that the Western rebels had felt ‘a virulent hatred’ for the local gentlemen?  At bottom, this thesis would appear to rest on two main evidential pillars. The first is the rebels’ alleged ‘slogan’ of ‘Kill all the gentlemen’ with which this article began, and to which we will return in a moment. The second is the fact that, at some unspecified point during the course of the insurrection, a gentleman named William Hellions is reported to have been hacked to pieces by the protestors at Sampford Courtenay.  The murder of Hellions is one of the most notorious episodes of the entire rebellion. The tale of how Hellions met his bloody end has been told and retold by dozens of historians and a permanent plaque in his memory was recently erected near the spot where he is said to have died.
 ‘On Whit Monday 1549’, it states, ‘Sampford Courtenay people killed a local farmer, William Hellyons, and then joined the Cornish in the Prayer Book Rebellion’. Those who chance across this plaque might well be forgiven for assuming its words to represent an authoritative statement of the truth, but in fact they include several errors. We do not know that Hellions died on Whit Monday, for example, we do not know for certain that he was ‘local’, and we do not know for certain that he was a farmer.
 Indeed, as recent research has underlined, we know remarkably little about William Hellions at all.

His name first appears in connection with the rebellion in one of the two surviving fragments of an anonymous pro-government ballad which was published in London in order to celebrate the defeat of the insurgents: presumably at some point during the late summer or autumn of 1549. Having first declared how the Western rebels had robbed and spoiled ‘al the kynges frendes’, the ballad’s author then went on to relate how:

They [i.e. the rebels] put some in prison, & sume to great payne,

And sume fled a waie or else they had bene slayne

As was Wyllam Hilling that marter truly

Whiche they killed at Sandford mowre in the playne.

That these words were published in the immediate aftermath of the revolt makes it hard to doubt that a man named ‘Wyllam Hilling’ was, indeed, killed by the rebels at Sampford.  It will be noted that even this pro-government balladeer does not claim that Hilling was ‘slayne’ simply because he was a gentleman, though.  Instead, the author leaves Hilling’s precise social status unclear and implies - through the reference to him as ‘that marter truly’ - that Hilling had died for the protestant faith. It is worth noting, too, that - by claiming that if the king’s other local supporters had not ‘fled’, they would have suffered the same fate - the balladeer was using the evidence of this one killing to imply that it was only thanks to sheer good luck that many more loyalists had not been murdered; here we are reminded of Carew’s words about the supposedly narrow escape of the gentlefolk captured at St Michael’s Mount.    

The second account of the murder at Sampford is that which was provided by John Hooker in the detailed narrative of the rebellion which he supplied for inclusion in the second edition of Raphael Holinshed’s chronicle history of the monarchs of England, published in 1587. Here, Hooker referred to the ‘crueltie, or rather tyrannie’ which had been practised by the rebels at Sampford on ‘a certeine Frankelin a gentleman, named William Hellions’, who, Hooker reported, had come to the village ‘to have some communication with them for the staie of their rebellion’ and had been taken prisoner ‘at the towns end’. From here, Hooker went on, Hellions had been conveyed by the rebels to the parish church house, ‘where he so earnestlie reproached them for their rebellion, and so sharpelie threatened them an evil successe, that they all fell in a rage with him’. Eventually, Hooker concluded, ‘one of them named Lethbridge with a bill strake him [i.e. Hellions] in the necke, and immediatlie notwithstanding his pitiful requests and lamentations, a number of the rest fell upon him, slue him, and cut him into small peeces’.
  It is not a pretty tale, and the level of detail which Hooker supplies - together with the fact that his account broadly tallies with the evidence of the ballad - makes it seem probable that his version of events is more or less accurate.

But once again, we should note that Hooker does not claim that the rebels killed their victim because he was a gentleman. On the contrary, Hooker seems a little vague about Hellions’s precise social status, describing him, in another version of his narrative, as ‘a certayne frankelinge or gentleman’.
 As a ‘franklin’ was, strictly speaking, a freeholder - or a member of that ‘class of landowners ranking next below the gentry’ - Hooker’s words indicate that Hellions had been an individual of somewhat indeterminate social rank: one who had stood on the cusp between the prosperous yeomanry and the lower gentry.
 He would not have been an especially obvious target for anyone who was thirsting for the blood of gentlemen, then, and instead he seems to have been slain simply because of the vigour with which he had reproved the rebels, and, perhaps, because of a perceived hostility to their religious cause.
 The fact that Hooker concludes his account of Hellions’s murder by remarking that ‘although they [i.e. the rebels] counted him for an heretike, yet they buried him in the church-yard’ certainly suggests that the protestors had viewed their victim as a protestant, and reminds us of the ballad-writer’s asseveration that Hillings/Hellions had died as a ‘marter’.
 The one murder which we can be fairly confident that the Western rebels did commit, therefore, would appear to have sprung from a sudden outburst of rage against an obdurate - and possibly protestant - opponent, rather than from any deep-rooted sense of class antagonism.

Yet as time passed by - and as memories of what had really happened in 1549 began to fade - so the murder of Hellions began to be presented in a rather different light. This process is most clearly revealed in the writings of the early Stuart gentleman-antiquary, Tristram Risdon.  Born near Torrington in circa 1580, Risdon was fascinated by Devon’s past and between 1605 and his death in 1640 he composed a ‘Chorographical … Survey’ of the county.
  Like every historian of Devon from the 1590s onwards, Risdon was heavily influenced by Hooker’s writings - and indeed parts of his ‘Survey’ are lifted almost verbatim from Hooker’s own, unpublished ‘Synopsis Chorographical of Devonshire’.
 Risdon had evidently read Hooker’s printed narrative of the rebellion, too, and there can be no doubt that he drew on this source when he composed his own brief account of the rising at Sampford, which runs as follows:

This place is to be remembered for the insurrection … begun here the tenth of June 1549, by two of the inhabitants. The one would have no gentlemen, the other no justices of the peace, intending indeed to destroy all such as were rich or in authority, whereupon one William Hellion, gent., persuading them to be obedient to the laws, was by them hewn to pieces, whom though they accounted an heretick, yet buried they him in the churchyard.

The final lines of this passage come straight from Hooker’s narrative.
 The middle lines, however - which claim that the Sampford protestors were led by two individuals who wished to extirpate both gentlemen and JPs, and who intended ‘to destroy all such as were rich or in authority’ - cannot be found anywhere in Hooker’s writings. It is hardly necessary to add that these  particular lines also give the reader to understand, first, that violent class antagonism had been central to the protestors’ motivation - that it had, indeed, been their only motivation - and second, that they had killed Hellions in pursuance of their supposed aim of ‘destroy[ing]’ the rich.  If one were to assume that Risdon had based these statements on manuscript sources which no longer survive, or on local oral tradition, it would be easy to conclude that the Devonshire protestors had, indeed, been frenzied proponents of class-war. But this would be a false assumption, for it transpires that the primary source on which Risdon’s words were based was neither a lost manuscript nor an oral tradition but was rather the hostile ‘letter’ describing the Western rebels which had been written by an anonymous gentleman in the royal army in July 1549 and subsequently published in London.
  

As we have seen, the author of this document had claimed, at one point in his diatribe against the insurgents, that there were ‘a nombre of vagabondes’ among them who ‘wolde have no Justice[s], [while] a bande of theves wolde have no State of anye Gentlemen’.
 Twenty years later, these words had been silently borrowed from the anonymous letter-writer by the protestant martyrologist John Foxe, who had incorporated them into the short account of the Western Rebellion which appears in his Actes and Monuments, while seventeen years later still, they had been silently borrowed from Foxe in his turn, and inserted into the short account of the insurrection which prefaces the much longer narrative by Hooker in the second edition of Holinshed’s Chronicles.
 It is transparently clear, therefore, that, half a century after these bitter words were first written, Tristram Risdon had similarly appropriated them for his own purposes: first attributing the views which they expressed to the leaders of the Sampford protestors, and then splicing them on to Hooker’s account of the murder of Hellions with a new linking passage - probably of his own invention - which claimed that the rebels had intended ‘to destroy all such as were rich or in authority’. It is hard to regard Risdon’s actions as anything other than a cynical attempt to convince his future readers that the protestors had been sworn enemies of the ruling class.
   

Nor was Risdon the only local historian to mould the story of Hellions’s death into a shape that accorded more neatly with his own world-view, for in 1806 the same trick was played by Alexander Jenkins: the Exeter goldsmith who, in that year, published an influential history of his native city, one which was, again, heavily reliant on Hooker’s writings.
 Under the pointed sub-heading ‘A gentleman named Hellions murdered by the rioters,’ Jenkins gave the following account of the affair at Sampford: 

While this ferment was increasing … a gentleman named William Hellions (a Fleming by birth) who had, for some years resided near Sampford, and was respected for his amiable character, endeavoured by fair speeches to persuade the people of Sampford, and those who had joined them to return to their habitations; and told them the consequences of persisting in rebellion against the laws of their King and Country; this so exasperated them, that one … struck him, with his bill … [and] he was soon dispatched.
 

It will be noted straight away that Jenkins’s account of the affair contains several details which do not appear in either of the surviving primary sources relating to Hellions’s death. This is the first we hear of Hellions having been Flemish, for example - and it is tempting to suggest that Jenkins only said that he was because he had confused William Hellions with ‘Richard Helliard’ of Exeter, goldsmith: a man whom Hooker mentions elsewhere in his printed narrative, and whom he does describe as ‘a Fleming’.
 Nevertheless, from Jenkins’s day onwards the ‘Flemish’ Hellions has continued to enjoy periodic re-appearances in historical accounts of the revolt.
 More significantly, in the context of the present article, Jenkins - like Risdon, but unlike Hooker - leaves no room for doubt about Hellions’s status as a ‘gentleman’. Finally, Jenkins ascribes personal characteristics to Hellions for which there appears to be no evidence at all. Thus he describes Hellions as a man who was ‘respected for his amiable character’ and who had tried to persuade the protestors to return home through ‘fair speeches’, even though Hooker’s original account - on which Jenkins surely based his own - had not only implied that Hellions was a hot-blooded, intemperate man, but had also specifically stated that he had ‘threatened’ the protestors with ‘evil success’. All in all, Jenkins’s inventions - for this is surely what they were - had the effect of re-casting Hellions as an idealised nineteenth-century gentleman. This being the case, we must regret the fact that Rose-Troup later chose to incorporate Jenkins’s description of Hellions into her own account of the latter’s murder - thus helping to perpetuate the view of him as the ‘respected’ and ‘amiable’ victim of an unprovoked attack.
 

The heavy emphasis which has been laid on the murder of William Hellions in previous accounts of the Western Rebellion - together with the fact that Hellions himself has frequently been presented as both more socially elevated and less personally pugnacious than the contemporary evidence suggests that he was - undoubtedly helps to explain how the view of the rebels as class-warriors has become so deeply rooted in the twenty-first-century imagination.
 Yet it seems fair to suggest that it is the rebels’ supposed call for the killing of gentlemen which later scholars have, above all, had in mind when they have claimed that the insurgents were motivated by violent class-hatred. These bloodthirsty words may first have appeared in print in 1843, when the editor of the Report of the Deputy Keeper of the Public Records published partial transcriptions and translations of a number of original Latin documents relating to the commotions of 1549 which were kept then, as they still are today, in the Public Record Office in London (now The National Archives).
 Among them was an indictment which had been drawn up in November 1549 against Humphrey Arundell and John Winslade, who were, as we have seen, the leaders of the Cornish rebels.
 The relevant part of this document, faithfully transcribed by the editor, charges the two men with having levied war against the king, and then goes on to state that they and their followers had imprisoned many Cornish gentlemen and kept them in prison, crying out ‘Kyll the Gentlemen and we wyll have the Acte of Sixe Articles uppe agayne and ceremonyes as were yn Kyng Henry th’eighths tyme’.
 The rebels’ alleged ‘cry’, which is written out in English in the original document, will by now, of course, be extremely familiar - but it is worth pausing to observe that the form of words which appears in the indictment is not precisely the same as the form of words which we have been considering so far: a point which will be returned to in a moment. 

Between 1843 and 1910, several historians of the mid-Tudor period cited the words of the indictment as they had appeared in the Deputy Keeper’s report.
 But it was not until Blake and Rose-Troup conducted their detailed research into the Western Rebellion in the years immediately before the First World War that those words became a familiar part of the story of the insurrection.  Both scholars took the trouble to consult the original indictment relating to Arundell and Winslade in the P.R.O., and both reproduced the passage in English in their respective accounts.
  As we have seen, it was Rose-Troup’s study which would go on to prove the most influential, and, this being the case, it is significant that, when she came to discuss the indictment, she slightly improved upon its evidence.  In her description of the initial gathering of the Cornish protestors, Rose-Troup stated that, ‘according to the Indictment they tumultuously paraded the streets of Bodmin, crying - ‘Kill the Gentlemen’’.
 The Latin portion of the indictment does not, in fact, make specific reference to a tumultuous parade through the streets of the town, so, by adding these details, Rose-Troup had made it rather easier for her readers to envisage the Cornish protestors as a disordered mob than it would have been if they had read the original indictment for themselves.
 

Over the following years, a succession of scholars - seduced, in just the same way that many historians of ‘Kett’s Rebellion’ in Norfolk had been, into relying too heavily on an imposing secondary work which had come to be regarded as ‘the definitive study’ of its subject - were to reproduce Rose-Troup’s words, and, in the process, to communicate her vision to future generations of readers.
  In 1977, for example, Julian Cornwall wrote of the Cornish rebels that they had ‘paraded … through Bodmin, crying ‘Kill the Gentlemen!’
 During that same year, R.B. Manning - the author of an influential article on ‘Violence and Social Conflict in mid-Tudor Rebellions’ - wrote that ‘as the Cornish rebels paraded the streets of Bodmin … they cried ‘Kill the Gentlemen’.
 Five years later, B.L. Beer again wrote that the Cornish protestors had ‘paraded through the streets of Bodmin crying ‘Kill the Gentlemen!’’
 Then, in 1988, John Guy characterised the rebels’ alleged words - for the first time in print, perhaps - as their ‘slogan’ when he observed that ‘the Cornishmen’s slogan was ‘Kill the gentlemen’’.
 No doubt it was Guy’s words which later prompted the authors of the Wikepedia article to employ the same specific term - ‘slogan’ - to describe the rebels’ alleged utterances.
 

In a text book published in 2001, Philip Edwards wrote simply that the Cornish people had ‘wanted to ‘kill the gentlemen’’.
 Then, in 2003, a new element of confusion was introduced when, in his important study of propaganda in the Tudor West Country, J.P.D. Cooper claimed that the indictment had accused the protestors ‘of proclaiming ‘kyll all the gentlemen’’.
  Here we see the rebels’ ‘slogan’ finally emerging in the form in which it was later to be adopted both by the authors of the Wikipedia article and by the Death Metal band - but it is important to stress that this form is incorrect. The original indictment had claimed the rebels had cried ‘kyll the gentlemen’, not ‘kyll all the gentlemen’, and while this may seem a minor semantic quibble, it is, in fact, a point of some significance, for, while the words ‘kyll the gentlemen’ might easily be interpreted as an exhortation to despatch only certain specific gentlemen - presumably those who supported the Crown’s religious policies - the words ‘kyll all the gentlemen’ can only be interpreted as an exhortation to slaughter the gentry class as a whole.  This being the case, it is unfortunate that, when Diarmaid MacCulloch - co-author of the splendid text-book which has introduced generations of undergraduates to the study of Tudor rebellions - was revising that book, in 2008, he slightly altered his text in order to include the words of the indictment as they had appeared in Cooper’s book five years before.
 As a result, the notion that the Cornish rebel host had cried out for the killing of the gentry as a class was injected, at a stroke, into the historical main-stream - where it will doubtless continue to circulate for many years to come. 

Over the preceding pages, we have seen how the words which appear in the original indictment have been subtly - albeit quite unintentionally - distorted by historians during the past 100 years, and how, in consequence, the degree of hatred which was felt towards the gentry by the Cornish rebels - and, by extension, their Devonian allies - may well have been exaggerated in many previous accounts of the Western Rebellion. Yet are these minor distortions of the historical record really so important, it may well be asked? After all, the indictment does state that the Cornish rebels cried ‘kyll the gentlemen’, and, this being the case, is it not perfectly reasonable to conclude that violent ‘class antagonism’ did, indeed, help to cause the insurrection?  At first sight, this seems a fair line of argument, but it is an argument which can only be sustained if we are prepared to credit the evidence of the indictment itself - and to do so might well be unwise.

As we have seen, the indictment against the Cornish rebel leaders was originally drawn up in November 1549: three months after the revolt had been suppressed. It is not a document which is strictly contemporaneous with the rising, therefore, but is rather one which provides a retrospective account of events. In the narrative account of the rebellion which he published in 1910, Blake tacitly recognised this fact: introducing the charges which had been laid against Arundell and Winslade in that part of his text which dealt with the Crown’s punishment of the rebels, rather than in that part of his text which dealt with the initial outbreak of the revolt.
 But in her far more influential book, published soon afterwards, Rose-Troup introduced the seditious words which the Cornish rebels were supposed to have spoken at the very start of her account of the rising.
 Every historian is at perfect liberty to discuss individual pieces of evidence in the order which seems best to him or her, of course. Nevertheless, it might well be argued that - by inserting this piece of evidence in the particular place in her narrative that she did - Rose-Troup subtly disassociated it from its original context, and, in the process, glossed over the fact that the document in which the rebels’ supposed words appear requires closer interrogation than she - and indeed the many other scholars who have followed in her footsteps - have afforded it.

So, what should we make of the indictment: the written accusation which was drawn up against Arundell and Winslade by the prosecutors for the Crown after the two men had been captured at the end of the revolt and brought up to the Tower as prisoners - and on which the jurors were eventually asked to pronounce at their formal trial for treason, held at Westminster Hall on 26 November 1549? The first thing to note is that the men who framed the indictment cannot be regarded as disinterested parties. On the contrary, they were seeking to uphold the authority of a regime which had seemed to be teetering on the brink of collapse during the previous summer, and whose leading figures were now determined both to reassert their power and to send out the clearest of messages to anyone who might be tempted to rebel again in the future.
 This fact alone should lead us to view the evidence of the indictment with a certain amount of suspicion, and it is important to note that, while the document’s assertion that the rebels had demanded the restoration of the Six Articles and of religious ceremonies can be supported from many other contemporary sources, its assertion that they had cried out ‘kyll the gentlemen’ cannot.
  As E.F. Gay noted as long ago as 1904, moreover, the indictment’s claim that Arundell and Winslade had cried ‘kyll the gentlemen’ seems a little odd when we consider that the two rebel leaders were themselves described in the same document as a squire (‘armiger’) and a gentleman (‘gent’) respectively.
 Obviously, Arundell and Winslade could have decided to turn their backs on their fellow gentry, of course, and to urge the immediate extirpation of the ruling class, but it does seem a slightly schizophrenic position for them to have adopted.

Nor are these the only reasons for distrusting the evidence contained in the indictment, for we should note that, in a second indictment - drawn up on the very same day as the one relating to Arundell and Winslade, Robert Kett, the leader of the Norfolk rebels, was similarly accused, together with his followers, of having captured various ‘gentlemen … of Norfolk … and kept them in prison, crying out … ‘Kyll the Gentlemen’’.
 It is conceivable that Kett and his supporters really did utter these violent words; as we have seen, there is a wealth of evidence to show that popular anger against the agrarian policies of the local landowners was a key cause of the disturbances in Norfolk.  But, as Andy Wood has argued, in a vital study published in 2002, there are good grounds for suspecting that the charge laid against Kett was ‘exaggerated’.
 Far from having killed any gentlemen, Wood points out, Kett is known to have ‘prevented the murder of those gentlemen who fell into rebel hands’ - and Wood goes on to suggest that those who later framed the charges against Kett may simply have plucked the words ‘kyll the gentlemen’ out of the air: inserting this fictitious phrase into the indictment in a cynical attempt to smear the Norfolk protestors and ‘to redefine ‘the commotion time’ as a bloody jacquerie,’ which no gentleman would henceforth be able to recall without a shudder.
  

We cannot prove that Wood is right, of course, but it is impossible not to suspect that he is. And, although Wood does not specifically remark upon this remarkable coincidence, the fact that, on 26 November 1549, both Arundell and Winslade and Robert Kett were dragged before the same specially-convened court at Westminster, and accused of having spoken precisely the same murderous words against ‘gentlemen’ - even though the two separate rebellions in which they had been engaged had taken place on opposite sides of the kingdom - surely does much to strengthen Wood’s argument.
 There is no evidence to suggest that the protestors in Cornwall and East Anglia were in communication with each other, or that they had risen in the same cause. On the contrary, in July 1549 Somerset had gleefully informed Lord Russell that - upon hearing of the activities of the ‘Popish’ rebels of the West  - the protestors in Suffolk and other parts of the South East had professed their readiness ‘to dye [in fighting] against them’.
 The contemporary information streams which emanate from Cornwall and from East Anglia indicate that the protests in those two regions were almost entirely discrete, in other words. It is only at the point where those two streams finally converge, in London, that we suddenly encounter what appears to be evidence of a striking congruity in the aims - and, indeed, the very words - of the two groups of protestors. 

The most likely explanation for this suspicious outbreak of congruence must surely be that the charge that the rebels had called for the killing of gentlemen was not based on any genuine evidence about the insurgents’ words during ‘the Commotion Time’ itself, but had instead been simply manufactured in London after the revolts had been suppressed. The fact that the charges against Arundell, Winslade, Kett and a number of other rebel leaders were rehearsed in a single, overall, indictment is also worth noting.
 Just as the attribution of the phrase ‘kyll the gentlemen’ to both Arundell and Winslade and Kett had implied that the Western and Eastern rebels had been conjoined in the same bloody enterprise, so the repetition of those charges in a single indictment helped to foster a spurious impression of shared purpose on the part of two groups of men who can never, in fact, have met until they found themselves immured in the Tower.  All in all, it seems highly probable that the common words which were attributed to the three rebel leaders were a formulaic fiction; a phrase which had been invented in order to impute the most damaging possible motives to individuals whose fates had been sealed long before they appeared in court.  To those who are familiar with the history of Tudor treason trials, it will come as little surprise to learn that Arundell, Winslade and Kett all pleaded guilty to the charges brought against them - nor to learn that all three men were subsequently executed at Tyburn.

The alleged rebel slogan of ‘kill the gentlemen and we will have the Act of Six Articles up again and ceremonies as were in King Henry the eighth’s time’ has long been held to support the view that class antagonism was central to the Western Rebellion.  Yet, as the foregoing discussion has shown, we cannot be sure that those precise words were ever uttered by the rebels at all, let alone that they were adopted by them as a formal ‘slogan’. The evidence of the brief passage in the indictment - a document which was scripted by the insurgents’ enemies, in the wake of their defeat - simply cannot be accorded the same weight, when it comes to assessing the protestors’ true motivation, as can the evidence of the much larger corpus of material contained in the various rebel ‘petitions’: documents which were drawn up by the insurgents themselves, while the protests were still evolving, and which patently demonstrate that the Western Rebellion was ‘overwhelmingly a religious revolt’.
 Nevertheless, the evidence of the indictments continues to beguile even the most perceptive of historians. We may note, for example, that, after having convincingly argued that the three words attributed to Kett in the indictment against him were probably false, Wood himself then went on, just a few pages later, to cite those same three words - as they had appeared in the indictment against Arundell and Winslade - as evidence of the fact that ‘social conflict’ had been ‘an important stimulant’ of the rebellion in the West Country.
  It is a juxtaposition which perfectly illustrates the extent to which the hidden hand of the men who framed the indictments continues to shape our perception of the Western rebels, even today. 

If we cast off that hand’s lingering grip, discount the alleged cry of ‘kyll the gentlemen,’ and turn to consider the nature of social relations in the Western Rebellion with fresh eyes, what do we see?  First, and perhaps most important of all, we see a good deal of evidence to suggest that, although the protests in Devon clearly began among the common people, those stirs may not have been regarded by the majority of the local gentry - initially at least - as entirely inimical to their interests.  Hooker’s testimony is vital here. This is not only because he tells us practically all that we know about the early stages of the disturbances, but also because, unlike most other contemporary commentators, he does not simply parrot the official line which had first been established by the indictments themselves: namely, that the rebels had been sworn enemies both of the reformed religion and of the ruling class.
  Instead, Hooker steers an altogether more independent course: wholeheartedly endorsing the first part of the official template, but virtually ignoring, and even, at times - especially in his unpublished work - subtly undercutting, the second.  

We may note, for example, that, in an early, unpublished, draft of his history of the rebellion, Hooker was extremely critical of the way in which Devon’s gentry governors had reacted to the initial disturbances at Sampford Courtenay: effectively accusing them of collusion with those who had rejected the new prayer book. Having first related how four gentlemen had ridden out to talk to the protestors, only to depart again ‘without any good done,’ Hooker then went on to declare that ‘to say the trueth, the justices [of Devon], although some of them would doe somethinge and were verie forward, yet the greater parte … not … liking the alteracion of religion, were the lesse earnest and carefull to represse [the protests]’.
 The picture which Hooker paints here is not that of a magisterial class which had felt itself to be confronted by an existential threat, and which had reacted with corresponding horror, but rather that of a magisterial class which - having been apprised of a popular protest against religious innovation with which many of its members were in secret sympathy - had decided to sit upon its hands. In another manuscript which remained unpublished during his own lifetime, moreover, Hooker went further still: declaring that the relatively obscure men who began the protests had enjoyed ‘the countenance of some such of the best, as who did both favour their course and secretly encouraged them therein’.
 

These words are intriguing and remind us of John Walter’s observation that, if crowd actions ‘did not question the local power structure’ but were directed instead against unpopular policies emanating from the centre, local governors who themselves disliked those policies might well be tempted to permit the demonstrations to continue, at least for a time, in the hope of pressurising the Crown into thinking again.
  Was this what happened in Devon in June 1549? Just conceivably it was, for there is evidence to suggest that, soon after the parley at Sampford, the Devon JPs entered into a second and more successful negotiation with the protestors, in the wake of which they sent a (now lost) letter to Somerset assuring him that they had ‘well quieted’ the protests.
 At this stage, religious traditionalists on the Devon bench might well have been feeling relatively sanguine. The commons had staged a protest against the regime’s religious policies and the JPs had duly ‘quieted’ it, yet, at the same time, they had taken good care to see that Somerset was informed of the problems which those policies were causing on the ground. But if any conservative JPs did, briefly, hope that they had succeeded in ‘managing’ the stirs to their own advantage, such hopes would have been well and truly dashed when the zealously reformist gentlemen Sir Gawen and Sir Peter Carew launched a violent attack upon the protestors at Crediton: an attack in which they and their followers not only burned down several buildings, but also killed ‘about tenne’ of the protestors on the spot.
    

Even Hooker, a devoted client of the Carews, was forced to concede that their action had had disastrous results. ‘The noise of this … burning was … blazed … throughout the whole countrie’, he wrote, so that ‘the common people … spread it abroad, that the gentlemen were altogether bent to over-run, spoile and destroie them’ and gathered together ‘in great troops’.
 These words have frequently been cited as evidence that Devon was already socially polarised, yet, as Helen Speight rightly observes, ‘the commons’ hostility was not … directed at the gentry as such, but aimed specifically against the Carews and their associates who represented the new religion [and] who had responded to their protests with coercion’.
  So much is made clear by the fact that - even after the bloodshed at Crediton - the protestors were still prepared to negotiate with two long-serving Devon JPs, who had not, significantly enough, taken part in that attack, though they refused to deal with the Carews.
 

The result of these fresh negotiations is revealing. Hooker records that, after the parley, the local gentry governors reconvened in Exeter, where Sir Peter demanded of the two JPs ‘what agreement they had made’ with the protestors. To this, they replied that ‘the commons had promised … to keepe themselves in good & quiet order’ - on condition that all religious innovations should cease.  Unsurprisingly - given his own religious convictions and his determination to see the Crown’s will imposed - Carew was horrified by this disclosure and berated the JPs ‘for their slender, or rather sinister, dealings’.
 The fact that the JPs themselves clearly believed that the ‘agreement’ which they had reached represented a possible way forward, however, only serves to underline just how little enthusiasm for godly reformation they possessed - and just how much common ground continued to exist between them and the protestors. A quarrel ensued and, in the end, the differences between those who still believed they could negotiate with the protestors, and those who believed that the stirs could only now be crushed by force proved impossible to bridge.  The meeting broke up in disorder and next day Devon’s gentry governors dispersed: with the Carews riding off to the east, and most of the other gentlemen making their way to ‘their appointed places’ (presumably their home parishes).
 Their willingness to do so is significant in itself, for, had they thought that the protestors were out for their blood, they would scarcely have left the safety of Exeter at all.  Taking all of the evidence together, then, it would seem that - from the moment that the stirs first began, right up until the point where the fragile unity of Devon’s ruling class finally broke down - the local gentry had continued to believe that it was religious conservatism, rather than class antagonism, which was chiefly animating the protestors.

Something has already been said about the nature of social relationships in Devon and Cornwall during the ‘rebellion’ proper: the eight weeks of open conflict which ensued, after all attempts at negotiation had ceased. As we have seen, many protestant - or simply loyalist - gentlemen were robbed, or threatened or imprisoned during this period, while others were forced to flee their homes. It is important to stress that it was not only gentlemen who suffered in this way, however, for several more humble individuals who refused to lend their support to the rebels can be shown to have been subjected to similar treatment - while, according to Hooker, a tin-miner named Kingwell was hanged before Exeter by the insurgents: partly because he had conveyed secret intelligence to Lord Russel, partly because he ‘was earnest in the Reform’d Religion … and an Enemy to the Popish State’.
  It is tempting to conclude from this sort of evidence that the many local gentlemen who were imprisoned by the rebels were placed in durance, not simply because they were gentlemen, but rather because they were gentlemen who had made it clear that they were not prepared to support the rebel cause - and who might therefore have proven dangerous if left at liberty to assist the royal forces. 

It is important to reiterate, moreover, that no gentlemen apart from Hellions are known to have been murdered by the insurgents while the two most prominent Cornish rebel leaders were gentlemen themselves. How exceptional were Arundell and Winslade?  In a letter written on 24 August, after most of the rebel bands in England had been crushed, Protector Somerset scathingly declared that there had been ‘not one gentlemen’ among them, ‘excepte onlie [in] Devon and Cornewall, and there not past ii or iii’.
 Yet, as MacCulloch has well observed, it was normal, in times of rebellion, for government spokesmen to ‘make little of such gentry support as … rebels maintained’ - and it is intriguing to note that, in another letter, written just six weeks before, Somerset had displayed a far less relaxed attitude: urging Lord Russell not to wholly trust any gentlemen who came in to his forces ‘onles ye knowe them [to be] fully perswayded for the matier in contraversie of relygyon’.
 

At the height of the rebellion, then, Somerset had clearly believed that, while religiously reformist gentlemen could be relied upon, religiously conservative gentlemen could not. His suspicions were probably justified, moreover, because, as Aubrey Greenwood has shown, more than 20 Devon and Cornish gentlemen were subsequently accused of taking part in the insurrection.
  Among them were John Bury of Silverton in mid-Devon, who was described by a loyalist writer in July as ‘the chiefe Captayne of all [the Devon rebels], saving one’, and a gentleman named only as ‘Coffin’ whom Hooker describes as the ‘capteine’ of the rebel band which was destroyed in a last, desperate engagement fought at Kingweston in Somerset on 27 August 1549.
 We should note, too, that among the four men named as the ‘Governours of the Campes’ which the rebels had established in the vicinity of Exeter during July were the mayors of Bodmin and Torrington: neither of whom seem likely to have been violent radicals bent on class warfare.
 Admittedly, some of the high-ranking individuals who appeared in the rebel ranks may have been forced to join the insurgents - as Arundell,  Winslade and Bury all later claimed that they had been - but, in 1549, just as in 1536, this was the only defence that captured ‘gentlemen rebels’ could plausibly offer - and even if some of those claims were true, the fact that the Western rebels had plainly been anxious to persuade, or compel, individual local gentlemen to serve as their leaders hardly suggests that they had been rising against the gentry as a class.
 
There is scant evidence to show that class antagonism was responsible for causing the Western Rebellion to break out in the first place, therefore. Instead, it seems altogether more likely that the reverse was the case and that, as Davies argued for the 1549 risings as a whole, the rebellion may itself have been the cause of ‘increased class bitterness’.
 We have already considered several episodes which took place during the early stages of the revolt which can only have widened the social tensions which undoubtedly existed in the Tudor West Country, just as they did across the rest of the realm. The Carews’ assault on Crediton made it possible for fears to spread that ‘the gentlemen’ sought the destruction of ‘the commons’, for example, while the murder of Hellions made it possible for fears to spread that ‘the commons’ sought the destruction of ‘the gentlemen’. In neither case was that an accurate picture, as we have seen. Nevertheless as time went by and as clashes between protestors and loyalists proliferated, so it became increasingly easy for such perceptions to take hold. The fact that, even though many of the local magistrates were religious traditionalists, they nevertheless continued to hold themselves aloof from the rebellion - perhaps, in part, because they remembered the fate of the Northern gentry who had taken part in the Pilgrimage of Grace thirteen years before - can only have caused humble rebels to feel increasingly aggrieved with the gentlemen.
  On the other hand, the fact that the rebels plundered a number of leading loyalists can only have caused gentlemen to feel increasingly alarmed about the intentions of the commons.
 

It would be wrong to suggest that feelings ran equally high on both sides, however, for the escalating disorder of June to July 1549 plainly sparked off far more rage against the common people in the hearts of the local gentry than vice versa. So much is made clear by the terrible events which occurred during August and September, when the loyalists at last succeeded in regaining the whip-hand.  First, Lord Russell’s army - a force which was largely made up, let us remember, of West Country gentlemen and their retinues, bolstered by bands of foreign mercenary soldiers - defeated the rebels with appalling bloodshed: slaughtering many hundreds of them in combat, cutting the throats of ‘a great number’ of their prisoners on the battlefield at Clyst Heath, and carrying out a series of summary executions.
 Then, once it had become clear that Russell’s victory was assured, not only actively loyal gentlemen but also, it would appear, many of the gentlemen who had simply gone to ground and waited on events, fell like wolves upon all who were accused of involvement in the rebellion - with the result that Russell himself was forced to remonstrate with the local gentry about their excessively harsh treatment of the common people.
 In a letter sent to the Cornish JPs in September 1549, Russell angrily denounced the orgy of repression which was then underway in Cornwall. ‘You shall understand,’ he fulminated:

that sythe your departure from me ther hath passed no daye in the whych I have not hard sondry … horryble complayntes from … Cornewall: some pore men oppressed withe extreame and unreasonable composicions; some greved withe unjust exactions by ther land lordes; some spoyled by one gentylman; som utterly undone and impoverished by another; some forced to entre in to bondes; some emprysoned and threatened with deathe for their goodes … some persecuted withe one crueltye; som withe another; and the hole Comyns universally vested withe such extreamitye, wronge and oppressyon as … no sclaunder or reproche was ever hard or reportyd lyke unto this, whych at the present to the great dysworshippe and discredyt of all the gentylmen of the shyre is generally spred and brutyd in every honest mans mowthe.
 

Russell conceded that ‘a great part of this faulte … procedyth of the meanor sorte of gentylmen, their servants and others,’ yet he warned the JPs that the ‘infamye’ of the manifold injustices which were now being perpetrated  in Cornwall reflected upon them, too - and ordered them to bring the situation back under control with all possible speed.
 

Russell’s words underscore the point that, while there is little evidence to show that the Western Rebellion was caused by a violent sense of antagonism towards the gentry among the commons, there is a great deal of evidence to suggest that the experience of being dispossessed and humiliated during the course of the revolt itself unleashed a violent sense of antagonism towards the commons among the gentry: a point which well illustrates Steve Hindle’s observation that the effect of popular commotions in early modern England was, all too often, to cause the everyday ‘politics of paternalism and deference’ to become ‘subordinated to a politics of fear and hatred’.
 It seems perfectly conceivable that the local gentlemen’s violent and repressive actions would have provoked a corresponding  - though necessarily muted - reaction, moreover, and that, in the wake of the horrors which had been visited on them during the summer of 1549, many West Country commoners would, indeed, have come to feel a bitter sense of hatred for their local governors: just as some East Anglian commoners can be shown to have done in the wake of the equally bloody suppression of the protests there.
 Yet, as Hooker maintained from the very first - and as a wealth of other evidence survives to show - it had been, above all, out of a desire to defend their traditional faith, rather than out of any socially subversive intent, that the people of Devon and Cornwall had risen up in the first place. This being the case, it must be regarded as one of the more tragic ironies of history that a murderous slogan breathing the spirit of class-war which was, in all probability, foisted on the insurrectionists by a clutch of gentlemen-lawyers in the wake of their defeat should continue to be regarded - after the passage of almost five centuries - as emblematic of their true purpose.
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