The Ranters formed the extreme left
wing of the sects which came into
prominence during the English
Revolution. Heretical, impassioned,
possessed: their
contemporaries accused them of
spending their time
“in drunkenness, uncleanness,
blasphemous words, filthy songs,
~ and mixt dances of men and

women stark naked”
They were fiercely repressed
by the authorities.

AL Morton recounts the ideas,
activities and fate of these
intriguing 17th Century mystical
anarchists.
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The Ranters formed the extreme left wing of the sects which came
into Prominencc during the f:nglish Revolution, both thcolo%ica”
an Politica" : Thcologi"'caug these sects lay between the poles o
orthodox Calvinism, with its cmeasis on the power and justice of
God as llustrated in the grand scheme of election and reprobation
with its insistence upon the rcalitg of Hell in all its most |itcra1
horror’s and upon the most verbal and clogmatic acccPtancc of the
Scripturcs, and of antinomianism with its cmPnasis upon God’s
merc and_universality, its rejection of the moral law, an with it, of
Hell in any but the most Figurativc sense, and its replacement of the
authoritg of the ScriPturcs by that of tLe inner light. The Ranters

ushed all these beliefs to, ang sometimes even a little begond, their
Eurthcst logical conclusions, which, when acted upon, soon brought
 them into conflict with law and authoritg. The conviction that God
existed in, and on|3 in, materia obiects and men led them at once to
a Panthcistic mysticism and a crudcly Plebeian materialism, often
incongruously combined in the same person. Their rejection of
scripturc literalism led sometimes to an cntirclg suymbolic
interprd:ation of the Bible and at others to a blunt and
contemptuous rejection. Their belief that the moral law no longer
had authority for the Pcop‘c of a new age cnjogingthc |ibert3 of t%\e
sons of Gocz]9 led to a conviction that F%r them no act was sin{:ul, a
conviction that some hastened to put into Practice.

The Political views of the Ranters were the outcome of this
thcologg. God existed in all things:

| see that God is in all Creatures, Man and Beast, Fish and Fowle,
and every green tln’ng, from the highest Cedar to the Ivey on the
wa//; andy that God is the life and bein of tbcm a//, and that God
doth rca/(g dwell, and i you will crsonﬁ/ 3 if he may admit so low an
expression in them all, and hath his Being no where else out of the
Creatures.[1]

But man alone could be conscious of his Godhead and this gave to
all a new and equa] clignitg, The Poorest bcg%’ars, even “rogues,
thicvcs, w/vorcs, and cut purses ” are “every w. it as gooc/” as the

1. The nght,and Dark 5:2:/_65 of Goc/, Jacob Bauthumlcg, quotcd from N. Cohn, The
Pursuit of the Millennium, P. 336.
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great ones of the earth.[1] The Ranters, and theg alone at this date,
spolcc for and to the most wrctchc& and submcrgcd elements of the
ole ulation, slum dwellers of London and other cities, thougn to
what extent their message reached these depths it is now hardlg
Possiblc to 533. In CoPPe and Clarkson, in Fosf:cr and CoPPin there
IS, in different degrees and forms, a deep concern for the poor, a
denunciation of the rich and a primitive biblical communism that is
more menacing and urban than ﬁuat of Winstanley and the Diggers.
Like the Diggers, and unlike Lilburne and his followers, they were
rcadg to accept the name o Leveller in its most radical imPlications,
but with the difference that for them God himself was the great
| eveller, who was to come shortlg “to | evell with a witnesse, to
I evell the Hills with the Va//eycs, to /ay the Mountaines low”. [2] 1t is
hard Yy accidental that the Ranters began to come into Prominencc
soon after the L eveller defeat at burgorcl and would seem to have
attracted a number of embittered and disa Pointed former
| evellers. Where chc“ing bg sword and bg sPacﬁe had both failed
what seemed called for was a Levellin by miracle, in which God
himself would confound the mi ty by means of the Poorcst, lowest
and most despiscd of the earth. |

Such, bt‘ieﬂg, was the nature and sctting of the Ranter Movement,
which came into sudden prominence towards the end of 1649,
reached its peak in the ?o“owing year and thereafter seems to have
survived on y in Fragmcnts. The purpose of this essay is to gjve
some account of Ranter iclcologg and then of the rise, fortunes and

decline of the Movement.

I A. Coppe, The Fiery F{ging Roll, P- Z: .
2: Roll, 1, P. 4

<2
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The ideas of the Ranters were, of course, not new. They may be
traced across Europe and across the centuries from the time, to g0
back no Further, of Joachim of Fiore in the twelfth century with éis
doctrine of the three ages, in the last of which, shortry to be
expcctcd, the sons of God would cnjog Per[:cct sPiritual libertg. To
trace the course of these ideas in any detail would take me far
begond my Prcscnt scope ~ a few salient Points only may be noted.
[I] A generation or so aEtcr Joachim, the Amurians in France added
to his doctrine of the three ages a nco-P|atonic: Panthcism which
declared that “all things are one because whatever is, is God”.
Later, in Germany, the?oosc]g connected roups which are known
under the gcncrzﬂ name of the Brethren of the Free Spirit turned
this idea into a way of !iving. while Joachim had cxPectcd the age of
the SPirit in the near future, the Brethren claimed that it was alread
here and exercised themselves the promised hbcrtg of the sons 052
God. Sharing the Perf:cction of god all that they did must of
necessity be good: sin for them ceased to have a meaning. In the
sixteenth century these beliefs received a new social dimension from
Thomas Munzer, the leader of the great Pcasant insurrection of
15243, and among the Anabaptists of Munster. Through various
c_banncls thcg began to reach En lancl, es ccia\lg the artisans of
London and East Anglia. As car@ as 1646 Thomas Edwards was
dcnouncing those who dcclarcd,

That bg Christs death, all the sins of all men in the world, Turks,
Fagans, as well as Christians committed against the moral Law and
the first covenant, are actua//y Pardone and forgfven, and this is
the cvcr/as ting gospc/.

and that

there is a salvation that shall be revealed in the [ast time which was
not known to the Apost/cs themselves. [2]

But it was among thc Ranters abovc au that such beliemcs ancl othcrs

I: See Norman. Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millennium, 1957, es cia“L) Chaptcrs. VII
and Vill. Whatever may be argucd against Prof. Cohn’s concﬁéioné his book is a
most valuable compilation of materia% on Popular heresies of the Micfc“e Ages. See
also A. L. Morton, Tbc Evcr/asting Gospc/, 1958.

2: Gangraena, |, pages 25, 25.
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related to them are found in the fullest and most uncompromisin
forms. What made them different in kind from their mcc[icvagf
Prcdeccssors was the fact that theg were the heirs of a successful
revolution which theg still hopcd to see carried to a victorious end.
This is why Clarkson wrote on the titlc-Pa e of A St'ng/c Eye that it
was Printcd “in the Year that the Powers 0§Hca ven and Earth Was,
Is and Shall bc, Shakcn, yea Damned, till thcy be no more for Ever”
and Co pe that his Fiery Flying Rollwas a “word from the Lord to,
all the grcat Ones of the E:y ;

notable day when the secrets of all hearts are laid open’. Many
Ranters and their hearers had been in the forefront of the
revolution and their sense of Par’cicipation gave their message a
force and universal aPPIicabﬂitg Prcviouslg absent.

The central Ranter doctrine, from which all else logica“y Hows,
concerns the nature of God and man and their rc‘ationshlp. John
Holland, whose book, The Smoke of the Bottomlesse Pit, thoug

hostile, contains Perhaps the clearest and most objectivc account

-

of Ranter doctrine, writes:

.

Thcy maintain that God is essentially in every creature, and that
there is as much of God in one crcaﬁy;rc, as in another, thoug/w he
doth not manifest himself so much in one as in another: 1 saw this
cxprcssion in a Book of theirs, that the essence of God was as
much in the Wie leaf as in the most g/orious Angel. . . . Thcy s5a
there is no other God but what is in them, andgalso in the whole
Creation, and that men ought to pray and seek to no other God but
what was in them.

The titles t/vcy gve God are these: Thcy call him The Being, the

Fu/nessc, the Great Motion, Reason, the Immcnsiiy. i1

The passage alread quotcd from Bauthum!cy’s The L{gﬁt and
Dark side of God, on which Holland obvnously drew to a
considerable extent confirms this. Holland also says that the
Ranters believe, concerning man, ‘

That man cannot either know God, or beleeve in God, or ray to
God, but it is God in man that knoweth himself, believes in himself

an Pragcth to himself . . . hence tlvcy alledge tiwat man differeth in
nothir;g from the bruit beast, but oncélz that God doth manifest
himself more in man than he doth in the beast.[2]

LOpdt, P2  ZOp.CtRI.
4

arfth” printed “in the be nning of that

Richard CoPPin who, while denuing that he was a Ranter, was ver
close to their ideas, imquenc:cd9 at least Co pe considcrab!g, ang
%fvc Ranter theologg a sophistication it often lacks, cmPhasised
the unity and indlwsibilitg of God under the diversity of his
appearances: |

Thus this spiritua/ man, which thus knows all things, and Ju geth all
things, can be no less than God, who is all thlhgs; it can"be no Part
or peece, as broken from God, for God cannot be divided or
broken asunder ... and where he is he is Pen[cct; and in whom he is,
he is Pcn(cct .....

But some will say, Is God all in one and none in another? or is he all
in every one? i

| answer, that God is all in one and so in everyone; the same all which
Is in me, Is In thee: the same God which dwcls in one, dwels in
another, even in a/f; and in the same fulnes as he is in one, he is in
everyone: But there is this difference everyone hath not a like
manitestation of him; the first man /731')[1 the same fulness and the

- same God, but not the same manifestation of that f_u/ncss,- the same

God but not the same lcnow/ccfge of God. [1]

Clarkson, looLing back on his Ranter Periocl after a gap of ten

- years, wrote:

For this | conceived, as | knew not what | was, before | came in my
being so for ever atter | should know nothing atter this my bcing
was %}'sso/vcd; but even as a stream from the Ocean was distinct in
itself while it was a stream, but when returned to the Ocean was
therein swallowed and become one with the Ocean; so the sPIrit of
man while in the bocfy was distinct from God, but w;mn Death came

it returned to God, and so became one with God, yea God itself. [2]

This image oxc river and ocean was common to the Ranters and to
their mcéieval ancestors. It can casi|9 be seen how complctclg it
excluded all orthodox beliefs in personal immortality and especiaug
those in a material Heaven and ell. For their theo ogjans Hell was
no more than a state of mind in which they existed before, as
Bauthum‘ey put it, “God ... brought me into £ fzfg{orious /ibcrty of
the Sons of God, whereas | was%cforc in bon age to sin, law, an
accusing Conscience which is Hell.”

I: Divine Tcachings, pp- 8-9.
2: The Lost Shccp Found, p- 28.
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The identitication of God with man and with the natural universe had
two aPEarcn Yy OPPositc consequences. It mig"tt lead to a mgsticism
which found God in everyone: cqua" it might lead to a virtual
materialism which in Practice c:l!'e‘af:»:zr*nﬁcc!9 with him .a]togcther. if God
existed everywhere in gcneral he could be said to exist nowhere in
rarticular. |

In fact, both these tendencies are found in the Ranters, sometimes
oddly combined in the same person. This did not disturb them, since
thegsloved to Prcsent truth as reconciliation of o Positcs. This
comes out in the characteristic titles of a number of Ranter works ~
in Clarkson’s A Sing/c Eye All Li /7t, ‘No Darkness; or Lfght and
Darkness One, in Bauthumicg’s Tfe Light and Dark sides of God,
or in Salmon’s Hc{ghts n Dcpths an Dcptbs n Hc{g/vts. CoPPc
stresses the diversntg and unity of God in‘his Preface to CoPPin’s
Dwine Teachings: |

Thus saith the Lord, 1 am A/P/va and Omega, the bcg’nning and the
ending, the first and the last; and now the last is reaching the first,
and the end the bqginning. :

All things are returning to their Or{gina/, where all Parab/cs dark
sayings, all lan ages, and all hidden things, are known, umto/dcd
and interpreted.

God is at once,

A jealous God, and the Father of Mercies; in him (1 539) the Lyon
abd the Lamb, Servant and Lord, Peace and War, oy and jca/ousic,
Wrath and Love, etc. are reconciled and all compftlcatec/ i Unity....

And all those sccming,/ cross Denominations do 5inc:crc/y and
sccrct[g declare him to be all in all, and one in all, according to the

Scrlpturcs.

if there was a Light and Dark side of God, so there may be said to
have been a nght and a Dark side of Ranterism.”}t brought
togcthcr two very different traditions ~ that of pantheistic mysticism
which we have traced brieﬂg, anc], almost cqua@ ancient if not cluite
so venerable, that of rude scepticism and anticlericalism that was
ceribainlg no less marked in England than in other lands. [1]
Anticlericalism arises inevitably out of the role of the Church as
exp oiter. Long before the Ref%rmation the luxury and corruPtion

I: This tradition is discussed bg C. Hill in “Plebeian Irreligion in 17th Century
Eng{ancl in Studien Uber die Revolution (Berlin, 1969).

of the higher clc—:rgg and the monastic orders were arousing
Hosti[ity, and, i many Parish Pricsts were poor, their very poverty
made it all the more a necessity for them to curse for their tithes,
which involved them in a Pcrpctual war with their Parishioners. There
were few demands more strenuous! Prcssed by the radicals in the
E_nglish Revdution than the abo?i’clon of tit%c. Alon%‘sidc this
anticlericalism went a crude, and, to the orthodox, ideousl
blasphcmous rejection of Christianity and of rcligion itself.
Christopher MaAowe IS a”cged to have said, among many other
things, that “the first bcgfnnmg of Religion was only to bring mer in
awe, that Christ was a bastard ancf%cscrvcd to die more than
Barrabas and that,of all the Apost/cs only Paul had wit and he was
a timorous fellow for bidding men to bé subject to magistrates. ¢
Whether Mariowe actua“g said any of these f{ﬁngs IS ummPortant.
The fact that he was accused of sagin? them shows that such views
were current at the time. it is Possib e to find many of the same
accusations, sometimes in almost the same words, made against the
Ranters. |

Thus John Ho”and, whose accounts are rclativéy restrained,
rcPorts:

| have heard some say, that if Christ was on earth now he would be
ashamed of what he did before; 1 heard one of them say, It is a
qucstion whether Christ was born of a virgin, nay, 5al'th another, he
was a bastard sure cnougf).... |

1 heard one of them say, the day of 'udgcmcnt was begun a/rcady,
and that the world hady [accn made r#any thousand millions of years
before we read of its creation, and that it shall continue many
millions /ongcr than we expect. i1

Some of the more sensational accounts of Ranter utterances are
consiclcrably more startling, though thcg should not be cntirclg
reiected on'that account. One tells how, as some Ranters were at
dinner,
eating a piece of beef one of them took it in his hand, tcari?ﬁ itasun -
er said to the other, This is the flesh of Christ, take and eat. The
other took a cup of Ale and threw it into the chimncy corner, sayin
There is the bloud of Christ. And havin%’fsomc discourse of ng%{'t
at

was Provcd that one of them said, That he could go into the house

I OP Cik; PP %6,
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of Office, and make a God every morning, by easing his body. (]

Perhaps even more revcaling is the tale of a journeyman shoemaker
in St. Martins who;

when he heard any mention of God, he used to laugh, and in a
disdainful manner say that he believed money, good & ot)gcs, ood,
meat and drink, tobacco and merry company to be Gods: but he
was little bcho/cfing to any of these: for his God allowed him but
c{ght pence or ten pence a cfay, and that he made him work for,- and
he knew not of any thing that could be gotten from him by fair
means, therefore he wouff have a saying to him, and force what he
P/cascd.... But at another time in his Ranting mood ... the
Shoemaker replied to this effect (yet in broader [5n agc) that the
Divil was not: ing but the backside of God, and that it was but a
scarecrow.|2] |

This Ranter who 5Pol<e of the Devil as the backside of God was
oniy cxPrcssing in a homel wa;? a common Ranter doctrine. To God
Clarkson wrote in A .Sing/c e “nght and Darkness are bot/;
alike” so that to the tru!y enlightened, “Devil is God, Hell is Heaven,
Sin Holiness, Damnation Sa%vation ”. Putting the same idea in a
ditferent way the Ranters were fond of arguing that God made the
Devil, an areument that according to Fox the Quakers found it
difficult to isPOSC of. He rccord% that two Quakers in Cornwall
were converted to Ranterism because thcg could not meet this
Eoint. [3]1 And in fact there was rea !3 very |ittlc room in Ranter

heologg for the Devil in any form that the seventeenth centurg
could rcc:ognise. He became mcrcly an aspcct of the a|l~Pcrvasivc
God. A Ranter told John Holland

that the Divil could do no evill at all, if God did not give him a power
to do it, and therefore the Divil is not so much in ﬁc fault as men
think he is ... one of them said he hopcd to see the poor Divil
cleared of a great many slanders that had been cast upon him.[4]

And with the Devil went sin, as a logical consequence of Ranter
views on the character of God and the relation of God and man.
Since God is man and man God, they argucci, and since God is

I: Strange News from Newgate. PP. 2-3.

2: Arraignment and Trya of the Ranters.

3. Journal. 1952 cdn., F. 445. George Fox was one of the founders of Quakerism.
4: Op. cit., p. 6.
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altogether good, all that we do is done b9 him and is goocl also. As
Clarison ut it:
Sin hath i conccption on(g in the imagination; therefore, so long as
the act was in God, or nakcd{g Produccc/ bg God, it was as /70/5 as
God: but after there was an ay pearance n thcc, or aPPrehenSIbn
to thee, that this act is gooc/,D and that act is evil, thou hast with
Adam eat of the fruit of the forbidden Tree, of the Tree of
know/cdgc of good and cvf/, then thou hast tasted of that fruit
which is not in God, for saith the Text, Out of the mouth of the most
ngh roceedeth not evil, and good: good but not evil: for God is
ood and good is God: therefore it was he made all tiﬁngs good:
yca that which by you is imagrhed evil, he made good. [1]

For the Ranters, as for all antinomians, this created Problcms of
conduct which could be faced in different ways. For some, like John
Saltmarsh,[2] it necessitated an even more scrupulous code of
behaviour. And Tobias CrisP’s solution was similar:

The grass and Pasturc is 50 sweet that he [God] hath /:aut &
beleever into, that though there be no bounds in such a sou e, yet
it will never goe out of this fat Pasturc to teed on a barren

common. 3]

Some Ranters, like E)authumley, were eviclcntlg not quite happg
about the implications of this doctrine and attcmptcd to find a com-

Promisc POSItIOﬂ:

And whereas some may say, then men may five as thcy /ist, because
God is the same, and 3ll ténds to his g/ory, it we sin or if we do well:
| answer them in the words of the Apostle: Men should not sin
because grace abounds; but yet i t/wcy do sin, that shall turn to the
prayse o Goc/, as well as when thcy do wel. And so the wrath of

'man praises God as well as his love and meekness, and God is

g/ori ied in the one as well as the other. And however this may seem
fo countenance that God is the Authour of sin, and wills sin; yet to
me it is P/ain that there is nothing that hath a bcing but God, and sin
being a nu//ity, God cannot be the Authour of i, and so falls not
within the decree of God.... These things | write, not to countenance
any unscem{g act or evill in any man. [4]

I: A Sing/c Eye, p. 8.

2: A New Model Arm Prcachcr, believer in Free Grace, influential in the late 1640s.
Y Christ Alone Exa tcc{, Sermon 1, P.§9

4: Cohn, Op. Cit., PP.3%8-9,
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Others, like Clarlcson, were rePared to face the logic of their
Posiil:ion, though even he found himself forced to draw the line at
murdacr:

yet the very motion of my heart was to all manner of theft, cheat,
wrong or irl’urg that pn’vatc/y could be acted, though in tongue |

rofessed the contrary, not considering | brake the [aw in all Points
(murther cxccptcd:) and the ground of this my judgement was, God
made all things 5ood, so nothing evil but as’man 'udgcd' it; for 1
apprchcnd there was no such thing as theft, chest or a lie, but as
man made it 50.[1]

Yet antinomianism was not mcrclg a claim upon Personal liberty ~ it
was also a Positivc weapon against the hg pocritlca"g righteous, the
Calvinist elect who were trgin to force a “reProbate” mr»_-ajority into
conformity to the Patmrn O f%/ing which they thought proper.

The grcat%lowcring of antinomianism at the end of the Civil War was
1 Part due to a w:dcgprcad feeling that a new age had brought a
release from old bon ages. It was also a reaction against the new
bonc!a%e of Presbgterian disciplinc. The Church had alwags claimed
to regu ate conduct over a wide Ficlcl, but the Pre-rcvolution Church
Courts, irritating as thcy often were, were still limited in their
oPerations. The rich were too dangerous to be interfered with
under ordinar3 circumstances, an t%e fact that the Courts were
mainfg interested in revenue f')rom fines rather than with moralitg

meant that thosc who were too poor to be worth Fining also tcnclecl
to escape. The Presb rans, who were gcnuinely concerned with
enforcing moral standards, extended the inquisitlon further down
the social scale. Overton wrote scathingly of their activities:

Friends and Country~men, where are you now? ... sure you must
have the banes of Matr"imony re-asked at the Conventicle of
Gallants at W/?itc-lva//, or at least you must thence have a
Congrcgationa/ Licence, (without offence be it 5Po/<cn to true
Churches) to {gc with your wives, else how shall your wives be chast
or the children Legitimate? t/'rcy have now taken Cogpizance over
your wives and bcds, whether will thcy next? Juc/gcmcnt IS NOW
come into the hands of the amlcd-ﬁﬂy Saints. My Masters have a
care what you do, or how you look upon your wives, for the new
Saints Millitant are paramount [to] all Laws, King, Parliament,
husbands, wives, beds, &c.[2]

I: The Lost Sheep. P. 27. |
2: The Picture of the Councel of State, P}l.
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It was to the urban lower orders that the Ranters undoubtcdlg made
thcir grcatcst aPPca! and there were elements in their theolo

which attracted many who did not Fu"g understand it but wﬁg
disliked bein dragooned by the “annccf~z(u:y Saints”. It was In the
writings of Abiezer CoPPe tgat the Ranter attitude to gooc and evil

- was most Powerfu”y dcvclopcd. His gospcl, he wrote, s,

To the Scribe folly; to the Pharisee b/asphcmy, who hath [ad
un_gucm] at’s ﬁ'ngers cnds, he b/asphcmct/-), is a friend of Publicans
and Harlots, hels a g/utton, and wine-bibber; and say we not we//,
that he hath a divil?

Which Pharisee, in man, is the mother of harlots, and bcing the
worst whorc, cries whore first: and the grand b/asphcmcr, cries out
b/asp/u—:m : b/asphcmy, which she is brimful of . .

But the hour is coming, yea now is, That all his carnal Outward,
formal religion, (yea O%S%I‘IPfUFBI cognizance, so far as its ﬁesh{g
and formal) and all his ﬁcsh/y holiness, zeal and devotion shall be,
and is, set upon the same account as outward cfrunkcncss, theft,
murther an adu/tcry....

Yea the time is coming, that zealous, ho/g, devout, ri hteous,
rc/{gwbus men shall (one way) c/yc, for their Holiness an Re/tg?'on,
as well as Thieves and Mur#rcrcrs for their Theft and Murther....
But once more, the time is coming, that Thieves and Murtherers
shall 5caf>c, as well as the most zca%'ous and fomagorofcssors - and

men shall be put to death (or be murthered bg men) no more for the

one than for the other. [1]

In A Fiery F‘/ying Roll he ur%cs the pious to give up their formal
rcligion and so-called Gospe Ordinances, under which lies nothing
but “snar/ing biting besides covetousnesse, evil surmising’. He

explains his unconventional conduct:

Kisses are numbered among transgressors ~ base things - well! bg
base hellish swearing, and cursing... and by base im uﬁnt kisses.”.
m P/aguc{g holiness hath been confounded, and thrown into the
/a‘Zc of firé and brimstone.

And then again, by wanton kisses, kissing hath been confounded,
and externall kissés have been made the ﬁcry chariots, to mount me
5wfﬁ:{g into the bosom of him whom my soul /ovcs, [his excellent

sz’csty, the King of G/ory]. [2]

I: R. Co Pin, Djvine Tcac/whgs, Preface.
2: a Roll Pt. 1, Chapter 3.
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C.OPPC rcFe;,::dcd swearing as l'xaving a Positivc value, saying that he

' wou‘d rat

heare a mighty Ange// (in man) swcaring a full-mouthed oath._.
cursing an ma/<ing others fall a swearing, than heare a zealous
Presbyterian, Inc/cpcndent or spiritua/ Notionist pray, Prcach, or
exercise.

well!l One hint more; there’s swearing I orantly, i 'th darke, vainc{g,
and there’s swearng 'th /{g/rt, gforiougg. I1]

It is not surPrising that he was accused of every kind of misconduct.
One anonymous PamPHct wrote,

he is one that not [ong since assumed the Pu/ it in a noted Church
in London, and in a most wicked manner b/aspﬁemed and cursed for
an hour togcthcr, saying, a pOox of God take all your prayers
Prcaching, rcac]ing, fasting &c.” (2]

And another:

their Ring——[eadcr, COPP (when he was fitter to have gone to bed
and s/cpt, than to have spoken in a Pub/ic P/acc) gcstowcc/ an
hours time in belchin forﬁv imprccattbns, curses, and other such
like stuffe, as is not%t to be once named among Christians: and
when he perceived that he should be called to answer-... he took two
of his shc-Discipfcs, and went to the Citie of Coventri; where jt was
soon dl’.ﬁfcrscd abroad, that he common/y /ay n Aed with two
women at a time. [3] .,

The truth of such stories, which come from amphlcts of the lowest,
muck——rakin% type, must he c!oubtf"ul, but it would hardlg be
surprising Ir many of the more ignorant Ranters, for whom the
subtleties of their doctrines may have had little meaning,
interPrcted them literally as clispensations from all customary
standards of conduct. Much of the evidence is, of course, hcarsay
and grosslg Prcjuc’liccd. We may well doubt tfwc report that at a
meeting in hoemakers Aﬂcy their time was spent “in drunkenness,
uncleanness, b/asphcmous words, ﬁ/t/?g songs, and mixt dances of

men and women stark naked” [4] tl'ioug}ﬂ passages in Clarkson’s

%: Ibid., Pt. 1, Chapter 2.

2: The Ranters Ranting p- -
3: Routing of the Ranters. P. 3.
4 1bid., 2
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The Lost Sheep do suggest that such accounts may not be
entirely without foundation and that at times a ritual nudism may
have E?een ractised as a symbo! of their liberation from the
bondage of'P the moral law. Another story, of which dhq:ering
versions exist, has suggcstions of a ritual unc?crtone:

They taught, That thcy could neither see Evill, know Evill, nor Act
Eviff,q anﬁhat whatsoever they did was Gooc{ and not Evill, there
bcing no such thing as sin in the world: W/vcrcupon Missis E. B.
stri/dng fire at a Tinder-box lights up a candle, seeks under the

Bcd, Tab/cs, and stoo/es, and%t /asf comming to one of the men,
she offers to unbutton his Cod-Piecc; who demandin of her what
she sou§/7t for? She answcrct/'l, For sin: w/'icrcupon e blows out
her candle, Jeads her to Bed, where in the S{ght of all the rest, t/kay

commit Fornication.[1]

And it is cer‘tainly Possib!e to find some justification in Ranter
writers for the statement that,

they attirms that God is so far from being otfended at the cr ing
sins of c/run/<cncs, swearing, blas hcming, adu/tcry etc that f79c 1S
well P/cascd therewith, and%hat (i 5 strange and horrid impiery) it is
the on[y way of serving him ar{g/wt. D |

A similar situation ma he seen in Ranter views about the ScriPturcs.
Naturally, believing £ emselves directly instructed 59 the word of
God within thcmsgvcs, thcg tended to minimise the mportance of
the written, external word. As sons of the new age of spiritual
‘ibertg and Lnow‘edge they felt themselves in Possession of a fuller
truth never before cnjogcg 30 Coppin wrote:

S0 Yyou see, that the /70{9 Apost/cs and Prophets which were before
us,” knew nothing of the Myster of 5§/vatt'on, but what was
revealed to them Y the Spirit, and what t/vey knew was but in Par't,
and not in full possession, for they had but the SPin't of Prophccy
given them.... Here we see that these t/vings which the ProPhcts,
and Apost/cs, and the Angcfs themselves have desired to look into,
yet could not find the c/cpth of thcm, but God hath revealed them
more )(u//y to us in this later age by his Spirit.[5]

I: The Ranters Last Sermon, P. 3.
2: The Ranters Re/{gr'on, o >,
%. Divine Teachings, i:)P. 25-4,
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In so far as the ScriPturcs were a guidc, they could only besowhen

S mbblica“g interPrctcd by the inner ight. heir attitude was much
like that of Blake, who, accorcling to Crabb Robinson,

- Warm Iy declared i'hat all he knew was in the Bib/c, but then he

understands by the Bible the spiritua/ sense, For as to the natural

sense, that Voltaire was commanded by God to expose. []

Both Salmon and Coppe speak of the Historg and the Mystery as
conﬂicting forms of truth: | :

He is not a Christian indeed, that doth by the power of Nature,
believe what is Naturally and Historicall rcportccf of Christ in the
Scripture, but he t/vat'z the power o/'gt e Spirit beleeves all this
History to be verified in%im in the Mystery; )gr there is a History
and a ﬂiyster of Christ; the History is Christ for us, the Mystery is
Christ in us.[2]

From this it is no long steP to total rchction. Holland shows us the
Protsss at work:-

The best thcy say of the Smpture is; That it is a tale, a History, a

Letter, and a dead Letter, and more, the Hcsh{g History; Thcg call

it a buncﬂc of contradictions. | heard one sweare it was the archest

plece of Witchcraft that ever was invented. Another sai_c{ it was the

greatest curse that ever came into the world, for, said he, the

Scnpturc hath been the cause of all our miscrq ... and there would
es

never be any peace in the wor/d, #ll all the Bibles in the world were
burned. [}}

A poem quotcd in The Ranters Rc/{'gion declares,

such lies

Cannot be found in any Histories,

Save in that booke of fallacies, they name
The Bible, which from some fooles ancy came. [41

And The Ranters Last Sermon includes among their beliefs

I: Quoted from ngoncls, William Blake, 1907, p- 267.
2: Anti-Christ in Man, P- 27.
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That the sacred BIBLE was but a meer Romance, and
contradictory to if:sc/f,- on/g invented by the Witts of Former Ages,

to kee Pcop/c in subjection, and (as t/?cy term it) in Eggptian

slavcr#; fikewise, That there was as much #ruth in the History of
Tom /':umb, or The Kn{ght of the SUN, as there was in that
Book.[1] |

This reiection of scriptural literalism and the sometimes very forcible
lan age in which it was cxPrcsscd was one of the min reasons for
thc%orror the Ranters aroused and the Fcrocitg with which thcg
were Perscc:utec. It is also very much at variance with most moclem
conceptions of Puritanism, yet it is indeed only an cxaggeration of
a constant trend within Puritanism such as can%c seen in Saltmarsh
and Wa!wyn, and in Quakerism a little later. 1t is closel connected
with the rejection of orthodox views of Heaven and Hell as actual
Places and any belief in a Personal immortality. Again, as with
Walwyn, if in a cruder way, we can see how mysticism does not, at
this sta g conflict with the use of reason and common sense as
criteria %or commonlg acccptecl beliefs.

The social ideas of the Ranters, like their thcologg, cannot be
separated from Joachite beliefs in the new (usua“y the third) age o
spiritual liberty. This theg related directly to the rogress or the

evolution in gngland: for them the fall o monarcﬁg was only the
first stage in vast changcs bg which the whole social order wou!?d e
turned upsicle down. Richard Coppin, in whom so many Ranter
ideas found their first cxprcssion, wrote:

God now comes forth from the grcat and learned of the world, and
exalts himself in the poor and rgnorant; as James saith, Hat/v not
God chosen the poor of this world? Not on/y poor, as touc/'u'ng the
world; but poor and ignorant in the tbings ofF God. [2]

The concePtionoF a series of Progrcssivc and hicher revelations

found its most detailed Political cxPrcssion in J. Saimon. In A Rout,

A Rout: or some Part of the Armies Quarters Beaten UP, By the
Day of the Lord Stealin upon them, which aPPcarcd on February
10th, 1649, he first ouﬁines in much the usual way the three
successive manifestations of God. First in the Jewish Ceremonies,

then in “the flesh of the Son, as bcinga more true Pattem”, but

Jo Pt |
2: Divine Tcachings, il &
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NOW,

God (having hitherto walked under this form) is now (and hath been

these last dayes) come to rend this vail in Pieccs, to shake this form,
to /ay it waste, and cloath himself with another.

He then ingcniously applies a similar Pattcm to contcmporary
events: ‘

The power and life of the King, and in him the very soul. of
Monarchy sunk into the Par/iamcnt, and here it /osiy its name
barely, but not its nature, its form but not its power, the ma/dng
themselves as absolute and tyrannica// as ever the King in his reign,
dz;gnit;; and supremacy; yet the Lord ascended a little nearer
himself, bg takmg of t/—'?is orm (the Parliament) and hcrcby made
way for his aﬁcr—des{gn.

We see in a short time, he /ayes aside that gorious shew and Idol
(the Parliament) and cloaths himself with the Army: and thus both
King, Monarchy and Parliament, fell into the hands and upon the
swords of the er

Thus farf we see God hath moved from party to Parly, and sits down
at Prcscnt in the Army: and here also Gg)d makés darkness his

sccrcic'f/acc, Jiving under a poor, low, carnal form, and few can

behol

God’s will is now, he Proccecls to cxPiain, that the Army too should
lay aside its power and cast itself upon him. He will gve victory out
o) su{:{:cring and humilitg and on]g then will the new age rca“g
commence:

is beautitull presence under the power of the Sword.[1]

You are afraid to /ay down your swords, lest you should lose your
Liberties; but the LCord wil recompense this seven-fold into your
bosme, Ac is coming to make you sutfer a blessed Freedom, a
gfon’ous Libcrty, a sutticient recompense for the loss of all outward
gloﬁ%.. .. When you are become children of the new birth, you shall
‘be able to P/a upon the hole of the Aspc, and to dwcﬂq with the
Cockatrice in his den, oppre.ssion and tyranny shall be c]cstrogcd
. before you.[2]

This note of cxtremely radical, and, if the Phrasc may be allowed,

1: A Rout; PP I-10.
2:bid., p.11.
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active Paciﬁsm is characteristic of Ranter olitical writing. It came
Partlg from the nature of their theology, with its cmphasis on the
inevitable coming of the new age of libcrtg and brotherhood. Goc],
they Fclt, was abroad in the land and thcg needed only to Proclaim
his burpose. But it came also from the precise Politic&% situation In
which Ranterism dcvcloped. in February 1649 when A Rout, A Rout
was written, Charles had just been oc%nea ed and the Council of
State was in efHective control. In the two Parts of E‘ng/ands New
Chains Discover’d we can sense the feelin of the Levellers that
theu had been outwitted and betragcd. Ina %ew weeks their leaders
wog!d be in Erison: in a couple of months their last hoPe would be

clcstroyed at Burford.

Alrcadg a sense of defeat, that somcthing had gone wrong with the
expectation of a new Engfancl, was in the air. It was in this situation,
wi& the left in retreat and the turning Point of the Revolution
alrcaclg Passcd, that the Ranters became Prominent. With ordinarg
Politic:al calculation {:ai!ing. Many Pcoplc bcgan to look for a
miraculous deliverance.

For Abiezer CoPPc and George Foster, God the Great Leveller was
about to manifest his power:

the mlghty God of Jacob is at hand, and will come of a sudden when
thou art ot aware of, even that m!g/')ty Leveller, for to Levell and
Jay mountaines and hils /ow, even you that are greater and richer
than your fellow-creatures, even as Jow as may B%C and so will make

all cc]ua/ with the P/aincs.

So Foster wrote in The 50unding of the Last Trumpet, “dcc/aring
the universall ovcrtumfng and rooting up of all E‘arth/y FPowers in

Eng/and T

The combination of Paci{:ism with Leveller Principles is especia”g
marked in Coppe, who, as he insisted,

never drew sword, or shed one drop of any mans blood ... all t/w’ngs
are reconciled to me, the etemall God (IN'HIM) yet sword /cvc//ing,
ord; ing levelling, are neither of them his Prfnap/cs.

And now thus saith the Lord:

Thou?h you can as little endure the word LEVELLING as could the

late slaine or dead Charles (your forerunner who is Fgonc before
you) and had as five heare the Devil named as heare of the Levellers
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(Men-Levellers) which is, and who (indeed) are but the shadowes
of the most terrible, yet ereat and g/orious ood things to come.
Dchold, bcho/c/, bcho/c{,g‘lr the eternall God the Lord of Hosts, who
am that mighty Leveller am coming (yea even at the doores) to
Levell in good%amcst to Levell to some purpose, to Levell with a
witnesse, to Levell t/u: Hills with the Va//cycs, and to fay the
Mountaines low.... A
For’ lo | come (saith the Lord) with a vengeance, to Jevell also your
Honour, Riches etc. to staine the Pridc of all your Gfory, and to
bring into contempt all the Honourable (both persons and things)
ltjoon the carth, Isa. 23, 9. |

or this Honour, Nobility, Gcnti/ity, Propriety, Su crﬁw’ty etc hath
(without contradiction) been the Father (3% hcﬁsh horrid Pric{c,
arrogance, haughtincsse, loftinesse, murder, malice, of all manner

”

of wickedness and thictyl; ea, the cause 01(' all the B/oocf that ever

hath been shcd, from the blood of the n;g%tcous Abc//, to the blood
of the last | evellers that were shot to death. And now as I live (saith
the Lord) 1 am come to make inquisition for blood... |

;ﬁ\:j ;?—?F?rfhfﬁi 2337’1’{%; zg;f :;}cfulf{g, the craft and crucf{g of hell

Not by sword; we (i holily) scorne to ﬁ"g/wt for sggth:’qg; we had as live ‘

be dead drunk every day of the weeke, a /ye with whores i’th
| market place; and accoint these as, good actions as talcing the

poor a used, enslaved P/oug/:mans money from him... we had
rat'/':c“:rlstarvc,' I say, than take away his money from him, for ki//ing of
men. ||

che“ing as Corfc and Foster understood it involved a far greater
social uphcava han the Politica‘ Cl'xanges advocated by Lilburne
and his associates, or Winstanley’s quite limited pro osa'?s Forjoint
cultivation on the commons and waste land. it was linked with a
Passionatc denunciation of the rich and with a primitive tupe of
Communism which looked back both to the cariy Postolic gﬁurch
and to the tcachings of John Ball. | '

The rich, Foster declared, erudge the poor even a piece of bread,
but “aff things are the Lordsg;:n§ he is foming shorﬂz to bring down
their Pridc, who “because of your riches have thought yoursé/vcs
better than others 3 and must have your fellow-creatures in

I: Roll, Pt. 1, PP: 1-5.
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bondagc to you, and thcy must serve you, as work for you and
mof e and tog/c for you, and stand cap in hand to %ou and must
no displcasc jou, nNo by no meanes”. ﬁl] Coppe, Wno like Foster

drew much of ’?is imagery from the E:Pist e of St. James, addressed
himself to the poorest and most depressed strata of society, at a
time when the slum Popu*ation of Eondon was sugcring terrible
hardships as a result of the wartime dislocation of trade and
inclustry. In an cxtraOchinarg ssage, whose meaning is clear if its
grammar is sometimes con used, he declares that God, in whose
name he writes, will come upon the rich like a hig—»wagman, saying;

Thou hast many baggs of money and behold 1 [the Lord] come as
a thief in the right, with my sworcj drawn in my hand, and like a thief
as | am - | say elver your purse, deliver sirrah! c/eﬁ'ver or I'l cut thy

throat!

Isi_? (once more) deliver, deliver my money which thou hast to him,
and to poor cree ,/cs, [azars yea to rogues, t/n'eves, whorcs, and
cut #purscs, who are flesh of tiy Aesh, and every whit as good as hlry
selt in mine eye, who are rcady to starve in Plagug Gaols, and nasty
dungcons. s

The P/ague of God is in your purses, barns, houses, horses
murrain will take your hogs 2(2 e fat swine of the carth) who sha/f
shortl go to tbc‘inifc, and %ung up i’th roof, except - blastin
mill-dew, locusts, cater illars, yea, fire your houses and oocg
take your corn and fruif the moth your garments, and the rot your
sheep did you not see my hanc/, this last year, stretched out?

You did noft see.

My hand is stretched out still. .

Your go/d and silver, thoUgfw you can’t see it, is cankered, the rust

of them is a witnesse against you, and suddainly, suddainly,
5uddain/y, because of the Eternal God, mysc/f its the dreadful déyy

of Judgcmcnt, saith the Lord, shall eat your ﬂcs/w as it were fire

James 5.1-7. ,
The rust of your silver, 1 say, shall cat your flash as it were fire.[2]

C.OPPC felt himself one with God, to the extent that in his writing it is
sometimes impossiblc to say whether his 4’ is God or Abiezer
CoPPc. But no less he felt that he was one with all men, and
especia”y with the poor and miserable. This comes out most

: 7

clramatnca"g in the story of the bcggar which occuPics ChaPtcr M of

I: Last Trumpet, P- .
2: Roll Pt PP.2-3. °
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the second Part of the Roll. On SePtember 30th, he writes, he met

{‘;‘a nﬁast strange deformed man’”. COPPe was fi ”ecr with love and Pi‘cg
X fm;

Whereupon the strange woman who flattereth with her /fps, and js
subtill of heart, said within me, Its a poor wretch, gve him
two~—Pence. |

The woman, whom elseshere he calls the “wel-favoured harlot” and
the "ho/y Scripturan Whore” is the formal righteousness which
exalts prayer, gosPel ordinances and conventional moralit%at the
exgjense ot mercy and justice. He r?'ects her temptations, ut she
returns to the attack, sagi’ng, “Its a poor wretch give him éd. and
that’s enough for a Squire or Km"ght to give to one poor boc{y. *He
almost Fa”sﬁ:)u’c in the end,

the Plagye of God fell upon my Pocket, and the rust of my silver A

’

roseé ZF n Judgement against me, and consumed my Flesh as with fire
... and thé 5 of James thundered such‘an alarm in mine ears, that |
was fain to cast all I had into the hands of him, whose visage was
more marr’c/ than any mans that | ever saw.

This is a true story, most true n hi_story.

Its true also in the mystery. |

He put off his hat to the beggar, bowed seven times, and Fina“g
“rode back once more to the poor wretc/v, saying, because | am a
King, | have done this, but you need not tell any one”.

Pe’s conduct can be Parauelecl bg that recorded bg Professor
ohn of a certain Loy Pruystinck a centur earlier in Antwerp.
F’rugstincl( demanded that his richer cliscipffes should Publi;ﬁ)
embrace the thieves, Prostitutes and be%ars who formed the buﬂg
of his following. He is said also to have s mbolised this uniting o
opposites bg Hgimsehc dressing in rags whicﬁ were sewn withjewe%s,

.03
N.

Professor Cohn speaks of Pruystincl( and similar religious leaders
as regarcling themselves as “an elite of amoral supermen’, who
accep’ced o obligations to orclinary mortals and whose
“~ommunism” was no more than an arro ation of their own right to
dominate and exploit the unen!igntene . Whatever may havegbeen
the truth in these other cases it must be said that in the writings of
Co pe and other Ranters the main emphasis is not on such Privx ege
butP on giving and sharing, on the human dignity of the poor and

20

 Thereis Plentg of evidence, too, for the social and, indeed, convivia

despised, and on the imminence of a dag of !ibertg, brotherhood
and social justice. | |

Coppe was, no doubt, unbalanced, and bg the extravagance both
of Els concruct and language deprived himself of the chance of a
hearing, et there is a genuine nobili’cg in much of his wn’ting, not
least in t%e passages where he states his belief in the need for
common ownership: | |

1 know there’s no Communion to the Communion of Saints, to the
inward Communion, to communion with the spirits ofjust men made
Perfect, with God the judge of all.

No other Communiorrof Saints do I know.

And this is B/ood-/ife~5Pirit~communi0n.

But another Communion also do 1 know, which is water, and but
water, which 1 will not be without; my sp rit dwells with God, the 'udge
of all, dwells in him, sups with him, in him, feeds on him, with )gim, in
him. My /mmaniiy shaf dwell with, sup with, eat with humanity; and
w/'{g not [for a need] with Publicans and Harlots? why should | rum
away mine cyes from mine own Hesh? W/y should I'not break my
bread to the /wngr whoever theg be? ... |

Howl, howl, ye noB%ss, howl honourable, how! ye rich men for the
miseries that are comin%’upon ou.

For our Pa'rts we that hear the Apost/e Preach will also have all
things in common; neither will we call anything that we have our
own.... Wee’l eat your bread togethcr n 51h5/ene55 of heart, wee of
break bread from house to house. [1]

This aspect of Ranter doctrine is strongest in Co pe, though it can
be seen also in Foster, and, in a Perha s more infe“ectualised wau,
in Clarkson. But there is evidence that it was widespread. The
Ranters Last Sermon, for examPle, states

They taug/rt, That it was quite contrary to the end of Creation, to
Apgropnatc anyfhin to any Man or Woman; but that there ou_ght
to be a Community all t/nngs. 2]

nature of their gatherings. They ate together and drank wine,
smoked tobacco (still regarded y most as an act of doubtiu
morality), danced and sang, Hostile Pamphlets Print three a“egecl

1: Roll, Pt .1l pp. 18-19.
2: P4 ¥
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Ranter hymns - one a drinking song, one advoca’cing sexual libcrty
and a tﬁird Adiculing orthodox religion. It is tem ting in this
connection to recall the importance ongin Ing among he American
IWW, who were also fond of irreverent aroéics of hgmns. Under the
Commonwealth the old laws of settlement had broken down and
one of the very real if tcmporary freedoms the Revolution had
brou ht was the freedom to move about in scarch of work. It ma

well %e that among these migratory workers, unattached ang
Prcparcd to break with tradition, the Ranters found many of their
su Porters. This would at least hc]f to explain the rapldi’cy with

which theg seem to have 5Pread toa Parts of the country.

Chargcs of sexual Promiscuij:r% as a matter of Principle were
Frcquentlg made against them. Thus, Holland says:

T/'zcg say that for one man to be tied fo one woman, or one woman

to be tied to one man, is a fruit of the curse; but tfmy say, we are
freed from the curse; therefore it is our /ibcrty to maké usé of whom
we P/casc. ] ‘
No doubt there was much malice and exaggeration in such charges,
but they are not rca"g at variance with declared Ranter Princip es.
Edward Hide Jun., a hostile but not on the whole unfair critic,
exPlains that theg Eelieve sthat all the women in the world are but
one mans wite it unity and all the men in the world are but one
womans husband in unity; so that one man may lie with all the women
in the world in unity, anc? one woman may lie with all men in the world,

for tbcy are all her husband in unity”. [2]

They seem to have used the expression “fellow creature” as the
usué(za mode of address among tﬁ\emselves, thus cmPhasising.not
only their social cqualit but their Position in a chain that stretched
from God to the !owcst%orm of life. Th63 were Foncl, also, of coarse
| J’csts that crz;Phasiscd the animal nature of man. Samuel Shcphcrd

calls them “The Joviall Crew”, while Ephraim Pagitt, having declared
that “the Ranter is an unclean beast, much of the same make with
our Quakers ... on{g the Ranter is less sowre, Profcsscs what he IS,
and as he has neither Religion nor honcsty, so he Pretcnds to
none”, nevertheless adds with what looks like a measure of unwi"ing

admiration:

Iz OP Cit. P 4
2: A Wonder, p- 42
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Thcy are the merriest of all devils, for extempore [ascivious Songs,
not extempore Prayer, but as absurd and nonsensicall, for hca/t%s
musick, ownrlgh baucf:y and dancing, the two last of w/w'cA
common{g Procecd and Follow the conjunction of the fellow
creatures, which is not done in corners. [l]'/

Such comparisons between Ranters and Quakers were not
uncommon at this time, in spite of the strong hostﬂity between the
two sects. Baxter wrote:

But the horrid Villainies of this Sect did not on{g spee i[y Extinguish
it, but also did as much as ever an thing did, to disgrace all
Sectaries, and to restore the Credit of the Ministry and the sober
unanimous Christians: So that the Devil and the Jesuits quic/c/
found this way served not their turn, and therefore thcy suddcnfz
took another. | ;

And that was the fourth Sect, the Quakers; who were but the
Ranters turned from horrid Prop/vancss and Blasphcm , to a Life
of extreme Austerity on the other side. Their Docg‘incs were
mostly the same wit'h the Ranters: tbcy make the Llywt which every
man anth within him to be his sufficient Rule, and conscqucnt{g the

‘Scnpturcs and Ministry are set /:"ght by, [2]

It seems reasonable to conclude that these festive Ranter mectings
were not mcrcly an exPrcssion of Fcuowship and rough good spirits
though these were Prcsent and impori:ant. Thcg had also a ritua
character. The joint meal was a sharing of bread, Pcrhaps even a
kind of sacrament, and the stories in which the Ranters on such ‘.
occasions are saic{ to have Parocliccl the Christian sacraments in
what seemed to their contcmporarics a blasphemous manner are in
fact evidence for this. The rank and file Ranter was not a Poc’c or
mystic like Coppc or Salmon, and what bcgn as Poctr couid in
their hands become clowning, iust as the me Ph sical subtleties o
Ranter doctrine could coarscf{ iNnto nonsense ang aradox. if there
was such a thing as the t Pica| or average Ranter ic was Probablﬂ
somethin very like Robert Wilkinson of Leicester as he is
prescnte to us bg the Quaker Richard Farnworth:

He said he was both Gbc[ and Devil, and he said there was no God
but him and no Devil but him, and he said whom he blest was blest,

i Hcres;bgraphy, 6th edn., PPp- 259-61.
2: Reliquiae Baxterianae, P. 77.
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and whom he curst was curst, and he said he was a 5crpent, and so
he is, and he said the Apost/cs were lyers and deceivers, and | gave
him a Bible to prove that, and he saiﬁt/'lc Bible was a Pac/< of‘? es
and there was neither heaven nor hell but here and yet he was otF:
in heaven and hell, and he had as lieve be in hcjl as inl heaven, and he
said he was a scrpcnt and a whoremaster, and before he said he
was born of God, and could not comit sin. [1]

Il

it would Probablg be incorrect to speak of the Ranters as a church,
or even as a sect. There is no evidence for any formal organisation
or gcncrau received body of doctrine. Gi“gert Rouleston, who
claimed to ge a converted Eanter speaks of seven different sorts
of Ranters, to whom he givcs sucf': ncy names as Shclomethites,
Clements, Athians (whose beliefs as he describes them appear to
he those of the Mortalists) and Nicholantenes. For such elaborate
sub-~divisions there is no evidence elsewherc, but thcg may rhaps
represent some c]if'Fcring trends within a loose grouPing of;eople
with broad[y similar views. Thc term Ranter seems to have been use
in a rough and readg way to describe not only Pcoplc like Coppc
and Salmon but a rather different type of group like that around
John Robins in London or william Franklin and Mary Gadburg in
Winchester.

While the Ranters Propcrl so-called identified themselves with God
only in the sense that all men and even all living things shared in the
divine nature, Robins and Franklin claimed fo be Gods, or to be
inspired bg God, in a special and Personal sense. Each formed a
small, self~contained group around its own pro het or messiah, with
a chosen woman disqnp e who filled the role of Mary - in the case of
the Robins oup at east she claimed that a child she was about to
bear would%:-: a new Christ. These groups, in their nature exclusive,
do not seem to have had any connection either with one another or
with the Ranters as a whole, and though some of their teachings
were similar, it is not necessary to discuss them here in any detail.

H:, however, we cannot sPeak of a Ranter sect, it is Possiblc to
speak of a Ranter Movement, and this Movement has a historg
“which can be traced, at least in broad outline. Many uncertainties

I: Ranters Pﬁncipfcs, p-19.
4

must remain because of the nature of the evidence - the writings of
the Ranters themselves are, as has been shown, Primarilﬂ
concerned with doctrine and any historical details the may contain
are incidental On the other hand the literature about the Ranters,
though quite extensive. is uni{:ormlg hostile and Frequenﬂy nothing
but tﬁc lowest tgpc: of gutter ‘ournalism. Its statements have a!wags
to be weighed against one’s astimate of what is credible as well as
agaihst wﬁat the Ranters say about themselves. And this again must
be considered in relation ?o the fact that thcg were constantlg
Persecutcd and were forced to exPress themselves with grcat
caution. »
Yet, when allowance has been made for all this, it is ossible to
follow the careers of the leadin {:igurcs as wcn as the rise and
decline of the Movement as a wholé. The fate of CoP e, who is
gcrl'xa s the most central as well as the most spcd:acularﬁ re, can
est be followed in connection with the gcneral histor3 of
Ranterism. The others whose writings have survived at least in Part,
can convenicnt|3 be discussed scParatcig and more bricﬂg. |

Most of what we know about Joscph Salmon we learn from his
recantation Hc@ts n Dcpt/':s, which'is, like many such books of its
kind and time, a form of spiritual autobiograp ny. He was
aPEarently, when he wrote Anti-Christ in Man (December 1647) an
A Rout, A Rout (f‘ebruary 1649), an officer in the Army. Something‘

has a‘rcadg been said about these - the first is antinomian, but not

Pcrh,aps specifica“g Ranter; the second, which as we have seen,
apphed Joachite Pnnc(iflcs to the contem orary Political situation,
may Perhaps be regarded as his Farewe" 0] the Armg. It must have
beén soon after this that he wrote Divinfty Anatomizcd, a book
which has disappearccl but which is mentioned in Heights in Dcpths

as the main Placc n which his Ranter views had been “vented”. As a
result of thls, and Probabl of his Prcaching, he was arrested and

| imprisoned at Coventry, where Fox found him, toge’chcr with other

Ranters, towards the end of the year. Fox has described his
argument with these Ranters, “who said thcy were God.” |

| asked them, if thcy knew whether it would rain tomorrow. The

sajid thcg could not tell. 1 told them God could tell Again, Iaské% |
them if thcy thought thcy would be a/ways in that condition, or
should change, and they answered thcy could not tell. Then said 1
unto t/vcm, “GGod can telf and God doth not change. You say you are
God and yet you cannot tell whether you shaf?chan e orno.” So

thcg were confounded and quitc brought down for that time. Then
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ik lpcrceivcd thcy were Ranters, and I had met with none bcforc. 1]

Fox says that “not /ong after this” Salmon Put forth a paper or
book c% recantation, upon which he was set at liberi:g. However, it
seems clear from Heights in De ths that Salmon was rc|<?asc

5hort19 before its ubﬁ;ation in ugust 1651, and u on promise of
writing it. He says ﬁwat while he was in prison he had time to reflect,
had been helped by conversations with a Ma*j'or Black and that
Fina”g Colonel Pure oy arrived in Coventry with an order frorp the
Council for his release. He then Proccccls to account for his ideas

and their dcve‘opmcnt. He had found the world a chaos, in which he
had sougnt tor some assurance:

Behold the Lord maketh the earth em t% and voyd; hc/ayeth it

waste: It rcc/s to and fro fike a drunkar :all its Foundations are out

of course.[2]

He forsook his home and kindred to become succcssivclg
Presbyterian, indcpendcnt and baptist, and this, “in the hottest
time o% ersecution: 1 was made one eminent both in hofding forth
this way to the world and also in an open sutfering for the same”.
[3] He 1s thought to have Prcached in and round Rochester and

later he served in the Army.

But all this gave him no comfort and he heard “a voice from the
throne of the heavenl A/m{gntincss: arise and dcpart for this is not
your rest”. This was tﬁc beginning of a clcep inner crisis that seems
fo have been a characteristic stage in the dcvclopmcnt of most of
~ the Ranter Prophcts. First came a Pcriod of exaltation:

| saw heaven opened unto me and the new Jerusalem (in its divine

bn%htncss ancfcorruscant bcau{g) greeting my Soule by its humble

an ge_nt/c discensions.... | appeared to my se fe as one

confounded into the abyss of eternitie, nonentitized into the bcmg

of bcthgs; m/9 Soule SPIIt', and cmpticd into the fountaine and ocean
n

of divine fulness: cxpircd into the aspires of pure life.[4]

This, however, was onlg temporary, and soon he “turned from a

I: Journal, P. 47.

2: Heights in Dcpths, PR 5+,
3 1bid., pit.

5 i lbid., P- 15.

King to become a Beast”.

| was now sent into a strange land, and made to eat unclean t/n'ngs
in Assyn’a E walked in unknown Patns, and became a mad man, a fool
among men.... |

Dcing then clouded from the prcscncc of the L.orcL | was vio/cnt[g
postcd through most dark Pat/'rs, where | ever and anon 5tumb/cd
and fell into the snare of open error and profaneness led and
hurried (by what power Jet the wise judgc) ina Princi e of' mad zeal;
to tear and rend the very appeéarances of God, which | had
formcr/g cherished in my brest. ﬁf

This is a characteristic account, but it must be remembered that it
was written after a long and severe imPrisonment, and, assumin

that his recantation was sincere, as it has every a pearance o%
being, after he had come to believe that the views!g\e Eac] once held

were erroneous. As he wrote he felt a new peace in a quictism that

had Pcrhaps been Partlg foreshadowed b9 the Pachcism of A Rout,
A Rout:

| am now at rest in the silent c/ceps of eternity, sunk into the abyssc
of silence, and (having shot this perilous gu/f) | am safc/y arrived
into the bosome of /ove; the land of rest....

| see there is nou;/vt that can satistie under the Sun....

My great desire (and that wherein | most dcffght) is to see and say
nothing; [2]

The last pages of his recantation are devoted to:

" A Sincere Abdication of certain Tenets, either formcr{g vented bg,

or NOw chargcd uporn the Author. |

| am dai{g accused as one that holds these horrid opinions.

Viz That there is no God; no Dcvi/,- no Heaven; no c//; as one that
denies the Scripturc, and the blessed Trinity of the God-head; that
saith there is no Sin; or otherwise that God is the author of Sin;

these (among others of less conscqucncc) are chicﬁy a//cdgcd
against me.

Salmon denied having held these views, or. in some cases, admitted
that he had been in error. Even so, his cxplanation of his doctrines

1: Ibid., pp. 18, 23.
2: 1bid., P 28.
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was still Fér from orthodox: he wrote, for examPle: |

That God js that pure and Perfect be% in whom we all are, move
and live; that seciet b/ood, breath and life, that si/ent/fq courseth
throug/'l the hidden veins and close arteries of the whole creation.

Uil

Salmon is obvious‘%trying here to EXpress his beliefs in a way that
would not give ofrence, but what is said is rea"g not at all
inconsistent with the usual Ranter idea of Gocl. :

“Silence’ Salmon wrote, shath taken hold of my spirit”, and in fact
he seems to have taken no further part in Publlc aftfairs.

The story of Jacob Bauthumieg or Bottomleg was similar. He was a

militantly Puritan cobbler in Leicester, where, we learn, “At one

Bury’s house 2 ministers Mr. tg%inson and Mr. Burdin stood by
whi/g Bottom/ey the shoemaker of Leicester Prayed. 7 He was also

" in trouble for causing a disturbance in All Saints Church.[2 Like
Salmon he served in the Army and there wrote The L{ght and Dark

Sides of God, for which he was punished by being burned throu
the tongue. The town authorities of Leicester were sufficient Yy
a!armedg‘-'bg this book to send it to London for advice, since it
seemed to them to be “of a very dange‘rous consequence and lets
open a very wide dore to Atheisme and {proﬂanes » [3] He too hints
at a sPiritua! struggle, though in much less detail than Salmon or
CoPPe:

| was cOntinua/{g suttering the torment of Hell. and tossed up and
down, being condemned of my selt ... And tln's is that | found til
God a Pearec/ spiritua// ; andgshewed me that he was all gfor and
ha pINEss ln’msel:c and that Hesh was nothing ket brougvt me
in£ the g/orious /iber{g of the Sons of God, whereas | was before in
bondagc to sin, law, an accusing Conscience which is Hell. [4]

He continued as an active Ranter in Leicester, to which he returned
after his Army service, and Fox met him at nearbg Swannington in

1655:

i: He{gﬁts in Deptfrs PP. 37-8.

2. Joan Simon, The Two John Angels. Trs. Leics. Archs. and Hist. Soc., XXXXI P 39.
5: Simon, Op. cit., P48,

4: Cohn, Op. cit., P 339.
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And the next day Jacob Bottom/ey came from Leicester, a great
Ranter, but the Lord’s power 5topped him and came over t]::em all....

And we sent to the Ranters to come forth and try their God, and
there came abundance who were rude, as atoresaid, and sung an
whistled and danced, but the Lord’s power s0 confoundedg;:hem
that many of them came to be convinced.[i] |

By about 1660, however, he aEPears to have become suﬁcicientlg
respectable to be appointec] I rary keeper and sergeant~at~mace
in Leicester. [2]

Morton discussed Laurence Clarkson se arate{zj; we include a brief
note on him here. Sometimes called C/ax[;n, ke was born at Preston
in 1615, and drifted from Ang/icam'sm to Presbyte_rianism,
Inde endency and Antinomianism, servin like many other later
Ranters in the army, as a chaplain until 1644, when bhe became an
jtinerant Pruacher in East /ﬁ'rg/ia, In 1645, he was arrested &
chareed in sutfolk for Baptist activities. The followin year he was
unoéicia/ Preac/)er to the troop of Cornet Nicholas ockyer, |ater

'

a Leveller a;:tator. In Clarkson’s account of his rell"gious career,
Pub/is/wed 1660, The Lost Sheep Found, he describes being Paid
£14 for Pennin a 1647 Leveller tract, A Generall Charge or
lmpeachment o H{gh Treason, in the name of Justice Equity,
against the Communua/ity of Eng/anc{, arguing that Parliament
erived its power from the people. i
Clarkson then joinec/ the Ean ers in London, Pub/ishfn A Single
E%e All nglﬂ:, no Darkness in légO, (5ponsored bg the Leveller
military marn, William Rainborowe, rother of the murdered Leveller
Colonel Thomas).
Therein Clarkson opposed the idea of sin, as invented b‘y the rulin
class to keep the poor in order. He sta tecj that on{g the intention oé
an act, noﬁ?in ot 1ts content, mattered to God -~ no specific
mora it;g could be prescribed on religious bases. Sin was aﬁ’n the
mind: il acted that so called Sin, tfou art not delivered from the
power of sin, but readﬁg upon all Alarums to tremble and fear the
reproach of t/vy body. The on{y relevant commandment was “Thou
shalt not kill”; most of the others he confessed to have broken; he
ustitied adu/tefy by means of a Phrase from Isaiah, 1 will make
darkness /{g/vt before them’. (He was in fact known for - and free/y

1: Jouma/, PFP. 182-5%.
2. Information from Mr. G. A. Chinnerg.
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admitted - his sexual Promiscuii;g). Clarkson considered himself to
be the truest of the radical re/:gjous thinkers of the Pcrioc/ to the

ideal of scparating rc/[gion from money. He seems to have known

Digger Gerrard Winstan/ey, and accused him of bcing a self-
segg'ng tit/vc——gathercr. It's not known whether Clarkson was one o
the Ranters the Diggers ciected from their commune, whom
Winstan/cy wrote hac}gsgacn'ﬁccd inner Reason to outwar /ustings.

Clarksonwas arrested in during raids on Ranters in London in 1650

(see later in the text). »
Some time before 1660 Clarkson left the Ranters and joined the

Muggletonians (apparcnt/ to the consternation of some of its
mcr‘%crs). Clarkson claimed to be the chief follower and discip/c of

John Reeve, (anothcr ex-Ranter) of whom | odowicke Muggleton
was himself an aco/yte, and claims in The Lost Shccp Found to be
“the true and on{g bishop now Iiving. 7 A Protractcd strugele for
?:ontro/ followed between Clarkson and Muggfeton, which Clarkson
ost.

One other name should be mentioned here, that of Richard CoPPin.

C,OPPin denied beiréga Ranter, incleed;he claimed that the Ranters.
ike other sects, ha “Pcrsccutcc/” him in some unspecified way, but

his Divine Tc—:ac:hings, Pubiishcd in Scpt¢mbcr 1649, was a quarry in

W}"liC"l a“ Ranters seem to "‘IBVC mined anci FCW O‘F their bOO‘(S are

without ideas and phrases taken from it. lts ublication coincided
roughig with the oPcning of the main Perioci of Ranter activitg and
Promincnce. g

Co E)in, unlike most of the Ranters, was a man of considerable

theologjcal training and sophistication. Origina“g an E‘Piscopaiian,
he reached his final Positions in the customary way, eing in tum
Prcsbytcrian, Independent and Anabaptist, In thc#atcri 40s he
was reaching around Rochester, evidentlg with some effect, since

Wood sags that after 1644 William Sandbrooke “was a P nted by

Ol
the Pres yterian Party one of the three Lecturers in the Cathedral
thcrcgurposclg to Prcach down the Dlasghcmics and Heresies of

Rich PP:’n and his besotted and begoft Followers”.[1]1 About
1648 he had a crisis of faith of which Divine Teachings was the

outcome. From that date he became an itinerant reacher and was
constantly in trouble for his views, bein laccg on trial twice at
Worcester, twice at Oxford and once at Gloucester. The indictment
at Worcester, as he gjves it shows how ncarig his views coincided

I: Athenae Oxonienses Il, P. 149.
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with those of the Ranters:

First, that I should say, That they were evil Angels (meaning the
Ministers who Prcac/w the Gospél of Christ) that told people of
damnation, and that such ought not to be heard or believed.
Secondly, That all men whatsoever should be saved.

Thirdly, That those that heard me were all in heaven, and in g/ory.
Fourth[g, That God was as much in me as in Christ....

Sixtlvlg, That there was no gcncra/ Day of Judgcmcnt.

chenthlg, That there was no heaven but in man.

Ei hth{g, That he that thought there was a hc//, to him there was a
hj/, but he t/wought there was no hell, to him there was no hell. 1

On the whole he cscapecl lightlg, ’chough in December 1655 he was

'irnPrisonccl for six months at Maidstone. The imfrcssion given in
i

Truths Tcstimon3 is that, while juries were hos lc, jud es were
sympathctic andinclined to streteh the law as far as possi le in his
favour. He does not deng ho cling the beliefs with which he was
c;hargcd. - | |

There can be no doubt that the autumn of 1649, when Divine
Tcachings aPPcarccl, marked a coming to cther in Ranterism of a
number of former Levellers and others oi:g the Politica“g defeated
left wing of the commonwealth forces. Giles Calvert, who Published
it, had issued the final version of An Agreement of the Pcop/c, and
it is worth noting that immcdiatcly ita Pcarcd Divine Tcac/vings was
commended in the Leveller journal Tgc Moderate, as “an excellent
book”. William Larner, the usual Leveller printer, issued both
Bauthumieg’s The Lig]’:t and Dark Sides OF God and works by
Clarkson. Tt is clear that from the way Clarkson describes his
introduction to the Ranters by Calvert that the latter, if not
actua"g a Ranter (and he seems always to have been cautious of
identif ing himself too complctelg witl angonc) at least cn'oycci
their fill confidence. Clarkson found among the Ranters noless a
Leveller than Mz?jor william Rainborough, Brother of the rcccntly

I: Truths Tcsﬁmony, i
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murdered Thomas.[11 A final Pointcr in the same direction is the fact
that Clarkson, Rainboroug and others gathcrccl at the house of a
Mr. Walis or Waddis of HFord, where John Saltmarsh had Ji'ved
during the last month of his life. Saltmarsh and the Ranters differed
in many ways, but they were all branches upon the grcat tree of Free
Grace, an Saltmarsg would ccrtain|9 have sgmpathiscd with the
Ranter conccption of God as the Great Leveller. |
Divine Tcachmgs came out with a long Preface bg Abiezer COPPC,
his first public appearance of which we have actual knowledge,
though /fnthon Wood sPcaks of a book called John thc Divines
Divinity bg J.E, to which he also wrote a Preface and v«{hich
a Pea?cd on Janua\? 3th, 1648. This does seem to have survived.
oppe was born in Warwickshire and in 1636 went to Oxford, first to
All'souls and then to Merton. Here, accorcling to Wood,

all lectures or exam les could not reform, or make, him live like a
Christian: And it was then notorious(g known that he would several
times entertain for one ni ht or more a wanton huswite in his
Chamber... in the little or o uadrangle, to whom cartying several
times meat, at the hour of re?ection, fe would make answer, when
bcinhg asked bg the way, what he would do with it, that it was a bit

for his cat.

Wood is harcﬂy an unbiased witness, but since Merton was his own
colle c,'ancl he matriculated onlg eleven years after Coppe, this
anccéote may well be based on first-hand information. This is more
than be said of his further statement that after COPPC had turned

Ranter

‘twas usua/ with him to Prcach 5tar/<~na/<cd many b/asphcmics and

unheard of villanies in the day-time, and in the m:g/')t to be drunk
and lyc with a wench that had%een also his hearer stark naked.[2]

Such accusations are t?Pical of man? that were made against him
ed with what seems gcnuinc in ignation.

and which hc rcPudia
PamPHets written against the Ranters, he writes,

,

I: It may not be without signhcicancc that Maior Rainborough had been frustrated

in all his eHorts to obtainjustice upon his brother’s murderers. Second Part of

Englands New Chaines, P 1

2: Op. Cit., P. 367.
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- bosome /oathc

are scandalous and bcspattcrcd with Lyes and Forgeries, in sctting
me in front of such actions which I never did, which my soul abhors;
such t/n'ngs which mine eyes never bchc/cf such words which my
tongue never spake, and mine cars never heard.

All Tike that »‘gfse aspersion - Viz, that | was accompanied to
Coventry with two s e-disciples, and that 1 lay there with two
women at once. Which two sf ~cfi5cip/cs were Cya tain Blak, and
other Sou/dicrs, who have hurried me from Gaol to Gao/,- w;)cre /
sing Hal/c/zy’ahs to the R{g/vtcous judgc, and lie in his bosome, who
/s cvcr/asting /oving kindness.[1]

His development followed a pattern with which we are bg NOwW
familiar. Atter .lcaving Oxford he turned Prcsbgtcrian, then
Anabaptist, reachin widc‘g in Warwickshire. He was in Prison in
Coventry in 1646. Fina 13 after a Prolongcc] sPiritua! convulsion he
became a Ranter. This crisis he has described more vivicng and in
greater detail than any other Ranter writer: |
First, all my strcngth, my forces were utterly routed, my house |
dwelt in fired; m father and mother forsocﬁc me, the wife of my
ﬂw, mine old name was rotted, Pcrishcd; and | was
uttcr/g p/agucd, consumed, damned, rammed and sunk into
nothing, into the bowels of tl':c still Eternity ( my mothers wombe)
out of which 1 came naked, and whereto Treturned again naked.
And lyin a while there, rapt u in silence, at /cngtlv (the bodys
outward rorme bcing awakeé an this while) 1 heard with my outward
eare (to my ap rehension) a most terrible t/wunc/cr-—c/ap. and after
that a second. And upon the second thunder-clap, which was
exceeding terrible, | saw a great body of ltght, like the light of the
Sun, and red as fire, in the formc of a drum (as it were), whereupon
with exceedin trcmb/ing and amazement on the flesh, and with jo
unspeakable'in the Spm't, | clapt my hands, and cryec/ out, Amen,
Ha e/:.jah, Ha/clty'ah, Amen. /57 s0 Ia trcmb/ing sweating and
smolcing (for the space of half an hourc)qat len with a /oué"g voice
(1 inwarc{(g) cryccf Out, Lord what wilt thou do with me; my most
excellent majcs and eternall g/ory (in me) answered and sayd,
Fear not. I will take thee up into m everlastin Kingc{om. But thou
shalt (first) drink a bitter cup, a bﬂzcr cup, a bitter cup; whereupon
(being filled with cxcceding amazement) | was throwne into the belly
of I‘)Cﬁ (and take what you can of it in these cxﬁ,rcssions, though the

’

matter is bcyond exprcssrbn) | was among all the Devils in he s even

I: A Remonstrance of Abiezer Coppe, p- 6.
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in their most hideous crew.

And under all this terrour and amazement there wés a little spark of
transcendent, unspcakab/c lor. w/':ic/; survived, and sustained
| itself, triumpln’ng, cxu/ting an cxa/ting itself above all the Fiends.[1]

This conversion seems to have taken Ptace in Warwickshire about
the middle of 1649 and to have included a command, “‘Go up to
L ondon, to L ondon, that great City”. There CoPPc, who
emphasised the social asPcct of his teaé%ing more, Pcrhaps, than
any other Ranter, began in the autumn of that year an aPPcal to the
London poor, in a series of sermons in the streets in w ich the rich
were dcnounced. The substance of these outbursts was Probablg
incorPoratcd in A Frery F‘/ying Roll, where he jfcaks of himself as,

charging so many Coachés, so man}g hundreds of men and women
of thgc grcatcr ran/<, in the open s reets, with my hand stretchcd
out, My hat cock’t up, stan'n}? on them as if 1 would look thorou h
them, nas/n’ng with my teetn at some of them, and cfay and night
with a%u e loud voice Proc/aiming the dag of the Lord throughout

[ ondon and Southwark.[2]

No doubt this is the cPisodc referred to by Clarkson in The Lost

Shee which states that 5hort|3 before his own conversion CoPPc

“lvacf Zatc/y appcarcd in a most dreadful manner?. CoPPe’s

campai%n in the streets, soon to be followed bg the Publication of A

Ficry Flying Roll (January lst, 1650) marked the be inning of the

Eerloc! oF maximum Ranter activitg and was followed almost at once
y a campaign of Pcrsecution and abuse directed against them.

A Fi’cry F‘{gi{t}g Roll from which a number of extracts havc alreaclg
been given, escribed itself as “A Word from the L ord to the Great
ones of the Earth”. With it was bound A Second Fiery F/ying Roll
addressed “To all the Inhabitants of the Earth.”. The violent anc}
Erovocative tone of the Roll, togcthcr with CoPPc’s unconventional

ehaviour, attracted a great deal of attention and led to an
immediatereaction. The Ranters, hitherto almost ignored, began to
be written and talked about. A glance at the biblio raPhic§ note
apfcndcd to this essay will show that almost half the items listed
date from the year 1650 and more than half the remainder from 1651.

l: Ro//, I Preface
2: Roll, H, Ch. 5.
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you see what your 'ucfgcmcnt Jeads to

Co Pe; who had either left London after the Pub!ication of A Roll
or been taken from it under arrest, was soon in prison in Cove :
On l‘cbruary Ist Parliament issued an OrcE,r declaring that
Passadgcs from A Rollhad been read before it and contain “many

orri Blasphemics, and damnable and detestable opinions, to be
abhorred vaLa// good and oa@ ople”. It was ordered that copics
be Publiclg urnt “by the ancf%cf gwe Hangman, at New-Pallace-
Yard at Westminster, the Exchange, in Bcapsidc and at the
Market-place in Southwark”. Searchgwas to be made and all coPics
that cou@ be found were to be dcstroyed.

One of the first attacks on the Ranters came from the AnabaP’cists.
Hcart—-Bleedings of Professors Abominations aPPcarccl on
Februarg 28th and this was signed by sixteen of their Ministers.

These included a number - Kimgn, SPils%urg, Patience and Drapes ~
who less than a 3cir ago had siened The Humble Petition and
Representa tion of Severil Churches of God in London directed
against the Lewellers. On both occasions they were eager to
Isavow any connection with what theg regarde as an unPoPu‘ar
goup. Here, though the Ranters are not mentioned by name, their
miliar tenets are all outlined and repudiated. The Pamphlct deals
at |¢ngth with the argument “that those who have faln into such
dcsperatc abominations, were sometimes members of our
Cor;'grcgations and from thence are apt to condemn our
proression anJ question whether our wa%ﬁc of God or no, saying,
17‘ C e

;j rcplg that, “‘Many 11
not most of them were never mcm]aers with us ancl that in any case

no Hock can be condcmn¢d for having had a {fcw black shecp.[ﬂ

That these fears were not without foundation was shown bg the
Pubiication a Fortni?wt later of A Blow at the Root, Or some
Observations towards A Discovcry of the Subtilties anJ Devices of
Satan, a Production of the Prcsbgterian establishment in which the
excesses of the Ranters serve as an excuse for an attack on all the
Sects. Its anonumous author contends that one thing leads
incvii‘zb[y to another:

An over-curious ucstfoning of some t/'n'ngs appcrtaining to
R‘c/tg’on | (against which yet | conceive, no cleare evidence can be
gfvcn) disposet/') to Sc[)ara tion: Separation is an ordinary step to
Anabapttsmc; Anabap Isme Perfecé itself in Seeking bctng a[:)vc

I: Op. Cit., P. 12.
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Ordinances, and Questioning everytln’n revea/ed n the
Sc:riptures, and in high Raptures an Revelations. This

determinates in Leve//ing, and (throug/') that) runnes compasse
(with some) to that strange and feartull. straine declared and

taught in the late Fie:y ﬁyi?g ‘Ro//,- which state’s the Fencection of

all Re/{gion express/g erfect Libertinisme]l. So that
Profaneness ye may Perceive, is the Devils A/P/')a and Omega. 1]

The main Ranter doctrines are then attacked in some detail.

Meanwhile the Ranters appear to have been growin in s’trength and
Clarkson’s A Lost Shee describes the increasing oldness of their
activities. In APril Geor%e Foster Published The §qund/'n of the
| ast TrumPet with social and Political ideas very similar to those of

Coppe and Cfarkson.[l]

In June Parliament set up a Committee to enquire into the Ranters
and other heretical groups. On June 2Ist it re rted “on the
several abominable Practices of a Sect called Ranters”, and a Bill
was Prepared which was debated on several days durinéJL}ne and
Julg. On August th Parliament Passed its Act for the unishment
of Atheistical, B asPhemous and Execrable Opinions. This Act
declared a number of heresies to be Punishabﬁ)e by six months’
imprisonment, with banishment for a second oﬂ‘?ence. These
included maintaining that God “dwells in the creature and nowhere
else”, that “the acts of uncleannes, Prop/vane Swearing,
Drunkenness, and the like Filthiness and Brutishness, are not
unh/':o(7 and forbidden in the Word of God”, that such actions and
“the i
R{g/vteous as the Duties of Frayer, Preaching o;}givfng of Thanks to
God?, sthat such men and women are most pe ect, or like to God
or Eternity, which do commit the greatest Sins with [e.ast remorse or
sense’, and that “there is no such thing rea//y and tru/y as
Unr{ghteousness, Unholiness or Sin but as a man or woman
juc{ eth thereof; or that there is neitf;er Heaven nor Hell, neither
Salvation nor Damnation, or that those are one and the same

thing”.

This Act was the signal for paper Polemics to be followed up bg

l: OP cit. P . ]5]~2.
2. In November this was rePrinted with a similar work, The Pouring Fourth of the
seventh and last Viall upon all Flesh.
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4 Coventry to London an

ke open wickedness, are in their nature as Ho(g and

organisedpolice action. Some Ranters, like Co pe and Salmon, had
alreac]g been imPrisoned. Now began sgstemagc olice raids, often
made on evidence Provicled 139 informers. The Eanters, however,
were by no means silenced or quicu defeated. A SIng/e E’ge by
Clarkson appeared in September 1670 11, and Bauthumley’s The
Light and lgark sides of god in November. Opposition to the Act
was also shown by william Larner’s Publication in 1651 of The Petition
of Divers gathered Churches, and others wel affected, in and
about London, for dec/aring the Ordinance of the Lords and
Commons for Punishing Blasphemies and Heresies, null and void.
This Petition was rePrinted in @55.

Soon after the passing of the Act CoPPe was brougnt from

§examinec! by a Parliamen tary Committee,
as was Clarkson and William Rainborou h soon “after. Both
Clarkson and Coppe Provecl difficult su jects. Clarkson, like
Lilburne and Overton before him, stood oft his rights as a free
citizen, refusingto answer any Céuestions that might incriminate him.
Co pe adoP’ced different tactics. The Week Iy Inte/ltgencer for
October 1st-8th mentioned sthe arrogant and wild deportment of
Mr Copp the great Ranter, who made the Fiery Rofc\)vho being
brougﬁf before the Committee of Examinations, refused to be
uncovered, and diseuised himself into a madness, ﬁingrhg APP/es
and Pears about thgey roome, w/':ereupon the Committee returned
him to Newgate whence he came”. A similar account of the incident
is given in The Routing of the Ranters. ’

it

In December and January 1650-1 aPPeared a whole swarm of
anti-Ranter PamEHets, many anonymous crudelg Printed mostlg
aPParentlg from the same press, and for ti'ne most part of the most
scurrilous and witch-huntmg character. Not only are they full of
allegations of obscene orges and suggestions that the HRanters
were Rogalist agents or concealed Jesuits, but such even greater
absurdities as that the Devil in person attended their meetings,

and takit;gg them by the hands very familiarly, he leaves the Pn’nt of

his fowl Paws behinde him, which the Ranter can never get out, it

r['einaining black and Blue; they being Fearﬁx”y tormented thereat.
- ' a8 |

»

I: Thomason, whose datings 1 have usuall fouowed, ves the date as October 4’&1,
but the Parliamentarg Order for it to be burnt was cf’ated September 20th.
2: Ranters Last Sermon, p- P i , |

3¢




Another PampHet tells how a Ranter Preacher, when his audience
turned against him, “called for ... a Pisscpot, and in an instant, upon
4 ereat Hash of fire, vanished, and was never seen more”. [1] In a
third, one Kendall ‘o{'l Drury Lane, having made an assignation with a
shc»-Ranter, “was 5uddcn?g strook dead in the P/acc to the grcat
amazement and astonis/n’ng of many beholders”. 12]

These pamphlets do, however, give some interesting details,
cspcciaﬁ of the sug:)rcssion and Eersccutions of the Ranters. In
the Arraignment an Truall... of the Ranters we read of an Arm
Ranter bein hangcc] bg 'g'xc thumbs, in The Ranters Recantation o
one W, Smi’c% ed at York “for denying the Deity, Arian-like”,

an
and O{: a numgcr O% POIiCC raicls and imPﬂSOﬂantS.

Clarkson’s coolness in avoiding arrest during such a raid is
described in The Routin of the Ranters. A mcctlng 18 Whitcchapcl
was surPriscd “by the officers of the P/acc”: |

Amongst this compagg was that Claxton (bcr(ofc mentioned) who
n

with (ndaunted boldness and audacious carriage, spakc to the
Officers, that came with authoritie to apprehend them, to this
etfect.

Gcnt/cmcn, / pcrccivc you are come to seize on us, your fellow
creatures, for what cause | know not; | pray use not any vio/cncc, or
terrifie and atfright those of our fc/
a weak and tengczr constitution i we have offended the Law, we
shall rcadi/y and wi//ingy submit to be tried bg it. And taking up his
cloak, he said Gentlemen, | will not leave you as | am reacfy [c)J g0
a/ong with you. And forth he went with the first; and as thé others
were cominf forth (about t}n'rtg in numbers) he f)ramcd an excuse to

return back into the house, Pretending he had left sometlving of

great use behind him, and so cscapcd away at a back door; but is
re-taken, and at this c/ay in Prison. |

The same pam Hct, dcscribin% a raid on the house of one
Middleton, at the sign of David and the Harp in Moor Lane,

(Moorﬁelcrs) supplics an i"uminating detail:

one of the men took a canc”c, and went up and down the room, as
if he had been scc/dng a needle; and after a while, one asked him
what he 5oug/7t atter? to whom f)@ answcred, That he lookt for his

I: The Ranters Recantation, P- -
2: Strange News from Newgate, p. 6.

38

~ other Placcs. Other PamPHcts spcalc of |argc numbers o

low creatures hcrc, that are of

sins but thcy were not there, he could not find them.

Mrs. Middleton, who at about this time was Clarkson’s mistress,
cscaped, but most of those present were arrested. Thisis Probab[g
the same cpisoclc as that reterred to in The Ranters Ranting, when
also Mrs. Middleton is said to have escaped arrest, but the names
of some of the others are givcn as John o“ins, (. Shakespeare and
Thomas Wilberton. These, and five others were brougl'\t Eeforc Sir
John Wolaston and sent to the ComPter (the Cit9 Prison) :

Strange Newes from Newgate and the Old-Baily describes the
“Proots, Examinations ancflg Confessions of J. Co/l??vs and T. Reeve,
two of the Ranters taken in Moor-Lane, at the General Sessions
Gao/-De/ivcry, holden in the Olcf-vBai/y the twentieth cfay of this
instant January’. Each was sentenced fo six months’ imprisonment
under the Act'of August 9th. Elsewhere there are accounts ot the
disPcrsal and arrest of groups at York, Uxbriclgc, King’s lﬁ%nan and
nters
who have rcg)cntecl, and, as The Ranters Declaration Puts it, “now

live civilly in their rcspcctivc P/accs and habitations”.

in all this Prolimccration of slander and abuse two PamPHcts written
N thcsc months stand out as at |cast attc‘-:m]:'tin‘ig_l serious argJ-mcnt.
One is The Smoke of the Bottomlesse Pit by John Holland, alreadg

remcc;rrec! to, whose attempt to give a fair account of Ranter doctrine
belies its catc H-fcnng title an J'ustifics its author’s claim that it was

,

written, “not ws
:fary, much lesse to stir up an to Persccutc them barc{g for their
u

’

h any intent... to make their persons odious unto

.

igements; for when I consider what the Scripture saith, I find it
not Gods method to deal with 5piritua/ enemies with carnal
weapons » The other was A Wonder and Yet no Wonder bg Edward
Hicilc junior, Published in December, and, most 5urPn'5inglg, 139 Giles
Calvert. '

While a publisher is not, of course, ncccssarily identified with all the
VIEWS OE the authors he publishes, this must reflect a deliberate
intention bg Calvert to retreat from his recent Ranter connections.
This may have been mere natural caution in the face o{:Pcrsccution
and Possiblc damage to his business interests. On the other hand
he continued to Eu ish radical and dangcrous books (includin the
last 5Pecchcs ot many of the chicidcs) right up to his death in
1667, and his widow Elizabeth continued the same Polic

afterwards. But about this time Calvert was to bcgin his long
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association with the Quakers, scores of whose books he was to
ublish in the next dozen ears, and it seems more Probablc that

Ehis IS mainly an indication that he was moving from the Ranter to the

Quaker standpoint and Pcrhaps wished to e’mphasisc the fact.

Hide (more usua”y chle) was a Rouyalist, related to the future
Chancellor, who had been scqucstcrcg from his living of Brightwc”
in Berkshire, but he is described by Wood as “an enthusiastical
erson”. His book certain[g contains much cloudy stuff about
Great Red Dragons and the like, but his criticism of the Ranter
osition, thougé hostile, is not cntirclg unsgmpathctic, F’coplc like
Ehc Ranters, he argues, err,

by us/vering in Error with these six g/orfous truths fo//owing; that is

to say:

God Doth all things.

/s all thmgs.

All things are in God.

All things are of God.

All t/u'ngs are tbrough God.
All t/n'ngs are to God.

From these excellent Prcmfscs t/vcy draw such rotten and unsound
Principles as that thcy are very God and infinite and A/mlghiy as the
very God is.... That Heaven. and all bappincss consist in the acting
of those things which are sin and wickedness; That those are most
Pcn(cct, and like to God and. Eternity, which do commit the
greatest sins without least remorse or sense ... and that there is
neither Heaven nor Hell ... and that there is not any distinction
between thcm, or between /tght and darkness; that Reason is God.

1]

it will be noted that Hide, like other writers, tends to use the actual
words of the Act of Au%st 9th, and these will also be found to
colour the |anguage of su scqucnt Ranter retractions.

The combination of lcgal Prohibition, olice rcPression and adverse
ro aganda in the last months of 165P

des roy the Ranter movement, but it ccrtain!g checked its growth,

drove Tt undcrgrouncl and forced it to shian rather than court

Public notice. From this time Ranterism ceases to be news and

EOp, Cit. FE 36-42.
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0 and the first of 1651 did not

;;;;;;;

references to its activities decrease sharply. Meantime the most

rominent Ranter spokesmen, Coppe ancr C?larkson, like many of
fheir ollowers, were in Prison. darison was released after about a
month and the sentence of banishment Passed on him was never
enforced. However, he left London for East Anglia and soon
abandoned his Ranter activities if not his beliets. His colleague

Rainborough was onl “disc/var:fcd and disabled of and from

aring or cxccuting the Office of a justice of Peace in the COunty
of Middlesex, or any other County within Eng{and and Wales”. [11

Coppe remained in Prison, and in Januarg.léﬁl issued a Partial

recantation - A Remonstrance of t/ve sincere and zca/ous
- Protestations of Abiezer COP[’C Against the Blasphemous and

Execrable Opinions recited in the Act of Aug to 1650. Apart from
complaints that he had been slandered, this consisted mainly o

denials that he had ever held the views attributed to him. %’his
evidently did not satisFy the authorities and he was kePt in prison
for another five months till he wrote a second and fuller recantation,
COPPS Return to the wayes of Truth: . . . Or Truth asserted
against, and triump/wfng over Error; And the Wings of the Frery

lying Roll c/ipt. It is dated: |

The day O{:} 1619
wgsol Ty |
n e day otrm
new birth 7 5} l651 [2]

In the Preface CoPPc addresses Par‘iament, asking Pardon for his
sins and errors, but saying that many errors not his own have been
maliciously attributed to him. He has been in Prison a 3car and a
half during which his wife’s health has suffered and ‘my Poori
nnocent c)%i/drcn scattered here and there in several P/accs to our
ﬁreat care, Grief and charge”. His fall, like that of Ne uchadnezzar,
ad been due to sPiritual Pridc: |

In a mystical sense | built a great Babel. And (in the pride of my
heart) 1 walked in the Palace of the Kingdome of go '

ab
rccrcat{ng and pricfing mysc/f, in the p/casurcs of... Ba

g/on I.e.
bel ic.
Confusion.

1: Parliamcntary Resolution OF 27/9/50.

2: Thomason gives the date 11/7/5t: Pcrhaps there was a gap between its writing
and Publication.
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IR pages I to 15 he Procccds to disown the Fo”owing errors and
assert their oPPositcs:

I. That there is no'sinne.

2. That there is no God.

3. That Man, or the meer Creature, is very God.

4. That God is in Man, or in the creature onc/y, and no where else.
9 That Cursing and 5wcan'qg, IS NO sin. ‘

é. That Adu/tcry, Fornication and uncleannesse is no sin.

7. That community of Wives is lawful.

In view of the Provisions of the Act, and the Penaltics it contained,
he could hardlg have done otﬁmerwise, and aPParcntly the
authorities were sugicicntig convinced since thcg released him. He
did not convince everyone. In Scptcmber he Preachcd a recantation
sermon at Burford which was attacked bg John Tickell in an
aPPendix to The Bottomles Pit 5mo/<ing in Familisme. Tickell
accused Co pe of deceit and cquivocation. The Ranters “use to
spcak one gving and mean another.... Before the late Act thcg
spake boldl , NOW t/'ley dare not.” When theg spcak of Christ an
his crucifixion thcg rcgard Christ as a type, not as an historical
Fig.xre - a charee justified to a certain exten bg Ranter insistence on
the Primacg oﬁq) tf-Jle mystery over the historg in the ScriPtures.

How far Coppe’s enforced recantation was sincere it is difficult to
say. But he seems, as far as Possible, to have held to the essence
oﬁg his beliefs. Thus, while clcnging that there was no sin, he
exPrcssed the view that all men are cqua”g sinful in the eyes of God:

T/?ievcs, fittle thicves, an ecat thicvcs, drun/cards, adu/tcrers, and
adultresses. Murtherers, l[ittle murtherers, and great murtherers. All
are sinners. Sinners All. What then? Are we better than t/nf:y? No, in
no wise.[1]

Most significant of all, far from denﬁing ar:c% of the social views
advanced in A Ficry F_/ying Roll he Treaffirmed them almost
dcﬁantlg: ;

As for community, | own none but that Aposto/ica/, saint-like

Community, Sfokcn of in the 5cripturcs.
So far as'l either do, or should own community, that if Hesh of my

1: Op. Cit., P. 4.
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zqcsh, be rcady to Perish; | either will, or should call notht'ng that |
have, mine own.

If I have bread it 5/73”, or should be /71’5, else all my religion is in vain.
] am for dca/ing bread to the hungry, for c/oathing the naked, for
the brcaking of every 9oak, for the /etting of the opprcsscd g0

frec....

Know all men by these presents, that

[ am uttcr{g against the community which is simfu/, or destructive to
soul or bocfy, or the well bcing ofga Common-wealth.... |

| own none ot/?cr, long for none othcr, but that g/orious (Rom. 8)
liberty of the sons of God.

Wfricf'»g God will hasten in its time.[1]

The sting of his recantation was ccrtainlg in its tail.

After his release Coppe remained in London, but it is uncertain how
far he resumed his Ranting activities, since little is heard of him after
this. Wood says that he “was kind/y entertained among those of his
own opinion”. Fox reports a meeting with him in 1655 which suggests
that there had been no great change, Provided that his date is
correct: |

During the time | was Prisoner at Charing Cross abundance of
Professors, Pricsts, and officers, and all sorts of Peop/c came to
see me ... and there came one Cobbc, and a great compan of
Ranters came in that time also, and t/u:y began to call for cﬁink and
tobacco; and | desired them to forbear it in my rooim; it thcy had a
mind to it thcy could 8o into another room. And one of them cried

“All is ours”, and another said, “All is well’: but 1 replied, “How is af/
well when thou art so Pccvish and envious and c:ragj ed?” [2]

of Cop e’s later uears Wood writes that “the name of Cop e
odious, he did at the Kings restauration changc it to ngham, and
Practising P/ysick at Barnelms in Surrey, and sometimes rcaching,
went for divcri{ycars under the name of Dr Higham?”. ﬁc died n
Au§ust 1672 and was buried “on the south side of the church there,
under the seats”. -

Undcr all these blows Ranterism ccasedto exist as a coherent

o |bi€!., P- 4.

2: Joumal, P. 195




social and rcligious movement, but its decline was slow and
Prolongcd. All over the countr_nf sma”, more or less isolated groups,
and, no doubt, many individuals, remained. APart from its spec IC
theology, there was something about its intransigence, its blunt
nonco%?orming irreverence, its rough materialism and Eorhaps its
afpcal to an ancient, dcctp-rootcd Pcasant communism that made a
strong a eal to many ngllshmcn of the lower orders. The best
evidence tor its Pcrsistcncc in all parts of the country in this Period,
and for its character, comes E"om Fox’s Journal. Fox rePorts
Ranters as late as 1668, and in New F:nglanc 1672 From his first sight
of them in 1649 he emphasiscs their roug%, unmannerly conduct.
Theg “took tobacco and drank ale” at their mcctings. They “fell a-
swearing” thcg “made a disturbance and were ver. rud‘g:*”, thcg
“sung ancf whistled and danced”. Yet this was essentia l9 a negative
type of agpeal, not of the kind on which a wide national movement
could be built.

What, actua”g, was the size and strcngth of the Ranters? It is not
casy to answer such a qucstion with any assurance. Fox uotcc],
with some comPlaccnc a statement bg Justice Hotham that the

Quakers had saved En iancl from being cngulrcc] by them:

Justice Hotham was g/acf that the Lord’s power and truth was
sPrcad and so maréz had received it.... And moreover he said, if God
had not raised up IS Pn'ncip/c of /;'gnt and /ifc, the nation had been
ovcrsprcacf with Ranterism and all the justices in the nation could
not stop it with all their laws, becaus t/wcy would have done and
said as t/vcy commanded them and yet kcpt their rincip/c: still. But
this Pr:'nc:P/c of Truth overthrows the root and ”ground of their
Princ:P/c ... which t/wcy could not have done with all their laws.[1]

This 'uclgcmcnt should be treated about as scriouslg as the even
moré famous one that Methodism saved England from revolution in
the nineteenth centurg. Equa”y untrustworthg are some
contemporar estimates of vast numbers of Ranters bcing
converted - 3000 at one time according to the Ranters Declaration,
700 at another according to The Ranters Bible. All reliable
evidence SLé?gCStS that Ranter meetings were quite small, Perhaps
ten.ar a dozen: or a score of Pcoplc meetin Privatcly or
semi- rivatc!g in a member’s house. On the other and thcg were
Probably both more numerous and more influential than has

I: Journa/, F. 90.
Ak

sometimes been suPPosccl.

No doubt their main strength |ay in the poorer quarters of London,
among the imPoverishe artisans and labourers, sumCFeri?g the
effects of the war, and ’chcg aPPealcd also to a number of former
Levellers inside and outside the Army; But thcg were ccmainiy not
confined to London or even to its ne hbourhood. Ranter activities
of various kinds arc'rcPortcd from A%ingdon, | eicester, Covc:ntr%:1

‘ York, Berkshire, Kent King's Lynn, Uxbridgc, iford an

Winchester. Fox suPPrics many more localities: Cleveland,
Ulverston, Holderness, the Pea{z area Not’cingham, Horsham,
Bristol, Weymouth Norwich, Cornwalf Southampton, among
others. Such a list, clrawn from onlg a few Laphazarcl sources, must
mean that there was no part of En%ancl where their influence was
not felt. It suggests also, if less conc usivc‘g, what might in any case
be expected, that this was a mainly urban movement drawing
su Port'xcrom the wage earners and small Proclucers in t}nc towns
ra&cr than from the Peasantry.

It is not surprising that it caused alarm in orthodox and. Pro ertied
circles and was savagelg attacked the moment it ap beared. Yet it is
also clear that it can never have been a real threat to the established
order. If it seemed so, it was Perha s because the rich had an
uneasy conscience. It arose, as we E’avc seen, at a time of the
Po!itical defeat of the radical, Piebcian element in the revolution,
and, indeed, as a consequence of that defeat. it had therefore to
face a ruling group that had Fu”g, consolidated its position and had
a firm 'P on the Army and the State machinerg. hat the Levellers
had Fa%?:d to do with considerable mass suPPort, organising abilitg
and an attractive rogramme based on a well considered Politica
thcorg in a time o exccptional Po!itica! ﬁuiditg was far beyond the
powers of groups of confused mystical anarchists, at a time of
olitical retreat, whose rogramme rca“y amounted to little more
han awaiting the day when *God the Great Leveller” would come
upon the ric%: and mi htg “as a thief in the n{ght, with my sword
rawn in my hand anj [ike a thief as | am - | say deliver your purse,
deliver sirrah! cfcﬁvcr or 'l cut t/y throat!” [1] |

'Igwe Levellers, againc,l hacil bfhincl them la sﬁlid class basisl go whicri
their pr init . The Rante
eir E—_) ct)égammc made a detinite apm : anters could appea

onlg dc{:catod and declasse lower strata of the urban

I: Roll, M Ch-2.
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oor, and upon these no substantial movement could Possiblg be
Euilt. U] While individual ex-Levellers might turn to them this could
onlg be out of dcsPair and such recruits were H«:Ig to be onl
temporar%. The more substantial and balanced of those who ag
suPPortc the Levellers were more likelg to be rePc”cd by the wild
languagc and wilder conduct of the Ranters. These, in their turn,
were |argc| a reflection of their own despair and demoralisation. A
logical contradiction dcvclopcd here beﬁr«ecn the ideologucs and
the mass of their followers. The former mig'ﬂ: well believe that the
d39 of the Lord was at hand and the:g were indeed in the very year
that the Powers of Heaven and Earth should be shaken an
damned, and that therefore their actual actions were a matter of
little imPortancc.

Their followers might believe this tool with the surface of their
minds. But such conviction is rca“g onlg Possiblc for a few and for
most the Practical outcome seems to have bccn a fecling that the
might as well eat, drink and be as mcrryhas their conditions a”owcé?,
since thcg had little more to cxPcc’c either here or hereatter. For a
few critical weeks or months in 1650 cxpcctations may have been
itched rather highcr, but when the test came, and it was obvious
Ehat the Powers were so far from bcing shaken that they had the
situation well in hand, a raPid disillusion set in. In a sense the fall of
the Ranter movement was as swift as its rise - but it was incomplcte.
Without leadcrship 'cxcept at the local level, Ranter roups
Pcrsisted for a number of years, carrging on famifiar roccd%rcs as
a matter of habit, Pcrhaps, ke Margaret Hollis in 1654, who “singing
antiquc{g, and in rude postures, said That was Rc/{gion izl

A tougln non-conformism remainecl, but the millennia cxpcctation
was over. So was the Passion, the Poe’crg, the vision, the a’ctemPt at
a comprchcnsivc world outlook, however comcusccl, which gave the
Ranters a firm and Peculiar Place in the English Revolution and in
the list of English heresies, an which estaéishcd them as a main
link in the chain that runs from Joachim of Fiore to William Blake.

I: Unreformed Stalinist that he was, Morton couldn’t resist getting this tota“g
unhistorical Leninist nonsense in. Elsewhere in The World of the Ranters he waxes
ovcr~optimistic about the class basis of the Levellers and the extent of the
franchise their leaders were working towards.

2: A List of Some of the Grand Blasphcmcrs.
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BIBLIOGRAPHICAL NOTES
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(now housed in the British Librarg). Though some of these dates
are no doubt inaccurate theg are stil 5uﬂ§cicnt19 correct to make
such a list a useful guide to the dcvciopment of the Ranter

- movement.

Very little of this material has ever been rePrintccl. Professor N.
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appendix to The Pursuit of the Millennium, and extracts from
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4T




The Ranters Bible. Gilbert Roulston. 9/12/50. ;

The Ranters Rc//g:bn. 11/12/50. E

The Arraignment and Trya// ... of the Ranters.17/12/50.
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The Ranters Recantation. 17/12/50.
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Cavalier and Puritan Ballads. 1923.

The Black and Terrible Warning Piece. 29/11/53.
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A List off;omc of the Grand Blasphcmcrs. 25/3/54.
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