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INTRODUCTION

(1)

Active in the years 1649-50, the Digger movement is nowadays best known for
the writings of Gerrard Winstanley (1609-76). Since the publication of a collected
edition of his works in 1941, modern scholarship has paid considerable
attention to Winstanley and his writings and he is now acknowledged to be a
figure of major importance in the history of English political thought.2 However,
Winstanley was not the only Digger whose writings were published and it is
with the intention of making the works of other participants in the Digger
movement more widely available and better known that this publication has
been issued.

The Digger community, which was founded on April Fool’s Day 1649 at St.
George’s Hill near Cobham in Surrey by Winstanley and William Everard, was
also the source of Robert Coster’s A Mite Cast Into The Common Treasury. Nothing
is known of Coster’'s background or of his career subsequent to the failure of
the Digger experiment and although he, together with many other members of
the St. George’s Hill community, was a signatory of several of Winstanley’s
tracts, A Mite is the only publication for which Coster’s authorship is certain.3
A letter addressed to Lord Fairfax and the Council of War by members of the
Surrey community, including Coster (but not Winstanley), is also reprinted
here.

The Surrey Diggers were also responsible for the publication of the songs
The Diggers Mirth and The Diggers Song. The authorship of these songs 1is
uncertain. C.H. Firth, who edited The Clarke Papers, in which The Diggers Song
first appeared, suggests that Winstanley was its author, a suggestion which has
been repeated by many later commentators on Winstanley’s writings. However,
there does not appear to be any firm evidence to support this claim, or L.H.
Berens’ suggestion that Robert Coster was author of the first part of The Digger’s
Mirth and Winstanley author of the second part.*

Although the Surrey community is the most famous example of the Digger
movement, it is now acknowledged that there were other colonies at
Wellingborough, in Northamptonshire; Iver, in Buckinghamshire; Cox Hall, in
Kent; Barnet, in Hertfordshire; Enfield, in Middlesex; Bosworth, in Leicester-
shire; Dunstable, in Bedfordshire; and possibly also in Gloucestershire and
Nottinghamshire.5 Of these communities, those at Wellingborough and at Iver
issued the manifestos included in this collection.

The Wellingborough community appears to have been active in the early
part of 1650. The copy of their declaration in the Thomason Collection is dated
12 March 1650. Of their activities before this date we know nothing, though we
do know something of what subsequently befell this colony. A contemporary
newsheet for April 1-8, 1650 gives an account of how emissaries from the Surrey
Digger colony were apprehended at Wellingborough in possession of a letter
and reports that they were ‘going about to incite people to digging, and under
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that pretence gathered many of the Wel-affected for their assistance’.¢ It would
thus appear that there were definite links between the Wellingborough Diggers
and those from Surrey.” This incident would appear to have been the cause for
action taken against the colony, for the Calendar of State Papers, Domestic Series
for 1650 gives the following report on April 15:

Council of State to Mr. Pentlow, justice of peace for county Northampton.
We approve of your proceedings with the Levellers in those parts, and doubt
not but you are sensible of the mischief those designs tend to, and of
necessity to proceed effectually against them. If the laws in force against
those that intrude upon other men’s properties, and that forbid and direct
the punishing of all riotous assemblies and seditious and tumultuous
meetings, be put in execution, there will not want means to preserve the
public peace against the attempts of this sort of people. Let those men be
effectually proceeded against at the next sessions, and if any that ought to
be instrumental to bring them to punishment fail in their duty, signify the
same to us.?

After this, all we know of the fate of the Wellingborough Diggers is what is
reported by the Iver Diggers in their declaration of May 1 1650, which again
provides evidence of links between the various colonies:

We wright this, because we have 9. especiall friends that were at work in
their own ground as they conceived, and were taken from their righteous
Labour, and carried from Wellingborough to Northampton Goale, and at
Sessions last, being the 16. & 17. of April last; they could prove nothing
against them, and yet would not set them free by Proclamation according to
Law; but we hope our honest Army will not passe by there, till they have
freed them: the Generalls own Cornet Spinege was on the bench, and saw
that they could prove nothing against them, we hope he will release them.

This is the last we hear of the Wellingborough Diggers, so it is to be supposed
that the colony did not recover from these arrests.

The colony at Iver in Buckinghamshire is only known from the copy of their
declaration which survives in London’s Guildhall Library. Buckinghamshire had
been the location for a group of radical Levellers who had issued three
pamphlets which had agitated for equality of property.® The third of these A
Declaration of the Wel-affected in the County of Buckinghamshire, issued almost
exactly a year before the declaration of the Iver Diggers, contains the following
passage which appears to offer support to the actions of the Diggers:

7. And likewise will further and help the said poor to manure, dig, &c.
the said Commons, and to fell those woods growing thereon to help them
to a stock, &c.

8. All wel-affected persons that joyn in community in Gods way, as those
[in] Acts 2, and desire to manure, dig, and plant in the waste grounds and
Commons, shall not be troubled or molested by any of us, but rather
furthered therein.10

Whether this refers to the Diggers active in Iver is unclear. The fate of this colony
is also unknown, although the lack of positive evidence suggests that it must
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have dispersed soon after their declaration was published. Keith Thomas has
shown that the signatories to the declaration were all locals who, as far as it is
known from local records, remained in the area after the colony presumably

disbanded. Other than this, however, no evidence has come to light to inform
us of their fate.

(i)

Economic conditions in England in 1649 were dire. The 1648 harvest had failed,
poor people were starving. Matters had been made worse by the economic
disruption caused by the Civil War, demobilised soldiers added to unemploy-
ment and heavy taxation increased the financial burden of the common people.12
The desperate plight of the poor is recounted by the Wellingborough Diggers:

We are in Wellinborrow in one Parish 1169 persons that receive Alms, as the
Officers have made it appear at the Quarter Sessions last: we have made our
Case known to the Justices, the Justices have given Order that the Town
should raise a Stock to let us work, and that the Hundred should be enjoyned
to assist them; but as yet we see nothing is done, nor any man that goeth
about it; we have spent all we have, our trading is decayed, our wives and
children cry for bread, our lives are a burden to us, divers of us having
5.6.7.8.9. in Family, and we cannot get bread for one of them by our labor;
rich mens hearts are hardened, they will not give us if we beg at their doors;
if we steal, the Law will end our lives, divers of the poor are starved to death

already, and it were better for us that are living to dye by the Sword then
by the Famine:

For the Diggers the solution lay in the communal cultivation of the commons
and waste land. Squatters had for long resorted to living in these areas and,
indeed, the Digger movement has been described as the ‘culmination of a
century of unauthorized encroachment upon the forests and wastes by squatters
and local commoners, pushed on by land shortage and the pressure of
population’.13

The idea of communally cultivating the commons had been announced by
Winstanley in his pamphlet The New Law of Righteousness in January 1649.
Winstanley, who in his earlier theological works had always insisted on freedom
for the poor, announced that he had received a divine command that the people
should ‘work together; eat bread together’.14 For Winstanley, ‘the meaning of
freedom lies in the unrestricted right to use the earth’.15 Before the Fall there
had been no private property. The earth had been created for all mankind to
enjoy, therefore it should be made a ‘common treasury’” in which all men had
a birthright to participate; and the way to realise this was to undertake the
communal cultivation of the commons.

This divine justification of the Diggers’ actions is repeatedly emphasised in
their writings. The Iver declaration describes how the Diggers there were ‘urged
to go forth and Act in this righteous work’, while Robert Coster argues that ‘the
great Creator of all things, ordained that the earth, with the fulness thereof

should be a common Treasury of Livelihood for all, and that none should Lord
over his own kind’.



For the Diggers ownership of private property (appropriated by the rich at
the expense of the poor) was the basis for inequality. Robert Coster, in A Mite
Cast Into the Common Treasury, argued that it was ‘ushered into the Creation, by
those two grand disturbers of our Peace, Murther and Theft’ and that the
communal cultivation of the commons would bring about greater equality, as it
would create less demand for rented land: landlords would thus be deprived of
the means to make money that way:

3. If the Lords of Mannors, and other Gentlemen, had not those great
bagges of money brought into them. Then down would fall the Lordliness
of their spirits, and then poor men might speak to them; then there might
be an acknowledging of one another to be fellow Creatures.

The lack of demand for rented land would also bring about a fall in the price of
land.

Another major cause of inequality which the pamphlets constantly refer to
was the ‘Norman Yoke’.16 According to the theory, private property had been
introduced at the time of the Norman Conquest when William had rewarded
his followers by sharing out the lands of the free-born Saxons. His followers
had then set themselves up as the Lords of Manors whose descendants were
still oppressing the poor, as The Diggers Mirth relates:

19

When he this Land had gain’d,

He presently Ordain’d,

That his chief Souldiers should

This Land by parcels hold,
Owning him to be the Supream,
In paying tribute unto him.

20.

From hence came Lords of Mannors,

With Fines, quit-Rents and Heriots,

And all such cursed things,

Which are payed to these Kings:
And thus the people be broughtdown [sic]
By Lords of Mannors who wear the Crown.

Furthermore, Charles 1 had been the ‘Norman Successor’ against whom the
people had fought together with Parliament, in order to secure their freedom.
Now that Charles had been not only defeated, but executed (on January 30,
1649), the Norman Yoke had at last been cast off. The people should, as a
consequence, be restored to freedom by being allowed to cultivate the
commons. It was now considered the responsibility of Parliament to grant that
freedom:

...for you promised that if wee would adventure person and purse to recover
England from under that Norman oppression you would make us a free
people, and you have obtained the victory by your owne and our assistance,
and there is nothing wanting from you to us but makeing good your bargaine
to us, for by the law of reason and contract wee have bought our freedom
of the Parliament and Army, who have the power of the sword in your
hands, by our blood, taxes, and free quarter’.

Thus wrote Robert Coster and six of his fellow Surrey Diggers in their Letter to
Lord Fairfax. The Diggers also thought that they were supported in this by two
recent acts passed by Parliament, ‘these two righteous Acts’ as the Welling-
borough declaration calls them. Winstanley relates how “These Acts the People
are much rejoyced with, as being words forerunning their freedome, and they
wait for their accomplishment that their joy may be full’.’” The Diggers argued
that Parliament would have to free the land as a result of these acts, for as David
Petegorsky has explained, the act abolishing the monarchy had ‘meant that all
charters and grants that had been held in the name of the King and by which
the landlords and the priests justified their power were rendered null and void’;
the Norman Yoke had been removed, therefore the common land should be
returned to the common people; and the act which had declared England a free
commonwealth, if it were to be effective, must ‘establish those conditions under
which alone freedom could be effectively guaranteed; and that, Winstanley [and
his fellow Diggers] asserted, meant freedom of access to the land for every
individual’.18

The gentry and Lords of Manors, as landlords and therefore oppressors of
the poor, were constantly attacked by the Diggers. In the Letter to Lord Fairfax
the Surrey Diggers refer to ‘the Lords of Mannours, that as yet sitte in the
Norman chaire, and upholde the tyranny as if the kingly power were in force
still’. The Iver Diggers were particularly fierce in their criticisms, associating the
‘ereat Landlords’” with Cain:!

...the Lord hath set Cains mark upon you, because he will surely find you
out, if you do not repent and give over, lye down therefore and submit (and
why not) that your Iniquities may no more be in rememberance, and that
the cry of your cruelty may be heard no more in the Land.

Landlords were not the only target for the Diggers: lawyers and priests were
also seen as oppressors of the poor and as vestiges of the Kingly power which
should have been swept away with the abolition of the monarchy. Priests were
attacked for exacting tithes from the poor and lawyers for being loyal only to
whoever paid the most:

13.

They neither plow nor sow,

Nor do they reap or mow,

Nor any seed do finde,

But Priests the people grinde:
The tenth of all things they do crave;
And thus each man is made a slave.
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