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LESSON THIRTY-TWO – The Scottish Covenanters: The Bloody Days of War 

 

Charles I (r. 1625-1649) 

- Charles I came to the throne in 1625. He had a higher moral 

character than his father James but his religious convictions were 

even more hostile to Melvillean Presbyterianism.  

- Charles opposed Presbyterianism because his theology was 

strongly anti-Calvinistic. He was a High Church Arminian. 

- The theology favored by Charles – “Caroline” divinity (from 

Carolus, Latin for Charles) – was represented best in Scotland by a group of 

theologians linked with Aberdeen University.  

- William Forbes (1585-1634) and Robert Barron (1596-1639) were outstanding 

7igures.  

- Charles protected and promoted Scottish Caroline divinity and its spokesmen, while 

they taught the highest doctrine of the divine right of kings against all claims that 

kings were subject to law or to parliament.  

Charles loses Scotland: A Nation in Revolt 

- Almost immediately after being crowned, Charles succeeded in alienating the 

Scottish nobility by the Act of Revocation in 1625. By this Act, he took back into the 

crown’s power all royal and church lands which had been granted to the nobility 

since 1542.  

- This produced a lengthy, complicated and bitter legal and 

parliamentary wrangling between Charles and the nobility, which 

7inally ended in compromise.  

- In 1633 Charles visited Scotland for the 7irst time. It was a public 

relations disaster. He was accompanied by his chief advisor on 

religious affairs, William Laud, Bishop of London. 

- Laud decorated the royal chapel in Holyrood with an altar and candles. At Saint Giles 

Kirk, Edinburgh’s chief church, clergy in ecclesiastical vestments conducted the 

service from the Anglican Prayer Book.  
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- Charles further ruined his cause during his visit by holding a parliament. The king 

was seen to be noting down the names of all who spoke in opposition to his 

proposals.  

- The dissenters submitted a supplication to Charles, written in humbler language, 

complaining about his ecclesiastical policies, but he refused to read it, and ordered it 

suppressed.  

- One of the supplicants, John Elphinstone, Lord Balmerino (d. 1649), was arrested 

and tried for treason, when a copy of the supplication with additional comments of 

his own was discovered.  

- After a long, drawn-out trial, Balmernio was convicted of publishing seditious 

materials and condemned to death.  

- Public opinion was outrage. Prudently, Charles pardoned Balmerino, but again it was 

too late: the trial had in7lamed Scottish national feeling against the king.  

- Charles was determined to carry on the changing of the Kirk into the image of the 

Church of England. He asked the Scottish bishops to submit proposals for reforming 

the Kirk’s law and worship to Archbishop Laud, who then revised them.  

- The result in 1636 was Canons and Constitutions Ecclesiastical. Chapter one 

asserted the royal supremacy over the Kirk, and threatened excommunication for 

anyone who denied it.  

- Among the new laws of the Canons, distasteful to Scottish Reformed opinion, was 

the banning of any prayer in worship except from the authorized liturgy, the 

requirement to kneel to receive communion, the re-establishment of the 

confessional and the forbidding of all meetings in presbyteries and kirk sessions. 

- The Canons also required that worship be conducted according to a new liturgy, The 

Book of Common Prayer but not the Anglican one; a new Scottish one, which had not 

even been published yet and would not be for another year.  

- The Scottish Book of Common Prayer was, like the Canons, drawn up by the Scottish 

bishops, and probably revised by Archbishop Laud.  

- Charles set July 23rd as the day for its introduction throughout Scotland. All 

ministers in all city churches were instructed to announce this on the preceding 

Sunday.  

- The way Edinburgh ministers responded to this royal instruction was ominous: one 

refused to have it read at all, another read it in a deliberately careless and 

contemptuous manner, another pointedly refused to read it himself but handed it 

down to a Scripture reader to read out.  

- When July 23rd came, it marked the beginning of the end for Charles’ monarchy. The 

Prayer Book met with a violently hostile reception. Famously, in Saint Giles Kirk, a 

riot broke out when the Dean of Edinburgh, James Hanna, tried to conduct services. 
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- There is a debate as to whether the outburst was spontaneous or planned, but it was 

certainly uproarious. Similar antagonism greeted the new liturgy in many other 

parts of the kingdom.  

There	were	probably	two	reasons	for	the	hostility:	

1. The	new	Prayer	Book	was	perceived	as	being	the	work	of	Archbishop	Laud	of	

Canterbury.	And	Laud,	in	turn,	was	perceived	as	a	crypto-Catholic.	Scottish	

Protestants	were	not	about	to	let	a	popish	English	bishop	dictate	to	them	

concerning	how	they	must	worship	God.	

2. The	Prayer	Book	was	imposed	on	the	Scottish	people	merely	by	the	will	of	the	

king.	There	was	no	consultation,	no	discussion	in	the	Church,	no	authorization	

by	a	general	assembly.	The	king’s	arbitrary	action	was	regarded	as	an	

outrageous	violation	of	the	constitutional	freedom	of	Scotland’s	Kirk	and	

people.1	

- Charles response to Scotland’s anger was simply to order the Privy Council to 

enforce the Prayer Book. But the resistance was now becoming organized. Meetings 

were held throughout the Scottish Lowlands; petitions signed by the nobility, gentry 

and ministers.  

- The alliance between Scotland’s nobility and its clergy proved to be formidable. The 

Privy Council, besieged in Edinburgh by a hostile mob, was forced to negotiate and 

invited the city to appoint commissioners.  

- Four nobles, four lairds, four burgesses and four ministers were elected; this 

committee, given a powerful de facto authority by the Privy Council, became known 

as the Tables.  

- Its most in7luential members were Lord Loudoun, Alexander Henderson, David 

Dickson and the radical Presbyterian lawyer Archibald Johnston of Wariston (1611-

1663).  

The National Covenant 

- Meanwhile, King Charles responded by simply declaring again that the Prayer Book 

must be enforced at all costs.  

- The anti-Charles resistance, now spearheaded by the Tables, decided to show their 

strength by binding themselves together in a covenant.  

The	National	Covenant	was	divided	into	three	sections:	

1. Section	one	was	the	ultra-Protestant	King’s	Confession	of	1580.	This	served	as	

a	rallying	cry	to	an	anti-Catholic,	solidly	Reformed	understanding	of	the	

Scottish	Kirk.	It	was	also	an	appeal	over	the	head	of	King	Charles	to	the	

sacredness	of	established	constitutional	law	and	precedent;	after	all,	the	

King’s	Confession	had	been	signed	by	King	James	VI,	and	(at	the	order	of	the	
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Privy	Council	and	general	assembly)	by	the	entire	Scottish	establishment	–	

nobles,	gentry,	ministers,	university	lecturers	etc.	The	Covenanters	were	

therefore	claiming	to	be	defending	the	Scottish	constitution	against	the	

arbitrary	will	of	Charles.		

2. Section	two	was	a	comprehensive	list	of	acts	of	parliament	from	1560,	against	

Roman	Catholicism	and	in	favor	of	the	Reformed	Kirk.		

3. Section	three	set	out	the	obligations	the	Covenanters	were	taking	upon	

themselves	when	they	signed	the	document:	to	oppose	Charles’	religious	

innovations,	to	uphold	the	true	Reformed	religion,	and	to	defend	the	person	

and	authority	of	the	king.	(Obviously	they	had	a	strictly	limited	interpretation	

of	what	royal	authority	involved	–	Charles	had	no	authority	to	ride	roughshod	

over	the	worship	and	practice	of	the	Church.)	

- It should be noted that the Covenanters were not 

7ighting for religious liberty. They were 7ighting for their 

own version of a Presbyterian Scotland, in which there 

would be no place for religious dissent.  

- When the English Independents later began 7lying the 

7lag of “liberty of conscience” for all godly Protestants, whatever their views on 

disputed issues of theology or church government, the Covenanters were both 

horri7ied and incensed.  

- Their leading theologian, Samuel Rutherford, condemned the whole idea at length in 

his ominous treatise A	Free	Disputation	Against	Pretended	Liberty	of	Conscience 

(1649). 

- The National Covenant was read out in Edinburgh’s Greyfriars Kirk on February 28th, 

1638, to an assembly of nobles and gentry, who then signed. The next day, ministers 

and common people also signed, amid scenes of emotional fervor.  

- Copies were then distributed throughout Scotland, and were signed with great zeal 

everywhere – except the Scottish Highlands, where Protestantism had still not taken 

root at popular level.  

- In the Highlands, people’s primary loyalty was to their clan chief rather than to any 

particular set of religious convictions. The only Highland chief who was a devout 

Protestant was Archibald Campbell (1697-1661), Lord Lorne, acting head of the 

Campbell clan. Lorne was the most powerful man in Scotland, with 20,000 men of 

clan Campbell under his command.  

- King Charles hoped that Lorne would support the royal cause but after some 

hesitation, he committed himself completely to the Covenanters.  

- This brought his formidable, well-disciplined Campbell clan onto the Covenanting 

side.  

- Faced with an entire kingdom in revolt, Charles 7inally gave in and announced the 

meeting of a general assembly in Glasgow in November 1638.  
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- The elders were mostly members of the gentry and nobility. The assembly was so 

overwhelmingly pro-Covenanting that the Scottish bishops protested it was not 

genuinely free assembly.  

- Charles’ representative in Scotland, the Lord High Commissioner, the Marquis of 

Hamilton, dissolved the assembly. But the general assembly refused to recognize his 

authority and carried on its proceedings.  

- Led by its moderator, Alexander Henderson, the assembly abolished Episcopacy, 

deposed the bishops (and excommunicated some of them), and got rid of the Book of 

Canons, the new Prayer Book and the hated Five Articles of Perth.  

- King Charles decided that armed force was now his only option to defeat the 

Covenanters. So began the so-called Bishops Wars; Charles raised an English army of 

20,000 in the summer of 1639, and marched it to the border with Scotland, but his 

path was blocked by a Scottish army of equal numbers, far superior in discipline and 

generalship, led by Alexander Leslie (1582-1661). 

- The Scottish Covenanting army marched under a banner on which was printed in 

gold letters, For	Christ’s	Crown	and	Covenant. Faced with the awe-inspiring 

opposition, Charles gave in again and signed the Paci7ication of Berwick.  

- In this treaty, Charles still refused to recognize the acts of the Glasgow general 

assembly, but accepted that all disputed questions should be settled by another 

assembly or by parliament.  

- A few weeks later a new general assembly met and simply re-enacted all the acts of 

the Glasgow assembly.  

- The Scottish parliament, when it met, proved to be Charles’ worst nightmare: it was 

even more zealously Covenanting than the general assembly and had to be 

suspended by the Lord High Commissioner, Hamilton.  

- He kept prolonging the suspension until 7inally, after the tenth suspension, 

parliament lost all patience and decided to meet on its own authority. It legally 

abolished Episcopacy.  

- Confronted with this complete and open de7iance of his will by both Church and 

state, Charles responded by raising another army.  

- He got no help from the English parliament, summoned and dismissed with dizzying 

swiftness between April and May 1640; parliament was so opposed to what it 

considered Charles’ tyranny in England, it treated his troubles in Scotland as the 

perfect lever to curb his power.  

- So the king dissolved the uncooperative parliament within three weeks of its 

meeting; he had to 7ight on alone against the Covenanters.  

- But his army was a disorderly rabble that had no chance against the well-disciplined, 

religiously motivated Covenanting troops; many English soldiers deserted rather 

than meet Leslie’s army in battle.  
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- In August 1640, the Covenanters crossed the border, routed the English at Newburn 

and occupied Newcastle and Durham.  

- The Covenanters declared they would accept no further treaty from Charles which 

was not rati7ied by an English parliament.  

- Charles was compelled, once again, to summon England’s representative legislature 

– the most famous parliament in English history, the Long Parliament, which did so 

much to destroy forever Charles’ ideal of absolute monarchy.  

The Solemn League and Covenant 

- When the English Civil War between king and parliament broke out in summer 

1642, the Covenanters at 7irst did not take sides.  

- They watched anxiously while consolidating their own power at every level in 

Scotland.  

- In 1643, hard pressed by royalist victories on the battle7ield, the English parliament 

appealed to the Scots to join the struggle against the king.  

- This proposed military alliance was made irresistible to the Covenanters by an offer 

to help undertake a reformation of the Church in England and Ireland by means of 

an assembly of theologians, already meeting in Westminster.  

- The Westminster Assembly was to give Scotland a new confession of faith, the 

Westminster Confession, the catechisms and the Directory for Public Worship.  

- All of this 7lowed from the Solemn League and Covenant, the name of the treaty 

signed on Sept. 15th 1643, between the English parliamentarians and the Scottish 

Covenanters, in a new and powerful anti-Charles alliance. The Solemn League and 

Covenant pledged its supporters to: 

“The	reformation	of	religion	in	the	kingdoms	of	England	and	Ireland,	in	doctrine,	

worship,	discipline	and	government,	according	to	the	Word	of	God	and	the	example	

of	the	best	Reformed	Churches;	and	shall	endeavor	to	bring	the	Churches	of	God	in	

the	three	kingdoms	(England,	Scotland	and	Ireland)	to	the	nearest	conjunction	and	

uniformity	in	religion,	confession	of	faith,	form	of	church	government,	directory	for	

worship,	and	catechizing.”2	

- To the Covenanters, the clause “according to the Word of God 

and the example of the best Reformed Church” could only 

mean Presbyterianism.  

- But some of the foremost English parliamentarians, notably 

Oliver Cromwell, did not see the Solemn League and Covenant this way at all.  

- They were Independents (Congregationalists) and they believed that the clause 

“according to the Word of God” left space to argue for Independency as the best 

system of church government.  
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- As 1644 began, a Covenanting army crossed into England under Alexander Leslie. 

Together with Oliver Cromwell’s Puritan warriors of faith, Leslie’s Covenanters 

crushed the royalist army at the battle of Marston Moor in July 1644.  

Montrose: The Nemesis of the Covenanters 

- But while King Charles’ forces were being destroyed in England, they made an 

unexpected and spectacular recovery in Scotland.  

- James Graham, Marquis of Montrose (1612-1650), originally one of the foremost 

Covenanters among the Scottish nobility had become disillusioned with what he saw 

as the self-serving ambition of other Covenanter leaders. 

- Another factor in his disenchantment was probably the intense rivalry between 

himself and Archibald Campbell, Marquis of Argyll, who had become the supreme 

political leader of the Covenanting cause.  

- Campbell had just been the Earl of Argyll until King Charles awarded him the more 

exalted title of marquis in 1641, in the vain hope of winning him to the royalist side. 

- Montrose felt, or claimed that Argyll had hijacked the 

Covenant cause to advance his own personal power.  

- When the Solemn League and Covenant was signed 

between the Covenanters and the English parliament 

in 1643, Montrose regarded it as a treasonable 

military alliance whose deliberate aim was to destroy 

King Charles.  

- Driven as he always claimed by his conscience, he now switched his allegiance 

decisively from the Covenanters to the king, although he was unswervingly Calvinist 

in his theology and always maintained he was faithful to the National Covenant.  

- In August 1644, Montrose raised an army of Highlanders to restore Charles fortunes 

in Scotland. In this risky enterprise, he was aided by Alistair Macdonald (1610-

1647) or MaColla, as he was known – a native of the Outer Hebridean island of 

Colonsay, who brought a contingent of Scots-Irish Macdonalds from Ulster to 7ight 

for the king alongside Montrose.  

- MaColla was a Roman Catholic, and there was bad blood between him and the 

Marquis of Argyll’s Protestant Campbell clan. 

- MaColla had been the last and greatest of the Celtic generals: he was the one who 

perfected the fearsome “Highland charge.”  

- Under Montrose’s skillful leadership, MaColla proved an invaluable military ally. In a 

series of devastating campaigns, Montrose now defeated Covenanting armies time 

and again, at various points capturing Aberdeen, Dundee and Glasgow.  

- Yet despite his amazing successes on the battle7ield, Montrose was never to 

capitalize on this politically.  
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- The Scottish Lowlands not only remained staunchly Covenanting in loyalty, they 

were also shocked and alienated by the barbarity of Montrose’s army of Highlanders 

and Irishmen – particularly by what had happened in Aberdeen, where Montrose’s 

forces had raped and massacred defenseless civilians.  

- Even more galling to the Marquis of Argyll was Montrose’s victory over a Campbell 

army at Inverlochy in February 1645, where Montrose’s and MaColla’s Highlanders 

gave no quarter and slaughtered something like 1500 Campbells by going on a 

rampage and killing as many Campbell men as he could.  

- Montrose ran rings around the Covenanters for a whole year, humiliating them both 

militarily and spirituality. But it was not to last.  

- King Charles had just been completely defeated in England the previous month at 

the battle of Naseby by Oliver Cromwell’s New Model Army. This victory over the 

English royalists at Naseby freed thousands of Covenanting troops to return to 

Scotland to deal with Montrose.  

- On September 13th he was caught and crushed by a much larger army at Philiptaugh, 

near Selkirk.  

- It was a total military disaster for Montrose and the king’s cause in Scotland. 

Montrose himself escaped, but Scotland was now once again 7irmly in the hands of 

Charles I’s Covenanter opponents.  

Division in the Ranks 

- In 1647, however, a worse disaster than Montrose struck the Covenanters: division 

in the ranks. They became fatally split by a political treaty called the Engagement. 

- This was made between Charles and one faction of the Covenanters, who were 

alarmed at the way the English political landscape was increasingly dominated by 

Oliver Cromwell and his Independent army.  

- Independency was as repellent as Episcopacy to the Presbyterian Covenanters, and 

they saw Cromwell’s rise to power as a grave danger to all they had fought for. 

- Charles proved so desperate for any ally against Cromwell’s army, that he was ready 

to swallow his Episcopalianism and agree to give England a Presbyterian Church.  

- But the Engagement did not commit Charles to permanent establishment of 

Presbyterianism in England, only to a three-year trial period.  

- The more full-blooded Covenanters refused to have anything to do with the wicked 

treaty. The anti-Engagement zealots were led by the Marquis of Argyll and Archibald 

Johnston.  

- The anti-Engagement party were totally vindicated when Cromwell annihilated the 

Engagement’s army at the battle of Preston in August 1648.  
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- Covenanter hardliners seized their opportunity, marched on Edinburgh in the so-

called Whiggamore Raid,” overthrew the discredited pro-Engagement government 

and made the Marquis of Argyll master of the land. A Whiggamore is a cattle-thief.  

- At 7irst Argyll and Cromwell, the two religious and political giants of their respective 

countries, cooperated; the Scottish parliament passed the Act of Classes, which 

prevented anyone who had fought for the king from holding of7ice.  

- But everything was transformed overnight through the execution of King Charles on 

January 30th 1649, by a purged English parliament controlled by Cromwell’s army. 

- The Covenanters regarded the beheading of Charles as an unholy violation of the 

Solemn League and Covenant; had it not committed its supporters “to preserve and 

defend the king’s majesty’s person and authority?”  

- They rallied fervently around Charles’ son, proclaiming him their king as Charles II 

(although Charles was a virtual exile in The Hague, capital of the Dutch Republic).  

- However, to get the practical support of the Covenanters against the might of the 

English Republic, Charles II had to become a Covenanter himself.  

- In proclaiming him king, the Scots had stipulated that he could not actually exercise 

the powers of a king unless he 7irst “should give satisfaction for religion and peace.” 

- That meant signing the Covenants; and Charles was initially unwilling to do this. He 

had a profound distaste for all things Presbyterian. 

- Instead of submitting to the wearisome Covenants, Charles commissioned the 

Marquis of Montrose to resume his adventures: to invade northern Scotland with 

foreign mercenaries and an army of recruits from the Orkney Islands, and try to 

deliver Scotland to his king without Covenanter support.  

- It was a forlorn hope. Montrose did not have enough men and all his military 

brilliance and charisma were in vain.  

- He was defeated by a Covenanter army at Carbisdale (north of Inverness), paraded 

all the way to Edinburgh as a prisoner and publicly executed as a notorious villain.  

The English Conquest of Scotland 

- Montrose’s death left Charles with no alternative: he signed the National Covenant, 

and the Solemn League and Covenant, sailed from the Dutch Republic and landed in 

Scotland in the summer of 1650.  

- Not all the Covenanters were happy with this; John Livingstone, for example, felt that 

Charles was not sincere and the Covenanters were making themselves partners in 

the young king’s hypocrisy.  

- Oliver Cromwell, in a pre-emptive strike, promptly invaded Scotland with his 

republican army. The Scots who confronted him at Dunbar lacked thousands of 

Scotland’s best and most professional soldiers, excluded from military service by the 
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Act of Classes because they had fought for Charles I, either under Montrose or with 

the pro-Engagement Scots defeated at Preston.  

- Two intensely religious armies faced each other: the most committed of the 

Covenanters against Cromwell’s God-fearing 

Independents.  

- On September 3rd, 1650, Cromwell smashed the 

Covenanters at the battle of Dunbar, in one of his most 

stunning victories. 

- Nearly a thousand Covenanters lay dead. Some 5000 taken prisoner, of whom 3500 

died of ill-treatment. The 1500 survivors were shipped out as slave labor to English 

plantations in America or the Caribbean.  

- Yet the humiliated Covenanting government of Argyll refused to learn its lesson. 

Argyll personally crowned Charles II king at Scone on January 1st, 1651.  

- Argyll’s day of power, however, had faded; the Scottish parliament de7ied the 

marquis by repealing the Act of Classes, in order to combine all Scotland’s 7ighting 

men into a single great army, whatever their degree of theological purity or previous 

alliance.  

- This provoked a savagely bitter and enduring schism between the Resolutioners, 

who were willing to cooperate with those who fought for Charles I, and the 

Protesters, who were not willing.  

- The Resolutioners got their name from two public resolutions passed in December 

1650 and March 1651, which declared it lawful to reinstate all but a small minority 

of those whom the Act of Classes had excluded from Scottish army.  

- The Protesters were ultra-orthodox Presbyterian zealots; they regarded the 

Resolutions as acts of religious apostacy against the Covenants.  

- This schism between the Resolutioners and the Protesters utterly wrecked the unity 

of the Covenanters throughout the rest of their time in government.  

- The new Covenanting army of Resolutioners invaded England – but it was a trap set 

by Cromwell. Exactly one year after the battle of Dunbar, the English general caught 

and shattered the Scots at the battle Worcester on September 3rd, 1651.  

- Charles II himself was one of the few who escaped the catastrophe. It proved to be 

the 7inal defeat of the Covenanters on the 7ield of battle.  

- Their armies destroyed, Scotland was now at Oliver Cromwell’s mercy and became a 

conquered land, ruled by Cromwell and his English soldiers.  

- The Scottish parliament was dissolved, the Scottish Privy Council was replaced by a 

committee of eight English of7icials and the Court of Session (Scotland’s supreme 

legal body) was replaced by seven English judges.  

- In 1653, Cromwell forbade the general assembly from meeting. 
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- In 1654, for the 7irst time in history, a combined Anglo-Scottish parliament met in 

Westminster, with 30 Scottish MPs taking their seats alongside their English 

counterparts.  

- Cromwell had incorporated Scotland into the English system far more effectively 

than King James VI or Charles I had ever managed.  

- Unlike the Stuart monarchs, Cromwell allowed the Covenanters the freedom to 

preach and practice their Presbyterian worship.  

- For the 7irst time, Scotland had complete religious freedom for Protestantism in all 

its forms.  

Episcopacy Triumphant 

- The Restoration of the Stuart monarchy under Charles II in 1660 was, in Scotland, 

the work of the Resolutioner party of the Covenanters.  

- The leading 7igures of the Protesters, were summoned by parliament 

and charged with treason. All were executed except Samuel 

Rutherford, who died of natural causes before he could be sent to the 

chopping block.  

- The Resolutioners were, however, deceived in their expectation that Charles II would 

con7irm the Presbyterian constitution of the Kirk.  

- The new government, determined to show the extent of its loyalty to the king, 

systematically undid everything the Covenanters had worked for since 1637.  

- All members of the Scottish parliament had to swear a new oath of allegiance in 

which they acknowledged Charles as “supreme governor of this kingdom over all 

persons and in all clauses” – the monarch was master of the Kirk.  

- An act was passed annulling everything that the Covenanting parliaments had done, 

which destroyed legal basis on which Presbyterianism existed in Scotland.  

- But Charles ignored all rumblings of discontent and pressed ahead with the re-

establishment of Episcopacy.  

- In September 1661, a royal proclamation was issued for the re-constituting of the 

Kirk on an Episcopal basis. The new Archbishop of Saint Andrews, the chief bishop 

of all Scotland, was James Sharp, the leading Resolutioner.  

- The summoning of a new parliament in 1661 saw, within days, a decree that the 

National Covenant should be publicly burned and an act declaring the Solemn 

League and Covenant illegal.  

- Some Covenanters denounced this act as de7iance against God, since no mere 

parliament could nullify an oath. Those who took this line were banished, many 

settling in Rotterdam in the Dutch Republic.  

- In May 1662, the entire Presbyterian structure of the Kirk was legally abolished and 

it was made unlawful for anyone to preach without an Episcopal license.  



  Angela Ke	erhagen 

12 

 

- The 1637 Prayer Book was not reinstituted. Although the Westminster Directory 

was prohibited and shorter sermons were encouraged by the bishops, there was 

essentially no outward difference between Covenanter worship and the new 

Episcopal worship.  

- The crucial difference was in the realm of ecclesiastical government; the new Kirk 

was totally state-controlled, with the king as supreme governor, and the bishops as 

agents of his will.  

- Presbyteries became purely clerical bodies, with a moderator appointed by the 

bishop. Theoretically there was a national synod; but it could meet only by the king’s 

will and in fact it never met.  

- Parliament also declared that all changes to which ministers had been inducted 

since 1649 were void and that all such ministers must apply to the bishop and the 

local patron for authorization.  

- The year 1649 was picked on, because a Covenanting parliament in that year had 

abolished patronage (the choice of ministers by local landowners) and granted the 

right of choosing ministers to the kirk sessions.  

- Since the new regime had restored patronage, it would not recognize ministers 

appointed under the kirk session scheme since 1649. In the north and east, 

ministers generally applied to the bishop and patron and were authorized.  

- But in Lanarkshire, Ayrshire, Dumfries and Galloway, resistance was almost 

universal. These more principled Presbyterians regarded parliament’s demand as a 

denial of the legitimacy of their ordination and they were not prepared to 

compromise.  

- The Privy Council decreed that all such ministers must depart from their churches 

by November 1st, 1662. Most did so and the churches were deserted and closed.  

- In February 1663, 270 of the stubborn ministers were of7icially deposed. This was 

roughly a quarter of the ministers in the Scottish Kirk.  

- The deposed ministers were forbidden to reside within 20 miles of their former 

churches. To ensure that the people attended the parish churches under the new 

ministers, parliament passed an act known as the “Bishops’ Drag-Net,” which 

in7licted crippling 7ines for non-attendance.  

- There was widespread popular de7iance of the Bishops’ Drag-Net in Galloway and 

Ayrshire; people boycotted their parish churches and held meetings of their own. 

- These came to be called “conventicles.” Parliament de7ined a conventicle as any 

meeting for worship outside the established Kirk at which more than 7ive people 

were present.  

- These were deemed illegal. However, they 7lourished in Galloway and Ayrshire, as 

large numbers of Covenanters met in the open air to worship outside the state 

system. 
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- The government responded by sending troops under the command of Sir James 

Turner (1615-1686) to enforce obedience.  

- The harsh behavior of Turner and his troops provoked resentment and rebellion. On 

November 13th, 1666 in Kirkcudbrightshire, some of Turner’s soldiers beat up an old 

man who could not pay a 7ine for non-attendance at his parish church.  

- Four Covenanters intervened, a 7ight developed, and a soldier was shot and 

wounded; by the time it was over, others had joined the Covenanters, overpowering 

and disarming the soldiers.  

- Flushed with victory, they then marched on Dumfries, surprised Turner himself in 

his bed, and took him prisoner in his dressing gown.  

- Led by Colonel James Wallace, an experienced Presbyterian soldier, the insurgents 

(now numbering roughly 1000) marched on Lanark, where they pledged themselves 

afresh to the Covenants, denied that they were political rebels, protested against 

oppressive treatment, petitioned for the abolition of Episcopacy and the restoration 

of Presbyterianism and af7irmed their faithfulness to the crown.  

- Their numbers swelled to 3000 and they marched on Edinburgh to present their 

grievances.  

- Fierce rainstorms demoralized them, leading to desertions; when they found the city 

of Edinburgh closed against them and no support in the city, they decided to march 

home, now numbering only 900.  

- They were, however, met, attacked and crushed by superior government forces on 

November 28th at Rullion Green, on the Pentland hills, just outside Edinburgh.  

- The insurgent leader Wallace managed to escape, and died in exile in the Dutch 

Republic; but some 50 were killed in battle. Around 120 survivors were then 

publicly executed for treason in various places, to instill terror into any other 

Covenanters contemplating disobedience.  

- The executions may well have been counter-productive; many people were taken 

aback by the government’s ruthlessness in putting so many obscure, ordinary 

people to death and some of the victims made a deep spiritual impression by their 

dying speeches.  

- So began the government killings of Covenanters in response to perceived 

Covenanter disloyalty. The total number of Covenanters killed by the government 

between 1660 and 1690 has traditionally been put as high as 18,000.  

- Modern historians debate if it was really that high but agree that it was substantial. 

As well as the deaths, we should also take into account the emigration of 

Covenanters to Ireland. It is estimated that about 30,000 7led and resettled in Ulster 

between 1660 and 1690; the government expressed fear that the Scottish 

landowners would have no tenants left.  
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1 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, Volume Four, Needham Nick, page 388 
2 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, Volume Four, Needham, Nick, page 395 

                                                      


