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An Introduction to the Diggers

by Livia Bernardes Roberge

The Diggers were a group that emerged in England in the aftermath of
the execution of King Charles |, which took place on 30th January 1649.
Like many people in England during the turbulent 1640s and 1650s,
these were ordinary men and women who decided to share their own
interpretations about the events that were taking place at the time, as
well as disclose what they thought should be implemented in terms of
religion, political system and social organisation. Nowadays, they are
mostly remembered for the importance they attributed to land in all
this: that it was a godly gift that should be accessible for all mankind
equally, without any notion of property holding.

The most famous Digger was probably Gerrard Winstanley. Born in
Wigan, Lancashire, sometime in 1609, Winstanley was an apprentice of
the Merchants Tailor Company in London between 1630 and 1638. After
gaining his freedom, he worked as a cloth merchant in the parish of

St. Olave Old Jewry until the disturbances of the Civil Wars led him to
bankruptcy in 1643. He and his wife, Susan, were forced to move to
Cobham near her family. There Winstanley started developing

his beliefs, and slowly constructing what would become the foundations
of the Digger stances on matters concerning society and religion.

Between 1648 and 1649, Winstanley published five pamphlets in which
he developed his views on matters of religion, such as universal
salvation, heaven and hell, the legitimacy of the Scriptures, his
opposition to institutionalised religion and the interpretative

authority of bishops, priests and preachers. He believed that rather than
seek it through the Bible or the word of the clergy, the most truthful
way to connect with God was through the ‘inner Light’, that is, listening
to one’s ‘inner Spirit’”. This ‘internalisation’ of faith and belief has
relation with both Baptist doctrines (with which Winstanley had been



associated at some point in his earlier life) as well as with Quakerism —
with which he would be associated after the end of the Digger
experiment. Winstanley also advocated for the doctrine of universal
salvation as opposed to godly election, a controversial topic in

17t century theology. For him, all men were created equal by God, and
society should follow such structure, with access to land laying at the
very centre of the source of such equality.

In 1649 Winstanley proceeded, alongside William Everard and others, to
occupy St. George’s Hill in Surrey in order to disclose their message of
the Earth being a godly given gift to be enjoyed equally by all. Alongside
the Diggers, more pamphlets were produced, like The True Levellers
Standard Advanced, published in 1649 to accompany the St. George’s
Hill occupation. Contrary to what many people tend to believe
nowadays, the Diggers did not promote occupations on privately owned
land: at the first stage of their enterprise they advocated that the poor
be able to use the commons, waste lands, and former kingly lands. They
believed that eventually people would see their communities thriving,
and join them of their own free will, renouncing holding things
privately.

The movement was eventually disbanded between 1650 and 1652,
having raised considerable opposition from locals as well as from the
Commonwealth government. The last tract associated with Winstanley
was the 1652 utopia The Law of Freedom in a Platform, which he
dedicated to Oliver Cromwell. In this text, Winstanley gives further
insight into how his ideal England should be, presenting a series of laws
and a detailed account of the social, political and economic structure of
his envisaged society. It was a last attempt to influence the higher
powers of the Protectorate to take into account some of his views, to no
avail.



The relevance of studying the Diggers nowadays and sharing their
history with younger generations lies on a multitude of factors. These
were, after all, ‘ordinary’ people who decided to take matters into their
own hands in order to promote a change they perceived as necessary.

Many of the values the Diggers stood for in the 17t century are now a
core part of our societies: equality, freedom, and dignity to workers
everywhere. Even if they were not exactly ‘successful’ in their
endeavours back in 1649, revisiting their history is an opportunity to
explore the impacts of war on the daily lives of people, the potential to
organise for change, and how many of the things they were fighting for
survived, even if in different ways, and are still present as sources of
debate in the 215t century.

In addition to that, the study of the Diggers for students located in
Surrey also has the potential to stir interest in local history, assisting the
students to see ordinary people as historical actors and, consequently,
to perceive themselves as such. By understanding themselves in terms
of historical actors, they can perceive themselves as promoters of
change, who are everyday engaging in a variety of way in historical
processes. There is also significant relevance in drawing attention to the
type of written sources left by the Diggers: their pamphlets were
popular, cheap prints, accessible to a greater portion of the population,
and are important historical sources. By taming the old-fashioned idea
that historical sources are official state documents, for example,

and that historical actors are limited to kings, queens and the

like, we can assist students in developing what historian

Jorn Risen conceives as ‘historical conscience’, situating themselves
within time and enabling them to mobilise history in their daily lives.




Further Resources

‘Who were the Diggers, Levellers and Ranters?’ | English Civil
War: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5KYoXKjr4gM&ab channel=H

istoryHub

‘Gerrard Winstanley, the Diggers' Manifesto, 1649 | Radical Political
Ideas and the English Civil

War’: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0pRTORWridc&ab channel=
HistoryHub

Gago, M. (2016). ‘Interview Jorn Riisen: Some ideas on the intersection
of metahistory and history didatics’. Revista Histérica Hoje, v. 5, n. 9, p.
171-181.

Gurney, J. (2013). Gerrard Winstanley: The Digger’s Life and
Legacy. London: Pluto Press.

Gurney, J. (2007). Brave community. The Digger movement in the
English Revolution. Manchester: Manchester University Press.
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1 - War and Winstanley:

the origins of the Diggers

Watch the video and see if you can find the answers to these
guestions. Make a note of your answers in the space below.

1. Which were the two main sides that fought in the English Civil War?

Rounhdheads and Cavaliers/ Parliament and King

2. What important event took place in 16497
The regicide / the execution of king Charles |

3. What kind of business did Gerrard Winstanley have in London?
He was a Merchant Taylor.

4. Why did Gerrard Winstanley and his wife Susan move from London to
Cobham?
The civil war caused Winstanley’s business to go

bankrupt. They moved to Cobham because Susan’s family
lived and owned property there.

5. What did Winstanley get involved with when he moved to Cobham?
Farming

6. What difficulties did Gerrard Winstanley face in Cobham?

Heavy civil war taxation, parliamentarian troops in the
village.

7. What was the relationship like between the Lords of the Manor and
their tenants?
A relationship of exploitation.




1 - War and Winstanley:

the origins of the Diggers

When you have finished the video work as a group to decide
which of these speech bubbles best describes Winstanley’s

perspective.

4 Although | support parliament’s ) / \
grievances, | believe England | think war has become too
should still be a monarchy. | much of a burden on

oppose the execution of the king, ordinary people’s lives.
and this has turned me against They are struggling with

\_ parliament. heavy taxes and the
\/—/ constant presence of
\ ot armies, with no support

from parliament. /

| think that parliament

was not taxing people

enough to maintain the

war effort. | feared that
this could lead to the king
\ winning the war.

ESSAY QUESTION
Using your own words, describe some of the impacts that the
English Civil War had on the lives of ordinary people.

*Heavy taxation to support the war effort.

‘Division of family and friends on different sides of the
conflict.

sLife in the parishes was also made difficult with the free

quarter.



2 - The Diggers arrive at

St. George's Hill

Watch the video and see if you can find the answers to these
guestions. Make a note of your answers in the space below.

1. When did the Diggers' occupation of St. George's Hill start?
April 1649

2. Describe 3 things the Diggers started doing at St. George's Hill?

l. Digging
II. Sowing the ground

. Building houses

3. What kind of land was St. George’s Hill?

Common land, which belonged to the Lord of the
Manor.

4. Didthe Diggers seek permission from the Lord of the Manor to farm
the land on St. George’s Hill?

No

5. What was Winstanley’s intention when he seized the land on St.
George’s Hill?

To build a new community where people were free to live
off the land equally.

6. The manorial system dates back to which period?

To the Norman Conduest (11th century).

7. What was the title of the Diggers’ first published manifesto?
‘The True Levellers Standard Advanced’




2 - The Diggers arrive at

St. George's Hill

8. What did Gerrard Winstanley refuse to do when he met with Lord
Thomas Fairfax?

He refused to remove his hat, because he believed all
men to be equal.

9. How did the local tenants perceive the Diggers?

As a threat.
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ESSAY QUESTION
Why do you think men like John Bradshaw and Francis Drake
were concerned about the Diggers’ activities?

« They feared that the Diggers’ ideas and actions would
disturb the parish hierarchies that had been established
for centuries.

* ldeas of equality were unpopular amongst those at the
top of the social hierarchy, as they feared losing their
privileges.



3 - St. Mary's Church, Protests,

and Diggers in Prison

Watch the video and see if you can find the answers to these
guestions. Make a note of your answers in the space below.

1. InJune 1649, what happened in England?

Monarchy was abolished and England became a
Commonwealth.

2. Who became the ruler of England after June 1649?

Oliver Cromwell

3. How did Francis Drake and the locals try to drive the Diggers from St.
George’s Hill?

Organising attacks on the Diggers.

4. Where were the Diggers often locked up?
St. Mary’s Church

5. How many Diggers were awaiting trial in Kingston in June 16497

Ten

6. Did the Diggers have any lawyers, or any kind of formal defence,
when they were prosecuted?

No

7. What happened in St. Mary’s Church on the 15t April 16497

Six radical soldiers burst through the church doors, halting
the priest in the middle of his sermon.




3 - St. Mary's Church, Protests,

and Diggers in Prison.

Some soldiers in the army had radical political and religious
views, often acting on their own authority, as when six of
them burst into St Mary's Church in the middle of the priest's
sermon. Choose the speech bubble that best describes some
of the views of these soldiers.

| think private property,
the Church of England
and Monarchy should
all be abolished once
and for all!

Down with Oliver Cromwell!
His government, along
with Puritanism and
universal suffrage, should all

be abolished!

We should abolish
church ministers, the
magistrates, as well as

the sabbath day!

Catholicism must
be erased from
England! As well as

the Bible and
the Common Lands!

ESSAY QUESTION
Why do you think the Diggers’ message of equality was so
badly received by the locals in Cobham?

* It disrupted social hierarchies that had long been
established, threatening the position of those in
power.

* Claiming that everyone is equal might sound reasonable
and a fact in the 215t century, but in the 17t" century it
was a rather alien idea, with social hierarchies
playing an important part in the social structure.



4 - The Diggers move to Little Heath.

Watch the video and see if you can find the answers to these
guestions. Make a note of your answers in the space below.

1. In what month were the Diggers removed from St. George’s Hill?

July 1649

2. After they were removed from St. George’s Hill, where did the
Diggers go?

Little Heath, in Cobham.

3. How many acres of land and houses did the Diggers build in Little
Heath?

11 acres of land and 6 houses.

4. How did the Diggers publicize their message to a wider audience?

Through pamphlets.

5. Was Parson Platt an ally or an enemy of the Diggers?

An enemy.

6. What did Parson Platt do to the Diggers?

He organised raids on the Digger community.

7. Where did the Diggers’ opponents meet to discuss ways of expelling
them from their parish?

At the White Lion Inn, in the centre of Cobham.




4 - The Diggers move to Little Heath

8. Did all the locals oppose the Diggers?
No

9. Where did two Diggers get arrested when seeking out help from
other communities?

Wellingborough




4 - The Diggers move to Little Heath

@ )

(...) Thereupon at the Command of this Parson
Plat, they set fire to six houses, and burned them
down, and burned likewise some of their
housholdstuffe, and wearing Clothes, throwing
their beds, atooles, and housholdstufte, up and
down the Common, not pittying the cries of
many hittle Children, and their frighted Mothers,

which are Parishioners borne 1n the Parish (...)".

Gerrard Winstanley, An Humble Request to the
Ministers of both Universities, 1650.
( /

J

How reliable do you think this passage is as a historical
source? What do you make of Winstanley's tone and what
do you think his intention was when writing this?

* As it is written by Gerrard Winstanley himself, we must
bear in mind that it is by nho means a ‘neutral’
account of what happened.

« The Diggers are portrayed as victims in Winstanley’s
report, emphasizing the presence of women and children
to try to incite empathy on his readers.

By mentioning that many are ‘Parishioners born in the
Parish’, Winstanley is trying to appeal to local bonds
and local relations of solidarity.

« Winstanley was trying to inspire sympathy and support
for the Diggers on the part of his readers.



5 - The Significance and Legacy of

the Diggers.

Watch the video and see if you can find the answers to these
guestions. Make a note of your answers in the space below.

1. Did the Digger’s movement manage to recover after the attack led by
Parson Platt?

No

2. What were the Diggers promoting?

The liberties of the labouring classes and economic
equality.

3. For what kind of ideas could the Diggers be considered to have been
a starting point?

Modern anti-capitalist ideals, such as communism,
socialism and Marxism.

4. What Russian city has a monument celebrating Gerrard Winstanley?

Moscow

5. What was Winstanley’s future in Cobham like?

He was appointed a chief constable in 1671 and
eventually rose to the status of property owner.

6. How was Winstanley regarded by the community in Cobham later in
his life?
He became a respected member of the community.

7. How did contemporaries see the Digger movement? As a success or
as a failure?
As a failure.




5 - The Significance and Legacy of

the Diggers.

8. In what year was the 350™ anniversary of the Digger movement?
1999

9. What was made in order to celebrate the 350t anniversary of the

Digger movement?
A monument commemorating Winstanley, carved by
Andrew Rittle, was unveiled by the mayor of Elmbridge.

ESSAY QUESTION
In your opinion, what can be regarded as being the legacy of
the Diggers? Do you think they are still important today? Why?

Some of the legacies of the Diggers are the idea that
all men are equal, and all men and women should have
equal access to the land. They desired to build a
community where every person was free to live off the

land, and to question ideas of social hierarchies.



