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Overview: Medieval Law and Order 

Law and order in Medieval England was extremely strict. Those leading the charge in this area seemingly 

believed the only way to teach people how to behave was to put strong punishments in place, even in the 

case of small offences. 

This attitude was considered particularly important at this time due to the huge number of poor people 

across England, who easily outnumbered the wealthy and could cause significant damage should they 

revolt. This was the case in the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381, when London was targeted by disgruntled 

peasants from Essex and Kent. 

A Medieval Court 

Upon the coronation of Henry II, the legal system entered a new era. Henry decided to send out London 

judges of his choosing to hear cases across all of England’s counties, demanding that each person must 

endure one of three ordeals to prove their innocence. 

Ordeal by fire: The accused would be forced to hold a red hot iron bar and walk three paces. The wound 

would they be bandaged and left for three days. Should their wound show noticeable improvement, they 

would be declared innocent. 

Ordeal by water: The accused would be tied up and thrown into water. If they floated they would be found 

guilty, but if they did not it would be concluded that they were innocent. 

Ordeal by combat: If noblemen were accused this ordeal could be used to allow them to fight their accuser 

in combat. The winner would be declared right, with the loser often being killed. 

The Pope decided in 1215 that English priests would not be allowed to help in any way with the ordeals, 

and should be replaced with jury trials. This change was disliked at first as many believed their neighbours 

would take part in the jury and use the trial as revenge. However, a law was passed in 1275 that would 

allow people to face torture if they failed to attend the court, and so trial by jury was considered the 

favourable option. 

Despite Henry II’s reforms, the punishments for being found guilty remained incredibly harsh. For example, 

those found guilty for stealing would have their hands cut off, illegal hunters would have their ears cut off 

and those who committed high treason would be hung, drawn and quartered. These punishments were 

favoured over imprisonment by royalty and nobility as there very few prisons available and the costs for 

running them had to be covered by local communities. 

The popularity of low cost punishments meant towns often had a dedicated gibbet, where people would 

be hung and their bodies would be left as a warning to others. In spite of this, people continued to commit 

crimes. In 1202 in Lincoln alone, a total of 114 murders, 89 violent threats and 65 injuries following fights 

were recorded. However, just two people were forced to face execution for these crimes, suggesting that 

many people took advantage of the relative lack of law and order and managed to escape before they 

were punished 

In depth article: Caught Red-Handed! Law and Order in Medieval 
England 
 
In medieval societies, it was always quite important to preserve law and order, and to rightfully dispense 
justice. A just ruler secured himself an obedient populace, and often enough, justice was rough, tough, and 
brutal. 
 



With the gradual shift from classical antiquity and the beginnings of the Middle Ages, plenty of things were 
changing in the social order and the law. People had to adapt their conduct or suffer the consequences. 
And when they failed to comply, they would do anything not to get caught, for punishments were 
merciless. 
 
Today take a look into the intriguing world of early law and order in medieval English society, and the way 
crime was dealt with. How to preserve a monarch’s credibility? How to lower crime levels and maintain 
social castes? Crime and punishment awaits us – this time, in medieval England! 
 

The Earliest Forms of Law and Order in Medieval England 
 
The earliest attested law code in the history of England dates to quite early in the Anglo-Saxon period.  
 
Most scholars today agree that this code was simply the first appearance of pre-Christian Anglo-Saxon laws 
assembled in written form. The first parts of it dealt with church affairs, but the rest is a pretty clear insight 
into the legal matters of Anglo-Saxon society..  

 
This early English law code stands out with its peculiar clauses and exact compensations attributed to each 
offence. It also posed a good insight into the type of crimes that were considered in the period. 
 
For example, in laws regarding stealing from free men, it is stated that the thief needed to repay three 
times the value of the stolen goods. Or, if one free man breaks the rib of another – he was required to pay 
3 shillings. Interestingly, if an offender broke a free man’s front teeth, he would have to pay more than if 
breaking his molars. 
 
Plenty of laws also deal with offending a citizen or smearing his honour. This included assaulting him, 
taking his woman, or sleeping with his female slaves. In such cases, offenders were punished financially – 
nobles had to pay 12 shillings, while free man only half of that sum – 6 shillings. 
 
In total, the offences that smeared a free man’s honour, regardless of physical injury or not, were 
considerably greater than the punishments for murder. That’s just how much a man’s honour was highly 
regarded in Anglo-Saxon society. 
 
Church related affairs had a great part in this code, with one of the first parts stating that the church was 
thereby exempt from paying any taxes to the king. Other laws seemingly placed a greater emphasis on 
Christian religious practices, stating that offerings to pagan gods would be punished, as well as meat 
consumption during a Christian fast. 
 
Even slaves had religious rights, with nobles having to be punished if they forced their slaves to work on 
the Sabbath. Thieves that were caught in the act could be freely killed, without any repercussions. 
 

Pass the Sentence – Crime in the Middle Ages 
 
One aspect of general Anglo-Saxon law was granting the lords and ealdormen – the nobles – a privilege to 
execute summary justice (capital punishment), within the borders of their own lands. 
 
The first dealt with thieves caught “red handed” and in possession of stolen goods – on the lord’s land. For 
the poor – this almost always meant a quick execution. But for thieves of rank, the captor was given an 
option of ransoming the thief.  
 



For the lords, these privileges were a great benefit. Summarily dealing with thievery not only helped them 
to keep law and order on their own land, but also helped them cement their authority. Show too much 
kindness, people won’t fear you. If they don’t fear you, they don’t obey you. 
 
Up until the arrival of the Normans, several unique criminal cases were documented in Anglo-Saxon 
England. For any such cases that were “out of the norm”, the king himself had to summon a witan – a 
council of wise men – in order to successfully solve the crime. Plenty of cases were documented, all 
showcasing that honour and justice were held in the highest regard in the society. 
 
The Anglo-Saxon law received its strongest foundations during the rule of the famous Alfred the Great. He 
established the system of ealdormen and reeves. An ealdorman was the chief ruler and official of a shire. 
 
A shire’s modern equivalent is a county. In essence a lord, an ealdorman’s role was to preside over the 
shire’s court, recruit its soldiers, take a third of the profits, and generally rule the region. 
 
Below him and in his service, was a reeve. A reeve was a senior official and an overseer of a particular 
estate. In the manorial system, a reeve was an overseer of the peasants and the workers and reported to 
the steward and the earl. But they all, in the end, had to report to the king himself. 
 

The Lord’s Law – the Norman Feudal System 
 
The face of Anglo-Saxon law disintegrated with the arrival of William and the Normans. Everything changed 
in the decades following the defeat at the Battle of Hastings, and the Normans gradually established a 
continental European law system – bringing a strong, centralized government and the iconic Norman 
Feudalism. 
 
With Anglo-Saxon earls subdued, their lands were taken. William quickly gave lands to his trusted followers 
– some 180 of them. This brought on the rule of the Norman aristocracy and a feudal system. This meant 
that powerful feudal lords held tenements directly from the crown. 
 
William’s Norman system was both good and bad, depending on who’s examining it. But in essence, the 
feudal system and the rule of powerful lords meant stricter and harsher laws, and thus more peace and 
obedience. On the other hand, the feudal system greatly oppressed the poor, almost entirely erasing the 
previous Anglo-Saxon aspect of free men. 
 
But William also focused on further developing the justice system in his new kingdom. An interesting 
addition was that of the jury. To confirm the accused person of guilt, a sort of a “primitive” jury was 
assembled. It was made up from local middle class men and consisted of four Normans and four Anglo-
Saxons. 
 
In most other aspects, the Normans simply retained the previous, Anglo-Saxon law, only expanding it 
where necessary. Additions related to poaching and the forbidding of hunting in the king’s forests. Also to 
trial by combat, and sworn testimonies. 
 
The core of medieval English law occurred during the rule of Henry II. He established the so-called common 
law , which greatly differed from the feudal justice system. It was common for all men in any part of the 
country. 
 
The jury system was refined and became the standard, a centralized royal court was established, and 
professional judges presided over cases. This common law reached its height with the famous “ Magna 
Carta” – the Great Charter of English liberty, which was implemented in 1215 by King John Lackland. 

 



His predecessor, Henry II, laid out the foundations of common law, forming a centralized monarchy that 
made it possible for the legal system to be redefined. He integrated all the minor local courts into a single 
judicial structure that presided over the entire country. He also created a centralized royal court which, 
among other things, presided over civil cases and disputes. 
 
Court officials were sent on official visits all over the country, where they observed the law and presided 
on cases. And last but not least, the courts were required to keep written records of their work. By 
establishing all these and other rules, Henry II laid out a clear path for the formation of a strong common 
law for medieval England. 

 

The Final Sentence 
 
Law and the concept of justice had a long road of development. From the classical Roman law, to the 
strongly honourable warrior based traditions of Anglo-Saxons, down to the Christian church’s goofy trials 
by ordeal, and all the way to the Norman feudal system, and the refined English common law – the path of 
law was refined by generations of rulers. 
 
But one thing remained. Thieves and murderers, criminals and rivals, all were judged strictly and without 
much mercy. A head could be lost for the simplest of trespasses, and the executioner’s sword was the 
swiftest bringer of justice. 
 
By Aleksa Vučković 
 

https://www.ancient-origins.net/users/aleksa-vu-kovi


Witch-finder witch? 

The exact number of witches executed by Hopkins and his assistant John Stearne cannot be precisely 

quantified. But in a paper published by Carol Buckley – 'Orders of the Day', she quotes Stearne as estimating 

that quote "as many as 200 were hanged. The statistics suggest that the East Anglia trials of 1644-1646 

represented a major panic and were comparable to the European witch crazes of the late 16th - early 17th 

century". 

In 1603, James VI of Scotland became James I of the united kingdoms of Scotland and England. By the end of 

the first year of his accession he had produced a new edition of his book, 'Daemonologie', written to counter 

those who argued against the belief in witchcraft and demonic magic. He had also convinced Parliament to 

pass a new witch act, The Witchcraft Statute of 1604, which revoked Queen Elizabeth I's Witchcraft Act of 

1563. It was essentially the most severe law, making it a capital offence if the victim was injured and 

incorporating a number of continental notions of witchcraft, including those of, a pact with, and worship of, 

the devil.  

Hopkins' preferred method of trial was ducking 

It also became a crime to exhume bodies for magical purposes. 

The new legislation brought England into line with Europe regarding the definition and prosecution of 

witchcraft, and remained in force until 1736, when it was repealed The newly accepted concept provided the 

foundation for the legal definition of the crime of witchcraft in many jurisdictions in England and served as 

the main link between the practice of harmful magic and the alleged worship of the devil. 

Under James I, hanging was mandatory for the first offence of maleficia, even where the bewitched person 

did not die; whereas under Elizabethan law, the penalty was a year's imprisonment. However, for divination 

of stolen property, making love philtres (an aphrodisiac drink), or harming property, the penalty remained, 

for a first transgression, one year's imprisonment and time in the pillory. The pillory was a wooden box with 

holes for the accused's head and limbs to protrude from. They were kept in villages to be used for the public 

humiliation of any convicted person in full view of their fellow villagers or townsfolk.  

Brutal inquisition 

Political and religious chaos reigned throughout the period of the English Civil Wars (1642-49) and it was 

with this distraction that the previously unheard of, Matthew Hopkins, assumed the title of Witch-finder 

General in 1645. Records of his career in witch hunting are obscure, but it appears to have come about after 

he had moved to Manningtree, Essex in 1644. 

He believed that he found that there were seven or eight witches regularly practicing their dark arts close to 

his house. Records do not show how he dealt with them, but his puritan background gave him a strong 

motivation to destroy the "works of the devil" and, as an impoverished lawyer, he could see the financial 

incentive of pursuing the hunt on a wider scale. 

As in Europe, witch-hunting throughout England was, to all intents and purposes, a judicial operation, but 

occasionally, agitated villagers would take justice into their own hands, executing suspected witches in a 

vigilante style.  

Witchcraft accusations started to spread throughout East Anglia, spurred on by Hopkins' actions. In Sudbury 

117 people were tried and examined, and in Norfolk 40 women were tried and examined by the Norfolk 

 



Assizes in 1645. Eight women were tried and at least five executed in Huntingdonshire by the summer of 

1646. Independent borough jurisdictions were also busy during the period 1645-1646 - trying and examining 

women for witchcraft. 

The torture of witches to extract confession in England, the vast majority of which were female, was less 

violent than in Europe – the methods favoured in England were bread-and-water diets, tethering of limbs 

and sleep deprivation, otherwise known as "watching". Other brutalities which were not practiced, included 

thumbscrews or, as preferred on the continent, "Spanish boots", which were large boots of leather or metal 

into which boiling water or molten lead was poured, with the accused's feet still in them, of course. 

The Witch-finder General 

Not a great deal is known about Hopkins' early life, but it is thought he was born in Little Wenham, in 

Suffolk, in the 1620's. He trained as a lawyer, but with little professional success, so he augmented his paltry 

salary with the opportunities that witch-hunting offered by the time he was in his 20s. His new career 

started near Manningtree in Essex in 1644, where he "examined" his first witch at the Thorn Inn, Mistley. 

Hopkins had no specific schooling for his role as witch finder - he just came with a passionate belief in the 

righteousness of his actions. Some records show that he was given a special commission by the Long 

Parliament and received remuneration from government sources. King Charles I first established the Long 

Parliament, on 3 November 1640, not long after the dissolution of the Short Parliament which had only 

lasted three weeks after it was first assembled. 

Hopkins and Stearne employed varying methods to extract confessions from the "witches". They would keep 

the suspect awake on surveillance for days on end, resulting in sleep depravation, meaning that at the end, 

the suspect could be coaxed into confessing to almost anything. Interestingly, this practice of confession-

extraction is still used by a number of armies today. 

Hopkins believed that witches fed their "familiars" (animals that would accompany them in their evil 

practices) with their own blood; by keeping the witch under guard this would also ensure that their familiars 

would not be able to feed from the witch, thereby depriving the witches of their alleged capabilities. 

Witch-finder witch?   

It was also believed that witches could be stabbed without having any mark remaining on their skin, so 

Hopkins would use a knife with a retractable blade, allowing him to quickly and cunningly prove their guilt. 

However, a favorite confessional torture of Hopkins was the infamous "swimming" test. The suspect's limbs 

would be bound together and they would be lowered into pond water by ropes. Hopkins saw the principle as 

being simple – if they sank and drowned, they would be innocent and in heaven; if they floated, they would 

be tried as a witch. He found this devious method simple and effective. 

Partly through fear, groups of villagers would act as witnesses for the prosecutors, and Hopkins and Stearne 

would find ready support from local clergymen. In the Manningtree area, a group of "women searchers" – a 

panel of professed experts whose names regularly appeared in various indictments, were called on as 

witnesses to suspicious lumps or other marks on witches. It was with this wider support that Hopkins was 

able to prosecute his witch-finding exploits. 

Hopkins had implicated 36 women by the spring of 1645, and had seen 19 of them tried and executed at 

Chelmsford by 17th July 1645. He wrote a short pamphlet: 'The Discovery of Witches', published in 1647; 

with this publication, he was able to define "witchcraft" to the public. In his pamphlet, Hopkins argued that 

experienced searchers, "Can justify their skill to any 'critic' indeed, these skills were fundamental to the 



discovery of witches. True experts would not be confused by bogus witches' teats and would be able to show 

good reasons why such marks are not natural, neither that they happen by such natural cause". 

Hopkins and Stearne, along with local justices, clergymen and other notable inhabitants believed they were 

performing a public service with the witch-hunts. But local country-people said that it was Hopkins' personal 

financial greed that motivated his intentions. Hopkins denied these accusations, citing that, although Stearne 

and he put themselves at risk with their work, they were welcomed and given "thanks and recompense". But 

records from their actions in Stowmarket alone show Hopkins was paid £23, and in Aldeburgh he was paid 

£6 – a relatively high payment when compared with the average countryman’s wage of just 6d a day. It was 

estimated that his fees may have totalled about £1000. 

A twist in the tale 

Although much of his life is a well-recorded, open book, Hopkins' demise is a mystery. One account, by 

William Andrews a 19th Century writer on Essex folklore, argues that Hopkins was accused of being a witch 

himself. Andrews asserts that Hopkins was charged with stealing a book containing a list of all the witches in 

England, which he purportedly obtained by means of sorcery. Hopkins declared his innocence, but an angry 

crowd forced him to undergo his own "swimming" trial. Some accounts say he drowned, while others say he 

floated and was condemned and hanged. However, no records of his trial exist. 

According to local legend, Hopkins' ghost is said to haunt Mistley Pond. 

Hopkins has been "seen" at Mistley Pond - his spirit outlasts his victims 

An apparition wearing 17th Century garments is apparently seen roving the locality, particularly on Friday 

nights near to the Witches Sabbats. 

History recounts that Hopkins was both a reviled and exalted figure at one time – depending on which side 

of the devil opinion lay. He and other witch hunters of the era were able to carry out their work with relative 

impunity within the vacuum of authority that existed during the English Civil War 1639 - 1660. 

Historians theorise that soon after control was reinstated, the witch hunts and trials largely halted. Others 

feel that witchcraft simply became too old hat for the intelligentsia of the early Enlightenment to 

countenance, and that they were known to deride such obsolete nonsense so as to reassure themselves of 

their own intellectual superiority. 

But witchcraft executions came to an end, with the last one recorded in Exeter, when Alicia Molland met her 

death in March 1684.  



Peterloo Bicentenary 16 August 2019 

On the 16th of August 1819 the huge open area around what's now St Peter's Square, Manchester, 

played host to an outrage against over 60,000 peaceful pro-democracy and anti-poverty protesters; 

an event which became known as The Peterloo Massacre. 

An estimated 18 people, including four women and a child, died from sabre cuts and trampling. 

Nearly 700 men, women and children received extremely serious injuries. All in the name of liberty 

and freedom from poverty. 

The Massacre occurred during a period of immense political tension and mass protests. Fewer than 

2% of the population had the vote, and hunger was rife with the disastrous corn laws making bread 

unaffordable. 

PEACEFUL ASSEMBLY 

On the morning of 16th August the crowd began to gather, conducting themselves, according to 

contemporary accounts, with dignity and discipline, the majority dressed in their Sunday best. 

The key speaker was to be famed orator Henry Hunt, the platform consisted of a simple cart, located 

in the front of what's now the Manchester Central Conference Centre, and the space was filled with 

banners - REFORM, UNIVERSAL SUFFRAGE, EQUAL REPRESENTATION and, touchingly, LOVE. 

Many of the banner poles were topped with the red cap of liberty - a powerful symbol at the time. 

Local magistrates watching from a window near the field panicked at the sight of the assembly, and 

read the riot act, (in)effectively ordering what little of the crowd could hear them to disperse. 

THE MASSACRE 

As 600 Hussars, several hundred infantrymen; an artillery unit with two six-pounder guns, 400 men 

of the Cheshire cavalry and 400 special constables waited in reserve, the local Yeomanry were given 

the task of arresting the speakers. The Yeomanry, led by Captain Hugh Birley and Major Thomas 

Trafford, were essentially a paramilitary force drawn from the ranks of the local mill and shop 

owners. 

On horseback, armed with sabres and clubs, many were familiar with, and had old scores to settle 

with, the leading protesters. (In one instance, spotting a reporter from the radical Manchester 

Observer, a Yeomanry officer called out "There's Saxton, damn him, run him through.") 

Heading for the hustings, they charged when the crowd linked arms to try and stop the arrests, and 

proceeded to strike down banners and people with their swords. Rumours from the period have 

persistently stated the Yeomanry were drunk. 

The panic was interpreted as the crowd attacking the yeomanry, and the Hussars (Led by Lieutenant 

Colonel Guy L'Estrange) were ordered in. 

As with the Tiananmen Square Massacre, there were unlikely heroes among the military. An 

unnamed cavalry officer attempted to strike up the swords of the Yeomanry, crying - "For shame, 

gentlemen: what are you about? The people cannot get away!" But the majority joined in with the 

attack. 



The term 'Peterloo', was intended to mock the soldiers who attacked unarmed civilians by echoing 

the term 'Waterloo' - the soldiers from that battle being seen by many as genuine heroes. 

AFTERMATH 

By 2pm the carnage was over, and the field left full of abandoned banners and dead bodies. 

Journalists present at the event were arrested, others who went on to report the event were 

subsequently jailed. The businessman John Edward Taylor went on to help set up the Guardian 

newspaper as a reaction to what he'd seen. 

The speakers and organizers were put on trial, at first under the charge of High treason - a charge 

that was reluctantly dropped by the prosecution. The Hussars and Magistrates received a message 

of congratulations from the Prince Regent, and were cleared of any wrong-doing by the official 

inquiry. 

LEGACY 

Historians acknowledge that Peterloo was hugely influential in ordinary people winning the right to 

vote, led to the rise of the Chartist Movement from which grew the Trade Unions, and also resulted 

in the establishment of the Manchester Guardian newspaper. 

According to Nick Mansfield, director of the People’s History Museum in Manchester, "Peterloo is a 

critical event not only because of the number of people killed and injured, but because ultimately it 

changed public opinion to influence the extension of the right to vote and give us the democracy we 

enjoy today. It was critical to our freedoms." 



5 crimes that changed law enforcement 
in Britain 
From murders with missing bodies to the development of finger-printing techniques, 
author Gary Powell shares five crimes that have changed the process of law 
enforcement in the British Isles… 

1 

‘No body, no murder’ 

In the mid-17th century, the English market town of Chipping Campden, 
Gloucestershire, was the centre of one of Britain’s most extraordinary criminal cases, 
dubbed the ‘Campden Wonder’. The case resulted in a historic ruling that would 
survive well into the 20th century. 

On 16 August 1660, local businessman William Harrison left his home in Chipping 
Campden to collect some rent from neighbouring farms. When he failed to return 
home that night, his son Edward and a manservant named John Perry set out to find 
him. On the route they expected William to have taken, the two discovered some 
personal items and clothing belonging to the missing man; some were covered in 
blood. An investigation took place; the manservant John Perry was arrested the 
following week and initially blamed his own mother Joan and brother Richard for the 
murder. Eventually the three all stood trial for the killing of Harrison, though 
Harrison’s body was never recovered. All three were found guilty in March 1661 and 
hanged. 

A year after the executions, the close-knit community in the Cotswolds was shocked 
when the ‘victim’ of this horrendous crime returned to the village, in full health and 
with an incredible story. William Harrison informed the authorities that on the night 
in question, he had been violently abducted by several men and taken to the port of 
Deal in Kent, where he was bundled onto a Turkish ship and later sold as a slave. 
Following the death of his elderly master, he managed to escape and concealed 
himself on board a Portuguese ship and travelled to Dover. 

At the time, at least, it appears that no one had any doubts about Harrison’s story, 
though following this incredible miscarriage of justice resulting in the execution of 
three innocent people, courts in Britain would follow a principle of ‘no body, no 
charge of murder’ for almost the next three centuries. The principle was maintained 
well into the 20th century, when advances in forensic science in such cases as George 
Haigh – the ‘Acid Bath Murderer’ who killed at least six people in the 1940s and 
dissolved the bodies in acid – proved beyond doubt that murder had taken place, 
without the need for a body to be presented as evidence. 

The use of fingerprints 

The estimated odds of billions to one that two human beings might share the same 
fingerprint (including those of twins) became the basis of the most important 
development in the world of crime detection. 



Though the value of using fingerprints to identify individuals had been recognised as 
early as the 1850s, it was Sir Edward R Henry, a member of the Indian Civil Service 
and inspector general of the Lower Bengal Police, who first devised and championed 
a workable system for classifying fingerprints in the mid-1890s, opening the world’s 
first Fingerprint Bureau in Calcutta, India, in 1897. 

Later, after being appointed assistant commissioner of crime at Scotland Yard in 
1901, Henry established the first United Kingdom Fingerprint Bureau. Initially the 
primary function of the bureau was to enable police to identify offenders with 
previous criminal convictions; but within a short period of time, the science of 
fingerprint identification would evolve into an effective tool in crime detection. 

The first criminal conviction which used a fingerprint as prime evidence was the case 
of habitual thief Harry Jackson in September 1902. Jackson had been suspected of 
several burglaries in south London and was eventually arrested by a sharp-eyed 
police constable called George Drewitt whilst attempting to break into the 
Perseverance Pub on Vassal Road in Brixton. 

One of the burglaries leading up to Jackson’s arrest had occurred at 156 Denmark 
Hill, which was the home of a family called Tustin. Jackson had gained entry through 
a ground-floor window and had stolen a number of ivory snooker balls. Whilst doing 
so, he had left a fingerprint on a recently painted windowsill. The fingerprint was 
examined by officers from the fingerprint bureau and positively matched to Jackson. 

When the case was tried at the Central Criminal Court Old Bailey, Jackson pleaded 
not guilty. This was a make-or-break case for the forensic science of fingerprint 
examination as the whole case rested on one fingerprint which placed the defendant 
at the scene of the crime. The evidence was strongly tested by the court, with officers 
from the fingerprint bureau giving expert testimonies. The judge and jury accepted 
the validity of the evidence and convicted Harry Jackson. 

However, many contemporary commentators still doubted the new crime-fighting 
revelation. One writer wrote to The Times under the moniker ‘A Disgusted 
Magistrate’, commenting that: “Scotland Yard, once known as the world’s finest 
police organisation, will be the laughing stock of Europe if it insists in trying to trace 
criminals by odd ridges on the skin.” 

The first arrest for drink-driving 

At 12.45am on 10 September 1897, a London police officer named PC Russell 
observed a licenced cab driver driving his cab erratically along New Bond Street in 
London. The 25-year-old driver George Smith reportedly swerved from one side of 
the road to the other, before running across the footway and crashing into number 
165, breaking a water pipe and causing damage to the property’s front window. PC 
Russell approached Smith, realised that he had been drinking and escorted him to 
Vine Street police station, Westminster, in what is widely believed to be the first 
recorded arrest for a case of drink-driving. Smith was examined by a local police 
surgeon who confirmed his drunken state and that he should not have been in charge 
of his vehicle. 



Smith was charged and appeared in front of the magistrate at Marlborough Street 
police court later that same morning. When questioned by PC Russell in front of the 
bench, he admitted that he had consumed several glasses of beer. 

The magistrate sentenced Smith to a fine of 20 shillings and advised the cabbie: “You 
motor-car drivers ought to be very careful, for if anything happens to you – well, the 
police have a very happy knack of stopping a runaway horse, but to stop a motor is a 
very different thing.” 

 

The 999 emergency service 

The innovative emergency telephone system, in which any member of the public 
could pick up a telephone and dial 999 free of charge, was launched in London on 30 
June 1937. The launch of the system, which was first operated by the General Post 
Office, was accompanied by a public education campaign in several newspapers, 
including the London Evening News which advised its readers to: 

“Only dial 999 if the matter is urgent; if, for instance, the man in the flat next to 
yours is murdering his wife or you have seen a heavily masked cat burglar peering 
around the stack pipe of the local bank building… If the matter is less urgent, if you 
have merely lost little Towser or a lorry has come to rest in your front garden, just 
call up the local police.” 

The new 999 system quickly proved a success when, just a week later, the first arrest 
was made as a result of such an emergency call. During the early hours of 7 July 1937, 
architect John Stanley Beard of Hampstead in north London had been awoken by a 
noise outside his bedroom window. As he peered out he saw a would-be intruder, 
later identified as Thomas Duffy. Beard’s quick-thinking wife dialled 999 and gave a 
description of the suspect and the direction in which he had escaped. The police 
acted quickly and arrested Duffy nearby; he was charged and convicted of attempted 
breaking and entering. Mr Beard was delighted with the result and commented after 
the event that: “It struck me, as a householder and fairly large taxpayer, that we are 
getting something for our money and I was very impressed by it.” 

During the first week of the 999 launch, police received 1,336 calls – 91 of which were 
pranks. The service was launched in Glasgow in 1938, and other major cities followed 
after the Second World war. 

However, the rest of the country had to wait until 1976 for the system to become 
national, when all telephone exchanges became automated. Today the 999 system 
(now incorporating all emergency services) receives more than 30 million calls a 
year. 

The use of footprints 

The first recorded example in the English courts of someone being charged as the 
result of plantar evidence – forensic evidence relating to the sole of the foot – came 
in 1956. 



Sydney Malkin was a 47-year-old chef who had a penchant for women’s underwear. 
In 1956, he broke into the Hastings flat of one Mrs Edith Bowles and stole items of 
underwear and a silk slip. Mrs Bowles, whose flat was on an upper level, had left her 
underwear out to dry with the windows open. Mrs Bowles reported the crime to a 
local police officer, PC Ernest Parker. Parker examined the point of entry and was 
astonished to discover a number of bare footprints – one on top of the television, one 
on a loudspeaker and finally one on the floor. 

The unusual modus operandi – stealing women’s underwear from high-rise flats – 
matched the profile of Sydney Malkin. He was arrested and comparisons were 
examined between the footprints left at the crime scene and impressions taken of 
Malkin’s feet – they were identical. Fingerprint expert Detective Superintendent 
Holten from Scotland Yard presented his findings to the magistrates at Hastings. 
Malkin was convicted – the first case of its kind in England – and bound over to keep 
the peace for three years. 

Gary Powell is the author of Convicted: Landmark Cases in British 
Criminal History (Amberley Books, January 2018) 
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The English Reformation Part 1 
By Professor Andrew Pettegree 

 

Despite the zeal of religious reformers in Europe, England was slow to question the established Church. During the 

reign of Henry VIII, however, the tide turned in favour of Protestantism, and by the 1600s the new Church held sway 

over the old. How did all this come about? 

Strange turn of events 

For much of the sixteenth century England and Scotland hated each other with all the passion of warring neighbours. 

Yet in 1603 a Scottish king would ascend the English throne with the connivance and general approval of the English 

ruling elite. This unlikely turn of events owed much to the eccentricities of the Welsh Tudor dynasty that had 

occupied the English for almost precisely that century: the determination of the father, Henry VIII, to marry often 

and the equal determination of the daughter, Elizabeth, not to marry at all. But it also owed a great deal to 

Protestantism. 

There was little that bound together the English aristocracy and the Scottish king, for whom they developed a 

profound distaste, than a shared commitment to Protestantism. It was a determination to preserve England as a 

Protestant nation that gave James VI and I his opportunity and which would doom his son Charles when his actions 

threatened to undermine this cherished identity. 

Initially, Henry defends the faith 

England in the sixteenth century, was a land of contrasts. Much less urban than either Germany or the Netherlands, 

it nevertheless possessed a thriving international trade centre in London and in Oxford and Cambridge, two 

universities of outstanding reputation. The universities, in fact, would play a significant role in the early campaigns 

against Luther. Henry VIII turned to their finest theologians for arguments allowing him to enter the lists against the 

growing threat of Lutheran heresy. This initiative would earn him from a grateful Pope the coveted title, Defender of 

the Faith. 

The progress of the Reformation in England was closely bound up with Henry's personal affairs. His increasing 

desperation to secure release from his marriage to Catherine of Aragon forced him to contemplate radical steps that 

went very much against the grain of his own instinctive theological conservatism. In this respect the Reformation in 

England would follow a model much closer to that of Scandinavia than Germany or Switzerland. Although England, 

like Bohemia, had its own indigenous mediaeval heresy in Lollardy, Luther's attack on the church had initially 

produced little resonance in England. Luther's works were imported into England at an early stage, but this may very 

often have been for the convenience of conservative theologians who bought them to refute them, such as Bishop 

John Fisher and Sir Thomas More. 

Henry's fateful decision 

All of this changed when Henry made the fateful decision that only drastic action could extricate him from a 

marriage that, in the absence of a male heir, now threatened the future of his dynasty. In rapid succession from 

1532, legislation was passed through Parliament curbing the influence of the papacy in England and appointing the 

King as Supreme Head of the Church. Once this and the divorce were achieved, the king moved to take control over 

much of the Church's property through the dissolution of the monasteries. 

The political nation was, for the most part, obediently compliant rather than enthusiastic. There is no evidence of 

any great hostility towards the church and its institutions before the Reformation; on the contrary, both the English 

episcopate and parish clergy seem to have been, by the standards of other European lands, both well-trained and 

living without scandal. Cardinal Wolsey, who fathered an illegitimate son, was very much the exception. On the 

other hand, few were prepared to defy the King to defend the threatened institutions of the old church. Many 

benefited from the windfall of church property that followed the confiscation of monastic lands. 



The English Reformation Part 2 
By Professor Andrew Pettegree 

 

A powerful reforming party emerges at Court 

As Henry's health failed in the last years of his life it became clear that his own actions had encouraged the growth of 

a powerful evangelical party at Court. On his death in 1547 they moved quickly to establish their supremacy in the 

regency government made necessary by the youth of the new king, Edward VI (1547-1553). So, the short reign of 

Edward VI saw a determined attempt to introduce a full Protestant church polity into England, modelled on that of 

the Swiss and German Reformed churches and driven on by a powerful alliance of Archbishop Cranmer and the Lord 

Protector, the Duke of Somerset. 

In the five years of the king's life, much was achieved: two evangelical Prayer Books, a new English order of service 

and the stripping of the remaining Catholic paraphernalia from the churches. But time was too short to put down 

roots. On Edward's death in 1553, the changes were reversed easily by his Catholic half-sister, Mary (1553-1558). 

Only Mary's devotion to the papacy (which threatened the continued possession of former monastic property in the 

hands of those who had purchased it from the crown), and her determination to marry her cousin, Philip of Spain, 

provoked a half-hearted reaction. English Protestantism was reduced once again to a persecuted remnant; many of 

its ablest figures taking refuge abroad, to avoid martyrdom - the fate of those whom remained behind. 

From Mary to Elizabeth 

So, in 1558 Elizabeth acceded to a troubled throne, after a five-year period in which Catholicism had been re-

established in England with little apparent difficulty. Although the changes of Mary's reign were now reversed once 

more, Elizabeth and her councillors were under no illusions that many of her subjects remained obstinately attached 

to the old ways. It would be well into the last two decades of Elizabeth's long reign before it could be said with 

confidence that Protestantism was the religion of the majority in England. 

The new, insecure regime 

For the first decades those who opposed the religious policies of the Elizabethan government could take comfort 

from the evident insecurity of a regime embodied by a mature, childless Queen who obstinately refused to marry 

and whose nearest heir was the Catholic Mary Queen of Scots. Had Elizabeth died early (as she nearly did in 1563, 

from smallpox), England too might have plunged into the same religious civil war convulsing neighbouring lands on 

the Continent. 

Given this evident insecurity, it was with remarkable confidence that Elizabeth and her advisors addressed those 

complicated problems of domestic and foreign policy arising from a new restoration of Protestantism. 

The Church of England would remain, in the words of its Protestant critics, 'but halfly reformed'. 

A Parliament gathered to settle religion in 1559 compliantly reinstated the Protestant Prayer Book of Edward VI. But 

Elizabeth balked at the introduction of the full Calvinist Church order urged upon her by foreign theologians and by 

some of the English exiles who, having withdrawn to the continent during Mary's reign, now returned to assist the 

new regime. The English church retained Bishops and ecclesiastical vestments, which many of the hotter Protestants 

regarded as an unacceptable Popish survival. When in 1566 Elizabeth insisted upon uniformity in clerical attire, a 

substantial proportion of the English clergy (up to ten per cent in London) refused to submit and was deprived. 

Further attempts to move the Queen to a more perfect Reformation, whether by Parliamentary statute or subtle 

pressure from the bench of bishops, proved equally unavailing. The Church of England would remain, in the words of 

its Protestant critics, 'but halfly reformed'. 

A secure Protestant identity 



Despairing at the Queen's obstinacy and at the apparent indifference of broad sections of the population to the call 

to a godlier lifestyle, evangelicals took refuge in brotherhoods and congregations that became increasingly detached 

from the mainstream church. The frustration of reform measures in the Parliaments of 1571 and 1572 led some into 

formal separation. In the latter years of Elizabeth's reign Puritanism gave way to sectarian non-conformity, and 

eventually into outright confrontation with the established church. 

But the numbers involved in such open dissidence were small, the vast majority of the godly preferring to remain in 

communion and to seek consolation in voluntary associations which provided an appropriate context for the puritan 

lifestyle. And in the main, their choice was justified, for whatever their disappointment at Elizabeth's lack of godly 

zeal, England's general allegiance to the Protestant cause was not in doubt. Even from the beginning of the reign 

there were evident proofs of this in an ambitious foreign policy which led swiftly to confrontation with the leading 

Catholic powers. By the last quarter of the century England was destined to play a pivotal role in the survival of 

Calvinist powers on the Continent, as they faced the most profound threat to their survival from a resurgent 

Catholicism. 

By 1603, English people had come to esteem their Church. 

By the time Elizabeth's long reign came to an end in 1603, English people had come to esteem their Church. The 

trials of the last three decades had in a very real sense secured England's Protestant identity. Through a generation 

of conflict in which the enemy had been foreign, Catholic and dangerous, English people had come to identify their 

Church and Protestantism, as a cornerstone of their identity. 

This was not manifested, necessarily, in any very profound grasp of the theological tenets of faith. While English 

readers seem to have been avid consumers of catechisms and other cheap volumes of religious instruction, their 

clergy, as elsewhere in Europe, continued to lament how shallow was their grasp of doctrine. Yet the identification 

could be more subtle and oblique, but still very real. The Catholic festival year, for instance, had been gradually 

superseded by a calendar of new, largely unofficial and profoundly Protestant patriotic festivals: the defeat of the 

Armada, Crownation day, the date of Elizabeth's accession. In 1605 they would be joined by 5 November, the date of 

the discovery of the Gunpowder Plot, proof, if proof were needed that Catholicism was still considered perfidious, 

deadly and deeply un-English. The celebration of Guy Fawkes' day with bonfires and fireworks is a reminder of how 

fresh these Reformation controversies remained in the consciousness of the people for many centuries. 

 



The Spanish Armada 

by Ben Johnson 

The Spanish Armada set sail from Spain in July 1588, with the mission of overthrowing the Protestant Queen 
Elizabeth I and restoring Catholic rule over England. 

Many years previously in the early 1530s, under instruction from Elizabeth’s father King Henry VIII, the 
Protestant Church of England had broken away from the Pope and the Roman Catholic Church. After Henry 
died however, his eldest daughter Mary eventually succeeded him and in attempting to restore Catholicism 
to the country married King Philip II of Spain. 

Philip’s marriage to Mary, daughter of Henry’s first wife Catharine of Aragon, was as far as he was 
concerned, fuelled by a religious zeal to father an heir that would eventually return England to the Catholic 
fold. The English Parliament had only countenanced their marriage on the basis that Philip was to be Mary’s 
consort and he was expressly forbidden from ruling the country and from becoming its king. 

When Mary died childless in 1558, her very Protestant half-sister Elizabeth, daughter of Henry’s second wife 
Anne Boleyn, came to the throne. Philip’s precarious grasp on England appears to have loosened, until that 
is he had the bright idea of proposing marriage to Elizabeth as well. 

Elizabeth then appears to have adopted some very clever delaying tactics …”Will I, or won’t I?” And whilst all 
this procrastination was going on on one side of the Atlantic, English ships captained by ‘pirates’ such 
as Drake, Frobisher and Hawkins were mercilessly plundering Spanish ships and territories in the Americas. 
To the English, Drake and his fellow ‘sea-dogs’ were heroes, but to the Spanish they were no more than 
privateers who went about their business of raiding and robbing with the full knowledge and approval of 
their queen. 

Events finally came to a head between Elizabeth and Philip in the 1560s when Elizabeth openly supported 
Protestants in the Netherlands who were revolting against Spanish occupation. Holland wanted its 
independence from the occupying Spanish forces that had been using their religious secret police called the 
Inquisition to hunt out Protestants. 

It is thought that Philip made his decision to invade England as early as 1584 and almost immediately started 
the construction of a massive armada of ships that could carry an army capable of conquering his Protestant 
enemy. He gained Papal support for his venture and even identified his daughter Isabella as the next Queen 
of England. 

The preparation required for such a venture was huge. Cannons, guns, powder, swords and a whole host of 
other essential supplies were needed and the Spanish purchased these weapons of war on the open market 
from anybody that would sell them. With all this activity going on, it was very difficult for the Spanish to 
keep the Armada a secret, and indeed it may have been their intention to use some early ‘shock and awe’ 
tactics in order to worry their enemy. 

Their tactics appear to have worked as in a bold preemptive strike, said to be against Elizabeth’s wishes, Sir 
Francis Drake decided to take matters into his own hands and sailed a small English fleet into the port of 
Cadiz, destroying and damaging several Spanish ships that were being built there. In addition, but just as 
significant, a huge stock of barrels was burned. These were intended to transport stores for the invading 
forces and their loss would affect essential food and water supplies. 

https://www.historic-uk.com/HistoryUK/HistoryofEngland/Queen-Elizabeth-I/
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Mainland England was also being prepared for the arrival of the invading forces with a system of signal 
beacons that had been erected along the English and Welsh coasts in order to warn London that the Armada 
was approaching. 

Elizabeth had also appointed Lord Howard of Effingham to command the English fleet, a leader considered 
strong enough to keep Drake, Hawkins and Frobisher under control. 

After one false start in April, when the Armada had to return to port after being damaged by storms before 
they had even left their own waters, the Spanish fleet finally set sail in July 1588. Almost 130 ships had 
gathered with approximately 30,000 men on board. For moral and obviously spiritual support, their precious 
cargo also included 180 priests and some 14,000 barrels of wine. 

Sailing in their classic crescent formation, with the larger and slower fighting galleons in the middle 
protected by the smaller more maneuverable vessels surrounding them, the Armada moved up through the 
Bay of Biscay. 

Although the Armada had indeed set off, it was not initially bound for England. The plan devised by King 
Philip was for the fleet to pick up extra Spanish soldiers re-deployed from the Netherlands prior to invading 
England’s south coast. Following the recent death of Spain’s famous admiral Santa Cruz however, Philip had 
somehow made the strange decision to appoint the Duke of Medina Sidonia to command the Armada. An 
odd decision in that whilst he was considered a good and very competent general, Medina Sidonia had no 
experience at sea and apparently soon developed seasickness after leaving port. 

On 19th July, word came that the Armada had been sighted and so an English force led by Sir Francis Drake 
left Plymouth to meet it. It is said that when Drake was told of its approach, he simply replied that he had 
plenty of time to finish his game of bowls before defeating the Spanish. A touch bravado perhaps, or is just 
possible that he recognised that the tide was against him getting his ships out of Devonport harbour for an 
hour or two! 

When Drake eventually did get his ships into the Channel however, there was little he could do to inflict 
much damage against the solid well built hulls of the Spanish ships. The crescent shaped sailing formation 
they adopted also proved very effective in ensuring that in the main, all Drake could achieve was to waste a 
lot of ammunition firing at the Armada. 

After five days of constant cannon exchanges with Drakes ships the Spanish were now running desperately 
short of ammunition. In addition, Medina Sidonia had the extra complication that he also needed to pick up 
the extra troops he needed for the invasion from somewhere on the mainland. On 27th July the Spanish 
decided to anchor just off Gravelines, near modern day Calais, to wait for their troops to arrive. 

The English were quick to exploit this vulnerable situation. Just after midnight eight “Hell Burners”, old ships 
loaded with anything that would burn, were set adrift into the resting and closely packed Armada. With 
ships made of wood sporting canvas sails and loaded with gunpowder the Spanish couldn’t help but 
recognise the devastation these fire-ships could cause. Amidst much confusion, many cut their anchor cables 
and sailed out to sea. 

But as they broke into the dark of the Channel their crescent shaped defensive formation had disappeared 
and the Armada was now vulnerable to attack. The English did attack but they were bravely fought off by 
four Spanish galleons that were attempting to protect the rest of the fleeing Armada. Outnumbered ten to 
one, three of the galleons ultimately perished with significant loss of life. 



The English fleet however, had assumed a position that blocked off any chance that the Armada could 
retreat back down the English Channel. And so, after the Spanish fleet had reassembled, it could only head in 
one direction, northwards to Scotland. From here, sailing past the west coast of Ireland they could perhaps 
make it home to Spain. 

Attempting to sail northwards and away from trouble, the more agile English ships caused considerable 
damage to the retreating Armada. 

With insufficient supplies, together with the onset of the harsh autumnal British weather, the omens were 
not good for the Spanish. Fresh water and food quickly disappeared and as the Armada rounded the north of 
Scotland in mid-September, it sailed into one of the worst storms to hit that coast in years. Without anchor 
cables the Spanish ships were unable to take shelter from the storms and as a consequence many were 
dashed on to the rocks with great loss of life. 

The ships that survived the storm headed for what should have been a friendly Catholic Ireland in order to 
re-supply for their journey home to Spain. Taking shelter in what is now called Armada Bay, just south of 
Galway, the starving Spanish sailors went ashore to experience that famous Irish hospitality. Immigration 
control was apparently short and swift, with all who went ashore attacked and killed. 

When the tattered Armada eventually returned to Spain, it had lost half its ships and three-quarters of its 
men, over 20,000 Spanish sailors and soldiers had been killed. On the other side the English lost no ships and 
only 100 men in battle. A grim statistic of the time however, records that over 7,000 English sailors died from 
diseases such as dysentery and typhus. They had hardly left the comfort of English waters. 

And for those English sailors who did survive, they were poorly treated by the government of the day. Many 
were given only enough money for their journey home, with some receiving only part of the pay due to 
them. The commander of the English fleet Lord Howard of Effingham, was shocked by their treatment 
claiming that “I would rather have never a penny in the world, than they (his sailors) should lack…” He 
apparently used his own money to pay his men. 

The victory over the Armada was greeted throughout England as divine approval for the Protestant cause 
and the storms that ravaged the Armada as divine intervention by God. Church services were held through 
the length and breadth of the country to give thanks for this famous victory and a commemorative medal 
was struck, which read, “God blew and they were scattered”. 

 

 



The Golden Age of Queen Elizabeth I—Myth or Reality? 

 

SHE was a legend in her lifetime. Authors, poets, playwrights, and modern filmmakers have 

perpetuated her fame. Recent years saw a surge in books and exhibitions about her. In an 

international poll, she featured in the top ten of the greatest Britons. She was Queen Elizabeth I of 

England. 

Why has this monarch, known in her time as the Virgin Queen and Good Queen Bess, caught the 

public’s attention so persistently? Was her reign really a golden age? 

She Inherits Many Problems 

Elizabeth Tudor was born in 1533—to the bitter disappointment of her father, Henry VIII, a king 

desperate for a male heir. Her mother, Anne Boleyn, Henry’s second wife, failed to produce a son. 

Henry had her beheaded on what many think were trumped-up charges. Elizabeth was just two 

years old at the time. 

Henry had by then severed ties with the pope in Rome and had declared himself the supreme head 

of the Church of England. After Henry’s death in 1547, the spiritual advisers of his young son, Edward 

VI, attempted to make England truly Protestant. Edward died after reigning just six years, and the 

nation swung again to the Roman Catholic faith under the brief and bloody rule of Mary I, Elizabeth’s 

half sister.* By the time Elizabeth came to the throne in 1558 at the age of 25, England was not only 

torn by religious strife but also almost bankrupt. It had lost the last of its French possessions, and 

Spain posed a very real threat. 

Elizabeth began her rule by surrounding herself with capable advisers, some of whom were to stay 

with her for most of her 44-year reign. The first problem she tackled was religion. As the National 

Maritime Museum notes, she chose “to reinstate the Reformation and build a Church of England 

that was neither Catholic nor extreme Protestant.” Instead of its supreme head, she became its 

supreme governor to pacify those who could not accept a woman as head of the church. Next, 

parliament passed the Act of Uniformity that established the beliefs and practices of the Church of 

England, although retaining certain Catholic ceremonies. Inevitably, this “middle way” did not please 

most Catholics or the more rigid Protestants, the Puritans. 

There was another more personal problem on Elizabeth’s mind. How could she gain the allegiance 

and respect of a nation still reeling from the disastrous reign of Mary I? She decided to turn her 

gender into an asset. Historian Christopher Haigh explains: “On her throne, Elizabeth was the Virgin 

Queen; towards the Church she was a mother, with her nobles she was an aunt, to her councillors a 

nagging wife, and to her courtiers a seductress.” Her secret was to reassure her people constantly of 

her special love for them. In turn, her people loved her too, or so she told them repeatedly, and 

soon they believed it. 

Parliament was anxious for Elizabeth to marry and produce a Protestant heir. First one and then 

another royal suitor came forward. Elizabeth would feign interest and keep the marriage 

negotiations going for months, sometimes years, before deciding against the betrothal when it was 

politically expedient to do so. 

As Elizabeth pursued a “moderate” religious path, she became the target of conspiracies against her. 

Lurking in the wings was her Catholic cousin, Mary Stuart, whom Catholic Europe viewed as the 

rightful heir of Mary I. Danger from this quarter increased in 1568 when Mary was forced to abdicate 



the Scottish throne and flee to England. Although under house arrest, she quickly became the focus 

of Catholic plots to overthrow the Protestant queen, but Elizabeth steadfastly refused to put a fellow 

monarch to death. In 1570, Pope Pius V issued a papal bull excommunicating Elizabeth and absolving 

her subjects of obedience to her. The next pope, Gregory XIII, went further, declaring that it would 

be no sin to invade England and forcibly remove the queen. Matters came to a head when Anthony 

Babington’s plot to kill Elizabeth was discovered and Mary was implicated. At last, Elizabeth was 

forced to make a decision about Mary, and urged on by parliament, she finally agreed to Mary’s 

execution in 1587. Catholic Europe was incensed—and particularly Philip II of Spain. 

Catholic Philip’s Bold Strategy 

Philip, at that time Europe’s most powerful ruler, had tried to keep England Catholic by asking 

Elizabeth to marry him when she became queen, but she had turned down his offer. For years 

English privateers had been looting Spanish ships and ports and challenging its colonial supremacy. 

To add insult to injury, Elizabeth supported the Dutch in their struggle for independence from 

Spanish rule. Mary’s execution was the last straw for Philip. Urged on by the pope, he planned to use 

the Spanish Armada, a huge fleet of more than 130 ships, which would sail to the Netherlands, pick 

up a large land army, and then cross the English Channel to invade England. Before the fleet was 

fully mobilized, English spies uncovered the plot. Elizabeth sent Sir Francis Drake with 30 ships to the 

Spanish harbor of Cádiz, where they destroyed a number of the prize vessels, delaying the Armada 

for a year. 

When the Armada finally left port in 1588, the English navy was ready for it. Although under fire, the 

Spanish fleet came through the English Channel without too much damage and anchored off the 

French port of Calais. The following night the English sent in eight fireships.* In panic, the Spanish 

fleet scattered, and after some fierce fighting, a southwest wind blew them away from England and 

northward toward Scotland. Storms around Scotland and the west coast of Ireland wrecked half the 

Spanish ships, while the rest limped back to Spain. 

The “Golden Age” Begins 

At the start of Elizabeth’s reign, England had no overseas possessions. In contrast, Spain was 

acquiring great wealth from vast territories it conquered in North, Central, and South America. 

England wanted a share of the action. So, enterprising adventurers set sail across oceans seeking 

fame, fortune, and new trade routes to China and the Far East. Sir Francis Drake became the first sea 

captain to sail his own ship around the world, plundering Spanish treasure ships as he navigated up 

the west coast of South and North America. Challenging Spain’s monopoly of the New World, Sir 

Walter Raleigh sponsored attempts to found a colony on the East Coast of North America. The 

territory that he claimed there he named Virginia in honor of England’s Virgin Queen. Although 

those early colonizing attempts failed, they awakened England’s interest in future ventures. When 

Spain’s “Invincible Armada” was defeated, England grew in maritime confidence and Elizabeth 

supported new trading enterprises on the other side of the world in southeast Asia. The stage was 

set for the foundation of a British Empire that would eventually encircle the globe.* 

On the home front, education was encouraged. New schools opened giving more students a door to 

the literary world. Thirst for literature, coupled with advances in printing, produced a cultural 

explosion. This was the age of William Shakespeare and other great dramatists. Audiences thronged 

to newly opened theaters to be entertained by their plays. Poets wrote eloquent sonnets, and 

composers developed innovative music. Skilled artists painted exquisite miniatures of queen and 



courtiers. New Bible translations took pride of place in churches and homes. But the golden days did 

not last. 

The Golden Age Loses Its Glitter 

Elizabeth’s last years were full of troubles. Having outlived her trusty advisers, she bestowed 

privileges on a chosen few, provoking furious rivalry at court and even an unsuccessful rebellion. 

Once again her kingdom was rent by religious division. Catholics refused to attend Protestant 

services and experienced increasing persecution. By the end of her reign, approximately 200 priests 

and laymen had been executed. Puritans suffered imprisonment and executions too. Rebellion 

against English rule broke out in Ireland, and war with Spain continued. Four successive poor 

harvests caused rising unemployment and vagrancy, and people rioted against high food prices. 

Elizabeth had outlived her popularity. England no longer loved its Virgin Queen. 

Elizabeth gradually lost the will to live and, as the last of the Tudor rulers, died on March 24, 1603. 

The nation greeted the news with stunned silence, but by evening they were celebrating a new 

monarch with bonfires and street parties. At last they had a king—James VI of Scotland, Protestant 

son of Mary Stuart. In his role as James I of England, he did what Elizabeth had been unable to do—

he united the two kingdoms under one monarch. Early optimism, however, soon changed to 

disillusionment, and the nation began longing for the days of their Good Queen Bess. 

Was It Really a Golden Age? 

Early historians wrote glowingly of Elizabeth. A few years after her death, William Camden described 

her reign as a golden age of progress during which the queen inspired her people to greatness. No 

one really challenged this view for centuries. Elizabeth’s reputation even increased toward the end 

of the 19th century when she was credited with the birth of the British Empire, which by then 

covered a quarter of the world. 

Some modern historians do not view Elizabeth’s reign through such rose-colored glasses. The Oxford 

Illustrated History of Britain states: “Elizabeth has attained a posthumous reputation far in excess of 

her actual achievements. It is plain that her own propaganda, . . . her sheer longevity, the 

coincidence of the Shakespearian moment, and the lucky defeat of the Armada have beguiled us 

into joining a crescendo of adulation that ignores the simple fact that she quietly allowed England to 

become ungovernable.” Haigh, quoted earlier, explains why some historians wrote as they did: “In 

1603, Elizabeth had seemed a foolish old woman, as men looked expectantly to a Stuart king. By 

1630, when Stuart kings had proved rather a disappointment, she had become the paragon of all 

princely virtues.” 

There is no doubt that Elizabeth was an exceptional woman in a man’s world. Intelligent and 

determined, she excelled at public relations with the help of her ministers, who skillfully stage-

managed her speeches, public appearances, dress, and portraits to promote the royal image and its 

legendary golden age. 

 



The Peace Conferences 

The Yalta Conference was a meeting of three World War II allies: U.S. President Franklin D. Roosevelt, British Prime Minister 

Winston Churchill and Soviet Premier Joseph Stalin. The trio met in February 1945 in the resort city of Yalta, located along the 

Black Sea coast of the Crimean Peninsula. The “Big Three” Allied leaders discussed the post-war fate of defeated Germany and 

the rest of Europe, the terms of Soviet entry into the ongoing war in the Pacific against Japan and the formation and operation 

of the new United Nations. 

Tehran Conference 

Prior to the Yalta Conference, the three leaders met in November 1943 in Tehran, Iran, where they coordinated the next phase 

of war against the Axis Powers in Europe and the Pacific.  

At the Tehran Conference, the United States and Britain had committed to launching an invasion of northern France in mid-

1944, opening another front of the war against Nazi Germany. Stalin, meanwhile, had agreed in principle to join the war against 

Japan in the Pacific after Germany was defeated. 

By February 1945, as Roosevelt, Churchill and Stalin gathered again at Yalta, an Allied victory in Europe was on the horizon. 

Having liberated France and Belgium from Nazi occupation, the Allies now threatened the German border; to the east, Soviet 

troops had driven back the Germans in Poland, Bulgaria and Romania and gotten within 40 miles of Berlin. This put Stalin at a 

distinct advantage during the meeting at the Black Sea resort, a location he himself had proposed after insisting his doctors had 

barred him from traveling long distances. 

Pacific War 

While the war in Europe was winding down, Roosevelt knew the United States still faced a protracted struggle against Japan in 

the Pacific War, and wanted to confirm Soviet support in an effort to limit the length of and casualties sustained in that conflict. 

At Yalta, Stalin agreed that Soviet forces would join the Allies in the war against Japan within "two or three months" after 

Germany’s surrender. 

In return for its support in the Pacific War, the other Allies agreed, the Soviet Union would gain control of Japanese territory it 

had lost in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-05, including southern Sakhalin (Karafuto) and the Kuril Islands. Stalin also 

demanded that the United States grant diplomatic recognition of Mongolia’s independence from China; the Mongolian People’s 

Republic, founded in 1924, was a Soviet satellite. 

Division of Germany 

At Yalta, the Big Three agreed that after Germany’s unconditional surrender, it would be divided into four post-war occupation 

zones, controlled by U.S., British, French and Soviet military forces. The city of Berlin would also be divided into similar 

occupation zones. France’s leader, Charles de Gaulle, was not invited to the Yalta Conference, and Stalin agreed to include 

France in the post-war governing of Germany only if France’s zone of occupation was taken from the US and British zones. 

The Allied leaders also determined that Germany should be completely demilitarized and “denazified,” and that it would assume 

some responsibility for post-war reparations, but not sole responsibility. 

Poland and Eastern Europe 

Stalin took a hard line on the question of Poland, pointing out that within three decades, Germany had twice used the nation as 

a corridor through which to invade Russia. He declared that the Soviet Union would not return the territory in Poland that it had 

annexed in 1939, and would not meet the demands of the Polish government-in-exile based in London. 

Stalin did agree to allow representatives from other Polish political parties into the communist-dominated provisional 

government installed in Poland, and to sanction free elections there — one of Churchill’s key objectives. 

In addition, the Soviets promised to allow free elections in all territories in Eastern Europe liberated from Nazi occupation, 

including Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania and Bulgaria. In return, the United States and Britain agreed that future 

governments in Eastern European nations bordering Soviet Union should be “friendly” to the Soviet regime, satisfying Stalin’s 

desire for a zone of influence to provide a buffer against future conflicts in Europe. 

United Nations 

At Yalta, Stalin agreed to Soviet participation in the United Nations, the international peacekeeping organization that Roosevelt 

and Churchill had agreed to form in 1941 as part of the Atlantic Charter. He gave this commitment after all three leaders had 

agreed on a plan whereby all permanent members of the organization’s Security Council would hold veto power. 



Having discussed these key issues, the Big Three agreed to meet again after Germany’s surrender, in order to finalize the 

borders of post-war Europe and other outstanding questions. 

“There is no doubt that the tide of Anglo-Soviet-American friendship had reached a new high,” wrote James Byrnes, who 

accompanied Roosevelt to Yalta, in his memoirs. Though Roosevelt and Churchill also considered the Yalta Conference an 

indication that their wartime cooperation with the Soviets would continue in peacetime, such optimistic hopes would prove to 

be short-lived. 

Impact of the Yalta Conference 

By March 1945, it had become clear that Stalin had no intention of keeping his promises regarding political freedom in Poland. 

Instead, Soviet troops helped squash any opposition to the provisional government based in Lublin, Poland. When elections 

were finally held in 1947, they predictably solidified Poland as one of the first Soviet satellite states in Eastern Europe. 

Many Americans criticized Roosevelt — who was seriously ill during the Yalta Conference and died just two months later, in April 

1945 — for the concessions he made at Yalta regarding Soviet influence in Eastern Europe and Northeast Asia. President Harry 

Truman, Roosevelt’s successor, would be far more suspicious of Stalin that July, when the leaders of the Big Three Allied powers 

met again at the Potsdam Conference in Germany to hash out the final terms for ending World War II in Europe. 

But with his troops occupying much of Germany and Eastern Europe, Stalin was able to effectively ratify the concessions he won 

at Yalta, pressing his advantage over Truman and Churchill (who was replaced mid-conference by Prime Minister Clement Atlee). 

In March 1946, barely a year after the Yalta Conference, Churchill delivered his famous speech declaring that an “iron curtain” 

had fallen across Eastern Europe, signaling a definitive end to cooperation between the Soviet Union and its Western allies, and 

the beginning of the Cold War. 

The Potsdam Conference (17 July – 2 August 1945) was the last meeting of the ‘Big Three’ Allied leaders during the Second 

World War.  

Both the atmosphere and leading personnel at Potsdam were markedly different from the previous ‘Big Three’ conferences at 

Teheran and Yalta. President Franklin D Roosevelt had died on 12 April 1945 and in his place was the new president, Harry S 

Truman, accompanied by his newly appointed Secretary of State James Byrnes. Halfway through the conference the results of 

the British general election, which had taken place on 5 July, were announced and Churchill and Anthony Eden were replaced by 

the new Labour Prime Minister Clement Attlee and his Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin. Only the leading Soviet delegates, Joseph 

Stalin and Vyacheslav Molotov, remained the same as at the Yalta Conference. 

Britain and the United States were still at war with Japan, but the absence of a common enemy in Europe led to immense 

difficulties at Potsdam in reaching a consensus concerning the post-war political reconstruction of Europe. The optimism and 

amiability, however forced at times, together with ‘the atmosphere of compromise’ of Teheran and Yalta were also missing at 

Potsdam. 

Despite many disagreements, the British delegation, Stalin and Truman did manage to conclude some agreements at Potsdam. It 

was decided that Germany would be occupied by the Americans, British, French and Soviets. It would also be demilitarised and 

disarmed. German industry capable of being used for military purposes was to be dismantled and the defeated country’s 

educational and judicial systems to be purged of Nazi influence. Nazi racial laws and other legislation were to be repealed and 

war criminals tried and punished. German society was to be reshaped on democratic lines but the reconstitution of the country 

as a sovereign state was postponed indefinitely. In the meantime Germany was to be run by an Allied Control Commission made 

up of the four occupying powers. 

Stalin was most determined to obtain enormous economic reparations from Germany as compensation for the destruction 

wrought in the Soviet Union as a result of Hitler’s invasion. He had raised the question of these reparations with Churchill and 

Roosevelt at Yalta. Roosevelt, with the aim of getting Stalin both to participate in the war against Japan and in the United 

Nations Organisation, had agreed to the Soviet dictator’s demands. 

But at Potsdam, Truman and Byrnes were anxious to lessen the Soviet demands, insisting that reparations should be exacted by 

the occupying powers only from their own occupation zone. This was because the Americans wanted to avoid a repetition of 

what happened after the 1919 Treaty of Versailles. Then, it was claimed, the harsh reparations imposed by the Treaty on a 

vanquished Germany had caused economic crises which in turn had led to the rise of Hitler. 

There was also agreement regarding the desirability of ending the ‘present anomalous position’ of Germany’s wartime allies - 

Italy, Bulgaria, Hungary and Romania - and its co-belligerent Finland. A Council of Foreign Ministers would be set up to 

determine peace treaties with them that would be concluded following a conference involving the Big Three and ‘other 

interested Allied governments’. This duly took place the following year in Paris and the treaties signed on 10 February 1947. 



There was also a good deal of wrangling over the Allied division of the German Navy's remaining ships and trusteeships of Italy’s 

former colonies in Africa. In both cases Stalin put forward demands which Churchill especially thought unreasonable. 

Poland's fate 

But the biggest stumbling blocks at Potsdam were the post-war fate of Poland, the revision of its frontiers and those of 

Germany, and the expulsion of many millions of ethnic Germans from Eastern Europe. The question of Poland had loomed large 

at both the Teheran and Yalta conferences. In exchange for its territory lost to the Soviet Union, Poland was to be compensated 

in the west by large areas of Germany up to the Oder-Neisse Line - the border along the Rivers Oder and Neisse. 

The Poles, and also the Czechs and Hungarians, had begun to expel their German minorities and both the Americans and British 

were extremely worried that a mass influx of Germans into their respective zones would destabilise them. A request was made 

to Poland, Czechoslovakia and Hungary that the expulsions be temporarily suspended and when resumed should be ‘effected in 

an orderly and humane manner’. 

On the vexed question of what constituted a ‘democratic Poland’, the Russians and the Western Allies were never going to 

agree. But, as with a number of other issues raised at Potsdam, it was turned over to the Council of Foreign Ministers to try and 

resolve. 

Ending the war against Japan 

A week into the conference, Truman told Stalin that the United States now possessed ‘a new weapon of special destructive 

force’ – he did not specify that it was the atomic bomb. Stalin, the President recalled, showed ‘no unusual interest’. This was 

undoubtedly because the Soviet dictator already knew of its existence through his spies in the West, but he told Truman that ‘he 

was glad to hear it and hoped that we would make "good use of it against the Japanese"'. 

Before it was dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Britain, the United States and China issued the Potsdam Declaration. This 

threatened the Japanese with ‘prompt and utter destruction’ if they did not immediately unconditionally surrender, but at the 

same time promised ‘it was not intended to enslave Japan’. The Soviet Union was not involved in this declaration as it was still 

neutral in the war against Japan. 

At Potsdam 

Potsdam was Harry Truman’s first major appearance on the world stage. Succeeding America’s greatest ever president a 

daunting prospect, but Truman impressed almost everyone at Potsdam with a brisk, business-like attitude and mastery of his 

brief. 

Just as he had done at Teheran and Yalta, it was Stalin who impressed Western observers the most. One of Churchill’s ministers 

wrote of how the Soviet dictator ‘spoke quietly and shortly, in little staccato sentences…in the discussions Stalin was often 

humorous, never offensive; direct and uncompromising…’. And one of Truman’s advisers noted how ‘Stalin’s mind had a strong 

retentive power. In taking up the opposing argument and states the points made. Then…he takes them one by one and answers 

them with counter-facts’. 

The three leaders all had a great sense and knowledge of history, but at Potsdam, which was just outside of Berlin, it was Stalin 

who had the last word on the subject. When asked if he felt great satisfaction at being in Berlin, Stalin replied ‘Tsar Alexander 

got to Paris’. 



NATO 

BY HISTORY.COM EDITORS 

 

In 1949, the prospect of further Communist expansion prompted the United States and 11 

other Western nations to form the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). The Soviet 

Union and its affiliated Communist nations in Eastern Europe founded a rival alliance, the 

Warsaw Pact, in 1955. The alignment of nearly every European nation into one of the two 

opposing camps formalized the political division of the European continent that had taken 

place since World War II (1939-45). This alignment provided the framework for the military 

standoff that continued throughout the Cold War (1945-91). 

A Divided Europe 

Conflict between the Western nations (including the United States, Great Britain, France 

and other countries) and the Communist Eastern bloc (led by the Union of Soviet Socialists 

Republics or USSR) began almost as soon as the guns fell silent at the end of World War 

II (1939-45). The USSR oversaw the installation of pro-Soviet governments in many of the 

areas it had taken from the Nazis during the war. In response, the U.S. and its Western allies 

sought ways to prevent further expansion of Communist influence on the European 

continent. In 1947, U.S. leaders introduced the Marshall Plan, a diplomatic initiative that 

provided aid to friendly nations to help them rebuild their war-damaged infrastructures and 

economies. 

Events of the following year prompted American leaders to adopt a more militaristic stance 

toward the Soviets. In February 1948, a coup sponsored by the Soviet Union overthrew the 

democratic government of Czechoslovakia and brought that nation firmly into the 

Communist camp. Within a few days, U.S. leaders agreed to join discussions aimed at 

forming a joint security agreement with their European allies. The process gained new 

urgency in June of that year, when the USSR cut off ground access to Berlin, forcing the U.S., 

Britain and France to airlift supplies to their sectors of the German city, which had been 

partitioned between the Western Allies and the Soviets following World War II. 

NATO: The Western Nations Join Forces 
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The discussions between the Western nations concluded on April 4, 1949, when the foreign 

ministers of 12 countries in North America and Western Europe gathered in Washington, 

D.C., to sign the North Atlantic Treaty. It was primarily a security pact, with Article 5 stating 

that a military attack against any of the signatories would be considered an attack against 

them all. When U.S. Secretary of State Dean Acheson (1893-1971) put his signature on the 

document, it reflected an important change in American foreign policy. For the first time 

since the 1700s, the U.S. had formally tied its security to that of nations in Europe–the 

continent that had served as the flash point for both world wars. 

The original membership of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) consisted of 

Belgium, Britain, Canada, Denmark, France, Iceland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, 

Norway, Portugal and the United States. NATO formed the backbone of the West’s military 

bulwark against the USSR and its allies for the next 40 years, with its membership growing 

larger over the course of the Cold War era. Greece and Turkey were admitted in 1952, the 

Federal Republic of Germany (West Germany) in 1955 and Spain in 1982. Unhappy with its 

role in the organization, France opted to withdraw from military participation in NATO in 

1966 and did not return until 1995. 

Warsaw Pact: The Communist Alliance 

The formation of the Warsaw Pact was in some ways a response to the creation of NATO, 

although it did not occur until six years after the Western alliance came into being. It was 

more directly inspired by the rearming of West Germany and its admission into NATO in 

1955. In the aftermath of World War I and World War II, Soviet leaders felt very 

apprehensive about Germany once again becoming a military power–a concern that was 

shared by many European nations on both sides of the Cold War divide. 

In the mid-1950s, however, the U.S. and a number of other NATO members began to 

advocate making West Germany part of the alliance and allowing it to form an army under 

tight restrictions. The Soviets warned that such a provocative action would force them to 

make new security arrangements in their own sphere of influence, and they were true to 

their word. West Germany formally joined NATO on May 5, 1955, and the Warsaw Pact was 

signed less than two weeks later, on May 14. Joining the USSR in the alliance were Albania, 

Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, the German Democratic Republic (East Germany), Hungary, Poland 
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and Romania. This line up remained constant until the Cold War ended with the dismantling 

of all the Communist governments in Eastern Europe in 1989 and 1990. 

Like NATO, the Warsaw Pact focused on the objective of creating a coordinated defence 

among its member nations in order to deter an enemy attack. There was also an internal 

security component to the agreement that proved useful to the USSR. The alliance provided 

a mechanism for the Soviets to exercise even tighter control over the other Communist 

states in Eastern Europe and deter pact members from seeking greater autonomy. When 

Soviet leaders found it necessary to use military force to put down revolts in Hungary in 

1956 and in Czechoslovakia in 1968, for example, they presented the action as being carried 

out by the Warsaw Pact rather than by the USSR alone. 



Berlin Wall 

By HISTORY.COM EDITORS 

On August 13, 1961, the Communist government of the German Democratic Republic (GDR, 

or East Germany) began to build a barbed wire and concrete “Antifascistischer Schutzwall,” 

or “antifascist bulwark,” between East and West Berlin. The official purpose of this Berlin 

Wall was to keep Western “fascists” from entering East Germany and undermining the 

socialist state, but it primarily served the objective of stemming mass defections from East 

to West. The Berlin Wall stood until November 9, 1989, when the head of the East German 

Communist Party announced that citizens of the GDR could cross the border whenever they 

pleased. That night, ecstatic crowds swarmed the wall. Some crossed freely into West 

Berlin, while others brought hammers and picks and began to chip away at the wall itself. To 

this day, the Berlin Wall remains one of the most powerful and enduring symbols of the Cold 

War. 

The Berlin Wall: The Partitioning of Berlin 

As World War II came to an end in 1945, a pair of Allied peace conferences at Yalta and 

Potsdam determined the fate of Germany’s territories. They split the defeated nation into 

four “allied occupation zones”: The eastern part of the country went to the Soviet Union, 

while the western part went to the United States, Great Britain and (eventually) France 

Even though Berlin was located entirely within the Soviet part of the country (it sat about 

100 miles from the border between the eastern and western occupation zones), the Yalta 

and Potsdam agreements split the city into similar sectors. The Soviets took the eastern half, 

while the other Allies took the western. This four-way occupation of Berlin began in June 

1945. 

The Berlin Wall: Blockade and Crisis 

The existence of West Berlin, a conspicuously capitalist city deep within communist East 

Germany, “stuck like a bone in the Soviet throat,” as Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev put it. 

The Russians began maneuvering to drive the United States, Britain and France out of the 

city for good. In 1948, a Soviet blockade of West Berlin aimed to starve the western Allies 

out of the city. Instead of retreating, however, the United States and its allies supplied their 
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sectors of the city from the air. This effort, known as the Berlin Airlift, lasted for more than a 

year and delivered more than 2.3 million tons of food, fuel and other goods to West Berlin. 

The Soviets called off the blockade in 1949. 

After a decade of relative calm, tensions flared again in 1958. For the next three years, the 

Soviets–emboldened by the successful launch of the Sputnik satellite the year before during 

the “Space Race” and embarrassed by the seemingly endless flow of refugees from east to 

west (nearly 3 million since the end of the blockade, many of them young skilled workers 

such as doctors, teachers and engineers)–blustered and made threats, while the Allies 

resisted. Summits, conferences and other negotiations came and went without resolution. 

Meanwhile, the flood of refugees continued. In June 1961, some 19,000 people left the GDR 

through Berlin. The following month, 30,000 fled. In the first 11 days of August, 16,000 East 

Germans crossed the border into West Berlin, and on August 12 some 2,400 followed—the 

largest number of defectors ever to leave East Germany in a single day. 

The Berlin Wall: Building the Wall 

That night, Premier Khrushchev gave the East German government permission to stop the 

flow of emigrants by closing its border for good. In just two weeks, the East German army, 

police force and volunteer construction workers had completed a makeshift barbed wire 

and concrete block wall–the Berlin Wall–that divided one side of the city from the other. 

Before the wall was built, Berliners on both sides of the city could move around fairly freely: 

They crossed the East-West border to work, to shop, to go to the theater and the movies. 

Trains and subway lines carried passengers back and forth. After the wall was built, it 

became impossible to get from East to West Berlin except through one of three checkpoints: 

at Helmstedt (“Checkpoint Alpha” in American military parlance), at Dreilinden (“Checkpoint 

Bravo”) and in the center of Berlin at Friedrichstrasse (“Checkpoint Charlie”). (Eventually, 

the GDR built 12 checkpoints along the wall.) At each of the checkpoints, East German 

soldiers screened diplomats and other officials before they were allowed to enter or leave. 

Except under special circumstances, travelers from East and West Berlin were rarely allowed 

across the border. 

The Berlin Wall: 1961-1989 



The construction of the Berlin Wall did stop the flood of refugees from East to West, and it 

did defuse the crisis over Berlin. (Though he was not happy about it, President John F. 

Kennedy conceded that “a wall is a hell of a lot better than a war.”) Almost two years after 

the Berlin Wall was erected, John F. Kennedy delivered one of the most famous addresses of 

his presidency to a crowd of more than 120,000 gathered outside West Berlin’s city hall, just 

steps from the Brandenburg Gate. Kennedy’s speech has been largely remembered for one 

particular phrase. “I am a Berliner.” 

In all, at least 171 people were killed trying to get over, under or around the Berlin Wall. 

Escape from East Germany was not impossible, however: From 1961 until the wall came 

down in 1989, more than 5,000 East Germans (including some 600 border guards) managed 

to cross the border by jumping out of windows adjacent to the wall, climbing over the 

barbed wire, flying in hot air balloons, crawling through the sewers and driving through 

unfortified parts of the wall at high speeds. 

The Berlin Wall: The Fall of the Wall 

On November 9, 1989, as the Cold War began to thaw across Eastern Europe, the 

spokesman for East Berlin’s Communist Party announced a change in his city’s relations with 

the West. Starting at midnight that day, he said, citizens of the GDR were free to cross the 

country’s borders. East and West Berliners flocked to the wall, drinking beer and champagne 

and chanting “Tor auf!” (“Open the gate!”). At midnight, they flooded through the 

checkpoints. 

More than 2 million people from East Berlin visited West Berlin that weekend to participate 

in a celebration that was, one journalist wrote, “the greatest street party in the history of 

the world.” People used hammers and picks to knock away chunks of the wall–they became 

known as “mauerspechte,” or “wall woodpeckers”—while cranes and bulldozers pulled 

down section after section. Soon the wall was gone and Berlin was united for the first time 

since 1945. “Only today,” one Berliner spray-painted on a piece of the wall, “is the war really 

over.” 

The reunification of East and West Germany was made official on October 3, 1990, almost 

one year after the fall of the Berlin Wall. 



Successes and Failures of Détente in the Cold War 
By Robert Longley Updated February 03, 2020 

From the late 1960s to the late 1970s, the Cold War was highlighted by a period known as 
“détente” – a welcome easing of tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union. 
While the period of détente resulted in productive negotiations and treaties on nuclear 
arms control and improved diplomatic relations, events at the end of the decade would 
bring the superpowers back to the brink of war. 

Use of the term “detent”— French for “relaxation”— in reference to an easing of strained 
geopolitical relations dates back to the 1904 Entente Cordiale, an agreement between Great 
Britain and France that ended centuries of off-and-on war and left the nations strong allies 
in World War I and thereafter. 

In the context of the Cold War, U.S. presidents Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford called détente 
a “thawing out” of U.S.-Soviet nuclear diplomacy essential to avoiding a nuclear 
confrontation. 

Détente, Cold War-Style 

While U.S.-Soviet relations had been strained since the end of World War II, fears of war 
between the two nuclear superpowers peaked with the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis. Coming 
so close to Armageddon motivated leaders of both nations to undertake some of the 
world’s first nuclear arms control pacts, including the Limited Test Ban Treaty in 1963. 

In reaction to the Cuban Missile Crisis, a direct telephone line – the so-called red telephone 
– was installed between the U.S. White House and the Soviet Kremlin in Moscow allowing 
leaders of both nations to communicate instantly in order to reduce the risks nuclear war. 

Despite the peaceful precedents set by this early act of détente, rapid escalation of 
the Vietnam War during the mid-1960s increased Soviet-American tensions and made 
further nuclear arms talks all but impossible. 

By the late 1960s, however, both the Soviet and U.S. governments realized one big and 
unavoidable fact about the nuclear arms race: It was hugely expensive. The costs of 
diverting ever-larger portions of their budgets to military research left both nations 
facing domestic economic hardships. 

At the same time, the Sino-Soviet split – the rapid deterioration of relations between the 
Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China – made becoming friendlier with the United 
States look like a better idea to the USSR. 

In the United States, the soaring costs and political fallout of the Vietnam War caused 
policymakers to see improved relations with the Soviet Union as a helpful step in avoiding 
similar wars in the future. 
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With both sides willing to at least explore the idea of arms control, the late 1960s and early 
1970s would see the most productive period of détente. 

The First Treaties of Détente 

The first evidence of détente-era cooperation came in the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty 
(NPT) of 1968, a pact signed by several of the major nuclear and non-nuclear power nations 
pledging their cooperation in stemming the spread of nuclear technology. 

While the NPT did not ultimately prevent the proliferation of nuclear arms, it paved the way 
for the first round of Strategic Arms Limitations Talks (SALT I) from November 1969 to May 
1972. The SALT I talks yielded the Antiballistic Missile Treaty along with an interim 
agreement capping the number of intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) each side could 
possess. 

In 1975, two years of negotiations by the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe 
resulted in the Helsinki Final Act. Signed by 35 nations, the Act addressed a range of global 
issues with Cold War implications, including new opportunities for trade and cultural 
exchange, and policies promoting the universal protection of human rights. 

The Death and Re-Birth of Détente 

Unfortunately, not all, but most good things must end. By the end of the 1970s, the warm 
glow of U.S.-Soviet détente began to fade away. While diplomats of both nations agreed on 
a second SALT agreement (SALT II), neither government ratified it. Instead, both nations 
agreed to continue to adhere to the arms reduction provisions of the old SALT I pact 
pending future negotiations. 

As détente broke down, progress on nuclear arms control stalled completely. As their 
relationship continued to erode, it became clear that both the U.S. and the Soviet Union had 
overestimated the extent to which détente would contribute to an agreeable and peaceful 
end of the Cold War. 

Détente all but ended when the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan in 1979. President Jimmy 
Carter angered the Soviets by increasing U.S. defense spending and subsidizing the efforts of 
anti-Soviet Mujahideen fighters in Afghanistan and Pakistan. 

The Afghanistan invasion also led the United States to boycott the 1980 Olympics held in 
Moscow. Later the same year, Ronald Reagan was elected President of the United 
States after running on an anti-détente platform. In his first press conference as president, 
Reagan called détente a “one-way street that the Soviet Union has used to pursue its aims.” 

With the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and Reagan’s election, the reversal of the détente 
policy that began during the Carter Administration took the fast track. Under what became 
known as the “Reagan Doctrine,” the United States undertook the largest military buildup 
since World War II and implemented new policies directly opposed to the Soviet Union. 
Reagan revived the B-1 Lancer long-range nuclear bomber program that had been cut by the 
Carter administration and ordered increased production of the highly mobile MX missile 
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system. After the Soviets began to deploy their RSD-10 Pioneer medium range ICBMs, 
Reagan convinced NATO to deploy nuclear missiles in West Germany. Finally, Reagan 
abandoned all attempts to implement provisions of the SALT II nuclear arms agreement. 
Arms control talks would not resume until Mikhail Gorbachev, being the only candidate on 
the ballot, was elected president of the Soviet Union in 1990. 

With the United States developing President Reagan’s so-called “Star Wars” Strategic 
Defense Initiative (SDI) ant-ballistic missile system, Gorbachev realized that the costs of 
countering U.S. advances in nuclear weapons systems, while still fighting a war in 
Afghanistan would eventually bankrupt his government. 

In the face of the mounting costs, Gorbachev agreed to new arms control talks with 
President Reagan. Their negotiation resulted in the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaties of 
1991 and 1993. Under the two pacts known as START I and START II, both nations not only 
agreed to stop making new nuclear weapons but also to systematically reduce their existing 
weapons stockpiles. 

Since enactment of the START treaties, the number of nuclear weapons controlled by the 
two Cold War superpowers has been significantly reduced. In the United States, the number 
of nuclear devices dropped from a high of over 31,100 in 1965 to about 7,200 in 2014. The 
nuclear stockpile in Russia/the Soviet Union fell from about 37,000 in 1990 to 7,500 in 2014. 

The START treaties call for continued nuclear arms reductions through the year 2022, when 
stockpiles are to be cut to 3,620 in the United States and 3,350 in Russia.  

Détente vs. Appeasement 

While they both seek to maintain peace, détente and appeasement are very different 
expressions of foreign policy. The success of détente, in its most commonly used context of 
the Cold War, depended largely on “mutually assured destruction” (MAD), the horrifying 
theory that the use of nuclear weapons would result in the total annihilation of both the 
attacker and the defender. To prevent this nuclear Armageddon, détente required both the 
United States and the Soviet Union to make concessions to each other in the form of arms-
control pacts that continue to be negotiated today. In other words, détente was a two-way-
street. 

Appeasement, on the other hand, tends to be far more one-sided in making concessions in 
negotiations to prevent war. Perhaps the best example of such one-sided appeasement was 
Great Britain’s pre-World War II policy toward Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany in the 1930s. 
At the direction of then Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain, Britain accommodated Italy’s 
invasion of Ethiopia in 1935 and did nothing to stop Germany from annexing Austria in 
1938. When Adolf Hitler threatened to absorb ethnically German portions of 
Czechoslovakia, Chamberlain—even in the face of the Nazi march across Europe—
negotiated the infamous Munich Agreement, which allowed Germany to annex the 
Sudetenland, in western Czechoslovakia. 

 

https://www.thoughtco.com/mikhail-gorbachev-1779895
http://www.coldwar.org/articles/80s/SDI-StarWars.asp
http://www.coldwar.org/articles/80s/SDI-StarWars.asp
https://2001-2009.state.gov/r/pa/ho/time/pcw/104210.htm
https://www.thoughtco.com/history-of-the-nazi-party-1779888
https://www.thoughtco.com/adolf-hitler-biography-1221627
https://www.thoughtco.com/world-war-ii-munich-agreement-2361475
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