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INTRODUCTION 
 

 

HOW AND WHY THE STRUGGLE BEGAN  
 

The Covenanting period in Scottish history was not just a religious struggle but also a civil one. 

 This period marked the end of the concept of the divine right of kings and the beginning of a 

transfer of power to the people. 

 Cumnock and Doon Valley is rich in Covenanting history and a number of significant sites 

from the period are to be found throughout the district. 

 

THE MEANING OF THE COVENANT  

 

The word ócovenantô in Scottish history signifies a bond between the Scots people and God. 

The idea of a covenant between God and humankind lies at the very heart of the Bible. At 

the Last Supper Jesus Christ interpreted his own life and death as the perfect covenant. 

 This perhaps explains the strength of opposition in Scotland to the imposition of 

Episcopacy, where the Church is ruled by bishops answerable to the monarch. 

 The first covenant can be traced back to around 1557 and dates from the growth of 

Protestantism in Scotland just before the Reformation of religion in 1560. 

 King James VI had asserted the óDivine Right of Kingsô and was determined that he would 

have no competing authority in the land. 

 In the kingôs eyes, the competing authority was the Kirk, and its Presbyterian policy  

whereby the church is ruled by an assembly of ministers and lay members independent of the state. 

 The differences between Episcopacy and Presbyterianism lay at the very heart of what 

motivated the Covenanters. 

 

THE NATIONAL COVENANT  

 

Opposition to the growth of Episcopacy as a form of church government was underlined by the 

signing of the National Covenant in 1638 by those who believed in a church which reflected 

keeping their bond or covenant with God. The National Covenant, as its name suggests, involved 

the whole nation. 

 When Charles I succeeded to the throne, he was set on completely overthrowing 

Presbyterianism. 

 Although he was quick to set out the consequences of non-acceptance of the kingôs 

supremacy, the National Covenant was begun in Greyfriars Kirkyard in Edinburgh  on  

29th February 1638. It included a confession of faith asserting the Churchôs freedom in Scotland and 

its loyalty to the king: 

 

From the knowledge and conscience of our duty to God, to our king and country . . . 

we promise by God to continue in obedience of religion (Protestant and 

Presbyterian). 

 

Copies of this Covenant were sent to all parts of Scotland to be signed and even to sympathisers in 

London. 

 Such was the emotion of those signing that some wept aloud, others shouted in exaltation 

and others cut open their veins and wrote their names in their own blood. 

This was open defiance of the king and his policies but people were prepared to face the 

consequences of refusing to submit to the imposition of Episcopacy. 
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THE SOLEMN LEAGUE AND COVENANT  

 

Charles I  hoped to destroy the Covenanters but in 1643, during the English Civil War, the Scots 

entered into a Solemn League and Covenant with the English to achieve reformed religion. 

By 1646 the civil war in England was ending in victory for Parliament. Charles I hoped to 

persuade the Scots to help him against the English parliament. 

But the Covenanters would agree to assist the King only if he established Presbyterian 

church government in England. 

The King refused and the Scots left him to fall into the hands of Parliament. Charles I was 

eventually executed in 1649. 

 

THE RESTORATION OF CHARLES II  

 

After the rule of Oliver Cromwell, Charles II was restored to the throne. The king restored 

the bishops and allowed ministers to hold charges only if they were acceptable to local landowners 

and denounced the covenants as unlawful. 

About 300 ministers, many from Ayrshire, refused to submit to the new regulations. 

People were fined for failing to attend church and absenteesô names w ere listed. Troops 

were stationed all over Ayrshire to crush illegal church services, called conventicles. 

In 1679, Archbishop Sharp, a supporter of the King, was murdered by Covenanters as he 

travelled home to St. Andrews. 1 

                                                
1 Covenantersô Chronicle. Ardrossan: Guthrie Newspaper Group, January 1994. 
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THE EARLY HISTORY OF  THE COVENANTERS  

 
His Hon. W. H. R. Crawford and used with permission 

 

In Scotland the old Pre-Reformation Church was even more oppressive, venal, corrupt and 

unpopular than its English counterpart had been. Scotlandôs preference for Presbyterianism, where 

the Church is ruled by elders elected by the congregation and there are no bishops, may have been 

fuelled by a strong reaction against the past. Whatever the reason, the doctrines of Calvin, Luther 

and Presbyterianism appealed to Scots from the outset. In 1557, the Lords of the Congregation 

signed the First National Covenant, binding themselves to replace the Roman Church with a 

Presbyterian one. In 1560, with the aid of Elizabethôs troops, that aim was achieved; the French 

troops of Mary of Lorraine were driven out; the authority of the Pope was denied, the Mass was 

declared illegal, and Presbyterianism was established. 

 From that moment on the Scots Nation (with the exception, curiously, of an area round 

Aberdeen, which remained firmly Episcopalian) did not waiver in its desire to worship according to 

the Presbyterian rite. Yet for the next 130 years the Stuarts sought to impose either Episcopacy or 

actual Roman Catholicism upon Scotland. Much of the turbulence which was apparent in 17th 

century Scotland arose from this single cause. 

 James VI and I  preferred Anglicanism, as indeed he preferred England to his native land, 

but his motive in seeking to impose it upon the Scots was that it would cement the Union. Charles 

I , with his insistence upon the Divine Right of Kings, genuinely believed that Presbyterianism and 

Kingship were incompatible. His attempt to impose upon Scotland Archbishop Laudôs High 

Anglican prayer book led directly from the Jenny Geddes riot, to the signing of the Second 

National Covenant of 1638 by many thousands of Scots. 

 The Covenanters, as the signatories were now known, made clear their loyalty to the King, 

but also their utter opposition to the rule of bishops, and to anything even remotely connected to the 

Roman Catholic rite. As Charles sank deeper in to the mire of the Civil  War, the government of 

Scotland was carried on by the General Assembly of the Kirk, which had organised the signing of 

the Covenant. For ten years, the Assembly ruled Scotland in a way which recalls the rule of the 

Taliban in Afghanistan in recent times. A diarist of the period wrote, ñMuch falsit (dishonesty) and 

Scheitting (cheating) at this tyme wes daylie detectit by the Lordis of Sessioun; for the quhilk their 

wes daylie hanging, skurging, nailing of luggis, and binding of pepill to the Trone, and boring of 

tounges.ò 

Executions for moral offences were commonplace. The severing of hands and limbs was 

frequent. The Kirkôs moral code did not exclude the use of torture, generally by óthe Boot.ô To 

many of those who had signed the Covenant, like Lauderdale and Montrose, it was a form of 

government more foul and oppressive than the absolutist rule of Charles I would ever have been. 

 Montrose turned against it. He decided to back the King, recommending to him a form of 

constitutional monarchy. With the aid of Irish troops and Highlanders under Colkitto, he won a 

series of brilliant victories against the men of the Assembly. Tippermuir , Aberdeen, Inverlochy, 

Auldearn, Alford and Kilsyth  followed each other in dazzling succession, marred only by the sack, 

pillage and slaughter that followed the victory at Aberdeen. After Kilsyth  his troops, their motives 

less noble than his, melted away back to the Highlands and Ireland. Montrose sought replacements 

in the Borders, but at Philiphaugh, near Selkirk , he was surprised and routed by Leslie. He 

narrowly escaped with a few followers, most of his reduced force was captured; many were 

slaughtered on the field, and the rest, including women and children, were taken to Edinburgh . The 

Assembly announced they were to be executed. Protests poured in from all over Scotland. These 

were ignored; the execution of the women and boys was carried out, the Rev. David Dickson, an 

ex-Moderator of the General Assembly, declaring, ñThe wark gangs bonnily on.ò 
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Montrose continued to seek troops in the Highlands, until Charles I called on him to desist, and 

leave the country. He went to Holland. There, on hearing of the execution of the King, he fainted. 

The reaction of the rest of Scotland was one of fury and horror. Charles II was immediately 

proclaimed King in Edinburgh , but with a proviso that he should not reign until he had accepted 

the Covenant. Charles, before he accepted this proviso, decided to let Montrose see what he could 

do. Montrose landed in the Orkneys, recruited unskilled Orkney lads and, with them and some 

gallant noblemen, like the Earl of Kinnoull, crossed to the mainland. The Orcadians were no match 

for General Leslie and Colonel Strachan, and were routed. Montrose sought sanctuary with  

Neil Macleod of Assynt, who betrayed him for £25,000 Scots; 20 in cash and 5 in meal. It is some 

slight consolation that the meal was sour, and the cash was probably never paid. Montrose was led 

down through Scotland, his feet tied under a highland pony. Charles II did not lift a finger to try to 

save him. The courage, dignity and ósweet carriageô with which he, the poet-hero, went to his death 

are legendary. His poems, including the lines scratched on the window of his cell on the night 

before his execution, ólet them bestow on every airth a limb,ô are an imperishable monument to his 

greatness. 

 Charles II, having sacrificed Montrose, landed in Scotland, made obeisance to the mullahs 

of the Assembly, and signed the Covenants. Cromwell immediately marched north with his army 

and put the Scots army to flight at Dunbar on 3rd September 1650, General Leslie having been 

goaded into tactical error by the ministers of the Assembly. Exactly a year later, Charles and Leslie 

marched into England and were defeated at Worcester. Charles fled abroad, and Cromwell replaced 

the administration of the Assembly with one of his own. It was infinitely more just, but it was 

equally oppressive, it was English, and it was highly unpopular. There was universal rejoicing in 

Scotland when Charles II was restored. Alas, as the later history of the Covenanters shows all too 

clearly, the rejoicing was soon to turn to tears. 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
1 Scottish Covenanter Memorials Association Newsletter, No. 93, February 2007. pp 6-7, 10 
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