For the rest of the lesson we are going to be interested in this head and what happened to it. It is the head of a man called Oliver Cromwell, the man who took power at the end of the Civil War and after Charles had been beheaded.

1658 Cromwell dies and is preserved in spices. He is given a funeral fit for a king, costing £60,000.

On the 30th January 1661 (the anniversary of Charles I’s execution) Parliament orders his body to be dug up and hung in public.

It takes 7 or 8 blows to cut off his head.

The head was then stuck on a 25ft wooden spike outside Westminster.

In 1685 a gale blows Cromwell’s head off the spike.

One of the guards takes it home under his coat and hides it up his chimney.

When he reads notices demanding the return of the head he is too afraid to admit stealing it, so it stays up the chimney.

In 1702 Cromwell’s head turns up the travelling show of a Swiss printer living in Britain. The show included stuffed animals, wax works and Cromwell’s head on a wooden spike!

In 1789 Cox sells Cromwell’s head to the 3 Hughes brothers for £230. They put it in a show advertised as ‘The real embalmed head of the powerful and renowned usurper, Oliver Cromwell.’ The show was a flop.

In 1814 the head is bought from the Hughes family by Joshiah Wilkinson,a doctor. After examining it, the doctor keeps it to show his patients!

In 1960 the Wilkinson family give the head to Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge. At a quiet service the head is secretly buried in the college grounds. There is a plaque on the wall, that says near this place was buried the head of Oliver Cromwell, Lord Protector of the Commonwealth of England, Scotland and Ireland, Fellow Commoner (student) of this college 1616-17.
