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JUDGES’ CAVE
A Brief History of the Regicides in New England
— Danny A. Brass —
In early May of last year, I had the pleasure of going on a
delightful spring butterfly hike to West Rock Ridge State
Park with members of the Connecticut Butterfly Association. We saw a number of interesting butterfly species as
well as quite a few raptors. Our hike also took us past the
site of Judges’ Cave. While tiger swallowtail butterflies,
turkey vultures, and the occasional peregrine falcon circled overhead, Grace Jeschke, Janis LaPointe, and I
veered away from the group for a short time to investigate
the cave.
The dedication plaque at Judges’ Cave. Photograph by Grace
Jeschke.

Charles I was King of England, Scotland, and Ireland and
believed his power to be divinely inspired. His tyrannical
monarchy led to bitter feuds with Parliament. Despite being defeated in England’s Civil War (1642 – 1645), he
remained steadfast in his defiance of Parliament, provoking yet a second Civil War (1648 – 1649) and fueling the
start of his own trial on the charge of treason against the
people of England. A High Court of Justice was established to try the King. The ad hoc tribunal consisted of
150 Parliamentary commissioners (i.e., judges). Of the 76
commissioners who actually sat on the tribunal, 59 signed
the death warrant of King Charles I, including Oliver
Cromwell (the most famous of the regicides).
Judges’ Cave in West Rock Ridge State Park, CT. Numerous
chalk deposits attest to the cave’s current popularity as a bouldering site for local rock climbers. Photograph by Grace
Jeschke courtesy of Janis LaPointe (pictured).

Convicted of high treason, King Charles I was beheaded
in 1649. In the aftermath of the King’s execution, a de
facto republic, the Commonwealth of England, was established, with Oliver Cromwell as Lord Protectorate. During Cromwell’s dictatorship, Charles’ son remained in
exile. Upon Cromwell’s death, however, the monarchy
was subsequently restored, clearing the way for Charles
II’s eventual succession to the throne of England.

Judges’ Cave is a well-known monument at the summit of
West Rock Ridge State Park in New Haven, CT. The
small cave was formed when a crack split apart a large
basalt boulder. Geologists have suggested that this huge
glacial erratic may have been ripped from the cliffs of
Hanging Hills in nearby Meriden and deposited atop the
West Rock Ridge by a moving wall of ice, some 17,000
years ago.

Following his restoration in 1660, Charles II showed little
mercy toward the regicides who had signed the death warrant of his father. Those who were still alive, even many
who had subsequently fled England, were hunted down
and either executed (usually by hanging followed by being drawn and quartered) or imprisoned for life. In spite
of the fact that he was dead and buried, even Oliver
Cromwell did not escape Charles’ wrath. Cromwell’s

Although no more than a few meters in length and hardly
worthy of the term cave—except perhaps by Connecticut
standards—Judges’ Cave does have a colorful history,
one that is intimately associated with the changing tides
of England’s monarchy.
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John Dixwell’s gravesite at the Center Church on the New Haven Green. This small gravestone was the original monument
put in place at the time of Dixwell’s death.

corpse was exhumed by the Crown and symbolically executed.
Several of the regicides managed to escape the King’s
vengeance. Of these, seven fled to Switzerland, four to
Germany, four to the Netherlands, and three to the United
States. Those who fled to this country were John Dixwell,
William Goffe, and Edward Whalley. Goffe and Whalley
initially sought refuge in Boston, but eventually migrated
to the New Haven Colony of Connecticut when their safe
haven in Massachusetts became compromised. In time,
they were reunited with John Dixwell, who had been living in New Haven.

John Dixwell’s gravesite at the Center Church on the New Haven Green. The large monument was erected by one of Dixwell’s descendants 160 years after the judge’s death. The original monument can be seen alongside of it. At the time this stone
was put in place, Dixwell’s remains were exhumed and carefully
examined before being re-interred.

From Massachusetts to Connecticut, sympathizers did
their best to protect the regicide judges from the King’s
forces, who scoured the colonies in search of them. Fortunately for Dixwell, it was widely believed in England that
he had died, allowing him to live a relatively quiet married life under the assumed name of James Davids. However, Goffe and Whalley remained fugitives from the
Crown for the rest of their lives. Pursued to the New Haven Colony, they were ultimately forced to take refuge in
a small cave, which has since come to be known as
Judges’ Cave. They spent approximately one month in
this cave during the spring of 1661, during which time
friends living nearby provided them with food. In a state
of panic, however, they eventually fled the cave when
allegedly confronted by a panther at its entrance.

Goffe and Whalley reportedly lived out their lives in fear
and exile, finally retreating to what was then the frontier
wilderness of Hadley, Massachusetts. Although Dixwell
lived the remainder of his life in New Haven (and was
subsequently buried in the courtyard of the Center Church
along the historic New Haven Green), the ultimate whereabouts of Goffe and Whalley remain an enduring mystery
and speculation abounds. At the time of his death, Dixwell expressly instructed that his tombstone simply be
inscribed with his initials, age, and the year of his death.
This was done out of fear that his grave would be desecrated by the King’s minions in this country once its identity was known. Graves of other regicides had been defiled in England.
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It is widely believed that Goffe died in Hadley, MA, and
was subsequently buried there. However, some believe
that his body was ultimately exhumed and secretly returned to New Haven to be re-interred in the courtyard of
the Center Church along with that of Dixwell. Whalley,
on the other hand, may have traveled farther afield following his stay in Hadley and rumors suggest he may
have eventually fled to Virginia or even farther. While
some historians have expressed the opinion that he, too, is
buried in the courtyard of the Center Church, others consider this to be highly unlikely. Small stone monuments
near that of Dixwell are considered by some to be markers of Goffe and Whalley’s graves. It has been suggested
that subtle ambiguities in either the initials (MG) or the
year of death (1658 or 1678) on two of these tombstones
may have been deliberate attempts to disguise the identity
of these gravesites; however, others believe it is more
likely that they belong to other prominent individuals,
such as Edward Wigglesworth and Matthew Gilbert, who
died around the same time. Gilbert was the colonial governor.
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I would certainly encourage anyone interested in the history of Judges’ Cave and the regicide judges to visit John
Dixwell’s tomb in the courtyard of the Center Church,
located along the New Haven Green. And, as long as you
are making the trip, I highly recommend looking into the
free crypt tours of the church’s catacombs. Information
on crypt tours is available on the church website:

Regardless of where they were eventually buried, New
Haven honors the memory of the three regicide judges by
having named several major thoroughfares after them:
Dixwell Avenue, Whalley Avenue, and Goffe Street.
These streets intersect about half a mile from the site of
Dixwell’s grave.

www.newhavencenterchurch.org/history.html
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