
Lord of Chief Justice Holt - Campbell 
Sir John Holt remains one of the most compelling figures in our family history, serving as a 
bridge between the tumultuous medieval period and the dawn of modern English liberty. While 
many know him as the "Great Chief Justice," Lord Campbell’s 61-page biography reveals the 
nuances of a man whose sharp wit and stubborn commitment to the common law were forged 
through a unique blend of high-status lineage and a rebellious spirit. 

 

The Early Years: Roots and Rebellion 

Sir John Holt was born on December 30, 1642, in Thame, Oxfordshire, during the heat of the Civil 
War. Though born in the south, his heart and heritage were firmly planted in the "great antiquity" 
of the Holts in Lancashire. He was the son of Sir Thomas Holt, a Royalist Serjeant-at-law and 
Recorder of Abingdon, whose legal intellect provided the family's true wealth. 

Young John’s early years were marked more by youthful defiance than legal gravity. At Abingdon 
School and Oriel College, Oxford, he was notoriously "given to many youthful frolics." Legend 
suggests he and his companions even dabbled in being highwaymen for the thrill of the road. 
One famous anecdote recounts Holt running up a bill at a country inn and "paying" it by giving 
the landlady a scrap of parchment with Greek characters, claiming it was a charm to cure her 
daughter’s ague. Decades later, while presiding as Chief Justice, he encountered that same 
woman on trial for witchcraft. Recognizing his own youthful prank, he confessed the trick in 
open court, effectively debunking the superstitious charges and helping to end witch trials in 
England forever. 

Where He Lived: From Abingdon to Redgrave 

Holt’s life moved between the legal corridors of London and the quiet dignity of the English 
countryside. For much of his professional life, he resided near the Inns of Court in London, 
where he transformed the King’s Bench into a place of rational justice. 

However, his later years were tied to Redgrave in Suffolk. In 1702, he purchased the 
magnificent Redgrave estate from the impoverished descendants of the Bacon family. By 
acquiring the ancestral seat of Sir Nicholas and Sir Francis Bacon, Holt was literally stepping 
into the shoes of the giants of Tudor law. Redgrave became his sanctuary and a symbol of the 
Holts' arrival at the pinnacle of the English establishment. It is in the chancel of Redgrave 
Church where he was eventually laid to rest under a magnificent white marble monument. 

Family Connections and the Domestic Sphere 

The Holts were a deeply connected family, navigating the waters of the Restoration and the 
Glorious Revolution. Sir John’s marriage to Anne, daughter of Sir John Cropley, solidified his ties 
to the wealthy baronetcy and the established gentry. While the marriage was childless, it was 
noted for being somewhat "testy." A humorous story in Campbell’s book describes the famous 
Dr. Radcliffe attending to a sick Lady Holt; the doctor allegedly joked that he would keep her 
alive just to spite Sir John, whom he suspected of enjoying the rare quiet of her illness. 

Despite these domestic frustrations, Sir John was a dedicated family man. Having no direct 
heirs, he ensured his vast estate and the Redgrave legacy passed to his brother, Rowland Holt, 
allowing the family line to flourish in Suffolk for generations. 



Defying the Crown: Interaction with the Kings 

Holt’s relationship with royalty was defined by his integrity. Before the Revolution, as Recorder 
of London, he famously defied King James II, who demanded Holt authorize the execution of a 
deserter during peacetime—an act unsupported by law. Holt refused and was promptly 
dismissed, proving he would rather be a private gentleman than a "judicial murderer." 

Following the Glorious Revolution of 1688, he was appointed Lord Chief Justice by King William 
III. Their relationship was one of mutual respect; William valued Holt’s stability in a corrupted 
legal system. However, Holt maintained his fierce independence. When offered the post of Lord 
Chancellor (the highest legal office), he declined, telling the King he was "not fit" for the political 
maneuvering of the Chancery and preferred the "rugged duties" of the King's Bench. 

Parliament and the Guardian of Privilege 

One of the most defining chapters of Holt’s career was his battle with Parliament. In the 
landmark case of Ashby v. White (1703), a citizen was denied his right to vote. While the House 
of Commons claimed exclusive privilege over election matters, Holt ruled that "it is a vain thing 
to imagine a right without a remedy." 

The conflict escalated to the point where the House of Commons threatened to arrest Holt. He 
remained unmoved, even when the Serjeant-at-Arms was sent to confront him. Holt’s 
insistence that the law of the land applied to everyone, including Parliament, was a 
revolutionary step toward modern democracy and the protection of individual rights. 

Landmark Cases: Shaping the Common Law 

The pages of Campbell’s "Lives" are filled with judgments that still resonate today. Beyond his 
stands on witchcraft and voting, Holt made massive contributions to commercial law. In Coggs 
v. Bernard (1703), he laid down the principles of bailment regarding the responsibility of 
property. 

Perhaps most significantly, Holt was a "prophet of liberty" regarding slavery. Long before the 
abolitionist movements gained full steam, he ruled that "as soon as a negro comes into 
England, he becomes free," famously noting that the air of England was "too pure for a slave to 
breathe." He used the ancient principles of the Holt lineage—fairness and common sense—to 
argue for the fundamental dignity of all people. 

Interaction with the Gentry: The Social Fabric 

As a Chief Justice and landowner, Holt moved easily among the gentry but was known for his 
fierce impartiality. During the "Assizes"—the periodic courts held across the country—he was a 
majestic presence. He once famously stared down a military officer during a riot, threatening to 
hang the officer and his soldiers if they fired upon the crowd, asserting that civil power must 
always be superior to military force. Whether dealing with a nobleman or a commoner, his 
courtroom was a place where "the law was the same for all." 

The Legacy of Sir John Holt 

Sir John Holt passed away in March 1710, having served 21 years as Chief Justice. He left behind 
no direct children, but his "children" were the legal principles he established. He transformed 
the judiciary from a tool of the monarch into a shield for the citizen. 



For those of us exploring the Holt ancestry, Sir John stands as a beacon. He represents the best 
of our name: a man who rose from a "wild" youth to become the guardian of the English soul. As 
we look at the landscapes he inhabited—from the halls of Oxford to the quiet pews of 
Redgrave—we see the story of a man who ensured that the "dweller by the wood" and the King in 
his palace were equal before the law. 

 


