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THE PARISH CLERGY AND THE REFORMATION 
IN THE DIOCESE OF ELY 

FELICITY HEAL 

THE parochial clergy of the sixteenth century have rarely been accorded sym-
pathetic treatment by historians and other moralists. Despite the outstanding 
minority who were willing to suffer martyrdom or exile for their chosen faith, 
the majority have usually been characterised as unlearned, time-serving con-
formists, bowing before the spiritual whims of the dominant Tudor monarchy. 
Recent work upon the pre-Reformation clergy, and a closer investigation of 
the Elizabethan age and the influence of puritanism, has served to modify the 
gloom of the traditional picture.' The ignorance of the lower clergy can no 
longer be seen as total, and the influence of Protestant thinking upon parochial 
care has rightly been accorded an important place in the Elizabethan church. 
Moreover, the very tenacity with which most of the parish clergy clung to their 
cures regardless of the nature of the religious settlement has been shown to have 
considerable advantages at a time when everything at the centre of government 
was in a state of flux. The church was thereby guaranteed a certain stability when 
the constant fear of the government was that religious change would lead on to 
religious revolution. None of the studies so far conducted suggest that all was 
well with the English church during the Reformation decades, but they do 
provide the stimulus to further local investigation of the state of the clergy, 
which plainly varied considerably from time to time and from area to area of the 
country. Such questions arise as how different were the clergy of the south-east 
from those of the remoter parts of the north? What was the influence of the 
universities? And, were the clergy of the mid-Tudor decades less educated and 
secure than those of the period immediately before the Reformation? This 
article is an attempt to answer these and other questions for the diocese of Ely 
in the years between about 1515 and 1580. During these years the see can be 
observed through the records of four bishops, three of whom left a considerable 
mark upon the behaviour and fortunes of their parish clergy. 2  

See for example P. Heath The English Parish Clergy on the Eve of the Reformation  (1969); 
M. Bowker The Secular Clergy in the Diocese of Lincoln, 1495-1520 (Cambridge 1968);.  
P. Collinson The Elizabethan Puritan Movement (1967);A. G. Dickens The English Reformation 
(1964). 

2 The four bishops were Nicholas West, bishop from 15 15-1533, Thomas Goodrich, 
1534-1554, Thomas Thirlby, 1554-1559 when he was deprived, and Richard Cox, 1559-1581. 
The records upon which this article is based are in Ely Diocesan Records, henceforth referred 
to as EDR. For a more detailed discussion of the activity of the bishops see the author's 
unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, 'The Bishops of Ely and their Diocese, 1515—ca. 1600', 
(Cambridge 1972). 
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The diocese of Ely was one of the smallest of English sees at the beginning of 
the sixteenth century. Only Rochester, with 122 benefices, had less than its total 
of 152 cures. 3  The limited size of the diocese was matched by the relative poverty 
of many of its livings. According to the estimates of the great survey of 1535, 
known as the Valor Ecclesiasticus, only ten rectories and two vicarages were 
worth more than £20, a majority of vicarages were worth under £10, and eleven 
less than £5. The bald figures assessed by the Valor are notoriously difficult to 
interpret particularly when, as at Ely, the full details provided by the com-
missioners do not survive. It seems likely that the glebe land, still often farmed 
directly by the incumbent, was sometimes undervalued, as were some of the 
casual offerings such as mortuaries and Easter dues. On the other hand the 
taxable value of the parishes as assessed by the King's commissioners took little 
account of the true charges upon a benefice. Thus, for example, several of the 
richer livings in the Isle of Ely were burdened with the costs of chapels-of-ease 
in the fens, and with the need to provide extra parochial help for their service. 5  
An income of £10 could easily shrink to only £3-4 once the King's taxes had 
been paid, assistants paid and the necessary repairs to the church and rectory 
met. 6  in these circumstances it is clear that some of the Ely livings were scarcely 
economically viable in 1535, and that they were particularly vulnerable and 
exposed to any upward movement of prices. This was especially true in those 
parishes where there was little or no glebe land, where the glebe was let out to 
farm at a fixed sum, or, worst of all, where the vicar was on a fixed salary, or 
dependent upon a fixed money payment for commuted tithes which offered no 
protection against inflation. Although the Ely records do not provide enough 
information to allow us to assess how many of the clergy were in this vulnerable 
position, it is known that the diocese contained an unusually high proportion of 
vicarages, and that these were often the most exposed to economic difficulty. A 
national survey that the bishops conducted in 1603 showed that 615 % of Ely 
livings were impropriated, that is that the rectory had originally been held by 
an ecclesiastical corporation, as compared with a national average of 415 %.7 
It would be a mistake to envisage all the Ely clergy constantly struggling with the 
problems of poverty; their wills for example often show that they were able to 
acquire modest fortunes, but the limited resources available to the clergy must 
always be remembered in any discussion of their inadequacies and short- 

Valor Ecclesiasticus, Record Commission (1825-34), i, p. 99ff; iii, p. 499ff. 
Ibid. 
There were seven important chapels of ease in the Isle at Stuntney, Emneth, Newton, 

Parson Drove, Guyhirne, Chettisham and March. 
6  See the example of Hornsea in P. Heath, pp. 166-173. 

C. Hill Economic Problems of the Church from  Archbishop Whitgzft to the Long Parliament 
(Oxford 1956), p. 144. 
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comings.' The solution of the economic problems of the parishes proved in the 
last resort more intractable than either the conversion of the clergy to the 
Protestant faith or their educational improvement. 

Although Ely had few outstandingly rich livings, and some instances of 
downright poverty, it also had certain peculiar advantages over other sees. By 
far the most important of these was, of course, the presence of the University 
of Cambridge. The influence of the university operated upon the diocese in 
several ways: firstly it meant that there was a higher probability here than else-
where that local children would receive some university training, and that they 
might then be drawn back by their connections to serve in the parochial system. 
The Marian bishop, Thomas Thiriby, was the outstanding example of this 'local 
boy made good' phenomenon. Secondly, the colleges had twenty Ely livings 
within their gift before the Reformation, and considerably increased this figure 
after the dissolution of the monasteries, and they usually gave their patronage 
to their own graduates and fellows. 8  Finally, the mere presence of the university 
seems to have been sufficient attraction for educated men, who sometimes took 
livings not normally considered to he of sufficient value for a graduate, merely 
to remain in contact with Cambridge. Other advantages which Ely possessed 
were a location relatively close to London and to the east coast, which ensured 
that many of the clergy were exposed to new ideas at an early date, and were not 
permitted to moulder in rural isolation. The limited size of the diocese was also 
advantageous in some ways: in particular it simplified the problems of ecclesias-
tical administration and discipline, and made it relatively easy for an energetic 
bishop to make personal contact with all his parochial clergy. 

The year 1515 provides a useful starting date for the study of the Ely clergy. 
It was in that year that Nicholas West was consecrated bishop, and at the 
beginning of his episcopate several of the administrative records, including the 
bishop's registers which have been lost for the early years of the century, resume 
once more. West died in 1533 on the eve of the Reformation upheavals, and 
therefore his episcopate provides an interesting standard of comparison with 
the disturbed years that followed. The episcopal registers enable us to establish 
with reasonable accuracy the formal qualifications of the men who were admitted 
to serve livings in the diocese during these years. The most interesting feature of 
this evidence is that a large percentage of the clergy were magistri, that is had 
completed the seven years of study at one of the universities necessary to obtain 
the degree of Master of Arts. In the decade 1. 51.6 to 1526, 53% of the clergy 
whom West admitted can be proved to have this qualification, or an even higher 

8  By the beginning of the Elizabethan period Cambridge colleges can be identified as the 
patrons of thirty local livings. 
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degree. 9  That this is an exceptionally high figure is suggested by comparison 
with another fortunate diocese, Lincoln, which at this time contained the 
University of Oxford. At Lincoln during the first two decades of the sixteenth 
century only 28-5% of those admitted to benefices were graduates, and this 
figure was in turn higher than that for the diocese of Winchester where between 
1 532 and 1554 254 % of the clergy admitted were graduates.'° 

A large number of graduate clergy was not necessarily an unmixed blessing 
in a period when learning was considered a means to promotion in church and 
state, rather than a commodity to be expended for the benefit of parishioners. 
Most parochial duties could be discharged by a competent deputy who had 
some command of Latin, while the graduate was employed in the affairs of 
state, the administration of the church or the service of the nobility. Unfortu-
nately it is impossible in the absence of visitation returns for this period to 
discover exactly how many of the graduate clergy resided permanently in their 
Ely livings. The only useful guide to the number of incumbents who were 
regularly in the diocese is the call list for the annual synod, which every incum-
bent in the county was supposed to attend, or to which he was required to send 
a properly constituted proctor. Between 65 % and 70% of the clergy attended 
the synod regularly, and a few of the absentees were usually specified as sick, 
or absent briefly from the diocese on business." On the other hand, some of 
those who attended certainly did not reside in their parishes, for they were 
diocesan administrators whose benefices were the reward for services, or men 
who held office within the university. It would probably therefore be dangerous 
to assume that more than 70% of the clergy of the county were regular residents. 
This suggests a somewhat higher proportion of absentees than that established 
for Lincoln diocese, where in 1518 about a quarter of the incumbents were non-
resident, or in Canterbury, where Warham found thirty-seven beneficed clergy 
absent among 266 parishes. 12 

As in every other English diocese at this period, one can at Ely find spec-
tacular examples of absenteeism and plurality, and of the profitability of a good 
education. One of those who always appeared at the synod by proxy was John 

These figures are compiled from West's register, EDR, G/1/7, and the synod call book, 
EDR, B/2/1. All the graduates have been identified in A. B. Emden [A Biographical Register 
of] Cambridge [to A.D. 1500] (Cambridge 1963); J. Venn Alumni .C'antabrigienses, pt. I 
(Cambridge 1922-27); or A. B. Emden A Biographicd Register of the University of Oxford 
(Oxford 1957-9). 

10  M. Bowker, p.  97; Reg. Stephen Gardiner and John Poynet, ed. H. Chitty, Cant. & York 
Soc., xxxvii. 

' EDR B/2/1, fos. 1-124v. These records do not include the Isle, which was under the 
direct jurisdiction of the bishops, and where separate meetings were held, for which no lists 
survive before the Elizabethan period. 

12  M. Bowker, pp. 85ff. P. Heath, p.  56. 



PARISH CLERGY AND REFORMATION, DIOCESE OF ELY 	 145 

Treguran, rector ofCottenham in 1515, who also held livings in Devon, London, 
Meath and Dublin, and was archdeacon of Kells and a fellow of King's Hall. 13 

Most Ely incumbents had to manage with rather less than this glittering array, 
but the holding of two benefices, or of a position within the university with one 
benefice, was common. There is no reason to assume that in most cases this 
meant that the parishes were neglected, for a host of parochial assistants 
supposedly performed the daily offices and ministered to the laity, though no 
doubt if the disciplinary records of the period had survived there would be 
examples of neglect by both the incumbent and his deputy. Perhaps the best 
situation when the incumbent was an absentee was that in which the university 
should be his first place of residence. With the exception of the parishes in the 
north of the Isle, most of the Ely livings were within easy distance from 
Cambridge, and the incumbent could therefore, if he so wished, visit his parish 
occasionally to see that all was in order, offer hospitality if it was not offered by 
his farmer, and perhaps preach a sermon. 

In these circumstances much depended upon the quality of the deputies whom 
the beneficed clergy appointed. Unfortunately virtually nothing is known about 
them before the Reformation because of the lack of visitation evidence. The 
only thing that is clear is that there were a large number of assistants, though 
even before the Reformation some parishes were without any regular help, and 
serious problems were sometimes created by the sickness of the incumbent. 14 

In 1520 a special synod met to hear certain decrees, probably the provincial 
constitutions of Cardinal Wolsey, and for once the parochial assistants were 
required to attend. 15  In the five deaneries that were recorded in detail - out of 
the total of eight in the diocese - there were fifty curates, chaplains and chantry 
chaplains. This is unlikely to be an exhaustive list, hOwdver, for much later, in 
1543, 100 assistant clergy were listed for the whole diocese in response to a 
questionnaire from the government. 16  The difficulty of controlling such a large 
body of parochial assistants is suggested by an incident in 1520, in which 
William Stockwith, the vicar of Holy Trinity in Cambridge, and several parish 
assistants, were charged with poaching deer in one of the Queen's parks. 17  The 
beneficed clergy themselves were not above reproach: the same year Robert 
Glansfield, vicar of Trumpington, and John Marshall, another cleric, were in 

"Emden, Cambridge, p. 594. 
14  See below p. 148 
15  EDR, B/2/1, fo. 18. 

EDR, G/1/7, fos. 161-2v. 
"Letters and Papers . . . of the Reign of Henry VIII, ed. J. Brodie & J. Gairdner, (hereafter 

LP), Add. i, 301. 
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trouble before the synod for brawling and laying violent hands upon each other. 18  
The bishop's official principal seized this opportunity to warn the clergy not to 
use offensive weapons. 

The only other way to approach the ordinary clergy of the diocese is through 
a study of their wills, which can yield some information about their attitudes 
and learning, as well as the type of material goods which they left behind. In the 
years before the Reformation the most interesting feature of these wills is 
probably the • details which they provide about the books of the clergy, and 
hence to some extent about their intellectual interests. 19  Between 1487 and 1500 
42 % of the wills that survive locally mention books, and between the latter date 
and 1519 45 % As might be anticipated, far more of the beneficed clergy than 
the unbeneficed bequeathed books: fewer wills of chaplains and parochial 
assistants survive, but among the ten that are available for this period only two 
make any mention of leaving books . 20  The nature of the volumes left varies of 
course from individual to individual, but certain general features do emerge: 
the most general point is that books were clearly prized items, for the later habit 
of leaving 'all my books' without specifying title or number is very uncommon 
at this period. The most frequent bequests are of books for the maintenance of 
the church services - missals, processionaries and the like - and of private 
breviaries, which were sometimes passed to a favourite relative who planned to 
enter the church. About a third of the clergy who left books mentioned nothing 
other than these liturgical works. A second reasonably common category were 
the works of edification and moral tales that provided the basis for much of the 
preaching of the ordinary parish clergy; notably the Golden Legend of Jacobus 
de Voraigne. 2 ' Curiously enough none of the Ely wills mention that even more 
popular source of sermons in the years before the Reformation, John Myrc's 
Festial.22  

When other commonplace works of medieval piety and legendaries have 
been added to the list, there are only a few wills left to demonstrate more 
adventurous taste in reading matter. Among all the bequests only two bibles 
are mentioned, and most of the additional books are scholastic works of a 
traditional kind, with a sprinkling of the writings of the fathers of the church. 
Only two priests were apparently touched by interest in the revival of the classics: 
John Peacock, who left a Juvenal in an otherwise customary list of books, and 
Robert Barchar of Grantchester, who left by far the largest library of twenty- 

18  EDR, B/2/1, fo. 30. 
19  See P. Heath, pp.  86-90. 
20  Cambridge University Archives (hereafter CUA), Ely Consistory Court Will Registers 

D to J. Vice-Chancellor's Consistory Court Testamentary Transcripts I. 
21 Legeizda of various other kinds and Sermones Discipuli also recur. 
22  P. Heath, pp.  93-103. 
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eight volumes, including two volumes of Cicero, and a bible. 23  Such a man was 
clearly exceptional, and his bequests suggest that he was still closely connected 
with the university. For most of the parish clergy the will evidence shows that 
books were not uncommon, and one can probably assume that liturgical works 
and aids to the preparation of the services were more widespread than the will 
evidence demonstrates. On the other hand, the most valued books seem to have 
been limited to these two categories, which indicates that the parish clergy were 
restricted in their intellectual interests. The absence of bibles is of particular 
concern, though in view of the firm prohibition on all translations by the 
English church, and the difficult Latin of the Vulgate, it is not perhaps 
surprising. 24  

Nicholas West was aware of the limitations of his parochial clergy, and as a 
conscientious bishop strove to improve their standards of learning and discip-
line. At Ely he inherited a tradition of concern for the secular clergy from his 
great predecessor John Alcock, who had founded Jesus College, Cambridge, 
specifically for the training of secular priests, and who used his synods to 
investigate the state of the clergy and urge improvements upon them. 25  West 
himself was not perhaps so outstanding a personality, but he won a reputation 
as a bonus pastor, an accolade delivered by no less severe a judge than John 
Fisher .26  He was a traditionally-minded cleric, a crown servant and diplomat 
for many years, who nevertheless found time to reside in his diocese, and to 
concern himself with its problems. Although he can hardly be described as a 
humanist, he was sufficiently influenced by the circle around Fisher and the 
ideas of the new learning to regard the improvement of his clergy as a major 
task, and he was also at one with the same group in his horror of heresy. Much 
of the regular pastoral activity of the diocese was of course organised through 
and by his deputies, but he undertook in person duties suchas ordination and 
the admission of candidates to benefices whenever he was not called away from 
the see upon the King's service. 27  

In theory one of the best ways of improving the clergy was to prevent un-
worthy candidates being admitted for ordination, or at a later stage to refuse 
them admission to a benefice. On both occasions candidates were supposedly 
subjected toa test, to prove not only that they had the necessary formal quali-
fications, but that they were of good character and good ability. Nothing is 

23  CUA, Ely Cons. Court Will Reg. E, fos. 65v66; D, fo. 181-1v. 
24  On the background see, M. Deanesly The Lollard Bible (Cambridge 1920). 
25  J Alcock Gallicantus in Sinodo apud Bernwell (1498). Alcock's register, EDR, G/1/6. 

Alexander Barclay, a monk at Ely, praised Alcock as a good pastor in his Eclogues, ed. White, 
EETS (1928), p.  17. 

26  J Fisher Opera Omnia (Wurtzburg 1597), p.  101. 
27  EDR, G/1/7, fos. 80-7v. 
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known at this date about the examination of andidates for ordination at Ely, 
but it is clear that a careful investigation was conducted before adrssion to 
benefices, even though it was much more difficult to turn a man away com-
pletely once he had found a patron and a living. There are two examples from 
West's register of clergy failing to satisfy the bishop about the state of their 
learning, as well as a few cases in which the correct dispensations were not held 
by the candidate. Thomas Palmer, promoted to Hinxton in 1522, was ordered 
to employ himself in further study, because he was ignorant of the Holy 
Scriptures, and to prepare himself to be examined by the bishop or his chancellor 
within a year of his institution. 28  Although no record of this further test survives 
Palmer may actually have been deprived, for two years later he was no longer 
vicar of Hinxton. The other priest who failed to win outright acceptance was 
William Marshall, presented to Sawston in 1526, and admitted on the specific 
understanding that he must continue his studies for a further two years, and if 
at the end of that period he had not improved, he should no longer be allowed 
to undertake the cure of souls. 29  Marshall must have made some improvement, 
for he died towards the end of Mary's reign still in possession of his living. 

Individual clergy could be reached through the examinations before insti-
tution, but to influence the clergy as a whole West had to act either through 
visitation, or through the synod. No evidence is available about visitation at this 
period, though West apparently undertook part of his first tour in person in 
1516, and another visitation is known to have taken place in 1528 .

30   Fortunately, 
however, the call books of the synod are available, and they give some scanty 
details of the proceedings of that body. They record the episcopal injunctions 
which were promulgated on these occasions, as well as a few disciplinary 
proceedings against the parish clergy. Although West did not attend the synod 
in person, he did provide injunctions and instructions which his official principal 
was required to convey to the assembled clergy. In 1520 special synods were held 
ad publicandum quedam statuta cleri reformacionem concernenda, though these 
were probably Wolsey's provincial decrees rather than a new initiative of 
West's . 31  The first decrees that can be traced to the bishop himself came in 1522, 
when the clergy were ordered not to admit any friar to serve their cure, unless 
the incumbent were sick, and all other enquiries for a secular substitute had 
failed. 32  If it proved necessary to admit a friar, he must hold either a degree in 
theology from one of the universities, or a licence from the bishop. The orders 

28  P. Heath, pp.  16-17; H. Maynard-Smith Pre-Reformation  England (1938), p.  39; EDR, 
G/1/7, fo. 27. 

29  EDR, G/1/7, fo. 34v. 
30  PRO, SP 1/13/396. CUA, Archdeacon's Will Register, i. fo. 223. 
31 EDR, B/2/1, fo. 18. 
32 Ibid. fo. 52. 
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reflect in part the traditional jealousy between seculars and regulars, but they 
also indicate a concern that whoever ministered in the parishes should  be of 
proven worth and devotion. 

Far more important were the comprehensive injunctions which West issued 
at the synod of 1528. These came at a time when the bishop had reason to fear 
that the clergy were being influenced by heterodox ideas, so it is not surprising 
to find that the orders endeavour to ensure conformity, as well as improving the 
standards of the clergy and dealing with other, more customary, problems. The :  
injunctions cover such matters as the correct use of holy days, clerical dress, and 
the instruction of the laity. The last is particularly interesting for what it reveals 
of the standards West expected of his ordinary parish clergy. Each incumbent, 
or his deputy, was or to provide a copy of the Exoneratorium Curatorum 
and expound part of it in English to the congregation each Sunday, completing 
the book during the course of the year. The Exoneratorium was based upon the 
provincial constitutions of Archbishop Peckham, and was a simple exposition of 
the Articles of Faith, the Seven Sacraments, the Ten Commandments and so 
on .34  It was lucid and simple, if somewhat dull compared to the sermon material 
provided by Myrc's Festial or the Golden Legend. Unfortunately, evidence that 
it was actually used in churches is almost entirely lacking: only one parish priest 
mentioned it in his will during the first half of the sixteenth century. 35  

In his care for the clergy and their knowledge West was operating funda-
mentally within a medieval framework, as the injunction discussed above 
suggests, even if the humanist emphasis upon the inadequacies of the clergy had 
given his task a greater urgency. Heresy in its Lutheran, literate, form was, 
however, a new problem, and one which gave West grave concern. Since the 
mid-1520s the university had provided a focus for those interested in the new 
views, and it was in the university that the bishop had first tried to tackle the 
problem. In 1525 Hugh Latimer was causing considerable excitement with his 
sermons in Great St Mary's announcing his conversion to the cause  of reform. 36  
West attended one of the sermons, and, after an altercation with the preacher, 
persuaded the university authorities to revoke his licence, only to be frustrated 
by Wolsey who, having heard a highly partial account of the bishop's doings, 
reinstated Latimer with a legatine preaching licence. There was in fact little that 
the bishop could do with the university, which claimed jurisdiction over all its 

33 Ibid. fos. 96-7. A translation of the injunctions is given in D. M. Owen, 'Synods of the 
Diocese of Ely', Studies in Church History, iii, ed. G. J. Cuming (Leiden 1966), p. 221. 

34 Exoneratorium Curatorum (1532?). 
35 CUA, Ely Cons. Court, Will Reg. J, fo. 44. This was in 1520, well before West's 

injunction. 
36  The source of this story is Morice, Cranmer's secretary, from whom Foxe made extensive 

notes. B[ritish] M[useum], Harleian MS. 422, fos. 84-7. 
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own members, and usually strenuously resisted the incursions of the diocesan. 
West therefore turned his attention to his own clergy: after 1525 he prepared a 
special addition to the oath taken at institution, in which the incumbent was 
required to swear that he would oppose all heretical teaching, especially that of 
Luther. 37  This does not seem to have been administered to all the clergy, but 
was reserved for those whom the bishop had some reason to suspect, including 
his own nephew, Nicholas Hawkins, who became archdeacon of Ely in 1527. 38  
Apart from the influence of those clergy who had had contact with the new ideas 
in the university, West had reason to suspect the radical writings of men such 
as Tyndale, often brought to England via the east coast. It was these that he 
cited in his synod injunctions of 1528. Rectors and vicars and their deputies 
were ordered not to use the New Testament, secundum novam interpretationern, 
that is in Tyndale's translation, in their teaching or preaching. There is no 
evidence that West or his officials actually confiscated any bibles, nor are any 
cited in wills at this early date, but it would be surprising if some had not 
penetrated through to the parish clergy via the university. 

Nicholas West, with his rigid adherence to an orthodox and traditional 
version of Catholicism, was, like his friend Fisher, fighting a losing battle with 
the circumstances of the age. Not only did the advent of the Henrician Reforma-
tion mean the cautious acceptance of some new ideas and dogma, but the clergy 
were probably already too far infected by Lutheran ideas for all of them to be 
rescued fcr orthodox Catholicism. The next twenty years witnessed the slow 
conversion of the majority of the clergy to a species of Protestantism, a process 
which in the eastern counties does not seem to have been wholly reversed under 
Mary. In the diocese of Ely this process was facilitated by the appointment of 
Thomas Goodrich as successor to West. Goodrich was sympathetic to reformed 
ideas, having initially come to prominence as one of Anne Boleyn's circle at the 
court. Although he was apparently less careful than West in the regular super -
vision of his clergy, he encouraged the dissemination of new ideas in his diocese 
by his use of patronage. Control over appointments to some of the Ely benefices 
had, of course, always. been a valuable right for the bishops, useful as a means 
of providing for their officers and chaplains, and of gaining favour by promoting 
the candidates of the mighty. West had never hesitated to use his patronage to 
promote his own men, almost all of them non-residents. His main complaint 
was that he had too few livings in his gift: only nineteen benefices within the 
diocese were held by the bishops before the Reformation; In 1518 he was forced 
to offer Wolsey part of his limited patronage, and wrote very grudgingly on the 
matter: 'Albeyt I have viii officers and chaplayns spirituall men to whom as yet 

EDR, G/1/7, fo. 34. PRO, SP 1/94/196(2). 
18 LP, V, 1377; EDR, G/1/7, fos. 34 &39. 
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I have gyven never a benefice, except to oon of them, And moreover though as 
I suppose I have fewest benefices of any valew that any bischop hathe in this

39  realme to promote them with ... I have sent your Grace the collacion . . 
The idea that episcopal livings were valuable as a means of influence and reward 
was not lost at the Reformation, but a new dimension was added, because of 
the urgent need to have clergy who were capable of preaching the Protestant 
message, and were therefore resident upon their benefices. 

Bishop Goodrich's chaplains were largely men of reforming view, and it was 
to them that most of his patronage went. In the 1530s and 1540s he gave livings 
to five exceptionally important Protestants: Teversham to Thomas Cottisford, 
Willingham to Launcelot Ridley, a cousin of Nicholas, a Cambridge living to 
William Hewitt, Fen Ditton to William Lord, and it was apparently he who 
helped Richard Cox to the archdeaconry of Ely. 40  With the exception of Cox 
these men seem to have been regular residents in their benefices, and the 
spreading of the Protestant message in their localities must be attributed largely 
to their efforts. Ridley was particularly successful at Willingham, where he 
maintained an underground church for part of Mary's reign, and where there 
was a continuing commitment to radical Protestantism into the seventeenth 
century. 4' Although Goodrich himself was too cautious by temperament, and 
too committed to the royal supremacy, to conflict with the orders of the crown 
before the Marian period, two of his chaplains were involved in brushes with 
the authorities under Henry VIII. Hewitt found himself imprisoned by the 
university authorities in 1537 for ministering to some of his congregation in 
both kinds on Maundy Thursday, having said the words of consecration in 
English 2  Three years later several of Goodrich's circle, including Thomas 
Cottisford, and the French Protestant Peter Valens, who was his almoner, were 
in trouble with the Council for allegedly organising the import of Melanchthon's 
book against the Six Articles 43. There was even some suspicion that the bishop 
himself was involved in this affair, for he had opposed the Six Articles in 
Parliament, but no evidence was apparently found against him. 

It would almost certainly be a mistake to regard this dedicated minority of 
reformers as typical of the clergy of Ely in the mid-Tudor period. Protestantism 
made converts among the clergy, but it provided few martyrs or exiles during 
the Marian reaction. Only John Hullier of Babraham was burned at the stake, 

39 PRO, SP 1/232/fo. 37. 
40  EDR, G/1/7, fos. 173 & 124; LP, XVI, 351; G. L. Blackman ,,,'The Career and Influence 

of Richard Cox, Bishop of Ely', unpub. Cambridge Ph.D. dissertation (1953), P.  16. 
41 PR0, C1/1373/18; C1/1466/64-7. 
42  LP, XII i, 876 and 877. 
43 LP, XVI, 351 and 424. 
44 J. Foxe Acts and Monuments, ed. J. Pratt (1870), vii, pp.  68-76; viii, p.  378. 
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though an ex-monk of the Ely community also suffered in London. 44  Among 
the many clergy who resigned their livings or were deprived for marriage, only 
Cottisford seems to have fled abroad, although resistance by some of the other 
clergy is indicated by a Council order of 1555 to release arrested priests if they 
were willing to bind themselves to be of good behaviour. 45  Inevitably inertia, 
limited knowledge and fear of losing one's livelihood combined to keep a 
majority of the parochial clergy dutiful to the will of the government and the 
bishop whatever their private misgivings. To this general caution on the part of 
the clergy should be added the fact that neither during the crucial years of the 
Edwardian Reformation, nor during the Marian reaction, did they have the 
leadership from their bishops that might have confirmed and strengthened the 
faith of the majority. Goodrich was deeply involved in the affairs of the 
central government under Edward, and, though his officers seem to have been 
conscientious in enforcing royal decrees, his personal example and preaching 
must have been missed. The synod was still held, but relatively few clergy now 
attended it: forty-seven in 1546, as compared with 102 in 1521, or seventy-nine 
in 1587.46  The bishop held none of his later visitations in person, and was 
rarely in his diocese, so had few opportunities for contact with his clergy. 
Thomas Thiriby, the Marian bishop, was so engrossed in government diplomacy 
that he never visited his see, and merely exerted a tenuous influence upon it 
through his chancellor, and through his own exercise of patronage. 

The diocesan and other records do not suggest, therefore, that a large body of 
the parochial clergy displayed great zeal in the defence either of the Protestant 
or the Catholic faith. One can, however, suggest that there was within the 
diocese a steady movement towards reformed ideas on the part of the clergy, 
and scarcely any evidence of direct enthusiasm for the old ways after the end of 
the reign of Henry VIII. Only one case from the visitation of 1549 indicates 
resistance to the establishment of the new service. Thomas Hupseley, curate of 
Brinkley, was cited for not saying the service distinctly, and for departing from 
the established form in the administration of the sacraments. 47  There may of 
course have been other parishes where the government's orders were not 
observed, but this would have required a conspiracy of silence between 
parishioners and incumbent which would have been difficult to maintain in 
many parishes. The most interesting evidence about the attitudes of the clergy 
is once again supplied by clerical wills, which indicate a change of opinion at 
the local level that did not coincide directly with national events. Most wills 

\4' Acts of the Privy Council, ed. J. Dasent, v, p. 150. 
4\EDR, B/2/I, fos. 217v-25; 32-42; D/2/16, fos. 199-210v. 
-17 
~DR,B/2/3, p. 46. 
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contained a dedication formula, commending the soul to God, and in the 
traditional version also to the Virgin and the whole company of heaven. A 
convinced Protestant would, of course, omit this latter commendation, and 
would often add aphrase dedicating his soul to Christ, by whose merits only 
he hoped to attain salvation. Between these two extremes were various corn-
promise or neutral formulae, which dedicated the soul to God or to Christ only, 
refraining from any elaboration. It is always difficult to be sure that the wills 
express the views of the testators themselves, and not merely those of the scribe 
who made out the routine sections of the documents, but in the case. of the 
literate clergy an articulate statement of views is more likely than in that of the 
laity, and the evidence must therefore be given some credence. 

In the 1520s the full Catholic dedication was standard form in all Ely clerical 
wills, with a few elaborations and flourishes upon the basic form. Then in 1530 
the first of the 'neutral' formulae occurs, to be followed in three other wills in 
that decade The only truly radical statement from this period is that of John 
Tetworth, who in his will of 1535 declared that there was no purgatory. 49  
During this decade, however, traditional wills continue to outnumber the rest, 
and it is only in the early 1540s that 'neutral' and emphatically Protestant wills 
become common among the Ely clergy. By 1545 only two wills among six have 
the full Catholic dedication, and by 1547 the emphatically Catholic tone of 
John Gibbonson's will is startling rather than customary. 50  Thus it would 
appear that the first generation seriously influenced by the events of the 1530s 
were already turning away from the ideas of traditional Catholicism, even when 
Henry Viii's government decreed caution and an adherence to customary 
views. There are no examples among the later Edwardian wills of commitment 
to the old forms, and under Mary only just'over half of the clerical wills revert 
to the full form of dedication. There is at this latter period one example of an 
emphatically Protestant will, but the most common form is 'neutral', as it also 
was under Edward . 51  The bequests in the body of the wills for prayer for the 
dead and masses for the soul follow much the same pattern as the dedication 
formulae; common in the 1530s, gradually dying out in the early 1540s, and 
only . revived somewhat tentatively under Mary, though one priest still 
optimistically left money for the establishment of a full chantry. 52  

48  CUA, Ely Cons. Court, Will Reg. J, fo. 157, L, fo. 30v. Vice-Chancellor's Cons. Court, 
Test. Trans. 1/57. 

49 CUA, Vice-Chancellor's Cons. Court, Test. Trans. 1/58. 
° CUA, Ely Cons. Court, Will Reg. M, fo. 56. 

"Ibid, N. fo. 319. 
52  This was John Lord of Linton, who may have been private chaplain to the Catholic Paris 

family. Mid, N, fo. 217. 
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The gradual penetration of the diocese by new ideas does not seem to have 
been matched by that improvement in the standards of the parochial clergy that 
was the ambition of the Reformers. So disturbed were the mid-Tudor decades, 
and so great the decline in the prestige of the church, that the number of 
graduates entering benefices actually fell. In the two decades between 1 536 and 
1556 only 48% of the parish clergy are known to have been graduates, or to 
have had some university training. 53  At the same period the total number of 
assistant clergy was also declining: in 1543 there were 100 curates or assistants 
in the diocese; by 1 564, when recovery may well have already begun, there were 
only fifty-three. 54  The difficulties of the parish clergy were not, however, created 
so much by absolute lack of numbers, which did not become apparent until 
Mary's reign, as by the new demands placed upon them under Edward VI. it 
was no longer sufficient to be able to say the mass competently, and to preach 
occasionally from such sources as the Golden Legend. What was required in the 
Edwardine injunctions was preaching at least once a quarter from Holy 
Scripture, either by the incumbent himself or an approved substitute. 55  Despite 
the proximity of the university, and the large number of graduate clergy within 
the diocese, the visitation returns of 1549 and 1552 show that a number of 
parishes were unable to find preachers. On both occasions there were ten parishes 
in the county alone that had failed to provide the minimum number of sermons, 
and as will be seen later, the situation did not improve until some years after 
the beginning of Elizabeth's reign. 56  The changing demands upon the clergy, 
coming as they did at a time of great difficulty and insecurity for the church, 
could not be met by the injunctions of the government and efforts of the 
leading Protestants, without time in which to train and discipline the parish 
clergy to their new role. 

The already difficult position of the clergy was greatly aggravated under Mary 
by the Queen's action in ordering the deprivation of all married priests. As one 
would expect in an eastern diocese fairly strongly influenced by Protestantism, 
there were a large number of married priests in Ely. At least thirty-four clergy 
were deprived of their livings during the Marian period: that is over 20% of the 
beneficed clergy. 57  There may have been even more deprivations, for no court 

53 EDR, G/l/7; G/1/8. 
1-1 EDR, G/l/7, fos. 161-2v; B/2/4, fos. 9ff. 
55 Visitation Articles and Injunctions qf the Period of the ReformatIon, ed. W. H. Frere and 

W. Kennedy (1910), ii, pp.  115-16. 
See below p.  159 

57 EDR, G/l/7, fos. 188ff; G/1/8, fos. 21ff. This figure can be compared with the 33% 
deprived in Essex, 25% in Norwich and 10% in York. H. Grieve, 'The Deprived Married 
Clergy of Essex, 1554-57', Transactions qf the Royal Historical Society, 4th ser. xxii (1940), 
pp. 141-69. A. C. Dickens The English Rformnation  (Fontana paperback! ed. 1967), p.  337; 
The Maria,; Reaction in the Diocese qf York (York 1957), i. p.  15. 
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records of the process survive, and the institution register does not always note 
the reason why a previous incumbent vacated his living. The number of 'free 
and spontaneous' resignations also increased sharply at the beginning of Mary's 
reign. Between mid-1553 and mid-1 555 there were twenty-four presentations to 
benefices vacated by resignation, and some of these had been held by known 
Protestants. Thomas Cottisford left his benefice to flee abroad; Edward Leedes, 
Goodrich's last chancellor, and William Hewitt, Henry Ogle and Leonard 
Cotton, all of whom had been part of the bishop's circle, all quietly resigned 
their livings, perhaps in order to avoid deprivation. 58  The total change of 
clerical personnel was therefore very great: over a third of the parishes lost their 
minister through deprivation or resignation, and to this must be added normal 
wastage through death, which was also exceptionally high in 1558. As in other 
dioceses, much of the wastage was made good by reshuffling those clergy who 
divorced their wives, so that they sometimes gained another living within the 
diocese, though few were as fortunate as Edmund Leeys of Boxworth, who was 
able to resume his old living when his successor died . 59  The system of patronage 
was not, however, centralised in such a way as to allow an efficient redistribution 
of manpower, and the inevitable result was that the poorer parishes were often 
left vacant for long periods, even when there was no difficulty in filling the best 
of the livings with learned Catholics from the university. The synod call book 
of 1557 shows that ten parishes in the county were vacant as compared with the 
usual two or three. 61  

The reversal of the religious settlement upon the accession of Elizabeth 
brought no immediate or easy solutions to the problems created by the 
Reformation decades. Very few of the parish clergy seem to have opposed the 
resumption of the royal supremacy, the few who did so being predictably the 
more distinguished Marian academics .62  They were replaced by men of 
Protestant persuasion, in several cases returned exiles who, though few in 
number, were influential in the task of reconverting the diocese. Ely was 
particularly fortunate in having as its first Elizabethan bishop Richard Cox, an 
outstanding reformer, and a man who worked hard in the administration of his 
diocese, despite the fact that he was almost sixty years old when he gained the 
see. Cox and his colleagues seem to have accorded a far higher priority to the 

58  C. Garrett Marian Exiles (Cambridge 1938), P.  129. EDR, G/1/8, fo. 20; G/l/7, fos. 187 
and 189. CUA, Archd. Will Reg., fo. 266. 

59 EDR, G/1/8, fo. 33v. 
60  Ibid, fos. 21 and 31. 
61  EDR, B/2/1, fos. 250v-55. 
62  John Boxall, the archdeacon, Thomas Peacock, John Young, and John Bykerdyke, 

prebendaries of Ely, were the leading figures deprived. H. Gee Elizabethan Clergy and the 
Settlement of Religion, 1558-1564 (Oxford 1898), p.  277. 
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task of improving and reordering the parochial clergy than had their Edwardian 
predecessors. This was partly because the damaging effects of constant religious 
upheaval were clearly visible by 1559, and partly perhaps because much of the 
work of preparing a confession and a liturgy for the English church was now 
complete, allowing the bishops to concentrate more energy on local affairs. 
Elizabeth herself also forced the bishops to devote themselves more closely to 
the affairs of their dioceses, by insisting that they should not be resident in the 
capital unless they were specifically employed upon the affairs of state, and by 
giving very few of them secular office. 

The difficulties that Bishop Cox faced are best outlined in the survey which he 
prepared for Archbishop Parker in 1560. 63  All the bishops were required to 
produce a list of the parishes in their dioceses, with the names and qualifications 
of the incumbents, information about whether they could preach and were 
licensed to do so, whether they were resident and if so whether they kept 
hospitality. Cox was 'appalled at the state of the Ely clergy revealed by his 
investigation: only fifty-two of the 152 cures were described as well-served: 
fifty-three had absentee rectors or vicars, there were thirty-two livings vacant, 
and the remainder were perpetual curacies. The bishop always had a taste for 
the dramatic, but he probably did not exaggerate his emotions when he wrote 
to Parker: 'miseranda sane et deploranda huius diocesis facies; et si passim in 
locis aliis perinde se res habeat, miserrima quidern. est ecclesiae Anglicanae 
conditio.' 64  It is doubtful if in fact the state of Ely diocese was quite as desperate 
as Cox thought. At the time of his survey vacant cures were being filled fairly 
quickly: eleven of those noted as vacant in January had incumbents by the end 
of the year, several as a result of the bishop's exercise of the right to collate 
when the true patron failed to present within six months. Those livings which 
were perpetual curacies were not necessarily ill-served: most were within the 
city of Cambridge, and appropriated to one of the colleges, so they were often 
supplied with learned ministers and preachers. Even the non-residence figures 
were not quite as hopeless as at first appeared, for in eleven cases the incumbent 
concerned held two parishes in close proximity, and served both on a regular 
basis. Finally the gloom of the general figures was somewhat relieved by Cox's 
statistics on preaching. He was eager to search out any clergy who might be 
capable of preaching, even if they were only capable of instructing without 
licenses in their own cures. The results of this preaching survey can be sum-
marised in the following form. 

' Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, MS. 580, fos 13-18v. 
&.IBM, Add. MS., 5813, fo. 63. 
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Preaching qualifications of the Ely clergy: 156065 

Resident 	Non-Resident 
Able to preach, licensed 	18 * 	 1 
Able to preach, no licence 	20 	 11 
Able to preach in cure only 	15 	 1 
Non-preacher, reads homilies 	9 
Non-preacher 	 16 	 15 

* This figure includes the prebendaries of Ely, who were occasional residents and dis-
charged their preaching duties in the cathedral or elsewhere. 

Although the number of preachers available was far fewer than-the number of 
parishes to be served, the statistics do suggest that there was some hope of 
fulfilling the minimum requirement of quarterly sermons from the resources 
available within the diocese. 

Despite these modifications to Cox's picture, the survey undoubtedly indicates 
that many parishes were badly served, and that the church was in urgent need 
of revitalisation. Many of the vacant livings not filled in 1560/61 were to remain 
empty for some years, 'for the exilitie of the living' as a survey of 1563 put it. 66  
Since there was a general shortage of clergy some of the livings that were filled 
went to candidates who did not conform with the higher standards that the 
reformers wished to introduce. An additional problem was provided by those 
clergy who had lost benefices under Mary, and regained them under Elizabeth 
after showing due title, without having to surrender any benefices they had 
acquired. in the meantime. 67  Seven of those who regained their parishes in this 
manner had livings elsewhere, often at some distance from the diocese, and they 
strenuously resisted all attempts to force them back into residence. 68  The 
consequences of non-residence are shown in Cox's first visitation, which he 
conducted in person in 1561.69  Nine parishes in the county were reported as 
having no minister to serve them at all, with communion not provided three 
times a year, and morning prayer rarely said. In a tenth, East Hatley, the rector 
had left behind a chaplain who was also his thresher, and the wardens were 

115 The source for this table is Corpus MS. 580, fos. 13-18v. Not all the clergy have details 
of preaching qualifications given. 

66  BM, Harleian MS. 584, 196. 
67 Their attempts to prove their titles are recorded in the act book of the, royal visitors for 

the Eastern circuit. PRO, B 34/2/1 & 2. 
68  EDR, B/2/3, pp. 115ff. 
69 Ibid, pp. 91ff. 
70 Ibid, p. 143. 
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justifiably suspicious about his credentials. 70  Ten other vicars were presented 
for non-residence or neglect, and there were also complafnts against eight 
rectors, though they usually escaped more lightly because they did not always 
have the cure of souls. It must be stressed once again that not every absentee 
was necessarily neglectful: men such as Matthew Hutton and John Bell who 
held Ely livings apparently went to some considerable trouble to find competent 
deputies. 7 ' However, in the difficult circumstances of the beginning of Elizabeth's 
reign it was not surprising that neglect and absenteeism often went hand in hand. 

One of the most urgent tasks that faced the bishops in the early 1560s was 
the provision of more ordinands to solve the manpower shortage left by the 
Edwardian and Marian bishops. We are fortunate at Ely to be able to trace in 
some detail the process by which Cox admitted more men to the church in an 
ordination book which runs from 1560 to 1581.72  This includes not only lists of 
those men ordained, but also details of their examinations before admission. In 
1560 and 1561 the bishop admitted more candidates than he did at any other 
time during his twenty-year.  episcopate. Between July 1560 and March 1 562 
seventy-seven candidates were admitted, as compared for example with the 
thore typical figure of fifty-three between August 1576 and April 1578. To admit 
so many men at a time when the stability of the Elizabethan Settlement was by 
no means guaranteed inevitably meant that the standards demanded were not 
exacting. In July 1560 all fourteen men who presented themselves to the arch-
deacon for examination were admitted, though five, when asked to write a 
sentence at the end of their test, could muster no Latin at all, and one scarcely 
seemed able to write English. 73  At the same examination a year later the arch-
deacon was a little more selective, and rejected two of the eleven candidates 
outright, having referred two others to the discretion of the bishop. His caution 
was ignored, however, and Cox insisted that all eleven men be ordained. During 
the following years this pattern was several times repeated, though both, the 
bishop and the archdeacon gradually became more stringent in their entry 
requirements. The increased number of ordinands provided no instant solution 
to Ely's manpower problems, because of course not all the newly made clergy 
took livings or became curates within the diocese. It did, however, slowly 
guarantee a better supply of clergy, even at the cost of introducing more 'dumb 
dogs' into the church. 

The years between 1560 and the end of the century witnessed a major im-
provement in the standard of the Ely clergy. Although this can in part be 

71  EDR, B/2/8, fos. 26v and 34v. 
72  EDR, A/5/1. 
73 Ibid, fos. 67ff. 
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attributed directly to the efforts of the bishops, it sprang fundamentally from 
the great change wrought by the stable Elizabethan Settlement, and from the 
effective spread of Protestant views. The two universities, and especially 
Cambridge, recovered much of the vitality that had been lost during the middle 
years of the century, and soon entered upon a period of unprecedented growth. 
The Protestant emphasis upon the importance of preaching and pastoral care 
also served to attract able men to the parishes, though it is of course extremely 
difficult to quantify such an influence. The bishops hastened to take advantage 
of the new circumstances by raising the standards demanded for entry into the 
ranks of the clergy. The canons of 1571 ordered that no candidate whose know-
ledge of Holy Scripture or of Latin was weak should be admitted, and the final 
objective was to admit no one who did not hold a university degree. 14  At Ely 
there was during the 1 570s a serious attempt to adhere to the standards laid down 
in the canons. Particular emphasis was placed upon the need for a good under ,  
standing of Scripture. There are several examples of university students with at 
least a bachelor's degree being rcj cted by the examiners because of an in-
sufficient knowledge of Scripture, since the amount of biblical instruction given 
to students varied enormously from college to college. Even some of those who 
were admitted were required to continue with their studies after ordination. 
Thus Thomas Mitchell was ordered in 1580 'to learne without booke the 
Epistle to the Romans and render an accompte thereof within one halfe yeare 

75 next after the date thereof to Mr Bancrofte . . .'. 
The results of improved entry to the priesthood can be seen in the increasing 

numbers of Ely clergy who had university.  training. In the decade 1560 to 1570 
57 % of those admitted to benefices had some university training: in the next 
decade 73 %, and thereafter there was a further gradual increase until by the 
early seventeenth century virtually all incumbents, and many of their curates, 
had attended one at the universities. 76  Unfortunately, the political and social 
structure of the church did not prove so responsive to changed conditions. The 
puritans' demand for the abolition of non-residence and plurality met with 
little response from the ecclesiastical hierarchy, which concentrated merely 
upon ameliorating the worst defects of the system. Limits were gradually 
imposed upon the distances between benefices held in plurality, but it was left 
to the diocesan bishops to improve the situation in the localities as best they 
could without attacking the basis of the system. 77  At Ely Cox himself set a good 

74 Cardwell Synodalia (Oxford 1842), i, pp.  112-13. 
75 EDR, A/5/1, fo. 30. 
76  These figures are taken from EDR, G/l/8, fos. 141-80 supplemented by the First Fruits 

and Tenths institution books, PRO, E 331. On the qualifications of the clergy in 1604 see 
EDR, B/2/23, fos. 3v-33v. 

77 The canons of 1571 ordered that benefices should be no more than twenty-six miles 
apart. Wilkins Concilia, iv, p.  267. 
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example by collating resident clergy to Hardwick, Leverington, Littleport, 
Swaffham Prior and Tydd St Giles, which had all been held by absentees at the 
beginning of his episcopate . 78  By the time of the well-documented visitation of 
1. 579 his officials were making very careful enquiries about the claims of clergy 
to dispensation for non-residence, and proceeding against those who could not 
support their assertions of exemption .

79  Between 1566 and 1581 thirteen 
incumbents were deprived of their livings for unspecified reasons, some perhaps 
for non-conformity or failure to pay royal subsidy, but the majority probably 
for failure to comply with the residence requirements. 8° The difficulties of 
enforcing residence are nicely demonstrated in the case -of Arthur Dudley, 
rector of Bartlow. Dudley had been a resident prebendary at Lichfield Cathedral 
for over thirty years by the early 1570s, when Thomas Ithell, Cox's chancellor, 
proceeded against him for non-residence. 8 ' He was duly deprived of his living, 
but Ithell rapidly found himself before the Court of Arches, charged with having 
proceeded to deprivation without correct citation, thereby allowing Dudley no 
opportunity to produce his perfectly valid dispensation. The canon evidently 
won his case, for he died a few years later still in possession of his benefice. 82  
It was also typical of the ambiguities and difficulties inherent in the question of 
non-residence, that while Cox and his officials endeavoured to limit the amount 
of absenteeism in the diocese, his own chaplains busily sought dispensations for 
plurality from the Court of Faculties. 83  

Much of the interest in the early Elizabethan church has inevitably revolved 
around the growth of puritanism among both the clergy and the laity. In Ely 
as elsewhere clergy and laity must here be linked together, because of the 
patronage rights which the latter exercised, and the influence that they were 
therefore able to exert over the selection of ministers. The dissolution of the 
monasteries had led to a massive transfer of patronage, in which the laity were 
the ultimate beneficiaries, though in Ely diocese the Cambridge colleges also 
felt the advantages of the system. Figures for presentations by the laity show 
that in the decade 1526 to 1536 they promoted candidates to nineteen livings, 
while other patrons promoted to fifty livings: in the period 1566 to 1576 the 
laity presented to forty-six livings, the rest to sixty. 84  Even though this figure 
was not so high a percentage of the total as in some dioceses because of the 

78  EDR, G/I/8. 
EDR, D/2/10, fos. 150ff. 

80 EDR, G/J/8, to. 157; D/2/5, p. 95. 
81  EDR, F/5/35, fos. 204-5. 
82 EDR, G/1/8, fo. 173. 
83  Lambeth Palace Library Archives, Fl/B, pp.  12 and 46. 
81  For detailed graphs of these presentations see Heal, 'The Bishops of Ely', App. lE. 
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presence of the colleges, it still represents a major part of the total patronage 
that was exercised within the bishopric. By the Elizabethan period lay patrons 
seem to have been promoting as many graduates as the colleges and the bishop, 
which helps to explain the total growth in graduate promotions at this period. 
By no means all the laity who had patronage within the diocese can be identified 
as puritan in sympathy, but by the early 1570s there were a small group of local 
gentry who were enthusiastic supporters of the new radicalism. This was only 
to be expected in a county where many of the gentry attended Cambridge 
University, and where connections between that institution and the local society 
remained close. The clergy appointed by these means gave little overt sign of 
resistance to Cox until the very end of his episcopate, and it was only with 
Archbishop Whitgift's attempt to enforce conformity in the 1580s that they 
really came into prominence. 85  John Cutts, Francis Hynde, John Hutton and 
Thomas Wendy were the leaders of the gentry who supported the puritan 
ministers against Whitgift in 1583/84, though they also drew much strength from 
the sympathy of Roger, Lord North, the leading magnate in the county, who 
was also a great supporter of the radical ministers in West Suffolk. 86  There had 
been little love lost between North and Bishop Cox, since the former cast 
covetous eyes upon some of the episcopal property. 87  Among the puritan 
ministers appointed by this group of patrons were the great Richard Greenham 
of Dry Drayton, John Harrison, a leader of the classis movement, Christopher 
Jackson, Thomas Braine and Henry Dickinson. 88  

It would be a mistake, however, to emphasise too strongly the connection 
between lay patronage and the growth of clerical non-conformity in Ely diocese 
at this period. Puritanism is well-known to be such a diverse and diffuse 
phenomenon that it is difficult to link it exclusively with one group in the six-
teenth century. Bishop Cox, like many of his fellow-exiles, started his episcopate 
with many of the 'puritan' preoccupations, only to part company with the more 
radical upon the vital questions of discipline and authority. Many of the lay 
patrons, and most no doubt of the clergy who had been educated at C, ambridge 
under Elizabeth, probably felt general sympathy with the puritan view of the 
reformed church, but only a small minority were willing to resist the crown and 
the bishops. It should not be assumed, moreover, that the laity had a monopoly 

85 On the campaign of the early 1580s see P. Collinson The Elizabethan Puritan Movement 
(1967), pp.  243ff. 

86  Seconde Parte of a Register, ed. A. Peel (Cambridge 1915), i, p.  228. 
87  On Cox's land disputes see the author's article in Economic History Review (1973), 2nd 
ser., xxvi. 

88 These were all involved in the opposition to Whitgift. EDR, D/2/14, fo. 14ff; Seconde 
Parte of a Register, i, pp.  227-8. 
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in the appointment of those ministers whose consciences forced them into 
opposition to the established settlement. One of the greatest ministers in the 
diocese in the 1580s, Matthew Chapman of Wisbech, was promoted by the 
crown, and one of the most aggressive opponents of Whitgift, Edward Braine 
of Grantchester, had gained his living from Corpus Christi College, which was 
not noted for its puritanism. 89  Most interesting of all was the attitude of Bishop 
Cox towards the puritan ministers. His public pronouncements on puritanism 
in the 1 570s are full of dire warnings about the consequences of disobedience, 
and of thundering demands for unity. 'These unruly men', he wrote to Rodolph 
Gualter in 1572 5  'have burst, by their reckless attacks, the barriers of law and 
religion.. 2 90  In his own diocese, however, he was shrewd and dedicated 
enough to respect the efforts of individual puritan ministers. Although he at 
least once called Richard Greenham before him to account for his failure to 
wear the surplice, he had a sufficiently high opinion of his worth as a spiritual 
counsellor to employ him in attempts to convert a papist, and to examine the 
radical sect known as the Family of Love. 9 ' He also knowingly placed two• 
puritans in important livings in the northern part of the Isle of Ely: his chaplain 
Richard Bowler at Leverington, and Clement Martin at Tydd St Giles. 92  Both 
men were in trouble in the consistory court soon after their appointment for 
failure to wear the surplice and use the Prayer Book, but neither was deprived, 
despite the fact that Bowler was able to boast in the mid-1590s that he had only 
once worn the surplice for a service. 93  Cox's support for these two difficult men' 
was probably motivated by concern for a poor and inaccessible part of the 
diocese, which was more difficult to discipline .than the areas under his im-
mediate purview. Good puritan ministers could in such country stand as bul-
warks both against traditional Catholicism, and against the radical sectarianism 
which, in the shape of the Family of Love, had already invaded the Isle of Ely 
as early as Mary's reign. 94  Cox seems to have planted more than he anticipated, 
for within a few years these godly ministers were holding large puritan fast 
gatherings under the eyes of the Catholic priests imprisoned in the bishop's 
castle at Wisbech. 95  

89  EDR, G/I/8, fo. 164. 
90 Zurich Letters, ed. H. G. Robinson (Cambridge 1842-5), i, p.  298. 

EDR, D/2/10, fo. 195v. Gonville and Caius College, Cambridge, MS. 53/30, fos. 126v-129. 
92  EDR G/1/8, fos. 174 and 176; B/2/6, p.  229. 
93 EDR, B/2/15, fo. 42v. 
' There was a flourishing group of the Family at Wisbech, which was the subject of a full 

Investigation by Cox in 1580. Gonville and Caius MS. 53/30, fos. 126v-129. 
William Weston: Autobiography of an Elizabethan, ed. P. Caraman (New York 1955), 

pp. 164-5. 
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The picture that can be built up of the Ely parish clergy in the later Eliza-
bethan period is complex, and sometimes. contradictory. The church was 
enjoying a greater stability than it had known since the 1520s, and this was 
reflected in the great increase in the number of graduate clergy available to serve 
cures. The Elizabethan bishops on the whole placed a greater value upon 
parochial care, particularly in the preaching of the Word, than their Catholic 
predecessors, and this concern was shared by many of the clergy themselves, 
particularly those who had been influenced by puritan ideas within the university 
of Cambridge. On the other hand these new recruits and values did not 
guarantee that all was well with the church. The conflict between puritans and 
bishops had repercussions at the local level, since it prevented the puritans being 
used to their full potential in the work of converting the diocese to Protestantism. 
This is demonstrated particularly clearly in the slow growth in the number of 
preachers available. After the mid-1560s all preachers had to be licensed, and 
those who were at all inadequate or non-conformist were not normally allowed 
to preach even in their own cures. This meant that by 1584, despite the better .  
qualifications of the Ely clergy, only 40% were licensed preachers, and it was 
not until the 1590s that monthly sermons became common practice throughout 
the diocese. 96  Beyond the conflict with the puritans the main problem of the 
Elizabethan church was an economic and social one. The church was never able 
to order its own economic affairs in a way which would have spread its wealth 
more fairly among its ministers, or guaranteed that most of its fruits were used 
for the benefit of the spiritualty. Instead, the lay ruling classes had adapted them-
selves to the task of making profit from the church through the system of 
impropriation, and the higher clergy, fearful of losing their political and social 
prestige, had clung to the vestiges of their wealth, regardless of the needs of the 
parochial clergy. The church could not escape its involvement with society, and, 
in the post-reformation world, society perhaps weighed more heavily upon the 
church than it had done for many centuries, and did much to mould the 
character and style of future establishment Anglicanism. 97 In these circum 
stances it was hardly surprising that godly puritans, both in the diocese of Ely, 
and throughout the country, found the church of Elizabeth 'but haifly reformed'. 

96  Corpus MS. 580, fos. 13-18v. BM, Lansdowne MS., 109/17. 
91 The most important exposition of this problem is in C. Hill Economic Problems of the 

Church. 	 . 
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