
ART. VIII. - The Parentage of Bishop Strickland. By the late P. A. WILSON 

WILLIAM Strickland was Bishop of Carlisle 1400-19. Early in life he had been 
married to Isabel, daughter and heiress of Thomas de Warthecopp, of that place, 

and Margaret his wife, by whom he had a daughter Margaret, who was herself twice 
married, first to Sir John de Derwentwater, and secondly to Sir Robert de Lowther. By 
these two marriages she had at least ten children, more probably eleven. 

Though the bearer of a famous name, and one of the most remarkable of the medieval 
occupants of the see, it is not known when or where he was born or who was his father.' 
Most of those who have discussed the matter have sought to affiliate him in some way to 
the Sizergh family of the name; but all alike so far as I know have overlooked a fact of 
some significance in the history of a family which is unusually well documented. Had the 
future bishop been born at Sizergh, or of a father who belonged to that line, there would 
surely have remained a tradition in the family that a man celebrated in so many ways had 
been born one of them, and this would have been recorded somewhere. Yet as long ago 
as the sixteenth century Camden, the best known and best informed antiquary of his 
day, could say only that the bishop was "descended from a famous family in those 
parts" . 2  How he was so descended Camden did not know. 

Ragg, in his article on the early Lowthers,3  notes that when Hugh Lowther and Mabel 
Lancaster were married in 1455, a bill of dispensation was required, something that he 
could not account for except on the supposition that the bishop was the son of Sir Thomas 
de Strickland of Sizergh, from whom Mabel was also descended. He was aware of the 
existence of an entail of c. 1366 in which the younger sons of Sir Thomas are named, and 
William is not among them; but he thought that was because by that date William was 
already ordained and a rector and could not therefore be expected to have male issue. 
Commenting on this,4  Bouch says that Ragg's argument is vitiated by the discovery that 
William was not in major orders until 1380. At the same time Bouch did not doubt that 
he was a cadet of the Sizergh family; his arms, he said, three silver escallops on a black 
field, but with a bordure engrailed of the first as a mark of cadency, prove this. 

Thus the affiliation of William to Sir Thomas of Sizergh in fact rests upon nothing 
better than guesswork. Even that part of the argument that rests upon the consanguinity 
of Hugh Lowther and Mabel Lancaster in 1455  is no more than a guess. Each of these 
two must have had sixteen great-great-grandparents, and it would be surprising if Ragg 
knew the identity of half of them. Thus the conjectured common descent from Sir 
Thomas is only one out of sixteen common descents that they might have had. In fact the 
case is even weaker than this. In the Hornyold-Strickland MS. notes on the Stricklands 
in the Kendal Record Office we find that Ragg was mistaken in his identification of one 
of the great-grandparents of Mabel; and if there is one such mistake there could be more, 
which makes the odds against Ragg's conjectured common descent even longer than is 
suggested by the statistical argument taken by itself. 

Is there an alternative candidate to whom William might be affiliated? We do find 
mention from time to time of younger sons of the Sizergh house as in the entail of c. 
1366; but not much seems to be known about them, and there are reasons already 
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referred to why we should look elsewhere than Sizergh. Now it happens that Washington 
in his article on the Stricklands5  offers us a candidate, though the dates do not seem to 
fit very well at first sight. As long as it was supposed that when the future bishop was 
rector of Stapleton or Ousby, in or about 1366-8, he was an officiating priest and in major 
orders, it was natural to conclude that he was already of full age. Bouch says that in 1368 
William exchanged the rectory of Stapleton for that of Ousby with one Nicholas de 
Stapleton; the date of his becoming rector of Stapleton seems not to be known. But in 
fact he was not then in major orders: he was what today we should call a lay rector, and 
that was something you could become before you were of age, like his own grandson 
William de Lowther, who was to get dispensation to hold a benefice, Barton, at the age 
of sixteen.6  I now turn to my candidate. 

In 1239, at a very early age, William de Strickland, son and heir of Sir Robert of Great 
Strickland, married Elizabeth d'Eyncourt, who was later to inherit Sizergh and other 
lands in south Westmorland. He is said to have had six sons: William, d.s.p.v.p.; Sir 
Walter on whom Sizergh was settled; Sir John on whom Great Strickland was settled; 
Robert of whom more hereafter; and Hugh and Roger of whom little or nothing is 
known. Sir John was M.P. for Westmorland 1326-7, and d.s.p. at a great age in 1352. In 
1340, when he knew he would never have children, he settled Great Strickland on himself 
for life, with remainder to his nephew John son of his brother Robert, and his, John's, 
heirs by his wife Joan daughter of Roland de Vaux, supposedly either of Triermain or of 
Catterlen, in fact almost certainly Triermain. John the nephew seems well attested; he is 
found witnessing charters with his uncle Sir John and between 1348 and 135o served as 
collector of the subsidy for Westmorland and Cumberland. 

For some reason the inq.p.m. of Sir John was not taken until 1361, when his heir was 
found to be Robert de Strickland, aged sixteen years and upwards. Other evidence makes 
it clear that this was his great-nephew, son of his nephew John, and of Joan, by then 
married to her second husband, Thomas de Berewys of Barwise near Appleby, who had 
been M.P. for Westmorland in 136o. The inq.p.m. mentions other sons and daughters 
of John and Joan, but not by name. Now Robert the heir could, just, have been born in 
1344, and another son could, just, have been born in 1345,  and would have been of full 
age in 1366. It is a tight squeeze; but this I suggest is where we look for the future 
bishop. 

I now turn to the topographical background. Sizergh is in south Westmorland, and 
was at this date in the diocese of York. The places that I have named so far in connexion 
with the future bishop and the family to which I am affiliating him are either in north 
Westmorland, Great Strickland and Barwise, or in Cumberland, Triermain, Catterlen, 
Stapleton, and Ousby; and all were in the diocese of Carlisle. So too were the places in 
north Westmorland, Warcop and Hillbeck, with which the bishop's wife and her 
ancestors were associated. Moreover, almost the whole of the bishop's known career is 
linked in one way or another with Carlisle and its diocese. Thus at one time he had the 
living of Horncastle, co. Lincs., where the bishop of Carlisle was both lord of the manor 
and patron of the living. Previously he had held that of Rothbury in Northumberland, 
which belonged either to the bishop or to the prior and convent, I am not clear which. 

There can be no doubt that William's patron at all material times was Bishop Appleby 
who, when he had taken orders, made him his domestic chaplain, and gave him the best 
livings when they fell vacant. Where did Bishop Appleby become acquainted with this 
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promising lad whom he advanced so fast and so far? Bouch says that there was a family 
of the name who owned land near Carlisle and near Kendal.' If indeed the bishop's 
family owned land near Kendal, that would point to Sizergh as the stable whence William 
came. But there is quite good evidence pointing rather to north Westmorland as the 
home of Bishop Appleby's family. Thus sundry de Applebys attest sundry north 
Westmorland charters by Hellbecks, Warcops, etc.; while Ragg reports that in 1369 
Hillbeck was held by John de Appleby and another, and Helton Bacon by John de 
Appleby and two others.8  So it is just as likely that the bishop of the name came from 
north Westmorland as from south, and if so that would suggest that his eventual, though 
not immediate, successor came from north rather than south. 

Bishop Appleby was consecrated by the pope at Avignon in 1363, and I suggest that 
soon after reaching his diocese he thought of the talented younger son of his one-time 
neighbour at Great Strickland. 

Next, what light if any is thrown on our problem by such chronological data as we can 
find relating to the Bishop's grandchildren and other near relations? Here it is John and 
Elizabeth de Derwentwater who are most crucial. It seems best to begin well in the 
future and work backwards. We know from Feet of Fines9  that in 1458-9 Elizabeth was 
a widow, whereas in 1452 her husband Nicholas Radcliffe was still alive and was holding 
Ormesheved Vesci in right of his wife Elizabeth, daughter and heiress of John Derwent-
water.10  We also know that it was already so held at the time of the inq.p.m. of John de 
Clifford in 1422.11  The earliest mention of Nicholas is in 1416 when he is found attesting 
a deed to which we come later,12  and that suggests that he was then of age, born not later 
than 1395.  

Working back from Elizabeth and Nicholas we find that the same Ormside manor was 
held in 1403 by John de Derwentwater, and the same name appears in the same context 
in 1397-8,  1392, and 1388.13  There is no reason to think that all these entries relate to the 
same individual. Thus it has been thought, for example by Thompson,14  that Elizabeth 
was probably the daughter and heiress of the John of 1403, the latter being the son and 
heir of the John of the earlier entries, who was the Sir John who figures prominently in 
local affairs between 1374 and 1386. The latter conjecture is certainly correct; the former 
is much more doubtful. 

Two of our principal sources are nearly contemporary. First in importance is a survey 
of the forfeited estates of Henry Percy, earl of Northumberland, dated 21 September 
1398, which found that Robert de Lowther and Margaret his wife held Castlerigg and 
Tallentire of the earl.15  This is so surprising that it must be true. These manors had been 
in the hands of the Derwentwaters, whether under that name or the alias de Tallentire, 
continuously for some three centuries. The inference that Margaret was the widow, now 
remarried, of Sir John, and guardian of his heir is irresistible. 

The second is the source of the Ormside entry of 1397-8, which is peculiar. It is what 
Ragg16  calls a breve de certiorari, an attempt by the royal clerks to get behind the legal 
ownership to the beneficiaries to whose use the legal owners were holding the land. That 
means that while the John named therein may have been the legal owner of the manor at 
that date, he need not have been. His may have been a beneficiary interest in an estate 
the legal ownership of which was in other hands. So at this date Sir John could have been 
still alive and the legal, as well as beneficial, owner, or alternatively, it could be that he 
was then dead and that new legal owners were holding the land for an heir of the same 
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name who was as yet under age. The chronology of Margaret's parenthood seems to me 
to make it quite certain that the latter was in fact the case. 

John the heir we know was of full age in 1403. He must therefore have been born 
before the end of 1382, and his parents must have been married early in that year at 
latest. His mother, Margaret, must have been quite young at the time of her marriage to 
Sir John, and probably not his first wife. But even supposing her to have been married 
at say 17, it is important to recognize that she had a great deal of child-bearing ahead of 
her. Sir Robert de Lowther, in his will of 1430,17  names six sons, and mentions unmarried 
daughters unnamed. Bouch has in fact identified three daughters all eventually married.18  
So their mother had at least nine children by her second marriage. 

Now if Margaret was married at 17 in 1382, and Sir John lived on until 1397, she 
would have been 32 or over at the time of her marriage to Robert. So I prefer to think 
that Sir John died soon after the inq.p.m. of Thomas de Clifford in 1392, when on my 
supposition she would have been 27; and the supposition is further supported by the fact 
that her second son by her second marriage was born 1395-6.19  So the date of that 
marriage must have been 1394  at latest. Incidentally, on the same supposition she would 
have been 84 when she died in 1449.  

If Margaret was born in 1365, the marriage of her parents cannot be dated later than 
that year at latest. Is this compatible with the proposed affiliation of her father the future 
bishop to John of Great Strickland? Robert, John's eldest son and heir, was born between 
26 June 1344  and 29 June 1345. So his next brother could not have been born earlier than 
1345, and could hardly have been more than 19 at the date postulated for the marriage 
of Margaret's parents. It is a very tight squeeze, and I regard this as a more serious 
objection to the identification than the fact of his being rector of Stapleton or Ousby in 
1366 or 1368. Still, there do remain other lines of approach; but first to dispose of 
Elizabeth, the eventual heiress of the Derwentwater family. 

We know that Sir John and Margaret had a son, born I suggest c. 1382. The son could 
have had a daughter, as Thompson thought likely,20  born c. 1403, and married to 
Nicholas Radcliffe in or before 1422. Equally Sir John and Margaret could have had a 
daughter who, if Sir John died c. 1392, could have been born at any time between 1383 
and that year. To decide between these hypotheses it will by useful to look rather more 
closely at the career of her husband. 

Nicholas Radcliffe was sheriff of Cumberland 1425-6. If as we suppose he and 
Elizabeth were much of an age, and if she were the daughter of the son and born c. 1403, 
that would make Nicholas rather young to be sheriff in 1425-6, especially as he is 
generally believed to have been a native of Lancashire, not Cumberland. In addition as 
we saw he is found attesting a deed of 1416, and that suggests that he was then of age, 
having been born 1395  or earlier; and if he was of age it is to be expected that he was also 
married. So on balance I prefer to see Elizabeth as the sister, not daughter, of the John 
of 1403. This has a bearing on the interpretation of the deed of 1416, the only one I have 
come across attested by Nicholas, and it is curious to find that it relates to land in Great 
Strickland, being some sort of family settlement.21  The grantors are Nicholas de 
Fallowfield and Margaret his wife; and as the later Fallowfields of Great Strickland bore 
arms identical with those of the Stricklands save for a difference of tincture, it seems safe 
to assume that Nicholas the grantor was son and heir of the daughter and heiress of 
Robert, last of the Stricklands of that place. 
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The first named of the grantees is John Vaux of Gillesland, who looks like a relation, 
say second cousin once removed, of Nicholas the grantor through his great-grandmother 
Joan de Vaux. The second is John Stirkeland, vicar of the church of Torpenhow, whom 
it would make sense to see as first cousin once removed of the grantor, and son of one of 
the younger brothers of Robert, the last, of Great Strickland. The advowson of 
Torpenhow had come into the possession of the bishops of Carlisle by the time of Bishop 
Irton, d. 1292. According to Whellan22  John de Carlisle became vicar in 1393,  and he 
gives no more names of vicars before the Reformation. John Strickland was therefore 
preferred between 1393  and 1416, which makes the odds about 3 to I that it was to 
Bishop Strickland he owed the preferment. 

To what extent the deed of 1416 can be said to corroborate my hypothesis regarding 
the Bishop's parentage is difficult to say; it is certainly entirely consistent with it. I think 
we can go further and say that inasmuch as the bishop could be related by blood to three 
of the persons named, and by marriage to a fourth, it would be a very remarkable 
coincidence if he were not so related in fact. We can at least draw the negative conclusion 
that it is now up to those who challenge the hypothesis to produce the evidence on which 
they rely. 

I have said that the Bishop could, conceivably, have been descended from some 
younger son of some Sizergh Strickland, though I think this unlikely. Less unlikely 
would be a descent from a cadet branch having topographical associations with Great 
Strickland. Here we find a William son of Roger de Strickland who was farmer of the 
mills of Strickland and Hackthorpe c. 1294, and a Henry son of Henry de Strickland 
named c. 1292 in a Thrimby context.23  From either of these the future bishop might be 
sprung, and it is proper that this possibility should not be overlooked. Yet I do not think 
it likely. There are no intermediate links, any more than there are in the case of the 
Sizergh cadets; moreover a man who was married very early in life to an important 
heiress is much more likely to have belonged to one of the main lines, whether of Sizergh 
or Great Strickland, than to a cadet branch. 

I have left the foregoing paragraphs and the tentative conclusions to which I was led 
in them much as they were first written. It was only afterwards that I happened to be 
turning over the pages of a work generally cited as John Hodgson, Beauties of England 
and Wales, Westmorland (1814), though the wording of the title page is quite different, 
and it bears no date. In this work, under Great Strickland, we are told that bishop 
Strickland was "born here", and Hodgson's wording implies that to him this was a 
known fact, not a tentative conclusion based upon inferences of one sort and another. 

The Rev. John Hodgson, 1779-1845, better known for his History of Northumberland 
and his meticulous work on Hadrian's Wa11,24  was a Westmorland man; and it is clear 
that some at any rate of the information embodied in the Beauties came from local families 
with whom he was in touch. He could not have invented what he said about the Bishop, 
nor could he have arrived at it by reading books and articles that had not then been 
written. My guess is that he got it either from the Lowthers who were descended from 
the Bishop, or rather more likely from the Dalstons of Acorn Bank. After all, if the 
Bishop was born at Great Strickland, this quite important fact of family.  and county 
history would be remembered by the family, and the memory would surely be passed on 
by them to the Fallowfields, and by the Fallowfields to the Dalstons. So I think we are 
entitled to regard Hodgson's statement as independent corroboration of what was without 
it no more than a probable conjecture arrived at by a quite different line of approach. 
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Hodgson notes that the bishop died in 1419, which he did; but his birth he dates 1396, 
which is absurd, and can only be an error of transcription on someone's part — only the 
third digit need be wrong and surely 1346 must be meant. This does not make the "tight 
squeeze" any less tight than it was before, but it does mean that any argument based 
upon it can no longer be used to refute the case here put forward for identifying the 
bishop's parents as John de Strickland of Great Strickland and his wife Joan (de Vaux). 
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