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Plus c’est la meme chose, or all things made new? 
 

Watling Street 
in the Reformation 1520-1570 

 

 

Introduction 

The break with Rome is the most enduringly important event in the history of the church in England, 
and arguably in the history of England. It produced “another country, another world,”1 in Eamon 
Duffy’s Brexit-despairing phrase, or “all things made new”, the Book of Revelations phrase used by 
Diarmaid MacCulloch as the title of his rosier depiction of the English Reformation. The pictures of 
before and after can be expected to show enormous differences. There were indeed many changes; 
there was also extraordinary continuity.  

Kent, unique among counties, has two medieval cathedrals, and they are the two oldest, one the seat 
of the foremost churchman in England since the Winchester Accord in 1072. Watling Street, running 
through Rochester and Canterbury, connected England to the continent. This connection ensured a 
high profile with frequent royal traffic. Few roads could claim more importance.   

This paper considers the degree of change and of continuity at the two cathedrals and in the most 
important town between them, Faversham, between 1520 and 1570, the year of Elizabeth’s 
excommunication: change and continuity in terms of people – kings, clerics, lay people both grand 
and ordinary, and their relative power; and in physical assets – land, fabric and contents.   

Underlying this consideration are the potential answers to three questions asked respectively by the 
historians Victoria Glendinning, Peter Clark, and Patrick Collinson: “it had been announced…that King 
Henry…, not the Pope…, was head of the church in England. What difference did that make to 
ordinary people?”2; “how do we explain the county’s quiescence?”3; and “what purpose did a 
cathedral now serve?”4 

 

Flexibility of conscience 

Over the course of four reigns5, required beliefs and practices dashed backwards and forwards: away 
with the Pope, monasteries, saints, altars, offerings, shrines, ornamentation, candles, bells, in due 
course transubstantiation and Latin; then most of them back; and then away again. Clergy had to 
espouse every few years an entirely different set of beliefs. But while some lost their positions and a 
few their lives, others carried on through thick and thin. 

The life of the two Kent cathedrals as monastic bodies was over in a flash. On 20th March 1540 Henry 
VIII commissioned his Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Cranmer, and others to receive the 
surrender of the priories at Canterbury and Rochester, to take an inventory of all goods and to convey 
to the Tower of London all valuables and treasure. Canterbury and Rochester surrendered on 4th and 
8th April respectively.  

  

 
1 Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars (Yale University Press, New Haven, 1992), p 593 
2 Victoria Glendinning, The Butcher’s Daughter (Duckworth, London, 2018), p 7 
3 Peter Clark, English Provincial Society from the Reformation to the Revolution: Religion, Politics and Society in 
Kent 1500-1640 (Harvester Press, Sussex, 1977), p 49 
4 Patrick Collinson, in Patrick Collinson and Margaret Sparks (eds), A History of Canterbury Cathedral (The 
Chapter of Canterbury, 2002), p 155 
5 As a reminder: Henry VIII 28 June 1491 – 28 January 1547, Edward VI 12 October 1537 – 6 July 1553, Mary 18 
February 1516 – 17 November 1558, Elizabeth 7 September 1533 – 24 March 1603 
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The monasteries went but many monks were reemployed as members of the newly created cathedral 
chapters for which there was already a model in the form of “Old Foundation” cathedrals, the nine 
cathedrals in England and four in Wales which had secular foundations, where their chapters did not 
comprise monks. The constitution devised by Thomas Cromwell, the King’s chief minister, for 
Canterbury included a place for twelve prebendaries. Cranmer, unimpressed by the typical 
prebendary, “neither learner, nor teacher, but a good viander,” would have preferred that “twenty 
divines at £10 apiece” should be supported at the cathedral together with “forty students in the 
tongues and sciences.”6 His suggestions were not taken up. His only consolation was the formal 
provision of Six Preachers.   

The initial Rochester proposals had been for a dean and ten prebendaries, four canons, six vicars and 
six choristers7 – a strength nearly equal to that of Canterbury, yet for a small cathedral, in a small 
diocese and with few assets. The eventual outcome at Rochester was a dean with six prebendaries 
and six minor canons.8 Both Canterbury and Rochester were therefore shrunken versions of their 
monastic predecessors.  

Nicholas Wotton, first Dean of Canterbury from 1541 to 1562, was a diplomat, and evidently a highly 
diplomatic diplomat. He was an accidental dean, accepting both Canterbury and York, which he never 
visited. Related to Lady Jane Grey, he belonged to a Kentish gentry family and became rector in his 
local parish at the age of twenty. Having worked for Tunstall, Bishop of London, he was sent to 
France in 1530 to find out what Paris professors thought about the King’s “great matter” – the future of 
his marriage - and he acted as one of the two proctors for Anne Boleyn in the annulment. By 1538 
Wotton was chaplain to Henry VIII, having “already demonstrated flexibility of conscience.”9 In 1539 
he accompanied Anne of Cleves to England and got away with opining that Holbein “hath expressed 
[her] image very lively”10, resulting in the King’s consternation when he met her in Rochester and 
thought the image not at all “lively”.  

Wotton was anxious to avoid being made a bishop: “there are enough meet for it that will not refuse 
it.”11 He spent little time in Canterbury and “took little interest in the affairs of the chapter and 
archdiocese.”12 He was ambassador resident in France between 1553 and 1557 and retained the 
confidence of Mary and subsequently of Elizabeth. A rare demarche in matters ecclesiastical was his 
membership of a Privy Council commission to hear cases of heresy, along with Cranmer and William 
Cecil, in 1551.  

The quintessential Reformation collaborator, Wotton had a good county background; he was 
intelligent, well educated, a capable administrator with beautiful handwriting, evidently willing to trim 
his sails if he had any sails to trim. His biographers conclude that he was more religiously 
conservative than reformist: “a Protestant statesman and a Popish Christian,”13 but “to serve his 
prince seems to have been [his] sole maxim…; and to enhance that religion which his prince 
favoured, [though it] change ever so often, seems to have been his creed.”14 

  

 
6 Diarmaid MacCulloch, Thomas Cranmer: A Life (Yale University Press, New Haven, 1996), p 264 
7  Letters and Papers, Foreign and Domestic, of the Reign of Henry VIII, 15 (London, 1893), edited by James 
Gairdner et al., p 147  
8 C.S. Knighton, The Reformed Chapter, 1540-1660, in Nigel Yates (ed.) with Paul Welsby, Faith and Fabric – A 
History of Rochester Cathedral 605-1994 (Boydell, Rochester, 1996), p 59 
9 Barbara Ficaro, Nicholas Wotton, Dean and Diplomat (Unpublished thesis, University of Kent, 1981), p 17 
10 Ficaro, p 23 
11 Letters and Papers, 14 p 178 
12 Ficaro, p 27 
13 Ficaro, p 72  ,  
14 Edward Hasted, The History and Topographical Survey of the County of Kent, 12 (W. Bristow, Canterbury, 
1797), p 4 
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This first dean of Canterbury nimbly navigated the turbulent waters of four reigns to remain dean 
throughout. Of the others in the Chapter, the Canterbury prebendaries too were generally though not 
uniformly survivors. Several were ex-monks. Several who became bishops retained their prebends 
after their promotion, including Nicholas Ridley.15 Several saw through an uncomfortable succession 
of at least two reigns, in some cases three, and in the case of St Leger and Mills four.   

In the period of maximum turnover, six Canterbury prebendaries were deprived of office at the 
beginning of Mary’s reign: Goldstone, who had been chaplain to Princess Elizabeth; and Willoughby 
(who was reinstalled by Elizabeth before being deprived again), Alexander, Edmund Cranmer, 
Devenish, and Joseph – the last three for being married (though being the Archbishop’s brother 
cannot have helped). Three were deprived by Elizabeth for denying her supremacy, including 
Nicholas Harpsfield, Archdeacon of Canterbury in Mary’s reign, who had written “a discourse in favour 
of the Pope” in which he called Cranmer a bastard because he had no place in the apostolic 
succession and asserted that the church of Rome was “the only true church.”16 Thomas Becon 
succeeded Harpsfield in his prebendal stall in 1559: Becon had been a pioneering reformist to such 
an extent that he had to avoid “the ravening jaws” of the more moderate Henrician authorities. Later 
appointed a Six Preacher, he was “a bold opponent of the Romish doctrines”17 and so had been 
imprisoned under Mary and exiled. Once appointed canon, he remained in post until 1567, 
“labour[ing] as much to overthrow the power of the Pope…, as his predecessor had done to promote 
it.”18   

It is evidence of continuity that more prebendaries died in office, sometimes conveniently, than were 
deprived. There were no abrupt terminations during the reigns of Henry or of Edward. Low turnover in 
Elizabeth’s reign partly reflected, once Matthew Parker became archbishop, Canterbury’s lower 
profile, though the profile was raised by the Queen’s progress through Kent in 1573, with fourteen 
days of “magnificent entertainment” by Parker in Canterbury and a few in Faversham and 
Rochester.19   

There was similar continuity at Rochester where Walter Phillips had been prior of the abbey and after 
1540 served as dean until his death in 1570. Four other monks became respectively gospeller, 
epistoller, high sexton and under sexton. Nine other monks were pensioned off. Under Mary, three 
were deprived, one of them (Taylor) burned.  As in Canterbury, more prebendaries died in office than 
were deprived; Griffith kept his prebendal stall after being made a bishop in 1554, dying fortuitously in 
November 1558. Aprice retained office from 1541 until his death in 1574.20   

It was much the same story in the church, though not in the priory, at Faversham: the vicar of 
Faversham was Clement Norton from 1535 to 1553; Laurence Maptyd from 1553 to 1570.21 Norton, a 
fellow of All Souls, “never completely accepted the Protestant religion,”22 but he stayed the course. In 
Kent as a whole, only in the counter-reformation reign of Mary were clergy deprivations really 
numerous. The Rochester ecclesiastical court deprived twenty-nine clergy in 1554-5 and Canterbury 
over sixty-eight, “the most extensive and destructive purge of parochial clergy in the whole course of 
Tudor religious change… It left the Marian church in Kent numbed with shock and the majority of its 
priests frightened into abject conformity.”23   

  

 
15 Joyce M. Horn, (comp.), John le Neve, Fasti Ecclesiae Anglicanae 1541-1857, III, Canterbury, Rochester and 
Winchester Dioceses (University of London, 1974), pp 24,50 
16 John Strype, Annals of the Reformation with an Appendix of Original Papers,  (London, 1725), Vol. 1, Appendix 
p 36   
17 John Ayre (ed.), The Early Works of Thomas Becon  (The Parker Society, University press, Cambridge, 1843), 
p xv 
18 Hasted, 12  
19 Strype, Annals, Vol. 2, Appendix p 70 
20 Horn, pp 50-71 
21 Edward Jacob, The History of Faversham (first published 1774) (Cassell, Sheerness, 1974), p 50 
22 H.A. James, Faversham Parish Church (Faversham Society, Faversham, 1990), p 19 
23 Clark, p 99 
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But it is hard to tell the difference between shocked conformity and prudent acquiescence: a vicar of 
Bray willingness to play along. Some of those deprived “renounced their wives, submitted to the new 
ritual and were restored; others went into exile.”24 Only a few, like John Bland the vicar of Ospringe, 
burned in Canterbury in July 1555, embraced martyrdom.  

The compliance and complaisance which were the leitmotif of most clergy’s attitude to changing 
circumstances were matched by acceptance of municipal change. In Faversham governance of the 
town had been the joint responsibility of the “abbot, mayor and jurats;… the abbot… [was] 
paramount”25 and purportedly overbearing: “these drones were removed from their hive.”26 Henry, 
passing through in 1545, gave Faversham a new charter which confirmed the rights of the town 
corporation without the abbey. This looked like a big change. But in practice the Abbey’s decline 
suggests that by the time of its dissolution it could not have been wielding much power. In Rochester, 
the same men had repeat terms of mayoral office in successive reigns. The most frequently recurring 
was E. Browne, who was mayor in 1544, 1549, 1554, 1556, 1558, 1559, 1561, 1565 and 1568, west 
Kent’s municipal Wotton.27   

 

Stresses and strains 

Despite the general continuity in the cast of characters at Canterbury, Rochester and Faversham, 
there were naturally stresses and strains, some of them acute. MacCulloch gives many examples of 
the tensions which arose between the Canterbury chapter and Cranmer, possibly exacerbated by 
Wotton’s invisibility. Before the dissolution of the monasteries at Canterbury, Cranmer in 1537 was 
“alerted to the truculent conservatism” among the monks, in particular about the assault on the cult of 
the saints in the abolition of holy days.28 There was a nasty scene at the funeral of Cranmer’s 
chaplain Richard Champion, when the bellringer seized the censer and poured hot coals over the new 
grave because “in his eyes, Champion was an unrepentant heretic”.29 Even in Elizabeth’s reign, when 
Kent had few “cases of continuing commitment to Catholicism,” there were outbreaks of discord. The 
Canterbury prebendary Bale, who had had an eclectic career which included a period as a slave and 
another as a bishop of Ossory, and was nicknamed “bilious Bale”, fulminated against “the old frantic 
superstitions of papistry” in both Canterbury and Faversham.30   

Cranmer’s adversaries included the prebendary Parkhurst and one of the Six Preachers, Robert 
Serles, in the thick of the Prebendaries’ Plot in 1543. They were able to plot as insiders because the 
King had insisted that the Six Preachers be balanced between three conservative and three 
reformists.  In a sense the plot was, thus, the result of an excess of moderation rather than an excess 
of reformism. Once Henry had unleashed the forces of Reformation, they could not be fully controlled: 
sometimes they ran ahead of the pace that he would have wished, sometimes behind; out of synch 
particularly as his own Reformation progress was not smooth, and included, in the 1540s, a reversion 
to, or at least reemphasis of, a more conservative position doctrinally. The key, and persistent, 
elements of Reformation for him were divorce and supremacy. (He, like Martin Luther, retained a 
belief in transubstantiation.) 

  

 
24 Clark, p 99 
25 John Lewis, The History and Antiquities of the Abbey and Church of Faversham in Kent; of the Adjoining Priory 
of Davington, and Maison-Dieu of Ospringe  (1727),p 43 
26 Jacob, p 19 
27 Smith, pp 495-500 
28 MacCulloch, Cranmer, p 168 
29 MacCulloch, Cranmer, p312 
30 E.J. Baskerville, A Religious Disturbance in Canterbury, June 1561: John Bale’s Unpublished Account, in 
Historical Research – Bulletin of the Institute of Historical Research LXV (Blackwell, 1992), p 343  
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Among Cranmer’s allies were the prebendary Ridley, who looked back with contempt at his 
colleagues at Canterbury when he reached Rochester where he found “gentleness and obedience”31 
as Bishop from 1547; and the Six Preacher John Scory, whose sermon in 1541 about justification by 
faith caused St Leger and Parkhurst to complain to Cranmer. This variety of views belies the 
simplifying notion that Canterbury was reformist and Rochester conservative; the complexion of the 
chapters was more nuanced than this.     

Cranmer declared to one of the plotting prebendaries: “you be there knit in a bond among you which I 
will break.”32 They nearly broke him. The plot coincided with the passing of the act of Parliament for 
“the Advancement of True Religion”, which reflected the King’s doctrinal conservatism, attacking the 
“malicious minds” that had reformed too far, and prohibiting the reading of the bible by poor people. 
Having survived the attempted putsch, Cranmer purged the conservatives only when sufficiently 
strong to do so from 1547 onwards. Serles was suspended, mild treatment for such a plotter. The 
King had backed Cranmer, but it had been a close-run thing. 

 

Quiescence and non-quiescence  

The Henrician Reformation changes in religious practice were fundamental. The 1538 royal 
injunctions outlawed “fantasies…[such as in] wandering to pilgrimages, offering money, candles or 
tapers to images or relics, or kissing or licking the same.”33 But the key to the fate of Henrician martyrs 
was political rather than religious: the refusal to recognise the King’s divorce or his supremacy. To 
refuse the oath was exceptional. To fall foul of the Reformist authorities for purely doctrinal reasons 
was still more exceptional: Joan Bocher’s assertion that “Christ was not truly incarnate of the virgin” 
was a step too far; she was burned to death in 1550.34   

Some, clergy and non-clergy, could not bring themselves to bend in the wind.  Summonsed in 1534 
by Cromwell to take the oath of succession, Bishop Fisher35 of Rochester prevaricated because of a 
“grievous cough with a fever”. Summonsed again, he was imprisoned. The Pope’s decision then to 
make Fisher a cardinal seemed designed more to make him a martyr than to help him. He was 
beheaded in 1535 aged eighty. The King wryly commented that though the Pope had sent a cardinal’s 
hat he would ensure that the Bishop had never a head to wear it on.36  

It was necessary to make a great deal of noise to get into trouble. This was sufficiently rare that the 
very top echelons became involved when it happened. John Stone, alone among the Austin Friars in 
Canterbury in refusing to sign the oath of supremacy in 1538, was tried for treason in Canterbury, 
imprisoned in Westgate Tower, and hanged, drawn and quartered. His example was so unusual that 
in the meantime he had been sent to see Cromwell. Joan Bocher “must have been flattered… by 
repeated visits from the Primate of all England and the bishops of London and Ely”, and perhaps by 
the elitism of her confinement at the house of the Lord Chancellor, Richard Rich.37   

  

 
31 MacCulloch, Cranmer, p 266 
32 Clark, p 64  
33 Duffy, p 407 
34 Clark, p 77 
35  
36 Frederick Francis Smith, A History of Rochester (C.W. Daniel Company, London, 1928), p 301 
37 MacCulloch, p 474. Richard Rich: 
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Similarly Elizabeth Barton, the nun of Kent, was singular enough to be allowed to meet the King twice, 
and also Anne Boleyn and Thomas More, as well as her mentor Fisher and finally her interrogators 
Cromwell, Latimer and Cranmer, before her execution in 1534.38 The monks at Canterbury, 
conformists anxious to distance themselves from their colleague Dr Bocking, wrote obsequiously to 
Cromwell, professing that they had not supported (except Bocking) the views of the “lying and false 
nun” about the King’s marriage, but if they had they were sorry and would not do it again.39 This was 
not good enough to get them off the hook. Pour encourager les autres, Bocking and another monk, 
Dering, were among those executed, an example of “the judicious use of judicial terror… to secure 
compliance with the English reformation.”40 As with Stone, the cause of their nemesis was political: 
Barton had prophesied disaster for the King if he divorced.  

Even in the reign of Mary, far more sensitive to doctrinal misdemeanour, the general rule was repent 
and carry on. Cardinal Pole41 wrote to John Clerk from Brussels in October 1554 to accept his 
penitence and absolve him for “schism, into which you fell despite being notary and procurator of the 
court of Canterbury”, and for having had “much business with heretics.”42 In January 1555 Pole set 
out the policy in a letter to Gardiner43: it was to reconcile anyone of whatever status, no matter what 
heresy, if they were sorry and humbly accepted the “orthodox faith”. All could return to “pristinum 
statum” if they displayed heartfelt contrition, confessed and did penance. Clergy who had married 
could be absolved if they left their wives.44 Granting to the chapter at Canterbury licence to absolve 
and reconcile to the Church those found to have been responsible for schism, Pole explained that this 
applied to laity as for ecclesiastical persons.45 

Royal supremacy was the question on which depended the future for Henrician clergy and ordinary 
people, in their different ways. In the opposite direction, papal supremacy was the key issue for Pole 
in Mary’s reign. It was deeply unhelpful to Mary that, recalled to England, he delayed in Rome until he 
felt he had satisfactory answers to the questions he asked. His return, he wrote from Rome in 1554, 
was less important than putting “true foundation” to the quiet of the kingdom, in the form of 
obedience.46 The Pope was willing to give up any claim to property which had been confiscated and 
Pole would not have conceded so much; but the main issue was obedience: he would accept no 
position in England – not even if given half the kingdom - until obedience to Rome was restored.47  

Pole would not forgive Cranmer for his “blindness and ignorance… dissimulation and perjury.”48 But 
he applied even to himself the policy of repent and carry on: when he and Mary were dying (they died 
on the same day) he wrote emolliently to Elizabeth, nominated by Mary to be her successor, that 
although he should be thinking only of the world to come he thought it best to “leave all persons 
satisfied of me”, especially Elizabeth.49 Whether she was satisfied she did not say. 

  

 
38 MacCulloch, pp 103-5. Notably every one of the seven in this sentence was executed 
39 G.H. Cook (ed.), Letters to Cromwell and Others on the Suppression of the Monasteries (John Baker, London, 
1865), p 31 
40 Richard Rex,The Execution of the Holy Maid of Kent, in Historical Research – Bulletin of the Institute of 
Historical Research LXIV (Basil Blackwell, 1991), p 220 
41  
42 Thomas F. Mayer, The Correspondence of Reginald Pole, (Ashgate, Hampshire, 2002), letter 971 
43  
44 Mayer, letter 1054 
45 Mayer, letter 1072 
46 Mayer, letter 971 
47 Mayer, letter 973 
48 Strype, Cranmer p 975 
49 Mayer, letter 2308 
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Pensioned off 

For monks ejected from Canterbury, Rochester and Faversham, the compensation was a pension.  
Goldwell, last prior at Christchurch Canterbury, received £80.50 For some this was substantial. 
Caselock, prior for forty years at Faversham, corrupt and worldly, received a handsome pension of 
£67, “nearly half… the yearly revenues of the abbey,”51 a pay-off for going quietly.   

Most had a much less generous deal. W.E. Flaherty disputes the received wisdom that most monks 
were “turned out literally to starve”52 but pensions generally were pathetically low. The total pension 
bill in seventeen religious houses in Kent was £1263, only exceeded by Lincoln at £2008. The sum of 
all the pensions payable to the Canterbury prior and twenty-four monks, plus twenty-seven others, 
was £184. Most at both cathedrals were paid between £6 and £10.53 Faversham’s nine monks, 
“turned out of their warm and hospitable cloisters into the cold and uncharitable world, where dig they 
could not, and to beg they were ashamed,”54 received annual pensions varying between £4 and £5.55.  

Nuns did even worse. At Malling Abbey,while the abbess was granted a pension of £40, the eleven 
nuns got between £2 and £3. These compare with the £20 salary which Henry VIII awarded to his 
nurse, Anne Luke, when he became king in 1509; the dean’s salary of £300 at Canterbury and £100 
at Rochester, and prebendaries’ salaries of respectively £40 and £20; and the £750 salary of Richard 
Rich, Chancellor of the Court of Augmentations and a Henrician example of nominative 
determinism.56 Many monks were plunged into penury.  

Looking after the assets 

At the start of the sixteenth century the church was estimated to own two-fifths of Kent, “well above 
the national average”57. The Archbishopric, the largest land-owner with manors also in Surrey, Sussex 
and elsewhere, had property income in Edward VI’s reign of £3223, second among bishoprics only to 
Winchester (£3885) and well ahead of London (£1507), Lincoln (£1962), Ely (£2534) and York 
(£2035).58 The Archbishop’s Kentish estates accounted for £2000 of this income. Christchurch priory 
and its neighbour St Augustine’s were not far behind.   

The bishop of Rochester’s comparable figure was £573. “The diocese of Rochester is… distinguished 
not only… by the narrowness of its district… but for the slenderness of its revenues”59 - all of which 
Bishop Fisher had to pay over to the Crown for a year in 1534 as penalty for having backed Elizabeth 
Barton. By comparison, the most important noble family in Kent, the Nevilles (the family of Lord 
Abergavenny), had income in the 1520s of around £1500.60    

What should impress most about even the larger of these figures is how low they are: at this average 
rent, 2000 acres would be needed to pay Prior Goldwell’s pension. The low return reflected economic 
circumstances. The church was asset-rich but cash-poor. The country, and the county, were still 
suffering from the aftermath of decades of war in the fifteenth century and the Black Death which had 
halved the population in the fourteenth, leaving some villages destroyed and abandoned. Some 
churches are the only surviving relic of these privations: Dode, for example, near Cobham, a church 
disused since about 1350, never deconsecrated, standing far from any habitations, alone in fields. 

  

 
50 £1 in 1520 is equivalent to £864 in 2017, and £1 in 1570 to £470, the difference reflecting high inflation, after 
deflation in the preceding 170 years.  www.bankofengland.co.uk/monetary-policy/inflation/inflation-calculator   
51 Lewis, p 45 
52 W.E. Flaherty, A Help towards a Kentish Monasticon, in Archaeologia Cantiana 2, pp 58-9 
53 Flaherty, p 58 
54 Thomas Southouse, Monasticon Favershamiense in Agro Cantiano or a Surveigh of the Monastery of 
Faversham in the County of Kent  (London, 1671), p 140 
55 W. Telfer, Faversham Abbey and Its Last Abbot, John Caslock  (Faversham Society, Faversham, 1965), p 14 
56 F.A. Gasquet, Henry VIII and the English Monasteries 2 (John Hodges, London, 1889), p11 
57 Clark, p 6 
58 Calendar of State Documents of the Reigns of Edward VI, Mary, Elizabeth 1547-1580 edited by Robert Lemon 
(Longman, Brown, Green, London, 1856), Edward, p 159 
59 Hasted, 4 p 111 
60 Clark, p 6 
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The traditional view has been that Henry plundered the wealth of the monasteries. The change was 
more subtle because the wealth of the monasteries has been exaggerated. Henry VIII was a wrecker.  
But in some respects what he confronted was already a wreck. Few monasteries were either thriving 
in activity or prosperous in income, despite substantial assets. Christchurch Canterbury was one of 
the prosperous exceptions, with fifty-nine monks resident in 1540, but engaged in “innumerable 
brawls” with St Augustine’s, both of them preoccupied with “suing for exemptions, procuring of relics, 
struggling for offices, wrangling for consecrations, and pleading for lands and possessions.”61 At 
Rochester the number of monks had declined from a peak of around thirty-five to forty in the early 
fourteenth century to sixteen in 1540.62 Higham nunnery was dissolved in 1521 because there were 
no nuns. Langdon, Folkestone, Bilsington and Dover, overburdened with debt, were appropriated in 
1535, before dissolution was legalised by Parliament.  

Some monasteries and nunneries had income but no activity. At Davington, next to Faversham, the 
priory was deserted in 1535 on the death of the last prioress after 400 years. Yet “the annual 
income… [was about] £200.”63 Wolsey in 1526 was given leave by the King, with the endorsement of 
a papal bull, to suppress eighteen small monasteries, among them Lesnes and Tonbridge 
monasteries,64 in order to help with the founding of colleges at Ipswich and Oxford.65 It was useful 
propaganda that the Pope thus approved the first piece of plunder. Dissolution was already a process 
underway before the Reformation. though accelerated and made comprehensive as a part of it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Davington Priory 

  

 
61 William Lambarde, A Perambulation of Kent (London, 1570), p 270 
62 A. Oakley, Rochester Priory, 1185-1540, in Yates, p 52 
63 H.A. James, Churches of the Faversham Area 1 (Faversham Society, 1994-5), p 17 
64 Oakley in Yates, p 51 
65 Hasted, 5, p 239 
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Alongside the poor state of these physical structures was the poverty of those who lived in them. The 
notion of the fat prior is much exaggerated. Most monks were struggling to subsist before the 
dissolution. Not only were rents low; income from other sources had diminished. “The annual yield of 
offerings at the Christchurch altars [was] less than £20, a fraction of the sum that flowed in during the 
high Middle Ages…St Augustine’s was in even worse trouble”66  with debts of £40, and “implements 
not worth £6, except a little plate weighing 126 ounces.”67 The Maison Dieu in Ospringe, outside 
Faversham, had declined during the fifteenth century, having been an important stopping place for 
important people, including kings, after its foundation by Henry III. By 1471 there was a master and 
three priests only; and by 1525 only a pastor who celebrated mass three times a week and received 
an annual fee of £12.68 

Many churches shared in this state of impoverishment. For the 119 rectories in the diocese of 
Canterbury in 1535 the median annual income was £10; in Rochester £11.69 Though Canterbury 
diocese was among the richest, its churches were in a sorry state. The visitation reports on a sample 
of churches in and around Faversham by Archbishop Warham in 1511, Archdeacon Harpsfield in 
1556-9, and Archbishop Parker in 1563 and 1573, in combination with churchwardens’ accounts and 
presentments, reveal several things. First, churches started and finished the period in a shockingly 
bad state of repair. Second, Parker especially was concerned about this, Warham somewhat 
concerned, and Harpsfield hardly concerned at all: for Harpsfield liturgy and the manner of worship 
were all-important, for Parker practical aspects - whether people could worship, given the state of the 
churches, and were worshipping - seemed to matter most. Third, churchwardens used their 
presentments to complain about the state of their churches and about their clergy, while the visitations 
provided a marvellously convenient vehicle for anonymous scuttlebutt about fellow parishioners – so-
and-so was sleeping with a woman not his wife. 

Of a sample of a dozen churches in or near Faversham, six (Stone in 1511 and 1560, Preston in 1511 
and 1573, Ospringe in 1511 and 1563, Buckland in 1563, Sheldwich in 1511, 1557 and 1561, 
Davington in 1511) are described consistently as in a state 
of decay.70 So, slightly further afield, were Seasalter, 
Swalecliffe and Whitstable.71 Of only one among the 
Faversham churches, Badlesmere, was this not true: 
“omnia bene” in 1511.72  

 

Badlesmere Church 

 
66 Clark, p 26 
67 Austin Friars http:/www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/kent/vol2/pp199-201/34 
68 H.A. James, Chronicles of the Maison Dieu, Ospringe  (Faversham Society, 1997), pp 41,45-6 
69 Clark, p 28 
70 Kenneth Melrose, Luddenham and Stone-by-Faversham (Faversham Society, 1989); James, Churches 
71 A. Hussey (ed.), Visitations of the Archdeacon of Canterbury in Archaeologia Cantiana 27 pp 213-227 
72 James, Churches 3 p 36 
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In 1563 Buckland was “all but fallen down”73 and at Ospringe “all is well saving that the church is 
ready to fall down.”74 In Doddington, “the minister cannot administer the communion for rain and 
cold,”75 

 

 

All that remains of Buckland 

 

There is a glimmering of a Tudor revolution in government in the attention paid to the tangible as 
opposed to the intangible.  Episcopal and archepiscopal injunctions for Rochester and Canterbury 
Cathedrals likewise reflect concern that things should be run properly. Much, for example in the 
injunctions of Nicholas Heath, Bishop of Rochester, to his cathedral in 1543 is procedural, with 
elaborate requirements being set out as to when the various prebendaries and the Dean should 
preach.76 These local injunctions reflect the national requirements set out in royal injunctions such as 
those of 1547: determined to make cathedrals effective and efficient, and basically reformist.77 There 
is the same sense felt in the 1538 Cromwellian injunction that every parish should have a single 
register for baptisms, marriages and burials. The latter lapsed during the Marian period: Peter 
Jacobson, rector of Luddenham in 1598, copied the original register and complained that after 1553 
“until 1560 can be found nothing remembered or written.”78 Henry’s vicar-general Cromwell and 
Elizabeth’s archbishop Parker showed more concern than Mary’s archbishop Pole and archdeacon 
Harpsfield that things actually worked, that churches were in a physical state in which they could 
function and that proper records were kept. 

  

 
73 James, Churches 3 p 26 
74 James, Churches 2 p 27  
75 Doris Jones-Baker, A History of the Parish Church of St John the Baptist Doddington, Kent (private 
publication), p 9 
76 Visitation Articles and Injunctions Vol. 1 1536-1538 edited by Walter Frere (Longman, Green, London, 1910), 
pp 91-97 
77 Visitation 1, pp135-139 
78 Melrose, p 20 
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Harpsfield’s overwhelming concern with failings in worship is reflected in his visitation to Buckland, 
where he demanded a change to the high altar, a side altar with furniture, a crysmatory, candlesticks, 
and a surplice for the clerk; and to Ospringe: a side altar with furniture, two altar fronts of silk, two 
altar cloths and a frame for the Judas light. He required Sheldwich to provide a silver chalice and a 
surplice, and, in one of his few remarks about fabric, “to repair the church in glassing… and the 
residue in shingle”  

By 1573, Parker’s visitation at Ospringe dealt with “more mundane matters such as the behaviour of 
the parishioners” - seven had been absent for several Sundays, and there was philandering.79  

 

 

 

Ospringe Church 

 

  

 
79 James, Churches 1, p 7 
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In his 1573 visitation to Preston, Parker noted that “the communion table is not yet decent.”  He was 
relaxed about this: “but they have one in the making which shall be shortly finished.”80   

 

The destruction of so many monastic buildings was the most visible change brought about by the 
Reformation. Faversham Abbey was an immense victim of this destructiveness, its nave 370 feet 
long, two-thirds of the length of Canterbury Cathedral, and one-and-a-half times that of Rochester 
Cathedral – destroyed with such “ghoulish thoroughness”  that by 1671 a scholar, Southouse,  
“desirous of recalling [its] past glories, had neither a notion of where the church had stood nor any 
idea of what manner of building it had been.”81 Some of the rubble was used to pave Court Street in 
the town82 and Sir Thomas Cheyne, as Lord Warden of the Cinque Ports, granted the site by the King, 
treated the Abbey legitimately as a quarry for fortifications around the Kent coast and in Normandy.  A 
clause in a 1596 lease of part of the Rochester cloister suggests that stone was often removed 
illegitimately.83 At Canterbury, after the dissolution, there was “devastation and confusion.” Hasted 
reported that even 100 years later, in 1647, there was a “ruinous and woeful condition.”84 

Yet so much, in physical structures, did not change. Canterbury and Rochester cathedrals survived, 
along with nearly all churches, though it was the beginning of a fallow period for building. At 
Canterbury Cathedral, the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries had been full of activity.  In the early 
sixteenth century Prior Goldwell was responsible for the building of the majestic Christchurch 
gatehouse, substantially complete by 1521. Thereafter, for the next 200 years, there was no 
development of the cathedral - though some in the precinct: the Archbishop’s palace and the school.85   

  

 
80 James, Churches 1, p 5 
81 Telfer, p lx 
82 Hasted, 6, p 531 
83 S. Denne, Memorials of the Cathedral Church, Rochester (1788), p163 
84 Hasted, 4, p 105 
85 Alan Baxter, Canterbury Journey Conservation Plan (Private paper for Heritage Lottery Fund, 2016), p 21 
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The building of schools was one area of positive change. At Rochester and Canterbury, the chapters 
were required to run a school, Rochester’s with twenty King’s scholars in 1540 and Canterbury’s with 
fifty. At Canterbury procedures were laid down in detail by Cranmer in injunctions,86 and more 
elaborately still by Parker in 1560, including the admonition that the schoolmaster, Twyne, should give 
up politics and drink.87 The emphasis on education did not simply spring from the Reformation; 
Wolsey’s initiatives preceded it. In 1527 Dr Cole, a royal chaplain and warden of All Souls, Oxford, 
gave to the abbot of Faversham lands “for… a school, wherein the novices of the abbey were to be 
instructed in grammar,”88 “intending the weale… of the said monastery to continue for ever.”89 The 
schoolmaster’s salary was £10 plus board and lodging. Subsequently, in the 1570s, Elizabeth gave 
the school a royal charter. She and her father, both of them composers of music and poetry, had a 
real interest (as did her mother) in education. The Reformation destroyed monasteries as seats of 
learning but established new schools.  

There was little other development. Fourteen knights hospitaller properties are mentioned as having 
patents granted by Mary. The traditional role such hospitals had, providing hospitality to pilgrims, had 
almost vanished by the time of Henry VIII and was largely extinguished in his reign; the Marian 
initiative may have been an effort in re-inspiring pilgrimage, or these creations may have been largely 
symbolic.90 

In summary, the externally visible features of Reformation were largely to do with destruction.  There 
was little restoration of churches, though by Elizabeth’s reign there was an increase in official concern 
for physical condition as much as in doctrinal matters. Ordinary people, even if not the progenitors of 
Reformation, at least kept up the pace on doctrinal Reformation. Harpsfield was sailing into a 
headwind; Parker with the wind. 

 

 

Treasures despoiled and scattered 

Apart from the demolition of monasteries, the rearrangement of church interiors and the 
disappearance of much of their contents were the most evident tangible Reformation changes. Altars, 
profuse in pre-Reformation churches, were abolished. Mary ordered their return. Elizabeth re-
abolished them. In Faversham church between 1513 and 1535, there were some seventeen bequests 
to the altar of St Erasmus (patron saint of seafarers).  “Faversham had more chapels [seven], altars 
[fourteen] and lights [twenty-seven] than any other church in East Kent, for the obvious reason that it 
was the largest… A sort of spatial Parkinson’s law existed.”91 Canterbury had at least thirty-eight 
altars,92 Rochester twelve. They all went. Cautiously, nervous no doubt of further tergiversation, at the 
beginning of Elizabeth’s reign the churchwardens at Lenham church laid the medieval stone slab 
which had constituted their altar in the floor beneath the new communion table rather than restoring it 
to use as an altar.   

 
86 Edmund Cox (ed), Miscellaneous Writings of Thos Cranmer (Parker Society, University Press, Cambridge, 
1846), pp 161-2 
87 Visitation. P 81 
88 Jacob, p 53 
89 Extracts from Wills and Other Documents Containing Benefactions to the Town of Faversham (Faversham, 
1844), p 2 
90 Michael Frohnsdorff, Knights Hospitaller Properties in Kent (Unpublished paper), p1 
91 James, Faversham, p 16 
92 Hasted, 11, p 382 
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Faversham Church 

Saints were obliterated. Few colourful decorations survived – the medieval pillar in Faversham 
Church, the wall painting depicting St Eustace in Canterbury, the wheel of fortune in Rochester 
(escaping whitewashing because it had been concealed behind the quire pulpit). The tomb in 
Rochester of John de Sheppey was walled up, probably because the red and green vestments of the 
recumbent effigy were regarded as too colourful.   

Another change was to be seen in the style of monuments and tombs. Recumbent stone effigies with 
winged angels at each shoulder - Archbishop Chichele’s tomb, with lifelike effigy lying above a 
skeleton depicting mortal destiny, was an extreme example – were succeeded by more earthly 
depictions in wood or alabaster: Dean Wotton knelt in studious prayer; the body of Sir James Hales 
(1559) was shown being buried at sea. The use of inscriptions (Wotton’s long eulogy being written by 
himself)93 “mark[ed] a distinctive change of style”94 with heraldry and armorial achievements galore, 
more “hic iacet” and increasingly “here lyeth” than “of your charity pray for the souls...”95 These 
changes symbolised a reduction in emphasis on the immortal soul and an increasing emphasis on 
faith and on secular activity. 

The Henrician sweeping away of treasures was a striking and irreversible discontinuity.   Becket’s 
shrine, of which, according to Erasmus, “every part glistened, shone and sparkled” and for the 
removal of which twenty-six cartloads were necessary, contained gold weighing just under 5000 
ounces – and this out of a grand total of 14,531 ounces in the whole country.96 

  

 
93 Leslie A. Smith, The Medieval Monuments (Unpublished, Canterbury, 2015), p xxii 
94 C. Bartram, ‘Some Tomb for a Remembraunce’ – Representations of Piety in Post-Reformation Gentry Funeral 
Monuments, in Robert Lutton and Elisabeth Salter (eds), Pieties in Transition – Religious Practices and 
Experiences 1400-1640  (Ashley Publishing, Hampshire, 2007), p 155 
95 William Somner (ed), Antiquities of Canterbury (London, 1640), pp 339-342; Lewis, pp 17-37     
96 Gasquet, p 405 
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The inventories of Canterbury Cathedral, some twenty or so carried out at irregular intervals starting 
in 1315, “extend to over 2000 individual items ranging from the most sumptuous vestments of 
Archbishops to the single teeth of (now) obscure and forgotten saints.”97 They include bejewelled 
croziers, chalices, crucifixes, crosses, staves, cups, incense holders, bowls and rings, patens of silver 
and gilt, embroidered cushions, altar hangings, missals, books of hours, and relics and reliquaries.  
The relics included blood of St Paul, a piece of the pillar where Christ was whipped, the rock upon 
which he stood to ascend to heaven, bones of John the Baptist, the bones of 11,000 virgins, and the 
earth from which God made Adam.98 Pilgrims and the monks of Christchurch may have raised a 
quizzical eyebrow when they looked at some of these; their symbolism, and the role they played in 
defining the sort of church that pre-Reformation cathedrals were, mattered more than their 
authenticity. So overwhelming was this cornucopia that Gill suggests that the Cathedral must have 
been difficult to navigate, “a riot of colour and action.”99    

Eight items in the earliest inventory are ascribed a financial value, including the mitre of Archbishop 
Peckham, £173 (of “exceptional magnificence”100), an incense ship (£1) and two silver basins (£8), 
and a golden chalice and paten (£3) – technically, in modern terms, inalienable assets; but these 
assets were often alienated. Sale for personal profit or for the benefit of the enterprise occurred 
throughout the centuries, but under Henry the process of liquidation accelerated to fever pitch. 
Successive inventories tell the tale of a decline in the quantity and quality of the stock of vestments, 
together with a steep reduction in church plate and valuables, including bibles and other holy books. 
Some were hidden until it became safe to use them. Such vestments, described by Daniel Defoe as 
“so rich with embroidery and embossed work of silver, that indeed it was a kind of load to stand under 
them,” were “the visible expression of the over-arching power of the Church,” and English embroidery 
was a “pre-eminent artform… lost at the Reformation and… forgotten thereafter.”101 In addition all the 
relics and the reliquaries had, by 1540, completely disappeared.     

Parker’s 1563 inventory included the bequests of Pole, among them “St Thomas Banner” and a pair 
of candlesticks of silver and gilt; and a mitre of silver and gilt set with pearl and stone, presumed to be 
Peckham’s.102 “Great waste… [took] place in the church ornaments” between 1563 and 1584, some of 
it due to sale in 1567 and 1570 of ornaments and vestments by a hard-up chapter to pay clergy.103      

There was also pilfering: the Archbishop’s injunctions in 1570 included a direction “that the Dean and 
prebendaries do restore to the church such goods and ornaments, as they have of their private 
authority taken away,”104 and the twenty-feet-long scroll inventory of 1539 has some items later 
marked “stolen” or “given away.”105 During Wotton’s twenty-six years it was estimated that nine-tenths 
of the “ornaments” of the church had been disposed of for the benefit of the chapter.106 The 
embezzlement continued: in 1573 the oldest prebendary, Thomas Willoughby, was suspended, 
having “made away the copes of the church” for proceeds of £15. By 1584 none of the 1563 copes 
and few of the ornaments were left; a communion cup was one of the few survivors.107  

Similarly in Faversham: the church Inventory of 1512 recorded many vestments, nineteen altar cloths, 
nine chalices and patens of silvergilt, nine candlesticks, forty-one banner cloths used in processions. 
In 1524 some had been stolen. Most subsequently disappeared. 

 
97 Robert Gill, Inventories of Canterbury Cathedral – an English translation of the Latin inventories of 
Christchurch Cathedral Canterbury (Unpublished paper), p1 
98 Gill, p27 
99 Gill, p3 
100 Sarah Bailey, Clerical Vestments (Shire, Oxford, 2012), p 22 
101 Huon Mallalieu, ‘Apparell’d in Celestial Light’, in Country Life, 8th August, 2018, p 88 
102 J. Wickham Legg and W.H. St John Hope, Inventories of Canterbury Cathedral (1902), p 230 
103 Wickham Legg and St John Hope, p 234-5 
104 Visitation, p 235 
105 Inventarye of Plate Ornaments Vestments and Other Utensils (Canterbury, 1540) 
106 J.M. Cowper, The Lives of the Deans of Canterbury1541-1900 (Cross & Jackman, London, 1900), p 33 
107 Wickham Legg and St John Hope, p 237 
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Becket’s shrine had generated income, though less than in its peak years. Its removal had financial 
and religious aspects, and a historical aspect:  Henry rewrote history: “the name of St Thomas and all 
account of his deeds was erased from every book that the strictest investigation could lay hands 
on”108 in an attack of extraordinary vehemence and comprehensiveness. Henry’s orders in 1541 to 
Cranmer were to arrange “due search to be made in his cathedral churches, and if any shrine, 
covering of shrine, table or monument of miracles, or other pilgrimage, do there continue, to cause it 
to be taken away, so as there remains no memory of it.”109 The tombs of some early, canonised, 
archbishops were destroyed.  Most of the stained-glass windows in the Trinity Chapel at the east end 
of Canterbury Cathedral were probably removed since they contained representations of Becket.   

Rochester had less to lose. “Rochester had little in common with the great cathedral priories and 
monastic foundations outside Kent. Its library was built from local resources… and its properties were 
not far-flung. It did not have a distinguished ecclesiastical heritage to draw on as did, for instance, 
Winchester and Durham, nor did it have a celebrated saint other than Paulinus.” It was a very local 
cathedral, junior to Canterbury, “participat[ing] in important intellectual and spiritual work of 
Christchurch Canterbury without being absorbed into the larger enterprise.”110 Its treasures were 
limited. The principal shrine in Rochester was that of William of Perth, murdered on his way to the 
Holy Land around 1201 and canonised at the behest of a thirteenth century bishop with an eye to 
offerings. His tomb “brought a golden harvest” to Rochester.111 The library had probably fewer than 
450 books, compared with 1837 books catalogued in the Canterbury library in the early fourteenth 
century by prior Eastry.112  

 
108 Hartley Withers, The Cathedral Church of Canterbury – a Description of its Fabric and a Brief History of the 
Archepiscopal See (George Bell & Sons, London, 1897), p 8 
109 Withers, p 9 
110 Mary P. Richards, Texts and their traditions in the medieval library of Rochester Cathedral Priory, in 
Transactions of the American Philosophical Society, Vol 78, Part 3  (Philadelphia, 1988), p 123 
111 Smith, Rochester, p 302 
112 Knighton in Yates, p 66 
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Nearly all Canterbury’s and Rochester’s books were taken away, many of Canterbury’s by Parker to 
the security of Corpus Christi Cambridge and Rochester’s by Henry VIII for his son’s education, forty-
five illuminated manuscripts now surviving in the British Library. Only about thirty books remained at 
Canterbury, and just one complete medieval bible has been retrieved.113 Some that remained were 
altered: Rochester’s Sarum Missal, in Latin, dated 1534, became redundant with the Reformation; 
nonetheless, someone took the trouble, in accordance with royal instructions, to scrub out, crudely, 
the calendar entry for Becket’s saint’s day and, in the mention of Pope Clement, the word “papa”114.  
The cathedral’s most historic possession, Textus Roffensis, dating from 1123, stayed at Rochester, 
perhaps because the back section was devoted to a list of charters which recorded the cathedral’s 
property portfolio starting with Ethelbert’s donation of land.  

The change involved in the Reformation was that “many of the most brilliant treasures of mediaeval 
art, both English and Continental, were despoiled or scattered irrevocably.” Illuminated manuscripts, 
hour books and registers “sometimes embellished the library of an antiquarian but more often served 
as wrappers for conveyances or covers for the accounts of local merchants.”115 The removal of 
treasures resulted in an irreversible change of atmosphere. Pilgrimage had passed its peak, but when 
Henry VIII and Emperor Charles V met at Canterbury in 1520, they had “worshipped at the shrine 
which had then reached the zenith of its glory”116. All this gold ceased to glister.   

In the reign of Mary there was some attempt at reversing direction with the reintroduction of altars and 
of the trappings of conservative worship. There were thirty-nine cushions in the 1540 inventory at 
Canterbury, forty-eight in the 1563 inventory; nine pairs of curtains in 1540, eleven in 1563. But 
generally it was a losing game. The number of white, green, red and blue copes fell from 237 in 1540 
to fifty-five in 1563.117 Although copes and chasubles, banned under Edward, were mandatory again 
for Communion from 1560, evident in Parker’s 1560 Injunctions for Canterbury and Guest’s 1565 
Articles for Rochester,118 the other paraphernalia of Catholicism vanished. At St Nicholas Strood, 
1560 was the first year in the church’s accounts in which no mention is made of the purchase of 
tapers for the altar.119 Elizabeth carried on liquidating:  in 1570 the Canterbury chapter minutes record 
the decision that “the vestments and other vestry stuff …shall be viewed and sold, reserving some of 
the copes, and the money that shall arise of the same be bestowed in buying of necessary armour.”120    

Many of these contents had no great value, but were significant. The Reformation effect, inside and 
out, was a secularisation of ambience: the eastern crypt of Canterbury Cathedral was “walled off and 
became a woodshed for [a] canon whose garden was in the former monks’ cemetery.”121  

There was renewal and innovation in some limited aspects. At Rochester, in 1541 panelled book 
desks in the choir for the use of the secular canons and singing men replaced what had been used by 
the monks of the suppressed priory. A notable change was that seats in the choir were now available 
not just to residents but to visitors. New paraphernalia appeared in place of the old. Their purpose 
might not always have been obvious. A communion cup in Sandwich is helpfully inscribed in English: 
“this is the communion cup.”  
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Wealth transfer and patronage 

The Reformation saw an immense transfer of property as land and houses, both those used for the 
operation of monasteries and those which they owned as endowments, were appropriated, together 
with the advowsons of many churches. In the mishmash of exchanges between crown and church, 
King and archbishop, it is impossible to tell always who comes out best but it must be presumed that it 
was generally the King, as the stronger party. The Act of Supremacy was the vital event which altered 
the balance between church and state. Henceforth, in that familiar pairing, state came first. 

Initially all the property of the monasteries came to the King; but much of it then followed a number of 
labrynthine paths. The most straightforward was the endowment of the newly created chapters of 
Canterbury and Rochester with property which had been owned by the predecessor monasteries. In 
June 1541 the chapter at Rochester was granted twelve manors previously owned by Rochester 
priory and land in a further fourteen parishes, eleven manors owned by Leeds priory and land from 
thirty-two other parishes, plus an assortment of rectories, hospitals, advowsons, portions of tithes, and 
pensions, including a few in London and Canterbury.122 These still remained in the possession of the 
chapter of Rochester when Hasted was writing in 1797 as did most of the property that Henry 
bestowed on the newly created chapters.  

The royal land-grab which resulted from the dissolution of the monasteries was the catalyst for an 
additional frenzy of transactions involving the Archbishop’s estates. Henry forced upon the 
Archbishop several exchanges of property. In 1536 the King exchanged Godmersham manor for 
“seven valuable manors in this and other counties: Canterbury College, in Oxford, and other 
premises, a scandalous bargain of plunder, like most others of the King’s making; and yet in the deed 
it is said to have been made through his most gracious favour.”123 In the same year the estate of St 
Radigund Priory, near Dover, came into the King’s hands. He exchanged St Radigund with the 
Archbishop for other land; soon after, he reversed the exchange for yet other property.  

It is unlikely that such exchanges worked to the benefit of the Archbishop. The King held all the cards, 
and Cranmer “hath small experience in such causes, and hath no mistrust at all in my prince.”124 The 
“great exchange” in 1538 included a number of royal palaces. Otford, rebuilt by Warham “at 
prodigious expense”, was “not just Cranmer’s biggest residence but probably the biggest house in the 
realm.”125 Cranmer, “in compliance with the rage at that time, in stripping the church of its rights and 
possessions,” felt obliged to give up these “sumptuous palaces” and other estates because of “the 
murmurings and envy” the possession of them occasioned, “by way of exchange, if it could be called 
so; and accordingly… the Archbishop… granted to the King, among several other estates, his manors 
of Otford, Wrotham, Bexley, Northfleet, Maidstone, and Knole” and all rents and revenues in the 
Weald, “all of which were of the yearly value of £503.”126  

Another archbishop’s palace sacrificed by Cranmer was at Maidstone. Edward VI gave it to Sir 
Thomas Wyatt in 1551. After his rebellion in Mary’s reign it reverted to the crown. Elizabeth gave it to 
Sir John Astley.127 Towards the end of Henry’s reign, in 1546, Cranmer gave up more, including the 
manor of Grain which Edward VI subsequently gave to Brooke, Lord Cobham,128 one of the Kent 
grandees whom Henry kept sweet with such benefactions. He granted Leybourne Manor to Sir 
Edward North,129 Treasurer of the Court of Augmentations. 

Exchanges continued in the reign of Elizabeth. An early act of Parliament allowed the Queen to force 
an exchange when a bishopric became vacant, as well as to receive the revenues while the vacancy 
lasted. Parker appealed to her, successfully, against the terms of the exchange which was proposed 
to him on his appointment as archbishop in 1559.130  
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Through the immense power of patronage afforded by his acquisition of estates from the church, 
Henry consolidated his position in sales and gifts of land which built up the power of sympathetic 
gentry, “hungry courtiers” taking part in a “veritable scramble” for assets.131 Henry bought land to add 
to his park at Knole; Edward VI in 1551 granted Knole and other property around Sevenoaks to John 
Dudley, later Duke of Northumberland. On Northumberland’s attainder, Knole reverted to the crown.  
Soon after, Mary granted a life interest in Knole to Pole so that it was, once more, an archbishop’s 
palace. On the death of Mary and Pole, Knole was back in Dudley hands again when Elizabeth gave 
it to Sir Robert Dudley, later Earl of Leicester, in 1561; he “surrendered [it] into the Queen’s hands” in 
1566; and she then granted it to another favourite courtier, Henry Carey, Lord Hunsdon, whose 
grandson in due course sold it to Richard Sackville, Earl of Dorset.132 

Sometimes the monarch’s decisions were far from strategic: Elizabeth granted Tonbridge first to 
Robert Dudley, then to the widow of Sir Philip Sidney who afterwards married Richard Burgh and, 
Hasted records, “no wonder” because “Smollett says he was a very handsome gallant young 
nobleman, and very like the late Earl of Essex” to whom “the Queen, then far advanced in years, 
made some advances… which he declined.”133 

Sir Thomas Cheyne, Lord Warden of the Cinque Ports, was among the chief beneficiaries of the 
monarch’s need for friends. In a non-ecclesiastical piece of patronage, he and thirty-three other 
Kentish nobles and gentry “procure[d] their possessions to be altered from the nature of gavelkind” in 
1540, bringing to an end the requirement that land be divided among all the landowner’s sons on his 
death.134 Loyal to Henry and to Edward, Cheyne might well have been a victim of Mary’s accession. 
But he was Wottonish in his ability to play his cards prudently. Hearing the news that Wyatt was 
leading a rebellion, he stayed put on the Isle of Sheppey. Only after a week could Lord Abergavenny 
assure the Council that the Lord Warden was determined to join him in putting down the rebellion 
“and to spend his heart’s blood in the quarrel.”135   

Chains of transactions in rapid succession are often bewildering. In 1539 the advowson of Ridley 
church, which had belonged to the Abbey of St Mary Grace, Tower Hill, was taken over by the King, 
who granted it to the Archbishop, who in 1546 re-granted it to the King, who granted it to North, who 
sold it to Robert Gosnold who gave it, in 1561, to Elizabeth, who in turn gave it to Robert Godden.136   

This frenzied pass the parcel gave opportunity for corruption. Caselock at Faversham Abbey, an 
adept political operator, was accused of embezzling land. So was the mayor whom he appointed in 
1547, Thomas Arden, a clerk in North’s office. Arden was granted Faversham Abbey lands by 
Cheyne. Arden’s “acquisitive propensities knew no abatement”137 until he was murdered by his wife 
and her lover in 1551. She was burned to death in Canterbury and the lover hanged, another 
reminder that there were plenty of executions unconnected with religion. 

Nationally Henry’s sale of land and goods, according to North as Treasurer of the Court of 
Augmentations, raised £533,000 in 1541-4138 and in the whole of his reign, according to other 
analysis, £1,338,500, a tidy haul;139  though Gasquet reckoned the King had not sold well140 and that 
much went astray. “The far greatest part of the prey came to others’ hands…: Many private men’s 
parlours were hung with altar cloths, their tables and beds covered with copes… and many made 
carousing cups of the sacred chalices.”141 “Vast sums of money… were made of jewels, plate and 
cloth of tissue.”142 
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The church had more limited quantities of patronage at its disposal. So long as the archbishop was 
identified with the King his position was strong, but an archbishop had to build up his own sources of 
support among the gentry. Cranmer’s relations with Cheyne, close to Cromwell and the King, were 
irritable.143 “Only gradually did Cranmer establish useful links with evangelical gentry in Kent.” 144 One 
of these was Lord Cobham, whose brother married Cranmer’s niece and produced a son, Cranmer 
Brooke.    

The reduction in church power and wealth, the accretion of some of this wealth to the crown, and the 
dispersion of some of it in selective allocation of patronage to the gentry, all combined in “that 
remorseless destruction of the seigneurial power and jurisdiction of the church which occurred in the 
mid- and late 1530s.”145 The net results of this enormous game of monastic Monopoly was that the 
monasteries were gone; the wealth of loyal gentry increased; the power of the church, at times 
hitherto almost equal to that of the crown, irretrievably diminished; and the power of the monarch, by 
reduction in that of the church and through patronage, increased. The wealth of the monarch also 
increased, though the scale of increase was mitigated by all the patronage gifts. 

People, persecution, and resistance  

Henry was a tyrant.  He purged his officials and relations as ruthlessly as Stalin or Saddam Hussein.  
Only the most toadying of subjects could regard him as a benevolent despot; but there was no 
annihilation of the kulaks, no genocide of Kurds. Insofar as religious matters were concerned the tacit 
bargain between monarch and people in all four reigns though especially Henry’s and Elizabeth’s was 
that the state wanted “no window into men’s souls” and in return the people at large were left 
relatively unmolested if they were not unduly recalcitrant. At St Margaret’s next Rochester the 1548 
will of Sir Robert Pilton, a priest, nicely encapsulated the general spirit of prudent conformism even of 
traditionalists: he wanted money “to be spent at my burial to say mass for my soul, if the King’s laws 
will suffer and bear it.”146  

The Wyatt rebellion in 1554, led by Wyatt and thirty or so gentry collaborators and attracting between 
2000 and 3000 participants before being suppressed, was the paramount example of popular 
resistance to power. Just as the political issue of supremacy occasioned most resistance in the time 
of Henry, so it was the political issue of Mary’s marriage intentions, “very evil taken of the people and 
many of the nobility” according to Foxe,147 that provoked the rebellion. 

The pace of burnings quickened during Mary’s reign. Yet compared with, say, the Counter-
Reformation in Spain, the regime was mild. As Clark notes, the burnings did not constitute a 
bloodbath in Kent – there were more executions every year for petty crime than there were for 
religious aberration - despite the fact that Kent’s burnings (eighteen in 1555, seven in 1556, twenty-
four in 1557, and five in 1558) were only exceeded by London’s. Kent came off disproportionately 
badly, because there appeared to be more serious reformism which resulted in a punitive response. 
Dane John in Canterbury has a memorial to the forty-one who died there in Marian burnings. But the 
number of burnings nationally was fewer than 300, while in 1524-5 the Peasants War in Germany 
resulted in a slaughter by both Lutheran and Catholic armies; St Bartholomew’s Day in 1572 saw 
maybe 3000 Huguenots killed in Paris and maybe 7000 elsewhere; and in the heyday of the Spanish 
Inquisition it is estimated that between 3000 and 5000 were executed.  

Ordinary people may well have been intimidated by example. They attended burnings. Some were 
integrally involved in these burnings. When Stone was burned in Canterbury, half a ton of timber was 
needed for the gallows; payment was made to a carpenter, to a labourer to dig the holes, to four men 
to set up the gallows, “for two men who set the kettle and parboiled him”, “to the woman that scoured 
the kettle”, and to the executioner.148  
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To the great majority of ordinary people the net result of all the changes of ownership was plus ca 
change, plus c’est la meme chose – almost. Church services were different. Latin disappeared. 
Church and cathedral interiors were different. More people had books, principally the Bible and Foxe’s 
Actes and Monuments, the result both of Reformation and the growth of printing associated with it. 
Book ownership in Canterbury, deduced (with suspect precision) from probate inventories, went from 
8.3% in the 1560s to 20.7% in the 1570s.149   

Those making wills adapted to the new requirements.  In wills proved in the Kent records (graded 
“conservative” when the testator bequeathed his soul to God, the Blessed Virgin Mary, or holy saints 
in heaven, “reformist” when there was no mention of intermediaries with the deity, and “committed 
Protestant” when there was stress on the hope of salvation through the merits of Christ alone150) , 
95% showed “conservative” characteristics in 1532, 5% “reformist” and none  “committed Protestant”; 
by 1547 it was 39% conservative, 53% reformist and 6% committed Protestant. During Mary’s reign 
the conservative proportion changed little: 40% in 1558, with 54% reformist and 5% committed 
Protestant. Two years into the reign of Elizabeth only 9% of Canterbury wills were conservative, 82% 
reformist, and 7% committed Protestant.  

This analysis suggests that “the late Edwardian religious changes (with the 1552 prayer book) had 
only a marginal impact on the development of popular Protestantism – the battle was already well on 
the way to being won by 1550;”151 and that there was no more than a mild Marian blip of reversion to 
conservatism, against the trend which was then emphatically reasserted in the change between 1558 
and 1560.  The figures are strong enough to overcome the criticism of will analysis that only those 
who had something to leave made wills and that wills were often composed more by lawyers and 
clergy than by testators152; they indicate that the Reformation, though precipitated from above, 
acquired its own grass roots momentum.   

In parishes around Faversham, it was the churchwardens who often blew the Reformist whistle; at 
Preston in 1560, they recorded that the vicar had “not preached against… the Bishop of Rome, 
[or]…the abuse of images, relics and feigned miracles.” In fact he had not preached at all. The vicar 
was deprived in 1562. At Seasalter in 1561 the parishioners complained “that Mr Wootton of Herne 
keepeth our Bible from us” and that their bells had been stolen. The Archdeacon in 1569 complained 
that at Seasalter “they have had no sermons this three years but one.”153  

At Sheldwich, the churchwardens suspected witchcraft in 1560, and lamented in 1563 the lack of 
sermons and in 1572 of communions: “our vicar is thought to have some infection.” The vicar got his 
own back by reporting that the churchwardens had been “keeping vestments and copes” and that the 
communion cup had disappeared.154 
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Churchwardens were alert to shortcomings, but the congregational norm was tolerance of the 
ephemeral lapses of clergy. On the marshes, remote and for many a no-go territory “evil in winter, 
grievous in summer and never good,”155 Kenelm Digby lasted for thirty-five years from 1568 as vicar 
of Old Romney despite being regarded as a nonconformist by Parker and forgetting to wear a 
surplice. At the other end of the spectrum Throwley church near Faversham as late as 1574 had 
constantly burning in it lights dedicated to a dozen saints, apparently uncontroversially.156 

 

Conclusions 

Some answers to the questions posed by Glendinning, Clark and Collinson can be attempted.  
Glendinning asked whether the Reformation made any difference to an ordinary family. Historians 
such as Hasted and Gasquet attributed to the Reformation a severely detrimental economic impact 
for the general public. Hasted wrote: “while the beauty of holiness remained here, Canterbury 
continued in the smiles of prosperity…; but when the storm of Reformation burst on its religious 
houses…, the source of its high estimation and wealth… fell with them, and from great affluence and 
reputation, multitude and beautiful buildings, this city fell suddenly to extreme poverty, nakedness and 
decay.”157 This picture overplays both the pre-Reformation affluence of Canterbury and the negative 
impact that the dissolution of the monasteries had. Not only monasteries but also churches were 
generally in a parlous state at the beginning of the sixteenth century, crumbling both literally and 
figuratively. These were not ripe plums.    

To the owners of land, it was far from la meme chose. The restructuring of ownership, together with 
the oath of supremacy, profoundly altered the political structure of England. The Reformation allowed 
all four monarchs to exploit their power in order both to profit and to provide patronage, by rewarding 
sympathetic gentry and nobility. 

Though tyrannical, Henry, through the Act of Supremacy, gave England a greater sense of unified 
nationality, cemented by his younger daughter: for conformists, no longer the serving of two masters, 
the tension between rendering to Caesar and rendering to God. Clergy had occupied all high 
positions, having a double loyalty which occasionally became a divided loyalty, exemplified most 
vividly in Becket and Henry II, in Stephen Langton and King John. For conformists, Henry VIII 
removed the loyalty dilemma. 

The fact that Watling Street was so much under the eye of the authorities - church and state, 
Cromwell and Cranmer, Northumberland, Parker – and that the gentry were so assiduously courted 
and rewarded accounts largely for what Clark called the quiescence of Kent; especially the 
development in Cromwellian Kent of a political power base of nobles and gentry. But the audience 
was becoming more receptive, impatient of the role of the saints and their images. Lutton regards 
Kent as the most “precociously Protestant”158 county in part because of the influence of Cranmer and 
the promotion of evangelical preachers, with East Kent more precocious than West Kent where there 
may have been a less receptive audience but also because the bishops from 1560 were, according to 
Clark, “all pastoral second-raters whose religious sympathy ranged from moderate to downright 
conservative.”159 In any case, in both cathedral cities and in Faversham, the general tendency was a 
rather confused compliance and complaisance. “It [was] safer to do in religion as most do.”160 Those 
who did not quite keep up with the fast-changing times were generally tolerated. To get into serious 
trouble required political resistance, particularly to the question of supremacy. 
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Collinson asked what cathedrals were for, after the Reformation. Their contents were dispersed. Their 
interiors lost their lustre. Their practices changed, fundamentally. But “the traditional vision of 
cathedrals as powerhouses of prayer and beautiful music…paradoxically survived to become a vital 
part of the Anglican ethos, against all the odds.”161  That the transition was as smooth as it was owed 
much to the steely moderation of Elizabeth and her archbishop Parker, squaring the circle that 
Cranmer had drawn. Cranmer’s moderation was expressed in the ambiguity of one of his firmest 
declarations of faith: “Christ’s body and blood be given to us indeed, yet not corporately and carnally, 
but spiritually and effectually.”162   

The Reformation, and reaction to it, in England were, compared with their continental counterparts, a 
peaceful affair. Henry had made it happen because he needed it to happen. Canterbury, Rochester 
and Faversham had their casualties, most famously Fisher, Ridley, Cranmer, Barton, Bocher. 
Monasteries vanished but the cathedrals with a new organisational structure found a new purpose.   
The Elizabethan settlement, the via media, was an embodiment of essentially English moderation. 
Had Edward VI lived longer, with iconoclastic tendencies accelerating during the course of his reign, 
there might have been more destruction of buildings; if Mary had lived longer there might have been 
more destruction of people. The nature of the Reformation and its moderation depended on the length 
of two long reigns and the brevity of two short reigns.  
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